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      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 unipeg 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 unipeg.
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        * * *

      

      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.”
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      “What does that even mean?” I hissed. Dante warned me that whatever’s going on with Fallon, it’s only just beginning. His words played in a loop in my head.

      “Whoever wants Fallon dead isn’t going to stop. Never going to stop. Never going to stop.” The haze in his eyes lifted for a moment, and his tone lost the sing-song quality. “There are bigger forces at play than some stupid reality TV show.”

      A tiny pang streaked across my chest. It’s not stupid.

      “And I don’t want anything to do with it.” He shook his head, his eyes wild and unfocused. He picked a flower from a nearby bush and inhaled deeply. “I hate flowers now, most of all roses.”

      “What happened to you in there?” I asked.

      “You don’t want to know.” He pointed to the side of his head, but my eyes drifted higher to a deep purple splotch across his brow. “Don’t ask. Don’t want to know.” His head whipped back and forth, finger still pressed to his temple. “The scars in here are way worse than the ones you can see. Much worse. So much worse.” He was rambling again, bouncing up and down on his toes as he picked the petals off the flower.

      “But why does someone want Fallon dead?”

      “Who the hell knows?” he growled throwing his hands up, and the crazy vanished from his irises. “Whoever orchestrated this whole thing has to have an inside man at the SIA. There’s no other way Dante would be dead. They cut off his head, Aspen, a fucking vampire. I know I’m new to this and all, but I know vamps aren’t easy to kill. Not like humans.” He buried his hands in his pockets and let out a breath, and for a second, I caught a glimpse of the sweet cowboy.

      “I’m sorry this happened to you, Jack. I wish there was something I could do.”

      “Just send me home. Send me home. Send me home!”

      I nodded quickly. “Okay, I will. I promise.” I took a step back. Jack had fucking lost his mind.

      “Everything okay out here?” Castiel’s voice drifted over the muffled sounds of the movie. He stalked out from behind the massive headboard and moved beside me. A tremor raced down his spine as he regarded Jack. I could feel the vibrations when his shoulder brushed mine.

      Jack’s eyes lifted to the angel’s and that wild, feral expression carved into his features. He lunged at Castiel, and a scream ripped from my throat.

      Castiel easily dodged his staggering advance, and Jack ended up with a face full of headboard. The angel shoved me behind him as he whirled on the bachelor, and a gleaming blade flickered to life in his palm.

      “No, don’t!” I shouted. “He’s totally lost his shit. He has no idea what he’s doing.”

      He tossed the blade to the side and squared off with Jack as he readied for another attack. The crazy bachelor’s nostrils flared, crimson coating his cheeks. “Kill me, just kill me, please.”

      All the fight seeped right out of Castiel’s tense form. He raised his palms and slowly moved toward him. “It’s all right, Jack. Just listen to the sound of my voice. Everything’s going to be okay.”

      I could practically feel the angel’s soothing power emanating from his words. I instinctively leaned closer, hungry for that calming energy.

      The fear in Jack’s eyes began to subside, and his tense expression slackened. “I’m sorry,” he muttered as his shoulders began to heave. Sobs spilled out, and he crumpled to the floor.

      Castiel wrapped his arms around him, his angel power blanketing the air. I breathed it in, letting the golden glow seep into my skin. Gods, they needed to bottle this stuff up and sell it. As I watched the two males huddled on the floor, warmth filled my heart.

      Jack had brutally attacked this man, would’ve murdered him, and somehow Castiel found the strength to put that behind him, and actually help him. The angel moved up a few notches on my list of contenders. I’d never gone for the good guy, and maybe it was time.

      A minute later, the crunch of approaching feet on grass turned my attention to a pair of security guards running up.

      “Everything okay over here?” asked one.

      “Um, yeah,” I bit back. “You’re only like ten minutes late.” I chomped down on my lower lip to keep from yelling at the two clueless guards. It wasn’t their fault. The producers were obviously drawing out the drama for maximum impact.  Glancing up at the drone overhead, I waved at the thing. “Cut! I need to see Shep and Dax pronto.”

      The camera blinked red, the annoying whirring sound continuing.

      “You heard me.” I slapped my hands on my hips and glared at the lens. “I’m not doing anything even remotely entertaining until at least one of them comes out here.”

      A burst of static had me pressing my palms to my ears, then came a familiar voice. “How can I help you, Aspen?” Shep drawled out.

      “You can tell me why the hell you brought an unhinged murderer back on the show.” I narrowed my eyes at the camera. “And you can do me a favor and come down here in person, so I don’t have to yell at a flying robot.”

      “Fine,” he gritted out. “I’ll meet you in the entertainment room in your wing in fifteen minutes.”

      “Wonderful.”
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        * * *

      

      After I helped Castiel get Jack back to his room and tucked him into his bed, I marched down to my wing of the villa with a seething angel in tow. Apparently, the soothing power didn’t exactly work on himself. When he swung the door open to the entertainment room, we found Shep on the couch downing a tumbler of whiskey by the looks of it. And based on the half-empty bottle sitting on the table beside him, it hadn’t been the first.

      “What were you thinking letting that human back on the show?” Castiel snarled.

      My head snapped back. I’d never heard an angry word come out of the angel’s mouth.

      Shep cleared his throat and threw his shoulders back, adjusting his tie. “If any of you feel unsafe continuing, no one is forcing you to stay.”

      Seriously? He’s going to play that card? Like I could just walk away from a quarter mill payout. No one had tried to kill me… yet.

      “But why? Why bring him back?” I growled as I dropped into the seat in front of him. “Just for the drama?”

      The hint of a smile tugged at the corner of his lip.

      “You’re disgusting,” I hissed.

      “Watch your tone, Ms. DeGrasse. Do you know how many women would kill to be in your place right now?”

      “Poor choice of words, Sheppard,” Castiel grumbled.

      The producer poured himself another glass and downed the contents in one gulp. He raked his hands over his face and hissed out a sigh. “I didn’t know what else to do with him. Besides the TV shock value, I didn’t think it was fair for him to rot in the SIA detention center. I checked with my friend at the agency, and he confirmed Jack had been compelled. He wasn’t technically responsible for what happened. So I pulled some strings and had him released.”

      “Why so generous?” Castiel’s brilliant blue gaze locked on the producer.

      “If you must know, Jack is my ex-wife’s stepson.”

      My head snapped back, and I was sure they’d have to scrape my chin off the floor. “What?” I screeched.

      “She’d kill me if she found out what happened.”

      “You don’t think she’ll find out when the episode airs? You don’t think she’ll notice how he’s acting?” I threw my hands up.

      “He wasn’t like that when I got him out last night.” He rubbed at his temples, at the salt and pepper hair spilling over his forehead. “He’d been sedated…”

      “And now you expect us to deal with him?” Castiel barked. “He’s unhinged, Shep. Even you can see that he’s a risk, no matter the potential for ratings.”

      “Well, now I can.” He shook his head. “Aspen, I suppose you’ll just have to eliminate him. There’s only a few days left anyway.”

      A few days? Shit. I hadn’t even realized. There was only one date left, which meant an elimination right around the corner. How many would I have to send home this time?

      “And what do you expect her to do with Jack until then?” Castiel loomed over the producer, and a hint of the warm and fuzzies swirled low in my belly. I liked this tough, protective side of the angel.

      “I’ll put a guard on him to make sure he stays out of trouble.”

      “You better. Because some of the other bachelors are a little more breakable than I am.”

      “And what about this whole Fallon thing?” I blurted. “Do you know who he is? Jack said whoever is really behind his attempted murder isn’t going to stop.”

      “I don’t want to know,” he murmured as he filled up his glass. Again.

      I was about two seconds away from asking him to share. First no drinks at the movie and now he was still holding out?

      “I’ll speak to Dax about a possible relocation. If we can find a last-minute spot to film and keep it a secret, we may be able to continue on without incurring the wrath of whoever is hellbent on ending Fallon.”

      “Why can’t he just leave?” Castiel asked.

      A knot of guilt tightened my throat. Because I’d asked him not to. Maybe I was as batshit crazy as Jack.

      “As soon as he crossed through the wards on the island, he’d be a sitting duck.” He shrugged. “Fallon’s already spoken to me about leaving.”

      My eyes widened. Guess he was trying to do the right thing.

      “There has to be something we can do…”

      Shep snorted on a laugh. “Good luck with that.”

      “It’s not right.” I leaned across the coffee table and jabbed my finger at his sleek suit. “You’re the one that got everyone into this mess with this show and the damned Hitched curse.”

      He cleared his throat after a long gulp. “As I said before, you are all free to leave at any time. We can’t be held liable for everything that happens on this gods’ forsaken show.” With a grunt, he slowly rose, grabbing the remains of the whiskey and trudged toward the door. When he reached it, he doubled back and raised a dark brow. “No takers?” He grunted. “I didn’t think so. That payout is much too good to pass up for any of us.”

      As soon as the door slammed behind him, I slumped back on the couch. “Well, this is a fucking disaster.”

      Castiel knelt in front of me and took my hand. Instantly, his calming energy seeped into my weary bones. “Don’t worry, I’ll keep an eye on Jack until the next elimination.”

      I gave him the best smile I could muster. “Thank you.”

      After a few heavenly minutes, he rose to his feet, releasing my hand. “I guess the date is officially over.”

      I straightened, not ready to lose the angel’s comforting presence. “Would you mind staying a little longer? We could watch another movie or something? My mind is spinning, and I could use the distraction.”

      He rewarded me with a beaming smile and folded onto the couch beside me. “What are you in the mood for?”

      I dragged myself off the chair and settled into the sofa, curling up into Castiel’s side. “Another rom-com would be fantastic. Anything non-murdery really.”

      He chuckled and curled his arm around my shoulders. “Your wish is my command.”

      Everything would be okay. I just had to survive one more date with Avalon and Flint and then it would be elimination time, and I could send poor Jack home. What could possibly go wrong in forty-eight hours?
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      “What? How is that even possible?” I gawked at Dax as he stood in front of the sprawling views of the Manta Sea through the glass sliding doors. The remaining bachelors and I had been summoned to meet in the great room first thing in the morning. Before my first and very necessary cup of coffee. I was not pleased.

      Deacon nudged me in the side and shushed me. “Between Dax and Methyss, the two warlocks pack a shitload of firepower.”

      “The bachelor is correct,” said Dax, lifting a brow in my direction. “Without getting into the dirty details, moving the house and the grounds would essentially be like sending one of you through a portal.”

      “Only it’s a ginormous compound with hundreds of acres of property.” I was sure my jaw would hit the floor any second now. He couldn’t seriously be capable of moving the entire estate to a new location.

      A cloud of dark smoke appeared from the ether, blocking the azure waters beyond the pool deck. A maniacal laugh boomed across the room, and Methyss’s lithe figure coalesced. He tipped his white top hat and shot me a grin. “Trust Dax when he says it can be done.”

      “What’s the point?” Knox asked. “Wouldn’t it be easier to send Fallon home? And Jack too, while we’re at it?” He eyed the ex-inmate bachelor who stood in a corner, his body caving in on itself.

      I didn’t know how the poor guy survived the night. I wasn’t sure I would have if Castiel hadn’t stayed with me till the first rays of light seeped into the entertainment room this morning. We’d fallen asleep on the couch sometime between rom-com number three or four.

      As if he’d heard my thoughts, the angel tipped his head in my direction and offered me a smile from the adjacent couch.

      “We don’t know that it’ll end there,” said Dax with a scowl. He shot Fallon a narrowed glare then turned back to face the rest of us. “Whatever this big secret is, it’s obvious someone will go to great measures to protect it. Though Fallon has sworn no one else here knows what he’s hiding, whoever wants him dead might not be so understanding.”

      Shit. Fallon lied. Deacon knew too. My heart staggered on a beat at the thought of anything happening to the tiger bachelor.

      “So we could all be targets?” Avalon asked, tearing me from my internal musings.

      “Let’s not jump to any conclusions.” Shep’s commanding voice reached the room a second before he appeared. He was back in his dark three-piece suit, hair slicked back and arrogant mask in place. “After lengthy discussions with the production team, we have decided that moving our location is not only the safest option for everyone, but also the best decision for the show.”

      “Of course, because the show must go on,” Slade muttered.

      “What if they find us again?” Jack’s trembling voice sent ice spilling through my veins. “They’re going to find us, they’re going to find us. It’s only a matter of time.” His sing-song tone only intensified the fear spiking through every single nerve ending.

      “They won’t,” said Shep.

      My gaze bounced to Dax’s and for some reason his thinned lips didn’t exert as much confidence as the producer.

      “And we just continue like nothing ever happened?” I asked.

      “That’s right, Ms. DeGrasse. Unless you have a problem with that?”

      I had about a hundred, but then again there were the two-hundred and fifty thousand reasons to stay.

      “This is bullshit,” Knox growled. He pushed off the wall he leaned against and glared at Sheppard.

      “You’re free to leave, Mr. Winterclaw.” The hint of a smile curled Shep’s lips, and I wondered what the hell that was about.

      Knox’s gaze flickered to mine for an instant, before returning to the producer’s. It was so quick, I could’ve imagined it. He muttered another curse and folded his arms across his chest. “What are you going to do to protect her—all of us?”

      Methyss stepped forward and sketched an elaborate bow. “Once we move the compound, Dax and I will cloak it so that no one will be able to pinpoint our location. In fact, no one in the cast or crew besides myself, Dax and Sheppard will know the exact coordinates.”

      “Right because wards can’t be broken…” Slade murmured.

      He was awfully grumbly today.

      “Enough,” Shep barked. “This is what we’ve decided. If anyone wishes to leave, you may do so. Otherwise, the next elimination is tomorrow night so for three of you, it will no longer be a concern.”

      My jaw unhinged. I knew it was coming and still I couldn’t suppress the gasp that slid out. I had to eliminate three bachelors. Tomorrow!

      Methyss tapped his foot on the marble floor, drawing everyone’s attention. “And now, it is time for the lovely Ms. Aspen to prepare for the final date of this round.” He clapped his hands. “Shoo, shoo, all of you!”
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        * * *

      

      I hated that I was going on a date today. With all the craziness swimming through my mind, how the hell was I supposed to focus? And tomorrow was the elimination, which meant this was my last chance to get to know these two bachelors. Avalon and Flint. Neither of whom I’d spent much alone time with.

      As I trudged onto the beach, I resolved to suck it up and give these guys as much of my attention as I could muster. It wasn’t fair after all. They both seemed nice enough, and as I recalled, Avalon was a damned good kisser. Plus, he’d saved me from those crazy-ass piggids.

      Avalon’s azure eyes met mine, the brilliant hue an exact match to the waves of loose hair tumbling over his shoulders. Yup, definitely a merman. No question about it. The sun glinted across his perfectly tanned, carved abs and I tried to picture him with a mer-tail. Hmm… maybe I could go for it.

      I searched the beach for Flint, but only the blue-haired bachelor dotted the expansive white-sand beach.

      “Well, don’t look so happy to see me.” He cocked a pale blue brow.

      “No, it’s not that.” I shook my head, forcing a smile. “There’s just so much going on right now. I wish they could’ve postponed the date and elimination for a couple days.”

      “Yeah, I agree on that one. Although maybe it’s better if I’m sent home already and spare myself the heartbreak.” He shot me a wink.

      “No…” I reached for his hand and gave it a squeeze. “I really have no idea who I’m sending home tomorrow.” Sort of true.

      He lifted our joined hands and flipped my wrist, running his lips over the top of my hand. “Good. Then I hope I still have a chance to win you over.”

      “Are you sure you want to?” I threw him a smirk. “I was kind of a mess before this, and now…” A rueful laugh escaped. “Who knows what you’re getting yourself into.”

      “I’m not one to back away from a challenge, Ms. DeGrasse.” He weaved his fingers firmly through mine and turned me toward the shoreline. “With our imminent departure, the production team decided on a pretty lame date for us.”

      “Why lame?” I breathed in a lungful of salty air. “I love romantic walks on the beach. I’m pretty sure it’s on my Zinder profile.”

      He chuckled, his broad shoulders bouncing up and down. “Well, I love any sort of water activity to be honest.”

      “I wouldn’t have guessed.” My lips curled into a smirk. “Anyway, at least this way we can actually talk. If we were deep sea diving or swimming with sharks or whatever, we’d have less of a chance to get to know each other.”

      “That’s true.” He slowed his pace. “Or at least until Flint makes his appearance.”

      I’d almost forgotten all about him. “Where is he?”

      He shrugged. “Probably primping somewhere.”

      My mind flitted back to the big male with winding dreadlocks and dark caramel skin. He didn’t seem like a pretty boy to me.

      “So Aspen, tell me something about yourself that no one else on this island knows.”

      Well, that was a loaded question. Avalon wasn’t fucking around on this last date. I chewed on the inside of my cheek as I considered. There were tons of things. Out of everyone here, Knox was the male that knew me best—which was a terribly horrifying thought. Maybe I hadn’t done such a great shot at opening up to the others. Even Deacon.

      “I never met my dad until the Half-Blood decree when my big supernatural secret came out.”

      He nodded slowly. “I figured it had to be something like that since you’d mentioned you’d grown up in the human world.”

      “Yup.” I popped the P for emphasis.

      “And what happened when you met him?”

      “He was kind of a dick.” I shrugged as the familiar look of pity flashed across his expressive irises.

      “I’m sorry.”

      “Don’t be. He’s not worth it. My mom had been right to keep me away from him and his world. I wish I would’ve stayed away.” Then I never would’ve met Kole, and I wouldn’t be so broken. I cut off my own musings. Broken? The word swam around my mind and for the first time since I landed on this island, I took a moment to reflect. I hadn’t really thought about Kole or what he’d done to me for what felt like forever. Was I healing? Was I actually getting past this? I’d made out—done way more than make out, with more than one of these bachelors, and I’d enjoyed it. I’d come a long way since the bruised, battered girl I’d been when I arrived.

      “Well, I’m glad you didn’t,” said Avalon, tearing me from my thoughts. “Otherwise, I never would’ve met you.”

      “You’re really laying it on thick, buddy.”

      A beaming smile split his lips, and he stopped our slow stroll then twirled me toward him. “I have to make it count, right?”

      A few strands of blonde hair whipped across my face as the breeze flitted over the sea. He brushed back the stray locks, his thumb grazing my cheek. Just like last time, I had the strangest urge to kiss him. So I did.

      My lips glided over his, softly, tentatively.

      “I like you, Aspen,” he whispered against my mouth. “I’ve been dying for another moment alone together since the date with the piggids.”

      “What do you like about me?” I leaned back, holding him out to arm’s length, but my hand remained on the glimmering trident tattoo along his bicep.

      “Well, you’re gorgeous, if that wasn’t obvious.”

      I smiled. “Point for the bachelor.”

      “You’re strong—you’d have to be to remain here with everything that’s happened. And you’re fearless—to put yourself out there like this, on live television. Courage is a trait I admire, especially in women. I live in a world where most females are coddled, spoiled since birth. You’ve got fire, Aspen, and any fool can see that.”

      A smile curled my lips, an unexpected one. This merman was altogether unexpected.

      An angry shout swiveled my head back to the villa, to the bachelor stomping toward us across the sand.

      “Damn it,” Avalon murmured.

      Flint sprinted toward us, his long legs gaining momentum. When he reached us, the typically calm male’s expression was murderous. He jabbed his finger into Avalon’s chest and snarled, “You lulled me to sleep with that sir—song of yours, didn’t you?”

      He stared up at Flint innocently. “I have no idea what you’re talking about.”

      “What’s going on?” I moved between the two males as Flint’s chest puffed out, making the large male even more intimidating.

      “He tried to sabotage our date,” he barked. “I was getting ready, and he showed up at my door. The next thing I knew, I was passed out on my bed.”

      “Avalon?”

      He shrugged, flashing a grin. “All’s fair in love and war, right?”

      “Asshole,” Flint muttered.

      I took Flint’s hand and steered him away from the other bachelor before we had a brawl on the middle of the beach. “Why don’t you give us some alone time, Avalon, and we’ll catch up later,” I called out over my shoulder.

      “Yeah, yeah,” he grumbled. “At least I got my kiss.”

      Flint stiffened beside me, and suddenly Knox wasn’t the only male on the island who deserved a throat punch. The wolfy bachelor springing to my mind surprised me. With all the Jack commotion, I’d managed to keep him tucked away in the dark depths of my psyche. I wasn’t ready to explore what was going on there.

      A throaty growl erupted from Flint’s clenched lips, drawing my attention back to the bachelor at my side.

      “Sorry Avalon fucked with you like that.”

      “I’m not pissed about that anymore. Now, I just don’t understand why I’m the only male on this damned island you haven’t kissed.”

      I halted, digging my heels into the soft sand. “Excuse me?”

      His brows furrowed, and the big asshole didn’t even have the decency to look embarrassed.

      “Who I kiss or don’t kiss is none of your business.” I slapped my hands on my hips and glared up at the towering bastard. “Anyway, aren’t you guys not supposed to talk about that shit?”

      He shrugged and stalked toward the water. “Some talk and some don’t.” He tugged his shirt over his head and tossed it on the sand. “I’m going in. I need to cool off before I shif—” He cut himself off and leapt into the water.

      “Hey!” I called out after him. I was so not done reaming him out. Who the hell did he think he was? Shedding my cover-up, I dipped a toe into the gently lapping waves. As always, the temperature was perfect. I took a few more steps until the warm water reached my navel, then dove in, letting the refreshing water cool my own rising temper.

      I swam out toward Flint who was leisurely floating on his back now. “Who the hell is talking shit about hooking up with me?” I growled when I reached him.

      “I’m no snitch.”

      Rolling my eyes, I seared him with a withering glare. “Seriously?”

      “Guys talk, Aspen. There are only eight of us left, six for most of the week with Castiel and Jack gone. There’s only so much to talk about.”

      I mentally catalogued the six men he was referring to, trying to figure out who I’d kissed. Deacon—okay, way more than kissed, Slade—samesies, Fallon—check, Avalon—yup, and of course Knox—just that one forced kiss though. Dammit. He was right. He was the only one left at the time, since Castiel wasn’t there.

      “You’re not the only one,” I snapped. Weirdly enough, even after spending all night together, the guardian angel never made a move.

      “Who?” he asked.

      “None of your business!” I splashed a wave of water across his stupid face.

      Another growl crawled up his throat, and he swam closer. “Let’s get something straight, Aspen. I want to be here. I can’t say the same about the rest of the guys, but my d—I’m a jealous guy. Possessive even. So when I hear stories about you and the other males, it makes it hard to keep my temper in check.”

      About a million red flags went off in my head, and I took a step back, wading through the tepid waters.

      Flint shook his head, his lips twisting. “I’m sorry, that came out wrong. Especially given everything that’s been going on lately.” He huffed out a breath. “Let me try that again. I like you, Aspen, I have since that day you snuck into the guys’ wing, and I gave you the grand tour.”

      I’d almost forgotten about that. He’d seemed so normal and easy going, then for some reason, we’d never had the opportunity to spend much time together after that.

      “I wouldn’t have come on this show if I wasn’t invested, so anyway, yeah, hearing about you with other guys kind of hurt.”

      He stuck out his full lower lip, and I stared wide-eyed. I really hurt this big guy’s feelings? Crossing my arms over my chest, I regarded him for a few more seconds. It wasn’t that I didn’t like Flint, I’d just never gotten a chance to know him. I guessed there was still time.

      “Tell me five things I should know about you before the elimination tomorrow.”

      The hint of a smile pulled at his lips. “Well, first of all, I’m a damned good kisser and you’ve totally been missing out.”

      A laugh bubbled out despite my best efforts at looking pissed off.

      “Number two: I have four older sisters, and they’ve taught me well.”

      I bet.

      “Three: After the show, I plan on leaving Azar and exploring the human world for at least a year. With my responsibilities at home, I’ve never gotten the chance.”

      “Really? That’s unexpected.”

      “Why?” He quirked a dark brow. “You grew up in the human world so for you it might not be anything special, but for me, it’s the unknown.”

      Ever since the opening of the supernatural and human realms over twenty years ago, supes had come and gone as they pleased. I remembered my mom had told me of a time before the humans were aware of any of it, but in my lifetime, it was all I’d known.

      “Four,” he continued, “I wish I could tell you more about my family and what we do, but since I can’t because of the rules, I’ll just say I’m pretty involved in my realm’s politics. Even though I want to explore the human world, I love my territory and my people. I want to make a difference in their lives one day.”

      Cue the mic drop. Geez, this guy was getting serious.

      “And number five: I want someone to share that with me.”

      Okay, my eyes were totally bugging out now. “So you’re serious about this show? About finding true love?”

      “You’re not?” he countered.

      My face must’ve said it all because his lips puckered, his brows drawing together.

      “I wasn’t serious…” The words began to tumble out without my control. “I just wanted to have some fun and forget about a bad break-up, but now that I’ve gotten to know you guys, the lines I’d carefully sketched out are starting to blur.”

      It was the truth. I hadn’t even fully accepted it until the words were out. I had feelings for some of the guys—more than some. And to be honest, that scared the shit out of me.

      “Well, I hope you figure it out, Aspen.” Flint turned and dove beneath the waves, disappearing into the horizon.

      Holy shitballs. How had I let this happen? I wasn’t supposed to start falling for these guys… Even as I watched Flint’s form grow smaller and smaller, a twinge of pain rocketed through me at the thought of eliminating him. And Jack… he wanted me to send him home, and I knew it was best for him, but damn, I was going to miss that sweet cowboy.

      I loosed a breath and sank underwater, letting the undulating waves drag me down. How was I going to survive another elimination?
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      A swarm of unipegs battered my insides, their tremendous wings wreaking havoc in my gut. It was elimination day. I gulped as I shuffled through the dossiers of the eight remaining bachelors. I still had no idea which three men I was sending home. Okay, well, except for Jack. As much as I hated letting him go, the Jack that had returned from SIA holding wasn’t the same man I’d met all those weeks ago. And that killed me.

      Poor Jack had gotten sucked into the supernatural world, been chewed up, broken and spat out. I just hoped sending him home was the right thing, and that eventually he’d be able to get back to his life before the show. Good gods, Hitched really was cursed.

      I flipped another page, and my gaze landed on a pair of eerily familiar amber irises. Just a few weeks ago, staring into those eyes would’ve had my stomach in knots. But now, when I looked at Knox, I no longer saw Kole. Somewhere along the line, I’d been able to differentiate between the twins. Not that I’d completely gotten over the brutal crushing of my heart, but the pain was definitely dissipating. And more than that, I could actually see myself with someone else in the not-so-distant future without having a total meltdown.

      Was that guy Knox? Unlikely. But at least the sight of him didn’t make me nauseous anymore.

      I turned to the next bachelor, and those mesmerizing lilac orbs drilled into me. What is your big secret Fallon? And how bad could it be that someone wanted you dead because of it? The smart decision would’ve been to send the guy packing. With Fallon gone, all the drama would go with him—no more murders, no more attacks. We could all go back to normal, finish out the last few weeks of dating, and I’d finally get my happily ever after. Ha.

      But there was just something about the bachelor that kept me wanting more. I wasn’t ready to send him packing just yet.

      Hmm… that reminded me. I shoved the comforter back, pushed myself out of bed and darted to the sliding glass doors. As I stepped onto the balcony, I stared out into the encroaching jungle, then turned east toward the sea. It was all exactly as it had been last night when I’d gone to sleep. Weird. As I crept back to bed, I wondered when Dax and Methyss were going to work their magical voodoo to get us the hell out of Mystic Cove.

      Sliding the dossier off the mattress, I crawled back under the covers. Eff this. I just couldn’t decide. Pulling the comforter back over my head, I squeezed my eyes shut and tried to go back to sleep. I had an hour until Barney showed and right now, I didn’t want to think anymore.

      Instead of visions of sugar plums dancing through my head, all I saw were the bachelors’ faces. Flint, then Avalon, Slade, Fallon, Castiel. Please don’t eliminate me their sad puppy dog eyes seemed to say.

      “Ugh!” I grunted and rolled over, burying my face in the pillow.

      Thundering footfalls down the hall had my heart leaping up my throat a second later. Breck, my bodyguard’s voice seeped through the cracks in the door.

      “Yeah, she’s fine. She’s been in her room all night. Hasn’t made a peep.”

      “I need to get in there,” Deacon’s voice boomed just outside.

      What the hell?

      I darted for the door as another familiar voice broke in a moment after.

      “For gods’ sakes, open the door, Breck.”

      The door whipped open, and Deacon nearly barreled right into me. He ground to a halt, wrapping his big arms around me. “You’re okay.”

      “Yeah, I’m fine. What’s going on?” I clung onto his arms, the panic in his voice leeching into me.

      Shep trudged inside next with Dax at his heels.

      “Thank the goddess you’re okay, Aspen,” the director rasped out.

      I pushed out of Deacon’s bear hug and eyed the three men. “Why wouldn’t I be?”

      Shep loosed a breath, his hair disheveled and dark circles ringing his eyes. “Jack attacked Fallon this morning.”

      “What?” I screeched. Castiel’s bloodied image streaked across my mind, and all the air expelled from my lungs. No…

      “Fallon’s okay,” said Deacon. “Jack didn’t have a weapon. He went after him with his bare hands.”

      “Holy shit,” I hissed.

      “Fallon said he was mumbling something about you,” said Deacon.

      “Me?”

      He nodded slowly.

      “No need to worry,” said Sheppard. “We’ve got him detained, and I’m personally escorting him to a psychiatric facility in the human world in a few hours.”

      “About fucking time,” Deacon muttered. “Why you ever let that psychopath loose on this island is beyond me.”

      I couldn’t help the pang of sadness that raced through my heart. Poor Jack. He didn’t deserve this. I just hoped he could get the help he needed. “You think it was because of the compulsion?” I asked.

      “Seems unlikely,” said Dax. “It’s been days since Dante’s death. It should’ve worn off by now.”

      If not, we were all sitting ducks. Dante could’ve compelled any of us to do anything.

      “Then why else would he go after the guy?” Deacon asked.

      “He’s out of his mind,” Shep answered. “I didn’t realize how much he’d deteriorated, or I never would’ve brought him back here.”

      “Not even for the ratings?” I cocked a brow.

      “No, of course not,” he growled, then ran his hand through his hair, slicking back the errant salt and pepper strands. “Anyway, in light of the circumstances, you’ll only be eliminating two bachelors this evening.”

      “How big of you,” I deadpanned. Not a huge reprieve since Jack was already out.  I turned to Dax, my thoughts from earlier springing to mind. “How come we’re still in Mystic Cove?”

      A devious grin lifted the corners of the director’s lips. “We’re not actually.”

      My brows knitted, and I turned toward the sliding glass doors again. Was I being punked? “Sure looks like it to me…”

      “Methyss and Dax thought it better to move the entire island,” said Shep, a satisfied smile plastered across his face.

      “Are you effing kidding me right now?”

      “Nope,” said Dax. “Logistically it was simply easier.”

      “Easier? To move an entire island?” Fucking mind blown.

      “So where exactly are we?” Deacon asked.

      Sheppard waggled a finger at the tiger bachelor. “Uh, uh, uh. No one but myself, Dax, and Methyss are privy to our location. Once I’ve gotten Jack back home, everything will go back to normal. In a few short weeks, we’ll be concluding another successful season of Hitched with a marriage proposal in the works.”

      My jaw nearly unhinged. “Marriage?” I squeaked.

      Deacon stiffened beside me.

      “Why yes, all of our contestants have ended up marrying the chosen bachelor or bachelorette.”

      “Not always right away though,” Dax added with a reassuring smile.

      I felt as reassured as fuck. Finding a boyfriend was daunting enough but a fiancé? I did not read that part in the contract.

      “Relax,” said Deacon, placing his hand on my shoulder. “No one’s going to force anyone to get married.” He nudged me in the side with his elbow, but a new bout of unease roiled through me. For fuck’s sake, I was never going to survive this show.

      “Come, come, everyone out.” Dax patted Deacon on the shoulder and urged him toward the door. “Let Aspen get ready for this evening. I’m sure she has a lot to consider.”

      Damn right, I did. How could they spring something like that on me right before an elimination? I followed the guys to the door and let out a long breath the moment they were gone, leaning against the thick timber. They couldn’t honestly expect me to marry one of these guys, could they? I was only twenty-one. Sure, I was about to be mated to Kole, but that was a wolf thing. This was supposed to be fun, a rebound after the hell he’d put me through.

      There was no way I was ready to say I do.

      A quick knock had me leaping off the door. Gods, couldn’t Shep and the production team just leave me alone? “Ugh, what do you want now?” I growled.

      “It’s me, Knox. Do you have a sec to talk?”

      Knox? My stomach took a nosedive to the soles of my feet. I backed away from the door, wrapping my arms around my middle. The last time we were alone in my room we’d almost kissed. I’d done a damned good job pushing it to the far recesses of my mind, but now with his scent lingering on the other side of the door it was all I could think about.

      “Aspen?”

      “Um, yeah, sorry, just getting dressed.” Lie. I grabbed my robe and wriggled into it, tying the pink sash around my waist with a double knot. Opening the door a crack, I peeked through the sliver. “Hey, what’s up?”

      His dark hair was mussed up, raven locks tumbling over his forehead, and a sleepy look in his eye that made him look oddly disarming. “Can I come in?”

      I moved my arms further up my chest, flesh and blood armor against whatever he was about to throw at me before I opened the door all the way.

      He crept inside, his eyes scanning my room as he crossed the sprawling chamber. “You’re alone, right?”

      “No, there’s a bachelor hiding in my closet.” I smirked.

      His lips quirked into a wry smile. “I was waiting for Shep and them to leave for a while.”

      “Did you hear what happened?”

      “Not until I got here. I went for a jog this morning to clear my head. I must’ve missed all the drama.”

      “Lucky you.” I always seemed to find myself right smack in the center of it.

      Knox buried his hands in his jeans pockets and shifted from foot to foot. Why was he acting so shady?

      “Clear your head about what?” I asked.

      “Huh?”

      “You said you went for a jog to clear your head. What are you worried about?”

      A rueful chuckle slid from his clenched lips. “You don’t want to know.”

      “Oh gods, are you here to murder me? Did Dante get to you too?” I took a step back toward the balcony.

      “No, of course not.” He closed the distance between us, his movements so erratic my heart rammed against my ribcage. Closing my eyes, I prepared myself for the knife in the gut, the whizzing bullet, fingers clamped around my neck. Only none of that happened.

      He kissed me.

      Possibly even more horrifying.

      His mouth moved against mine, and in a moment of insanity my lips parted for him. He weaved his arm around my waist and pulled me closer as he deepened the kiss. Our tongues danced with shocking fluidity. Like we’d kissed hundreds of times before. His free hand roamed up my back until it reached my neck. He dug his strong fingers into my hair as his lips explored mine. My body melted into his and I found my hands moving of their own accord, running over the hard planes of his back and shoulders.

      A swell of heat surged south of my belly button as the kiss became more demanding, his teeth nibbling on my lower lip. A faint moan slipped free, and the warmth seeped up from my lower half, blossoming across my cheeks. Holy shitballs. I was making out with Knox. And I liked it… Too much.

      I stepped back, drawing in a much-needed deep breath.

      Knox regarded me, his amber eyes aglow in a deep gold. We stood there for a long moment, neither of us saying a word. I tried to put together a sentence but for the life of me, all coherent thoughts had vanished.

      “Was that okay?” he finally asked.

      Fuck yes, it was more than okay. But would I admit that out loud? Never. Instead, I just nodded quickly.

      He dragged his palm over the back of his neck, eyes cast down to the floor. “I’m sorry if I… Maybe I shouldn’t have done that, but I had to just once before tonight.”

      “You think I’m sending you home?” I blurted, my brain finally starting to function again.

      Knox shrugged. “I’d probably deserve it. Especially after how I acted on our date.”

      “That’s true. You were an ass.”

      The hint of a smile tugged up the corner of his lip.

      “But the whole Venice idea was pretty good, so you do get a point for that,” I continued.

      “At least something.”

      “So you don’t want to go home?”

      He snorted. “I’d be perfectly content if I never had to set foot in Moon Valley again.”

      “Why? You’re the freakin’ beta of the Blood Moon pack. Your family’s loaded, they own like half of the valley, and everyone adores the Winterclaws.”

      “Because I’m tired of living behind my twin’s shadow, Aspen. You say I’m a dick, but how could you not realize what it’s like in my family? You saw it firsthand. But hell, you were probably too busy making googly eyes at my brother because of that damned mate bond.”

      A swirl of anger blossomed in my core. “Yeah, thanks, no need to remind me,” I hissed. “You’re not really helping out your case here.”

      “I’m sorry,” he gritted out. “It’s just not fair. Kole gets everything handed to him on a silver platter, and what he did to you…” He clenched his teeth, and a growl vibrated his chest. “I never should’ve come.” He spun on his heel, but I lunged and wrapped my hand around his bicep before he could make an escape.

      “I’m not going to eliminate you,” I muttered. “I don’t know what that was”—I motioned between the two of us— “but I’m willing to keep you around a little longer to find out.”

      An actual smile spread his lips, revealing a dimple I’d never noticed existed. It was a shy little thing, barely poking out, but it was there. And it was damned hot.

      “Don’t fuck with me, Knox.” I jabbed my finger into his chest. “I wouldn’t survive it.”

      His head slowly dipped. Something flashed across his face, but it was gone before I could put my finger on it. “I’ll see you tonight, Aspen.”

      The moment the door closed behind him, I slumped down on the mattress and dragged my hands over my face. What the actual hell was that? So much for my plan to get Knox to fall for me and then break his heart. It looked like he was already ahead of the game. This was my shot. My chance to fuck with him and hurt him like Kole had destroyed me. Only I couldn’t. I didn’t want to.

      I liked him.
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      I wiped my sweaty palms against the silky black dress then muttered a curse as I traversed the never-ending hallways. Great, now I’d probably have hand marks on my ass. Hopefully the dark color would hide the prints, or Barnabus would have my ass for ruining his stunning creation. As usual, my stylist had outdone himself with a sleek gown fit for the red carpet with a sweeping mermaid skirt and a fancy oversized bow across my shoulder. It really was ah-mazing.

      Then why did I feel like crap?

      I huffed out a breath as I turned the corner, and my eyes landed on the double doors ahead. Gold filigree lined the fancy ballroom entrance, complete with two hulking guards. So much for Dax and Methyss’ cloak being impenetrable. If we were so safe, why did we still need the beefy sentinels?

      As I neared, one of the males reached for the antique doorknob and slowly the doors creaked open, revealing the opulent ballroom. A blast of cool air sent a rush of goose bumps over my skin as I crossed the threshold. I barely had a second to scan the ballroom before the spotlight crawled up my body, blinding me.

      A wave of whoops and hollers sent heat rising to my cheeks as I sauntered to the center of the room. I blinked quickly to adjust to the brilliant light, and finally my eyes focused on the remaining seven bachelors atop the raised platform.

      Damn, they cleaned up nice.

      Each of these men was gorgeous, but in suits they were devastating. As my gaze raked over each and every one of them, a hint of sadness pricked my chest. Two were going home today. Three, if I counted Jack who was likely already on a portal back to the human world. I hated what I had to do today. Sending these two guys home was going to be one of the hardest things I’d ever had to do. And my life had been no picnic.

      Methyss’s booming voice filled the room a second before our emcee appeared in a puff of white smoke. A Cheshire cat grin spread his orange-hued lips as he reached out his hand. “My dear Aspen, welcome back! It’s so nice to see you again on this special evening. Are you ready to begin?”

      No. I plastered on a smile and nodded.

      “Now, I’ll go over the rules as a quick reminder. Due to the unfortunate situation with Jack, only two bachelors will be eliminated this evening. As always, if you are eliminated, I ask that you move directly to the exit and please, gentlemen, this is not the time to make scenes, huh?”

      I glanced across the room, and my eyes landed on Deacon’s. He threw me a reassuring smile, and the mad flutter of my heart slowed a notch. He’d been my rock through all of this. Even that day I’d met him in the bathroom for the auditions.

      “Now, Aspen, in case you’ve forgotten, let’s go over the pins.” He pointed at the table, and my gaze fell on the large tank. Damn, I’d almost forgotten all about Flipper, my oversized flying fishy helper.  Methyss cleared his throat. “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 simply must go. Just whisper to our little fishy friend, and he’ll deliver the pins to the appropriate bachelor.”

      “Got it.”

      “Very well, then let’s begin.”

      I stepped toward the table, and a loud crash sent my head spinning to the double doors. Jack barreled into the room, his eyes crazed and sweat dripping off his brow. “It’s still not safe. Still not safe,” he cried. “He’ll find you, he always does.”

      A chill skirted up my spine as Jack’s hazy eyes found mine.

      “Get out while you still can, Aspen. Get out!”
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      Two men in black jumped out from behind the cameras and tackled Jack to the floor. He slid across the glossy marble as I watched in horror.

      “Get out while you can, Aspen. It’s still not too late.” He continued raving as the bodyguards dragged him toward the door.

      “Wait!” I shouted, my brain finally catching up. I darted behind the men in black. “Wait a second. I need to talk to him.”

      The guards halted as Jack wriggled between them. I reached for the poor bachelor, my hand cupping his cheek. “Jack, are you okay?”

      He shook his head slowly, but the haze of hysteria seemed to lift a fraction.

      “Get away from him, Aspen. He could be dangerous,” Deacon called out from the platform. I glanced back at him and the other bachelors over my shoulder. A guard was on each side of Deacon, holding him back. Half a dozen guards surrounded the eight males, preventing their movement.

      Dax and Shep obviously wanted to see this play out. Twisted little fuckers.

      I whirled back to focus on Jack. All the fight seeped out of his shoulders, his head hung loose, eyes cast down to the floor. “Jack, do you know anything that could help us?”

      His head lolled from side to side. “I don’t remember anything, Aspen. I keep blacking out. There’s just this pit of empty dread inside me. No matter what I do, I can’t shake it. I just don’t want the same thing for you.”

      A swell of unexpected emotion clogged my throat. I swallowed hard to force it down. “I’m so sorry this happened to you, Jack.” Framing his cheeks with my palms, I bent forward and brushed my lips against his. Stay safe, cowboy. Maybe when this is all over, I’ll see you again.”

      He nodded slowly, a faint smile playing on his lips and for a second, the sweet bachelor I’d met on the first day was back.

      The guards pivoted toward the exit and dragged Jack between them. The moment the doors slammed shut, my shoulders slumped forward, and I released a breath.

      “Well, that was unexpected,” Methyss crooned.

      Where the hell was he a second ago?

      Our emcee sauntered toward me, that smile still firmly in place as if that whole crazy scene with Jack hadn’t just happened. “Shall we get started then?”

      “Seriously? I don’t even get a break after that?”

      Methyss glanced back behind the cameras into the outer ring of darkness. Beyond the lights, it was all a black hole of obscurity. Whoever was back there, Dax or Shep or someone else must have said no because our master of ceremonies turned to me with a grim smile. “You know what they say: the show must go on.”

      “Fan-fuckin-tastic,” I mumbled as I trudged toward the aquarium propped on the table. Flipper swam about, happy as a freakin’ clam. I bent over the tank and whispered the first bachelor’s name. After that shit show I needed to start off with something good.

      Flipper unfolded his feathery wings, revealing a rainbow of colors beneath and flew to the assortment of pins. Picking up a gold one, he darted across the room to the raised dais. Stopping to hover just in front of Castiel, he dropped the pin into his palm.

      A beaming smile lit up the angel’s face, and I could practically feel his healing power radiating in my direction. I needed that shit ASAP. When Castiel finally reached me, I practically hurtled myself at him, wrapping my arms around his neck. His heavenly warmth seeped through my skin, and I let out a contented sigh.

      “Thank you,” he whispered in my ear.

      “No, thank you.”

      He chuckled. “I hope you didn’t just keep me for my angelic healing power.”

      “Of course not!” Sure, it might have been why I picked him first, but the truth was that the quiet angel had grown on me. It hadn’t hurt that I’d gotten to see a little of his warrior side too. And I liked it.

      He brushed his lips against my cheek, and a flutter of butterflies swarmed my insides. I made a mental note to kiss the bachelor full on the lips next chance I had. It was time to take things to the next level with the remaining five.

      I gulped at the thought. It was time for an elimination.

      Flipper leapt in and out of the tank, his wings fluttering excitedly. “What are you so excited about, you big stupid fishy?” I muttered as I leaned in to whisper the next name. Personally, the dread roiling around in my gut was about to swallow me whole.

      The flying fish dashed across the room, pausing in front of Flint. The big bachelor glanced up, and his lips twisted into a frown as the black pin dropped into his hand. The skull and crossbones.

      He muttered a curse, and a flash of gold streaked through his irises. A growl ripped across the cavernous ballroom.

      Ugh, why couldn’t they just make it easy?

      Flint stomped toward me, hands fisted at his side. Oh gods, he was going to rip my heart out, wasn’t he? I flinched when he halted just a few feet from my nose. He drew in a deep breath, and his eyes met mine. Narrowed pupils met mine, the fiery gold eclipsing his irises. “I’m really disappointed things didn’t work out between us.”

      My brows shot up to my hairline. That’s it? No yelling, no cursing, no knife in the gut?

      “I really liked you, Aspen, and I don’t know that the same is true for the rest of these guys.” He shrugged. “Guess you’ll find out sooner or later.”

      With that, he spun on his heel and marched out before I could get a word out. Well, shit, this was not going well.

      “Onto the next,” Methyss purred.

      “Can’t I get a little break between bachelors?” This was all moving too fast.

      “I’m afraid not, my dear.” He shot me that creepy smile and shooed me toward the tank.

      Eff that. “Deacon,” I shouted. “I choose Deacon next.”

      Methyss’s lips screwed into a scowl. “Now, now, Ms. Aspen, you know that’s not how it’s supposed to go.”

      “Fuck the drama. There’s been enough already.” I turned to Deacon, my eyes pleading.

      He didn’t hesitate. He bounded down the platform despite our emcee’s disapproving stare. As soon as he reached me, his arms came around my middle and he tugged me into his big chest. “So do I get a gold?” he whispered, a smirk playing on his lips.

      “Duh.” I hugged him tighter. I didn’t think I’d survive most days without Deacon here.

      Methyss cleared his throat and loomed over us until we broke apart. Once Deacon moved to stand along the wall beside Castiel, our host nudged me in the side. “Kindly stick to the script going forward, Ms. Aspen.”

      “Fine,” I gritted out and trudged to the tank. Flipper glanced up at me, big eyes eager, tail wagging like a freakin’ poodle. I whispered the next bachelor’s name, and he sprang out of the oversized aquarium and sped across the room.

      I’d agonized over this one for hours. There had been two males that I just couldn’t decide what to do with. I just hoped I made the right decision.

      A chorus of angry grumbles whipped my attention to the platform as Fallon made his way through the men. They must have seen his silver cupid pin. Knox’s gaze met mine, and he shook his head, disappointment in his eyes. He wanted Fallon out. He’d made it clear since this whole mess started, but it wasn’t that easy for me. Plus, I couldn’t help the gnawing curiosity to find out what the hell was going on with him. Did I mention I was a trainwreck when it came to men?

      “You probably shouldn’t have done that,” said Fallon when he finally reached me. He released a breath and those enthralling lilac irises found mine. “But I’m glad you did.”

      “Me too.”

      His lips captured mine as he pulled me into an unexpected embrace. His mouth moved over mine, hungry and desperate. Good goddess, I hoped I made the right decision keeping him here.

