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A COMPLETE CLUSTER
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Deacon

“What do you mean Dawn’s gone?” Slade glanced up at me beneath hooded lids, his hand tangled around Rose’s. The scent of arousal tinged the air in the small hallway of the staff’s quarters, and I knew I should’ve been happy for my friend, but nothing but bitterness flooded my insides. I didn’t even care that the dragon wasn’t supposed to know about my secret tryst with the pixie stylist. Unless Slade had already spilled the truth.

I trudged down the remaining steps, pushing the pointless thoughts to the back of my mind. “Her room is empty.”

“How is that possible?” The demon dark lord looked genuinely upset about it, only intensifying the guilt.

“I don’t know,” I growled.

“When did you see her last?”

“Right before the ceremony.” I dragged my hand through my hair and huffed out a frustrated breath. This was my fault, I just knew it. We’d been careless. What if the producers found out about us, and she’d been kicked off the show?

“Do you think they found out?” Slade’s question echoed my own dismal thoughts.

“Found out about what?” Rose’s bright eyes darted between us, the gold practically glowing in the dark night.

Honestly, I’d been surprised the curious dragon had kept quiet for this long.

Slade’s eyes met mine, shooting me a questioning glance. Guess, he hadn’t told her. The demon had proven surprisingly loyal.

“Dawn and I…” I couldn’t quite put it into words. How could I explain what I felt for her? We weren’t just hooking up. She was more than just one of the other bachelorettes. And now with Alma here, gods, everything was so screwed up.

Slade made a foul gesture with his pointer finger and other hand, and Rose’s eyes went full-moon wide. “Oh!”

“Thanks, demon douche,” I growled.

“Always a pleasure. It seemed like you were having a hard time with it.” He shot me a smirk.

If I wasn’t so worried, I probably would’ve laughed.

“So what are you going to do now?” Slade asked.

I heaved out a breath, my shoulders rounding. “I guess I confront Shep. If she’s gone because of what was going on between us, then no harm done.”

“And if it’s not that? You’ll be outing yourself for no reason.”

“What else can I do?”

“I can ask,” Rose offered.

I swung an incredulous gaze in her direction. “In the middle of the night? What reason would you have to be looking for our stylist?”

She shrugged. “I’m sure I can figure something out.”

“And then we can go to the cave and fu⁠—”

Rose slapped her arm across Slade’s chest, immediately silencing the smirking bachelor. “Only if you behave.”

I did not even need to know what that was about.

“Are you sure?” I asked.

“Yeah, it’s no problem. I don’t think the fraternizing thing is that big of a deal among the bachelorettes and female staff.”

“Well, unless⁠—”

Rose clapped her hand over Slade’s mouth cutting him off. “In your dreams, dark lord.”

“You know me too well, precious.” Besides the silly smile curling his lips, I’d never seen the demon’s eyes so bright, so filled with happiness. Not since Aspen… The errant thought was at the same time worrisome as it was reassuring. Slade had become much more than a competitor, more than the other bachelor. He was my friend, and though I’d never admit it to the demon douche, I actually cared about him.

“So you’ll go right now?” The question burst from my lips, the anxiety eating up my insides.

She nodded. “Absolutely, just point me toward the producer’s room.”

Slade and I motioned down the hall in unison. Unlike Dawn’s bright pink door, the producer’s was the same dark brown wood of all the others.

“I’ll go with you,” Slade volunteered.

She shook her head and unraveled her fingers from his. “It’s probably better if you don’t. Stay with Deacon, and I’ll come get you when I’m done.”

Slade muttered an okay but didn’t move from the spot as the beautiful dragon marched toward the producer’s door. Before it opened, the demon wrapped his hand around my upper arm and dragged me into the dim recess of the stairwell. “Stay back,” he hissed.

Right.

Straining to make out voices, I flattened my back against the wall and waited. A long minute later, the door creaked open for an instant before slamming shut again.

Slade peered around the corner and released a breath. “Well, at least Shep let her in.”

“I guess that’s something.” Gods, this night had been a complete clusterfuck. With crazy Arista, Alma’s sudden arrival and now Dawn’s disappearance? What the hell was going on? The producers were certainly upping their drama game.

Slade turned to me, the usual sparkle in his dark eyes suddenly missing. “You really think they kicked Dawn out?”

Hearing the words out loud was worse than a wooden spike to the sternum. I’d killed many a vampire in my life, and I’d seen the agony in their eyes as I pushed the stake through their cold, black hearts. This was ten times more painful.

More than simply missing Dawn, I knew how badly she needed this job, how much it meant to her and to her career. If I’d ruined that for her, I’d never forgive myself. I stopped, the words poised on my tongue. There was something weird about the whole thing. The drama of us getting caught would’ve been much more powerful than sneaking her off in the middle of the night. Something definitely didn’t add up.

“Hello?” Slade flashed his hand across my line of sight. “You still with me, tiger tool?”

“Yeah, I was just thinking… Wouldn’t Shep want to capitalize on the drama? Outing us on live television sounds way more exciting.”

Slade’s dark brows knitted, lips twisting. “That’s a good point. It does seem more his style.”

“Not that I don’t love speculating about the status of the woman I could’ve possibly been falling in love with, but what’s up with you and the sexy dragon?” Anything to get my mind off things right now.

Slade cocked a brow, then squeezed his lips into a tight line.

“You’re seriously going to hold out on me?”

He pressed his finger to his mouth. “A gentleman doesn’t kiss and tell.”

“Since when are you a gentleman?”

A deep chuckle rumbled in his chest as he regarded me. “I guess since I met my match.”

“So that’s it? You’re all in? No more whining about how Rose is too good for you, and you don’t deserve her, blah, blah, blah?”

“Ouch, that was way harsh, Deac.” He chuckled again. “Not that I didn’t deserve it for all the waffling.”

“How you convinced that smart woman to put up with you is beyond me.”

“Same here, buddy.” That spark returned, the joy reflecting through those midnight orbs.

“I’m happy for you, I really am, Slade.” I squeezed his shoulder and gave him a reassuring smile. “Just don’t fuck it up.”

“Ha! Easier said than done. Especially with the psycho siren on the loose.”

I released an exasperated breath. With everything that happened with Dawn, I’d momentarily forgotten all about the girl. “I’ll get word to one of my friends in the SIA. As soon as Harper is safe, we can gut the siren like the slimy, cold-hearted bitch she is.”

“Amen, tiger brother.” Slade bumped his fist to mine in a shockingly human move.

“Learning new tricks from your human friends?”

His smile faltered before slipping away entirely.

“Shit, sorry. I’m really sorry you had to eliminate Harper. I know you cared about her in your weird way.”

“I really did.” A hint of that smile returned. “I hated hurting her like that. She didn’t deserve it.”

“None of them do.” For the hundredth time, I internally cursed myself for signing up for this crazy ass show. Twice, nonetheless.

“We should probably head back to the villa,” Slade murmured. “We don’t want to get caught loitering around here when Rose comes out.”

“Yeah, you’re probably right.” I trailed the demon out of our hidden nook and crept behind the hedge that lined the dark driveway. We followed the path around the front of the villa, then cut across the lawn to the back entrance. I’d become so used to the trail in the few days Dawn and I had spent together, it was like second nature.

A twinge of regret pinched my heart. I’d wasted so much time pretending I didn’t have feelings for her, and now she was gone. Even if she had been kicked off the show, I’d see her eventually, but would she be pissed at me? Would she even speak to me by then? And now with Alma here, I couldn’t just leave and abandon her… Ugh, gods, this was so messed up.

By the time we reached the back door, my mind was spinning with dark thoughts. Slade took the steps up to the third level two at a time, and I rushed to keep up behind him. When he reached the third floor, he paused and slowly pulled the door open.

Before it had opened more than a crack, he hissed out a curse and spun back around. “Arista’s at my door!”
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A LONG TIME COMING
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Slade

Shit, shit, shit. I pressed my back to the wall and dragged my fingers through my hair. I’d totally forgotten I’d promised the psycho siren I’d see her after the ceremony. She’d likely been waiting this entire time. How the hades would I get out of this one?

“What is Arista doing there?” Deacon hissed.

“Obviously, she’s here for my dick.” Gods, I couldn’t control myself sometimes.

The tiger rolled his eyes so hard, nothing, but pure white remained.

“Okay, okay I’m sorry. It was the only way to get rid of her last night. I promised I’d make it up to her after the elimination.”

“So, she’s here to collect.”

“Exactly.”

Deacon wrapped his arms across his chest and chewed on the inside of his cheek. He was likely considering the same thing I was. Avoiding Arista wasn’t an option if it meant even the slightest possibility Harper could be hurt. “I’ve got to find a way to reach out to my SIA contact.”

Right. With Dawny gone, we’d lost our connection to the outside world. Damn it. “I told you we shouldn’t have eliminated Aurelia. She could’ve used her witchy woo to send a message out.”

Deacon snorted. “Oh, please, how could I have ever foreseen this? And anyway, don’t blame me for this mess. I’m sure you somehow scorned this woman, or else why would she be doing this?”

I chomped down on my bottom lip as that guilt thrashed at my ribcage. The tiger tool probably wasn’t wrong there. And Arista had definitely made it clear we had some sort of past. Too damn bad I couldn’t remember a thing about the female. Sure, I’d been with a lot of women, but I loved the fairer sex. It seemed unlikely I’d completely forget the beautiful, all be it, butt-crazy siren.

I had to find out more about her. It was the only way to figure this out.

Throwing my shoulders back, I drew in a steadying breath. “I’m going in there.”

“Are you crazy?” Deacon whisper-shouted, the sound echoing through the stairwell.

“It’s the only way to get to the bottom of this.”

“And if she does want the D? Are you really going to ruin everything with Rose for this?”

“Of course not,” I gritted out. “But what else can I do? As much as I hate to admit it, you’re probably right. I must have done something to earn her wrath.”

“So, what makes you think she won’t just kill you?”

I shrugged. “She hasn’t so far…”

“I don’t like it.”

“Aww, Deac.” I patted his cheek. “You really care about me, don’t you?”

He slapped my hand away and shot me a glare. “Don’t be a dick. It’s not just your life on the line. If she’s been the one behind all the incidents, she was responsible for Crystal and Roxy’s near deaths.”

“I know,” I hissed, my thoughts swirling back to finding the little fox shifter unconscious in the cave with that gnarly demon. “This still doesn’t make sense. Let’s say Arista was responsible for all of that, what about the hora demon? How would a siren summon that?”

“How the hell am I supposed to know? You’re the demon dark lord, and they’re your hell spawn. This is supposed to be your wheelhouse.”

“I have to do this, Deac. It’s the only way.”

He slapped his hand across my chest, stopping me. “It’s not the only way. We could talk to the production team.”

I nearly choked on a laugh. “Do you really think that slimy bastard will do anything to help us? Or to ensure Harper’s safety? You know our producer only cares about one thing, and if a crazy siren brings the drama, he’s the last one who’d be willing to pull the plug.”

“Fine,” he growled. “What about Dax? Of the two, he at least seems to have a decent bone or two in his body.”

The sound of approaching footsteps sent my heart diving to the soles of my feet. Shit, Rose. I darted to the door and swung it open as Deacon tried to restrain me.

“Let go!” I snarled.

I peered through the opening just in time to find Rose marching down the bachelors’ corridor.

Arista whirled toward the she-dragon, and panic’s claws tore across my heart. Rose, no!

“What are you doing here, pretty?” the siren called out.

I jerked free of Deacon’s hold and raced down the hallway with the tiger on my heels.

“Oh, there you are, Deacon.” Rose’s golden gaze bypassed me all together and locked on the tiger. “I’ve been looking everywhere for you, babe.”

Babe? Bleh. My inner demon snarled his irritation.

Deacon laced his arm around Rose’s waist and pulled her into his side. I appreciated the performance, but was he going for a freakin’ Oscar? Did he really have to touch her like that? I bristled, standing beside the happy couple. If Arista made a move toward Rose, I’d rip her fucking head off. No questions asked.

“What are you doing here, Arista?” Rose’s fiery glare razed over the siren. My Rose on the other hand would not be winning any acting awards tonight. The jealousy radiated from every inch of her skin. Or maybe I was just that attuned to her dragon.

Arista sauntered closer, pressed her hand to my cheek and a wave of repulsion rippled over my flesh. “Likely the same as you. I came to celebrate the win with my bachelor.”

“Hmm, how nice.” Rose’s pupils thinned to dark slits, her dragon surging to the surface.

Oh, this would not end well.

“I think it’s time to call it a night.” I spun Arista around, pivoting her toward my chambers. I needed her away from Rose ASAP before her dragon burst out of her skin and sent the entire villa crashing down on top of us. Then I canted my head over my shoulder and mouthed a quick “I’m sorry”. Walking away from Rose was the hardest thing I’d had to do all evening, but it was the only way to keep her away from the unpredictable siren.

“You sure about that, Slade?” Deacon called out after us.

“Yeah, I’m sure. This has been a long time coming.” I forced my arm around Arista’s shoulders and guided her to my door. With one last glance back, I mouthed at my friend, “Take care of her.”

He nodded, lips pressed in a tight line.

I could feel Rose’s heavy stare searing into the back of my head, but I compelled my feet forward all the same.

I’d put this off for long enough. It was time to find out exactly what was going on.
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A FURIOUS DRAGON AND A RELUCTANT DEMON
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Deacon

“How could you let Slade go off with Arista like that?” Rose stomped into my room, the moonlight streaming in through the floor-to-ceiling windows highlighting the flames flickering across her golden irises. Brilliant scales rippled across her arms, and her nails lengthened to jagged claws.

“Rose, you have to control yourself.” I spoke calmly, willing my alpha powers to the surface. I wasn’t sure they’d do much against a dragon, but I had to try. I promised Slade I’d keep her safe, and I meant it. The last thing we needed was Rose in Arista’s crosshairs. She’d poisoned Crystal, tortured and kidnapped Roxy, and threated to kill Harper. Meanwhile, Slade hadn’t even been interested in those bachelorettes, while Rose was a completely other story.

“I’m trying,” she gritted out. Blinking quickly, she fought for control against her inner beast. Her breaths slowed and she slumped down on my bed, folding her hands in her lap. “I’m going to tear that siren to bits.” A deep growl vibrated her throat.

“That’s not helping, Rose.” I folded down onto the mattress beside her and gently squeezed her shoulder. “Slade’s only trying to protect you. He would never betray you.”

“Have you met him? He’s crazy enough to sleep with her just to save me.”

A rueful chuckle escaped. Damn, she really had the dark lord pegged.

“I can’t just sit here and do nothing.” She scooted to the edge of the mattress, her knee bouncing up and down.

I hated to be selfish in a moment like this but… “Did you talk to Shep?”

“Oh, gods, Deacon, I’m so sorry.” She buried her face in her hands and released a breath. “I got so bent out of shape seeing that siren at Slade’s door, I completely forgot about our talk.”

A whirlwind of anxiety and fear pummeled it out in my gut. “So you did?”

She nodded slowly. “I tried my best, but he wouldn’t tell me a damned thing about what happened. He wouldn’t confirm or deny if she’d left of her own accord or if she’d been kicked off or why.”

The knot of dread grew tighter. If Arista had shown even a modicum of interest toward me, I would’ve feared the worst, but she was clearly only obsessed with the dark lord. “I just wish I knew what happened.”

“I’m so sorry, Deacon.” Rose wound her arm across my shoulders and tugged me into her side. “I had no idea about the two of you, but it seems like you really cared about her?”

“I do. And now I’ve really fucked things up.” I heaved out a breath, suddenly exhausted from the emotionally draining day. “And now Alma’s here…”

“What exactly is your story with her?”

Nothing like dragging up the painful past to put a cherry on top of this hellish day. “She was my first love. We’d grown up together, and when we were old enough our father’s arranged our betrothal. A few days before the mating ceremony was to take place, a tiger mate bond triggered between her and another member of our streak.”

“Oh, shnike’s. That sounds brutal.”

“It was.” Retelling the story was like sinking the knife deeper into my heart.

“Why is she here now?”

“Her mate, Zeke, died last year in a vampire attack. She almost lost their cubs too. Somehow, I was there at the right time, and I was able to save them.”

“Of course,” she breathed. “From last season of Hitched… that’s Alma. I knew she looked familiar.”

I slowly nodded. “After Aspen broke my heart when she eliminated me last season, Alma and I grew close again. It wasn’t serious, or at least, I hadn’t meant it to become that way, and when the producers offered me the opportunity to be the bachelor, I just couldn’t pass it up.”

“And here we are.” She nibbled on her lower lip.

“Yup.”

Rose glanced up at me, releasing her lip. “But if you decided to enter the show, you couldn’t possibly have still been in love with Alma, right?”

“That’s what I keep telling myself.” But I couldn’t deny I still had major feelings for her and just one look after the lengthy time apart had confirmed that.

“I really am sorry you’re stuck in this situation, Deacon.”

“Same to you.”

She leaned her head on my shoulder, and a yawn slipped out. I glanced at the clock on the wall. It was nearly one in the morning. I strained my ears to listen for any sounds coming from Slade’s end of the wing, but I was too far away. As tired as I was, it just didn’t feel right leaving him in the hands of the siren with a screw loose. What if she used her powers to lull him into submission?

I eyed Rose, wondering if she’d rushed to the same conclusion. A part of me wouldn’t have been one bit sorry if Rose’s dragon ripped Arista’s crazy head right off. But I also understood Slade’s trepidation over Harper’s safety.

I sure as hell hoped the dark lord had a trick up his sleeve.

[image: ]


Slade

Arista swayed her hips to an invisible tune as she sauntered around my chamber, checking every inch, for what I had no idea. Every few steps, she shed a piece of clothing. I sat on the bed, pretending my hardest to be aroused, but my dick refused to play the game.

He would definitely not be winning any acting awards tonight.

Nor did I have any intention of going there with the siren.

During her little striptease, I’d at least come up with a semi-decent plan for Harper’s safety, assuming my grandsire decided to show. And that was always a big if. I’d have to fabricate some good intel for the trade. Too bad I had nothing. With all the drama, I hadn’t had a second to learn anything about the influential houses of Azar.

Knowing Lucifer, the only bachelorette that remained that he’d have any interest in would be my Rose. And I’d be damned if I told him anything about her.

What possible juicy tidbits could Everly, Roxy or Chance hold? A big fat nada, if you asked me.

But Arista… Hmm.

“Arista, darling,” I purred. “It’s occurred to me that you seem to know so much about me and yet I know nothing about you. How is that possible?”

She stood before me in a matching turquoise lace bra and panty. The silky material nearly matched the brilliant shade of her long hair. She crept closer, parting my legs to stand between them. “There’s nothing you need to know.”

“I think you’re wrong. We’re here to get to know each other more than just in the biblical sense, aren’t we?”

The corner of her lip hitched. “The only thing you need to know is how wet I am for you.”

She snatched my hand and thrust it between her thighs.

I swallowed hard, disgust racing through my veins. “Mmm, so wet,” I murmured before jerking my hand free.

Her lips twisted into a pout. “Dark lord, don’t make me threaten that pretty little human again. You promised to put a baby inside me, and I’m here to collect.”

Holy demon babies, how was I going to get out of this one?

I glanced down at my crotch and my completely flaccid dick. Even if I forced myself to give into this woman for the sake of everyone’s safety, I wasn’t sure I physically could.

My cock had become a one-woman man overnight.

“And I fully intend to keep my word.” Lie. “I just seem to be having some performance anxiety. Threatening a man is never good for his ego.” She followed my line of sight to my crotch.

“I can take care of that for you, baby.” She dropped to her knees, and her fingers made quick work of my button and zipper.

Think, dammit, Slade. You cannot let this happen. You will not betray Rose like this even if it is for her own safety.

I wrapped my fingers around her wrist and jerked her hand away from my pants, holding it between her own thighs. “I think I know what the problem is.”

“What’s that?” Her light brows slammed together.

“I’m starving…” I pressed her palm to her apex. “Let me watch you and feed from your pleasure first.”

“Really?” She eyed me warily.

Please be dumb enough to fall for this, please.

“And if I do this, you’ll put a baby inside me?”

“I’ll try my best.” I shot her a smirk. I’d never been a liar, but there was a first time for everything.

“Deal.” A satisfied smile curled her lips, and she slid her panties to the floor.

OceanofPDF.com


4

SLUMMING IT WITH A DEMON
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Slade

Lucifer, the siren was aroused. Only a few seconds in and already Arista was moaning like a cat in heat as she stroked herself. I watched completely enthralled, not at her hot little body, but at how un-aroused I was. Only a translucent, lacy bra stood between us, her entire wispy figure on display and I felt nothing. I nudged my dick just to make sure it was still there.

Yup. Just completely uninterested. Hmm, very interesting.

Finally, Arista’s head fell back, eyes closing, and I reached for the drawer in the nightstand. Blindly rifling through it, I searched for the pen and paper.

Come on. Come on.

“Oh yeah, baby, that’s what I’m talking about,” I groaned in my best performance to date. If anyone deserved an Oscar, it was this demon. “You’re so hot…”

I scribbled a quick note on the paper and squeezed my eyes shut. Lucifer. Lucifer. Come on, pops, I need you.

Arista moaned again, jerking my attention to the writhing siren. Her knees wobbled and she dropped to the tile, still wailing like a banshee. Turned on or not, I was fucking hungry. And the sexual energy was coming off this woman in tidal waves.

My demon surged to life, the enticing sounds and scents awakening the beast within. I’d been stupid, allowing myself to avoid feeding for too long. Nothing good would come of ignoring his demands.

Just a little taste while I waited wouldn’t hurt, right?

I slid to the edge of the bed and whispers of blue energy slid between my lips, reaching out for the moaning siren. I drew in a breath, and her eyes snapped open, searing to mine.

She withdrew a slick finger, and those blazing blue orbs narrowed. “Don’t even think about trying anything stupid, dark lord. You may think Harper is safe far away from here, but you have no idea the extent of my reach.”

“I would never think of it.” I forced my mouth into a smile. “Now, please continue.”

Arista slid two fingers back inside herself, and her head fell back once again, filling the air with haggard moans. Good gods, this woman was insatiable. And completely batshit crazy.

Dammit, Lucifer, where are you?

Her mewls of pleasure filled my chamber, and my demon rushed to the surface again. Keeping a safe distance, I opened my mouth and drew in the lusty energy. The dark vapors coiled around me, and I inhaled deeper, taking it all in.

Goddess, I needed this.

Her energy swirled on my tongue, prickling my tastebuds. There was something off about her soul. It wasn’t the salty, sweet notes I’d expect from a siren. It was darker, more potent.

More demon-esque…

A high-pitched wail pulled me to the present, snapping my heavy lids open. Arista squirmed and wriggled as she rode her fingers through the orgasm, releasing a tornado of pleasure into the air between us.

Like a greedy child in a candy store, I sucked it all in, devouring every last drop. Who knew the next time I’d get a lust buffet like this again. Once she finally stopped moaning, I licked the remnants off my lips and let out a satisfied groan. Delicious.

“I hope you’re ready for me, dark lord, because I’m just getting started.” Arista crawled toward me, and panic gripped my ribcage and squeezed.

Satan’s balls! I crab-crawled backward on the bed as she climbed on top of me, unfastening her bra. Her breasts sprang free, and I squeezed my eyes shut.

“Now, now, don’t be shy, Slade. Where’s that insatiable demon I know?” She ran her hand down my chest and cupped my dick. Revulsion clawed up my throat, and I forced her hand away. “Slade…” she hissed. “You’re not even hard.”

“Uh, yeah, about that…”

The pungent odor of sulfur reached my nostrils an instant before a dark cloud coalesced in the far corner of the room. Thank the devil. It was about damned time.

Lucifer’s ominous form coalesced, dark shadows hissing and squirming over his sleek black suit. His eyes chased to mine, then to the woman in my lap and his brow quirked up in surprise. “Well, well, well, this I was not expecting.”

Arista leapt up, tearing the comforter off the bed and wrapping it around her naked form. “Lucifer,” she whisper-hissed. An unreadable expression flashed across her face. Awe, respect, what was that? Something completely unexpected for a siren princess.

“I apologize if I’m intruding, my dear Slade.”

“No, not at all.” I shot up and steered Arista to the door. “So sorry, darling. It seems we’ll have to continue this at some other time. I can’t keep my grandsire waiting.”

She dragged her feet all the way out the door, muttering curses. “This isn’t over, Slade.”

“No, of course not,” I crooned. “I can’t wait to take this up again. Soon, real soon. It’s just this pesky dark lord business. You know how it is.” I shot her a smirk, standing in the threshold. Don’t let the door kick you in the ass.

The moment she was out in the hall, I slammed the door behind her and leaned back, loosing a breath of relief. When I finally recomposed myself, I turned to Lucifer, a grin curling my lips. “I’ve never been so happy to see you in my life.”

“Why did you summon me?” he snarled. “Did you discover any usable intel?”

“What?” Oh, right. “No.” Damn it, I was supposed to fabricate something good. Think, damn it, think. “I mean yes.”

Lucifer crept closer piercing irises boring into me. “It better be good, son. I left a raging party in Ibiza for this.”

“It is, of course.” The remaining bachelorettes flitted through my mind, and I grasped at straws, trying to come up with anything of substance. “Everly…”

“The Nephilim?”

I nodded.

“What about her? Don’t tell me my brother Cillian had an ulterior motive in sending her to compete in the show?”

Well, that’s a newsflash. I had no idea there was a relation there. “Yup, that’s it. He sure did.”

Lucifer cocked his head, dark brows slamming together. “Why? What’s going on now?”

“Word is that all the attacks this season have something to do with the Underworld. With me, more specifically.”

“How would Cillian know anything about it?”

“I don’t know. Maybe Everly’s been reporting to him.”

Lucifer grunted. “That damned arrogant angel is going to point a finger at the demons like he always does.”

“Well, he might not be wrong,” I grumbled. “A hora demon kidnapped one of the contestants only last week, and a few others have been targeted.”

“Why?”

“I’m not sure exactly.” I debated letting him in on the whole debacle. I preferred to keep my grandsire out of this as much as I could. I’d only called him out of desperation. Could he help us with our little Harper problem? Absolutely. Would he? Unlikely.

Unless I could talk to Everly or one of the other bachelorettes and get some real intel to use as leverage to garner Lucifer’s help.

“This show is a disaster magnet.”

“You’re not wrong there.” I huffed out a breath and dragged my hands over my face. I couldn’t avoid Arista forever, and the only way to assure she had no leverage on me or my sperm, was making sure Harper was safe. A thought, possibly a very bad one, flickered to the surface. “One more thing, there’s this female human…”

“What about her?” Lucifer crossed his arms over his dark jacket, drawing my attention to his gaudy red tie.

“I think she’s linked to this somehow. The demons want her, and I just haven’t figured out why just yet.”

He eyed me, as if he could somehow smell the lie. I prayed to all the gods that wasn’t one of his angelic abilities.

“The problem is that she’s been eliminated, and now I have no idea where she is. If you could find her⁠—”

Lucifer raised his hand, cutting me off. “I’m not your errand boy, Slade.”

“No, but you did want to know if anything interesting was going on in the other houses, and I didn’t think that precluded your own.”

“Dark lord Azara has the situation in the Underworld handled.”

“Does she though?” Azara had always been Lucifer’s favorite. If I cared even an iota about what the Prince of Hell thought, I might have been jealous.

But I wasn’t.

“Look, I’m not saying you have to go looking for the human girl, but maybe you could send one of your minions?” I shot him a smirk. “I’d go if I could, but I’m kind of tied up here.”

“I see that.” He lifted a brow and eyed the crumpled linens on the bed.

If I thought telling Lucifer the truth about Arista would help Harper’s cause, I would, but I knew my grandsire well, and if it wasn’t to his benefit, he had zero interest in anything.

I shrugged, circling him. “Your call, pops. You’re the one that wanted me to give you the heads up on any news. I’m basically gifting you a fantastic lead. If you’re not interested don’t look her up.”

Lucifer muttered a curse, straightening his collar. “Fine,” he gritted out. “Send me the girl’s information, and I’ll see what I can find out.”

I fought off the smile, clenching my teeth. “One more thing, pops⁠—”

“Don’t call me that,” he hissed, flames flickering across those vibrant azure orbs.

“Sorry.” I took a step back, hands raised. “Harper, the human, she’s a good person. So no roughing her up, got it?”

A savage grin lit up the devil’s features. “Oh, Slade, now that you’ve said that, it’s all I’m going to think about.”

“Lucifer,” I barked. “I’m serious. She’s someone I care for, and I can count the people I care about on one hand. Do you understand me?”

He scoffed, huffing out a breath. “Don’t threaten me, son.” He stepped closer, pinning me in his dark gaze. “But I must say, I like this look on you, dark lord. Maybe this time away from the Underworld will serve you well.”

“One can hope,” I mumbled.

“Very well, if there’s nothing else, I’ll be in touch.” Darkness swirled up his legs, blanketing his imposing form. “And Slade,” he called out before the shadows swallowed him whole, “slumming it with a mimic demon? I thought you were better than that.” Amusement sparked in his eyes as he stared at the bed.

Mimic demon? Oh, shit.
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TORN IN HALF
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Deacon

Soft knocks at the door woke me from a fitful sleep. I’d dreamt about Dawn, those sparkling silver eyes, her sweet kisses, her touch. Damn it, Dawn, where are you?

I rolled over and groaned at the clock. It wasn’t even eight yet. Rose had stayed until nearly three in the morning awaiting news from Slade and the siren seductress. She was about a second away from burning down the entire third floor before I’d finally convinced her to go to bed. Her dragonfire taking out the entire villa wasn’t the answer, and to be honest at that point, I couldn’t keep my eyes open a second longer.

I’d needed Rose back in her room because the last thing I wanted were rumors flying around about me and the dragon. Not when Alma had only just returned.

And besides, Slade was a big boy. I had no doubt he could handle Arista. And if he had given into her, I sure as shit didn’t want to be there when Rose found out. Her dragon would flambe the sneaky siren along with the cheating demon.

Another knock forced my thoughts to the present and my gaze toward the door. Oh, right. “Just a second,” I called out. Shoving the comforter back, I slid off the bed and stepped into my discarded pajama pants. I tried sleeping in clothes, but it drove me crazy. Sleeping in the buff was so much more comfortable.

“Who is it?” I shouted as I staggered to the door.

“It’s me, Deac.” Alma’s voice seeped through the cracks, and my steps quickened.

With all the Dawn and Arista drama last night, I’d never gotten a chance to talk to her. Shit, I was such a dickhead. I whipped the door open, and guilt fisted around my heart.

“I’m so sorry about last night, Alma,” I blurted.

She shrugged, leaning on the doorframe. “I guess I just thought you’d be happier to see me.” She sucked in her bottom lip, chewing on the soft pillow.

I opened the door further and motioned for her to come in. “Of course, I’m happy to see you. I’m beyond happy, sweetheart.” When she didn’t move from the doorway, I wrapped my fingers around her wrist and tugged her into my arms.

Her familiar, wild scent wafted up my nostrils, and my tiger let out a throaty growl. He definitely remembered her.

“Mmm, I missed you.” I pressed a kiss to the top of her dark hair, the perfume of rose petals from her shampoo filling my senses. Gods, I felt like I knew every inch of Alma. We’d known each other since we were teens. Sometimes, I was certain she knew me better than I knew myself.

She glanced up at me, warm hazel eyes meeting mine. “Tell me the truth. Should I not have come?”

I tightened my hold around her familiar form and breathed her in. “No, I’m glad you’re here. I mean it.”

“Good.” She stood on her tiptoes and pressed her lips to mine. It was quick and chaste, but damn, it felt right.

Fuck…

“Because I missed you like crazy.” A smile melted across her face, and I caressed her cheek, my thumb lingering on her soft skin.

She leaned in again, her arms lacing around the back of my neck. Then her lips closed over mine. They moved softly, tentatively. My heart felt like it was torn in half as a tornado of guilt ripped through my chest.

I’d been with Dawn just twenty-fours ago, buried deep inside her, moaning her name as I found my release. I jerked back, and Alma’s smile twisted in confusion.

“I—I’m sorry,” I murmured.

“No.” She dropped her gaze to the floor, fiddling with her fingers like she always did when she was nervous. “I shouldn’t have done that. I know you’re involved with other women right now. I should have asked.”

My head whipped back and forth. “No, you never have to ask to kiss me, Alma. Gods, these lips belonged to you long before anyone else.”

A hint of that smile returned.

“It’s just going to take me a minute to process this. I don’t know how to date you and them.” I ticked my thumb over my shoulder toward the bachelorettes’ side of the villa. It wasn’t a complete lie. I really didn’t know how to move forward. Not with Dawn’s disappearance, with the other contestants, with crazy Arista… The list went on and on.

I dragged my palm across my nape and released a breath. “I should probably get in the shower, my stylist—” I choked on the word before regaining my composure – “should be here soon to get me camera ready.”

“Oh, right, sure.” She turned toward the door, then spun back. “I guess I’ll see you at the next group date then.”

“I promise I’ll see you before then.”

Her head dipped, and she darted through the door.

Oh, realms, what a nightmare.

The door swung open a second later, and I forced that smile back on my face, until my gaze landed on the demon darkening the entrance.

“Slade!” I blurted.

“Devils, it took you two long enough.” He barged into my chamber and paced a nervous circle. “I’ve been waiting outside your door forever.”

“My gods, what happened last night?”

“Oh, you know, Arista tried to force herself on me. The siren wants my demon babies. She’s freaking out of her mind.”

“Did you do it?”

“No!” he hissed. “Are you insane?” He stomped across the room then doubled back to glare at me. “I’ll deny it if you ever tell anyone, but I couldn’t do it.”

“What do you mean?”

He dropped his gaze to his crotch. “I physically couldn’t perform. Even if I’d wanted to, the dark lord dick refused.”

I barely suppressed the wild laughter from erupting. Realms, the she-dragon really had gotten under his skin.

“I’m glad you find this so amusing.” He shot me the middle finger and a snarl.

“So how did you get out of it?”

“I summoned the devil.”

“Excuse me?”

“Sit.” Slade pointed at the sitting area in front of the sleek black hearth. Fake fire crackled, bringing light but no heat to the room. He went on to describe his encounter with Lucifer and all that ensued from the conversation.

“The worst part is what Lucifer said before he disappeared in a puff of smoke…”

“What’s that?”

Slade’s hands fisted at his sides, nails digging into his palms so that a trickle of blood seeped to the floor. “I want to kick myself for not having seen it sooner.”

“Seen what?” The demon was scaring me now.

“Arista isn’t Arista at all. The real Arista is likely the body that washed ashore.”

“Excuse me?” My voice hitched to a pre-pubescent level.

“Arista or Electra or I’m not really sure who she is… is a mimic demon.”

“Son of a witch,” I hissed. I didn’t know much about mimic demons, but their name made it pretty clear as to their abilities. “So she could be anybody?”

“That’s right, tiger tool. Which means we’re royally screwed.”

I stared at Slade for a long minute, jaw nearly unhinged. I couldn’t believe this. So whoever Electra really was had been planted here from the very beginning. “At least we know it’s a demon, which confirms what we originally thought.”

“That it’s all my fault?” Darkness carved into Slade’s features. “That I must have screwed someone over big time for them to go through such lengths?”

“Slade,” I muttered. “It’s not your fault.”

His hand shot up, cutting me off. “It is.”

“Okay, agree to disagree. Like you said before, Arista has had plenty of opportunities to kill you, but she hasn’t. So what does she want?”

“I already told you, my demon babies.”

I rolled my eyes. “Seriously?”

“Fuck if I know.”

A thick silence lingered, and I almost felt bad for my friend.

“And you didn’t say anything to Lucifer?”

He shook his head. “The less he knows the better.”

“And do you think he’ll really be able to protect Harper?”

“Sure, as long as he thinks Harper knows something.” He shrugged. “It’s a temporary fix, but that’s all we need, right? Once Lucifer confirms he’s got Harper, we can move in on Arista or Electra or whatever her real name is.”

My mind spun with the implications. Assuming the devil came through for us, we could take the mimic demon down, in theory. “Okay, so what do we do now?”

“Now, we wait to hear from good old granddad.”
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A NEW DEVELOPMENT
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Slade

It was the longest twenty-four hours of my life, and still nothing from Lucifer. Damn, Harper really had listened to me. She must have picked a really good hiding spot if even the prince of hell hadn’t been able to locate her.

Meanwhile, I’d been holed up in my bedroom hiding from the psycho siren like a big fat scaredy cat. Unfortunately, that ended now. I paced the length of my bedroom, counting down the moments until the inevitable knock. Another round of death-defying dates started today.

Dragging my hands through my newly styled hair, I prayed to all the gods I wouldn’t get stuck with Arista or my master plan would turn into a raging dumpster fire. I caught my reflection in the mirror as I spun for another lap. A new hair and make-up artiste had shown up this morning, another pixie but this one wasn’t half as fun as Dawny. More than that, she barely spoke. I’d tried my hardest to pump her for information about our ex-stylist, but either she was completely oblivious, or she’d been warned not to divulge the big secret.

I wondered how Deacon was doing. It couldn’t have been easy for him to get prettied up by someone new.

The dreaded knocks finally came, and I whirled toward the door.

“It’s time, Slade.” Sam’s ever-cheerful voice seeped through the thick timber.

Here goes nothing.

I crept out into the corridor, my head swiveling back and forth in search of that crazy blue hair. Luckily, the bachelor’s wing was all clear. As I moved down the hall, Deacon’s door swung open and nearly smacked me in the face.

“Hey, watch it, tiger tool!”

“Sorry,” he muttered. He looked about as excited as I felt about the start of another round of hellish dates.

What was the point anyway? There was only one female I wanted, and even if I managed to score her on the next outing, we had to keep our relationship a secret or risk the siren—well, she-demon’s wrath. I’d spent all night wracking my brain trying to remember a female resembling Electra or Arista, but I’d come up empty. It was clear Electra’s body wasn’t the mimic demon’s true form either. She probably donned it because of her striking similarity to Aspen so the producers would choose her. Smart.

Deacon snapped his fingers an inch from my nose. “Hello? You with me?”

“Yeah, sorry, just thinking.”

“Don’t try too hard. We don’t want you to burst a blood vessel.” The tiger ass smirked.

I stopped him at the foot of the staircase. “Listen, some of us have bigger problems than trying to figure out which beautiful girl to hook up with.”

“Asshole,” Deacon gritted out. “You know it’s not like that.”

“Yeah, yeah, whatever.” I darted in front of him and took the steps down two at a time. I was so ready for this to be over with.

When we reached the great room, the remaining females were already assembled. Rose, Everly and Chance sat on the oversized couch, while Roxy and Alma glared at each other from opposite armchairs. I barely suppressed a smirk. Deacon was in so much trouble. I wondered how much his ex had seen of him and the little fox’s hook up.

Purposely avoiding looking directly at Rose, I scanned the room for the evil mermaid and finally found her lingering in the far corner. Her eyes latched onto mine, and her tongue jutted out, dragging across her bottom lip. Oh, realms, this woman was obsessed.

“Welcome, welcome, ladies and gentlemen.” Methyss appeared in a puff of white smoke, tipping his top hat. “I hope you’ve all enjoyed your day off because it is time for the next round of dates to begin.”

Muttered groans rolled around the room.

“Don’t be so glum, bachelors and bachelorettes. I think you’re all going to like this new development.” A wicked grin split his lips, flashing gleaming white teeth, and dread pooled in my gut. If he was this excited about something, it couldn’t be good. “Up until now, the bachelors have had all the say in the game, but today, you lovely ladies, will get the opportunity to take matters into your own hands.”

Oh, no, please no.

Methyss’s maniacal gaze razed over the remaining bachelorettes before stopping on a certain she-dragon. “Rose, will you please come up here?”

She nodded stiffly and stood, joining Methyss in front of the wall of glass windows.

“Ms. Rose, today, you have the exciting opportunity to decide which bachelor you’d like for the first date.” He waggled his brows, grinning like a lunatic. “So, who will it be, my dear?”

Fear clawed at my insides as Rose’s eyes lifted to mine. Don’t pick me. Don’t pick me. Gods, it hurt even to think that, but we had to stick to the act to keep Rose out of Arista’s crazy crosshairs.

