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      Dating twelve supernatural guys at once on live television sounded like my idea of hell. I stared at the glossy sheet of paper my new roommate shoved in my face and scowled. “Me? Audition for a reality dating show? Have you lost your effin’ mind, Romey?”

      He bounced up and down in front of me like a puppy who had to pee. “Hear me out, girl. This could be just the thing to get you out of this slump.”

      “Slump?” I shrieked, and a group of tourists hanging out in front of the Chinese Theatre whirled around. I waved them off, and they continued snapping photos in front of the famous Hollywood landmark. Turning back to my friend, I hissed, “I was rejected by my fated mate and ran away to the human world with my tail between my legs. Do I need to replay the horrible story for you again?”

      “Aspen, we all have bad break-ups. The guy I was dating last month was cheating on me with our trainer. I knew he’d been spending too many days at the gym for his ass to still sag like that.”

      I snorted on a laugh, shaking my head and a few strands of my blonde mane whipped across my face. “That’s not even close to what happened to me. You don’t get it. There’s nothing like a mate bond in the human world. When he rejected me, and I had to watch him screw that she-wolf, something broke inside me. It was like a piece of my soul was torn out.” I clamped my mouth shut because I was tired of reliving that hellish moment. Just because I was a half-blood werewolf that couldn’t shift, Kole shouldn’t have done me dirty like that.

      Romey draped his long arm across my shoulders and tucked me into his side. “I’m sorry, babe, but all the more reason you should try out for Hitched Live. Nothing would piss off your ex more than seeing you getting all hot and heavy with twelve bachelor hotties.”

      I couldn’t help but smile. Romey may have never met Kole but he sure knew the alpha-hole type. I’d only met my roommate a couple weeks ago when I moved back to Los Angeles after a four-year stint at Moon Valley University in the supernatural realm, but we’d clicked instantly. He was an actor, not struggling, as he’d pointed out immediately. One of the few who actually made a decent living at it without having a side gig. Besides being runway model gorgeous with dark hair, deep ebony skin, chiseled cheekbones, and big, soulful eyes, he was actually talented. And sweet.

      I’d told him all about my sad story. Thanks to the Half-Blood decree, all humans of mixed origins were required to hone their special abilities in Azar, the supernatural realm, which was divided into territories by species. At seventeen, I’d been shipped off to attend university in the shifter realm of Marlwoods to learn to control my wolf. Spoiler alert – I never shifted. My wolf remained in hiding the entire time, and I was deemed safe to return to the human world. It would’ve been a happy ending had I not met my supposed wolfy fated mate while at the university.

      I’d met Kole when I first moved to Moon Valley, wolf territory. We had a couple classes together, and he seemed decent enough. A lot of the other females fawned over him and his crew since he was an alpha, and that had been enough to keep me away, but then the mating link triggered one day in Azarian History class. We’d been partnered up for a project and bam it struck. Like I’d actually been hit by cupid’s arrow.

      But Kole was an alpha and having a mate that couldn’t shift meant the possibility of baby wolves with the same affliction. So he rejected me. In the most brutal way possible. My mind sped back to that day; I squeezed my eyes shut begging with my subconscious to let it go, but it wouldn’t. It kept forcing me back to re-live the horror.

      

      A shock of black hair spilled across Kole’s forehead, brushing the sexy scar across his dark eyebrow. His cold citrine irises met mine as I crept into his den, and ice shot through my veins. A girl was splayed across his lap on the couch, her butt cheeks hanging out of her jean cut-offs. She glanced at me over her shoulder before nuzzling into his neck.

      Red-hot fury exploded through my veins as she pawed at my fated mate. “What the fuck, Kole?” I shouted. “Who is that?”

      His hands closed around her hips and he lifted her off his lap, gently placing the she-wolf beside him. He whispered something and she giggled, an irritating high pitch like nails on a chalkboard. My eyes bugged out of my head, and my heart pounded out a rapid staccato. If I’d had functioning claws, I would’ve ripped her pretty little face off.

      Kole stood and walked toward me, his arousal apparent through his low swung sweats like a stab to the heart. He was my mate. What was he doing hooking up with that girl?

      “This isn’t going to happen, Aspen. You and me, we can never be together. I’m the alpha of the Blood Moon pack, and I must have heirs that can shift. With your mixed blood, who knows what could happen? I’m sorry, I didn’t want it to be like this, but you can’t be my mate.”

      I blinked rapidly. My jaw hung so low I was certain someone would have to scrape it off the ground.

      “I have to break the bond,” he continued when my brain refused to form a coherent thought, let alone a sentence.

      My skin felt too tight, my ribcage closing in on my lungs. My heart jackhammered, and the roar echoed through my eardrums. I was going to pass out. My hand shot out and met the wall as my knees began to wobble. “You can’t…” I muttered.

      “I’m sorry, I am, but I have to.” He palmed the back of his neck and crimson tinted his sharp cheek bones. “I’ve asked the elders in the pack, and there’s only one sure-fire way to break a mate bond…”

      My brain had stopped functioning. All his words blurred in the background. I looked into his eyes, but I saw nothing. I watched him completely numb as he continued to speak.

      “…you have to watch me with someone else.”

      My brows slammed together as some part of his monologue finally sank in. “What?” I screeched.

      He threw his thumb over his shoulder at the brunette sprawled on the couch. “You have to watch me claim her. It’s the only way to sever the mate bond for good.”

      “Are you telling me I have to watch you fuck her?”

      Kole lowered his head and snagged his lower lip between his teeth, drawing my gaze to his stupid cleft chin. “I’m sorry, really. You have to understand. I’m the next alpha, and I have to produce more alpha heirs.” Oh, my gods, this wasn’t happening. I pressed my fingers to my temples and sucked in a breath. Why, oh why did I ever come to this damned realm?

      My teeth ground together, and I clenched my fingers into tight fists at my side. I needed to get a hold of myself. It’s not like I really cared about Kole anyway. It was this stupid wolf shit I’d gotten sucked into. I glanced over his shoulder at the brunette. She shot me a toothy smile as she rearranged the girls in her bra. I wanted to smack the look of satisfaction off her pretty pink lips.

      Eff this. I didn’t need this. I never wanted to be mated to an alpha. Liar. Liar. Liar. A tiny crack rippled across my heart. It was just the bond. Just the bond. I repeated it over and over again until my idiotic wolf-half got it.

      “Do it,” I snarled.

      Kole’s eyes slowly lifted to mine. Something like shame flashed across the amber. At least he had the decency to feel guilty. He spun around and sauntered toward the brunette and I wrapped my arms across my chest, flesh and blood armor to keep myself from falling apart.

      When he reached her, he slid off his pants. I couldn’t help my eyes from tracing the hard muscles of his ass as his sweats pooled on the floor at his feet. The female cast a satisfied grin in my direction, and I bit back the slew of curses at the tip of my tongue. She slid to the edge of the couch, and Kole moved between her legs.

      The hiss of a zipper being dragged down metal teeth, and the shuffle of tight jeans against skin forced bile up the back of my throat. I swallowed down the nausea, forcing myself to breathe. Inhale. Exhale. Inhale. Exhale.

      Kole thrusted forward, his buttocks straining, and the girl’s groan of pleasure filled the room. Oh, vomit. I clapped my hand over my mouth. I was going to be sick. How much of this did I have to watch?

      As his tempo increased and her moans intensified, the tiny crack in my heart opened up into a gaping hole. Pain lanced across my chest, and I buckled forward. My ribcage was closing in on me, each haggard pant harder than the last. I crumpled to the floor, helpless to look away from the train wreck a few feet away.

      My battered heart rammed against my ribs, desperate to escape. It couldn’t endure the pain of watching her wolf mate claim another. Another streak of pain pierced my insides, and I curled into a ball as black consumed my vision.

      Thank the goddess. At least I wouldn’t have to watch them anymore.

      

      “Yeah, no, I think I’ll pass.” I crumpled up the flyer for Hitched Live and tossed it in the trash.

      “No!” Romey groaned. “It’s been three whole months, Aspen, it’s time to get back in the dating game.”

      I scoffed. “Sure, maybe I’ll download one of those dating apps or something, but there’s no way I’m going on live television. Plus, do you know how many desperate women try out for these things? Even if I wanted to, I’d never get picked.” When I’d returned to The Valley desperate for a job, I’d briefly considered auditioning for a part as an extra. The money was good, and with my blonde hair, blue eyes and all-American girl looks, I’d done some modeling as a teen. But the possibility of getting rejected was too much for my fragile psyche so I’d dismissed the idea.

      Romey waggled his dark brows, and a huge grin lit up his face. “That doesn’t sound like someone who’s totally against the notion.”

      I was against it. I really was. I just couldn’t help the tiny part of me that reveled in the possibility of making Kole jealous, making him regret choosing the pack over me. I’d wallowed in self-pity at my mom’s place in The Valley for over a month when I’d returned. It had taken me that long to finally force myself out of bed and start looking for a job, an apartment, the whole nine yards for a fully functioning twenty-one-year-old.

      “I am fully against the idea,” I finally said.

      “Come on! My agent can totally get you an audition, and then if it doesn’t work out, it doesn’t work out.”

      I narrowed my eyes at my new roommate and he stuck out his lower lip, in full sad puppy dog mode. I had literally just had my heart ripped apart, and the last thing I needed was to jump into a dating game with more supernaturals.

      He nudged me as my mind wandered. “I know you want to. I can see the little gears grinding in your head. You need this! Random sex with a bunch of hotties? Why not?”

      “I don’t need to go on a TV show to have meaningless sex.” We passed Madame Tussauds, and I jerked my thumb at the life-size Thor. “I could find that at any of these fine establishments.”

      “True enough, but would you also get a ridiculous payout from it?”

      Dollar signs flashed across my vision. I needed cash badly. In desperation, I’d taken a job as a barista while I found something more permanent. Shockingly, a degree from Moon Valley University didn’t count for much in Los Angeles. Plus, I had no idea what I wanted to do with my life. Cutting off that damned mate bond had shattered more than just my heart. It had broken me, carved out my insides, destroyed my self-esteem, my motivation. Everything.

      I was lost.

      I’d always heard that a wolf without a pack was a lost soul. I didn’t have a pack, couldn’t access my wolf, and my mate bond had been brutally slaughtered. Most days I didn’t even know how I managed to keep breathing.

      “What kind of a payout are we talking?” I finally asked.

      “A half mil to start and an undisclosed bonus based on popularity.”

      My jaw nearly hit the pavement. “Holy shit,” I managed when I got my brain to start working again.

      “Yeah, no kidding. I’d be the first one lining up to audition if I had boobs.”

      I snorted on a laugh as my mind spun. What were the chances I’d ever get the job? Highly unlikely. So I’d lose half a day and get a VIP sneak peek of the Warner Bros Studio. There were definitely worse ways to spend an afternoon. “You really think Janine could get me an audition? I have zero acting skills.” Everyone knew these reality TV shows were just jumping off points for struggling actors. Would there be any non-actors like me?

      “Babe, she owes me so when I say I can make it happen, trust me.” His eyes twinkled with excitement. “So is that a yes?”

      I clamped my teeth down on my lower lip and nodded quickly before I could rethink it. This could be bad, monumentally bad. Or it could be fan-freakin-tastic.
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      How had I let Romey talk me into auditioning for Hitched Live? Oh right, the half-a-million-dollar paycheck. Still, I was seriously out of my mind for even considering it. My knee bounced up and down as I sat on the edge of the plastic chair in the auditorium. A huge arena had been set up at the edge of Warner Bros. Studio to accommodate the horde of women who’d shown up to audition. Dozens of Barbies in every size, shape and color filled the seats around me. I’d been waiting for over an hour already, and I’d told myself two was my limit.

      I eyed the door the production assistant popped out of every fifteen minutes or so then glanced at the clock. Two minutes to go… Grabbing my I-Phone, I took a quick selfie to check out my hair and make-up. Blonde curls cascaded over my shoulders in wavy tendrils and the smokey eye I’d recently perfected made my blue eyes pop. Good enough. From the look of it, I was the only girl in here who hadn’t been professionally made up. I’d gone with a simple black dress, sexy yet classy. It wasn’t too low cut, but it accentuated my decent cleavage. Some of the girls in here looked like they’d just stepped off Hollywood Boulevard, and others, off the red carpet with their Jimmy Choo’s and Laboutin’s.

      The door swung open, and my head spun toward the sound, along with the hundreds of other women. I could practically see the drool dribbling down their chins. The assistant glanced at his clipboard and announced, “Brenda Farth, Lexie Coven and Jacqueline Briggs, you’re up.” The three girls squealed in excitement and raced toward the door, nearly barreling through the assistant.

      I glanced at the clock and sighed. Thirty minutes to go, and I was out. Across the huge arena, a restroom sign caught my eye. After downing a large, iced latte on my drive over from work, I didn’t think I could wait any longer. My new job at the café was going to be a real problem for my caffeine addiction.

      Hopping out of my seat, I threaded through the rows of chairs to make my way across to the opposite side of the auditorium. I crossed my fingers, hoping it would take a large portion of the remaining time and then I could just leave. I finally reached the restroom sign only to find another one a few feet away with an arrow pointing outside. Ugh. I squeezed my thighs together. Hopefully, it wasn’t a port-o-potty.

      The warm California sun grazed my bare shoulders as I squinted, stepping into the brilliant light after the dim auditorium. A dark figure blotted out the sun’s blinding rays, and I rammed into a hard body. My hands reached out instinctively, scrambling for purchase as I teetered on my new stilettos and my fingers splayed across firm pecs. Dammit, I knew I should’ve gone with the wedges. Before my ankles gave way, and I toppled on top of the stranger, a pair of steel bands wrapped around my waist, steadying me.

      “Sorry about that. You okay?” A deep voice muttered over my head, and I was forced to tilt my neck back to meet the guy’s eyes. The dude was huge. In my heels, I was nearly five foot ten and this guy towered almost a foot over me.

      With the sun directly behind his head and my pupils still dilated from the auditorium, all I could make out was a dark shadow rimmed in golden hair. I wriggled free of his hold and stepped back. “Yeah, I’m fine.” I darted around the beast and raced for the bathroom. His thick fingers had grazed my bladder when he’d steadied me, and the situation had become urgent.

      I whipped open the door of the bathroom trailer and jumped into the nearest stall. At that point, I wouldn’t have cared if it was a port-o-potty. As I squatted, I glanced around the tight, but clean space. This production must have a hell of a budget if it could afford to build an entire auditorium, fancy portable bathrooms, and still offer to pay its leading lady half a million dollars. And that didn’t even account for the guys… How much were they getting paid?

      As I washed my hands, the creak of a door spun my head back. Mr. Tall, Blonde and Handsy strolled out of the next stall and stopped at the sink beside me. His broad shoulders skimmed mine as he dispensed pink soap into his palm. Swirling tattoos inked up his forearms, the intricate designs drawing my eye.

      “So that’s why you were in such a hurry.” He smirked as he lathered up.

      “What can I say? When you gotta go, you gotta go.” I inspected the hulking giant from the corner of my eye as I prolonged my handwashing. Besides his enormous stature, the guy was crazy hot. Like ruggedly handsome with day-old scruff and a wide jaw, none of that pretty boy stuff.

      After an indecent amount of ogling, I stepped away from the sink, grabbed some paper towels and headed for the exit. Somehow, the big guy shot in front of me and held the door open.

      “And they say chivalry is dead.” I threw him a smirk, and he responded with one of his own, showcasing perfect white teeth.

      He held out his hand, a lock of dirty blonde-hair tumbling over his forehead and said, “I’m Deacon, and my mama would be thrilled to hear something stuck.”

      I slid my palm into his, and it was instantly enveloped in his huge bear-sized paw. Warmth seeped through my skin, like an abnormal amount of heat. I ripped my hand free of his as alarm bells went off in my head. Shifter. Shit. “Sorry, I gotta run. I have a thing!” I raced down the steps and across the sidewalk back into the auditorium.

      My heart beat out a manic tempo as I crept back inside the tension-filled space. “Sorry, excuse me.” I shimmied past rows of scowling girls. By the time I reached my seat, my pulse had settled, and I slumped back into the chair. Geez, get a grip, Aspen.  I internally berated myself for acting like such a spaz. So he was a shifter? It was bound to happen eventually. There were tons of supes in Los Angeles.

      My last day in Moon Valley sped to the forefront of my mind, but I shoved it down to the darkest recesses. I did not need to relive that moment again, not here and not now. What was I thinking coming here? I was not ready to start dating. Especially not supes.

      I shot up and grabbed my bag, eyeing the exit, a blinking red beacon in the sea of darkness that my mind had become.  A door creaked open, and the weaselly assistant poked his nose out. I barely noticed it over the onslaught of memories trying to suck me under.

      “Next up, Dorothea Feister, Mora Kane and Aspen DeGrasse.”

      Holy shift! My heart leapt up my throat as two other girls leapt from their seats. I must’ve made some sort of noise because the guy stared right at me, impatiently tapping his clipboard.

      “Excuse me, aren’t you Aspen DeGrasse?” His eyes lowered to my chest.

      “This dude’s got some nerve staring at my cleav—oh!” I muttered. Name badge. “Right.” I eyed the exit, then the assistant and back to the door again. Come on, Aspen, man up. Steeling my nerves, I forced my mouth to form words. “Yes, that’s me.” Tugging at the hem of my dress, I followed the guy through the door as dozens of females shot jealous glares in my direction.

      The click-clack of the other girls’ heels echoed down the pristine white hallway, keeping time with my frenzied pulse. I couldn’t believe I’d actually gotten into the audition. Even with Romey’s agent’s help, he’d warned me it wouldn’t be a sure thing. Competition for the show was fierce.

      The assistant stopped in front of frosted glass doors and pointed at the two chairs along the wall. “Dorothea and Mora, wait here. Aspen, you’re with me.”

      I nodded numbly, my tongue stuck to the roof of my mouth.

      He whipped the doors open, and a wave of frigid air sent a surge of goose bumps across my flesh. A man sat at the head of a long table, his slender fingers neatly folded in front of him. A second man stood a few feet behind, mirrored aviators perched atop his purple mohawk. The assistant nudged me forward, and I realized I’d stopped walking at some point. I was frozen in the threshold unable to move as the red blinking light of the camera in the corner pulsated.

      I suddenly knew how Bambi felt.
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      As I stood frozen in the doorway, a man whirled by me, jolting me from my comatose state. “Come on, let’s do this, girl. There’s hundreds more right behind you.”

      “Ah, right.” I forced my feet forward and stood at the end of the conference table.

      The man who’d just walked in slid into a chair and eyed me. “All right, Aspen DeGrasse, tell us why you’re here.”

      That was a freakin’ phenomenal question. What the hell was I doing here? I cursed Romey for making me do this for the thousandth time today. Then I cursed my mom for keeping secrets about who I was, my absent father, and most of all Kole. “I’m here because I had to watch my fated mate fuck some wolf girl right in front of me to break our mate bond, and now I want revenge.” The words just tumbled out of my mouth before I could stop them.

      The three males’ eyes went wide, and the longest minute of my life ticked by. A smirk lifted Purple Mohawk’s lips. “I like her,” he said.

      “What about you, Shep?” The guy who’d run in behind me ticked his head at the older man at the end of the table.

      He glanced up, smoothed his tie, and his gray eyes raked over me. “She’s got potential. Viewers love a sad backstory.” He waved a dismissive hand. “Continue with the interview, Lance.”

      Lance, who I now assumed was the casting director, turned back to me and grinned. “Okay, Aspen, you’ve made it past the first question. Let’s see what else you’ve got.”  He motioned to the chair in front of me.

      I inhaled a deep breath to slow my racing heart and folded into the seat.

      “How do you feel about dating multiple men?” he asked.

      “The more the merrier, right?”

      Shep, or rather Sheppard Hawk, the famed executive producer, stopped scanning his phone and glanced up again. “Are you opposed to sexual relations with more than one man?”

      I did not embarrass easily, and I could feel the burn in my cheeks from that one. It was time. I had to commit to this thing or get out now. Could I see myself hooking up with multiple men? And not just any men, supernatural ones. Just like the one who tore my beating heart out and stomped all over it with his naked ass. I chewed on the inside of my cheek as I tried to imagine it. I’d watched the first two seasons of the show, Hitched and Royally Hitched and although I hated to admit it, they were my guilty pleasure. The guys were gorgeous, the girls were petty and ridiculous, the destinations were outrageous, and it was awesome reality television. I hazarded a glance at the exec, and he impatiently waved a hand at me.

      All my hook ups on live television for the world to see. Including my ass of an ex and his entire pack. Yeah, it would be totally worth it just to piss him off. I cleared my throat and made up my mind. “No, I’m not opposed to sexual relations with more than one man,” I finally answered.

      “Good, moving on,” Lance interjected. “Besides the bad breakup, tell me more about your life. Parents, siblings, etc. According to your audition questionnaire, you were raised in the human world and recently moved to Azar?”

      Bad breakup? I suppressed the urge to snarl and curled my hands into tight fists. Even though my wolf never emerged, I could feel her inside me. I blamed her for my fiery temper and anger management issues. Glancing at the casting director, I shoved everything back and focused on his question. “Yeah, a few years back per the Half-Blood Decree. My mom came clean about my dad when I was ten. Turned out he was a wolf shifter she’d had a fling with, but he wasn’t interested in a kid so Mom raised me on her own. I actually met the bastard in Moon Valley when they initiated me into my pack. He spoke to me a grand total of five times in three years. From what I hear he’s got more than a few bastard pups running around the human and supernatural worlds.” I shrugged. My life sounded like crap when I heard it aloud. “So I probably have some half-siblings, but I’ve never met them.”

      “It’s a good backstory,” Aviators added. He smoothed back his purple mane with his reflective sunglasses. “Maybe a little overdone but…”

      “Mmm, I’m with Dax.” Sheppard threw his thumb over his shoulder, and I finally recognized the man leaning against the wall. Aviators was Dax, the famed warlock director. “She’s got that girl next door look. I think she’d do well with the audience.” He cocked his head to the side as he continued his scrutiny.

      “And the men.” Dax’s cat-like eyes darted over me, and he shot me a pleased grin.

      “My only concern is she’s a half-blood,” Shep added.

      Seriously? Why did it always come down to that?

      “Yes, fully human would’ve been better.” Dax twisted his lips as he watched me squirm.

      I had the sudden urge to fight him on this. I was practically human. My wolf genes were so minute, I couldn’t even manage a measly shift. “I can’t shift in case you missed that part of the story.” The words popped out before I could stop myself.

      “And she’s feisty,” Lance interjected. “She could rub the female audience the wrong way.”

      I hated how the men talked about me like I wasn’t even there. “Um, hello? I’m sitting right here.” Sure, I wasn’t voted most likeable in high school, but I was decent at making friends.

      “Sorry, Aspen, we don’t mean to insult you,” said Dax. “These are all things we must consider in choosing the right leading lady.”

      I nodded and snagged my lower lip between my teeth. “Look, the truth is, before today I wasn’t even sure that I wanted to do this. After what Kole put me through, I’m nervous about opening up to another man. But I want to try.”

      Dax and Shep exchanged a look and nodded at the casting director.

      “Do you have any time constraints, Aspen?” Lance continued. “Jobs to quit, new boyfriends to break up with?”

      “No and definitely not.” They didn’t need to know about my barista gig, and I’d only started working there a week ago. I had no problem never returning.

      Dax whispered something in the producer’s ear, and he mumbled something in return. I cursed my non-existent wolf senses. If I’d been a real shifter, I could’ve made out their hushed exchange.

      Shep straightened in his chair and speared me with pale gray eyes. “I hate to point out the obvious, but you seem a bit bitter when it comes to the male sex. Are you sure that won’t be a problem?”

      I quickly shook my head. “Like I said, I’m more than ready to start dating again.”

      “And are you looking for love?” Dax interjected. “Our previous leads both ended up finding their soulmates. Though it’s certainly not a prerequisite, genuine attraction and feelings add to the viewer experience.”

      I couldn’t help my face from twisting into a scowl. It was too late by the time I schooled my expression, the production team had seen my reaction. I scrambled to recover. “I’m not opposed to meeting the one but after what I’ve been through, I can’t help but be skeptical. I can promise you this, I won’t be fake and I won’t act like I’m interested in someone if I’m not. I’m here for some fun, some flirting and I’m not going to lie, the idea of being fawned over by a dozen guys doesn’t sound terrible right now. It could be just what I need for my bruised ego.”

      “We appreciate your honesty, Aspen.” Shep returned to scrolling through his phone and Lance rose, motioning toward the door.

      “We’ll let you know if we need you to come back for another audition. Otherwise, good luck in your future endeavors.”

      “Thanks.” I waved at the other two men as Lance rushed me through the threshold. The door almost hit me on the ass as I was ushered out. Damn, I blew it. The swell of disappointment surprised me. For a second, I’d actually wanted it. I wanted to be the next star of Hitched Live.

      The assistant met me in the corridor and pointed me toward the exit. “We’ll be in touch if you’re chosen.”

      Right.

      When I finally made it outside of the auditorium, the warm sultry air of summer swirled over me. This was ridiculous. Why was I getting so worked up about this? I only went to the stupid audition because Romey made me. Sure, the money would’ve been incredible, but I didn’t need this. I didn’t want this.

      I repeated the mantra all the way to my car.
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      Flipping through the top hits of the day on Netflix, I let out a grunt. The first season of Hitched was number one for the day. Of course. I’d watched it when it came out about five years ago and binged it before my audition. Not that I’d ever admit that to Romey. I don’t know how he’d gotten me excited about that stupid show. Now all of a sudden, my barista gig seemed paltry in comparison.

      I flicked the power button and chucked the remote across the tiny living room a.k.a. my bedroom. I couldn’t even afford to share a two-bedroom apartment. Sometimes I was certain Romey only took me in because he pitied me. My roommate actually made a decent living, and I was fairly certain he didn’t need my few hundred measly bucks a month taking up his couch. I was too scared to ask though, so I avoided the subject all together. I didn’t think I could handle another rejection.

      Oh goddess I was screwed up. Kole had messed me up hardcore, and I didn’t think I’d ever feel normal again.

      The jiggle of the door handle turned my attention to the entry, and the dismal fog began to lift. My sassy roommate was exactly who I needed to get out of this funk. Maybe we could hit up the Spare Room in Hollywood. I could definitely use a drink after that botched audition.

      The door swung open, and Romey braced himself in the doorway. His dark eyes sparkled, and a maniacal grin stretched his lips. “You got it!”

      “What?”

      He darted over, tugged me to my feet and spun me around in a circle. “You got the starring role of Hitched Live, girl! You did it!”

      “Shut the eff up,” I screeched.

      Romey bounced up and down, forcing me along for the ride. “They called Janine. They assumed she was your agent since she got you the audition. You start tomorrow.”

      My heart jackhammered against my ribs, pounding away until I was sure they’d crack. “It can’t be… There were like thousands of girls.”

      “Well, whatever you said worked.”

      “I told them about Kole.”

      “You know Hollywood, they love drama.”

      My legs buckled, and I sank into the couch. “Holy shit. I really got it?”

      His head bounced up and down. “Aspen, you are going to spend the next eight weeks in hot boy heaven on some tropical island getaway in the supernatural realm.”

      My head spun as I pictured perfectly tanned half-naked men fanning me while I lounged on a hammock by the sea. Yeah, this was going to be insane.

      My phone rang and I nearly jumped out of my skin, instantly sucked out of my sexy fantasy montage. I scanned the unfamiliar number and almost sent it to voicemail.

      “Get it!” Romey howled. “It could be about the show.”

      Good point. I answered with an uneasy, “Hello?”

      “Hello, Aspen, darling?”

      “Yes…”

      “It’s Dax from Hitched Live. Sorry about the mess up, I thought Janine was your agent. I imagine you’ve heard the good news by now?”

      My heartrate spiked as my fingers tightened around my phone. “Yup, I just heard actually. Trying to wrap my head around it as we speak.”

      “It’ll be fabulous, you’ll see, no need to be nervous. They’re going to love you. Are you ready to make that asshole ex of yours pay for what he did?”

      “Abso-fuckin-lutely.”
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            BYE, BYE L.A
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      “Thanks for taking me.” I glanced over at Romey and uncurled my fingers from the seatbelt. We were crawling down the packed Santa Monica Highway. After talking to Dax, he’d deferred me to an assistant who’d instructed me to pack a bag of necessities and meet the director’s production assistant, Sam, at the Los Angeles portal station in the morning.

      I’d thrown my toiletries, pajamas and lingerie, favorite jeans and a few tops and shoes into a duffle bag while on autopilot after the shocking revelation. Romey’s agent said everything else would be provided for me. My thoughts flew back to the first season of Hitched I’d just watched. The star, Kimmie-Jayne’s closet had been stocked with designer everything, and she had an entire crew of stylists at her beck and call. My lips spread into a smile. At least something to look forward to.

      I hadn’t slept a wink, of course. My mind had been too busy conjuring up scenario after scenario of how this show would go down. Most did not wind-up with a happy ending. I shoved back the dismal thoughts, convincing myself this would be a good thing. I’d flirt, have a little fun and get a huge payout. Who knows, maybe I’d even end up with a real acting gig after all this.

      Love was not in the cards for me, but I was all for some casual hook ups. Romey was right; it was time to rip off the band-aid after Kole.

      Warm, chocolate brown eyes beamed against deep cocoa skin. “Girl, you should not be thanking me for this. You know, I’ve never been in a portal station before. Like I was going to pass up on the chance. Plus, I was dying to get a peek at some of the gorgeous man meat you’ll be spending the next eight weeks with.”

      I couldn’t help but laugh. “I wish you were coming with me. Couldn’t your agent do anything to get you on the show?”

      He chuckled and shot me those adorable dimples. “I wish.” He propped his elbow on the window and flexed. His sculpted bicep bulged out of his sleeve and danced up and down. “Not even with these bad boys.”

      My mind whizzed back to the day I’d met Romey while waiting for an interview at Café Latte. I’d driven all the way from The Valley for the barista gig. After a month of searching, it had been the best I could find in Los Angeles. I’d needed to get out of my mom’s house pronto. Living with her only added to my depressing situation, but if I wanted an apartment, I needed a job first. Romey and I had both reached for the same matcha latte at the counter. Our eyes met over the cup, and it was friendship at first sight.

      An unexpected whimper squeaked out, and Romey’s eyes pivoted toward mine. “You okay, babe?”

      “I was just thinking about the day we met. What would I have done if you hadn’t taken pity on me?”

      A rueful smile curved his lips. “I’ve already told you hundreds of times, it wasn’t pity. You know I’m a big believer in fate and the moment I set my eyes on you, I could feel your little Libra soul calling out to my Gemini. We’re a love match, and I’d never ignore a sign like that.”

      I weaved my arm through his and snuggled into his side across the center console of his sporty Beamer. “Man, I’m going to miss you.”

      “Don’t worry, babe, when you get back, your couch will be waiting. Until you find a hot little condo in Santa Monica with all that cash you’ll be toting when Hitched Live hits it big.”

      “I still can’t believe how much they’re paying me.”

      He pulled his sunglasses down and arched his brows dramatically. “I know, right?”

      The rest of the car ride flew by with my thoughts swirling and Romey belting out the latest Taylor Swift album. Yeah, I was really going to miss my new friend. My pulse spiked as we turned into the portal station. It felt like I’d just arrived from Moon Valley yesterday. Images of Kole and that wolf bitch flitted across my mind, and my frantic heartbeats roared across my eardrums. I squeezed my eyes shut, sending the horrific memories to the furthest, darkest corner where they belonged. I wouldn’t let Kole’s rejection define me anymore.

      Romey pulled into a parking spot and popped the trunk as I stared at the stairs leading underground. To the subway that would send us hurling through a mystical portal back to the supernatural realm. Did I really want to go back there? Back to Azar after everything that had happened? I’d only just escaped to the human world a few months ago.

      He appeared outside the passenger door a moment later with my duffle bag slung over his shoulder. Opening the door, he peered down at me. “You coming, or what?”

      I unlatched my seatbelt and forced myself up. This was it, my chance at a fresh start. I weaved my arm through Romey’s, and we dashed down the stairs.

      When we reached the platform, a cute brunette in jeans and a navy jacket waved me down. She had a clipboard pressed to her chest and a Bluetooth in her ear. “Aspen, right?”

      I nodded as adrenaline shot through my veins. Fight or flight was about to kick in. Romey must have noticed my unease because he tightened his hold around my arm as if he sensed I was a flight risk.

      “I’m Sam.” She held out her free hand. “I’m Dax’s assistant, and I’ll be escorting you to your new home for the next eight weeks.”

      “And where is that exactly?” I asked as my hand closed around hers.

      She eyed Romey and gave him a tight smile. “I can’t disclose the location to anyone outside of production. It must remain secret until we go live. You know how the paparazzi can be.”

      Riiight. I seriously almost turned heel and ran.

      “No worries, Aspen. I’ll leave you in capable hands.” Romey smirked at the assistant. “I guess I’ll just have to watch along with the rest of America when the show airs.” He twirled and wrapped me in a tight hug. “Text me every day. I can’t wait to hear all about your naughty sexcapades!”

      A laugh busted out as I took my duffle bag from him. “I’m not going to go that crazy.”

      “Well, you should. If for no other reason than to piss off that asshole alpha.”

      True.

      Sam’s face screwed into a frown. “Sorry guys, but there’s a strict no cellphone policy while filming. It’s essential no information leaks before the show airs.”

      “Seriously?” No phone? How would I live without social media?

      “Yup, sorry. The execs are adamant about that one.” She held out her palm. “I must confiscate it before we arrive actually.”

      I groaned and dug my phone out of my pocket. “I’ll miss you, girl.” Holding it close to my chest for a few more seconds, I finally handed it over.

      The sharp blast of an approaching horn sent my head whirling toward the tunnel. Romey watched in amazement as a brilliant azure light lit up the dark passageway, and a sleek white train hurtled into the station.

      “Well, I guess this is it, babe.” He gave me one more hug before turning to the escalator. “Be good, but not too good.” He waggled a finger at me. “I expect you to make those boys beg for it. Show them what you’re really worth.”

      Unexpected emotion tightened my throat, and I couldn’t get a word out. I nodded quickly and gave him the best smile I could muster. With one last wave, he sprinted up the escalator.

      As we waited for the passengers to disembark, the pages attached to Sam’s clipboard caught my eye. Glossy black and white images of very attractive men. I peered over her shoulder, and she pressed the clipboard against her chest.

      “What’s that?” I asked.

      “Bachelor pics and bios.”

      Yes! “Can I see them?”

      “Nope.”

      “Why not?”

      “It’ll ruin the surprise.” Her face remained a mask of perfect composure, and I had the weirdest urge to smack the calm right off it. Like, come on, lady, give me something! She must have picked up on my anxious vibes because she added, “I’ll give it to you after the opening night. It’ll help you keep track of the bachelors for elimination.”

      Elimination… I’d been so worried about my reaction to the men, I hadn’t even considered having to vote them off the island. Flashes of the last time I’d seen Kole streaked across my mind and dread pooled in my gut. No, it wouldn’t be like that. Rejecting some guys after a few dates would be nothing like what my fated mate put me through.

      I couldn’t think of it that way, or I’d never be able to play the game.

      The last of the passengers ambled off, and Sam ticked her head at the train car. I took a breath and pushed the dismal thoughts to the back of my mind. Hiking my duffle bag further up my shoulder, I followed her. We sat on an empty bench and Sam’s phone dinged, drawing her attention to her screen and loosening her hold on the clipboard.

      A handsome face in black and white peered up at me, light eyes drilling into me. Which was impossible because it was a picture. I looked away, and his eyes followed. What the eff? Goose bumps surged up my spine, spilling across my arms. I hazarded another peek and the freakin’ image winked at me. The mystery bachelor with the shaved head and sharp cheekbones had some crazy magical skills.

      The train doors whooshed closed and Sam lowered her phone, tucking it into her jacket. I tried to school the shock off my face, but she must have noticed my gaping jaw. She quickly drew the sheets of glossy pictures back to her body, cutting off my view of Mr. Dark and Dangerous.

      “Ready?” she asked.

      I nodded quickly despite the churning anxiety. What the hell was I getting myself into?
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      The train ground to a halt as the shimmering lights of the portal gave way to a deep auburn sun setting over verdant rolling hills. I stared through the window with my nose plastered to the glass. Damn, and I thought Santa Monica was heaven.

      Sam ushered me through the sliding doors, and a wave of sultry heat wafted over me as I stepped off the platform. A golf cart awaited a few yards from the rustic station across the stretch of overgrown grass. “Right this way.” She pointed at the little electric vehicle and a short, bald man jumped out of the driver’s seat.

      “Hello, Ms. Aspen, hello!” Transparent azure wings flapped behind him as he bounced from toe to toe. “Welcome to Mystic Cove. The name’s Devante, and it’ll be my pleasure to drive you to Villa Vergara.” He grabbed my bag and slung it over his shoulder before I could argue.

      Mystic Cove… As in the same islands where the first Hitched had been filmed. I glanced around the untouched, wild lands and all the tension in my shoulders vanished. A light breeze rustled the palm trees as a flock of exotic birds flew overhead. The scenery was straight out of a postcard. I couldn’t quite make out the ocean beyond the thick jungle ahead, but the briny scent of the sea clung to my nostrils.

      “Is this the same island as the first Hitched?” I asked Sam as Devante helped me into the backseat.

      “No, Mystic Cove is a grouping of small islands. Hitched was filmed on a neighboring one, only a short boat ride away.”

      I nodded as the little golf cart sped through the thicket of greenery. Sam and I hadn’t spoken much during the short portal ride over. I had about a million questions clamoring around in my mind, but I couldn’t focus enough to get out a single one. The biggest question was why me? How did I get chosen from the thousands of other women?

      Sure, I was attractive, with decent curves and a nice ass, but so was every other girl I’d seen at the auditions. I would’ve asked Dax’s assistant, but I didn’t want to sound like that annoying, needy girl that required self-validation.

      “Are you excited about your stay, Miss?” Devante’s mismatched irises caught my gaze through the rearview mirror. One deep purple and one golden eye sparkled with glee. I hadn’t met many lesser Fae during my time in the shifter realm of Marlwoods, but I knew enough to realize the lively little guy was a sprite.

      “What’s not to be excited about?” I countered. “Gorgeous tropical island getaway and a dozen eligible bachelors… It’s like I’ve died and gone to supe heaven.”

      He chuckled. “You’re the first one to arrive. I think the men will be very pleased with their leading lady.”

      I snorted on a laugh. “Thanks, Devante. I think you and I are going to be great friends.”

      The twinkle in his eyes dimmed, and he cleared his throat. “As much as I’d enjoy that, there are strict rules regarding crew and talent interaction.”

      “Why?”

      Sam lifted her gaze from her tablet and pointed at me with a stylus. “The crew are to disappear into the background. All that matters is you and the bachelors. It’s essential to preserve the fourth wall, if you will. Didn’t you read your contract?”

      “That thousand-page encyclopedia?” I grunted. “Of course not. I just initialed and signed on the dotted line right next to all those zeros.”

      Devante smothered a laugh, cupping his hand over his mouth.

      “Can you give me the Cliff’s Notes version?”

      Sam rolled her eyes and returned her attention to the tablet. Shrugging, I sat forward so I could chat with the friendly Fae.

      “So, Devante, were you on the first Hitched? Can you give me any tips or inside secrets?”

      “I wasn’t, Miss. From what I understand they hire a new crew for each season to keep it fresh. Except for the executive team, of course.”

      Right. The infamous EP Sheppard Hawke and director-warlock extraordinaire, Dax. I’d done my research late last night after I’d gotten the gig. Since I couldn’t sleep anyway, I figured I’d get an idea of what I’d gotten myself into. Nothing good according to rumors. Shep was ruthless, notorious for doing whatever it took to get ratings, even putting the “stars” at risk. The word was that there had been numerous attempts on Kimmie Jayne’s life during season one of filming.

      A chill skittered up my spine. Last night as I was reading the tabloids, it was easy to chalk it up to gossip, but now… I shoved the grisly thoughts to the back of my mind and took a breath of salty sea air. The second season, Royally Hitched, had taken place in the Fae realm, Spring Court to be exact. The widowed prince of Spring was on the hunt for a princess. Their season was filled with backstabbing, both literal and figurative. Damn, maybe the show really was cursed.

      “So you don’t buy into the rumors that the show is cursed, do you?”

      Devante opened his mouth, but Sam cut in before he got a word out. “Of course not. It’s all ridiculous gossip. I’ve been on set at each of the shows, and all the issues had perfectly rational explanations.”

      Good to know. It made sense since Sam was Dax’s assistant, so she’d be where he was. “Care to elaborate?”

      She dipped her head back to her tablet and released a noncommittal grunt.

      Note to self: Sam was not the chatty kind.

      The golf cart slowed, and I glanced up over Devante’s head to the towering wrought iron gate. A small white guardhouse stood beside it, and a beefy man dressed in black from head to toe emerged as we pulled up. Our driver flashed the big guy his badge, and the giant gave him a quick nod. I peered up at the guard as we passed, and he flashed me a mouthful of gleaming fangs.

      Yikes. Guess they’d beefed up security for this season.

      As the golf cart meandered up the driveway, the sprawling villa came to view. Perched atop a hill, the immense white house looked like it had been snatched out of Beverly Hills and dropped into this verdant jungle. Four grand marble columns lined the entryway of the massive colonial-style home. Behind it, the brilliant cerulean waters of the Manta Sea surrounded the estate.

      We passed a few smaller buildings on the left and right side of the compound, and Devante pointed them out as the staff quarters and the bath house. I was already loving the idea of the bath house. Images of half-naked men feeding me strawberries while sipping champagne in a hot tub danced across my vision. Yummy.

      We finally stopped in front of a marble fountain perched at the foot of the circular driveaway. The cool spritz of water refreshed my heated skin as Devante parked and began unloading the golf cart.

      My head tipped back of its own accord to take in the grand villa. A balcony jutted out from the top floor, stretching all the way around the front of the house. Rocking chairs, lounges and hammocks were neatly positioned throughout.

      “This is unreal…” I muttered.

      “Wait till you see the inside.” Devante winked as he hitched my duffle bag onto his shoulder and darted up the stairs, his short legs eating up the marble steps. I rushed behind him as Sam meandered up the entranceway, her eyes still fixed to her tablet.

      The red double doors swung open as Devante reached the top, and the sprawling foyer came to view. Beyond the lavish circular room, my eyes caught on the floor-to-ceiling glass windows and the sparkling turquoise sea beyond.

      “You’ve got to be shittin’ me…” I murmured as I stumbled into the entryway.

      “Language, dear.” An elderly woman with a severe bun stepped from the shadows and dipped her head. Her pristine black and white uniform seemed at odds with the brilliant aqua of the ocean, the powder blue sky and leafy palms swaying in the breeze. “Welcome, Miss Aspen. I’m Aurelia, the villa’s caretaker. I manage the house and all the staff. If there is anything you need during your stay, please do not hesitate to ask.”

      “Awesome, thanks.” I continued to gape at the leather couches, sparkling chandeliers, and crystal adornments. Everything was high-end without being stuffy, a combination of beachy modern and classic style. I wouldn’t hesitate to sprawl out on one of the leather couches, but I also wouldn’t scarf down some Cheetos on one.

      A man whizzed through the entrance, his neon green faux hawk tipping to the side as he sucked in ragged breaths. His nostrils flared, calling my attention to the shiny silver hoop as he dropped half a dozen black cases and a small carry-on onto the marble floor. “So sorry, Aurelia, I missed the portal train and then the next one was late and—”

      Our house manager raised a wrinkled hand, halting his rambling. “It’s fine, Barnabus. As you can see, Miss Aspen has only just arrived.”

      “Aspen is fine, no need for the Miss stuff,” I said. I’d meant to tell Devante earlier, but I’d been so caught up in my thoughts it had slipped my mind.

      All three nodded, but from the twist of Aurelia’s lips she didn’t seem pleased. She motioned at the green-haired guy palm up, the fancy way of pointing. “Barnabus is your stylist. He will tend to your stylistic needs every day before filming commences, hair, makeup, wardrobe, the works.

      Now this, I was excited about.

      His eyes flickered to mine, the unusual neon color an exact match to his hair. “I’m going to make you fabulous, girl. Not that you aren’t already, of course.” He threw me a nervous wink, and I decided I’d like him. He was kind of bumbling and tried too hard but seemed sweet.

      “Now, Barnabus, the bachelors will be arriving in two hours and filming commences at eight. Please be sure to have Mis—Aspen ready by then.”

      The click-clack of Sam’s short heels drew my attention toward a hallway, and I finally noticed Dax’s assistant had been missing. “That’s eight o’clock sharp, got it?”

      I nodded, and Barnabus’s head bounced up and down like an overly eager Golden Retriever. He picked up his collection of black cases and ticked his head to the colossal winding staircase adjacent to the entrance foyer. “Come with me, Aspen. I’ll escort you to your room so we can get started.”

      Devante trailed behind us as we circled up the never-ending steps. I almost offered to take my bag back when his haggard pants cut through my racing thoughts, but I didn’t want to insult the little guy. Barnabus stopped at the final step, and his head whipped back and forth. Below us the enormous, gilded chandelier swung over the sweeping views of the atrium. I leaned on the bannister as my escort waffled.

      “So, where are we going?”

      “Sorry, sorry, this way.” He spun to the left and Devante and I followed, the little man rolling his eyes.