      Methyss cleared his throat, and I opened my eyes. The emcee stood over us, tapping his foot impatiently.

      With a smile, Fallon sauntered over to the wall opposite Castiel and Deacon.

      “Next!” Methyss clapped his hands, and Flipper jumped out of his tank and performed a fancy little pirouette.

      Avalon was next with a silver pin. He’d been another tough one who’d almost gotten the boot. I still didn’t feel like I knew him very well, but there was something intriguing about the male. Or maybe it was that electric blue hair that I just couldn’t get enough of.

      He folded into a bow when he reached me and swept his lips over the top of my hand. “Thanks for giving me another chance. To be honest, I’m surprised after the stunt I pulled on our date.”

      “At first, I was pissed at what you did to Flint, but then I thought it was kind of sweet that you wanted me all to yourself.” I shrugged. “I obviously don’t have the best judgement when it comes to men.”

      He let out a chuckle. “I promise you won’t be sorry you kept me around.”

      “We’ll see about that.”

      He marched over to the left wall to stand beside Fallon. Maybe I did have a thing for guys with weird hair. Avalon’s blue and Fallon’s silver… hmm.

      I glanced across the way at the two remaining bachelors: Knox and Slade. One would stay and the other would go home. Guilt clawed at my insides, and I swallowed hard. This, this right here had been the hardest decision. I bent down and whispered the bachelor’s name to Flipper.

      The stupid flying fish moved in slow motion across the ballroom. Sweat slickened my palms, and I rubbed my hands against my dress. Oh, please don’t let him freak out.

      Flipper stopped in front of Slade, and a heavy silence thickened the air as his mouth opened and the pin dropped. The bachelor’s pitch eyes met mine, and a stab of guilt lanced through my heart. I expected to see anger, annoyance, anything but what was there. Sadness, regret, disappointment.

      Shit… Had I made the wrong decision? Gods, I was so attracted to Slade, but that was the problem. I couldn’t tell what was real and what was his sexy incubus power.

      He marched down the platform, his eyes intent on me. When he stopped a few inches from my nose, I steeled my nerves. I waited for an endless moment, but he never said a word.

      “I’m sorry, Slade,” I finally muttered. “It was just hard with your powers and—"

      He shook his head. “Nah, I came on too strong. I’m not surprised. A guy like me never gets the girl anyway. Such is life.”

      Jab, jab, stab. Every word was another lance through my chest.

      “Slade…” I reached for his arm, but he pivoted toward the exit. There were dozens of things I wanted to tell him, but not in front of everyone else. “I’m sorry,” I blurted again.

      The door slammed shut behind him, and my stomach bottomed out. Damn, I was going to miss Huge Naked Guy. And after all that, I’d never even slept with him…

      “That means it’s time for the last bachelor,” said Methyss, his high-pitched voice dragging me back to the present.

      Knox. He stood on the last step of the platform, his irises ablaze in a warm golden hue. Maybe they wouldn’t make me do the stupid pin thing since he was the last one. I just stood there hoping.

      Methyss cleared his throat and ticked his head at the tank. “Well, now, come on.”

      Fuck. I stomped over and muttered to the overly zealous winged fish. He happily leapt out of the water, picked up a pin and sailed toward Knox. The silver pin sparkled as it dropped into his open palm.

      I could’ve been hallucinating, but I could have sworn I saw a hint of disappointment on Knox’s face as he eyed the pin. But it was gone a second later. He walked across the room, his steps slow and measured. Yup, he was definitely trying to torture me.

      “Thanks,” he said when he finally reached me, his lips curling into a half-smile.

      “I told you I wasn’t sending you home.”

      “But you still made me wait till the end.”

      “I couldn’t make it that easy on you.”

      “Fair enough, Aspen.” His hand came up to my face, and his thumb gently brushed my cheek.

      My fucking traitorous heart actually flipflopped. That did not happen in real life.

      A ridiculous smile flashed across his face like he’d actually heard it. Which was impossible, right? I took a step back, and he released me. “Guess I’ll go get in line with the other silvers.”

      I nodded and swallowed down the knot of emotion blocking my airway. Shit, this was not good. Knox was getting under my skin, and that was so not how this was supposed to go down. I could not be falling for him.

      “Well, well, well, Ms. Aspen,” Methyss crooned as he sashayed over. “Looks like we have another round of eliminations in the books.” He raised a mischievous brow, and a devious grin parted his ochre-tinged lips. “Or do we?”

      My pulse skyrocketed, its mad thumping battering my ribcage.

      Methyss snapped his fingers, and a screen appeared in the middle of the ballroom. Flint and Slade stood side by side against a lush green backdrop. Then the camera panned over to the guys lined up against the right wall, the gold bachelors, and then the left, the silvers. “I know our audience has been dying to know the true identities of each supernatural bachelor. How about you, Aspen? Have you figured it out?”

      “Some, I think.”

      “Very well. How about this for a twist? If any of the eliminated bachelors have managed to dupe you, they’ll have a chance to earn their spot back in the game.”

      What? A wave of groans echoed around me.

      “That’s not fair,” said Avalon. “She’s already made her choice. Why should they get another chance?”

      “Because it’s my game,” said Methyss, his lips spread so wide, he was all brilliant white teeth. “Now, before we reveal the supernatural identities of the bachelors you’ve chosen to keep, let’s go to the boys outside.”

      Shit. Shit. Shit. I had no idea what Flint was… well, a shifter of some sort, but what?

      The spotlight focused on Slade, and I let out a breath. At least that one I knew. He was probably cursing himself for letting the truth out now.

      “What’s your guess on this swoon worthy bachelor?”

      “Incubus,” I said, steeling my nerves.

      “She’s right,” Slade replied. All the cockiness, all the arrogance was gone. The smooth talking, sex-wielding bachelor had disappeared the moment I’d eliminated him.

      I couldn’t even look at him. That damned guilt was back, chewing up my insides.

      The spotlight moved to the right, and Flint appeared in the frame. My mind flitted back to all our encounters, searching for clues. Then I thought about the shifter bachelors I already knew: tiger and wolf. They wouldn’t put two of the same species, right? What fun would that be? He said his family was involved in politics and his people were important to him. Definitely some sort of pack animal. Bear, lion, fucking bunny rabbit?

      “Tick-tock, Aspen. What’s your guess?” Methyss asked.

      My thoughts spun, and a flash of gold streaked across my memories. Those eyes… Flint’s pupils had thinned to narrow slits, and that growl! Dragon! It had to be.

      “Dragon,” I blurted out.

      Flint’s lips twisted into a scowl, and Methyss clapped like one of those crazy toy monkeys. “Bravo!”

      The image on the screen flickered to Castiel and Deacon and two neon words appeared over their heads. Angel and tiger. Okay, no big news there. The screen went dark, and a thick smoke filled the ballroom. When the light clicked back on, a massive tiger and a real-life angel with puffy white feathered wings stood in front of me. I couldn’t help but take a step back. Tiger-Deacon was scary AF.

      The males retreated and Knox, Fallon and Avalon’s faces filled the screen.

      I sucked in a breath. Finally, I’d discover the truth about Fallon. The gold lettering appeared over Knox’s head: wolf, then Avalon’s: merman. I knew it! That azure hair was a dead giveaway. I blinked and Knox’s ginormous gray wolf appeared, standing beside Avalon with his fishy tail and all. The merman was sprawled on the floor, and I had to restrain myself from offering him a swim in Flipper’s tank. It was big enough for sure.

      The spotlight moved to Fallon, jerking me from my ridiculous thoughts and my pulse ratcheted up. A gigantic question mark in brilliant gold appeared over his spiky, silver hair.

      “Seriously?” I blurted.

      “Given the circumstances, the production crew has decided to postpone Fallon’s big reveal for now,” said a voice over the radio.

      More mutterings from the males, and I couldn’t help but join in. This was ridiculous. How could they keep that from us? Until my picture appeared overhead, and my jaw snapped shut. Damn, for a second I’d forgotten it wasn’t just the males who’d been kept hidden all this time. Had anyone figured out who I was?

      The word wolf appeared in gold lettering over my head, and a few of the bachelors let out a whoop and a whistle. No one looked surprised when I didn’t shift, thank the gods. Little did they know I was a wolf dud. Couldn’t wait for that awkward convo.

      “Well, thank you, lady and gentlemen! This concludes our second round of eliminations. I’m sorry to say goodbye to three of our dear bachelors, but that’s the way the gojiberry cookie crumbles.” He turned toward the remaining five men. “Please join Ms. Aspen in the adjoining ballroom for a celebratory dinner!”
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      “Ugh, not another celebratory dinner,” Knox muttered as he passed.

      I followed him out of the ballroom, moving in stride beside him. “As long as there’s booze, I’m in. This elimination was particularly hellish for me.”

      “Hate to break it to you, but I don’t think it’s going to get any easier.”

      “Thanks a lot.” I punched him in the arm, and he let out a satisfying grunt. A smile splashed across my face unbidden at the sparkle in his eyes.

      Deacon appeared beside me, and a frown carved into his lips. “You two know each other from before…” He eyed me, an indecipherable look flashing across his expressive irises. “It all makes sense now. You’re both wolves.”

      In the midst of all the crazy, I’d completely forgotten the cloaking thing worked both ways. I finally recognized the look of betrayal that streaked across Deacon’s eyes, and my chest tightened. Shifters were an interesting bunch. The tigers and wolves may have lived in the same realm, but territorial lines were clearly drawn. Rivalry was crazy between the varying species with each believing they were the superior shifter race, despite the fact that a wolf was currently supreme alpha and leader of all the shifters in Marlwoods.

      “Don’t worry, tiger,” said Knox hissing out my nickname but directing it at Deacon, “We might both be wolves, but our history is a complicated one.”

      “So I’ve heard.”

      Knox got right up into his face. “Oh yeah, what have you heard?”

      Shit. Shit. Shitballs. When Deacon had questioned me about Knox on our double date, I’d insinuated there was bad blood between us, but I’d refused to get into it. Now that he knew who he was, would he be able to piece out our sordid past?

      “Nothing,” I blurted and jumped between the two alpha assholes. “Knox, I’ll see you at dinner. I need to talk to Deacon in private for a minute.”

      The big wolf mumbled something under his breath and spun on his heel toward the adjacent ballroom. The scent of roasted meat hung in the air, and my stomach rumbled. Damn, I was starving. I could never eat on elimination days, and now my insides were eating themselves.

      I had to make this quick. I tugged Deacon to a small alcove in the hallway, despite his annoyed mutterings. “Look, I’m sorry I didn’t tell you I was a wolf, but technically we were all supposed to keep what we were a secret.”

      “I’m not pissed about that. I’m mad that you didn’t tell me you knew Knox. How is that even fair anyway?”

      I jabbed my finger into his chest—extremely hard chest—and scowled up at him. “You didn’t tell me about Fallon either, remember?”

      “You know that’s different.”

      I shook my head and huffed out a breath. “I didn’t want anyone knowing. Stuff happened in my past that I’d rather keep dead and buried. Knox was part of that. When he first showed up on the island, I was furious, but now I don’t know. Maybe things I’d blamed him for all this time, weren’t really his fault.”

      Deacon arched a brow. “Talk about a vague answer.”

      “It doesn’t matter, okay? What does matter is the other reason I called you over here. Fallon. The producers have no idea who you are, do they? That you were sent here to protect him?”

      “Nope. And they don’t need to.”

      “Deacon, what if you’re in danger because of what you know?”

      “It shouldn’t matter now that we’re hidden away gods’ know where, right?”

      “I don’t know. I don’t like it, especially not after what Jack said.” I shook my head, lowering my voice and dug my fingers under the collar of his shirt. “If anything happened to you…”

      “Aww, tiger, I didn’t know you cared so much.” A shit-eating grin split his lips.

      “Shut up, you jerk, you know I do.”

      His lips tightened into a thin line.

      “What?” I blurted when he didn’t say anything for a long moment.

      “Then why’d you keep Fallon? You could’ve sent him home and put an end to all of it.”

      I took a step back, releasing him. “Because Fallon deserves to be here. He doesn’t want to go home and face whatever or whoever is after him. I mean, he said he was going to quit for everyone’s safety, but I talked him out of it.”

      “Why would you do that?” he growled.

      “Because I like him!” The damned words were out of my mouth before I could stop them.

      Deacon’s head snapped back, the look of disappointment worse than a punch in the gut.

      “I’m sorry,” I mumbled.

      “No, don’t be.” His head whipped back and forth, and he tried to get around me, but I blocked him.

      Wrapping my fingers around his forearm, I forced his gaze to mine. “Deacon, this is all part of the game, right? I’m dating all of you. I’m supposed to be giving you each a chance.”

      “I thought you didn’t care about any of it. That you were just here for a good time.” His deep green eyes shot daggers.

      I curled my arms around my middle as a shield. His words rang way to close to home. “I don’t know anymore,” I spat.

      Shaking his head, he let out a huff. “I’ll see you later, Aspen. I’ve suddenly lost my appetite.” He stormed by me and stalked in the opposite direction of the celebratory dinner. My eyes followed his hulking form until he disappeared around a corner. My shoulders sagged, all the relief from the end of the elimination ceremony trickling out like a leaky tire.

      Why did I possibly think things would get easier with only five bachelors left?
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      I stretched out on the lounger and inhaled a deep breath as the warm, salty sea air caressed my skin. This. This was exactly what I needed after last night. The celebratory dinner hadn’t been completely awful, but an underlying tension clung to the air the entire evening. Deacon finally showed up, but he and Knox practically growled at each other from across the table the whole time. I was just waiting for them to burst into beast mode and have a full out brawl on top of the fancy, white-linen-covered dining table. Fuckin’ shifter alpha-holes.

      Then there was Fallon. He sat at the far end of the table, barely speaking. The other guys had made it pretty clear they weren’t happy he was still here. Not that they’d liked him much to begin with.  If it hadn’t been for Castiel shooting me up with angel healing and Avalon humming his soothing merman-siren’s song, I would’ve had a complete meltdown.

      I inhaled a deep breath, held it for five seconds then released it, letting out all the negativity along with it. At least I had today off. An entire day to myself without cameras or dates or bachelors. I just wanted to relax poolside and think about absolutely nothing.

      I sat up and reached for the dark tanning oil, dousing my arms and legs in the sweet coconut scent. I was on a fucking tropical island; it was about time I worked on my tan. For a second, my mind began to wander. Where exactly were we anyway? We’d started the show in Azar, but maybe Dax and Methyss had moved us back to the human realm. It would make sense if we were trying to escape some supernatural baddie.

      I forced the thoughts away and lay back, closing my eyes. Everything was going to be fine. Shep promised. Ha! I almost laughed aloud. The smarmy producer didn’t care about anything other than lining his pockets with all the money Hitched would make. And based on the current level of drama, they’d be raking in the reality-TV starved audiences.

      “Hey there, angel.”

      I jolted up, my heart smashing into my ribcage. “Damn, Castiel. You need to put a bell on or something.”

      The handsome angel stood in front of me, all golden skin and carved abs, his fluffy alabaster wings stretched across his shoulders. “Sorry. I came from up there.” He pointed at the balcony overlooking the patio.

      “Oh right, because you can fly.” And are an actual angel.

      “I hope I’m not disturbing you, I just wanted to go for a swim.”

      I waved a nonchalant hand. “Nah, it’s fine.” I didn’t mind a little company. Of all the bachelors, his presence had an amazing calming effect on me. It didn’t seem like I’d be able to get my mind to stop spinning anyway.

      “Great.” He pointed over his shoulder at the pool. “I’ll just be in there if you need me.” He threw me a sweet smile as his wings began to lift him up. He dove into the crystal-clear water, more graceful than a freakin’ swan.

      I couldn’t help but watch him as he waded around the pool, his blonde locks long and wild over his shoulders. He stood up, leaned against the infinity edge and tilted his head up to the sun. He looked like a golden god, his body sculpted to perfection.

      Maybe it was time for me to follow through with that promise of a kiss. A hint of giddiness swirled in my gut as I hopped out of the lounger. Castiel wasn’t like any of the other guys, and I’d almost missed out on knowing him because of my twisted need for the bad boy. I never went for the nice guy, and I was certain that Castiel was one of those.

      His eyes chased to mine as I slowly descended the steps into the water. His heated stare sent a wave of desire rushing below my belly button. I still felt weird around the angel, despite his assurances that it was perfectly okay for the Sons of Heaven to get down and dirty with the rest of us. It just didn’t seem right.

      Castiel swam toward me, that cute smile etching into his square jawline. “How are you feeling today?” he asked.

      “Better than yesterday, that’s for sure.”

      “I’m glad to hear it.”

      I glanced up at him, a playful smile parting my lips. “There’s something I’ve been wanting to do for a long time now.” I laced my arms around his neck and rose to my tiptoes.

      “Oh yeah, what’s that?”

      I pressed my mouth to his, and the angel immediately yielded to my touch. His tongue slid between my teeth, slowly moving against mine. He tasted like sunshine and fluffy clouds. Crazy, right?

      His arms encircled my waist, pulling me closer and I was enveloped in a cocoon of the warm and fuzzies. With each stroke of his tongue, the turmoil plaguing my insides relented until it disappeared altogether.

      I dug my fingers into his silky blonde tendrils as I deepened the kiss. The warm and fuzzies were quickly replaced by the hot and heavies. My hands moved down his sculpted back and paused at his shoulder blades where his wings had been a minute ago. I hadn’t even noticed when he’d tucked them back inside. I wanted to feel them, to caress the pillowy soft feathers.

      Castiel’s hand moved up the back of my neck, holding me firmly in place as his mouth ravaged mine. Damn, who knew angels could kiss like that? I wondered what else he could do with that tongue.

      “Oh, come on!” A familiar growl tore me from the lusty bliss, and I jumped out of his arms.

      Deacon’s stare shot daggers as he, Knox, Fallon and Avalon strode onto the pool deck.

      “Trying to get extra time with our girl?” Fallon threw the angel at my side a narrowed glare.

      Castiel raised his hands, an innocent smile on his lips.

      “The sneaky bastard snuck out while we were getting ready,” said Avalon.

      “Wait, you guys all planned on coming down here?” I asked. So much for my stress-free alone time.

      Deacon dropped his towel on a lounger and stepped to the edge of the pool. “I saw you laying out from the balcony up there and thought you might want some company.”

      “Then I followed him,” said Fallon.

      “And before long everyone wanted to come.” Deacon rolled his eyes. “Somehow, the angel gave us the slip.”

      Castiel nudged me in the side, a mischievous smirk playing on his lips. “I don’t regret it at all. Totally worth their grumblings.”

      I gave him a smile. “Definitely.”

      Knox didn’t say a word, his eyes barely meeting mine, but his body language said it all. Arms pressed across his chest and a scowl etched into his face. Between him and Deacon, I wasn’t sure who was worse. Stupid shifter rivalry.

      Ugh, I had a feeling things were starting to get real. Dating five men was going to be worse than twelve.

      Avalon leapt up and dove into the pool, his legs transforming into a shimmery azure tail as he hit the water. He swam toward us, tail propelling him through the waves at breakneck speed. He popped up from beneath the clear blue with a big grin on his face.

      “You’ve been waiting to do that for a while, haven’t you?” I smirked.

      “You have no idea how long.” His tail undulated beneath the clear blue, suspending his torso above the water. I couldn’t keep my eyes from drifting to the iridescent scales covering his lower half. Hmm… where was his…? I almost burst out laughing from the completely ridiculous thought. Or was it ridiculous? Could he have sex in fishy form? A wave of excitement sparked down low. I definitely needed to explore that further.

      Avalon snapped his fingers an inch from my nose, and I refocused. “Hello, Aspen?”

      “Sorry. Your tail is just so shiny,” I mumbled lamely.

      Deacon scoffed, muttering something before he jumped in. Who knew the tiger had such a possessive streak? Shit. Was this because the mystical cloaks had been removed? Were all the guys showing their true natures now? Ugh. I so did not need this extra drama in my life right now.

      “I think we need some drinks and music,” said Fallon. “That’s what we were missing last night.”

      “True that, brother,” Deacon answered as he popped out from underwater and shook his head, spraying tiny droplets all over my heated skin.

      Fallon shouted something into the house and a second later, dance music blasted over the sound of crashing waves, and shortly after, our very own private bartender appeared. Okay, the day was starting to look up. As the guy made his way around the pool taking our drink orders, Fallon and even Knox joined us in the water.

      The grumpy wolf kept to the opposite side of the pool, ignoring the other bachelors. And me. Maybe it was the ring of males surrounding me. Whatever. If he wanted to talk, he could come over. One kiss and he thought he owned me? What was up with that? Damn, it totally was the cloak thing. It must’ve been suppressing their animal instincts.

      Avalon elbowed Fallon in the ribs drawing my attention to the bachelors in front of me. “So you’re really not going to tell us who you are?”

      Fallon shook his head. “Trust me, it’s safer for everyone if you don’t know.”

      “What if I think I’ve figured it out?”

      “Just keep it to yourself, man,” Deacon answered, throwing the merman a scathing glare. Damn, I would not want to run into Deacon’s tiger in a dark alley.

      Avalon moved closer, bending his head. “Do you really think we’re all magically going to be safe now?” he whispered. His eyes chased to Castiel who’d suddenly gone completely still.

      “I’m sure we’ll be fine,” I answered.

      A tendon in Fallon’s jaw fluttered to life, and Deacon tensed beside him. I hated that Deacon was in the middle of this, and there was nothing I could do about it. I was tired of being kept in the dark despite the supposed risk.

      The music screeched to a halt, and Sam strode onto the pool deck. She held an envelope in each hand. “Sorry to bust up the party, but Avalon, I need to speak to you in private, and Aspen, Dax sent me down to deliver the news: the solo dates are starting tomorrow.” She waved the small white envelope in front of me. “I have the name of the first lucky bachelor right here.”
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      Knox

      

      Get it together, dammit. I stared at my reflection and let out a growl as a few stray strands of dark hair tumbled over my forehead. I’d used enough gel to tame a lion’s mane, but that damned unruly lock wouldn’t stay back. Fuck it.

      It was just a date with Aspen. A solo date. I shook my head out, chasing away the crazy. We’d hung out before, tons of times. But had we ever really been alone together for an extended period of time? Definitely not. Not since before Kole…

      I raked my fingers through my hair, shoving the errant strands back and blew out a breath. It was never supposed to be like this. I would’ve never agreed to this show—despite the huge payout, had I thought for even a second my old feelings for Aspen would resurface.

      I was in way over my head. And what was worse, Aspen’s seething fury for me had somehow simmered. I’d even go so far as to say she possibly liked me. A little anyway. She’d let me kiss her, and she’d totally kissed me back. I couldn’t have imagined that. If she ever found out I only agreed to the show for the money, she’d hate me. And rightfully so. She’d believe everything had been an act all along.

      I could come clean… but then I’d lose my chance at the payout. And gods, I needed that money to make a new life for myself. But losing Aspen…

      I hadn’t come on this show with any intentions of rekindling that old flame for my twin’s rejected mate. I only wanted to last long enough to get the cash, but when her hatred for me had been so overpowering, I’d stupidly lashed out. It was a miracle she hadn’t tossed my ass off the show on the first day.

      And now, here I was staring at myself in the mirror like a fucking lovesick schoolboy. Maybe it was because I’d met her back in college and now every time I saw her, I was instantly transported back in time. Why hadn’t I made my move back then? Would it have changed anything? If Aspen and I had dated, would our mate bond have clicked into place instead of that with my brother?

      There were tons of old pack stories about twins sharing the same wolf soul. Maybe we’d both been destined to be with her, and I’d just missed my chance. It would explain the connection I felt from the first day I met her, and the relentless pull I experienced ever since. But none of that mattered anymore because wolves only had one fated mate, and my brother had fucked that one up royally. If Aspen and I ever got together, it would be for one reason only: we willed it to happen.

      A sharp knock at the door had me spinning away from the mirror.

      “Five minutes, Knox.” Sam’s voice seeped through the thick timber.

      “Be right out,” I called back. Glancing over my shoulder, I hazarded one last look. Damn, I was acting like a total girl. I needed to get a hold of myself, or Aspen would chew me up and spit me out. She wasn’t one of those romantic girly girls, and it was exactly her strength and determined character that drew me to her. Unlike all the other she-wolves in Moon Valley, she didn’t bat an eye at my family or any of the alpha bloodlines. Most girls threw themselves at us, but not Aspen. Even after the mate bond clicked into place, she kept her cool around my twin. Until the end anyway.

      I straightened my collar and released a breath before trudging out of the bathroom. It was showtime.

      Sam met me in the hallway, her tablet pressed against her usual no-nonsense pantsuit. “Ready?”

      “I suppose that depends on what kind of torture you have planned for us on this date.”

      She arched a brow, rolling her eyes. “I think you’ll both be pleasantly surprised.”

      “We’ll see about that.” If I’d known I would make it to the solo dates, I would’ve saved my romantic gondola ride idea for tonight. Instead, the producers had picked this evening’s activity, and already anxiety was tearing at my insides.

      Truth was, I never dated much back home. Living in Kole’s shadow got me a lot of second choice picks, but I was never one to enjoy my twin’s leftovers.

      We reached the entrance foyer, and Sam paused at the foot of the steps. “Wait here, she’ll be right down.”

      I nodded and buried my hands in the pockets of my slacks. Since we’d been instructed to wear nice attire, I hoped that meant no extreme sports. A quiet night around the fire pit overlooking the rolling waves on the beach would’ve been fine by me.

      The click-clack of approaching heels drew my eyes up the winding staircase. Aspen sauntered down the steps in a curve-hugging black mini dress that left little to the imagination, and dammit, I had a good imagination. Her eyes locked on mine, and I choked on my spit, an odd, strangled noise coming out of my throat.

      “You clean up nice.” She smirked as my eyes raked over her.

      “Um, yeah, thanks,” I mumbled. “You look incredible.”

      “You can thank Barney later. I’m sure he takes cash tips.”

      A laugh tumbled out, settling my nerves. “I’ll remember that,” I finally managed.

      A thundering chop-chop-chop turned my attention to the entryway and whatever was on the other side of the double doors.

      “What do you think they have planned for us tonight?” she asked.

      “Nothing good, I’m sure.”

      A relaxed smile split her lips, and I wasn’t sure what to make of it. I was used to the feisty Aspen that hated me. I wasn’t sure what to do with this one.

      The doors opened and a sleek helicopter sat on the lawn, blades spinning up a storm. One of the guards motioned at the flying death trap and gave us a smile. “Marsin will escort you to your date. Have a good evening.”

      Aspen turned toward the copter, and her hand brushed mine. My fingers ached to weave through hers. But I wasn’t ready to go there yet. So instead, I offered her my arm. “Your chariot awaits.”

      Aspen’s brows knitted, her lips screwing into a pout. “Who are you and what have you done with the real Knox? You know, the grumpy, foul-tempered one.”

      I shrugged as she weaved her hand through my offered arm. “I gave him the night off.”
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      Aspen

      

      Awkward and nervous looked surprisingly good on Knox. I never thought I’d see that look on a Winterclaw. Then again, I never thought I’d be dating one again either. Not that Kole and I had ever really dated. Once the mate bond clicked into place, everything was just assumed. It had been a month of getting to know you crap and some pretty mind-blowing sex. I would never admit that to anyone of course, but from what I’d heard from the other females it was entirely attributable to the bond and not Kole’s sexual prowess.

      The helicopter lurched forward and my stomach bottomed out, yanking me from my thoughts. I barely remembered getting buckled in.

      The speaker crackled, and a voice shot through the headset. “We’re going to take a little loop around the island before we reach our destination, so just enjoy the view.”

      I glanced out the window at the verdant rolling hills and glistening water. We darted through pink fluffy clouds as the sun set over the horizon. It really was beautiful—wherever the hell we were. “I was hoping we’d get off the island so I could try to make out some nearby landmarks.”

      “It’s probably better not to know. This way when something goes horribly wrong, you won’t be blamed for it.”

      “Damn, Knox, that was dark.”

      He shrugged. “Whatever is going on with Fallon isn’t over. If this guy had the means to infiltrate the SIA, you think he won’t be able to get around a little cloaking spell?”

      “Well, shit, when you put it that way.” Dax and Methyss had moved an entire island though, which to me meant they were pretty powerful warlocks so wouldn’t their spells be too?

      “Sorry, I shouldn’t have brought it up. I don’t want tonight to be about that, anyway.” His gaze turned distant as he scanned the horizon.

      “So what is tonight about?”

      His head spun back, dark brows furrowed.

      “First, you said you came on the show to protect your brother’s image, then you told me you just wanted to get away from Moon Valley and your family, but I’m thinking there are tons of much easier ways to do that. Then you kissed me, and you really confused the crap out of me.”

      A rueful chuckle escaped through his clenched lips. “You and me both.” He dragged his hands over his face, and a shock of dark hair tumbled over his forehead. I had the weirdest urge to sweep it behind his ear. “I never planned for any of this, Aspen, but I guess things can change in a few intense weeks. Or maybe we just went back in time…”

      “Huh?”

      “You really had no idea I was crushing on you back then? I liked you from the first second we met. I felt something--” He shook his head. “Why do you think I bought you that coffee?”

      A swirl of heat flushed my cheeks as memories of my first day in Moon Valley surfaced. Then my first few weeks. Knox had been nice and flirty even, but then one day he just fell off the face of the earth. “Then why’d you disappear?”

      His lips puckered, eyes darkening. “Why do you think?”

      It couldn’t be Kole. Our mate bond didn’t kick in until my last year at the university, three years later. “I have no freakin’ clue.”

      The helicopter began to descend interrupting the conversation, and I stole a glance out the window. “A volcano?” I blurted. “Seriously?”

      Knox practically leapt into my lap to catch a glimpse. “And what is that floating above it?”

      “You guys are in for a treat.” The pilot’s voice boomed across my eardrums. “I heard the Cirque du Fae are phenomenal.”

      I narrowed my eyes, trying to make out the flying glittering specs over the bubbling lava. “Those are faeries?”

      “That’s right.”

      Well, I never saw that coming.

      A few minutes later, the helicopter landed about halfway up the volcano where a steel platform had been built, offering front row seats to the mouth of the spewing lava. Knox offered me his hand as I reluctantly descended the last rung of the helicopter.

      “Yeah, this doesn’t seem dangerous at all,” I quipped. A raised platform had been set up along the lip of the volcano, and a candlelit table perched on top. “Guess it’s dinner and a death-defying show.” Damn, why couldn’t I have been paired with a winged bachelor for tonight’s date? No offense to Knox, but at least if things went horribly wrong, I’d have a ride out of here.

      As we folded into our seats, a faery with translucent purple wings fluttered a few feet over the glowing lava. She dipped into a graceful bow and clapped her hands. Pixie dust flew into the air, the shimmery pink powder clouding the air and tickling my nose. All the anxiety from a second ago melted away, and a giddy bubble of laughter filled my insides. It reminded me of Castiel’s healing power only ten times stronger.

      “I hope you enjoy the show!” She clapped her hands, sprinkling more pixie dust over us.

      I glanced at Knox, and he wore the same goofy grin I felt splitting my lips. “What’s in this stuff?” My voice came out bubbly and high-pitched.

      “I’m not sure, but it sure as hell feels good.” His hand moved over mine, and his fingers entwined with my own. Tiny sparks exploded between our skin.

      What the actual eff was in that pixie shit?

      Knox grabbed my chair with his free hand and scooted me closer as the Fae began to dance across the stage of molten lava. They twisted and twirled, performing an elaborate mid-air dance. The deep ochre glow of the fiery lava reflected across their translucent wings, setting them ablaze.

      They looked like dancing fireflies.

      My head spun as they moved, tiny glimmering ballerinas shooting over the mouth of the volcano. I was so entranced by the pixies, I almost missed the intense heat boring into the side of my face. I finally craned my head to find Knox’s fiery gaze raking over me. His hand moved over mine, thumb running slow circles across my palm.

      Swirls of heat traced his movements and a sigh slid free, my flesh coming alive at his touch. What the…? A faint growl lit up my core as his eyes locked on mine. The intense amber burned with the intensity of the churning magma. He leaned closer, and my stomach clenched. His warm breath tickled the shell of my ear as he whispered, “I want you so bad, Aspen.”

      My eyes widened as he began to nibble on my earlobe. Had I imagined that? With the roar of the volcano and the melodic music I could’ve just imagined it, right?

      Then why was Knox’s hand moving up my thigh? My head tilted back as the intoxicating sensations surged through my body. He dipped his head to my neck and ran his tongue over my puckered flesh. I let out a faint moan as he dropped kisses along my collarbone. Holy shit, what was I doing? My brain said I should stop, but the lusty urges rolling over my body said to shut the fuck up.

      Knox’s fingers danced beneath the hem of my dress, and slowly crept up my inner thigh. Good goddess this was going from zero to sixty in milliseconds. His mouth claimed mine, and all thoughts flew out the window. His tongue was demanding, his kisses burning with a fiery urgency I could barely contain. Flames raced up my core as his fingers closed around the back of my neck, and he continued to devour me.

      My breath came in ragged spurts as our tongues entwined, the dancing pixies completely forgotten as I gave into the thrill of his touch. Gods, I wanted him too. Like an insane amount. My fingers itched to drag his zipper down and set his wolf free.

      This was crazy. I knew it was, but I couldn’t stop myself.

      Beneath the table, Knox’s fingers crept along my panty line, teasing. The bundle of nerves at my core throbbed for his touch. I rocked against his hand, and it was all the invitation he needed. He stroked my center before ripping my panties to the side. His finger plunged deep inside me, and I let out a sharp moan.

      His lips curled against my mouth. “Is that okay?” he breathed.

      “Yes,” I panted, wriggling with need. My arms laced around his neck, and I hopped into his lap as he continued to move inside me with slow, languid strokes.

      “Holy shit,” I muttered. I was going to come in his hand.

      His free hand gripped my waist as I rocked against his palm, my orgasm building with each thrust. I needed him inside me, all of him. My hand reached for his pants, unfastening the metal buckle and a growl vibrated Knox’s chest.

      He smiled against my lips again as I slid the zipper down. Wow, were we really doing this? I was going to screw him on top of a volcano? “Knox, I—” I paused, and his eyes met mine. His pupils lengthened then returned to normal, the golden luster of his irises fading.

      “Aspen?” He shook his head out, and something like horror flashed across his face. He jumped up, practically tossing me out of his lap. I scrambled back and landed in my chair. Just barely.

      “What the hell, Knox?” I shouted. The lusty haze cleared and I shifted, readjusting my panties and tugging down my dress.

      “I—I don’t know what happened.” He dragged his palm over the back of his neck, crimson coating his cheeks.

      A pixie floated by, giggling as she twirled in the air.

      “The pixie dust,” I muttered.

      The hum of a drone caught my attention overhead, the watchful eye of the camera flying over us. Mother fucker, I almost had sex with Knox on live television! Heat flushed my cheeks, matching his complexion. Kole would’ve gone ballistic. Damn, might have been worth it for that alone.

      “Why would they do that?” he growled.

      “I guess now that Jack’s gone, they need to start spicing things up.” I inhaled a breath and took a long pull from the pre-filled wine glass atop the table.

      He dragged his hand through his hair and slumped back down on the chair. “I’m sorry,” he mumbled again. “I never would’ve done that out here in public like that…”

      I couldn’t help but notice he hadn’t said anything about not wanting to do it. Just not in public. A weird swell of happiness blossomed inside. I glanced up at Knox from the corner of my eye, and my traitorous heart staggered on a beat. Oh, this was so not good.
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            RIDE THAT TIGER
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      Barney eyed me through the mirror, a round brush clenched in his teeth as he pulled my hair into a high ponytail. “Girl, give that lip a rest. You’re going to tear a hole in it if you keep that up.”

      I released my swollen lower lip and shot him an eyeroll. “Ugh, right.”

      After last night’s near sex with Knox at the hands of some very potent pixie dust, I was slightly freaked out about my solo date with Deacon. Which was so not like me. He was the guy on the island I felt closest to, but who the hell knew what the producers had cooked up for us this time?

      And to be honest, the whole Knox thing had left me all hot and bothered, and I needed that itch to be scratched ASAP. It was time. Way past time. I needed to get back in the saddle, rip the Band-Aid, just do it and all that shit. Having sex with someone else was exactly what I needed to prove that I’d finally moved on from everything that had happened with Kole. I was ready. Beyond ready.

      And luckily, I’d taken my good friend Romey’s advice and gotten back on the pill before the show began. Damn, I missed my friend. You can’t ever be too prepared, he’d said.

      “Relax, girl. Everything will be fine with Deacon. They’re not going to pull something like that two nights in a row.”

      I’d already updated my stylist on the night’s series of events. Luckily, after the pixie dust incident, the rest of the date had gone smoothly, and I’d actually had a decent time with Knox. Which was oddly terrifying. “I don’t know,” I finally said. “I wouldn’t put anything past Shep.” I tipped my head up and glared at the camera. Was he watching right now?

      “Well, you know I’m totally #TeamDeacon so I’m glad the alpha-hole wolf put a stop to things. Your first time back in the saddle should not be with your ex’s twin brother.”

      “Amen, Barney.” As much as that would’ve pissed the shit out of Kole, something about it just seemed very wrong.

      Which was why I’d decided Deacon was the one. We’d gotten pretty damn close last time, and he was the perfect choice. It was time to ride that tiger.
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      Okay, I had in no way meant that literally. Damned producers, did they have a fucking listening device inserted into my brain? The gigantic striped tiger stared at me from across the pool deck as I crept up, his massive body stretched across a canopied bed.

      “I’m supposed to do what with the tiger?” I shouted at Methyss.

      “It’s a sexy photo shoot, darling.”

      Now the leopard print bikini Barney selected was starting to make sense. I thought my stylist was trying to be funny.

      Methyss’s hands clamped down on my shoulders, and he steered me toward the sunbathing beast. My heartbeats accelerated with every step closer. The tiger cocked his head and let out a yawn, showcasing a mouthful of wicked teeth.

      It’s just Deacon. It’s just Deacon. I repeated the mantra over and over again until my cowardly innards got it. Though I’d never actually shifted myself, I’d been assured many times that our human conscious thought was fully present in animal form.

      Then why was Tiger-Deacon licking his lips like I was some tasty lambchop dinner?

      “Relax, my dear, you’ll be marvelous.” Methyss released me when we reached the edge of the canopied bed with a quick pat on the back. “Good luck!”

      Then I noticed one of the crew peeking over the lens of a fancy handheld camera. “Hey there, Aspen. I’ll be in charge of the shoot today. Just hop up on the bed, and we’ll get started.”

      Sure. Right. Just hop into bed with an eight-hundred-pound tiger. This was sooo not how I’d pictured this date to go.

      Tiger-Deacon picked up his head as I gingerly placed a hand on the white-linen mattress. He let out an odd sound that was a mix between a growl and a meow, and I froze. “Damn you, Deacon,” I hissed, and I could’ve sworn the overgrown cat smiled.

      He lifted a paw and began to lick between his toes, extending razor sharp claws.

      I spun at the photographer, scowling. “What exactly do you want me to do?”

      “Just lay across him and strike a sexy pose.”

      “You strike a sexy pose!” I bit out. “I am not sprawling across a tiger for shits and giggles.”

      The photographer’s eyes widened, and he lowered the camera. “There’s nothing to worry about. It’s just Deacon.”

      There was nothing “just” about this colossal jungle cat.

      “Come on, Deacon,” said the guy, “show her there’s nothing to be nervous about.”

      The big beast slowly rose, a wicked grin carved into its lips and prowled across the bed. I forced my feet to keep still because my heart was about a second away from bolting and breaking right out of my freakin’ ribcage.

      When he was about a foot away from me, he sat back on his haunches and eyed me, those emerald eyes glimmering in amusement. He let out another mewl and butted his head against my shoulder. It took every ounce of restraint to keep from screaming. He repeated the move, rubbing his enormous furry skull against my arm, and a deep purr rumbled his barrel chest.

      I released a breath, my body beginning to relax. The click-click of the camera caught my attention, and I attempted a smile as the cameraman circled us.

      “That’s right, Aspen. Now put your arm around his neck.”

      Right. Here goes nothing. I ran my hand over his soft fur and Tiger-Deacon nuzzled my chest, his warm breath sending goose bumps across my bare flesh. “Whoa there, buddy. You’re getting a little too friendly with the girls.”

      The tiger snorted, and a nervous laugh bubbled out.

      “Okay, now that you two are friends again, let’s have Deacon in the center of the bed on all fours, and you riding him, Aspen.”

      Again, so not what I’d imagined.

      The tiger sauntered to the middle of the mattress, and I crawled up behind him. How the heck was I supposed to get on? The enormous animal was easily the height of a medium-sized horse, and there wasn’t a mounting block in sight.

      The photographer must’ve noticed my panic because he grumbled, “Hold onto the scruff of his neck and pull yourself up.”

      Right, a-hole. So I’d end up spread eagle and flash my lady parts on live TV? Fuck, no.

      I leaned closer to whisper into Tiger-Deacon’s flickering ear, and the tufts of white hair tickled my nose. “Can you help me out and like lay down or something?” Another gruff mewl and the damned thing cocked a brow at me. This overgrown kitty was all full of tude today. “Come on, Deacon,” I whined.

      He huffed out a breath and dropped down, stretching his long legs in front of him. Okay, I could do this. Even with his legs folded beneath him, getting on the huge creature would be interesting. The wild cat was all muscle, two sharp shoulder blades extending from his back. He didn’t look comfy at all. I reached for the fluffy orange scruff at his neck and squeezing my eyes shut while praying to all the gods, I hoisted myself over.

      I wobbled as I settled along his back, wrapping my thighs around his middle. I dug my fingernails into his fur, and he let out an annoyed growl. “Oops, sorry.” After a little more fidgeting, I muttered, “Okay, I’m on.”

      He slowly stood and if I hadn’t had such a tight grip on the tuft of hair at his neck, I would’ve been bucked right off. Tiger-Deacon’s chest rumbled, and again, I could’ve sworn he was laughing at me. As his torso vibrated, the rough hairs on his back tickled the sensitive skin between my thighs, and I let out a squeal.

      “Are you ready, Aspen?” The photographer shot me an annoyed look as he peered over the lens.

      Heat seeped up my neck and blossomed across my cheeks. Tossing my hair back, I straightened, and attempted a convincing smile. “Yup,” I squeaked.

      “Okay, now let’s see something sexy.”

      Ugh, this was so not sexy. It was awkward, and I felt like I was going to fall off the big tiger and roll right off the bed.

      “Lower your upper body down onto his back, like this.” He demonstrated, pushing out his chest.

      I rolled my eyes but did my best to imitate the pose. The sooner this was over with the better. As I lowered my torso against him, those damned spikey hairs tickled my flesh. I squirmed and hit a hard nub along his vertebrae. Oh! I moved again, and my core clenched at the sensation.

      The tiger purred, adding a steady vibration to the pressure against the bundle of nerves at the apex of my thighs. Well shit, that was unexpected.

      “Yes, that’s what I want to see,” the photographer crooned.

      Okay, I can do this. I relaxed into his muscled body, and the vibrations ramped up, a low growl accompanying the motion.

      A half an hour later, and I’d harnessed my inner jungle diva with a series of photos that were damned sexy, if I dared say so myself.

      The photographer scampered off, leaving me with the tiger and my engine all revved up with nowhere to go. The big furry beast stretched out across the bed and yawned. His manic purring still vibrated the thin mattress.

      “So are you going to shift back yet or am I going to talk to a tiger all afternoon?”

      He slowly stood and hopped off the bed, his massive hindquarters lined with sinewy muscles as he sauntered a few steps toward the pool. He leapt up and dove headfirst into the crystalline waters. A golden shimmer sparkled beneath the waves, and a moment later, a dirty blonde head broke the surface.

      Deacon leaned against the edge of the pool, a smirk parting his lips. “You just had to ask, tiger.”

      I smiled at my old nickname and crooked a finger at him, beckoning him closer. “Come here.”

      He cocked a curious brow. “I thought we’d go for a swim in here.”

      “I’m already wet enough, thank you.”

      His light brows shot up, and his pouty mouth curved into a capital O.

      “Don’t pretend like you had no idea what that tiger of yours was doing to me during the photoshoot.”

      He smirked. “Why do you think I’m in the pool? I couldn’t exactly shift given my current state of excitement.”

      A wave of heat rocketed through my core. I tilted my head back and eyed the thin canopy around the bedposts, then scanned the skyline for the familiar buzz of the drone. It hovered a few yards up, its intrusive lens capturing every second. I jumped up and reached for the tie securing the gauzy material to the post and loosened it. It easily came undone, covering one side of the bed. Aha!

      “What are you doing over there?” Deacon called out.

      “You’ll see.” Once I’d released all the ties, a sheer curtain covered all sides of the bed, providing decent coverage from the watchful eye of the camera. I drew the light linen back and peeked through the opening. “Are you coming or what?”

      Deacon flashed me a devious grin and hopped out of the pool, naked, with the grace of a—well, jungle cat. He stalked toward me, eyes locked on mine. I suddenly felt like some defenseless gazelle about to be devoured by the lion.

      And gods, I wanted it.

      He shoved the curtain aside and pounced, sending me flying backward onto the bed. I sunk deep into the mattress as he prowled over me, droplets of water dripping from his hair onto my heated skin. “Who knew you’d like my tiger so much?”

      “I sure as hell didn’t.” I wrapped my arms around his neck and drew his lips down to mine. His tongue slid between my lips as he parted my thighs, wedging his wet body between them. His arousal was heavy against my center, and my core clenched at the feel of him.

      Deacon’s mouth moved down my neck, dropping fiery kisses across my collarbone, then moving lower to the swell of my breast. He pushed the bikini strap aside and ran his tongue over the sensitive skin. I arched against him as he neared my peaked nipple, anticipation roiling down low. His mouth closed around it, and I let out a moan as his tongue flicked my puckered flesh.

      “Deacon…” I groaned, reaching between our bodies. My fingers found his warm, silky flesh and he jerked as I closed my hand around his impressive length.

      “Oh, tiger, you better quit that before I lose all control,” he growled against my breast.

      “I want you to.”

      His tongue stopped its tantalizing strokes, and he glanced up, burning emerald eyes meeting mine. “You want me to do what exactly?”

      “I want you to fuck me.”

      His mouth twisted, and a frown slowly curved his lips downward.

      “What?”

      He sat up, and a bucket of ice water doused the scorching embers in my core. “I don’t just want to fuck you,” he hissed.

      Okay, where was this coming from? I jolted straight up, trying to keep my eyes on his face, but his huge erection was totally distracting. “What are you saying?” I finally managed.

      “I don’t know.” He raked his hands through his wet hair and let out a frustrated huff. “I just don’t want this to be some meaningless fuck.”

      I didn’t know whether to be insulted or touched. “But the other day…” We’d been so close the night Castiel had been attacked.

      “It was different then.” He grabbed a pillow from the top of the bed and placed it over his still very hard cock. “Can I ask you something and do you promise to be honest? Even if you think it’ll hurt my feelings?”

      Hurt his feelings? Seriously? I thought I was the only girl here. “Shoot.”

      “Have you slept with anyone else on the show?”

      “No,” I blurted a little too quickly.

      His lips thinned, and he slowly shook his head. “I won’t be the rebound guy. If you’re looking for a casual hook-up, find it somewhere else.”

      “Are you shitting me right now?” I screeched. Was he actually telling me to go fuck some other guy?