Her gaze swept across mine then pivoted to the tiger beside me. A convincing smile melted across her face as she said, “Why, Deacon of course.”

Good girl. A swell of pride filled my chest.

My tiger friend returned her smile before crossing the room to drop a kiss on her cheek. The swirl of pride dissipated and every nerve in my body lit up, uncontrollable jealousy raging at the small gesture. I shoved my demon down and drew in a deep breath. This was how it had to be if we wanted our little ruse to work.

“Just lovely!” Methyss clapped his hands before he turned to the next contestant. “Everly, who will it be?”

“Wait a second.” Arista’s hand shot up from the back of the room. “Will each bachelor get three females each? What if more choose one or the other?”

“For this next date, it is possible the numbers will vary, and that is fine.”

A devious grin stretched across the siren’s lips as she turned to face me. “You’re mine,” she mouthed.

I gulped, my gaze spinning in the opposite direction. Shit, I was totally screwed.

“I choose Slade.” Everly’s voice had my eyes nearly bugging out of my head.

Me? The Nephilim had chosen me instead of the goody-two-shoes tiger? Well, that was a surprise.

I forced my feet toward the blushing angel and pressed a quick kiss to the back of her hand. “Thank you,” I whispered.

“No, thank you.” A beaming smile melted across her face. “You’ve always been so kind to me, Slade. I’d really like to get to know you better.”

Great, now I felt like crap. I’d been thrilled to have the angel at my side in hopes of preventing Arista from making any inappropriate moves. Gods, this girl did not deserve me. “As would I,” I finally murmured before stepping to the side for the next bachelorette.

Not surprisingly, Chance chose Deacon, as did Roxy and of course Alma. Which left me with the insane mermaid. Thank the gods, Everly had chosen me too or I would’ve been stuck on a one-on-one date with Arista.

“Well, I guess it’s clear who the favorite bachelor is.” Methyss grinned at the four women surrounding Deacon.

Whatever…

“That means that Deacon, you will have a double date with Rose and Chance tonight, then Roxy and Alma the following evening.”

I barely suppressed the laugh from bursting free. The tiger stuck with Roxy and his ex? That was pure drama. I was sure that pairing wasn’t an accident either.

“And you, Slade…”

Every muscle in my body tensed.

“You will be enjoying a double date with Everly and Arista tomorrow.”

My shoulders sagged in relief, and I blew out a long breath. Finally, some good luck. That gave me another twenty-four hours for Lucifer to come through.

“Well, that’s it for me for now, ladies and gentlemen. Deacon and bachelorettes, I’ll see you this evening. I suggest comfortable attire as there may be some physical exertion required.” Methyss dropped into an elaborate bow. “Ta-ta for now!”

Our emcee disappeared in a cloud of shimmering smoke.

“Great, I hope we’re not hiking on this date,” said Roxy.

“I’m sure whatever it is,” Alma interjected, “will be great as long as we’re with Deacon.” She sidled up beside her ex, swinging a possessive arm around his waist.

Oh yeah, this was going to be good.

I crept closer to Rose, keeping one eye on the siren. Her gaze had drifted to the sea, so I took my chance. “Don’t try anything funny with the tiger, precious,” I whispered. “I’ve got my eye on you.”

She chuckled, shaking her head. “I can’t believe we have to sneak around like this.”

“I know… but doesn’t it make it more exciting?” I nuzzled her ear, making sure no one was watching. “You know, I could always find a way to sneak into your room tonight.”

Her shoulders trembled, and goose bumps cascaded down her arms. “Maybe… assuming I’m not too tired after Deacon’s date.” She shot me a smirk, and gods, that look went straight to my dick.

“Don’t torture me, precious.”

“Why not? You did the same to me for weeks.”

Fair enough.

Deacon cleared his throat, and my eyes snapped up to the approaching siren. Thanks for the head’s up, buddy. After a quick squeeze to Rose’s hand, I scooted a few steps closer to Everly. Gods this was awful. Being so close to the she-dragon but not being able to act on all the things I wanted to do to her was hell.

Arista sauntered between Everly and I, practically shoving aside the Nephilim. I threw her a disapproving glare. “Careful, Arista, I know I’m irresistible, but you nearly knocked Everly over.”

The siren rolled her eyes. “Then she should learn to stay out of my way.”

I pressed my palms together and threw up a quick prayer to all the gods, angels, and especially the fallen ones. Come on, Lucifer. I need you to find Harper already. Otherwise, tomorrow’s date would end in disaster.
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A PENCHANT FOR PUZZLES
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Deacon

“Good luck to all, and I hope you have a penchant for puzzles…” Methyss’s voice sailed on the breeze.

The whirling portal churned to life in front of the villa, winds whipping Rose and Chance’s hair across my face. The bachelorettes stood on either side of me with Methyss hovering behind. He hadn’t given us many details as to the location of our date or the activity, only that it would require us to be on our feet so the girls had to forgo heels for sneakers.

“Well, let’s do this.” I offered each of the bachelorettes my hand, and we jumped.

The brilliant blue swirled all around us before we were swallowed up in the thick, endless black. A moment later, a blast of light forced my eyes to narrow as the portal re-opened. My sneakers sank into lush grass as we landed, and somehow, we managed to all remain standing.

A perfectly manicured garden stretched out before us, meticulously trimmed hedges, an array of blossoms in every shade of the rainbow and a white gazebo perched in the center. Beyond the rows of flowers, spiraling alabaster turrets stretched high into the serene blue sky.

“Wait a second…” Rose murmured as her gaze rose to the palace. “I know where we are.”

“Where?” Chance eyed the looming structure nervously.

“We’re in the Fae realm, the Spring Court actually.”

“So that would make this” –I pointed at the pristine white fortress— “the home of the Spring Court king and queen?”

“King and queens actually. It’s been a while, but I came with my parents a few times. King Drake is kind of like family, in a weird way…” Her lips twisted. “It’s hard to explain.”

That’s when flashes of the past drifted to the forefront of my mind. When Drake was only a Winter Court prince, his wife had passed away, and he’d been forced into his own version of Hitched for Fae royals. A shudder raced up my spine at the thought. He’d ended up married to one of the girls, and he seemed happy enough from the little I’d heard of the Fae king.

I hated to admit it, but I’d also watched all the previous seasons of Hitched prior to becoming a contestant. His season had been a brutal one, just like all the others but somehow the political intrigue of the ruthless Fae courts had only made it more vicious.

My gaze lifted to the rows of towering hedges stretching beyond the palace. The maze. It had been one of the competitions the bachelorettes were forced to endure for a date with the prince. One of the girls had died…

“Do you think we have to go in there?” Rose’s anxious gaze followed mine.

“I wouldn’t be surprised.”

“I think I’m missing something here.” Chance eyed me then Rose, then the palace before settling back on me.

“Didn’t you watch the other seasons?” Rose asked.

Chance shook her head. “I’ve never been big on TV shows or sitting still to be honest. I’d much rather be up in the skies, the wind in my hair, my wings flapping free.”

A smile curled Rose’s lips as if she really understood the girl. As a dragon, she probably did. I was the only one of the three of us earthbound. “Well, at least if we get stuck in there, I know either of you could get us out.”

“If we’re allowed,” Rose muttered. “As I recall, there was some sort of magical forcefield that prevented that.”

Right on cue, Methyss appeared in full dress uniform, top hat and all. He twirled in a quick circle, admiring the pristine grounds. “I’m so pleased you all made it safely to the lovely Fae realm.”

“You’re not seriously making us go through that maze, are you?” I barked.

“I most certainly am.” He smirked. “What a better way to test your newly budding relationships. A high-stress situation will tell you a lot about a person.” His wild eyes darted between the three of us.

“But a contestant died in there,” Rose squealed.

Methyss waved a nonchalant hand. “All the poisonous flora and fauna were removed once King Drake and Queen Tempest and Queen Arabella and King-Consort Brock were installed as monarchs.”

That’s right. I often forgot the Spring Court was ruled by two sisters and their spouses. The females often stayed away from Fae politics, leaving that nasty stuff to Drake. As a Winter Court prince he was more accustomed to the dirty politics of Fae court life.

“So what do we have to do?” Chance asked.

“Simple. You’ll each be dropped off in a different part of the maze, and your goal is to find each other, then find your way out.”

“Seriously?” It was one thing navigating the maze together but separately?

Methyss lifted a finger. “Ladies, no cheating with your wings. You must remain earthbound to find your bachelor. Just one more thing. Whichever contestant finds our bachelor first is allowed to choose whether or not to allow the second female to join them.”

Well, shit, we all knew how that would end with Slade if Arista was the first to find him. I tossed the pointless thoughts to the back of my mind. Right now, I had to focus on escaping this labyrinth myself.

“Everyone ready?” Methyss hopped on his tiptoes, clapping excitedly.

Might as well get this over with. “Sure.” I plastered on my best smile as both girls nodded.

Methyss snapped his fingers, and the pleasant garden fell away. My head spun, and a second later, my eyes jolted open to nothing but sky-high hedges of green. Awesome…

At least he didn’t say anything about us not being able to use our sense of smell to find each other. Now, I just had to decide which bachelorette to hunt for first.
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Rose

“Stupidest date ever…” I grumbled as I made my way through the winding, never-ending pathways of green. What was the point of this? Not to spend time with the bachelor? I supposed that wouldn’t entirely be a bad thing where Slade and Arista were concerned.

Choosing Deacon still tasted bitter on my tongue. I knew it was what Slade wanted me to do, but it didn’t make it any easier. It had taken me so long to finally admit my feelings for the demon that I hated having to hide them all over again.

I just had to survive this date, and then my reward would be a night with the devastating dark lord. My dragon rose to the surface, and an eager growl vibrated my throat. The greedy little thing couldn’t get enough of the demon. I just hoped Lucifer would come through for Harper so Slade’s crazy plan would work.

I sniffed the air, searching for Deacon’s telltale scent. It was a good thing I’d been somewhat intimate with the tiger earlier in the game, enough that my dragon could easily follow his trail. From the smell of it, they’d dropped us in completely opposite ends of the labyrinth.

Reaching another dead end, I let out a frustrated breath and doubled back. The problem with following his scent was that odors permeated through bushes. For all I knew, Deacon could be just a few hedges down, but I wouldn’t be able to get to him because of the soaring leafy walls.

This was a total nightmare.
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Chance

A light breeze blew rainbow strands across my face as I turned yet another corner. It felt like I’d already been walking for hours. It was a good thing they’d warned us about the sneakers. All this greenery had my unipeg itching to break free. A stroll across the palace gardens was exactly her thing. Too bad Deacon wasn’t here to enjoy it with me.

My nostrils flared as I tried to pick up on his scent. It was faint, but it wasn’t too far. Pressing my hand to my forehead, I imagined my horn. That flicker of intuition sparked, and I made a left at the next break in the hedges.

“Deacon!” I called out. Methyss never said anything about not being allowed to find each other the good old-fashioned way. “Deacon, can you hear me?” Too bad it hadn’t worked so far.

A rustle in the bushes up ahead had the spot where my horn should be tingling. I slowed my steps and narrowed my eyes, squinting. Rose’s words about one of the contestants being killed in the maze had a chill racing up my spine.

“Deacon? Rose? Is that you?” I took another step closer, my pulse accelerating.

A pungent odor, a cross between a wet djingo and hot tar, tickled my nostrils. I snorted, blowing out the overpowering scent. Creeping toward the corner, I peered around the next hedge.

An enormous worm-like creature slithered across the lawn, its sharp teeth chomping on the foliage. One gaping eye was set atop a circular mouth lined in rows of jagged fangs. It had hundreds of tiny legs that dragged its cylindrical body across the perfectly manicured lawn, leaving a trail of glistening sludge.

Oh, gods, it was hideous.

I took a step back and stepped on a dry twig. The sharp snap echoed over the mad thundering of my heart, and I froze.

The beast’s eye lifted to mine, and a deep growl rent the air.
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GODS, I HATE THIS SHOW
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Deacon

A scream echoed across the maze, freezing the blood in my veins. I recognized that voice and the undeniable panic. Chance! My feet took off of their own accord, guiding me around the never-ending labyrinth of hedges.

“Help!” Another cry had my tiger surging to the surface.

What the hell? Maybe he’d be better at this than me. I called to the power that lay deep within my core, and my tiger clawed his way out of my skin. I dropped to the ground, shifting in record speed. My claws dug into the lush lawn, tearing across the maze.

Sniffing the air, I caught Chance’s scent. She was close. I’m coming for you, Chance. I galloped through the hedges, my nose and instinct guiding me. Another shout sent my heart jackhammering against my ribs.

“Deacon!”

I tipped my head back and let out an answering roar. Rage pounded through my beast’s veins, the throbbing blood echoing across my eardrums. I turned another corner, and my claws burrowed into the dirt, halting my mad pace.

What in all the realms?

A gigantic slithering, worm creature had Chance trapped in a corner.

I let out a menacing growl and the beast spun at me, showcasing rows of pointy teeth.

“Deacon!” Chance cried. “Be careful, it spits some sort of sticky fluid, and I can’t move.”

Sure enough, I squinted to get a better look and the girl was pinned against the hedge, dripping in a light green gelatinous substance.

Come and get me, demon. I lunged at it, snapping my own teeth. It hissed and whirled around, its massive form slow and sluggish. I chomped down on its slimy tail, trying to get it away from Chance. It let out a shriek as I dragged it back a few steps. Shaking my head, I clenched down with my fangs and shook the thing until its slippery appendage broke off between my teeth.

Bleh. I spat out the disgusting tail.

Its hundreds of tiny legs started to move in the opposite direction. I raced behind it, snapping at the remainder of its tail, or maybe it was its body at this point. Who the hell could tell?

It twisted its neck back and spewed a spray of green liquid. I ducked out of the way, and the sticky substance hit a rose bush to my right. Missed me, sucker. I let out another roar and the creature took off, those tiny legs and slug-like body moving much faster than I’d thought possible.

“Oh, thank the goddess,” Chance rasped out as I padded toward her. She was stuck to the hedge, her limbs splayed out amid the greenery.

I forced my tiger back, the snapping of bones and stretching of skin happening nearly instantaneously as I returned to my human form. Naked, of course.

Chance’s wide eyes razed over me, lingering on my torso, before they lifted to meet my gaze. Her cheeks were pink from exertion or embarrassment I wasn’t quite sure. Since she was a shifter, she should be used to nudity. Though, I supposed it was different with someone you actually had feelings for, and I was pretty sure the cute unipeg had a crush on me. Which only made this whole fucked-up situation so much worse.

I closed the distance between us. “Are you okay?”

“Um, well, yeah, except I’m a little stuck.” She wriggled beneath the green sludge pinning her to the bushes.

I wrapped my arms around her middle and pried her free. The green stuff was everywhere, between her fingers, in her hair, all over her clothes. I tried my best to pick it off but after ten minutes of futility we were both covered in the tacky mess.

“You know, I think there was a pond nearby.” Chance ticked her head down one of the pathways of never-ending green.

I’d seen one too, but I hated the idea of going backwards. “Let’s just try to get out of here. I’m sure there’s a bathhouse somewhere in this sprawling castle.” I lifted my gaze toward the spiraling alabaster turrets.

“Yup, you’re probably right.” She gave me a beaming smile. “Thank you so much for rescuing me. I don’t think I actually said that yet.”

I waved a dismissive hand. “No need to. I’m just glad I found you when I did.”

She inched closer and rose to her tiptoes, pressing a kiss to my cheek. “My hero.”

A rueful laugh tumbled out. Chance was covered in slime, leaves stuck to her hair and for some ungodly reason, she just looked adorable. I had the most overwhelming desire to kiss her. So, I did.

Which clearly spoke volumes regarding my fucked-up state of mind. With everything I had going on, bringing another bachelorette into the mix was completely insane.

I dug my fingers into the back of her neck, deepening the kiss. Her lips moved over mine, tentatively at first. We were both disgusting, covered in that sticky stuff, but for some reason the moment was perfect.

Her arms curled around my waist, drawing my naked body flush against her. Without any clothes on, it was impossible to hide my arousal. She smiled against my mouth as my erection brushed her belly.

Yeah, I was completely inappropriate.

I should’ve been worried about getting us out of here before another demon worm showed up, but after the past few hellish days just kissing the sweet unipeg sounded so much better.

A sweet perfume tickled my nose, and I was vaguely aware of bright fuchsia blossoms blooming in the surrounding hedges. Their scent was intoxicating, or maybe it was the beautiful woman fixed to my bare form. My head spun, and I kissed her harder, growing heat ravaging my system.

We stood there, locked in each other’s arms for minutes, maybe even hours. I completely lost myself in the moment, the sticky slime between us oddly erotic, especially when I started to peel Chance’s clothes off.

Something about this felt wrong, but I couldn’t seem to stop myself. I pawed at her breasts, sucking and teasing her nipples to tight peaks. She moaned my name and gods’ I just wanted to get lost in this energy between us. “Oh, Deacon, you feel so good…”

I slid her jeans down her hips, then tore through her panties with one sharp claw. I tugged her down to the ground and crawled over her. Her hips bucked beneath me as I lined myself up at her entrance. “Is this okay?” I whispered, a hint of awareness sneaking through the muddled haze.

She hesitated for only an instant before her chin dipped. “Yes, so okay.” She lifted her head and claimed my lips. “I’m on the contraceptive potion,” she muttered against my mouth.

It was all the encouragement I needed. I thrust inside her, and a deep growl filled my chest. Something felt wrong again, this overwhelming feeling of wrongness invading my insides. I glanced down at Chance, at the vibrant pink spores covering her hair.

What the fae?

Shaking my head out, I tried to fight through the lusty sensations. The fuchsia blossoms surrounded us, throwing the pink spores across our naked, writhing bodies. I slowly withdrew, attempting to sit up, and Chance groaned her displeasure beneath me.

“This isn’t right,” I muttered.

“What do you mean?” Her mismatched irises were frosted over with lust.

“The flowers… there must be something in the buds.”

“What?”

“Shit,” I growled and raked my hand through my hair, tugging at the ends. “They must be poisonous.”

Chance was sprawled out across the lawn, a silly grin on her lips, and guilt pummeled into me. Damn it, how had I been so blind? Of course, there was more to this maze.

I reached for her discarded clothes and handed them to her. She watched me, pupils still blown out with lust. “But we didn’t even…”

I helped her sit up and framed her rosy cheeks in my hands. “Chance, it’s the flowers. They must have toxins in their spores. They’re making us feel this way.” I motioned at my still raging erection.

“But…”

“It’s not real.”

Her cheeks flushed a deeper crimson. “It was real for me.” She grabbed her shirt and tugged it over her head before she jumped up and darted behind a wall of hedges.

“Chance, please, wait!” Dammit. Why did I keep hurting these women?

The last thing I needed was for us to get separated now. Then we’d never make our way out of this mess. I leapt up and raced after her, but I didn’t get far.

Turning the corner, I smacked into a familiar figure.

Rose’s golden eyes widened as they took in my naked state. “What the realms, Deacon?” She squeezed her eyes shut as I unraveled my arms around her and took a big step back.

From over her shoulder, I could just make out Chance, stepping back into her jeans.

“What happened here?” Her head swiveled back and forth between us.

“It’s a long story,” I growled. “Let’s just say the producers turned up the drama a few notches.” I tried to move around the she-dragon but she lifted her hand, stopping me. “Chance doesn’t want to talk to you right now.”

“How do you know?”

She threw me a scowl. “She’s not the only one with heightened senses of observation.”

“Rose,” I hissed. “I just need to apologize.”

“I’m sure you do, but it can wait.” Spinning on her heel, she whirled toward Chance and wrapped an arm around the unipeg.

That damned guilt roared anew. Gods, I hated this show.
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AN APOLOGY AND FAE ROYALS
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Rose

“Come on, I think we’re almost at the end.” I tossed Chance a reassuring smile, but the poor girl barely managed one in return.

I hadn’t wanted to pry too much about what happened, especially not with Deacon within supernatural earshot. He trudged along ahead of us in tiger form, guiding us through the elaborate maze. I was pretty sure he was avoiding us too.

The sky-high turrets of the gleaming white palace grew closer with each step. Which meant we had to be close, right? I couldn’t help a smile from tipping up the corners of my lips as I imagined Slade muttering curses as he stomped along the never-ending labyrinth. He did not have the patience for something like this.

The smile dropped right off my face when I remembered who he’d be with on his date. If Arista tried anything… my dragon surged to the surface, fury coiling tight in my gut. That demon may not be my fated mate, but my girl was desperate to make him ours. Just the idea of that psycho siren’s hands on him⁠—.

“Rose!” Chance’s cry cut off my spiraling thoughts.

“What?”

“Your arms…”

I glanced at the rippling golden scales breaking through my skin. Then I followed them down my arm to the claws protruding from my fingertips. “Oops.” Drawing in a steadying breath, I willed my inner beast back. “Sorry about that.”

She shook her head, a sad smile stretching across her face. She was still covered in that green stuff, her rainbow hair sticky with it. “I know what it’s like to lose control. Only my unipeg is a little less intimidating than your dragon.”

A rueful chuckle spilled out. “That’s for sure.”

She heaved out a breath and ran her hand through her tangled, sticky locks. “Speaking of losing control,” she whispered, slowing her steps so the tiger was well ahead of us, “I can’t believe I let Deacon screw me in the middle of the—” Her jaw snapped closed, and a sickly green pallor that nearly matched the goo all over her clothes settled across her face. “Especially since it was my⁠—”

“It wasn’t your fault. You weren’t in control.” I offered her a pat on the shoulder. It was the least I could do since hugging her would only make the sticky situation worse for both of us.

“That’s the thing though, Rose, I wanted Deacon. I wanted him so badly. Sure, the toxins in the pollen pushed me to be reckless, but I’ve been dreaming about being with him since our first day here.”

“I’m so sorry, Chance. I really am. If it makes you feel any better, I don’t think Deacon would’ve done it if he didn’t feel something for you too. That’s usually how these things work. There must be some feeling there to begin with.”

“I don’t know…”

I felt awful for the girl. I wasn’t lying though, I genuinely thought he did care for her. He was just also in love with Dawn and probably still Alma. That tiger was a mess.

Speaking of the striped devil… Deacon slowed his pace, cocked his big head back and let out a yowl.

“I hope that means he found the exit,” I muttered.

“Me too. I need a bath, big time.” She tugged at her top, and her nose crinkled in disgust.

By the time I turned back, Deacon was back in full male form stalking toward us. Chance’s cheeks rosied, and she dropped her gaze to the lush grass beneath our feet. He hitched his thumb over his shoulder, keeping his eyes to mine. “The gate is just a few more yards that way.”

“Finally…”

“But before we go through, I’d like a minute with Chance.” Those green eyes seared to mine. “In private.”

Right. I turned to Chance before responding. I wasn’t going to force this poor girl to talk to him if she didn’t want to. And I wouldn’t blame her one bit if she told Deacon to go to hell. “Is that okay?” I whispered.

Chance blew out an exasperated breath. “I guess I’ll have to face him eventually.”

I gave her shoulder a quick squeeze and an encouraging smile. “You’ve got this, girl. If it were me, I’d lie and blame it all on the flower toxins.” Tossing her a conspiratorial wink, I spun on my heel and darted past Deacon. I couldn’t help the little scowl I shot in his direction. Men…
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Chance

I kept my eyes glued to the ground because the last thing I needed right now was a front row view of Deacon’s rippling torso, those sinful tattoos across his arms or the beast between his legs. I’d already had a front row view of it, and it was incredible.

Only a few minutes with him inside me, and already, I was totally done for. It’s not surprising considering… Let’s be honest, I was crazy about the guy before any of this.

“Chance, I need to apologize,” Deacon whispered, tearing me from my pointless thoughts.

“It wasn’t your fault. I get it,” I blurted.

“No, I don’t think you do.” He stepped closer, and my entire body lit up at his proximity. “Can you please look at me?”

I shook my head and kept my eyes fixed to the ground, to a single blade of grass that was slightly taller than the surrounding ones. I imagined that was me, standing tall despite the crushing weight of embarrassment.

Deacon’s thumb and forefinger closed around my chin, forcing my eyes to his. “Please,” he whispered.

I blinked quickly as heat sprang up at the corners. Oh no, please don’t cry. Don’t cry. I swallowed down the gigantic lump in my throat and met his anxious gaze.

“I need you to know that I’m so sorry for what happened back there. And I want you to understand that it wasn’t all just because of those toxic spores.”

I compelled my lips into a tight line to keep from blubbering like an idiot.

“I care about you, and I’m really attracted to you. I have been from the start. Some of the other contestants were a little more forceful and somehow, along the way, I got distracted.” He released a slow breath, and those brilliant emerald eyes lanced into mine. “I don’t regret what happened between us one bit, but what I do regret are the circumstances in which they happened. I want to get to know you better, both physically and emotionally. I feel like we’ve already connected, and what just happened will only deepen our growing bond.”

Now, I was smiling like an idiot.

He must have noticed the effect his words had on me because I could feel the but coming. “But--”

I muttered a curse. “But you also feel connected to other bachelorettes?”

His lips twisted, and I could tell he was keeping something from me, but I just didn’t understand what. Clearly, he still had feelings for his ex, Alma, but who else? I didn’t feel that connection with any of the other women. I was definitely missing something.

“There are a few females that I’ve developed feelings for, yes.” He raked his hand through his hair, tugging at the ends. Some of the green goop was still stuck in the short, blonde strands. “I hate this show, sometimes, Chance. I thought it was hard being on the other end of it last season, but being the one forced to choose between all of you incredible women is ten times harder. It’s gut-wrenching. I can’t say I feel like I’ve always made the right decision. In fact, I think I’ve really fucked things up most of the time.”

I slowly shook my head. “No, you haven’t, Deacon. You’re just doing your best in a tough situation.”

He held out his hand, a moment of insecurity flashing across those deep green orbs. “I appreciate the vote of confidence. Now, let’s get the hell out of this maze, shall we?”

My head bobbed up and down. “Please! I need a bath so bad.”

Deacon chuckled as he wrapped his hand around mine and led me around the corner of the towering hedge. Rose waited on the other side, her gaze pinned to the golden gates of freedom just ahead.

“Finally.” Rose threw me a smile. “I was about a second from making a run for it by myself.”

“I wouldn’t have blamed you if you had,” said Deacon.

“Nah, we started this thing together so we should end it the same way.” Rose marched toward the gilded doorway and the gates swung open, a sharp creak echoing through the stillness.

As soon as we crossed the threshold, a cloud of white smoke coalesced, and five figures emerged from the fog. One I recognized right away, our eccentric host, Methyss with his signature top hat and suit. Beside him stood four Fae royals, judging by their crowns and pointy ears. The king and queens of Spring Court would be my guess.

Rose sprang forward and enveloped the four royals, starting with the female with dark hair and rainbow-colored tips. I loved her hair choice already. Then she moved onto the blonde male with the arrogant grin, the other twin and her spouse.

Methyss dipped into an elaborate bow. “May I present King Drake and Queen Tempest Wintersbee, and Queen Arabella and King-Consort Brock Wilder of the Spring Court.”

Boy, that was a mouthful.

“Let’s thank the lovely rulers of the Fae realm for lending us their maze for the show.”

Thank them? I was about a second away from asking who let the demon loose and what was up with the poisonous flora?

Deacon’s angry snarl reflected my feelings exactly.

“Before you say anything,” King Drake began, lifting his gaze to each of us, “I swear to you we had nothing to do with the borara demon or the poisonous matinka flower.”

“Yes, we have no idea how they got into the maze,” Queen Tempest chimed in before shooting Methyss a narrowed glare. “We got rid of all those nasty creatures years ago when we were crowned. They shouldn’t have been anywhere near the palace gardens.”

“Absolutely,” Queen Arabella added. “We know what it’s like to go through that nasty labyrinth.” Her pert nose scrunched in distaste. “We’re really sorry.”

“Well, thanks for hosting anyway,” said Rose.

“I hope everything is going well, Rosie?” the king asked.

“As well as can be expected, Uncle Drake.”

Good goddess, was Rose related to everyone in Azar?

“On that note, we’re all pretty tired—” Deacon began. And he was still naked. How he still kept his chin lifted in front of the royals was quite impressive.

“And gross,” I added.

“Please, spend the day in the Royal Baths,” said Queen Tempest. “It’s the least we can do after the afternoon you’ve had.”

“Well, I’d never say no to that.” I gave the royals a smile.

“Splendid.” Methyss clapped his hands with so much vigor his top hat teetered on his head.

Deacon offered Rose and me an arm, and we both weaved our hands through his. The royals escorted us toward the palace, and for the first time today, I could finally breathe.
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AN INTIMATE EMBRACE
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Slade

Moonlight trickled through the dense canopy of the grove, casting ethereal silver rays across Rose’s flushed cheeks. My fingers tightened around hers as I led her through the towering trees. The air was thick with humidity, and the scent of tropical blossoms and damp earth mingled with the rich scent of moss-covered trees.

An odd giddiness filled my chest, each step escalating the mad flutter of my pulse.

“Where exactly are we going?” Rose blurted as we passed a horde of fireflies painting the night with their soft glow.

“Patience, precious. We’re almost there.” For a minute, I didn’t think this midnight rendezvous would happen. I hated the idea of risking Rose’s safety for this moonlit romp, but when I found the note slipped under my door from the enticing she-dragon, I couldn’t resist.

When I met her at the back door, my original intent was to convince her against this dangerous tryst, but one look at those mesmerizing golden orbs and I was a goner. I’d dreamt about this moment from the instant I saw this woman. That unquenchable fire burned deep in her soul, a perfect match to my fiery demon.

“What are you going to do tomorrow if Lucifer doesn’t come through?” Rose’s anxious tone zapped the fun right out of the lighthearted escape.

I halted mid-stride and spun at her. “I don’t want to talk about it, precious. Just for one night, I want this to be about us. None of the other bachelorettes, not Deacon, not Dawn. Just us.”

Her eyes sparkled beneath the moonlight, a smile melting across her face. “Okay,” she whispered.

I tugged on Rose’s hand and towed her through the dense underbrush of colossal ferns and giant flower blossoms. Beads of sweat raced down my back, a mix of excitement and the sultry heat dampening my shirt.

A few more yards, and I could finally make out the rush of the cascades. Maybe a quick dip to cool off before things really heated up. As we moved deeper into the jungle, the iridescent waterfalls appeared, their crystalline waters catching the moon’s glow.

Rose stopped at the clearing, and I slowed beside her, my heart pounding like a drum, each beat resonating through my chest. “It’s beautiful…”

I cocked my head at her, taking in her soft pouty lips, the determined set of her jaw, the perfect slope of her nose bathed beneath the silvery moon. “Sure is,” I whispered. “Come on.” Squeezing her hand, I led her to the edge of the lagoon. “Moonlight swim?”

Rose’s head bobbed up and down, an unguarded smile lifting the corners of her lips. Her gauzy white dress clung onto her damp skin, revealing each and every tantalizing curve. I’d imagined it a dozen times. She reached behind her neck and untied the straps. The soft material sloughed to the jungle floor, pooling at her feet.

All the air squeezed out of my lungs, an embarrassing choking sound escaping from my gaping mouth as I took her in. She was completely bare beneath. I fought every instinct to devour her on the spot. Instead, I kept my gaze pinned to hers as she sauntered closer.

“My gods, precious, you are breathtaking,” I murmured.

That smile grew wider, and my heart was a second away from flying right out of my chest. Her fingers curled around the hem of my shirt, and anticipation lit up my core. She tugged it over my head and tossed it to the floor before finding the button on my jeans. She dropped to her knees and devastatingly slowly drew my pants and boxers down in one go.

I sprang free, already hard as a rock. Realms, what this female did to me. Maybe we should skip the swim all together. I wasn’t sure I’d be able to wait a moment longer to claim this woman.

Her eyes raked over me appreciatively as she stood, and a low growl vibrated her chest. No, not a growl, she was purring. And the sexy sound went straight to my dick. My hand wrapped around the back of her neck, bringing her mouth to mine. I captured her lips with the fiery passion of a thousand stars colliding.

Rose melted into my touch, her body molding to my own. Electrifying heat surged between us as my hands traveled the length of her soft form. Hades, I needed to get this woman into the water, or we’d both burn up in a firestorm of lust and desire.

I took a step back, then another, dragging her along with me. The cool water of the lagoon splashed over our feet, and a chill raced up my spine at the disparity in temperature. Rose shuddered as I drew her further into the sparkling depths.

I held her tight against my body, and the heat raged between us. My hands slid down her back, cupping her perfect cheeks. Her hips grinded against my arousal, and a growl stirred in my throat. “Let’s slow down, precious.”

Rose’s eyes lifted to mine, her pupils blown out with desire. “I don’t want to slow down, Slade. I think we’ve already done too much of that.” Her hands moved to my ass and urged me closer so my cock wedged between our heated bodies. “I want you inside me.”

Good goddess, of course she had to say that.

Those five little words were like an instant orgasm.

“Are you sure?” My dick wanted to smack me for that one. When had I gotten so damned noble? “With everything going on with Arista and Harper⁠—”

She pressed her finger to my lips cutting me off. “You’re the one that said you didn’t want to talk about anyone else tonight. This is supposed to be only about us, right?”

I nodded.

“So take me, Slade. This is what I want. I choose you, and I know you’re supposed to be the one in charge of this whole dating game, but I’m taking the reins for tonight. I want you.”

“Yes, ma’am.” Gods, I loved a woman who knew what she wanted. “You got me, precious.” My hands cradled her ass and lifted, winding her legs around my hips. She rocked against me, my dick stroking her center. Fiery anticipation throbbed through my lower half.

I walked her back a few steps and propped her on the ledge of the lagoon. The pounding of the waterfall did nothing to hide the thunderous claps of my heart as she parted her legs. I wedged my hips between her thighs, and her arms laced around the back of my neck.

Capturing her lips once more, I nibbled and explored, anxious to taste every bit of her. My hands traveled her body, my palm settling on her full breast. Her head fell back, back arching as I took her nipple between my fingers. A moan slid free, and it was all the encouragement I needed.

I lined myself up at her entrance, then slowly dragged my tip across her warmth. Oh gods, she felt like heaven. Her hips tilted toward me, spurring me on. I’d wanted this for so long, and now I was paralyzed. Fear strummed through my veins as I stood there, frozen, like an idiot.

What the hell was wrong with me? This was just sex, right?

A deep, dark voice in the furthest recesses of my mind laughed at me. It would never be just anything with Rose. And that’s what had me terrified. The last time I’d been in love, it had nearly killed me.

And Rose, she’d ruin me.

“Slade?” Her soft hands framed my face, and those radiant golden orbs met mine. “Are you okay?”

I shook my head, chomping down on my bottom lip. Don’t say it, you fool. Don’t say it.

“What’s wrong?” She drew me closer and oh, I ached to be inside her. “Do you not want to do this?”

“No, gods, no, that isn’t it. I want to do this so damned badly it hurts. I’ve dreamt about claiming you from the moment we met. It’s just that I’m so fucking in love with you, I’m terrified.” Damn it. The L word dribbled out without my consent. It’s too soon. I tried to turn away, but Rose’s grip on my cheeks only tightened.

She forced my eyes to hers, and it was only then I noticed the beaming smile stretched across her face. “I love you too, Slade.”

My heart fluttered like a fragile butterfly trapped in a cage, its delicate wings brushing against the bars with nervous anticipation. “You do?” I spluttered. “Devils, why?”

Rose laughed, the sound brightening the darkness flooding my insides. “I guess you can’t choose who you fall in love with, right?”

“So you love me? You really love me?” I was practically singing like an idiot now.

“Yes, you infuriating demon. I love you.” Her hands curled around my ass, fingers digging into my flesh. “Now make love to me before I explode.”

“Your wish is my command, precious.” I thrust inside her, and everything else failed to exist. It was an electrifying moment of clarity, our souls meeting in an intimate embrace. It was like nothing I’d ever experienced before, the depth of emotion kindled in my heart was soul-rending. I captured her lips, our moans swallowed up between fiery kisses.

We moved as one, a devastating, beautiful dance that ignited a love that I was certain would burn for all eternity.

OceanofPDF.com


11

TERRIFIED
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Slade

I’d watched Rose sleep all night. Well, the few hours that we spent in bed after returning from our midnight rendezvous with me not buried inside her. It had been earthshattering, mind-blowing, soul-rending… just like I knew it would be with the fiery she-dragon. And now I was terrified.

Terrified of losing her.

Of failing her.

Of loving her.

With Aspen, it was different. She was the one in control. I had no say over what would become of us, but this time around, it was on me. I had the power to walk away right now, to sweep this incredible woman into my arms and ride off into the sunset. Sure, there’d be hell to pay with the producers and breach of contract and blah, blah, blah, but did any of that really matter? If I had Rose, I didn’t need anything else.

A faint feminine sigh drew me from my inner musings. And gods, that sound, it sent pure desire raging down below. Her head lay on my bare chest, her arm slung over my torso, and a leg entwined with mine. She was naked and beautiful, and realms, there was nothing I wanted more than to make love to her again. Too bad our time was up. I had to get Rose out of here before anyone caught us together. Which was another reason for my lack of sleep. If Arista came unannounced… fear tore at my insides just at the thought. My demon roared to life, the blood-thirsty side awakening. He would never let Arista lay a hand on her, despite the consequences for Harper. No one touched what was ours and lived.

Again, my thoughts swirled back in time to another female who’d been hurt because of me. Aspen. My demon had showed restraint, not killing all the dark lords who’d kidnapped her. In fact, two of the three were still alive and well. Hmm…

“Morning, dark lord.” That sexy, sleepy voice sent all the swirling thoughts to the far corners of my mind.

Rose lifted her head off my chest and peered up at me, those golden irises aglow.

“Good morning, precious sleepyhead. I thought I was going to have to carry you out of here unconscious.” I shot her a smirk and pressed a chaste kiss to her forehead.

“What can I say? Someone wore me out last night.”

“Gods, I love you.” I jerked her mouth to mine, her lips parted, and our tongues began their heated dance. Much too soon, I pried my mouth from hers, despite every part of my body cursing at me. Rose, too, let out a frustrated groan. “You have to go,” I muttered.

“I know, I know.” She rolled her eyes, then rolled on top of me.

“Oh, precious, you’re going to be the death of me.”

She pressed her body flush against mine and trailed kisses down my torso.

“But hades, if I have to go, this would definitely be the best way.”

Rose laughed against my skin, the warm sound vibrating all the way down to my core.

My hands closed around her hips, dragging her up my body so she straddled me. “If we’re going to do this, let’s do it right.”

Lifting her hips, she sank onto me, and every nerve-ending in my body lit up as I filled her. A moan fled her lips, and her head fell back as our bodies began to move as one.

“I could do this all day, every day,” she whispered, pupils blown out with desire as her hips rolled against mine.

“Then who am I to deny you?” I tossed her a smirk and deepened my thrusts, needing to be closer, always closer.

A growl vibrated her chest, and I immediately recognized that lusty little dragon. She’d been surging to the surface all night. She wanted to claim me as hers, and who was I to stop the creature? It was only a matter of time.

I glanced up at Rose as she moved, her beauty overwhelming. “You are so perfect, precious.”

A smile split her lips, revealing sharp canines. Gold scales shimmered across her bare arms. Her dragon was clawing her way out, and I wasn’t even the least bit frightened.

“You’re not going to bite me, are you?”

“I just might if you don’t shut up.” A beastly growl laced her tone, but she was all sweet smiles. “I can control her.”

“Whatever you say, queen alpha.”

“Slade…” she grumbled.

I lifted my hands innocently, all the while keeping a steady rhythm. “I never said I wouldn’t want to be claimed by your inner beast.”

Her eyes grew impossibly wide. “So you would?”

Weaving my arms around her waist, I sat up so our bodies were flush against each other. “I would do anything for you, or your dragon, precious. I may be the dark lord, but you are my queen. And your wish is my command.”

A heart-stopping smile stretched across her face, and just when I thought she couldn’t possibly look more gorgeous, she did. “My dragon would want nothing more than to make you ours, but… a dragon mate bond is a pretty serious thing.”

I nodded. I was vaguely familiar with the bonded for life stuff. Though demons didn’t experience anything like it, I’d spent enough time with shifters to understand the premise. It was a lifetime commitment.