      We reached French doors, and my stylist let out a sigh of relief. “Ah, yes, here we are. This is your wing, the east side, I think, and the bachelors will be on the opposite end.” He hitched his thumb over his shoulder. As he pushed the doors open, my jaw dropped. My “wing” of the house was about three times larger than my current apartment—well, Romey’s apartment. My sandals sank into the plush carpeting as we passed an entertainment room with a dozen leather recliners and a massive flat screen TV, a pool table, video game consoles and a bar. Next, came a fully stocked kitchen with sleek appliances and marble everything.

      Barnabus pointed at a closed door then at another one at the end of the hallway. “This is an extra bedroom, in case you need to entertain a guest.” He winked. “And over there, is your suite.”

      I had to restrain myself from breaking into a run to check it out. When the double doors opened, I squealed. The embarrassing sound actually came out of my mouth. A gauzy, sheer canopy stretched over an oversized king bed, with more of the silky fabric fluttering over the bedposts in the breeze. The glass sliding door was open to the massive balcony overlooking the ocean.

      My feet took me straight outside. The gentle murmur of the sea below filled my senses, and I inhaled the balmy air. A flock of manta gulls swooped by, their caws echoing across the water. “This is insanely beautiful…” I murmured. It was like living inside one of those tropical island postcards.

      Devante craned his head out onto the balcony and shot me a toothy grin. “I left your bag in the closet. If there’s nothing else, Miss, I’ll be seeing you later.”

      “Thanks, D!”

      He dipped his head and scurried back inside. A moment later, Barnabus took his place, fiddling with his fingers as he watched me ogle the ocean.

      “We need to get started, Miss Aspen. We don’t want you to be late.”

      I breathed in another lungful of salty air and pivoted to my stylist. “Okay, Barney, but you better make me gorgeous. It’s time to bring on the shmexy bachelors.”
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      The soft, sheer fabric of the white dress Barnabus had selected flitted in the warm breeze rolling off the Manta Sea. I stood beside the railing at the edge of the sprawling pool deck, my eyes intent on the undulating waves as anxiety chewed at my insides.

      My mind flitted back to the stack of glossy pics Sam was holding hostage. Would I meet Mr. Dark and Dangerous now? Something about him and his magical photo had my insides in a knot.

      “And we’re rolling!” A voice cut through the impending panic, and I focused on the camera crew huddled along the beach. With the no-fraternizing rule firmly drilled in by the stoic Sam, I’d barely waved at them as they set up their equipment.

      Only Dax had come forward for a quick pep talk. He informed me it was the opening scene of the show and didn’t go into much detail beyond that. When I’d questioned him, he said the less I knew the better, to make it seem more realistic. I’d wondered how much of this show would be scripted, and I’d been pleasantly surprised by the director’s answer.

      Here goes nothing. I drew in a deep breath and smoothed down my flowing dress. The last thing I needed was a Marilyn Monroe moment with the cameras rolling.

      A flock of large birds approaching caught my eye, their enormous wings flapping in the distance. As they neared, I squinted to make out more detail. Wait a second…

      Nope, not birds. The majestic unipegs took shape with every flap of their colorful wings. The legendary half-unicorn half-Pegasus hailed from the Fae realm. Though I’d never seen one in person, I’d learned enough during my years in the shifter realm to know they were super rare and valuable as all hell. Damn, who was bankrolling this show?

      The bulk of the unipegs slowed, their wings taking on a leisurely pace and showcasing the rainbow of feathers on their soft undersides. A white stallion broke away from the flock, and my eyes focused on the male atop the winged beast.

      Please be cool, please be cool.

      The unipeg’s hooves dug into the powdery sand as it landed a few yards down the beach. A shock of dirty-blonde hair tumbled over the male’s forehead as he jumped off the steed, and my heart took a flying leap with him.

      It was Mr. Tall, Blonde and Handsy from the bathroom at the audition. What was his name again? He strode toward me, a gleam in his emerald eyes. His lips quirked into a smile as he obviously recognized me. I was so surprised I almost forgot to meet him at the foot of the steps as Dax had instructed.

      Forcing my frozen legs forward, I rushed to the top of the wooden staircase as he reached the pool deck.

      “Never thought I’d see you again, bathroom girl.” Humor lit up his irises as he pulled a ruby red rose from behind his back. He towered over me, his immense frame blocking the sprawling sea at his back.

      “Oh, hell no, I’m not getting stuck with that nickname. You take that back.” I took the flower, and the sweet fragrance wafted to my nose. It was then I realized I hadn’t scented the shifter. Flaring my nostrils, I tried to determine his supernatural race. In my mad run last we’d met, I hadn’t had time to decipher exactly what sort of shifter he was. Only now, I smelled nothing.

      Was my supe radar off?

      “Are you finally going to tell me your name? Because otherwise bathroom girl it is.”

      “Aspen,” I grated out. “No last name, you know like Madonna and Shaq.”

      A chuckle reverberated across his broad shoulders, accentuating the tight black tee. “Got it. Well, I look forward to getting to know you, Aspen. It’s Deacon, in case you forgot.” He inched closer and his lips brushed my cheek, leaving a scorching trail in their wake.

      A flicker of heat ignited in my lower half, and I nearly cried. A part of me was certain that the rejection I’d suffered had broken my lady parts forever. It was the first fiery sensation I’d felt in months. Damn, it had been way too long.

      “Oh, one more thing, Aspen with no last name, save me the first dance.”

      “Dance?”

      “Of course. What did you think we were doing after the meet and greet?”

      I honestly had no idea. Which was stupid since I’d just binged both prior seasons of Hitched and definitely should’ve known better.

      He twirled around in a circle, showing off his best dance moves before shooting me a wink. “Later, bathroom girl.”

      Despite the jab, I couldn’t help my eyes from trailing behind Deacon’s massive form as he stalked into the villa and lined up against the glass wall.

      I’d barely had a second to catch my breath when the next unipeg alighted on the beach. Bachelor number two slid off his steed, his movements serene and unrushed. Waves of azure hair bounced off his linen shirt as he sauntered closer.

      It didn’t matter if my supe radar was on the fritz, I didn’t need it for this guy. This dude had to be from the Ocean realm. Even on land, his gait reminded me of the undulating current of the Manta Sea. Now the question was: siren, selkie or merman? I moved down a step as I scrutinized his well-muscled form through his sheer button-down. Okay so he was ripped, that didn’t help much. And why was my supe radar suddenly broken?

      “Hello there, sweetheart.” The guy dipped his head before offering me a rose the exact shade of his hair. And eyes. Now up close, the brilliant turquoise of his irises put the surrounding sea to shame.

      “Hello, yourself, and I prefer Aspen. You have a name, number two?”

      He shook his head, and the ghost of a smile lingered on his lips. “I knew I should’ve been first.”

      “Second is better than last, my friend. I doubt I’ll remember any of you by the time I get through all twelve if it’s any consolation.” I shot him a wink. But I totally wasn’t kidding. How was I going to keep track of all these guys?

      “Not much at all.” His lips twisted as he held out his hand. “I’m Avalon, and I hope you don’t find me completely forgettable.”

      “I’ll try my best, Avalon.”

      He turned toward the villa but spun back at the last second. Rolling up his sleeve, he flashed me a glimpse of a golden tattoo. “I’ll show it to you up close if you remember me by tomorrow,” he called out.

      I snorted on a laugh. “Deal.” I had to give the guy points for trying.

      Breathing in a mouthful of fresh air, the tense set of my shoulders relaxed a smidge. So far, this was going better than expected. The flap of wings turned my attention to the beach once again and the next approaching male.

      Dark shadows clung to the tall, lean figure, night coating his features despite the blaring sun. A chill skirted up my spine, and I wrapped my arms across my chest to dispel the sudden goose bumps. For a second, I thought it was the male from Sam’s bio book, but as he neared his features became more distinct.

      He closed the distance between us in a heartbeat, his long fingers claiming my own before I could wriggle free. His scent consumed me, a wall of intoxicating spices and musk. “You are exquisite, bella.” The old-world lilt flowed as smooth as honey as his bottomless onyx eyes razed over my body.

      “Um, thanks,” I squeaked. Yes, I actually made that obnoxious sound.

      He dipped into an elaborate bow before running his chilly lips over the back of my hand. “It is a pleasure to make your acquaintance, lady Aspen. I am Dante, and I plan to spend the next eight weeks granting your every desire.”

      Whoa, Dante. “Easy, boy.”

      His dark eyes sparkled with mirth. “Ah yes, I’d almost forgotten this is a game we must play. Very well then, lady Aspen, I hope to spend more time with you this evening.” With another intricate bow, he retreated into the house.

      Even after he’d left, the air was still tinged with his spicy cologne. I shook my head, chasing away the haze that had come over me in his presence. Dante. I sure as hell would remember him.

      An icy breeze kicked up the fluid layers of my dress, and I glanced toward the sea. What the… The next bachelor jumped off the unipeg before the creature had landed, his long legs as nimble as the beast itself. The male strode toward me, his silver hair tied back neatly at his nape. A few loose strands whipped across his chiseled cheek bones with the chilly phantom air, and my fingers ached to tuck them behind his ears. Weird, right?

      Before he uttered a word, he handed me a lilac rose, the hue an exact match to his unique irises. “A rose for a most beautiful flower.” He sketched a bow, and I had the weirdest urge to do the same. “A pleasure to meet you, Aspen. I’m Fallon, and I look forward to getting to know you in the coming weeks.”

      “Fallon, I like that.” I rolled the name around for a few beats. Like all the bachelors so far, he was gorgeous. The distinctive silver hair and lilac eyes made him stand out from the rest. For the hundredth time, I wondered why my supernatural sensor was off. Why couldn’t I tell what any of these guys were?

      “I’m glad you find me pleasing.”

      “Let’s not go crazy now. I didn’t say all that.” I gave him my trademark wink and ticked my head toward the villa. “See ya later, Fallon.” The first few guys were already beginning to blur together, and I hadn’t even made it through half yet.

      As I contemplated asking for a timeout, the next bachelor sauntered up the beach. His bare feet caught my attention, drawing my eyes up his lower half before they slowly roamed up to take in the rest of the tantalizing male. Holy supes was he hot. Narrow hips led up to a chiseled chest and broad shoulders, the indentations of his muscles easily made out through the tight black tee. And his face. A strong jaw, dusted with a sexy five o’clock shadow and dark lashes that went on for days. His eyes met mine beneath tendrils of glossy raven hair, and my core clenched.

      A mischievous smirk curved his full lips as he extended a hand. “Finally, Aspen. Seems like I’ve been waiting a lifetime for this moment.” His fingers curled around mine, and shocks of pleasure zipped across my skin. I squeezed my thighs together as heat unfurled. What the hell kind of powers did this guy have?

      I ripped my hand away from his before his mere touch incited an orgasm on live television. Forcing my brain to start functioning again, I sucked in a few deep breaths. “And what’s your name?” I finally managed. “I’m having a hard time keeping track of everyone.”

      “Then I suppose I better make this memorable.” He smirked and with one quick tug, his shirt and jeans came off. Oh my gods, tearaway clothes! My jaw dropped as I stared at his completely naked form. After living with wolf shifters for years, I’d seen a lot of nakedness, but still, I was completely unprepared.

      Holy shit, he was huge. And he wasn’t even hard. My mouth went dry, and I forced my gaze to his face once more. “Well, that was definitely memorable.”

      He chuckled. “You haven’t seen anything yet.” Turning toward the villa, he shot me a wink. “Later, Aspen.”

      I couldn’t tear my eyes away from his naked form as he sauntered up the walkway. Tan, muscled, and godlike, the man was incredible. “Wait,” I shouted. “You never told me your name.”

      “Does it even matter?” he called over his shoulder.

      Nope. Because for the next eight weeks, he’d be Huge Naked Guy to me. I doubted I’d ever get his ginormous dick out of my mind. Geez, Aspen, what the hell? A few hours on sexy bachelor island and my inner she-wolf had turned into a crazed sex kitten.

      My eyes flitted back to the beach as the next bachelor neared. Squinting to make out the large form, my stomach took a nosedive as a devastatingly familiar face came to view.

      The same tousled black hair. The identical cold citrine irises. The same stupid cleft chin. Only… I raced down the steps to the beach despite Dax’s warning to remain on my mark, my heart pounding out a rapid rhythm that roared across my eardrums. Darkness seeped into my vision, my subconscious dragging me back to that day. Kole.

      I reached the male, and all the air whooshed from my lungs. “Knox?” I rasped out. Standing on my tiptoes, I eyed his left brow. No scar. Kole’s twin brother was identical to my former wolfy fated mate except for the missing deep gash across his eyebrow that my mate had earned from a fight against the former alpha of our pack. “What the hell are you doing here?”

      “I could ask you the same thing,” he gritted through clenched teeth.

      I scanned the crew positioned on the outer rim of the pool deck. Could I yell cut? Was that even allowed? I searched for Dax’s telltale purple mohawk and aviators, but either he was off set, or he was hiding. My bet was on the former. It was the first day of filming, where else would the director be? They’d totally planned this.

      “Cut! Cut! I need to talk to the director ASAP.”

      Muttered groans wafted along the warm breeze, but I didn’t care. I loved twists as much as the next reality TV show junkie, but this was too much. How was I expected to stare at the identical face of the man that had broken me?

      “Keep shooting,” a deep voice boomed from beyond the circle of cameras. Shit. It was Sheppard Hawke, the producer. “Or do we have a problem, Ms. DeGrasse?”

      I clenched my jaw and pictured the heaps of cash I’d be rolling in if I just made it through the eight weeks. “Nope, no problem, sir.” Or at least nothing I couldn’t work around. I spun back to Knox and slammed my hands on my hips. “So you had no idea I was on the show?”

      “No, of course not. Why would I sign up to date you?” He grunted. “Does Kole know about this?”

      I glared up at the alpha-hole, channeling all the fury roiling inside me for the past hellish months. “Of course, he doesn’t, you asshat. Your twin brother rejected me and screwed some girl right in front of my face in case you forgot. We haven’t exactly kept in touch.”

      The tight set of his jaw released a fraction of an inch. Mirroring my pose, he scanned the cameras and lowered his voice. “Now what do we do?”

      I shrugged as dollar signs flashed across my vision, tempering the rage. There was nothing preventing me from eliminating the bastard the first chance I got. “I guess we just play along. The show must go on, and all that B.S.” Snatching the rose clenched in his fist, I marched back up the steps to await the next bachelor.

      Anyone had to be better than my ex’s twin brother, right?
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            TOO MANY GORGEOUS MEN, FOUR WORDS I NEVER THOUGHT I’D SAY
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      I sucked in a cleansing breath, trying to find my Zen after the Knox twist. That was some fucked up shit. How was I expected to function with my ex’s twin brother here? It was the cruelest of jokes. Unless I turned this around and used it as an opportunity to mess with Kole. And Knox… I shelved the thought for later as the next unipeg landed on the beach.

      My gaze locked on yet another familiar face. Only this one didn’t make me want to go leaping into shark infested waters. Mr. Dark and Dangerous sauntered up the steps, a wicked gleam in his pale blue eyes. Shadows coiled around his imposing form, and an aura of power exuded from his dark skin. Even with my supe radar out of whack, there was no disguising what this male was. He was a magic user and a powerful one.

      A thought slapped me in the face, and I internally cursed myself for not seeing it sooner. The bachelors were magically cloaked. The producers didn’t want me knowing what kind of supernatural creature I was cozying up to. Sneaky.

      “Nice to finally meet you in person, Aspen. I’m Cyrus.” Mr. Dark and Dangerous extended a hand, his long slender fingers wrapping around my palm. The air around him was thick with a charred, smokey scent.

      “In person?” I asked. He winked, and I nearly choked on my own spit. “How—how did you do that with the picture?”

      “I can’t divulge all my secrets on the first day, gorgeous.”

      “But you could see me, through your photo?”

      He nodded, and a broad smile showcased pearly teeth. Inching closer, his warm breath skated over the shell of my ear. “Just a little parlor trick.”

      Goose bumps exploded down my shoulder, spilling over my arm. I couldn’t decide if Cyrus was creepy or sexy. I snuck a peek as he backed away, and his luminous eyes fixed on mine. “I’ll be watching you,” he mouthed then puckered his lips and blew me a kiss. Okay definitely both.

      He sauntered up the walkway to join the other men inside the villa. Through the glass windows, Deacon caught my eye. He waggled his eyebrows at me and pointed at the next approaching male.

      Oh right, back to business. This was starting to get exhausting. Bachelor number seven-hundred-and-thirty-three, or at least that’s what it felt like, approached the steps and I hurried to meet him at the top of the landing.

      The guy in a pale canary suit dipped into a fancy bow and offered me a yellow rose, and I did my best impression of the girl from the Princess Diaries. This was the third bachelor being all formal, and I wasn’t sure I could keep up. There were more than a few royal families in Azar; could some of them have ended up on the show?

      “Lady Aspen, it’s a pleasure to meet you. I am Prince Knight of the—” He cut himself off with a twist of his lips. “I apologize, habit is harder to break than I’d imagined. Please, call me Knight.”

      “With an N?”

      His thin blonde brows furrowed. “Excuse me?”

      “Your name. Is it Night with an N or Knight with a K, like the King Arthur kind?”

      He chuckled, an unexpected light airy sound. “K, like this King Arthur you’re referring to.” Unlike the other bachelors, he looked younger, with lively translucent blue eyes and a porcelain complexion. He was slender and tall, nothing like the beefy guys that came before him. But there was something sweet about him.

      I inhaled the fragrant scent of the flower and tucked it into my dress. All the other roses sat on a neat pile on the floor. I felt guilty tossing them onto the tile, but what was I going to do with an entire bouquet in my arms?  “Well, thanks for the flower, Knight. I’ll see you in there.”

      He dipped his head, and I followed his lead, grateful I didn’t have to attempt another lame curtsy.

      As I waited for my next supernatural suitor, I tried to count how many males I’d already encountered. Who knew I’d ever tire of meeting gorgeous men? I was getting antsy, waiting for another bomb to drop.

      The next male stopped at the edge of the sandbar and crooked a finger at me. Seriously? “Come on down here, Aspen, I want to show you something.”

      Was that a southern accent? I stared at the guy skeptically, then eyed the powdery sand and my four-inch wedges. I’d totally break an ankle if I attempted that. “I think I’ll just wait for you up here.”

      “You don’t know what you’re missing.” With that, he kicked off his boots, rolled up his jeans and ran into the surf. He let out a whoop and a holler, and his happiness soaked across the sand. I couldn’t help my lips from curving into a smile as I watched him bouncing around along the shore. More than that, I wanted to run with him.

      So, I did.

      Untying the intricate laces of the designer beachy wedges, I shuffled them off my feet and darted down the steps. My toes sank into the warm sand, and the new bachelor met me less than a yard from the shore.

      “Thatta girl,” he said, his southern accent coming in clearly now. “Can you believe how insanely beautiful this is?” He spread his arms wide, motioning to the crystal blue waters, white sandy beaches and verdant rolling hills surrounding the manor.

      “No, I can’t.”

      His smile stretched from ear to ear, revealing a cute dimple. “I can’t wait to take a dip tonight once filming is over.”

      “I hate to break it to you buddy, but I don’t think filming is ever really over.”

      His cheeks rosied, accentuating his cuteness ten-fold. Unlike some of the other guys, he wasn’t drop dead gorgeous. More like boy next door cute with chestnut hair, hazel eyes and a close-cut beard. “Sorry, I never told you my name. It’s Jack by the way. Guess I got a little caught up in all of this.” He extended his hand, and I placed my palm in it.

      “No worries. It is all a bit overwhelming.” I watched him as he plopped down on the beach and tugged on his boots. Of all the guys, he seemed the least into me. Which I actually appreciated. Insta-love was so not my thing. Insta-lust on the other hand…

      He jumped up and gave me a warm smile. “Guess I should get going. I probably already went over my time limit. See you in there, Aspen.”

      “See ya later, Jack.”

      He was a pleasant surprise.

      Onto the next…

      I did a quick count as the next bachelor sauntered my way. According to my calculations, this was bachelor number ten. And man was he a perfect ten. His smooth caramel skin glinted beneath the rays of the setting sun as his long dreadlocks swayed in the breeze. I’d never been a fan of that particular hairstyle, but on this guy, it was one hundred percent acceptable. Light brown eyes with flecks of gold met mine as he climbed up the steps.

      “Well, hello, there,” he said with a grin. “Fancy meeting you here.”

      “I know, you’d think this was all a set up or something.”

      “It’s Flint by the way.” He pulled a deep navy rose from behind his back and swept it beneath my nose.

      “Did you know that scents are the key to creating lasting memories?”

      I inhaled the sweet perfume and shook my head. “I did not.” Which was funny since I was part wolf and most of my kind relied so heavily on our heightened olfactory senses.

      “That’s what I’ve heard. Now hopefully every time you smell a rose, you’ll think of me.” He winked and sauntered across the patio toward the line of bachelors.

      I found myself wanting to know more about Flint. He’d left me on a dangling cliffhanger, and I couldn’t wait to discover more about him.

      As I awaited the next bachelor, I wondered if the cloak worked both ways. Did the guys know I was a wolf or was my scent camouflaged as well? Boy, would they have a surprise when they discovered I was a lupine dud.

      I shrugged off the stupid thought and focused on the dark-haired male heading my way. Just when I thought they couldn’t possibly find another gorgeous man, this one came marching up the beach. Sure, the wolves I’d met in Moon Valley were good-looking, but maybe I should’ve expanded my search to the other realms of Azar before settling on Kole.

      The male extended his hand as soon as he reached me and as I placed my palm in his, a rush of energy sizzled over my skin. I opened my mouth to speak, and an odd pressure pulled at my chest. What the eff?

      “Sorry, couldn’t help myself.” A wicked gleam lit up his dark eyes.

      “Huh?” I spluttered as the tension in my ribcage dissipated.

      “It’s Cain, by the way. And you are just delicious, Aspen.”

      “Um, thanks. You’re not bad yourself.” I narrowed my eyes at the stranger, raking over his tall form for any hint as to what supernatural he might be. I’d never felt anything like that power before. After living in the shifter realm for four years, I thought I had a handle on the paranormal world, but maybe I’d been wrong. “What was that little thing you just did?”

      He cocked his head and gave me a lopsided grin. “You know very well I can’t tell you that. It would ruin the game. Guess you’re just going to have to keep me around long enough to figure it out.”

      “Or maybe, I’ll decide you’re not worth my time.”

      “Ouch.” He chuckled and reached for my hand. Weirdly enough, I let him take it. As he bent his lips to kiss the top of my hand, the familiar tingle danced over my flesh and my chest tightened again. I jerked away an instant before his mouth grazed my skin.

      What the actual eff?

      “Enough of that for now, Cain.” I pointed toward the house. “Why don’t you go join the other bachelors, and we’ll chat more later?”

      “As you wish.” He sauntered across the pool deck, an invisible tune swaying his narrow hips.

      Geez, who picked these guys? I glanced back at the line of men on the other side of the glass wall and scanned their varied forms. There were definitely some interesting characters in the bunch. Were there any I could actually be interested in? For more than just fun?

      I shook off the thought for now. One step at a time.

      Now, for the final bachelor…

      The last unipeg, a creature blacker than night, landed on the white sand beach. His magnificent wings flapped once more, showcasing the vibrant rainbow beneath, before folding into its back. A blonde man slid off the back of the steed, his movements as graceful as the animal itself. His long hair was tied back in a neat man bun, with a few golden strands loose around his strong jaw. A brilliant smile lit up his face as he approached.

      The unease I’d felt a second ago vanished the moment his hand closed around mine. “Aspen, it’s a pleasure to finally meet you. I’m Castiel.” His warmth seeped into my palm, and my first instinct said he was a shifter. They tended to run hotter than most supes, but as his deep cerulean eyes met mine, I second-guessed myself. Shifters were typically overconfident by nature, especially the males. Turning into a fearsome beast tended to do that to people, but I didn’t get that vibe from Castiel at all.

      “Nice to meet you too,” I finally said. I wondered how long this supernatural cloak would last. Was it a big twist? Would I find out at the first elimination? And when was the first elimination? Still so many questions.

      “Aspen?”

      “Huh?”

      Castiel’s warm gaze sifted over me. “I said I hope the producers saved the best for last.”

      A nervous laugh burst out. “Oh, right. Yes, of course. Sorry, my mind is just spinning. A day ago, I was a barista in a little café and now here I am on temptation island.”

      He chuckled, and the honeyed sound was like a balm to my frazzled state. “Well then, I won’t keep you any longer.” He leaned forward and whispered, “I hope you get a little break before the big party.”

      “How does everyone know more about the show than I do?”

      Castiel shrugged. “Maybe they wanted to surprise you. You know how it works with these reality TV shows, right?” He shot me a megawatt smile and squeezed my hand. “Can’t wait to get to know you better, Aspen.”

      My eyes trailed behind him as he walked back toward the house, and a laugh burst out when my gaze caught on the eleven guys’ faces pressed to the window. Some were sticking out their tongues, others had their mouths open and all wore a variety of ridiculous expressions. Castiel joined the lineup, plastering his face to the window with the others.

      Okay, okay, so most of them were pretty cute. And nice.

      Now what?

      I scanned the crew, but no one made a move. Someone had better yell cut or I would. If there was a party coming, that meant there were drinks and I was fairly certain I’d need lots of those ASAP.

      A second before I opened my mouth, Dax stepped forward, tipping his sunglasses atop his spikey mohawk. “And that’s our opening scene. Well done, all!”

      I rushed over to corner our director extraordinaire about the Knox bomb, but Sam intercepted me. She threaded her arm through mine and twirled me toward the edge of the pool. “Come with me, we’ve got twenty minutes before the next segment, and Barnabus needs to do a quick touch-up.”

      “Are you telling me I look shiny?”

      She pressed her lips together and shot me her no-nonsense look, then tugged me toward the back door, bypassing the row of bachelors. “Come on, we don’t have a lot of time.”

      “But I wanted to talk to Dax—”

      She cut me off and hurried me inside. “No time.”

      Ugh. I’d have to catch the director later to give him a piece of my mind. Had the production team planned the surprise with Knox all along? Was that why I’d been chosen, for the drama?

      As she dragged me up the steps of the back entrance, I flipped through the images of the other eleven bachelors in my mind. Could I actually see myself hooking up with one of them? With multiple of them?

      Yes, definitely. The question was who would be the first?
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            OH, FANTASY BALLS!
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      A blast of frigid air crashed over me as the double doors whooshed open and revealed the elaborate ballroom. My eyes couldn’t decide where to settle as a rainbow of lights and sounds assaulted my senses. It looked like Cirque de Soleil and Supernatural got drunk one night and had a whole litter of freakish babies. A herd of pixlets with their teeny faery lights danced over my head, their tiny forms performing intricate dances. Their larger lesser Fae cousins, the pixies and sprites executed acrobatics mid-air as the bachelors watched in amazement. A gigantic aquarium with a whooshing waterfall sat at the back corner, the aqua water spilling into a large pool where the seafolk lazed on oversized flamingo floats.

      The door slammed behind me, and all eyes darted in my direction. Shit balls. A spotlight crawled up my body, the fiery intensity like a laser boring into my skin. I squeezed my eyes shut when it stopped at my face, the blinding glare making my eyes water.

      “Ah, there she is, the star of our show,” cried out a high-pitched voice that forced my lids to reopen. “Gentlemen, let’s have a round of applause for Aspen! And isn’t she just stunning in that dress?” Our infamous host crooked his finger at me, and a maniacal laugh burst from his orange-hued lips. He wore his signature white tux and matching top hat, with tendrils of Gatorade-orange hair spilling over his eyes.

      Though I’d never met Methyss in person, I’d watched enough seasons of the show to recognize the flamboyant emcee. I plastered a smile on my face, reminding myself of the hidden cameras and marched toward him.

      The gauzy white sundress from earlier had been replaced by a sexy black number with a plunging neckline and indecent hemline. Barnabus flushed as he toted it out of the closet and held it up to me. I was not short, and the hem was only a few inches below my panty line, one slip up and I’d flash every bachelor and the entire crew.

      Talk about a great first impression…

      Methyss reached for me as I approached, a cheshire cat grin splitting his lips. “My darling, Aspen,” he crooned, “if only I were a few decades younger, I’d be the first one in that line. Those are some lucky males.” He ticked his head toward the queue of bachelors assembled in front of the bar. That reminded me I needed a drink ASAP. Dealing with the guys one-on-one was one thing, but all this crazy dating show stuff was too much stone cold sober. Methyss shoved an imaginary microphone at my face and pointed at the line of men. “What do you think of the selection so far?”

      I eyed the twelve guys, and a few shot me winks and smiles. One of them let out a whoop—Flint maybe? I cursed Sam for not giving me that cheat sheet of names and pictures yet. I was so not good with names. Refocusing, I scanned the line of gorgeous bachelors. What could I really complain about? “They’re all perfect male specimens,” I finally answered, earning a chorus of wild cheers.

      “That indeed,” said Methyss. “Now the question is, who will you reward with the first dance of the evening?”

      The circus theatrics relented, all the flying Fae flitting off to dark corners of the ballroom and the lively music simmered. A sweet, slow melody filled the air, and a spotlight appeared in the middle of the dancefloor.

      “Tick, tock, Aspen.” Methyss pointed at his bare wrist as I waffled. “Who will it be?”

      My thoughts flickered back to the introductions, and my kind-of promise to a particularly large bachelor. “Deacon,” I blurted.

      The enormous male smiled from ear to ear as he sauntered over followed by a wave of boos and hisses. The spotlight darted to meet him, highlighting his ridiculous grin and shimmering emerald eyes. To his credit, he never took his gaze off me as the bright light razed over him.

      Maybe it was because I’d met him first outside of the show setting, but I already had a soft spot for the guy. Which wasn’t good. The last thing I needed was to actually get attached to someone on the show. Nope, this was all just for the insane paycheck and casual hookups.

      Deacon offered me his hand as he neared, and Methyss bounced up and down on his heels. “Have fun, you two!”

      My hand felt clammy in Deacon’s huge paw as he toted me toward the dance floor. A four-alarm fire ignited in my gut, sirens ringing across my ears. Shit. What was I thinking signing up for this? I was so not ready. I couldn’t pull this off; there was no way.

      “I’m surprised you remembered.” Deacon’s warm breath against the shell of my ear jerked me from the rising panic.

      “Huh?”

      He eased me onto the glossy parquet and pulled me into his arms, one hand low on my back and the other pressed against my palm. Leaning closer, he said, “I asked you to save me the first dance and you actually did. After meeting all those other bachelors I wasn’t sure you’d remember.”

      “Oh right, right. Sorry, my head’s a little frazzled with all of this.” I scanned the petite faeries who once again took to the air.

      Deacon chuckled. “It is all a bit much, isn’t it? But then again, I suppose that’s what you get on reality TV.”

      I shifted nervously, a dribble of sweat snaking down my spine. The too-bright lights bored into my face, and heat seeped up my neck.

      “Can I ask why you signed up for this? You don’t seem to exactly be enjoying yourself. Or is it the company?” A flash of insecurity zipped across his irises, a look I knew well. It surprised me, and the momentary sense of commonality eased my rising anxiety.

      “It’s definitely not you,” I spluttered. “I—uh, I had a bad break up, and this is sort of my first try at getting back in the saddle.”

      “Wow, you really go big, huh?”

      A soft chuckle escaped my clenched lips. The tense set of my shoulder blades released, and I let myself lean into my partner.

      “Well, I promise to be gentle with you, bathroom girl.” He twirled me in a quick circle before I could grumble about the nickname. As I spun back into his arms, I settled in comfortably, my feet effortlessly trailing his.

      “How about you?” I asked after a few seconds of silence.

      “I figured I owed it to the women of Azar and the human world a shot at a happily-ever-after with me.”

      I snorted on a laugh. “Good looking and modest.”

      “Some would say I’m the total package.” He spun me out again before I could conjure up a witty comeback, and another bachelor snuck in between us, stealing me mid-twirl. My stomach roiled, and it wasn’t from Deacon’s dance move. No, it was the face that had plagued my nightmares for months.

      “Knox,” I gritted out as Deacon backed away, muttering a curse. Even with the missing scar on Knox’s brow, my skin puckered, my very being recoiling at his proximity.

      “We have to talk,” he growled back at me. “You can’t be slutting yourself out on live television like this. Kole’s the alpha now, you gotta think of him, of his reputation within the pack. What’ll they think if they see you like this?”

      “Excuse me?” I hissed as anger exploded in my gut. Clasping my hand, he kept me from wriggling free. His other hand settled on the small of my back, and it was too much to take. Sweat beaded on my forehead, and the rush of my own blood echoed across my eardrums. My body jerked away from his touch, even his wolfy scent reminding me of Kole. Nausea clawed up my throat, and I darted off the dancefloor.

      Oh, please don’t puke, oh, please don’t puke. I raced through the ballroom, heated stares following my escape. Where’s the damned bathroom? Barreling through the double doors I’d entered only minutes earlier, I banked to the left and ran until the exertion forced the contents of my stomach up.

      I doubled over, bracing my hands on my knees and threw up all over the white marble floor. As I continued to heave, images of Kole with that she-wolf pounded across my skull, only exacerbating my stomach troubles.

      Shit. I totally had PTSD. Kole completely effed up my life.

      I clung onto the wall and forced myself to straighten. By some miracle, I hadn’t gotten any vomit splatter on my crazy expensive dress. Not that I wanted to go back into the ballroom anyway. The guys would think I was nuts, and it wasn’t like I could explain my issue with Knox.

      I leaned against the upholstered wall, then sank down to the floor. Burying my face in my hands, I let the tears fall. The tears of anger, of frustration, of lost pride. I hadn’t cried about Kole for months because I refused to shed another tear for that asshole, but now, being here, it had dredged up everything I’d tried so hard to bury.

      The slap of shoes on the marble spiked my heartrate. I swept my knuckle under my eyes, sucking back a sniffle and prayed Barney had used waterproof mascara. As the footsteps grew louder, I forced myself off the floor and ran my fingers through my hair. Luckily, it had been styled in loose beachy waves so hopefully it hadn’t gotten too much messier.

      “There you are. We were all wondering where you ran off to.” Jack’s southern twang held an oddly comforting quality. He leaned against the wall beside me and nudged me with his elbow. “Everything all right? You took off outta there faster than an ornery bull with a wasp on its ass.”

      I blurted out a laugh. “A what?”

      He smiled and raised his hands. “I don’t know. It was the first thing that came to mind.”

      “Are you like a cowboy?” Growing up in The Valley before moving to the shifter realm, I didn’t know a damn thing about farm life.

      “Nah,” he said. “Not really.” He dug his elbow into my side again and offered me his hand. “You ready to go back in there?”

      “Do we have to?”

      “I’m sure the producer types will be out here in a sec if we don’t.” He shrugged. “We can wait if you want. Up to you. I don’t mind a little quiet.”

      Stiffening my upper lip, I took his hand. What the hell was wrong with me? I’d told myself I wouldn’t let Kole’s memory haunt me anymore, and I was doing just that. It was my first night here, and I’d already freaked out because of him—okay, Knox, but whatever.

      As Jack escorted me back to the ballroom, I began to plot my revenge. I’d get my vengeance on Kole, against his whole damned family and I’d start with Knox. In the cruelest way possible—by getting him to fall for me, then breaking his heart just like his twin had done.

      We reached the entrance to the ballroom, and Jack paused with his hand on the doorknob. “You good?”

      I nodded. Let the games begin.
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      The moment I stepped foot into the ballroom, the spotlight zoomed in on me like a homing pigeon. Shit. I swept the back of my finger beneath my eyes, praying to all the gods I wasn’t a black mascara smeared mess.

      All thoughts fled the second Huge Naked Guy appeared across the dancefloor, blotting out the blazing light. He tossed his dark hair back and swaggered toward me, and my lady parts did a backflip. What the actual hell?

      For a minute as his mesmerizing gaze lanced through me, I completely forgot Jack was standing beside me. “Can I get you a drink?” he asked.

      Blinking, I pivoted toward him. “Yes, please! None of that fruity crap either. I’ll have a dirty martini, extra dirty.”

      A smile spread across his handsome face. “Yes, ma’am. Coming right up.”

      As he headed toward the bar, I started to regret the extra part. Maybe smelling like olive juice all night hadn’t been the smartest choice ever. Oh, well. It was the first night, a sloppy make-out session wasn’t in the plan anyway.

      Without looking up, I could feel Huge Naked Guy approaching. It was like my V was magically tuned into him, waking at his mere presence.

      “Well, hello there, Aspen.” His smooth voice was like a caress to my lower half. Heat flooded my core as he took my hand and brought it to his mouth. Tiny tingles zapped my skin as his lips swept across my flesh. “I’m so glad you’ve returned. For a moment, I feared we’d scared you off.”

      I forced a laugh, but a nervous giggle dribbled out instead. “And I’m so glad you’re wearing clothes,” I finally mustered. Lie. I could’ve stared at his naked, god-like form all night.

      He tugged at his collar before giving up and loosening his tie. “I find clothes so restrictive.”

      My mouth went dry as I imagined him ripping his shirt off in the middle of the dancefloor, a stripper pole appearing and me having the best night of my life while Huge Naked Guy strutted his gigantic stuff around me. A ridiculous grin split my lips before I could stop it.

      “What’s so funny?” he asked and inched closer. A heady scent of male musk and expensive cologne tickled my nostrils. Leaning toward him, I breathed him in and my head swam.

      “Why do you smell so good?” I crooned.

      “Just born that way.” He took my hand and those tingles raced across my flesh everywhere we touched. “Dance with me.”

      “I think I might combust.” The words slipped out before I could stop them. Dammit!

      His low, smooth chuckle had my thighs clenching as he drew me into his arms. There was no way I could dance with this guy with multiple points of our bodies touching. I was certain I’d spontaneously orgasm. And that was not something I needed the world to see on live television.

      Huge Naked Guy’s hand settled on the small of my back, and I shuddered. A chill swept up my spine and goosebumps exploded across my flesh. Heat engulfed my lower half, traveling directly from his fingertips down there. He’d barely touched me, and I was already wet.

      “How?” I forced out, my eyes lifting to meet his.

      “A side effect of my powers,” he answered, his lips twitching. “You’ll get used to it the more time we spend together.”

      My mouth dropped, nearly scraping the smooth parquet. How did he know exactly what I was talking about? Apparently, he had this effect on all women. Gods, what was his special power, panty-dropping?

      He drew me tighter against him, and the bundle of nerves at my apex brushed against a very hard part of his anatomy. My mind instantly flickered back to the introductions and a vivid image of his dick filled my thoughts. I swallowed thickly as I pictured him hard.

      Sweeping a lock of my hair back, he leaned closer, his nose brushing the shell of my ear. His heated breath spilled down my neck as he whispered, “You smell delicious, Aspen. I can almost taste you already.” He licked his lips, and my heartrate skyrocketed. Another few seconds, and I’d let him take me right here on the dancefloor. “But it’s not time yet…” He stepped back, and I blinked rapidly. “Thank you for the dance. I think you forgot to ask, but it’s Slade by the way.”

      He sauntered across the room leaving me needy and aching for more. Slade. Holy shit, what kind of creature was he? A sex god? Was that even a thing?

      Shaking off the lusty haze, I turned toward the bar and spotted Jack. He was nursing a drink and chatting with one of the other bachelors, maybe Cain or—dammit, I needed that bio book!

      I started walking toward them, when a hand wrapped around my bicep and spun me back onto the parquet. “You still owe me a dance.” Knox’s blazing amber irises seared into me.

      “I don’t owe you shit, asshole,” I hissed.

      Methyss sauntered over at that exact moment, as I was curling my fingers into a fist and dreaming about punching my ex’s twin right in his perfect nose. “Aspen, my dear,” our emcee interrupted. “How is your night going?”

      I plastered on a smile, and Knox followed my lead. It was going to be harder than hell to convince Knox I could actually be interested in him. The sight of him made my skin crawl. But somehow, I’d have to pull it off. “Wonderful,” I finally answered. “The producers really went all out in finding these guys.” I shot Knox an adoring glance. “I mean, how could I have gotten so lucky?”

      The alpha-hole smiled, revealing a dimple I was certain Kole did not have. At least another thing to distinguish him from my hated mate.

      “Well, if you ask me, it’s the males that are lucky.” He took my hand from Knox’s and dropped a chaste kiss. “Enjoy the rest of your evening, dear Aspen. I must skedaddle for now, but I’ll see you tomorrow when the group dates commence.”

      Ugh, group dates. Widening my fake smile, I said, “Can’t wait.”

      As soon as Methyss ambled through the crowd of acrobatic Fae, I turned an icy gaze at Knox. “What do you want?”

      “I’m not done talking to you,” he whispered.

      “Well, you can save your breath. I’ll play nice for now, but as soon as the first elimination happens, you’re out.” I had to set the groundwork somehow. He’d never buy it if I just suddenly started acting nice to him.

      “I don’t care about that,” he hissed. “I meant what I said earlier. Kole could lose everything if he fails to maintain the pack’s respect. I know you don’t give a shit about him, but you should at least care about the other wolves. They need a strong leader.”

      I snorted on a laugh. “Oh, I’m sorry. I thought you were serious. Strong? Kole didn’t have the balls to stand up to his father when it came to me. No, he just lay there with his tail between his legs, letting daddy dearest and the council make his choice for him when he found out I couldn’t shift. He could’ve chosen to fight for me, could’ve at least tried. He’s a coward.”

      A growl vibrated in Knox’s throat, and I was certain if it hadn’t been for the glamour blocking his magic, he would’ve wolfed out in the middle of the ball. “Or maybe he just didn’t think you were worth it,” he snarled.

      Red seeped into my vision, and anger exploded in my core. Would I get tossed off the show if I punched him? It might be worth it. From my narrowing peripheral vision, I spotted Deacon a few feet away at the edge of the dancefloor.

      He shot me a smile and held up his drink, making a toast.

      I fought down the anger and sucked in a steadying breath. “Fuck you, Knox. Fuck you and your entire hateful family. I’m going to have the time of my life on this show, and I hope Kole does lose his title as alpha as a result of it.” Spinning away, I darted toward a grinning Deacon.

      My hand clamped around the bachelor’s glass—whiskey or scotch by the color, but right now I couldn’t care less what it was. I gulped it down and set it on the high top beside me before wrapping my hand around Deacon’s neck.

      Standing on my tiptoes, I jerked his head down so we were eyelevel. “Thanks for the drink.” I crushed my mouth to his, and he froze. But only for a second.

      A heartbeat later, his tongue darted between my teeth and the full strength of his kiss had me grasping for something to hold onto to keep steady. My fingers scrambled for purchase, catching onto his crisp button down.

      From behind me, I barely registered a slew of curses erupting from Knox’s direction. But I couldn’t focus on his insults, not when Deacon’s tongue was doing naughty things to my insides.

      He was the first man I’d kissed after Kole, and I hadn’t expected it to be like this. No, nothing like this. I finally stepped back, desperate for air after the impromptu, scorching make-out session.

      The big guy peered down at me, a glint in his emerald irises. “Not bad, bathroom girl. If I knew all I had to do was get you a drink for that, I would’ve offered you something that day in the trailer.”

      “Ha, ha, ha.” I punched him in the gut as dozens of piercing gazes lanced over us. Not only had I succeeded in getting Knox’s attention, I also had every other bachelor glaring in our direction.

      Guess it was only a matter of time.
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      Flint, Cyrus, Knight, Castiel, Avalon, Cain…

      The night passed in a blur of potent cocktails and cologne. I nursed my third dirty martini with the effects of the vodka starting to take a noticeable hold. I had to slow down. I’d danced with nearly all the bachelors and actually had a decent time. Most had gotten over the Deacon make-out session pretty quickly except for Knox who continued to shoot pointed glares in my direction. Screw him. My grand plan to trick him into thinking I had feelings for him and seduce him was going to be harder than I thought. Mostly because I found him physically repulsive.

      I felt a presence looming over me before a silky, smooth accented voice spoke. “Are you feeling better, bella? Ready for our dance now?”

      I spun around to meet a pair of onyx eyes lined in a ring of crimson. “Yes, much better, thanks.”

      Dante had approached me when I’d reached the bar a few minutes ago, but I’d warned him I needed a break. With all the dancing and polite getting-to-know-you chitchat, I was in desperate need of a timeout. Now with half of my drink down, I was feeling a bit more amenable.

      He dipped his head and placed a swift kiss on my palm. “Come, bella.”

      In a three-piece black suit, Dante looked like he stepped straight out of GQ magazine. He drew me into a formal dance pose, keeping a few inches of space between us. His feet began to move and like magic, he guided me into an intricate dance. There were twirls, kicks and all kinds of fancy footwork I didn’t think myself capable of. No, I knew I wasn’t capable of.

      “You’re a natural,” Dante whispered in my ear.

      “It’s all you. I can’t take credit for any of this.”

      He steered me around the dancefloor as a few of the bachelors stood at the edges watching. The camera trailed us, the invasive lens catching every exhale. Dante was definitely putting on quite a show. He dipped me low, and my blonde curls swept across the parquet. A laugh tumbled out as he lifted me up and held me high over his head, putting Patrick Swayze’s moves from Dirty Dancing to shame.

      When he finally lowered me, I slid down his front, pressing against his firm torso. Unlike most of the bachelors, Dante wasn’t huge. He had long, lean muscles, but his lithe form concealed a strength I hadn’t expected.

      “How did you learn to dance like that?” I asked, slightly winded.

      A grin lit up his porcelain skin. “In my time, ballroom dancing was an important skill all gentlemen were required to learn.”