      “No, Aspen.” His fingers wrapped around the pillow between his legs, knuckles white from clenching, and he let out a growl. “I care about you, dammit. Maybe you haven’t noticed, but I do. I never came on this show thinking I’d give a shit about the girl on it. It was only supposed to be a job, but here we are.”

      All the air siphoned from my lungs, and I stared, jaw slightly unhinged, at the man bared before me. My heart thrummed out an erratic beat and I closed the distance between us, wrapping my arms around his neck. He stiffened as I leaned closer, pressing my forehead to his. “I care about you too. A lot. I never expected anything from this show either, but like you said, here we are. I’ve had plenty of chances to screw the other bachelors, but I wanted my first time after my ex to be with you. Not because I wanted a simple rebound fuck but because I trust you, and I want you.”

      The hint of a smile curled the corners of his lips.

      “So please, Deacon? Will you do me the honor of erasing the last asshole I slept with from my mind forever?”

      He nodded slowly, that smile spreading across his scruffy jaw. “Well, when you say it like that, how can I say no?” His mouth claimed mine with a feverish desire that far surpassed my own.

      Tossing the pillow aside, he wrapped my thighs around his waist and hoisted my body flush to his. Palming my ass, he pressed me against his erection. The flimsy material of my bikini was the only thing standing between us, and it was already too much. I was so ready.

      As his mouth devoured mine, his hands skimmed up my back, untying the top of my bathing suit, freeing my breasts. My nipples peaked against his chest, the delicious friction increasing the fire burning below my bellybutton. His fingers moved to the skimpy black ties at my hips next. He released one, then the other and my bikini bottoms sloughed off.

      He rocked me against his hardness, his silky skin stroking my center. “Are you sure?” he whispered against my lips. “I don’t want to mess this up.”

      “So sure.” I captured his mouth, silencing his objections. He only hesitated for a moment before he gently lifted me up and settled me over his cock. I let out a moan as he stretched me out, the feeling of fullness accelerating my racing pulse. Damn, it had been way too long.

      Deacon thrust inside me, slowly at first as I took all of him in, then with increasing intensity. His fingers dug into my ass as he lifted me up and down, up and down. After months of no sex, it wasn’t going to take me long. Every plunge pushed me closer to the edge as I clung onto his muscled back.

      “You feel so good, tiger,” he mumbled as I arched into him. “I’ve dreamt about this since the day I saw you in that bathroom.”

      “Umhmm,” I murmured back, unable to form a cohesive thought as he pounded into me. A few more thrusts, and I was going to plummet headfirst.

      His fevered pace quickened, and I held my breath as his thick head brushed my bundle of nerves over and over again.

      “Oh gods, Deacon…” I panted out.

      “Let go, tiger. I’ve got you.” He pressed me harder against him, increasing the rhythm until my entire body vibrated with pleasure.

      I let out a groan as I toppled over the edge, the orgasm shooting through every inch of me. Deacon let out a grunt, and his warmth trickled inside me a moment later. I clung onto him, panting as the last of the aftershocks reverberated through every cell in my being.

      He finally lowered me onto the bed and pulled me into his chest. “Well, that was pretty good.”

      I chuckled. “And to think, you almost passed me up on the offer.”

      He brushed his lips across my forehead and smiled. “I’ll never make that mistake again.”
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      A steady rumbling under my ear woke me from a deep sleep. My heavy lids slowly opened, and that odd purring sound continued to swirl in the air.

      “Morning, tiger.”

      Shaking off the lingering haze of sleep, I lifted my head from the vibrating pillow and met a pair of smoldering forest green irises. “Did you know you purr in your sleep?”

      Deacon chuckled, only intensifying the tremors emanating from his bare chest. “That’s what I’ve been told.” His arm tightened around me, and he drew me closer into his side. “But I wasn’t sleeping, not for the last few minutes anyway.”

      “So you’ve been watching me sleep?”

      He shrugged. “It was relaxing.”

      “And creepy.”

      “Some girls would think it was sweet.”

      “In case you haven’t noticed, I’m not like most girls.” I pushed off his chest and sat up. As amazing as the sex had been—multiple times—I had a date with Fallon, and Barney would be here to get me camera ready in less than an hour.

      Deacon’s hand snaked around my waist, and he hauled me on top of him, trapping my bare thighs with his big paws. “That’s what I like about you.”

      I squirmed across his lap as his morning wood rubbed against my center. “Deacon, we can’t. Not again. I’ll never be ready for the next dat--” I cut myself off as his lips twisted into a frown. “Sorry…” Damn, that was a major faux pas. Who talks about another guy right after sleeping with one? Only on this crazy ass show.

      He let out a growl and shot up, darting from the bed and stalked into the bathroom.

      A sigh escaped my lips as my gaze trailed his broad shoulders and perfectly sculpted ass. I pushed myself off the bed and slipped my robe on over the skimpy nightie. After we’d parted from our date yesterday, Deacon had crept back into my bedroom after all the bachelors had gone to bed. I couldn’t deny the thrill of the possibility of being caught as I’d snuck him into my wing of the villa.

      The sex had been fantastic and exactly what I’d needed to erase every last horrible memory of Kole, but I’d been stupid to think it wouldn’t change anything. I crept toward the bathroom and lifted my knuckle to the door.

      “Deacon, you okay?” I hated to rush him, but the last thing I needed was Barney catching a bachelor in my room.

      “Be out in a sec.”

      I paced the length of my bedroom, anxious to get the talk over with already. The more I moved, the more I realized how sore I was. I felt like a newly deflowered virgin again. As I contemplated the steamy memories of riding Deacon’s huge tiger, the bathroom door finally squeaked open.

      Deacon stood in the doorway in all his glory, and another wave of heat lit up my core at the sight of his erection. Even angry, he still wanted me. There was something incredibly satisfying and empowering about that.

      “I’m sorry,” I finally blurted. “That was extremely insensitive of me.” I took a step closer, but he held up his palm.

      “I just need a little space,” he growled, the sound more beast than man.

      “Or what?” I squealed.

      “I’m trying to calm my tiger down,” he snarled. “I don’t need him making an appearance and destroying your room.”

      “Well, shit, Deacon.” I backed up until I was on the opposite side of the chamber. “Is this because of last night?” I called out from across the sprawling room.

      “Of course, it is. My tiger is very possessive.”

      “Now you tell me.”

      The hint of a smile disturbed his perfect scowl. “I should probably just get dressed and go before Fallon gets here.” He spat out his friend’s name like it was a curse.

      “I’m sorry.” Goddess, I was starting to sound like a broken record. “But you knew this was going to happen, right?” As much as I liked Deacon, just because I slept with him didn’t mean he was the one. I’d made the mistake of falling too fast for Kole, and I’d promised myself I’d never repeat it. I had to protect myself first.

      “Of course I know. I know exactly what I signed up for. It wasn’t just a line I fed you yesterday. I really never expected to feel this way about you.”

      I had to fight the urge to erase the space between us and kiss that grimace off his face. I really did care about Deacon, and I didn’t want to hurt him. I didn’t want to hurt any of the bachelors.

      He took a step toward the bed and rifled around on the floor for his discarded clothes. I watched intently as he stepped into his boxers, then his jeans and finally tugged the shirt over his head. I may have whimpered a little at the loss of his perfectly tanned, muscled form.

      Once he was dressed, he turned to face me. “I’ll try to get a better grip on my tiger next time.”

      I nodded and watched him stalk toward the door. I hated leaving things on a bad note after the great night we’d had. So despite my better judgement, I darted across the room and grabbed his arm, spinning him toward me.

      His eyes widened as I planted my lips on his. He only stiffened for a second before his mouth began to move against mine. Before things got too heated, I pulled back, releasing his arm. “Yesterday was perfect,” I whispered against the shell of his ear. “I’m glad I chose you.”

      His lips grazed my cheek before he mumbled, “I hope you’ll keep choosing me.”

      A pang of guilt surged through my chest as he turned toward the door. I watched him as he walked out and disappeared down the hallway. Oh gods, why did I have a feeling things were about to get way more dramatic?
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      Or maybe I’d been completely wrong, and things were starting to look up. The scent of lavender and hibiscus tinged the air as a soothing melody cocooned me in bliss. I glanced over at Fallon stretched across the massage table beside me and let out a low groan. “This is amazing.” The male gargoyle’s hands dug into my back, releasing every ounce of tension. The power behind those fingers was insane. They felt like hot rocks massaging and kneading everything away.

      “Yeah, it’s pretty damned good,” Fallon muttered into the pillow. A female with arms bigger than my thighs was working on him.

      When Methyss had shown up to escort us on our date, the typical anxiety had assaulted me, but when we’d ended up at the spa on property, I’d been ecstatic. I had a feeling they wanted to keep us close to home in case things went horribly wrong, but what could possibly happen during a massage?

      The only downside to this date so far was I hadn’t had a chance to talk to Fallon. I needed to get him alone so I could pry some information out of him. I didn’t care how many times he said not knowing was for my own good, I deserved the truth.

      “You’re all set, Ms. Aspen,” whispered the masseuse as he drew the blanket over my shoulders. “My colleague will be back to escort you to the jacuzzi in a few minutes. For now, just relax and soak it all in.”

      “Umhmm,” I mumbled. This was exactly what I’d needed. My memories flitted back to my first encounter with Fallon and that spine-tingling foot rub. I wondered if he enjoyed being on the receiving end.

      I hazarded a peek at my date. His eyes were closed, silver hair alight beneath the circle of flickering candlelight. I probably wasn’t the only one who needed a day of R&R. I couldn’t imagine what it would feel like to know someone wanted you dead.

      My heart constricted, a pang of empathy squeezing the air from my lungs. Was that why I’d kept him around? Just because I felt bad for him? Or was there more to it? I needed to find out because it wasn’t fair to the other guys.

      Which reminded me, I needed to clarify the Fallon and Deacon thing. Were they a package deal? Did Deacon have to go wherever his charge went?

      I tried to shove down the barrage of questions and refocus on my Zen. Inhaling a deep lungful of air scented with relaxing lavender and soothing chamomile I concentrated on my breathing. In and out, in and out. My lids grew heavy, and my entire body felt weightless.

      The door squeaked open, but I was already too far gone, drifting along the clouds. Faint footsteps padded across the room, but I just couldn’t summon the energy to open my eyes. The jacuzzi could wait. I just wanted to sleep…

      A sharp cry tore me from the intense relaxation, and my heavy lids snapped open. I pivoted toward Fallon and the female masseuse standing over him. With a bloody athame clenched in her fist.

      She brought the blade down again and I screamed, snapping Fallon out of whatever mystical stupor he’d fallen under. He rolled off the table and landed on the floor with a thud as I wrapped the sheet around my torso with one hand and reached for a candle with the other. I launched it at the gargoyle, but her leathery wings snapped out and blocked my makeshift missile.

      “Get out of here, Aspen!” Fallon shouted as I reached for another candle. He pushed himself off the floor, letting the sheet fall and exposing himself in all his naked glory. Despite the chaos, my eyes drifted to his lower half for a second before I got a hold of myself.

      The female gargoyle lunged for him again, but he caught her forearm and deflected the blow. As they tussled with the athame, I darted for the door to call for help. Where was the other gargoyle masseuse? Or was he in on it too?

      The pungent smell of smoke made my nose twitch, and I spun around with one hand wrapped around the handle. My candle missile had rolled onto the discarded sheet, and flames licked up the soft material.

      “Shit!” I hissed. I twisted the handle, but it didn’t budge. I wiggled it again and again, but it was locked from the outside. “Double shit!”

      Spinning back toward Fallon and his would-be assassin, my eyes bugged out as they took in the female in her full gargoyle form. Her chest and shoulders had expanded, fangs exploding from beneath her upper and lower lips. Light gray armor rippled over her skin—only it wasn’t made of metal but pure stone. She looked like a walking rocky mountain. And judging by Fallon’s pained expression every time he landed a hit, she must have felt like one.

      “Fallon, watch out!” I screeched as the gargoyle slashed at his bare torso with razor sharp claws, smoke billowing around them.

      He jumped back and managed to avoid the brunt of the attack. Two thin lines of blood opened up across his chest, but it didn’t slow him down. She launched herself at him again, and I muttered a curse as I stood there gaping like a useless idiot.

      Do something, dammit, Aspen!

      Of all the times I wished my MIA wolf would show up. I scanned the room for anything I could use to break the door down, but there wasn’t exactly a battle axe laying around. As my eyes darted around the space, a silver glimmer caught my eye. I raced past the battling behemoths and the curtain of smoke and slid to the floor beside the athame.

      Point for the powerless wolf-girl!

      Steeling my nerves, I crept around the outer edge of the room until I was a few feet behind the female. Fallon’s gaze caught mine from over her shoulder and his eyes widened, head whipping back and forth.

      Too late. The dagger was already arcing down to meet a stony back. I jabbed the blade into her flesh, and the metal clanged as it hit unyielding rock. A spasm shot up my arm from the impact, and I let out a string of curses that would’ve made a sailor proud.

      The gargoyle whirled on me, dark eyes going glacial. Her hand shot out and stony fingers wrapped around my throat. I let out a gasp as she squeezed. All the air was ripped from my lungs, the thickening smoke only making it worse, and the corners of my vision darkened. She lifted me up and my legs flailed, scrambling for purchase.

      “Let her go!” Fallon roared. “I’m the one you came for, remember?”

      She spun at him but kept her fingers locked around my throat. My head spun, darkness consuming every corner.

      “Take me. Do whatever you want with me, just let her go.”

      The female’s eyes met mine, and something like indecision furrowed her stony brow. Her grip slowly loosened before it completely fell away, and I tumbled to the floor. I hit the ground with a smack, my oxygen-deprived brain only becoming foggier with impact.

      The gargoyle stalked toward Fallon, an evil gleam in her dark, soulless eyes. His earlier words finally registered in my addled mind, and I forced myself up. “No!”

      Fallon’s eyes connected with mine, and the lilac flared to life, bursts of lavender streaking across the incandescent hue. He splayed his hands as she approached, and shards of ice burst from his fingertips. The sharp daggers whizzed through the air and plunged into the gargoyle’s chest, penetrating her rocky armor and hitting her with such force, she sailed across the room.

      She let out a shriek as the icy daggers pinned her to the wall, piercing right through her flesh.

      “Holy shit balls,” I hissed.

      The gargoyle dangled from the wall, frosty stakes pinning her in place and blood streaking down her torso.

      My gaze darted from Fallon to the mangled female and back. “What are you?” I finally choked out.
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            WHAT ARE YOU?
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      “What are you?” I repeated as Fallon stood there like petrified rock. Not unlike the dead gargoyle dangling from the wall with ice spears protruding from her chest, legs and arms.

      “I’ll explain everything later. Let’s just get out of here.” He grabbed a sheet from the floor and wrapped it around his hips. For a second, I’d completely forgotten he was naked. And so was I, with only this sheet tucked under my armpits. Fallon ticked his head at the billowing smoke. The flames running across the discarded blankets had started to climb up the massage table.

      “The door’s locked,” I hissed.

      Fallon let out a grunt, then he ran his hand across his bare back. When he flipped his palm over to inspect it, deep crimson blanketed his skin. Damn, for a second, I’d totally forgotten he’d been knifed in the back.

      “Are you okay?”

      “I will be,” he grumbled. “Luckily, it doesn’t seem too deep.” He spat into the air, and the tiny droplets began to expand. I watched completely entranced as the water grew to a large hovering puddle before it floated across the room to the blossoming flames. “Spegnere,” he muttered, and the bubble of liquid dispersed, drenching the blazing fire.

      The flames flickered and hissed as Fallon grabbed the thin blanket from my massage bed and tossed it on top of the remaining embers. Then he stomped over to the window and unlatched the lock. He tried to push the glass up, but it didn’t budge.

      “It’s spelled shut.”

      “How do you know?” Who was this guy?

      “Because I can’t open it, Aspen, and I’m pretty damned strong so I don’t think it’s a me problem.”

      “Fuck. You.” What was up with this attitude? “I’m sorry someone just tried to kill you, but you so cannot take this out on me. Hell, I almost got killed in the crossfire.”

      “I know that!” he growled and raked his hand through his silvery locks. “You don’t think knowing that kills me? I told you I should’ve walked out of here days, aw hades, weeks ago.”

      “Then why didn’t you?” I shouted.

      “Because I’m obviously as stupid as my father thinks I am.”

      My brows shot up. Gods, I loved a fixer upper. What was my problem? This guy was bad news, and I needed to stay far away.

      He stalked toward the door and jiggled the handle, then muttered a curse.

      “Also spelled shut?” I asked.

      “Yes.”

      I glanced around the room, searching for the ever-present watchful eye of the camera. Where was that damned thing when we really needed it?

      Fallon ticked his head at a framed Buddha portrait hanging from the wall. “It’s over there, but I’m guessing it’s been dismantled.”

      “Well, that’s good news. One of the camera guys will surely notice and come check it out.”

      “Unless whoever arranged this attack preloaded the feed with a continuous loop of us from earlier.”

      Awesome. “How the hell do you know stuff like that?”

      “The man who raised me was SIA.”

      “Your father?”

      “No.”

      The plot thickens… I pressed my arms across my chest and readjusted the oversized sheet. Where was that robe anyway? I searched the floor, but it had likely gotten destroyed in the fire. “Since we’re stuck here, why don’t you tell me everything like you promised a second ago?”

      “We still don’t know where the other masseuse is.”

      Good point. But I’d never admit that to the a-hole. I scanned the room, the two windows and one locked door. “So what do we do?”

      “Let me try something.” He barreled by me, and my eyes finally landed on the wound on his back. There was nothing minor about the amount of blood gushing out. A bout of nausea crawled up my throat as the blood oozed down his sculpted torso and pooled on the white towel slung low on his hips.

      He stopped in front of the window and splayed his fingers. Tiny blasts of ice burst from his fingertips and settled over the glass. The pane fogged over, ice crystallizing over every inch. He took a step back and with a grunt rammed his bare foot at the window.

      A golden shimmer gleamed off the frosted pane, and his foot bounced off with such force, it sent him flying backward. He smacked into the opposite wall and let out a howl as he hit the floor.

      Despite my annoyance with his earlier behavior, I raced across the room and slid down beside him. “You okay?”

      “No,” he growled. He reached for the wound on his back, and his hand came back wet and sticky. Oh, vomit.

      “Okay, so since it looks like we’re stuck here, maybe I should check out your wound?” Please say no, please say no. I had no idea what to do with that bloody gash.

      He gritted his teeth, but his chin finally dipped. I forced myself off the floor and darted across the room to the closet I’d seen the masseuse rifling through earlier. There had to be something useful in there.

      I whipped the door open and searched through a few drawers. Lots of towels—at least that would be good to staunch the bleeding. I scoured the rest of the contents and came up with a twelve-pack of mini water bottles and a cannister of disinfectant spray. Okay, so it was likely for the furnishings but maybe?

      Fallon shook his head as I approached with the spray bottle clenched in my hand. “That won’t be necessary.” Okay so maybe it had been a stretch, but dammit, I was still in shock. I’d just been attacked for fuck’s sake. He reached for the pile of towels and snatched two bottles of water. “I won’t be able to reach,” he muttered. “Can you clean it out?”

      “Like pour water on the wound?”

      “Yes, and make sure there aren’t any foreign objects inside.”

      Foreign fucking objects? Did I look like one of the actors on E.R.? He must have noticed my WTF expression because the hint of a smile curled his lip.

      “Just rinse the wound and press the clean towel to it.”

      “Okay, I can do that.”

      Inhaling a deep breath, I twisted open the cap and poured it over the bloody laceration. Fallon hissed, his fingers clenching at his sides.

      “Sorry.”

      “It’s okay, keep going.”

      I poured another bottle of water over the wound then pressed the towel to the perforated skin. Now that some of the crusty blood had been removed, the cut didn’t look quite as bad. If he’d been a wolf with enhanced healing, he would’ve been good to go within a few hours.

      Which reminded me… “Are you going to tell me who you are or what?”

      He huffed out a breath and loosened the sheet around his waist, granting me a front row view of his junk. My jaw dropped, but I coaxed it back into place when he replaced the sheet with a towel a moment later. He handed me one end of the oversized strip of cloth, completely oblivious to my reaction at his enormous cock. And he wasn’t even hard. Obviously.

      “Can you help me tie this thing around my back?” Fallon’s words tore me from my completely inappropriate musings.

      “Um, yeah, no problem.” I pulled the sheet around his back and held a small towel to his wound as he tied it across his chest, securing the cloth.

      “Now at least I won’t have to worry about bleeding out while I tell you the gory details.”

      My brows must’ve hit my hairline. I couldn’t believe he was finally going to tell me. And to think, all it took was both of us almost getting murdered again.

      His head tipped back, and he huffed out a breath. “Do you want the long version or short and sweet?”

      “Well, it doesn’t look like we’re going anywhere anytime soon. Unless that male gargoyle shows up to finish the job.”

      “Unlikely. He would’ve made his appearance by now.”

      “True.” I settled in beside him with my back against the wall so I could keep an eye on the wound. So far so good.

      “This is harder than I thought.” His Adam’s apple bobbed as he canted his head to look at me. “I can’t remember the last time I had to say the words.”

      “What about Deacon?”

      “He was briefed by the SIA. I didn’t have to share the details myself. Plus, he doesn’t know everything. Only what he needed to know to protect me.”

      That reminded me, I also had to find out how the tiger alpha ended up as a SIA operative on the side.

      His eyes closed, and a shudder raced down his spine. Geez, what could possibly be so awful?

      “Maybe you could just start with where you’re from.”

      “Sounds easy enough, right?” His eyes darted to mine, and the mess of emotions reflected across the smooth lilac surface stole the breath from my lungs. Which was nothing compared to my reaction when he said, “I was born in the Winter Court of the Fae realm, but was soon after moved to the human world, where I lived hidden for the better part of my life. I was raised by a man who lied to me for practically my entire existence. I thought he was a human car salesman, when instead he was the head of the SIA in Azar. I was told I was half-Fae and half-human which I believed until my twenty-first birthday just over a year ago now. That was the day magic exploded from my palm. As it turns out, I’m not human at all, but rather a witch-Fae hybrid. Growing up in the human world dampened my abilities, but apparently, it only masked them for so long.”

      Mind. Blown. Damn, and I thought my past had been rough. And, sure, the winter Fae stuff made sense with the icicles, but there was nothing slender or lithe about Fallon. He didn’t have the stereotypical Fae form by any means. And the magic thing? No wonder he was so lethal.

      “Okay so that explains who you are, but why would someone want you dead?”

      A rueful smile jerked his lips up. “We’ve only cracked the iceberg of who I am, Aspen. I’ve only told you who I pretended to be.”

      My brows slammed together as I regarded him. This guy was just full of secrets and drama. Which was probably why I liked him. Nothing like a broken one to keep me panting for more. “So, who are you?” I whispered.

      He eyed the camera which surely must’ve been off otherwise they would’ve sent the rescue party by now. “I’m the bastard son of King Elrian Wintersbee of Winter Court.”

      I sucked in a breath. I didn’t know much about Azarian politics, but everyone knew about the great king of Winter Court. Not only had he been on the first season of Hitched when he was just a prince and nearly given up his throne for the girl, but rumors abounded that he’d killed his father for her. He was ruthless, conniving, and cold, like most noble Fae and crazy powerful. He sat on the Etrian Assembly, the governing council of the supernatural realm, and was one of the most influential members of the houses of Azar. “No shit…” I finally muttered.

      “Aspen, I can count the number of people who know the truth on one hand. I ask that you take this secret with you to the grave.”

      “Which could happen sooner than we think,” I blurted. “Is that why someone’s trying to kill you? Because they found out who you are?”

      He nodded. “It’s the only thing that makes sense. My father had warned me to stay away from this show, but when I was chosen, I just couldn’t resist. I was tired of hiding and maybe a tiny, dark part of me wanted the world to know the truth.”

      “What about your mom?”

      “I have no idea who she is. Elrian refuses to tell me anything about her. Like I said, I had no idea she was a witch until a year ago.”

      “But she’d have to know about you…”

      He shook his head. “Maxim, the guy who raised me, admitted that her memory was wiped by some vampire friend of my father’s. She has no idea I exist.”

      I hissed out a breath. “Damn.”

      “Yeah, Father was certainly thorough when wiping my existence from the supernatural world.”

      “Does he know about the attacks on the show?”

      “Absolutely not. He’d have my head if he knew the truth was out.”

      I knew Fae royal politics were crazy competitive, but why were they so adamant about killing him?  “Hold on here. I’m trying to wrap my head around all of this. So someone figured out who you are and is trying to use the show to get to you, but why kill you? Aren’t there tons of other royal heirs out there?”

      “Not bastards with mixed blood. The Winter Fae would rather die than be ruled by a king of questionable heritage. The Wintersbee line have ruled Winter for centuries and unless my father has another heir, I would be next in line for the throne. Elrian has so many enemies, it would be anyone’s guess who could be after me.”

      “But Elrian’s still alive. It’s not like his spot is vacant.”

      “For now… He fights for that throne tooth and nail. Not a day goes by that he’s not challenged, and it’s only a matter of time before that crown could fall on my head.”

      My mind began to spin with the implications. “What if you were dead? Who would be next in line for the title?”

      “It’s complicated when there’s no direct blood heir. It could go to one of my uncles, Drake or Bas, or a cousin perhaps, one of the Darkhens. Or the Summer Queen Daenaris could lay claim as her daughter Elza has been betrothed to Elrian for decades now.”

      “That sure leaves a lot of potential murderers, doesn’t it?”

      “It does.” He raked his hand through his silvery hair and leaned back against the wall once again. His hand lay between us, and my fingers entwined with his, unbidden. Maybe it was the misery on his face, or the terrible story he’d just told me, but I felt like he needed to be touched. His eyes darted to mine, and a faint smile parted his lips. “I bet you’re really regretting keeping me here now.”

      I slowly shook my head. “Nah, you make things more interesting.”

      He snorted on a laugh, his broad shoulders bouncing. “I’m sorry for my outburst earlier. The last thing I ever wanted was to put you in danger. When I signed up for the show, I guess it was my little way of rebelling against my father. Stupid, I know. I never expected to find someone like you.”

      “Same here, princey.”

      “Please don’t call me that.”

      A mischievous grin parted my lips. “What if I only do it in private?”

      He cocked a silver brow, amusement radiating across the vibrant lilac hue of his peculiar irises. “Depends on what you had in mind…”

      The adrenaline coursing through my body from the attack made an unexpected reappearance as his fingers tightened around mine, and he brought our clasped hands to rest on his lap. Something twitched beneath the towel, and my gaze popped up to meet his.

      Intense lilac smoldered across the surface of those piercing orbs. His hands closed around my hips, and he hoisted me onto his lap. “Will you help me forget for just a little while?”

      I nodded slowly.

      “Thank you. And thank you for being here with me today. For allowing me to stick around in spite of everything.”

      I wrapped my arms around his neck and relaxed into him. “Yeah, well you know, curiosity got the best of me. I couldn’t let you leave without discovering the truth.”

      His lips brushed mine, the touch so gentle I wasn’t sure it had happened. I opened my eyes to confirm, and his mouth captured mine again. His minty, icy breath swirled with mine, and I wondered how the hell I hadn’t picked up on it earlier. He’d been one of the few bachelors I hadn’t guessed the origin of, and man, was it a big miss.

      His mouth released mine and trailed a track across my jaw before dipping lower to my neck, then my collarbone. The sheet hastily wrapped around my torso was starting to slip, or maybe it was Fallon’s hands slowly prying it off. I didn’t seem to mind one bit.

      Something had changed between the bachelor and me today. I wasn’t sure if it was the near-death experience or his story, but I was glad I’d kept him around. I wanted to know more about the bastard Winter prince, but after the hellish half hour, I just wanted to get lost in the moment.

      The sheet sloughed off, and the chilly air wafted over my breasts. My nipples hardened, and Fallon’s gaze locked on the peaked pink flesh. His mouth closed over one, and I let out a faint moan at his frosty tongue.

      His cock stirred beneath me, only the towel between us now. I could feel him throbbing against my center. My hips began to rock against his hard length, and tremors racked my core. I closed my eyes as I arched back, and a pair of piercing emerald irises shot across my vision.

      My lids snapped open as an icy wave of guilt crashed over me. Deacon. Goddess dammit, I’d just been with him this morning. We’d had sex all night long. An overwhelming sense of ickiness swam over me.

      “What’s wrong?” Fallon breathed.

      “I—I don’t think this is a good idea.” I hopped off his lap and darted to the opposite side of the room, internally cursing myself. Why, why did I sleep with Deacon? And why did I think I could pull off this casual sex thing with multiple men? Shit. I was royally fucked.
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            THE BASTARD PRINCE, A WOLF, AND A TIGER
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      Dax and Shep sat across from us, the producer sucking down a tumbler of bourbon like he’d find a prize at the bottom of the glass. The pair had exchanged about a dozen covert glances since the security guards found us trapped in the massage room less than an hour ago. Fallon and I had been stuck in there for days. Okay, that wasn’t true, it had only been about an hour, but it had felt like hell after I’d panicked when we were hooking up.

      Fallon still hadn’t looked me in the eyes since the incident.

      We’d recounted the story for the exec team, and now we all just sat here in this awkward silence. Which I was about done with.

      “So? How did this happen? I thought no one was supposed to know where we were?”

      Dax fiddled with his fingers, drumming them across the sleek desk. The office was off the main sitting area of the modern apartment nestled on the top floor of the staff building sitting at the edge of the property. I’d never been to the crew’s quarters, but Shep’s accommodations seemed pretty cushy. I doubted the rest of the staff lived in such luxury.

      “No one could’ve traced our movements,” he finally said. “The only answer is that we have a mole in our midst.”

      My heart stopped for an entire second before it staggered on. Then my thoughts flitted to Jack and Dante. Whoever was after Fallon had infiltrated the show from the very beginning. We’d been stupid to think it ended there.

      “Any idea who?” Fallon asked.

      Shep shook his head. “When the private detective, Rizin was here, she interviewed everyone. No one else stood out.”

      “Well, she obviously missed something,” he growled.

      “Maybe we should bring the SIA in.” Shep’s cold eyes lanced at Fallon.

      “No.” He shook his head, jaw clenched. “Not them.”

      If the SIA were brought in, Fallon’s father would discover his son’s identity was about to be uncovered. Was that why the execs hadn’t wanted the SIA involved in the first place?

      “What about the other gargoyle?” I blurted.

      “Disappeared.” Shep took another long pull of his drink before reaching for the decanter at the end of the desk and refilling his glass. “Our security team has been scouring the island for the past two hours.”

      “Two hours?” Fallon blurted.

      The tendon in the producer’s jaw twitched, and Dax’s eyes bugged out. Shep waved a nonchalant hand, and an impassive mask slid over his face. “One hour, whatever.”

      “No, you clearly said two.” I shot the EP a narrowed glare as a sheen of sweat glistened across his brow. “Two hours ago was pretty much when we got attacked.” My mind flickered back to the busted camera, and my eyes darted back and forth between the execs. Dax squirmed in his seat, eyes cast down. “Were you guys watching the whole time?” I screeched.

      Fallon muttered a curse, fingers curling into tight fists at his side. “You spelled the room shut!” He shot up and jabbed his finger into Dax’s chest.

      Sheppard rose and shoved Fallon back. “It wasn’t Dax. It was Methyss, and it was my call.”

      “What the fuck, Shep?! You just sat there and watched us get attacked?”

      “No,” Dax answered. “We sent security as soon as the cameramen reported it. By the time they got there, Fallon had things under control.”

      “And I decided to allow things to play out,” Shep finished.

      Unbelievable. They’d left us stuck in there just for the drama. “You’re an asshole,” I hissed. “How could you do that? Fallon was bleeding out, there was a fire, and we thought the gargoyle assassin would come back for us at any time.”

      “You were in no real danger once the assassin was dead. We’d seen the male flee, and we sent the guards after him. If Fallon’s injury had taken a turn for the worse, we would’ve stepped in.”

      “Bullshit,” the bastard prince spat. “So you heard everything?”

      They both nodded. Shit, I totally forgot the camera had caught his confession.

      “No one will ever see that part of the video,” said Dax. “Only Sheppard and I have been privy to it, and we already knew about your heritage.”

      Fallon’s silver brows shot up to his hairline. “How?”

      Shep straightened and placed his glass on the desk. “All of our contestants are meticulously vetted. While we didn’t have confirmation of your bloodline, we were fairly certain of the truth. Once the attacks started, it served as the proof we needed.”

      “Then why didn’t you just send me home?”

      The answer was obvious. They wanted the drama, needed it for ratings. If the truth of Fallon’s bloodline came out on the show, it would be huge.

      The producer cleared his throat. “We decided the benefits outweighed the risks.”

      At least Dax had the decency to look embarrassed. They’d put everyone’s life in danger for the sake of money and ratings. A twinge of guilt streaked across my subconscious. Hadn’t I done the same? I’d stayed when I clearly should’ve walked away for that insane payout.

      “So now what?” I asked. “If there’s a spy on set, the attacks aren’t going to stop.”

      “We need to discuss the situation and come to the best decision for all of us. We can bring in another private investigator, or I don’t know… We’ve all spent a lot of time and money on this production, and no one wants to see it fail. Do you?” He eyed me, his slate irises daring me to back out.

      At this point, it wasn’t just the money. I actually cared about Fallon and despite my earlier freak out, I was worried about what would happen to him once we were freed from the relative safety of the island.

      “For now,” said Dax, “we’ll take a break from filming until we come to a decision.”

      “Will we have a say in that decision?” Fallon asked.

      The pair exchanged a look. “Of course.” Shep offered us a smarmy smile that did nothing to reassure my anxiety. “We have guards outside that will escort you back to the villa. There will now be a permanent bodyguard with you, Aspen, and each of the bachelors at all times.”

      “In our rooms?” I asked.

      “Stationed outside just like Breck has been since the first attack.”

      That didn’t instill a ton of confidence. Maybe I’d have Deacon sleep over again. I clapped my hand over my mouth like I’d said the words out loud. That was unexpected. When had I become so reliant on the tiger?

      Fallon eyed me, but as soon as my gaze met his, he lowered his to the ground. Ugh. We needed to have a talk.

      “Anything else?” Shep scooted his chair back and rose.

      I shook my head, my thoughts spinning. I had enough to worry about without thinking about these assholes.

      Fallon stood and pointed a finger at Shep. “If you ever try a stunt like that again, I’ll talk to my father and have him pull funding from the show. Putting me at risk is one thing but putting Aspen’s life on the line for the drama is another. Do you understand?”

      The producer grunted in response.

      As we walked out of the apartment, I nudged Fallon in the shoulder. “Thanks for that.” Who knew the Fae king was bankrolling the show? I’d never understand Azarian politics.

      “No problem.”

      Outside, Breck and another guard I didn’t recognize met us in the hallway. They escorted us to the nearest staircase, and we followed them across the lush lawn toward the villa. The faint crash of waves and light breeze stirring the air was such a contrast to the turmoil inside. I took a breath and tried to inhale the peaceful surroundings. I slowed my pace and inched closer to Fallon. “I wanted to explain about earlier…”

      He shook his head, lengthening his stride so I was forced into a jog to keep up. “No need to.”

      “Yes, I do.” I wrapped my fingers around his thick forearm and forced him to stop. “It wasn’t you. It was me,” I blurted. I wanted to smack myself for that lame ass line. “Sorry. This isn’t coming out right. I—I’ve never done this dating multiple men thing. In the beginning, it was easier. There were more of you, and I hadn’t had the chance to develop real feelings for any of you yet. Now, things are getting more complicated.”

      “I didn’t expect you to fuck me, Aspen.”

      I flinched from the venom in his tone. “Then why are you so angry?”

      “I’d just spilled my guts to you. I guess I wanted some comfort, wanted to know you cared and understood what that meant to me. Instead, you bolted.”

      “I do!” I tugged on his arm. “This afternoon was crazy, Fallon. You got stabbed, I was nearly choked, then the fire… It was a lot to deal with and then you told me your big secret. I was a little overwhelmed. I wanted to be there for you. I’m incredibly attracted to you in that way. And then there’s the other bachelors and I just—”

      His eyes lit up and something like understanding flashed across those lilac orbs. “Your date with Deacon. Something happened with you two?”

      I pressed my lips together. Was this guy a fuckin’ mind reader? There was no way I was telling Fallon we slept together.

      His brows furrowed. “Deacon's been acting cagey too—"

      Before he could confirm his suspicions, I cut him off. “Things are just progressing with more than one bachelor, and it’s harder than I thought it would be.”

      It wasn’t just Deacon that had stolen a piece of my heart. Despite everything, Knox had wormed his way in and after that pixie dust incident, I was dying to explore this weird thing between us too. And Fallon… well, I’d always been attracted to him, and all this drama only heightened that. Because I was crazy empathetic.

      “I understand how the show works, Aspen. Maybe it’s time for you to figure it out.” He lengthened his stride, weaving between the guards and this time, I didn’t follow.
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      Muffled shouts tore me from a semi-peaceful nap. Despite the anxiety rippling through me after the attack, the exhaustion had won, and I’d drifted off to sleep while watching an old episode of Hitched. One with the Fae king Elrian, of course. After hours of careful scrutiny, the only similarity I’d found between father and son were those eyes.

      More shouting forced me up and out of bed. I marched to the door, muttering curses. When I swung it open, my jaw nearly hit the plush carpeting. Knox and Deacon stood chest to chest, fuzzy orange hair across the tiger shifter’s arms and sleek black fur rippling over Knox’s. Both were growling up a storm, and my guard was barely able to keep them apart.

      “What the hell, guys?” I leaned against the doorjamb and rubbed the final dregs of sleep from my heavy lids.

      “I rushed over as soon as I heard what happened,” Deacon answered. “And this guy started trailing me. He wouldn’t leave me alone until I told him what went down.” He huffed out a breath and rammed his shoulder into Knox so hard he staggered back a step. “Are you okay?” His hand reached out for mine, and I let our fingers entwine for only a few moments before releasing him.

      Knox’s eyes trailed every movement, the amber burning a smoldering gold.

      “I’m fine, thank the gods. Fallon, too.”

      My lupine friend released a breath, and the tense set of his shoulders relaxed. His fur began to recede, and the brilliant glowing amber dimmed a notch as his wolf retreated back beneath his skin.

      The pair remained in the doorway, neither budging. Or speaking.

      “So was there anything else?”

      “I thought maybe you could use some company,” Deacon finally blurted.

      “Me too.” Knox crossed his arms over his chest, puffing out his pecs.

      Oh my gods, this was not happening. “You guys aren’t going to piss on me too, are you? This is some male shifter bullshit, isn’t it?”

      “Can you just let us in?” Deacon asked.

      I loosed a frustrated breath and motioned toward the sitting area. “Fine, but if either of you start getting all growly, you’re out.”

      The two males shoved past each other, Knox getting through the threshold first and shooting Deacon a satisfied smirk. Oh, fuck me. This was so getting out of hand, and I’d only slept with one of them. What would happen when I got intimate with more? As scary as it was, I wanted to. I’d spent way too long depressed over Kole, and this was my chance to have fun. I refused to let some possessive, jealous males ruin it for me.

      Despite my flourishing feelings for said males…

      I folded onto the couch and each one settled in on either side of me. I was starting to feel like a shifter sandwich. The thought had all kinds of naughty images springing to mind.

      “What’s so funny?” Deacon asked.

      I shook my head, pressing my lips together. “Nothing. Nothing at all.” I so was not going there with these two. Or at least not right now.

      “What happened at the spa? Deacon wasn’t exactly forthcoming.” Knox canted his head at me, and a swirl of panic streaked by. I couldn’t tell him the truth. Which sucked. I hated liars, and I was about to become one.

      I filled him in on the major details, leaving out the parts about Fallon’s ice power, which made the story kind of disjointed and hard to follow. Even I didn’t believe myself. Knox eyed me when I finished, his lips pursed.

      “Okay, okay, there was more, but I can’t tell you. I promised Fallon I’d keep his secrets.”

      Knox’s eyes blazed. “He told you who he is?”

      My head bounced up and down.

      “I thought it was too dangerous? Dammit, Aspen. Now you’re going to get caught in this mess.”

      “It was kind of unavoidable. I was there, literally caught in the crossfire.”

      “Which you never should’ve been. You should’ve tossed that guy out on his ass weeks ago.”

      “That’s not fair.” I shot him a narrowed glare. “What if I’d tossed you out because of our history?”

      “That’s different.”

      “How?” I shrieked. I drew in a breath, calming my nerves before I said something stupid. I could feel Deacon’s heavy gaze boring into the side of my face. He still didn’t know the details of my connection to Knox, and I wanted to keep it that way. “It doesn’t matter,” I spat. “I get to make the choices on this show. For once, it’s all about me.”

      Knox let out a grunt.

      “The lady’s right, wolf,” Deacon interjected. “If you’ve got a problem with her choices, feel free to fuck off.”

      He narrowed his eyes, and a growl echoed across his chest. “Wouldn’t you like that?”

      It was times like these I really wished I could shift. I’d drop down on all fours and bite the two idiots. “Okay, guys, enough. I thought you came to check on me, not get in a cock fight.”

      Deacon smirked. “There’d be no competition.”

      “We’ll let Aspen be the judge of that,” Knox retorted.

      “Well, she’s already—”

      I jabbed my elbow into Deacon’s side, eyes shooting daggers. That tiger was kitty litter. “I think it’s time for one of you to leave. This isn’t fun for me, and I’ve had kind of a hellish day. I’d like to go back to relaxing if you don’t mind.”

      “Knox, see your way out.” Deacon ticked his head at the door.

      “I don’t think so.”

      “It was my idea to come here first.”

      “Too bad.” Knox stretched his legs out, crossing them at his ankles.

      “You know what?” I hissed. “Why don’t both of you just leave?”

      Deacon shot me puppy dog eyes, pushing out his lower lip and everything. “Really, tiger? I thought we could hang out.”

      “Not when you’re acting like this.”

      “I’ll behave as soon as he’s gone.”

      Knox snorted on a laugh. “You just want to take advantage of her now that she’s vulnerable.”

      “Just like you did with that pixie dust?”

      Shit. Shit. Shit. Why couldn’t I keep my mouth shut? And why couldn’t Deacon?!

      Knox shot up from the couch, anger radiating from his taut muscles. “I couldn’t control myself,” he growled. He dragged his fingers through his hair, tugging at the ends. “I was out of my mind with that shit. I would never—”

      And actually, he had stopped it. I was the one that was ready to screw him on top of a volcano.

      Knox whirled at me, fury and something like hurt flashing across his burning golden irises. “I can’t believe you told him.” He spun on his heel and darted for the door.

      “Dammit, Knox, wait!” I jumped up to follow him, but Deacon caught my arm.

      “Let him go. He needs to cool off.”

      “Fuck you, Deacon. Why did you have to say that to him? I told you that in confidence.”

      He raised his hands, eyes wide. “I’m sorry. I didn’t think it was such a big deal.”

      “Of course you did. That’s why you said it.” I wiggled free of his hold and ran after Knox. Racing through the second floor of the villa, I darted toward the bachelors’ wing, but as I approached the archway, Knox’s musky wolfy scent caught on a draft. I followed it to the spiral staircase and down to the first level.

      Through the sprawling French doors, I caught sight of Knox on the patio, leaning against the veranda, and staring into the brilliant azure of the Manta Sea. Slowing my manic pace, I crept out onto the pool deck.

      I half expected him to run, but to my surprise, he stayed put when I sidled in beside him. “I’m really sorry about that. You didn’t do anything wrong that night, Knox. That isn’t why I mentioned it to Deacon. I don’t hold you responsible for what happened at all. I was pissed about the execs pulling something like that on us and complained about it on our date… I shouldn’t have told him. It was stupid.”

      He made a noncommittal sound, his eyes still fixed straight ahead.

      “Knox…”

      “I know things are ramping up with the other bachelors, and it’s all part of the game. I just didn’t think you’d tell him something so personal.” His brows furrowed as he stared at the sea. “And that comment he made about his cock didn’t help. He insinuated—” His jaw clenched so tight I could hear his teeth grinding.

      “Nothing happened with him,” I blurted. Liar! A voice shouted in the back of my mind. Fuck me, why did I just lie about that?

      “Good,” he breathed. “Picturing his paws on you—” His jaw snapped shut, the crack reverberating through the air. Black fur rippled across his forearms, and I sucked in a breath. “Listen, about the other night—"

      I cut him off, raising my hand. “I don’t regret what happened.” I captured his chin and forced him to look at me. “Do you?”

      “No… I wanted it.” He raked his hands over his face. “I wanted you. I want you.”

      A smile spread my lips as I regarded him. It was hard to believe a few weeks ago I couldn’t even look him in the eye without feeling queasy. Kole was all I saw before, but now, my ex was a distant memory. Whatever this thing was between Knox and me, I wanted to explore it. It was new and exciting, and yet somehow felt like it was a long time coming.

      His hand curled around the back of my neck, and he brought his mouth to mine. A thrill surged through my veins as his tongue entangled with my own. He deepened the kiss, tilting my head for better access, and I was like putty in his hands. Pulling me in closer, he enveloped me in his arms, his warmth a shield from the evening breeze coming off the water.

      I never thought I’d feel safe in Knox’s arms. I never thought I’d feel anything but revulsion, but here we were. Even without pixie dust, I wanted him too.

      He released me too soon, a grin playing on his lips. My breaths were ragged, and I leaned against the veranda when my knees wobbled. Good gods, what was happening to me? I was becoming one of those girls.

      “I’m glad you’re okay, Aspen. If anything had happened to you…” He shook his head, his eyes glassing over. “Anyway, if you can forgive my shifter bullshit as you called it, I’d be up for hanging out a little. I’d rather keep an eye on you myself than trust those guards Shep has following us around. As long as it’s just the two of us anyway.”

      “I doubt Deacon’s still in my room, if you want to come up?” If I was being honest, I could use the distraction. Until the person behind the attack was caught, I wouldn’t exactly feel safe even if I wasn’t the target. I refused to believe one of the bachelors was the culprit, but then again, I never thought Jack would’ve been capable of any of the things he’d done either. A chill raced up my spine at the memories of Castiel’s bloodied form.

      “Yeah, I’d like that.” Knox moved in step beside me, and his hand found its way to mine. And just like that, the fear vanished. Interlacing his fingers through my own, we walked back inside with my stupid little heart dancing a freakin’ jig in my chest.

      Shit. I was in way over my head.
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            RAINBOW WATERFALLS AND ANGEL KISSES

          

        

        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

    

    
      “I thought we were taking a break from filming.” My brows knitted when I found Sam, the production assistant at my door with the itineraries for the next two dates.

      “We’re going ahead as scheduled,” she answered without looking up from her tablet.

      I waved my hand in front of her line of sight and she finally glanced up, lips twisted into a scowl. “Um, in case you missed the memo, Fallon and I almost died like two days ago.”

      “Take it up with Shep. I’m just the messenger.”

      Tightening the tie around my robe, I tried to barrel past her, but she threw her hand up blocking me. “He’s not here. He and Dax were called off property for the day. They’ll be back this evening. You can talk to them after your date with Castiel.”

      “Are you fucking kidding me right now, Sam?”

      She shrugged. “Just the messenger,” she sing-songed.

      I glanced at the sheet of paper she’d handed me, scanning the schedule for the date with the angel. We were going to Celestia, the territory that belonged to the Sons of Heaven. Seemed safe enough. The only upside was since Castiel had been attacked, I knew he couldn’t be the mole. Plus, he was an angel, so I felt pretty comfortable at his side. Hopefully, I wouldn’t regret this decision in a few hours.