“We’ll take it one step at a time, okay?” I captured her lips, needing to taste her in this moment, needing as many points of contact as physically possible. “I love you, Rose, and we’ll figure out everything else as it comes.”

“Mmm,” she murmured against my lips. “I love you, my dark lord.”
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“Come on, Lucifer, come on, damn it.” I paced the length of my bedroom for the fiftieth time. I’d sent a fire message to my grandfather the moment Rose left over an hour ago and still nothing. Any minute now, Sam would come to collect me for my date with Everly and Arista, and I’d be totally screwed. Literally. I wasn’t sure how much longer I could hold off that lusty siren.

Not that I could blame her… I was kind of irresistible.

Flashes of my heated night with Rose surged to the surface, and my jeans were suddenly too tight in the crotch. Dammit. Get it together, Slade. There were far more important issues to contend with. Like how I would keep that siren-demon off my back on today’s date.

A flicker of bright orange flames caught my eye a few inches from my nose. The fire sizzled and a note floated in the air before me. My hand shot out, fingers wrapping around the parchment.

I scanned the note, knowing full well there was only one person it could have come from.

Slade,

Apologies for the delay in finding that little human. Upon further investigation, it doesn’t seem that she would have any pertinent knowledge on the current situation unfolding on the show.

That said, my minions, as you so colorfully referred to them, will continue to search for her as a personal favor to you. I look forward to the day you’ll be making it up to me.

Sincerely,

Your favorite grandsire, Lucifer

I muttered a curse and crumpled up the scrap of paper. Great. We were getting nowhere fast. On the other hand, I was pretty damned proud of Harper for staying hidden so well. At least she was following my instructions.

Three sharp knocks sent my heart catapulting up my throat. “It’s time, Slade.” Sam’s voice seeped through the door.

Damn it. We were out of time.

I trudged to the entrance and found Dax’s assistant scowling in the hallway. Of all the staff, Sam was the only one who seemed to hate being here as much as I did. She unglued her eyes from her tablet and glanced up at me. “Ready?”

“Guess so.”

She spun on her heel and shouted over her shoulder, practically sprinting toward the stairs. “Good, both females are waiting in the lobby. You know the drill.”

I sure did. I only prayed I could avoid Arista in the maze for the entire date. Rose had already caught me up to speed on their trip to the Fae lands. I felt terrible after hearing the story about Chance. Deacon hadn’t even come by to fill me in, which meant he was probably drowning in guilt. Gods, things were so much easier without a conscience.

I’d have to stay away from all the deranged flora and fauna in that labyrinth. The last thing I needed with that siren around was to fall prey to its intoxicating effects.

I dragged my feet down the remaining steps and forced a smile when the blinking red light of the camera caught my eye. I really needed to have a talk with Rose about running away. I wasn’t sure how much more of this I could stand. Once we figured out how to contain Arista and keep Harper safe, what was the point of remaining here? I’d already chosen the one.

Turning the corner, a pair of crazy blue eyes met mine. Now that I knew what Arista was, I just had to find a way to figure out what she wanted. Also, as a mimic demon, she could technically transform into anyone at any time. Talk about freaky…

“Good morning, lovely ladies.” I swiveled my gaze from Arista to the sweet Everly who gave me a shy smile. Why that kind Nephilim ever joined this show was beyond me. But since she was here, it was about time I found out more about her father, Cillian. As archangel of Celestia, the angel realm, maybe he could help us out with this Harper dilemma. I wasn’t above going around Lucifer, that was for sure, despite the tumultuous relationship with his brother.

From between the bachelorettes, Methyss emerged in a cloud of shimmery smoke. “Hello, my dear demon dark lord.” He dipped into a bow, tipping his top hat. “Are you ready for today’s date?”

“Always, Methyss.” I donned my cheesiest smile to match his.

“Wonderful! Today, the three of you are off to an enchanting world.”

Ugh. I hated the Fae. They were stuck up and arrogant, ten times worse than any of the other realms of Azar.

Our host clapped his hands and a portal blazed to life, the vibrant blue lights illuminating the entire front entrance of the villa. “Enjoy your day in the underwater world of the Ocean Realm in Aquatica, or to be more precise, the city of Atlantis.”

Wait a second… that wasn’t the plan!
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Arista

No, no, no. This was not the plan. What if one of the royals realizes I’m not the precious princess?

“Everything all right, Arista?” Slade purred. “You look a little pale.”

My lips slid into a practiced smile, and I grinned at the irresistible bachelor. “Of course not, Slade. I’m thrilled to be returning to my homeland. I was only just thinking about Lord Nerid, my betrothed. I’d hate for him to ruin our date.”

Now the dark lord was the one who looked like he was going to be sick. The truth was I had no idea how close Nerid and the recently deceased Arista truly were. If we did run into him, Arista’s father or one of her siblings, would they realize the truth?

“So what exactly are we doing on this date?” Slade turned to Methyss, an uneasy expression etched into his handsome face, reminding me of the man I once knew.

Methyss’s cheeks looked like they were about a second from splitting, his smile was so wide. “Why, it’s a surprise, of course. You’ll see when you get there.”

“Of course,” Slade muttered.

Everly drew closer to my dark lord, and my fingernails sharpened to deadly points. He was mine. What was that little angel thinking?

“I’m sure whatever it is will be great.” The ridiculously bubbly Nephilim grated on my last nerve. If she wasn’t so well-connected, I would’ve disposed of her long ago, but angering the archangel of Celestia was not in my best interests.

“All right, ladies and gentledemon, without further ado, let’s get you on your way.” He motioned toward the swirling portal, and I inhaled a steadying breath. I was running out of time. If I couldn’t convince Slade to impregnate me, I’d be forced to kill him. And despite his actions in the past and his clear reluctance to give me what I needed, I hated to see him die. Maybe I was getting too close this time… My feelings had never gotten in the way of a mission.

I patted the vial safely tucked away in the inner lining of my jeans. Today would have to be the day. I was running out of time.
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Slade

As the whirling winds of the portal died away, I held my breath. Yes, I’d watched all the other seasons of Hitched, and I clearly remembered one where the portal dumped the Fae prince and his dates into the Manta Sea.

I was pleasantly surprised when my feet hit sandy but solid ground.

My eyes snapped open, and the two bachelorettes came tumbling out behind me. The city of Atlantis sprawled out before us. An immense palace with iridescent spires crafted from luminescent coral and precious stones stood only a few yards away behind a towering golden gate. Crystal-clear domes revealed grand chambers adorned with vibrant marine life and intricate mosaics.

This was my first time in the Ocean Realm, and I must say, it did not disappoint.

Beyond the mystical glass, aquatic gardens bloomed with bioluminescent flora, casting a gentle glow that danced with the rhythm of the ocean currents. Merfolk traversed the city's avenues, their graceful tails propelling them through archways of carved seashells and gleaming pearls.

“Wow…” I muttered.

Everly scanned the majestic underwater city held within a mystical bubble, her eyes as wide as my own. Even fake Arista seemed overwhelmed. A shimmering blue haze covered her torso, and an instant later, her tail appeared. She bobbed atop the sand, just like all the other merfolk, as if she were suspended in water.

“Whoa, how is that possible?” I eyed her glittering tail.

“It’s part of the magic that encapsulates the city. The merfolk may travel Atlantis by foot or tail.”

Hmm, bravo, little demon. She must have done her homework before she assumed Arista’s body. But how was she planning on keeping up her charade now? If we were dropped off in front of the palace, we’d clearly be seeing the royal family.

Would the king recognize the demon parading as his child? More importantly, was there any way I could get King Elijah to help us?

Two sentinels whooshed closer, their scintillating scales glimmering beneath the sea depths, despite the lack of nearby sunshine. The pair of bare-chested mermen dipped their heads. “Welcome to the royal city of Atlantis. King Elijah is honored to have you as our guests today.” They swiveled their gazes toward Arista and deepened their bows. “Princess, welcome home.”

“Thank you,” she murmured. “It’s wonderful to finally be back.”

Did she know their names? Should she have? One never could tell with royals.

“What are we up to today?” I asked the larger male with silver hair that undulated on an invisible current.

“The king has arranged for the three of you to tour the city upon our royal seahorses. They are the finest in all the Ocean Realm.”

I clapped my hands. That sounded perfectly safe. No way fake Arista would be able to jump me when we were gallivanting across the waves on seahorseback.

“That sounds lovely,” said Everly.

Arista’s lips screwed into a pout, but shockingly, she said nothing. Smart. The less she spoke the less likely they’d be to notice there was something wrong with their princess.

“Right this way.” The sentinels guided us down a sandy path that led to the gilded gates of the palace.

“Why doesn’t Arista lead us?” I just couldn’t help myself.

Her eyes tapered at the edges as she scrutinized me. “I’m the princess, dark lord. It is customary for the guards to lead.”

“Oh, right. How could I forget?”

Arista moved beside me, bobbing up and down like she was riding a wave. So weird. I inched closer to Everly, desperate to get away from the mer-demon but also curious to get to know the Nephilim a little better.

“I hope we have some time to chat alone later,” I whispered.

Everly’s cheeks flushed, and I internally berated myself. That sounded like way more than what it was supposed to.

“I actually had a few questions about your father,” I amended.

“Oh, okay, sure.” The smile flipped into a frown, and a splash of guilt came over me.

Better she knew the truth than think I was trying to get her alone to get into her pants. There was more than enough of that going around.

By the time I looked up, we’d reached the stables. Which were surprisingly just like you’d expect horse stables to look like except for instead of the traditional wood, the stalls were crafted in a pearly white, with vibrant corals in a riot of colors decorating the space. The seahorses bobbed in their enclosures, whinnying gently.

Cute little fellas.

“Have you ever ridden a seahorse?” I asked Everly.

“No, I haven’t. This is only my second time visiting the Ocean Realm. I came with my father once, but I remained on shore while he went to speak to King Elijah.”

Interesting… yes, Everly’s father seemed like he could definitely prove to be a useful ally. We only had to find a way to get word to him if Everly agreed to help. I hated getting her involved given the psycho siren’s predilections toward violence, but what other choice did I have at this point? Plus, she was a Nephilim and they were pretty hard to kill.

“We’ll have your mounts ready in a moment,” one of the sentinels announced as the stable hands got to work.

Everly left my side to pet a brilliant seahorse with rainbow hair like Chance’s.

Arista sidled up next to me and shot me a wicked grin. “It seems like you’ve been avoiding me, my dark lord.”

“Me? Of course not. I’ve just been so busy…”

“No more avoiding, Slade. You make love to me today, or Harper dies. Do you understand?”

I gulped, my heart raging against my ribs. Damn Lucifer for not finding her already.

“I’ve ingested a potion that will ensure one of your demon swimmers reaches its mark, but it only lasts for twenty-four hours. Time is ticking.”

A tremor of unease raced across my spine. “I still don’t understand why you want this?”

“I already told you, I want us to be together forever. You and me, side by side, ruling the Underworld.” She pressed closer and slid her hand between us, cupping my crotch. “Get ready, dark lord, because this will happen today, whether you like it or not.”
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Slade

Once the seahorses were tacked up and ready to go, I followed Arista and Everly to our mounts. One of the mermen stood at the front, his hand clasped around the reins of a huge navy-blue beast with hair that rippled along the current. This whole Atlantis thing was weird. All the creatures native to the realm moved as if they were truly underwater despite the mystical bubble surrounding us.

“Please mount up,” the male called out. “My name is Pluton, and I will be escorting you today.”

I eyed Arista. Would she be able to pull it off? A siren princess should have been quite comfortable astride one of the royal seahorses.

Her lips pinched as she swung her leg around the lithe creature. The little horse wiggled beneath her, its entire body tensing as she slipped her feet into the stirrups. Animals were incredibly perceptive things. I found them to be excellent judges of character, and clearly, this one was not pleased with its new rider.

Somehow, she managed to stay seated. Damn it.

After helping Everly on, I strode to my own seahorse, a pretty pink filly with dappled scales. “Be gentle, this is my first time.”

The cute little thing let out an excited whinny and uncurled its tail, offering it as a mounting step.

“Why, thank you.” I hopped on and she wriggled beneath me, tugging on the reins. “Settle down, girl, give me a second to get comfortable.”

“Are you talking to the seahorse?” Everly appeared by my side, grinning.

“I am. She’s a sweet little thing and has promised to take it easy on me. Aren’t you, precious?”

She laughed, the light giggle an ethereal sound. Maybe it was time to let her in on the Arista drama. Before I could open my mouth, the siren twisted her head in our direction and jerked her sea-pony toward us.

“Will you be leading the way, Arista? I imagine there are all sorts of special places you’d like to show us within your kingdom.”

The blue-haired beauty snarled, and a faint squeak erupted from Everly’s mouth. Arista quickly covered it with an exaggerated smile. “If I’m stuck at the front leading then I won’t have any time to spend with you, Slade.” She dug her heels into the seahorse’s flanks and urged her between Everly and me.

Ugh, great. I had to open my mouth, didn’t I?

“Well, I’m excited for the tour,” said Everly. “This whole realm seems so magical.”

“It sure does. I can’t wait for Arista to show us her home.” I shot the siren faker a cheeky grin.

Ignoring me, she turned to our merman guide. “Well, let’s get on with the tour, Pluton.”

The big male dipped his head, long blue locks floating across his broad bare shoulders. “Of course, princess.”

I nudged Precious forward, the name just fit her perfectly and followed behind the mer-guard with Arista stuck to my side. The vibrant hues of coral glowed like living rainbows, and schools of iridescent fish darted around us, creating a mesmerizing dance of aquatic life. My seahorse, covered with shimmering pink scales, moved gracefully through the city, its finned tail propelling us forward with a gentle swish.

We glided beneath arched tunnels adorned with intricate seashell patterns, the translucent walls revealing the bustling life within. Despite the unease Arista unearthed, the whole thing was rather beautifully peaceful. The towering pearl palace loomed over our heads, surrounded by swaying seaweed gardens and coral sculptures that came to life beneath the filtered sunlight.

“You’re so lucky you grew up here, Arista,” Everly whispered. As if her words would somehow disturb the rush of tranquility.

“Yes, it was lovely.”

I barely repressed an eyeroll. We ventured deeper into the city, where submerged temples held ancient treasure troves, and statues of sea gods stood watch. The ride carried us through the underwater streets, where merfolk swam with effortless grace, their colorful homes adorned with shells and marine treasures.

The hour went by quickly and before long, the pearl palace with its gilded gates stood once again before us. Our mer-escort dismounted and signaled toward the alabaster castle. “The king will see you now for a visit before your return home.”

Arista blanched beside me, and gods, that look was so satisfying. King Elijah had to realize this demon imposter wasn’t his daughter, right?

Three stable hands appeared and took the reins of our seahorses. “Bye, Precious. Thank you for the lovely ride.” I gave my girl a quick pat before the mermen led her back to the stables.

“Right this way,” said Pluton, pointing down the sea-shelled path. The gates creaked open, and the palace stretched out in all its splendor.

Arista snuck up beside me and whispered, “It’s time.”

Every hair on my body stood on end. “You can’t be serious,” I hissed back.

“What better place to impregnate me than in my own bedroom?” A wicked gleam brightened her eyes.

Had this demented demon really done that much research? Did she know her way around the royal palace?

“I can’t do this,” I snarled as we passed beneath pearly white archways with colorful coral climbing up the columns.

“You can and you will, if you want your precious Harper safe.”

“I won’t be able to perform under this pressure.”

She waggled a devious brow, and her tongue darted between her lips. “Don’t worry, dark lord, I’ll take good care of you.” She strutted in front of me, swaying her hips like it was supposed to turn me on.

My stomach soured, my insides roiling. Obviously, I couldn’t let this happen. But how was I going to get out of it this time?
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Arista

I could practically feel Slade’s revulsion as he marched alongside me. It should have bothered me, but it didn’t. Not one bit. I’d been through far more hellish things than forcing myself on a man.

This baby was my insurance policy.

Once the truth came out, the dark lord would never kill me, not when I carried his child. I’d even go so far as to wager he’d protect me from the others. Slade was a good man, which was a dilemma I’d never faced before. My missions in the past had always been simple. This one, in the past few weeks, had grown far more complicated.

Which was what had driven me to such extreme measures.

This was my out. My chance at finally leaving this life behind for good.

“My darling, Arista!” A deep voice jerked my attention to the bare-chested male floating toward me. I didn’t think I’d ever get used to this strange ‘underwater’ life. The king strode toward us, his hair the exact same shade as mine, or the real Arista. Killing her had been easy, but facing her father would be a twinge more difficult.

Before assuming her persona, I’d done extensive research and luckily for me, the two were not that close. The king of the Ocean Realm had thirteen daughters and countless grandchildren, not to mention a harem of wives. I doubted he’d really miss just one girl.

I donned a trained smile and wrapped my arms around the king’s neck. “Hello, Papa.”

“It’s been much too long, my child.” He held me out to arm’s length and gave me a once over. “Beautiful as always Ariel—I mean, Arista, of course.”

Yes, lucky for me, my research had proven correct.

“I hope you’ve gotten this out of your system. Lord Nerin is eager for your return.”

I bet the old man is. I was sure he’d love to get his hands on this hot little body. Too bad the real Arista was fish fodder by now.

The king finally turned his attention from me to Slade and the angel. “Welcome to the Ocean Realm.”

Slade and Everly both dipped their heads. “Thank you for having us.” The dark lord offered his typical grin.

“It’s truly an honor,” Everly said.

Angel suck up. The residents of Celestia truly were the worst. If Everly’s father wasn’t such an influential man, I would have killed her in a heartbeat.

“Come, right this way.” Elijah led the three of us to a grand chamber, the one he reserved for special guests. It overlooked the sparkling palace grounds with an abundance of marine sea life dotting the colorful coral.

Once we were all seated, an attendant appeared with a tray of Atlantean liqueurs. The great king was known across the realm for his weakness for alcohol. A few sips and he wouldn’t recognize his own daughter from a twisted imposter.

The merman poured the brilliant blue liqueur into four goblets and offered it to each of us.

“Papa, you’ll have to excuse me,” I interrupted. “I promised Slade a personal tour of our underwater gardens.”

Holding the chalice, the king took a long pull before answering. “Right now? I was hoping we could all enjoy a drink together.”

“Slade can’t wait, can you, my dark lord?”

He cleared his throat and dropped the goblet of liqueur. “Well, we wouldn’t want to be rude, now, would we?”

I shot him a narrowed glare. “We wouldn’t want someone to suffer the consequences of our delay.”

A sharp, choking sound erupted from Slade’s throat, and he reluctantly rose. “No, we wouldn’t want that.”

“I hope the lovely Everly will keep me company then?” King Elijah threw the angel a smarmy smile.

“Um, yes, of course.” She wiggled uncomfortably on the settee as I wrapped my fingers around Slade’s hand and jerked him toward the hallway.

“If we’re not back soon, come find us!” he called out over his shoulder as I dragged him out of view.

“Arista, I can’t do this,” he hissed as soon as we reached the quiet corridor.

I spun on him, irritation brimming over. “Then you’re willing to let Harper die?”

A frown slanted across his face, and a mumbled curse slipped through his clenched jaw. “What if I promise to impregnate you after the show?”

“It’ll be too late,” I barked. “And how stupid do you think I am? Once the show is over, you’ll disappear… And I can’t risk that.” I tugged on his hand, compelling him forward once again. The pearly corridors were just as I’d seen on the floorplans. A few more turns and we should arrive to the real Arista’s chambers.

“I know you’re not Arista,” Slade whisper-hissed.

“Well, it’s about damn time.” I didn’t stop, in fact, I only quickened my stride. We were nearly there.

“You don’t care that I figured it out?”

“No,” I snarled.

“You seem surprisingly lucid today,” he muttered.

“I’m not crazy, you idiot. It was all part of the act.” My gaze landed on a door at the end of the hallway and hope blossomed in my chest. I darted toward it, dragging Slade along with me.

“Wait!” He dug his heels into the shimmery marble floor, forcing me to a stop just in front of the door. “If you’re not crazy, then why are you doing this?”

“I’ll tell you everything after the sex.”

“Arista… or Electra or whatever the realms your name is. I cannot have sex with you.”

I huffed out an exasperated breath. “Then Harper dies.”
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Slade

“That’s not acceptable.” I glared at the formerly psycho siren, beyond confused. What act? What in all the realms was going on?

“Neither is you not impregnating me.”

She wasn’t lying, her eyes seemed clear as day, and there was something behind the blazing determination. Fear? I just couldn’t figure it out. “Listen, mimic demon, you’re going to have to be straight with me here because there is no way I’m sticking my dick in your…your…you know what.”

She squeezed her eyes shut and muttered a curse. “I never thought the great dark lord would be so squeamish around female body parts.”

“Well, you clearly know nothing about me.”

“You’re wrong, I do know you. Or maybe it was an old version I knew. Because the one I met long ago, would’ve thought nothing of fucking or impregnating me.”

“Show me your true form.” Maybe then I could figure out what the hades was going on here.

Her hand closed around the shimmery shell knob, and she yanked the door open. Brilliant light flooded the chamber through the blue stained-glass windows. Arista, or whatever her name was, jerked me toward the canopied bed in the center of the room. Soft gauzy linens flowed from the coral bedposts, fluttering on an invisible current.

“I’m not sleeping with you,” I blurted again when my knees hit the edge of the mattress.

“Then I’ll kill you. If Harper’s life isn’t enough of a threat, I’ll have to take your own.” She unsheathed a dagger from her thigh and pressed it to my throat, her blazing azure orbs searing into me.

I didn’t doubt she would either. “I’d rather you kill me than Harper.”

She hissed out another curse, and the pressure of the blade softened. “You see? This is what I mean. The old Slade didn’t care about anyone but himself.”

“Oh, my gods, who are you?” I shouted. This was driving me insane.

She shook her head, dropping the dagger from my neck, and a dark fog curled around her form. I held my breath as the charred scent of magic filled the air. Seconds later, the smoke dissipated, leaving a tall, silver-haired female. Midnight irises locked on mine, and my heart plummeted.

“Daxia?”

“I’m surprised you remember.”

I pointed at my temple. “Photographic memory.” A rueful grin curled my lips. “I remember all the women I sleep with.”

She snorted on a laugh. “More like the women you use to feed from.”

Crap. I had been a total dick to her, but realms I was only a kid back then. Barely eighteen when we’d hooked up. I was a total ass. “So you’re just a woman scorned?”

Her eyes threw daggers. “There was nothing minor or trivial about how you treated me, Slade!”

“I’m sorry.” I held my hands up. “I’m sure I was terrible to you back then; I just don’t understand all of this.”

“I was hired to kill you, you idiot.”

My jaw dropped, and I was fairly certain I’d have to scrape it off the sandy tile of the real Arista’s bedroom.

“I’m a slave assassin. I belong to a very powerful, dangerous man. When he told me you were the target, I easily agreed, given our history. But damn you, Slade, you’ve changed. You’re not as awful as I remembered, and it was becoming more and more difficult to kill you.”

I struggled to process her words. I had about a million questions swirling through my mind.

“And this is the first time in years I’ve been away from the Underworld for so long. Being here all these weeks, with these women, though irritating as all hell, has changed me. I can’t go back to him. This is my only chance to escape.”

“Then why do you want me to impregnate you?”

“Because I’d decided I couldn’t go through with it. Not killing a target for this man is tantamount to a death sentence. He owns me. I thought if I held the next dark lord in my belly, he’d show mercy. I no longer want this life, Slade. I just want to be free.”

My mind was reeling, too much new information coming in too fast.

“Okay, wait a second, who is this guy?”

“I can’t tell you.” She sucked her lower lip between her teeth. “He’d kill me.”

“Um, you do know I could kill you too, right?”

“But you wouldn’t.”

“How do you know that?”

“Because I’ve seen you the last few weeks, Slade. You’ve changed.” She shrugged, and gods, my stupid heart pinched. I shouldn’t have felt bad for this crazed assassin who was sent here to kill me, but damn it, I did. Maybe it was because she’d noticed something in me I’d been too scared to accept. I had changed.

Because of Rose or maybe even before that with Aspen. But she was right, I wasn’t the same man as five years ago.

“There has to be a way out of this for both of us,” I muttered and slumped down on the bed.

A glimmer of light streaked through Daxia’s dark orbs. “Like what? Will you choose me as your bachelorette? Tear me free from my bonds of slavery?”

“That’s a no on the first one, but maybe there’s something I could do about the slavery thing…”

“My master is growing impatient, Slade. He’s demanding your head. If I were pregnant, it would appease him. Having your child under his possession would surely be more valuable.”

“Daxia, be reasonable here. I’m not super familiar with all this pregnancy stuff, but even I know these things take time.” I gritted my molars, raking my hands across the silky sheets.

“But I could tell him I took the potion, and we completed the act. At least it would hold him off.”

“So just tell him!” I shouted, throwing my hands up. “We could fake it and figure out the rest.”

“He watches the show. He’ll see the way you act around me. All of that would have to change.”

Shit. I dragged my hand through my hair, weighing my limited options. I could just kill her. She’d put up a fight with that dagger sure, but I wasn’t entirely useless. Or I fake it until the end of the show and find a way to make Daxia disappear then. How hard could it be to hide one mimic demon?

I huffed out a breath. Gods, I’m going to regret this. “This is the deal, Daxia. I’ll play along like the good bachelor, keep you on until the very end. Then I vow to you I’ll find a way to keep you from him. Whoever that may be… But in return, you must swear a blood oath that you’ll never harm Harper, or any other woman that I may become interested in, and obviously, you can’t kill me.”

“A blood oath for a blood oath, dark lord.”

“Yeah, yeah, fine,” I grumbled. I stepped right into that one. “And you’re going to have to eventually tell me who your master is.”

“I will when I’m certain you are as invested in this deal as I am.”

“Fair enough.” I offered my hand, and her fingers curled around my palm. Then I turned to the door, but her hand held fast.

“The blood oath?”

“Oh, right.”

Daxia unsheathed her dagger once again and sliced it across her palm. Then she handed it to me, and I repeated the grisly procedure. We pressed our palms together and recited the oath.

“I vow to keep you safe from your demon owner and help you escape when the time is right.”

She nodded. “And in return, I vow not to kill you or Harper.”

“Or any woman I may develop feelings for over the course of the remaining weeks,” I added.

Daxia’s light brow arched, but she repeated the oath without question. Thank the gods.

Wiping my bloodied hand on the silky bedspread, I shot up to my feet. “Now, we should get back…”

“We must make it believable, Slade. If memory serves, sex with you was not simply a snack, it was an entire buffet.”

The hint of a smile lifted the corners of my lips. She wasn’t wrong there…

We remained in the real Arista’s bedroom for the better part of an hour. Now that the demon wasn’t trying to kill me or force herself on me, she wasn’t that bad. I searched my memories of the time we shared all those years ago. We’d grown up in the same realm, and I’d somehow always been aware of her presence. She’d always been beautiful. We’d flirted, fooled around for a while and then one night all of that finally reached a head when I found her at a nightclub.

Then I’d ghosted her.

Not because I hadn’t enjoyed our night of passion, but because I was barely eighteen and not interested in anything more.

Daxia turned to me, her brows puckered. “So when we go out there, are you ready to play the role of a happy couple?”

“Mmm. I suppose I’ll have to be.” The admission tasted bitter in my mouth. I’d have to tell Rose about this before she heard it through the gossip mill at the villa. Just the idea of telling her had my insides in a tangle. She was not going to be happy about this. Not one bit.

She cocked her head, eyeing me. “Is there another female on the show that you care about? For weeks, I’ve been trying to figure it out.”

I shook my head slowly. “Nope, not a one.” Lie. Lie. Lie. Gods, Rose was going to freak. How was I going to fake it with the demon for the next few weeks without incurring the she-dragon’s wrath?

“Good, then this little farce should be easy for you.” That dark smoke clouded around her body and an instant later, she was back in the siren’s form.

“Yup, easy as pie.”

She inched closer, and I had to resist the urge to jerk back. “We have to make it look convincing.” Her hands closed around my shirt collar and undid the first few buttons. Then she dragged her fingers through my hair, messing it up to her liking.

She repeated the process with her own azure locks, then smeared her lipstick and pinched her cheeks until they were rosy. Untucking her blouse from her jeans, she completed the mussed-up, after-sex look.

I must say, she did appear damned convincing.

Then Daxia, or Arista, as I’d have to continue calling her, took my hand and led me out the door.

OceanofPDF.com


15

A BETRAYAL AND A SECOND CHANCE
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Deacon

“Eight ball corner pocket.” Rose smirked at me from across the pool table.

“You totally played me, you evil little she-dragon.” Smirking, I stared at the pile of gelders sitting on the end of the mahogany table. Rose was a veritable pool shark.

She shrugged nonchalantly before sinking the black ball into the corner pocket. “I grew up with all brothers in a realm with a very long winter. What can I say? I got pretty good.”

“Yeah, you did.” I watched as she scooped up all the Azarian money and filled her pockets.

“Oh, I want to play you next.” Roxy popped up from the couch where she and Chance were watching some silly romcom.

All the bachelorettes were here except for Alma. Since her arrival, I’d noticed she frequently shied away from group activities like these. I couldn’t blame her really. The whole thing was so weird.

I racked up the balls as Rose folded onto the sofa beside Chance. Speaking of weird, things were still awkward with the sweet unipeg after that date from hell and those poisonous plant spores. I just hoped we could get back to how things used to be. More than anything, I missed talking to my friend.

“Hey, what happened to my movie?” Chance’s squeal drew my attention from the pool table to the TV screen.

Static lines flickered across the monitor then the image changed. A pearly white hallway filled the screen, seashells and brightly hued coral running along the walls. Then the camera’s angle shifted and zeroed in on two familiar forms.

Arista peeked out into the hallway from behind a door, then tugged Slade out behind her. Both appeared disheveled, clothes askew and hair looking a lot like⁠—

A gasp escaped through Rose’s lips, despite the hand clapped over her mouth.

Roxy joined us, plopping down on the couch’s armrest. “Damn, did they just screw?”

“Impossible,” I muttered.

I glanced down at Rose’s hands and the claws ripping through the tips of her fingers. Oh, no, this wasn’t good. I squeezed her shoulder and whispered, “You okay?”

“No,” she gritted out.

“I’m sure it’s not what it seems,” I murmured into her ear.

“I’m not so sure given the situation.” She leapt up and raced by me. “I have to get out of here,” she called out over her shoulder.

“Rose, are you okay?” Chance shouted behind her.

She didn’t even pause to answer. I trailed her form as she raced out of the room, golden scales rippling across her bare shoulders and back. I prayed to all the gods she made it outside before she lost control of her dragon and brought down the entire villa.

“Why are we seeing this anyway?” Chance asked, pulling my attention back to the screen.

Slade and Arista walked down a hallway, hand-in-hand. Worse, they were both smiling and talking like they were actually lovers. It was a good thing Rose missed that part.

“It’s probably the producers trying to mess with us,” I grumbled.

“Well, they definitely got to Rose,” said Roxy. “I had no idea she had a thing for Slade. I thought she hated him.”

“Things aren’t always as they seem around here,” Chance answered before I could say a word.

As usual the perceptive little unipeg hit the nail right on the head.

“I don’t need to watch this.” I stood, thoroughly disgusted, and headed toward the door. “See you ladies later.”

Had Slade really given into the psycho siren? No way he slept with her, right? Unless Arista had found Harper, and he had no other way out.

I marched down the hall, my heart heavy for my friend and Rose. Of course, now that he’d found the one, the producers would find a way to screw it up for him. Gods, I hated this show.

The sound of muffled cries stopped me in front of a door. I glanced up, fully expecting it to be Rose’s room, only it wasn’t. A pit of dread sank to the bottom of my gut. I tapped on the dark wood with my knuckles. “Alma, are you okay?”

A long minute later, the door opened a crack. Alma stood in the opening, raven hair a curtain across her face, but it couldn’t hide the tears brimming over.

“What’s wrong?” I barreled through the door and wrapped her in my arms. “Did someone hurt you?”

She buried her face in my shirt, and I tucked my chin to the top of her head. Her familiar wild scent flooded my nostrils. “Nothing,” she finally murmured against my tee.

I held her out to arm’s length and took her in. “Then why are you crying?”

“Oh, Deac, I never should’ve agreed to this. It was such a mistake coming here.”

“Why would you say that?”

“I can’t do this…” She snagged her lower lip between her teeth, shaking her head. “I saw you in the game room earlier with the other bachelorettes and gods, I was so jealous. I could barely contain my tiger from bursting free. She’s still so in love with you, Deacon.” She let out a rueful laugh. “Who am I kidding? I’m so in love with you.”

A tiny sliver of my heart just broke off. I’d been in love with Alma for the majority of my life. Aspen was the first woman I’d felt anything for after Alma broke my heart. And then Dawn… Gods, I just wished I could talk to her, understand what happened.

“I think I should go,” she whispered. “I’ll talk to the producers and tell them I made a mistake and⁠—"

“No, don’t do that, Alma, please.”

Her dark eyes lifted to mine, and my entire chest felt like it was caving in. I hated seeing her in pain. “Then give me a reason not to go.”

My lips crashed into hers, easily molding to the familiar feel. Her lips parted for me, and our tongues entwined. It had always been good between us. We’d been kissing since we were kids. My hand snaked around the back of her neck, fingers digging into the soft hair at her nape.

I walked her back toward the bed, and she fell onto the mattress, those big soulful eyes gazing up at me. “Make love to me, Deacon. Like you used to.”

I nodded, my erection already straining against my jeans. It was like my body, no, my tiger recognized hers. Instinct guided my every move. Crawling over her, I undid the buttons of her blouse, exposing her lacey bra and peaked nipples. My tiger let out an appreciative growl.

“I guess he remembers me too.” A smile slid across her face, and my own lips curved in return. Alma’s hands dipped to my belt buckle, making quick work of it, then the metal button and the zipper. My jeans sloughed to the floor in no time.

Her hand cupped my erection over my boxers, and another growl vibrated deep in my throat. I shoved her skirt up until it bunched around her waist. Her lacey thong sent fire rushing below. I deepened the kiss, nibbling at her bottom lip.

Being with Alma always felt like coming home. She’d been my first everything and I hers. “I missed this,” I muttered against her mouth, then moved across her jaw and fluttered kisses down her neck.

“Me too, so much.” Her hips tilted up to meet mine, and I rubbed my arousal across her center. “Mmm, I’m so ready for you, Deac.” Her fingers slipped beneath the waistband of my boxers and dragged them to my ankles.

Without bothering to remove her skirt, I went straight for that thong, nearly ripping the flimsy material. It pooled on the floor with the rest of my discarded clothing. Then I fit myself between her thighs and caged her in, hovering just a few inches over her.

“Hold on,” I whispered as her hips bucked to meet my arousal. “I need to tell you something.”

“What is it?”

“I’ve always loved you, Alma, even after you mated with Zeke. It took me years to let you go, and then when I finally did⁠—”

“Zeke died,” she finished for me. “He’s gone.”

I nodded. “I understand that, and I want this, I do, but I can’t promise you a future right now. My heart is still… undecided.”

She pressed her lips together, eyes shining too brightly.

“But I don’t want you to leave,” I added quickly. “I want to give us another chance. Are you up for that?”

Her chin dipped. “I was the idiot that let you go in the first place, so I guess this is my punishment. Having to fight for you against these other women will be my penance.” Her hands dug into my ass, and she urged my tip to her entrance. “Now make love to me so I can remember exactly what I’m fighting for.”

“Yes, ma’am.” I drove inside her, and a wave of pleasure raced over every inch of me.

Her hips rocked against mine, in perfect sync. Despite the many weeks apart, it was just like coming home. My body remembered every inch of hers.

She let out a moan as I thrust deeper, my mouth devouring hers as I worshipped the sweetness between her thighs. I could do this forever. Wave after wave of pleasure lapped over our bodies, driving us closer to the edge. I could always tell when Alma was getting close, her eyes would roll back. And right now, all I could see was white.

“Deacon,” she groaned.

“I’m right here, baby. Let go.” I thrust harder, filling her deeply.

Her legs wrapped around my ass, urging me deeper still. I was so close, fire singeing my veins. Another few thrusts and⁠—

Alma’s head fell back, and her moans filled the air between us. It was all I needed. The fiery energy reached a crescendo, and pleasure zipped through every inch of me, racing all the way down to my toes.

I lowered my body to hers, chest heaving, both of us glistening with sweat and wearing matching grins of satisfaction. Pressing a kiss to her lips, I rolled over beside her.

“That was good, Deac, just like I remembered it. Maybe even better.” That smile warmed my heart and put together all the fragmented pieces.

Maybe this was our second chance. Not many people got that. I’d be stupid to waste it.

Alma cupped my cheek, her soft thumb skimming my scruffy jaw. “I love you, Deacon.”

“I love you too, Alma.” Those powerful words slipped out easily. Maybe it was too soon, but it was too late now. And with Dawn gone, it was time I made up my mind about my ex. My hands moved to her hips, and I rolled her on top of me.

A laugh burst out as she cocked a mischievous brow. “Round two already?”

“We have to make up for lost time, don’t you think?” I lifted her hips and settled her onto my erection. She easily sank onto me like we were made for each other.

And maybe we were…
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ROASTED DEMON HIDE
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Slade

After the portal spat us out at the end of the driveway, I strolled toward the villa with Arista hanging off my arm and Everly walking quietly on my opposite side. I felt terrible because I really hadn’t had much time to spend with the Nephilim given all the demon drama. Now, she was giving me the cold shoulder, understandably. She must’ve been confused by my sudden change of heart toward the previously psycho siren. The gods know, I hadn’t been able to wrap my head around it myself.

“Don’t forget, Sladey…” Arista whispered as we drew closer to the steps.

“I won’t.”

The thunderous flapping of wings jerked my attention skyward. A magnificent golden dragon swooped toward us.

Rose?

“Get down!” Everly screeched an instant before crimson flames shot from the beast’s mouth.

Arista leapt out of the way as the wave of dragonfire rushed just over her head. I just stood there, blinking like an idiot. The scorching heat blasted only a few inches from my own body. Damn, either that dragon had the best aim ever or Rose was so pissed she was willing to roast my demon hide.

“What the hell?” Arista screeched, pinned flat on the ground.

Dragon-Rose circled overhead and released a deep growl, the sound like thunder across the sky.

The front door creaked open, and Deacon rushed out with Alma on his heels. “Are you guys okay?”

My nostrils flared as they approached, the scent of arousal so potent my inner demon clawed at my insides. Shoving him down and making a mental note to tease the tiger bachelor about this later, I helped Arista up and grabbed hold of Everly’s hand.

“Yes, thankfully. But we were only a second from becoming dragon kibble.” I tugged both bachelorettes toward the house. “Any idea what’s got Rose’s panties in a twist?”

Deacon’s lips pursed. “Sure do.” He ticked his head to the side. “We need to talk, in private.”

Arista eyed the dragon circling above and let out a grunt. “I’ll be inside. Don’t take too long, Sladey.” Then she tossed me a sweet smile, and it took all I had to return it.

“Me too.” Everly followed the siren-slash-demon into the villa.

“Hey, Alma, do you mind?” Deacon’s fingers laced through his ex’s, a silly smile stretching across his face. Oh, yeah, the tiger tool definitely got laid. “I need a minute with the dear dark lord.”

“Sure.” She leaned in, but before she could drop the kiss clearly intended for Deacon’s cheek, she stepped back, a flush creeping across her face.

Yup, they were totally doing it.

I thanked the gods Dawny wasn’t here to witness it. But was she watching from home? Where the hades was the cute little pixie? Something to deal with later.

I kept one eye on Rose as Deacon led me around the house to the small sitting area just outside the side entrance. “Taking us to our spot?” I shot the tiger a wink. It was one of the few places on property not equipped with cameras.

“Make jokes while you can, buddy. You’re in deep shit.” He tipped his chin up toward the still-circling dragon.

“What happened?”

“The producers decided to broadcast a rather critical part of your date to the entertainment room. We were all sitting around watching TV when you and Arista filled the screen as you emerged from the siren’s bedroom.”

My heart plummeted, a pit of dread filling my gut. I released a string of curses and sagged into the lawn chair. “And Rose saw?”

“Umhmm. She almost dragoned-out in the middle of the room, then she stormed out mid-shift. I hadn’t seen her until now. I assumed she escaped to blow off some steam.”