      My time? Vampire. The thought flickered across my mind, and I was suddenly certain. The timeless beauty, the old-world accent, the eyes. Had to be! Sure, there were other supes that lived hundreds of years, but this guy was definitely not an angel. I wracked my brain, flipping through the eight houses of Azar and their relative lifespans. No, this dude was definitely a vamp.

      I stiffened and took a small step back and understanding flickered across Dante’s bottomless irises. Wolves and vampires didn’t have the best history, and despite my she-wolf never making her grand appearance, the truth was ingrained in my bones.

      “I’m sorry, did I say something to make you uncomfortable?” A nearly invisible line between his brows appeared.

      I didn’t want to be a racist, not after the rejection I’d endured from my own pack, but it would take me a second to get over this deep-seated prejudice. “No, it’s totally me. I think all the drinking and dancing is finally getting to me.”

      His hand closed around my elbow, and he guided me off the dancefloor toward an overstuffed loveseat in front of the shimmering waterfall. “Sit, relax. I’ll get you a glass of water. Sparkling or still?”

      Yup, definitely European. “I’d take tap at this point.”

      He smirked. “Still, it is.” With a bow, he glided across the ballroom, his feet barely touching the marble. Absolutely immortal.

      As I considered hooking up with a centuries-old vamp, while watching a mermaid float across the ginormous aquarium, a wave of chilly air sent goose bumps careening down my spine. I looked up to find a pair of enigmatic lilac irises beaming down at me. The bachelor’s unique silver hair was aglow beneath the spotlights, adding to his ethereal beauty.

      “Finally, I’ve caught you alone. I was beginning to think you were avoiding me.” He folded his tall frame onto the oversized ottoman and pulled it up right in front of me.

      I waved a nonchalant hand. “No way, you’re Fallon, right? I love your name.” I drew out the love a little longer than comfortable. Dammit, that third martini was kicking in.

      “That’s a good start then.” His icy gaze razed over me and again a chill settled over my skin. “How about a dance?”

      I groaned, unable to contain myself. “I’m sorry, don’t take it personally but I am done dancing for the night.” I crossed my leg over the other and wiggled my swollen toes at him. “These stilettos might be insanely hot, but they’re murder on my feet. Now that I’m sitting, I don’t think I’ll ever stand up again.”

      He chuckled, the light rumble shaking his broad shoulders. “Then how will you ever get back to your room, Aspen?” Mischief sparkled in his crystalline irises, tiny flecks of silver dancing through the lilac.

      “Are you offering me a ride?” I shot him a playful wink. Before the Kole disaster, I used to be quite the flirt. Some guys even found me irresistible.

      “I’d offer my right hand to have you in my arms, even for only a short while.”

      “Noted.” I wasn’t sure about these guys fawning over me. I wasn’t a fan of insta-love; Kole had ruined that one for me. I wrapped a curl around my finger as he watched me intently.

      He popped up out of his seat a second before I noticed Dante returning with drinks in hand. “That’s my cue to leave, Aspen. Let me know if you need that ride later.”

      I puckered my lips into a pout before giving him a smile. “Will do, Fallon.” There was something about the male that had my interest piqued, but I couldn’t quite put my finger on it. Maybe it was his aloof air that drew my attention. He hadn’t been wrong, I’d been waiting for him to approach like all the other bachelors had, but he’d waited until the very end. As if he were waiting for me to come to him.

      Dante handed me the glass of water, and I sucked it down greedily. My throat was parched, my mouth dry after hours of casual talk. Would it be rude to leave my own party? Because I was seriously considering taking Fallon up on his offer to carry me to my room.

      Dante glanced at me over the rim of his champagne flute and cocked his head. “You seem tired.”

      “I am.” I suppressed a yawn, leaning my head against the cushiony back. “Do you think it would be super bad-mannered of me if I ditched?”

      “Not at all. You’re the star of the show after all. The party ends when you say so.”

      I shot him an appreciative smile. “Thanks, Dante. That’s exactly what I needed to hear.” Sucking down the rest of the water, I pushed myself off the loveseat and winced as the strappy heels bit into my sore feet. Son of a shifter!

      I scanned the crowd for Fallon, but he’d disappeared in the direction of the waterfall. Gritting my teeth, I turned toward the door. I just had to make it outside then I could go the rest of the way barefoot.

      “Would you like me to accompany you to your room?” Dante’s question diverted my attention from the crowd.

      As attractive as he was, before anything escalated with the vampire, I had to wrap my head around the fact that he was an actual vampire and immortal. A wolf’s sworn enemy, despite our peaceful coexistence within the realm of Azar.

      “Nah, I’m good thanks.” I waved him off and forced my feet forward despite each step feeling like I’d suffered jagged knife wounds. Saying goodbye to each of the bachelors would only prolong the torture, so I crept out of the ballroom giving all the males the slip.

      Or so I thought.

      As soon as the doors slammed behind me, a pair of obsidian eyes seared into me from the shadows. A sinful smile curled Slade’s full lips, and my blood sang. “Care to finish what we started back there?”
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      Tempting. So tempting. I licked my bottom lip, and Slade’s dark gaze followed the movement. A sexy growl split the thickening air between us. Gods, I wanted to say yes. Slade was like the embodiment of male perfection, his masculinity oozed off him coaxing my inner vixen from hiding. It had been so long. Way too long. But did I really want to sleep with one of these guys on the first night?

      Talk about setting a standard. If I went back to my room with Slade, there’d be sex, no doubt about it. I could barely control myself around him fully dressed, in a crowded room.

      Sure, it would piss off Knox which could be worth it alone. But…

      “How long are you going to keep me in suspense, kitten?” Slade’s power, whatever the hell it was, wafted over me, puckering my skin. He stepped closer, and I took a step back. My shoulder blades slammed against the door, and a grin curled the corner of his kissable lips.

      I whimpered, and he took that as an invitation. Caging me against the unyielding timber with corded arms, he pressed his body against mine. “I know you want me,” he whispered, his warm breath tickling the shell of my ear. He slowly dragged his nose down my neck, and a fiery inferno ignited in my core. He paused, glanced up, and fixed his bottomless irises to mine. “But I see you’re having doubts.” He moved his palm from the wall to run his thumb across my jaw before settling on my lower lip. “When we do this, and we will do this, I want you to be one hundred percent certain. Otherwise, what’s the fun?” He released my lip with a smirk and spun around, disappearing down the dim corridor as quickly as he’d appeared.

      I sucked in a breath as my heart continued its manic pounding and leaned against the door to keep my wobbly knees from collapsing. Effing hell. I had to figure out what Slade was before his sexual powers completely undid me.

      When my breathing returned to a more normal rate, AKA I wasn’t panting with need anymore, I slid off my stilettos and threw the prickly little bastards over my shoulder. I had to get out of here before the cameramen noticed I was missing. As I darted down the quiet hallways, a red blinking light on the ceiling caught my attention. Tiny cameras perched at the corner of each corridor.

      Damn, guess Big Brother really was always watching. At least no one had come after me. Today had been the longest day ever, completely surreal, dramatic and oddly entertaining. But I needed a bed ASAP. Who knew what was in store for tomorrow?

      Footsteps echoed behind me, and I cringed. Quickening my pace, I took a few quick turns in hopes of eluding my pursuer. I couldn’t stand the thought of being dragged back into the ball and forced into another hour of small talk.

      I reached the end of a hallway, turned, then ran down another and another. Until I reached a dead end. I muttered a curse, slamming my palms against the silky upholstered walls. Dammit. I was lost. Doubling back, I raced to the foyer where I’d made the wrong turn. Four passageways shot off from the center, like never-ending spokes on a wheel. Which one to take?

      The footfalls grew louder, and a deep growl bounced off the marble floors. The snarl made the hairs on the back of my neck stand at attention. What the eff? Spinning away from the ominous sound, I debated between the remaining three options. “Eenie, meenie--” Another roar reverberated across my sensitive eardrums, closer now. “Minie, moe!”

      I darted down another hallway, my bare feet smacking against the cold tile. Behind me the heavy footfalls grew faster. The rumors surrounding the Hitched curse bombarded my spiraling thoughts. The wandering eye of the camera followed my every move, giving me a tiny bit of reassurance. Even if there was some psycho stalker following me, the camera would catch it. Someone would rescue me before anything bad happened, right?

      I was suddenly cursing myself for not letting Slade come back to my room. Dammit, Aspen, always go with the hot guy offering you no-strings-attached sex. Didn’t you learn anything from all those horror movies? No, wait, no, that wasn’t right. Those were the girls that usually got killed. What the hell? When did this dating show turn into a slasher flick?

      As my thoughts descended into hysteria, I sprinted around another corner. A hand came over my mouth, muffling my attempt to scream as I was dragged into a small recess. My pulse skyrocketed as I fought my attacker, jabbing my elbows into an unflinching stomach.

      “Shh! Aspen, it’s me, Fallon. Relax.” The bachelor’s familiar voice soothed the rising panic, and I relaxed against his chest. He twirled me around and those peculiar lilac irises found mine. “Are you okay? What’s going on?”

      “Were you following me?” I screeched, spinning my head to scan the corridor. Even though I was fairly certain the footsteps were coming in the opposite direction.

      “No. Well, I mean, I was looking for you.” He motioned down the hall, and the music from the ball filtered through the doorway ahead.

      How had I made it all the way back here again? Was I running in circles?

      “I couldn’t find you inside, and I came to see if you still wanted that ride back to your room?”  He shot me a flirty smile, one that I would’ve normally found completely disarming, but now, now, I wasn’t sure if this guy was my stalker or my savior. “Are you sure you’re okay? Your heart is pounding like mad.” He glanced down the hall I’d just ran down. “What were you running from?”

      I pressed my lips together, gauging my sanity and the likelihood Fallon could’ve been my pursuer before I spoke. “I don’t know. Maybe I’m losing my mind, but I could’ve sworn someone was chasing me.”

      A flash of silver jetted across his enigmatic irises, and a chill coursed up my spine. “Do you want me to alert the crew?”

      I sucked my lower lip between my teeth to give myself a second before answering. If it really had been someone, they were gone now. Fallon must have scared them away. Or, more likely, it could’ve just been an overeager bachelor. Either way, my buzz was gone, I was exhausted, and I didn’t want to deal with questions from the production team at this hour. “Nah, I’m sure it was just nerves or something.”

      He nodded. “Let me at least walk you back to your room if you don’t want me to carry you.”

      I considered for another minute, gnawing on my lower lip. There was no way it could’ve been Fallon following me unless he had some sort of teleportation ability. Which while possible, didn’t seem likely. Everyone was cloaked, which in theory inhibited or at least suppressed their powers. “Sure, thanks,” I finally muttered.

      With Fallon leading, we made it back to the residences in no time. I really must have been running in circles earlier, which made no sense. We walked in a comfortable silence, and I was beyond grateful not to have to engage in more getting-to-know-you chitchat. There’d be plenty more of that tomorrow when the group dates began.

      When we reached the archway that led to my wing of the manor, muffled voices had the hair on the back of my neck rising again. Even Fallon tensed, his shoulders going taut beside me. Maybe I hadn’t been crazy? Had Fallon seen something he wasn’t telling me?

      Castiel and Avalon rounded the corner, and I released the breath I’d been holding. Both men smiled, until Avalon’s eyes settled on my escort. His lips curled into a frown, and he crossed his arms over his chest, accentuating the muscled biceps beneath. His dark glare deepened the brilliant hue of his irises a few sHades darker than his azure hair. “Please tell me you didn’t leave the ball for him.” He lifted his chin at Fallon.

      My head whipped back at the venom in his tone. “Nope. Just tired and ran into him on the way back to my room.”

      Castiel side-eyed Avalon, and the blonde bachelor’s smile widened. “Ignore my grumpy friend, Aspen. Being away from his element has him out of sorts. I hope you had an enjoyable evening, and I truly look forward to spending more time with you tomorrow.” He reached for my hand, and a warm tingle zipped through my fingertips.

      I nearly let out a sigh of relief. All the tension in my shoulders dissipated, and a soothing warmth flooded my body. “Thanks, Castiel, you too.” I was definitely bumping this guy up on the shortlist.

      Avalon’s scowl slowly twisted into the weakest semblance of a smile. “I apologize. Castiel’s right. It must be jet-lag.” He winked, softening the hard set of his jaw. “Have a good night, Aspen, and I can’t wait to hang out tomorrow.” He spun around, and my gaze caught on the bottom half of a tattoo peeking out from under his sleeve. I couldn’t make out the details, only a golden shimmer. He’d promised to let me see it if I kept him around, and I had a feeling I’d learn more about this mercurial bachelor if I could make out that symbol.

      Fallon threaded his arm through mine and tugged me toward the archway to my wing. The intimate gesture surprised me, and my body tensed. He must have noticed my unease because he immediately put some distance between us, while still keeping his arm interlocked with mine.

      The quiet lengthened, and this time there was nothing comfortable about it. Whatever magic Castiel had worked on me was dissipating. Being chased through the winding corridors of the villa had me on edge, and Avalon’s reaction to Fallon had only exacerbated my unease. Could the stories be true about Hitched? Was there really something else going on here?

      I shook off the disturbing thoughts and blurted the first thing that came to mind. “So did you do something to piss off Avalon already or do you think he’s just like that?”

      He shot me an innocent smile, two lilac orbs glistening beneath the pale light. “Me? Of course not. Some males simply can’t handle a little competition.”

      We reached the door to my outer chamber and despite my better judgment, I invited Fallon in. I didn’t like admitting it, but that little chase scene had me rattled. Was I being stupid letting in my potential stalker? Maybe. But my gut said it wasn’t him.

      He followed me into the sitting area in front of the massive fireplace which sat unlit thanks to the balmy island weather.

      I crawled onto the couch and tucked myself into a ball at one end. He must have noticed my discomfort because he gave me a warm smile, instead of his typical cocky ones. “Relax, Aspen, just because you invited me to your room doesn’t mean I’m expecting something.”

      “Phew,” I said sarcastically. For once, that wasn’t what I’d been worried about. “Because you know in the human world where I grew up, after dancing and booze, an invitation inside definitely meant you were getting laid.”

      He chuckled. “Well then, it’s a good thing I’m not from the human world.” He folded his tall form onto the couch beside me. “Not that I wouldn’t appreciate a good lay, of course.”

      “Wouldn’t we all, buddy.” The words bubbled out before I could stop them, and the lighthearted moment felt good. The tension seeped from my body once again, and I uncurled my legs from beneath me.

      My perfectly pedicured toes grazed Fallon’s jeans, and his eyes traced the movement. He reached for my bare foot and cradled my ankle in his hands. Slender fingers moved across the bottom, gently kneading.

      I had to suppress the groan from slipping out as his fingers danced along my foot. Little by little, he massaged away the soreness the killer stilettos had inflicted.

      “Don’t hold back for me,” he said as his fingers probed deeper. “Making you moan is on my to-do list. I just didn’t think I’d get it out of you this way.” A mischievous grin curled the ends of his lips.

      I nearly choked on my spit. Damn, these guys weren’t messing around. Attempting to control myself as a burst of heat shot up my legs from his touch, I drew in a deep breath. I wasn’t sure how much longer I’d be able to hold out with these bachelors. My inner vixen was clawing her way to the surface, and after so many months of drought, she was ravenous.

      Forcing the words from my mouth, I finally said, “It’s getting late, and who knows what they have planned for us tomorrow.” I pulled my leg back, but Fallon’s fingers tightened around my foot. A surge of panic squeezed my lungs.

      He dipped his head and brushed his lips across the top of my foot. Well, that was unexpected. Foot fetish, perhaps? The fear vanished, replaced by a swirl of desire as I imagined those lips working their way all the way up my leg.

      “Um, thanks, for that,” I murmured, my voice way breathier than I would’ve liked.

      “Anytime, Aspen. Any. Time.” He slowly rose, and I almost called him back at least a dozen times as I watched him saunter to the door.

      When it shut behind him, I loosed a ragged breath. Damn, these males were going to be the death of me. In the most incredible way possible.

      As I walked toward my bedroom, a note propped on my desk caught my eye. Unfolding it, I scanned the frilly writing.

      

      Dear Lady Aspen,

      

      The show continues tomorrow with the start of the group dates. Please be ready at nine sharp to accompany three eager bachelors to the Mystic Cove waterfall for a day of adventure. Wear your most daring swimsuit as you maneuver the dangerous falls and the even more treacherous seas of love.

      

      Yours truly,

      Methyss

      

      I couldn’t help the laugh that bubbled up at the cheesy last line. This should definitely be interesting.
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      The gentle breeze stroked my moist cheek as Devante, our friendly sprite driver, maneuvered the golf cart through the thick jungle. Deacon had claimed the seat next to me while Fallon and Cain had grumbled about being forced to share the back. I breathed in a lungful of humid air and forced myself to relax. A group date at an idyllic waterfall was the perfect way to chase away all the nastiness of the night before.

      This was exactly what I needed.

      The chirp and chatter of mysterious insects and birds buzzed around us as we moved deeper into the heart of the island. No cameraman followed behind us, to my surprise, but the whirring drone overhead hadn’t escaped my attention. At least the little flying buggers were less obtrusive than the entire production team.

      “Whatcha thinking about, bathroom girl?”

      I slid a glare at my hulking companion. “I thought we decided you weren’t going to call me that anymore.”

      Deacon chuckled, his emerald irises glinting. “I don’t think I ever agreed. I believe you suggested it, and I’m still taking it under consideration.”

      “Figures,” Fallon grumbled from the back seat. “No manners whatsoever…”

      Cain snorted on a laugh.

      Deacon whirled around, his movement making the small golf cart careen to the right. “You have something to say to me, fa-- Fallon?”

      “No, of course not.” He folded his arms across his chest and turned his attention to the thick greenery.

      Okay, so maybe this date wasn’t going to be the picture of serenity I’d imagined. Placing my arm on the backrest, I turned around to face all three men and put on my serious face. “Okay, guys, let’s get something straight right at the get-go. I don’t plan on spending the next few hours, let alone the next eight weeks as a chew toy the twelve of you fight over. This is a competition, but I expect you guys to behave like adults. Deal?”

      Cain pointed a long finger at me. “I knew there was something I liked about you right from the start.”

      I lifted my hand and shook my head. “That’s another thing. You can’t all be that into me already. We literally just met. I know I’m okay to look at, but I don’t believe in this insta-love thing so don’t try it unless you want to be the first one eliminated. Got it?”

      The three men nodded, and already, I felt much better.

      Turning back around to face forward, Devante caught my eye in the rearview mirror. A huge smile stretched across his face, and he shot me a wink. “You tell ‘em, Miss,” he mouthed.

      The rest of the ride passed in a semi-comfortable silence. I could tell Deacon was dying to say something but for whatever reason he’d decided to keep it to himself, and it was killing him. His knee was bouncing up and down, and he fidgeted like crazy. I almost yelled at him to spit it out already when Devante announced we’d arrived.

      I searched the clearing for the famed waterfall, but nothing but towering palms and other exotic trees I couldn’t recognize encircled us. Our driver must’ve noticed my confusion because he motioned to the thick copse ahead. “Angel Waterfall is just around the hill, past the trees over there. The path isn’t wide enough for the golf cart, so I’ll wait for you here.”

      “Awesome, thanks.” I grabbed my tote bag and ticked my head at Deacon. “You leading the way?”

      “No, I will.” Fallon jumped in front of the hulking man.

      “And get us lost? I don’t think so…” Deacon snarled, shoving his way past.

      I almost jumped between them, but Cain’s hand caught mine, tugging me back. “Let them battle it out so we can have a chat.” As soon as his fingers closed around my palm those familiar tingles lit up my flesh. It was like he was drawing every nerve-ending to the surface. In some ways it reminded me of the effects of the wolf mate bond, but somehow more invasive.

      “How do you do that?” I muttered.

      “If I told you, I’d have to kill you.” He winked, but his expression darkened, sending a chill up my spine.

      Could Cain have been the one that followed me last night?

      I suddenly felt stupid for not mentioning the incident to Sam, Dax’s assistant, this morning. I needed the money bad, but was half a million worth risking my life over?

      Dollar signs flashed across my vision. Yes, yes, it was. Not to mention the payback I’d get against Kole when he saw all the bachelors drooling over me. I’d just have to be careful from now on.

      “I was joking,” said Cain, drawing me from my inner musings. “Hello, Aspen?” He pushed back tall stalks of greenery allowing me to pass.

      “Yeah, of course.” I forced out a laugh, but it came out a nervous giggle. “How late did you stay at the ball last night?” Real smooth…

      He eyed me skeptically as we wound through the jungle maze.

      “I was just wondering if I missed anything since I left early.”

      “I wouldn’t know. I left shortly after you did. I’m not here to make male friends, if you know what I mean.” His dark eyes sparkled.

      “So why are you here?”

      “To date you, of course--”

      My hand flew up, cutting him off. “Come on, Cain. Cut the crap, please. You’re an incredibly good-looking guy, and I doubt you have any trouble finding women in whichever realm you’re from. Why do the show?”

      “Getting right to the good stuff already I see.” He glanced up ahead as if checking to see if the other guys were in earshot. They were a few yards ahead of us, still arguing about which direction to go.

      “I only have eight weeks,” I finally said, “So I don’t have time to waste.”

      “Touché.” Cain pushed another errant prickly green branch out of the way, then cleared his throat. “Contrary to your assumption, there aren’t that many willing females in my realm. Or rather, none that I’m interested in. You see, my bloodline is muddied at best. I’d hoped to change my luck with this show, improve my station in life, if you will.”

      I was shocked by his honesty—or at least what I assumed was honesty. Though I’d never shifted, I’d always had a keen sense of smell. When I was a kid, my mom used to say I could sniff out a lie. And Cain seemed to be telling the truth.

      “Thanks,” I said.

      “And you?”

      Ugh. I wanted to be as forthcoming with him as he’d been with me, but I dreaded reliving the hellish story. “My fated mate rejected me, and I wanted a new start,” I finally blurted, hoping he’d be smart enough to end the questions at that.

      His lips curved into a scowl, and yet the man was still gorgeous. “I’m sorry to hear that. We don’t have fated mates within my lands, but that does give me an inkling into your race.”

      “Oops, was I not supposed to do that?”

      Cain shrugged. “The truth will come out eventually. I imagine the producers have a big dramatic reveal planned.” He lowered his voice and leaned closer. “In any case, I’ll keep your little secret between us for now.”

      “What secret?” Deacon barreled through the overgrown brush, and I nearly jumped out of my skin.

      “Don’t worry about it,” I snapped.

      “All right, all right, I’ll let it go for now, but only because we’re here. I’ll get it out of you eventually.” He shot me a playful wink.

      The trees parted, revealing a gigantic waterfall cascading down a rocky hill. The azure water sparkled beneath the sun’s brilliant rays, calling to me after the humid trek through the jungle.

      “It’s beautiful,” I said, craning my neck back to make out the crest of the falls.

      “Race you to the top?” Mischief sparked in his deep emerald eyes as he peeled off his shirt, revealing a perfectly muscled torso and tattoos running up and down his sculpted arms.

      I tore my gaze away from his body and focused on the humor in his eyes. “Are you actually going to jump from way up there?”

      “Absolutely. What else would we do up here?”

      I snagged my lower lip between my teeth. “Um, I think I’ll sit the first one out and just watch you guys.”

      “Suit yourself, but I’m not letting you leave until you’ve given it a try.” Deacon took off around the bend, and Cain trotted behind him after a quick wave.

      Deacon turned back before disappearing into the thicket and said, “Fallon will keep you company for now. I’m sure the nobleman wouldn’t want to break a nail on the way down.”

      I shook my head, trying not to laugh. Fallon did have really nice nails for a guy, like perfectly trimmed and possibly with a hint of gloss.

      “Come on, let’s go for a dip in the pool.” The other bachelor took my hand, either completely oblivious to the comment or really good at hiding it.

      He stripped off his shirt, and I shimmied out of my gauzy white cover up. My stylist had picked a banging ruby red bathing suit that accentuated my cleavage and barely covered my ass. It was a good thing I wasn’t shy because Fallon’s heated gaze locked on my bare body like an atomic missile. Pretending it wasn’t sending shivers up and down my spine, I dipped my toe into the chilly water, and a groan escaped my lips. It was heaven after the hot jungle air.

      “That’s the second time I’ve made you moan.” Fallon shot me a satisfied grin as he slid into the crystalline lagoon. “Let’s hope next time I’ll be joining you.”

      A laugh burst out as I waded deeper, moving toward the cascades. “You’re pretty sure of yourself, aren’t you?” I lay back, my feet barely touching the floor and floated beneath the cool spray of the falls.

      He swam beside me and shrugged. “It’s not arrogance if it’s true.” He moved closer, droplets of water on his bare chest glistening beneath the sun’s intense rays.

      Yeah, Fallon was definitely yummy. And here we were, practically naked, all alone, beneath a super romantic waterfall.

      “There’s something I wanted to do last night…” His arms encircled my waist, and my hands latched onto his biceps for support.

      “Oh yeah, what’s that?” I whispered as his lips inched closer.

      “I wanted to tell you I didn’t think it was fair that Deacon got the first kiss. You know what they say about a girl always remembering their first.”

      I swatted at his chest, meeting taut muscle. “It’s cute that you think that was my first.”

      He laughed a hearty belly laugh, his tanned shoulders bouncing up and down. Once he’d settled, his lilac irises seared into mine. “After this, you won’t remember any of the others.” He claimed my lips, pinning me against his wet body. His frosty tongue entangled with mine as his fingers dug into the back of my neck, tilting it to deepen the kiss. He tasted like winter and spearmint, the icy sensations sending another wave of tingles spilling down my back.

      “Hey! Up here!” The familiar male voice jerked me from the spine-tingling kiss and sent my gaze to the top of the waterfall. Deacon and Cain waved wildly. They had to be at least twenty stories up.

      “Damn, that’s high,” I blurted.

      Fallon shielded his eyes from the sun and glanced up. “It is. Angel Falls is over five hundred feet tall.”

      Deacon stood at the edge, the wild water rushing between his legs while Cain stood next to him eyeing the drop.

      “Are those idiots really going to jump?”

      “Probably,” he said nonchalantly.

      “Is that smart?” I knew they were all supernaturals, but even we could die from a broken neck. Except for vamps, but I was fairly certain neither Deacon nor Cain were immortal.

      “No, but no one ever said those two were the brightest bachelors of the bunch.” He smirked, and I had to fight back the desire to wipe the smug smile of his face. I hated to admit it, but Deacon had already wormed his way into my closed-off insides. Enough that I didn’t want him to go splat against the side of the cliff.

      “Are you sure this is a good idea?” I called out, cupping my hands around my mouth as I treaded water.

      “What?” the men shouted back.

      Son of a dick. I thought all supes had super hearing.

      “Be right down, gorgeous!” Deacon yelled.

      I watched with my hands clasped together, breath caught in my throat. He’ll be fine. It’s just five hundred feet, right?

      The whoosh of rushing water spun my attention away from the waterfall to a sudden current surging from the adjacent rocks. The water whirled around Fallon’s legs and jerked him under as I stared wide-eyed. “Fallon!” I shrieked as the whirlpool sucked him under.

      I barely got the words out before the freak water tugged at my legs, hauling me down with him. I flailed my arms and kicked like mad trying to fight against the undercurrent, but it was like nothing I’d ever experienced, and I’d done plenty of swimming in the turbulent Pacific Ocean growing up. The waves rolled over my head, but I propelled myself to the surface and sucked in a quick breath before getting sucked under again.

      The deep blue swirled around me, blanketing my vision as the raging waters jerked me on a roller coaster ride through the lagoon. I could just make out the dark blur of rocks ahead as I plummeted forward.

      Shit! My vision began to cloud, my lungs burning for air. This was it. I was going to bash my brains out against the side of the cliff. I thrashed and kicked, trying to fight against the powerful current, but I was almost out of breath and weakening fast.

      In a last-ditch effort, I twisted my body around so I’d hit the rocky crag with my feet instead of my head. Broken legs were better than a cracked skull. Fire streaked across my lungs as the last dregs of oxygen depleted, and darkness crept into the edges of my vision. Jagged gray blurs blotted out the endless blue, and I squeezed my eyes shut as I hurtled toward the rocks.
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            DROWNING IS NOT FOR THE FAINT OF HEART
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      A steel band clamped around my waist, forcing the remaining air from my lungs. My jaw dropped open, desperate for oxygen, but only tepid water filled my mouth. But something—no, someone, was hauling me up. We broke the surface, and I choked and gagged as I spat out the salty water and sucked in the humid air.

      “Whoa, whoa, take it easy, tiger. You’re going to be okay. I gotcha.” The steel band turned flesh, and I recognized Deacon’s voice at my ear.

      I wrapped my arm around his neck, clinging like a baby koala, as his strong legs propelled us toward the shore. Squeezing my eyes shut, I tried to expel the water that had snuck into every orifice. No, I wasn’t crying. That shit stung. We passed the falls, and I drew in another lungful of air as the cool spritz relaxed my heated body. The burn had receded, and I could finally breathe without my chest screaming in pain.

      My mind swam as I tried to process the freak incident. Wait a second, what happened to Fallon? I never saw him after I went under. I searched the shoreline and released a sigh of relief when his large form materialized beside Cain.

      Cain offered me his hand as we approached the ledge and hauled me out of the water. I had to restrain myself from dropping to the floor and kissing the solid ground beneath my feet. I really thought I was dead back there. Totally dead, smashed against the cliff, drowned. Instead, I folded down, crossing my legs and settled on the thick grass.

      Fallon scooted closer and wrapped something warm around my shoulders, securing it with his arm. I didn’t realize I was trembling until his firm hold halted the tremors. “Are you okay?” he whispered.

      “Yeah, just a little shaken. What the hell happened?”

      He shook his head, his eyes intent on the tranquil lagoon. The swirling vortex that had tried to drag us to a watery grave had disappeared. “I don’t know,” he finally said.

      “It wasn’t natural,” Cain added. “I saw you guys go under from up there.” He pointed to the top of the falls, then his gaze fell to the water below. “It came out of nowhere, as if conjured by something.”

      “Or someone.” Deacon’s thick arms were pressed against his bare chest. I hadn’t even thanked him for saving my life yet.

      Could someone really have done this? “So which one of you guys has elemental water magic?” I screwed my lips and eyed the three bachelors.

      “You mean which one of us wanted to kill you?” Cain chuckled. “Speaking for myself, I would’ve found a much more satisfying way to end your life.”

      “Gods, why are you so creepy?” I blurted.

      “Sorry.” That playfully evil smile tilted the corners of his lips. “In answer to your question, water is not my specialty.”

      “Nor mine,” said Fallon. “Plus, I almost drowned myself, remember?”

      “Convenient,” I muttered. I wasn’t sure I trusted any of them. And I was just pissed.

      “No magic here either, tiger.” Deacon bent down and swept a lock of wild hair behind my ear. It felt like a tornado had spun through it, and I couldn’t imagine what it looked like. “But I’m glad you think so highly of us.” A hint of disappointment lay behind his teasing tone, kicking up a swirl of guilt in my gut.

      “Thanks for saving me by the way,” I finally said. Last I’d seen him he was hundreds of feet up at the edge of the waterfall. “How’d you get down so fast?”

      “I jumped. Lucky for you I’m an excellent swimmer.”

      “Yeah.” I fiddled with a blade of grass as the four of us sat in a thick silence. Even the birds and insects had gone still.

      “We should probably get back to the golf cart,” said Cain after an impossibly long minute. “Safe to say I think this date is over.”

      My head bounced up and down. My warm and comfy bed was calling to me. I just wanted to be alone to process my near-death experience.

      “And we should probably tell the producers what happened,” added Fallon.

      I searched the clear blue sky, his words sparking a thought. Where was the camera drone? Hadn’t it been trailing us?

      “It’s not up there,” said Deacon, his eyes following mine. “It was like it vanished the moment you two got sucked into the current. I’d seen it hovering overhead when Cain and I got to the top of the hill and then all of a sudden it was gone.”

      Something weird was definitely going on.
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      The producer and Dax sat across from me in the sitting room outside my chamber, wearing matching scowls. They’d dismissed the guys to their rooms and asked to have a sit-down with me, so here we were as I went over the story for the third time.

      “We should bring in the SIA to investigate,” Dax whispered to Shep.

      He perched on the edge of the couch, his elbows propped on his knees, and his glower intensified. “I really don’t think that’s necessary at this juncture.”

      “Shep…” Dax insisted.

      “There’s no reason to believe foul play was involved. It’s a waterfall, and there was a strong current. It’s regrettable certainly, but I wouldn’t jump to conclusions we simply can’t substantiate.”

      “Given the history—”

      Shep whirled at the director, cutting him off with a scathing glare. “Enough,” he barked. My head whipped back at the fury smoldering in his gray eyes. Our human producer had never been anything but proper in his three-piece suit and perfectly gelled hair. I imagined him in a men’s club puffing at a cigar and sipping a bourbon neat. He turned to me, his lips thinning to an almost smile. “As I said, we’ll keep an eye on things. Your safety is obviously of our utmost concern, but I truly do not believe your life is in jeopardy. Do you?”

      “Um, no,” I muttered. I mean, we didn’t really know for sure. It could’ve been some freak undertow, but then why had the camera conveniently missed the entire incident? “Did you ever find the missing drone by the way?”

      Dax slanted Shep a look before forcing his expression back to its typical cool. “No, unfortunately not. With the dense jungle surrounding us, it’s possible it got caught up in a tree.”

      He knew it was bullshit as much as I did.

      Our executive producer rose and Dax followed his lead, but the worry in the director’s cat eyes pummeled into me. “Well, then, if everything’s been settled,” Shep said, “we’ll continue with the group dates tomorrow.”

      “Yes,” said Dax. “I’ve already told the crew to cancel the dinner planned for this evening, so you can recover from the traumatic event. I’ll have the cook bring something up for you shortly.”

      “Thanks.” I hugged my arms around my middle and slumped back in the couch as they walked out.

      The moment their footsteps fell away, I closed my eyes, the stress of earlier catching up to me now after the adrenaline dump. As soon as my lids shut, the rush of churning water blotted out my vision. My heartrate spiked, and my eyes snapped open. I gasped, transported into the wild current again.

      Okay so sleeping was definitely not going to happen. I sat up and reached for the remote on the coffee table. Maybe a movie? I flicked through the channels, then switched over to Netflix and settled on season one of Hitched. I watched for a little while but couldn’t focus on Kimmie Jayne or the hot bachelors.

      By the time I got to the second episode, my knee bounced up and down. The mysterious incidents had started, and I internally cursed my choice of entertainment. I turned off the TV and paced a few steps in front of the window, overlooking the verdant jungle. A nervous energy buzzed through my veins. The house was too quiet.

      I shot out of the sitting room and marched toward the guys’ wing. There was no way I was spending the rest of the day cooped up in my room. Sure, maybe one of the bachelors was behind the waterfall incident, but he wouldn’t be stupid enough to try something in front of the other eleven.

      I reached the archway that led to their annex and gripped the doorknob. Inhaling a breath, I turned the handle. It squealed, the sound echoing through the still house, and my heart leapt up my throat. Son of a witch!

      I drew in a breath, stilling my racing heart. Geez, relax, Aspen, it’s just a squeaky hinge. I tried again, but nope, the damned thing was locked. Lifting my knuckle to the white wood, I knocked softly. Was I not supposed to be on this side of the villa?

      Not like I cared about following the rules, but I’d be more stealthy if it was forbidden.

      Footsteps slowly approached and kicked up my heartrate once again. Dammit, I needed to get a hold of myself. I took a step back and watched as the handle turned. The door creaked open, and Flint appeared in the doorway—shirtless, with beads of sweat dripping down his ripped caramel torso.

      He leaned against the timber and offered me a smile. “Well, hello there. What an unexpected surprise. You’re much sweeter on the eyes than Ms. Aurelia.” He chuckled, and his wild dreadlocks bounced off his broad shoulders.

      “Sorry to disappoint. Was she bringing you something from the kitchen?”

      “How’d you guess?”

      I eyed the bachelor’s bulging arms and thick barrel chest. “You look like a guy who can eat.”

      “Yup. I’ve got to get my protein after a workout.”

      “Do you guys have a gym in there?” I ticked my head down the corridor. I was hoping I’d get a tour of their side.

      “We do. Twelve supernatural males in close quarters without a way to expel the tension would prove disastrous otherwise.” He chuckled again, the warm sound setting my insides at ease.

      Why hadn’t I hung out with this guy more? I’d forgotten how much I’d liked him when we first met.

      “Would you show me around?”

      He scanned the quiet corridor and shrugged. “Sure, why not?” He took my hand and whisked me through the doorway.

      My nostrils flared as his manly scent swirled between us. He smelled of sweat, which I surprisingly didn’t hate, and a smoky, roaring bonfire in the woods.

      His gaze burned into the side of my face. He must’ve noticed my nostrils because he took a step away increasing the space between us. “Sorry if I stink.”

      I snorted on a laugh and tugged him back to my side. “Nah, it’s not bad. I’ve smelled way worse living with a bunch of sh---” I slapped my hand over my mouth. Dammit. I was never going to remember to keep my wolfish secret. They better reveal the truth about our supernatural identities soon before I let the wolf out of the bag.

      “It’s hard, right?” he asked as he led me past a corridor of closed doors. “How are we supposed to get to know each other if we can’t be honest about who we are?”

      “So hard,” I hissed.

      Flint stopped at a door and stuck his thumb out behind us. “Those were some of the guys’ rooms and there are more down that way. There’s a game room with a pool table, ping pong, and foosball at the end of the hall and the gym is in here.” His big hand closed around the doorhandle, and he ushered me inside.

      I couldn’t help the groan that slipped out when my eyes landed on the male by the dumbbells. The dumbass was right where he belonged. Knox slid me a glare between reps, and I clenched my teeth to keep from saying something I’d regret. I was supposed to be getting him to fall for me so I could get my revenge against him and his horrible twin.

      “Hey, Knox,” I gritted out.

      He ticked his head at me, and his lips twisted into a sneer more than a smile. He blew out a breath and lifted two ginormous weights, grunting from the effort.

      “Maybe you can show me your room, Flint. I think I’ve seen enough here.” I was obnoxiously loud so Knox could hear me over his stupid grunting.

      “Sure, I’d love to. It’s just a little messy so don’t judge.” He held the door open for me, and I waggled my fingers at my ex’s brother over my shoulder. Dickhead. Sometimes I wished we’d been in the same pack just so I could curse him out through the mate link. As great of a plan as I’d had, I wasn’t sure I’d be able to follow through with it. Getting Knox to believe I liked him was going to be pretty tough and that I could actually fall for him? Damned impossible.

      Something to deal with later. We walked through the game room, and a familiar voice called out my name.

      “Hey there, Aspen, what are you doing on this side of the fence?” Jack threw me a cute smile as he hugged the cue stick to his chest, leaning against the billiards table. Knight, Dante and Castiel hovered on the opposite side, the first racking the colorful balls and the other two digging through their wallets.

      “Just came by for a visit. But if I would’ve known you guys were playing, I would’ve been over sooner.”

      “You play?” Castiel asked.

      “I do.”

      Dante cocked his head at me, his pitch eyes slanting in humor. “Be careful, gentlemen, my guess is that the lady is quite good.” He turned around and revealed a drink cart behind him. Four glasses sat on the side filled to the brim. My mouth watered.

      I eyed the vamp from across the room in his black button down and neatly pressed slacks. His body was all lithe, sinewy muscle, honed for decades, hell, maybe even centuries. I was certain of it now, Dante was a vampire. Could I really see myself dating an immortal? The fact that he was a vamp and I was a werewolf, our races long enemies, I could likely get over. It was more the creepiness factor of dating a centenarian.

      Something else to deal with later.

      “So are you in?” asked Knight, offering his cue stick.

      I shoved the pointless thoughts to the back of my mind and stood on my tiptoes to whisper in Flint’s ear. “I’ll have to take a raincheck on seeing your room.”

      “I’ll hold you to it, jewel.”

      With a quick kiss on the cheek, I strutted over to the pool table. “Hell ya, I’m in. And will someone make me drink all ready?” Nothing like a good game of pool and a stiff drink to take my mind off my near drowning.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      About midway through our first game, Sam appeared in the doorway, nearly destroying my buzz. Dax’s assistant eyed me, hidden within the cluster of bachelors, but didn’t say anything. Phew. I half expected her to drag me back to my side of the villa with a scolding.

      Instead, she held out an envelope, which Flint quickly swiped from her hand. “It’s the three lucky bachelors for tomorrow’s date,” she said, her voice less than enthused. With that, she twirled on her heel and sauntered out without another word.

      Flint held the envelope between his fingers and smirked. “Who wants to do the honors?”
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      Knox.

      Ugh. I knew it would happen but why did it have to be today for fuck’s sake? After almost drowning, dealing with that a-hole was the last thing I needed. Unfortunately, as Flint pointed out after I’d read the bachelors’ names in the envelope last night, I had no say in the matter.

      Why couldn’t it have been him or any of the other nine? Nope, I was stuck on a date with my ex’s twin brother, who was not only identical but also smelled the same. My lip curled into a snarl as my hidden wolf growled from deep within. Even though she refused to emerge, I could feel her sometimes, mostly when my emotions were raging. And Knox spiked my hatred to a whole other level.

      I clenched my hands into fists as Barnabus circled me, curling iron in one hand and brush in the other, as my thoughts swirled. At least having Jack there would make it more tolerable. And Dante? Well, I wasn’t sure how that would go. I couldn’t deny the attraction between the vamp and me, but now that I knew what he was, I could never un-know it. I suddenly realized why the producers had gone with the whole magical cloak thing. Would any of the guys have any blind prejudices against me when they found out I was a wolf shifting dud?

      “Done!” Barnabus, my styler extraordinaire, spun my chair around to face the mirror. “You look gorgeous, doll.”

      I shoved the dark thoughts to the back of my mind and focused on my reflection. The man was right; I did look hot. Dark lashes fanned across my dewy cheeks, golden powder tanning them to perfection. My long blonde locks were pinned up in a messy but chic bun with curly tendrils framing my face. And my lips—I’d never seen them so full. I felt like I’d just walked out of a botox bar. The skimpy black bikini and matching gauzy sundress completed the look, coaxing a smile from my lips.

      Well, if I had to go on a date with Knox, at least I’d look banging. I needed to put my make-Knox-fall-in-lust-with-me plan into action today. The longer I put it off the worse it would be. Somehow, I needed to tone down my visible hatred, but it would be tough if he kept acting like a dickhead.

      “Well, what do you think?” my stylist asked. “You’re making me sweat over here.”

      “Sorry. I look incredible, of course.” I shot him a wink and blew him a quick kiss. “You are a god, Barney.”

      A rosy flush bloomed across his cheeks, battling the neon green of his drooping mohawk. For a phenomenal stylist, somehow, he could never get that thing to stand up straight.

      “What are you by the way? Or am I not supposed to know that either?”

      He shrugged. “It’s just you and the bachelors that are to keep your supernatural identities a secret. No one cares about the staff.” He rolled his eyes dramatically. “I’m a malanor demon, well, half actually.”

      My demon 101 was pretty much non-existent so I gaped at him as I searched for horns, a tail, hooves or some other beastly appendage. “Okay, can you help a clueless girl out? What the heck is a malanor demon?”

      “Nothing exciting,” he huffed. “My dad was the demon and even at his full strength, his abilities were minimal at best. He had a barbed tail, the ends tipped with poison, and besides that he was stronger than your average human. But since I’m a half-blood, I inherited zero demonic powers.”

      I feel you there, buddy. I decided to keep that little tidbit to myself. I waved a nonchalant hand as he packed up the styling supplies.

      “Which to be honest,” he continued, “I’m okay with because I’m not sure I could pull off a tail.”

      I laughed out loud as I stood. “I think you’re perfect just the way you are, Barney.”

      “Thanks, Aspen. You are a goddess.” He glanced at his wristwatch and hurried me out of the bathroom. “Go, go, go. I don’t want Sam on my case for making you late.”

      I slipped on the Jimmy Choo espadrille wedges he’d insisted on and darted out the door.

      One of the members of the production crew stood at the foot of the stairs, waving frantically as soon as I stepped out of my bedroom. Oops, guess I was a little late. “Hurry, Ms. Aspen, the bachelors are all waiting downstairs.”

      A hint of satisfaction stirred at the thought of Knox tapping his foot impatiently outside. Let the alpha-hole suffer. I took my time down the spiral steps because the last thing I needed was a broken ankle or worse, neck. After yesterday’s debacle, I wasn’t doing anything risky. Just call me sensible Sally from now on.

      The blinking light of the camera caught my attention as I descended the last step, but I ignored it as I often did now. It had become part of the constant background. Aurelia stood at the French doors that opened onto the pool deck, holding them open. She dipped her head and gave me a half-smile as I stepped onto the veranda.

      Knox, Jack and Dante lingered in front of the shimmering pool, the blue so brilliant in the mid-day sun, it sparkled. The three bachelors wore swim trunks—only swim trunks, and I couldn’t help my appreciative smile as I ogled each of their perfect forms. The trio looked like they’d just stepped out of a Sports Illustrated mag, each with broad shoulders and glistening abs.

      As much as I hated my ex’s brother, I found my eyes glued to his ripped abdomen and the monstrous wolf tattoo inked over his left pec. Damn, when had Knox gotten so cut? He looked even better than Kole. I forced my gaze up and locked onto his eyes. Eff! A lopsided smile curled his lip, and he puffed out his chest. The bastard had totally caught me staring at him.

      Kill. Me. Now.

      I quickly averted my gaze and met Jack’s smiling hazel eyes. He threw me a quick grin, revealing that adorable dimple, and I had to restrain myself from running over to squeeze those cute cheeks.