      “Fine,” I growled. “When’s Barney going to be here.”

      She glanced at her watch. “You’ve got fifteen minutes.”
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      The moment Castiel’s hand closed around mine, I felt better. His soothing angel energy raced through my veins, quelling the mad fluttering of the winged beasts in my belly. I barely noticed the two-second portal ride to Celestia as I basked in the angel’s powers.

      The mystical doorway dropped us in an open grassy field with nothing but sprawling blue skies overhead. “So this is Celestia?” I eyed the flat stretch of land. I’d never been to the angel realm before.

      “Well, this is the earthly portion.” Castiel grinned. “Most of the angels live up there.” He ticked his head to the soaring tower which had seemingly appeared out of thin air. Tipping my head all the way back, I still couldn’t make out the top. “Welcome to Turrem Angelus.”

      “The angel tower that reaches all the way to the heavens.”

      He smirked. “Something like that.” His wings unfurled behind him, the shimmery alabaster stretching across his shoulder blades. “You ready to go up?”

      “Oh, we’re flying?”

      “That’s why the gods gave us these.” He flapped his wings, the downy feathers flitting on the gentle breeze. He offered his arms, and I took a step closer. “I promise it’ll be fun. And I swear, no one will ever hurt you while I’m with you.”

      A swell of unease uncoiled. I had no idea what we were actually doing on our date. The itinerary had been vague as they all were. I wondered if Castiel had selected the activity since he seemed pretty comfortable given the circumstances.

      Drawing in a breath, I hopped into the angel’s outstretched arms. He cradled me against his chest and a moment later, we shot up into the endless blue. We soared up, higher and higher until we were swallowed up by the clouds. I’d assumed we were heading inside the tower, but instead once we reached a dizzying height, Castiel banked to the left, leaving the unearthly building behind.

      “Where are we going?”

      “You’ll see.”

      Just ahead, an enormous waterfall slid down the fluffy white clouds—only it wasn’t water. It was a rainbow of colors. A freakin’ rainbow waterfall?

      “What is that?”

      “That is the Elysian Waterfall. It’s made up of thousands of tiny droplets of angel soothing energy. It refracts the light much like a prism would, which creates the rainbow effect.”

      I stared at the spectacular sight, my jaw slightly unhinged. At the bottom of the cascading colors was a pool of shimmery gold. “So you guys bathe in magical angel energy?”

      “Hmm, yes, I suppose so.”

      Damn, and I thought a regular jacuzzi was relaxing. “I want to swim in the feel-good rainbow bath.”

      Castiel chuckled. “After we have lunch.” He flapped his wings, propelling us higher still until we reached the crest of the falls. He flew around a big fluffy white cloud and stopped. Setting one foot, then the other on the translucent surface, he plopped down.

      “Holy shit! Are you sitting on a freakin’ cloud?” I eyed the downy substance suspiciously, clinging onto his neck.

      “Relax, you’re not going to fall.”

      “But it’s a cloud!” I squealed.

      “Things work a little differently here in Celestia.”

      The steady pitter patter of the rainbow waterfall eased the rising hysteria, and I loosened my claws from Castiel’s back.

      “Not that I mind sitting with you in my lap, but if you want, you can sit beside me.”

      “Nah, I’m good here, thanks.” At least if he dropped through the cloud, he could fly us to safety.

      He chuckled, and his chest vibrated beneath me. “This is supposed to be relaxing, Aspen.” He pivoted his body so we faced the magnificent view. A cool spray of angel healing energy spritzed the air, and I took a deep breath, filling my lungs with the magical stuff. His hands came to my shoulders, and his strong fingers kneaded my flesh.

      I let out a groan as I tipped my head back. “Okay, I could get used to this.” Closing my eyes, I leaned into his touch and focused on the faint pitter patter of the heavenly waterfall. “I can’t imagine growing up here…” I mumbled.

      “Yeah, it was pretty surreal in retrospect. At the time, it was all so normal, but after spending a few decades in the human world as a guardian angel, it made me realize how fortunate I’d been to grow up in Celestia.”

      “Why’d you decide to become a guardian?”

      “My father and grandfather before me were all guardian angels, as are my brothers and sisters. I suppose it was just expected.” He shrugged. “Since my family spent so much time in the human realm, I often visited as a child. I immediately took a liking to humans and their quirky ways. They were so fragile, so breakable. They could be kind, and in the next breath incredibly brutal. I understood right away why our mission was so important.”

      I exhaled a breath. Damn, Castiel was like a real-life superhero. “How many humans did you like protect over the years?” It just occurred to me I had no idea how old this angel was. Though he looked only a few years older than me, he could’ve been much older.

      “I’ve had eight charges.”

      “That’s it?” I didn’t know why I expected him to say more like eight hundred.

      “I’m only one hundred and twelve, Aspen. I’ve lived in the human realm for the past forty-ish years. Typically, assignments last for a few years, and I don’t like to protect more than two humans at a time.” He spoke as if it were the most normal thing in the world.

      Castiel was a real-life freakin’ guardian angel. Even though I knew, I’d never quite wrapped my head around it until now.

      “So what happened to your charges when you decided to do the show?”

      His expression darkened, the brilliant twinkle of his azure eyes dimming. “I lost my last charge about a month before I auditioned for the show.”

      Lost? “Oh.”

      “Most of the humans we’re assigned to are high risk. They’re in need of our protection for a specific reason.” A heavy silence weighed down on us, and I almost spun around to face Castiel to make sure he was still there.

      “I made a mistake and I—I lost her.”

      “I’m sorry,” I whispered, canting my head back. After another weighty pause, I asked the question determined to burst out of my mouth. “Is that why you came on the show?”

      I felt him nod against my back. “I needed to take a break. I needed a distraction…”

      “So that’s all I am to you?” I shot him a teasing smile.

      His arms tightened around me and he dipped his head, his lips brushing my neck. “You’re an excellent distraction,” he muttered against my flesh. “Exactly what I needed. But you’re also more than that. And I’m not sure if that’s a good thing or a bad one.”

      I whirled around, needing to see his expression to continue this conversation. “Why would it be bad?”

      “Because my heart has hardly mended, and I don’t think I can take another loss like that so soon.”

      My throat tightened from the rough edge to his tone. His charge… he’d been in love with her. I cupped his cheek as his sad eyes met mine. Castiel was the nicest guy on this show, and the last thing I wanted was to hurt him.

      “I can’t promise you anything…” I began.

      “I know that,” he interjected, cutting me off. “And I’m not asking you to. I know how the show works. I only wanted to tell you so that if I come off a little distant, you’ll understand why. I’m extremely attracted to you, Aspen, and there’s nothing I’d like more than to lay you back on this cloud and have my way with you.”

      A chill skirted up my spine. Sex on a cloud, now that would be something. I swung my leg around his waist, so I was straddling him and framed the angel’s face with my hands. “Let’s just take it slow and have fun, okay?”

      He nodded, a smile filtering across his lips. “I think I can handle that.”

      His lips brushed mine, softly, tentatively. That burst of angel power seeped into my pores as soon as we made contact. As much as I enjoyed it, it complicated things. Just like Slade’s sex god power, it was difficult to unravel my real feelings from the sensations their abilities elicited. My thoughts wandered to the incubus for a moment; I wished I’d been able to get to know him better. Despite the insane things he did to my body, there was something deeper I’d wanted to explore. Shoving the errant thought away, I focused on the man whose mouth was pressed to mine.

      I needed to give Castiel a chance, I owed him and myself that. I never went for the nice guys, and I had a feeling it was now or never. I dug my fingers into his soft golden hair, and his hands roamed freely across my back. That rush of peace and relaxation grew with each touch. My head fell back, and he trailed kisses down my neck and collarbone. The cute sundress Barney had picked out gave the angel perfect access.

      We kissed for a while longer until the flapping of approaching wings pried us apart. Castiel rose as an angel with silvery, gray wings alighted on the cloud beside us. He handed Castiel two wicker baskets with a sly smile. My stomach growled as the scent of something sweet tinged the air.

      “Thank you, Bazile.” Castiel dipped his head at the other male.

      “Of course.” With a quick nod in my direction, the angel took off into the endless blue.

      “Lunch?” I couldn’t help the excitement in my tone. I hadn’t eaten much in the last two days with all the drama and suddenly I was starved. “And how fancy, a winged delivery?”

      He chuckled. “I hope you like it. I ordered some Celestian specialties.”

      “Ooh, angel food? As long as I don’t sprout wings, I’m down.”

      He laughed again, the smooth sound like a chorus of angels rumbling his chest. “It would take more than that to turn you into an angel.”

      “Isn’t that the truth?” I smirked and shot him a wink.

      As he opened the picnic baskets, the delicious scents swirled in the air. There was some sort of crepe thing filled with exotic fruits, then tiny pink puffs that looked like clouds and smelled like milk chocolate. “Yum,” I murmured.

      Castiel reached for one of the pink puffs and let it linger under my nose. My mouth watered.

      “What is it?”

      “It’s a sweetsia berry. It grows in the orchard just below the Elysian Waterfall. There’s nothing like it anywhere else in Azar.”

      I opened my mouth, and he popped the fruit inside. The berry disintegrated on my tongue, tiny bursts of sweetness exploding in my mouth. It tasted like a cross between a strawberry and cotton candy. “Oh my gods, that is heavenly.”

      His mouth captured mine, tongue caressing my own. He sat back a second later, licking his lips. “Tastes even sweeter on your lips.”

      I smiled. Okay, so the angel had a little game.
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        * * *

      

      We spent the afternoon snacking on Celestian delicacies and each other, and by the time we walked back to the villa, my entire body was at ease. Until my eyes landed on a certain producer pacing the wall of windows in the great room.

      Just like that, all Zen was lost.

      “Shep, what the hell is going on?” I marched toward the showrunner, my blood boiling. “How could you just ghost me like that and send Sam to deliver the news that we were filming again?”

      “Sorry, but Dax and I had an urgent matter to attend to off property.”

      “Why did the filming recommence?” Castiel asked. “Have you found the spy within our ranks?”

      He cleared his throat and ran his hand through his slicked back hair. “I’m afraid not.”

      “Then why are we filming again?” I repeated.

      “Because it’s my show, Aspen, and I call the shots,” he growled. “Like I told you before, you’re free to leave whenever you want.” He paused, slate eyes like ice. “You’d be in breach of contract, but I assume you have the money to repay me.”

      “What?” I blurted. Shit. How did I not read through that whole contract? And why hadn’t he mentioned this before?

      “Read the fine print, my dear. If you quit after the first four weeks, you owe half the amount of your payout.”

      “You little—” I lunged at him, but Castiel caught me around the waist.

      “Aspen, calm down,” he whispered in my ear.

      “Calm down! I’m going to kill this sneaky little asshole. I don’t have a hundred grand.”

      “Then I guess you’re not leaving.”

      “Let go of me,” I hissed at Castiel, and his hold loosened. “I’ll control myself, okay?”

      He nodded, and his arm finally fell away. I strode toward Sheppard, anger fueling my steps. I could’ve sworn I felt my non-existent wolf surging through my veins. I jabbed my finger into his chest and glared up at him. “You might think you can fuck with me because I’m a powerless half-blood, but you better think twice about messing with Fallon. Or Deacon or even Knox. If anything happens to any of us, you’re going to have hell to pay.”

      He gritted his teeth. “I understand that. Just trust that this isn’t my first time around the block, Aspen. I just might know what I’m doing.” He pried my finger from his chest and the crinkle of paper against my palm sent my eyes jerking to my hand and the tiny slip of paper Shep had pressed into it. Squeezing my hand into a fist, I whirled on my heel.

      “Are you okay?” Castiel asked as I shot by.

      “Yes. I just need to be alone.”

      His brows furrowed, but he nodded all the same. I stomped all the way up to my room, my strides quickening with each step closer. When I finally slammed the door behind me, I belly-flopped onto the bed and unclenched my fist.

      I scanned the note, and a bottomless pit of dread opened up in my gut.

      We know who the inside man is. We’re setting a trap to catch him in the act. Please just give us another few days and don’t tell anyone. This should all be over soon.

      Shep

      

      A chill raced up my spine as I read over the producer’s words one more time. It had to be one of the other bachelors. It was the only thing that made sense. But who could it be?
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      I barely slept a wink all night, re-reading Shep’s weird note hundreds of times. I clutched the slip of paper to my chest and leaned back against the headboard. One of the remaining bachelors was the traitor… how was that even possible? I ran through the four guys, and my gut wrenched. Castiel was out. He’d been attacked so it wasn’t physically possible. It couldn’t be Deacon. The whole reason he was here was to protect Fallon. And Knox… My head whipped back and forth. I’d finally gotten to a good place with my ex’s brother, a place where I was actually feeling things for him. What if it was him? What if that was the real reason he was on the show? What if this new and improved Knox was all a lie?

      Holy shift.

      I squeezed my eyes shut, chasing away the images of Knox with a dagger poised at Fallon’s throat. He made it pretty obvious he never liked the guy, but was he capable of murder?

      No. No. No.

      There was still Avalon. What did we really know about the merman? Nothing really. Except he did save me from those rabid piggids on our beach date that time. My head spun. None of it made any sense.

      Had Shep told Fallon the big news? My heart jumped up my throat as I considered. Sure, Shep had said not to tell anyone, but that couldn’t have meant Fallon, right? I grabbed my robe from the foot of the bed and wrapped it around my nightie. I had to tell him. At least this way, I’d have someone to talk about it with so I wouldn’t lose my mind.

      I slid out of bed and made a quick trip to the bathroom. I hazarded a glance at the mirror and groaned. My hair was a mess, I had bags under my eyes, but I couldn’t care less. I had to talk to Fallon. Plus, I held onto the hope that the cameras hadn’t started rolling yet. I guzzled down a cupful of mouthwash and darted out of my room.

      Creeping across the hallway, I prayed I wouldn’t run into any of the bachelors on my way to Fallon’s room. It wasn’t even because I was worried what they’d think at this point. I was just paranoid as fuck. How could one little note screw with my head so badly?

      When I reached the guys’ wing, I tiptoed past the remaining bachelors’ doors and paused in front of Fallon’s. Goose bumps puckered my flesh as I stood with my knuckle raised. The last time I’d been in this room was when we’d found Castiel. His bloodied, mangled body flitted to the forefront of my mind, and I squeezed my eyes shut to chase away the grisly images.

      Steeling my nerves, I knocked softly. Come on, come on. “Fallon?” I whispered. “It’s me, Aspen. Are you awake?”

      Nothing.

      Damned bastard prince was sleeping like a baby while I’m freaking out. I twisted the knob and to my surprise, it opened. I slipped inside and silently closed the door behind me. Releasing a breath, I leaned against the thick timber as my eyes adjusted to the dim lighting. I hadn’t even realized how early it was, the first rays of sunlight were just making their way into the bedroom.

      I crept toward the big lump on the mattress. “Fallon! Fallon, wake up!” I whisper-hissed. When I finally reached the foot of the bed and he still hadn’t moved, terror seized up my lungs. Oh gods, what if he’s dead? What if Shep was too late?

      I inched closer, forcing my lungs to keep pumping as my heart jackhammered against my ribs. Please don’t be dead, please don’t be dead. I tried to focus on the mound under the covers. Was he moving? Was he breathing?

      Dammit, I couldn’t tell.

      Just lift the comforter, Aspen.

      Shit. Shit. Shit. I couldn’t do this. My hands were curled into tight fists, nails digging into my palms. I willed my fingers to straighten, my arm to reach for the covers. My fingers gripped the edge of the comforter, and I steeled my nerves. Just do it. Three. Two. One…

      I yanked the covers back.

      Fallon popped up, jerking off the eye mask and ear plugs in one swoop.

      “Mother fucker,” I hissed as my legs gave out, and I plopped down on the bed. “You scared the shit out of me.”

      “Me?” he grumbled. “Dammit, Aspen, you’re the one sneaking into my room in the middle of the night.”

      “It’s almost seven!” I raked my hands over my face and drew in a deep breath to steady my racing heart. “Gods, Fallon, I thought you were dead. I said your name like ten times.”

      He pointed at the ear plugs. “Deacon and Castiel were up late singing karaoke.”

      “Seriously?” I snorted on a laugh.

      He shrugged. “We get bored over here on our side of the villa.” He sat up and yawned, exposing his bare chest. “Now, tell me, what are you doing in my room at this hour? Not that I’d mind a booty call… But the look on your face tells me that was not your intention.”

      “Well, I’m glad you’re not still mad at me for the other day.”

      He arched a silver brow. “I thought maybe you were coming to apologize in sexual favors.”

      I full out belly-laughed this time. “I wish it were that good.” I reached into my pocket, pulled out the note from Shep, and handed it to him.

      His eyes grew wide as he scanned the page. “Well, that’s interesting, isn’t it?”

      “So he didn’t tell you?”

      “Not a word.” He shook his head. “Ass.”

      “Who do you think it is?”

      “Could be anyone I guess, if Jack was any indication.”

      Oh gods, I hadn’t even thought about that. Whoever it was could just be an innocent pawn just like Jack had been. This was even worse than I thought.

      Fallon jabbed his fingers into his hair and smoothed back the silver spikes. “I guess it’s a good thing though. If Shep’s right, then it should all be over soon.” He sat up straighter, and the covers slipped further down his body, drawing my attention to the tented sheet over his lap.

      Oh…

      I forced my gaze back up to his eyes, but I couldn’t help skimming his perfectly cut torso on the way up. He smirked when my eyes finally met his. Mother effer, he totally caught me staring.

      “So anyway, yah, that’s why I came to um… tell you about that.” Awesome, now I was rambling.

      He chuckled and reached out his hand. “Since you’re here, maybe we can pick back up where we left off?”

      “Seriously? I just told you one of the other bachelors might be trying to kill you and you’re thinking about sex?”

      “I might die tomorrow, Aspen. I’d rather not have any regrets. And since the first day I saw you, all I’ve dreamed about is burying myself inside you.” His lip curled into a wicked grin, and heat flared down to my lower half.

      Shit. That was unexpected.

      He wiggled his fingers, beckoning me closer. “I’m willing to keep playing the game until the very end, as long as you are.”

      Maybe I was possessed or maybe after the night I’d had, I just needed an escape, but I wrapped my hand around his and he jerked me closer. His hands caught my hips and before I could squeal, he hoisted me onto his lap. My thigh grazed the sheets as I squirmed, tugging them lower and revealing a very naked Fallon beneath.

      “Well, hello there,” I muttered at the huge cock between my legs.

      A dark chuckle escaped Fallon’s lips a second before he captured mine. His tongue parted my lips, and there was nothing gentle about the Fae prince today. The kiss went from zero to sixty in seconds. He snaked his hand through my hair, tugging at the roots as he angled my neck to deepen the kiss. His free hand gripped my hip possessively as he pressed me against his erection.

      My hips began to roll with his, a fiery heat kindling in my core. He slipped his hands beneath my robe and tugged the silky fabric off my shoulders. My nightie was all lace and translucent tulle, leaving nothing to the imagination. His eyes raked over my exposed flesh, and goose bumps rippled down my arms. Those lilac irises practically glowed, iridescent silver sparks flickering across the unearthly hue.

      “Aspen, please help me forget. Forget about everything for just a few minutes.”

      His words struck something deep inside me. There was a sadness in his tone that I couldn’t ignore, I couldn’t deny.

      “Okay,” I murmured against his lips.

      He moved from my mouth and fluttered kisses across my jawline, then down my neck and paused along my collarbone. When he reached the strap of my nightie, he drew it down with his tongue, leaving a scorching path in its wake. He palmed my exposed breast, deft fingers caressing my peaked nipple, and I let out a moan.

      His mouth replaced his fingers, and I clawed at his shoulders as he nibbled on my sensitive flesh. “Oh, my gods, Fallon,” I murmured. He was merciless. His free hand drifted lower, skimming my hips, then down my thighs before resting at the hem of my nightie. He danced his fingers beneath the lacy fabric until he found my center. He dragged a finger over my panties, and my hips bucked against it.

      “Oh, Aspen, how I’ve dreamed of this.” With a flick of his finger, he ripped my panties off and I let out a squeal. Before I could get another word out, he slipped that finger inside me. My head lolled back as pleasure spiked through my core.

      “Damn, Fallon…” I did not expect this male to be so good at this. Now I was regretting waiting so long.

      He let out another chuckle as he slid a second finger in. I tightened against him as his thumb rolled over the tight bundle of nerves at my apex, while his fingers started to move in and out. In and out.

      Meanwhile, his mouth ravaged my nipples. He took his time working them each painfully slowly.

      Pleasure zipped through my body, the depth of sensations climbing, climbing. I was going to come. Shit, I was so close. But I wanted more, I wanted that royal Fae cock inside me. I reached for him and pumped my hand up and down his silky shaft.

      He let out a groan, releasing my swollen nipple.

      I shifted, rising and placed him at my entrance. Fallon’s eyes met mine, and a flash of something unreadable sped across those lilac orbs. “Are you sure?”

      I nodded, chewing on my lower lip. “You could die tomorrow, right? We wouldn’t want that to happen before we’ve done this at least once.”

      A devious smile parted his lips before he claimed my mouth once again. His hands settled on my hips, and he drove me down onto his cock. I let out a groan as he filled me, stretching me around his hard length. He lifted me up then brought me down, up and down. Slowly at first, until I adjusted to his size, then harder and harder until I was moaning his name.

      My toes curled with every slam of our hips, the head of his cock hitting just the right spot. Again and again. Oh gods, I was going to explode. My hips rocked against his erection, slowing the manic rhythm, and my head fell back. I arched against him as I tumbled over the edge.

      With another pump, Fallon fell with me, my name on his lips as the tremor of pleasure raced through his body.

      “Fuck me…” I murmured as I fell forward against his chest.

      He chuckled. “Just give me a few minutes to recuperate, and I’d be happy to. Again and again.”

      Damn, why had I waited for so long to scratch this itch? Now that the dam had been broken, there was no going back. I wondered what sex with Knox would be like… And Castiel and Avalon… Shit! I stopped my naughty thoughts from swirling any further. One of them was still the bad guy!

      At least I’d forgotten all about the drama for a few glorious minutes. I released a breath and climbed off Fallon’s lap, settling in beside him. It was still dark in his room, the drapes drawn against the first rays of sunlight.

      Fallon rolled over and rested his head on his palm as he regarded me. “Thanks for that. I hope it wasn’t a pity fuck though.”

      I laughed. “No, there was nothing pitiful about that. I wasn’t lying when I told you last time that it was just me. I had a bad breakup, and it’s been hard getting back into things.”

      He nodded slowly, then his brow perked up. “Speaking of hard things, you ready for round two?”

      My eyes bugged out. “Already?” I glanced down the length of his long torso and met a very ready Fallon.

      “It’s a Fae thing.”

      “Really?” Damn, what was I doing wasting my time with wolves all along?

      He rolled on top of me, his thighs fitting snugly between mine and his mouth captured my swollen lips once again. As his tongue teased mine, a faint sound echoed toward the entry. I tensed and glanced up, but I couldn’t make out anything over Fallon’s broad shoulders.

      “What?” he whispered against my lips.

      “Nothing.” I shook my head and palmed his ass pressing his erection against my still throbbing center. Good goddess, I didn’t think it was possible, but I was ready for him too.

      A faint melody picked up in the air, and my ears perked up. What was that? The tune grew louder but still soft enough I could barely hear it over my pounding heart and Fallon’s haggard breaths.

      “Do you hear that?” I blurted.

      Fallon’s eyes widened, and his arms wrapped me in a vice grip. I let out a squeal as a streak of blue light sliced the air just over his head. He rolled us over until we fell off the bed and landed in a naked heap on the floor. As I scrambled for the sheets, Fallon jumped up and stood toe-to-toe with Castiel. His angel sword gleamed in the darkness, revealing the harsh scowl carved into his jaw.

      “No!” I shouted as he brought his blade up again.

      The sweet melody grew louder, and I clapped my hands over my ears as the song began to make my head spin. I tried to force my legs to move, my feet to run, but I was frozen in place. From my periphery, I could just make out Avalon in the doorway, his brilliant azure hair floating across his shoulders as he hummed his siren’s song.

      Shit, shit, fuck.

      This was not happening.

      “Help!” I shrieked. Deacon’s room was next door, and despite the fact that I really did not want him to catch me naked in Fallon’s bed, he was our only shot.

      Fallon muttered some foreign words and the room crackled with magic, the smoky scent filling the air. A blade appeared in his palm, and he brought it up just in time to block Castiel’s lethal blow.

      “Castiel, no!” I cried. “Why are you doing this?”

      My guardian angel wouldn’t even look at me. He kept his intense glare on Fallon as he arced his sword, bringing it down with a mighty slice. Fallon leapt back just in time and splayed his fingers out. Ice daggers shot from his fingertips, covering the angel blade. The heavenly flames flickered for a moment before dying out.

      The Fae kicked the sword out of his hand, and it crashed to the floor, splintering into hundreds of tiny shards.

      “Nice try, Fae, but I’m not that easy to defeat.” Castiel held his palm out and another angel sword appeared in its place.

      Mother fucker.

      “Castiel, please! Don’t do this!”

      His gaze finally cast down to mine, the hollow look in his eyes more terrifying than anything I’d ever seen. “I have to, I’m sorry, Aspen. I have no choice.”

      My stomach bottomed out, I dropped my hands from my ears and crab crawled backwards until I hit the wall. Move, Aspen, move. You can take that overgrown trout. Just get to the door and get help. I willed my feet to carry me toward the exit where Avalon blocked the doorway, but even with my hands over my ears, that damned siren had lulled my senses.

      “Help!” I shouted again, this time slamming my palms against the wall. I wasn’t sure which side Deacon’s room was on in all the commotion, but I had to try. “Deacon!”

      Fallon continued to battle it out against the angel’s sword, throwing his own Fae magic until ice frosted the room. Lowering my hands from my ears, I wrapped my arms across the thin sheet covering my chest. The siren’s song blasted across my eardrums, and my body began to sway to the unearthly rhythm. Nope, not a good idea. I hazarded a glance over at Fallon. By the sweat glistening on his brow and the pinch of his expression, he wouldn’t be able to hold off the warrior angel for much longer. I had to do something.

      Come on legs, work with me! I forced myself on all fours and crawled toward the bed. Fallon and Castiel fought at the foot of the mattress, magic and angel light streaming through the air. I lunged at Castiel, wrapping my arms around his leg. He staggered back, eyes glaring down at me. I awaited the sharp bite of his blade, but he only looked down at me, darkness shadowing his features.

      While he was distracted, Fallon leapt on him. I barely got out from under them in time before the two huge men hit the floor. The door whipped open, and the light from the hall flooded the dim space.

      Deacon then Knox filled the doorway, and a choked sob erupted from my lips. Thank the gods. I scrambled to secure the sheet around my body as the pair stormed into the room. Knox’s eyes darted from me to Fallon and Castiel before settling back on me. The storm of emotions reflected in his amber irises was like a sucker punch to the gut.

      Oh, fuck me.

      Deacon’s dark glare came next, but his attention quickly darted back to his charge. Fallon was still tussling on the floor with Castiel. The tiger got between them, and with Knox’s help they had the struggling angel trapped between the two shifters in no time.

      Fallon staggered over and offered me his hand. Deep lacerations crisscrossed his torso and another cut split his brow. “Are you okay?” he asked as he helped me to my feet.

      I suddenly realized the song had stopped, and I had full control of my extremities once again. “Yeah, I think so.” My head swam as I stood, and Fallon’s arms snaked around my waist keeping me upright.

      As I glanced up, two pairs of glowing orbs shot daggers in my direction. Oh shit. I wondered which would be worse, being mauled by a tiger or a wolf?
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            KEEPING THE MONSTER AT BAY
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      Fury exploded through my veins as I took in Aspen’s naked huddled form, and a growl tore from my clenched teeth. Black fur rippled over my forearms, and my ribcage suddenly felt too tight. My entire skeletal system began to shift as my wolf forced his way to the surface. No. I gritted my teeth, desperate to hold him back. I tightened my hold around the angel’s arm, trying to focus on the man who tried to murder her instead of the naked one beside her. The one I wanted to murder. It was all I could do to keep my wolf from bursting out of my skin.

      Aspen’s eyes finally lifted to mine for a fraction of a second before casting down to the floor. She hugged the discarded sheet around her torso. She’d let him fuck her. I was certain. My nostrils flared at the scent in the air, and my gut twisted.

      There was a flurry of movement, and the guards swarmed the room. I couldn’t rip my gaze away from Aspen. I vaguely noticed Dax and Shep run in a moment later, but everything was a blur of commotion around me.

      Castiel struggled against me, forcing my eyes away from her bare body. It was almost a relief to focus on something else. Anything else. Because all I could think about was that Fae fucker’s hands all over what was mine. Another growl vibrated my chest, and I channeled my anger at the angel. My fangs lengthened, and I snapped at him. At least he stopped squirming.

      What the hell, Castiel? I never saw that one coming. I glanced over my shoulder at the hallway. The merman was passed out on the floor. Deacon had punched Avalon in the head when we came around the corner and heard Aspen’s screams. It was lights out for the fishboy.

      When I’d raced down the hall before we’d reached Fallon’s room, icy claws of panic had ripped into my heart. I’d never felt fear like that. Never wanted to again. I squeezed my eyes shut, trying to force the anger and the paralyzing terror from my mind.

      Deacon’s grip tightened around Castiel’s other arm, tugging him closer to the tiger and away from me. The movement startled me back to the present. I glanced at Deacon from the corner of my eye. For once he and I were on the same side. The glare he’d thrown Aspen when we’d arrived had been right up there with mine. Which made me wonder how far things really had progressed with her and the tiger. Had she lied to me the other night about sleeping with him?

      “Knox! Hello, Knox?” My eyes finally lifted to meet a pair of blazing slate gray ones. From the flushed cheeks and pucker on Shep’s face he must’ve been trying to get my attention for a while.

      “What?” I barked.

      “Hand Castiel over to the SIA.” My brows furrowed, and I realized my arm was still clenched around the bastard angel. I loosened my hold, and the three burly agents closed around him. One of them slapped on a pair of silver handcuffs that judging by the charred scent in the air were not of your typical household variety. The big guys in black dragged him out a moment later.

      I released a breath as the room began to clear, and a distinct murmur filled the air. Another SIA male in a suit stood in front of Aspen and Fallon, jotting down notes as she spoke. The sheet she’d been wearing had been replaced by her skimpy robe. I eyed the floor beside the bed and caught sight of her tossed nightie. My hands curled into fists, my claws digging into my palms.

      I had to get out of here before I lost it. I whirled toward the door, but a big hand closed over my shoulder stopping me. “Let go of me, Deacon,” I growled, my wolf surging to the surface.

      “You can’t leave, Knox. The SIA detective wants to question all of us.”

      “He can fuck off.” Squirming free of his hold, I stomped toward the door. I made it all the way down the hall before the smack of approaching feet caught up with me.

      “Knox, wait!” That voice was like daggers. Shaking my head, I kept moving toward the stairs. If I could just get outside… I needed to run. I darted down the steps despite Aspen’s pleas. I didn’t trust myself around her right now. I was so angry, and my wolf was murderous. Damned fool beast thought she was his.

      “Knox, please, just let me explain!”

      I ignored her and kept running. When I reached the door, I barreled through and dropped to all fours before I hit the lawn. My wolf exploded through my flesh, the change coming on so quick I barely felt it. My claws dug into the earth, and I took off across the lush foliage. I’d roamed most of the island already and this morning would be one of those days again. I needed to be away from her, to allow my beast to run free so I wouldn’t have to deal with the betrayal.

      My logical side knew I was overreacting. This was the game we’d signed up for. What did you think, Knox, she’d save herself for you? That was my brother’s voice taunting me. He’d stolen her from me once before, and now it was happening all over again.

      Only she’d had no control the first time. The mate bond took no prisoners. It wanted what it wanted and that was it. But this… that Fae? A deep growl reverberated in my gut. How many others had she slept with? Shit. Maybe I was the only one she hadn’t screwed. My stomach revolted at the thought.

      And wouldn’t it make sense anyway? She hated me after all. Even after everything, did she still only see Kole when she looked at me?

      I shook out my big wolfy head and huffed out a breath. This wasn’t working. I was thinking too much, and I didn’t need that. I needed to escape, my conscious to give way to my wolf, but the problem was that he was more messed up than I was. He’d laid claim to her long ago and despite everything with my twin, he’d never let her go.

      I circled the compound, every bone in my body willing me to return to her. To see how she was. To comfort her. She must’ve been so scared…

      No. I let out a growl. She wasn’t the only one that had suffered because of Kole. I’d lived my entire life in his shadow and that connection I’d felt with her when we first met had been real. And I’d been forced to give it up for him. And now, now when I thought I finally had a chance with her…

      I snorted out a breath. Fate was a bitch. I could never unsee that. The image of her naked body with Fallon would be forever imprinted in my mind. Hearing about it was one thing but seeing it up close and personal was another story.

      “Knox, I know you’re out here.” Shep’s voice echoed across the quiet daybreak. “Get back into the house this instant. The detective is waiting to question you.”

      Ugh. I wasn’t ready to go back, to face her. Maybe I wouldn’t have to.

      “Knox, get your wolf ass back here!”

      I let out a howl and circled back to the front of the villa. Shep stood at the door, arms crossed over his chest. I dropped down on my haunches a few yards away from the steps.

      “Come inside. I need this fiasco over with as quickly as possible and the sooner we finish the interrogation, the faster we can get on with filming. And that means you’ll get your big payout. If the show doesn’t come to a close, you get nothing. You got me? No payoff.”

      I was so sick of Shep holding the money over my head. I didn’t even care about it anymore.

      “Knox,” he shouted.

      Shaking my head, I reached deep inside to where the magic resided within my core. Closing my eyes, I willed my human form back as much as I hated the thought. If it had been up to me, I would’ve stayed out until nightfall.

      I marched up the steps and met Shep’s steely gaze, despite my stark-naked body. “It’ll be smooth sailing from here on out, you’ll see. As soon as the SIA questions Castiel and Avalon and discovers who’s behind the murder attempts, it’ll be all hearts and roses. We’ll be back to solo dates, and you can get back to wooing your girl.”

      I grunted and barreled by him, knocking into his shoulder as I passed.
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      The incessant knocking at my door grew louder, but I clenched my jaw and ignored the banging. Aspen would get the hint soon. Hopefully.

      “Please, Knox, let me in. I know you’re in there. I just want to explain…”

      What was there to explain? She’d been sleeping with the other guys… Probably all of them by now. All except me! Shit, I’d been such an idiot. I raked my hands through my hair, driving up the wet locks. After the interrogation, I’d felt dirty somehow. I’d sulked in the shower for a good half hour before returning to my room. Aspen must have been waiting for me because a few seconds after I’d come back, she’d started knocking.

      “Knox, come on. I’ll wait here all damned night if I have to.”

      I let out an exasperated grunt. Good. Let her wait.

      More banging. The tendon in my jaw twitched from the strain of my grinding teeth. Gods, I was so fucking angry. I knew my feelings had been escalating, but I never expected this. I wasn’t stupid; I knew she’d been hooking up with the other guys but to see it… My wolf had been two seconds away from ripping Fallon’s throat out.

      “Still here, Knox,” she called out.

      The hair at the back of my neck bristled, and my wolf surged to the surface once more. I buried my head under the pillow and gritted out a curse. Dammit. She was relentless, and my animal half wouldn’t let me ignore her pleas.

      “I don’t want to see you, Aspen,” I growled, my tone more wolf than man. Maybe she’d get the hint.

      She stilled for a moment. Then her voice seeped through the timber, a whisper this time. “Please, Knox. I know what it’s like to walk in on something like that, and if you don’t let me explain, I’ll never forgive myself.”

      My thoughts flitted back to my twin and their broken mate bond. I’d heard the rumors, but I’d never asked my brother to confirm. That bastard had done it. He’d fucked someone in front of her to break the mate bond. The jagged edge to her tone was all the confirmation I needed. That’s how he’d broken her.

      Guilt streaked through my chest, and I let out a frustrated breath. I shoved myself off the bed and trudged to the door. Opening it a crack, I met a pair of red, puffy eyes. “What?” I barked.

      “I’m so sorry. I never meant for you to find out like that. I would never want you to go through what I—” She chomped down on her bottom lip, and a trickle of sympathy fought its way through the blinding fury.

      The shuffle of approaching footsteps turned my head down the hall to Deacon. His nostrils flared, his own expression darkening as his gaze landed on us. Looks like I wasn’t the only bachelor scorned.

      “Just come inside,” I gritted out as Deacon stalked past.  Backing up, I widened the crack between the door, and Aspen crept in. Her head was down, eyes cast to the floor. She circled my room awkwardly, and it occurred to me this was her first time inside.

      The seating options were limited, and it was obvious she was avoiding my bed. I pointed at the tangle of sheets and blankets. “Just sit.” I remained by the door, arms crossed, and slouched back against the wall.

      Aspen nodded and slumped down, her eyes focused on her feet, which I now noticed were still bare. She fiddled with her fingers in her lap before finally glancing up at me. “I was really fucked up before this show. It’s no excuse, but I want to try to explain…”

      I shook my head, another wave of guilt pummeling my insides. Kole had done this to her. He was responsible for all of it. “You don’t have to—”

      “No, I do. This thing between us shook me up, Knox. I never expected it. And when I started having feelings for you, it triggered all the Kole stuff.” She paused and chewed on her lower lip. “I hadn’t slept with anyone since him.”

      I nodded. Dammit, I didn’t want to hear this.

      “When I signed up for the show, I figured it would happen eventually. I waited a long time because I didn’t want to screw myself over. It took me forever to get to this place, to fix me. I was a fuckin’ basket case, Knox. I finally felt ready and—and I thought about you. After that night with the pixies, I really considered what it would be like to be with you like that. But… I wasn’t ready. I didn’t want to fuck things up with you because in the past few weeks despite everything, you’ve become important to me. Screwing around with the other guys was easier.” She shrugged and released a breath. “That sounds really messed up, but it’s the truth. I needed to get back in the saddle, and I didn’t want that guy to be you.”

      And with that, all the anger melted away. Like magic. Because I understood her. I huffed out a breath, my puffed-out chest deflating. I uncrossed my arms and pushed off the wall, hazarding a few steps closer. “My wolf may have overreacted a little.”

      “Your wolf?” She arched a brow.

      “He’s been crazy about you since that first day he met you on campus all those years ago.” I dragged my palm over the back of my neck. “He gets a little possessive sometimes.”

      Her light brows knitted as she regarded me. “But all that time with Kole?”

      “It was hell. Ever wondered why I wasn’t around much?”

      She nodded slowly. “But why would your wolf act like that?”

      I folded onto the bed beside her and loosed a frustrated breath. “Sometimes they say that twins share a soul. Our wolves are part of our souls, the mate bond that develops between animals is a type of soulmate thing after all. Maybe we were supposed to be...”

      Aspen’s head whipped back and forth and a part of me crumbled. “You are nothing like Kole. I refuse to believe the two of you share anything, let alone a soul.”

      A rueful chuckle slid through my lips. “I don’t know. I think I behaved like a grade A alpha-hole today.”

      “Well, that is true, but I wasn’t much better myself. But, I almost got killed again so I’m giving myself a pass.”

      “I guess I should too then.”

      Her eyes met mine, and a faint smile pulled at her lips. “I want to go there with you, Knox. I just want the timing to be right.”

      I nodded slowly, all the fight drained right out of me. “I’ll be here when you’re ready.”

      She leaned closer, and her lips brushed my cheek. My wolf skimmed to the surface, a whine whistling low in my core. I had the most overwhelming urge to kiss her, to protect her, to claim her as mine. Maybe she was wrong about the soul thing because I’d never felt anything like this around another female. But after everything she’d endured with Kole, it wouldn’t matter. I doubted she’d ever want to be mated to anyone again.

      My arm came around her shoulder, and I drew her into my side. She curled into me, her soft curves fitting perfectly against my body.

      She glanced up, big blue eyes wide. “Do you mind if I stay for a little? We don’t even have to talk. We can just sit, like this?”

      My head dipped to hers, and I dropped a soft kiss on her forehead. “Stay as long as you need.” I’m yours.
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      Deacon walked beside me, the steady rush of waves lapping onto the beach doing nothing to ease the tension between us. After yesterday’s drama and my own confrontation with Knox, I owed Deacon an explanation. I cared about him a lot and after seeing his face when he walked in on Fallon and me, I had some major groveling to do.

      I’d been surprised when he’d agreed to this beachy stroll after the glares he’d thrown my way all afternoon. Since filming had been suspended, again, Sam had instructed us to spend the day as we liked since the SIA was busy interrogating Castiel and Avalon. I still couldn’t wrap my head around the fact that they’d both been in on it. And why had Castiel been attacked? None of it made any sense. I had a bad feeling the SIA wouldn’t be able to give us the answers we needed either. Not after what happened with Dante and Jack. I gulped.

      I’d never really gotten to know Avalon, but Castiel’s betrayal cut deep. Thank the gods I didn’t follow through with that whole sex on a cloud thing.

      Deacon cleared his throat, turning my attention to the present. Oh right, groveling. I wrapped my hand around his forearm and tugged him to a stop. His deep green gaze bored down on me, and I could almost feel his tiger raging to the surface. Please don’t shift, please don’t shift. I didn’t think I could handle apologizing to that tremendous beast. He was terrifying when he wasn’t furious, and right now, I was fairly certain he’d eat me. And not in the good way.

      “You have every right to be pissed at me, Deacon, but I just wanted to say how sorry I am. I never wanted you to see that…”

      He nodded slowly, his jaw clenched so tight the tendon below his scruffy cheek pulsed. “I wanted to kill that guy,” he gritted out. His fist curled into a ball, and sharp claws snapped out. “It took every last bit of restraint not to. I told you how possessive my tiger can get.”

      “I know, and I’m so sorry.” I slowly ran my hand over his forearm, and the claws receded. “Deacon, you’re like my best friend here and having sex with you was pretty freakin’ fantastic. I’ll never forget it. You were the first after my ex, and you’ll never know how much that means.” I paused, trying to gather my thoughts. “But it was also like you broke this dam.” I snagged my lower lip between my teeth. “You made me come alive again and well, when I went to see Fallon things just escalated—”

      “So you’re telling me it’s my fault you screwed him?” A hint of a smile played on his lips.

      “Yes, pretty much.”

      He shook his head, releasing a breath. “I’m not stupid, Aspen, I knew I wouldn’t be your one and only, but I guess I was just surprised. For one, that it was so soon after we… And anyway, with everything that’s going on with Fallon right now, I didn’t think you’d get involved with him.”

      “I think that’s exactly what it was. Knowing that he could leave the show—or worse at any moment kind of heightened everything.”

      He nodded slowly. “I get it, I do. And Fallon isn’t a bad guy, it just hurts.” He let out a rueful laugh. “More than I thought it would, tiger.”

      I leaned into him, wrapping my arm around his waist. “I like you too, Deacon. And I’d be fucking furious if I found you naked in bed with some hussy.”

      This time his whole chest shook as his laughter filled the air. “Good,” he finally said once he’d caught his breath.

      “I thought things would get easier as more of the bachelors were eliminated, but it’s only getting harder.” I swept a lock of blonde hair behind my ear as the breeze off the water carried it across my face.

      “Well, there’s only three of us left now. It won’t be long until you’ll have to make your final choice.”

      All the air squeezed from my lungs and for a second, my vision darkened. Shit. He was right. There were only three guys left. Deacon, Knox and Fallon. Who the hell was I going to choose? And what new form of torture would they come up with for the remaining dates?

      “Oh!” Now that so few of them remained, I had to find out what happened if Deacon or Fallon were eliminated. Were they a package deal? “Deacon… what if you or Fallon leave? Do you go together?”

      He shook his head, a tiny smirk pulling at the corner of his lips. “In light of the circumstances, I actually had a little chat with the director of the SIA a few days ago. I asked to be relieved of my duty if that should happen.”

      “You did?” I squeaked. Deacon seemed like the kind of guy that took his job pretty seriously, and he was willing to give it up for me?

      “Well, it was bound to happen eventually. The director, Maxim, knew that, so it wasn’t a shock to anyone.”

      “Wait a second.” My mind flicked back to Fallon’s story. “Fallon was raised by the director of the SIA.”

      “Yup, one in the same.”

      “Very interesting.”

      A long whistle turned our attention toward the villa. Sam stood at the veranda waving us back. My anxiety surged to all kinds of new levels.

      “Guess they want us back at the house,” Deacon mumbled.

      “Ugh.”

      “Yeah, exactly and just when I was about to ask you more about that dam. You know, whenever the water starts surging, I’d be more than happy to tamp it down.” He shot me a wicked smirk. “You don’t have to look elsewhere.”

      I threw him an eyeroll. “Thanks, Deacon, and here I was thinking I was going to have to start getting myself off.”

      Another warm chuckle boomed from his big chest as he snaked his arm around my shoulders and pivoted me toward the house. “Now, I’d pay to see that.”

      “In your dreams, tiger.”

      When we reached the villa, Sam stood by the glass doors, and Fallon sat slumped on the couch. It was the first I’d seen him since yesterday. We’d been interrogated separately, and then I’d spent the rest of the day with Knox. I kind of felt bad that I hadn’t gone to see him after everything he’d been through, but I had to fix things with the other guys first.

      I tossed Fallon a smile as Deacon and I strode in. The possessive tiger steered me toward the couch opposite Fallon’s. I didn’t want to start anything right now, so I followed like a good little sheep. I’d have to check in with the Fae prince later.

      Sam tapped on her tablet, drawing my attention. “Sheppard wants to talk to all of you. He’s heard back from the SIA.”

      Deacon opened his mouth, but the production assistant cut him off raising her hand. “I don’t have any information so save all your questions for Shep.”

      He muttered a curse, but his jaw snapped shut.

      “Just wait here, he’ll be in shortly.” With that, she marched out, hugging her tablet to her chest.

      “Always so friendly,” I whispered to Deacon.

      “True.”

      Footsteps turned my attention to the foyer, to the pissed-off wolf stalking straight for Fallon. Shit. Shit. Shit. “Knox, no!” I jumped up, but I was too slow. Or he was that fast.

      Knox pulled his arm back, and his fist flew at Fallon’s face. The crack echoed across the vast sitting room. Deacon was up a second later, grabbing at the snarling shifter.

      “That was for fucking Aspen you son of a bitch,” he snarled. Black fur rippled over his arms, and his canines extended. “Keep your hands off her!”

      “Knox!” I shouted again.

      Deacon had Knox’s arms pinned back, but still he was having a hard time dragging him off the Fae. The crazy part was that Fallon wasn’t even trying to fight back. He just sat there and took it.

      “Get off me, I’m done.” Knox squirmed free of Deacon’s hold then turned on the tiger. “The same goes for you, asshole.”

      “I think you’re on the wrong show,” Deacon spat. “You need to learn how to share or get the hell out of here.”

      “She’s mine,” Knox growled, the sound more beast than man.

      “Enough, both of you!” I jumped between the two of them, smacking my palms into their chests. I grabbed Knox by the arm and tugged him away from both males. “What’s the matter with you? I thought you were over it?”

      His eyes met mine, two pools of blazing amber. “I’ll never be over it, Aspen. Just because I understand it doesn’t mean I’m past it. I might forgive you but never them.”