“Or roast me to a crisp.”

He shrugged. “I can’t really blame her. You two came out of that room looking pretty sexed-up. What the hell happened?”

“It’s not what it seems.”

“Then tell me, because it looked like you had sex with Arista, and I’m assuming it was to save Harper, but still…”

I shook my head, indecision battling in my gut. I promised Daxia I wouldn’t tell anyone about our little deal, but I trusted Deacon with my life. Plus, I had every intention of telling Rose anyway. After scanning the sky for a roving camera drone, I leaned in closer to my friend. “It was all an act,” I finally spat out, then I went on to tell him all the details of our sordid little agreement.

When I finished, Deacon stared at me, shaking his head. “Well, you really did it this time.”

“What else could I do?”

“I don’t know…” He clucked his tongue. “The girl’s a freaking assassin, working for some unknown bad guy who wants you dead. Can you really trust her?”

“Shh, dammit! Keep your voice down. Of course, I don’t trust her, but she took the blood oath. It was the best I could do.” I buried my face in my hands and blew out a breath. “I have to talk to Rose.” I forced myself up and waved my hands in the air like a lunatic. “Rose, come down. Here little dragon, dragon.”

She ignored me, flapping her wings harder then opened her mouth and let out a torrent of dragonfire.

“Good luck with that.” He smirked as his eyes cast skyward. Plumes of dark smoke drifted from the massive dragon’s nostrils.

Yup, she was super pissed. “Maybe you could try calling her down?” I flopped back onto the chair.

He let out a sharp laugh. “No thank you, my friend. I have my own shit to deal with.”

“You mean another round in the sack with that sexy she-tiger?” I waggled my brows at my friend.

“Oh, shut up. You and that freaky sense of sex smell.”

I ticked my head upward and dread blossomed in my gut. “Since it doesn’t look like Rose is coming down any time soon, care to share the details?”

“Just so you can get off on my lusty vibes? No way, demon douche.”

A chuckle vibrated my chest. The tiger knew me too well. “I swear I’ll keep my demon appetite tamped down. I’m just curious how you ended up hopping into bed with your ex.”

He dragged his hands through his hair and let out a frustrated sigh. “Alma was crying, and I was just trying to comfort her. You know how it is with exes, right?”

“I’m not judging, Deac. I’m all about sampling an array of female delicacies but a few days ago, you were head over heels for Dawny. Is it possible you’re jumping into this thing with Alma to forget about the pixie?”

He shook his head and drew in a slow breath. “The truth is, I just don’t know anymore. Dawn’s gone, and I’m not sure when or if I’ll ever see her again. I’ve loved Alma for most of my life. Maybe she really is the one.”

“Maybe…”

A sharp screech sent my eyes to the sky. Dragon-Rose released another wave of dragonfire into the pale blue.

“You think she’s cooled off yet?” I muttered.

“Not a chance.”

“Any idea how to get her down here?”

“Maybe Chance can fly up there and talk some sense into her.” Deacon shrugged.

“Good call. I knew I kept you around for a reason.” Shooting up to my feet, I marched toward the back entrance of the villa. “Wish me luck.”

“Good luck, dark lord douche. You’re going to need it.”

I flipped him the middle finger, and his dark chuckles followed me back into the house.
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Chance

“Rose tried to fry you with dragonfire?” I stared at Slade, propped against my bedroom doorframe, my eyes nearly popping out of my head.

“Flambé, fry, fricassee, who knows?” He slapped his hands on his hips, a twinge of desperation tainting the air between us. “It’s just imperative I speak to her right away, and I don’t exactly have wings. You think you can get me up there?”

“Umm…” I cocked a skeptical brow.

“She’s not going to hurt you.”

“Are you sure about that?”

“Rose might have a fiery temper, but she’d never hurt a friend, which is exactly why I chose you.”

“I thought it was because of my wings.”

“Touché, little unipeg. But remember there is also Everly.”

I sighed and crossed my arms over my chest. Since my love life was going nowhere at the moment, at least I could help these two find their happily ever after. “Okay, fine.”

“Yes! Thank you.” Slade wrapped me into a hug before tugging me out into the hallway. “Come on. There’s no time to lose.”
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DO YOU WANT ME TO BEG?
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Rose

Fury bled through my veins, despite the two hours I’d spent circling the island. I’d always had a good handle on my dragon, but today was different. She was completely out of control with jealousy. I wasn’t even sure I could get her to recede into my human form if I wanted to.

She was out for blood—that sneaky siren’s blood.

I’d almost scorched Slade in a jealous haze. And I hadn’t even given him a chance to explain. Maybe it wasn’t what it looked like. I shouldn’t be jumping to conclusions.

I inhaled a deep breath and blew the warm air out, flames flickering from between my teeth. I had to calm down and rein in my dragon before I did something I regretted like when I’d accidentally set that jet ski on fire my first week on the show.

Realms, I guess I’d always been a little out of control.

The soft flap of wings drew my attention toward the villa and the approaching unipeg. My heart flipflopped at the sight of Slade atop Chance’s rainbow mount. I slowed my angry wingbeats and hovered just above them.

“Please don’t barbecue me, precious,” Slade called out. “Or at least not Chance, I promised her she’d be safe.”

I dipped my head, a trickle of guilt dribbling inside my massive chest. Great, now Chance was scared of me.

“There’s a good dragon,” he purred.

Shaking my big head, I shot him a dramatic eyeroll.

“Will you please come down so we can talk?”

I whipped my head from side to side again. I was scared to hear the truth, to find out he really had betrayed me, whatever the reason. I was so in love with the demon it was terrifying.

“Rose, I need to speak to you in private. Chance has been kind enough to bring me up here, but what I have to say to you must remain between the two of us.”

Chance released a sharp whinny. I hated putting her in the middle of this, but I just wasn’t ready.

“Rose, please. Do you want me to beg?” He stuck out his bottom lip and stared up at me with piercing soulful orbs. “I’ll beg if that’s what it takes. I don’t care if Chance thinks I’m completely whipped and a total fool. I love you, Rose, so much. I’m completely, totally, in love with you and I would do anything for you. I even risked someone’s life today, someone I genuinely care about, to keep from hurting you.”

My massive heart thumped louder, banging against my ribs. The rage began to dissipate at his words, leaking out drop by drop. We were supposed to keep us a secret. Had something changed? Why would Slade risk admitting his feelings in front of Chance?

“If I could kneel I would.” He pressed his palms together. “Please, Rose, come down so I can explain. And then after I’ve had a chance to tell you everything, if you’re still angry, you can barbecue me then.”

My lips slid over my fangs, and a loud rumble vibrated my chest.

“Was that laugh a yes?” His dark orbs pierced mine, and the mounting fury all but disappeared.

I nodded slowly and angled my wings toward the ground.

A beaming smile flashed across Slade’s handsome face, and my traitorous heart nearly stopped pumping. He patted Chance on the neck, running his fingers through her rainbow mane. “Take us down, girl. You did great!”
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Slade

Rose stood facing the sea, wisps of silky dark hair cascading down her shoulders alight on the warm breeze. Her arms were wrapped tight across her chest, only accentuating the low cut of her gauzy white sundress. But the tension radiated off her in toxic waves.

She really thought I’d betrayed her… which to be honest, hurt like hell. Sure, according to Deacon the video evidence was pretty damning, but how could she really believe I’d have sex with the evil mermaid?

“Rose…” I stepped closer.

“Don’t,” she muttered. “I need space, Slade.”

“I didn’t sleep with Arista. But--”

She spun around, her mesmerizing eyes brimming with tears. “You didn’t?”

“Of course not.” I let out a huff. “And to be perfectly honest, precious, it kind of hurts that you thought I did.” Crossing my arms over my chest, I mirrored her stance.

She inched closer those golden orbs locked on mine. “I thought maybe she forced you… threatened Harper’s life or something, and you had to give in to save her.”

“She tried.” My hands twitched with the desire to reach out and touch her, but I kept them pinned beneath my arms. “She’d taken some magical conception potion and threatened Harper’s life if I didn’t put a baby inside her.”

Rose gasped, her hand clapping over her mouth.

“It’s a long story, but I just couldn’t do it.” My arms fell to my sides, defeated. “Even if I’d wanted to, my stupid dick wouldn’t perform. He’s hopelessly devoted only to you.”

A smile melted across her face, and a tear spilled over. I lost all willpower in that instant. I erased the remaining space between us and crushed her against my chest.

“Slade, I’m so sorry I doubted you even for a second.”

I shook my head then rested it against her forehead. “I guess I’ve given you more than a few reasons to doubt me since we met. I haven’t always made the best choices.”

“You’re wrong, Slade. It was because I knew you wouldn’t let Harper die. I feared you would make the noble choice and give in to Arista just to save our friend. That’s why I was so angry. I was pissed at myself too for being so selfish. If it really came down to Harper’s life and you being forced to have sex with another woman, I should’ve been willing to accept it. But I wasn’t…”

I tightened my hold around her waist and pressed a chaste kiss to her lips. “You have no idea how happy that makes me.” A rueful laugh trickled out.

“Why?”

“Because you’ve got a little moral gray in you too. You’re not perfect, but you’re perfect for me.”

She swatted at my chest, smiling like mad. I was pretty sure I wore a matching ridiculous grin. I claimed her lips, and she fitted her body flush against mine. My hands traveled down to her lower back and rested perfectly at the curve of her ass. She let out a faint groan as my growing arousal pressed against her belly.

I’d hold onto this moment for as long as I could because soon, I’d have to tell her the rest of my bargain with Daxia, and I was certain she’d be furious. And she’d have every right to be.

But I too, was a selfish bastard and before I broke the news to her, I needed to be inside her. Right now. Sliding my hands down her ass, I gripped her thighs and lifted her, wrapping her legs around my waist. I dropped to the sand and laid her out atop the fine white powder.

“Slade!” Her eyes widened as I pushed her dress up to her waist and reached for the waistband of her panties.

“I need to remind you that you’re mine. No matter what happens next, you belong to me. Do you understand that?”

Her head bounced up and down, lower lip caught between her teeth. Her pupils distended, and a heady wave of lust thickened the air between us. She reached for my belt buckle and made quick work of the button and zipper. A moment later, she freed me from my constricting boxers.

Dragging her panties down, I fit my hips between her thighs and lined myself up at her entrance. “I love you, Rose. You’re it for me. I could go on a hundred dating shows, date thousands of women, and no one would ever come close. I’ve never felt this way about anyone before, and it’s incredible and terrifying all at once.” The confession escaped unbidden. But I was glad to have it out. I only hoped she’d remember once I admitted to the deal with Daxia.

Rose’s eyes shone with desire, a gorgeous smile parting her lips. “I love you, too, Slade. Clearly, since my dragon went ballistic at the idea of you being with anyone else. She thinks you’re ours.”

“I am.” I rolled my hips and thrust inside her. She let out a gasp as I filled her completely. “You are my everything,” I growled as we picked up a natural rhythm. “And you will be mine, forever.”

“Forever,” she rasped out.
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BEDSIDE CONFESSIONS
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Slade

“I have to tell you something.” I’d recounted most of the Arista/Daxia tale last night, but I’d left out one tiny important detail.

Rose’s lids drooped half-mast, her silky raven hair splayed out across the pillow. I shouldn’t have stayed the night in her room, but I just couldn’t pry myself away. The she-dragon had cast a spell on me, her talons embedded so deep in my cold, black heart the jaws of life couldn’t tear them out.

“Hmm?” she murmured, squeezing her eyes closed.

Here goes nothing. “I have to pretend to be in love with Daxia.”

Rose’s eyes snapped open, and she jolted straight up in bed. “Excuse me?”

“It was the only way to keep Harper and you safe.” I released an exasperated sigh. “Daxia’s as much of a pawn in all this as I am, I told you.”

“No, she’s not,” she shouted. “She’s a freaking assassin, Slade. She chose that profession and all the risks that come along with it. When she decided not to kill you, that was on her.”

“I can’t just abandon her, Rose. Like you said, she chose not to kill me, and because of that, whoever hired her will make her pay with her life.”

“So? That’s not your problem.”

“Yes, it is.”

“Why?”

I dragged my hand through my hair, tugging at the ends. “Because I’m trying to be a better person, the type of man that deserves you.”

“Really? And you choose now to start, Slade?”

“Ouch, precious, that hurt.”

Rose leaned in close and pressed her palm to my cheek. “I love you, Slade, and I appreciate what you’re trying to do, but I think you’re going above and beyond here.”

“It’s too late, I already agreed, and I took a blood oath.”

A string of curses dribbled from those perfect lips. “How could you be so stupid?”

“Geez, precious, you’re really destroying my ego today.”

“I’m sorry…” She shook her head, a rueful grin spreading those kissable lips. “I just hate the idea of you even pretending to be with her.” Her pupils narrowed to fine slits, and a ripple of golden scales climbed up her forearm. “Honestly, I’m not sure my dragon will be able to handle it.”

“I see that.” Dammit, I’d never considered the repercussions from Rose’s possessive dragon. I snuck my arm around her shoulders and pulled her into my chest. “We’ll figure it out together, Rose. We always do.”

She nodded, burying her nose in the crook of my neck. “I hope so.”
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Deacon

“Do we really have to get up?” Alma growled as she rolled over and stared up at me from the small twin bed.

“Yes. I shouldn’t have stayed…” I speared a leg through my sweatpants and tugged my shirt over my head.

“Well, shit, thanks a lot, Deac.” She sat up and tucked the comforter beneath her arms.

I dropped down onto the mattress and grabbed her hand, interlacing my fingers through hers. “I’m sorry, you know that’s not what I meant.”

“Then what did you mean?” She cocked her head, warm hazel eyes darkening.

“You know I have to play the game, Alma. We can’t simply pretend it’s just the two of us like back home.”

“Why not? I don’t even understand why you came here in the first place. Am I not enough for you?”

I muttered a curse and dragged my hands over my face. I thought we’d already been over this. “That’s not it, Alma, and you know it.”

“I don’t though. Before you left for the show, I thought we were headed in the right direction, then you spring this on me, and I figured it was something you needed to get out of your system, but there’s more to it, isn’t there?”

“Yes,” I hissed and leapt up. “Gods, Alma, you tore out my fucking heart when you left me for Zeke all those years ago. I thought I was over it, but I guess I was wrong. And then there was Aspen; she was the first woman I allowed myself to love after you. We all know how that ended… I don’t know if I can do this again.”

Her breath hitched, and her dark eyes glossed over. “I’m so sorry, Deac. I don’t know how else I can apologize.”

“You can’t. In my head, I’ll always be second place for you, a consolation prize because your one true mate died.”

She shook her head and rose, stepping closer. “I wish I could change things, I wish I could erase the past but I can’t. I loved Zeke but I also loved you, much before the mate bond ever triggered. Those bonds are so important in the shifter world, but sometimes I think the love we choose is ten times more significant. So here I am choosing you, Deacon. I love you not because some mystical link is tying us together, but because you are the most amazing man I’ve ever known. I love you.” She placed her hand on my heart and leaned in close so her body was flush against mine. “I’m sorry I said anything before. You waited years for me, for our second chance, so the least I can do is give you the time you need, like I promised.”

“Thank you,” I muttered.

“But please, just swear you’ll give me a chance.”

My head dipped. The truth was that I was just so damned confused. I’d gone from falling for Dawn to poisonous plants and having sex with Chance to falling back into bed with my ex. I huffed out a frustrated breath and turned toward the door. “I have to get ready for our date.”

“Okay.” Alma shot me a smile. “I promise to be on my best behavior.”

“Good.” I rewarded her with my best attempt at one in return, then marched out the door. Hushed whispers and muffled giggles caught my attention further down the hall, so I crept toward the sound.

Turning the corner, I found the demon bachelor and a blushing she-dragon. “I guess you two made up?”

Slade spun around, a stupid grin on his lips. Oh yeah, they definitely made up. “We did.”

“Glad to hear it.” I stepped closer then whispered, “Hate to break it to you, but you’re not being very sneaky.”

“It doesn’t really matter anymore,” said Rose.

“As much,” Slade added, tucking her into his side. “I’d still prefer not to flaunt our relationship in front of Daxia. I’m not one hundred percent convinced the insanity was all an act.”

“I’m with you there, brother.” I wouldn’t trust that siren, I mean, demon, as far as I could throw her.

“Where are you coming from?” Slade cocked a dark brow toward Alma’s room. “Long night?”

“Shut it, demon douche.”

He let out a dark chuckle.

“Oh, stop it, Slade,” said Rose, elbowing my friend in the gut. “Deacon deserves some fun too.”

“Thank you.” She was right. I did deserve some fun. Wasn’t that the whole point of coming on this show? So I hadn’t decided who I wanted to spend the rest of my life with yet? Did that really matter?

The creak of a door opening sent everyone’s heads spinning down the hall. Arista poked her head out, and Rose muttered a curse. She stepped out into the hallway in a flimsy negligee and stretched her arms over her head, yawning. “Good morning, Sladey.”

Slade cleared his throat and took a measured step away from Rose. “Morning, Arista.”

“What’s everyone doing up so early?” She sauntered closer to him.

Out of habit, I reached for Rose and draped my arm around her shoulders. “Just getting ready for today’s date.”

She eyed Rose as she passed and hung herself off Slade’s arm. “Hmm, I see.” Then her brows twisted, her curious gaze darting between the three of us. “I thought your date was with Alma and Roxy, Deacon?”

“It is. I came to return” –I stuck my hand in my pocket and fished out a pen— “Rose’s pen.” So lame.

The she-dragon snatched it from between my fingers and smiled. “Oh, finally, I’ve been looking everywhere for this thing.”

Slade barely repressed a smile. The corners of his lips twitched but somehow, he managed to hold it together.

“And on that note, I have to get ready for my date.” Releasing Rose, I made a move toward the archway that led to the bachelors’ side of the villa.

“Great, that leaves all day for us, Sladey.” From the corner of my eye, I could just make out the mermaid fondling the dark lord. Even at this distance, I could feel the fury emanating from Rose.

This was not going to be good. I spun around and called out, “Rose, do you think you could help me pick out an outfit?”

The she-dragon’s dark brows slammed together.

“Pretty please?”

“Fine.” With a huff and a final glare tossed at Arista and Slade, she reluctantly followed me. As soon as we were beyond supernatural earshot, she curled her arm around mine and dropped her head on my shoulder. “I’m not going to be able to survive this.”

“You will.”

“Fine, maybe, but then Arista’s not going to survive this. Because my dragon is about a second away from ripping her throat out.” Her lips curled into a sinister smile, and I couldn’t help a laugh from bubbling out.

Yup, the dark lord had definitely found his match.
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A HUNT AND A CLUE
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Deacon

Methyss escorted us to the edge of the snow-capped forest along the border between Marlwoods and Nocturnis. My tiger surged to the surface, eager to escape its skeletal confines now that we were so close to home.

“What are we doing here?” Roxy asked.

Our host removed his top hat and stuck a white-gloved hand inside. His bright orange brows waggled, eyes lit up with excitement. A second later, he jerked his hand out, revealing a cute brown bunny. “For today’s date, the three of you are going on a little hunt.”

The tiny creature let out a squeal.

“Ooh, that sounds like fun.” Alma’s dark eyes flickered to the rabbit.

“The rules are simple,” said Methyss, clapping my shoulder. “The first female to catch our fuzzy friend gets to spend the rest of the afternoon with our bachelor on a romantic date within the privacy of the woods.”

“Piece of cake.” Alma shot me a grin.

“Ugh,” Roxy groaned. She didn’t look quite as enthusiastic. I couldn’t blame her, the little fox was closer to the size of the rabbit than our tigers.

“What do I do?” I asked.

Methyss held the bunny by the scruff of his neck and pressed him right up to my nose. “You, my friend, get to sit back and watch as the ladies fight for you.”

“That doesn’t seem fair.”

Our extravagant host shrugged, then snapped his fingers and an Adirondack chair appeared with a bottle of malta in each cupholder. How did he remember the traditional beer from Draeko was my favorite?

“Who needs fair?” I smirked and turned to Roxy and Alma. “Good luck, ladies. If you make it quick, I’ll even save you one of my maltas.

Alma smacked my chest, and Roxy just shook her head at me.

I settled into the chair and a moment later, both bachelorettes were in animal form. Roxy’s cute little fox pranced around Alma’s massive tiger.

“Okay, ladies, are you ready?”

Both animals nodded, and Methyss dropped the rabbit onto the forest floor. The little creature shot through the woods, its large back feet propelling it through the dense underbrush.

“May the best female win!” Methyss called out as the bachelorettes took off behind it.

I watched for a long moment, until both the fox and tiger disappeared into the blur of evergreens. I wondered who would win, and the crazy thing was I really didn’t have a preference. Alma would’ve killed me if she knew. I should have wanted her to win, right? I should have wanted the opportunity to spend more one-on-one time with her. Only, I didn’t…

“Dammit,” I growled under my breath and reached for the malta.

“What’s wrong, my dear tiger bachelor, love troubles?” Methyss inched closer, a manic grin on his face and bright orange tendrils of hair spilling out from beneath his top hat.

“Yup. How’d you guess?” I sat back in the chair and leaned my head against the pale wood. “I guess I just never expected it to be so hard when you’re the one doing the choosing.”

“It’s the more challenging of the two roles on the show, my young bachelor.”

It sure the hell was.

Methyss clapped his hands, a twinkle lighting up the crazy in his eyes. “I’ll leave you to relax and enjoy your beverage. Once the winner returns, you may spend the rest of your date over there.” He ticked his head toward a towering gargantium tree. One that had definitely not been there a second ago.

The enormous tree loomed over me as I craned my neck back for a better view of the brightly colored leaves at the top. The foliage created a canopy in a veritable rainbow of colors: the deepest indigo, brilliant yellows, ruby reds and an orange more flamboyant than Methyss’s curly tendrils. I’d never seen one of these enormous trees in person. The massive gargantium was indigenous to the deepest parts of the Fae forest, and pixies, much like Dawn, frequently lived in them. They were large enough to house a whole family.

“What do you think?” Methyss’s eyes shone with unbridled enthusiasm. “We had it brought in all the way from the Fae realm.”

“It’s great…” I mumbled. My ribs tightened as thoughts of my little fiery pixie flooded my mind. Was Dawn sitting in a tree just like this back in the Spring Court right now? Too bad the producers refused to answer any of my questions regarding her disappearance.

“Enjoy your date, Mr. Darkridge. I do certainly hope it will be an unexpectedly enjoyable one.” Our host tossed me a wink before disappearing into the ether.

I tipped back the bottle of malta and took a long gulp. These girls had better hurry or in my current state of mine, I’d finish off both drinks long before they returned.

After endless boring minutes, I pushed myself off the chair, deciding to explore the gargantium. Anything for the time to go by more quickly. I trudged toward the pale gray trunk, its circumference easily that of an oversized lighthouse.

A small door was carved into the bark, complete with an ornate antique handle. My fingers wrapped around the knob and the hinges squealed open. I crossed the threshold into the treehouse, and the earthy scent of grass and rich soil filled my nostrils.

My head tipped back, taking in the surprisingly tall ceiling and the spiral staircase that led up to a second level. Damn, how big was this tree? I scanned the circular interior, taking in the roughhewn wooden furniture that filled the space. The home was rustic but warm, and something about it reminded me of my own tent back in Highclaw Cliffs.

I took a few steps further inside, and an array of picture frames hung on the walls caught my eye. Moving closer, a flash of pink hair had my insides clenching. I reached for the photo hanging from the pale bark and my heart punched my ribs.

Dawn.

The female in the image surrounded by six other pixies of varying ages and heights was younger than the version I’d met, but it was her. I was certain. What the hades? I scanned the walls and found more pictures of Dawn and what I assumed was her family.

What twisted game were the producers playing at?

Two quick knocks at the door sent my head spinning over my shoulder. My heart lodged its way up my throat, and I raced to the entrance. Dawn? I whipped the door open, and my heart sank.

Alma stood in the doorway, a feral grin on her lips. “I won.”

Forcing a smile, I pulled her into my arms just so she wouldn’t see the disappointment on my face. “Congratulations,” I muttered. “I’m so glad.”

“I can’t wait to tell you all about it.” She pushed out of my embrace and walked around the quaint space. “This place is so tiny!”

“I know… crazy, right?”

“It’s so cute though. The perfect place for an intimate date.” She waggled her brows and inched closer.

I squeezed my eyes shut, and only a pair of sparkling silver ones filled my vision. Gods, what was I doing?

Alma’s arms laced around my waist and tugged me flush against her. “Hmm, that hunt got my adrenaline flowing, Deac. I sure could use a little release.”

“Uh…” I glanced up over her head and the photos of Dawn and her family stared back at me. Guilt pierced my chest, tangling my gut in knots. “I’m actually not feeling so well.” Wiggling free of her hold, I trudged toward the small sofa and sank into the soft cushions.

“What’s wrong?” Alma folded down beside me, her dark brows pinched.

“I don’t know. Maybe it’s the malta.” I closed my eyes and leaned my head against the rough wall.

“Oh, no.” She palmed my cheek and ran a soft thumb across my skin. The touch was so familiar. It would be so easy to fall back into this comfortable relationship. She leaned closer, her lips a hairsbreadth from my own.

“There was someone else I connected with on the show,” I blurted, an instant before our mouths met.

Her head jerked back, and dark eyes met mine. A flash of hurt streaked across that familiar gaze. “What?”

“I lied before, when you first arrived. There is someone else.”

She sat back, mouth curved into a capital O. “Who?”

I scanned the circular room, searching for the roving eye of the camera. Just because I couldn’t see it, didn’t mean it wasn’t there. I inched closer and whispered into Alma’s ear, “It was someone from the crew. It was forbidden, which was why I never told you.”

Alma shook her head, tears instantly filling her eyes.

“I’m sorry,” I muttered. “I wanted to tell you, but I just didn’t know how.” I scooted closer again and whispered, “She’s gone now, but my feelings for her aren’t.”

Her lips pressed into a tight line, and a different sort of guilt filled my gut. I should’ve been honest with her from the beginning.

“I need a minute.” She popped up from the couch and darted across the room to the spiral staircase.

I thought about following her, my gut twisting at the knowledge that I’d caused her pain. But I remained rooted to the spot. I had to figure out my feelings before I did anything stupid. Dragging this out wasn’t fair to Alma or me.

Tipping my head back against the wall again, I eyed the charming space. Could this possibly have been Dawn’s childhood home? Why had the producers gone to such lengths to re-create it here?

I buried my face in my hands and heaved out a frustrated breath. Where in all the realms are you, Dawn?
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HOT AND MURDERY
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Slade

Arista’s finger twisted around a lock of my hair as we all sat in the great room awaiting only the gods’ knew what. It took every ounce of self-control to keep from batting her hand away. She sat so close she was practically on my lap. From across the room, I could feel Rose’s dark glare shooting daggers. There was no way this farce would last for another two weeks.

When I woke up this morning, I found a note slipped under my door from the production team to meet after breakfast. So here we all were. Since we’d gotten downstairs, Arista had taken every opportunity to parade our relationship in front of the cameras. She hadn’t let me out of her sight for an instant.

Deacon slumped down onto the couch on the other side of me, and I didn’t think I’d ever been so happy to see the tiger tool. “Morning, dark lord.”

“Morning, tiger. All recovered from your date?”

“Just barely.” His eyes darted to Alma’s who sat across the coffee table before instantly dropping to his folded hands. I hadn’t had a chance to grill him about the date, but the air chilled a few degrees from that glance alone. It looked like I wasn’t the only one with female troubles. Every time I emerged from my room, Arista ransacked me, batting her lashes and taking every opportunity to milk this fake relationship.

Deacon’s gaze latched onto Arista’s hand as it moved to my thigh, and his lips twisted in disgust. Since we were supposed to keep the deal with Daxia on the downlow, thankfully, he didn’t comment. But he was the only one. A few of the other bachelorettes had noticed how friendly we’d suddenly gotten.

From the corner of my eye, I watched Chance as she sauntered over to Rose at the opposite end of the room. By the appalled look on her face, it was clear they were discussing the demon glued to my side.

Shaking my head out to dismiss the pointless guilt boiling in my gut, I turned to Deacon. “What do you think this surprise meeting is about?”

“Another elimination,” Arista interjected.

“Again?” Deacon blurted.

She nodded. “I heard the producers discussing it last night.”

“How?” I asked.

“I know everything that goes on within these walls.” She tossed me a menacing smile. With Daxia in Arista’s body, it was easy to forget the mermaid’s soft shell hid a ruthless demon assassin.

“Great,” I muttered. Honestly, I was happy for all this to be over. The sooner the better. I just wanted to get on with my life with Rose, if her dragon didn’t barbecue me first because of this ridiculous charade.

“Hello, hello, my fine feathered friends.” Methyss’s voice filled the room an instant before he appeared from a cloud of white smoke.

Muttered greetings rang out all around.

“Do you have any idea why I’ve brought you all here today?”

“To torture us some more,” I grumbled under my breath.

His luminous eyes pivoted in my direction, and a sneaky grin curled his lips. “Well, if you consider spending time with gorgeous women torture, my dear dark lord⁠—”

The sweetest torture but torture, nonetheless. I raised my hand cutting him off. “Please, just continue.”

“The semi-final elimination will be tomorrow.”

“Semi-final?” Gasps echoed across the room, bouncing off the glass walls.

“That’s right, ladies and gentlebeasts. After this elimination only two lucky ladies will remain for each bachelor. As always, the boys will choose, but the females will also have a say this time around. If the male that chooses them is not to their liking, they have the opportunity to request a second chance from the other bachelor.”

Hmm, interesting. I glanced around the room at the remaining women, and my wandering gaze caught Rose’s. For me, the choice was clear, but would sending Rose home to prevent her from witnessing this sham with Arista be safer for everyone?

Something to consider for sure.

“What are you thinking, demon?” Deacon whispered as Methyss blathered on about all the happy couples Hitched had brought together over the years. “Nothing good ever comes from that look in your eye.”

“Just contemplating my choices.”

“Contemplate all you want, Slade, but remember our deal,” Arista hissed in my ear.

“Like I could forget,” I snarled back.

“Easy, you two, play nice.” Deacon threw me a look. “Remember what’s at stake.”

Harper’s life hung in the balance. If I didn’t play the good little bachelor, Daxia could still hurt her. Which reminded me where the hades was Lucifer? So much for my grandfather coming through for me. I should’ve known he’d come up empty-handed once Harper proved irrelevant to his agenda. Although at this point, even if he did find her, I’d still be bound to Arista by the blood oath.

Rose was right, how stupid was I for agreeing to that thing?

“Now, does anyone have any questions?”

Roxy’s hand shot up. “After this elimination, will the family visits be up next?”

“They certainly will, little fox.”

Chance clapped her hands, and a sharp squeal peeled out. “Oh, I would love for my family to meet the bachelors.”

From the corner of my eye, I snuck a quick peak at Deacon. Would he pick the sweet unipeg? He’d always had a little crush on her. I wished things would work out for the two of them now that Dawn was gone.

If I had a say in any of this, I’d send Alma packing. She lost her chance with my friend years ago when she chose another tiger over him. A ripple of surprise coursed through me at the flare of annoyance. When had I become so protective over the tiger tool?

“What are you grinning about?” Deacon asked.

“Nothing, my friend. Nothing at all.” I tossed him another smirk.

“Well, then, if all questions have been answered,” said Methyss, drawing Deacon’s attention away. “I’ll see you all tomorrow evening for the semi-final elimination!” Our flamboyant host snapped his fingers and vanished.

“That was enlightening as always,” I muttered.

Arista slid her arm through mine and gave it a tug. “Slade, I was hoping we could go⁠—”

“Sorry, I need you.” Deacon smacked me on the back and ticked his head outside. “Excuse me, Arista, but I need to speak to Slade in private.”

Thank you, tiger.

The shape shifting demon stuck out her bottom lip in a dramatic pout. “Fine, but you’re mine after, Sladey.”

Oh gods, how I hated when she called me that. Jumping up, because I couldn’t get away from Arista fast enough, I followed Deacon toward the sliding glass doors. As I passed by Rose and Chance, I could feel the she-dragon’s glare boring into the side of my face.

I was definitely going to have to do some groveling tonight.

The sultry air smacked into me as soon as we stepped outside, and I released a breath of relief. “So what did you want to talk about?” I finally muttered.

“Nothing, I was just trying to get you away from the formerly psycho siren. You’re welcome.” He leaned against the railing overlooking the Manta Sea.

An unexpected chuckle burst out. “Thanks, D. I didn’t know you had it in you to be so conniving.”

“Only for you, buddy.” Deacon huffed out a breath and stared out onto the gently rolling waves.

“So, who are you going to pick?”

He shrugged. “I don’t even know anymore. I love Alma, I do, but sometimes I wonder if it’s just the past I’m holding onto.”

“Mmm.” I nodded and moved beside him, leaning my elbows on the railing.

“At least you don’t have to choose. You’re stuck with Arista, and obviously there’s Rose…”

“I was thinking maybe I should send her home.”

Deacon’s eyes widened to the size of deep emerald full moons. “You’re joking, right?”

I shook my head. “I’m in love with her, D. What we have is real, and I’m scared to death this damned show will mess it up. I don’t think her dragon will be able to handle seeing me with Arista for the next few weeks.”

A silly smile parted his lips and already I regretted spilling the truth about my feelings. “I don’t think Rose will ever agree to leaving you with that sneaky siren, or demon, whatever.”

“You’re not wrong there.” I shrugged.

“And also,” he paused and squeezed my shoulder. “I’m really happy for you, Slade. Rose is amazing and as unlikely as it seems, you two were really meant for each other.”

That stupid grin stretched across my face, my cheeks burning from the force. “Thanks,” I finally mumbled. “Now we just have to get you hitched.”

A rueful chuckle burst from Deacon’s clenched lips. “I see what you did there. Very cute.” He tossed his head from side to side and released a long exhale. “Sometimes I think love might not be in the cards for me.”

“Don’t say that. Even if all this doesn’t work out here, I’m pretty sure you’ll find a certain pixie waiting for you on the other side.”

His smile faltered, darkness carving into his features. “I’m worried about Dawn. Not just about her seeing what’s been going on since she left, but also for her safety. What if something happened to her?”

“I’m sure she’s fine, Deac. This has the producer’s stench all over it.”

“I hope you’re right.”

The whoosh of the sliding glass doors opening sent my head spinning over my shoulder. Chance peered through the crack and tugged a reluctant Rose out behind her. Yup, she was still pissed.

“Hey guys, how’s it going?” Chance’s weary gaze flickered between us.

“Oh, you know, just plotting the rest of our lives. No biggie.” I tossed the bachelorette a smirk.

“Sounds like you’ve got some big decisions to make.”

Rose stood beside her, arms firmly crossed over her chest and a pout that had my mouth itching to capture.

I took a measured step toward her, holding out my hand. “Precious…”

“Don’t you precious me.” A flicker of golden flames streaked across her lively irises.

“Maybe we should give them a minute alone, Chance.” Deacon reached for the other bachelorette and escorted her back inside.

I waited a long moment before I finally forced the words out. “We need to talk.”

Two blazing golden orbs seared into me, and her mouth curved into a capital O.

“Come on.” I ticked my head toward the steps that led down to the beach below. Rose followed a few steps behind, despite my effort to slow so we could walk side by side.

When we finally reached the beach, I motioned toward two lounge chairs tucked away in a small niche along the cliffside. I’d noticed the spot last time we were down here and had mentally catalogued it for a late-night rendezvous. So much for that idea…

I dropped onto the chair, perching at the edge so I could face Rose. She folded down onto the lounger across from me hesitantly. I’d been practicing the words the whole way down, and still, I couldn’t quite force them out of my mouth.

“Well?” she finally blurted when the silence lingered to uncomfortable lengths.

“I know you’re going to be pissed, but I just need you to hear me out.” All the words came out on a rapid exhale.

“Don’t you dare break up with me for my own good, Slade, or I swear my dragon will roast you where you sit.”

A rueful laugh slid out. “Gods, you’re hot when you get all murdery.”

“Slade,” she grumbled, but a faint smile pulled at her lips.

“I would never break up with you, precious.” I leaned closer and reached for her hands. A wave of shock and relief rolled through me when she didn’t pull away. “I told you, you’re it for me. I’m done. I want to spend the rest of my life making love to you day and night, protecting you every moment of the day and probably driving you a little crazy⁠—”

“Slade—”

“Wait, please, let me finish.”

Reluctantly, she nodded.

“But I’m not sure you’ll survive this charade with Arista. I don’t want her to come between us, and I think the best way around it is to send you home.”

“No! Absolutely not!” She jumped up and wagged a finger at me. “I’m not leaving you in that conniving demon’s clutches. She’s a shape shifter, Slade. She could be anyone. I wouldn’t put anything past her, blood oath or not.”

“Rose, I can handle her, but I can’t handle the thought that you being forced to see me with her day in and day out will ruin what we have.”

“It won’t.”

I ticked my head at her stiff posture, the hard set of her jaw. “But it already is.”

“I’ll just have to work on it.” She laced her fingers through mine and squeezed. Then her free hand caressed my cheek, drawing me closer. “I’m not walking away, Slade. I might want to gouge my eyes out every time she touches you, but I’d rather be here and have you in my bed every night than be hundreds of miles away in Draeko worrying.”

I released a breath, all the tension from a moment ago seeping away just from the feel of her body pressed against mine. “Every night?” I cocked a mischievous brow.

“Until you fly off with her on family visits,” she grumbled.

“Oh, hells bells, I hadn’t even thought of that.” I laced my arm around her waist and tucked her ever closer. “You sure?”

“Yes.” She stood on her tiptoes and pressed a soft kiss to my lips. Fiery heat raged to my lower half from the simple touch.

Maybe we would get a chance to use the hidden nook after all.

“I love you, Rose, and I’m counting down the days for this to be over so I can finally make you mine for good.” My mouth captured hers, and everything else fell away for a few blissful moments.
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Deacon

Gods, I hated this monkey suit. I stared at my reflection in the mirror and tugged at the bow tie, loosening it an inch so it wasn’t quite so suffocating. The stylist who’d replaced Dawn had nothing on my little pixie. Damn, I missed her.

Was she watching right now? Had she seen me with Alma or worse, Chance? Guilt punched at my ribs at the thought of her having to witness that.

Two quick knocks at the door forced the dismal thoughts to the dark corners of my mind. “It’s time, Deacon.”

“Be right out,” I shouted.

Slade was right. The sooner we got this farce of a show over the better for everyone. I only hoped I made the right choice today.

And I had… I’d stayed up all night, agonizing over the decision, but at least I’d finally figured it out. Marching toward the door, I held my head up high, finally at peace with my choice.

“There you are,” Slade purred as soon as I set foot in the hallway. “I thought you were chickening out.”

I snorted on a laugh. “As if hiding out in my bedroom on elimination day was even an option.”

Slade moved into step beside me. We walked down the two levels to the main floor in a tense silence.

“Did you talk to Rose?” I finally asked.

“Of course, I did.”

“Let me guess, she told you to go to hell?”

“Of course she did.”

Another chuckle tumbled out. “She definitely doesn’t seem like the type who’d walk away from a fight.”

“She certainly isn’t. Rose would walk straight into the fires of hell.” He shook his head, but a smile pulled at his lips.

“For you,” I added.

“For anyone she cared about.”

I nodded slowly. “You’ve got an amazing woman, Slade. Don’t fuck it up.”

“I’m trying not to…” His lips pursed, and he remained silent for a long minute. “I was thinking that with the upcoming family visits maybe I’d get a chance to snoop around the Underworld while we’re there. Maybe I can find out who hired Daxia, kill the bastard, and get out of this mess.”

“Sounds good to me. I wish I could be there for backup.”

Slade’s arm wound around my shoulders, and he jerked me into his side. “Aw, tiger tool, I didn’t know you cared.”

Wriggling free of his embrace, I shot him a glare. “Don’t make me take it back.”

He stopped midstride and turned to me, something unreadable in those dark eyes. “Seriously though, thank you, for everything. In case I forget to say it when all of this is over. I’ve never had a friend like you, and it means a lot to me.”

My mouth slid into a smile. “You’re not bad yourself, demon douche.”

Slade clapped his hand across my shoulder and shoved me forward. “Okay, let’s do this thing.”