      Dante’s smile held a little more heat, the wry quirk of his lips promising the unexpected. As much as I told myself a vampire was a bad idea, I couldn’t help the appeal. There was something dark and dangerous about the immortal. Plus, I’d never been with a vampire before…

      “Ah, there you are, Lady Aspen!” Methyss’s high-pitched voice cut through my naughty thoughts. He glided over and tipped his white top hat, a maniacal grin spreading his lips much too wide. “I came to wish you well on your date. I apologize for having missed the last one.”

      “It was probably a good thing you did,” I muttered.

      His dark eyes sparkled in amusement. “While we awaited your arrival, I took the opportunity to question the bachelors. Would you like to hear what they said?”

      No. I plastered on a fake smile. “Of course.”

      Methyss pointed at Knox, who happened to be first in line, and then glanced at a note card in his palm. “Bachelor number one said he’s been waiting a long time for this.”

      I bet. I could feel my ex’s brother’s glare boring into me, but I refused to look up. The more I engaged with him, the harder it would be to prove my feelings for him had changed. “Me too,” I forced out.

      Then Methyss motioned to Jack. “And bachelor number two said he wished this was a one-on-one date already.”

      I glanced up at the sweet bachelor, and a touch of crimson coated his scruffy cheeks. “Same here,” I mouthed.

      “And finally, our last bachelor said he couldn’t wait to hear you scream.”

      My head snapped back, jaw dropping before I could school my reaction. I met Dante’s eyes, and he looked horrified.

      “It was taken out of context, bella! That was not at all what I meant.” He muttered a few words in a language I couldn’t understand but by the anger contorting his features, I guessed there were some fucks and shits flying.

      I spun to Methyss with my arms tight across my chest. “So what exactly are we doing on this date?”

      “Why, jet skiing of course.” He motioned to the beach below and my gaze landed on four gleaming jet skis.
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      The good thing about our mode of transportation was that it kept me from having to talk to Knox, until we reached the deserted island anyway. A lavish picnic had been set up along the white sand beach, complete with bubbly champagne flutes, flickering candles and a spray of ruby rose petals. But I couldn’t enjoy the exotic delicacies, not with Knox glaring at me from across the blanket.

      Worse, I couldn’t even relax around the other guys. The tension between us was thick and palpable. Dante sat stiffly beside me, his darting eyes bouncing back and forth between the two of us, and even Jack who always seemed at ease hadn’t said a word since we’d all sat down.

      A balmy breeze swept across my bare shoulders, and I released a breath. I had to do something, or Knox was going to ruin this date for everyone. Wrapping my hand around the crystal flute, I downed the fizzy contents and slammed it back down on the checkered tablecloth.

      I could feel Dante’s eyes searing into the side of my face as I guzzled down the drink. His lips quirked into an amused grin, as if he were in on some big secret. I turned to Jack, then Dante and gave them my best smile. “Excuse me, gentlemen, but I need to have a word in private with Knox.”

      The wolf’s golden eyes jumped to mine as I rose and motioned for him to follow. The insufferable idiot grumbled something but got to his feet, nonetheless.

      “Don’t be gone for too long, sweetheart,” said Jack. “There might not be any food left when you get back.”

      “No worries, I’m not really hungry anyway.” Having to be this close to Knox had killed my appetite.  I found a path that led into the surrounding jungle and followed it far enough to be out of supernatural earshot before turning around. I half expected to find myself alone, but surprisingly Knox was right behind me. He was so close our noses almost touched when I spun to face him.

      I jumped back and wrapped my arms across my chest, suddenly regretting the super revealing bikini. All the words stuck at the back of my throat as I stared at Knox, anxiety igniting in my core. His familiar wolfy scent invaded my nostrils, and my knees began to tremble. Darkness edged into my vision, and I knew what would come next. I was getting sucked into the past—that horrible day when Kole rejected me and shredded my heart and soul.

      The worst kind of PTSD ever.

      “So?” His brusque tone jerked me from the scene about to replay in my head.

      Sucking in a breath, I shook out the dark thoughts and focused my gaze, concentrating on the lack of scar across his brow. The one thing that wasn’t identical about the twins. Not Kole. Not Kole.

      Dammit, maybe I should’ve thought this through a little better before storming off the beach.

      “Aspen?” Knox’s eyes narrowed as he regarded me. “What’s going on?”

      A thought lanced through me. He had no idea what hell his brother had put me through, no one did. Unless you’d been rejected by your fated mate, you’d never understand the riot of emotions, the soul-crushing devastation.

      Steeling my resolve, I fixed my eyes to his, ignoring the spasm in my belly at the familiar amber. They were so much like Kole’s nausea churned in my gut. “We have to figure out a way to be civil to each other,” I spat. “I don’t want you ruining my chances to find a nice guy.”

      Knox snorted, his mouth twisting into a sneer. “Don’t kid yourself or me, Aspen, you’re not going to find true love on this show. It’s just an excuse for random hook-ups and you know it. A way to get back at my brother.”

      “Screw you, Knox. Not everything is about your damned twin. This is for me. My chance to score a boatload of money and leave the last few years of my life far behind.”

      “Whatever…” He rolled his eyes.

      “Can you just try not to be a total asshole while we’re stuck here together? And I promise to do the same.”

      “What does it matter? You’re going to eliminate me the first chance you get anyway, right?”

      Fuck, yes.

      I shrugged. “Maybe if you tell me why you’re really here, I’ll reconsider.”

      His mouth curved, the hint of a smile playing on his lips, but as quickly as it appeared, it vanished. “I’m here for the same reason you are, Aspen. Not everyone has a fated mate to find. Just never imagined finding you here…”

      My brows scrunched together as I tried to sniff out the lie. There had to be more to it. I refused to believe Knox was here looking for the one. “Whatever. So do you agree to a truce?”

      He dipped his head into a barely perceptible nod, his gaze remaining glued to the white sand between his toes. Without saying another word, he spun on his heel and trudged back to the beach. I waited a beat before following him. I needed a second to get my game face on. I’d set the stage for the plan, now I just had to stick with it. Being civil was only the beginning. Getting him to fall for me was going to be a whole other story.

      When I reached the beach, Dante and Jack sat across from each other, the vampire pushing some pink fruit around his dish with a fork and the other bachelor slowly sipping champagne. I felt bad for leaving them alone. Gods only knew what they thought we were doing hidden in the thick brush.

      Knox folded down between the two taciturn men, crossing his long legs, and leaned back on his elbows. At least he seemed more relaxed after our discussion. I finally sauntered across the fine sand and dropped down beside the males. “Sorry about that,” I muttered.

      “I have to ask, bella, do you two know each other? There seems to be something”—his lips curled—“distasteful between you.”

      Knox’s eyes met mine over the array of delicacies strewn across the blanket. I didn’t want to lie, but I wasn’t ready for the bachelors to know the awful truth. He shrugged and picked up his champagne flute, allowing me to flail.

      “We’re from the same territory,” I finally said.

      “Wow, so you guys really know each other?” Jack sat forward his warm chocolate brown eyes inquisitive.

      “Not well,” I added as I grabbed the bottle of champagne from the ice bucket. Before I brought it close to my flute, Dante offered a hand.

      “Please, allow me.”

      I begrudgingly handed it over, hoping he’d fill it all the way to the top as I’d intended.

      “And you had no idea the other would be here?” Dante asked, his lips slanted in amusement.

      “Nope.”

      “It wasn’t exactly a pleasant surprise,” Knox murmured, then shot me a fake smile that made my non-existent fur feel like it was about to sprout across my arms.

      “Sweet, one less guy to worry about.” Jack chuckled, the warm sound quelling my rising beast.

      Not so much with my wolfy archenemy. A growl vibrated his thick chest as he cut a glare in Jack’s direction.

      Ignoring him, I vowed to enjoy the rest of this date by getting to know the other two bachelors. After a round of casual chit-chat, we’d finished off the food and most of the alcohol, and somehow everyone was still in one piece.

      Knox hadn’t said much, thank the gods; he’d sulked during most of the meal. Which was totally fine by me. As much as I wanted to get back at him, I was starting to think I hated him too much to pull this off.

      Jack jumped up to his feet, drawing my attention away from the brooding lupine bachelor. He offered me his hand and tugged me up along with him. “Can we go for a walk?”

      “Sure.”

      The other two males muttered curses, but I ignored them, taking Jack’s hand. Of all the bachelors I’d spent time with, he was the one that set me most at ease and after half a day with Knox the alpha-hole, he was exactly what I needed.

      We walked along the powdered sand, the gentle breeze flitting through my hair, and the steady beat of Jack’s heart tempering my own. Even the whirring of the drone above didn’t irritate me.

      “It’s really beautiful here, isn’t it?” His warm gaze ran over my face, and heat bloomed across my cheeks. There was something so sweet and sincere about him he actually made me blush.

      I nodded, keeping my eyes straight ahead.

      “So, tell me about your life in L.A.?”

      I wasn’t sure how much I was supposed to tell them about my half-blood status, but most of the guys seemed to know more about me than I did about them. “It was okay…” I started. Also, my life kinda sucked, and there was nothing I hated more than pity. And I knew if I told Jack my sob story, it was exactly what I’d get. So I decided on a condensed version. “Everything was fine until the day I found out I was a supe.” I shrugged. “Then I got hauled off to Azar—hopefully, I can tell you more about that once our identities have been revealed.”

      Jack nodded. “I’m looking forward to that too. I hate not being able to tell you much. Anything I say would give it away.”  He bent down and picked up some shells, lobbing each into the calm waters. “So, I’m guessing one of your parents was supernatural and the other human?”

      “Yup.”

      “How’d they keep that from you?”

      “I grew up with my mom—she’s the human. I never knew anything about my dad until I arrived in Azar.”

      “Ooh, that’s rough.” His lips twisted, and a twinge of pity glimmered in his eyes.

      “It was fine,” I barked. “He was kind of a dick so I’m glad he had nothing to do with raising me.”

      “Sorry, didn’t mean to tread on rough waters.”

      I shook my head, guilt squeezing my ribcage. “No, I’m sorry I snapped at you. It’s just been a lot lately. I’m not handling this whole thing as well as I’d hoped.”

      “You almost died in some freak whirlpool, sweetheart. You’re allowed a minute to recover.” He wrapped his arm around my shoulders and pulled me into his side. The scent of salty air, and weirdly enough, whiskey, clung to his skin. He didn’t reek of alcohol, like he’d just downed a handle of the stuff, like the few times I’d encountered my biological father. No instead, the smokey, oak scent seemed innate.

      The harsh sound of a throat clearing spun my head over my shoulder. Dante crept toward us, water dripping from his dark hair. “I apologize for the intrusion, but I hoped to get a moment alone with the lady before our departure.”

      I scanned the horizon and the smoldering golden sun that had begun its descent into the sea. The date had passed surprisingly quickly after all.

      Jack sketched a goofy bow and turned back toward the picnic area. “See you later, Aspen.”

      “See ya.”

      “Thank you, Jack.” Dante patted him on the back before turning his attention to me. “I hope you don’t mind.”

      “No, of course not.” I’d been debating whether I should tell Dante I knew about his vampireness or not, and this was the perfect opportunity. We strolled along the shore in a comfortable silence I hadn’t expected. From our first few encounters, he’d seemed so intense. Or maybe it had been me, overreacting from all the overwhelming male pheromones. From the corner of my eye, I ogled Dante’s lithe, muscled chest, his porcelain skin that practically glistened beneath the setting sun. A string of foreign words were tattooed just under his collarbone. I’d have to ask him what it meant one day. I’d found most people were private about their tats, so I held my tongue, for now.

      My gaze moved down his arms to his long fingers, finally settling on the black band around the middle one, and the single ruby encrusted within the antique setting. I hadn’t remembered seeing it before, but it must have been how the vampire was able to walk around in daylight. Most used some sort of mystical talisman to allow them to daywalk, that much I knew from my studies at Moon Valley University. Dante must have noticed my stare because he clasped his hands behind his back and gave me a tight smile.

      I tilted my head skyward to confirm the drone was still overhead. Leaning closer, I whispered, “It’s okay, I know.”

      He canted his head toward me, his eyes matching pools of inky darkness. “Know what?”

      I mouthed the word vampire, and his brow arched.

      “Very perceptive, little wolf,” he whispered back.

      Now it was my turn for surprise to slacken my jaw. “How did you know?”

      He shrugged. “I suppose it’s in our nature. We’re natural born enemies, right? Perhaps it’s bred within our very bones to recognize each other. That and I’ve lived a very long time on this earth and have met all sorts of supernaturals. After decades of observing, I’ve become rather perceptive.”

      “Decades, not centuries?” Of everything he’d revealed that stuck out the most. Like I’d be okay with all the bloodsucking as long as he wasn’t a centenarian. Crazy, right?

      A mischievous gleam lit up his obsidian irises. “Getting close.” He stopped and twirled me toward him. “But that only means I’ve had nearly a century of practice in pleasing women.” He lifted my hand to his mouth and swept his lips across my knuckles. The tingle from his chilly lips raced up my arms, and goose bumps puckered my flesh.

      “I bet you have,” I rasped out. “With all those years of experience, what made you choose to join a show like this?”

      “When you’ve done it all, you’re always in search of a new form of entertainment.”

      An unexpected pang of disappointment streaked through my insides. Entertainment. What did I really expect? I was only in this for a good time too.  Why would I expect it to be any different for the guys?

      I must have made a face because Dante’s fingers gripped my chin, tilting it up to meet his eyes. “A new relationship can be entertaining, can’t it? I don’t mean to lessen its importance or make it seem trivial.”

      “No, totally, I get it.”

      Dante ran the back of his knuckle across my cheek. “I truly am interested in you. I like your strength and your fierceness. I may not know what’s happened between you and Knox, but whatever it is, you’re putting it behind you for the sake of the show and that’s admirable.”

      “I’m trying,” I muttered.

      “Speaking of the devil—or wolf…” He ticked his head down the beach.

      Knox trudged toward us, a sour expression puckering his lips. Could he tell what Dante was too? He never struck me as being overly perceptive, but maybe it was innate like Dante had said. He stopped before he got too close and called out, “We gotta get going if we want to get back before dark.”

      “Be right there,” I shouted.
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      We left the elaborate picnic on the beach and headed for the jet skis. All in all, the date had been better than I’d expected. I climbed on the cherry red Yamaha, secured my vest, and slid the safety lanyard strap over my wrist.

      “See you back at home, sweetheart.” Jack tossed me a smile then turned to the guys. “Should we race back?”

      Dante smirked and revved the engine. “It won’t really be much of a competition.”

      “Hey, I want in on this too,” I grumbled.

      “Let’s do it then.” Jack circled in front of us, his jet ski spraying white foam in every direction.

      I pressed the start button, and the engine rumbled between my legs. “I’ll do the countdown. I don’t trust you guys not to cheat.” With a smirk, I raised my hand in the air and started, “Three, two, one, go!”

      My jet ski lurched forward, and I flew along with it. Jack took off, immediately taking the lead with Dante only a few lengths behind. I throttled the engine, twisting the hand grip as far as it would go, but I wasn’t advancing.

      I snuck a peek over my shoulder to see Knox behind me. He was gaining fast. Oh, hell no, I couldn’t be last. And I especially didn’t want to lose to him. I flattened my body against the jet ski to cut as much wind resistance as I could as waves crashed over the bow.

      The damned thing started to slow. I muttered a curse and twisted the hand grip until a snap cut through the crash of waves. Shit!

      Knox zipped by me as my stupid Yamaha slowed to a complete halt. “No!” I shouted. I jabbed my finger at the start button, but the damned thing ignored me. I bobbed in the middle of the sea as the surging wake of the other jet skis grew further and further away.

      Now what in all the realms do I do?
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      “Come on, come on, you piece of crap!” I jabbed my finger into the start button over and over again until it hurt. The deep orange glow of the sun dipped into the horizon, and a pang of fear streaked through my chest. It would be dark soon, and I was floating in the middle of the Manta Sea.

      Were there sharks? Sirens? Other freaky sea creatures?

      I tilted my head back as I searched the skies for the camera drone. Nothing but never-ending navy blue stared back at me. What the hell? Why did those annoying little buggers always disappear when I needed them?

      “Help! Help! Anyone out there?” I called out to anyone and no one. How did those idiots not notice I was missing? I cursed Dante, Jack, and most of all Knox. I swung my head over my shoulder at the receding shoreline of the deserted island. I could swim back, but it was far. It was already at least a dozen yards farther than when the jet ski crapped out on me. The current was strong, and it was pulling me deeper into the middle of the sea.

      Dammit, Aspen, think!  Okay, how long could it possibly take for them to notice I was missing? It was about a half hour ride back to the villa, which meant someone had to come for me when I didn’t show. So… I had at least an hour to kill by the time they realized and returned to search for me. Ugh.

      My jet ski continued to bob along the waves as the white sandy beach grew farther and farther away. Anxiety rippled through my core. I couldn’t just sit here. Maybe I should try to swim back. I was a decent swimmer, and at least I’d be in one place when they came back for me instead of drifting deeper into the freaking sea.

      Mind made up, I unlatched the safety strap and dove into the water. Its chilly embrace ignited my senses, and my adrenaline spiked. The clear water below began to grow murky as the final auburn rays of sun sank below the sea. I tried not to look down at the dark depths as I kicked my legs like mad.

      I swam with my head above water, my gaze trained on the palms dotting the beach ahead. As soon as I averted my focus, the current pulled me away from the small island. Dammit. I’d greatly underestimated the strength of the undercurrent churning below.

      The muscles in my arms burned as they flailed in and out of the water. I was already getting tired, and I wasn’t even halfway there. Note to self: swimming in the open sea is nothing like doing laps in a pool.

      I sucked in a breath, but a wave crested over my head at the exact moment, filling my mouth with salty brine. I coughed and spluttered, spitting the nasty stuff out as I treaded water. From my peripheral vision, the island moved farther still.

      What the actual eff? Is the damn thing moving?

      Raking my fingers through my tangled, wild hair, I set out toward the swaying palms once again. Dusk closed around me, and panic’s iron claws tightened around my chest. It would be dark soon. What kind of beasties would come out at night?

      Tossing the unhelpful thought from my mind, I kicked faster, windmilling my arms against the constant pull of the current. Keeping my head above water was slowing me down, but I was too scared to lose my sense of direction below the darkening depths. So I alternated. Head down, head up.

      The crash of waves lapped across my ears when I went under, the quiet eerily haunting. When all the air squeezed from my lungs, I poked my head back up and drew in a deep breath. The sudden rumble of an engine sent my heart leaping up my throat. My head whipped around in a circle to find the source of the miraculous sound.

      A white jet ski appeared like a beacon in the endless blue, and hot tears pricked at the back of my eyes. Treading water with my tiring legs, I waved both arms frantically. “Over here! Over here!”

      The vehicle turned in my direction, and a pair of amber eyes locked onto mine. Mother trucker. I almost stopped waving. But my legs felt like wet noodles, my arms like jelly and I had no other choice but to accept Knox as my savior. As much as it made my insides roil.

      Knox slowed the jet ski and jerked it to the right just as he approached so it glided up right beside me before cutting the engine. I fully expected him to send a wave of water crashing over me, but he was in complete control of the sleek thing. His luminescent gaze held an emotion I was certain I’d never seen from the dickhead. Concern.

      “Are you okay?” he rasped out.

      “Yeah,” I muttered.

      “What happened?”

      “The stupid jet ski just stopped, and I couldn’t get it started again, so I figured I’d swim back to the island.” Gods, I hated feeling so helpless in front of him. Why him of all people? I swam over to the bobbing vehicle and tried to haul myself up, but my stupid arms failed me. I almost hit my chin on the edge when my elbows buckled.

      Embarrassment burned my cheeks, and I refused to look up. I didn’t need to see that snide grin.

      “Aspen…” He stretched out his hand, and I forced my eyes to his. “Come on, just take my hand.”

      A growl vibrated in my throat. No effin’ way. For a wolf who refused to emerge, she sure had strong opinions sometimes.

      “Are you coming or not?” A twinge of annoyance laced his tone as he stretched out his fingers, only inciting my irritation.

      “I didn’t ask you to be my knight in shining armor.”

      Knox dropped his hand, his lips twisting into a scowl. “Trust me, I know. I’m no one’s hero.” He crossed his arms over his bare chest and pivoted his gaze from mine.

      My fingers latched onto the edge of the jet ski, and I attempted to pull myself up again. I got one knee on before my fingers slipped, and I fell back into the water. “Shit!” I muttered.

      Knox whirled on me, the amber swirling through his irises like twin flames. “For fuck’s sake just let me help you up, Aspen. You really hate me that much? You’d rather drown?”

      “Yes,” I hissed out as I waded to the back of the overgrown motorcycle. Maybe it would be easier from there.

      “I don’t know why I even came back,” he growled.

      “Why did you?” I asked as I hauled half my body up the back end.

      “I just told you I didn’t know, didn’t I?” He jabbed his fingers through his hair, driving up the dark, wet spikes.

      Grabbing onto the seat, I kicked my legs and managed to get a knee up, then the other. I almost cried from joy as I wobbled atop the jet ski. I let out a celebratory, “Whoop!”

      Knox rolled his eyes and muttered his annoyance as I slid onto the seat behind him. He stabbed his finger into the start button, and the engine rumbled to life. Thank the gods. “Hold on,” he said as he twisted the throttle.

      Hell no. It was bad enough I had to ride pressed against his wet body for thirty minutes. There was no way I was clinging onto him like a baby monkey.

      “Aspen, I said hold on.”

      “I’ll be fine, just go.” I clenched my thighs around the seat and latched my fingers beneath the cushion, wishing I had claws for a stronger hold.

      Knox growled out a curse, something about my stubbornness that got lost beneath the roar of the engine and crashing waves. He must have jerked on the accelerator because the jet ski lurched forward, and my body hurtled back. I splayed out my hands and curled my fingers around Knox’s life vest a second before getting bucked off.

      “Ass,” I hissed through clenched teeth.

      “I told you to hold on. I’m not going back for you if you fall again.”

      Begrudgingly, I wrapped my arms around his waist, keeping as much distance between our bodies as possible given the length of my arms and the circumference of his torso.

      He didn’t say anything again for a while, and I was surprised when we lapsed into a semi-comfortable silence.  Maybe it was the exhaustion setting in after the adrenaline high. Either way, I found myself leaning into him when keeping my distance became too much work. My arms were already sore and focusing on keeping them rigid to keep space between our bodies just wasn’t worth the effort.

      A low, contented whine reverberated through Knox’s life jacket and seeped into my own as I leaned against him. No, couldn’t be. Now I was delirious.

      When we finally reached the villa, I leapt off the jet ski and raced toward the sand. If tomorrow’s group date involved water, I was out. There was no way my jet ski breaking down was another coincidence. This damned show was cursed. I was sure of it now.

      Dante and Jack ran toward me, their curious gazes on the shoreline surely searching for my missing jet ski. I unbuckled my life vest and tossed it on the sand as they approached. A shiver skittered up my spine as the cool air hit my wet skin.

      I almost groaned in pleasure when I saw Jack with a big towel. He wrapped me in its cottony warmth, rubbing my arms. “What happened, sweetheart?” His smile turned into a frown as they moved from me and landed on Knox.

      “I guess the battery died or something.” I shrugged. “I just couldn’t get the damned thing to start back up.”

      “You’re not having the best luck with water activities, are you, bella?” Dante took my hand and skimmed my knuckles with his soft thumb.

      “No, I’m not.” I eyed Knox from over my shoulder as he trudged back onto the beach. He stopped one of the staff and from what I could hear, ripped him a new one about my faulty jet ski.

      “You’re freezing.” Jack pulled me away from Dante as my teeth began to chatter and tucked me into his chest.

      “I’ll ask someone from the crew to start a bonfire. That will make it all better, bella.”

      “Thanks, Dante.” He jogged toward the outer circle of cameras amassed along the veranda.

      “I’m sorry we didn’t see you, Aspen.” Jack palmed the back of his neck, his cheeks flushing crimson. “Dante and I got a little carried away with the competition.”

      “Yeah, you did,” I muttered. “Thank the goddess Knox came back for me.” Eight words I never thought I’d say.

      “Speaking of…” Jack pivoted toward the grumpy wolf as he trudged toward us. “Thanks for going back for her, bud,” he muttered. “Guess we all owe you one.”

      Knox waved a dismissive hand as he continued walking up to the villa. “Right, whatever,” he growled over his shoulder.

      A tiny stab of guilt pricked my heart. I never even thanked the guy, and if it hadn’t been for him, I’d still be flailing in the middle of the sea—or worse, merman snacks. “I’ll be right back,” I said to Jack and darted after Knox. “Hey,” I called out.

      He twirled around, a frown carved into his scruffy jaw.

      “I, um—I just realized I never thanked you.” I crossed my arms over my chest, hugging the towel. “So, thanks.”

      He muttered under his breath and spun on his heel.

      Ugh. Why did he have to be such a dick? I was never going to be able to play my seduction game if he didn’t even give me a chance, and this would’ve been the perfect moment. I forced my feet forward and dashed after him. My hand closed around his bicep before he reached the steps, the heat from his skin singeing my fingertips. I jerked my hand back as he whirled toward me, amber eyes ablaze.

      All the words stuck at the back of my throat, but I dragged them out after a sharp, steadying exhale. “Look, I’m trying to thank you, and maybe apologize a little. You practically saved my life back there. So maybe we can try to start over. Put all the crap from Moon Valley behind us?”

      He eyed me skeptically.

      “Or not, whatever.” I blew out a frustrated breath and turned back toward the fledgling bonfire.

      “You asked me why I came back for you,” he whispered, his words so faint they nearly were lost in the breeze.

      I didn’t turn around, but I stopped, my gaze set on the rising flames ahead.

      “I was keeping my eye on you. I thought for sure you’d do something reckless just to beat me out of spite.” A rueful chuckle slid from his lips. “So when I didn’t see you behind me anymore, I got worried. You may not want to be a wolf anymore, but you’re still pack, Aspen.”

      A punch in the throat would’ve surprised me less. Worried? I didn’t think the a-hole had a sympathetic bone in his body. I didn’t say anything for a long minute as I allowed his words to settle in my brain. Finally, I turned to face him. “Well, thanks.”

      He dipped his head, the glowing amber of his eyes darkening. “You’re welcome.”

      For reasons I couldn’t explain, I remained on the beach, my feet planted in the sand as I watched his dark form walk up the steps, across the length of the veranda and disappear into the house.
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      I couldn’t help my lips from sliding into a smile when they landed on Slade at the bottom of the staircase. He stared up at me from beneath a tumble of messy, dark hair and thick sooty lashes. My eyes were drawn to him like a magnet to the North Pole—where a ridiculously sexy Santa lived. His mouth curled at the corner, and a devilish smile turned my insides into a pit of molten lava. Gods, what kind of a supe was he? I just wanted to run my hands through his wild hair and nibble on that full lower lip as he filled every inch of me.

      Heat seethed up my neck, burning my cheeks as the naughty thoughts of Huge Naked Guy whirled around like a tornado. Gods, I wanted him.

      Forcing my feet down the steps, I finally tore my gaze away from his sinful stare to take in the other two males on today’s date. Castiel and Knight. I hadn’t spent much time with either of them, and I was hoping to get to know the quiet, more reserved bachelors. Sam had just informed me there was only one group date left before the first elimination. The unsettling thought sent a rush of unease through my gut, washing away the lusty heat from a second ago. I hated the idea of eliminating even one of these men, even the ones I hadn’t particularly connected with. After what Kole had put me through, it just felt so wrong.

      “Ready, Ms. Aspen?” The familiar voice turned my attention to our friendly Fae driver. He rolled the golf cart up the drive and jumped out.

      With a sweet smile, Castiel offered his hand and escorted me down the front steps of the villa. His magical calming powers seeped into my skin the moment his fingers closed around my palm. “I thought my turn would never come,” he said as he ushered me into the second row of the vehicle and slid in beside me. Which left Slade and Knight to share the backward-facing bench in the back.

      “I’m sorry we haven’t really had a chance to talk,” I said, a pleasant warmth radiating over my skin.

      “It’s understandable. There’s only one of you and so many of us.” A soft breeze lifted the light strands of hair across his sharp cheekbones. His long hair was neatly tied back at his nape, but a light layer of scruff had grown in since the night of the ball, giving his angelic face a more rugged look. Which I liked. I’d never been into pretty boys.

      Bad boys—yes.

      Slade cleared his throat as if he’d heard my inner thoughts, and I swear he must have released some supernatural pheromones into the air because my entire body twisted toward him. “It’s hardly fair,” he quipped, and it took me a second to realize he’d been referring to Castiel’s earlier remark.

      “Hey, you knew what you were signing up for, buddy.” I paused as he watched me, dark eyes intent on my lips. “Didn’t you?”

      “Yes, we were all fully aware of the scope of the show,” Knight responded.

      “Doesn’t mean I have to like it.”  Slade actually pouted. He puckered his full lips into a ridiculously sexy pout. “And I’m still a little peeved about the night of the fantasy ball, Aspen…”

      Ah, yes. The night I’d miraculously gotten hold of my raging hormones and denied him. I’d replayed that moment about a thousand times, and in my head, every time I’d said yes. I knew sex with him wouldn’t just be good, it would be freakin’ mind blowing, life changing, orgasmic perfection. And I wasn’t sure I was ready for that.

      Devante returned to his seat after exchanging words with a member of the crew, and the golf cart lurched forward around the grand driveway. I was relieved when the cameramen made no move to follow us and only the drone whirred overhead. It was easier to get lost in the moment when there wasn’t a ring of cameras surrounding us.

      “So where are we off to today, Devante?” I asked.

      “To Mystic Canyon, Miss.”

      I suppressed the groan building at my throat. Hiking in this humidity? Barney was going to be so disappointed when my hair frizzed out after all the work he’d put into it.

      “We’re going rock climbing,” said Knight.

      I pivoted my gaze to the typically reserved bachelor—or prince. I’d almost forgotten about his little faux pas the first night we met. That would explain his almost standoffish behavior. From what I’d heard, the royals of Azar were an interesting bunch. I mentally catalogued which house he could come from – vampires, Fae and the mer folk all had some sort of monarchy established, plus the Underworld if you considered the prince of hell royalty. But no, this guy wasn’t a demon. My best guess was Fae or merman. I couldn’t picture Knight’s tall, lithe form and slender, fine fingers scaling the side of a cliff.

      “Do you rock climb often?” I asked him.

      He let out a chuckle, his slim shoulders bouncing. “I cannot say that I do, but I look forward to a new adventure.”

      “No using your powers, princey.” Slade wagged his finger.

      “You’re one to talk,” Castiel countered.

      “I can’t help myself.” He smirked, flashing perfect white teeth. “My powers are innate.” He shrugged as the golf cart wound through the thickening jungle of exotic trees.

      “Do you know what kind of supe each of the bachelors are? Am I the only one in the dark here?” I asked the awkward threesome.

      “We’re supposed to keep our identities a secret,” Castiel offered, “but not everyone has taken that part of the contract seriously.”

      “And some are better at hiding it than others.” Slade slanted a glare at Knight who writhed uncomfortably in his seat.

      The deep green foliage parted, giving way to rolling hills along the beach. The tangerine and auburn rays of the sun bathed the cliffs in an unearthly shimmer. As we neared, my breath hitched. The canyon and surrounding hills glowed a rosy pink with a hint of lime and ochre. It was like nothing I’d ever seen before. “It’s beautiful,” I whispered.

      “Welcome to Mystic Canyon, Ms. Aspen.” Devante pulled the golf cart to a stop just a few yards before the jutting hillside.

      “Why is it like that?”

      “Like a rainbow?” Knight interjected.

      “Yeah.”

      “Tiny ameril crystals embedded in the earth. They refract the light and create the brilliant spectrum of colors.”

      “He’s right.” A man appeared from behind a small outcropping of boulders and waved. “Howdy, you must be Aspen and her bachelors.” He hiked a big duffle bag higher up on his shoulder.

      “We have names,” Slade grumbled.

      Yes, you do, Huge Naked Guy.

      “I apologize, sir. What is your name?”

      He cocked a dark brow. “Slade. The golden boy is Castiel, and the skinny one is Knight.”

      I smothered a laugh, slapping a hand over my mouth. Oh gods, Slade would be the death of me. But damn, he’d sure as hell make it fun.

      “Well then, Slade, Castiel, Knight and of course, Aspen, welcome to Mystic Canyon. I’m Bob, and I’ll be your instructor today. Have any of y’all gone rock climbing before?”

      “Not for fun,” Slade quipped. “But where I come from, the terrain isn’t exactly hospitable.”

      I made a mental note to add that clue to my list of probable supernatural suspects. Not that I ever thought Slade hailed from the Fae courts or the Ocean realm, but his description of home only confirmed my suspicions. My money was on warlock or demon for sure.

      “And you, Miss?”

      “I tried one of those walls at the gym once but didn’t get far.”

      “Well then, it’s safe to assume you’re all newbs. No worries, you’re in good hands with me.” He dropped the large duffle to the ground and began rifling through its contents.

      As he sorted through harnesses, carabiners, and a jumble of ropes, I turned my gaze on Castiel. He gave me a warm smile before his eyes darted up to the towering cliffs ahead.

      “You’re not scared of heights are you, Castiel?”

      A heart-stopping smile split his lips, amusement glistening in his crystal blue eyes. “No, not at all, Aspen. I’m quite comfortable high up, actually.”

      I trailed his gaze to the top of the peak, and that familiar unease bubbled up in my core. The producers really needed to quit it with these extreme dates. What was wrong with dinner and a movie for fuck’s sakes?

      “You’re worried?” Castiel’s eyes found mine.

      “I’m not sure if you heard about the other dates, but I haven’t had the best track record so far.”

      He nodded, his mouth a thin line. “You have nothing to worry about today. I’m here, and I promise I’d never let you fall.” He nudged me with his shoulder, and a swell of warmth seeped through his shirt to my bare skin.

      “Thanks,” I muttered as the twinge of unease evaporated.

      As Bob began to help us into the gear, I thought back to Castiel’s words. I’d never let you fall. At first, I thought he was just speaking figuratively, but was there more? Could Castiel actually have wings?

      I tossed the thought to the back of my mind when Bob approached with the harness held out in front of him. “Ready, Aspen?”

      “Sure, why the hell not?”

      Once we were all strapped in, Bob led us to the foot of the hill and performed a few demos. “I’ll stay down here so I can talk you through it the whole way. Just remember to relax and have fun. And as an extra incentive, I’ve heard there’s quite a luncheon set up at the peak, and the view of the canyon and the island are absolutely incredible from up there.”

      Better be a freakin’ five course meal with lots of champagne after this climb.

      “Who’s going first?” Bob asked with a beaming smile, showcasing a large gap between his two front teeth.

      “I will. I need something to keep my mind off other things.” Slade’s piercing gaze lanced through me, so heavy it caressed my heated skin. Finally averting his bottomless irises, he sauntered forward and reached for a jagged ledge. “Don’t make me wait too long, Aspen. Patience is not one of my virtues.”

      Did he have any? My core clenched at his wicked tone, nonetheless. Yup, sex on a stick. Slade had me strung tighter than a freakin’ crossbow. I couldn’t help my eyes from trailing his perfect ass as he climbed up the cliffside with the greatest ease.

      Knight folded his arms across his chest, his head tilted back. “It certainly is high, isn’t it?” His platinum hair was ablaze beneath the rays of the sun. I’d never seen such a unique color.

      “Sure is.”

      His Adam’s apple bobbed, and a twinge of pity tweaked at my heartstrings. Was he scared of heights?

      “You don’t have to do it, you know.” I eyed the sharp incline, half set on bailing myself.

      “No, I do. ‘Never step back from a challenge, Knight.’ That’s what Mother always tells me.”

      Hmm. How very different than my own mother’s advice. Hers was more along the lines of don’t get pregnant and stay in school.

      I watched Knight as he reached for a secure handhold and began his ascent. He was slow and cautious at first, but before long, he seemed to have gotten the hang of it, his long, muscled form making quick work of the imposing hill.

      Castiel bumped his shoulder against mine. “Ready?”

      “If I have to…”

      His fingers threaded through mine, and he gave my hand a tight squeeze. A tingle of warmth zipped up my fingertips reaching all the way to the tips of my ears. “Don’t worry. I’ll be right behind you.”

      I nodded as an odd sense of calm enveloped my body. I glanced down at our intertwined hands and exhaled softly. “Whatever that is, you should bottle it up and sell it.”

      He chuckled. “Somehow, I don’t think that would work.”

      I glanced up at the steep incline and steeled my nerves. You can do this, Aspen. I rose to my tiptoes and jumped up to reach the first handhold. The good thing about going third was that I’d studied Slade and Knight’s moves, and now I planned to follow them exactly.

      The special climbing boots adhered to the rock much better than I’d imagined. I felt like Spiderman as I pulled myself up another few feet. But the excitement quickly passed as my shoulder blades began to burn after only a few minutes. Note to self: add more upper body workouts. I tried to shift the bulk of my weight to my legs, but no matter what I did my arms felt the brunt of it. My fingers ached and I’d already broken a few nails, and I wasn’t even halfway there yet.

      Ugh. This sucks balls!

      I flattened myself against the rock and drew a deep breath. If I let go, would the harness hold? Could I just dangle until someone hoisted me up?

      A face appeared at the top of the peak, a devilish grin carved into a dark, scruffy jaw. “Come on, Aspen, how much longer are you going to make me wait?”

      Slade’s sultry voice accelerated my pulse, and a burst of energy zipped through my veins as his power skimmed over me. I hauled myself up a few more feet. In my excitement, I jumped up and reached for a faulty handhold. The rock crumbled in my hand. I slid, my cheek skidding across the rough cliffside. I screeched out a curse as I lost my grip and fell backward.

    

  

OceanofPDF.com


  
    
      
        
          
            16

          

          

        

    

    

OceanofPDF.com







            BETWEEN A ROCK AND A HARD-ON

          

        

        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

    

    
      The rope tightened and the harness constricted, squeezing the breath from my lungs and squishing my lady parts. Worst wedgie ever. I swallowed hard, forcing my heart back down after its mad leap up my throat.

      “Aspen, are you okay?” Castiel’s worried voice echoed from below.

      “Yeah,” I rasped out. Too soon. As I dangled from the cord, I smacked into the side of the hill, scraping my bare shoulder against the jagged surface. “Son of a bitch!” I cried out.

      “You beckoned?” Slate’s head appeared over the ledge above. He shot me a teasing smile as I swung back and forth helplessly.

      “Get me down!”

      “I think that would be cheating.” He chuckled and disappeared over the edge.

      Bastard.

      “Don’t worry, Ms. Aspen,” Bob called out from below. “Try to keep still, and I’ll guide you back to the cliffside so you can climb back on.”

      “Um, thanks, but no thanks. I think I’m just about done.” I wrapped my arms across my chest and let the self-pity soak in. My fingers grazed the scrape on my upper arm, and I winced.

      “Come on, Aspen, you can do it.” Castiel appeared beside me, clinging onto the side of the cliff like a freaking spider monkey.  He reached out his hand and I captured his fingers, clinging onto his palm with a death grip. That familiar warmth streaked through me and the strain in my shoulders waned, along with the sting of the scratch.

      He pulled me closer and guided my feet to the footholds, then repeated the procedure with my hands. I suppressed the urge to growl my frustration. I knew he was only trying to be nice, but I was so done with this climbing bullshit. I wanted to be at the top of the mountain enjoying copious amounts of alcohol already.

      “I’ll be right here the whole time.” He looked at me like I was a scared, wounded animal.

      “Fine,” I groused. I blamed his stupid magical mojo as I forced myself up the steep incline.

      He shot me a smile, peering at me from the corner of his eyes. “Just think about how good it’ll feel when you get to the top.”

      “Right.” I wiped the sweat from my brow and compelled my muscles to keep moving. If I was being honest, whatever magical power Castiel had shot me with was helping. The ache I’d felt before I slipped was nowhere near as scorching. “So how come you’re so good at this?”

      He shrugged, drawing my attention to his broad shoulders and thick biceps. “Physical fitness is important and when you live for an extended period, you have time to explore a variety of activities.”

      “How long exactly are we talking here, Castiel?” Did we have another vampire on the show? Somehow, I doubted that given this bachelor’s disposition. But vamps weren’t the only immortals in Azar.

      “I’m not at liberty to say.” He shot me a playful wink I didn’t think the reserved bachelor was capable of.

      “Ugh,” I grunted. “I’m tired of all this secrecy.”

      “Me too.” The tendon in his jaw twitched, and I could almost see the gears grinding in his head. What did he want to say? “Hopefully soon,” he finally muttered, but I had a feeling that wasn’t what he’d been thinking. His arm stretched out, and his calloused fingers closed over the ledge just above us. He hauled himself up the last few feet then turned back for me.

      Extending his arm, he offered me a hand. “Need a lift?”

      “Thought you’d never ask.”

      He pulled me up the remaining distance like I weighed nothing. Damn, Castiel was strong—like crazy strong. As I scrambled over the top, I toppled forward and plowed right into him. He fell back, laughing, as I flattened him against the gravelly ground.

      Castiel’s arms remained tight around me, his azure eyes intent on my own. I drew in a breath as I became extremely aware of being pressed against the hard length of him. “Um, sorry,” I mumbled as I attempted to squirm off.

      “Don’t be,” he whispered. “I like the feel of you in my arms.” A sweet smile parted his lips, and I could’ve sworn it wasn’t a line. He was actually being sincere. He finally released me, and I sat up, pivoting to take in the view behind us.

      “Wow, guess it was worth the climb.” The vibrant canyon stretched below, extending from the tip of the island west to the waterfalls. The brilliant hues of strawberry, ochre and lavender were set ablaze beneath the rays of the setting sun. Beyond the hills and valleys, the deep greens of the rest of the island and surrounding sea looked like something ripped right out of a post card. Mystic Cove really was breathtaking. A handful of smaller islands dotted the vivid aqua seas, and I wondered which one the original Hitched had been filmed on.

      “About time you showed up, kitten.” Slade dragged his hand through his wild mane, tossing the dark locks off his forehead. His power pummeled into me, even from a yard away. My insides clenched, and I snagged my lower lip between my teeth. “I was starting to get antsy.”

      Same.

      Slade revealed a crystal flute from behind his back and took a long pull, then offered me his free hand. I eyed it skeptically before I gave in and let him pull me to my feet. He tugged on my hand as I rose, so I bumped into his firm torso, our chests coming in contact for only a second, but that second was enough for my nipples to harden against him.

      I let out a hiss and backed away, but he didn’t release my hand. Instead, his thumb rubbed slow circles across my palm at a leisurely, core-clenching pace. Tiny sparks danced across my flesh.

      Oh, my gods, he needed to stop that ASAP.

      I tore my hand away and leveled him with a glare. “Thanks for helping me out down there, by the way.” I scanned the steep descent from the corner of my eye, and my stomach dipped.

      He shrugged nonchalantly. “You had golden boy with you. I knew you’d be safe.”

      Castiel let out a grunt. He stood behind me now, but he was quiet again. I hated that Slade’s larger than life personality seemed to stifle all the other males in his proximity. I hated more that I couldn’t help myself from being sucked into his orbit.

      “Where’s Knight by the way?” I searched the promontory for the missing bachelor.

      “He had to take a piss. I’m sure he’ll be back any minute.” Slade chuckled and tipped the flute to his lips. “We had a couple of these while we waited.” He must have noticed me eyeing his drink because he drew the glass away and held it to me. “Would you like a taste, Aspen?” Amusement danced across his dark irises, the tanned skin at the corners of his eyes crinkling.

      “I’d like one of my own, actually.”

      Castiel placed his hand on my shoulder and steered me away from the ledge. “Come, let’s go find the picnic we heard so much about.”

      We followed Slade a few yards back to a clearing. Lush grass covered the sandy soil and a blanket had been set up in the middle. An array of platters was splayed across the white linen, and my stomach growled.

      The faint crunch of approaching footsteps sent my gaze toward the circle of encroaching trees. Knight appeared a moment later, a relaxed smile on his face. “So glad to see you made it in one piece, Aspen.”

      “I almost didn’t,” I muttered.

      “Don’t be so dramatic.” Slade rolled his eyes at me before bending to retrieve an open bottle and another glass.

      “What is that by the way?” The silver bottle was completely opaque, hiding its contents.

      “It’s the famed mystical liqueur from Maginaria,” Knight replied. “One sip and all your deepest desires will be fulfilled.”

      My gaze darted to Slade of its own accord, and I met a pair of piercing onyx eyes. I internally cursed my traitorous desires as another swell of heat ignited low in my belly. Dammit, why did he always look like he was ready to devour me? And why did I like it so much?

      “Hasn’t worked so far,” Slade quipped. “You want to give it a try?” He cocked the bottle in my direction.

      “Sure.” Why the hell not?

      Slade poured the deep ruby liquid into the flute and handed it to me, his typical smirk etched into his perfect jaw.

      “To Aspen, may all of your desires be fulfilled in the coming weeks.” Knight lifted his glass and the other two bachelors followed suit, repeating his words.

      I took a tentative sip and the fizzy liquor filled my mouth, the bubbles dancing on my tongue. An explosion of berries assaulted my senses as I took a second, longer pull. I licked my lips as I finally pried the glass from my mouth. “Mmm, tasty,” I said when I looked up and found three pairs of eyes watching me intently.

      Slade shuddered, his shoulders bouncing from the intensity and liquid night eclipsed his dark irises. Something stirred in my core as his eyes lanced through me. It was like a lasso had been tied around my waist and Slade was on the other end. The pull was faint at first, then increased until my feet compelled me forward.