      “Gentlemen, please.” Sheppard marched into the room with Dax trailing a few steps behind. It was the first time I’d ever been happy to see the man. How the hell had the warlock director ended up working with the smarmy producer? Dax actually seemed like a decent enough guy, unlike Mr. Used-Car Salesman.

      Deacon took a step back, and Knox finally dropped his fighting stance. Damn, when had this become a bachelor brawl? Things had been a hell of a lot easier when my ex’s twin hated me.

      I slumped down on the couch next to Fallon who had a tissue pressed to his nose. Blood dripped from the white Kleenex, pooling on his upper lip. Had Knox seriously broken his nose? I shot the alpha-hole a narrowed glare and grabbed another tissue from the table. They seemed to have just magically appeared. Or maybe it had been Dax.

      “I’m sorry,” I murmured.

      Fallon shot me a grin. “Totally worth it.”

      A surprising chuckle tumbled from my lips. Just when I thought I had the Fae prince figured out, he’d throw me a curveball.

      “Well, if you’re all quite finished…” Shep stood at the front of the room and cleared his throat. Obnoxiously. I could’ve sworn Dax rolled his eyes, but it had been so quick I might’ve imagined it.

      “So what’s going on?” I blurted.

      “I’ve just gotten word back from the director of the SIA—”

      I glanced over at Fallon, and now I was kicking myself for not noticing it sooner. He’d totally winced at the mention of the SIA. How’d I missed it the first few times? And if the director who raised Fallon knew about this, how long until his real father found out about the murder attempts?

      “—and both Castiel and Avalon are still safely in their custody,” Shep continued. “Based on the information they’ve gleaned from the interrogation so far, neither bachelor was in on it from the get-go.”

      “What does that mean?” I asked.

      “Well, it appears that Avalon received a threatening note just after his date with you last week. There were very real threats made to his family if he didn’t comply.”

      Oh shit…

      “By killing me?” Fallon shouted.

      Shep nodded. “Castiel on the other hand has proven a bit less forthcoming, but he, too, says he was contacted while on the show. He claims to have had no prior information about Fallon beforehand.”

      “Do they know who he is?” Deacon asked.

      “No, it doesn’t appear so.”

      “Wait, so I’m the only one not in on Fallon’s dirty little secret?” Knox barked.

      “Oh, shut the fuck up, wolf boy,” the Fae bit back. “You’re better off not knowing.”

      “And yet, you had no problem telling Aspen. Was it just so that she’d trust you enough to let you fuck her?”

      “Knox!” I hissed. This was some serious alpha bullshit. “I swear to all the gods, Knox, if you don’t shut up, I’ll punch you. Again.”

      He slumped onto the chair beside me, muttering curses.

      “In any event, neither bachelor has any idea who hired them,” Shep continued, “which doesn’t bode well for the SIA’s case.”

      “Or the show,” Dax added.

      The producer shot him a withering glare. “We will continue to film until told otherwise.”

      “It’s lunacy, Sheppard and you know it,” said Dax. “Whoever is behind this has a far reach. Moving the show, the wards, nothing has helped. Who will they threaten next? Any of us could be the next killer.”

      The director’s words sank in, and the pit of dread that had taken root in my gut since the attacks began doubled in size. Dax was right. It would never be over. Not until Fallon was off the show. And then what? Whoever was behind it would just come after him, but at least we’d be off the hook.

      “I should leave,” said Fallon.

      “No,” I mumbled and squeezed his hand. “You’re not safe out there.”

      “None of us is safe in here with him,” Knox growled.

      “There’s gotta be another way.” I glanced up at the Fae prince, not ready to let him go just yet.

      “Actually, there is,” said Shep. “The next part of the show is the trip to meet the families.”

      Oh, shit. How could I have forgotten? But wait… how would that even work with Fallon? A wave of panic crashed over me as my eyes landed on Knox. No. I couldn’t. I couldn’t go back to Moon Valley and face his family, face Kole.

      Knox must have read the panic in my eyes because the fury in his eyes waned, replaced by something like guilt.

      “Aspen will be out of harm’s way for the next two weeks, visiting the bachelors’ families and hometowns so the rest of you can go where you please as well. Everyone will be safe for the time being.”

      “How are the family visits going to work in my case?” Fallon cocked a light brow.

      Shep’s lips curved into a creepy smile. “We have something special planned for you, but it needs to be a surprise for now.”

      Holy shitballs. Were they going to out him as the king’s son on live TV?

      “No, Sheppard, you can’t.” Fallon’s mind must’ve gone exactly where mine had.

      “Relax, it’s not what you think.” The producer turned to me and that sleezy smile stretched across his face. “We’ll move up the departure timeline since we’ll be forgoing the next elimination round.”

      I released a breath, my shoulders slumping forward. At least something.

      “That’s it for now. Sam will be in touch once the details have been ironed out.” He ticked his head at me and curled a finger in my direction. “Aspen, I need to speak to you in private for a moment.” He motioned for the guys to leave, and despite grumbles, they slowly made their way out. I remained planted on the couch, brows furrowed as I tried to figure out what the hell the slimy producer wanted now.

      All three males lingered in the hallway before Shep finally shooed them away. Once they were gone, he sat beside me and Dax pulled up a chair across from the coffee table.

      “So what’s up?” I asked when the pair exchanged one too many furtive glances.

      “Only one bachelor was supposed to be eliminated this week,” Dax began, “and with the departure of both Avalon and Castiel, we’re one man short.”

      My heart began to race.

      “I’d like for you to have a choice.”

      Shep grunted.

      “You can have one of the males you’ve previously eliminated return, or we can bring in someone new.”

      “Or we could decide for you,” Shep added.

      Dax glared at his partner. “Aspen gets to choose.”

      I stared at both men, my jaw slightly unhinged. “I, um, I—” I was too shocked to string together a sentence. Holy shit, I could bring back one of the guys? Meeting a new one was a hard pass. The last thing I needed was to further confuse my poor heart. My lungs struggled to take in a breath. How would I decide who? My mind spun with the eliminated bachelors’ faces and suddenly a pair of dark eyes appeared. And just like that, the answer was clear. There was only one bachelor I’d missed, that I’d actually thought about on more than one occasion.

      I knew exactly who I’d bring back.
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            STIFLING URGES AND MURDEROUS TENDENCIES
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      I paced in front of the marble fountain at the front drive, my heart tapping out a manic beat against my ribs. The cameraman trailed my anxious movements, and I was about a second away from telling him to fuck off.

      Because Shep was a dick, he’d insisted I choose two possible bachelors to bring back. He had to drill in the fact that it was possible one or both might not want to return. This game had always been one-sided and the idea that the bachelor I wanted back may not want me anymore was weirdly soul crushing.

      So now here I was in the place where the bachelors typically stood wondering if my guy would choose me.

      Slade or Flint… who would it be?

      When Dax had asked me who I wanted back, Slade was the first bachelor that had popped into my mind. The connection I’d felt with the male was like nothing I’d ever experienced before. Had it been purely lust? Maybe. But I needed to explore that.

      Flint had been my second choice. I wanted to know more about him. He’d never opened up to me like some of the other bachelors had. Besides those two, the other guy that always popped into my head was my sweet cowboy, Jack. I knew he’d never be allowed to come back with how messed up he’d gotten. I just hoped he was okay.

      The creak of the iron gate at the end of the driveway opening sent my swirling thoughts to the back of my mind. An oversized black SUV limo pulled up, and my heart just about exploded out of my chest. I forced my feet to stay still and clasped my hands together to keep from running toward the car like a lunatic. Instead, I focused on the full moon and the twinkling stars in a useless search for Zen.

      When the limo stopped in front of the fountain, I gave up and darted down the steps. The driver’s window rolled down, and the friendly Devante shot me a toothy grin. I hadn’t seen the little faery in a while.

      “Your bachelor will be out in a moment, Miss Aspen.”

      “Thanks, D, I appreciate the announcement.” It wasn’t like I’d already been counting down the seconds or anything.

      I jabbed my fingers through my hair. Oops, hopefully I didn’t mess up Barney’s do. Running my hand over the front of the silky black number my stylist had picked out, I smoothed out the short dress. What the hell was taking this guy so long? Was he primping or what? I marched to the backend of the SUV and slapped my hands on my hips. I’d gone from anxious, to nervous, to annoyed in seconds. Was this dude trying to piss me off? Or payback from when I’d eliminated him?

      The back door opened a crack, and my heart leapt up my throat. I waited and waited for another endless minute.

      “If you don’t come out here right now, I’m sending you back home,” I hissed out.

      A wicked laugh filled the air, and my insides clenched. The door whipped open and Huge Naked Guy appeared, only fully clothed to my disappointment. Not that he didn’t look sexy as all hell in a tight black button-down shirt and dark jeans. Messy midnight tendrils tumbled over his forehead as he stared down at me beneath dark, sooty lashes. “Nice to see you too, kitten.”

      A ridiculous grin split my lips, and my feet compelled me forward. My arms wrapped around the back of Slade’s neck, and I pulled him tight against me. The familiar lusty feelings bubbled up as his firm body pressed flush against mine.

      “So, I heard you wanted me back. What happened the other guys couldn’t satisfy?” He smirked.

      “Not exactly.” Even as I said the words, I imagined Slade and that enormous cock fucking me senseless. A tiny part of me may have brought him back just for that. Damned flood gates and all. If one of these guys really was the one, I needed to get it all out now, right?

      “I heard you’re in the middle of a jam. Bachelors turning murderous left and right. Since I wasn’t here, does that mean I’m in the clear?”

      “I don’t think so. According to Dax, they’re all just puppets. The problem is no one can figure out who’s the puppet master. The SIA has Avalon and Castiel in lockdown, but so far they haven’t been able to figure out who’s behind it.”

      His dark brows furrowed. “The angel? But wasn’t he the one that got attacked?”

      “Yeah, no one really knows how the hell that happened.” I threw my hands up.

      “Sounds like a cluster.”

      “It is.”

      “Well, it’s a good thing I’m back then. At the very least, I can take your mind off things.” He arched a mischievous brow.

      At least that.

      He took a step closer, and every nerve ending in my body lit up. Before my hormones took over, I smacked my palm against his chest. “Wait.”

      “What?”

      “The reason I let you go last time—”

      Slade raised his hand, cutting me off. “I don’t want to know. I don’t want to talk about it.”

      “No,” I gritted out. “We have to talk about it.”

      He huffed out a breath and dug his hands into his pockets. “Trust me, I’ve heard it hundreds of times before.”

      My brows knitted as I glanced up at him.

      “Let me guess, it’s always one of two things: either the fact that I consume sexual energy freaks you out and you automatically equate that to cheating, or it’s that you don’t trust your feelings for me because of my powers.”

      My jaw unhinged, and my mouth curved into a capital O.

      “Or maybe a little of both.” He crossed his arms over his chest, and his full lips twisted into a pout.

      Never in a million years did I think the sex god would have trouble getting a girl. “The whole getting off on sex thing doesn’t really bother me,” I finally said. “It’s more the part about my feelings. I kind of lost myself with my ex, and he really fucked me over. I don’t ever want that to happen again.”

      He nodded slowly. “Wolf?” His eyes raked over me, and I suddenly remembered he’d left before the cloaks had been dropped.

      “Yup.”

      “Mate thing?”

      My head dipped. He was the first bachelor I’d admitted it to. Not that I was going to tell him the dirty details, but it was more info than any of the others had gotten.

      “That sounds highly unpleasant. I can’t imagine what that’s like. Demons don’t have mates so…” He shrugged. “We get to be with as many women as we please.” A naughty grin curled his lips.

      “So yeah, about that—”

      “I’ll try my best to keep my powers in check so that you can decide if you truly find me fuckable or if it’s simply my masculine wiles.”

      “Deal.” I gave him a smile, and it was the first genuine one that had crossed my lips in days.

      When Dax had first mentioned bringing another bachelor back, I thought it would just add to the drama and make things worse, but maybe having someone easy like Slade here wouldn’t be that bad after all. There was already so much baggage with Knox, and Fallon was drama central. Even my relationship with Deacon felt too heavy lately.

      Yes, Slade would be my easy, fun, good times guy.

      I grabbed his hand and led him up the steps to the villa. “Welcome home.” The foyer was quiet, thank the gods. Hopefully the production team had warned the other guys to keep away. Still, I crept up the winding staircase, wincing at every creak of the floorboards.

      “Are you sneaking me up to your room, kitten?” Slade whispered. “Sexual favors to make up for eliminating me?”

      “Ha, very funny. I’m bringing you to my room because we need to talk. We’ve got some catching up to do if you want to win me over.”

      A dark chuckle slipped out. “I usually rely on other measures to win females over, but hades, I’m game.”

      We reached the second-floor landing, and a sharp throat-clearing turned my attention to the entrance to the guys’ wing. Shitballs. Knox, Deacon and Fallon stood beneath the arch, eyes shooting daggers at the male attached to my hand.

      “Oh, a welcoming committee, how lovely.” Slade shot them each a smirk.

      “This is bullshit,” Fallon growled. “He almost killed her on our last date.”

      “What?” Knox roared, and tufts of dark fur sprouted across his forearms.

      Mother fucker.

      “Relax,” I hissed. “No need to wolf-out. Slade did not try to kill me.”

      “I was simply enjoying her pleasure.”

      I elbowed him in the gut. This was so not the time or place to get into the details of my sexy times.

      “Why the hell is he back anyway, Aspen?” Deacon asked.

      “Dax and Shep told me about it yesterday. With Castiel and Avalon’s unexpected departure, we were a bachelor short.”

      “And they picked him?” Deacon’s massive arms pressed against his chest.

      “No, I picked him,” I muttered.

      “Fan-fuckin-tastic,” Knox grumbled.

      So much for this being easy. “Can we all be mad about this tomorrow? Slade just got here, and I wanted to catch up with him before the big family visits, any more Castiel and Avalon bombshells, or whatever comes next.” My gaze lifted to Knox’s unbidden. Everything I was starting to feel for him froze the moment I heard about the visits home. Being back in Moon Valley with him and having to face Kole and their horrible family made my stomach revolt. Nausea crawled up my throat at the idea. How was I ever going to survive that?

      Slade’s fingers tightened around mine, jerking me from the downward spiral. For a second, I’d forgotten he was still holding my hand. “Shall we?”

      I nodded and with a quick wave to the boys, I followed the sexy incubus into my wing. I ignored the wave of guilt assaulting my insides as the other bachelors’ glares bored into the back of my head. It’s just a game, Aspen. It’s just a game.
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        * * *

      

      Slade squirmed beside me on the couch as we waited for the production crew and the rest of the guys to arrive. After spending a few hours talking and only talking last night, I was certain that I’d made the right decision in bringing him back. The sexual energy between us was still off the charts, but we’d succeeded in spending the evening together in my bedroom without so much as a kiss.

      He’d actually insisted on that part. Which I wasn’t going to lie, I was kind of pissed about. I didn’t want to jump right into the sack with the demon, but if he was going to start playing hard to get, we were going to have a problem.

      “Why are you so squirmy?”

      “It takes a lot of energy to stifle my urges, kitten. I can’t help it.” He shot me a sinful smile, and his thigh brushed against mine. Energy crackled between us despite the jeans separating our flesh.

      Yeah, there was no way he’d hold up his end of the bargain for long. I couldn’t help smiling.

      “I wonder what news Shep has now.” Anything to distract from the growing sexual tension between us.

      “Hopefully, they’ve found the person behind this so we can get on with the dating. I never got the chance to have you all to myself.”

      That was true. I’d forgotten Slade had been eliminated before the solo dates began. More than that, we had all the family visits to contend with soon.

      “Where does your mom live by the way?” I asked. He’d mentioned her last night in our three-hour getting to know you session.

      “The Underworld, of course.”

      I nearly choked on my spit. “Oh cool…”

      “I moved to the Nether Lands when I turned sixteen, but my mom chose to stay there.”

      “And your dad?” He’d never mentioned him during the discussion.

      “He’s nothing more than a sperm donor. He’s one of the dark lords of the Underworld and much too important to have anything to do with one of his many offspring.”

      Satan’s balls! A dark lord of the Underworld?

      My eyes must’ve bugged out because a wry grin parted those ridiculously full lips. “I’d say it’s not as bad as it sounds, but I don’t want to lie to you.”

      Awesome. “But we’re not going to visit him, right?” I squeaked.

      “Nope, we’ll stick to mom’s place.”

      “Great. And she’s a succubus like you, right?”

      He nodded. “You’re lucky I didn’t inherit my father’s horns.”

      I snorted on a laugh, imagining a pair of antelope-type protrusions from his forehead. He’d probably still be hot as hell.

      The slap of approaching footsteps sent my heartrate kicking up a notch. After last night’s encounter with the rest of the bachelors, I was so not looking forward to round two. I couldn’t blame them though. They’d been down to three, and now Slade was just another competitor to contend with.

      Knox appeared around the corner first, then Deacon and Fallon trailed right behind. My wolfy friend let out a grunt when his eyes landed on Slade beside me. I readied myself for the ensuing fight.

      To my surprise, Knox trudged over to the chair beside us and sank in without saying a word. Deacon and Fallon filled in the seats around us, the tiger shifter slumping down into the empty spot beside me.

      “Did you get any sleep last night, tiger?” he whispered, but I could still make out the jagged edge to his tone.

      “Oh yes, we slept wonderfully,” Slade interjected, throwing his arm around my waist.

      Heat flushed my cheeks as Knox’s narrowed glare shot daggers in the incubus’s direction. “Not that it’s any of your business, guys, but Slade slept in his own room last night.”

      “Ah, you’re no fun!” Slade groused.

      “I knew it!” Fallon shouted and wagged a finger at Deacon. “I told you I heard him coming in last night.”

      “Maybe this is the perfect time for us all to have a little chat.” I looked each bachelor in the eye and steeled my nerves. “This is a dating game, right? I’m here to find the one—as cheesy as that sounds. I can’t do that without exploring all my options, got it?”

      A wave of muttered yeses bounced around the room.

      “I’m sorry if this is hard for you, guys. I know it must suck. I sure as hell wouldn’t want to picture any of you sleeping with other girls, but this is the game. So can we all at least try to get along? Or not kill each other anyway? There’s enough of that shit going around as it is.”

      Another round of mumbled okays, this one less reassuring than the last.

      Well, I wouldn’t hold my breath that my little pep talk would make a difference, but at least I’d tried.

      “I just don’t understand why you’d bring him back,” Fallon interjected. He narrowed his eyes at Slade, lips twisting in disgust. “You know what he is… how could you be okay with that?”

      I glared at the Fae, that cockiness he’d been hiding lately finally resurfacing. “You of all people should know better than to judge,” I hissed. “Look at all the crazy shit that’s happening right now just because of who you really are.”

      At least Fallon had the decency to look embarrassed. He dropped his gaze and mumbled something under his breath.

      “Is someone going to clue me in?” Slade interjected. He didn’t seem the least bit annoyed by the Fae’s comments.

      “Apparently, it’s only on a need-to-know basis.”  Knox crossed his arms over his chest and grunted.

      “With the family visits coming up, I’m sure you’ll all find out soon enough if Shep has anything to say about it,” Fallon grumbled.

      Hmm… would we find out more about the upcoming trips today? A wave of queasiness crashed over me at the thought of returning to Moon Valley. Was it too late to eliminate Knox? As horrible as that sounded, I seriously didn’t think I could survive a trip to the Winterclaw family home.

      Shep and Dax appeared around the corner tearing my thoughts away from the dreaded upcoming excursion.

      “Do you have news from the SIA?” Fallon blurted before the pair took their typical positions in front of the glass doors in the great room.

      “We do.” Sheppard cleared his throat and unfastened the top button of his collared shirt, loosening his tie. “Avalon has been cooperating fully with the detectives and will remain in SIA holding until his trial. The threats he received have been substantiated, but he’ll still have to pay for his part in the attempted murder. Now it’s up for the courts to decide his fate.”

      A twinge of sympathy lit up in my core for the merman. If my family had been threatened, wouldn’t I have done the same? Assuming I had a nice, caring family—which I didn’t, but still.

      “And Castiel?” I held my breath as I awaited a response.

      Shep’s mouth puckered as if he’d eaten a sour lemon. “After extensive interrogating, it turns out that Castiel had been targeted from the beginning. He was placed on the show as a spy to keep an eye on Fallon. Apparently, at some point, Castiel refused to play along any longer and that was when he was attacked as punishment.”

      “So it wasn’t just a case of mistaken identity,” Deacon muttered.

      “Doesn’t seem that way.” Shep shifted from foot to foot. “He claims that he never met the person that had contacted him and forced him on the show. They only communicated via untraceable fire messages.” The producer’s slate eyes turned to me, something unreadable flashing across his irises. “Castiel wanted you to know that he was forced into this, and he never meant to hurt anyone. When he was originally approached, he refused to be involved, and they killed his human charge as punishment.”

      I let out a gasp. The woman he’d been in love with. My thoughts began to swirl as my mind raced back to that conversation on a cloud. She’d died a month before he’d auditioned for the show. How long had whoever was behind this been plotting for?

      “That was a month before he auditioned,” I cried. “Who knew about the show and the details of the contestants way back then?”

      Shep and Dax exchanged a glance. “We’ll have to look into it,” the producer finally answered. “There were many people involved in the planning stages.”

      “That has to make the pool of suspects smaller, right?” Fallon asked.

      “It should help,” said Dax.

      At least something. My heart clenched for the angel and for Avalon. Neither deserved their fate. Both had been coerced by some nameless big bad lurking in the shadows trying to steal a throne.

      “On to more pleasant things,” Shep announced, jerking me back to the present, then ticked his head at Dax.

      “In light of the most recent developments, we’ll begin the family visits right away. Bachelors, all of you will disperse to your homes or wherever else you feel safe until it is time for Aspen to join you.” Dax pulled his phone from his pocket and scanned the screen. “Slade, it looks like you’re the first lucky bachelor. You’ll have Aspen all to yourself for three whole days.”

      Slade stirred beside me, and a current of heat uncoiled between my legs. Holy incubus babies! Three days alone with the sexy demon in the Underworld? How the hades was I going to survive that?
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            THREE GOODBYES AND A PORTAL
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      Standing at the entrance of my closet, Barney held up two sundresses, a short bright pink one and a long floral number with spaghetti straps. “Which one?”

      “I don’t know! I’ve never been to the Underworld,” I squealed. What the hell does one wear to the land of hellfire and brimstone? My nerves had been tweaking out all morning as I tried to pack. If my stylist hadn’t shown up to help, I would’ve just sat in my closet and cried.

      According to Sam, I wouldn’t be returning to the villa until after all the family visits, which meant I had to pack for not only the Underworld, but also the tiger territory in Marlwoods and not to mention the dreaded trip to Moon Valley to my ex’s family. Then there was Fallon, and given the situation with his father, I had no idea where we’d end up. I doubted a trip to the Winter Court was in the cards. I wasn’t sure I wanted to know what kind of surprise Shep had conjured up for that one.

      Barney appeared beside me and squeezed my shoulder. “Relax, girl, you’ll be fine. Any of those bachelors would be lucky to add you to their freaky families.”

      I couldn’t help the smile from tipping up the corners of my lips. Though I hadn’t told my stylist all the dirty details, I did frequently update him on the latest drama. He was thrilled about Slade’s return.

      And so was I.

      As much as I was dreading the trip to the Underworld, the idea of three whole days alone with the sexy incubus had my lady parts in an uproar. As much as I wanted to get to know Slade, the man, I couldn’t deny the huge part of me that was dying to finally conquer the sex god.

      I turned to Barney and shot him a smirk. “Let’s go with the short, sexy one.”

      “That’s my girl.” He sauntered back into the closet and began to pull out more clothes.

      By the time he was done, my luggage was exploding. But I was going to be gone for nearly two weeks so, and a girl needed her clothes. Barney grabbed my hand and tugged me toward the door. “Come on, the cameras are waiting for the other bachelor goodbyes. We don’t want to make all those handsome hunks wait too long.”

      Right. That was the other part I’d been dreading. In the past few weeks, I’d grown oddly comfortable here and the bachelors had become like family. I wasn’t ready to say goodbye to any of them, even for a few days. Which did not bode well for the upcoming elimination. There had to be one after the two weeks away. I gulped, shoving the thoughts to the side. No point in thinking about it now.

      “Come on, Aspen, go, go, go.” Barney pulled me into a tight squeeze then with a quick makeup and hair check, shoved me out the door.

      I walked the long hallway toward the guys’ wing, anxiety eating at my insides. After the visit to the Underworld, I had no idea which bachelor was next in line. Dax liked to torture us by keeping us on our toes.

      I stopped at Fallon’s room and took a deep breath. This was the first time I’d be alone with him after our disastrous romp. Lifting my knuckles to the dark timber, I shoved aside the vivid memories of the attack and knocked.

      The door opened a long minute later with Fallon skulking in the shadows wearing only a pair of tight boxer briefs. I eyed him as a mischievous smile crept across his face. “What’s that about?” I pointed at his half-naked body.

      “I wanted to give you something to remember me by.”

      I snorted on a laugh. “After everything we’ve been through together, I don’t think I could ever forget.”

      He moved closer and dragged a hand through his silver hair. “I was hoping you’d remember the good parts.”

      “I do, Fallon. Otherwise, you wouldn’t still be here.”

      He chuckled, closing the distance between us. His arms encircled my waist, and he drew me into his bare chest. With only his boxers between us, his erection pressed against my lower half.

      My gaze shot between our bodies, sharpening on the bulge. “You really expected a quickie, didn’t you?”

      He shrugged. “One could dream, right?”

      “And here I was getting all emotional and about to tell you how much I was going to miss you.”

      His light irises lit up, sparks of lavender igniting. “I’ll take that too.” He huffed out a breath and pulled me closer once more. “I was worried that after what happened you wouldn’t want to come on the trip with me.”

      “Well, we don’t even know where we’re going or who we’re staying with so how could I say no already?”

      He booped my nose, drawing out another laugh. “You’re incredibly brave, Aspen.”

      “Or maybe just stupid.”

      Fallon shook his head. “No, not that. There’s just something about you that makes me not want to give up. Instead of focusing on our faults, you see the best in people. That’s a rare gift to have.”

      “Gift, curse, whatever…”

      His lips descended on mine before I could babble any longer. He wasn’t wrong; I did like broken things, broken people. If I could focus on fixing someone else, I didn’t have to look at myself too hard.

      As my mind wandered, his tongue finally retreated. The kiss hadn’t been bad, my brain was just too flustered to focus. With one final sweep of his lips, he released me. “I’m going to miss you too,” he whispered.

      “Good. Where are you going while I’m gone?”

      “I don’t know. Deacon’s got some place planned out.”

      I slowly nodded. For a second, I’d completely forgotten he was guarding him. I wondered who would cover for him when we were in tiger territory. And did that mean Deacon would be around for Fallon’s visit? Oh gods, I hoped not. Talk about awkward threesomes.

      “I’ll see you in a few days, then.” I waggled my fingers at him and turned toward the door.

      Once the heavy timber slammed behind me, I released a breath. One down, two to go. Deacon’s room was next. I paused at the door, trying to collect my thoughts. Things had always been easy with the shifter and me, but lately even our relationship had been strained.

      Inhaling a deep breath, I knocked. The door swung open before I’d put my hand down. “Geez,” I breathed out.

      “Sorry, tiger.” He gave me a sweet smile and held the door open.

      “Were you waiting?”

      His lips twisted, and a twinge of crimson coated his cheeks. “I may have heard Fallon’s door close.”

      “Ah ha.”

      He held out his hand and drew me into his chest, eyes raking over me appreciatively. “I’d say you look beautiful in that dress, but then I’d have to dwell on the fact that Slade will be ogling you in it instead of me.”

      “That was the weirdest compliment.” I glanced up and met those striking emerald irises.

      “Sorry, this whole thing is weird. I hate that you’re going to be away for who the hell knows how long.”

      I tightened my hold around his waist. “You never know. I could be coming to you next.”

      “Maybe.”

      It suddenly occurred to me that Deacon had never mentioned his parents, not once. It also occurred to me that for the bachelor I spent the most time with, I still knew very little about him. “So who do I get to meet for our little trip?”

      “Just my grandfather.”

      “Oh, cool.”

      I eyed him, hoping he’d elaborate.

      “My mom and dad died awhile back, and I don’t have much real family beyond that.

      “Oh.” I nodded quickly. I wanted to ask what happened to his parents, but I bit my tongue for now. Maybe he’d tell me when we got to his home. There was still one more burning question. “Where are you and Fallon going for the break?”

      His lips pressed together, and his gaze cast down to the floor. “It’s probably best you don’t know.”

      “Right, of course.” I knew he was just trying to protect me, but it still stung a little. “Will someone be covering for you during our visit?”

      “Of course.” He bent his head, and his lips gently brushed mine. “You think I’d have Fallon interrupting our one-on-one time?”

      “I sure as hell hope not.”

      A rueful smile split his lips. “I’m going to miss you, tiger. I’ve gotten weirdly accustomed to having you under the same roof.”

      “Me too.” And I really meant it.

      His head dipped again, and he dropped a kiss on my forehead. It was sweet and warm and everything that was Deacon. Unexpected emotion tightened my throat, and I quickly blinked to keep a tear from spilling over.

      Before I started balling like an idiot, I gave him one last squeeze and darted out of the room. As soon as I reached the hallway, I slumped back on the wall and forced myself to breathe. Inhale, exhale. Inhale, exhale. I had no idea why I was so worked up about all of this. A tiny knot of dread grew bigger and bigger with each goodbye.

      Somehow, I just knew everything was going to change after this trip.

      Pushing myself off the wall, I trudged toward Knox’s room. Going from one bachelor to the next was starting to take a toll, and I’d been an idiot to leave this one for last. I lingered in the hall, pacing in front of his door as I ran through what I’d say for the tenth time.

      On my fourth lap of the corridor, Knox’s door whipped open. He frowned at me, arms wrapped across his chest, tight tee accentuating the fine sculpting of his pecs. “What are you doing out here, Aspen?”

      I shot him a good scowl right back. “I don’t know. I’m kind of freaking the fuck out, okay?”

      His dark brows knitted for a moment before he finally reached for me. I hesitated for a second before I allowed his fingers to entwine with mine. As soon as they did, the knot in my gut began to unravel. His warmth seeped through my skin, soothing the churning turmoil. “Can you come inside so I can give you a proper goodbye?”

      My toes curled at the rough edge to his tone. Reluctantly, I followed him into his room. Today, his bed was made and the clothes littering the floor had all been picked up. He must’ve had to pack as well.

      Knox folded onto the bed, and I sat beside him, his thigh nearly skimming my own. His eyes chased to mine and remained there, but he didn’t say a word. Finally, when the tension grew to uncomfortable levels, I blurted, “Where are you going for the break?”

      “Not home, that’s for damned sure.”

      The tension dissipated a notch, and I released a breath. “You got a secret hideout too?”

      “That’s right. I can’t deal with my family for more than a few days.” He pivoted his body toward me, taking both my hands in his. “Aspen, I can’t even imagine how hard returning to Moon Valley is going to be for you, but I’ll do everything I can to make it as bearable as possible. I already talked to Shep, and he won’t let us skip it. I was hoping we could go somewhere else, anywhere else so you wouldn’t have to face Kole, my family and all the others. But you know that guy wants his drama…”

      “Umhmm. Nothing better for the ratings.” The fact that Knox had tried to get us out of it scored major points in my book.

      “I hate putting you in this situation, but a tiny part of me can’t deny being excited about it.”

      My brows shot up as I regarded him. “How?”

      “I’m proud that you chose me, Aspen, and I want to show you off to my family, to the pack. Show them all how far you’ve come despite what my asshole brother did to you.”

      My chest tightened, my ribcage suddenly too small to contain my thundering heart and constricting lungs.

      He reached for my face and cupped my cheek, the rough pad of his thumb drawing small circles on my flesh. “I want them to see the real you. Not the one bound to my twin, forced to fall in love with him because of some fucking twist of fate.”

      “Okay,” I breathed.

      “Okay?” His amber irises lit up, gold flickering across the surface.

      “Well, I’m already in this deep, I’m not going to back out now just because your family is full of assholes.”

      Knox let out a deep belly laugh, the warm sound doing things to my insides that no Winterclaw had the right to ever do. He tugged my mouth to his and softly swept his lips over mine. It was the first time we’d kissed after the Fallon incident. A part of me had been scared he’d never really forgive me for it. Or for Deacon. Had he put two and two together and figured out I’d lied about being with the tiger?

      Pushing the depressing thoughts aside, I focused on Knox’s lips, his tongue, his hands moving down my back. Every touch lit up my flesh. Okay, so maybe a few days alone with him wouldn’t be the worst thing in the world. Even if I’d have to put up with the Winterclaw clan.

      Too soon he pulled away, and I was left all hot and bothered. Damned dam.

      “You’re probably leaving soon, right?”

      I nodded slowly, licking my lips. They tasted like Knox—a touch of sweet with a smoky kick.

      He palmed the back of his neck with his free hand while the other one still gripped my thigh. “Guess I’ll see you in a week or so then.”

      “Or it could be sooner. You never know.”

      “I have a feeling Shep will want to save the drama for the end.”

      “True.” But none of us knew what he had planned for Fallon so…

      My thoughts drifted away as Knox captured my lips again in a surprise attack. His hand wrapped around the back of my neck and while the first kiss was sweet and gentle, this was the complete opposite. A sense of urgency I’d never felt from him compelled his heated movements. His teeth gnashed against mine, and a growl vibrated his throat. A faint fleeting presence stirred in my own core at the sound.

      What the hell?

      Knox’s hand came around the back of my neck and he tilted my head to deepen the kiss, his mouth devouring mine. I could barely keep up. My hands came around his waist to steady myself.

      He suddenly wrenched his mouth free of mine and huffed out a breath. “Sorry, but I really needed that.”

      I smiled, the confession weirdly satisfying. I forced myself to stand and Knox moved with me toward the door. I paused at the doorway and hazarded a glance back.

      “I wish we had more time,” he mumbled.

      “We’ll get three whole days together in Moon Valley,” I offered, and it sounded weak even to my own ears. I wasn’t delusional enough to believe our trip would go smoothly. If Kole didn’t ruin it for us, his douchebag father would.

      Darkness etched into his features, and he nodded slowly. “See you there, Aspen.”
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        * * *

      

      Slade stood at the bottom of the staircase, dark hair tumbling over his forehead and partially obscuring those intense eyes that peered up at me. I swallowed thickly as wave after wave of lusty sensation crashed over me.

      He smirked, and the heat building low in my core fizzled before disappearing all together. Damned incubus.

      “Sorry,” he muttered. “I couldn’t help myself. You are much too tempting in that.”

      Warmth flooded my cheeks as I forced my feet down the stairs. Guess the short pink sundress had been the right choice after all.

      When I reached the foyer, the entrance doors were open, and the brilliant lights and whirling winds of a portal whipped just beyond the steps. This was it. A one-way ticket to the Underworld.

      Slade’s arm curled around my waist, and his warm breath skirted over the shell of my ear. “You know, you’re going to be my first.”

      I cocked a brow, lips twisting. “What do you mean?”

      “You’re the first female I’ve ever brought home to meet my mom.”

      My jaw unhinged as he pulled back, a smile still playing on his lips. Only it wasn’t the typical cocky one; I could’ve sworn it was genuine. His hand slid to the small of my back, and he steered me down the front steps.

      I searched for words, but I couldn’t string together a freakin’ sentence. A moment later the thundering winds of the portal roared around us, putting an end to my chance.

      A swirl of darkness materialized, and Methyss appeared at the mystical doorway, tufts of bright orange hair spilling out from under his top hat. He dipped into a bow, white teeth practically blinding as he grinned up at me. “Next stop, the Underworld. I wish you pleasant travels!”
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            HOME SWEET HELL
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      Slade

      

      I couldn’t help but watch Aspen as she took in the sharp crags of the Ashroth mountain range that encircled the third realm of the Underworld, or as I liked to call it, “Home sweet hell.” It was clear she’d grown up in the mortal world by the curve of her mouth and the absolute horror in her eyes. The entire Underworld was covered in a thick layer of ash and blanketed by thick gray clouds that never dissipated.

      All in all, it was hell.

      The mountain range’s skeletal remains jutted into the gray sky, thin ashen spires like fingers fucking off the gods. I nudged Aspen in the ribs, and her jaw slammed shut.

      “So what do you think?”

      “It’s, um, well, I’ve never seen anything like it.”

      The portal had dropped us off in the center of the third realm, one of the shittiest if you asked me. But my sire was proud of his territory and boasted it was the best in all the Underworld, coveted by Lucifer himself. I snorted on a laugh remembering Zorak’s words. The male whose sperm was responsible for half of my existence didn’t deserve the name father, so I only referred to him by his given name, not dark lord as he preferred because I refused to give him the satisfaction.

      I tugged on Aspen’s hand and guided her through the deserted streets. The center of the third realm was a poor excuse for a downtown. A crumbling fountain sat in the center, spewing white ash instead of water, and a few government buildings encircled a monument to the prince of hell, a marble monstrosity of Lucifer himself.

      “Mom’s place is just a couple blocks down,” I muttered. The buzz of the trailing drone hummed overhead, reminding me this was no usual visit back home. I made the dreaded trip every few weeks to check on my mother. If I didn’t come, one of the losers she was dating would take advantage of her. My mom was too sweet, too good to live in a place like this. I kicked the sandy, ashy ground as I forced my feet onward.

      When I’d been approached by Dax to return to the show, I’d been thrilled. Another chance at Aspen and a few more weeks of reprieve from returning to my life in the Nether Lands. I’d grown bored with my dreary existence and being on the show, trying to win Aspen over had given me new purpose. Somewhere along the line as the drama unfolded, I’d actually grown fond of her. I appreciated her no bullshit attitude, her strength, and most of all the fact that despite my best attempts, she still hadn’t given into me.

      That didn’t happen often.

      My personal life was too messy, too tied to the necessities of survival. Most times sex was only a means to an end. As an incubus, it sucked the fun right out of it. Pun intended.

      “So what’s your mom like?” Aspen’s question drew me from my inner musings.

      “She’s perfect.” I gave her a smile and reined in my powers. For some reason, being back in the motherland had my abilities flaring. I hadn’t lied yesterday. I wanted Aspen to get to know me, not my irresistible powers of attraction. They clouded everything.

      “That’s quite the compliment.”

      “It’s true. She’s kind-hearted, to a fault at times, she’s forgiving, sincere and trusting, again sometimes to her own detriment. She’s the best mother anyone could have asked for. I certainly don’t deserve her.”

      Aspen’s mouth opened then snapped shut.

      “Let me guess, you were going to ask then how did she end up with a cruel bastard like my father?” I’d told her only a little about the man who’d sired me last night.

      “Yup.” She nodded quickly.

      “She has a soft spot for fixer-uppers.” I huffed out a breath as I trudged. “He wasn’t the dark lord when they met. Just your run-of-the-mill demon asshole with high aspirations.”

      “How does one get the title of dark lord anyway?”

      “By being more ruthless, heartless and conniving than anyone else.” I shrugged. “Also, Lucifer is his sire.”

      Aspen’s eyes nearly bugged out of her head. “Excuse me?” she squeaked. “Doesn’t that make Lucifer your grandpa?”

      “It would technically, but the devil has shown about as much interest in me as my father. Which to be clear, is none. And he’d have me by the balls if I ever called him grandpa.”

      Her look of shock faltered, replaced by an expression I hated more than any other. Pity. Poor little demon. I’d heard it too often growing up when I’d attempted to assimilate into the other realms. No one wanted a demon around who could coax even the most faithful soul away from their partner.

      “Don’t make that face, kitten.” I pressed my finger to her lips. “Being rejected by the males in my family made me the man I am today. So please don’t pity me, or I’ll be forced to let my powers loose on you to turn that frown upside down.”

      She laughed, her bright blue eyes twinkling. For the first time in as long as I could remember a swirl of desire lit up in my core. And it wasn’t the kind that came along with feeding. No, the feelings I was starting to experience for the girl were all new.

      My fingers tightened around her palm, and tiny sparks flickered between us. It was nearly impossible to keep my powers in check around her.

      “I’m not going to lie, Slade, this is so not how I pictured our arrival in the Underworld.”

      “You thought I was going to ravage you the moment we landed?”

      A mischievous grin curled her lips. “I sure as hell hoped so.”

      I waggled a finger at her, shaking my head. “I made a promise, and I intend to keep it.”

      “If you keep this up, I might be the one that ends up going back on the deal.”

      One could hope. I offered her a smile as we turned the corner, and I quickened our pace. “There it is, in all its glory.” I pointed at the ramshackle one-story house at the end of the street. With cracked concrete, peeling paint and shoddy roof tiles, it was sadly the nicest house on the block.

      “Looks cozy.” A flash of pity streaked through Aspen’s eyes once again.

      I jerked her against me, catching her off guard and shot her with a blast of power. She let out a moan, her thighs clenching together. “Aspen…” I waggled a finger at her as she writhed against me. “I told you, none of that.”

      “You’re not fighting fair!” She wriggled free of my grasp, but I could already scent her arousal in the air. She was right, it wasn’t fair.

      I inhaled a deep breath and summoned back the tendrils of energy that I used to ensnare my prey. “I’m sorry. I just don’t like it when people feel bad for me. Or my mom. I’ve offered to fix up her place dozens of times, but the woman is too damned proud.” I stopped at the foot of the walkway, and my gaze settled on the vibrant yellow door. It stood in sharp contrast against the fading light blue paint of the rest of the home. Mom must have painted it just for this visit.

      As if she’d heard my thoughts, the door creaked open, the rusty old hinges whining in protest and a familiar head of wild red hair poked out. “Oh baby, you’re here!”

      Mom raced down the steps, her crazy curls bouncing behind her. She pulled me into her full bosom and squealed some more before turning to Aspen. My anxious gaze met hers as she took in my mom.

      “Hi, Mrs., umm—” Aspen glared at me as she fumbled for words.

      “You can call me Ettie. Aren’t you a pretty little thing?” Mom squeezed Aspen’s arms as her lively hazel eyes gave her the once over. “She’s tiny, but she’s got good bones, Sladey.”

      Aspen snorted on a laugh. “Sladey?”

      “Mom…” I growled.

      “Oh, right, I’m sorry, baby.” She nudged Aspen in the ribs with way too much enthusiasm. “That’s probably why he never brings any girls around. He’s embarrassed of his mommy.”

      Aspen laughed. “No way, Ettie. He’s said nothing but wonderful things about you the whole way over.”

      My mother placed one hand on Aspen’s back and the other on mine. “Come inside you two, we don’t want the nosy neighbors snooping about when they see the cameras.” She eyed the drone floating overhead. I barely noticed the damned thing anymore.

      I held my breath as Mom ushered us into the old house, watching Aspen’s reaction from the corner of my eye. As pleased as I’d been to return to the show, I’d been dreading this part. Up until this point, Aspen hadn’t had a chance to meet the real me, only the flirty incubus everyone saw. But if she rejected me after this, after seeing my home, my family, the real me, the sting would be brutal.

      We walked down the narrow hallway of the boxy house. A few pictures were scattered along the walls. Aspen paused at each one, grinning at the cute ones of me as a kid. The anxiety brewing within settled a bit with each one of her smiles. I released the breath I’d been holding when we reached the small sitting room off the kitchen.

      A colorful floral blanket had been placed across the tattered couch, and a bouquet of fresh flowers sat on the chipped coffee table. A smile curled my lips as I regarded my mom. She’d really tried to make the place presentable.

      Mom motioned to the couch as she bustled around the room. “Go on, get comfortable. What can I offer you to drink, my dear? I bought that human beer just for you, if you’re interested. I’ve been watching the show, and I know you were raised in the human realm.”

      “That was very sweet of you, Ettie, thank you. I’d love a beer.” Aspen sat on the dingy sofa, and the old springs creaked and whined.

      Heat blossomed over my cheeks as I folded down beside her. “I need to get her a new one of these,” I mumbled.

      “I think it’s cute. Super vintage.” Her eyes scanned the room, the variety of knickknacks that were Mom’s pride and joy, the peeling floral wallpaper, and again the family pictures. Most of them were of me, but there was one taken where I must’ve been only a few months old with my bastard father. I’d asked her to take it down countless times, but Mom insisted. She thought it was important for me to know that at some point we were a happy family. Bullshit.

      “I’m sorry it’s nothing like the villa,” I blurted. “Nothing like what you’re used to or deserve.”

      Aspen whirled on me, brows knitted. “Used to? This place actually reminds me a lot of the home I grew up in. Only your mom is awesome. Mine not so much.” Her expression darkened, and now I wanted to punch myself for opening my big mouth. “I never met my dad until I went to Moon Valley when I was seventeen, and my mom, well, most times it felt like I was taking care of her rather than the other way around.”

      “I didn’t know…”

      She shrugged. “Guess between all the murder attempts, extreme dates and crazy sexual tension since we met we never got to the boring, less fun stuff.” Her lips puckered into an irresistible pout.

      I reached for her, my hand moving of its own will, and cupped her cheek. I ran my thumb over her soft skin, and she leaned into my touch. Focusing to keep my powers reined in, I inched closer. My lips brushed hers, and I forced myself to pull away after the brief contact.

      “What was that about?” She cocked her head, eyeing me.

      “I just felt like you needed a kiss.”

      “Just a kiss?” Aspen shot me a wicked grin.

      “Just a kiss.” I winked and drew back, putting some space between us.

      Mom appeared just in time with a beer in each hand. I wasn’t too fond of the human stuff, but it must have cost her a fortune to get it. She sat across from us in the old rocking chair and sipped on a glass of water. “I have a wonderful dinner planned for us tonight. I hope you like pork roast, Aspen.”

      “Sounds great.”

      “Good!” Mom stood, sucked down the water and fluttered around the room, puffing up pillows and fiddling with her creepy porcelain doll collection on the shelf. “Sladey, I thought you could take your girl to see the salt mines while I get everything ready for dinner.”

      I winced at the nickname but nodded, nonetheless.

      “Ooh, what’s in these mines?”

      My own thoughts flitted back to the hot springs in the caverns on the island. The date had started out so well and then gone horribly wrong when I’d lost control of my powers. Aspen’s unbridled pleasure had pushed me over the edge, and I’d nearly ravaged her.

      “The salt, ash and sulfur pressurized over the centuries created the most beautiful sculptures. You’ll see!”

      “It’s not as dreadful as the rest of the realm anyway,” I added.

      “Oh, stop it, Sladey. There’s beauty to be found everywhere.”

      I couldn’t help but smile at my mother. Only she would find beauty in this gods’ damned realm.

      “Go on, take her. I don’t want the two of you just sitting around for an hour.”

      Turning to Aspen, I offered her my hand. “Fine. Let’s get this over with then.”

      She gave me a good eyeroll. “Don’t be so negative. It sounds kind of cool.”

      Mom followed us to the door and remained standing in the threshold as I helped Aspen onto my motorcycle. I’d had the crew bring it over from the Nether Lands for the visit. At least one thing I wasn’t embarrassed about.

      Aspen’s arms snaked around my waist as I revved the engine.

      “Hold on tight,” I called out over my shoulder.

      “I am!”

      I placed my hand over hers, pressing them against the hard planes of my stomach. “Like this.”

      She scooted closer behind me, her breasts pressing against my back and an unexpected swirl of heat rocketed through my insides. I couldn’t understand what it was about this girl that got my engine running. As an incubus, the feeding part generally stole the fun out of the other stuff. It became so routine, so mundane. And yet with her, it all felt different.