A few short minutes later, we stood in front of the double doors that led into the dreaded ballroom. With a sharp squeal, the doors parted, and a blast of icy air lifted the hair on the back of my neck. Steeling my nerves, I forced my feet forward.

Glittering chandeliers floated above our heads as we marched toward a grinning Methyss. Soft rose petals squished underfoot with each step closer, a forerunner of the hope I’d destroy in the bachelorettes who were sent home today.

I shook my head, loosening the dismal thoughts. It was just a game. Everyone knew what they were signing up for.

“Welcome, my handsome bachelors.” Methyss tipped his top hat at our approach, eyes gleaming like mad. He stood in front of the familiar table where our little assistants stood eagerly waiting in their cages.

Well, the mini demon was fluttering around the gilded enclosure, his tiny wings flapping in excitement. Garfield, on the other hand, lazily licked a paw as he sprawled across a fluffy pillow.

“Right this way.” Methyss ushered us to the front, then positioned us both to face the ladies.

Only six remained.

My chest tightened as my gaze landed on the woman I’d decided to send home. Drawing in a deep breath, I steeled my resolve. It was time to let her go for good.

“Now, before we get things started, I have a few reminders for everyone.” Methyss turned to Slade and me. “My lovely bachelors, today, you must choose two bachelorettes, each of which you will accompany to their homes on family visits. Choose wisely as the two women you select will be it. There will be no more swapping. One of the two will be the winner, your one true love.”

Methyss spun his wild gaze to the bachelorettes. “Ladies, if you do not wish to bring said bachelor home to your family, you have the option to request a switch. If the male does not agree, you will be sent home. Does everyone understand?”

A chorus of murmured yeses filled the vast ballroom.

“Wonderful.” Our host clapped his hands. “Then let the elimination—Oh, wait! I almost forgot.” A wicked glimmer brightened his eyes. “There’s been a slight change in the plan today.” Another long pause. “Due to popular demand, we’ve had a new contestant added to the lineup.”

Gasps ricocheted around the room.

Slade’s eyes met mine, and a trickle of sweat raced down my spine. What the hell?

“This has never happened in the show’s history, but due to a rabid demand from our polling audience, we’ve decided to make a special exception.”

“What kind of exception?” I blurted and whirled on Methyss.

“Just spit it out, man,” Slade growled.

“Relax, gentlebeasts, relax.” Our host clapped his hands, and a swirl of pink smoke rose from the ether.

All the air caught in my lungs as a familiar form coalesced from the vibrant haze.

“Dawn?”

My pixie stylist looked radiant in a glittering pale pink gown, her translucent wings fluttering like mad behind her back.

“Oh, my gods, Dawn…” I raced for her, wrapping my arms around her petite form to ensure she was real. “Is it really you?”

She stiffened at my touch, her sparkling silver eyes meeting mine. I could see the hurt, despite the smile stretched across her face. “It’s me,” she murmured.

About a million questions swirled in my mind, but somehow, I couldn’t force out a single one. I just stared at her, my jaw unhinged.

“Why is she here?” Roxy blurted, cutting off my spiraling thoughts.

Methyss clucked his tongue and stepped forward. “Ah, yes, let me explain, ladies. The audience just loved Dawn and Deacon’s dynamic so much, they voted, no pleaded, for her to become one of the bachelorettes. #Dawncon has become one of the most viral hashtags in the history of Azar. So after lengthy deliberations, the producers decided to make an exception and have invited Dawn to the other side of the camera.”

“But it’s not allowed,” Alma cried out.

Shit. And of course, I’d just admitted the truth about my relationship with my stylist to my ex.

“But I don’t understand,” said Chance. “Have Deacon and Dawn been hooking up this whole time?”

“Not on camera.” A knowing smile curved Methyss’s lips. “I suppose only they know what happened behind the camera’s roving eye.”

The sweet shifter’s gaze met mine, and a pang of guilt stabbed at my insides.

Methyss spun at me, excitement flickering through those brilliant orbs. “Now, Mr. Darkridge, are you ready to choose the two bachelorettes that will remain until the end of the game?”

I turned to Dawn, a tornado of emotions battling it out in my gut at the sight of her. How much had she seen? And more importantly, how pissed was she? “Dawn, I⁠—”

Methyss waggled a long finger about an inch from my face. “Uh, uh, uh. I’m afraid you’ll have to catch up later. Right now, you must choose.” He ticked his head at Dawn and with a reluctant sigh, she marched over to the dais to join the other bachelorettes.

“Can I at least have a minute?” I huffed out.

Our host pivoted his wild gaze to Slade. “I suppose that’s up to the demon dark lord. Would you mind going first?”

Slade eyed me, and I shot him a pleading gaze. “No, I don’t mind at all. I know exactly which two women have my heart split in half.”
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Slade

“Two women have your heart?” Methyss let out an unnerving chuckle. “My, my, dark lord, you are in trouble.”

“You have no idea.” I lifted my gaze to the platform and allowed my eyes to meet Rose’s for an instant before pivoting to Arista’s. My performance would have to be spot on tonight. I’d made a decision the night before with Rose in my arms. If I had to pretend to love Daxia, then I’d also make my feelings for the she-dragon public knowledge. It was risky, but it was the only way to quell Rose’s temper and satisfy my own desire to be near her.

I doubted Daxia would be happy, but I hoped the blood oath would be enough to keep her murderous tendencies in check.

At least today’s elimination would be easier. Having to choose only the two bachelorettes that were to remain was ten times simpler than facing the ones we had to send home. With Dawn’s surprise arrival, that meant three ladies would be eliminated. I cast a quick glance in Deacon’s direction. I didn’t envy his position one bit. Who would he send home now?

“Come along now, dark lord,” Methyss crooned. “We don’t want to keep the ladies in suspense.”

Nodding, I marched toward the gilded cage. Bally, the bearded balla demon, flitted nervously around his enclosure. The little demon had been a lifesaver in the last elimination. “Hello, my friend.”

He dipped his tiny head. “Good evening, my dark lord.”

“Are you ready to get this sham over with?” I opened the cage, and he darted out, hovering a few inches from my face.

“Of course, my dark lord. Whatever you say.”

I bent over and whispered the first bachelorette’s name. It tasted bitter in my mouth, but I might as well get used to it.

Bally zipped toward the box of pins and grabbed a gold one in his small hands. Darting across the stage, he dropped it right into Arista’s waiting palm.

I hazarded a quick glance at Rose, fully expecting a scowl, but somehow her expression remained neutral. Maybe the hours I spent making love to her last night paid off. It sure as hell had for me. A smirk crawled across my lips at the heated memories.

Soon it would be only the two of us, forever.

The click-clack of heels on marble jerked my attention from musings of the future to the blue-haired siren wannabe sauntering in my direction. With a deep inhale, I readied myself to put on a good show.

Arista’s arms wrapped around my neck, and her lips crashed into mine before I could get a word out. I squeezed my eyes closed and pretended it was Rose in my arms. But I couldn’t fool my body. Every muscle tensed beneath her touch.

“All right, you two, that’s enough now.”

I’d never been so relieved to hear Methyss’s voice. I sprang back, keeping that plastic smile in place.

“See you later, Sladey.” Arista blew me a kiss as she sashayed toward the right and lined up along the upholstered wall.

Huffing out a breath, I fixed my gaze on the female who truly had stolen my heart. Rose rewarded me with a faint smile, and I turned to Bally once again. After I whispered her name, he nodded quickly and zipped for the array of pins.

Clenching the infinity pin in his tiny fingers, he flew toward the dais. I watched the bachelorettes as anxious gazes traced his path. Would the other women be surprised? I thought I’d done a pretty good job at keeping my feelings for Rose a secret.

Bally stopped in front of the woman who forced my cold heart to beat once again, and her eyes met mine. For an instant, everything else vanished. It was only Rose and me. The pin fell and her fingers closed around it, and the scene returned to full speed.

A few muttered gasps echoed around Rose as she made her way to the front.

The moment she was within reaching distance, I lunged at her and tugged her into my chest. My mouth found hers, and a faint gasp hissed between us. I didn’t care who knew anymore.

I loved this woman more than life itself, and I’d protect her until I exhaled my dying breath.

“I love you,” I murmured against her lips as I forced myself to release her.

“So we’re doing this now?” she whispered.

I nodded quickly. “If I have to play along with Daxia, then the least I deserve is you for dessert.”

Rose laughed and pressed another kiss to my lips before sauntering to the right to join Arista. I followed her movements, throwing a warning glare at the demon assassin. Thanks to the blood oath, she wouldn’t be allowed to touch her, or our deal would be null and void. I only hoped her fear for the person who hired her trumped her thirst for revenge against my past wrongdoings.

Methyss sauntered into center stage and faced Arista and Rose. “Judging by those amorous exchanges, I’m going to guess that you’d both like to remain with the demon bachelor?”

Both females nodded.

“Very well, then it’s time to hear from the tiger.” Our host ticked his head at Deacon and even from a few yards away, I could hear his muttered curse.

I moved closer and shot him a reassuring smile. “You got this, D. Just go with your heart.”

His lips thinned out into a hard line, but he finally nodded.
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Deacon

Taking Slade’s place in front of the long table, I hazarded a quick glance at the remaining bachelorettes. Three would go home today with the surprise addition of Dawn. I’d struggled so long with that second choice and now it was clear.

Unlatching the cat actor’s cage, I dipped my head and whispered the name of the female I’d fallen for on my first day on the island. Choosing her was easy. I wasn’t stupid enough to think everything would go back to how it was before, but I had to find a way to make it up to her somehow.

Garfield slunk out of the cage and snatched a gold pin in his teeth before hopping off the table and creeping toward the remaining bachelorettes. He couldn’t possibly have moved any slower.

Come on, you stupid cat.

Dawn stood at the far end on the first row, her bottom lip snagged between her teeth. Garfield finally reached her and let out a meow, revealing the golden trinket. I threw her a smile, and she rewarded me with one in return as she bent down to retrieve it.

My heart hammered out a manic beat as she marched toward me.

“Dawn…” I murmured and leapt for her. “I’m so sorry,” I whispered as I crushed her to my chest. “I’m just so glad you’re back. I was so worried and⁠—”

“But you still slept with Alma…” She stepped back, those silver eyes brimming over with tears. “And Chance!”

“I—I…” Gods, what the hell could I say? “I’m a complete asshole. I have no excuse other than to admit that when you disappeared, I was so damned lost. The thing with Chance got out of control with the Fae plant toxins, and then I fell into a familiar pair of comforting arms with Alma.”

She shook her head, the pain in her expression lancing through my staggering heart.

“Please, give me another chance.”

Dawn swallowed hard. “I don’t really have a choice anymore. The producers sequestered me for days, then I agreed to be on the show before I was forced to watch all the footage I’d missed since I left. The payout is too good to pass up.”

“I’ll make this up to you, I swear.”

Dawn released me and marched toward the far wall. My gaze trailed her petite form, each step further away from me like a nail in my coffin.

I’d been so stupid.

And now, I was about to break another heart. One I’d held onto for far too long.

Methyss coalesced in front of me like a wraith. “Given the popularity of #Dawncon and Dawn’s return to the show, I think it’s safe to assume, she’ll be continuing on, correct?” He cast a glance in the pixie’s direction, who quickly nodded. “Excellent! By all means, continue, Mr. Darkdridge.”

Right.

Garfield rubbed up against my legs, and I dropped down beside him and whispered another name. He crept across the stage and jumped up onto the table. His tiny teeth closed around an infinity pin, and he let out a yowl.

“Go ahead, buddy,” I whispered.

He leapt off the table with his prize and sauntered toward the remaining females. Alma’s gaze seared into me from across the way, each wary look like a dagger in my heart. She’d never forgive me for this.

But maybe this was what we needed to finally have closure.

Garfield weaved past Alma and stopped in front of Chance. The sweet unipeg’s gaze lifted to meet mine. I offered her a smile and for an instant, the guilt for not choosing Alma dissipated. At least a little.

Chance raced off the dais and jumped into my awaiting arms. Of all the bachelorettes, she’d been the one I’d connected with instantly. She just wasn’t as pushy or outgoing as the others and somehow, she’d always been left behind. But today was the end of that.

It was either Dawn or Chance for me.

“I’m shocked,” Chance whispered as I spun us in a circle. “I never thought you’d pick me, especially not after hearing about Dawn.”

“I’m sorry I kept that from you.”

Her head dipped, lips squeezing into a tight line. “I always got the feeling there was someone else, I just never could figure out who. It all makes so much sense now.”

“I really want to give this a shot, Chance. I’ve made so many mistakes since I arrived on this island, but now I’m certain I have chosen the right two women for me.” I pressed a quick kiss to her lips, and she leaned in, her mouth warm against mine.

“I really want that too,” she breathed once we broke away.

“I guess I’ll see you at the after party?”

“Wouldn’t miss it.” With a smile, she finally uncurled her fingers around my palm and walked to the right side of the ballroom to stand beside Dawn.

“Well, this has been no fun at all.” Methyss puckered his lips as he stood in the middle of the stage. “No bachelor swapping, ladies?”

The four bachelorettes shook their head.

“Where is the drama, the excitement?” Tsking, our host sauntered off stage shaking his head.

I finally gathered the nerve and lifted my gaze to meet Alma’s. Her eyes were red and puffy, and a tear streamed down her cheek. It was worse than a knife to the back. On either side of her stood Roxy and Everly, both scowling.

I hated this part.

“I’m sorry,” I mouthed to the remaining three bachelorettes. If Dawn hadn’t returned, this elimination would’ve looked very different.

Alma took off down the platform, but before she could get away, I raced after her. “Alma, please!” I caught her at the door, hand already wrapped around the gilded knob. “I’m so sorry, I never meant to hurt you.”

She spun at me, cheeks stained with tears. “But you did, Deacon, you really did. Was this your way of getting back at me for choosing Zeke all those years ago?”

“No!”

“Then why, Deac? Why would you lead me on like that? Why would you let me think we could finally be together?”

“I was confused, Alma. I love you, and I’m certain a part of me always will. We’re just not right for each other. If we had been, you would’ve chosen me, not Zeke. I know mate bonds are powerful, but they have been broken in the past. If you wanted to, you could have fought it, but you didn’t.”

Her shoulders heaved, and she released a shuddering breath. “I do love you, Deacon.”

“I know,” I muttered. “But not enough.”

Alma’s head dipped, and she turned to the knob, whipping the door open.

This time, I didn’t stop her.
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Slade

Floating fairy lights danced over our heads along the veranda overlooking the sea. A quaint table for six sat in the center covered in rose petals and candles. It would’ve been perfect if it had just been Rose and me. Instead, I felt like a dragon chew toy, caught between the females to my left and right.

“So when did this happen?” Dawn appeared beside me and ducked down to whisper in my ear, signaling between Rose and me, then Arista and me.

I threw my head back and gave her a dramatic eyeroll. “You missed a lot, Dawny.”

“I see that.” Her gaze flickered to Deacon across the table, and her lips puckered.

Wrapping my arm around the little pixie’s shoulders, I gave her a squeeze. “I’m glad you’re back, and I know Deacon is too. He was devastated when you vanished.”

“He sure seemed to have gotten over it pretty darn quickly.” She reached for the crystal flute in front of me and swallowed down a big gulp of champagne.

“Oh, come on, don’t blame him, Dawny. You know how stupid we males are, we just can’t help ourselves.”

Rose lifted a brow and smirked, clearly picking up on the tail end of our conversation.

Dawn giggled, the light airy sound floating on a breeze. “You know, I missed you too, Slade. And for what it’s worth, I hope things work out with Rose.”

“Thanks, I hope so too.”

“I guess I better go take my seat.” She eyed the chair beside Deacon like it was covered in poisonous snakes, then her gaze flitted back to mine. “I don’t get it. Why would Deacon eliminate Alma if they were sleeping together?”

“Because he clearly realized it was a mistake. Just like I said.” I pinched her cute little cheek and nudged her toward the other side of the table. “Now, go and talk to him.”

She shot me a scowl but trudged over all the same. I really hoped those two could work it out, though to be honest, Chance was great too. Either female would be perfect for the tiger tool.

I turned to Rose and opened my mouth⁠—

“Sladey…”

Oh, gods, that voice was like nails on chalkboard. My lips slid into a practiced smile as I pivoted to Arista. “Yes?”

“I was hoping we could get some alone time.” She lifted her chin to the hovering drone.

A hand slipped to my thigh, and I nearly choked on my own spit. My head spun to my right and found a pair of mischievous golden orbs. Rose!

“Right.” I cleared my throat. “As soon as I finish my dinner. I’m suddenly ravenous.”

“But there’s hardly anything left on your plate.” She eyed the remaining scraps of lettuce.

“That’s exactly why I was just going to get seconds.”

An elaborate buffet had been set up along the veranda, huge platters filled with braised meats and roasted vegetables. I wasn’t lying, I was ravenous, but it wasn’t food my demon craved.

Rose’s hand crept up my inner thigh, cupping my family jewels. I let out a hiss at her touch. “Um, Arista, dear, do you think you could do me a favor and bring me another plateful of everything?”

Her light brows narrowed as she regarded me.

“The quicker I finish, the sooner we can have that alone time.”

“Fine,” she muttered and reached for my plate. “You better eat quickly.”

“Oh, trust me, I will.”

The moment the siren was gone, I leaned closer to Rose. “What do you think you’re doing, precious?”

She stroked me over my slacks, and I snagged my lip between my teeth to keep from groaning. “Just a little reminder that you are mine.”

“Oh, baby, you can remind me any time.” I shot her a smirk. “But if you continue this, I’m going to make quite a scene at the dinner table.”

“Good.” A wicked grin curled her lips.

I inched closer and whispered, “Let’s get out of here.”

“But Arista’s going to be back in a sec—” She shook her head. “Yes!”

Her hand fell away, and I had to resist the urge to force it back. Instead, I tangled my fingers through hers and tugged her out of the chair.

Deacon’s eyes lifted to mine for an instant, and a knowing smile tipped up the corners of his mouth as he chatted away with Chance.

With Arista’s back to us as she piled food on my plate, Rose and I made a run for it. I dragged her around the house to the front driveway, my heart smacking against my ribs with each step. I couldn’t wait to be alone with her.

“Where are we going?” she rasped out, that sexy sound going straight to my lower half.

“Somewhere no one will ever think to look.”

We raced across the front lawn and turned toward the staff quarters.

“Slade!” Rose squealed. “We’re not supposed to be over here.”

“Exactly.” I towed her toward the small building at the edge of the property and turned for the stairs. There was a bright pink door with my name on it. Now that Dawny was an official contestant, she’d be spending the night at the villa.

Which meant that her old room was all ours.

When we reached the bright pink door, Rose’s eyes widened. “How do you know it’s open?”

“I scoped it out days ago. I’ve been meaning to take full advantage of the privacy, but with all the Arista/Daxia drama, I just hadn’t gotten around to bringing you here.” I twisted the handle, and the door swung open.

Bending down, I scooped Rose into my chest and carried her over the threshold. She laughed and squirmed, lacing her arms around my neck. “This is perfect.”

“No, you’re perfect.” I slammed the door behind us with my foot, and my mouth descended on hers.
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Deacon

I watched Slade and Rose sneak off nearly an hour ago, and a stab of jealousy still lingered in my chest. Then I wanted to punch myself for being so selfish. They were dealing with a shit-ton of drama, and I was an idiot. My crap didn’t compare to theirs.

Returning my focus to the females on either side of me, I took a minute to appreciate how lucky I was. Despite how terribly I’d acted with both of these women, they were still here. Clearing my throat, I glanced between each of them. “I, um, just wanted to say something…”

Two pairs of inquisitive eyes met mine, and I swallowed hard.

“We’re almost at the end here, and I know I’ve fucked up really badly with both of you. I’m honestly not even sure why you agreed to stay. Maybe Slade would’ve been a better choice.” I released a nervous laugh. “But I’m beyond grateful to have both of you here, and I promise to do my best to be better from now on. I was hoping we could start over.” My gaze chased to Dawn, and my heart ached at seeing the darkness in those lively orbs. “Please.”

Dawn nodded slowly.

Turning to Chance, I reached for her hand. “Okay?”

Her head dipped as well.

“From now on, I promise to give this my all. With the family visits coming up, I’ll be able to give my full attention to each of you, so it’ll be like we’re really just dating one-on-one. But I need you to understand that this is still a game, and I will be dating both of you.” I glanced from Dawn to Chance and back. “I don’t want to hurt either of you, and with the way the producers like to stir up the drama, I don’t want to constantly worry about what the other is going to see. Can we all try to agree to that?”

Both bachelorettes nodded again.

“It’s just hard seeing you with another girl,” said Chance.

Dawn snorted on a laugh. “Tell me about it. Having to watch Deacon with all the bachelorettes from the beginning has been torture.” Then she offered the unipeg shifter a smile. “I have always liked you though, Chance. I’m so glad some of the other girls are gone.”

“Me too.” She laughed. “Man, some of them were so nasty. I agree, if I have to share Deacon with anyone, I’m glad it’s you.”

With both ladies smiling, I heaved out a breath. Okay, this could totally work. We were starting from scratch, and I vowed to be the man I once was. No more just messing around. This was it. I was here to find true love.

A sharp cackle drew me from my inner thoughts. Methyss appeared on top of the railing, tiptoeing across the narrow barrier that plunged thirty feet down. The man was completely insane.

“Sorry to interrupt the festivities, but I come bearing news.”

The smack of footfalls jerked my head over my shoulder, and Slade and Rose appeared from around the side of the villa. They slunk into their seats, looking unfairly disheveled. Lucky son of a demon. I glanced at Arista’s seat and relief bowled over me to find it empty. I’d lost track of the scheming bachelorette at some point in the evening.

“So what’s the news?” Slade barked.

“Family visits begin tomorrow morning.”

Excited murmurs rolled across the table.

“And the first couple up is Deacon and Chance! The two of you will be heading to Marlwoods to spend the next three days with the Primara family.”

Chance let out an enthusiastic giggle. “Oh, I can’t wait for you to meet my brothers!”

I swallowed hard. I’d never met a unipeg shifter before Chance, but if they were anything like tiger brothers, I was in for it, all right.

“And since Chance and Deacon’s families hail from the same realm and for the sake of expediency, we will be combining their family visits into one. Deacon’s relatives will join the Primaras as they see fit.” Methyss clapped his hands.

Great… I couldn’t wait for Chance’s family to meet Pops. That would go over like a lead balloon.

“After Deacon has his turn, Slade and Rose will make their way to frosty Draeko.”

“Ooh, yay!” Rose’s eyes lit up, the gold so bright it luminesced all the way across the table.

Slade fidgeted in his seat, and I could only imagine the fear spreading. Meeting the dragon alpha in this situation was not something I envied. It looked like we were both in for an interesting final two weeks.
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Deacon

As alpha of the High Claw Cliff tigers, a nomadic streak of felines, I’d explored the majority of the shifter realm. Marlwoods extended across hundreds of miles of territory divided between the dominant species, the wolves being the largest population. But the tiny unipeg territory of Volandia, tucked away in the Myrad Forest was a land I was completely unfamiliar with.

Chance practically buzzed with excitement as we approached the thick canopy of trees. A riot of colors extended before us, leaves from the most brilliant orange to a deep dusky blue covering the towering trees. Beyond the forest, the snow-covered peaks of the Neredia Mountains that divided Marlwoods from Nocturnis, vampire territory, rose up in the darkening sky.

“It’s really beautiful out here,” I murmured as we drew closer. The portal had dropped us off just outside the boundary of Volandia, granting us this spectacular view.

“It is.” Chance shot me a smile, and all the tension seeped from my stiff shoulders. For the first time since filming on Hitched began, I was feeling hopeful. I had two amazing females who actually wanted to be here with me, and now I’d finally give it my all. No more holding back.

I followed Chance through a narrow pathway in the woods, hoof-prints marking the way. After a few more minutes, the trees parted, revealing a clearing with a dozen or so small, wooden structures. Lush green grass stretched out in the charming nook of the forest. A crystalline lake stood in the center, a flurry of activity along its shore.

Chance twirled around and raised her arms. “Well, this is it. Welcome to my home.”

Her last word tumbled out, and thunderous footfalls echoed all around us. I spun around as four massive unipegs appeared from the thicket and galloped toward us.

Chance’s mismatched irises brightened, and a beaming smile stretched across her face. I just watched her for an instant, taking her in. I didn’t think I’d ever met anyone who radiated such joy and kindness.

I bumped my shoulder against hers. “Friends of yours?”

“My brothers actually.” Her smile grew wider, stretching from ear to ear. “I can’t wait for you to meet them.”

The four unipegs ground to a halt only a yard away from us. They all shared Chance’s rainbow mane, but each of the males’ bodies varied in color. There was a large silver one, a massive black one, a slightly smaller tan male and finally a dappled chestnut.

“Deacon, I’d like you to meet my brothers.” She pointed at each, moving from the silver to the chestnut unipegs. “Gamble, Hazard, Venture, and Risk.”

I barely got my hand up in time to smother my laugh. Chance’s parents certainly had a theme in mind when they named their offspring.

“It’s okay, it’s funny, I know. My parents are big adrenaline junkies and think they’re hilarious.” Then she turned to her brothers. “Come on guys, back to human form so you can give Deacon a proper hello.”

I averted my gaze when a golden shimmer lifted over the four males’ equine bodies. “So what kind of risky activities are your parents into?”

“You name it, they’ve done it. I mean, not so much anymore, but before we were born there was no thrill they didn’t seek. They’ve flown to the top of the Agrabi Mountains, climbed into Dorna’s Volcano, hiked across the entire length of Azar. I could go on and on.”

“Wow, that’s pretty cool.”

She nodded. “It is, kind of. I didn’t inherit their adventurous streak, but my brothers sure did.”

I followed her line of sight and regretted it immediately. Four pairs of matching scowls seared into me. I dropped my gaze, and my jaw fell with it. As a shifter, I was fully accustomed to nudity, but shit, I did not see this coming. The four male unipegs were huge, each sporting what practically passed for a third leg. Gods, was that normal for their kind? I always considered myself larger than average, but my dick looked like a toy in comparison.

My thoughts flickered back to the maze and the one time I was with Chance. Heat scorched my cheeks. Had she found me inadequate?

Chance must have noticed the panic on my face because she turned to her brothers. “Guys, put some clothes on, will you?”

Muttered grumbles echoed between the males as they trudged toward one of the small wooden structures.

“Sorry about that. They’re all about the shock factor.”

“Now I understand why you said you’d never dated much.” I dragged my hand across the back of my neck. “I could see how those four could be a little intimidating.”

“Oh, stop, they’re perfectly harmless.” Her hand wrapped around mine, and she toted me toward another little house.

The wooden doors whipped open as we approached, and an older male and female filled the doorway. Even if I hadn’t expected to meet Chance’s parents, I would’ve recognized her mother anywhere. She was the spitting image of Chance, from the colorful hair to the sweet smile. The only difference was her eyes, where the bachelorette had one blue and one hazel, her mother had two of the deepest blue. My gaze flicked to her father, to the wary hazel eyes drilling into me.

I held out my hand and gave the male a smile. “You must be the Primaras.”

Chance’s mom darted between us and wrapped her hand around mine. “It’s so nice to finally meet you, Deacon. I’m Kyra and this is my mate, Landros.”

The male muttered a hello, his glare scorching.

Shit. That huge disaster at the maze smacked me like a jolt to the head. They’d seen it all. They’d seen me take advantage of their daughter in a poisoned haze. No wonder her brothers looked at me like that.

“Um, I just wanted to apologize for anything inappropriate you may have seen on the show.”

“No, Deacon, you don’t have to⁠—”

I cut Chance off with a quick shake of my head. “Yes, I do.” I turned to her parents and gave them my most genuine smile. “I’ve been kind of an ass to your daughter, and I have every intention of making it up to her. She’s been generous enough to give me another chance despite the fact that I seem to keep messing up with her at every turn. I hope that I’ll be able to start out fresh with both of you as well. I really do care about your daughter, and I’m hoping to finally give Chance the chance she deserves.”

“Of course, Deacon.” Kyra’s mouth slipped into an easy smile. “We understand the nature of the game.”

Her father muttered something under his breath I didn’t quite make out, except for the obvious curses.

“Please, come inside.” Kyra stepped back from the doorway and ushered us in.

Landros lingered at the door, looming over me so I had to sidestep him to get inside. This was going to be a long three days. The little house was perfect, warm and quaint, just the type of home I’d imagine Chance growing up in. Comfortable, worn-in furniture sat around the hearth, and dozens of family pictures adorned the mantel.

“Sit, you two.” Kyra pointed us toward the bright blue oversized sofa. “Is there anything I can get you?”

“Some water would be great, Mom.”

“And you, Deacon?”

“Oh, I’m just fine.”

Landros threw a sneer in my direction. “Oh really? No alcohol? You don’t need another excuse to take advantage of my daughter?”

“Daddy!” Chance hissed. “I already told you what happened at the Spring Palace.”

“Just seems awfully convenient.”

“I had sex with him, Da. It’s not like he forced himself on me. I was there too.”

Heat rushed up my neck, settling on the tips of my ears. Oh gods, this was not the sort of conversation I planned to start the visit. “I—um…”

“Save your excuses for someone who cares.”

The rush of heavy footfalls spun my head toward the door and the four males galloping through the entrance. Four pairs of eyes scorched over my face, and I squirmed beneath their heavy glares.

Gods, I hated this show.

Swallowing thickly, I straightened, forcing my shoulders back and stood. “You must be Chance’s brothers.”

They swarmed the couches filling in the empty seats. One of them plopped down right between Chance and me.

“Hazard!” Chance cried out. “Scoot over.”

The black-haired male threw his muscled arm around his sister’s shoulders and squeezed her into his side. “What? Can’t I be happy to see my little sister?”

A smile stretched across her face, and she dropped a kiss on her brother’s cheek. “Of course, you can. And I’m really happy to be back, but give it a rest, will you?” She shoved him off the couch and slid in beside me, taking my hand. “I need you all to be nice to Deacon, got it?”

Muttered yeses filled the space as Kyra returned with a tray of drinks. “Now this is more like it. It’s so wonderful to have all my children back under the same roof again.”

“And thanks so much for opening your home to me.”

“Of course, Deacon. We truly are all very excited to meet you.”

“So what are your intentions with our sister?” The biggest male with silver hair glared at me from across the coffee table.

“Gamble, stop!” Chance’s cheeks burned a bright crimson.

“It’s a fair question,” another brother chimed in.

“This is a dating game, guys,” Chance hissed. “There are two of us left, and we’ve all agreed to see how this plays out.”

Clearing my throat, I leveled my gaze on each member of the family. “I’m not going to sit here and lie and tell you I’ve got it all figured out. Yes, I care about Chance a great deal, but there is another bachelorette I also have feelings for. While I’m here, I’ve vowed to put those feelings aside and only focus on Chance. I meant what I said about giving this a real shot.”

“Me too,” she added.

“How could you put up with this shit?” A blonde brother barked.

“Venture, you’re all about taking risks, all of you are. I never have until now. I knew what I was getting into when I entered the competition. I don’t regret any of it.”

“You don’t?” I spun at Chance and those warm, soulful eyes met mine.

“No, I don’t. Despite everything, I’m really glad I met you, Deacon. It’s been a wild ride for sure, but this was it, this was my great adventure.”

Squeezing her hands between mine, I dropped a chaste kiss to her cheek. “Thank you for taking a risk on me.”

“All right, boys, why don’t we give the lovebirds some privacy,” Kyra announced. “Risk, can you take Deacon and your sister to the guest cottage?”

“Do I have to?” the brown-haired male grumbled.

“Yes.” Chance’s mother turned to me with a bright smile. “We’ll see you back here for dinner at seven. Until then, just relax. I’ll keep the boys out of your hair.”

“Thanks, Mom.” Chance rose and pulled her mom into a hug.

“Anytime, sweety.”

Chance’s fingers slipped between mine, and we followed Risk out of the house with a quick goodbye. I couldn’t be more thankful for some alone time with her. It felt like every time things got started with the sweet unipeg, something would derail our forward momentum.

Now there’d be nothing standing in our way.
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Chance

Deacon looked damned good in the small kitchenette of our guest cottage pouring us each a glass of faerie wine. I’d never had the stuff, but from what I’d heard it was pretty potent. Just what I needed to lose these nervous jitters.

“For you.” He handed me a glass of the shimmery liquid and settled beside me on the couch. His expression turned thoughtful, lips pinching as he regarded me.

“What?”

“Thanks for sticking up for me back there with your family. I know I deserved every bit of their loathing.”

“No, you didn’t. What happened back at the maze in the Fae realm wasn’t your fault. I really don’t blame you anymore. I was just hurt and embarrassed especially because--”

“And I hate that…” He leaned closer and cradled my cheek cutting me off, then his calloused thumb grazed my skin. “How can I make it up to you?”

I shrugged. I dared not voice the words lingering on the tip of my tongue. We’d promised to be honest with each other going forward, but I’d been keeping something pretty big to myself. I just had to summon the courage to admit the truth. Besides that, I wanted him to make love to me. And of course, I realized how insane that sounded. You had to be in love to make love. Sure, Deacon had picked me to stay, but was I just a consolation prize? Dawn was clearly the one. The TV audience had seen what I was too blind to pick up on.

“Chance, please tell me.”

“There’s nothing, really. I guess we just need to spend some time together to figure out how we really feel.”

He nodded quickly. “I can do that. Let’s play a getting to know you game.”

I chuckled. “Like what?”

“Truth or dare.”

“How is that going to work with just two people?” I took a long pull of the faerie wine, the tiny bubbles popping on my tongue.

“We’ll make it work.” Deacon took a sip from his glass as well before setting it down on the table. “I’ll go first. Chance, truth or dare?”

“Truth.” I followed the word with another big gulp of wine. I wasn’t sure if I was ready to spill all my secrets.

“Why did you really audition for Hitched?”

I inhaled a slow breath, buying some time. “It’s exactly what I told my family in there. I wanted an adventure, my first shot at finding real love. The unipeg community is small and after waiting and waiting for some sort of mate bond to trigger, I didn’t want to count on fate anymore. I wanted to make my own destiny.”

A smile spread across Deacon’s face, and it warmed me down to my very core. “That’s a really good answer. I wish my motives had been as pure.”

“You’d been through hell with Aspen, I get why you did it.”

“I was so in love with her, you know?” He raked his hands over his face and let out a sigh.

“But you’re not anymore?”

He paused, lips twisting for an impossibly long moment. “No, I don’t think I am.”

“Well, at least you got something out of the show.”

“Yeah, I guess you’re right.” He squeezed my hand. “Truth or dare?”

“Hey, I just went!”

“Technically, I just went. I answered your question about Aspen.” He shot me a wink, and my stupid heart flip-flopped.

“Very sneaky, mister.” I waggled a finger at him, but I couldn’t get that dopey smile to go away.

“It’s only fair. You and all the girls know so much more about me than I know about any of you. So spill.”

“Okay, okay.” I threw him a mischievous smile. “Dare.”

“Touché.” The corners of his eyes crinkled as he watched me. “I dare you to kiss me.”

A wave of heat scorched up my insides then settled along my cheeks. “Okay…” I leaned forward and pressed my lips to Deacon’s. His hand wound around the back of my neck as his tongue slipped between my teeth, deepening the kiss.

Goddess, I’d dreamt about him kissing me like this so many times. The few times we had done it before had always been so fleeting, and in public. He tugged me closer, winding his free arm around my waist.

My hands roamed across his broad back, exploring the muscled planes while our tongues tangled in a fiery dance. Much too soon, Deacon sat back, slowly releasing me.

“We’re going to have to slow down,” he murmured, his deep voice rough. “Or we’ll never finish this game.”

“That wouldn’t be the worst thing.” A shy smile crept across my lips. Yes, I said it. I wanted him again. Maybe I’d even admit the truth this time… that Harper wasn’t the only virgin on the show, and that he’d been my first.

His eyes locked on mine, a tumble of emotions I couldn’t quite decipher streaking through the deep emerald. “Chance, I⁠—”

“I want this, Deacon.”

“I thought we were going to start over and take things slow.”

“We don’t have time for that. I only have you to myself for three days, and then you’ll be with Dawn, and I already know how you feel about her--”

“You do?”

I nodded quickly before I lost my nerve. “I always knew there was someone else. I could feel it whenever we were together, I just could never figure out who.”

“I’m so damn sorry I wasn’t honest with you, but I couldn’t. It was against the rules, and I couldn’t risk Dawn getting caught.”

“I know, I understand.”

Deacon pressed a chaste kiss to my lips, then tugged me against his chest. “But right now, I don’t want to talk about anyone else but us. I promised to start over with both of you and that means giving you my undivided attention while we’re here. Let’s just slow down a little, okay?”

I nodded, burying my nose in his chest. He smelled like the forest, like wild earthiness. Our first time had been so quick with both of us under the influence of those poisonous spores. I hadn’t been aware enough to enjoy any of it.

Lifting my gaze to his, I whispered, “Truth or dare?”

“Dare.” A mischievous grin parted his lips.

“I dare you to kiss me.”

He laughed, his broad shoulders bouncing. “I’m sensing a pattern here…”

“You can always forfeit and lose the game.”

“Yeah, right, and miss out on my chance to kiss you?” His hand came around the back of my neck, drawing my mouth to his. “I might act like an idiot sometimes, but I’m not a complete fool.” His lips brushed mine, and I melted into his embrace.

The front door whipped open, and Deacon sprang back, practically shoving me away. Hazard filled the doorway, a shit-eating grin on his lips, and I wanted to strangle my brother. “What do you want? And can’t you knock at least?”

He sauntered in, eyes intent on my bachelor. “I just came to apologize for our behavior.”

“You did?”

“Yes, Chancey.” He bent down and ran his hand through my hair, messing it all up like he did when I was little. “I talked to our brothers, and we were hoping we’d get to hang out with Deacon, take him on a little tour of the forest.”

My bachelor paled, his naturally sun-kissed skin blanching.

“I don’t know about that.” My brothers were born pranksters. Second only to their love for extreme sports came their joy of torturing any male that came within a yard of me.

Deacon’s hand closed around my thigh and gave it a squeeze. “I think that sounds like fun.”

I spun at Deacon, eyes wide. “Are you sure?”

“Yeah, why not? I want to get to know them too.”

This had disaster written all over it. “Fine, but only if I get to come with.”

Hazard groaned. “That’ll ruin all the fun, Chancey. This is a guy bonding thing, and we can’t do that with you around.”

“Geez, thanks, Haz.”

Deacon stood and rubbed his hands together. “So, what’s the plan?”

“Come with me and you’ll see. It’s a surprise.”

I rolled my eyes at my brother then jabbed my finger into his chest. “You guys better be on your best behavior. If anything happens to him, I’m holding you personally responsible, Hazard.”

He held his hands up, a wicked grin curling his lips. “I’ll treat Deacon like he was my own brother.”

“That’s exactly what I’m afraid of.”

Deacon curled his arm around my shoulder and dropped a kiss on my cheek. “I’ll be totally fine, Chance. I can hold my own.”

“You see, little sis? Nothing to worry about. The big bad tiger alpha can hold his own against a couple unipeg shifters.” The corners of his eyes tapered as he regarded Deacon, and a swirl of unease ignited in my gut.

My brothers were clearly up to no good. The question was: should I allow it?
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Deacon

A riot of colors closed in around us as Hazard and Risk led the way through the Myrad Forest. I was sandwiched between Gamble and Venture, their broad shoulders bumping mine with every step. A sleek drone followed just over our heads, capturing every minute of pure torture.

“Oops, sorry,” Gamble muttered as his shoulder slammed into mine.

“No problem,” I gritted out.

The narrow pathway opened up into a clearing at the base of the Neredia Mountains. Just over the jagged cliffs lay vampire territory. After the war with the vampires last year, I rarely set foot across that invisible boundary. Dark images raced through my mind, all the lives lost… Shaking my head, I chased the invading darkness away.

“What’s wrong, tiger?” Risk asked.

“Nothing.” I stared up at the steep cliff face. “So, what’s the plan here, guys?”

“Cliff jumping.”

My gaze flickered between each of the four males. “Sounds great, where’s my pack?”

Venture chuckled. “That’s cute. What are we humans? Around here, we cliff jump bareback.”