      I ended up an inch away from Slade’s mouth, my eyes wide and jaw slack.

      “Enough,” Castiel barked.

      His sharp tone cleared the lusty haze, and I blinked rapidly. Twisting around to see Castiel, I staggered back a few steps, putting some much-needed distance between the master seducer and my trembling loins.

      Good gods, what was up with this guy? What was up with me? He had my V wrapped around his little finger.

      “Are you hungry, Aspen?” Knight drew my attention toward the fancy spread.

      “Yes, I’m starved.”

      Slade scoffed. “Me too.”

      I ignored the comment and sat down beside Knight as he served me a heaping dish of Azarian delicacies. Maybe I just needed to eat. Yes, that was definitely it. I needed some nutritional fortification to battle Slade’s advances.
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      I laid back on my elbows, my belly too full to sit upright anymore. Who knew near-death experiences could boost an appetite like that? Or maybe it had been that Maginarian liqueur that had made me ravenous. Whatever it was, I was stuffed now.

      Slade’s dark gaze razed over me from across the remnants of the decadent spread. He slowly sipped from the flute, regarding me over the rim. That familiar swirl of heat whenever he was around burned low in my core. And with my inhibitions dulled by the bubbly liquor, nothing good could come of it.

      Knight stood and extended a hand. “I hoped you’d entertain a walk with me?”

      I released my lip from the iron hold of my teeth—which I hadn’t even realized I’d been doing, and nodded quickly. “Yeah, definitely.” I jumped up, eager to get away from Slade’s sinful stare. I wiggled my fingers at him and Castiel and placed my hand in Knight’s.

      Besides escaping the relentless temptation of Slade, I still hadn’t had much of a chance to talk to the quiet prince and with the first elimination looming ever closer, I needed to give all the guys a fair chance before making a decision.

      The prince’s fingers were loose, casual around my palm, nothing like when Deacon or Fallon held my hand. Their holds were like vice grips, like I’d run away if they didn’t succeed in cutting off all circulation from my fingers. He didn’t say anything as we meandered around the top of the cliff toward the small brook that rippled around the circumference. There wasn’t far to go, but I hoped we were at least out of earshot of the other two bachelors.

      I was about to open my mouth to attempt to pry something out of the reticent male when he stopped and turned to me. “I apologize,” he blurted. “I’m not very good at this sort of thing.”

      “Walking?” I teased.

      A soft chuckle split his fine lips. “No, dating. But I suppose that’s obvious by now.”

      I shrugged. “This whole group dating on live TV thing is new to all of us, so no worries.”

      He rewarded me with a gracious smile. “You see, where I come from, it’s rare one has the opportunity of picking their spouse. It’s typically something arranged, sometimes even before birth.”

      I couldn’t help cringing at the thought. Fated mates was bad enough but having zero control over who you’d marry sent a bout of nausea clawing up my throat. At least the mate bond forged an attraction, but without it, I couldn’t imagine.

      “Don’t look so revolted.” He chuckled again. “Most of the time it isn’t all that bad, and after all, it’s all we royals know.” He pressed his mouth into a thin line. “There I go again, spilling secrets.”

      “It’s okay, your highness.” I shot him a playful wink. “So why are you here then?”

      He paused for a moment, his light brows knitting. “My betrothed died, unfortunately.”

      “Oh!” My head snapped back, my mouth curving into a capital O. “I’m so sorry.”

      His face shuttered, and pale blue eyes dimmed. “As am I. I didn’t know her well, but we were set to marry next summer. She was a kind girl and didn’t deserve to meet the gods in that manner.”

      “What happened?” I couldn’t help the question from rushing out. I almost took it back as the silence lingered between us.

      “She was killed,” he finally said. “Her murder is still under investigation by the SIA.”

      The hair on my arms stood on end, my skin puckering. “Murder?” Damn, no wonder the SIA was involved. The Supernatural Intelligence Agency was the policing force in Azar, and from what I’d heard, their agents were some of the best in all the realms. “I’m doubly sorry now. That’s awful.”

      “Unfortunately, it’s not that uncommon in my world, where politics and intrigue run rampant. It was likely someone trying to block our union, to curb my family’s power.”

      Damn. Did I even want to get involved in this? If things progressed with Knight, I’d get entangled in whatever drama his family was into.

      “I’ve said too much again, haven’t I?” Sadness clouded his light eyes, and a twinge of sympathy streaked through my chest.

      “No, I’m glad you told me the truth.”

      He let out a rueful chuckle. “And likely scared you away in the process.”

      “Hey, princey, it’s my turn.” Slade’s voice tore me from our conversation, and I spun around to meet a pair of midnight eyes. They lanced over me, and that throb between my legs returned full force.

      I squeezed my thighs together to blot out the persistent craving and pivoted to Knight. Wrapping my fingers tighter around his hand, I gave him a reassuring smile. “Thanks for your honesty.”

      “Of course. We’ll speak more later, then.” He turned on his heel and disappeared through the thick trees.

      I whirled on Slade as he crept closer, his power growing with every predatory step. “That was rude,” I snapped. “We were having a serious conversation.”

      His lips curled into a lopsided grin. “I know. You can thank me from saving you from the endless boredom later.”

      I shot him a dramatic eyeroll as I took a step back. “Contrary to your opinion, you’re not the only interesting male on this island.”

      “I’m not?” He cocked a dark brow as he drew closer. His musky scent swirled in the air between us, and my heartrate skyrocketed. He smelled like sin and chocolate, and every part of me wanted a taste. Despite my brain screaming what a bad idea this was.

      “No.” Damn, that came out way breathier than I’d intended. I took another step back and hit the rough bark of a massive tree.

      Slade’s nostrils flared, his pupils enlarging. “Then why can I smell your excitement?”

      Oh, gods. Raging heat seeped up my neck, exploding across my cheeks. I dropped my gaze to the floor, willing the uncontrollable flush to dissipate, for the throbbing to relent, for whatever power he held over me to stop. “Conceited much?” I growled.

      “There’s nothing to be embarrassed about,” he purred. “You can’t help the way your body reacts to mine. Very few women can. Even some males…” He waved a dismissive hand. “Anyway, I find the crimson blush very attractive on you, kitten.”

      “I’m not sure I like this new pet name.” I lifted my eyes to his and immediately regretted it. He caught me in his penetrating gaze, and the heat consuming my body multiplied a hundredfold. I was fairly certain I’d spontaneously combust if he didn’t touch me.

      He inched closer so that his breath mingled with mine. Powerful arms caged me against the rough bark. “What would you like me to call you then?” The rapid rise and fall of my chest brushed his with each inhale. The sharp points of my nipples rubbed against his firm torso, and I chomped down on my lower lip as a tidal wave of desire unfurled.

      “Just shut up and kiss me.” I dug my fingers into his luscious hair and smashed my lips against his.

      He hesitated for only a second before his mouth moved against mine, nibbling, sucking, devouring. His tongue slid between my teeth, and I welcomed its assault. He leaned into me as he deepened the kiss, his long fingers bunched in my hair, turning my head to his liking. His body flattened me against the tree, corded arms pinning me against the hard length of his form.

      “Oh, Aspen,” he groaned, “you are a tasty thing.” He dragged his tongue across my bottom lip and gave it a gentle tug.

      The raspy edge to his tone sent another streak of desire rocketing down my core. My thighs clenched as ravenous need built between my legs. As if he’d felt it, he pressed his hips against my lower half, his thick erection brushing against the tight bundle of nerves at my apex.

      Holy hell, another few minutes of this, and I’d let him take me right here on top of the peak.

      Slade released my swollen lips and locked his sultry gaze on mine. His obsidian irises were aglow, streaks of citrine shooting across the black abyss. “Do you want me, Aspen?”

      “Yes…” The word popped out before I could tamp down on my raging hormones.

      “Right here, right now? You’d let me fuck you with the others just a few dozen yards away? So they could hear every sound, every moan as you cried out my name?”

      I palmed his ass, drawing him against me. His erection rubbed exactly where I needed it, and a groan escaped my lips.

      “Aspen?” He peeled his body away from mine, and a swell of disappointment rocketed through me.

      “What?” I hissed, way too hot and bothered by his absence.

      “Answer my question.” A flash of seriousness streaked through the lusty haze blanketing his features. A look I was certain I’d never seen before from the flirty bachelor.

      I drew in a deep breath and tried to get a grip on my raging hormones. “Am I going to let you screw me against a tree?” I had to stop and think about that—which was nuts. I actually wanted to say yes. Not only would it likely be the best sex I’d ever had, it would also piss the hell out of Knox, and better yet, Kole. I shook the crazy out and focused on Slade’s questioning gaze.

      “No,” I finally said. And damn, was I proud of myself.

      “Then it’s time for me to walk away.”

      “What, why?” I squealed.

      “Because I won’t be able to control myself if we go any further. And like I told you the first night we met, when I claim you, which I will, I want you to be one hundred percent sure.”

      Oh, fuckin’ hell.

      He took another step back and disappointment flooded the fiery embers in my core. Ice water doused the building flames as he turned on his heel without another word.

      “Well, shit,” I muttered, sucking in a much-needed breath of air not tainted with Slade’s irresistible scent. I waited for a few more minutes, letting the sweltering heat drain from my body, before walking back to join the rest of the bachelors. I needed to be careful around Slade. He was going to be my undoing, and the last thing I needed was to lose control around these guys.

      It’s just a game, Aspen, and don’t you forget it. Lust not love, fun not forever. I repeated the mantra as I trudged back to the picnic along the cliffside.
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      I had to hold back the tears when Barney held up the two skimpy bikini options. “Not another damn water date!” I growled.

      “Girl, don’t shoot the messenger. I only do as I’m told.”

      I ticked my head at the sexy, stringy black one because at least I’d be ready for my funeral when things went epically wrong. “Please tell me we’re doing like a chill lay out by the pool thing.”

      He shrugged as he started untying the strappy number. “I don’t get the details on the date, Aspen. Just the apparel.”

      Barnabus turned around as I shimmied into the teeny weenie bikini. When I’d gotten most of myself in, I begged for help with all the ties. It was like a freakin’ torture device with all the fastenings.

      Two quick knocks at the door had my stylist scrambling to finish lacing me up. “Be right there,” I called out.

      “You’ve got three minutes, Aspen.” Sam’s voice seeped through the doorway.

      Barney spun me around so I faced the full length mirror and shot me a beaming smile. “Just perf—” He cut himself off and ran toward the closet. “One more thing!” He scurried back with a pair of sky-high stilettos.

      “Uh, uh.” I wagged my finger at him. “There’s no way I’m wearing those unless we’re hanging out on the veranda. And with the producer’s taste in extreme dates, I’m pretty positive I won’t be chilling on a lounger and working on my tan today.”

      He threw me a pout and disappeared back into the closet grumbling. Returning a moment later, he handed me a pair of wedges. “They’re not nearly as sexy, but I suppose they’ll do.”

      “Thanks, Barney. I’ll take comfy over a broken ankle any day.” I plopped down on the bed, slipped into the sparkly sandals, and grabbed my translucent cover up.

      “Have fun!” Barney shouted as I dashed out the door.
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      The boat ride to the hidden cove was a quick one, or at least it seemed that way with Flint by my side. The conversation came easily, and unlike Cyrus who watched me from across the sleek speedboat, he didn’t look like he wanted to eat me.

      Cyrus was scary AF. He had those dark warlock vibes down. Cloaking spell or not, it was impossible to hide what he was. I hated to admit it, but a tiny part of me was intrigued.

      Avalon, on the other hand, was nothing like the quiet bachelor I’d encountered these past few days. He was practically vibrating with energy, a permanent smile etched into his sharp jaw. “We’re almost there.” He sniffed the air, his nostrils flaring, and that smile only grew larger. His long, azure hair floated on the breeze, and I was more convinced than ever that this male was from the Ocean Realm. Being out at sea brought him to life.

      I craned my head back at the driver as we skipped over the tranquil waves. “Can you tell me what we’re doing now, Vergil?” The guy had refused to answer my question since I set foot on the boat.

      Tipping his hat back, he shook his head. “Not yet.”

      I closed my eyes and sat back, enjoying the occasional spritz of cool water lapping over the speed boat. Maybe today’s date wouldn’t be completely awful. Or maybe that was the tropical beverage in my hand talking. But so far, it had been quite peaceful. Even the guys were behaving.

      Flint’s arm casually lay across my shoulders, his finger drawing lazy circles along my skin. The gentle touch along with the steady rush of waves and languid rocking of the sea set my entire body at ease. Also, the fruity rum cocktail could’ve been kicking in.

      “Are you having fun?” Flint’s voice pried my eyes opened.

      “Oh, yeah,” I murmured.

      “Good. Hopefully, they’ve saved the best for last.” He shot me a wink.

      A small island appeared on the horizon, and the boat began to slow. As we neared, pink blobs dotted the white sand beach. “What the heck?” I tipped my sunglasses up to make out the creatures. “Are those pigs?”

      Avalon jumped up, rocking the boat as he stretched out over the front of the vessel. “You’ve never seen piggids?”

      “Negative, ghost rider.”

      He grinned, but the blank look on his face told me he didn’t get my Top Gun reference.

      The funny looking little pigs began to take form the closer we got to shore. Iridescent fins shot out from either side of their cute pot bellies. The stubby-legged creatures snorted around the shore, burrowing their snouts in the sand. A whole herd of baby piggids chased after a weary sow, squealing as they hounded her for lunch.

      As we neared the beach, our driver cut the engine and signaled toward the pinkish animals. “Today, you will be swimming with the piggids.”

      “Really?” I squeaked. I could just make out two sharp tusks protruding from the piggids’ lower jaw.

      “They’re totally harmless,” said Avalon. “Much like human pigs.”

      “But why are we swimming with them?”

      He shrugged as he tugged his shirt over his head. “It’s fun.”

      I cocked a skeptical brow. I liked pigs for bacon and that was about it. I mean sure, they were kinda cute, but swimming with pigs, really? My eyes landed on Avalon’s shirtless torso and zoomed in on the tattoo on his upper bicep. Finally. I’d remembered seeing the bottom of it poking out from under his sleeve the first day we met. It was a golden trident.

      Avalon must have noticed my stare because he pressed his finger to his lips and shot me a conspiratorial wink. He was definitely from the Ocean Realm, and now my money was on merman—one hundred percent.

      The boat skidded onto the sandbar, and I slid to the edge of the seat from the jolt. Flint shot up and offered me a hand. “Ready?”

      “I guess so.” Hopping off the skiff, the cool water reached up to my knees, and I waded toward the shore. Flint and Avalon walked on either side of me with Cyrus a few steps behind. He’d been mostly silent throughout the trip, and I wondered if there was something wrong. The warlock had never been overly talkative in our encounters, but he seemed oddly morose today.

      Avalon clucked his tongue at the fish-piggies, and they squealed in delight. Our driver turned pig-farmer bounded in front of us and corralled the animals around us. There must have been at least a dozen of them. Most were a bright pink hue, but a few were mottled in grays, blacks and whites.

      They swam straight for us, snorting and snuffing happily. Their skin was surprisingly silky, more like a fish than a pig, and I couldn’t help the giggle that burst out when one brushed my leg.

      “Give them some of this.” My nostrils flared as the pungent odor wafted up my nose. Vergil handed me a bucket, and I stared down at the slimy fish guts. Bleh. I stuck my hand in the goop, and the piggids surrounded me. They jumped up on their stubby little hind legs, desperate for the fishy entrails.

      “Throw it in the water,” our driver instructed.

      I tossed it in, and the piggids dove after it, curly little tails bobbing above the water. They were surprisingly graceful in the sea, their stout bodies dipping between the waves with ease. Their iridescent fins glistened in the water, and tiny scales luminesced beneath the turquoise bliss. And they ate like they’d never seen food before, shoving and pushing past each other to get to the fishy entrails.

      “I guess they are kind of cool.”

      “They’re the best,” said Avalon, admiring the little creatures with an amused twinkle in his light eyes.

      Cyrus stood a few feet back on the beach, arms folded across his chest. A bored expression filtered across his strong jaw as he watched the frolicking animals. Abandoning the piggids, I waded closer to him. “Not into the little piggies?” I asked.

      “Not particularly.” His dark brow arched, and the ring through his eyebrow glinted in the sun. “Are you?”

      “They’re okay.” I couldn’t help but smile at the goofy grin on Avalon’s face. He was loving it. Even Flint seemed to be getting into it, feeding the starving little devils.

      “When I see those snouts or hooves, all I think of is work.”

      “Work? What does that mean?”

      His lips curled in amusement. “I can’t go into more detail unfortunately. Not without disclosing too much.”

      I leaned in closer and whispered, “I already know you’re a warlock. Am I right?”

      He chuckled. “Was it that obvious?”

      “One hundred percent.”

      “I told the producers a simple cloaking spell wouldn’t work, but alas.” His eyes drifted to the piggids once again, or maybe it was one of the guys. I couldn’t tell beneath his mirrored sunglasses.

      “So what is someone like you doing on a show like this?” I asked.

      “Even powerful supernaturals get lonely sometimes, Aspen.”

      “That’s it? You’re looking for a good time?”

      “Or maybe more.” He shrugged. “Who knows?”

      Strong arms wrapped around me, and the sand beneath my feet disappeared. Flint! I squealed as I went airborne for a moment before the warm water closed around me. I sank into the crystal blue, enjoying the quiet beneath the waves.

      When my chest became too tight, I finally emerged. Swiping at the saltwater dripping from my hair and eyelashes, I caught sight of the guys lined up along the shore. Flint wore a shit-eating grin as he watched me.

      “Very funny,” I called out. “You know, I should actually be thanking you, Flint. The water is absolutely perfect for a swim.”

      I dipped my head back and floated on my back. As all the tension seeped from my shoulders, a brown blob swam across my periphery. What the hells? I whirled around to an oversized tootsie roll—nope, definitely poop. “Oh, disgusting!” I darted out of the water as the three bachelors buckled over laughing.

      “When you gotta go, you gotta go,” Avalon yelled. “Piggids actually have a very delicate digestive system.”

      “Couldn’t they poop on the beach instead?” My lips twisted as I watched the piggy feces float further into the sea. “It’s all that nasty slop you guys are feeding them.” I grabbed a handful of white sand and chucked it at Flint. He ducked down, and it nailed Avalon instead. Before I could blink, sand was flying everywhere and an all-out sandball war had erupted.

      Avalon chased me as I zigzagged between the baby piggids scattered across the beach. For a mer-something, he was damned fast on two legs. He pummeled into me, driving us both back into the water with an enormous splash. His big body slammed into me, and I sucked in a mouthful of salty water. Bleh! I gagged for a second, but an arm wrapped around my shoulders, tugging me from beneath the lapping waves.

      “You okay?” Crystalline azure eyes met mine.

      “Yeah, yeah.” I spat out the remaining sea water as he watched me. I hadn’t realized I was practically sitting on his lap. I tried to remove myself, but his hold only tightened.

      “It’s a rare moment that I get you all to myself.”

      “That is true but…” I wiggled uncomfortably, certain I had at least a pound of sand in my bikini, wedged in places that had never seen the light of day. “Can we chat after I rinse off?”

      “Sure.” With a grin, he finally released me, and I swam deeper into the water. I couldn’t very well pick my sand wedgie right in front of him. I moved beyond the boat, hoping the large vessel would block me as I tried to coax the sand out of every crevice. Once I could move without squirming, I turned back to the beach and came face to face with a very large piggid.

      The monstrous white and black beast flaunted his tusks at me before flashing two rows of sharp teeth. Is this overgrown pig-fish serious? I tried to swim around it, but it mirrored my movements, surprisingly nimble for such a large creature.

      “Move, shoo! I don’t have any food for you,” I shouted at the stubborn thing.

      It let out a threatening grunt and then something like a growl vibrated through its clenched, yellowing teeth. I took a step back and it trailed my movements, the iridescent fins on either side of his big pot belly moving more nimbly than a freakin’ mermaid.

      “You okay over there, Aspen?” Avalon’s voice echoed from the opposite side of the boat. From my current position, he probably had no idea I was being cornered by a glorified side of bacon.

      I didn’t answer for a minute, realizing how stupid I’d sound if I told him the truth. The piggid advanced, teeth bared once again. After the last few days of freak incidents, I didn’t hesitate. “No!” I yelled. “I think this piggid has been out in the sun for too long. He won’t let me get by.”

      The second the last word was out, two more piggids appeared. The pair of newcomers crept closer, corralling me in. Their snarls, snorts and snuffles became more frenzied, and my pulse followed suit.

      “Um, Avalon? I think I may need some help over here.”
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      The leader of the piggid posse swam closer, baring its sharp as fuck tusks. He let out a squeal, and the other two closed in. The only way to go was out toward the open sea. What other freaky supernatural creatures would I find?

      Another snort and a deep growl, and I decided to risk it. Turning tail, I swam deeper into the clear aquamarine. Behind me, the wild thrashing of the piggids followed.

      “Aspen, wait!” I could barely make out Avalon’s voice over my thundering heart and the crashing waves.

      Something smooth and slick brushed by my leg, and my heart leapt up my throat. From the corner of my eye brilliant azure hair caught my attention as it broke the surface.

      “Avalon?” I shrieked. He had been all the way on the other side of the boat a few seconds ago. “How the Hades did you get here so quickly?”

      He glanced over his shoulder at the encroaching piggids and widened his eyes. “Does that really matter right now?”

      I shook my head.

      He offered me his arm, and I clung on like a baby koala. “Will you be okay by yourself for a minute? I’ll go see if I can calm them down. I’ve never seen these things so riled up.”

      I put on my big girl panties and nodded slowly. “Yeah, I’ll be fine.”

      “Just yell if you need anything.”

      I bobbed in the soft waves as he swam closer to the angry piggids. “Be careful,” I whisper-hissed.

      A second later, a soothing melody drifted in the air, and the tension in my shoulder blades immediately dissipated. My head spun as the melodic tune wafted over me, warming the chill that had settled over my body. It took me a minute to realize it was coming from the blue-haired bachelor. The snarling, rumbling piggids immediately settled. First, the two stragglers wandered back toward shore and then finally the gang leader lowered his tusks and dipped beneath the clear blue. His curly little tail protruded from beneath the tranquil surface as he joined the others returning to the beach.

      My frantic pulse simmered, and I drew in a deep breath. Damn, I’d never look at bacon the same way again. Avalon swam over, a pleased grin once again etched into his fine jawline.

      “Are you all right?” he asked.

      “I am now. What did you do?”

      A light blush coated his cheeks as he waded closer. “Just a little trick I learned when I was young.”

      “You’re totally a merman or a siren, aren’t you?”

      His lips pinched. “I have no idea what you’re talking about.”

      I closed the distance between us and wrapped my arms around his neck. “I think you do.” He easily remained above water holding our combined weight. His hands laced behind my back, and he drew me closer. Our lips were only inches away, and I didn’t know if it was the heat of the moment or the bachelor’s cute smile, but I had the strongest urge to kiss him.

      So I did.

      His mouth moved tentatively against mine as I brushed my lips over his. “Thank you,” I murmured against his mouth. The tang of salt coated my tongue and lips.

      “No, thank you.” He grinned and wrapped a hand behind my neck, bringing my mouth to his once more. We bobbed just above the surface as the kiss intensified. Avalon might have been a merman but there was nothing cold about this fish.

      His tongue danced with mine as our legs entangled beneath the surface. I had no idea how we were staying afloat, but I was enjoying our make-out session too much to care. My fingers entwined in his beautiful azure hair, the hue a mirror image of the glimmering sea.

      “Hey, no fair!” Flint’s deep voice broke us apart.

      I waded a hairsbreadth away from Avalon, still unconvinced the piggids wouldn’t return for me. “No swhining,” I called out, suppressing the grin from my clever pun. “Avalon just saved me from those rabid piggids. A kiss was the least he deserved.”

      Flint waded closer and shot me a wicked grin. “I’d be happy to stuff my pig in your blanket if you’d let me.”

      A peal of laughter exploded from my mouth, and Avalon followed soon after. “Oh my gods,” I chuckled. “That was the worst line I’ve ever heard.”

      He shrugged, a tinge of crimson spreading over his high cheekbones. “It was the best pig pun I could think of on the spot.”

      “Okay, I think I’ve had about enough of the piggids and the puns. Do we get to have a drink on this date or what?”

      Avalon escorted me back toward the beach, keeping the wild animals at bay as Flint continued to chuckle over his joke. When we reached the island, Cyrus sat on the sand with a baby piggid asleep at his feet.

      Okay, I guess the little ones were kind of cute.

      “You missed out on all the fun.” Avalon ticked his head at the sullen warlock.

      “Hardly.” He ran his finger through the sand then pointed farther down the beach. “They’re setting up a table with food and drinks down that way. I’d recommend we go check it out before the piggids catch the scent. Those little beasts can get pretty aggressive when food is involved.”

      “Now you tell me,” I huffed. I couldn’t help but wonder what I’d done that had pissed off the little porkers so bad. I blamed the curse of Hitched and tossed the dismal thoughts to the back of my mind. Nothing a little fruity cocktail couldn’t fix.
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      Lounging on the veranda back at the villa with a glass of wine in hand, I ran through the group dates and the twelve guys. A riot of pinks and ochres painted the sky with the setting sun, but despite the beautiful scenery, my insides were a tangled mess. Tomorrow, I’d have to eliminate four of the bachelors. My heart constricted, my chest too tight. In the short time I’d been here, I’d come to know and care about each of them. The idea of sending home the ones I wasn’t interested in was hard as hell.

      It’s just a game, I reminded myself.

      When this was all over, there could only be one. I gulped at the thought. The most insane part was that I was starting to feel something for a few of these guys. And that was not the plan. A wave of fear crashed over me as the scene with Kole played out in my head. I’d promised myself I’d never be that vulnerable again. Never let anyone hurt me like that.

      Four bachelors.

      If I really wanted to protect myself, I’d dismiss the guys I was starting to crush on. Images of Deacon, Avalon, Jack and more flitted through my mind. I huffed out a breath. No, that was just stupid. I also promised myself—and my bestie, Romey, that I’d have fun. Gods, I wished he were here to tell me what to do. He’d have no problems cutting a handful of males.

      The whoosh of the sliding glass door turned my head toward the house. Knox stepped out and muttered a curse when his gaze landed on mine. Ugh. Samesies. I pivoted back toward the spectacular panorama to recoup my Zen.

      But the stupid idiot just stood there.

      I could feel him lingering. The tiny hairs on the back of my neck prickled at his presence. I whipped my head around and glared. “Did you have something to say or are you just going to stand there like a creepy stalker?”

      “I didn’t know you were out here,” he shot back, “or I wouldn’t have come. I just wanted to enjoy my last sunset here.”

      My brain synapses started firing, and I suddenly remembered I’d vowed to kick Knox off the show the first chance I had. But that was before I’d come up with my master plan to convince him I was falling for him and then break his heart. It just seemed like a huge pain in the ass. Eliminating him now would make things so much easier.

      I chewed on my lower lip as I considered. A pang of guilt streaked across my heart and stabbed me repeatedly. Why did I feel bad for Knox? He’d been an asshole to me since he arrived—except when he saved my life, of course. Maybe that was it.

      Cautious footsteps sent my head whirling back toward him. He crept across the terrace and leaned on the iron railing. His gaze was fixed on the cerulean sea, on the dipping rays of the sun.

      “You’re really going to miss it here that much?” I blurted.

      “Yeah, I am. I don’t get to leave Marlwoods much, hell, even Moon Valley. As beta, I’m pretty much tied to the damned pack, but not in any of the good ways.”

      “I didn’t know that.”

      “You don’t know anything about me, Aspen.”

      I wrapped my arms across my chest, the pointed remark gnawing at me for a reason I couldn’t fathom. “I’m not eliminating you tomorrow.” The words popped out before I knew where they came from.

      His eyes spun at me, the piercing amber so much like Kole’s I dug my nails into my palms. “Why not?”

      “Since you like it here so much, consider it a thank you for the other day on the jet ski.” I took a sip of the wine, savoring the fruity flavor. I hoped he’d get the hint the conversation was over, but he remained at the railing, peering out over the ocean.

      Whatever. I could ignore him, and at least now I’d set the stage for my master plan if I decided to go through with it.

      “Thanks,” he finally muttered without looking up.

      “There you are, tiger.” Deacon prowled onto the veranda with Jack and Fallon a few steps behind. “What are you doing out here?”

      I raised my glass and swirled the deep maroon contents. “Just drinking and thinking.”

      “About the elimination tomorrow?” asked Jack.

      “Yup.” Gods, this was awkward.

      Deacon slid onto my lounge chair, nudging me to the edge so we were squished together. His golden irises practically glowed beneath the dipping rays of the sun. “I don’t have to worry about getting the boot, do I?” A teasing smile curled his lip.

      I shrugged. “Guess you’ll just have to wait and see.”

      “Ooh, that’s cold, little tiger.”

      I scanned the three bachelors’ faces, and a mischievous grin split my lips. “If that’s why you’re all out here to find out who I’m eliminating you’re wasting your time.”

      Fallon ticked his head at Knox and scowled. “At least we should have a better chance than him,” he muttered to Jack.

      I caught every word with my supernatural senses, and I assumed Knox had too because a grunt slid through his clenched teeth. Had my animosity toward my ex’s brother been that obvious? I’d have to fix that if I had any hopes of carrying out my make-Knox-fall-in-love-with-me plan.

      The rest of the guys appeared at the sliding glass door a few minutes later, and before I knew it, my relaxing evening of contemplation turned into a rowdy free for all. Slade turned on the music and a poolside dance party raged as the sun disappeared and the moon made its appearance in the darkening sky.

      The bachelors strutted their stuff, showing off their best dance moves, and I couldn’t help but laugh at their ridiculousness. Deacon dropped to the floor with some old school break dancing I didn’t think the bulky giant would ever be capable of. Knight flitted across the pool deck, all smooth grace and rhythm, surprisingly. Cain twerked and Dante did the tootsie roll, and I just couldn’t stop laughing.

      I suddenly felt like I was on an episode of Azar’s Got Talent. As I watched the guys parade around, a knot of dread took root in my gut. Shit, I was going to have to eliminate four of these bachelors tomorrow.

      How the hell was I going to choose?
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            PRE-ELIMINATION COLD FEET AND HOT BODIES
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      “You really didn’t have to walk me back to my room, guys.” I trudged up the last step and turned toward my wing.

      Jack, Deacon and Fallon bounced around me like eager puppies—who’d had a few too many drinks. I actually giggled at the image of floppy-eared basset hounds lapping from martini glasses. Okay, I may have had a few too many myself.

      “We couldn’t possibly risk your safety, tiger.” Deacon snaked his arm around my waist and pulled me into his side which elicited another un-Aspen-like giggle.

      Shit, that faery wine was strong AF.

      “Paws off her, Deac,” Fallon snapped. “Don’t think we don’t know what you’re up to.”

      He arched a light brow, his emerald eyes blazing. “What the hell does that mean?”

      “Guys, guys!” This wasn’t the first time I’d noticed alcohol did not mix well with these hotheaded alpha males. They didn’t have to be wolves to be alpha-holes.

      Jack sauntered between us, a beer in hand and squeezed Deacon’s shoulder. Brave move considering the big guy looked like he was a second from beasting out. “Relax, Deac. He’s just saying you’ve been laying it on pretty thick all night. None of us want to get eliminated tomorrow…”

      My brows slammed together as I eyed the burly beast I was leaning into. “Are you trying to suck up to me so I don’t give you the boot tomorrow?”

      He released me, a flash of what I could’ve sworn was hurt, streaking across his smoldering irises. “That’s cold, tiger. To be honest, I didn’t think my spot here was in question.”

      Fallon snorted. “All of our places here are in question.”

      Jack’s warm hazel eyes met mine, and a fistful of guilt pummeled me in the gut. Damn, talk about a buzz kill. I leaned against the wall and crossed my arms over my chest. “You guys knew this would happen. It’s all part of the game. It sucks, and I’m sorry but just know that this is probably harder on me than you. I—I’ve been on the other side, and I’d never want anyone to go through that kind of shit.”

      “Yeah, yeah, we know it’s a dating game, and we all knew what we were getting into.” Jack palmed the back of his neck, shifting from foot to foot.

      “But it still sucks,” Deacon added.

      “Well, I appreciate the effort and the interest.” I shot them a playful smirk. “It’s been an awesome ego boost having a dozen hot guys at my beck and call.”

      “Anytime, sweetheart.” Jack threw me a heart-melting smile, and all I could think about were those cute puppies again.

      Fallon’s lips were still twisted into a scowl, and I couldn’t figure out why a stick had been rammed up his ass.

      “What?” I finally blurted.

      His peculiar lilac irises met mine, and he dragged his fingers through his short silver hair. “I hate sharing you,” he muttered. “I know what’s expected of this sort of show, and I thought I could handle it, but gods—” He clamped his teeth shut.

      My thoughts whisked back to our first few encounters. Where was the cocky, self-assured bachelor I’d met the night of the ball? This pouty one was a whole new side of the male.

      “Don’t be a baby.” Deacon rolled his eyes at the sullen bachelor. “I thought you liked a little competition? Or was everything handed to you just like Knight?”

      “I’m nothing like the prince,” he snarled. “Quite the opp—” His jaw clenched as he cut himself off once again.

      Damn, I sure as Hades hoped the supernatural cloaks would be lifted at the end of this elimination. All this secrecy was driving me nuts. I pushed off the wall and raised my hands at the ornery males. “Listen guys, I think we’ve gotten a little off track.” I smothered a yawn and continued. “It’s late, and I have a feeling tomorrow’s going to be a rough day for all of us.” I ticked my head through the archway that led to my private chambers. “I’m out, boys.”

      “Can I walk you back?” Fallon asked.

      “It’s like literally ten steps that way. I think I’ll be fine.”

      “Tuck you in maybe?”

      Deacon grunted. “And you have the nerve to say I’m laying it on thick?”

      My mind flickered back to the mind-blowing foot rub from the last time Fallon escorted me to my room, and heat pooled low in my belly. Nope. That would not be a good idea. “I gotta get my beauty sleep. Next time, okay?”

      He nodded, as if my promise of a next time alleviated the turmoil the elimination was causing the typically arrogant bachelor. “Goodnight, Aspen.”

      Deacon and Jack echoed their goodnights, and I slipped down the hall back to my room. The moment I closed the door behind me, I released a breath, leaning against the thick timber.

      “About time you got back.”

      My heart leapt up my throat at the familiar, sultry voice. “What are you doing in my room, Slade?” I shrieked. “And where is your shirt?”

      He uncrossed his long legs and strode toward me, that damn power of his radiating from his half-naked form. His torso glistened beneath the dim light, every perfect cut and indentation of his abs highlighted.

      My mouth went dry. Like Sahara fuckin’ desert dry, my tongue sticking to the roof of my mouth. I held out a hand to stop his approach as images of the last time we’d been alone together flitted across my mind. This time, we were totally alone. In my bedroom.

      I swallowed hard, willing the moisture back in my mouth, but it had all traveled south of my bellybutton.

      “You’re not happy to see me, Aspen?” Slade’s dark brows furrowed, and he stuck out his pouty lower lip.

      Gods, I wanted to run my tongue along that soft, pillowy—I shook my head out, chasing away the lusty haze. “I’m surprised, Slade, that’s all.”

      “I don’t think that’s all.” He sniffed the air, and his dark pupils enlarged. A wicked grin tugged at his lips, and he let out a sensual sigh. “I believe you are quite excited to see me.”

      I couldn’t deny the heat pooling in my lower half at his proximity. And he knew. The fact only heightened the warmth seeping through my body, sending a wave across my cheeks. He could scent my arousal; I was sure of it. More than that, it felt like he could taste it.

      I took a step back and hit the door as he continued his predatory prowl toward me. My mind vacillated between sex god and demon shifter, watching his measured approach. A hum of energy crackled through my veins. The air between us charged with electricity.

      He took another step, erasing the distance between us and his hands slid beneath my flowy top and settled on my hips. His fingers dug into my soft flesh, and a faint groan escaped.

      “Slade, I—I don’t think…” My jaw chomped down on my lower lip of its own accord, my body taking control. All logical thought was being overpowered by my raging hormones.

      His lips hovered a hairsbreadth from my own. “Don’t you want this, Aspen?” he purred. “I could feel your desire from the first moment I met you.”

      “You were fucking naked,” I blurted.

      A wolfish smile split his perfect lips. “I wanted to make sure you knew what you were in for.” He leaned forward and moved his palms from my hips to either side of my head, trapping me against the back of the door. Corded arms caged me in as he pressed his hips against mine. His rock-hard erection brushed the bundle of nerves at my apex, and a breathy moan slid free from my lips. He inched closer, his warm breath running over the shell of my ear and whispered, “You see, I was right.”

      “Of course I want you,” I grated out. “You’re like a relentless sex beast, and all I want is for you to devour every inch of me.”

      “Your wish is my command.” His hands drifted from the door, down my shoulders and yanked on my shorts and panties. I blinked, and they pooled at my feet.

      I gasped as the cool air hit my heated flesh. In the space of a heartbeat, he’d removed his jeans and stood before me, ridiculously erect in all his glory.

      My lower half throbbed as desire zipped through my veins. I could almost feel him against me. And he was huge. Like I was scared it was going to hurt huge.

      “Slade,” I managed, and I was super proud of myself for forming an entire word when I was being sucked under by a tidal wave of lust. “Slade, that’s not what I meant.”

      His midnight irises latched onto mine as they widened. “You don’t want me to--?” He got down on his knees, and it took every last ounce of willpower to shake my head.

      Offering a hand, I tugged him to his feet. As he rose, his enormous cock brushed my thigh, and the incessant pulsating kicked up a notch. Biting down on my lower lip, I forced my eyes to his and drew in a deep breath. “Tomorrow’s the first elimination, and I don’t think it would be fair if I did that with you. I feel like it would give you a colossal advantage.”

      A chuckle tumbled from his lips, and the surprisingly warm sound struck a different chord of desire. “You’re not wrong there, Aspen.”

      The sound of my real name on his lips instead of the usual teasing nickname almost squashed my resolve.

      His hand moved to my cheek, his thumb gently caressing. “You know, this is the longest I’ve ever waited for a woman.”

      I cocked my brow. “Oh really?”

      He nodded and not a hint of the typical humor remained in his expression. “I hope it’s worth it.” He smirked and brushed his lips against mine.

      “Ass,” I muttered against his mouth before pressing my palms to his chest. His very firm and still very naked chest.

      “I better go before I accidentally slide inside you.”

      A laugh pealed out before I glanced between us and his dangerously close erection.

      “I would never actually do that of course.” He shot me a mischievous wink before dropping a chaste kiss on my cheek. I scooted to the side so he could open the door. With one hand closed around the knob, he turned back to me. “You know, if you eliminate me tomorrow, I assure you’ll regret it for multiple reasons.”

      “Thanks, Slade, I’ll take that into consideration.”

      He crept out into the hall, and I couldn’t help my body sagging against the wall as I watched him disappear through the archway. Gods, I’d never wanted anyone so badly in my life. After stepping back into my panties, I headed toward my bed and the stack of dossiers on the nightstand. As I flipped through the pages of beautiful males, a pang of unexpected sadness speared my insides. As crazy as the night had been, I was relieved I’d had another chance to hang out with all of them. Because now I knew which four men I was sending home.
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      The click-clack of my heels along the marble floor battled it out with the mad thrashing of my heart as I walked down the corridor. I slowed, my feet no longer yielding to my demands. When I reached the double doors at the end of the hallway, that would be it. I’d have to face them—all twelve guys, including the ones I’d already mentally eliminated.

      Last night, after a few drinks I’d felt confident in my decision, but now in the light of day, my gut was twisted into a giant pretzel. My Kole PTSD was setting in, and every time I thought of eliminating one of the guys, the agony of the day he rejected me surged like a freakin’ tsunami.

      I can’t do this.

      I spun on my heel, darting back toward the spiral staircase. I’d just hide out in my room until one of the crew came to find me, then I’d explain I had screwed up big time and I couldn’t go on with the show. Sure, I’d miss out on half a mill but who needed that kind of money, right?

      The dollar signs flashed across my eyes, and I slowed my manic escape. Not only would I lose out on the big payout, but I’d also miss out on getting to know the other guys. A twinge of unexpected emotion tightened my throat. Gods, Aspen, you’re not supposed to start getting all mushy with these guys. Lust not love, fun not forever, that was the idea, right?

      Meanwhile, here I was a week in, and I’d only kissed a few of them. I’d had a veritable sex god in my bedroom, and I turned him down. Damn, what was wrong with me?

      I couldn’t possibly be developing feelings for these guys already. It had only been a week, a rather intense one, but still.

      Shit. Shit. Shit.

      I paced a quick circle in the middle of the hallway. Steeling my nerves, I gritted my teeth and drew in a deep breath. This is nothing like what happened with Kole. These guys knew exactly what they were getting into when they auditioned for the show. And no one was in love with me, anyway. In the end, there could be only one. Everyone understood.

      Inhale. Exhale. Inhale. Exhale.

      I forced my legs to carry me to the ballroom, but my heart was an unwilling participant on the trip. It battered against my ribcage, desperate to escape. Everything’s going to be fine.  I repeated the mantra as my hand closed around the ornate door handle.

      I turned it and yanked the door open before I lost my nerve.

      A wave of icy air wafted over my bare shoulders, and a spotlight crawled up my slinky scarlet gown. When it reached my face, I squinted but somehow managed to keep the smile plastered on. Sam had already warned me: remember to smile, Aspen.

      As my pupils adjusted to the brilliant light, the ballroom coalesced. Then my eyes landed on the twelve bachelors on the far side. I quickly diverted my gaze to the elaborate scenery. Gold and glitter blanketed the ballroom, sparkling chandeliers and flickering candelabras. It was beautiful and classy and uber romantic. Red rose petals lined the walkway toward the raised dais where the twelve men stood.

      I kept my eyes down despite the heat from their gazes burning my cheeks. I couldn’t face them, not yet.

      “Ah, there she is, the star of our show, Miss Aspen DeGrasse!” Methyss’s maniacal voice filled the echoey chamber. He offered me his hand, and I begrudgingly strode toward him. “Are you ready for the first round of eliminations?”

      I gulped down the knot of dread. No, not at all. Not one bit. “Yes,” I muttered.

      “Splendid!” He clapped his hands, his eyes sparkling with insanity. “Then let’s get on with the show.”
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            THE FIRST ELIMINATION
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      The spotlight seared into my flesh, and beads of sweat accumulated on my brow and upper lip. You can do this, Aspen, just breathe. Methyss flicked his hat further up his head, and brilliant orange tendrils spilled onto his forehead before he offered his hand. “Come right this way, Miss Aspen.” He led me toward a long table directly across from the platform filled with bachelors.

      I hazarded a quick glance from the corner of my eye as we walked by, and the sea of gorgeous men in suits nearly squeezed the remaining oxygen from my lungs. Don’t make eye contact, don’t make eye contact! Lowering my gaze to the crimson linen hanging from the table, I followed it up to the gigantic aquarium perched on top. What the…?

      A large silver fish swam circles around the massive enclosure, his rapid movements accelerating my own manic heartbeats.

      “Aspen, let me introduce you to Flipper. He will be assisting you in this evening’s elimination round.”

      What the actual fuck?

      Methyss bent down and leaned over the tank and the sleek creature swam up to the surface. Now that he was closer, he reminded me of a dolphin, with the similar bottle nose and smooth skin, only he was about a third the size. He chittered and squeaked as our flamboyant emcee cooed at him.

      “Now, as I was saying, all you have to do is whisper the name of the bachelor and your choice of pin to our little friend here, and he’ll take care of the rest.”

      “Wait, how?” I blurted. “How is that big fish going to get the pins all the way across the room to the guys?”

      “Don’t you worry your pretty little head about it, my dear.” He pointed at the display of shiny pins resting to the side of the aquarium. “Now, I know you, as well as our TV audience, have already watched all the seasons of Hitched but just in case you need a refresher, let’s go over the rules. The gold pins with the infinity symbol are for your favorite gentlemen, while the silver cupid ones are for the bachelors that have at least piqued your interest. And lastly, the black pins with the skull and crossbones are for the unlucky males who will be leaving on the first portal out of Mystic Cove.”

      I gulped. Why did those last ones have to be so creepy?

      “And remember, Aspen, tonight you will be eliminating four contestants.”

      “It’s not like I could forget,” I muttered under my breath.

      Methyss spun toward the raised dais. “Gentlemen, when Flipper delivers the chosen pin, you may come up to greet Aspen. If you’ve been eliminated, then kindly depart through that door, if you’ve received a gold pin, line up to the right of our leading lady and if you’ve gotten the silver one, move to your left. Everyone understand?”

      A chorus of muttered yeses echoed from the direction of the beautiful males, which I was still too chicken to acknowledge. Glancing back at the bubbling aquarium, I eyed Flipper. How in Hades was that fish going to get the pins all the way to the platform?

      Methyss shot me a wicked grin and motioned at the tank. “Whenever you’re ready, Aspen…”

      Inhaling a deep breath, I took a step toward freakin’ Flipper. I peered over the edge of the aquarium and whispered a name along with the corresponding pin, feeling absolutely ridiculous. I was talking to a freaking overgrown snapper for gods’ sakes.

      Flipper let out a squeak and wings unfolded from beneath his silver skin. Not just any wings either—their underside was a rainbow of fluffy feathers. The vibrant hues sparkled beneath the bright stage lights as he lifted himself out of the water as gracefully as a butterfly, picked up a pin in his mouth, and fluttered toward the bachelors.