      With a quick glance over my shoulder to check on Aspen, then Mom, I twisted my wrist, the motorcycle lurched forward, and we were off.
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        * * *

      

      Aspen

      The soaring gray peak loomed over us, like bones shooting into the cloud-covered sky. A layer of ash blanketed the mountain, just like everything else I’d seen so far in the Underworld. I was pretty sure I had at least a pound of it stuck in my hair. Bleh.

      Lucifer’s realm turned out pretty much as I’d pictured it, but Slade… he was the complete opposite of what I’d imagined. With his swagger and cockiness, I’d assumed he’d come from money, had a good life, and all that, but instead what I’d found had moved me in a way I hadn’t thought possible.

      And Slade’s mom—meeting her had been the biggest shock. When he’d spoken of her the other night, I’d imagined a busty, leggy redhead that screamed sex. Instead, the sweet succubus was round with rosy cheeks and crazy hair. Slade must’ve gotten his rockstar looks from his dad, which was hard to imagine since he’d mentioned horns.

      “Ready to go in?” Slade appeared beside me and offered his arm.

      Also, all this male chivalry was blowing my mind. He hadn’t made a single move on me, except for that sweet kiss, and I’d barely felt his incubus powers since we’d arrived. Excluding that one time when he was messing with me. The truth was I didn’t pity him. On the contrary, I was impressed and actually liked him more now.

      Slade led me to the foot of the hill where a male stood behind a rickety ticket stand. He had dark green skin and a pair of antlers sticking out from the top of his bushy hair.

      “Two, please.” My date held up his fingers then dropped two coins on the counter.

      The male dipped his head and handed Slade a pair of tickets. “Have fun. You’ve got the whole place to yourselves.”

      “I like the sound of that,” Slade whispered as he led me inside the cavern.

      A chilly blast of air swept over my bare arms, and goosebumps rippled across my flesh. I hadn’t even thought to bring a sweater. Dammit.

      “You cold, kitten?” He wrapped his arm around my shoulders and drew me into his side.

      “A little.”

      “I haven’t been here in ages. I completely forgot how cold it could get underground.” He mumbled a curse, then releasing me, drew his shirt over his head.

      “No, you don’t have to do that.”

      “I do.” He handed it to me with a grin that revealed those devastating dimples. “Besides, this way you’ll get to check out my naked bod all afternoon.”

      I choked on a laugh as he chuckled at his own joke. Slipping the soft tee over my head, Slade’s musky, ashy scent came over me. I snuggled into the warm tee then into his side as he draped his arm over my shoulders once again.

      “There should be some fires lit along the way. Once we go deeper into the mountain, it gets even colder. If it gets to be too much, we can always go back.”

      “Nah, I’m sure I’ll be fine.”

      The gravelly floor began to slope downward, and our footsteps automatically quickened. The narrow corridor opened up into a vast chamber, and the darkness gave way to the most spectacular sight. The cave had been completely hollowed out and dozens of crystal structures shot up from the ground. Some were blue, others purple and still others a brilliant red. They reminded me of a sea of sandcastles with soaring turrets, only the formations were crystal clear and in all the colors of the rainbow.

      “That is made of salt and ash?” I blurted.

      “And sulfur.” He smirked.

      I stepped nearer, needing to see this natural marvel up close. “It’s incredible.”

      Slade’s eyes flickered from me to the sculptures and back, and a wave of warmth filled my insides. “It is.” He weaved his fingers through mine and tugged me toward the next cavern. “Come on, there’s more.”
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        * * *

      

      By the time we finished the tour, I was certain I’d never seen anything more beautiful in my life. Some of the crystals had been formed into sculptures of elaborate scenes and characters. My favorite was the one depicting the epic battle between Lucifer and the god of death, Thanatos. I couldn’t believe how lifelike it had been.

      As we trudged back up the hill, Slade pointed at a small room off the main corridor. A crackling fire sent a wave of warmth over my chilled body as we crossed the threshold. Two chairs, a couch and a table had been fashioned out of the crystal substance and arranged in front of the hearth.

      “If you want to sit and take a break?” Slade cocked his head at the seats covered in furry blankets.

      “Yes, I would love that,” I groaned.

      Slade laughed and disappeared toward the back of the room as I folded onto the animal skin covers. He reappeared a moment later with a bottle of water in each hand.

      “Neat trick.” I grabbed the water from him and took a big gulp.

      “There’s a cooler in the back. If you know, you know.” His dark eyes twinkled beneath the firelight.

      “This was really cool, Slade. I never thought I’d see this in the Underworld.”

      He nodded slowly. “I’m glad you liked it. See, there’s more to me than just my demon.”

      My eyes dipped to his chest, then to the perfectly sculpted dips and valleys of his torso. I’d been very proud of myself for not ogling him all day, but now seated this close, I couldn’t help myself. I inched closer and ran my finger between his pecs.

      “Aspen…” he growled.

      “What?”

      “I thought we were taking it slow.”

      “I’d like to amend our deal.”

      He cocked a dark brow. “Oh, really?”

      “I don’t want this trip to be just about your irresistible incubus powers, but I also don’t want all sexy times off the table.”

      He chuckled darkly, reflected flames dancing across those profound obsidian irises. “I don’t know…”

      “Come on, Sladey.” I shot him a wink.

      He dug his fingers into my side until I was laughing and squirming like mad. He finally released me and when I caught my breath he said, “Fine, if you’re sure that’s what you want?”

      My head bounced up and down. Oh, I was sure all right. I’d been dreaming about having sex with Slade since day one when he strode up the beach naked.

      “I still vow to keep my powers in check so that if anything does happen between us you’ll know it was because you wanted it and nothing to do with my demon. Deal?”

      “I’m totally down with that.” I closed the distance between us and captured his mouth before he could object.
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            HOT AND BOTHERED
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      The impromptu makeout session in the salt mines had left me all hot and bothered. And now, pressed against Slade’s back as we rode the motorcycle back home, I couldn’t help my hands from exploring his muscled torso over his shirt. My fingers ached to sneak under his tee and skim the dips and valleys of his perfect abs. The crazy thing was that while we’d been messing around, I’d never felt his power come over me, not once.

      The feelings his heated kisses and gentle touch had elicited had been one hundred percent my own. And damn, they’d been hot.

      Slade twisted his head over his shoulder and shouted against the wind. “You better tamp down on those lusty urges or you’re going to make me crash my bike.” His mouth curved into a sexy grin.

      “I’m trying but between you and this engine between my thighs, it’s getting hard.”

      He laughed, a big belly laugh that was both sultry and sweet. His shoulders bounced beneath me as I clung onto his waist. “It’s not the only thing that’s hard.”

      A swirl of heat caressed my insides, and I had to clench my fingers together at his bellybutton to keep them from dipping lower. He was probably just trying to get a rise out of me, but I couldn’t resist the desire to check.

      I chewed on my bottom lip to keep from fidgeting until the mountains faded in the distance, and the small house appeared at the end of the street. As dusk settled over the pale blue exterior, my thoughts flickered back to my childhood home. I hadn’t lied earlier to Slade. This place really did remind me of my own, only without the warmth that Ettie’s contagious smile brought to the humble abode. Mom tried, but she could never quite pull off motherly. A part of me thought it was because I reminded her of my dad. During my stint in Moon Valley, everyone mentioned how much we looked alike. But we were nothing alike. Guess that hadn’t mattered to Mom. I was just the constant reminder of the man she’d loved who’d left her when she’d gotten pregnant.

      The engine cut off, and I was torn away from thoughts of the past. I barely noticed as Slade’s hands closed around my hips, and he lifted me off the motorcycle. When he lowered me onto the ground, I staggered a little, my legs like jelly after the twenty-minute drive. His arms came around my waist to steady me, and his full lips spread into a heart-stopping smile.

      “You okay?”

      “Yeah, I guess you got me a little weak in the knees.”

      His grin grew wider. “That’s what all the girls say.”

      I playfully slapped at his chest, then lifted my eyes to his. “Back at the caves, you didn’t use any of your sexy incubus power, did you?”

      His lips puckered, and he slowly shook his head. “Did you miss it, kitten?”

      “No… to be honest, I didn’t need it.” I laughed. “You had me going just fine without it.”

      “Good.” Those dimples appeared, and I just stared. I’d always thought his ridiculous good looks came with being an incubus, but maybe he really was just that beautiful. And for the first time, I was starting to realize it wasn’t just on the outside.

      Slade’s arm came around my shoulders, and he steered me up the rickety front steps. The door creaked open, and I followed him inside the house. He halted abruptly, and I barreled right into him, every muscle in his back tensing.

      “What are you doing here?” Slade snarled.

      I jumped up to my tiptoes to see over his shoulder into the small sitting room.

      “Oh, Sladey, don’t talk to your father like that.”

      Oh. Oh, shit.

      “My father?” he roared. “That male is nothing more than a glorified sperm donor.” He marched into the room, finally clearing the way so I could make out the form sprawled across the couch.

      Dark navy eyes lifted to mine, and a chill raced up my spine. I lowered my gaze, trying not to focus on the line of horns barely hidden beneath wild dark hair. The crimson protrusions arced across his forehead like a super creepy crown. A streak of yellow zipped across the male’s irises as he rose and extended a hand. “You must be Aspen. I am the dark lord Zorak of the third realm.”

      “Don’t touch her, Zorak,” Slade growled. “I won’t have you taint her like you do everything in my life.”

      I laced my fingers together, drawing them behind my back. Holy awkwardness. Poor Ettie stood in the corner, her cheeks flushed and eyes like a deer in headlights.

      “Boys, please.” She rushed in between her son and her… whatever he was. “Remember we’re still on camera.”

      Her hushed words jerked my attention to the tiny camera that had been placed atop the bookshelf in the corner. I’d grown so used to the intrusive lens I barely noticed them anymore.

      Zorak released a breath and folded his hands behind his back. “The reason I came today was to invite you both to my home.”

      “You’ve got to be shitting me,” Slade barked. “It only took twenty years and a reality TV show to get you to show your face here? And now you’re inviting us to your grand palace?”

      “Now you’re exaggerating, Slade. It hasn’t been nearly that long.”

      “No?” His mouth twisted with rage, eyes shooting daggers at his father. “Do you even have any idea how old I am?”

      Zorak’s expression remained blank, but a tiny vein jumped across his forehead, making his horns twitch. I couldn’t help but stare at the man. I hadn’t been wrong in my original assumptions; Slade had gotten his good looks from his father. Minus the horns, of course.

      “I’m twenty-four, Zorak. The last time you honored us with your presence I was barely fourteen.”

      He waved a dismissive hand. “I told you twenty was a stretch. Just a pinch over ten then.”

      Slade grunted. “Yes, a perfectly acceptable amount of time to ignore your child. Or should I say one of many.”

      “If you wish to embarrass me by mentioning my many conquests, you’ll be greatly disappointed. My offspring are my legacy, the seed that I sow across the great lands of the Underworld.”

      “Oh, for gods’ sakes, Zorak, spare us the delusional details.” Slade bristled beside me, and a part of me longed to touch him, to help him get through this somehow, but I didn’t know what to do. I’d never seen the incubus so angry—or angry at all. He’d always been so calm and chill. “In case it wasn’t clear, the answer to your invitation is no.”

      “Cut!” A voice echoed across the living room, and my head tipped back searching for the origin of the sound. One of the cameramen appeared in the doorway with a tablet pressed to his chest. I didn’t even want to know where the hell this guy had been hiding all day. I hadn’t seen a single member of the crew since we’d arrived.

      The man stepped forward and handed the sleek device to Slade. “The producer would like a word with you.”

      Slade’s gaze darted to mine before his fingers closed around the tablet. I shrugged, totally unhelpful.

      This couldn’t be anything good.

      We followed the man out into the hallway, and the screen blinked to life. Shep’s smarmy face appeared, staring back at us. “Slade, I’d like you to reconsider your father’s invitation.”

      “What?”

      “An evening in the dark lord’s castle would be phenomenal for ratings.”

      Ugh, of course that’s all he cares about. “Fuck ratings,” I blurted.

      Shep turned his shifty eyes on me and scowled. “Ratings are what we live by, Ms. De Grasse. If you wish to get your big payout, I’d make sure the audience is happy. And according to the latest polls, they are loving Slade. They want more on his backstory, and we will give it to them.”

      “This is bullshit,” Slade snarled.

      “Maybe, but last I checked, I was still running the show. I asked politely, but now I will have to insist. The two of you will go to the dark lord’s home and you will play nice.” He smirked. “Or not. Really either way will surely be a hit with the fans.”

      Slade chucked the tablet at the cameraman as Shep continued to ramble on. Impulsively, I reached for his hand and gave it a squeeze. He rewarded me with a half-smile before releasing a frustrated sigh and returning to the living room.

      He turned to his father, scowling. “I suppose I have no choice in the matter, so we will be attending.”

      Zorak rubbed his hands together. “Wonderful. It’ll be tomorrow night. I’ll arrange a welcome party.”

      “Party?” Slade spat. “I thought this was just dinner?”

      “Oh, Slade, as you said, it’s been far too long. We must celebrate your return to the Underworld and with this enchanting woman at your side, no less.”

      “Whatever…” He shook his head, jaw clenched tight. “I want Mom there too,” he called out over his shoulder before he stalked out of the room.
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      I stepped into the small bedroom, the musty smell making my nose twitch. Slade’s old room had been perfectly preserved, every childhood poster still hung undisturbed. Toy cars lined the top of the chipped dresser along with an airplane fashioned into a lamp. I scanned the array of posters, fully expecting naked chicks, but instead found only beautiful landscapes of the other realms of Azar. The snowcapped Draeko mountain range, the legendary ice palace of Winter Court, the deep blues of the capital of the Ocean realm and on and on.

      Ettie motioned to the twin bed, and her cheeks rosied. “It’ll be a tight fit for the two of you, but I bet you youngins won’t mind.”

      Now I felt a twinge of heat burning my face.

      Slade cleared his throat. “I can sleep on the couch.”

      I turned to Ettie and gave her a smile. “It’ll be fine. We’ll work it out.” I barely repressed a yawn as I got the words out. After the huge meal she’d prepared, the salt mines and the drama with daddy dearest, I was pretty sure I could pass out on the floor.

      She squeezed my hand, and a big grin spread her lips. “You’re not at all what I’d imagined, Miss Aspen.”

      “Neither are you, Miss Ettie.”

      She turned to Slade and wrapped her arms around him, then stood on her tiptoes to drop a kiss on his forehead. “It’s so nice to have you home, Sladey. And don’t you worry about tomorrow night. You know Zorak will be on his best behavior for the cameras.”

      He rolled his eyes before a slow smile melted across his face as he regarded his mom. I’d never seen him look at anyone the way he looked at her. “Thanks, Mom.”

      As she headed for the door, his eyes trailed her cute, round form. Sometimes I wondered how different my life would’ve turned out if I’d had a more supportive and loving mother. Guess it was too late now.

      Slade whirled toward me as soon as the door closed behind her. “I was serious about sleeping on the couch. I wasn’t only trying to be polite in front of my mom.”

      I glanced over at the twin bed and the dark blue pinstripe sheets. There was something about sleeping in teenage Slade’s bed that was oddly comforting. The guy I’d met on the show, the guy I’d eliminated, wasn’t anything like the man before me. The man I was really starting to like. “I don’t mind cuddling,” I finally said.

      His lips spread into a beaming smile as he began to tug his shirt over his head and squirm out of his jeans. Holy incubus babies! I didn’t think I’d ever get used to that blinding perfection. Beneath his pants only boxer briefs remained, the tight material clinging to his ridiculously large dick. And he wasn’t even aroused.

      But I was.

      Lowering my gaze, I searched the small room for my luggage. The crew had dropped it in here somewhere. Now, I just had to find it without ogling my new roommate. I appreciated his good behavior, and as much as my raging hormones wanted to renege on the deal, I was enjoying getting to know Slade without the sex. I already knew we were compatible in that department. I tried to convince myself knowing was enough for now.

      Down on all fours, I finally came across my suitcase tucked under the bed. Pulling it out, I rifled through its contents in search of pajamas. Silky nightie, lacey corset thing, translucent negligee. Dammit, hadn’t Barney packed me one decent set of pjs?

      “You okay, kitten?” Slade flopped down on the bed and peered down at me from the edge of the mattress.

      “Yeah, just trying to find my pajamas.”

      “I can let you borrow one of my old shirts if you promise to give it back. I just might have a vintage human rock band one.”

      I snorted on a laugh. “You listened to human rock ‘n’ roll?”

      “I did. I loved the classics. Metallica, ACDC, Guns N Roses.”

      “Wow, just wow.”

      He popped up, picked through a drawer in the armoire next to the bed and pulled out a classic Metallica t-shirt. “I think it’ll look cute on you. I might not want you to take it off.” He grinned, a mischievous spark lighting up his irises as he tossed me the tee.

      I caught it midair and pressed it to my chest. It smelled of ash and sulfur, but beneath the charred scent something else remained, something of Slade.

      “I’ll even turn around so you can put it on.”

      “What a gentleman,” I retorted.

      He faced the door as I reached behind my back to unzip the cute sundress. Even though his back was to me, the tension between us lit up like livewire. I held my breath as the dress pooled at my ankles. Slade let out a slow inhale, and my heart began to race. I undid my bra next, holding my breath. My gaze lifted to his back. He kept perfectly still. Too still.

      Was he even breathing?

      I tugged the shirt over my head and released a breath. “All done,” I rasped out.

      He spun around, his pupils enormous. “I was right. It looks perfect on you.”

      I tried to ignore the rough edge to his tone, but my lady parts had other plans. As if on cue, his nostrils flared. Ugh, so embarrassing. One day I swore I’d date a normal human guy who couldn’t tell when I was aroused. Slade wasn’t even using his powers on me, or his hands, and I was still putty around him.

      He inhaled another deep breath and dragged his palm over the back of his neck. “I guess we should get to bed—to sleep.”

      I nodded and hopped on the mattress, then tugged the comforter up to my chin. Slade slid in beside me, and the old springs groaned in protest. He let out a chuckle, the warm sound contagious. And just like that, the tension dissipated.

      He rolled onto his side, and his dark eyes bored into me. “Why did you bring me back?”

      The question surprised me, and my mind went blank. “I, um…” I stammered for a few more seconds before he stopped me.

      “Never mind, you don’t have to answer.”

      “No, I want to, I just… I’m trying to think how to put it.” I snagged my lower lip between my teeth as I considered. A large part of it was the ridiculous attraction I’d felt to him, but there’d been more too.

      “If it was just my powers, I get it,” he mumbled.

      “It wasn’t. I sent you home because of the powers, but that’s not why I brought you back. I brought you back because I’d always had this lingering doubt. Of all the guys I’d eliminated, you were the only one I regretted. I needed this, to get to know the real you without the insatiable desire.”

      He chuckled again, the sound warm and soothing like hot cocoa on a winter’s day. “Well, I’m glad you gave me a second chance. Even if it doesn’t work out, for once I’ll know it wasn’t just because of what I am.”

      I curled my arm around his waist and snuggled into his chest. A deep sigh spun beneath my ear, puffing out Slade’s ribcage. “Goodnight, kitten,” he murmured, his breath swirling through my hair before his lips brushed my forehead.

      “Goodnight, Slade.” From that moment on, he was no longer Huge Naked Guy. I mean, well, he was but he was so much more too.

    

  

OceanofPDF.com


  
    
      
        
          
            20

          

          

        

    

    

OceanofPDF.com







            DEMON BALLS
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      “This is definitely more than just dinner.” The ballroom, because there was no other word for the colossal space, was dripping in gold everything. Gold filigree spiderwebbed up the walls and across the vaulted ceiling like vines spiraling out of control. Ornate chandeliers alight with candles hung from the sky, bathing the room in a warm glow. A ten-piece orchestra was set up in the corner, an array of demons in tuxes playing what I was pretty damn sure was an old Frank Sinatra number. I was suddenly extremely thankful that Barney had packed me an awesome selection of gowns.

      At the time I thought he was crazy, but at least with the silver sequined corset top and poofy full skirt, the Cinderella-esque ballgown I’d chosen was perfect for tonight.

      “Much more than dinner,” Slade growled. His shoulder rubbed against mine, and tension radiated from his stiff form. “What the hell was Zorak thinking?”

      Ettie stepped forward, her wild auburn locks neatly swept into an elegant updo. “Oh, relax, Sladey, you know how your father is. He’s simply trying to get the attention of the other warlords.”

      “More like he’s using my five seconds of fame to bolster his own standing in the Underworld.”

      Dozens of curious gazes lanced into me as we stood paralyzed in the entranceway. I tried not to stare back, but it was impossible. I’d never seen so many freaky-looking creatures. Horns, forked-tongues, leathery skin, tails… if it had starred in a nightmare, it was here.

      “Ah, there you are.” Zorak sauntered over, his dark hair gelled back, accentuating the crown of hornlets. “Welcome, Ms. Aspen.” He reached for my hand and dipped his head. Before his lips made contact, Slade swatted his hand away.

      “Don’t touch her,” he hissed.

      Zorak’s naturally olive-toned skin flamed. He lifted his gaze to the drone overhead as it lazily hovered over the room. His eyes darkened, and he shot his son a scathing glare. “No need to be rude.”

      “I won’t let you use Aspen for your political gain, Zorak. Playing the doting father for the camera isn’t going to cut it.”

      Ettie stepped between the two males, placing her palm on Zorak’s chest and squeezing her son’s shoulder. “There’s no need for a scene tonight, boys. Remember, it’s supposed to be a party.”

      Slade grunted. “It’s more like a three-ringed circus.”

      “I won’t have you insulting my people,” Zorak snarled. “Our people. You may think you’ve moved beyond all this, but trust me, you can’t escape your own blood.”

      “Oh, I’m very aware of that. Believe me, I’ve tried my whole life.”

      The two males were getting all growly again, and Ettie was right; this was no place for a family brawl. I threaded my fingers through Slade’s and tugged on his hand. “Want to dance?”

      His dark brows furrowed as he regarded me. “Really?”

      I shrugged. “Why not? It’s a ball, right?”

      “I think that’s a wonderful idea,” said Ettie. She gave her son a little push toward the dancefloor and with our hands intertwined, I was dragged along with him.

      The drone trailed behind us, and the crowd parted at our approach, a heavy silence filling the gleaming parquet. As much as they stared at me, I couldn’t help but notice just as many curious gazes on Slade. Both men and women alike couldn’t keep their eyes off him. Was it the incubus thing or something else?

      Whatever it was, Slade seemed uncomfortable as all hell. When we reached the center of the twirling bodies, I wrapped my arm around the back of his neck and drew him closer. His body was tense against mine as the orchestra switched from the lively tune to a slower, more somber number.

      “You okay?” I asked.

      His hand finally molded to the small of my back, and he let out a breath. “I’m sorry I’m being such a dick. I hate being here. I despise Zorak and all of his power-hungry cronies.” He eyed the circle that had formed around us.

      “Why are they staring at you like that?”

      His lips pressed into a tight line, and darkness settled over his handsome features. A heavy silence descended over us, and I was about to take the question back when his jaw began to work. “I may have exaggerated yesterday when I said I hadn’t seen my father in twenty years. It hasn’t been nearly that long. It’s just… my mom didn’t know I was spending time with him before I turned eighteen and left for the Nether Lands.”

      “Why not?”

      He swallowed hard, his Adam’s apple bobbing. “When I was seventeen, Zorak reached out. It was completely out of the blue, and I was so caught off guard and stupidly excited that my father actually wanted to see me that I didn’t stop to think about his motives. I was young and naïve. He told me he wanted to groom me to take his place as dark lord one day. Out of all his offspring he’d chosen me. He said I needed to meet the other warlords, to make connections.” His lips twisted in disgust. “Zorak just wanted me to use my powers on them. I can be very persuasive, as you know.”

      “Oh. Oh…” I paused and chewed on my lower lip. “He made you seduce them?” I whispered, the horror of what he was saying finally sinking in.

      He nodded slowly. “I was just a kid back then. I didn’t know what I was doing. I wasn’t completely in control of my powers.” He shook his head, face pale and beads of sweat lining his brow. “I never let them touch me, but…” His jaw clenched tight. “Things happened that shouldn’t have.”

      “I’m sorry,” I muttered and pulled him in closer, weaving both arms around his neck. “You didn’t deserve to be used like that. No one does.”

      His dark eyes chased to mine, and the depth of emotion brewing below the surface pummeled into me. “I’ve never told anyone about it. Not even my mom. I didn’t want her to know.”

      I leaned my forehead against his. “I won’t say a word.”

      “Oh gods, this night has taken a dark turn.” He huffed out a breath and dragged his hands over his face. “You’re going to be running for the nearest portal if I keep this up.” He spun me in a quick circle, catching me completely off guard. “Let’s start over,” he whispered as he reeled me back into his chest. “It was a long time ago, and he can’t hurt me anymore.”

      My heart ached for him, for the turmoil churning beneath those dark lashes. I wanted to erase the sadness, sweep away the pouty pucker of his full lips. So I did, the only way I knew how. I claimed his lips, and it only took a second for his mouth to yield to mine. He swept his tongue against my own, gently, the usual fire tamped down. Instead, it was sweet, chaste even.

      When I finally broke the kiss, he peered down at me, a smile still lingering on his lips. “Thank you.”

      “I felt like it was necessary after how the night started.”

      An unguarded smile lit up his handsome face. “Not just for the kiss, but for risking a second chance with me. I’m sure the Underworld isn’t one of your top vacation destinations.”

      “Nope, can’t say that it is.” I brushed my lips against his once more. “But I’m glad I got this time to know the real you. Who knew you were more than just a sex god?”

      A laugh burst from his lips, shaking his entire chest. “Just wait and see.” He pulled me tight against him and began to twirl me around the dancefloor. I could barely keep up with the intricate dance moves. My mom sure as hell had never sent me to cotillion to learn any of that fancy stuff.

      “How’d you learn to dance like this?” I breathed out.

      “Ettie insisted. She always said a man is not a real man if he cannot show a woman around a dancefloor.”

      I laughed and searched the circle of spectators for Slade’s mom, but she was nowhere in sight. Slade spun and twirled me until my head whirled. The dancefloor grew crowded as more Underworlders joined the party. Their heavy gazes still burned my cheeks, but there was only one I cared about. Slade’s eyes were fixed to mine, and the intensity of his stare had a whole swarm of butterflies battering my insides.

      He spun me out again, and my head swam. I teetered on the high stilettos and smacked into a firm chest. “Oops, sorry!” I glanced up, fully expecting to find a three-horned monster, but instead my gaze landed on a very attractive male. Silver irises lanced into mine, and I sucked in a breath.

      “No problem,” the male said. “Just be careful out here, there are way nastier things you could bump into.” He shot me a smile.

      I barely suppressed a laugh as a dark-haired female appeared beside him. “Talon, please don’t start something tonight.”

      Slade moved to my side and entangled his fingers through mine. “I apologize, dark lord Azara. I didn’t see you and your mate.”

      Dark lord? A girl?

      I eyed the brunette, and a flash of citrine streaked across her dark irises. She didn’t look like any demon I’d ever seen. Well, then again, neither did Slade.

      “No need to apologize. I don’t think Talon would ever mind a beautiful girl running into him.”

      The big guy glanced down at his mate, the sparkle in his eye as he regarded her unbelievably sweet. He had to be a shifter of some sort. Interesting that he’d mated with a demon… Damn, I needed to get up to date with all this Azarian political crap.

      “Aspen, right?” she asked.

      My head bounced up and down. “How did you know?”

      “Please, my wife is obsessed with the show,” said Talon.

      The dark lord dug her elbow into his side and scowled. “Am not. I watch it on occasion.” She shrugged, a hint of crimson tingeing her cheeks.

      “It’s an honor,” said Slade with a smile.

      It suddenly occurred to me Azara must not have been one of the warlords Zorak had used his son’s powers on because my demon bachelor seemed surprisingly at ease. The girl, who seemed around my age, looked pretty cool for a dark lord of the Underworld.

      Azara leaned in and whispered, “I’m totally #TeamSlade but no pressure. You’ve got a hard choice coming up, Aspen. I definitely wouldn’t want to be in your shoes.”

      “Yes, one man is more than enough for you, right?” Talon smirked and wrapped his massive arm around her shoulders.

      “Of course.” She grinned up at him.

      All heads pivoted to the center of the dancefloor, catching my attention. A black cloud curled around a dark form. My heart smacked against my ribs. Not another attack!

      “Oh, geez,” Talon muttered, casually folding his arms across his chest.

      “What?” I squeaked, trying to squash down the impending panic.

      Azara rolled her eyes as she watched the figure coalesce. “Don’t mind Luci, he just likes to make a dramatic appearance.”

      Luci?

      Slade’s body stiffened against me again, his jaw tensing.

      “Who’s Luci?” I whispered.

      “Lucifer,” Slade mumbled. “The king of the Underworld.”

      A man in a sleek black suit emerged from the shadows to a round of applause. My eyes were instantly pulled to his unearthly beauty. Dark wavy hair, glowing porcelain skin, high cheekbones and brilliant azure irises bored into me from across the space. Now I knew where Slade had gotten his looks from. Hot damn!

      “Oh yeah, that’s right,” said Azara. “Aren’t we like second cousins or something, Slade?”

      “Something like that.” Slade huffed out a breath as I stood frozen, completely entranced by the devil.

      He took a step toward us, and I nearly peed myself. “He’s coming this way,” I hissed.

      “He and Azara are close,” Slade whispered in my ear. “He’s her grandfather.”

      My heart sputtered out an erratic beat with each of the devil’s footsteps. The roar of my pounding pulse vibrated across my eardrums until it drowned out everything else.

      When Lucifer reached us, he paused, a smirk pulling at his perfectly drawn lips. “Azara, my dear.” He leaned in and gave her a kiss on the cheek, then nodded at Talon. “And the dragon.”

      Talon muttered something under his breath, but I couldn’t quite make it out. I was also pretty sure it was a curse.

      Lucifer turned to me and offered a beaming smile, his brilliant white teeth illuminating his perfect face. “And you must be Aspen.”

      All the words got stuck at the back of my throat. Oh, my gods, the devil knew my name?

      “Does she speak?” Lucifer turned to Slade.

      “Normally she’s pretty talkative,” he replied. “Must be the company.”

      The devil chuckled, the sound like warm honey. “I suppose it’s just my effect on women.”

      “Oh, for gods’ sakes, Lucifer,” Talon mumbled. “Maybe it’s because she’s petrified of you.”

      “Now, why would that be?” He inched toward me, and I could barely stand looking at him from so close. It was like staring at the sun.

      Slade cleared his throat and squared his shoulders at his grandfather. “What do you want, Lucifer?”

      “Nothing. I just came to say hello. I wanted to thank the star of the show for what a wonderful job she’s been doing. Not many know, but I’m one of the investors on the project, and so far, I’m very pleased.”

      My eyes widened. Lucifer was bankrolling Hitched Live? Who knew the devil had a stake in reality TV?

      “Anyway, I just wanted to tell you to keep up the good work.” He eyed Slade then turned back to me. “I hope you make the right choice when it comes time to pick your match. You could even say that for some it’s a life-or-death decision.”

      A chill skittered up my spine at the devil’s tone. Was he talking about Fallon? Did the devil know who he really was? Or was it someone else he was referring to? My stomach bottomed out. It couldn’t be Slade…

      “Are you threatening her?” Slade hissed.

      Lucifer grinned. “Of course not, boy. I’m merely reminding her of the importance of choosing the correct bachelor.”

      What the what?

      Talon grumbled. “Don’t mind him, he likes to speak in riddles and gloom and doom.”

      The devil turned to his grandson, the grin still plastered on his face. “I need to have a word alone with you, Slade. It won’t take but a minute or two.”

      Slade’s eyes darted to mine, and I nodded quickly. Maybe he could find out what Lucifer was talking about.

      “I’ll be right back.” He turned to Azara and her mate. “Would you keep her company?”

      “Of course.” The female dark lord nodded.

      I watched as the two males weaved across the mass of wriggling bodies, the dancefloor parting at their approach. Damn, what had I gotten myself into?

      “You look like you could use a drink,” said Talon, drawing me away from my inner musings.

      My head bounced up and down like a spring. “I definitely could.”

      “I’ll be right back then.” He turned toward the back of the ballroom, leaving me with Azara.

      “Don’t worry about Luci. Talon’s right, his warnings are always vague and cryptic.” She shrugged. “Most of the time they don’t amount to anything.”

      Most…

      Seconds after the dragon left, a circle of males appeared around the beautiful dark lord. Some peppered her with questions, concerns over the realm, and others were trying to get her to dance. Damn, they had no shame. Her mate was like ten feet away at the bar. She threw the males a scowl, denying their offers but still stood there politely answering inquiries. I was definitely not cut out for this diplomatic shit. I would’ve told them to eff off a long time ago.

      Three males pushed their way between Azara, her crowd of admirers, and me. A tall one with scraggly brown hair shoved his way in front of the others and offered a hand. “Dance with me, lady?” He brushed aside a tumble of dark hair, revealing a third eye just above the bridge of his nose.

      I tried not to stare, diverting my gaze anywhere but at that creepy third eye. Oh, hells no. “Um, nope, sorry, I have to go to the ladies room.” With a quick wave at Azara, who was still surrounded by demons, I spun on my heel and darted through the mass of encroaching suitors. Their grumbles echoed behind me for a few steps, but I kept moving. Good gods, I had enough with my bachelors, I didn’t need demon wooers too.

      Once I’d made it out of the mass of bodies, I scanned the room for Slade and Lucifer. Nothing. My best bet would’ve been to find Talon with my drink, but I actually did have to use the bathroom. Glancing around the sprawling space, I searched for a familiar doorway. When I came up empty, I grabbed the nearest demon in a monkey suit. “Where’s the bathroom?”

      The male pointed me to the far corner of the chamber, and I darted toward the unmarked door. I pushed through the thick timber and found myself in a dim corridor. Squinting, I could just make out another door at the end of the hallway. Bingo.

      After taking care of business, I stood at the mirror staring at my reflection for what I hoped was long enough for Slade to have returned from his chat with Lucifer. Could the devil know something about Fallon? I’d always heard that Lucifer dealt in secrets and bargains. Maybe he knew his true identity and who was behind the bastard prince’s assassination attempts.

      With one last glance in the mirror, I steeled my nerves and turned to the exit. It was time to get back to the demon ball. The door swung open, and a shuffle of feet sent the hair on the back of my neck rising. Darkness. “Slade?” I called out into the pitch-black hallway. “Hello?” Who turned out the lights?

      A hand clamped over my mouth, and an arm clenched around my waist. I struggled against my attacker, but he was too damned strong. A thick fabric was thrown over my head, and everything went dark.
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      Slade

      

      I stomped away from Lucifer, my grandsire’s dark gaze heavy on the back of my head. The entire conversation had been bizarre, and I still couldn’t quite figure out what it had all meant. I was fairly certain he knew something about Fallon, but what he wanted me to do about it was unclear. If anything. And Aspen… she played into it somehow, but again, I couldn’t quite make out the meaning in his vague platitudes.

      I huffed out a breath as I searched the dancefloor for my date. My eyes finally landed on Azara and Talon, but no Aspen. I strode toward them, a hint of dread forming in the pit of my stomach. “Where’s Aspen?”

      Talon held a gilded goblet in each hand as he shook his head. “I left her with Azara and went to get her a drink, but when I got back, she was gone.”

      Azara searched the room, her dark eyes narrowed. “I got surrounded by a few of the warlords and lost track of her. I’m sorry I should’ve kept my eye on her. I’m sure she’s around though.”

      I grunted and turned on my heel as their muttered apologies echoed from behind. She was fine. She had to be. Why would anyone want to hurt her here? And still, that pit of dread grew with each step.

      I searched the crowd for her blonde hair and that stunning silver ballgown. Nothing. My nostrils flared, and I tried to let my nose lead the way. My thoughts flew back to her intoxicating scent. Her natural perfume that filled the air when she was aroused. Just thinking about it made me hard. Focus, dammit! I squeezed my eyes shut and sniffed the air. Thousands of odors filled the massive chamber.

      My eyes landed on Zorak and the elderly dark lord of the second realm. My skin crawled as memories of his touch filled my mind. I hadn’t been a hundred percent honest with Aspen earlier. I could see the pity in her eyes, and there was no reason for her to be privy to all the horrors I’d experienced at the hands of these males.

      “Have you seen Aspen?” I barked at my sire.

      “Oh, you mean the gorgeous blonde?” said Elegin, his forked tongue slithering between the gap in his front teeth.

      “Yes, that’s exactly who I mean.”

      The dark lord ticked his graying head toward a door at the back of the hall. “Lucky for you, I couldn’t keep my eyes off her all night. I believe she disappeared through that way about ten minutes ago. I haven’t seen her since.”

      Fear lanced through my chest, squeezing my lungs. I grabbed Zorak by the collar and lifted him off the floor. “If anything’s happened to her, father, I’ll hold you personally responsible.”

      He let out a nervous chuckle, beads of sweat forming along the crown of hornlets. “Why would anything have happened to the girl? She’s likely using the bathroom.”

      I inhaled a steadying breath and released him. He was probably right. She could’ve been hiding out in the bathroom to avoid the freakshow. I never should’ve left her. I forced my racing pulse to slow as I darted toward the doorway. As I moved, the whirr of the drone caught my eye just over my head. Why wasn’t the damned thing following Aspen?

      I barreled through the thick timber, and inky darkness welcomed me in the narrow hall. “Aspen?” I called out. The hair on the back of my neck rose. “Aspen, are you here?” My legs began to move faster, and I slammed into the bathroom door. Empty.

      I circled back and searched the murky corridor for a light switch. I hadn’t spent enough time at my father’s home to know my foot from my ass in this damned fortress. Finally, my fingers stumbled upon the switch, flooding the narrow corridor in light. My eyes immediately zoned in on the three silver sequins on the floor. I bent down to pick them up and rubbed the delicate things between my fingers. Ripped strands of white thread dangled from the sparkly embellishments. After a quick sniff to confirm, my heart sank.

      Aspen had been taken.
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      Aspen

      I struggled against the ties around my wrists, my hands nearly numb from being forced behind my back. “What do you assholes want from me?” I growled for the hundredth time.

      Three males surrounded me, one uglier than the last. From what I could tell, they’d dragged me into some sort of utility closet off the main ballroom. We couldn’t have been far because I’d counted my steps as they’d dragged me away. The faint sounds of the orchestra still flitted in the air.

      “What do you want?” I cried out.

      Finally, the taller one stepped forward, dragging his reptilian tail behind him. His beady eyes focused on me, the pupils nearly eclipsing his oversized eyeballs entirely. “A little payback,” he hissed. His tongue rolled out, black as the midnight sky and extended down past his chin. He stretched out a clawed finger and ran it across my shoulder.

      I shuddered at his touch, a bout of nausea clawing up my throat.

      “Slade enjoys playing games, seducing, tempting and teasing, and now it’s time for him to get a taste.”

      “Or rather for you to get a taste,” said the second male, creeping forward from the shadows. This guy was tiny, like a head shorter than me, but damn did he look mean. He inched closer, revealing leathery, maroon skin and a row of pointy teeth. I sucked in a breath.

      His small hand closed around my face, and he pressed his nose to mine. His warm breath dusted across my cheeks, and I barely resisted the urge to gag.

      “If you think I’m going to get turned on by one of you monsters you’ve got another thing coming,” I rasped out. “Seduce me? That’s laughable.”

      “No one said anything about seducing you, sweetheart.” The third male glared down at me, a pair of wicked, twisted horns protruding from either side of his head. “He used his powers to make us bend, to break us. Now we’ll use ours to do the same to you. Only thing is there will be nothing pleasurable about it this time.”

      Fear lanced through my heart, but I clenched my jaw to keep it from trembling. There was no way in hades I’d let these assholes break me. Hell, after Kole and his family, I could handle anything.

      “Do your worst,” I gritted out.

      The horned one grinned, flashing a toothy smile. “I like them better when they’re feisty. It makes breaking them all the more satisfying.” He held up his hand and five razor-sharp claws extended. They were longer than his fucking fingers. My heart jackhammered in my chest, and I muttered a curse, hoping they couldn’t hear the mad pounding. I wouldn’t give them the satisfaction.

      “I wonder if Slade would still like you if that pretty little face of yours wasn’t so pretty anymore…” His claws sliced across my cheek, and I let out a howl. The biting sting seared into my skin, and I chomped down on my lip to keep from screaming. A growl reverberated in my chest, and all three men glared at me.

      “I thought she couldn’t shift,” said the tall one.

      What the hell? How did they know? And damn, that sure as hell did sound a lot like a wolf. But it was impossible… Sticky blood trickled down my cheek, the crimson droplets dribbling down from the corner of my eye.

      “My turn,” said the short, red-skinned one. He drew closer and I tensed, every nerve-ending on edge. His eyes locked on mine, and his pupils began to swirl.

      My thoughts swam with every revolution. Thousands of tiny legs crawled over my flesh, and I glanced down to see hundreds of spiders racing up and down my legs. “No!” I screamed and began thrashing. Tiny little stingers bored into my skin, and I let out another shriek as fire coursed through my veins. I gripped the armrests, my nails digging into the wood. “Get them off me!” I screamed. “Get off! Someone, please, help me!”

      A thundering crash sent my racing heart skyrocketing up my throat. The door flew in and shattered into dozens of shards, metal hinges breaking. The wooden missiles ricocheted across the room, one impaling the short guy in the arm. He let out a shriek, and he released me from his mental hold.  Through the haze of insanity, my eyes focused on a familiar face. Slade.

      I released a breath and slumped back in the chair.

      He was nothing more than a blur as he ripped his way through the other two males to get to me. The horned one blocked his path, rippling biceps standing between him and me.

      “Get out of my way, Lorkan,” Slade growled. “Or so help me, I’ll kill you right where you stand.” A streak of brilliant citrine flashed across his irises as he stalked closer.

      “We were just having a little fun with your girl, Slade.” A wicked glimmer lit up his freaky crimson irises.

      Slade’s eyes dropped to my face, to my shredded cheek and darkness carved into his features. He spun at Lorkan, his expression murderous. “You did that to her?” he snarled. “You dared to touch her like that?”

      Lorkan raised his hands, and his claws snapped out. “It was the least the bitch deserved for fucking someone like you.”

      Slade jerked his arm back, and time suddenly stopped. His hand curled into a fist and exploded at Lorkan’s chest. Only instead of landing a punch, he opened his hand, extending clawed fingers at the last minute and tore into his ribcage. And yanked out his heart.

      My jaw unhinged.

      The demon’s eyes bulged out, and a strangled cry erupted from his lips before he collapsed to the floor. Slade stood over him, the beating heart still thumping in his fist. It beat one, no two, more times before it went still.

      Slade tossed the black, shriveled organ to the floor and raced for me. I stared at him, numb, all the words stuck at the back of my throat. He wiped his hands on his slacks and got to work on the ties at my wrists. Once I was free, his eyes finally met mine.

      “I’m sorry, Aspen. I am so sorry I let this happen to you. I never should’ve left you…”

      My jaw worked, but I couldn’t get a single word out.

      Slade’s eyes were fixed on the slashes across my cheek, but could he see the terror in my gaze? He’d fucking ripped that guy’s heart out! And I must have really been messed up in the head because a part of me liked it. Liked that he’d defended me so whole-heartedly. Pun intended.

      “Holy shit,” I finally muttered. “You killed him.”

      “Yes, he did.” A deep voice filled the room, and we both spun at the sound. Lucifer stood in the doorway, a shit-eating grin on his beautiful face. He eyed the carnage, and his smile only grew. “Looks like you showed the dark lords a thing or two, my boy.”

      Dark lords? Of course. I’d been so wrapped up in the panic, I hadn’t even realized what was right in front of me. These were the men Zorak had forced Slade to seduce. One was dead, the other’s arm was impaled to the floor, and the third had scurried out of there on all fours.

      The devil strode in, sidestepping the pool of blood beneath Lorkan. “Well, congratulations, Slade, it looks like the fourth realm is yours.”

      “What are you talking about Lucifer?” he barked.

      “You just killed Lorkan, the dark lord of the fourth realm. That means you’ve just earned his throne.”

      Slade’s eyes widened, and I was sure we had matching expressions of shock splayed across our faces. Holy demon balls.

      He shook his head, raising his hands. “No, no, no. I am not interested. I rescind the throne.” He eyed the little demon speared to the floor. “Him. I’ll give it to him.”

      Lucifer clucked his teeth. “You know that’s not how it works, Slade. You killed the reigning dark lord, which means his title is now yours.”

      “It’s not that easy and you know it. I must be approved by the other warlords and the new wards must be enacted. And I just told you, I’m not doing this.”

      “What if we waited until the show came to an end to assert your claim?” His sparkling eyes twinkled. “What if the lovely Aspen doesn’t pick you, Slade? Would you be so eager to renounce it then?”

      “Yes,” he hissed. “Whether Aspen wants me or not, I will never rule one of the realms of the Underworld.” His eyes chased to mine, an unreadable expression swirling through the darkness.

      The smack of approaching footfalls sent my head whipping toward the entrance. Zorak and a few other men I didn’t recognize appeared in the doorway. “My gods,” he hissed.

      “Say hello to your son, the newest dark lord of the fourth realm.” Lucifer shot the males a cheeky grin.

      “You planned this, didn’t you?” Slade’s eyes darted to his grandfather, then to the bloody carcass on the floor. “That’s why you pulled me away to talk about nonsense. So I’d leave Aspen defenseless.”

      “I told you fate will always have her way, my boy.”

      “I need to get out of here.” Slade’s hand wrapped around mine, and he tugged me through the mass of males.

      Zorak shouted as Slade barreled his way through the crowd still amassed at the ball, hauling me along with him. I nearly tripped over my stilettos in the mad rush. I needed out as badly as he did.

      I didn't even want to consider what else those assholes would’ve done to me if Slade hadn’t arrived when he did. A chill skirted up my spine at the horrifying images drifting through my mind.

      “This way. We need to ditch the drone. I can’t deal with cameras right now.”

      “Sure, okay.”

      The drone flitted behind us as we gained speed. Slade led me through another door, then still another corridor before we reached a stairwell. He slammed the thick metal shut behind us, and the invasive lens was trapped on the other side.

      “Nice job.”

      He dipped his head before he rushed down the stairs, taking them two at a time. His hand tightened around mine with each step, as if he were scared I’d slip away. I wasn’t going to lie, I’d considered it. I was equal parts terrified and turned on by Slade right now.

      Under Kole’s father’s leadership, I’d seen some pretty barbaric things from the wolf packs back in Moon Valley, but nothing quite like what happened tonight. Slade had punched a hole in the warlord’s chest and ripped his actual heart out. I still couldn’t quite wrap my head around the fact. I glanced down at his free hand, which was still stained in blood. As was his entire arm and his suit.

      I hazarded a peek at my own sparkly gown and winced at the blood splatter along the sequined corset. What a fucking night.

      “We can’t go back to the house tonight,” he muttered. “I’m sorry. I just need to get away.”

      “So where are we going to go?” I didn’t see many hotels in the third realm. Oh, realms… was Lucifer serious about Slade becoming the dark lord of the fourth? I wanted to ask him more about it, but the scowl carved into his jaw froze all the words on my tongue.

      “Somewhere I used to go as a kid,” he finally answered.

      When we reached the ground floor, Slade kicked the door open. A dim garage-type structure stretched out in front of us with more cars than they had at most dealerships in the human world. A sleek black motorcycle was parked a few yards from the door, and Slade went straight for it.