“Sure, that might work for you, since you’re all winged-horses, but my tiger doesn’t come with any feathered appendages.”

“Don’t worry, tiger, we won’t let you fall.” Hazard shot me a wink and a wicked grin.

“Nah, I think I’ll pass on this one, guys.”

“Are you saying you don’t trust us?” Risk looked honestly insulted. “If you plan on being with our sister, we’re about to be family. It sure would be rude to think you didn’t have faith in our ability to keep you safe.”

Good gods, how did I get into this mess?

“Unless you don’t plan on choosing Chance.” Hazard stepped closer, looming over me, dark eyes pinned to mine.

“I honestly don’t know who I’ll choose yet.” I raked my hand through my hair. “That’s why I’m here, to spend time with your sister and make the right decision.”

Gamble thumped my back with his meaty paw and shoved me toward the flat cliff face. “No better way to get to know our little sister than hanging out with us.”

“Right,” I muttered and stared up the never-ending mountain. The scent of magic reached my nostrils, the charred, smoky odor making my nostrils flare. I turned to find a black unipeg in the spot Hazard filled a moment ago.

“Go ahead,” said Gamble. “Haz will give you a ride to the top.”

“Fantastic,” I grumbled.

The silver-haired male stepped to the side, revealing the other two brothers now also in unipeg form. Gamble jumped atop the big chestnut as I approached the huge black beast. His rainbow wings flapped leisurely, but those dark eyes were like heat-seeking missiles.

Ignoring his glare, I grabbed a chunk of his mane and climbed up onto his back. The moment I was on, those massive wings unfolded, and we shot up into the sky. I barely had a second to get my bearings. Clinging on for dear life, Hazard flew us up higher and faster. My thighs clenched around his broad middle as I prayed to all the gods I’d survive this.

“How are you doing, tiger?” Gamble appeared beside me, his steed moving gracefully as we ascended.

“Just great,” I rasped out.

“If you can’t handle it, just let good old Haz know.”

“I’m just fine, thanks.” My fingers intwined in his colorful mane, my knuckles white from the strain.

Once we reached the top of the mountain, Hazard leveled out and I released a sigh, the tense set of my shoulders loosening a notch. The other two unipegs landed beside us and Gamble let out a low whistle. “You ready for the real fun?”

“And what would that be exactly?”

“Now comes the jumping.” A mischievous glimmer sparked in his eyes.

“From cliff to cliff?”

He nodded. “You up for it?”

“Sure, why not?” I’d already nearly died more than once on this gods’ forsaken show, what’s another death-defying act?

“Hang on tight. Hazard likes to go fast.”

The unipeg beneath me snorted and pawed at the ground.

“Awesome.”

The beast lurched forward, galloping toward the edge of the cliff and the others followed. The heavy footfalls vibrated the air, thumping in time with my thundering heartbeat. Chill out, Deac. They wouldn’t really try to kill me, right?

The edge loomed closer, my manic pulse escalating with each step. Hazard’s wings remained pinned to his side. Beside us, Risk and Venture kept their wings hidden as well. This was insane. They’d have to fly eventually…

“Get ready!” Gamble shouted, his voice getting lost beneath trampling hooves.

My thighs clenched around my steed as the earth fell away beneath his feet. My eyes slammed shut as we floated across the divide for an endless moment. Hazard’s hooves slammed into the ground, jolting me along his back, and my eyes snapped open. We raced across another precipice, hurtling toward the next.

Oh gods, I was not going to survive much more of this.

Scanning the peaks ahead, my heart slammed against my ribs. The next divide was a much longer one, at least ten unipeg lengths between the mountain tops. No way Hazard would make that in one jump.

We approached the ledge, and he lurched forward, my body going with him. My arms clamped around his neck and somehow, I managed to keep myself from flying over his massive head. We hovered between the peaks for an endless moment before our forward momentum slowed. Panic’s claws tore into my heart as we started to descend.

“Pull up!” I shouted.

The stupid unipeg’s wings remained pinned to its back.

“Come on, Hazard!” I yelled again.

His wings finally snapped out, a rainbow of colors flashing across my peripheral vision. His massive, feathered appendages halted our descent so quickly, my body couldn’t quite catch up. I lost my grip and lurched forward right over his head.

A scream tore out of my mouth as I plummeted to the earth.

And fell and fell.

My life flashed before my eyes, Pops, Nix, Kenna, my parents…

A streak of tan zipped by, and a warm body settled beneath my legs. My fingers sought for purchase as Venture appeared between my thighs. He let out a neigh and his wings flapped, carrying us back up the mountain.

I released the breath I hadn’t realized I’d been holding, and muttered, “Thanks.”

The unipeg’s entire body vibrated with what I could’ve sworn was laughter. Bastard.

When we finally reached the mountaintop, Hazard, Gamble and Risk were all back in human form. Naked of course. They wore matching grins as their brother landed on the rocky terrain.

The moment we touched down, I slid off the unipeg and marched toward the smirking siblings. “Very funny, guys,” I growled. Heaving in a breath to slow my still-pounding pulse, I fixed my gaze on the four males. “Listen, I probably deserved that for the crap I pulled with your sister. But can we call it even now? You scared the shit out of me, so you should be proud.”

Gamble’s grin only grew wider, a sinister curl to his lips. “We’re not even close to even, tiger.”

“Chance is our baby sister,” Hazard continued. “And she’s everything to us. We’ve protected her from the day she was born and will always do so.”

“Especially from guys like you who just want to take advantage of her,” Risk added.

“I swear I have no intention of taking advantage of her,” I snarled. “I honestly care about Chance.”

“Yeah, but you’re screwing like five other women on the show.” Venture let out a grunt.

“I know it sounds awful, but it’s part of the deal. When I signed up to do the show, I just wanted to have some fun, to get over the woman who’d broken my heart last season. I never realized how hard it would be. I’ve already apologized to Chance countless times, and she still wants to give me a chance. So, I just ask that you do the same.”

Muttered grumbles echoed across the peak.

“I can’t promise that I won’t hurt Chance when I make my final decision. It’s the nature of the game that she agreed to be a part of. But I do swear I’ll do everything in my power to be honest with her and spare her from as much as I can. I wish the situation were different, but unfortunately it is what it is at this point.”

“Whatever,” Risk mumbled. “I still don’t understand why she ever agreed to do this show.”

“I know, right?” Venture shook his head.

“So can you please take me back now so I can actually spend some time with her?”

The brothers exchanged wary glances.

“Only if you swear not to tell her the stunt we pulled,” said Hazard. The dark-haired male stepped forward and offered his hand.

Wrapping my fingers around his palm in a tight squeeze, I muttered, “Deal.”
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MY FIRST TIME
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Deacon

I rolled over, and my arm curled around a warm body beside me. A smile slid across my lips as I slowly opened my eyes and the figure pressed against me coalesced through the sleepy haze. Chance’s eyes remained closed, the steady rise and fall of her chest soothing to watch.

After I’d gotten back from cliff jumping with her brothers, we’d had a fairly uneventful evening. Dinner with the Primaras had gone shockingly smooth. Maybe I was starting to win over her protective older siblings.

As much as I hated the torture they put me through, I respected their desire to look over their little sister. I felt the same way about Nix and Kenna, and they weren’t even my blood relatives. They’d become my surrogate little sisters after one of the tiger families from my streak adopted the lupine siblings after their parents were killed. I’d trained Nix to fight, and those countless days and nights of training created a lasting bond I’d never had as an only child. I’d do anything for her.

“Mmm, do we have to get up?” Chance’s raspy voice drew me back to the present. She rolled toward me, a sweet smile on her sleepy face.

“Not that I know of.” I glanced across the room at the front door. “No notes slipped under the door from the producers anyway.” The bedroom of the cottage sat nestled in a small niche just off the main living area. I’d offered to sleep on the couch and give Chance the bed last night, but she’d insisted on sharing. We’d made out for a while before I fell asleep with the beautiful woman in my arms.

I was so happy I’d chosen Chance. Getting to spend this time alone with her was just what I’d needed. Sending Alma home had been brutal, but it was the right decision. It was time to move on and leave my first love in the past.

I needed to find a new love, a new future, and I was certain I could have that with one of these females. The only question was: which one? Tossing the worrying thought to the side for now, I focused on Chance. I’d promised myself I’d only think of her during this visit. Then when it was Dawn’s turn, I’d deal with all those buried emotions later.

Chance pressed a kiss to my lips, sending all the spiraling thoughts to the back of my mind. “Good,” she whispered against my mouth. “Then we can spend the rest of the morning in bed.” She waggled a brow, and I couldn’t help but grin.

Her lips moved over mine, tentatively at first, before deepening the kiss. My hands latched onto her hips and rolled her on top of me. Our tongues tangled in a blistering dance as the kiss went from sweet to spicy in seconds.

My tiger let out a deep growl as Chance’s hips grinded into my growing erection. So much for taking things slow. My hands snuck beneath her sleep shirt, exploring her soft skin then trailing down to cup her ass. Her cheeks were bare, the lace thong leaving nothing to the imagination.

“Deacon,” she whispered against my lips.

“Hmm?” I kissed her hard, my tongue diving between her teeth. That time in the maze had been so quick and subdued by the poisonous haze, I barely remembered much about the encounter. I was so ready for a second round.

Her hand drifted between our bodies and closed around my arousal. “I want you.”

Gods, I wanted this too. But that damned guilt rose, nearly choking. What if Dawn was watching this too? She’d just been forced to see me with Alma, would another, more conscious time with this woman be the end for us?

Chance’s eyes met mine, and they were so full of hope and excitement, it was worse than a punch in the gut. “Deacon? Do you not want to?”

“Of course, I want to. You’re beautiful, sexy and so damned good. Gods, there’s nothing I’d want more than to claim you all over this cottage.”

“Then what’s wrong?” She nibbled on her lower lip. “Is it because of Dawn?”

Damn, she was good. “No, I mean, yes…” Dammit, I’m not supposed to lie to this woman. I promised her brothers I’d be honest, and I meant it. I fixed my gaze to hers, cupping her cheeks. “I hate the thought of either of you having to see me with another bachelorette.”

“And you think the producers are broadcasting this live?”

I shrugged. “I wouldn’t put anything past them.”

She tugged the comforter up over us and dropped down on top of me, so our noses nearly touched. “I wouldn’t want to hurt Dawn either.”

“And that’s exactly why I picked you, Chance. You’re so good, probably too good for me.”

She shook her head, eyes shiny. “That’s not true, not at all.”

“Why do you even want me after how terribly I’ve treated you?”

Her shoulders lifted again. “I guess you can’t help how you feel, right? I fell for you from the start and after the maze⁠—”

I groaned, cutting her off. “Please, let’s not talk about that. It makes me want to cringe.”

“Oh goddess, was I that bad?”

“You? Oh, no! That’s not at all what I meant.” I pressed a kiss to her pouty lips. “I was the one that was awful that day. You were perfect, or at least from what I remember.”

“Yeah, I don’t remember much either.” She paused and snagged her lower lip between her teeth. “Which kind of sucks since it was my first time…”

My jaw nearly unhinged, hitting my chest. “Wha—what?”

Crimson flooded her cheeks, and she dropped her gaze to my chin. “Yeah, in the spirit of starting over and being honest with each other, I, um, wanted to tell you that was why I got so upset. I tried to tell you before, but I just could never quite summon up the courage.”

“Oh, gods, Chance, I’m so sorry.” I wrapped my arms around her, holding her tight against me as another more powerful wave of guilt pounded into me. Shit. How could that have been her first time? It was absolutely terrible. I had to make it up to her somehow. “How can I make this right?”

A mischievous grin parted her lips, and her flushed cheeks turned a deeper red. “Well, there’s no undoing what we did, but maybe you could show me how it’s supposed to be done.”

All the heat rushed to my lower half, and a jumble of emotions battled it out in my gut. She was right. I kind of owed her. I’d stolen her virginity in the coldest, cruelest way. No one deserved that, but especially not Chance.

With everything going on with Dawn, I shouldn’t even consider her request, but how could I really deny her? A girl’s first time should be special, something she’d remember forever. Dammit. I screwed this up so badly.

Her eyes remained pinned to mine, the flash of hope so piercing, there was no way I could deny her. I’d already done wrong by her so many times, I wouldn’t repeat my mistakes, even if it meant hurting Dawn. I owed Chance a better memory than the lust-fueled fog of the Spring Court labyrinth.

“Wait right here.” I sprang out of bed and searched the room for my clothes. “Give me ten minutes.”

“Where are you going?”

“You’ll see.” Tugging my t-shirt over my head, I spotted my jeans slung over a chair. I speared my legs into them and took off out of the cottage.

The cool, crisp air of the forest focused my jumbled thoughts. A few unipeg shifters mulled around the clearing, but the village was mostly quiet. I scanned the dozens of identical wooden homes before landing on the one I was ninety-nine percent sure I needed. Gods, I really didn’t want to do this. But what other choice did I have?

I sprinted toward the small house and lifted my knuckles to the door.

An endless minute later, the door creaked open, and Gamble filled the entryway. “Damn it, tiger,” he grumbled, rubbing his eyes. “It’s not even seven yet. What do you want?”

“I was hoping you could help me out with something.”
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An hour later, I tiptoed back into the cottage, hauling a big bag over my shoulder. I felt like freaking Santa Claus.

“Chance, are you in here?” I waited for another few seconds before marching in. When I got no response, I dropped the sack on the floor, and the clinking of glass echoed across the empty space. Gamble had been surprisingly helpful when I’d told him I wanted to surprise his sister. I, of course, left out the sex part. He’d helped me collect the supplies and had even sent Hazard over to distract Chance so I could set up.

By the time I was done with this place, it would look like something straight out of a human romance novel.

I got straight to work, digging through the bag for the dozens of candles we’d procured from helpful neighbors. Moving from the bedroom to the living room and entrance foyer, I filled the space until the entire cottage was lit up like a Christmas tree. The scents of lavender, vanilla, pine, and a myriad of other sweet perfumes hung in the air.

Then I sifted through the sack for the flowers. Gamble had enlisted Risk and Venture to help us out on that one. We’d picked hundreds of wildflowers from the forest in every shade of the rainbow.

And last, I pulled out the old CD player and propped it on the coffee table. It was already loaded up with romantic music, some favorites of Chance’s, according to Gamble. I pressed play, and the soft melody floated in the air.

Once I’d finished, I stepped back and admired my work. It looked pretty damned romantic if you asked me.

My thoughts swirled back in time to girlfriends of the past. I’d never done anything like this for anyone before. Huh. Maybe that’s why I’d never gotten anywhere in love. Had I never really tried that hard?

Tossing the pointless thoughts aside, I leaned back against the door and reveled amidst the flickering candlelight. A trace of anxiety ignited in my gut. For some reason, I felt like an awkward teen on a first date. Gods, I hoped Chance would like it.

A soft knock on the door sent my heart leaping up my throat.
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A RE-DO AND A REUNION
[image: ]


Chance

“My eyes are closed!” I squealed as Deacon’s big hands came around my head.

With every second that passed, anticipation tightened my chest until I could barely breathe. A soft melody played in the background, but it did nothing to soothe my jittery nerves.

“Okay, just take a few steps, easy, I got you.” Deacon led me through the cottage then finally stopped, tugging me back against his chest.

“Can I look yet?”

He exhaled softly, his warm breath tickling the shell of my ear. “Yes, you can look now.” His hands fell away, and my eyes snapped open.

Flickering flames danced in harmony with the petals of flowers that adorned every surface, casting a warm, golden light across the room. The fragrance of delicate blossoms enveloped me, creating an atmosphere of pure enchantment.

“Oh, my goddess.” Hot tears burned my eyes as I took it all in.

Each petal, each flame, and every note of soft music wove a tapestry of romance that engraved this moment into the depths of my heart, creating a memory I’d cherish for a lifetime. No matter what happened.

“It’s beautiful,” I whispered.

Deacon spun me around so I faced him, those deep emerald eyes lancing into me. “I’m so sorry our first time was such a disaster. Can we just pretend it never happened?”

My head bounced up and down.

“This is what a female’s first time should feel like.”

A tear spilled over, but Deacon quickly swept it away with his rough thumb.

“Is this okay?”

My lips parted into a smile as I nodded, forcing the tears back. “Oh goddess, Deacon, it’s more than okay. It’s absolutely perfect.”

“Good.” He bent down and scooped me into his arms, weaving through the maze of candles and colorful blooms.

When we reached the bed, he gently lowered me onto the mattress and crawled over me. With his muscled arms caging me in, his body hovering only a few inches over mine, I’d never felt so safe, so happy. I framed Deacon’s face with my hands and pressed a kiss to his lips. “It’s a hundred times better than I ever could’ve imagined.”

A grin curled the corners of his lips. “And we’re just getting started.” He slid down my body and dropped to his knees between my legs. Fiery heat raced down below.

“Where are you going?” A giggle erupted as his hands parted my thighs.

“You’re getting the full experience today, Chance. There’s no half-assing it this time.” His hands slipped up my dress, and my head fell back.

“Deacon, I⁠—”

“No talking, just relax.” His lips scorched a trail up my inner thigh and set my insides ablaze.

My panties hit the floor a moment later, and when his mouth found my apex, an embarrassing moan slid free. “Oh, my goddess, Deacon,” I murmured.

A few more minutes of that sinful tongue, and my head fell back as pleasure roared through me. My entire body lit up, so inundated in sensations, I didn’t think I’d ever come off the high.

Deacon rose, a broad smile plastered across his face as he shed his jeans and boxers. “I’m not anywhere near done with you.”

Another wave of desire unfurled as I took all of him in. My memories from the maze were muddled, and it really felt like the first time.

He crawled over me, lifting my dress up as he made his way up my body. A second later, I was as naked as he was, our forms perfectly aligned.

Cupping his scruffy cheek, I pressed my lips to his. “Thank you for this. It’s really perfect. No matter how this ends, I’ll always remember this moment.”

“It’s the least you deserve, Chance. Any man would be beyond lucky to have you. I don’t know how I got so fortunate to be chosen by you.” He captured my mouth, then my heart.

The truth was that I’d fallen for Deacon that first day when my unipeg made a surprise entrance on Hitched. Maybe even long before that when I’d watched his heart break on the show the last season.

“Ready for the do-over?”

I nodded quickly as his arousal pressed between my thighs. The first time hadn’t been awful, but luckily the poisonous spores had numbed the area, so it wasn’t overly painful either. He gently thrust his hips, filling me slowly.

“Are you okay?” His worried gaze chased to mine.

“Yes, I’m fine. It doesn’t hurt…”

He heaved out a breath and rocked his hips again. “Okay good. I’ll have to work on making it better than just it doesn’t hurt.” He grinned as he thrust again, and this time a hint of pleasure began to build.

I followed Deacon’s lead, our bodies moving as one in a leisurely pace. With his mouth on mine, he was everywhere. He was all I could think about as fiery sensations zipped through my veins.

“How is it for you?” I panted as my breaths grew shorter with each thrust.

“Perfect, Chance, just like you.” He brushed his lips against my forehead, and I allowed myself to get lost in this flawless moment, with the bachelor I’d fallen in love with.
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“We should probably get out of bed eventually.” Deacon pressed a kiss to the top of my head.

My arm and leg were sprawled across his naked body, my cheek resting on his chest. We’d spent the entire day in bed, and I’d had more orgasms in one day than I’d had my entire life. A silly grin parted my lips. “Do we have to?” I whined.

He glanced at the clock and nodded. “It’s almost six, and your brother mentioned a special family dinner tonight.”

“Oh really? Haz didn’t tell me.”

“So as much as it pains me to say it, we better get dressed. Plus, I hate the thought of your brothers thinking their help earlier was for nefarious reasons.”

“They’re guys, Deac. I’m sure they knew exactly what you were up to.”

“And still they helped.”

“You must have won them over somehow.”

He chuckled, the easy smile setting my heart aflutter once again. “I guess so.”

Reluctantly, I rolled off him and sat up, pulling the comforter with me. I still wasn’t that comfortable with my bare body. I was way curvier than the other bachelorettes, and I couldn’t help but feel different.

Deacon slid out of bed and sauntered a few steps toward the bathroom before spinning back around. “You could join me in the shower if you want… I think that would be totally acceptable.”

A ridiculous giggle drifted through my lips, and I shot out of bed, all insecurities momentarily forgotten. “I could definitely use a shower.”

He stooped down and tugged me into his arms, carrying me into the bathroom. Every moment spent with Deacon was a gift, and I promised myself to enjoy every second even if it wouldn’t last.

Sexy times in the shower went by much too quickly, but before long we were out and toweling off. I couldn’t help but wonder what this special family dinner was about as I slipped into a cute dress and a jean jacket.

Deacon appeared around the corner as I glided some lip-gloss over my mouth. He looked as tempting as always in a forest green button-down shirt that brought out the color of his eyes and dark jeans. “You certainly clean up well, Miss Chance.” He held out his hand and led me out of the bathroom.

“Same to you.” I dropped a kiss on his cheek.

“We better not start that, or we’ll never make it to dinner on time.”

“I could definitely not eat.”

He chuckled and drew me into his side. “Don’t tempt me. You know the whole point of these family trips is to spend time with the family too.”

“Yeah, yeah, I know.” I unlaced my arm around his waist and tugged at my collar. “Okay, I’m ready.”

Deacon opened the front door and held out his hand. “After you.”

I stepped out into the cluster of homes that belonged to my family and found a long table set up. “Looks like we’re having guests.”

Deacon scanned the place settings, and a twinge of excitement brightened his eyes.

The flap of powerful wings drew my attention skyward, to my four brothers’ rainbow wings brightening the pale blue. Deacon’s eyes narrowed as he scanned the four people riding atop my siblings.

Gamble landed first, toting a dark-haired male, then Hazard and Risk, both carrying females, one redhead and one strawberry-blonde. Then finally came Venture, with an older man cursing up a storm as his hoofs hit the ground.

Canting my head back to see Deacon, his smile was so wide it filled my heart with happiness. Releasing my hand, he raced toward my brothers, wrapping each of his guests in a hug.

It took me a minute to recognize the older gentleman with wisps of white hair—it was Pops, Deacon’s grandfather, who I’d seen in the first season of Hitched Live. Cornelius Clawfoot was a cantankerous ex-tiger alpha from what I remembered.

I had no idea who the other three were, but a swirl of jealousy wrecked my insides when he pulled the beautiful redhead into a big hug.

Once he released her, he turned to me, that smile still beaming. “Chance, come here. I want you to meet my family.” He motioned to Pops first, who was still scowling and mumbling something about a bumpy ride. Then to the redheaded female and the others. “This is Phoenix, my adoptive sister and her mate, Ransom, and my little adoptive sister, Kenna.”

“Oh! It’s so nice to meet all of you.” As I moved between them, shaking hands and hugging, it occurred to me I really didn’t know that much about Deacon. There was something familiar about the redhead and her mate though.

“It’s hard not to stare, I know,” Ransom quipped, flashing sharp fangs. His dark eyes sparkled as he regarded me. Then he turned to his mate, the look of complete adoration making my heart pinch. “You’ve probably seen Red here on Azarian television. She’s the vampire queen.”

My hand clapped across my mouth. No wonder they looked so familiar.

“Oh, shut it, fanger.” Phoenix wrapped her arm around his waist and gazed up at him. Him being the legendary vampire king.

“Wow, Deacon, I had no idea you had so many royals in your family.”

“Then there’s me.” Kenna smiled. “I’m just a plain old wolf shifter.”

“Stop, Kenna. There’s nothing plain about you.” Phoenix pulled her sister into her side. “You’re just perfect the way you are.”

“You sure are, squirt.” Ransom ruffled her hair, and a faint growl rumbled her chest.

“Dinner’s ready!” Mom’s voice rang out over the family reunion, and we all made our way toward the table.

I grabbed Deacon’s hand and drew him away from the others before we all got sucked into the chatter. “I’m so glad I get to meet them all.”

“Me too, Chance, me too.”
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I WANTED THAT
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Deacon

It had been forever since I’d seen Pops, Nix, Kenna, and of course the cocky vampire king, who I could do without. But, I couldn’t believe the producers had actually done something decent for once. Spending time with my family alongside Chance’s had been more perfect than I ever could’ve imagined.

And it had nearly come to end.

I sat across the table from Pops as he picked at the breakfast casserole Chance’s mom had made. His lips were screwed into a pout as he eyed it warily. “What’s in this thing anyway?”

Chance perked up beside me. “It’s eggs, potatoes, ham and my mom’s special herbs from the garden.”

“Herbs?” he barked. “Are you trying to poison me, woman?”

“Pops!” I shot my grandfather a scathing glare.

“What? You can never be too careful with these sneaky shifters.”

“Relax, grandpa.” Ransom flashed his pearly white fangs, and Pops blanched. “The war ended months ago, everything’s fine now.”

Pops’ eyes grew comically wide, his head spinning back and forth between the vampire king and me. “Deac, did you know we’re sitting with a vampire?” he whisper-hissed.

“Yes, Pops.” I leaned close and whispered back, “This is Ransom, he’s Nix’s mate, remember?” My grandfather’s mental health was degrading by the day. It was an odd affliction for a shifter, and despite taking him to countless healers, no one could determine the cause of his strange memory loss.

He looked from Ransom to Nix, who offered him a smile. “Oh, yeah, maybe…” With a grunt, he shoveled a forkful of eggs into his mouth.

“Sorry about that,” I murmured to Chance.

“Please, that’s nothing. I think he’s cute.” She stared adoringly at my crabby old grandfather. “I think they’re all great.”

Nix and Ransom whispered to each other, and whatever it was had my adoptive sister’s cheeks flaming. I definitely did not want to know what they were talking about.

“So where are your brothers?” I couldn’t believe I was even thinking it, but I’d missed them at breakfast. Only Chance’s parents had joined us, and they’d already begun cleaning up. Pops was the only one still eating.

“Who knows? Probably causing havoc somewhere.” She smiled and leaned into my shoulder. We’d had another incredible night. Everything was so new and exciting with Chance, and she was just so eager. A swirl of warmth licked down my lower half at the heated memories. “You know, Venture told me about the little stunt they pulled.”

“He did?”

She nodded, her gaze pinned to her tangled fingers. “I think he was feeling guilty, so he came clean. I’m really sorry they put you through that.”

“Don’t be.” I tipped her chin up, fixing her eyes to mine. “I deserved it.”

“No, you didn’t. You need to stop saying that. You’re a good man and you deserve to find love, with whoever that may be. I wouldn’t trade this experience for anything, Deac. You have been my great adventure.” She pressed a chaste kiss to my lips, and my ribs tightened, a flicker of dread igniting. Why did that feel like a goodbye?

Kyra and Landros appeared over Chance’s shoulder, interrupting my dark musings. “Does anyone need anything else?” she asked.

Nix stood and jerked Ransom up along with her. “We’re good, thanks, and we actually have to get going. The Etrian Council doesn’t wait for anyone.”

“Not even a king and queen.” Ransom shot the unipegs a cheeky grin. “It has been quite lovely, Kyra and Landros. If you ever find yourself on the other side of the mountains, please come visit us at Royal Castle.”

“Thank you, we’d love that.” Kyra’s cheeks flushed a familiar rosy hue, while Landros scowled. I wasn’t sure what sort of relations the unipegs had with the vampires, but judging by that frown, it hadn’t been easy for them so close to the border during the war.

“I’ll call my sons,” Landros began, but Ransom waved a dismissive hand.

“That warlock, what’s his name? Anyway, he said he’d be sending us home via portal to ensure a timely return.”

“That’s surprisingly kind of Methyss.” Chance bumped her shoulder against mine. “Maybe they’re actually trying this time.”

“No, not that one,” said Nix, “the other one with the faux hawk.”

“Dax?” I interjected.

“Yup, that’s the one.” Ransom curled his arm around Nix’s shoulders and tucked her into his side. She laced her arm around his hips and slipped her hand into his back pocket. It was such a small gesture, but it felt so intimate, so right. Gods, I wanted that.

I always thought I’d find my fated mate one day, but it was time to accept it just wasn’t in the cards for me. Which left me with the impossible task of actually having to choose the woman I wanted to spend the rest of my life with.
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Once Pops and the others had left, I wandered around the cottage gathering my things. Dax had shown up as promised to portal Ransom and Nix to Nocturnis, Kenna back to Moon Valley and Pops back to Highclaw Cliffs, then he was returning for me. Chance would remain here with her family until the final elimination.

Just the thought had the air punching out of my lungs.

The next time I saw Chance back at the villa, I’d have to choose.

As if my thoughts had summoned her, she emerged from the bathroom and stepped closer. “Are you okay?”

I slumped down onto the bed and heaved out a breath. “I’m just dreading this whole goodbye thing.”

“Samesies.” She plopped down beside me and lay her head on my shoulder. “I feel like we only just finally got a chance to connect, and it’s already over.”

“Exactly.” I drew her into my side, mimicking the gesture Ransom and Nix had so easily fallen into. Could Chance be the one for me? She fit against me so perfectly. Then again, so did Dawn, and so had Aspen and Alma… Shit, I was a mess.

She cocked her head up at me. “So what are you going to do with all your free time while the producers are off filming Slade and Rose?”

“I’m going to use the time to try to get my head on straight. I’d go to tiger territory, but I don’t want to run into Alma.”

“Oh, right, sorry, that’s gotta be awkward.”

“It will be, but we’ll have to figure it out eventually. I’m her alpha, along with all the other tigers, and in the end, that’s what matters most.” I shrugged half-heartedly. “Maybe I’ll take up Ransom’s offer to visit, I doubt your parents will be going anytime soon.”

Chance let out a cackle. “Yeah, that’s for darned sure.” I pressed a kiss to her forehead, and she slid into my lap, her arm lacing around my neck. “I think we have a little time before Dax gets back.” A mischievous grin parted her lips.

“Oh, yeah? Time for what?”

She straddled me, wrapping both arms around the back of my head. Her fingers dug into my hair as her lips claimed mine. My hands inched beneath her blouse, reveling in that soft skin. As her tongue tangled with my own, I couldn’t help my wandering thoughts.

There was no doubt I was attracted to Chance, and I really liked her. She was one of the sweetest females I’d ever met. I’d felt an instant connection that first day on the show, but was she the one? How could I really know in such a short time?

And despite promising myself not to, I couldn’t help but think of Dawn. Every kiss, every time we had sex, I couldn’t not compare them.

“Deac?” Chance sat back, releasing me.

“Huh?”

“You don’t really seem that into it…”

“I’m sorry.” I framed her face with my hands and pressed a kiss to her soft, pouty lips. “I guess I’m already dreading the final elimination.”

Her head dipped, gaze falling between us. “I don’t know if it helps or makes things worse, but I’m completely in love with you.”

Worse, infinitely worse. A pang of guilt lanced through my chest, and I sucked in a deep breath. “Thank you for being honest with me,” I finally forced out. “I care about you a lot, Chance, and I could easily see myself falling in love with you.”

“But?”

“But I’m just not sure yet about any of it.” I raked my hands over my face, wishing I could just vanish with a flick of my wrist like Methyss. “I screwed up big time. I just wasn’t invested in finding the one in the beginning and now, it’s all going so fast, and I’m scared it’s too late.”

“It’s never too late, Deac.” She cupped my cheek, thumb trailing across my scruffy jaw. “It’s just a show. You only have to choose one of us for the audience, but in the end, it’s your life we’re talking about. You shouldn’t feel pressured to make a decision. No one is forcing you to hand over a ring.”

And just like that, I could finally breathe again. I drew in a steadying breath and fixed my eyes to hers. “Thank you, Chance. Gods, I feel like such an idiot. I don’t know what’s wrong with me lately.”

Her lips brushed mine in a chaste kiss before she slid off my lap. “Nothing is wrong with you, Deacon. You’ll figure it out when the time is right, when the person is right.”

I stood and gripped her shoulders, forcing her still. “Sometimes, no, a lot of the times, I really want that person to be you.”

“I know… But it can’t just be sometimes, it has to be always.” With a sad smile, she turned toward the door.

Before she reached it, a quick knock tore me from the dark downward spiral. The door whipped open, and Dax appeared. “Ready to go?”

Dammit, I really wasn’t. But I supposed I had to be.
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SCARY-AS-HADES DRAGON
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Slade

Oh, Satan’s balls, I was nervous. I paced in front of the whirling portal like an anxious teenager. Methyss watched me with a shit-eating grin. The bastard was totally enjoying this. I supposed I couldn’t really blame him; I must have made quite a sight. Sweat dribbled down my brow, and I’d dragged my hand through my hair so many times it looked like a wild trenfi bird’s nest.

“Are you ready now, dear dark lord?” Methyss cocked his head, eyes alight in amusement as he motioned to the portal that would take me to Draeko, dragon territory.

“I just need a minute.” I hadn’t seen Rose in three days, and it had been the longest seventy-two hours of my life. If I wasn’t so certain she was safe behind the impenetrable walls of Sky Lair with her dragon-alpha father and that Daxia-aka-Arista was far away in the Ocean Realm, I would’ve been a total mess.

I’d only seen Fenix Skyraider in person a handful of times when Lucifer or Azara dragged me to an incredibly boring Etrian Council meeting, and always from a safe distance. The man was a beast. Not to mention a dragon.

And now, here I was about to meet the legend and tell him how crazy in love I was with his only daughter and alpha heir. I didn’t know much about Rose’s brothers, only that they were twins and very protective of their older sister. I’d be lucky if I survived this trip without becoming demon barbeque.

“Tick-tock, Slade.” Methyss motioned at a non-existent watch on his wrist.

“Okay, okay,” I blurted. “I’m ready.” Lie. The high pitch of my voice was a total giveaway to our grinning host.

“I’m sure your visit to Draeko will go off without a hitch. Fenix Skyraider is quite a lovely dragon alpha.”

“Lovely? Right, why wouldn’t he be?”

He nudged me in the ribs with a pointy elbow. “Don’t worry, Rose’s mother, Kimmie-Jayne, won’t let him kill you.”

I swallowed hard, picturing the intimidating dragon from the first season of Hitched. I’d spent the past few days re-watching the old series just to get any insight into my future father-in-law. Because scary-as-hades dragon or not, I was making Rose mine.

Methyss motioned toward the portal, and the brilliant azure waves of light illuminated the villa in a vibrant glow. “Whenever you’re ready.”

I took a step closer, my heart like a battering ram against my ribcage. Just think about Rose, you idiot. You’ll finally get to hold her again. With thoughts of the soft, warm curves awaiting me, I jumped.
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Perched majestically atop a towering snow-capped mountain peak, Sky Lair emerged from the ether as the whirling winds of the portal dissipated. My head tilted back to take it all in. Its colossal spires, adorned with intricately carved dragon designs, reached for the heavens depicting the strength of the monstrous creatures that called this fortress home. The massive castle was crafted from ancient stones, weathered by time and the elements, bearing the marks of countless battles etched into its walls.

With the sun dipping, the castle seemed to catch fire as the last rays of the day danced upon its battlements, and cast a warm, golden glow that contrasted with the cool mountain air. I tucked my hands under my armpits as an icy chill wafted over me.

A spine-tingling screech tore through the air, and a swarm of dragons appeared overhead, their enormous bodies blocking the final rays of light. The colorful beasts alighted a few yards in front of me, the ground rumbling beneath their massive talons. Great, a dragon escort. Was it too much to ask for Rose to personally come get me?

An emerald monster dropped beside me, extending a long, scaly leg.

“I’m flattered, really, but don’t you think we should at least get to know each other a little better first?”

The dragon snorted, and whispers of silver smoke erupted through his nostrils.

Guess he wasn’t the funny one.

The huge creature chuffed and threw his head back, motioning at his spiny backbone.

“Okay, okay, I get it. I’m supposed to climb on, right?”

The dragon’s head dipped.

Here goes nothing. Crawling up the monster’s leg on all fours, I made my way to the top, gripping jagged horns and spikes along the way. Honestly, it was a miracle I didn’t impale my hands on the beast’s wicked flesh.

As soon as I was seated atop the enormous animal, his powerful wings began to flap, and my body was hurtled forward. I reached for the nubs at the end of his wing bones and held on for dear life. We catapulted upward, toward the giant castle nestled in the clouds.

The flight took no more than a minute, with the dragon’s powerful wing flaps eating up the chilly expanse to the top of the mountain. We landed atop the castle, the soaring turrets jutting up all around the half-dozen dragon guards accompanying us.

The moment my dragon hit the ground, I slid down its leg, barely avoiding impaling a more important part of my anatomy on the way down.

“Slade!”

That voice had every discomfort from the past few minutes disappearing in an instant. I peered around the emerald dragon and found Rose running toward me. My heart leapt up my throat, my breath hitching at the sight of her in a fuzzy white coat and sexy knee-high boots. I raced for her, wrapping her in my arms and lifting her off her feet.

She let out a laugh as I spun her around.

“Gods, I missed you, precious,” I whispered into her ear before nibbling on the soft lobe.

“Me too,” she breathed against my mouth.

“Let’s never be apart for that long again.”

Those brilliant golden irises seared to mine, and a scowl twisted her lips. “You mean after your family visit with Arista?”

“Oh, right.” Ugh. A swirl of annoyance dampened the high of our reunion. But I refused to let it. “I don’t want to talk about her, and I definitely don’t want to think about her for the next three days. I just want to focus on us, okay?”

Her head bounced up and down, the smile returning. “I can’t wait.”

The sound of a sharp throat-clearing sent Rose leaping out of my embrace. Her head swiveled toward the arched doorway on the roof and the impressive male walking through it. Fenix Skyraider was even more intimidating in person than I’d remembered. The beast of a man lumbered toward us, his powerful chest puffed out and shoulders so broad I was impressed he didn’t topple over from their sheer breadth.

Two blonde males moved into step on either side of him, both completely naked. Glancing around the rooftop, I noticed two of the dragons from our entourage were missing, including the one who’d given me a lift to the top of the mountain.

The alpha marched closer, the corners of his eyes tapered at the edges. Threads of silver wove through the alpha’s dark hair, but instead of making him appear feeble they only heightened the intimidation factor.

I must have unconsciously moved closer to Rose because my shoulder bumped hers, and as always, my entire body reacted to her proximity.

“Oh, gods, not in front of us, demon.” The blonde male with amber eyes glared at me, nostrils flared.

“Shut up, Spark,” Rose barked.

Fenix’s nostrils flared, and his lips twitched before his expression returned to normal. “You must be Slade?” he gritted out.

Rose’s fingers slid between mine, and I held on as if she were the only thing keeping me on this damned mountain.

“I am.” I dipped my head into a faint bow. “And you must be the great alpha of the Brotherhood of Dragons.”

A cold smile slid across his lips. Then he ticked his head at each of the males on either side of him. “My sons, Rhydian and Riordan.”

Oh great, I’d made wise cracks at one of Rose’s brothers. The question was which one? Damned twins.

Both males offered similar tight smiles in return.

“Okay, enough of this, guys,” said Rose, interrupting the tense standoff. “I know no one’s thrilled about me being with a demon, a dark lord, nonetheless, but you guys have to get over it.”

Warmth filled my chest as I watched Rose stand up for me in front of her family. That was exactly why I loved her so damn much.

“Cousin Azara is a demon dark lord too, and she’s mated to a dragon.”

“That’s totally different,” Fenix snarled.

“How?”

“Because she’s Luna and Ryder’s daughter.”

“So?” She slapped her hands on her hips and glared up at her father.

He muttered a curse before releasing an exasperated sigh. “Let’s get back inside. This is hardly the place to have this discussion.”

“I concur.” Rose squeezed my hand and dragged me toward the door, scooting us in front of her father and brothers.

The dragon guards parted at our approach, and the door swung open. The moment we crossed the threshold, a wave of warmth crashed over my chilled bones. I’d been so focused on the Skyraider crew, I hadn’t even noticed how freezing it was on the rooftop.

Rose cocked her head over her shoulder and called out, “I’m taking Slade to his chambers then we’ll come down.”

“To his chambers, not yours, Rose,” Fenix shouted back.

“Yes, Daddy,” she grumbled.

The hint of a smile curled my lips. “That went well.”

“It did, actually.” She spun me around in the middle of the hall and backed me against the roughhewn wall. Her lips captured mine before I drew in a breath. Her tongue tangled with my own, and I was lost in that tempting taste for an endless moment before I gathered my wits and tore my lips away.