      Fuckin’ faeries. I so did not see that coming.

      He paused in the air hovering over Deacon and Knox, then unlocked its jaw and the gold pin fell into Deacon’s open palm. The big guy’s eyes met mine, and my battered heart actually skipped a beat. Crazy, right? That shit only happened in romance novels. He barreled past Knox and nearly knocked down a few of the other guys on his way down the steps.

      When he finally reached me, he almost knocked all the air from my lungs when he swept me off my feet, pressed me against his chest, and twirled me in a tight circle. I couldn’t help the laughter that bubbled out after the intense buildup to this moment.

      “Thanks, little tiger, you won’t regret it.” His emerald eyes shimmered as they lanced over me before he bent to brush his lips against mine. The kiss was quick and relatively chaste, but for a brief moment I could pretend it was just him and me. “And you look incredible by the way,” he added. He leaned closer, and his warm breath ran over the shell of my ear. “Any way I could convince you to let me help you out of that tonight?”

      Goose bumps popped over my skin, and I wasn’t sure if it was from the heated promise of his words or the warmth of his breath across my sensitive ear. “No promises, buddy.” I smirked as he released me.

      Methyss appeared in front of us, straight out of thin air. “One more thing.” He lifted a finger and beckoned Deacon closer. “Just to spice things up, I’ll give you a choice Deacon. Would you like to reveal your true supernatural identity to Miss Aspen now or wait until the next round?”

      The big guy folded his arms across his chest, accentuating the thick bulk of his biceps. “Hmm…” He rubbed at the stubble on his rugged jawline. “I think I’ll keep it a secret for now. It’s kind of fun.”

      I shot him a good eyeroll. Dammit, I wanted to know what he was!

      He smirked, flashing me a row of perfect white teeth. “It’s all about the chase, right, bathroom girl?”

      I growled at the hated nickname. But as he walked away, the tense set of my shoulder blades had waned, and I released a breath. Picking Deacon as my first had been the right move to settle my nerves. Next, I’d pick a silver bachelor. I’d rather put off the black pins until the very end, but would that be too mean?

      I went for Castiel next, the kind bachelor always soothed my nervous state, and he didn’t even bat an eye at the silver cupid. With a quick kiss to my cheek, he moved to my left to stand opposite Deacon.

      The black pins glared at me from across the table. As much as I hated going there, I had to. Better to rip the band-aid off quickly, right? I whispered to my winged fishy friend and dread uncoiled in my gut as he picked up the black trinket of death.

      I kept my eyes glued to my feet as he fluttered over to Cyrus. The warlock let out a curse before stomping down the platform. As he moved, a glittering stamp appeared across his chest. Warlock.

      I knew it! The moment of satisfaction was short lived as the male’s angry glare seared into me from across the room.

      Cyrus didn’t even stop to say goodbye, darting past me toward the exit. His hand closed around the handle and he spun back, darkness coiling around his hulking form. “You made the wrong choice, little girl.”

      The lights flickered, and a tremor raced beneath my feet. Holy shitballs. My arms shot out to steady myself as the ground trembled.

      “Get out!” Methyss roared, and a swirl of energy wrapped around the warlock and tossed him through the exit. The door slammed shut behind him, the crack sending my pulse skyrocketing.

      The emcee was at my side a moment later, all smiles, as if nothing had happened. “Apologies, my dear. Some of these males take the game too seriously.” He turned his maniacal gaze on the remaining bachelors. “If anyone pulls a stunt like that again, they will have me to deal with. Is that understood?”

      They all nodded grimly.

      Awesome, three more rejections to go. Hopefully the remaining bachelors weren’t as pissed or powerful as the scorned warlock.

      I rushed through the next few, a silver pin for Flint, gold for Avalon, he did save my life after all, and another elimination—black for Cain. I felt badly for that one because I’d never gotten to know the bachelor, demon bachelor by the mark that appeared on his chest as he walked out. He’d been reserved and never made enough of an effort.

      “Moving on then.” Methyss clapped his hands when the door closed behind Cain. At least he hadn’t made a scene. I thanked all the gods. The last thing we needed was the animas demon going on a soul-sucking bender.

      Flipper squeaked at me from the aquarium, the bossy little thing rushing me. I glanced over at the remaining guys, two more black pins left to give out. But there was another one that was going to be even harder. Knox.

      Clenching my jaw, I whispered his name to my fishy assistant. He leapt out of the tank and secured a pin between his teeth. My eyes remained on the silvery creature with rainbow wings as he flew over the heads of the males and stopped right above Knox.

      I could feel my ex-future-brother-in-law’s gaze boring into me as the overgrown fish drew out the tense moment. Oh, just drop the damned pin already! In a moment of weakness, I met Knox’s hard eyes and regretted it instantly. My insides twisted into a pretzel as memories of Kole overwhelmed me.

      Gods, why did they have to be identical twins?

      Flipper finally opened his jaw, and the silver pin fell into Knox’s open hand. Something unreadable flashed across those amber irises, but it was gone in the space of a heartbeat. He moved between the other bachelors on the platform and made his way toward me.

      My stomach clenched as he neared, my gut beginning to roil. Not Kole. Not Kole.  I repeated it over and over again until the vice around my insides loosened.

      Knox stopped in front of me, the typical frosty chill in his eyes missing. He cleared his throat, focusing his gaze just above my eyebrows. “Thanks, Aspen. I—uh, appreciate it.” He pivoted to join the others in the silver line when Methyss appeared at our side.

      “Come on now, Knox, don’t be shy. Most of the other bachelors have taken advantage of this moment to steal a kiss from the lovely lady. I’m sure Aspen wouldn’t mind, now, would you?”

      Icy fear surged through my veins, claws tightening around my lungs. I staggered back and hit the table, bumping the colossal tank. Flipper squeaked his annoyance as he was jostled around.

      “I’d rather have the moment in private,” Knox growled.

      “Oh, come on, man, I’m not asking you to take the girl atop the table. Just a little peck.” Methyss’s tangerine brows jumped up and down. “Or is there something you two are keeping from us?”

      “Nope,” I said, popping the P for emphasis. “Why are you pushing it, Methyss?” I skewered him with a glare. What the hell was he doing? Was it possible the producers knew about my sordid past with Knox’s brother? I’d never given them any details, but it wouldn’t have been hard to figure out if they snooped around Moon Valley. Heat swarmed up my neck and across my cheeks at the thought of Dax or Shep knowing what Kole had done to me.

      “They just want a show, Aspen,” Knox gritted out. His hand came behind my neck so quickly, I didn’t have time to shove him off. His lips captured mine, and my heart catapulted against my ribcage, certain I’d vomit as memories of Kole breached the surface once more. As Knox’s lips moved against mine, I squeezed my eyes shut, trying to block the traumatizing images. Those seconds felt like an eternity, but as the initial panic waned, I realized something. His kiss was nothing like Kole’s. Nothing. It wasn’t hard or demanding. On the contrary, it was light, tentative, and sweet even. I tried to ignore the odd flutter in my chest as his tongue found mine.

      When he finally withdrew, I opened my eyes after the longest minute ever and inhaled a steadying breath.

      “Happy now?” he mumbled at Methyss before whirling toward the line of bachelors.

      Holy shit, that was unexpected. My hand clapped over my chest as I attempted to still my spiking heartrate. I barely had a second to process what happened… Knox had kissed me, and I hadn’t puked or sunken into a spiral of horrible memories. More than that, I’d liked it.

      No. Absolutely not. Couldn’t be.

      I glanced up and met Slade’s gaze across the room. That’s what it was. It was Slade. Somehow, he was projecting his crazed sex pheromones in my direction. Mystery solved. I released a shuddering breath and pushed my shoulders back. Moving on…

      “And who do we have next?” Methyss turned his frenzied grin on me.

      Bending down, I whispered the next name to my friend Flipper. I needed another good one after that odd encounter before I moved onto the next elimination. The flying fish soared toward the platform and paused, fluttering in the air in front of Jack.

      My heart flipflopped as his warm gaze met mine. The gold pin glimmered in the air before landing in the bachelor’s palm. He let out a whoop and raced down the steps. When he reached me, he tugged me into his arms before twirling me in a big circle that ended in a dramatic dip.

      I squealed as the back of my head grazed the marble floor. With a beaming smile, he pulled me back up.

      “Sorry, I’m a little excited if you couldn’t tell.”

      “I can tell.” I shot him a teasing smile. “I’m glad.”

      His glimmering irises moved down my dress before settling on my eyes. “You look beautiful by the way, sweetheart. I’ve been dying to tell you since the moment you walked in.”

      “You clean up well, too.” Jack looked completely screwable in a black tux accentuating his broad shoulders and slim waist.

      “I guess I’ll see you later.” He took my hand and kissed my knuckles before joining the other gold bachelors.

      “Definitely,” I whispered as he walked away. Jack was not at all what I’d imagined from the males on this show. He was sweet, considerate and seemed genuine. Not the typical guy I went for. And the others, well, I wasn’t so sure about.

      Blowing out a breath, I focused on the remaining four bachelors. Two more to eliminate. Ugh. Time to rip off the next band-aid. A pang shot across my heart as I met Knight’s eyes on the platform. He’d been the most difficult decision. He’d finally opened up to me on the group date, but knowing he was a prince had influenced my perception of him. As much as I didn’t want it to, I couldn’t deny it. I supposed I could get past all the royal crap if I could see a future with him, but the truth was, we just didn’t click.

      I whispered his name to Flipper and held my breath.

      Knight’s sad smile when the black pin landed in his palm was worse than a punch in the gut, but he took it in stride as I knew he would. A restrained, well-born royal to the core.  The word Fae appeared across his chest in shimmering gold lettering as he stepped off the platform, confirming my suspicions. When he reached me, I squeezed his hand. “I’m really sorry, Knight.”

      “It’s okay, Aspen. I was a fool to think that things would turn out differently for me in the romantic realm.” He let out a rueful chuckle. “In case you hadn’t figured it out, I am the prince of the Fae Summer Court. When I return home, surely, my mother will already have arranged another match.”

      “Any woman would be lucky to have you.”

      He nodded grimly before turning toward the exit. I watched him leave, the knot of guilt growing the closer he got to the door. Fuck, this sucks! I almost preferred Cyrus’s fiery exit.

      “Miss Aspen, let’s keep moving, huh?” Methyss tipped his top hat at me.

      A-hole.

      I didn’t even get a second to grieve the loss of a genuinely nice guy. Okay, I needed a palate cleanser, and there was only one male that would succeed in distracting me completely. I whispered Slade’s name to my flying friend and watched as he soared across the room.

      The sexy bachelor shot me a devastatingly gorgeous smile as he stalked toward me. Damn, that look should’ve been illegal. Fiery heat surged through my veins, making a beeline south of my belly button. Another few seconds and I’d be dropping my panties in the middle of the ballroom. Illegal, I tell you.

      Slade reached out his hand and jerked me flush against his body. “You sure made me wait long enough, kitten.”

      I laughed and whispered into his ear. “I couldn’t make it too easy for you, could I? You already think you’ve got me wrapped around your dick.”

      He let out a deep chuckle, and the sound alone nearly undid me. “I actually was concerned about my place here, so that’s quite the accomplishment for you. Not many women make me squirm.”

      Point for Aspen.

      He licked his lips before planting a chaste kiss on my cheek. “I hope to continue where we left off soon,” he murmured against the shell of my ear. Then he released me and strutted to join the bachelors at my right.

      Oh gods, Slade was going to be the death of me.

      Empowered by my encounter with the sex god, I whispered another bachelor’s name. Dante. He was another tough one. The vampire had intrigued me from the first moment I’d met him. I wasn’t a supernatural racist, but as a wolf, dating a vampire was a bit of a stretch. Beyond that, the age thing was kind of an issue. How could I be with someone that would remain eternally young while I grew old and gray? I didn’t think my delicate ego could handle that.

      Dante took the elimination well, thank the gods, leaving one bachelor standing atop the platform. Fallon shook his head at me, a frown carved into his hard jawline.

      After he received his gold pin, he trudged toward me, and I could feel the anger radiating off the big bachelor. “Last, really?” He arched a silver brow.

      I lifted my shoulders. “You know what they say about saving the best for last, right?”

      The hint of a smile pulled at the corners of his lips. “You’re just trying to placate me, aren’t you?”

      “Maybe…” I grinned. The arrogant bachelor’s ego could use a little deflating. “I did give you a gold though so that should count for something.” After that foot rub, the man earned the golden trinket.

      “I suppose.” He leaned closer and brushed his lips against my cheek. “I hope to be able to earn an earlier pick for next time.”

      “Keep working and maybe you will.”

      A mad clapping of hands broke us apart as Methyss moved between us. “Congratulations, Miss Aspen, you’ve completed your first elimination.” He turned to the remaining bachelors and grinned. “And to you, of course. Now onto the celebration…”

    

  

OceanofPDF.com


  
    
      
        
          
            21

          

          

        

    

    

OceanofPDF.com







            GET ME OUT OF THIS MONKEY SUIT
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      Deacon

      

      Ugh, get me out of this monkey suit. I slammed the door behind me and stripped, tugging at the bow tie then the restrictive jacket and cummerbund. Who the hell invented these articles of torture? It sure as shit wasn’t a shifter. Clothes were an inconvenience more than anything for us. My inner beast growled, going stir crazy within his skeletal prison. I hadn’t shifted in days, and the need ate at my core. I’d only let him out once since we’d arrived, and he’d been happier than a unipeg in a mud bath. The exotic scents of the island had driven him mad. We’d explored miles of jungle, hunted, and even bathed by the waterfall. It had been heavenly.

      I unzipped my pants, and my thoughts swam to Aspen. There was something else my beast had been deprived of for too long. I wanted to indulge in her. There’d been something about her from the first moment I saw her back in L.A. at the auditions. She was a wild cat, and I liked that about her.

      I hated to admit it, but I’d been nervous for a second there. All the guys were; or at least that’s how it came off. Maybe they were into her or maybe they were just here for fun or fame, but either way before she walked into that ballroom the tension had been so thick it was suffocating.

      Two quick knocks sent my head whirling to the door. “Who is it?” I called out.

      “Fallon, you jackass. Were you expecting Aspen?”

      I muttered a curse and stomped toward the door. The arrogant male leaned against the doorjamb with a sly grin. “She might find you amusing, but I don’t, so watch your tone with me faery.”

      His mouth twisted into a frown, and he hissed, “Keep it down.”

      “Relax. Everyone knows you’re Fae, they just don’t know who you are.”

      “And I’d like to keep it that way.”

      I raised my hands in surrender. “I’ve got no reason to out you, okay?” I shook my head out, thanking the gods I wasn’t born into the Fae Courts. What a tangled web of lies and deceit that realm was. “Anyway, what’s up?”

      “Just wanted to see if you were coming out for the after party.”

      “You miss me already?” I batted my eyelids and puckered my lips.

      “I may be hard up but not that desperate.”

      Grinning, I muttered, “Yeah, I’ll be out as soon as I get dressed. Get the pool table ready, I’m going to take you suckers for all your worth tonight.”

      He chuckled, a silver brow arching. “Are you drunk already, Deacon?”

      “No, but I hope I will be soon.” The “celebration” after the elimination ceremony had been weak. The eight of us and Aspen had been forced to endure a formal sit-down dinner. She’d been at the opposite end of the enormous table, and I hadn’t gotten a word in. I’d spent all night stuck between Castiel and Avalon as I watched Slade try and fail at not using his powers on the girl. Gods, that Underworlder rubbed me the wrong way.

      “Don’t be bitter, friend. Jealousy doesn’t suit you.”

      “Please. It’s not like you enjoyed watching Aspen hang on Slade’s every word.” My nose twitched as her scent ghosted across my nostrils. I’d smelled her arousal all night, and it had twisted my insides. I’d never admit it to Fallon, but my beast was a damned jealous creature, and he did not like to share. It was the alpha in him.

      “No, I didn’t,” he hissed. “How are we supposed to compete with that?”

      “We don’t.” I dragged my hand through my hair and let out a sigh. “I think once she finds out what he is, things will change.”

      “I hope so.”

      “All right get out of here so I can get dressed. Unless you want me to go out there like this?” I pointed at my cut torso, then motioned out to the hallway, flexing my biceps. “I’m sure Aspen wouldn’t mind if she stopped by.” I shot him a wicked grin.

      Fallon rolled his eyes, shaking his head. “Put that away. None of the guys want to stare at your rippling abs or bulging biceps all night. We all have our own reflections to enjoy.”

      I couldn’t help the chuckle that slid out despite my best efforts. It was true, all the guys were in great shape, and I was man enough to admit it.

      “Come on, are you guys coming or what?” Jack’s voice filtered down the hallway, and I could already tell he was two sheets to the wind. The guy could not hold his liquor compared to the rest of us.

      He poked his head in the doorway and tipped his beer at me. “Let’s go, buddy. I got the balls racked up and ready to go.”

      I darted into my closet and grabbed a t-shirt, tugging it over my head. What the hell? There was no point in getting fancy tonight. I stepped into a pair of jersey shorts and followed them out the door.

      A cacophony of voices echoed from the entertainment room as we wound down the hall. I followed Jack into the huge space, which now seemed even larger with the absence of the newly eliminated men. The racket had come from the wide screen TV blasting some old human eighties music clashing with the video game blaring from the opposite screen. Castiel, Avalon and Flint sat on the couch with remote controls clenched tight in their hands battling it out in some zombie apocalypse. They barely spared us a nod as we entered. I searched the room for the other two remaining bachelors, but as usual, Knox and Slade kept to themselves.

      I hadn’t figured out the wolf yet, but there was something going on with him. And Slade, well, once we’d all told him to fuck off when he came sniffing around, he’d kept his distance. That guy’s appetite was relentless; male, female, he didn’t care, even with the cloaks dampening our powers.

      “Come on, Deac, I’m ready for you.” Jack guzzled down the rest of his beer and slammed it down on the edge of the pool table.

      I sauntered over, picked up the cue and ground the end into the bright blue chalk box. Jack staggered as he reached for his stick, leaning on the table to recover his balance. This was going to be too easy. Fallon smirked as he watched the cowboy drop a hundred-dollar bill on the table.

      Since the merging of the supernatural and human worlds, dollars were legal currency in Azar, but most still preferred the Azarian gelders. They were worth more, but I wasn’t going to be picky.

      The game flew by with me sweeping the entire table. Jack got maybe one in. He was a good guy, just naïve and not used to hanging with males like us. I chuckled as I eyed the last ball and the crisp bill, then pointed. “Eight ball, corner pocket.” The black sphere slammed into the hole, and Jack muttered a curse.

      He mumbled something as he stormed off, and I could’ve sworn he’d said Aspen, but maybe I just had her on the brain. I couldn’t get her in that crimson, curve-hugging dress out of my mind. Demons, I was strung tight.

      “Are you proud of yourself?” Fallon jabbed his elbow in my gut. “That was like taking gelders from a baby.”

      I shrugged. “The baby wanted to play.” I eyed the obnoxious Fae and handed him Jack’s discarded cue stick. “You up next?”

      “Nah, I think I’d rather take my chances with the zombies.”

      I laughed and slapped the male on the back. Fallon wasn’t that bad for a faery to be honest. I’d met many worse. It was probably because he hadn’t been brought up at court like so many of the other high Fae.

      I sauntered toward the bar and grabbed a beer from the ice bucket. “Where did Jack storm off to?”

      Castiel lifted his gaze from the video game and ticked his head toward the door. “He headed that way, and he was muttering something about Aspen.”

      Could that idiot have gone looking for her in his drunken state? I glanced over at the guys, who again, barely acknowledged me over the shiny lights of the game. “I’ll be back, don’t have too much fun without me.”

      As soon as I strode into the hall that divided the men’s wing from Aspen’s, I caught scent of him. Sniffing the air, I followed my nose toward Aspen’s private chambers. Straining to make out a sound, muttered voices began to seep down the corridor. I picked up my pace as I followed the winding passages.

      Turning a corner, I halted in my tracks as Jack’s form appeared at the door of Aspen’s bedroom. A growl vibrated my chest as my eyes locked on the bastard’s mouth pressed to her lips. I ate up the distance between us, jealousy igniting in my beast’s depths.

      Aspen’s hands landed on Jack’s chest, nudging him, and he staggered back. “Jack, you’re wasted.” She laughed as he stumbled into the wall.

      “Everything okay over here?” I grabbed Jack by the shoulders to keep him upright.

      “Yeah, we’re fine,” she said. “Drunky was just getting a little handsy.”

      “Me? Never,” he slurred.

      “Sorry about that, little tiger. He slipped away from me when I wasn’t watching.”

      She cocked a brow and ticked her head toward the bachelor’s wing. “What’s going on over there anyway? Are you guys having fun without me?”

      “It’s never fun without you.” My eyes raked over the deep red fabric that hugged her hourglass figure, accentuating all the best parts. I shot her a wink, and she rewarded me with a smile. “You’re welcome to join if you’re up for it, but I’ll warn you, there’s some crazy gaming going on in there.”

      Aspen wrinkled her nose and damn, if it wasn’t sexy as all hell. “You’re right that doesn’t sound fun.” She bumped my shoulder as I turned Jack back toward the main hall.

      “I’ll get this guy back into his room and then we can hang out, if you want?”

      “Not fair…” Jack mumbled, leaning against me.

      “Quiet, you. You already kissed her tonight so as I see it, you’ve had more than enough.”

      He slurred something, probably a curse before leaning his head on my shoulder, along with the majority of his dead weight.  You owe me, buddy.

      “I’ll come with,” said Aspen, closing the door behind her. “Just to make sure you both make it back to your wing safely.”

      When we finally reached Jack’s room, I dragged him to his bed, and he dropped to the mattress like a sack of bodatatoes. Aspen came up behind me and whispered, “That was surprisingly nice of you.”

      I turned, my lips inches from hers. “I’m insulted, tiger. I’m a hell of a nice guy.”

      She laughed and swatted at my shoulder. “I was promised some fun. Are we going to the entertainment room or what?”

      Or what sounded better to me.

      I took her hand and crept toward the door, shutting off the lights as Jack’s snores began to drift through the air. When we reached the dim corridor, I jerked her hand so she staggered forward, right into my chest. Leaning into her, I whispered, “Or we could have a different kind of fun in my room. Did you forget my offer about that sexy dress?”

      A hint of mischief sparked across her light blue eyes. She glanced in the direction of the music and muffled voices before turning back to me. She licked her lips, and another growl rocketed through my ribcage. “Your room,” she breathed.

      An unexpected surge of heat swept through my lower half at her words. Gods, it was going to be hard to keep my beast under control tonight. I tugged at her hand and with my free one, pressed a finger to my lips. We practically ran down the corridor to my room, dipping through the door before the other guys could catch us.

      Aspen was breathless and laughing as I slammed the door behind us before pinning her against the thick timber. My mouth crashed into hers with an overwhelming need that surprised me. I was no angel, but a few weeks without sex usually didn’t drive me to this degree of urgency.

      I was already hard by the time I slid my tongue between her teeth. She mirrored my desire, her scent thick in the air, only heightening my own need. Wrapping my fingers around the back of her neck, I tilted her head to deepen the kiss. She tasted like strawberries, sweet with a twinge of tart. My tongue wrestled with hers, savoring, exploring. This was the first time we’d kissed in private with my bed only yards away. It was taking all my restraint not to throw her on the mattress and rip that dress off.

      What was it about this place? It was like they pumped lust into the air vents.

      My hand drifted down the backless gown, skimming the soft material at the small of her back. I slid one hand beneath the silky fabric and met her bare cheek. I grew harder. Demons, I loved thongs. Closing my eyes, I pictured her perfect ass, my hands palming her flesh as I drove into her.

      A deep growl rent the air and she halted, pulling her head back. “You’re not going to shift on me are you?”

      I grinned, and my incisors lengthened. “I’m trying not to, wild cat, but you’re making me crazy.” Taking her mouth again, I moved over her supple lips then down her neck. My fangs grazed the soft flesh at her collarbone, and she let out a whimper.

      Oh, gods…

      I pressed my body flush against hers, my cock pressing against the apex of her thighs despite the layers of clothing still between us. I needed to remedy that situation ASAP. A groan escaped her lips, muffled between our mouths. I grinded my hips against hers, the friction building the heat between us to a sizzling crescendo.

      My hands moved up her torso and settled on the swell of her breasts, the soft skin peeking over the low-cut dress. Damn, why was this still on? Cupping her breast with one hand, I used the other to drag the straps down her shoulders. The crimson silk puddled at her feet, bearing her nearly naked form. Black lacey underthings were the only scraps of material between us now.

      Aspen scrambled for my shirt and tugged it over my head, taking a long minute to ogle my torso, then my tattoos, before her hands ran over my heated skin. Her nipples hardened against me, the thin lace barely a barrier. I drew the skimpy material back and sucked her breast into my mouth.

      She let out a hiss as I ran my fangs across her nipple. Then her hands moved south, and her fingers dipped below the waistband of my shorts. My dick grew harder in anticipation of her touch. She dragged my shorts down my hips, freeing me, and I waited without breathing as she eyed my lower half.

      Her lips curled in approval as she nudged me back, walking us toward the bed. My calves hit the mattress, and I couldn’t believe the word that sprang from my mouth. “Wait.”

      Aspen’s eyes widened, pupils dark and dilated. “What?”

      “You sure you want to do this?”

      “Abso-fuckin-lutely. This is what we’re here for, right?”

      Okay, this was good. She just wanted some fun, which was what I wanted too… Then why had I stopped?

      “Deacon?” Her eyes searched mine, and I quickly lowered my mouth to hers.

      Why was I over thinking this? Kissing her again, I refocused on the fire building between us. I laid her across the mattress and hovered over her, kissing a trail down her neck and chest.

      A hair-raising scream sent a spray of ice crashing over me. I leapt up, and Aspen scrambled off the bed.

      “What the hell was that?” she screeched.

      I was already pulling my shorts back on. “It sounded like Fallon.” Grabbing her hand, I hauled her toward my closet and threw her a t-shirt. “His room is right next door.”

      Panic streaked across her irises as she put the tee on, which was like a dress on her. As soon as she was somewhat clothed, I whipped the door open and ran into the hallway.

      Music blasted from the entertainment room which made it impossible to hear. Aspen darted out behind me, her hair wild. “Where?” she panted.

      I motioned at the door to my right but hesitated as my hand closed around the knob. “Stay here,” I hissed.

      “No way, I’m going in with you.”

      “Aspen…”

      “Just open the damned door.” Her hand came over mine, and she twisted the handle.

      Inky black blanketed the room. I could just make out Fallon’s dark silhouette ominous in the silence. His back was to us, his shoulders rounded.

      “Fallon?” I crept closer.

      He didn’t move.

      “Fallon!” Aspen shouted. “What happened?”

      He finally pivoted toward us, his face ashen. He pointed over his shoulder, but his bulky frame hid the bed I assumed he was motioning toward.

      I stepped closer, walking around the Fae. Aspen trailed my movements, but I held her behind my back. My eyes landed on the mattress, and I froze.

      A body. Covered in blood.

      “Who—who is that?” Aspen’s voice was a trembling whisper.

      Squinting, I tried to make out the large form, but the comforter covered most of the dark figure, and the blood concealed the rest. I gritted my teeth and reached for the blanket. Tossing it aside, a gasp erupted from behind me.

      “Castiel!” she cried out.
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            KILLER ON THE LOOSE
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      Aspen

      “No, no, no!” I clapped my hand over my mouth as nausea slithered its way up my esophagus.

      Deacon spun around and shouted at Fallon, but all the words were a blur over the thrashing of my heart across my eardrums.

      Who could’ve done this? And why?

      Castiel was the sweetest, most gentle soul. I barely registered Fallon barreling by me before more voices swept through the hall. A sharp intake of air, followed by a gasp. Flint and Avalon materialized by my side, each taking an arm.

      “Come on, Aspen, you don’t want to see this,” Flint whispered.

      “No, I don’t want to leave Castiel.” I nearly choked on his name.

      Deacon stood beside the bed rearranging the comforter to cover the kind bachelor’s face, but it did nothing to hide the gore. Blood. So much blood. I thought I’d seen a lot of it back in Moon Valley with all the pack skirmishes, but this… I squeezed my eyes shut as another bout of nausea rolled through me.

      “Get her out of here,” Deacon hissed at the two males beside me.

      They seemed to be unable to tear their eyes away from the massacre. It was like a car accident and all the nosy gawkers holding up traffic.

      Oh hells, that was a completely inappropriate comparison.

      “Deacon’s right,” whispered Avalon. “There’s nothing you can do for him now.” He tugged me toward the door, but my legs refused to comply. Lead weights were strapped around my ankles, weighing down each step.

      Dax, our warlock director, dashed into the room with a sleep-tussled Shep behind him. The producer who’d I only ever seen in a sleek three-piece suit staggered in with a wicked case of bedhead and wrinkled silk pajamas.

      “Hurry,” I cried as the pair rushed to the bed.

      “Help is on the way,” muttered Dax. “Please, Aspen, go. You shouldn’t see this.”

      I finally nodded, the smell of blood getting too much even for me to handle. Avalon and Flint walked me into the hall, and my entire body sagged forward, like a marionette cut from its strings. If it weren’t for the bachelors’ firm hold, I would’ve ended up on the floor.

      “Let us take you back to your room,” said Flint. “It’s late, and we won’t know anything for awhile anyway.”

      “Who could have done such a horrible thing?”

      Avalon shook his head. “At least we know it wasn’t one of us.”

      “Huh?” The thought that one of the other bachelors could be capable of something like that hadn’t even crossed my mind.

      The blue-haired male eyed my t-shirt dress, and the corner of his lip curled. “I’m assuming you were with Deacon, and Fallon was with us right before it happened, so we’re all in the clear.”

      “That still leaves Jack, Slade and Knox unaccounted for,” Flint added.

      A chill snaked up my spine, and goose bumps exploded over my arms. “No, they couldn’t have.” I was not a fan of Knox but slaughtering someone like that? No, that was way beyond his brand of asshole. And Jack? He’d been wasted twenty minutes earlier and had passed out. Not to mention he was probably the second nicest guy here. No way he was capable. That left Slade…

      The feel of his mouth ghosted over my lips, the thrall of his presence kindled heat in my core just thinking about him. He was wicked, but not in that way. He couldn’t be.

      Pushing away the grisly thoughts, my mind went back to the last few seconds of conversation with Deacon. “Wait, what was Castiel doing in Fallon’s room anyway?”

      “He was pretty drunk,” Flint answered, “and his room is the next one down. He probably just made a mistake.”

      Oh man, what a terrible mistake.

      But that begged another question… was the attack meant to be on Fallon? I couldn’t wrap my head around this insanity.

      Flint held the door to my bedroom open, and I crept inside. The two males lingered in the doorway. The thought of being alone right now was too much. “Can you guys stay?” I hated how my voice trembled, but damn, I didn’t think I’d be able to close my eyes without seeing the blood.

      “Of course,” they answered in unison.

      “How about some TV?” Picking up on my vibes, Flint walked to the sitting area and flicked on the big screen. I slumped onto the oversized couch, and Avalon folded down beside me.

      “What do you think the producers are going to do now? They can’t keep filming with one of the stars dead.”

      Flint turned to me, his lips pressed in a tight line. “Aspen, there’s something you need to know…”

      Avalon shot the big bachelor a look.

      “She’s going to find out anyway, no matter how this plays out.”

      The blue-haired male loosed a breath. “Up to you, man. You know what the contract said.”

      I tugged on Flint’s shirt and fixed my eyes on his light hazel ones. “Please, tell me.”

      “Castiel’s an angel, Aspen. He might just survive that attack.”

      My eyes widened, my mouth curving into a capital O. “Oh my gods…” A tiny swell of hope blossomed in my chest. “He’s an angel.” As soon as I spoke the words, I wanted to smack myself. Of course, he was. It explained so much. I hadn’t spent much time with the celestials, but I should’ve known. “So he’s immortal, right?”

      “He is. Only an angel blade can kill him, which would seem unlikely especially if he wasn’t the intended target.”

      I let out the breath I’d been holding since walking into that grisly scene. “He’s going to be okay,” I muttered, more for my benefit than the others.

      My bedroom door whipped open, and I nearly jumped out of my skin. Deacon filled the entryway, his t-shirt covered in sprawling crimson splotches. His smoldering irises landed on me, and he let out a breath.

      “Is Castiel really going to be okay?” I asked.

      Deacon eyed Avalon, then Flint before returning his gaze to me. “He should be, which is absolutely insane.” He dragged his hand through his tussled hair. “One of the archangels is with him now, to help speed up the process. Even with that, it’s going to take a few days before he’s back on his feet.”

      I nodded. “What did Dax and Shep say? Are they bringing in the SIA? Suspending filming? There’s a fuckin murderer on the loose.”

      “Nothing yet. I’m sure they’ll come by to see you soon.”

      I hugged my arms around my middle, and a swirl of Deacon’s scent lifted from his t-shirt drifting straight up to my nostrils. The musky, woodsy scent reminded me of the heated, alcohol-fueled moment we’d had just before everything went to hell. Damn, if we hadn’t been interrupted, I would’ve had sex with him. Sure, I was kind of drunk, but I was fully aware of what I was doing. The first guy since Kole. I squeezed my eyes shut as the dark memories threatened to surge to the surface.

      “You okay, tiger?” Deacon squeezed my hand, emerald eyes boring into me.

      “Not really,” I muttered. “I mean I’m glad that Castiel’s going to be okay, but someone still tried to kill him, and that person has to be nearby.”

      “I can stay with you tonight,” he purred.

      “Or me,” said Avalon.

      “We’ve all got your back,” Flint added.

      “Thanks, guys, I might take you up on that group sleepover.”

      Two sharp knocks at the door sent the hair on the back of my neck raising. Damn, chill, Aspen.

      Flint marched over and stopped a foot away from the thick oak. “Who is it?”

      “It’s Dax, open up.”

      The bachelor glanced at me, and I nodded. “Let him in. I need answers and if anyone can give them to me, it would be our director.”

      Dax and Sheppard skulked into the room. The producer didn’t look quite as disheveled as he had a few moments ago, but dark circles rimmed his eyes. “This is a terrible tragedy,” he began.

      “Save it.” I threw my hand up. “I already know Castiel’s an angel. He’ll be okay, right?”

      Dax nodded. “Cillian is with him now, and he’s assured us that his wounds are no longer life threatening.”

      “Thank the goddess,” I murmured.

      “He’ll need a few days to recover. Even angel healing power has its limits.” The director eyed Shep. “We haven’t decided how much of this will be included in the final edits of the show. But for now, we’ll suspend filming until we get a better handle of what’s happened.”

      “What’s happened is that someone tried to kill Castiel—or Fallon, maybe. There’s a murderer somewhere on this property, and he has to be stopped before he actually kills someone. We’re not all angels…”

      “We realize that,” said Shep. “And there’s no reason to believe there were multiple targets. Regardless, we have a private detective coming in first thing in the morning. In the meantime, we have the crew reviewing camera footage to see if they pick anything up. Our security team will be doubled within the hour, and the grounds will be swept for any intruders.”

      “What about the SIA? Shouldn’t they be included?”

      “There’s no reason for that,” he answered. “They’ll only drag out the process with their bureaucratic bullshit. I am confident that our P.I. will find the culprit without interfering with production of the show.”

      “That’s what you’re worried about?” growled Deacon. “The show? A man was nearly murdered. Hell, he would’ve been if he wasn’t immortal. The agency should be brought in.”

      Shep threw a glare at the bachelor. “Thank you for your recommendations, but as you are neither law enforcement nor production crew, you have no say in the matter.”

      Deacon opened his mouth, and I could feel the anger radiating from his broad shoulders, but before he got a word out, Shep cut him off.

      “Read your contract, contestant. You are free to leave if you fear for your safety, but beyond that, you do as I say.”

      He muttered a curse and took a step closer to me. “I’m staying,” he growled. “If only to be sure Aspen is safe.”

      “Wonderful.” Shep shot him a fake smile. “Now, tomorrow I ask you all to convene in the main living room and remain there for the day. It’ll make the process easier for our P.I. if you’re all together before questioning.”

      “So we’re suspects?” Avalon’s voice rose a few notches.

      “Everyone is a suspect until proven otherwise.” The producer turned to Dax, at least the warlock had the decency to keep his eyes down. This was some major bullshit. “Anything you’d like to add Dax?”

      He shook his head. “No, I think you’ve covered it.”

      “Very well. You’ll have two guards stationed at your door within the hour. You should all try to get some rest. If all goes well, filming will recommence the day after tomorrow.”

      “You think your P.I. is going to find the killer in one day?” Flint asked.

      “I do.” Shep sneered. “This is an island after all, young man. How hard can it be?”
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      The security team hadn’t found any intruders around the grounds of the villa, and I hadn’t slept more than a few hours. Yes, this was an island, but it was pretty big and there were tons of caves and hidden grottos where a murderer could hide. I wrapped my arms tighter around myself as I sat in the great room, waiting for the bachelors to arrive.

      Not long after Dax and Shep had left last night, they’d sent Sam in to break the news that per the investigator’s instructions we’d all be sequestered until the morning. So much for our big sleepover. Part of me was relieved that I wouldn’t have to face Deacon so soon after the near-sex, but the other part was freaked out as all hell to sleep alone.

      The two guards had shown up at my door before Deacon left, but still, every dark shadow in my ginormous room had sent my heart catapulting up my throat. As I’d huddled under the covers, I’d wished Deacon was with me on more than one occasion—any of the bachelors actually. Okay except maybe Knox. Where had he been anyway? There was no way he could’ve slept through all the commotion.

      The sound of hurried footsteps, and lots of them, sent my head twirling toward the spiral staircase. A guard appeared first, followed by Jack, Fallon, and slowly all the bachelors trickled into the great room. After the elimination and now with Castiel’s absence, our number was down to just eight. The seven guys settled onto the semi-circle of leather couches. Deacon plopped down next to me, and Slade materialized on my other side.

      Where had he been all night? I couldn’t keep my body from inching closer to Deacon. He was the only one I knew couldn’t have been responsible for the grisly attack because we’d been together while it was happening. Lack of sleep was totally messing with my nerves.

      Slade’s dark brow lifted as he regarded my movement. It was probably the first time in his life a woman had scooted away from him. He didn’t say anything, but his body went taut, shoulders stiffening.

      A moment later, Sam appeared in her prim navy suit with a tablet pressed to her chest. “The private investigator has just arrived on the island, and she’ll be here momentarily. Investigator Rizin is ex-SIA so I urge you to give her the respect you would any active member of the agency. She’ll be questioning you individually, and I ask that everyone remain here until she’s finished.” She ticked her head at the guards dressed in black uniforms. “Our new security team will remain with you. I ask that you refrain from discussing the events of the evening, or we’ll be forced to separate you once again.”

      Muffled groans escaped a few of the bachelors’ lips.

      “I can’t believe you think one of us could’ve done this,” said Jack. He was holding his head, pressing circles into his temples. Poor guy had been so wasted last night he probably didn’t remember any of it.

      Sam shrugged. “If it makes you feel any better, all the crew is being questioned as well.”

      “It doesn’t,” Slade muttered.

      “Where were you last night anyway?” Deacon slanted a glare at the bachelor on the other side of me.

      “Jacking off in my room. Is that okay? I’m a little hard pressed these days.” Slade threw him a wicked grin.

      A few of the guys chuckled, and I couldn’t help a smirk from parting my own lips.

      “I’ll be right back. Just remember there are cameras on you,” said Sam, calling my attention once again. “If any improper discussion is observed, you’ll be divided up.” With a nod, she turned and disappeared down the long corridor.

      “This is going to be fun,” Slade growled under his breath.

      I had been so distracted with the murder and general creepiness that the bachelor’s power hadn’t even fazed me. Until now. His breath skated across the shell of my ear, and now goosebumps prickled my skin for an entirely different reason. I squashed the inappropriate sensations and drew in a deep breath trying to focus on what was important. A man had almost died.

      A minute later, Sam reappeared with a woman by her side. She wore a conservative black pantsuit and crisp white oxford. Her light hair was pulled back into a severe bun, and her eyes lanced over each and every one of us before settling on me.

      Sheesh. She was intimidating AF.

      My hidden wolf bristled deep inside me. Despite her lack of desire to make a physical appearance, she occasionally made her presence known within my depths. Which was oddly comforting at times like these.

      “Lady and gentlemen, this is investigator Rizin. I’ve already assured her you’ll all be forthcoming and fully cooperative. Otherwise, your spot on the show will be forfeit.”

      Another groan from the bachelors.

      “Let’s make this quick and painless.” The woman nodded at all the males before finding my eyes again. Her pupils elongated as she watched me, scrutinizing. “You’re up first, Ms. De Grasse.”
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      I sat in the small library off the main foyer, my knee bouncing up and down like the effin’ energizer bunny. Inspector Rizin had shown me in, then had gotten some mysterious text message and excused herself.

      Now here I was my heart smacking my ribcage like I was actually guilty of something. All I’d done was hook up with one of the bachelors while someone almost got murdered. Scandalous, I know. Thank the gods Castiel was an angel. I wasn’t sure I would’ve recovered otherwise. As it was, I doubted I’d ever get that ghastly image out of my head.

      I scanned the towering mahogany shelves filled to the brim with old books. Some I recognized, but others were in ancient supe languages I couldn’t make heads or tails of. In my weeks here, I’d never been inside this room, and now I knew why.

      The door creaked open, and the inspector marched in, a manila folder pressed to her chest. “Sorry about that,” she said as she pulled out the wing-backed leather chair and sat across from me.

      A coffee table stood between us, copies of human magazines sprawled haphazardly across the top. Despite the warm chamber, I felt like I was sitting across the interrogation table on some TV cop show. Could someone get me a lawyer, please? A trickle of sweat snaked down my spine. Damn, why was I so nervous?

      “No problem,” I finally managed.

      She crossed her legs and eyed me over the rim of her glasses. “I wanted to talk to you first since I hoped you would have the best insight on the bachelors. From what I’ve seen in this sort of setting, jealousy tends to be a key motivator. You can’t have a dozen hot-headed supernatural males competing for a woman’s hand without tension rising.”

      I gulped. I hadn’t even considered this could be my fault… Sure, the guys liked to tease each other about the competition, but murder?

      “Is there any reason you can think of that someone would want Castiel dead?”

      “No,” I blurted. “Absolutely not. He’s like the nicest guy here. Some of the other guys get into it sometimes, but not him. Everyone seems to genuinely like the angel.” Fallon on the other hand…

      She scrawled something down on a sheet of paper clipped to the file.

      “I understand you and Deacon Darkridge found the victim. Can you tell me exactly what happened in the hour leading up to that?”

      “Sure.” I wiped my sweaty palms on my jeans. “After the elimination ceremony, we had a dinner—”

      “All the males attended?” she interrupted.

      “Yes.”

      “Okay, continue.”

      “When it was over, I went up to my room and I thought the guys did the same, but I guess they were having an afterparty in the entertainment room.” I went on to detail Jack’s drunken visit and how I ended up in Deacon’s room. I skimmed over the steamy details of our hookup and skipped to the end when we heard Fallon’s scream.

      “Is Deacon the first male you’ve had sexual relations with?”

      My jaw unhinged. I did not embarrass easily, but heat spread up my neck and across my cheeks. “We didn’t have sex,” I exclaimed. Because we were interrupted.

      “Doesn’t matter. Any sort of physical contact then? Kissing, touching, oral, etcetera.” She pushed her glasses further up the bridge of her long nose, and her eyes bored into me.

      Slade was the first male to pop into my mind. No one said sexual relations like Huge Naked Guy. “There have been a few,” I finally muttered.

      She took out her little pad of paper and pressed the tip of the pen to the page. “Go ahead.”

      I took a second to come up with a list, excluding the guys that I’d already sent home. “Right, so besides Deacon, there was Slade, Fallon, Avalon, and Jack.” Kisses on the cheek didn’t count, right? Or a forced kiss with Knox? Regardless, was that too many in a little over a week?

      “I see. Not Castiel then?”

      I shook my head. We’d come close that time when he helped me up to the top of the cliff after the rock-climbing date, but he’d never quite sealed the deal. “Um, you do know that Castiel was killed in Fallon’s room, right?”

      She tossed me a snide smirk. “Of course, Aspen. It’s my job to know that sort of thing.”

      Sheesh, I was just trying to help a sister out.

      “Do you believe anyone would want to hurt Fallon?”

      I thought back to all my encounters with the bachelor. He definitely had a chip on his shoulder, and I’d noticed more than a few of the other guys giving him dirty looks. I’d always assumed it was jealousy. He was always so confident and detached. “Some of the other guys didn’t like him much, but I don’t think they disliked him enough to murder him.”

      Rizin cut me off, raising her hand. “Which males specifically?”

      “Um…” I fidgeted with a hangnail and had to use all my restraint not to bite it off. “Avalon, Flint, and Castiel, actually. But honestly, I couldn’t see any of the bachelors being capable of such a thing.”

      She nodded and scribbled something on the paper again. “Well, thank you for your feedback. You’ve been quite enlightening.”

      Had I though?

      I rose, but she stopped me before I cleared the circumference of the coffee table. “One more thing, Aspen. I heard a few of the bachelors were disgruntled upon their departure. Namely, the warlock, Cyrus. Did you ever see him with either Castiel or Fallon?”

      I searched my memory, but the warlock had mostly kept to himself. “Not that I noticed,” I finally said. Turning toward the door, I exhaled a breath.

      “Sorry, just one more question.”

      Mother trucker. I spun around, my eyes wide.

      “You are aware that the former contestant, Dante Esposito, is a vampire?”