      I should’ve known.

      “Um… how am I going to get my dress on that?” I squealed.

      He muttered a curse and turned for the red coupe instead. Heading straight for the left rear tire, he felt around the hubcap and revealed a key fob. With the press of a button, the engine roared to life.

      Even with everything that had just happened, Slade managed to race around to the passenger’s side to open the door for me. As I slid into the supple leather seat, I rewarded him with a smile. “Thanks for saving me back there.”

      He shook his head scowling. “It was my fault you were in that position in the first place. I never should’ve—” He let out a growl and slammed the door shut.

      The drive was a tension-filled, silent one. I tried to pry words from the back of my throat, but it was still raw from the screams. Plus, I had no idea what to say. Congrats on the dark lord gig? Are you leaving the show? I liked what you did to that demon douchebag way more than I should have? I think I’m really fucked up in the head, too?

      As countless unanswered questions swam around my mind, the shiny sportscar slowed. I glanced up to see us crawling toward the edge of a promontory. Beyond the edge, the jagged cliffs of the Underworld sprawled before us, the ash glowing in the moonlight. Unlike the dreary effect it had in the daytime, now under the pale moonbeams, it was almost beautiful.

      “This is where you used to go?” I asked.

      He dipped his head. “Usually with my bike but I guess this will do.” He pressed a button and the roof slid back, revealing the pitch night sky.

      I leaned my head back and took in the view. “You slept out here?” When I pivoted back to face him, he’d shed his bloody jacket and was wiping the blood from his hands and arms with a wet wipe. Too bad the car didn’t come with a shower.

      “Sometimes. The nights aren’t usually cold in the Underworld.” He ticked his head at a cluster of barren trees to our right. “Sometimes I slept right over there.” His lips curled into a rueful smile. “Guess the car was a better idea.”

      He drew in a breath, his gaze heavy on the dark horizon. “I’m so sorry, Aspen. I never should’ve brought you to the Underworld. I never should’ve let you into my fucked up life.”

      I shook my head and closed my fingers around his chin, forcing him to face me. “No, don’t say that. I’m glad I came, glad I got to know the real you.”

      He snorted. “How could you say that? You were attacked because of me!”

      “And you saved me!” I bit back.

      “Not until after they hurt you.” His eyes landed on the slashes across my cheek, the ones I hadn’t dared to look at yet, and a harsh line etched across his lips.

      “Even though my wolf never emerged—” I paused as memories of her presence when I’d been attacked rose to the surface— “my healing is faster than a regular human. I’m sure the scratches will be gone in no time.”

      “How could you be so understanding about this?”

      “Because it’s not your fault.”

      He squeezed his eyes shut and drew in a breath. “And you’re okay with what I did to Lorkan?” The tendon in his jaw twitched. “I was so angry… and after everything he did to me all those years ago and then for him to touch you—” His head whipped back and forth, teeth grinding.

      “I’m generally not okay with murder, but I understand why you did it.” I cupped his cheek, running my thumb across the soft stubble. “He was an ass and deserved to die for what he did to you and me. I—I guess you just surprised me.”

      “I’m still a demon, Aspen. I might be a demon that feeds on sexual pleasure, but there’s still darkness inside me. And trust me, it took all my restraint not to do worse.”

      I swallowed hard. Again, a weird swirl of excitement lit up my veins. Yup, I’m totally messed up. “And you’re really going to pass up the dark lord gig?”

      “Fuck yes. I don’t want to spend the rest of my days stuck in this hell hole.”

      “But Lucifer made it seem like it wasn’t something you could just decline.”

      “I’ll figure out a way somehow.” His gaze grew pensive, dark brows furrowing. “Would you want to be the dark lord’s lady?”

      I snorted on a laugh. Talk about getting back at Kole. “That would be pretty insane.”

      He smiled. “I think you’d be great at it.”

      “Yeah, keeping demons in line.” I laughed.

      “Thank you for being so understanding. I never in a million years thought the trip would turn out like this.”

      “Me either.”

      Slade pressed a button and both seats tilted back. He slid his arm around my shoulders and drew me into his side. “At least the view’s not bad, right?”

      “Hmm,” I muttered as I nuzzled into his chest. His sexy scent filled my nostrils, and a swell of heat raced down my core. I wasn’t even sure he’d done anything but after the night we’d just had, I needed an escape. Getting lost in Slade sounded perfect.

      A yawn slipped from his lips, and he let out a chuckle. “Gods, today was hellish. I just want it to be over.”

      I squeezed my eyes shut and tamped down on the lusty sensations. Tomorrow was our last day in the Underworld. A tiny part of me was actually sad. Not about leaving here, but about leaving Slade.

      “Night, kitten,” he whispered, his warm breath ghosting over my temple.

      “Night, Slade.” I snuggled closer into his side and with the adrenaline from earlier still coursing through my veins, I was sure I’d never get to sleep. But the steady rise and fall of his chest lulled me in seconds, quieting my racing thoughts.

      Just one more day to survive in the Underworld, what could possibly go wrong?
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      My lids fluttered as the first rays of dim light washed over the windshield. I lifted my head from Slade’s chest, and a string of drool trailed down the corner of my lip. Oh gods, so embarrassing. I quickly wiped it away, hoping he didn’t feel the warm puddle. Then the blood splatter flashed across my vision. Oh gods, what a night. I shook out the dark thoughts and stretched out, trying to work out the twinge in my cramped legs from sleeping in the fetal position in Slade’s father’s sports car.

      As soon as I moved, Slade’s arm tightened around my waist. “Where do you think you’re going, kitten?” His sexy, rough sleepy voice lit a fire in my core. I’d gone to sleep without ever satisfying the building urges, and his words alone had brought them back with a vengeance.

      “Nowhere.” I rolled over so my chest lay against his, my boobs busting out of the tight corset top. I couldn’t believe I’d slept in this uncomfortable thing all night.

      I must have been making a face because his smile fell. “Sorry about sleeping in the car.”

      I shook my head slowly. “Nah, it was fine. I’ve definitely slept in worse.”

      “I don’t know if I want to hear that story.” He chuckled, the warm sound vibrating his chest beneath me.

      “It’s not like that…” I played with a swirl of dark hair on his chest as my thoughts whirled to the past. “When I first came to Moon Valley, the pack alpha thought it would help my wolf emerge if I ran with the pack. They’d all run in lupine form, and I was stuck on two legs racing after them. I couldn’t keep up, not even close. But damn did I want to. I raced after them, pumping my arms as fast as I could. Sometimes they’d run for hours. My wolf never made an appearance, but I did it all the same. There were a few times I was so exhausted I couldn’t make it back into town. I’d collapsed on the forest floor more than once and spent the night under the shelter of a tree.” I shrugged, driving back the dismal memories.

      Slade’s hand drifted up my back, and he began to move his palm in soft circles. “I’m sorry you had to go through that.”

      That was the first time I’d told any of the bachelors about my days in Moon Valley. Or my non-existent wolf. Usually, I avoided it all together. I was scared the conversation would inevitably lead to Kole, and I wasn’t ready for that ugly truth to come out.

      “Is that why you returned to the human world, because you never shifted?”

      “Mostly.” I sucked in my lower lip.

      His dark brows knitted as he regarded me. “Did someone hurt you?”

      Gods, I must’ve been making my wounded animal face. What was up with me today? I’d let down my guard around the demon bachelor, which didn’t happen often. “It was a long time ago, Slade, and I’d rather not talk about it.”

      He nodded slowly, and his arms tightened around me. “I know something we can do to keep your mind off the past. Maybe even wipe it away completely.” A mischievous grin tipped up the corners of his lips, and a swell of his power washed over me.

      My thighs clenched as heat raced to my lower half. Oh, shit. I barely suppressed a moan.

      “Just in case you needed a little warming up.” He smirked.

      He had no idea I’d been wet all night just sleeping next to him. I took his hand and placed it between our bodies, running it down my stomach and beneath my full skirt. Fighting the crinoline, I dipped his hand beneath the waistband of my panties.

      He let out a sexy groan as he cupped the apex of my thighs. He ran one finger across my slick heat and my head tipped, back arching.

      “I guess you don’t need it.” His voice was husky and raw, and it only stoked the fire brewing between my legs.

      “I’ve been ready all night,” I murmured a second before his lips claimed mine. His tongue snuck between my parted lips and immediately began its heated strokes. As his mouth devoured mine, his finger dipped inside me, and I let out a moan against his lips. There was no stopping the sound this time. Not when the tip of his finger found the throbbing bundle of nerves.

      Oh gods, I was so ready for this. The weeks of teasing had left me squirming with need. I wanted Slade’s huge cock inside me. I reached for the zipper of his slacks, then worked my hand in beneath his boxer briefs. I couldn’t even be bothered to take his pants off. I needed him now.

      Freeing him, my fingers trailed up and down his silken shaft. Yup, he was impossibly hard and just as huge as I remembered. My core clenched at the thought of all of him inside me.

      I lifted my lower half to position him at my entrance, but Slade’s hands tightened around my hips.

      “What are you doing?” he panted.

      “Isn’t it obvious?”

      His hand came around my wrist, wrenching my fingers free. “Slow down, Aspen.” His piercing pitch eyes met mine. “I want to enjoy this, don’t you?”

      The glint in his dark irises quickened my pulse.

      “Umhmm,” I mumbled. Lowering my body flush against his once more, I could feel his hard length against my clenching lady parts. My panties slid back into place as I rocked against him. If I kept this up, I’d orgasm from the dry humping alone.

      Slade must have felt it too because his hands gripped my hips, slowing them. “Easy,” he whispered. He sat up and his hands moved to the laces binding the sparkly corset. Painfully slowly he ran his finger beneath each tie until the top of the restrictive gown sloughed off, freeing my breasts. He let out a hiss as they tumbled out, nipples peaked.

      “Beautiful, just beautiful, kitten.” His mouth claimed my breast, and I let out another moan. His tongue teased the peak to a hard point, then he ran his teeth over the sensitive tip.

      “Oh, demons,” I groaned.

      I was wrong. Slade was going to make me orgasm with his mouth. My head fell back as his tongue lashed and teased, and fire burned in my core. One hand pressed into my back, holding me tight against him and the other drifted down my thigh. His fingers danced along the sensitive skin along my panty line for an impossibly long minute. I wriggled above him, grinding my hips into his erection.

      “Not yet,” he rasped out against my breast and nipped at the swollen tip. I let out a squeal, and a dark chuckle echoed between us.

      “Slade,” I murmured. “Please…”

      His finger stopped teasing and slid beneath my panties. He yanked, and the lacy band snapped. Damn, so much for my lucky underwear. The thought barely materialized before his finger plunged inside me, and all thoughts of my panties disappeared. My hips grinded against his palm, my throbbing clit aching for release.

      His finger rubbed tight circles around and around the taut nerves before a second finger thrust inside me. “Holy hell,” I hissed out. I squirmed and bucked as his skillful digits worked me inside and out while his mouth ravaged my breasts.

      I was all nerves, all sensation.

      I’d never felt so much in my life.

      I reached for his pants again, sliding my hand between us, and this time he didn’t pull away. I ran my hand up and down the length of him, beads of pleasure seeping from his silky head and moistening my rough movements. His hips began to move, thrusting with the rhythm of my hand.

      A deep growl rumbled in his chest, and the sexy sound almost shoved me over the edge. “Slade,” I panted. “I want you inside me.”

      “Not yet.” His finger moved along my slit, and I bucked. Back and forth. Back and forth.

      “I’m going to come in your hand,” I rasped out.

      “Wait, Aspen. Hold on a little longer…”

      My hips writhed, pleasure racing through every inch of me. He released my engorged nipple and moved to my mouth. He tasted like sin, and gods, I wanted more. I lifted off him again and positioned him at my entrance. I couldn’t wait anymore.

      “Aspen,” he growled.

      I ignored him and plunged down.

      His cock filled me so entirely I let out a sharp hiss. My insides stretched to fit him, the tantalizing sensations shooting across every inch of me. In and in and in. He throbbed inside me. The head of his cock rubbed against the spot as he thrusted, and I shamelessly grinded against him. Over and over again.

      His finger was still between our bodies, rubbing mercilessly at my clit. A volcano of pleasure brewed in my core, and I was only seconds away from erupting.

      “Oh, Aspen, you are just like I dreamed you’d be,” he breathed against my lips as his thrusts became more desperate. His free hand gripped my waist, fingers digging into my hips as we moved.

      I wanted to ask if he was using his powers because oh gods, no one had ever fucked me like this before, but I could barely form thoughts let alone words. I was one raw ball of sensation as he thrust deeper and deeper.

      I bit down on my lower lip to keep the orgasm at bay, but I was so close. Slade had me dangling on the precipice and I wanted to fall, wanted to plummet to the earth and never look back.

      I arched against him as his cock battered my insides again and again. One more time and—I let out a cry, Slade’s name on my lips. My head tipped back as an explosion of pleasure racked my core. He pounded into me one final time as I shattered around him before his own release came.

      I collapsed on top of him, sweat glistening on our naked bodies and aftershocks reverberating across my insides. “Holy shitballs,” I murmured against his quickly rising and falling chest.

      He let out a chuckle and wrapped his arms around my waist, pulling me tight against him. “Yeah, that was not bad.”

      “Not bad?” I squeaked. “That was the best sex of my life.”

      He laughed again, and this time his whole chest shook with amusement. “I’m glad I’ve still got it.”

      I lifted my eyes to his, the shiny midnight irises practically glowing. “Did you use your powers?” I had to ask. I just had to know.

      His full bottom lip twisted into a pout. “What do you think?”

      I shook my head.

      He leaned forward and ran his lips across my forehead. “It took all my restraint not to. The sight of you, so beautiful and bared on top of me was torture. I could taste your arousal heavy in the air. I wanted to devour you.”

      Oh. Oh…

      In the heat of the moment, I’d completely forgotten all about it. Slade fed from sexual pleasure, and holy shit, there had been a freakin’ full buffet of it a second ago. My chest tightened and just when I didn’t think I could possibly like the incubus more, I did. He’d restrained himself for me. After losing control in the caves that time, he’d held it together in a much more tempting situation.

      “Thank you,” I murmured.

      “No, thank you.” His lips found mine and his tongue tangled with my own, and another wave of heat spilled through my insides. Slade must have felt it because his cock immediately hardened, and his erection pressed against my stomach.

      Damn, he really was a sex god.

      His hands skated down my back, and he palmed my ass. I jerked against him, and my sensitive clit brushed against his hardness. And just like that I was ready again.

      I opened my mouth to tell him but before I could get a word out, he plunged inside me.
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        * * *

      

      Slade

      

      I trudged up the walkway to the dilapidated old house, my feet growing heavier with each step. This morning had been incredible. I couldn’t remember the last time I’d had sex and actually felt something. And without using an ounce of my powers. It was pure torture not devouring her scorching sexual energy, but gods, holding off had only heightened my own pleasure at release.

      Now it was over. Now, in a few short hours, Aspen would leave, and I’d be stuck here alone to deal with this mess Lucifer created. The steps groaned under my weight as I forced my legs up the porch. If I was dark lord, I’d get one of those sprawling fortresses and my mom could finally abandon this hovel.

      “You okay?” Aspen’s fingers threaded through mine as we reached the door.

      “Yes, more than okay… And no, awful, because you’re leaving and the thought of you with one of those shifters or worse, Fallon, makes me want to rip someone’s heart out. Again.”

      Her eyes chased to mine, and her hand lifted to my cheek. Her gentle touch soothed the rising turmoil, and I leaned into her palm. Of all the females in the world, why did it have to be her? Aspen’s attention was divided by four males, and I knew my chances were slim. The thought squeezed the air from my lungs.

      “I’m sorry,” she finally mumbled. “I can’t imagine what this must be like for you guys. But just know that it’s pretty much torture for me too. Now that there are only four of you left, it’s only getting harder. At first, I had no intentions to fall for any of you. A rueful chuckle slipped from her lips. “And you least of all, Slade.” She wrapped her arms around my neck and drew closer. Her sweet scent enveloped me, and my thoughts swirled back to this morning. My dick throbbed with need. “I want you to know that whatever happens, you’ve been a complete surprise, and I’m so glad I brought you back and we had this time together. I wish we’d met under different circumstances because I would’ve loved to get to know you better without the other guys, the camera, the whole competition.”

      I nodded slowly. A terrible thought occurred to me. What if this was the last time I saw her? What if she didn’t ask me to return to the villa? I pulled her against me and claimed her lips, reveling in her sweet taste. My fingers dug into her hair, angling her head to deepen the kiss. Our tongues entwined in a desperate tango, a final kiss.

      Too soon the sound of approaching footsteps had me pulling away.

      “What was that for?” she asked, breathless.

      “So you don’t forget me.”

      “Slade, after this morning, I could never forget you. Trust me.”

      The flush of her cheeks had me grinning, and I brushed my lips against hers one last time.

      The front door whipped open, and Mom filled the entryway. “I thought I heard something out here.” Her concerned eyes darted to mine. “Are you all right, Sladey?”

      “Not really, Mom.”

      She pulled me into a hug, enveloping me in her warm embrace. “Everything will turn out all right, son. I’m sure of it.”

      “I hope you’re right.”

      “Come on, you two, let’s have some lunch before Aspen has to leave.” Ettie released me, and Aspen squeezed my hand. “The camera crew has been milling around all morning waiting for your arrival. I’m sure they’re anxious to get some footage of the future dark lord.” She shot me a smirk.

      Great, everyone knew now.

      “Very funny, Mom. You know I’m not going to take it, right?”

      She shrugged. “I would wait before you make the decision, Sladey. It’s a big one. Imagine how much good you could accomplish with that title.”

      My brows drew together. In all honesty, I hadn’t considered it at all. Growing up in Zorak’s shadow my entire life, I hated the idea of all of it. But maybe I had been too hasty… I eyed Aspen, a relaxed smile stretched across her face. Would she ever choose me? What if I occupied the throne of the fourth realm of the Underworld?

      I grunted, releasing a long breath. It would never happen.

      Aspen followed Mom into the narrow hallway, the peeling wallpaper making me cringe. Gods, my mother deserved so much more than this. What if I could give it to her?

      We settled into the old couch, and Mom disappeared into the kitchen to make lunch. Aspen turned to me, that tranquil smile still etched into her pretty pink lips. “Maybe you should consider it…”

      “What?” I was certain my eyes nearly popped out of my head.

      “Ettie’s right. You could make things better, just like Azara has.”

      I should’ve kept my mouth shut about the dark lord of the sixth realm and all her accomplishments. Unlike the rest of them, she was good and actually cared about her people and the Underworld.

      “I don’t want it.” I shook my head and loosed another sharp breath. I forced my eyes to meet Aspen’s and coaxed the words out. “What kind of a future would that be for you?”

      “Oh, Slade.” She entwined her fingers through mine and squeezed. “This is so much bigger than us. You have to make the decision that’s right for you, and then I’ll make the one that’s right for me. And after this trip, you’ve made it so much harder.” She let out a rueful chuckle. “When I left the villa three days ago, saying goodbye to the others had been brutal. And now I feel even worse about our goodbye.”

      I was so mesmerized by her words I missed the swirl of darkness coalescing in the corner of the small room. The scent of brimstone and ash wafted to my nose, and my head spun at the figure emerging from the shadows.

      I muttered a curse.

      “Lucifer!” Aspen’s eyes grew wider.

      “What are you doing here?” I growled.

      “What a way to greet your grandfather.” He pouted, pushing out those full lips that I even found impossibly perfect.

      “Until last night, I was fairly certain you didn’t even know I existed,” I grumbled.

      Lucifer clucked his tongue. “Of course I did, Slade. Don’t be so dramatic. I was only waiting for the right moment to become better acquainted with my illustrious grandson.”

      “And now is when you choose?” I eyed the camera overhead. Could Lucifer be doing all this for the show?

      “Actually, I just came to warn you that Aspen will be departing a tad earlier than planned.”

      “What? Why?” she cried.

      He turned his dark gaze on me. “Slade and I have very important matters to discuss and to be honest, my dear, you’re only a distraction.”

      “Mother fu—”

      I wrapped my hand around Aspen’s mouth before the rest of the curse exploded from her lips and turned her to face me. “He’s not worth it. And more importantly, he’s not a man you want as your enemy.”

      She nodded, and I released her reluctantly.

      “Can’t this wait a few more hours?” I glared at the prince of hell.

      Ignoring me completely, Lucifer turned to Aspen. “Dax is already on his way to escort you and the crew to your next destination.” He tossed her a beaming smile. “I hope you’ve enjoyed your time here in the Underworld.”

      “I did, until you showed up.”

      Lucifer laughed, mirth sparkling in his clear blue irises. “I like her. She’s spirited.”

      “I don’t really care what you think,” I shot at my grandsire. “But if Dax is really coming, then maybe you could give us a minute alone since you’ve already robbed us of our last few hours together.”

      With a frustrated sigh, he turned to the kitchen. “Fine, I’ll just see what your mother is up to. She always was a lovely female, and realms, can the woman cook.”

      I didn’t even want to know why he knew that. The thought alone made me shudder. As soon as Lucifer disappeared into the kitchen, I turned to Aspen. There was so much I wanted to say, but I couldn’t string together the words.

      “I’m going to miss you,” she said.

      “Me or the incredible sex?” It was something easy to fall back on.

      “Both.” She laced her hands behind my neck and brushed her lips against mine.

      “I wonder when I’ll see you again.”

      Her lower lip jutted out into an adorable pout. “I guess back at the villa in a week or so.” She paused and worried her lip. “I hope the eliminations aren’t as soon as we get back.”

      “Me too.” I held her gaze, willing the words to my tongue. Curling my hands into fists, I forced my jaw to form the syllables. “I’ve never felt this way about anyone, Aspen. I wanted you to know that. Most females think that because I feed on sexual energy it means I’ve had dozens of women. I have, but it was for necessity rather than true desire. And with you, it’s just different. This morning was like nothing I’ve ever experienced before. You made me feel things I didn’t think I was capable of feeling anymore.” I pressed my lips together, fearing I’d said too much.

      Her hands framed my face, and she fixed my eyes to hers. “Same. And it wasn’t just because it was the best sex of my life.” She smiled. “There’s so much more to you, Slade. Don’t you ever forget that. What I felt with you this morning went so much deeper than just mind-blowing sex. I’ll never forget the connection we share, no matter how this plays out.”

      I nodded slowly. I wanted to chase the feeling away because it felt too much like a goodbye.

      She rose and tugged on my hand, pulling me up with her. “Want to help me pack?”

      I snorted on a laugh. “There’s nothing I’d like less.”
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            HELLO, TIGER
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      Who would be next? The thought bounced around my head like a mad ping-pong ball as the portal churned to life in front of me. Dax and Shep liked to torture me so my next destination was a surprise.

      As I stepped across the mystical vortex, I never thought I’d feel so shitty about leaving the Underworld. The brilliant lights enveloped me, and a gnawing ache ate at my chest. I hadn’t wanted to leave Slade. And it wasn’t just because of the spine-tingling, earth-shattering sex. No, I really liked the guy. And that was a big problem because the more time I spent with each of these bachelors, the more confused I got. I wasn’t supposed to fall for any of them. That had not been the plan.

      Damn you, Romey, for making me audition for this stupid show.

      I hadn’t thought about my old roommate in forever. Gods, I was a terrible friend. I was sure he was watching the show and laughing at me. As the whirling winds of the portal began to slow and a pinpoint of light emerged at the end of the tunnel, a smile parted my lips as I thought about my best friend.

      The portal dumped me in the middle of a lush green forest, a cool breeze skating over my skin as I landed and tripped. Into strong arms and a firm chest.

      “Now this is the type of hello I could get used to.” Deacon’s arms tightened around my waist as he enveloped me against his warm body. “Did you miss me, tiger?”

      Deacon! Gods, I was so relieved it was him. After the kidnapping at the dark lord’s ball, I wasn’t ready for more drama yet.

      I glanced up at Deacon’s sparkling emerald eyes and warm smile and mirrored his expression. “Of course, I did.” The moment the words were out, a swirl of guilt bubbled up. If I was being honest, I hadn’t even thought about any of the other bachelors while I was with Slade. Maybe it had been all the commotion or maybe I’d enjoyed the one-on-one time so much, but the other guys hadn’t crossed my mind for more than a millisecond. Not even Knox or my impending trip to Moon Valley.

      I swallowed hard and forced the spinning thoughts to the back of my mind. This was my time with Deacon, and I promised myself I’d bury all musings of the other bachelors and enjoy only the one I was with. When the big shifter finally released me, I scanned the looming forest surrounding us. No parents. No family.

      “So where is everyone?” I finally asked. I still couldn’t believe I knew virtually nothing about the bachelor I felt closest to.

      Deacon palmed the back of his neck, and a light flush crept over his cheeks. “What, I’m not enough?”

      “You know that’s not what I mean.”

      “It was kind of a trek for my grandpa so I figured I’d bring you to him. No need for him to make the trip.”

      “But Dax opened the portal. Couldn’t he have dropped me off at his house?”

      “My grandpa’s private. He wouldn’t have liked the idea of the prying eyes of Azar knowing where he lives.”

      I barely suppressed the chuckle when the hard set of Deacon’s jaw said he wasn’t kidding. “But the cameras?”

      “Shep agreed to just one remotely manned camera inside his home and no crew.”

      “Wow, that’s pretty impressive.”

      “Oh, I didn’t get him to agree to that. That was all my grandpa. No one says no to Cornelius Clawfoot. He wasn’t once the supreme alpha of all shifters in Marlwoods because he was a pussy cat.” He shot me a smirk and brushed his lips against my cheek. “I can’t wait for him to meet you.”

      “Well, now I’m scared. I’ve met a few supreme alphas and none of them were anyone I’d ever like to run into down a dark alley.”

      “That was a long time ago, Aspen. He really is like a big pussy cat now. Most of the time.” He waved a nonchalant hand. “You ready to go for a ride?”

      Before I could respond, a golden shimmer ran up his legs, curled around his torso and the man before me dropped to the ground. When the mystical haze evaporated, the ginormous tiger leered up at me, licking his lips.

      “You’re kidding, right?”

      A rumbling purr vibrated his enormous chest, and he lowered himself to the ground. I hissed out a curse as I crept toward the grinning beast. Now I understood why the crew had told me my bags would meet me at my destination.

      “You better not drop me, Deacon.”

      He let out a yowl, and the purring increased. Grabbing a tuft of fur between his shoulder blades, I hauled myself onto the enormous tiger. His bony spine ran between my legs, pressing into my apex. Oh no, not again. I tamped down on the lusty urges and wrapped my thighs tighter around his middle.

      “I hope we’re not going far,” I grumbled.

      The big cat chuffed and slowly rose to his feet. I started to slide back, and my fingers tightened around the coarse hair at his neck. I was totally going to fall on my ass.  He started in a slow amble through the forest, and I could’ve sworn I felt eyes on me, dozens of woodland creatures hiding in the dense thicket. Before long the massive creature had sped up to an all-out gallop. I wrapped my legs around his torso, holding on with everything I had. I prayed to all the gods this would be a short trip because the tiger’s coarse hair was chafing my bare legs, and my thighs and calves were already starting to burn.

      I tried to focus on the scenery instead of the bumpy as hell ride, but the whirling deep greens and rushing dark browns were starting to make me nauseous. I lowered my body flush against the big tiger to cut down on wind resistance. “Are we almost there?” I shouted over the rushing breeze and crackling foliage.

      He let out a deep growl. Was that a yes or was he just annoyed by my question? Just when I was about two seconds away from jumping off this tiger bucking bronco, he began to slow. Ahead, I could make out the gentle gurgle of water. The woods thinned out and a brook appeared, the vibrant stream weaving between the foliage. Tiger-Deacon followed it for a few more yards until the narrow river opened up into a bubbling pond surrounded by thick greenery. At the edge of the water stood a jagged cliff. I followed its roughhewn face to the top where another stream of crystal-clear water dribbled down. It was like a beautiful tiny waterfall, a smaller version of my first date with Deacon on the island.

      Funny, he never mentioned the similarity.

      The gigantic tiger dropped down to his haunches, and I slid right off his back, his vertebrae rubbing me in the most inappropriate way the whole glide down. When I was finally back on solid ground, I let out a groan. “Can you just shift back so we can talk already?”

      The mangy cat stretched and let out a leisurely yawn.

      “Come on, Deacon!”

      The corners of the tiger’s dark lips curled, and I could’ve sworn the damn thing was laughing at me. A moment later, the swirl of gold crawled up the orange and black stripes until the mystical haze blanketed the huge creature.

      I blinked, and Deacon stood in front of me, butt-ass naked with a shit-eating grin on his face.

      “Why does your inner beast like to torture me?” I whined.

      “Because it’s just so fun, tiger.” He wrapped his arm around my shoulders and drew me into his side. “Hope you’re up for a swim.”

      “Seriously?”

      He eyed the small lagoon, then the jagged cliff at the mouth. “That’s where we’re going. Through the water is the quickest way.”

      No wonder his grandfather didn’t want anyone knowing where he lived. It was a fantastic hideout. I couldn’t see the entrance to a cave anywhere. After my stint in Moon Valley, I was familiar with the whole living in caves thing. All of wolf territory was dotted with hillside dens. They were actually pretty cozy and most surprisingly modern.

      Slipping my sandals off, I threw them over my shoulder and dipped my toes into the rushing water. Luckily, it was pretty warm and shallow at this part of the pool. It looked like I could make it across without getting my sundress wet. Just to be sure I hiked it up to my waist before I jumped in.

      Deacon’s eyes instantly dipped to my panties, and a deep growl vibrated his bare chest.

      “Oh, come on, it’s no worse than a bikini.”

      He chuckled. “No, it’s so much better.” A mischievous grin split his lips.

      As we waded across knee-deep, the beauty and serenity of the place hit me. After the bumpy ride, I was a little pissy but now I finally took a moment to take in the scenery, and it was blissful. “Did you grow up here?”

      His head wobbled from side to side. “A little here and a little there.” He shrugged. “My Pops has always been a private man. He liked the secluded location, so this has always been his home. My parents, on the other hand, they were nomadic. They preferred life on the move. We traveled a lot as a kid, exploring all the territories within Marlwoods, but we’d always come back to Pops’ place eventually.”

      This was the first time he’d mentioned his parents and judging by the missing spark in his eyes when he spoke, I guessed they weren’t around anymore. As much as I wanted to ask, I decided to let him tell me when he felt like it. I knew what it was like to have a family history you didn’t like to share.

      Deacon reached the edge of the bank first, hauled himself up and grabbed a towel from a hidden nook. Convenient. He wrapped it around his naked lower half before offering me a hand. He yanked me up with such force I stumbled right into him. His chest was like the rock wall we stood beside, reminding me of the powerful creature beneath the surface. I had missed Deacon. I just hadn’t realized it until this moment. Over the past tumultuous weeks, he’d become my rock. I wrapped my arms around his waist and squeezed him in a tight hug. “I missed you.”

      “Me too, tiger.” His chest rumbled beneath my ear, that big cat of his purring away.

      “Are you going to bring the girl up here or are you just going to stand there and fondle her at my door.” The gravelly voice sent my gaze upward, over the smooth limestone rock. An elderly male stood at the top of the cliff, his form still imposing despite his obvious age. Sharp green eyes locked on mine, and his lips twisted.

      “We’ll be right up, Pops,” Deacon shouted. Taking my hand, he led me behind the cliffs, to a narrow opening between the limestones.

      “Cool, a secret entrance?”

      “Something like that.” He smirked.

      We followed the winding passageway up the hill until the narrow corridor gave way to a large atrium with more tunnels shooting off the center. Footsteps resounded across the cavern, and the big male appeared in one of the archways. Now close up, Pops looked even more intimidating than from a distance. His sharp eyes lanced over me and despite the wrinkles and slight hunch in his back, the fearsome former supreme alpha still lingered beneath the sagging skin and brittle bones.

      He grunted after a long minute of staring me down.

      “Pops, this is Aspen. Be nice.”

      Another grumble before he finally stepped closer. “How can you be sure she’s not a spy? She’s a wolf after all. Tyrien probably sent her here to gather intel on us. Those wolves have always wanted feline territory—”

      Deacon darted to his grandfather and clapped him on the back, cutting off his rant. “Pops, I already told you, Tyrien is dead. His son, Aristaeus, is the new supreme alpha, and he’s nothing like his father. He’s a good man, and he’s not trying to hurt us.”

      Cornelius Clawfoot snorted on a laugh, the wiry silver hair on his head dancing on an invisible breeze. “Your father is going to snatch that title right out from under him. Rightfully, it belongs to my son.”

      Deacon’s eyes darkened, the corners of his lips curving down. “Pops, he’s dead. Colin is dead, you remember?”

      “Oh, right.” The old man’s expression fell, and my heart clenched. Both for him and for Deacon. “That title should’ve been yours then. Those damned wolves stole it, and it’s high time we get it back.”

      “Pops, I already told you I’m not interested in the supreme alpha title.”

      His nostrils flared and he hobbled closer, those penetrating eyes intent on mine. “Spy,” he spat.

      I felt like I’d just been dropped into the Mad Hatter’s tea party. Was I going cray-cray or was he?

      “Pops, I’m doing a reality TV show, Hitched Live, remember? This is Aspen. She’s the star of the show, and I’m one of the bachelors. This has nothing to do with Tyrien or the wolves.”

      He waved a dismissive hand and grunted. “What happened to that nice girl Alma you were dating? She comes from a strong tiger bloodline.”

      Deacon’s cheeks burned crimson, and he stepped in front of his grandfather. “That was years ago, Pops.” He placed his big hand on the old man’s shoulder and steered him toward one of the corridors. “I think you need to rest. Why don’t you take a little nap, and I’ll wake you up for dinner?”

      “I’m not tired,” he grumbled. “Even though I didn’t sleep much last night. You know the raccoons are watching me. They sneak in at night, and I see their beady little eyes in my sleep. They’re working with the wolves, I know it.”

      He patted his grandpa on the shoulder and ushered him out as I stood there slack-jawed.

      No wonder Deacon had never mentioned his family. His father had died, and his grandpa obviously wasn’t in his right mind. What happened to his mom? I nibbled on my lower lip as I waited for him to return. Before meeting Pops I’d had a ton of questions about what Deacon had been doing these past days, where Fallon was and countless others that all seemed pretty trivial now.

      The slow approach of footfalls lifted my gaze to the archway. Deacon emerged a moment later, darkness shadowing his handsome features. “Sorry about that,” he mumbled, palming the back of his neck. “I should’ve prepared you for Pops.”

      I shook my head quickly and rushed forward, reaching for his hands. “No, don’t worry about it. He just caught me by surprise.”

      A rueful chuckle spilled out. “Yeah, he’s a surprise all right. No one knows how bad his mental state has gotten. He’s still the former supreme alpha, you know? I didn’t want him to do the show at all, but surprisingly, he insisted. Obviously, he’s forgotten now.”

      “Aren’t people going to find out when the show airs?”

      “Shep agreed that Pops would have finally say on all the footage. He has good moments and bad. You just happened to catch him on the not so great. Anything new or unexpected throws him off. He’ll come around, I’m sure of it.”

      I snaked my arms around the back of Deacon’s neck and pulled him into a hug. A wave of pity crashed over me. He was always the fun, easy-going guy. I never knew what he dealt with at home. Now I wanted to know everything about his family—how had his father died and what happened to his mom.

      “You must have lots of questions…” His words fell away.

      I bit back the barrage and pressed my lips together. “I’m here whenever you need me. I’m just glad to be spending time with you and to finally get to know you better. You know, you are one of my favorites.”

      A smile lit up his handsome face. “Thanks, tiger. I needed to hear that.” He dropped a kiss on my forehead then turned me toward one of the countless corridors shooting from the atrium. “Come on, I’ll show you around and then you can help me make dinner.”

      “Um, if you want me to win Pops over, I’d keep me out of the kitchen.”

      A deep chuckle filled the air, the warm sound soothing my rattled insides. “Okay, then you can do the dishes.”

      “Deal.”
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      Deacon

      

      I stared up at the cracks in the earthen ceiling, each fissure familiar. This had always been my room, even back when I was a little cub. Being here brought all the memories rushing back. I avoided returning to Pops for years after my parents… Bringing Aspen to his home had been a gamble, but he was my only family left. Besides Nix and Kenna, but they weren’t technically my blood. Plus, it would be better to keep their story far from the curious eye of the camera. Shrugging off the thoughts, I glanced down at Aspen, curled into my side.

      We hadn’t done anything but sleep last night and damn, was I hard up this morning. I told myself she needed a minute to reconnect with me or maybe Pops had scared her off, but I couldn’t deny the tiny voice in the back of my head telling me it had something to do with the incubus she’d just left.

      Aspen had kept the details of her visit to the Underworld brief—too brief, which only confirmed the dread. More happened down there than she was telling me. Had she slept with Slade? My tiger let out a deep growl, rumbling my entire chest. Aspen stirred. I inhaled a deep breath, trying to calm him, but it was no use, he was already infatuated with her. My tiger was a possessive thing, and once he’d claimed a female there was no going back. Which was why I didn’t take sex lightly.

      I knew sleeping with Aspen had been a risk, but I couldn’t stop myself. Now it was all I could think about. Maybe it was because I knew I couldn’t have her, not fully anyway. Gods, I wished I knew what had happened with Slade.

      Squeezing my eyes shut, I willed back the dark thoughts. It was a game, and there were three other bachelors still in the running. I had to learn to make my peace with the fact that she could’ve slept with all of them by this point. Besides, with everything going on in Marlwoods with the vampire attacks, I should’ve been focused on protecting my home, on the High Claw Cliff tigers. Then there was Fallon. The timing couldn’t be worse to be freelancing for the SIA. I’d done my best to move my tigers inland and away from the borders where the vampires were picking us off left and right, but there was a storm brewing between our lands. I could feel it.

      I shouldn’t be off on some dating show, and I shouldn’t be tasked with protecting a bastard Fae prince, but here we were. My eyes chased down to Aspen, to her full lips, soft cheeks. I swept back a lock of blonde hair, tucking it behind her ear. The idea of walking away from the show without knowing if she would’ve picked me was unbearable.

      I had to see this out until the end, even if it meant shirking my duties to Fallon. At least, my beta, Hardy, was a capable guy and I knew he’d protect our clan.

      Aspen moved, drawing my attention to her once again. A faint sigh parted her lips. “No!” she cried. “Help! Slade!” I jumped up as her eyes snapped open, her heart thundering against my chest.

      “Whoa, whoa, it’s me, tiger. I’m here. You’re safe.” I sat up and wrapped her in my arms. Her eyes were wide, and a tremor shook her slim frame. “What’s wrong?”

      She drew in a deep breath, and her frantic pulse began to slow. Running her hand through her hair, she loosed another breath. “Just a bad dream…” Her eyes remained cast down.

      I tipped her chin up, forcing her gaze to mine. “Aspen… I work for the SIA. I can tell when someone’s lying to me.”

      Shaking her head, she lay back down, sinking under the covers. “I don’t want to talk about it.”

      A wave of anger pummeled through me as her expression shut down. “What happened in the Underworld? Did Slade hurt you?”

      “No,” she cried.

      “Then who did?”

      “I told you I don’t want to talk about it.”

      “All of Azar is going to find out when the episode airs,” I snarled.

      “There weren’t any cameras where they took me,” she hissed.

      My heart bottomed out, sinking to the soles of my feet. “What? Who took you?”

      “Before you go all ballistic, it wasn’t Slade’s fault.”

      My blood boiled in my veins. “What happened, Aspen?”

      She released a frustrated breath and stared up at the ceiling. “Slade’s deadbeat dad is one of the dark lords of the Underworld. He’s got enemies, and they decided to take their hatred out on me.”

      “I feel like you’ve skimmed over on some pretty important details.”

      She shrugged. “The rest isn’t worth repeating. All that matters is that Slade found me, and he made the bastards pay.”

      “Gods, tiger, I’m sorry.” I huffed out a breath and sank under the covers beside her. I pulled her into my chest and ran my hand through her hair in soft, soothing strokes. “If you ever want to talk about it, I’m here. And I’d be more than willing to drag my ass down to the Underworld and give them all a lesson they’d never forget.”

      A faint smile tugged up the corners of her lips. “I know, Deacon, and I love that about you.”

      My heart staggered on a beat before it began functioning again. Love. It had been so long since anyone had used that word around me, I’d forgotten how it felt. Even if she hadn’t meant it like that, it was still nice. Dammit, I was falling for this girl, and it would only lead to pain.

      “So you love me?” I teased. A part of me just wanted to get her mind off whatever had happened to her in the Underworld. Aspen was tough and if she was having nightmares, it must have been bad.

      She smacked me in the chest, and her smile widened. “You know you’re my favorite. When I’m with you, everything is easy. You’re like my best friend on the show.”

      “No, you did not just say that,” I blurted. “Best friend? That’s like the kiss of death.”

      She let out a laugh, shaking her head. “That’s not what I meant. None of my best friends ever made me moan like you did.”

      My dick twitched at the heated memories. Damn, it had been too long. “Okay, that’s something at least,” I finally mumbled.

      “Sex and attraction are super important, Deacon, don’t get me wrong, but after my last few relationships, I think a strong friendship is just as essential.”

      I slowly nodded. “I’m with you there, tiger.” I brushed my lips against her forehead, and she let out a sigh. “Because I really care about you, if I haven’t made that abundantly clear.”

      “You have.” She smiled up at me. “And I can’t wait to take another ride on your tiger.” She smirked and ran her hand across my chest, her fingers dancing over the swirling tattoos on my upper arm. “But I really want these trips to be about getting to know my bachelors better. I never thought this would be anything more than a game, but the more time I spend with each of you, the more I’m discovering it could be a lot more.” She leaned in and pressed her lips to mine. My tongue snuck between her teeth as my mouth closed over hers, needing more than just a taste. Her body molded to mine, and my erection pressed against my boxers. If we kept this up, I was going to need a very cold shower.

      Aspen pulled away too soon, leaving me horny as hell. Once my tiger had a taste, he was relentless.

      “So what’s the plan for today?” she asked.

      “How about skinny dipping?” I shot her a wicked grin.

      “Deacon…” she scolded.

      “What? That doesn’t necessarily mean sex.”

      “What about your Pops? He already hates me. The last thing I need is him catching us naked in the lagoon below his home.”

      I waved a dismissive hand. “He’s a late sleeper. He won’t even know we’re gone.” Excitement rushed my core as she considered. I almost had her, I knew it.

      She propped her head up on her palm, and a lopsided smile curled her lips. “Okay, on one condition: we wear bathing suits.”

      “Oh fine,” I grumbled. “You’re like the ultimate fun-sucker.”

      She snorted on a laugh and threw back the covers. “I’ll race you down there.”
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      Aspen

      The warm rays of sunlight bathed Deacon’s perfectly tanned skin in a golden glow, accentuating the broad cut of his shoulders and the whirling tattoos snaking down his arms. Stretched out along the peaceful bank of the lagoon, I couldn’t help but stare as he toweled off after our little dip. He’d been right, it had been perfect and just what I needed to drive away the nightmares. I never thought the memories of what those assholes had done to me would follow me home.

      I squeezed my eyes shut driving the dark memories away. I was safe now. I was with Deacon. Out of all the bachelors, he really was the one I felt safest with.

      Tiny cold drops of water fell on my face, snapping my lids open. Deacon hovered over me, droplets falling from his hair. He smiled, and I had no choice but to smile back. His grin was contagious like that.

      “Now what do you want to do, tiger?”

      “I don’t know. This is your family visit. You’re the one that’s supposed to come up with the plans.”

      “My plans involved ravaging you from dawn to dusk, so you’ve kind of put a kink in the itinerary.”

      A laugh burst free, and I reached for him, palming the back of his neck to bring his mouth down to mine. We’d made out pretty extensively during our morning swim but had kept it mostly PG. It wasn’t that I didn’t want to do more, but after sleeping with Slade so recently I was having a hard time switching gears. Which I had to get over because in two more days I’d be making my way to the next bachelor. All this back and forth was sending my emotions on a tailspin.

      “Deacon!” Pops’ raspy voice tore my lips away from the sexy tiger. The old alpha appeared over the ridge, glaring down at us.

      I was suddenly super relieved we hadn’t gone skinny dipping. The idea of Pops catching us naked had my cheeks burning.

      Deacon straightened and helped me to my feet, then he ticked his head up to his grandpa. “What’s up, Pops?”

      “Hardy’s on his way. He says it’s urgent.”

      My tiger growled a curse, and his eyes glassed over. I’d spent enough time with the wolves to know what that meant. He was talking to someone through the pack link, probably this Hardy guy. Tigers, like wolves, could communicate telepathically with the other members of their pack. Technically, a group of tigers was called a streak but that just sounded weird. After spending weeks isolated on a tropical island paradise, it had been easy for me not to think about the fact that Deacon was an alpha. He was responsible for all the High Claw Cliff tigers.

      He blinked quickly, the brilliant green of his eyes glowing, and he shoved his fingers through his damp hair.

      “Everything okay?”

      “No,” he grumbled. “I’m sorry, Aspen, but we’re going to have to take a quick detour before we get to the ravaging.” He shot me a wink, then he turned to his grandpa who still watched us from the top of the cliff. “Pops, change of plans, I’m going to Hardy.”

      “Fine.” He waved a dismissive hand. “Try not to get the girl killed.”

      My head snapped back. “What?”

      Deacon shook his head and threaded his fingers through mine. “Don’t listen to him. Things haven’t gotten that bad yet.” He tugged on my hand and led me to the little niche we’d left our clothes in.

      “So what’s going on?” I asked again.

      “I’ll fill you in on the way.”

      The hard set of his jaw told me not to keep pushing. So I dipped behind the small limestone outcropping and slipped out of my bikini, swapping it out for my little sundress. Probably not the best attire to go traipsing through the woods, but it didn’t seem like we had a lot of time.

      When I emerged from the hidey hole, Deacon paced the length of the shimmering pool. He grabbed my hand and towed me toward the thickening tree line. I practically had to jog to keep up with his long strides.

      “So, what’s going on?” I tried again.

      He huffed out a breath. “Sorry. There’s trouble on the border. Hardy, my beta, just informed me that a couple of the families that had split off from the pack were attacked last night.”

      “Attacked by what?” They were freakin’ tigers after all.

      “Vampires.”

      A chill skirted down my spine, and I couldn’t help my thoughts from swirling back to Dante. The vampire bachelor had compelled Jack and started the disastrous events that eventually led to Fallon admitting the truth about who he was. Dante had been a pawn in all of it, just like all the others. We still had no idea who was after him.

      “Why?” I finally asked. When I’d lived in Moon Valley, though relations had never been awesome between us and the vamps, it hadn’t been outright hostile.

      “You’ve missed a lot while you were home in the human world. There’s been a major shortage on the supply of Blud, the synthetic stuff the immortals are given to quell their appetites. It’s affected the lower classes, the serviles, the most so they’ve taken to raiding along the borders. On top of that, there’s some nut job rebel king trying to band them together.”

      “Yikes. Guess I did miss a lot.”

      He grunted. “The attacks are getting more frequent—” He paused and chomped down on his lower lip. “And more brutal. They’re not just feeding; they’re killing now.”

      That chill squirmed its way up my back again forcing a shudder.

      “Only one female survived and two of the kids are missing. We need to find them before nightfall.”

      “Oh, gods, Deacon, I’m sorry.”

      His head dipped. “Maybe you can channel your hidden wolf and help us track them.”