“What if someone sees us?” I rasped out.

She chuckled, the deep, sexy sound traveling straight down below my belt. “Are you actually scared of my father?”

“Terrified.”

She laughed again, her chest brushing against mine as it rose and fell. “I never thought I’d see the day.”

“I have to make a good impression, Rose. I know how important your family is to you, and I, uh, I want their blessing.” Gods, I sounded like a fool.

Rose must have liked fool on me because a beaming smile parted her lips. “Their blessing, really?”

“I wasn’t kidding, Rose, as soon as this stupid show is over, I plan on making you mine, forever.”

Her body molded to my own once again as her lips found mine. This time, I didn’t pull away. She was right. Why should I fear the great alpha? It wasn’t like he could keep us from being together, right?
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IN LOVE
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Slade

Good gods, dinner with the warlords of the six realms of the Underworld was more enjoyable than this. Fenix Skyraider glared at me from across the table, those golden irises so similar to Rose’s, shooting flames in my direction. Dropping my gaze, I stabbed my fork into the roast meat and shoved it into my mouth, chewing thoughtfully. Had I insulted the dragon alpha at some point in my life and not been aware of it? Or was it Lucifer? I could hardly be held accountable for all my grandsire’s faux pas’.

Rose sat beside me, shockingly quiet. Come to think of it, I didn’t think I’d ever seen the woman so silent since we met. Where was the demon ball-busting female I fell in love with? After she dropped me off in my chambers an hour ago, she’d seemed off.

“Who’s ready for dessert?” Rose’s mom, Kimmie-Jayne, the original Hitched bachelorette, stood, bright blue eyes sparkling. She scanned the table, gaze bouncing between us, her mate, and the twins. Either she couldn’t read the room, or she was trying her hardest to pick up the mood. “I made my homemade apple pie; it’s Rosie’s favorite.”

I turned to the she-dragon and shot her a smirk. “Why precious, you never told me you had a sweet tooth. No wonder you fell for me, my mother always said I was as sweet as pie.”

She snorted on a laugh. “Your mother said no such thing.”

“How do you know?”

“You forget we all met your mother on live TV last season. The woman doesn’t have a stupid bone in her body. And anybody who knows you, knows you’re pure sin, dark lord Slade.” She let out a cackle, and I couldn’t help but join in. It was the first time I’d seen a shade of her normal self since she picked me up from my room for dinner.

“Pure sin, great,” Fenix grumbled.

Kimmie-Jayne slapped the great alpha on his shoulder, the crack echoing through the awkward silence. “Oh, stop it. You know Rosie was just joking.”

“No, I don’t know that she was.”

I patted the corners of my lips with a napkin and cleared my throat before turning my gaze to Rose’s father. “I don’t pretend to be anything I’m not, Alpha Fenix. I may not be the most worthy male out there, but I’m in love with your daughter, and I will do everything in my power to make her happy.”

A strangled, choking sound erupted from Rose’s throat.

“Wow, we’re going there already,” muttered one of Rose’s younger brothers, Rhydian I believed.

“Love?” Fenix barked, jumping out of his seat. “You cannot be serious.”

“Calm down, honey.” Kimmie-Jayne laced her hand through her mate’s.

“I am very serious.” I stood too because there was nothing I hated more than to be talked down to. “Your daughter and I are in love.” I hazarded a quick peek at Rose who had shrunken into her seat. “Rose?”

She refused to look up, her gaze trained on the napkin folded in her lap. A pang of hurt seared into my chest, tattooing across my feeble heart.

“Then what are you doing with all those other women?” Fenix growled. “The things you’ve done with them on live television… How can you disrespect this family like that?”

Oh, shit. Right, that’s why he hated me.

“That was before,” I murmured.

“That’s not even true,” her other brother interjected. “You’re still seeing that Arista siren chick too. You’re probably sucking both of them off.” A devious grin parted his lips. “For sustenance or whatever you incubus demons call it.”

“That’s different,” I hissed. Gods, how could I explain the Daxia situation. I literally couldn’t because of the damned blood bond. “Rose, help me out here.”

She pressed her lips into a tight line and finally glanced up. “Daddy, Slade is a good man. He’s trying his best in a very difficult situation.”

“So it’s true what he said? You’re in love?”

I held my breath, each instant that passed without her answering complete torture.

An impossibly long moment later, her head dipped. “Yes, Daddy, I love Slade.”

All the air whooshed from my lungs, and my body sagged forward like a marionette whose strings were cut. Realms, that was close. My trembling hand rose, and I weaved my arm around Rose’s shoulders. Just feeling her against me lessened the panic from a moment ago.

Fenix released a grunt, shaking his head. “Well, then you’re both in for a load of heartbreak.”

“Fenix!” Rose’s mother shot him a glare.

“It’s true, Kimmie. They cannot possibly be together, don’t you see that? She’s the alpha heir to the Brotherhood of Dragons, and he’s a dark lord of the Underworld. How will they rule two separate realms?”

Rose’s gaze chased to mine, and she snagged her lower lip between her teeth. Okay, so we hadn’t exactly discussed the logistics, but none of that mattered when you were in love, right?

“We’ll find a way,” I mumbled. Sure, it sounded better in my head.

“You clearly haven’t given this any thought, Rosie.” Fenix’s glare softened as it swung on his first-born. “Thankfully, you haven’t done anything stupid yet, so there’s still time to get out of a doomed pairing.”

“Something stupid?” she blurted. The fire in her eyes returned, the fierce she-dragon I knew surging to the surface. “You mean like you did, Daddy?” Her eyes narrowed as she regarded her father. “You completed a mate bond with Mom when you were still on the show! Mom still had feelings for the other bachelors when you slept together.”

Fenix’s eyes grew impossibly wide, deep crimson coating his cheeks. “That was…”

“Rose is right, honey.” Kimmie-Jayne elbowed her beastly husband. “You have no right questioning her judgement or her choice. It’s not fair and you know it.” She turned to me with a bright smile. “If our daughter picked Slade, there must be a reason. She’s always had a good head on her shoulders, and I trust her.”

Her mate mumbled a few choice words under his breath.

“It’s not really the same, Mom,” said one of the twins. “He’s an incubus. She could just think she loves him because of his sex powers.”

“Eww, Riordan, stop.” Rhydian clapped his hands over his ears. “That’s our sister, damn it.”

“Enough, both of you.” Kimmie speared the twins with a look I didn’t think the sugary sweet woman was capable of. “Now, I’m going to get the apple pie and if you all can’t say something nice, then don’t say anything at all and remain in silence until I return.” With that, the former human actress marched out of the dining room, strutting her stuff like she belonged on the runway instead of this drafty ancient fortress.
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Rose

“I’m so sorry I froze back there, Slade.” I tightened my hold on his hand as we walked through the dim corridors back toward our chambers. I felt absolutely awful. That little talk with my father after I’d dropped Slade off at his room had gotten into my head. I knew he wouldn’t exactly love the idea of me with a demon dark lord, but I didn’t know he’d be so opposed to it.

I had no clue what came over me but being back home with Slade had me acting like a cowering little girl. I paused in the middle of the hallway and turned to face him. “You know how much I love you, right?”

His lips pinched, and something unreadable flashed across those bottomless midnight orbs. “I thought I did,” he finally muttered.

“I’m sorry, I just panicked. I don’t even know why. Well, maybe it’s because I’ve never brought a guy home to meet my parents. I told you I never really dated much, and I guess the whole thing just caught me off guard. And caught them off guard. I swear it didn’t mean anything. I love you, Slade, so much, and you’re the only person I ever want to be with.”

“Even if that means moving to the Underworld?”

My brows slammed together before I could stop them. My whole life I’d been raised to be alpha. I couldn’t just abandon my people. “Or you could move here…”

He huffed out a breath and raked his hand through his mop of wild locks. “I guess your father is right about some things. We really haven’t talked through the logistics.”

“But we will. We can do it tonight.” The hint of a smile curled the corners of his lips, and the mad flutter in my chest subsided. I hated the thought of hurting him. “And we can talk about the dragon mate bond…”

I’d been too scared to bring it up before and freak him out, but if we were laying all our cards out, it seemed like a good time.

“I already know how it works, precious. Azara and I have grown rather close during my months as dark lord.”

I snorted on a laugh. “I bet Talon loves that.” My cousin’s mate was a jealous, possessive, obsessive dragon, just like all of us.

“Yeah, he was the only one in the Underworld who couldn’t wait for me to start with the second season of the show. The further away from Azara the better. He can’t wait for me to find the one.”

I stepped closer and pressed a soft kiss to his lips. His arm weaved around my waist, pulling my body flush against his.

“Mmm, now this is exactly what I need, precious.” His arousal brushed against my lower half, and a wave of heat uncoiled. It had been way too long⁠—

A throat clearing sharply sent us springing apart. Father filled the hallway, his dark glare murderous. “In case I wasn’t abundantly clear, the two of you shall not remain in the same bedroom during your stay.” His eyes shifted to Slade, a flicker of golden flames igniting across his tapered pupils. “And I expect you to keep your hands to yourself at all times, dark lord. There will be no sexual relations with my daughter while you’re under my roof.”

Oh, gods. Heat rose up my neck, diffusing over my cheeks until I was certain I was bright red. “Daddy!” I shrieked.

“I simply wanted to make it clear, Rosie.”

“You’re so embarrassing. I’m a grown woman for gods’ sakes not a silly teenager.”

“That may be true, but while you are our guests in the lair, you’ll abide by my rules.”

“Like Rhydian and Riordan have never screwed a girl⁠—”

“Rose!” Father barked.

“This is so ridiculous.”

“It’s fine, totally fine.” Slade squeezed my hand, and the blossoming rage leeched right out of me. “We can have our conversation in one of the other halls, and then I’ll escort you to your bedroom and I will go to mine.”

Father eyed Slade from down the hall. I knew this visit would be difficult, but I never expected him to hate him so much. Then again, what could I expect given Slade’s behavior in the beginning? Of course, Daddy would hate him. He only saw him as a demon bad boy trying to corrupt his perfect daughter.

“Fine,” Father muttered before turning on his heel. “And remember, I have guards everywhere.”

Shaking my head and turning to Slade, I released a frustrated breath. “I’m sorry, again.”

“It’s okay, precious. If you were my daughter, I wouldn’t want you anywhere near me either.” He smirked, that signature grin bringing the hint of a smile to my own face. “Now let’s talk mate bonds and long-distance governing.”

Standing on my tiptoes, I pressed a chaste kiss to his lips. “I love you, Slade.”

“I love you more than any dark lordship, Rose, and I promise we’ll figure this out.”
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SO HUNGRY
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Slade

I stepped into my jeans, eager to see Rose already. This monstrous dragon-sized chamber felt too empty with just me in it, and thanks to the ever-vigilant guards, Rose didn’t set foot in it last night. On the upside, the dragon mate discussion held in the non-privacy of one of the towering halls downstairs went as well as I could’ve hoped.

I was fully aware of the ramifications beforehand. Dragons mated for life. If one partner should die, or choose to leave, they’ve essentially condemned the other to death. Talk about a commitment. But I was all in. I wanted Rose forever, and until yesterday, I thought she felt the same. Despite her apologies, I was worried about the influence her father held over her.

Shoving away the pointless thoughts, I marched toward the door. My stomach was already growling, and it wasn’t just food I desired. With the alpha’s ever-attentive eyes on me, I’d never get a chance to indulge in a little snack.

I yanked the door open and ran into a thick barrel chest. The blonde Skyraider twin stared down at me, a wicked grin pulling at his lips. His brother stood next to him, also smiling. “Morning, gentlemen, how can I help you?”

“I hope you’re ready for a fun-filled day at Sky Lair,” said Rhydian.

“I’m always up for some fun, dragon.”

“Great.” Riordan slapped me between the shoulder blades, and all the air blasted right out of my lungs. “Let’s do this.”

“Do what exactly?”

“You are in for a treat, my demon friend,” said Rhydian, hazel eyes alight with mischief. “You just so happened to have arrived in time to behold a beloved Draeko ritual, the annual Dragon Games.”

“Can we have breakfast first?” I really was starving, me and my demon.

Riordan chuckled, a wicked sound that had my hackles standing on end. “It’s probably best if you didn’t. We wouldn’t want you to puke in front of everyone, now would we?”

Great. I was totally about to be hazed, wasn’t I?

The twins dragged me past Rose’s room, and a tiny part of me wanted to scream for help, but I kept my mouth shut and took it like a man. If I really wanted these dragons to accept me, I had to prove to them I could hold my own.

Which I could, I just wasn’t sure they’d approve of my methods.

The brothers led me across corridor after corridor until we reached the rooftop once again. Riordan jerked the door open, and a blast of icy wind froze the tip of my nose. Blasted glacial weather. The Underworld might have been literal hell, but at least it wasn’t an icy tundra. I wasn’t sure I could put up with this frigid climate year-round.

Sharp cries broke out overhead, and I tipped my neck back to take in the spectacle above. Hundreds of dragons darkened the pale blue sky, circling and dipping, darting back and forth over the fortress.

“So what’s going on?” I asked.

“Day one of the games. The last dragon that remains in the air wins a prize.”

“Oh yeah, what’s the prize?”

“Each day is different, but after the week-long games, the big winner gets the alpha’s daughter’s hand.”

“What?” I cried.

A devious grin splayed across Rhydian’s mouth. “My brother’s screwing with you, demon. Do you really think our sister would ever stand for that?”

I let out a nervous chuckle. “Well, no…”

“We were thinking that maybe this year, we could make things a little more interesting. The first dragon that falls must take you on. What do you think?”

Hmm… a tasty dragon snack could be just what the doctor ordered, plus I’d be able to show these two I was perfectly equipped to deal with their kind. It sounded like a win-win to me. “I’m in.”

The surprise in both males’ eyes was well worth the risk alone.

“Great,” Riordan finally said. He squeezed his eyes closed and when he blinked, a vacant expression replaced the fire from a second ago.

I’d been around enough shifters to know what that look meant. He was communicating with his pack, or in this case, thunder. A thunder of dragons. It sounded kind of silly if you asked me, but then again demons didn’t have cute names for their groupings because the only time they ever worked together was to kill something.

A second later, the glossy sheen over Riordan’s eyes disappeared, and his distended pupils focused back on me. “The announcement has been made to all the competitors. Now we just wait for the lucky loser.”
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The mid-air display lasted for hours longer than I’d anticipated, and by the time the first dragon fell, my stomach was a loud mess of churning stomach acid. Not only that, but my demon was also ravenous. With all the Daxia drama, I hadn’t had time to focus on feeding, which was never a good thing.

The glimmer of dark wings plummeting to the earth woke the slumbering beast within. The twins never said how I had to best the dragon, and at this point, not taking a little taste could be riskier than attempting to restrain myself.

“Come on, let’s go meet your adversary.” Rhydian clapped me on the back, and Riordan pushed me along the narrow parapet.

From the soaring turrets of the castle, I could just make out a dark brown dragon below. A shimmery mist covered his body, and he was already shifting back into human form.

“Sucks for Darrin,” muttered Rhydian to his brother.

“Yeah, I never pegged him to be the first one out.”

“I heard he banged up his left wing the other night on a joy ride with Tamara.” He chuckled. “Idiot.”

“Then he deserves whatever he gets from the demon.” Riordan ticked his head at me.

“So just that we’re clear, I’m free to use my powers on him, right?”

Both males shrugged. “Sure,” said the blonde twin. “Just don’t kill him.”

I smirked. “I’ll try my best.” I didn’t want to scare Rose’s brothers—okay, maybe I did, a little.

When we reached the stairs that descended to ground level, the twins picked up their pace. I followed their lead, my demon writhing in anticipation. This was going to be fun.

A crowd had already gathered along the precipice as we arrived. The thin air crackled with tension as I moved in front of the twins, and the fallen dragon’s eyes lifted to mine. He’d stopped the transformation mid-shift, his human body still covered in scales, snout elongated and wings protruding from his back. The gusts of frigid wind whispered warnings of the imminent clash, and the jagged rocks below echoed the impending battle.

Rhydian stepped between us, a smile on his face. “Darrin, Slade, so nice of you both to entertain us as we wait for today’s competition to come to a close.” He ticked his head skyward at the hundreds of still-circling flying beasts.

“Not like I had a choice,” Darrin muttered.

“Same here, buddy.” I shot him a wink as my demon surged to the surface. My nostrils flared at the lingering scent coating his flesh. Lucky for me it seemed like the male had an active sex life and a very vivid memory. Hopefully it would be enough to feed my demon’s cravings.

“Now, the rules are simple,” said Riordan. “First one to yield wins.”

“And just to keep things fair, Darrin,” Rhydian interjected, “please remain in partial shifted form. We can’t have you stepping on our sister’s new boyfriend by accident.”

A roar of laughter rolled through the crowd, raising the hackles on the back of my neck.

“No, we certainly wouldn’t want that.” My eyes met the fierce gaze of this Darrin guy, his bronze scales shimmering in the mid-afternoon sunlight.

“Let the fight begin!”

All right, let’s do this thing. My demon surged to the surface, and a flash of citrine streaked across my irises.

A gasp echoed across the gathered masses as we circled each other on the unforgiving ledge. The dragon's wings, colossal and majestic, spread wide, cast a shadow over the rocky terrain.

Darrin lunged with a primal roar, jaws snapping like thunder. Swift as the night, I dodged, the rush of displaced air ruffling my wild hair. My demon rose from the dark depths and inhaled a deep breath, releasing tendrils of blue light that snaked toward the dragon and coiled around its massive form. The beast of a man threw off the shadows with a powerful shake.

A tremor shook the mountain as the dragon's tail whipped through the air, aiming straight for me. I somersaulted, narrowly avoiding the crushing force and the abyss below. My claws extended, and I swiped at the male’s torso leaving jagged scars across the dragon's scaled torso.

Darrin, battered and weary from the hours of flying, unleashed a roar and a burst of flame. I dove through the inferno, somehow avoiding the brunt of the attack and emerging unscathed. Then seizing the opportunity, I spun around and channeled the darkness within me, enveloping the dragon in whisps of dark energy. The ghostly tendrils invaded his mouth, tethering me to his soul.

I drew him in, devouring mouthfuls of his essence. Darkness consumed my vision, the hunger drowning out all else.

“I yield…” Darrin dropped to his knees, his eyes rolling back into his head. Still, I took more, my appetite suddenly insatiable.

So hungry.

I inhaled again, the dragon’s powerful lifeforce filling my chest, racing through my veins. I felt incredible. I needed more. Power bloated every inch of me, the beast’s extraordinary magic only increasing the high.

I hadn’t had many dragons in my day, and damn, I’d been missing out. The fire, the raw strength, it was ten times better than any ordinary supernatural. The blue tendrils spiraled around his form, stretching tighter. I sucked in another breath, devouring him whole.

“Slade!” A sharp feminine voice jerked me from the haze. “Slade, you’re going to kill him!”

I blinked, the movement sluggish.

“Slade!”

Blinking again, I managed to banish the fog, drawn out by that heavenly voice. I forced my demon back, steadying myself. “Rose?”

She raced toward me, her eyes wide and mouth curved into a capital O. “What are you doing?”

Realms, what was I doing? The male was on the floor, his skin a pale, sickly white. “I—I don’t know.”

Her father sprinted after her, disapproval twisting the mighty alpha’s lips. “What is going on here?” He turned his glare from me to his sons.

“We were just having a little fun.” Rhydian shrugged.

“Do you have any idea what a hungry incubus demon is capable of, Rhydian? Riordan?”

The twins shook their heads.

Why was I so damned hungry? I generally had much better control over my impulses.

“Did you do something to him?” Rose barked, her blazing golden irises searing into her younger brothers.

“We just slipped some lautner root in his pocket,” Rhydian confessed.

I reached into my back pocket, and my fingers closed around the leathery stem. “No wonder!” I shouted as I jerked it out and squeezed it into a pulp between my fingers. The lautner root was known for its inhibition dampening properties. We used to smoke it as teens. How had I not realized?

“Rhydian and Riordan, how could you?” Rose cried.

“We were just messing around.” The blonde twin palmed the back of his neck, a hint of crimson coating his cheeks.

“You could have gotten Darrin killed.” Fenix glared at his sons. “Get back to the castle, you’re forbidden from attending the remainder of the games today.” Then he turned on me, fury pulsing through those amber eyes. “And as for you, despite my sons’ poor choice in tactics, I think we’ve all seen what kind of man you really are.”

“Daddy…” Rose moved to my side, and after the shitty way this trip had been going, at least it offered me a scrap of comfort. “This wasn’t Slade’s fault.”

“It doesn’t matter, Rosie. You’ve seen what terrible things he’s capable of.”

“We’re all capable of terrible things, father.”

The alpha shook his head, something like regret racing through those intense orbs. “He’s not one of us, and he never will be. Slade doesn’t belong with you and if you don’t realize that soon, I’m afraid you’ll be the one to suffer most.”
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BODY AND SOUL
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Slade

An icy breeze lifted the hair at my nape as Rose and I walked the treacherous cliffside below Sky Lair in a heavy silence. She hadn’t said a word to me since Fenix had toted the naughty twins back to the castle. Once the crowd disbursed, we’d simply remained. Then at some point, she’d started to walk, and I’d followed her.

Because I was stupid like that. We’d even managed to lose the trailing drones along the treacherous mountainside. I was so in love with Rose I’d walk right off the edge of the cliff for her. But I’d be the only one who would die because she was a magnificent dragon with wings, and I was just an evil dark lord destined to spend the rest of my days in the bowels of hell.

“Rose…”

She spun at me, eyes shiny with unshed tears. “No.”

“No, what?”

“I already know what you’re going to say, so don’t you dare.” That fire was back in her eyes, the one I’d come to know and love. “What happened with Darrin wasn’t your fault, and it does not speak to what kind of man you are. It was just a mean trick carried out by my stupid, overprotective brothers.”

“Maybe,” I muttered. “But your father isn’t wrong. The demon is who I am.”

“So what? And I’m a damned fire-breathing dragon who sets things ablaze when I get pissed.”

A chuckle erupted from between my thinned lips despite my best efforts.

She stepped closer and laced her arms loosely around my middle. Her eyes lifted to mine, and the deep gold consumed my vision. “My father thinks I’m this perfect little alpha heir princess, but I’m not, Slade. You, of all people, know that. Maybe we haven’t thought everything through, but that’s okay. There’s plenty of time for that. All that matters is that I want you, that my dragon has chosen you, and we want to spend the rest of our lives with you. If that’s in the Underworld or atop the frozen peaks of Draeko, are all minor details.” She squeezed her body close to mine and rose to her tiptoes, pressing a kiss to my lips. “I love you, Slade.”

I deepened the kiss, digging my hand into her silky hair and cocking her head so I could get more of those perfect lips. Gods, I loved her. I never thought it was possible to love someone so much. I held onto her as icy gusts churned around us, but we may have been in our own warm bubble for all it mattered. I finally pried my mouth from hers, and she released an irritated sigh, which only made me want her more. “I don’t want to wait anymore, precious. I want to make you mine now. Why can’t we steal a move from your parents’ playbook? It seemed to work out well for them.”

Her eyes sparkled as she regarded me. “Are you saying…”

“Yes. Let’s complete the mate bond today. Hell, I’ll claim you right here on this frigid mountaintop if it means I’ll get to have you for the rest of my life.”

She laughed, the warm sound setting my heart into somersaults. Then her head bounced up and down, and I could have sworn my black heart grew dragon wings. “Okay,” she whispered against my lips. “I can’t wait to be yours.”

A rush of relief and joy and utter happiness flooded my system. Now, we just had to figure out where we could do this thing. I refused to break the alpha’s rules about touching his daughter while under his roof, which meant we needed to find another suitable location.

“Not that I mind making love to you on a freezing mountain peak right where we stand, but do you know of a more pleasant location?”

Rose nodded quickly. “There’s a little inn further down the mountain. We can go there.”

“Perfect. I’d rather not risk hypothermia or jeopardize a rather important part of my lower anatomy.”

She rolled her eyes so hard another chuckle burst free. “Come on, let’s get moving before your brain freezes too.”

[image: ]


The quaint inn appeared to have been forged from the mountain itself, the jagged rocks jutting from the roof melding right into the cliffside. A splash of excitement quickened my pace, and I tightened my hold around Rose’s hand. This was it. We were finally going to be together forever.

I leapt ahead of Rose, releasing her hand and pulling the door open. Dipping into a bow, I held it for a second. “My lady, welcome.”

She laughed. “You’re so silly.”

“You haven’t seen anything yet.” Bending down, I scooped her into my arms and carried her over the threshold.

“I see you’re going all out.” A beaming smile split her lips, and gods, I couldn’t believe I was so lucky. How had she chosen me?

A silver-haired old man stood at the front desk, a kind smile on his face as we approached. “Is that you, little Rosie?”

“It is, Jericho.” Rose’s cheeks warmed, the enticing crimson hue only heightening the anticipation. “I needed to get away from my family for a bit.”

“Are those brothers of yours up to no good?”

“How did you know?” She threw him a grin.

“You know, your parents used to come down here to escape sometimes when they were just toddlers. They were always a handful.”

“I’ll have to remember to hold that little secret over both my parents and the twins’ heads one day.” Rose turned to me still smiling. “Oh, I’m sorry, I forgot to introduce you to Slade.” She paused, nibbling on her bottom lip. “He’s… the one.”

The old man smiled, a truly genuine smile. “I could tell immediately.” He turned around and rifled through some wooden cubbies before whirling back around with a key. “Here you go, room number one, it’s the best in the house.”

“Thank you, my good man.” I patted the innkeeper on the shoulder. “It’s much appreciated.”

“Anything for young love. You know, when Augusta and I were first mated, we didn’t leave the mating chamber for an entire month.”

I chuckled, the old man’s lusty memories surging to the surface and awakening my demon. I stuffed him far down and grabbed the keys the innkeeper dangled from his fingertips. “I wish we had that much time.”

Rose smacked my chest before leading me down a narrow hallway. “Thank you, Jericho. We’ll see you in the morning.”

I threaded my fingers through Rose’s, needing to touch her. Each step felt like an eternity. That little metal number one dangling over the door at the end of the corridor taunted me. I couldn’t get there fast enough. So I tugged Rose into a jog the final steps because I honestly couldn’t wait another second.

When we finally reached the door, we were both breathless and laughing. I scooped her into my arms once again and before the door closed behind us, my mouth claimed hers. “I love you so damned badly, precious,” I whispered against her lips.

“Less talking, more kissing,” she murmured, a devious grin twisting her mischievous little mouth.

“As you wish.” In two long strides, I deposited her onto the bed. I was too distracted to take in the details of the picturesque room, all I could focus on was her, my soon-to-be mate splayed out across the crocheted quilt.

Crawling over her, I took in every exquisite detail, from those decadent pink lips to the strong set of her nose, to the proud, high cheekbones. I dropped kisses across her jawline then dropped down her long neck.

As I worked my way down Rose’s body, we peeled off layers of clothing. In seconds, I had her bare beneath me. I trailed kisses between her breasts and across the flat planes of her stomach. One day that cute little belly would be full with my kid. The random thought was equal parts terrifying and amazing. Gods, I wanted this. My family life had been crap growing up, and now I’d make my own with Rose. Caging her in with my arms, I hovered just a few inches over her perfect form, lined up at her entrance. “Are you ready?”

She smiled, a devastating smile that had my heart stuttering. “Are you ready?”

“I’m always ready, precious.” I bared my neck and those dazzling golden orbs sparkled, her pupils thinning to narrow slits. A deep rumble echoed in Rose’s chest, vibrating through my own. Shimmering golden scales rippled across her arms and torso and her incisors sharpened.

I sucked in a breath as she lifted her head, and her mouth found my neck. A sharp prick pierced my skin, and I chomped down on my lower lip to keep from moaning. A second later, her soft tongue swept over the wound, and just like that the pain vanished. Fire swept through my core, and an overwhelming need shot down to my lower half.

Instinctively, I thrust into her, filling her to the hilt. Rose let out a soft groan as I sunk in and in and in. As we started to move as one, she brought her thumb to her lips and grazed the tip with her fang. Blood pooled along her flesh, and my nostrils flared. My demon surged to the surface. Mate. Mate. Mate.

What in all the realms?

A rush of emotions surged through my system, like liquid lightning consuming my body. Taking her thumb, I brought it to my lips and savored her pungent, metallic taste. “Mmm, you taste like heaven, precious.” I sucked harder, my tongue swirling around her thumb.

Another moan escaped through Rose’s pressed lips.

That fiery heat engulfed me, stretching to every inch of my being. I thrust deeper, needing to obliterate every inch of distance between us, until our bodies truly were one. I felt it the moment it happened, an invisible thread lacing around my heart and tethering me to hers. The pull was undeniable, the sensations incomparable. A flood of emotions bloated my chest, a tangle of Rose’s and mine, so familiar and yet so foreign.

Yes, Slade, yes. A growly feminine voice filled my mind, and I nearly jumped out of my skin.

My eyes snapped open and fixed to Rose’s. “You’re in my head!”

I am. She smirked up at me. It worked, we’re bonded.

“How do I do it?”

Don’t speak out loud, just think it.

Right. Squeezing my eyes closed, I followed the shimmery trail of the newly forged bond, the rush of emotions whirling between us. Can you hear me?

Rose’s smile grew wider, and her head dipped. I can hear you, mate.

Mate. Gods, I love the sound of that.

Me, too. She brought her hips up to meet mine, urging me on. Now let’s seal this new bond the right way. A naughty grin replaced the sweet smile.

And that’s exactly why we were made for each other. I picked up the pace, thrusting with renewed vigor. Every sensation was magnified, the intense feelings heightened a hundred-fold. I didn’t think I’d be able to keep this up for much longer.

I’m going to explode.

Rose chuckled beneath me. You’re going to have to learn to keep some of your thoughts to yourself.

Oh, realms, you heard that?

We’re bonded now, Slade. All our thoughts, all our emotions will be shared. It’s pretty intense at first, but you’ll get used to it.

Good luck dealing with all my lusty sensations. I shot her a wink as I rocked against her.

I can feel them already. We may never leave this room.

“That sounds absolutely perfect to me, precious.” I captured her lips, then claimed her body and soul.
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UNEXPECTED SURPRISES
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Slade

Shards of sunlight crept through the thick curtain, and I muttered a curse and rolled away from the unwanted morning. Last night had been epic, a series of sexual escapades so daring that even I’d been impressed.

I curled my arm tighter around Rose’s waist and drew her closer against me. We were still both completely bare, had passed out at some point just before dawn. I nuzzled her ear, nibbling on her soft lobe. “Ready for round two, precious?”

“More like round twenty-two,” she murmured around a chuckle.

Her eyes lifted to mine, and a satisfied smile spread her lips. “I wish we could stay here for an entire month.”

“Me too.”

“Daddy’s going to get worried if we don’t get back soon.” She pointed at her temple. “He’s been trying to reach me all morning.”

“Great…” I grumbled. “I’m sure he’s going to be thrilled about this.”

Rose brushed a kiss to my lips, and my entire body lit up at the contact. “I don’t care what he thinks. I don’t care what any of them think.”

“And the producers…”

“Also don’t care.” She laced her arms around my neck and deepened the kiss.

“My, my, precious, I think I’ve rubbed off on you.”

She laughed against my mouth, the sound and her happiness echoing deep inside me through the bond. “That’s what happens with mates.”

“Well, I think I could get used to this.” I gripped her hips and rolled her on top of me. “And I’m certain I’ll never get enough of this.” Despite the sex-athon last night, I was ready to go again.

“Same here. By the way, I can’t believe how much you think about sex.”

A bout of laughter burst out as I regarded her pinched expression. “I’m an incubus demon, precious. What did you expect?”

“Well, you have to start tamping it down, or we’ll never do anything else.”

“Fine by me.” I cupped her cheek, caressing her soft skin. “I would die a happy man making love to you day in and day out.”

“If only it were that simple.” She positioned herself over my growing arousal and dropped down.

We moaned in unison, shock shooting through my body at the unexpected surprise. “Mmm, precious, you feel so good.”

“This is it, the last time.” She began to roll her hips, and my eyes nearly rolled back in my head.

“For this morning,” I whispered.

“For this morning.” She grinned, and I lost myself in the beauty of my mate, the female who was now mine forever.
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I’d never been so annoyed at having to leave a room in my life. I trudged down the hallway behind Rose as she led the way to the reception desk. Turning in these keys would be the hardest thing I’d have to do in my entire dreary existence. Because now, we had to face Rose’s family and gods’ knew that would not go well.

The kind innkeeper shot us a knowing smile as we marched into the foyer hand in hand. “I take it everything went well?”

“It couldn’t have been more perfect, thank you, Jericho.” Rose rewarded the old dragon with a beaming smile.

“Now let’s just hope the rest of the day goes as well.”

The front door of the inn whipped open, and a familiar blue-haired female darkened the doorway. Demon’s dicks, you’ve got to be kidding me! Why did I have to open my mouth?

“There you two are,” Arista grumbled, tightening her coat around her lithe frame. “The innkeeper refused to tell me how to reach Sky Lair.”

“Smart man,” Rose muttered under her breath.

She eyed us, warily. “What are you two doing here anyway?”

“That’s exactly what I was about to ask.” Rose crossed her arms over her chest and a growl vibrated her throat.

“Yes, that, exactly!” I roared, the shock which had rendered me temporarily speechless finally dissipating. “Why in all the realms are you in Draeko, Arista?”

“I had no choice. The producers shipped me back to the Ocean Realm, where ‘my father’ kept insisting I remain with my betrothed, a completely despicable man who couldn’t keep his hands off me. I escaped at the first chance I had. I’d hoped I could hide out in the Underworld but despite my best efforts, word of my return reached⁠—”

“The person who hired you?”

Her head dipped.

“So your grand pregnancy plan didn’t work?” Rose snapped. “Shocking.”

Arista’s eyes widened before her mouth twisted into a snarl. “You told her?”

Oh, my gods, this was insane. I couldn’t continue with this charade for another minute. “Yes, Daxia, I told her. I’m in love with Rose! She’s the one, and actually, since everyone will find out soon enough, she is now my bonded mate. In the midst of all this madness, I was actually able to find love and now you’re going to ruin it.” I dragged my hands through my hair and huffed out a breath.

“It wasn’t my fault,” she hissed. “I was as discreet as possible, but this male has spies everywhere. And damn, you two didn’t waste any time.”

“Well, at least we know it’s a male,” I muttered. “Will you just tell me who it is now? Clearly, your insane plan didn’t work.”

“It didn’t work because of her!” She leveled Rose with a narrowed glare. “He didn’t believe your great acting skills or that you would leave me alone in the Underworld if I truly were pregnant with your child.”

“Duh,” I hissed out.

“Now it’s your responsibility to keep me safe.”

“Like hell it is,” Rose snapped. “Slade has done everything in his power to help you, but this is ridiculous, Arista—Daxia, whatever your name is. Just go! You’re free from the Underworld, so run away. Go far away from here where no one will ever find you.”

Her light brows knitted, and she folded her arms across her chest, mirroring my mate’s stance. “I would if I could, believe me, but I have no money and nowhere to go.”

“You can go anywhere with money, sweetheart.” I shot her a wink. “I’ve heard the human world is quite lovely this time of the year.”

“And I’ve got plenty of money.” Rose squeezed my hand.

I spun at her, eyes wide. “Rose, you can’t⁠—”

“You can pay me back, Slade.” She took both my palms in hers and fixed that golden gaze to mine. “If we’re going to spend the rest of our lives together, you’ll have plenty of time to make it up to me. Just think of it as an investment toward our future.”

“Are you sure?”

“I’ve never been more sure of anything.” Any amount of money is worth having her out of our lives for good. She pressed a quick kiss to my lips as her thoughts filtered through my own, and my heart felt so full I was certain it would crack my ribs.

“This is beautiful and all,” Daxia grumbled, “but since I’ve been given the chance to run, I’d like to take it before it’s too late.”

Rose nodded. “I’ll run back to Sky Lair and grab what you’ll need. But first, you have to tell me who is trying to kill my mate.”

Her lips squeezed into a tight line.

“Whoever it is will kill you if Rose doesn’t give you that money,” I interjected. “The least you can do is tell us his name, for your own safety.”

“Dark lord Timon.”

My brows slammed together as the weaselly dark lord of the Underworld flashed across my vision. Timon was tiny but damn, he was mean with leathery maroon skin and the ability to make your worst nightmares come to life. He’d been one of the dark lords that had attacked Aspen in the Underworld last year. When I’d stormed in to save her, I’d impaled his arm with a splintered shard of wood. It still hung funny.

He was the one that put the hit out on me?

“He’s more cruel than you could ever imagine,” said Daxia, drawing me back from the dark memories.

“Who is this guy?” Rose asked.

“One of the dark lords who captured Aspen last season.”

She nodded slowly. Like most of the contestants, she’d watched the last season countless times, enough to be familiar with what happened on my family visit to the Underworld.

Blinking quickly, I jerked on Rose’s arm. “I’m going with you to Sky Lair. If Timon really is after me, there’s no telling to what lengths he could go.”

She rose to her tiptoes and whispered, “Shouldn’t you stay with Daxia to make sure she doesn’t disappear?”

“Where would she go?” Besides, there was no way I was letting Rose out of my sight now that I knew who was behind this. Timon might not be the most powerful dark lord, but there was nothing like vengeance to drive one to the edge.

“Good point.” Rose’s fingers laced through mine.

I turned back to Arista a.k.a. Daxia. “We’ll be right back. Start planning your new life.”

The demon gave me a smile, and for a second, the female I once knew surfaced. Maybe Daxia wasn’t so terrible after all. We all made bad decisions in desperate times. Or maybe the love Rose had instilled into my battered heart was making me see things in a rosy hue. “Thank you,” she murmured.

With a quick nod, I took off behind Rose. This was it. It was finally going to be over, and my new mate and I would be free to be together forever.
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DON’T LEAVE ME
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Rose

The unmistakable, metallic scent filled my nostrils an instant before the inn appeared around the bend. Slade halted and slapped his arm across my chest, hauling me behind his back. We crept closer, and the blood splatter across the inn door made my insides churn.

“Stay behind me,” Slade whispered.

“Um, maybe I should go first. I am a dragon.”

“You are a badass dragon, precious, but you’re also the love of my life, my new mate, and I will not lose you today.” He took another step toward the entrance, and I trailed close behind. Summoning my dragon to the surface, I could feel her eager under my skin. Scales rippled across my arms, and power pulsated just beneath my breastbone.

If anyone came near us, I’d fry the fucker.

An eerie silence invaded the cliffside, our soft footsteps the only sound for miles. When we finally reached the door, Slade gently pushed it open. The foyer was painted in blood, and the innkeeper was splayed across the front desk.

A gasp exploded through my clenched teeth, and I squeezed my eyes closed for only an instant. Jericho was a good, kind man. He didn’t deserve this. Now his mate would be next, all because of us. A wave of guilt crashed over me as I stared at his pale, lifeless form and the pool of blood surrounding him.

“Watch out!” Arista’s cry erupted a second too late.

Dark shadows slithered over Slade and I, prying us apart. “Rose!” Slade shouted.

I fought against the steel bands around my arms and summoned a ball of dragonfire in my palm. I tossed it at the slivers of darkness, but the flames sailed right through the ethereal shadows.

“Rose!”

Nothing but endless black pervaded the small foyer. Muttered grunts and another cry. Then the sound of something heavy hitting the ground.

Slade? “Slade!”

Icy, leathery hands gripped mine, and black consumed my vision.

“Let go of her!” I could just make out Slade’s panicked voice through the encroaching darkness. My head spun and everything around me vanished.

Wind whipped through my hair as I plummeted down the mountain. I reached down into my core, searching for my dragon, but she was gone. Then I searched for the newly forged mate link but only a gaping hole remained. Panic’s claws laced around my heart, ripping at my insides as I fell. And fell.

Come on, girl, where are you?

I waited for the familiar surge of power, for the cracking of bones as my dragon clawed its way to the surface but it never came.

The winds lashed against my skin, and I fell faster. And faster.

Slade? Slade!

I couldn’t feel him. There was nothing on the other side of the tether. No… it couldn’t be. My eyes widened in terror as the minute details of the ground below grew clearer.