      “Yup.” He was one of the few I’d pinpointed from the moment I’d arrived.

      “And were you ever alone with him?”

      Again, my thoughts flickered back over the past week. “Only once, for a short time when we were on this private island for a date. We went on a walk.” I paused, watching her watching me intently. “Why?”

      “Just trying to piece a few things together.”

      “Ookay.” I grabbed the door handle, desperate to get out now. “Can I go?”

      “Yes, thank you. We’ll be chatting again, I’m sure.”

      Awesome. I hightailed it out of there before she hit me with another question.

      When I emerged into the great room, I found all the bachelors right where I’d left them. Sam appeared behind me and called Deacon in next. He eyed me as Dax’s assistant led him to the library turned SIA interrogation room. “Good luck,” I mouthed as he passed.

      He rolled his eyes. “I got nothing to hide, tiger.”

      “Yeah, it’s a good thing you were conveniently with Aspen when it happened.” Fallon pressed his arms across his chest and grunted.

      Deacon shot him the finger before he disappeared around the corner with Sam. Great, how did Fallon know? It wouldn’t be long until he blabbed to everyone. Not like I cared if the other guys knew we’d hooked up… okay, maybe I cared a little. Anyway, Flint and Avalon had seen me in Deacon’s shirt. They weren’t blind. News would travel whether I liked it or not. And nothing would remain secret once all the episodes were out. As part of the cast, we weren’t allowed to watch them live. Which sucked by the way. I wondered if I seemed like one of those annoying chicks on reality television.

      I stalked over to the grumpy bachelor and slapped my hands on my hips. “Who pissed in your Kool-Aid, Fallon?”

      He arched a disapproving brow. “You know I don’t understand it when you speak human.”

      “Why are you mad at me?” I gritted out.

      “I’m not mad at you, Aspen. I’m a bit put off by the whole situation which I’m sure you can understand.”

      Shit. Insert foot in mouth. A guy was almost murdered in his bed. I guess he did have the right to be a little prickly. “Sorry, that was a stupid thing to say.” I curled my fingers around his bicep and tugged him to a quiet corner of the room. “Do you want to talk or something? I guess this kinda sucks for you too, huh?”

      His head dipped. “It was me they were after. I’m sure of it.”

      My eyes widened at the surprising confession. “What, why?”

      Fallon dragged his fingers through his hair, mussing his perfectly gelled silver locks. “Someone must know I’m here.”

      “Who the hell are you?”

      He shook his head, teeth clenched. “It’s safer for you not to know.”

      “Safer? None of this feels safe, Fallon. You have to tell Rizin the truth if you won’t tell me.”

      “I can’t,” he hissed.

      “Are you shitting me right now? Castiel almost died. Anyone else would have died. The accidents…” My mind started whirling. Wait a second… Had Fallon always been around when all the freak accidents happened?

      “I’ll deal with it,” he growled.

      “How?”

      He pushed off the wall he was leaning against and marched away without responding.

      “What the hell?” I shouted, chasing after him. A few of the guys turned to stare, and I lowered my voice. “Fallon,” I hissed. He folded onto the couch in the middle of the living room, next to Knox.

      Ugh. Now if I wanted to continue this conversation I’d be forced to sit beside my archenemy. Fuck that. I’d corner Fallon later, in private. It was unlikely I’d get anything out of him in front of the other guys anyway.

      Instead, I stalked to the opposite couch and squeezed in next to Jack.

      “Hey, little lady.” He tipped his cowboy hat and gave me a megawatt grin. “Deacon mentioned I owed you an apology for last night. I hear my drunken lips got the best of me.”

      I couldn’t help but chuckle, despite the brewing anger. “You were pretty funny.”

      “That’s what I hear.”

      “You don’t remember anything?”

      “No, ma’am.”

      “That’s a shame. You missed one hell of a kiss.” I shot him a wink, but again my mind flitted back to the night before. He’d definitely seemed drunk, but not gone enough not to remember any of it.

      “Well, I hope to cash in a raincheck in the near future then. It hardly seems fair.”

      I laughed. “We’ll see how you behave, mister.”

      “Fair enough.” He tipped his hat down and leaned his head back against the couch. “How long do you think they’ll keep us here?”

      “Guess as long as it takes to question us all. Mine wasn’t too long, but it feels like Deacon’s been in there for a while.”

      “Sure does.”

      I lifted my gaze and met Fallon’s lilac irises across the coffee table. He quickly averted his eyes when I shot him a glare.

      “Hey Jack, do you know anything about Fallon?”

      “Yeah, he’s a pompous ass.” He smirked from beneath the wide rim of his hat. “I’m kidding. He’s okay, I guess.”

      “Besides that. Like do you know which realm he’s from?”

      “Nope. He’s kind of secretive about that. Some of the guys have been pretty open about who they are, and others have kept to the script. Guess he’s one of those.”

      “Guess so,” I muttered.

      The slap of approaching footsteps sent my gaze down the hallway. Deacon appeared, a scowl carved into his features followed by an unusually frazzled Sam. I was about to wave the sullen bachelor over when he darted right past us and hurried up the steps.

      What the Hades?

      I waited for Sam to stop him, but she never did. So much for us all staying together until it was over. Maybe Deacon had passed the test, and I’d failed?

      Sam pointed across the room, drawing my attention once again. “Knox, you’re up.”

      He eyed me as he trudged across the great room, arms crossed over his chest. My stomach tied in knots. Crap. What if Rizin uncovered the truth of how we knew each other? The last thing I needed was my rejection and utter humiliation coming out on live television.
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      The inspector finally dropped the folder she’d been thumbing through and peered up at me over the rim of her glasses. “So Knox, where were you between twelve and twelve fifteen a.m. last night?”

      “Asleep,” I muttered.

      “Can anyone vouch for you?”

      “Well, the one female in this house was with someone else, and I’m not into males so… No. No one was in my room with me at midnight.”

      She grunted and wrote something on a small pad of paper. “Who do you think was responsible for that gruesome attack?”

      My shoulders slowly lifted. “Hell, if I know. I’m not really here to make friends so I can’t say I’ve gotten into the psyches of the other contestants.” I paused, watching her eye me. “Who do you think did it?”

      Her lips quirked. “I can’t divulge any information in an ongoing investigation, but suffice it to say, I have a good idea.”

      I sat back in the chair, stretching my arms over the cushioned arm rests. “Great, then this should be quick.”

      She cleared her throat before glancing down at the file stretched across the desk. “What time did you retire for the evening?”

      I huffed out a breath as my thoughts went back to the celebratory dinner. What a bunch of crap. Watching the other guys drool over Aspen was the complete opposite of what I wanted to be doing. “Probably when I finished my last bite of steak.”

      “So you didn’t attend the after party in the entertainment room?”

      I shook my head. “Not really my thing.” Wolves were extremely jealous and territorial by nature. Hanging out with a bunch of alpha males wasn’t what I called fun. I’d left Moon Valley to get away from one alpha; I didn’t need to deal with more of them.

      “Then what is your thing, Mr. Winterclaw? What compelled you to compete in this show?”

      My lips pressed into a tight line. I folded my arms across my chest and attempted to relax. “You know, love, or whatever.”

      Rizin arched a skeptical brow. “You’re searching for the one?”

      “Yup.” I popped the P for emphasis. There was no way this lady was getting in my head.

      She picked up the file again and thumbed through to the end. “You and Ms. DeGrasse both hail from Moon Valley, correct?”

      I nodded.

      “And you’d never crossed paths before the show?”

      A trickle of sweat slithered down my spine. “Not really.” I snapped my mouth shut the moment the automatic response tumbled out. Dammit.

      “Now I know you’re lying, Knox, and I have to wonder if your relationship with Aspen isn’t the only thing you’re not being truthful about.”

      I shook my head and loosed a frustrated breath. “Sorry, it’s just that I’ve gotten so used to hiding the truth for the show, it simply came out.”

      The inspector folded her hands on the desk and shot me a scathing glare. “Let’s try that again, and let’s just assume that I know everything about who you are and who your family is. I know that your brother rejected his mate, that Aspen was practically shunned by the pack, and all about the torture she endured at your family’s whim.”

      A pang speared me in the chest, but I shoved it down, bottling up the unwanted emotion. “Right.” I slid forward in the seat and placed my palms on the desk. “Aspen was my twin brother’s mate for a very short time so yeah, I knew her obviously, but we weren’t close.”

      “Given her relationship with your twin, why would you ever agree to come to this show to court her?”

      “Because the producers paid me big bucks.”

      The investigator’s eyes widened, jaw slackening. Didn’t see that one coming, did you? She flipped through the pages in the folder once again. “That’s not in the file.”

      “I wouldn’t expect it to be.” I ran my hand through my hair and exhaled again. “Look, when the production team found out what happened between Aspen and Kole, they sought me out. Wanted to heighten the drama for the show, you know? Anyway, I declined at first, but the more I said no, the higher the figure became. It got to a point where I couldn’t pass up the money and what it could do for me.”

      “Which is?”

      “Get me the hell out of Moon Valley and from under my golden boy brother’s thumb.” I chomped down on my lower lip for letting that last bit slip.

      “I see.” She drummed her fingers on the desk, and I could almost see the gears grinding in the shrewd detective’s mind. Did she buy my story? Had I been convincing enough? She didn’t speak for a long moment, then her eyes lifted to mine once again. “Does anyone else know about this special deal? Like Aspen?”

      “No. That’s part of the conditions, no one can know, especially not her.” A rueful laugh spilled out. “She already hates me enough as it is.”

      Her lips twisted, the look of disdain one I knew well, but her scowls meant nothing to me. Let her think it was all about the money.

      “What about Fallon and Castiel?” she finally asked. “Have you had any issues or arguments with either of them?” She raised her hand before I opened my mouth. “Let me remind you that with the cameras rolling virtually non-stop I can easily corroborate whether you tell me the truth or not.”

      “I’ve probably made a few nasty comments about Fallon or to him. The guy’s a jackass. But Castiel, no. The angel’s squeaky clean. I had no reason to kill either of them by the way. Why risk all the money I’ve been promised only to end up at Darkblood Prison or worse?”

      “You haven’t gotten the payout yet?”

      I shook my head, muttering an internal curse for my loose lips. The inspector was quicker than I’d given her credit for.

      “When do you get it?”

      “The final amount is tied to how far I get in the competition.”

      Her scowl morphed into a grin, a satisfied smile curling her lips. “So having less males in the competition would be to your benefit.”

      “Sure, but again, killing them off wouldn’t be the smartest way to do it.”

      She pierced me with those scrutinizing orbs. Like she’d be able to look into my eyes and just know if I were a murderer. “It would be if you thought you could get away with it.”
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      Why the fuck would I want to kill one of these vain, arrogant, constantly preening idiots? Sure, they were irritating, but I’d dealt with my twin my whole life and he was still alive.

      The rest of the interrogation had been mindless. Rizin had asked me the same questions in three different ways until she turned blue in the face. I had no ulterior motives. Well, not in regard to the other contestants anyway.

      I meandered down the hallway, in no particular hurry to join the others in the great room. At this rate, we’d be sequestered in there for hours. I just wanted this show back on the air, so I could get it over with already.

      When I’d left the interrogation room, Fallon had been waiting at the door. That guy was definitely hiding something. Maybe he and Castiel had some sort of falling out, and he was the one that tried to murder the angel. I shrugged, tossing the notion aside. No, that wouldn’t make sense. We all knew he was a Celestial, and only one blade can kill that kind of immortal.

      None of it mattered. Keep your head down and your eye on the prize, Knox. Just a few more weeks, and I’d score a payout big enough to make it all worth it. I’d disappear in the human world and never look back. Kole would likely send out some scouts to look for me, but he wouldn’t try too hard. As alpha, he had enough to deal with without launching a hunt for his missing brother.

      I’d finally be free.

      No more disappointed looks and constant criticism from my father, no more why can’t you be more like Kole from my mother.

      Choose a mate.

      Make something of yourself.

      Become a strong beta for your brother.

      Fuck them all.

      Footsteps lifted my gaze from the floor. I let out a muttered curse as my eyes landed on Aspen. She was the only one that could ruin it all for me.

      She averted her gaze from mine, picking up her pace as she approached. Gods, she hated me. And who could blame her? I was Kole’s twin after all. He was the only thing she saw when she looked at me. I could only imagine what that asshole did to break their bond. There were only a few ways of accomplishing it and none of them were pretty.

      My brother still thought I came on the show to keep an eye on her. To make sure she didn’t embarrass him or our pack. I snorted on a laugh.

      “What’s so funny?” Aspen spun back.

      Shit.

      My mind blanked as those brilliant blue eyes seared into me. When she’d first arrived on the island the light was missing, but in the past week the fire had returned. As crazy as this show was, Aspen had done the right thing by coming here.  She deserved to have some fun after the hell she’d endured. But I’d never admit that to her…

      “I was just thinking about how far we’ve come.”

      Her brows knitted. “What are you talking about?”

      I palmed the back of my neck as I searched for something, anything to say. My thoughts wandered back to the first day I’d met her. “You know, I don’t think you hated me so much the first time we met.”

      A deep flush burned her cheeks, and she wrapped her arms across her chest. “That was before I knew what an asshole you were.” She smirked.

      “Is it really me you hate or just my damned face?”

      She shook her head, a hint of a smile still on her lips. “It’s easier to clump all of you Winterclaws together in a big pile of hate.”

      “Fair enough.”

      Silence lingered between us, but I didn’t move and neither did she. She wanted to say something, but I had no idea what.

      “It was pretty decent of you to buy me that coffee my first day at Moon Valley U. I’d gotten a lot of crap in my first class for being the new half-blood.”

      I shrugged. “I figured.”

      “And look at us now…”

      “This could be your big break,” I said, fully aware I was now rambling. “You’re living in L.A., aren’t you? Perfect opportunity to start a new career.”

      Aspen grunted. “Yeah, right. Acting is not really my dream job.” Her lips twitched and for the first time since I’d known her, she actually seemed nervous. Even when she’d been driven out of Moon Valley after Kole rejected her, she’d kept her head up, shoulders back, middle finger to the world.

      I respected her for that.

      “How’d it go with Rizin?” she asked.

      “Fine. I didn’t do it, so I don’t have anything to hide.”

      She nodded slowly. “You didn’t tell her about Kole and—”

      “Rizin already knew everything, and I’m pretty sure she thinks me and my whole family are shit.” A rueful smile split my lips. “She’s not exactly wrong.”

      “Hey, you stole my line.” Her strained posture relaxed, arms lowering and she leaned against the wall.

      “None of it will be aired if that’s what you’re worried about. Rizin’s a professional and she’s not going to let her interrogation tactics be broadcasted on live television. And that’s even assuming Shep would allow any of our dirty little secrets out.”

      She loosed a breath, shoulders rounding.

      I struggled with the next words, but they had to be said. Besides, if I wanted to stay here, I couldn’t let Aspen keep thinking of me as the asshole-who-rejected-her’s twin. “Listen, digging up the past with Rizin today made me realize something.”

      She straightened, and her jaw tightened as she regarded me.

      “I don’t know, and I don’t want to know, what my brother did to you, but I’m sorry. I should’ve said that when I first got here, instead of all that other shit. It’s just habit, you know. Being my brother’s keeper is ingrained deep.”

      Again, Aspen nodded slowly. “Well, thanks,” she finally said.

      “Nothing like an attempted murder to put things in perspective.” I gave her an uneasy smile.

      “Right.” With a quick wave, she turned back in the direction she’d come.

      Hmm. Had she been looking for me? Waiting to talk?

      Shaking the crazy thought out, I trudged back to the waiting room. Kole would be more likely to give up his role as alpha than Aspen DeGrasse ever looking at me with anything but seething hatred.
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      Aspen

      

      Inspector Rizin had sauntered out of the villa like a prized peacock after hours of interrogations last night. Had to be a good sign, right?  Then why were my nerves raw and gut roiling? I still didn’t want to consider that one of these men could’ve been behind the gruesome attack. What if it had been someone I’d kissed? Someone I liked? Someone I’d had totally naughty thoughts about?

      I paced the sprawling balcony off my room, searching for Zen in the rolling waves of the Manta Sea. I’d woken up before sunrise, the anxiety carving up my insides. A part of me was certain that encounter with Knox had exacerbated the situation, but I refused to admit that wolfish wanker had that much power over me.

      He’d apologized. I’d been floored. I never in a million years thought the dickhead would say sorry for how his brother, his family, hell, the whole pack had treated me. And bringing up the first time we met? The Underworld would freeze over before I admitted it, but that first day, I’d actually liked him. He was cute, flirty and sweet. He’d even asked me out. Unlike everyone else I’d met upon my arrival in Moon Valley as the new half-blood. We’d never made it to our first date or anything, but Knox had always been decent until that damned mate bond clicked into place with his twin. Then he became the surly, moody bastard I’d grown to hate and despise.

      At least our conversation had quelled my fears about the ugly truth of my rejection coming out on live TV. I just hoped he was right. Lowering myself onto the lounge chair, I drew in a few deep breaths of salty air. Inhale. Exhale. With filming still suspended, I had nowhere to be and more importantly no hair and makeup to get done so no Barney to chat up or gossip with. It wasn’t even seven yet so the likelihood of any of the other bachelors being up was slim to none. I forced myself to lay back and enjoy the peace and quiet on the balcony. I never thought I’d actually miss the dates, but I did; at least they kept my mind busy. Soon the cameras would begin rolling, and the ever-watchful eye would be back on me twenty-four-seven.

      Sharp knocks at the door sent my Zen flying off the second floor. I leapt up and hurried back into my room. “Coming, coming!” I called out. My guard’s gruff voice seeped through the doorway as he argued with a familiar voice.

      Wrapping my robe tighter around my middle, I opened the door a crack. Jack stood in the sliver, his eyes wild and bloodshot.

      “Sorry for coming so early, sweetheart, but I really need to talk to you.”

      My guard shot me a sidelong glance before removing his arm from across Jack’s chest.

      “Yeah, he’s okay to come in, Breck. Thanks.”

      The burly bouncer shook his head and retreated to his station at my door as I ushered the bachelor in.

      “What’s going on?” I asked as soon as the door closed behind him.

      He eyed the cameras positioned at the corners of the room and motioned toward the bathroom. I nodded and followed him, the hair on the back of my neck rising.

      Jack slammed the door and whirled at me, panic written across his face. “There’s no cameras in here, right?” He scanned the marble walls.

      “I sure as hell hope not.”

      He paced in front of the double vanity, his manic marching starting to scare the shit out of me.

      “Stop,” I screeched, slamming my palms into his chest. “What’s going on? You’re freaking me the fuck out.”

      He dragged his hands over his face and let out a groan. “I—I don’t know, Aspen. I think I did something bad…”

      My eyes widened, and I took a step back.

      Jack swallowed hard, his Adam’s apple jogging down his throat. “I can’t remember anything from the other night. It’s all completely blank. And then the inspector, she was asking me all these questions, and I must’ve sounded like a complete moron because I had no idea what she was talking about and then last night…” He paused and sucked in his lower lip. “I had these nightmares.” He squeezed his eyes shut as his mouth twisted into a grimace. “There was so much blood, Aspen. So much blood.”

      My heart flung at my ribcage, all the air whooshing from my lungs. His description was eerily familiar. It was exactly what I’d thought when I’d seen Castiel’s body. Had Jack seen it somehow in his inebriated state? No, it couldn’t have been. He’d been passed out. We left him in his room.

      “Did you see Castiel that night?” I finally forced out.

      He shook his head. “No. Or at least, I don’t think so. I can’t remember anything from that night. The last thing I recall was sitting in that banquet hall sipping my beer.” His eyes darted to me and to the floor and back. “I think I did something terrible.” He wrung his hands together. “I’ve never blacked out like that… what if I was the one that attacked Castiel?”

      I swallowed thickly, and all the saliva evaporated from my mouth. “Why would you do that?” I finally mustered.

      “I wouldn’t,” he stammered. “I mean there’s no reason for me to do that. I liked the guy.” He paced a quick circle, and I eyed the door.

      If I screamed Breck would hear me. One hundred percent. I’d make sure of it. But still when I looked at the terrified bachelor, I couldn’t believe he could be responsible for the bloodbath I’d seen.

      “You have to tell someone,” I said.

      His head whipped back and forth. “I—I can’t. Do you know what they’d do to me in a place like Darkblood Prison?”

      “Jack, if you think you could’ve done it, you need to come clean. Maybe there was a reason…”

      “I—I can’t remember,” he growled.

      “What did you tell Rizin?”

      “Nothing. I already told you; it was a complete blank yesterday. It all just started coming back over night and this morning.”

      I chewed on my lower lip as indecision whirled through my insides. Was I crazy to even have this conversation with him right now? What if Jack had really tried to kill Castiel? Or was Fallon his true target?

      “Deacon. Let’s get him. He’ll know what to do.” He was the first name that sprung to mind, and I tried not to think too much on what that meant.

      “No, please, Aspen.” Jack grabbed my hands and squeezed. Crimson lined his eyes, dark splotches marring the soft skin beneath. “I wouldn’t have done this. I couldn’t have. I liked Castiel, I really did.”

      “What about Fallon?” I blurted.

      He shrugged, a curtain of frost lowering over his expressive irises.

      Holy shit, this was about Fallon. I took a step back toward the door. Then another. What did I really know about Jack anyway? What did I know about any of them? Fallon was being shady as fuck yesterday and now this?

      My hand wrapped around the knob behind my back. “I’m sorry, Jack. I can’t help you.”

      He dropped to his knees and buried his face in his hands. A sob echoed across the quiet bathroom, bouncing off the marble walls.

      A prick of guilt stabbed at my chest. Even if I wanted to help him, what could I do?

      Jack crawled closer, big eyes shiny and pleading. “I’m human, sweetheart. I don’t have any magical abilities like the rest of you. I got sucked into this world, and now I just want to get out.” He reached for me again, crushing my hands in his.

      I let out a yelp. “You’re hurting me,” I squealed. For a human he was pretty damned strong. Human… the word ricocheted across my mind. No memories...

      Tiny pieces of the puzzle came together in my muddled thoughts. The bathroom door crashed open, jerking me from my musings. Knox barreled through the doorway with my guard at his heels.

      “What the hell?” I muttered as Knox’s frantic gaze razed over me. Once he’d scanned every inch of my scantily robed form he turned his attention to Jack, still kneeling on the floor.

      “Are you okay?” Knox pivoted those amber eyes back at me.

      “Yeah, I’m fine.” I dragged my hand through my hair, tucking my wild locks behind my ears. “Why wouldn’t I be?”

      “I’m not sure.” He palmed the back of his neck. “I had the weirdest feeling there was something wrong. Then I thought I heard you scream…” He jerked his thumb at Breck. “This guy had his earbuds in, so he was totally useless.”

      My big guard’s eyes cast down to the floor. “Sorry,” he murmured. “I thought maybe you and the guy were—” He mimed a graphic gesture with his hand and index finger. “I didn’t want to hear any of that.”

      “Well, we weren’t,” I shot back. I didn’t know why I felt the urge to explain anything to the guy or Knox. Maybe it was the fear in Knox’s eyes that had me spilling.

      My ex-mate’s twin spun toward the door. “If everything’s okay, I’m just going to leave.”

      “No, wait.” My hand clamped around his arm before I could stop my wayward limb. “Jack was just leaving.” I widened my eyes at the bachelor. I needed him out of here and if Knox was the only way, then so be it.

      Knox’s gaze darted from Jack to me and back again. His brows furrowed. For an ass, at least he wasn’t completely clueless.

      “Well, if you don’t need me anymore,” said Breck the crappy bodyguard, “I’ll just get back to my post.”

      I nodded quickly. “Yup, I’d just like a minute alone with Knox.”

      Jack finally stood and followed my guard toward the bedroom. Guilt ate at my insides as I watched the human bachelor’s shoulders slump forward as he trudged out.

      “Jack, hold on,” I blurted.

      He turned back as Breck walked out the door. Keeping a distance, I whispered, “You need to tell someone, or I will. The truth has to come out one way or the other.”

      Jack’s shoulders rounded even further, and his lips curved into a pout I would’ve found so cute a few hours ago.

      “What truth?” Knox interjected.

      I waved him off, mouthing, “Later.”

      “I’ll tell Dax I need to talk to Rizin,” Jack muttered as he wrapped his hand around the doorknob.

      “I can be there if you want.” For some reason, I had a terrible feeling Jack had been set up. The only human on the show conveniently blacks out? There were quite a few supernaturals with abilities to wipe memories.

      His head dipped. “Thanks.”

      As soon as the door closed behind me, I slumped down on my bed and released a sharp breath.

      “What the hell was that about?” Knox asked.

      I contemplated telling him the truth for only a few seconds. If Jack reneged, I couldn’t be the only one to know what was going on. As much as I despised my ex’s brother, this was the second time he’d come to my rescue since I’d landed on this damned island.

      Which reminded me…

      “You felt something?”

      He shrugged. “I think it was my wolf. Maybe it was a pack thing. I don’t know…” A streak of brilliant amber flashed across the light hazel.

      For once, I was glad we shared the lupine tie.

      Knox folded down beside me, crossing his arms over his chest. “So are you going to tell me what happened or what?”

      I spilled everything Jack had confessed and after it was off my shoulders, it was like a huge weight had been lifted. Knox listened, eyes intent on mine. When I finished, he didn’t speak for a long minute.

      “Had to be Dante,” he finally said.

      “What?” My head snapped back as memories of the charming vampire bachelor flitted through my mind. “No way, he was already gone.”

      Knox rolled his eyes at me, shaking his head. “You are familiar with how vampire compulsion works, right?”

      “Sure…”

      “It can be triggered to work at any time. For example, Dante could’ve said when the clock in the dining room strikes eight, find Castiel and kill him—or whatever.” His lips twisted in disgust. “So Dante didn’t need to be present to set the wheels in motion.”

      “We need to tell Jack. Even if he did do it, it’s not his fault. Not really. He was compelled.” How would that work anyway? Would he be considered guilty? A chill skirted up my spine. I couldn’t imagine the sweet human guy rotting away in one of the supernatural prisons of Azar. “Oh shit.” Rizin’s words from the interrogation flew across my mind.

      “What?”

      “I was alone with Dante on our date on the island, remember? What if he programmed me to do something too?”

      “It’s unlikely the trigger would’ve been set so far in advance. I don’t think his powers could be that far-reaching.” He shrugged. “But anything is possible.”

      “And any of the guys could be brainwashed to be the next killer…”
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      “Missing? What do you mean Jack’s missing?” I yelped.

      “The good ole boy’s really done it now,” Deacon muttered under his breath. He sat beside me, the warmth from his shoulder seeping into my skin doing nothing to chase away the chill that skirted up my spine.

      Dax and Shep stood in front of the foyer as they delivered the alarming news. Sam hovered in the corner, tapping away at her tablet, completely unperturbed by the latest turn of events. The rest of us were huddled on the couches, eyes glued to the production team. Even Castiel had joined us. According to Deacon, the angel had just returned from Celestia, the realm of the Sons of Heaven, where his angelic brethren had worked their mystical healing powers. I cast a wary glance in his direction, wondering how he’d take the news.

      The angel’s expression remained neutral, a calm mask over his handsome face. My brain couldn’t process this perfectly healed form after the bloody massacre I’d seen just the other night. I shuddered at the gruesome memories.

      “But no need to worry,” Shep continued, “Jack couldn’t have gotten far. The guards are searching the island as we speak, and I have no doubts they’ll find him before nightfall.”

      “Well, I guess now we know who did it,” said Flint.

      “Just because he ran doesn’t mean his guilty,” Deacon barked.

      “Actually, that’s exactly what it means.” Fallon shot up and began pacing by the sliding glass doors, eyes set on the encroaching jungle.

      “Did Rizin ever find a motive?” I glanced over at Castiel and gave him the best smile I could muster. “Why was Castiel attacked?”

      Shep cleared his throat and exchanged a look with Dax. “The detective is on her way back now along with an SIA agent to escort the accused to SIA headquarters.”

      The conversation I’d had earlier with Knox echoed through my mind. Dante. What if the vampire really had compelled Jack? Should he be held responsible?

      From the corner of my eye, I searched the room for the moody wolf. He stood at the back, leaning against the wall, arms wrapped across his chest. I willed him to speak, to say something in Jack’s defense. He remained mute.

      Coward.

      “What about compulsion?” I blurted.

      Dax and Sheppard both turned their gazes on me. “What about it?” the producer asked.

      “Isn’t it possible that Jack was magically compelled to attack Castiel? It wouldn’t really be his fault, right?”

      Shep’s thin lips twisted into a scowl. “It’s not our business to determine the man’s fate. Let the SIA deal with semantics, that’s their job. For us, all that matters is that once Jack has been captured, regular filming will recommence. Methyss will return to the island, and the double dates could begin as soon as tomorrow.”

      Muttered rumblings ran across the room.

      “Isn’t that a little hasty?” Avalon asked.

      “If the threat has been removed, why wouldn’t we move forward?” Shep answered.

      More mumbling.

      A part of me agreed with Sheppard. The sooner this show was over the better, but I couldn’t deny the other part which wanted to get to the bottom of this. And I wanted the truth, not some bullshit cover-up.

      “Everyone sit tight,” said Dax. “Hopefully we’ll have news before the day is out.” He and the producer sauntered out of the room with Sam hot on their heels.

      “Well, this should be interesting,” Deacon mumbled.

      I’d shared Knox’s compulsion theory with the big shifter last night after my ex’s brother had left. Surprisingly, he’d lingered in my room longer than planned. More shocking still was that I hadn’t hated spending time with him. I convinced myself it was just because there was a murderer on the loose, Jack had me frazzled, and I needed the company.

      I internally cursed myself for not instituting the get-Knox-to-fall-in-love-with-me plan when I had the chance. Yesterday would’ve been the perfect opportunity, but I convinced myself I had to work up to the seduction bit if I wanted to make it believable.

      Deacon nudged me in the ribs. “You still here with us, tiger?”

      “Yeah, sorry, just thinking.” I chewed on the inside of my cheek as Jack’s terrified face flitted across my mind. “I really don’t think he did it, Deacon. Or at least he didn’t know what he was doing.”

      He nodded slowly. “Me either. I’d been with him all night, and the dude was legit wasted. There’s no way he’s that good of an actor.”

      “So if it was Dante, why?”

      Deacon shrugged, his eyes lifting over my shoulder. I craned my neck to follow his gaze and landed on Fallon. “But I know who might.” Threading his fingers through mine, he pulled me off the couch and tugged me toward the brooding bachelor.

      The moody male still stood by the sliding glass doors. He reached for the door handle as we approached, but Deacon stopped him before he could sneak out. His thick fingers closed around Fallon’s bicep. “We have to talk,” he growled.

      “Fine, but not here.” Fallon ticked his head to the veranda and led the way outside.

      The midday sun scorched my shoulders as I followed the males, the tension thick in the air between us. When we reached the small white gazebo at the edge of the pool deck, Fallon spun around as if he’d suddenly noticed I was there.

      “Alone,” Fallon gritted out.

      Deacon’s eyes chased to mine, and he gave me a one-shouldered shrug.

      “I don’t think so, you big a-hole.” I jabbed my finger into Fallon’s chest. “You told me yourself that this attack was likely your fault. It’s time to come clean. Why would Dante want to have you killed?”

      He muttered a curse and exhaled a long breath. “I don’t know; maybe he was an assassin sent here to take me out.”

      My brows nearly reached my hairline. “Are you fucking kidding me right now?”

      “No, I’m not.” He ran his hands through his silver hair, all composure gone. He was usually so relaxed, so in control. “There’s so much you don’t know, Aspen.”

      “So tell me.”

      “I can’t!” he shouted.

      Deacon whacked him on the side of the head. “Don’t yell at her. None of this mess is her fault.”

      I glared at my traitorous friend. “You know what he’s talking about?”

      He slowly nodded. “And before you ask, no I can’t tell you. It’s not my secret to share.”

      “You’re both assholes,” I snarled and darted down the steps to the beach.

      Deacon’s footsteps trailed behind me until I reached the sand, and my feet sank into the warm powder. I’d had enough of the lies and secrets. This was supposed to be fun. I was supposed to be hooking up with hot strangers and having unforgettable sex, not dealing with attempted murders and shit.

      I threw my hands up and let loose a growl of frustration. Where was Slade when I needed him? Maybe I should just give in to a night of wicked temptation.

      Deacon’s ragged breath reached me a second before his hand curled around my upper arm. He jerked me to a stop, but I wriggled free of his hold.

      “If you’re not going to tell me the truth, then I don’t want to hear anything else from you.”

      “I can’t, Aspen. I wish I could but—” His lips pressed together. “It’s Fallon’s secret and only he can decide when to share it, but I can tell you the truth about me.”

      My ears perked up and some of the fury waned. “I’m listening.”

      The hint of a smile tugged at the corner of his lip. He drew in a breath and on an exhale said, “I was sent here to guard Fallon.”

      My eyes bugged out of my head like some crazy cartoon character. “Who the hell is this guy? And who are you, Deacon?”

      “I’m a tiger, tiger.” He grinned, flashing me pearly white fangs.

      “I knew you were a shifter.” I should’ve guessed he was a tiger with those eyes and that massive frame.

      “I’m not just any shifter, I’m the alpha of the High Claw Cliff tigers. Sometimes I do favors for people in high places.” He ticked his head toward the pool deck where Fallon stood leaning on the veranda. “He’s my job right now.”

      “So you’re like some sort of thug for hire?”

      “I’m not a thug, but I do have guns.” He raised his arms and flexed his biceps, a shit-eating grin curling those damned sexy lips.

      I barked out a laugh. “Oh my gods, Deacon. Never say something so cheesy again if you want to stay on the show.” I craned my head over my shoulder to check out the sullen male scowling on the veranda. Who in all the realms was that guy?

      Deacon’s hands clamped over my shoulders, and he pivoted my body toward him. “I really am sorry I can’t tell you the truth about Fallon, but trust me, you’re safer not knowing.”

      “Why would he risk everything by coming here? It makes no sense.”

      “There was no reason to believe anyone would suspect who he was. My presence here was supposed to be a safety net. No one really thought he’d be in danger.”

      “So you think Fallon was the intended target and Dante was the hitman?”

      “Maybe…” he muttered.

      “Then why is Fallon still here?”

      “He can’t leave until we know more. If his cover really is blown, there won’t be anywhere safe for him.”

      I glanced back at Fallon once again, and this time our eyes met. Those curious violet irises seared into me. “I’m sorry,” he mouthed.

      I nodded quickly and scurried down the beach. I needed some fresh air and alone time to process all this craziness.
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      Quick rapping at the door sent me shooting off the mattress. Rubbing my eyes, I yawned and cursed out whoever was making such a racket. I had not slept well. All night I’d tossed and turned trying to figure out who the hell Fallon was and why someone would want him dead. Then there was the fact that Jack was running loose somewhere on this island. My brain just could not shut off. I glanced at the clock and snarled. Seven. I’d only just fallen asleep a few hours ago.

      “Who is it?” I growled.

      “It’s Sam. Get dressed and report to the main foyer. Rizin is here, and she’s got news.”

      I leapt out of bed and raced to the bathroom. Splashing some water on my face, I peeled off my pjs and ran a brush through my hair. If I’d been certain that the cameras would be off, I would’ve gone down in my pajamas. Nervous energy strummed through my veins as I tugged a shirt and some jeans from the hangers.

      Barney would’ve been appalled by my choices, but right now I couldn’t give a shit. I needed to find out what was going on.

      I barely spared my guard a good morning before racing down the spiral staircase. My heart rate escalated with each step closer. I hit the landing and murmured voices seeped up the steps. I froze.

      “You’re certain about this, Rizin?” Shep asked.

      “Yes. Jack is currently in SIA headquarters, and he’s being questioned further as we speak. We picked up Dante late yesterday evening, and he admitted to compelling the human to kill Fallon. Castiel was an unfortunate mistake. We couldn’t get more out of the vampire assassin because he snapped his own neck before I left.”

      My heart lodged up my throat, and I swallowed thickly.

      “Hey, Aspen,” Avalon called from above.

      Dammit. Shep and Rizin went silent.

      “Morning,” I responded, trying to keep the annoyance from my tone.

      The blue-haired bachelor bounded down the steps to walk beside me. “I wonder what this is about.”

      I shrugged. “I just want it all to be over.”

      We reached the last step and Shep and Inspector Rizin came to view. Apparently, we were the first ones to arrive.

      “Have a seat,” said the producer. “We’ll get started as soon as everyone is here.”

      I sat on the edge of the couch, my nerves fried. Poor Jack. He’d been a pawn in all of this. And poor Castiel… If he hadn’t been an angel… A shiver snaked down my spine as memories of the grisly scene rose to the forefront again.

      Avalon pulled me into his side and ran his hand up and down my arm. “You cold?”

      “Yeah, a little,” I lied.

      Waiting for the other bachelors to arrive was the longest ten minutes of my life. Finally, when everyone was seated, Sheppard moved to the middle of the room and raised his hands.

      “Here we go,” said Deacon, who’d sidled in beside me as soon as he’d arrived. There was something about his presence that settled my nerves. A little anyway.

      “I’m relieved to announce that Jack has been captured,” Shep proclaimed.

      A mix of sighs and murmurs ran through the room.

      “And did he do it?” Slade asked. The sex god bachelor had been surprisingly quiet the last few days. Even his magical powers of seduction hadn’t been working on me lately.

      “We are confident that he did,” Rizin answered. “It seems that Dante compelled him earlier that evening before he was eliminated from the show.”

      More gasps and mutters.

      “Do we know why?” Knox asked. As usual he stood at the far corner away from everyone else.

      “Not yet. But from what I’ve gleaned the vampire had a deep hatred for the Sons of Heaven. Castiel could’ve done nothing at all to him personally. It seemed to be an ingrained bias.”

      “What?” I blurted. That was so not what I’d heard just a few seconds ago.

      The inspector set her steely gaze on me. “You have a question, Ms. DeGrasse?”

      “Yeah, I do. So you’re saying that Castiel was the intended target? Even though he was sleeping in Fallon’s bed? And Jack had been so wasted he could barely stand?”

      “Yes, it appears that way.”

      “But—”

      Deacon jabbed his elbow into my side, and I clamped my mouth shut.

      “Please don’t call attention to him,” he whisper-hissed.

      I pressed my arms across my chest and scooted forward, away from the tiger’s overpowering presence. Something wasn’t right, and I hated not being able to call Shep and Rizin out on their lies. And was it really fair for Jack to go to prison for something he had no control over?

      “Now that the perpetrators are behind bars, we are free to move forward with filming.” A beaming smile lit up the smarmy producer’s face.

      “It’s not fair,” I blurted.

      “What’s not fair, Ms. DeGrasse?” He barely contained an eyeroll.

      “Why should Jack be punished for something he had no control over?”

      Rizin stepped forward, holding a hand up. “The SIA has dealt with many cases like these in the past. Rest assured that the person responsible will be held accountable. Trust that all will be set right.”

      But I didn’t trust her. Not one bit. Why were they hiding the truth? Did they know Fallon’s true identity too?

      Shep cleared his throat, his cold eyes moving over the room. “With that said, the double dates will begin tomorrow. It’s time to put all of this nastiness behind us and get back to why we’re all really here: for Aspen to find true love.”
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      “Deacon and Knox, seriously?” I growled at the slip of paper Sam snuck under my door.

      Barney slapped his hand on his hip and stuck out his lower lip. “Oh, honey, that sounds like a double date from hell.”

      I hadn’t realized how much I’d missed gossiping with my stylist until he returned this morning. I’d caught him up on my near sex with Deacon and while he didn’t know the background of my hatred for Knox, I’d filled him in on bits and pieces about the wolfish asshole. Only it hadn’t even sounded legit anymore. I’d spent all this time hating Knox and plotting my revenge, but maybe he wasn’t the one who deserved my loathing after all. Or maybe the near murder had sucked all the fight out of me.

      “Five minutes, Aspen.” My stylist extraordinaire tapped at his wristwatch.

      “Right…” I wondered what kind of new hell the producers had conjured up for this date.

      Barnabus came at me with a tube of pink lip gloss and swept the wand over my lips. “Now blot.”

      I did as instructed as he hurried me to the door. “Good luck and have fun!” he called out as I teetered down the hallway on my stilettos and swanky little black dress. A part of me was pissed that my feet would have to put up with the torture, but the other part was relieved. Stilettos meant a fancy date. At least, there wouldn’t be rock climbing or bungee jumping involved. Hopefully.

      When I reached the grand foyer, my gaze settled on the two males in dark suits, their eyes aglow beneath the glistening chandelier. My stupid heart did a double take. I swallowed hard as my eyes raked over Knox in a sleek black suit, his raven hair gelled back, the scruff on his cheeks trimmed, and an actual sparkle in his eyes. My stomach bottomed out. Nope. Not doing this.

      I forced my traitorous eyes away, focusing on Deacon who looked hot as hell in a navy jacket and dark jeans. The blonde shifter filled the crisp button-down shirt, his muscles straining against the fabric.

      “Well, well, gentlemen, you clean up pretty nice.” My smile was probably bigger than Methyss’s as I ogled the pair.

      “I was about to say the same,” Deacon growled. He eyed the black strapless mini dress Barney had selected.

      “Yes, you look very nice.” Knox gave me a tight smile, and I returned the favor.

      Only then did I notice Methyss hovering behind the staircase. I didn’t know how I’d missed his flashy white tux and obscenely tall hat. He stepped forward with a devious smile and motioned outside. “Come, come now. It’s time to send you on your date.”

      I stepped in line with Deacon as we walked down the steps to the circular driveway. The massive marble fountain was all lit up, and a cool spritz splashed across my face as we neared. Our host stopped at the edge of the fountain and began to mutter. A moment later, a flash of light burst through the ether. The glowing center distended until the doorway of the portal became large enough for a full-size man to pass through. The winds churned, and I stepped behind Deacon to keep the wild breeze from messing up my hair. Barney would’ve killed me after all the time he spent on my updo.

      Methyss stepped back and motioned to the churning winds and flickering lights. “Enjoy! Just holler when you need a ride back.”

      I quirked a brow at Deacon, but he just shrugged, so I followed the bachelors into the whirling abyss. As I stepped through, the lights subsided, giving way to pitch black and the gelatinous substance that enabled inter-realm travel. Almost as soon as my pupils adjusted to the darkness, a pin prick of light appeared. A moment later, the spinning vortex tossed us out.

      I clung onto Deacon’s arm as I landed and wobbled on my stilettos on the precarious cobblestone sidewalk.

      “I got you, tiger.”

      I couldn’t help but smile at the nickname. Gods, how dense was I?

      As I regained my balance, I scanned the surroundings. Dim streetlights lit up the corners, casting shadows across the old stone buildings. Narrow passageways led to more time-worn edifices filled with shops and cafes, and the pungent scent of garlic and fresh basil wafted up my sensitive nostrils. Mmm. My stomach growled.

      The faint lapping of water caught my attention, and I pivoted toward the small footbridge. Canals wound up and down between the cobbled walkways. A sweet melody drifted through the air, and my body began to sway.

      “Oh shit… Are we in Venice?” My voice rose a couple notches as realization and excitement simultaneously strummed through my veins.

      “Buona sera, ragazzi!”

      A freakin’ gondola coasted toward us with a real-life Italian gondolier paddling the elongated, narrow boat. The tall man wore the typical red striped shirt with black pants, complete with a matching straw hat and red band on his arm.

      “Welcome to Venezia, dee city of winding canals, incomparable beauty and history, and most importantly amoré.” His thick Italian accent made me giddy, and a huge smile spread across my face. Grinning, the gondolier puckered his lips and blew me a kiss.

      My smile only widened as the man tipped his hat.

      “You must be dee lovely Aspen. Come with me, bella.” He offered his hand, and I stepped onto the boat, praying to all the gods I wouldn’t stumble on my heels and go face first into the canal. I definitely had to have a word with Barney about the heel choice, again.

      The man led me to a cozy seat at the back of the gondola, and I was as happy as a fucking schoolgirl. Until Deacon and Knox got on and both males eyed the seat beside me. Dammit. When I’d dreamed about coming to Venice as a teen, I never pictured a romantic gondola ride with two guys.

      “Ah, scuzi, ragazzi.” Our friendly gondolier’s lips twisted as he realized the predicament. “Perhaps you canna take turns sitting with the lady?”

      Knox muttered a curse, then grumbled something before moving to the front of the boat to sit alone. Deacon let out a victorious whoop and sank into the spot beside me. The gondolier handed us each a glass of wine as we settled into the loveseat for two, and I was sure I’d died and gone to heaven.

      “Well, that was a close one,” I whispered into Deacon’s ear.

      He eyed Knox at the bow of the boat before turning to face me. “What is your deal with that guy? You get all shifty every time he’s around, but you still kept him in the game.”

      “If you’re allowed to have your Fallon secret, then I’m allowed to have my Knox secret.”

      His curious gaze flickered back and forth between us.

      I should’ve kept my mouth shut. Did he know we were both wolves? If so, it wouldn’t take long for him to put two and two together. Or at least figure out that we had history.

      “Let’s just forget about Fallon, Jack and everything else for one night,” he finally said, his eyes abandoning their scrutiny and returning to meet mine.

      “Fine by me.”

      Deacon wrapped his arm around my shoulders and tugged me into his side. The heat from his body seeped across my bare arms, and I snuggled into his musky, citrusy scent. The gentle rocking of the boat coupled with the steady rise and fall of his chest had me at maximum relaxation. The twinkling lights of the city, red and white striped canal poles along the docks, the wine, and the soft murmur of passing vessels was beyond perfect. And romantic as fuck.