      I snorted. “I’ll try.” I hadn’t even heard a slight stir from her since those assholes attacked me at the ball.

      The rest of the hike passed by in silence, except for my heavy panting. We were moving so fast I couldn’t catch my breath enough to actually hold a conversation.

      A gut-wrenching cry reached my ears, and I froze mid-step.

      Deacon’s lips twisted, and he canted his head back to me. “We’re almost there.” He jogged the last few yards, and I hurried to keep up with him. When we reached the small clearing, half a dozen tents were scattered around a burnt-out fire. A woman sat on the ground sobbing, blood and dirt splattered across her face. A big male hovered awkwardly behind her. The tiger shifter was huge, bigger than Deacon, with brilliant golden eyes and a jagged scar across his cheek.

      I took a few more steps, and a pungent odor filled my nostrils. I clapped my hand over my mouth, forcing down the bout of nausea. I recognized the smell. There was nothing like the stench of rotting corpses.

      As we moved closer, the dark markings on the ground became clearer. Blood. Not mud as I’d assumed from a distance. So much blood everywhere. I held my breath and kept my gaze on the female to keep the puke from rising.

      Deacon knelt beside the dark-haired woman and curled his arm around her shoulder. “I’m so sorry, Alma.”

      Alma? The name struck a chord. Was this the same woman Pops had mentioned Deacon had dated?

      Another sob rolled through her, shaking her slim shoulders. “Zeke’s dead. He’s dead.” She buried her face in her blood-stained hands, and Deacon rubbed her back in slow circles. She sucked in a sharp breath and stared up at him, her eyes red and swollen. “When they attacked, I sent Malia and Z.J. into the caves, and now I can’t find them. I—I can’t lose them too.” She sniffled as another round of tears streaked across her cheeks, dragging dirt and blood down her face.

      “We’ll find them, Alma. They’re smart cubs. They’re probably just hiding.”

      Her head bobbed up and down, then another sob tore free. Deacon pulled her into his chest and muttered soothingly.

      My heart constricted for the woman and for the bachelor I knew so little about. I never realized how much responsibility he bore. His people looked up to him, needed him, and by the looks of it, he was a great leader. He’d taken all this time off to do the show, to be with me. Well, that and guard Fallon. How did he have time for it all?

      The big guy, who I assumed was Deacon’s beta, scratched at his beard, eyeing me. He must’ve been thinking the same thing.

      Deacon finally released her and turned to me. “Aspen, would you mind staying with Alma while Hardy and I go search the surrounding caves? It’ll be faster if we’re in fur.”

      Umm… “Sure.”

      The female tiger shot me some nasty side-eye. She seemed about as thrilled by the arrangement as I was.

      “Thank you.” Deacon gave me a weak smile and disappeared with his beta into the thicket.

      The moment the males were gone, a heavy silence thickened the air between us. Alma probably didn’t want to talk, right? I should just sit here quietly and let her grieve. I picked at a blade of grass and wrapped it around my finger as the awkwardness grew.

      There was no way I could deal with the silence if the guys were gone for too long. Ugh, I was no good at this sappy stuff. I had no idea what to say to comfort this girl. She just lost her mate, and her kids were missing. What could I say?

      “I’m sorry,” I finally blurted. Way too loudly.

      Her eyes snapped in my direction, a scowl pulling at her lips.

      “I’m very sorry for what happened,” I amended in a quieter tone. “I’m sure Deacon will find your kids.”

      “You don’t know anything about him,” she snarled.

      Whoa. That was unexpected.

      Pure venom lanced over me as her eyes fixed on mine. “I watch the show, Aspen. I’ve seen how you treat Deacon, sleeping around with all the other bachelors. He’s too good for you. You don’t deserve a man like him.”

      A punch in the gut would’ve hurt less. My jaw dropped, and all the air squeezed from my lungs. I just sat there like a gaping idiot. A long moment passed before I finally forced out the words stuck at the back of my throat. “I care a lot about Deacon.”

      She grunted. “Sure doesn’t seem like it.”

      “It’s a dating show, Alma. I’m sorry that I didn’t get the chance to meet Deacon one-on-one like you did.”

      Her puffy eyes widened.

      Ha! Yeah, that’s right, I know all about your history with him, tiger girl.

      “Then you should know how much I care about Deacon. How important he is to me. I won’t let you or anyone else break his heart.”

      Okay, I didn’t know all the details about their relationship, but I sure as hell wasn’t going to admit that.

      “You never get over your first love, even if you were the one to break off the engagement…” Her eyes glassed over, and my jaw nearly scraped the floor.

      What the eff? Deacon had been engaged?
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      Deacon didn’t say a word as we searched what felt like the hundredth hidey hole. Tension radiated from his broad shoulders, and the tendon in his jaw twitched with each step. He let out a growl as he ducked under the opening of the giant bargonia and loosed an exasperated breath. Some of the trees in Marlwoods were so enormous, a small family could live within the massive trunk. Deacon and his beta, Hardy, had searched the caves for hours, but the kids were nowhere to be found. I’d spent way too long with his ex-fiancé, Alma, in a super awkward silence. I’d tried my hardest to be nice, but the she-tiger had nothing but scowls and muttered nasty remarks for me.

      If her mate hadn’t just died and kids weren’t missing, I would’ve had a hell of a lot to say back. Instead, I bit my tongue and held it together while the guys were gone. Finally, Deacon and Hardy had returned, and I’d begged to continue the hunt with my bachelor. Luckily, Alma was exhausted, and Deacon convinced her to go back to the main tiger camp at High Claw Cliff with Hardy.

      So here we were hours later and still searching the forest.

      “I just don’t understand where they could’ve gone,” he growled through clenched teeth. “We’ve searched everywhere, and it’s like they vanished.”

      Neither of us wanted to say it, but we were both thinking the same thing. What if the vamps had taken the cubs? Earlier on in our search, Deacon had filled me in on the situation between the shifters and vampires, and it wasn’t good. Without Blud rations, the serviles, the lesser immortals, were out of control.

      I tipped my head up, the full moon already visible in the darkening sky. We didn’t have long before it was full dark, and the last thing I wanted was to run into some of those serviles out here. I swallowed hard. When vamps were deprived of blood, the bloodlust made them crazy with hunger. They lost all traces of humanity and became nothing more than starving animals. Besides humans, shifters were their preferred meal. A chill skittered up my spine.

      “Hey Deacon, are we going to head back soon?”

      He barely spared me a glance as he trudged further into the darkening woods. “Soon,” he grumbled. The more we searched, the angrier he got.

      I squeezed my arms across my chest and trailed behind him, my feet growing heavier with each step. I hadn’t dared ask him about Alma, but the longer I put it off the more it weighed on me. I didn’t know why it bugged me so badly. I’d never told him about Kole, and a mate bond was way bigger than an engagement. I really had no right to be annoyed, but I couldn’t help it.

      Pressing my lips into a tight line, I trudged along, cursing the mosquitos buzzing around my face. I knew I was being a brat. There were two scared kids out here somewhere, and we needed to find them. I should’ve been proud of Deacon for his dedication to his pack. Gods, I was such an asshole. I broke into a jog and caught up with my tiger bachelor, putting on my best smile.

      I patted him on the back, and it was like brushing a stone wall. His muscles were so tense they were practically vibrating. “Hey, you’re going to find them; I know you will.”

      He grunted and picked up his pace, his long strides quickly leaving me in the dust.

      “Deacon, please don’t shut me out,” I called out after him. “Let me help you.”

      He spun around and dragged his fingers through his hair. A snarl ripped from between his lips. “This is all my fault!” he yelled.

      “What are you talking about?”

      “I never should’ve left, Aspen. I’m their alpha, and I left them to do a stupid reality TV show.” He muttered a curse, pulled his arm back and punched the thick bark of a tree. The sharp crack resonated through the quiet forest.

      My heart hurt. Actually hurt.

      “Things weren’t this bad when I left, but I should’ve been paying better attention to what was going on at home. Instead, I stuck my head between your legs and forgot about all my duties, all my responsibilities.”

      My head snapped back, and anger lanced through my chest, shoving back the hurt. “Fuck you, Deacon,” I growled. “No one forced you onto that show, and it sure as hell wasn’t all about me and you know it. What about Fallon? He’s your duty too, isn’t he?”

      “He’s a grown ass man, a spoiled Fae. I never should’ve taken that damned assignment either. I may have gone on the show for Fallon, but I stayed for you.” He blew out a breath and squeezed his eyes shut, raking his hands over his face.

      I wanted to run, to disappear into the forest and never look back, but I wasn’t suicidal. I had no idea where we were or how to get back to Pops’ house. Not that I’d ever go back there by myself anyway. The old alpha would probably feed me to the vampires.

      I wrapped my arms around my middle, trying to hold myself together. “No one’s stopping you from leaving now,” I finally blurted after a long silence, emotion clogging my throat. Where was that damned drone when I needed it? Maybe I could signal for help. I was so ready to get the hell out of tiger territory. Of all the bachelors, I never expected this from Deacon. I hated that I’d let him get to me. I wasn’t supposed to be falling for any of them. I balled my fingers into tight fists and squeezed my eyes shut. How could I protect myself if I let them in? Stupid, Aspen, so fucking stupid.

      “I’m sorry…”

      I opened my eyes and Deacon stood no more than a foot away from me. My throat tightened, and it took everything I had to keep the knot of emotion from surging out of control.

      “I’m just so angry, Aspen. You’re right, it’s not your fault it’s mine. I just feel so damned guilty. I let my people down.” He shook his head, the depth of emotion in his deep green eyes thawing out the anger. “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean what I said before. I chose to stay; everything is on me. And if I don’t find those cubs… their deaths are on me too.”

      Gods, I wanted to stay angry. His words had cut deep. He was the one bachelor I really cared about and truly trusted. But the anguish carved into his strong jaw broke me. I shoved back the hurt, burying it away in the furthest corner of my heart and reached for his hand. “You’ll find them because you’re wrong. You’re a great alpha. I’ve only spent two days here, and I already know that. And don’t you ever say something so shitty to me again, Deacon, or I’ll send your tiger ass home for good.”

      The corners of his lips lifted into a half-smile.

      “I don’t want you to leave the show, but if that’s what you want, I won’t try to change your mind.”

      He inched closer and took my other hand, lacing his fingers through mine. “That’s the problem, Aspen, I don’t want to leave. I know I should, but I can’t.” His head dipped, lips twisting into a scowl.

      “I know you’ll make the right decision, for you and your tigers.” I tipped up his chin and forced his eyes to mine. “Now come on, we don’t have much more time to find those kids.”
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      The full moon was high in the sky when Deacon’s eyes lit up, the green glow luminescent beneath the moonlight. His nostrils flared, and he pulled me to a run. The rush of running water reached my ears a second before the small pond appeared at the foot of a hill. Two tiny forms coalesced in the darkness, huddled along the bank.

      “Malia? Z.J.?” Deacon’s voice cracked as we raced toward them.

      The little girl began to cry, and her younger brother wrapped her in a tight hug. Deacon jumped into the water, hauling each of the kids under an arm. “You’re okay, I’ve got you,” he murmured soothingly. “You’re safe now.”

      Once they reached the shore, the kids wrapped him in a hug, tears racing down both of their dirt-smudged faces.

      “I want my mommy,” said the little girl. “Daddy…” She shook her head and chomped down on her lower lip. “Daddy’s gone…”

      Oh shit, she knew he was dead. I sent up a prayer to all the gods she hadn’t seen it. No child deserved that.

      “You’ll see your momma soon, Malia. She’s safe back at the camp and you will be too.” Deacon glanced up at the pitch sky as the young boy hung onto his neck. “We’re going to have to wait until tomorrow to go back. I’m sorry, kids, but it’s just too late.”

      Malia began to shake, her lower lip trembling. Deacon tugged her into his chest, running his hands up and down her arms. “Don’t worry, we’ll find a cave and get you nice and warm.” He ran his hand over Z.J.’s head, mussing up his hair and the boy gave him a weak smile. “I’m really proud of you two and your mom will be too.” He eyed the hill that the pond backed up to. “You ran through the caves?”

      Z.J. nodded quickly. “One of the vamps was following us.”

      “We lost him when we jumped into the pond,” Malia finished. “We stayed underwater as long as we could.”

      “Smart thinking, little one.”

      The girl’s curious eyes finally lifted to mine. “I know you…” Her light brows knitted. “You’re on TV with Uncle Deac.”

      “Yup, that’s me,” I muttered, my cheeks flaming. Oh, please don’t tell me Alma let her kids watch the show.

      “You’re pretty,” said the boy, and the heat only intensified across my face.

      “Okay, enough eyeing my girl, Z.J. Let’s head into the caves and get some rest. It’s been a long day, and you’ll need it for the trek back to camp tomorrow.”

      The kids clung onto Deacon like cute baby koalas, one hanging off each massive arm and I couldn’t deny the twinge in my lady parts. I was miles away from having kids; I wasn’t even sure I wanted any at all but seeing him with them was kind of adorable.

      Deacon led the way to the caves at the opposite side of the pond. A hidden entrance at the back provided the perfect spot to camp out. Not like I was super thrilled about spending the night in vamp infested woods, but I was exhausted. Deacon paused at the mouth of the cave, his green eyes luminescent in the dim light. He reached around a wall and pulled out a torch.

      “Convenient,” I mumbled.

      “Wait till you see this.” He slid open a hidden compartment on the handle and revealed a box of matches. “This means light and warmth.”

      “What more could we ask for?” I shot him a smirk.

      A few minutes later, the four of us were huddled around the fire, the chill that had settled into my bones finally seeping away with the heat. Deacon gesticulated wildly as he recounted stories of when he was a crazy young cub, and the kids were eating it up. Before long the siblings huddled together, eyelids drooping.

      Deacon rose and slipped his shirt over his head. Creeping closer, he tucked the pair in with his oversized tee.

      My cynical heart pretty much doubled in size as he returned and settled in beside me. Seeing him like this, it was easy to forget all the anger from an hour ago. He stretched out his arm and offered me a spot on his chest. It would definitely make a better pillow than the hard ground. So I scooted into his side and lay my head on his warm skin.

      “Are we okay, tiger?” he whispered, his breath whirling through my hair.

      “Yeah, Deac, we’re okay.”
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      A sharp pang in my bladder pulled me from a restless sleep. My heavy lids slowly opened, and it took me a second to figure out where the heck I was. The fire still burned, but barely, revealing the cave. I pressed my thighs together, hoping I could staunch the urges, but mother nature was calling and there was no denying her. I slipped out from under Deacon’s arm and crept to the opening of the cave.

      Shit. Still dark.

      I did a little dance as I considered my options. I could pop a squat in the cave, but that was pretty gross, especially since we all had supernatural scent. Steeling my nerves, I took a step outside, then another. I didn’t have to go far, I’d find the nearest tree, pull up my dress and I’d be back in the safety of Deacon’s arms in no time.

      My soft footfalls sounded like an elephant stomping through the forest. Each step, each crunch of grass, had my pulse skyrocketing. I’d only made it about ten yards from the cave when I decided I’d gone far enough.

      Lifting my dress, I squatted and tugged off my panties. I barely suppressed a groan of pleasure as my bladder let loose. A long minute later, I breathed a sigh of relief and turned back toward the cave.

      A dark blur raced across my peripheral vision, and my heart jackhammered against my chest. Another one on the opposite side. No. No. No. I lifted the skirt of my sundress and ran.  I made it a few yards max when an arm wrapped around my waist and hoisted me off the ground.

      I let out a shriek as the iron band tightened around my torso. “Let go of me!” I hissed. I kicked and squirmed, but the male’s hold was relentless. From the corner of my eye, two gleaming fangs glistened beneath the moonlight.

      Shit, shit, shit!

      The vampire ran his nose across my shoulder and groaned. “You smell delicious, girl.”

      “Well, I’m not,” I growled and threw my head back. The snap of bone breaking sent a swirl of satisfaction all the way down to my toes.

      “You wolf bitch! You broke my nose!”

      I’d hoped his hold would’ve loosened, but instead, it only grew tighter as he hissed and cursed.

      “Just for that, I’m going to kill you,” he snarled.

      Double shit.

      A piercing pain lanced across my shoulder, and I let out another scream as fangs punctured my skin. My head lolled back as the vampire venom invaded my body, and my thoughts began to swim. Holy shit, vampire venom was better than sex… but not as much fun. A crazy giggle burst from my lips. I barely noticed the two other vampires surrounding us until twin pricks pierced my wrists.

      A deep growl reverberated through the night air, jerking me from the venomous haze. My heavy lids opened, and I could just make out a huge tiger racing toward us. Deacon. He leapt at the furthest vamp, and a spine-tingling scream rent the air. Warm liquid spurted across my face, and nausea scrambled up my throat.

      My captor finally released me, but my weak knees betrayed me with that damned vamp venom still coursing through my veins. And how much blood had I lost? I hit the ground with a smack, pain reverberating up my tailbone. Shaking it off, I dug my fingers into the dirt trying to push myself up. A chorus of howls broke through the chaos, and my head whipped back and forth as the hair on the back of my neck stood on end.

      A pack of wolves, led by a huge black one, appeared through the thicket. They took off after the other two immortals while Tiger-Deacon finished off the first one. I just sat there, my jaw unhinged as the ginormous tiger ripped the vamp’s head off.

      Fuck me. When had my life become this insane?

      Licking his lips, the big tiger sauntered closer. It took all my self-control to keep from running. Deacon’s tiger was scary AF on a normal day, but with blood dribbling down his jaw he was damned terrifying.

      A golden haze blossomed around his furry paws and crawled over his frame until it completely blanketed his beautiful orange-and-black striped fur. When the mist dissipated, Deacon stood in front of me in all his naked glory. I jumped up and leapt into his arms, despite the blood and mud coating his skin.

      “Are you okay?” he mumbled against the shell of my ear.

      Shit, that’s right. I must’ve been a bloody mess too. “Yeah, I’ll be okay.” I clamped my hand over my neck, and it came back all wet and sticky. Bastard vampires. I squeezed him tighter against me, and my heartrate finally slowed to a more normal beat.

      “I was so worried about you, Aspen. When I heard you scream…” He shook his head and cupped my cheek. “If anything had happened to you, I never would’ve forgiven myself.”

      I ran my hand over the stubble on his cheek and gave him a reassuring smile. “I’m okay, and it was my choice to be here so don’t blame yourself for any of it.” The hair on my arms prickled, and my head whipped toward the forest. Five wolves emerged from the thick tree line, the big black one leading the pack. The wolf was monstrous, like nearly the size of Deacon’s tiger.

      “Thanks for coming, Hunter,” Deacon called out.

      The black wolf dipped his head. A moment later, he was back in skin, striding toward us. An overwhelming sense of maleness pummeled into me as he approached. The air thickened with each step closer, and every hair on my body stood at attention. What the hell?

      The male’s golden eyes seared into mine, and his lips twisted into a pout. “Why don’t I know you?” he asked when he reached us.

      My jaw dropped as I took in the gorgeous male. Also totally naked.

      “You’re a wolf, aren’t you?” Those eyes lanced into me with a laser-like intensity that had my entire body reacting.

      “Sort of,” I finally mumbled.

      “Hunter, meet Aspen. Aspen, meet Hunter, the supreme alpha of Marlwoods.”

      Ohhh. Heat swam across my cheeks, and I wanted to find the nearest hidey hole and disappear forever. This was the new supreme alpha of the entire shifter territory. He was the head of the wolves, tigers and bears, oh my!

      Deacon was right, I had missed a lot since my banishment to the human world.

      “I really appreciate you and your men coming out to lend a hand,” said Deacon.

      “Of course. We all must work together to defend our lands.”

      “I’ve heard things have gotten worse in the past few weeks.”

      Hunter nodded, his brilliant golden eyes dimming a notch. “Much worse. The vampire queen keeps promising her Royal sicari will take care of the rebel vamps, but so far her elite slayers haven’t been able to stop the invasion. I’m worried what this will mean for our people.”

      My heart constricted, guilt gnawing at my insides. The tigers needed their alpha, and it was because of me that he wasn’t here.

      “Please, come back with us to High Claw Cliffs,” said Deacon. “I need to get the kids back home, and there are some things I’d like to discuss with you before you return to Moon Valley.”

      My heart staggered on a beat at the mention of wolf territory. Did Hunter know Knox? Did he know about my humiliation? Hopefully not since he hadn’t recognized me.

      Deacon tugged me into his side and whispered, “I’m sorry, Aspen, do you mind? Hunter and I have some important matters to go over.”

      “No, not at all. I’m pretty sure I’ll pass out as soon as we get back to your Pops’ house anyway.”

      “Thank you.” He brushed his lips against my forehead and offered a weak smile. I cared about Deacon so much, and I hated seeing him so torn like this. Should I do the noble thing and let him go?
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      I didn’t want to let him go. I wasn’t noble. I was selfish, and I wanted Deacon. But did I want him more than Slade, or Fallon, or Knox? Because that would be the only way this would be fair to him. I raked my hands over my face and stared at my reflection. Despite the good night of rest and a shower, I felt icky. Guilt ate at my insides, the hole growing bigger by the minute.

      Deacon and Hunter, the supreme alpha of Marlwoods, had been up all night discussing the vampire threat. I’d stayed up for a while listening until my lids were so heavy I couldn’t keep them from drifting closed. Deacon had crawled into bed with me at some point, and I’d awoken in his arms. Which I loved.

      I squeezed my eyes shut as my heart stamped out a ragged beat. Shit. Did I love Deacon?

      “Hey, tiger, you coming back to bed?” Deacon’s voice seeped through the bathroom door, and my breath caught.

      “Yeah, coming,” I called out. I’d snuck out of bed while he was sleeping. Dammit, I should’ve been quieter. I wasn’t ready to talk to him yet. A part of me knew what I should do, but I couldn’t bear the thought.

      I splashed some water on my face and ran my fingers through my damp hair. There was one other thing we needed to talk about before I made my decision. It may have seemed stupid now, but I needed to know more about his engagement to Alma. Her mate was gone now and after seeing her obvious connection to my bachelor, could they have a future?

      The idea of Deacon with anyone else had my non-existent wolf’s hackles raised. Shaking off the useless thoughts, I sucked in a breath and stepped out of the bathroom. Deacon was sprawled across the bed, his massive form taking up the whole mattress. In only tight boxer briefs, he was so damned tempting.

      “I thought you’d left me forever.” His deep green eyes found mine, and my heart stuttered. He sat up and held out his arms, a sweet smile curving his lips.

      I crawled into bed and his hands came around my hips, tugging me into his lap.

      He swept a lock of blonde hair behind my ear as his intense eyes regarded me. “I’m sorry about yesterday.”

      I shook my head and offered him a weak smile. “You don’t have to apologize again. You were under a lot of pressure, and I get it.”

      “Thanks, tiger. You’re being very understanding about this.” He blew out a breath as his hand curled around the back of my neck. “I feel like we’ve gotten so off-track. This wasn’t at all how I’d imagined this visit to go.”

      “Me either.” Today was our last day. This evening, I was off to visit a new family. Would it be Fallon or Knox? A wave of anxiety pummeled through me at the thought.

      “I hope it’s not too late to salvage a little time together?” He lifted a mischievous brow before his lips claimed mine.

      I wrapped my arms around his neck as his big arms enveloped me in warmth. Being with Deacon was so easy, so comfortable. His lips moved over mine, and I lost myself in his heated kisses. There was nothing I wanted more right now than to forget everything. But I had to ask him about Alma. And I had to tell him about Kole. If I was going to take him away from his duties, he deserved to know everything. All our cards had to be out.

      My aching body screamed as I pulled away from Deacon’s embrace and sat back. “We have to talk.”

      A scowl replaced the easy smile, and he inched back, leaning on his palms. “That doesn’t sound good.”

      “Being here has made me realize a lot of things. It’s so easy to get caught up in a lusty bubble on the island and forget that we all have real lives we’ll inevitably go back to. Seeing your life was incredibly eye-opening.” I paused and let out a breath. “You’re an incredible alpha, Deacon. The High Claw Cliffs tigers are lucky to have you. I hate taking you away from them. And before I do for another week or two or three, or who knows what the producers have in mind for us… I need to tell you something.”

      “What?”

      “The real reason I ended up on this show.”

      “Okay…” He took my hand and squeezed. “You can tell me anything, Aspen.”

      I drew in a breath, steeling my nerves. There was no way I was getting into the nitty gritty, but even tiptoeing around what happened with Kole had my insides churning. “Remember how I told you that Knox and I knew each other from Moon Valley?”

      He nodded slowly.

      “Knox’s twin brother, Kole, was my mate.” I spat out the words before I could chicken out. The moment they were free it was like a huge weight had been lifted off my chest.

      Deacon’s eyes were wide, jaw twitching. “Was?” he finally asked.

      “He rejected me only a few weeks after the mate bond clicked into place.”

      His eyes grew even wider, the deep green nearly eclipsing his dark pupils.

      “Because I couldn’t shift. His father’s an alpha and a total asshole, and I’m sure he made him do it. Couldn’t risk Winterclaw pups who couldn’t shift.”

      “I’m so sorry, Aspen…” He shook his head and let out a breath. “That’s why you and Knox have such an interesting relationship.”

      “Yup. I pretty much hated the guy ever since I left Moon Valley with my non-existent tail between my legs. But somehow things changed between us along the way. I guess I wasn’t the only one who’s suffered under Kole and his father’s cruelty.”

      His head dipped slowly, and I could almost see the gears grinding as he took it all in. “His twin? Damn.” He let out a hiss. “Let me guess, the producers handpicked him for the drama?”

      “Of course, they did. Slimy douchebags.”

      A half-smile tugged at the corner of his lips.

      “Anyway, I was pretty fucked up over it for a long time which was why I agreed to do the show. I just wanted to get back at Kole for the hell he put me through. And I wanted you to know the truth.”

      “I’m glad you told me. A lot of things make more sense now.” His lips twisted, and a scowl marred his handsome features. “I know how brutal breaking a mate bond can be. I’m really sorry you had to endure that. If you want me to go to Moon Valley, I’d be happy to kick Kole’s ass too.” He smirked, and a matching grin spread my lips.

      “Thanks. As awesome as that sounds, I probably shouldn’t stir shit up before the family visit.”

      “Oh man, that’s right.” He clucked his teeth. “That should be a fun trip.”

      “Yeah, I’m not exactly looking forward to it.”

      “You must really like Knox if you’re willing to dredge up the past for him.”

      Again, I could see his thoughts spinning. Why? Why would I put myself through such torture for Knox? Sometimes, I wondered the same thing. My mind drifted to the wolf, and my extremely convoluted feelings for him. I’d promised myself I wouldn’t think about the other bachelors while I was on these family trips, and I’d mostly succeeded. Until now. “It’s complicated,” I finally mumbled. “Speaking of the past…” Better to rip off the band-aid all at once.

      Deacon’s lips curled into a rueful smile. “I take it you talked to Alma yesterday?” He huffed out another breath.

      My head bounced up and down. “Why didn’t you tell me?”

      “Probably for the same reason you didn’t tell me about Kole.”

      “Did you love her?”

      “I did.” He nodded slowly. “We weren’t fated mates. It was a strategic alliance for the good of our pack, but I did love her. We dated for a while on and off when we were kids, and then our families arranged the mating when she turned eighteen. We were young, but in love, so we agreed.” The corners of his lips curved down, and darkness seeped into his brilliant irises. “Then the mate bond clicked between her and Zeke, and that was that.”

      My heart clenched at the sadness carved into his strong jaw. “I’m so sorry…”

      He waved a dismissive hand. “It’s history now, Aspen. All of it. I just want to move forward.” He drew me onto his lap again, digging his fingers into my hips. “You’re the first girl since Alma that I’ve really connected with. Hell, that I’ve brought into my bed. Everything I said yesterday was bullshit. I want to be on that island with you. Another few weeks isn’t going to change anything. Hardy is a capable beta, and I know he can protect our clan. They’ll understand why I had to leave again.”

      “Deacon, I just don’t want you to be torn between your duty and me.”

      “I’m not, Aspen. I’m in this for you.” His lips claimed mine, muffling my final objections.

      There was so much more I wanted to say, needed to say, but getting lost in Deacon was so much easier. His mouth released mine only long enough to tug my nightie over my head. An appreciative growl rumbled Deacon’s chest as his heated gaze razed over me. Then his lips were back on mine as his hands began to explore my body. His palms skated up my back and around to the flat planes of my stomach before sliding higher. He cupped my breast, and I arched against him as his fingers found my nipple.

      He deepened the kiss, and my hips began to move, his erection pressing into me. It had been too long since I’d been with my tiger. It was like coming home.

      My hands splayed across his massive chest, fingers dancing across every dip and valley of his perfectly sculpted torso. The strength and raw power of his hidden beast lay just below the surface. I could feel him trying to surge free as Deacon began to move beneath me. I reached between our bodies and slid my hand beneath the waistband of his boxers. He was so hard, so ready and so was I. I wrapped my hand around him, moving up and down his silken shaft and he let out a groan.

      “Oh gods, Aspen, it’s been way too long.”

      “Agreed,” I rasped out as I quickened my pace.

      His mouth moved from mine down to my breast. He took my nipple between his teeth, and I let out a yelp. With a dark chuckle, he sucked it into a tight peak. I wriggled in his lap, the heat building in my core and drenching my panties.

      I lifted up and slid his boxers down, revealing his cock. Beads of moisture glistened on its thick head, and my lady parts clenched in anticipation. His hands gripped my hips and lowered me onto him. In, in and further still. My insides stretched to accommodate his hard length, and a jolt of pleasure zipped through my core.

      His hips rocked against me, slow at first, then faster and faster until I was bouncing in his lap, each thrust pushing me closer to the edge. I needed this. Oh gods, I hadn’t even realized how badly I’d needed to reconnect with Deacon. The head of his cock rammed against the bundle of nerves at my apex, again and again. I sucked in a sharp breath as he hit the spot. My toes curled, and I let out a moan.

      “Don’t stop,” I panted.

      “I’m just getting started, tiger.” He shot me a mischievous grin. “We’ve got a lot of catching up to do.”

      He tightened his hold on my hips and spun me around, splaying me out on the mattress. Slowing his pace, he dragged out each thrust as he hovered over me. I palmed his ass, driving him deeper. A riot of sensations tumbled through my lower half, and I closed my eyes, getting lost in the pleasure.

      “Look at me, tiger. I want you to see me when I make you come.”

      My eyes snapped open, the rush of heat intensifying below. Holy shit that was hot. I met his lusty gaze, the brilliant emerald aglow.

      “You’re leaving tonight, and I want to make sure you remember me when you’re with the others.” His lips pursed, and a scowl threatened to ruin his handsome face.

      I rocked my hips, meeting each of his thrusts. “I’d never forget you, Deacon. You were the first guy I met and the first one I started to fall for.”

      His brows lifted, and a slow smile spread his lips.

      “I know I should let you go, but I don’t think I can,” I muttered against his mouth.

      “Don’t. Don’t let me go, Aspen. Not for me anyway. If you can’t see a life with me, fine, but don’t do it for my own good. I’m a big boy, and I know what I want. And right now, that’s you.” He plunged into me, and a sharp groan tore from my lips.

      Wrapping my legs around his hips, I moved against him, driving him deeper and deeper. His cock slid in and out, in and out and each plunge propelled me closer. His eyes locked on mine, and his hand moved between us. I clenched around him as his finger pressed the tight bundle of nerves at my apex.

      I let out a moan as pleasure ripped through me, the spiraling heat raging across every inch. Deacon thrusted a few more times, my insides clenching and spasming around his cock as he came. Holy tiger babies!

      Aftershocks shuddered through me, and I lay there with Deacon still inside me, a satisfied smile stretched across his gorgeous face. He lowered his forehead to mine and brushed his lips against my own. He tasted salty and sweet, that animal musk pervading my nostrils and awakening my inner she-wolf.

      “Mmm,” I mumbled. “That was pretty good.”

      “Just pretty good?” he barked. “That was some of my best work.”

      I snorted on a laugh. “It was perfect, Deacon, just like you.” I cupped his cheek, my thumb grazing the soft stubble. “Do you have any idea what a catch you are?”

      He shrugged, and a twinge of light pink rosied his cheeks.

      “I could see myself falling for you so easily…” I chomped down on my lower lip as hot tears burned my eyes. I had to be strong; I had to do the right thing when it came to Deacon. He deserved that.

      “Don’t do it, Aspen. Don’t eliminate me out of some misguided attempt at doing the right thing.”

      I framed his face with my hands, and a tiny part of my heart shattered. I knew what I had to do. I kissed him again, then rolled out from under the big beast. “I’m going to jump in the shower again.”

      “That’s it?”

      I slid to the edge of the bed, wrapping the bedsheet under my arms and glanced at him from over my shoulder. “If I don’t walk away now, I’ll never do it.”

      “Then don’t,” he growled.

      “I have to. I’m sorry.” I swallowed down the tightness in my throat.

      He caught my wrist before I could get away. “Why?”

      “Because I’m falling for you, and that wasn’t the plan! You deserve better than me, Deacon, so much better.”

      “That’s bullshit, Aspen, and you know it.”

      I wriggled free of his hold and forced myself off the bed. “It’s not and you know it, too. Please, just let me do the right thing for once.”

      “So that’s it? Was that a final farewell fuck?” His emerald eyes lanced into mine, and my heart sputtered out. “You don’t want me to go back to the island after all the family visits?”

      I forced my head to whip back and forth, but at the last second, I broke. My lower lip quivered. “I do, Deacon, I really do. I just—I don’t know if I’ll be strong enough to make the right decision if you do.”

      “Let me worry about what’s going on with my pack.” He jabbed his finger into my chest, at my heart. “You worry about what’s going on in here.”

      I clenched my teeth to keep the tears at bay for a few more seconds, then I could cry my eyes out in the shower.

      “I’ll see you back at the villa in a week.”
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        * * *

      

      Eek! Don’t worry dear readers, you won’t have to wait long after that terrible cliffy! The final book in the series, Savage Love comes out on March 14th and you can preorder it now! Read on for a special sneak peek…
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      Chapter 1 – Effing Family Reunion

       

      The whipping winds of the portal slowed, and a brilliant light appeared at the end of the infinite vortex. My lids snapped shut, the brightness too much after the extended period of black. A second later, I landed on the quiet cobblestone street, my ears still buzzing. Cobblestone? Ornate iron lanterns lined the quaint sidewalks along the row of shops and boutiques. Scanning the old Tudor-style buildings with thatched roofs and dark oak trim, my heart let out a whimper. I was so sure I would’ve landed in Moon Valley next. I’d already been in shifter territory after all. What the hell was I doing in Maginaria?

      It took a minute for the relief to set in. As much as I wanted to see Knox, the idea of facing Kole had my stomach twisted in monster-sized knots. And after that tumultuous goodbye with Deacon, another drama-filled situation would’ve ravaged my broken heart. No, this would be good. I’d take the break and enjoy it. 

      Now… where was Fallon, and why were we in the land of magic?

      I hadn’t had much time to think about the Fae bastard prince, but now that it was his turn for a family visit, I wondered what he’d been doing this whole time. I’d briefly asked Deacon about it, and he claimed to have no idea. Which I wasn’t sure I fully believed. Deacon… another sliver of my heart splintered.

      Fallon—wait a second. Deacon couldn’t just leave the show even if he wanted to. He’d been hired to protect the Fae royal. His duty came above all else and abandoning Fallon wasn’t in his blood. Maybe my tiger’s return to the villa wasn’t only about me.

      The whoosh of rushing wind jerked my attention down the quiet street. Another portal appeared down the block, and a familiar body tumbled out of the spiraling vortex. Fallon barely stuck the landing, strands of his typically perfect hair whipping in the mystical wind. His arms shot out, and he teetered for a second before turning to face me.

      “Well, hello there, stranger.” He strode toward me, his silver locks glistening beneath the moonlight.

      “Long time no see.” I shot him a smirk. There’d been something intriguing about Fallon from the beginning. Maybe it was the whole lying about who he really was that I’d immediately gravitated toward. I was a sucker for guys that were trouble.

      He stepped closer and pulled me into his broad chest. Every time I was in Fallon’s arms, I wondered what the hell kind of faery he was. I’d never seen a Fae stacked like this guy. “I missed you,” he whispered, his icy breath skating over the top of my head.

      “Me too.”

      “I hope you got a nice break from all the murder and mayhem.”

      My thoughts flitted back to the past week, to my stay in the third realm of the Underworld and camping out in High Claw Cliffs. “Not exactly,” I muttered. “Actually, it was anything but relaxing.”

      Fallon’s silvery brows shot up. “Really? What happened?”

      “I’ll fill you in when we get home—” I paused and chomped down on my bottom lip. “Where are we going by the way?”

      He shrugged. “I have no idea. I thought you’d know.”

      “Me?”

      “I don’t know. I thought maybe the producers had filled you in on their master plan.”

      Damn, I’d totally forgotten about that. They had mentioned they’d had something in mind weeks ago since we couldn’t exactly spend time at Winter Court with his secret dad the king.

      “Why do you think we’re in Maginaria?”

      Fallon’s shoulders lifted for an instant before his brows slammed together. “No… it can’t be.”

      “What?” I squealed as he paced a tight circle, his breaths suddenly ragged.

      He eyed the dark sky above us, then his gaze dipped back to mine. “You remember what I told you about my mother? The one I’ve never met?” he whispered.

      My mind flickered back to the conversation when he finally came clean about everything. I checked the darkness for a roving drone, which I imagined was what he’d been doing a moment ago, and it was all clear. “You said she was a witch,” I whisper-hissed.

      He nodded slowly, paling.

      “You think Shep somehow found your mom?”

      “Maybe…” He raked his hands over his pallid face and loosed a breath. “Why else would we be here?”

      “Then what are the producers waiting for? Where is everyone?” My head whipped back and forth, scanning the dim streets. Was this all a set up? Were they watching us on hidden cameras like the time we’d been attacked at the bath house? The hair on the back of my neck rose, and a faint growl ricocheted across my chest. I moved closer to Fallon.

      His head swiveled from side to side, but a long minute later the tense set of his shoulders relaxed. Nothing. “Come on, let’s walk into the center of town. The crew will come find us when we’re needed.”

      He offered me his hand, and I weaved my fingers through his. We strolled down the cobbled sidewalk, like a normal couple out on a quiet date night.

      “This is weird, right?” I finally asked.

      “Very.”

      “Unless something happened that’s keeping Shep and the crew away.”

      “Like what?” Fallon arched a silver brow.

      “Maybe there was another attack on the island.”

      “But no one’s there.”

      That reminded me… “Where have you been this whole time?”

      “Hiding out.”

      “Where?”

      He dipped his gaze to the floor. “It’s probably safer if you don’t know.”

      For a second, I’d forgotten how annoying all of Fallon’s secrets were. “Look, whether you like it or not, I’m involved now. I have been since the moment you set foot on the island. So don’t be shady with me. I’m in it up to my eyeballs.”

      A rueful chuckle slid out as he slanted me a sidelong glance. “Okay, I’m sorry. I get it. I was in the human world, no place special. Kind of embarrassing actually. Just spent the week in a rundown motel off I-95 somewhere in Georgia and ordered lots of delivery.”

      I cocked a skeptical brow at the big Fae. “I would never in a million years see you in a place like that.”

      “Exactly the point.” He ticked his head at a small café at the end of the street, a light flickering on the neon sign that read Fay’s Fixings. “Speaking of delivery, are you hungry?”

      “I can always eat.” And it was almost dinner time.

      “Let’s go check it out.” 

      Fallon held the door of the café open, the tingle of the bell over the doorway sharp against the odd stillness surrounding us. As soon as we stepped inside, the charred, smoky scent of magic assaulted my sensitive nostrils. Even though I couldn’t shift, I’d inherited my MIA wolf’s enhanced senses. Which was not always a good thing.

      A tall blonde walked toward us, her hair in a messy bun with a pen sticking out the top. Her red-and-white checkered apron was cinched tightly at her waist, revealing a surprising hourglass figure. She was probably in her mid-forties, but if she’d been in a dress instead of a diner, she could’ve easily passed for a model or movie-star. I eyed the woman, something weirdly familiar about her. “Table for two?” she asked.

      Fallon just stared at her, the crease between his brows growing deeper by the second. When another long minute passed without him answering, I nodded. “That’ll be great.”

      The café, like the streets we’d just walked through, was empty. The waitress led us to a booth in the back and dropped two menus on the checkered table, an exact match to her apron. “I’m Fay, just let me know when you’re ready to order.”

      Fallon’s eyes trailed the woman as she sauntered back behind the counter. Okay, so she was attractive, but he didn’t have to stare like that. I dug my elbow into his side, and he whirled at me, jaw slightly unhinged.

      “What’s the matter with you?” I hissed. 

      “I think that’s my mother.”

      “What?” I shrieked, and Fay’s head spun in our direction.

      Fallon shot me a glare, and I gave our waitress a sheepish smile. “Sorry about that.” She returned to whatever she was doing behind the counter, and I whispered, “Why would you say that?”

      “I don’t know.” His eyes were glued to the back of her head. “I just had this weird feeling when I saw her. Like every cell in my body started to tingle.”

      “Are you sure you’re not just hard up…”

      “No!” he hissed. “Gods, Aspen, that’s disgusting. I really think that woman is my mother.”

      I snuck a peek at the waitress over my shoulder again. Was that why she’d seemed familiar to me? Blonde hair, blue eyes, tall. They really didn’t share any physical characteristics besides both being abnormally good looking.

      She looked up from her phone and her eyes met mine, the brilliant blue so damned familiar. Like I’d seen it hundreds of times… “She does remind me of someone. I just can’t place it.” I grabbed Fallon’s face, squeezing his lips together as I turned his head from side to side. High cheek bones – check, pert, straight nose – check. “I don’t know, Fallon. I guess she could be…” If this had been reality instead of reality TV, I would’ve said no way, but given our sneaky producer and his thirst for drama, I wouldn’t put anything past him.

      “So what do I do?” A tremor laced his tone, and I actually felt bad for the guy. His whole life he’d been lied to and now, here we were possibly facing his biological mom.

      “You said your father compelled her, right? So she’d have no idea you even existed.”

      He nodded slowly.

      “Let’s ask her some questions. Maybe we can piece together a timeline.” And if that failed, I was sure the big dramatic reveal would be coming up sometime soon anyway.

      “Okay,” he breathed, his eyes intent on the woman.

      I reached for the menu and picked a salad at random. There was no way I was going to be able to eat now. Once I’d made my decision, I glanced up at Fallon. “You ready?”

      “As ready as I’ll ever be.”

      Turning around, I waggled my fingers at Fay. “We’re all set to order now.”

      She gave me a smile, tucked her phone into her apron and sauntered over. Pulling out a small notepad, she pressed her pen to the paper. “What can I get you two?”

      “I’ll have the Mystic Salad--” I paused. I needed to get this woman talking somehow. “Unless there’s something else you’d recommend. We’re not from Maginaria.”

      “I could tell.” She smirked then turned her inquisitive gaze to Fallon. “I’ve always had an affinity at guessing supernatural races.”

      Bingo. “Ooh, let’s hear it! What do you think we are?”

      She crinkled her nose as she regarded me. “You’re too easy, honey. All you shifters smell the same. But your wolf’s scent is more faint than most.”

      I was surprised she could sense her at all. I almost told her my sad story, but then I remembered this night was not about me. “One out of two, so far.” I jerked my thumb at my silent friend, who still stared straight ahead, barely breathing. “How about this guy?”

      She drummed her fingers on the table, her blue eyes intent on his. The icy lilac pulsated under her scrutiny. “You’re a tough one, big guy. I can sense some magic, but it’s buried deep.” Fallon stiffened beside me, his thigh like a rock against my leg. “But there’s something else too. Something I can’t quite put my finger on.” She leaned across the table, so her nose almost touched his. Now with a close-up view of their profiles, I was starting to see more of a resemblance. Or maybe it was just in my head. She huffed out a breath, straightened, and slapped her hands on her hips. “Well, you’ve got me. I just can’t tell what you are.”

      A tight smile crept across Fallon’s lips but still not a word came out.

      “So are you going to keep me in the dark?” Her light brows knitted.

      “You were right,” I answered when my bachelor remained mute. “He’s a magical mutt. Nothing too exciting. What about you? I’d guess witch since we’re in the land of magic, but I definitely do not have any great powers of deduction.”

      “That’s right, honey, I’m a witch. Non-practicing though.” Darkness settled over her features, and she pressed her notepad to her chest.

      Normally, I would’ve taken the hint from her expression and not pried, but tonight, I was on a mission. “Why not? I always wished I’d been born with magic. Being a shifter is so boring. Whoop dee do, I can turn into a furry beast.” Or I was supposed to at least.

      “Not all magic is good, honey.”

      Ohhh. I pressed my lips together, itching to ask more.

      “What’ll you have, son?” She turned to Fallon whose face had turned fifty shades of green. Poor woman had no idea what she’d just said.

      “I, um—” He turned to me, eyes wide.

      “He’ll have a coffee,” I blurted.

      She pointed her thumb at Fallon and leaned in closer. “Is your boyfriend all right?”

      “He’s not my boyfriend—” I let my words fall away as Fallon’s dark gaze seared into the side of my head. Dammit. “We’re dating,” I stammered. “On a reality TV show. Maybe you’ve seen it? It’s called Hitched.”

      A huge smile split her pink lips as her eyes darted back and forth between us. “I thought you two looked familiar. My neighbor loves that show. She has it on all the time when I go for tea. She’ll be so thrilled when I tell her I met you.” She clapped her hands to her chest, grinning. “You know, when I was younger, everyone used to tell me I looked just like the girl from the first season, Kimmie Jayne.”

      An odd choking sound spurted from Fallon’s clenched lips. I spun at him, and he’d gone completely pale.

      “I don’t think your friend’s all right.” Fay’s light brows slammed together as she regarded him.

      “Water,” he choked out.

      “I’ll be right back!” She took off, and I smacked Fallon’s back trying to force out whatever was blocking his airway.

      “Are you okay?”

      “Yes,” he grumbled. “You can stop hitting me now.”

      “Then what’s wrong?”

      “That’s my mother. I know it,” he whispered.

      “How?”

      “My father was obsessed with Kimmie Jayne from the first season. Haven’t you watched the show? I don’t know how I missed it when we first walked in; they could be sisters.”

      I nodded slowly as my mind whirred back to the old reruns.

      “It wasn’t an act, Aspen. He really was in love with her. He once told me that letting her go to assume the Winter Court throne was the hardest thing he’d ever done.”

      Fay rushed toward us with a glass of water and Fallon stopped talking, pretending to still be choking. She handed it to Fallon, and he took a long pull.

      He swallowed hard, then finally lifted his eyes to hers. “Thank you,” he murmured.

      “Anytime, son. I can’t have you keeling over in my diner.” She gave him a sweet smile. “I’ll get working on your order and be out to check on you in a few.” 

      As soon as she was gone, I leaned in closer to Fallon. “Okay, so what does all that Kimmie Jayne stuff have to do with Fay?”

      “Don’t you see? The timeline fits. I was born about a year after the show aired. My father must have met this woman somehow. She reminded him of Kimmie Jayne, the only woman he’d ever loved and could never have. They slept together and bam…”

      Shit. That was some crazy ass story. “Okay, assuming that’s true, we have to prove it somehow.”
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        * * *

      

      More to come on March 14th! Don’t forget to preorder Savage Love. Or if you can’t wait, you can read the live episodes on Kindle Vella starting with Episode 56. 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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