      “I can’t believe we’re in freakin’ Venice,” I whispered, scared to burst the peaceful bubble.

      “Yeah, me either. Definitely wouldn’t have been my first pick.”

      I turned to him, raising a brow. “So who’s pick was it?”

      He ticked his head at Knox. “Last week before all the attempted murder shit, the producers sat us down to hear our choices of dates. Your buddy up there chose this one.”

      I never in a million years would’ve pegged Knox as the romantic type. I must have made a face because Deacon chuckled. “Things aren’t always as they seem, are they, tiger?”

      “No, definitely not.” I took a sip of wine, savoring the rich, fruity flavor then met Deacon’s eager eyes over the rim of my glass. “So what’s life like in feline territory? I’ve never met a tiger alpha before.”

      “It used to be good.” He huffed out a breath. “But the damned vampires keep crossing into our borders attacking our people. I spend half of my time in Nocturnis dealing with the Royal queen. She’s trying to get a handle on her immortal denizens, but it hasn’t been easy.”

      I couldn’t help my mind from whirling back to Dante. He’d seemed so nice, so normal. Why would he want Fallon dead? Maybe my gut feeling about vamps had been right.

      “Anyway, I don’t want to talk about that either.” His thumb caressed my cheek, his fingers wrapping behind my neck.

      “Then what do you want to talk about?” I inched closer.

      “I don’t want to talk at all.” His lips claimed mine, softly at first then with more fire as he tilted my head to deepen the kiss. His tongue played with mine, teasing, stroking. “I wish it was just the two of us on this boat,” he breathed against my lips, “then we could pick up where we left off a few nights ago.”

      A swirl of heat danced below my belly button, and fiery images filled my mind. Yes, I was definitely ready to give into desire. It had been way too long…

      Deacon’s hand released my cheek and found its way to my upper thigh. His thumb ran circles across the sensitive flesh just below the hemline of my dress. “Maybe I could come by your room after,” he whispered against the shell of my ear before nibbling at the lobe. Goosebumps exploded down my arm.

      “We’ll see how the night goes, tiger.” Damn, my voice came out way breathier than I liked. I was definitely strung tight. After all the teasing with Slade, I needed a release ASAP.

      Deacon captured my lips again, his fingers traveling north and dipping beneath the obscenely short hem. A faint moan slipped from my lips as my core clenched.

      Across the way, Knox cleared his throat obnoxiously loudly, and it was like a bucket of ice water to the fire sparking between us. Without turning around, he said, “We’re about halfway around the Grand Canal so you know, whenever you’re ready to switch.”

      Deacon hissed out a curse before finally releasing me.

      “Guess we’ll have to do this on a solo date, if you make it that far.” I shot Deacon a wink.

      “I better make it that far, tiger, after everything I’ve had to put up with.” He dropped a quick kiss on my forehead before grabbing his wine, sidestepping around the gondolier and heading toward the bow.

      He and Knox faced off, and for a second, I was sure one of the alpha males was going to end up in the brackish canal water. Our expert gondolier weaved to the right, and both bachelors went scrambling for purchase.

      “Mi scusi, mi scusi. Sometimes the water, they get a little rough.” He shot me a wink over his shoulder.

      I tossed the Italian my best smile and mouthed a quick, “thank you,” as Knox staggered closer. When he finally reached me, he eyed the tight loveseat and his mouth screwed into a pout.

      “What?” I barked. “You’re the one that wanted to come back here.”

      “Because it was too windy up there,” he groused as he folded down beside me. His thigh grazed mine as he sat, and he quickly crossed the offending leg over the other.

      Goddess, just when I was starting to think he wasn’t a complete alpha-hole.

      Knox reached for the bottle the gondolier had left and took a long swig.

      “Geez dickhead, what if I wanted some more without your nasty drool in it?”

      “So you have no qualms about swapping spit with the shifter, but with me it’s a problem?”

      Heat rose up my neck, across my cheeks and all the way up to the tips of my ears. Which was ridiculous. It was a tiny boat, of course he’d seen me make out with Deacon. “I thought you didn’t care if I made Kole look bad anymore?”

      “I don’t,” he hissed.

      “Then why are you suddenly being such a jackass?”

      “Maybe I don’t like you kissing another guy on the date I planned for us!” He chomped down on his lower lip the second the words were out as if he’d had no control over what came out of his mouth.

      I didn’t think my jaw could open any wider or my eyes bug out any further. Holy shit… he was jealous. I inhaled a deep breath, tamping down on my rising temper. “You really did plan this?” I finally asked.

      He huffed out a breath and raked his hand through his not-so-perfectly gelled hair anymore. “I mean, not all the details, but yeah, I picked Venice and the gondola ride.”

      “Why?” A faint memory swirled at the back of my mind. “Was it because of me? What I said in European History class my first semester in Moon Valley?”

      His amber eyes chased to the dark floorboards.

      “You remembered what I said about wanting to go to Venice when I was eighteen?”

      He shrugged, but he still refused to meet my gaze. “Maybe I remembered something about it.”

      What the actual eff? Did Knox actually like me back then? Did he still like me now?

      The broody wolf took another big gulp from the bottle then handed it to me. “Trust me it’s no worse than kissing Kole.”

      Nausea crawled up my throat, and I actually gagged. How I ever could’ve thought I loved his twin was beyond me. “I think I’ll pass,” I finally managed.

      “Figures.”

      I wanted to explain that he’d misunderstood my reaction, that it wasn’t about his spit, but the bitter memories of his brother that made me want to vomit, but I was tired of the surly wolf, so I bit my lip and let him think what he wanted.

      We spent the remainder of the gondola ride in a tense silence. By the time our friendly gondolier tied the vessel up to the red-and-white-spiraled mooring pole, my nerves were frayed. I’d been so excited for this date, and it had been a total disappointment. Sure, no one tried to kill anyone, but for some reason Knox’s piss-poor attitude was really bugging me. And it shouldn’t have. I shouldn’t have given two fucks about this guy.

      And still, here we were.

      Deacon jumped off the gondola as our driver tended to the boat. Knox made a move toward the dock, but I grabbed his arm and jerked him to a halt before he could get away. I’d had half an hour to stew, and the anger had bubbled up to ridiculous proportions.

      “Why?” I screeched. “Why would you go through all the trouble of choosing such a perfect date and then act like a complete asshole just to ruin it for me?”

      His amber eyes were hazy as they regarded me.

      How much did he have to drink while I was ignoring him?

      “I think you answered your own question, didn’t you, Aspen?” he muttered. “To ruin it for you.”

      “Fuck you.” I pulled my arm back and swung my fist. My knuckles cracked against Knox’s jaw, but it was all worth it just to see his eyes widen and mouth curve into a capital O as he went flying backward into the murky waters of the canal.
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            STEAMIER THAN I BARGAINED FOR
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      I stomped into the bathroom muttering curses. Gods, I fucking hated Knox. How could I have thought for even a second that he might have turned out to be a decent human being? I should’ve known better. All of those damned Winterclaws were exactly the same.

      But why? Why would Knox go through all the trouble to plan this perfect date only to behave like a complete asshole? He’d remembered what I’d said in class four years ago! Was he purposely trying to piss me off? Maybe he wanted to get booted off the show. Ugh, men.

      I’d been in a foul mood since returning from the date last night, and it had only gotten worse when Sam announced today’s date would be with Fallon and Slade. Fallon was being shady as fuck, and it still pissed the hell out of me that Deacon wouldn’t tell me what the deal was with that guy. And Slade well… I’d be lucky if I made it out of the date with my panties intact.

      I was strung tighter than a virgin on prom night, and I was pretty sure if Slade worked his sex god magic, I’d be putty in his hands. And you know what? Maybe that was exactly what I needed.

      Quick knocks to the tune of “Shave and a Haircut” had me muttering another curse. I was in no mood for Barney’s special brand of quirkiness today.

      “Come in,” I shouted.

      Barnabus marched in with all his beauty supplies in tow, and I suppressed the urge to snarl at his beaming smile. He slapped his hand on his hip and cocked a brow. “Who pissed in your goji berry juice?”

      “Knox,” I hissed. “And Fallon and Deacon and to be honest, I’ve just about had it with all the men on this island.”

      Barney batted his dark lashes, and his mouth curved into a devious grin. “I know you can’t possibly be lumping me in with all those naughty bachelors.”

      “No, I guess not.” I let out a grunt as he motioned to the chair in front of the vanity.

      “Sit and tell me all about it, my dear.”
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      To be honest, after the venting session with my stylist, I did feel a little better. So as I sauntered down the spiral staircase, I plastered a smile on my face when the blinking red camera light flickered to life. Slade and Fallon stood at the foot of the steps, their tanned, bare chests glistening beneath the stage lights. Their perfect bodies on full display did slightly lift my mood. Slade’s dark gaze raked over my translucent cover up, eyes focusing on the teeny-weeny bikini underneath. Heat unfurled south of my belly button at the intensity of those bottomless black orbs.

      I dragged my gaze away from Slade to meet Fallon’s eyes. They were cast down to the floor and rimmed in dark shadows. What the hell was up with this guy? I vowed I wouldn’t let him out of this date until he told me the truth about everything.

      “Ah, there she is, the star of our show.” Methyss tipped his top hat and offered me a hand. “Are you ready for today’s date?”

      “Of course,” I gritted out.

      “Wonderful.” He ticked his head at Slade, and his lips peeled back to display a row of freakishly white teeth. “Today’s date was Slade’s idea. I’m not sure if you’re aware, but the next few outings were chosen by the bachelors’ themselves. I hope you don’t mind a little heat.” He winked, and the portal blinked to life along the veranda.

      Slade stepped forward and offered me his arm. Already, I could feel his lusty powers seeping into me. I wasn’t sure touching him was the best idea.

      “I won’t bite, kitten. Unless you want me to, of course.” He shot me a cocky grin, and I countered with an eyeroll.

      “This date better be good,” I muttered as I weaved my arm through his.

      “Oh, I think you’ll love it.”

      Slade tugged me toward the whirling winds of the portal as Fallon trudged a few steps behind, still refusing to meet my gaze. As we stepped through, the light ceded to the darkness, and we were swallowed into the abyss.

      A moment later, we emerged into dusky light. The faint scent of sulfur coated the air, making my nose twitch. Barren land stretched out in all directions, cutoff by a jagged mountain range in the distance.

      “Where the hell are we?” I asked.

      Fallon snorted. “Close.”

      “Welcome to the Nether Lands.” Slade held out his arms palm up and spun in a big, dramatic circle.

      I knew he was a demon! Only a demon would live in the wasteland adjacent to the Underworld.

      “Okay, so what are we doing here?” I didn’t see a beach for miles so why was I in a bathing suit?

      “Follow me.” Slade marched ahead, and Fallon and I trudged behind begrudgingly. The whirr of the trailing drone reminded me we were still on camera, and I forced a half-smile to my face. I barely noticed the intrusive lens anymore, which was weird.

      I traipsed across the sandy wasteland, the terrain reminding me of Mars. After the lush luxurious island, it really felt like I’d been dropped off on an alien planet. Why would anyone choose to live here? The bachelor led us to a small outcropping of rust-hued rocks and disappeared behind a massive boulder.

      The roar of an engine spiked my pulse and a second later, Slade appeared from behind the rocks on a sleek black motorcycle. He ticked his head at Fallon. “There’s another one back there for you.”

      “Fantastic,” the other bachelor murmured.

      I barely contained the smile from splitting my lips. At least seeing Fallon miserable made it all worth it.

      “Hop on.” Slade’s lips split into a mischievous smile, and the countless parts of my body I wanted those lips on flashed through my mind.

      I squeezed my eyes shut, burying the naughty thoughts. Dammit, just when I was sure I’d gotten a handle on my urges around the sexy as sin bachelor.

      He held out his hand, and I swung my leg over the bike. The engine purred between my thighs—as if I needed any more stimulation down there. He wrapped my arms around his middle and clasped one hand over mine. “Hold on tight.”

      Slade revved the engine, and the motorcycle lurched forward. My arms tightened like steel bands around his torso. The faint rumble of his chest confirmed he was laughing even though I couldn’t quite make out the sound over the roar of the engine. I plastered myself against his back and held on for dear life.

      “Is this the date?” I shouted against the wind.

      “Not quite.”

      “Good,” I grumbled, “because I was going to tell you how unimpressed I was.”

      “Let’s see if we can do something about that, huh?” His hand moved from mine and wandered down to my thigh. His fingers slowly crept under my gauzy cover up until they danced over my skin. Heat writhed up my middle.

      I squealed and squirmed beneath his touch, making the bike sway to the side. “Holy shit! I don’t think that’s a good idea,” I rasped out.

      A wicked chuckle parted his lips. “Fine, we’ll save it for later.”

      Minutes later, the flat, sandy terrain finally gave way to rolling hills. Slade wound the bike up the path, kicking up reddish dirt along the way. When we reached the top, he slowed, before pulling into a small alcove in the rocks. Once he cut the engine, I hopped off the motorcycle, my legs like jelly. I wobbled when I landed, but Slade’s arm wrapped around my waist to steady me. He pressed me against the full length of his hard body and another swell of heat unfurled low.

      He bent down, his warm breath skating over the shell of my ear. “Or we could skip the date all together, and I could take you against the side of this hill.”

      Desire pooled in my core at the scandalous image. What would Kole do if video of that made it back to pack lands? Picturing his face was almost good enough to get me to agree. Almost. Instead, I reined in my lusty she-wolf and rose to my tiptoes to whisper back, “I want to be wowed by this date first. Then we’ll see…” As I pulled back, I grazed his earlobe with my teeth.

      He let out a satisfying groan and hardened against me.

      The rumble of an approaching motorcycle poured ice water over the sparking embers. I spun around to find Fallon winding up the hill. Damn, I’d forgotten all about him for a minute. He pulled up beside us, a scowl carved into his handsome face.

      “What’s the matter, pretty boy?” Slade asked. “They don’t ride motorcycles where you’re from?”

      “No,” he snarled.

      “Maybe you’ll like the rest of the date better.” I gave him a saccharine grin, then turned back to Slade. “What is the rest of the date?”

      He motioned toward the little recess in the hill. “Follow me.”

      The dim, grayish light of the Nether Lands gave way to complete darkness the further we moved inside the cave. It took my pupils a moment to adjust before I could make out a foot in front of me.

      Slade must have noticed because he turned around and offered me his hand. It was the most chivalrous thing the bachelor had done since I’d met him. Weirder still, was the comfort I felt when his fingers laced through mine.

      After a few more steps, the rush of water echoed through the cave.

      “Please don’t tell me it’s another waterfall,” I muttered.

      “Nope. A hot spring.”

      Ooh. I did like the sound of that. I picked up my pace as the whooshing grew stronger.

      “It’s just ahead.”

      We curled around another corner, and a faint glow lit up the cavern. Dozens of candles encircled a decent-sized bubbling pool in the center, the soft radiance warm and inviting.

      “Yes, yes, yes!” I released Slade’s hand and darted to the edge. Bending down, I dipped my fingers into the churning waters. “Oh, yeah, it’s so nice.” I stripped out of my cover up and two pairs of heated gazes razed over me.

      “This is my date,” Slade snarled at Fallon. “I go in with her first.”

      “What am I supposed to do in the meantime?” he grumbled.

      “Go explore the caves.”

      Fallon threw his hands up, and to my surprise, marched back toward the tunnels.

      I eyed Slade as he dipped a toe into the spring. “How’d you pull that off? Throw your power in reverse? Like a magical repellant pheromone?”

      He smirked. “If only it were that easy.” He offered a hand, wiggling his fingers. “Come on, the first step’s a bitch.”

      I closed my fingers around his palm, and he helped lower me into the whirling pool. The steam lifted off the water as I sank into the warmth. “Oh, yeah.” A faint groan escaped my lips as I moved deeper, the bubbles reaching up past my belly button.

      “Now that’s what I like to hear.” Slade moved beside me, dipping low beneath the water so only his head poked out. “There’s a step carved out of the wall over here. We can sit.” He tugged me toward the ledge and pulled me down onto his lap.

      His hardness pressed into my ass, and I let out a yelp. Geez, this guy was like permanently turned on. I craned my neck over my shoulder to meet blazing pools of onyx. “Don’t you ever get tired?”

      His arms came around my waist, pressing me tighter against him. “Never, kitten. I’m always ready.” A wave of heat rushed my lower half at the raspy edge to his tone. He flattened his palms against my upper thighs and nuzzled my neck. “I’ve missed this,” he breathed against my damp skin. “All that attempted murder shit took away from the real fun.”

      “I know, right?” My voice came out in a ragged pant as his thumb trailed along my inner thigh.

      He brushed my wet hair back, giving himself full access to my neck. He ran his tongue along my puckered flesh and incited a wave of goose bumps down my arm. It felt so good to forget about all the murder and intrigue for a few minutes and just have fun. That was one thing the sexy bachelor was perfect for. I didn’t have to think about Knox’s frustrating behavior or Fallon’s secrets or Jack wasting away in the SIA penitentiary.

      Ugh. Dammit.

      “What’s the matter?” Slade asked.

      I must’ve stiffened as my mind wandered, but I couldn’t help but feel bad for Jack. “Nothing.” I pivoted toward him, dug my fingers through his hair, and lowered his mouth to mine. I just wanted to forget. Forget everything for a little while.

      Slade’s tongue swept over mine, and I closed my eyes, reveling in his expertise. Gods, the male knew how to move his tongue. He nibbled on my lower lip, angling my head to deepen the kiss while his other hand crept closer to the laces of my bikini.

      I parted my legs, granting him access. I wanted this, I wanted him. Just sex, no strings attached. His fingers slid beneath my bikini bottoms, and I moaned against his mouth. He danced along my center, teasing. I wiggled beneath his touch, the fire building in my core with each languid caress, each sweep of his tongue. His free hand moved down my neck and cupped my breast. I groaned as his deft fingers found my nipple, teasing it to a hard peak. As the tension built, he plunged his finger inside me, and I clenched my jaw to keep from crying out.

      Gods, I needed this.

      As he thrust in and out of me, his thumb massaging my center, my hips rocked against his palm. With one hand working my nipple and the other the bundle of nerves at my apex, I was spiraling toward the edge.

      I reached for him, finding his hard length beneath the bubbling waters. Releasing him from the confines of his bathing suit, my fingers closed around his silky shaft, and he let out a growl.

      “Aspen…” he hissed.

      Slade withdrew his tantalizing fingers, and I had to suppress my growl of displeasure. His hands moved to my hips, clasping possessively. He lifted me up and spun me around to face him, lowering me onto his hard length. I could feel everything through the thin material of my bikini as he ground into me.

      His lips captured mine once again, and the building fire raged between our bodies. I tilted my head back, my eyelids half-mast, completely consumed in the building friction and delicious lusty pleasure. From the corner of my eye, a light blue mist swirling from Slade’s lips caught my attention.

      My lids jolted open as the whispers crept toward my parted lips. They danced in the air between us, slithering ever closer. Slade’s eyes locked on mine, the yawning black abyss sucking me in, and my mind began to spin.

      His mouth closed over mine as a heavy fog clouded my thoughts. His fingers tightened around my hips, digging into my flesh as he pressed me against his erection, driving me closer and closer to the precipice.

      A part of me knew something was wrong, but the riot of sensations swirling below drove away all remnants of sanity.

      “Let go, Aspen, come on kitten, for me…” Slade’s words lingered in the minute space between us, the blue vapors like shimmery strands of gossamer linking our tongues. He thrusted again, meeting my fevered rocking and his hardness hit the spot. My head lolled back as fiery heat exploded across my center, and I let out a ragged moan.

      “Yes, yes…” Slade hissed, his arms like steel around my waist. An unearthly neon glow emanated from his obsidian irises.

      Brilliant blue light burst from my slack jaw, and invisible bands yanked at my middle. I opened my mouth to scream, to do something, but the stream of energy flowing from my body muddled all the sounds. Darkness seeped into the corners of my vision. I blinked quickly to keep the murky curtain at bay, but it was no use. The cavern spun, the reddish walls going topsy turvy, and then everything went dark.
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            SHOCK ME ONCE—SHAME ON YOU; SHOCK ME TWICE—SHAME ON ME
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      “What are you doing to her?” Fallon’s shout drew me back from the abyss.

      I blinked rapidly, and Slade inhaled the blue vapors drifting from my mouth. He swallowed hard, his Adam’s apple bobbing, and the smoldering citrine overtook his irises.

      Fallon bent down and yanked me out of the water, cradling my body against his chest. My head still spun, and my legs and arms felt like overcooked spaghetti. Actually, my entire body did. I was beyond relaxed, which I was certain was the complete opposite of what I should’ve felt.

      “Did you just try to suck out my soul?” I blurted. My voice sounded muddled and distant, and I hated the slight tremor.

      He hopped out of the spring, stalking closer. The unnatural glow of his eyes simmered, and a satisfied smile crept across his face. “Of course not, kitten.”

      “Were you feeding on her?” Fallon growled. He stepped a few steps back, tightening his hold on me.

      “I only took a little taste, Fallon. Gods, don’t be so whiny.” He turned that wicked gaze on me and despite the hard set of my jaw my insides liquidated into a puddle.

      Why, why did he have to be so gorgeous?

      “We were both having fun, weren’t we, Aspen?”

      I opened my mouth to deny it, but I couldn’t. For the first time since the Jack situation, I’d felt completely relaxed and spent in the most delicious way.

      “Just tell her what you are, demon,” Fallon spat. “Tell her what you did.”

      His eyes turned dark, the citrine hue eclipsed by the obsidian once again. “I’m an incubus, kitten. I feed off sexual pleasure.”

      Heat raced up my neck and bloomed across my cheeks as images of him ravaging me sped through my mind. Damn, no wonder he tasted like sex. But that hadn’t been our first sexual encounter—the night before the eliminations in my bedroom, that time rock climbing… He hadn’t… Or had he? “Can you compel your victims to forget?”

      He chuckled darkly. “No, and why would I need to? Didn’t you enjoy it? Most of the females do. They’re more than willing participants.”

      I tried to shake out the cobwebs from my foggy brain. “What about last time…” I let my words fall away because I didn’t think broadcasting all our sexcapades in front of Fallon would be a wise move.

      “I’ve been on a very tight leash, kitten.” He shrugged. “What can I say? You undid me today.”

      An unexpected swell of satisfaction blossomed at his confession. Okay, so he wasn’t a sex god, but he was a sex demon! Who knew how many women he’d been with? A pit of jealousy took root in my gut. Also unexpected. I stared up at the man who’d essentially assaulted me, but could I even call it that? I was fully aware of what was going on. I wanted it. “Was I in danger?” Stupid question, right? But the truth was I knew nothing about incubi.

      “Of course not,” he purred.

      Fallon grunted, his big chest rumbling beneath me.

      “What?” I turned to my unlikely savior. It hadn’t escaped my attention that he was still holding me tight in his arms. I also didn’t fail to notice how comfortable I felt.

      “He might think he’s the one running the show, but you can never really trust a demon. If they lose control for even a moment…” He shook his head and loosed a breath. “It’s risky, that’s all.”

      Then why did it feel so good? The orgasm had been mind-blowing. My center was still humming from his wicked touch. Like I was ninety-nine percent sure that if Fallon hadn’t interrupted, I would’ve let Slade fuck my brains out. And it would’ve been so good.

      Slade pressed his palms together, those bottomless irises searing into mine. “I’m sorry I let my control slip a tiny bit, Aspen. I will do my very best to never let it happen again.”

      He so very rarely used my real name that the sound of it on his lips sent aftershocks reverberating across the apex of my thighs. Both males’ nostrils flared, and I wanted to crawl into the darkest corner of the cavern and never come out.

      “It’s my turn, demon,” said Fallon. “Now you take a walk.”

      “Oh sure, I got her all fired up, and now you’re going to stroll in here and reap the benefits.” Slade crossed his arms over his muscled chest and bumped his shoulder against mine as he passed. “I’d be happy to finish you off later,” he whispered.

      “I can hear you, you asshole,” Fallon grumbled.

      “I hope you don’t mind sloppy seconds,” Slade called out over his shoulder as he disappeared down the dark tunnel.

      “Ugh, I hate demons.” Fallon took a step toward the gurgling water, and I unraveled my arm from behind his neck.

      “I think I’m good to walk now.”

      He released me just a few inches from the edge of the pool, my bare feet slapping on the stone.

      “Thanks for that. You know, coming in all knight-in-shining armor.”

      Fallon chuckled. “From the sounds of it, you didn’t need much saving. Perhaps, I should’ve let him have his way with you.” A twinge of bitterness laced his tone.

      “Nah, I probably would’ve regretted it later.” I hopped into the bubbling warmth, allowing it to chase away the last few minutes of insanity.

      The big bachelor stepped into the whirling waters and sat beside me. He hissed out a breath as he sank deeper beneath the soothing spring. “You were right, this is pretty good.”

      “Pretty good? It’s freakin’ heaven after the week we’ve had.” Dark shadows still encircled his eyes, but the hard lines carved into his expression had softened. This was it, now or never. If I didn’t get him to spill while he was chilling in a warm pool of heavenly bubbles, he’d never confess. “So—”

      He raised his hand from beneath the water, cutting me off. “You can stop now because you’re wasting your breath. I won’t tell you who I am, and the reason is simple: I don’t want you to get hurt because of me.”

      I let out a frustrated growl and spun at him. “But why? Why would I get hurt?”

      “Dante’s dead.”

      “What?” I shrieked, my cry bouncing across the cavern.

      “He was killed in SIA holding.” He dragged his fingers through the short silver spikes, tugging on the ends of his hair. “I don’t know how they didn’t get to Jack. He must’ve been somewhere else…”

      “Who’s they?”

      “I don’t know, Aspen. All you have to know is that people want me dead, and now that they’ve discovered I’m here, no one will be safe.” He loosed a breath and dipped his face underwater. When he resurfaced, those peculiar violet irises fixed on me. “Which is why I’ve decided to leave.”

      It was like a punch to the gut. All the air siphoned from my lungs, and I stared at the bachelor unblinking. A realization hit me once my lungs started functioning again: I actually cared about this guy. Despite his secrets and arrogant attitude, I didn’t want to see him go.

      “No, don’t,” I blurted.

      “I don’t want to, but for once, I’m going to do the right thing. It was stupid for me to think I could have a chance at normalcy, at love.” His lips twisted into a pout, and a pang seared through my chest.

      Guilt? Empathy? I wasn’t sure. “You really came here for love?”

      He nodded and wrapped his big arms across his tanned chest. “Stupid, right?”

      “No…” Of all the bachelors, he was the last I would’ve ever thought was here for the right reasons.

      “The truth is that people like me don’t often get a chance at real love. I—” He raked his hands over his face. “I kind of ran away from home, which sounds insane from the lips of a grown man. My father has no idea I’m here. Or maybe he does now.”

      I gasped. “Is he the one trying to kill you?”

      He shook his head slowly at first and then with more conviction. “No, or at least I hope not.” A rueful smile tilted up the corners of his lips.

      Who knew? Maybe Fallon wasn’t a complete a-hole after all. Someone was trying to kill him, and they’d gone to great lengths to make it happen. What in all the realms was he mixed up in?

      Maybe it was the anguish written across his face or maybe the leftover sex god pheromones from Slade, but I moved without thinking. I straddled Fallon’s thick thighs and pressed my lips to his. He only tensed for a moment before his arms came around my waist. His lips were soft, kisses tentative, until they weren’t.

      His hand snaked up my spine, fingers entwining in my hair as he tilted my head to deepen the kiss. His tongue became more insistent, and I struggled to match his sudden fevered pace. Good gods, who knew this guy could kiss?

      Fallon’s free hand roamed my back, drawing goose bumps from his icy touch. He pressed me down into his lap, and his arousal stroked my center. I sucked in a sharp breath as the bundle of nerves lit up.

      As my hands explored the contours of his perfectly sculpted back and shoulders, a tiny pang of guilt zipped up my spine. I’d almost had sex with Slade like five minutes ago. Sure, I was totally up for this dating multiple men thing, but on the same date? It felt a little scandalous even for me.

      Ugh.

      I pulled back, giving Fallon a smile as I cupped his cheeks. “Can we continue this later, maybe?”

      His light brows knitted. “I’m serious about leaving, Aspen.”

      “But why now? You just told me Dante’s dead. Maybe whoever was after you was tying up loose ends. Maybe they’ve given up?” It sounded weak even to my own ears, but for some reason the idea of Fallon leaving bugged me. I wasn’t even sure at what point I’d started liking the cocky bastard, but I did. And seeing him so vulnerable today snapped something inside me.

      “That’s doubtful,” he muttered. “There’s too much at stake.”

      I smacked him in the chest. Hard. “Gods, I wish you would just tell me what was going on,” I growled.

      “Believe me, I would, if I didn’t honestly fear for your safety.” He pursed his lips, sticking out his lower one and I captured it between my teeth.

      I kissed him for a few more seconds, until the fire kindling between my thighs became too insistent. Begrudgingly pulling away, I whispered against his mouth. “Please stay a little longer. If anything weird starts happening again, then I promise I’ll be the first one to kick you off the island.”

      A rueful smile spread his lips. “Fine, maybe just a little longer.” His lilac irises moved down my body, sending a frosty chill across my heated flesh. “At least until we can continue this in private.”

      “Deal.”
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      I trudged up the stairs to my room, every muscle in my body like jello. And this time it was from the extreme relaxation. After the crazy start to the date, it had ended surprisingly well. Then Fallon, Slade and I had spent the afternoon in the hot springs drinking champagne and having shockingly easy conversation. It was the most I’d ever heard the two bachelors speak.

      As I stepped up to the landing, my gaze fell on the male leaning against my door. Not my bodyguard, but the other one. My eyes narrowed on Knox. I stomped down the hallway, all my hard-earned Zen flying out the window.

      “What do you want?” I hissed.

      My bodyguard, Breck, stiffened, blocking the entrance to my wing.

      Knox’s eyes cast down to the floor, and the remnants of the black eye I’d given him sent a swirl of satisfaction across my insides. “I just want to talk for a minute,” he muttered.

      Breck lifted a questioning brow.

      “Fine, let him in.”

      The big guy moved out of the way, and I shot past him with Knox trailing a few feet behind. I whipped open my bedroom door and dumped my bag on the bed. I still wore my bathing suit and cover-up, but luckily, I was mostly dry now.

      I spun back at him, slapping my hands on my hips. “I’m pretty tired from my amazing date, so what do you want?”

      He sucked in his lower lip and folded his hands behind his back. “I wanted to apologize for how I acted yesterday.”

      I eyed him, barely able to contain the shock. “You do?” I screeched.

      “Yeah, I acted like a dickhead, and I’m sorry for ruining the date.” He ran his palm over his nape, eyes still focused on the floor.

      I watched him speechless. What was I supposed to say to that? I was waiting for a fight, but I got nothing. Instead, my gaze landed on the dark shadows around his left eye. “I guess I’m sorry for punching you.”

      A rueful chuckle tumbled out. “Nah, don’t be. I deserved it.”

      “Or maybe it was Kole that deserved it, and you were just an easier target.” I released my fighting stance and sank onto the mattress. “The idea of Venice was really sweet. The fact that you remembered—” I let my words fall away because I didn’t want to think too much into it.

      Knox skulked closer, and this time I was the one that lowered my gaze. Until his knees brushed mine. I glanced up and met a pair of smoldering amber eyes. Their intensity stole the air from my lungs, and I sucked in a sharp breath.

      His hand crept out, slowly, and my eyes slid closed. His calloused palm cupped my cheek, rough fingers stroking my flesh, and I swallowed hard. My inner wolf purred. Actually fuckin’ purred.

      My eyes snapped open at the sound. My MIA she-wolf hardly ever made her presence known.

      Knox’s gaze fell to my chest, to the source of the rumble. His brows furrowed, obviously noticing the same thing I had. His asshole brother had broken our mate bond because my wolf never surfaced. So why was she suddenly making an appearance now?

      “Does that happen often?” he whispered.

      I slowly shook my head. “For some reason she seems to like you. Stupid bitch.” A half smile curled the corner of my lip.

      He leaned closer, until he kneeled before me, so we were nearly eyelevel. My breath hitched. What the hell was he doing?

      “I like her too.”

      My eyes locked on his lips, on the barely perceptible movement. Had he just said those words, or had I imagined it?

      “Or I think my wolf does. Which makes no sense.” He huffed out a breath. “And, it’s no excuse, but he got a little crazy last night. He’s kind of possessive, and jealous…” His words fell away, his eyes widening as if he hadn’t meant to spill.

      I gaped, my mouth opening and closing like a flipping fish out of water. I struggled to force a sentence out, hell a word, but his eyes chased to mine and the whirlwind of emotions behind the burning amber had my tongue tied.

      Knox’s thumb grazed my cheek and I leaned into his touch, unbidden. Stop that! I shouted at my traitorous body. He inched closer, his lips a hairsbreadth from mine, and a shudder raced up my spine. His tongue darted out, wetting his lips as a smile lit up his irises.

      I closed my eyes and breathed him in, the musky, woodsy scent of the forest lingering on his skin. My heart smacked against my ribcage in mad anticipation as the moment stretched for an eternity.

      What was happening right now?

      His breath ghosted over my mouth, and I snuck a peek through slitted lids. If I stuck my tongue out, I’d reach his lips. He didn’t move. I was fairly certain he wasn’t breathing. Gods knew I wasn’t.

      A sharp knock on the door sent my lids jolting open, and Knox jumped up.

      I wiped my mouth, (no, it wasn’t drool) and drew in a steadying breath. “Who is it?” My voice came out way too hot and bothered.

      “It’s Dax, sweetheart.”

      Dragging a hand through my hair, I headed to the door refusing to meet Knox’s eyes. I couldn’t. I was too confused by what had almost happened. I whipped the door open, and Dax swaggered in.

      His curious gaze drifted over my shoulder to Knox before settling back on me. “Sorry for interrupting.”

      I waved a nonchalant hand. “No, you weren’t. Not at all.”

      Knox threw Dax a tight smile. “What’s up?”

      “I have some news, and I thought Aspen would want to be the first to know.”

      A swirl of anxiety rocketed through my insides. Maybe this was about Dante’s death? Little did the director know Fallon had already filled me in.

      Dax folded his hands behind his back, his expression turning sheepish. “Jack has been cleared of his crimes.”

      My jaw dropped. Okay, not what I was expecting.

      “How?” Knox barked.

      “Following Dante’s interrogation, the council decided he shouldn’t be held responsible for his actions considering the circumstances of the attack.”

      I forced my lungs to keep pumping, despite the mad flutter of my heart.

      “So what does that mean?” Knox asked.

      “It means Jack will return to the island tomorrow night.”

      

      Dun, dun, dun! Don’t worry my friends, you won’t have to wait long after that terrible cliffy! Book 2, Wicked Games comes out just in time for Valentine’s Day on February 14th and you can preorder it now! Read on for a special sneak peek…
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      Chapter 30 – Sharing A Bed with an Angel and a Devil

       

      I paced the length of my bedroom, fists clenching and unclenching at my sides. Holy shit. Jack was back. And in about three minutes, I’d have to sit through a date with him and Castiel. Talk about an awkward threesome. The producers really pulled out all the stops on this one.

      A quick knock at the door sent my heart catapulting up my throat. “They’re ready for you, Aspen.” My bodyguard’s deep voice seeped through the cracks between the timber.

      Squeezing my eyes shut, I inhaled deeply. Flashes of Castiel’s mangled body filled my vision. The blood. So much blood. My lids jolted open, and I let out a strangled huff.

      I can’t do this. I couldn’t sit across from an attempted murderer and pretend everything was fine. Even if Jack had been compelled. No! It wasn’t his fault. He didn’t know what he was doing. I repeated it over and over, hoping it would sink in.

      Dante had compelled him—for who knew what reason. I just had to change my mindset. It wasn’t Jack’s hands that wielded the knife that ripped through Castiel’s flesh. No. It was Dante.

      “Aspen, everything all right?” Breck’s voice yanked me from my inner pep talk.

      “Be right out,” I shouted. Marching to the mirror, I took a quick glance at my reflection and frowned. Sure, the cute flowery sundress and strappy wedges were adorable, but despite Barney’s styling magic, the dark rings under my eyes popped through. I hadn’t slept a wink last night. Besides the whole date with a murderer thing, I couldn’t shake that weird moment with Knox. What had that been about? If Dax hadn’t appeared, would he have kissed me? Would I have let him?

      Ugh. Shaking my head out, I spun from the mirror and trudged to the door. I’d have to deal with Knox later. Right now, I had to keep two men from killing each other on this insane double date. 

      With a quick wave to Breck, I strode past him and headed for the stairs. When I reached the landing, I hazarded a peek at the foyer below. My heart froze, all the air siphoning from my lungs as my eyes settled on the former SIA detainee. Jack hadn’t even been gone a week, but his appearance had changed markedly. I thought my raccoon eyes were bad until they focused on him. His hazel eyes were sunken in, a hollow look replacing the typical warmth. Deep purple bruises and partially healed cuts mottled his face. His clothes sagged off his emaciated body, and I sucked in a breath to keep my lungs pumping. Fuck. What had they done to him in prison?

      His eyes chased up to mine as if he’d sensed my gawking, but I quickly dropped my gaze before he caught me and compelled my feet down the steps. As I made the turn around the spiral staircase, I found Castiel scowling on the opposite side of the grand entrance. 

      Oh, gods help me. This was going to be a fucking nightmare.

      I plastered on a smile and faced the angel bachelor. I hadn’t seen him much at all since his return from Celestia, the angel realm. Ignoring Jack, I marched straight for Castiel and drew him into a hug.

      “I’m so glad you’re back,” I whispered as I brushed my lips along his cheek.

      “Glad to be here.” His eyes flickered across the foyer to Jack.

      A never-ending moment of tense silence filled the space.

      Methyss sprang up from nowhere, and for once I was actually relieved to see him. He shot me his trademark crazed smile. “Hello, hello, Ms. Aspen. Isn’t this an exciting day?” He clapped his hands, bouncing up and down on his toes. “Two bachelors back for another chance at love!”

      I barely resisted the urge to growl at him.

      He placed his hand on the small of my back and pivoted me toward Jack. I kept my eyes down for as long as I could, but the weight of his gaze boring down on me was too much to ignore. I lifted my chin and met those weary, vacant eyes, and a pang of pity pummeled me to the core.

      “Won’t you say hello to our newly acquitted bachelor?” Methyss’ dark eyes lit up with mischief. “Innocent until proven guilty as they say.”

      Castiel let out a grunt, muttering something under his breath.

      I parted my lips and forced words to come out, keeping my gaze trained on Jack’s forehead. His eyes were too devoid of life, too hollow. “I’m glad you’re okay.” It was the best I could muster.

      He dipped his head but didn’t utter a sound. The sweet cowboy was gone.

      “Wonderful!” Methyss crooned. “And now, let’s get on with the date.” The front doors whipped open, and a gigantic screen floated in the middle of the driveway. A massive four-poster bed was set up in front of it, overflowing with fluffy white pillows and blankets.

      Methyss motioned at the setup with a beaming smile. “A movie night under the stars.”

      Well, at least we wouldn’t be forced to talk much. That was a definite plus. I could have done without sharing a bed with the two of them, but I supposed beggars couldn’t be choosers.

      Castiel offered me his arm, and I weaved my hand through.

      “I hope there’s booze,” I muttered.

      He chuckled. “And lots of it.”

      When we reached the enormous bed, I climbed in and wrapped myself in the warm comforters. Why had Barnabus bothered to dress me at all? I could’ve just worn my pjs for this one. Castiel settled in beside me, and the screen flickered to life.

      I craned my neck to find Jack, who stood just behind the tall mahogany headboard. His arms were pinned across his chest, his jaw clenched tight. Again, a twinge of pity assaulted me. The poor guy had no idea what he was getting into when he signed up for this show. His only fault was being human in the midst of powerful supernaturals. Dante had manipulated him because he was the weakest.

      And why? What did Dante, a vampire, have to gain from Fallon’s death? None of this made any sense. Maybe if I knew what Fallon was, I’d be able to puzzle this out. When were they going to do the big reveal? At this point, I’d already figured out almost everyone’s supernatural identities anyway.

      Castiel’s fingers entwined through mine, drawing me away from my conspiracy theories. His soothing angel power soaked through my skin, and I let out a sigh, leaning back against the pillows. “Since they don’t seem to be supplying us with alcohol, I thought this would help.”

      “Thank you,” I mumbled as I squeezed my hand around his. “I wish I could return the favor.”

      “Just sitting like this is nice.” His eyes darted over my shoulder before settling back on the screen.

      “How do you feel about Jack being back?” There was no point ignoring the two-ton elephant in the room.

      He huffed out a breath and didn’t speak for a long moment. “I keep telling myself that it wasn’t his fault. That he had no idea what he was doing, but when I close my eyes it’s Jack’s face I see.”

      I swallowed hard. Damn, and I thought I had a bad case of PTSD because of Kole. Poor Castiel had been murdered and lived to tell about it. I couldn’t imagine ever getting those horrifying images out of my head.

      “How do you feel?” he asked after a long pause.

      “I don’t know yet.” I chewed on the inside of my cheek as I tried to choose my words cautiously. I didn’t want to sound like an unfeeling asshole after what Jack had put him through, but I felt bad for the guy too. “When he was gone, I was worried about him. I didn’t think he should spend the rest of his human life in a supernatural prison for a crime he was magically forced to commit.” I paused and glanced over my shoulder. Jack still stood there, staring blankly ahead, arms crossed tight over his chest. “But I don’t think he should get off scot free either.”

      Castiel nodded slowly, then cast his gaze toward the movie screen. “Let’s not talk about it anymore. I’d really like to just enjoy our date and get to know you better.”

      “Me too.” I gave him the best smile I could muster before turning my attention to the movie. The opening credits scrawled across the floating image. “So they’re really not going to give us alcohol?”

      He chuckled. “I guess not.”

      “Are angels even allowed to drink?” I blurted. Which was stupid because I’d seen him drinking on many occasions since arriving on the island.

      Another laugh and his blonde locks tumbled over his forehead. Sweeping them back, he rewarded me with a beaming smile. “We are allowed to drink, and dance, and even have sex.”

      I gasped dramatically, clapping my hand across my chest. “I don’t believe it.”

      “There are different angelic echelons in Celestia. I’m a guardian angel so I spend my time in the human realm. Because of that, I’m permitted to do all the mundane activities mortals enjoy.”

      “Mundane?” I scoffed. “You’ve obviously never had good sex.”

      A chuckle burst from his lips, the amusement reaching his sparkling blue irises. “Maybe I haven’t.”

      My mind whizzed back to the reruns of the old Hitched, and my brows furrowed. “But wait, if you choose to be with someone won’t you lose your wings?”

      He shook his head, a smile curving his lips as if he knew exactly where I was going with this. “Cillian, from the first season of the show, had a unique situation as he was an archangel; they live by different rules than the rest of us.”

      “I see. So if you and I were to—ya know, everything would be cool?”

      His brilliant blue eyes twinkled again. “Yes, everything would be cool.”

      “Good.” I snuggled up closer to the angel as the movie began, and for a while, I completely forgot about the two-ton dagger-happy elephant.

      ***

      About halfway into the movie, a rom-com I actually didn’t hate, a hissed voice jerked me from a surprisingly pleasant night. I spun around, releasing Castiel to find Jack peering around the looming headboard.

      “Can we talk?” he muttered.

      Ugh. My eyes darted back to the warm angel beside me. He dipped his head and gave me a tight smile. Shoving the comforter back, I crawled out of bed. I hope I don’t miss a good part.

      Jack took a few steps back into the encroaching jungle, but I only followed him so far. It was pointless anyway. Angels had super-hearing and if I were Castiel, I sure as hell would be listening in on every word.

      I slapped my hands on my hips and stared up at the bachelor I barely recognized. Jack’s warm hazel eyes were what I loved most about the sweet guy, and now, only cold, vacant orbs remained. “So talk,” I finally said when he didn’t make a move to begin.

      “I—I don’t know why I’m back here.” He dragged his hands through his hair. “Dante’s dead. Did you know that?”

      I nodded quickly.

      “He’s a fucking vampire, Aspen, and he’s dead. Why am I still alive? I wish I were the one that was ten-feet under right now.” The fear and anguish in his eyes tugged at my heart, tearing at my defenses.

      “I’m sorry, Jack. I have no idea what you’re going through right now. I wish I could help, but none of this makes any sense to me. Did Dante tell you anything before—you know?”

      “He apologized. He actually fucking said he was sorry for compelling me to kill Castiel or Fallon, I guess. Can you believe that?”

      I couldn’t. I also couldn’t force a single word out. What could I say?

      “Dante knew he was going to die, Aspen. There’s someone else behind this, someone big pulling the strings. He said whoever it was would come after him and then me, for botching the job.” His voice began to shake. “I thought I was dead for sure. And then one day, one of the SIA guards walks in with Shep, and I’m suddenly free and back on the show. It’s all so messed up.” He dragged a trembling hand across his face. “Please eliminate me, Aspen. I just want to go home. Dante warned me that whatever’s going on with Fallon, it’s only just beginning.”

      

      More to come on February 14th! Don’t forget to preorder Wicked Games here. Or if you can’t wait, you can read the live episodes on Kindle Vella starting with Episode 31. And join my FB group, GK DeRosa’s Supe Squad for a FREE Hitched Live prequel story. Ever wonder how Aspen and Kole met? Now you can find out!

      Or if you’d prefer all the latest info delivered straight into your email inbox, join my VIP readers and get a free book!
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