I willed my wings to snap free from their skeletal confines, but they refused to emerge.

The frozen earth lay only a few yards away now. I was going to die.

“Rose! You can fight this. It isn’t real!” My mate’s voice seeped through the terror. “Rose, come back to me!”

I blinked quickly and the mountainside disappeared, replaced by the chaos of the inn. Where am I? I stepped forward blindly, trying to reorient my spiraling thoughts. In the confusion, I tripped over something stretched across the floor. A flash of brilliant azure hair caught my eye, and my stomach flip-flopped. Arista was stretched out on the weathered wood atop a mess of deep crimson blood, and a jagged wound sliced across her throat.

Oh, goddess.

“Rose!”

Shaking my head, I forced my gaze away from the grisly sight toward the sound of that voice. The voice that had freed me from that demon dark lord’s nightmarish hold. Once the haze blanketing my mind dissipated, the foyer grew clearer. Through the mass of writhing shadows, I finally found him.

And my heart sank.

A short, wicked little leathery-skinned demon held a dagger to Slade’s throat. The demon’s left arm hung limp at his side, and even from this distance, I could make out the gruesome scar across his bicep. Dark lord Timon, I presumed. Another demon, a fairly human-looking one, who seemed to control the black shadows, stood on the other side of Slade. The swirling black crawled along the demon’s arms as piercing yellow eyes drilled into me. And a third male, his flesh burnt to a crisp, leaned against the far wall. Good for you, Jericho. You fought till the end.

“Slade…”

“Don’t worry about me, precious. I’ve got this completely under control.”

“Like hell you do, Slade,” Dark lord Timon spat. “After all this time, I’ll finally get my revenge.”

“For what?” he hissed. “So I roughed you up a little after you kidnapped Aspen at my father’s ball? Was it really worth all of this?”

“You fool, it wasn’t just that night and what you did to my arm.” He motioned toward his limp appendage. “Long before that when your father, Zorak, sent you to take advantage of his enemies in our weakest moments, I vowed to get my revenge on you. You have no idea what you cost me. And then you killed Lorkan and usurped the throne of the fourth realm. That was supposed to be mine! I’d been plotting my takeover for years.”

“Well, shit, I’m so sorry, Timon. Why don’t you just let me go, and I’ll gladly abdicate my throne. Honestly, I’ve got the girl, I’ve decided I don’t need it anymore.”

“Funny, demon.” He slid the dagger across the soft flesh at Slade’s throat, and a whimper escaped through my clenched teeth as the blood pooled.

In a second, I was going to flambé the fucker for touching what was mine. The only question was would my dragonfire reach Timon before he sliced the blade across Slade’s neck? It had to. Because I wasn’t losing my mate today either.

“I’m not joking, Timon,” Slade continued. “You want to rule so badly, take it.”

“You know the only way I can take it is with your head.”

“Such antiquated, barbaric rules. I think it’s time we changed the way dark lordships are given out. Don’t you agree? I’m sure I could talk to Azara and Lucifer about amending the old ways.”

I inched closer. Come on, Slade, keep him talking. If I could just get close enough to ensure I fried the demon before he carved that blade across Slade’s throat, we’d be set.

Easy, precious. That shadow demon is fast. I won’t risk your life for mine.

But I would and you no longer have a say in the matter. And anyway, if you’re dead, then so am I.

Touché.

Timon snorted on a laugh, a strange hissing sound squeezing through his pointed teeth. “That will never happen, Slade, and you know it. Lucifer, for all his modern ways, is as tied to the past as ever. His angelic roots still hold strong in spite of it all.”

Slade’s gaze lifted to mine, and a streak of citrine flashed across the dark abyss. Get ready. I tensed, every nerve-ending on high alert. “Well, I’d hoped we could come to an equitable agreement, but if you’re not willing to compromise, I suppose I’ll simply have to kill you.”

As the last word fled his lips, tendrils of blue energy seeped out and wrapped around Timon’s head. Dragonfire exploded to life in my palm, and I hurled a flaming ball at the shadowy demon. He leapt out of the way, his shadows dissipating and reassembling around the fire.

A sharp cry rang out across the inn, and my blood turned to ice. I spun toward the sound, and fear clawed its way to the surface. All the air whooshed from my lungs, and it felt as if a dragon stood atop my chest instead of residing inside it. Slade was on the ground, one hand pressed to his throat with Timon straddling him.

Fiery rage consumed my chest, and I curled my arm back and launched a torrent of flaming orbs in rapid succession. Another screech vibrated the small room as they smashed into Timon’s back. The stench of burning flesh filled the foyer as the demon leapt off Slade and rolled onto the floor to extinguish the scorching flames.

The fire burned brighter devouring his flesh, and my gaze lifted over the flames to the shadow demon. An echoing flame consumed his translucent form as if it were a reflection of the dark lord’s. Either way, they were both about a second from greeting the god of death.

I darted toward Slade and slid down onto the ground beside him, into a puddle of his warm blood. “Oh, my gods, Slade, are you okay?” Even as I spoke the words, I knew the answer. His typically tanned complexion was paper white, his chest rising and falling much too slowly. And through the bond, I felt him slip away. “Slade?”

My nostrils flared, a familiar pungent scent swirling in the air. What is that?

He gave me a weak smile, those dark eyes dimming. I’m okay, precious.

“Liar.” Each breath was becoming more labored, and my own lungs struggled with the force of his efforts. The tether between us grew more faint, and I latched onto it with everything I had. “Don’t you leave me, Slade, don’t you dare.”

His lids began to close. I really don’t want to.

I glared at the demon dark lord, splayed out beside us, burnt to a crisp. Gods, I wanted to kill him all over again. Returning my gaze to Slade, I glanced at the wound across his neck, at the blackening edges of his skin. Wait a second… Focusing on the blood on the floor once more, I scanned the volume. He wasn’t bleeding out, it wasn’t more than a surface wound. Then why was my mate dying?

I inhaled a deep breath and concentrated on the oddly familiar odor. Some sort of…poison. The blade must have been tipped in it. My gaze lifted to the third demon who’d been dead since we arrived. A draconis demon.

Oh, shnike’s! “Slade! Slade, hold on, I can fix this.”

Draconis demons were like the antithesis of dragon shifters, and dragon shifter blood was the antidote. For my entire life, my grandfather had drilled that one bit of knowledge into my head. It had saved my cousin Azara’s life when she was held captive at Darkblood Prison. Thank you, Grandpa G and Azara. Now, I just had to remember the incantation.

Slade’s eyes were closed, his breathing so faint I could barely make out the rise and fall of his torso. “Hold on, please, hold on.”

Baring my wrist, I chomped down on the soft skin beneath. “Curitae velocem sangue draconian.” I repeated the foreign words as I offered my wrist to my mate. “Drink, Slade, please.” I forced his mouth open and pressed my arm to his mouth. Blood dribbled onto his tongue, but was it enough?

I squeezed my forearm, forcing the blood out as I continued whispering the incantation. Thank the goddess for my human-ish mom and my muddled blood.

“Swallow, baby, please, I can’t lose you.” With my free hand, I rubbed his throat, coaxing my blood down.

An impossibly long minute later, his Adam’s apple bobbed. I squeezed my arm harder, willing all the blood from my veins into his mouth. He swallowed again, and hot tears burned the back of my eyes.

Slade? Can you hear me?

I can you hear you, precious… The sound was so faint I could barely make him out, but the bond between us flared anew, filling my aching chest.

“Oh, Slade.” I flung my arms around his head and drew him into my lap.

“Careful,” he whispered, his throat hoarse.

“Oh, gods, I’m so sorry.” I ripped off a piece of my shirt sleeve and pressed it against the gash along his neck. “You’re going to be okay. We’re going to be okay.”

“Better than okay, mate.” He offered a faint smile, and that one look filled my heart with so much hope it grew wings.

Squeezing my eyes closed, I searched for the other link that had resided within me for as long as I could remember. Daddy, I need you.
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YOUR FAMILY HAS ARRIVED
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Slade

Oh, gods, my head.

Is it really bad? My eyes snapped open at the familiar voice invading my thoughts.

“Rose?” I croaked.

My beautiful mate sat at the edge of the bed, her fingers entangled with mine. “You scared the dragonshit out of me, Slade. You’ve been unconscious for over twenty-four hours. I could barely feel you…”

I forced myself to sit up, and my head spun. “No wonder I’m so ravenous.”

Rose leapt off the bed, but I tightened my hold around her hand and held her still. “I can get you something from the kitchen⁠—”

“No, that wasn’t what I meant.” I captured her lips, the quick move jarring my newly healed wound, but it was one hundred percent worth it just to taste her.

Much too soon, she pulled away, concern glistening in those brilliant golden orbs. “As much as I hate to say it, you should probably take it easy.”

I let out a groan. “Precious, I’ve been comatose for an entire day, and in case you’ve forgotten, we’re a newly mated pair. My overwhelming desire to be inside you trumps everything else.”

“Ugh.” A grunt jerked my head toward the doorway, to the massive alpha darkening the entrance.

Dammit. Kill me now.

“Oh, hello there, Fenix. I didn’t see you standing there.”

“Clearly,” he grumbled. He pressed his lips together, then gritted out, “I’m glad to see you’re alive.” He squeezed his eyes closed and pinched the bridge of his nose. “If only for the sake of my daughter.” The last part was so faint that had I not been born with supernatural senses, I doubted I would’ve heard it at all.

Clearing my throat, I forced my gaze to meet the intimidating alpha’s. “So I assume you’ve heard the exciting news…”

“I have,” he gritted out.

“Daddy,” Rose warned.

I squeezed her hand, nodding slowly. Let me handle this.

Oh, gods, it feels so good to hear you inside my head again, Slade.

Inside you is the only place I ever want to be.

Her cheeks flared a warm rosy hue, and that pounding desire mounted.

Fenix cleared his throat sharply, reminding me we weren’t alone. Dammit. Right, I was supposed to be saying something heartfelt and meaningful to ensure this male my intentions were pure.

Sitting up as straight as my weary body would allow, I gathered my thoughts. “I’m sure this mating thing comes as a surprise to you…”

He choked on a laugh, shaking his head. “It doesn’t actually. My Rosie is just as impetuous and headstrong as I was at her age.”

“Impetuous and in love, Daddy.”

Fenix grunted and lowered his gaze, as if watching us together was too painful.

“Alpha, please, I know you disapprove of this mating, but I swear to you that you’d never find a man more intent on loving your daughter, more committed to making her happy or more dedicated to keeping her safe. Before I met your daughter, I was lost. Rose is the other half of my soul, the part I never knew was missing or how badly I needed. She makes me a better man, she makes me feel worthy, and I’ll spend the rest of my existence adoring her, doing anything in my power to prove to her I can be the man she deserves.”

Rose inhaled a deep breath, her glistening orbs shiny with unshed tears. “It doesn’t only go one way, Daddy. Slade makes me better too. He makes me stronger, he makes me question everything. I’m certain that with him at my side, I’ll be a stronger alpha to the Brotherhood of Dragons one day, a long time from now, when you actually retire.” She tossed him a cheeky grin.

The hard set of his jaw softened a tad, and I took it as a win. “And how will you rule both realms?”

“The best way we know how,” answered Rose. “Together.”

“Logistically speaking⁠—”

I raised my hand, gently cutting him off. “As Rose has pointed out, you don’t seem to be anywhere near retiring, correct?”

“Much to my mate’s chagrin, no.”

“Then we have plenty of time to figure out the details,” Rose interjected. “For now, Slade and I can split our time between both realms.”

“And should it be necessary, I have no qualms about stepping away from my dark lordship. Rose is everything to me, and I’d give up anything to be with her.”

Fenix’s dark brows furrowed. “I hope Lucifer sees it that way and doesn’t require one of the other dark lords to take your head, condemning my own daughter to death.”

“He wouldn’t,” Rose gasped.

“Clearly, you haven’t met the man.” Fenix stole the words right from my mouth.

“It’ll be fine, precious. We’ll deal with my grandfather when the time comes.”

Fenix crossed his massive arms over his barrel chest. “That might come sooner rather than later.”

“What?” I barked.

“That was actually why I came in here. Your family has arrived.”

Geez, he couldn’t have opened with that?
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After a quick bath with my beautiful mate, in which she refused to put out because I had to heal blah blah blah, I forced my feet forward toward the grand hall.

You do have to heal. Rose’s voice echoing through my thoughts was more lethal than a heated touch.

For how long? Even in my head, my tone sounded whiney.

We’ll see how long I can hold out. Her shoulder bumped mine, and she threw me a wicked grin.

“Gods, I love you, precious.” The confession burst forth out loud a second before we reached the great hall, the ceilings soaring to the sky. The chamber was so large it could easily fit a fully shifted dragon, or two.

At the far corner, gathered around the hearth sat the first love of my life surrounded by the two males who made my life hell most days.

My mother shot up from the high-back leather chair and raced toward me, her crazy red curls flying behind her. “Oh, Sladey! I’ve missed you.” She pulled me into her full bosom and squealed some more before turning to Rose. My anxious gaze met hers as she took in my mom.

Kimmie-Jayne was a freaking Hollywood actress, prim and proper and gorgeous. Mom was amazing, but she was definitely nothing like Rose’s picture-perfect family.

“I’m just so happy to finally meet you, Rose, sweetie. You know, I watch every single episode religiously.”

“Thank you, Ettie. It’s a pleasure to finally meet you, too.”

Mom’s gaze flickered to mine for an instant. “I’m sorry my son took so long to realize what I saw the moment he laid eyes on you.” She smacked me on the head. “Sometimes, it takes Sladey a minute to let people in. He’s not the most trusting male.” Her gaze turned murderous as she threw daggers at Zorak.

Yeah, it was definitely my asshole father’s fault.

Lucifer’s watchful gaze raked over us, but to my shock, he never said a word, just stood there silently observing. He was probably trying to figure out how this pairing could play to his advantage.

“Well, come over here and say hello to your son,” she hissed.

Dark navy eyes lifted to mine, and my jaw clenched. Zorak ruled the third realm, the neighboring territory to my own. Still, I managed to avoid him at nearly all costs. He stood and marched toward us, a line of horns barely hidden beneath wild dark hair. So similar to my own. The pointed crimson protrusions arced across his forehead like a crown. Thank the gods, I didn’t inherit those. A streak of yellow zipped across his irises as he extended a hand toward Rose.

“Don’t touch her,” I snarled.

Rose’s hand snapped back, her eyes wide.

“Sladey,” Mom scolded.

“I thought we’d moved past this, son.” Those dark eyes locked on mine and another flash of citrine raced through the black.

“Just because I’m forced to work with you for the good of our realm, does not mean you can touch what’s mine. I don’t want you anywhere near me or my family.”

“Family?” Mom’s voice hitched.

I brought our interlaced hands in front of me and kissed the back of Rose’s hand. “We’re officially mated.”

“Oh, Sladey, I’m so happy for you both,” Mom squealed before she threw her arms around us again. “Fenix said there had been a new development, but I never expected this!”

“Well, isn’t this trip just full of surprises.” Lucifer finally made his move, crossing the space between us as if he danced on air. A devious grin split his lips as he extended his hand to Rose. “Can I touch your lovely new mate, Slade? Or will you bite my head off too?”

“I’m more than capable of biting your head off myself if you don’t behave.” Rose smiled sweetly.

Lucifer let out a throaty chuckle, his broad shoulders lifting in time with the laughter. “Now I see why you chose her, Slade. I like her already.”

Footsteps echoed across the towering hall, a minute before Fenix and Kimmie-Jayne appeared. The Skyraiders were dressed impeccably as always, the alpha in a dark military-style jacket and his mate in a gown reminiscent of her days on Hitched.

“Welcome to Sky Lair,” she announced. “We’re so happy to have you all here, especially now that it appears we’ll be family.”

Ettie’s smile widened as she took in Kimmie-Jayne. As different as they were, I had a feeling they were about to become best friends if my mother had a say in it.

“The cooks have prepared a lovely luncheon for us in the dining room.” Rose’s mother motioned toward the hallway. “This way we can eat some tasty treats chef made while we all get to know each other.”

Fenix bristled as he regarded my father then Lucifer. My sire didn’t exactly have a great reputation in the Underworld, and the alpha already knew Lucifer well enough from the Etrian Assembly. This certainly was going to make for an awkward meal.

Everything will be just fine, Sladey. Rose’s voice interrupted my grisly musings.

Watch it, precious, only my Mommy calls me that. I shot her a smirk.

As I recall, a certain recently deceased siren-slash-demon also called you that.

And it made my skin crawl every time.

Rose laughed and weaved her arm around my waist. I easily fit her to my side. She fit there so perfectly, like she should have been there all along.

“What happened to all the bodies at the inn by the way?” I whispered.

“Daddy took care of them.”

“Hmm.” Gods, I hated to be indebted to the dragon alpha. “I wonder what will happen when the king of the Ocean Realm discovers his daughter’s been killed?”

“Nothing good.” Her smile flipped into a frown.

On that note, why hadn’t we heard from the producers? Though we’d managed to evade the trailing drones when we snuck away to the inn, they had to have heard what had happened by now.

A new pit of dread unfurled in my gut.

“Do you think we can convince Shep to let us not return to the island?” I muttered under my breath.

“I guess it depends on how they plan on spinning the Arista story…” Her brows furrowed, lips puckering as she regarded me.

Everyone filled the ornate seats of the long banquet table, a rumble of steady voices echoing within the large chamber. “I guess we’ll find out tomorrow when I leave.”

“Let’s not think about it now. We should try to enjoy this.” Rose ticked her head at the table full of our family. Even Rhydian and Riordan had joined.

“Try being the key word,” I quipped.

Rose pressed a chaste kiss to my cheek and led me to the table. “We can do anything together, remember?”

“Right.” I slid into the chair beside her, allowing myself to revel in the truth to her words. Together forever.
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Or at least once this damned show was over.

I glared at Methyss, my expression more frosty than the towering snow-capped peaks surrounding us. He stood outside the front doors of Sky Lair with a portal churning to his right.

“As I said before, it’s time to go, dark lord.”

“But this doesn’t make any sense,” Rose interjected. “Arista is dead, and I’m the only bachelorette left. Why do we even have to go back for the final elimination ceremony?”

“The rules are the rules.” Methyss stared up at me beneath tendrils of wild orange hair.

“Then why can’t I just remain here for the next three days while Deacon has his final family visit with Dawny?”

Our host huffed out a breath and snapped his fingers. The drone overhead dropped to the floor, the red flickering light going dark. “Honestly, I do not care what you do once this scene is over. If you’d like to return and spend the next three days here in this freezing tundra, by all means do.”

A shot of relief surged through my system, and I pulled Rose into a hug.

“The producers need some time to find a way around this Arista mess you’ve created anyway,” Methyss grumbled.

“I created?” I blurted.

He shook his head and rolled his eyes so hard only the whites showed. “It doesn’t matter really, but all I need from you, dark lord, is a masterful performance of a grand goodbye and you crossing through that portal.”

“Fine,” I huffed out then turned to Rose. “I’ll return on the first portal I can snag back.”

“I’ll be waiting.”

Methyss snapped his fingers again, and the drone lifted off the snowy earth.

I dragged Rose into my arms and kissed her fully on the lips, dipping her so low her hair brushed the fallen snow. “I’ll miss you, precious.”

“I’ll miss you more,” she whispered against my lips, deepening the kiss.

“All right, you two,” said Methyss, placing his hand between our bodies to create some dreaded space. “It’s time to go. You’ll see each other again after your visit with Arista. It’s only a few more days until you’ll be back at the villa for the final elimination.”

Interesting… so they were still sticking with the Arista charade. I really wondered what they’d do now.

I’d rather not know. Rose’s voice startled me.

I guess it doesn’t really matter, as long as we’re together.

Exactly. She stood on her tiptoes and brushed one last kiss on my lips.

If I wasn’t going to be seeing her again in a few short minutes, I would’ve held on for longer.

“Come, come, now, dark lord.” Methyss motioned to the whirling vortex.

With one last lingering glance at my mate, I jumped.
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A FUTURE TOGETHER
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Deacon

I stared up at the gargantium tree, my heart kicking at my ribs. Gods, I was so excited and so terrified for the next few days with Dawn. The enormous tree towered over me as I craned my neck back to take in the rainbow of leaves at the top. The forest tucked in the deepest parts of the Spring Court in the Fae Realm created a canopy in a spectral display of colors: the darkest indigo, brilliant orange, deep reds and bright ochre. It was exactly like the one I’d seen on my last group date with Alma and Roxy.

The drone hovered just beneath the colorful leaves, the steady buzz urging me on. Heaving in a steadying breath, I lifted my knuckle to the pale timber of the enormous trunk. I’d barely made contact when the door whipped open.

A smiling elderly man with wisps of silver hair stood at the entrance with his translucent wings hanging limply behind his back. “You must be Deacon Darkridge, welcome to our home.” He folded his fragile frame into a deep bow, and embarrassment rolled over me.

“Oh, please don’t do that on my account,” I blurted. Taking his hands, I helped him straighten. “Are you Dawn’s father?”

He nodded. “Please call me Sylius.” Then he took a step back and ushered me inside the giant tree.

Just as I’d suspected, the interior was exactly the same as the one I’d visited with Alma only a week ago. The pungent scent of grass and earthy soil filled my nostrils, and I breathed it in, the odor now synonymous with Dawn.

As I walked in, I gazed up at the tall ceiling and the spiral staircase that led up to a second level I was fully familiar with. I scanned the circular interior, taking in the same roughhewn wooden furniture that filled the space I’d shared with Alma. The home was rustic and warm, but unlike the quiet house I’d visited, voices spilled from the top floor.

“Dawn will be right down,” said Sylius, likely catching my gaze chasing toward the stairs. “Her sisters are making her camera ready.”

“Oh, Dawn is gorgeous as she is. She doesn’t need any of that.”

The man beamed, offering me a toothy grin. “Please, sit.” He motioned at the couch. “I’m sorry my wife, Tris, isn’t here. She was called to Lady Featherbottom’s home rather unexpectedly. She’s the high Fae she works for.”

“Oh, that’s okay. I just hope I get to meet her before I depart. Thank you for welcoming me to your lovely home by the way.”

“I hope so too, and of course, it was our pleasure. This has been an incredible opportunity for all of us.” His lips twisted into an uneasy smile.

A rumble of footfalls jerked my attention to the spiral staircase. A rush of female forms barreled down the steps, and my gaze latched onto the fluttering bright pink hair. I jumped up, unable to stop myself as Dawn reached the last step.

Her hair cascaded down her bare shoulders, spilling past the low cut of her sheer white dress. Her wings battered the air with an incessant flutter, matching the manic beats of my heart. Gods, I’d missed her.

“Dawn…” I released on a shaky breath.

Four other pixies surrounded her, each with hair as brilliant and varied as the leaves of the enormous tree in which they resided. Two little boys toddled down the steps next, identical twins by the look of them.

“Hi,” she finally whispered.

I closed the distance between us, my hands eager to touch her. I curled my fingers into fists at my side to stifle the overwhelming urge. Had she seen me with Chance? How pissed was she? We hadn’t exactly been in the best place when she returned to Mystic Cove. Now where did we start?

“You look absolutely beautiful,” I finally managed.

Her cheeks flushed a rosy hue, nearly indistinguishable to her vibrant hair. “Thanks.”

“I did her makeup.” One of the girls with silky silver locks raised a hand, waving it in front of my face. She looked younger than Dawn, a teen at most.

“Well, you did an excellent job.”

“And I did her hair,” another one exclaimed.

“We just watched,” said the two boys in unison.

“Sorry, where are my manners.” Dawn swept her bangs behind a pointy ear. “I guess you’ve met Pa, but these are my siblings. She pointed down the row, starting with the twins. “Finch and Frost, they’re pretty much impossible to tell apart so don’t feel bad, then there’s Darla, Celestia, Ora, and June.”

“In order of age,” said Darla, pushing out her chest. She was the one who’d done Dawn’s makeup.

“Of course.”

All six of her siblings stared up at me, a mixture of curiosity and excitement in their gazes.

“So you can really turn into a tiger?” asked one of the twins.

“I can.”

“Are you nice or mean?” questioned the other boy.

“Nice, of course.” I gave him a wink. “Unless someone makes me angry,” I growled.

The little boys giggled, and some of the girls squealed with laughter.

“Okay, all of you, scram, I need to spend some time with our guest without all of you hanging all over him.”

A chorus of sighs rumbled across the chamber.

“I promise we’ll get a chance to hang out later.” I ruffled one of the twins’ messy hair.

“Yes,” said Sylius. “I’ll have dinner prepared this evening, and we can all sit together, enjoy a meal, and get to know one another.”

“Great, I’m looking forward to it.”

“Fine,” grumbled one of the young girls. Now that they’d stepped out of order, I was having a hard time remembering who was who.

“You should take Deacon to the pond,” said Darla, her bright eyes sparkling. “It’s very romantic.”

A chuckle slid passed my lips. “That sounds perfect.”

“Okay, okay, now shoo, all of you!”

Her six younger siblings turned for the stairs, grumbling.

“Sorry, they’re just so excited to meet you.”

“I’m excited to meet them too.” Gods, I can’t even think of anything original to say. Pull it together, Deacon.

Dawn turned toward her father and gave him a warm smile. “We’ll be back before dinner, Pa.”

“Have fun, Dawn. Enjoy yourself for once.” He squeezed her shoulder, and her wings fluttered more quickly under his touch.

I reached for the door handle which seemed to have been wrought from the bark of the tree itself. I gripped it tight as Dawn walked through, hoping to halt the nervous tremble.

This was it, three days to see if Dawn and I could move beyond the past and build a future together.
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Dawn

A hoard of angry butterflies lashed at my insides as the clearing finally came to view. The walk to the pond had been a mostly silent awkward one, and flipping faeries, I just wanted it to be normal between us again.

Despite everything that had happened between Deacon and the other bachelorettes, I was still crazy in love with him. I had been from the start. The question was: did he feel the same about me?

Before Alma was dropped back into his life, I would’ve thought yes, but now, I just wasn’t so sure anymore. I’d fully expected the producers to force me to watch every minute of Deacon and Chance’s family visit, but instead, I’d been left in the dark. Which turned out to be almost worst.

We’d all promised not to be affected by what we potentially could’ve seen on the other family visit, but how could one not? The idea of anyone else’s hands on Deacon made my stomach hurt.

“It’s really beautiful out here.” Deacon’s whisper drew me from my spiraling thoughts. His gaze scanned our surroundings then settled on the pond in the center. “It’s pink, nearly the shade of your hair.”

I followed his line of sight to the crystal-clear pool hidden around the circle of immense gargantiums. “It’s actually not, it just appears that way because of the algae blooms. It only happens for a few weeks in the spring.”

“Well, it’s amazing.” He stepped closer to the edge of the pond then sank down to his knees. He dipped a hand in the water, then cocked his head up at me. “You want to go for a swim?”

I shrugged. “Maybe later. Celestia will kill me if I mess up my hair before dinner.”

He chuckled and folded his big body down on the grass. “We definitely wouldn’t want that.” Then he rolled up his jeans and sank his feet into the water. “Sit with me?” He held out his hand with a wary look in his eye. I wrapped my fingers around his palm, and he heaved out a sigh.

As I folded down beside him, my thigh brushing his, a deep rumble vibrated his broad chest.

A hint of crimson flushed his cheeks as he cleared his throat. “Sorry, my tiger really missed you.”

Pain lanced through my chest, spearing me right in the heart as memories of our first time together surged to the surface. “That tiger of yours scared the crap out of me when we first met.” A smile parted my lips despite the tangle of emotions fighting it out in my gut.

Deacon let out a nervous chuckle. “Yeah, sorry about that too. He was kind of out of control that night.” He leaned closer and bumped his shoulder against mine. “That’s what happens when he’s crazy about someone.”

I swallowed hard, emotion tightening my throat.

“I’m so sorry I hurt you, Dawn,” he whispered. “Gods, I just can’t stop apologizing.” He dragged a hand through his hair and inhaled a deep breath. “I just want you to know that I’m going to do everything possible to make it up to you in the next three days.”

My head dipped, and I blinked quickly to force back the tears.

His hand found mine, and he brought our intwined fingers to his lap. With his free hand, he cupped my cheek, his rough thumb caressing my skin. “I’ll wait, Dawn, I’ll wait however long it takes for you to forgive me.”
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Deacon

“I think he’s waking up…”

“Shh, be quiet!”

“If we ask nicely, do you think he’ll show us his tiger?”

The hushed murmurs woke me from a fitful sleep, and I rolled over on the couch to find two pairs of inquisitive eyes boring into me.

“He’s awake!” One of the twins spun around and took off for the stairs. The other froze, panic in his bright eyes.

“Good morning,” I mumbled.

He whirled on his heel and darted up the stairs before I could get another word out. An unexpected chuckle vibrated my chest. Finch and Frost were a riot. They’d gone all out last night at dinner, from jokes to circus performances, the evening had been quite entertaining. I just wished I could tell the cute twins apart.

Soft footsteps drew my attention back to the spiral staircase, to a sleepy-looking Dawn. Her wild hair tumbled over her shoulders, and she let out a big yawn as she took the last step. “Oh, sorry about that.” She clapped her hand over her mouth. “I don’t know why I’m so sleepy.”

“Maybe it was all the Fae wine last night.” Shoving the blanket off, I sat up, dragging a hand across my face. My head wasn’t exactly clear either.

She smirked and settled down beside me on the couch, pulling her terry-cloth robe tighter around her slim form. “I felt like I needed it to get over the awkwardness.”

I huffed out a breath and pivoted my body to face her. “It was pretty awful, wasn’t it?”

Dawn’s head bounced up and down. “I don’t want it to be like that for us.”

“I couldn’t agree more.” I snagged my bottom lip between my teeth. “So how do we fix it?”

“It was always so easy between us. We were friends before anything happened, so maybe we should start there again?”

I couldn’t help the tiny voice in the back of my head from reminding me we only had two more days. How were we going to go from friends to forever in such a short time? “Okay,” I finally muttered. “So what should we do today, friend?”

Her silver irises sparkled in excitement. “I have a great idea!” She jumped up and clapped her hands, her wings flapping like mad. “I’m going to get dressed, and I’ll be right back.”

“What should I wear?” I called out after her. “I was kind of spoiled with a phenomenal pixie stylist for the last few weeks.”

Her smile widened, her face aglow. “Wear that mossy green shirt that brings out the color in your eyes with your favorite jeans and comfortable shoes.”

“Okay, boss.” I watched her race up the steps before grabbing my bag and heading to the bathroom to make myself pretty. This was going to be good. Dawn and I were finally back on the right track. Now, I just had to make the next forty-eight hours unforgettable.
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Dawn

My footfalls quickened with each step closer, my anxious heart rioting against my ribs. The land inclined steeply, the rolling hill reaching high up to the cloudless sky. Why had I said I just wanted to be friends with Deacon? It was the furthest thing from the truth. I wanted him to be my everything.

“Are we almost there?” Deacon practically sprinted beside me, his chest heaving as much as mine was.

My wings were fluttering so rapidly I hadn’t realized I was flying more than walking. I slowed and turned back to cast a quick glance in his direction. “Yes, almost.”

The canopy of trees grew thicker until I could barely make out the sky above. We were getting close. There was nothing the Fae liked more than a nasty trick. And for those unfamiliar with the forest, the precipice ahead was a death trap for those without wings.

I reached back and grabbed Deacon’s hand, firmly wrapping my fingers around his palm. Just in case. I doubted my delicate little wings were strong enough to carry us both, but it was only for backup in case I misjudged⁠—

I slammed my heels into the ground and slapped my arm across Deacon’s chest as the earth fell away beneath our feet.

Deacon’s eyes grew so wide, his eyebrows reached his hairline. He exhaled a sharp breath and took a step back. “Whoa, that’s a big next step.”

Below us, the Fae realm extended as far as the eye could see. From the snow-capped mountains of the Winter Court to the sunny isles of Summer and the deep auburn and ochre hues of the Fall Court.

“Come, sit.” I tugged on Deacon’s hand who eyed me like I’d sprouted a second set of wings from the top of my head.

“That’s like a two-hundred-foot drop, Dawn.” He peered over the edge and winced.

“I’d never let you fall.” He eyed me warily before finally crouching down beside me. I moved to the ledge and swung my legs over the side. “I used to come here a lot when I was young. I’d stare out over the Fae lands and imagine myself a high lady at the Spring Court, dressed in the finest silks and satins. It’s silly, I know but as a child, even having what I have now seemed so unattainable.”

Deacon inched closer, his legs still tucked behind him. “You’ve achieved a lot, Dawn. You should be proud of yourself. The success of this season of Hitched should take you far, both as a stylist and contestant.”

“I hope so.” I stared out across the ravine at the twinkling lights of the Spring Palace. “Everything I do is for my family. I want my siblings to have opportunities that my parents didn’t, that I could’ve never had if it weren’t for the show.” I pointed toward the crux of the Spring Court, the lands around the castle. “That’s where Lady Featherbottom lives. Where my mom is forced to work practically every single day as her servant. It’s nearly a two-hour flight from here. Growing up, I barely saw her or Pa. Things have been so much better since Hitched, and I’m just so terrified that it will all go away.”

“It won’t. You’re an incredible stylist, and an even more incredible person. I’m sure anyone could see that.” Deacon took my hand and laced his fingers through mine.

“That’s why I really came back after the producers offered me the money, Deac. I was so heartbroken over you, but I had to return because with those thousands of gelders, I can start my own clothing line, and that would be my biggest dream come true.”

“At least something good came out of this mess, right?” He threw me a sheepish smile.

“Yes, I suppose so. I had every intention of blowing you off, by the way. But then I saw you and despite how hurt I was, all the feelings came rushing back.”

“That’s exactly how I felt when you appeared in that ballroom.” He glanced at our entwined hands, scrutinizing every inch of skin from the tip of my hot pink fingernail to the tiny freckles by my wrist. “Do you think you can ever forgive me for jumping into bed with Alma in an asinine attempt to get over you?”

The hint of a smile curled the corner of my lip. “Well, when you put it that way…”

“I want to be honest with you, just like I was with Chance. I told her I still had major feelings for you, and I’m not going to lie and say I don’t feel something for her too, especially after spending some one-on-one time with her.”

Ouch. I steadied myself and forced the words out. “Are you in love with her?”

He didn’t speak for a long moment then finally, his eyes chased to mine. “Do you think you can be in love with two people at once?”

I slowly shook my head. “I don’t think so. I think you can be infatuated with or in lust with two people, but I don’t believe you can truly love them.”

“Hmm.” He rubbed at the scruff on his jaw with his free hand. “I agree with you.”

I inched closer and leaned my head on his shoulder, focusing on the breathtaking view below to settle the chasm in my chest. A deep purring sound vibrated Deacon’s entire body. “I don’t want to just be friends, Deac,” I muttered into the sleeve of his mossy green tee.

“Neither do I.” He kept his gaze fixed straight ahead. “But I also don’t want to hurt you again.”

“I think it’s too late anyway. I’m sure Chance is as invested in this as I am. In the end, it’s inevitable that you’ll hurt one of us either way. And I hate that. I wasn’t kidding the other night back at the villa. I really like Chance. Of all the other bachelorettes, I think she’s the best option for you.” I paused and brushed my lips against his cheek. “Besides me, of course.”

He laughed and laced his arm around my waist, drawing me into his side. “So you’re sure you’re the one for me? Even after all the times I screwed up with you.”

My head dipped with zero reservations. It was time for the truth. I refused to have any regrets. “I love you, Deacon. I think I fell for you last season when I watched you on the show, and then getting to know you in person and seeing what a good man you are, it just solidified my feelings. Coming back to Hitched was the hardest thing I’d ever had to do, but it was worth it for my chance with you.”

Deacon’s hand cupped my cheek before he tugged my mouth to his. He kissed me softly, unlike any other kiss we’d shared before. Too soon, he pulled away, his light brows furrowed. “I’m not going to say those three little words back because I think you’re right. When I say them, it’ll be when I have made my decision. Is that fair?”

No, it hurt like hell, but I supposed he was right. “Yes,” I finally murmured.

“But I will say I haven’t felt like this about anyone in a very long time, and being here with you and your family means everything to me.”

It was just what I needed to hear. I draped my arms around his neck and captured his lips. It was soft and gentle at first then that fire ignited, and I climbed into his lap. With the entire Fae realm stretched out before us, we spent the remainder of the day hovering on the precipice and locked in each other’s arms.
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SAVED YOUR HIDE
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Deacon

We spent the entire afternoon suspended over the enchanting view of the Fae Realm. It had been perfect. We’d talked, kissed and somehow, found our way back to each other, much faster than I’d thought possible. Dawn’s smile stretched from ear to ear as we approached the clearing where her home stood.

A sharp cry rang out, and the hair on my nape stood on end.

“Finch!” Dawn cried out before she released my hand and took off in the opposite direction we’d come.

“Dawn, wait!” I raced behind her as she sprinted through the forest, her wings flapping so that she took off the ground with every other step.

She cut a path back into the deeper part of the forest, where the dimming light barely seeped in through the thick canopy of colorful leaves above. “Finch!” she shouted into the murky shadows.

“Help!” Another familiar little voice joined in the chorus. “We’re over here!”

“I’m coming!” Dawn moved so fast I lost her in the thicket.

“Dawn, dammit, wait for me!” I dropped down on all fours and shifted before I hit the hard-packed earth. Lifting my nose in the air, I followed her scent, galloping between the trees.

Her familiar scent grew stronger, and I picked up my pace, darting through a patch of thick bramble bushes. When I emerged on the other side, my heart dropped to my paws.

A giant plant held Finch high in the air, its thorned vines wrapped around his small body. Fucking faeries! Dawn flitted through the air, slashing at the carnivorous beast with a stick. A dozen spherical heads snapped at her with rows of sharp teeth, weaving their snakelike necks.

“Dawn, watch out!” The wordless plea ricocheted in my head, a roar tearing through my fangs.

She ducked out of the way just in time to avoid a nasty bite on the shoulder. I lunged at the plant, biting at the wicked vines and caught a glance at Frost, huddled behind a tree. His eyes were wide, darting between my tiger and the creature holding his brother hostage.

“Let go of him!” Dawn hissed as she stabbed at one of the heads with her stick. “Deacon, I need your help getting him down! The carnivius could kill him!”

I raced around behind the plant and leapt up trying to reach Finch’s foot. If I could just grab him by the boot, I could yank him down. Another head snapped at me, inches away from grabbing my tail. I let out another roar, and the vicious little thing backed off.

Digging my claws into its thick roots, I closed my jaw around one of the heads and grinded my teeth. With a shriek, the vine fell to the ground, lifeless. I repeated the procedure, dodging sharp thorns and wicked little teeth until only two heads remained. The big one still held Finch tight in its grasp, its vines constricting around his body. One of the thorny appendages wound around his throat, and his jaw dropped open in a soundless cry.

“Deacon, help him!” Dawn shouted. “He can’t breathe.” She jabbed at the plant’s head with the pointy end of the stick, over and over again, but the damned thing refused to release Finch.

That’s it. I moved a few steps back and took a running leap at the monstrous flora. With my jaw open wide, I clamped my teeth around the dominant head and dragged it to the ground. The vines around Finch’s body slackened, and Dawn yanked him out of its grasp.

I chomped down hard, teeth grinding through the stringy, coarse roots. With a spine-tingling cry, the snapping stopped, and the head hung limp from my mouth. I spat out the remnants, and a vile taste coated my tongue.

Saliva pooled in my mouth, and my head began to spin. From the corner of my eye, I could just make out Dawn cradling Finch in her arms. Frost raced toward them, crying, and wrapped his arms around his siblings.

I spat again, and this time, focused on the black liquid spewing from my lips. Uh oh, that couldn’t be good. My legs wobbled beneath me as I attempted a step toward Dawn and the twins.

Her eyes lifted to mine, and fear flashed across those expressive irises. “Deacon, are you okay?”

Darkness etched into the corners of my vision, and my legs gave way.

[image: ]


Dawn

“It’s a good thing I arrived when I did.” Deacon’s grandfather eyed me from across the coffee table. “There was no way you would’ve been able to carry my boy all this way by yourself.”

“No, you’re right, Mr. Cornelius, I definitely would not have been able to do that.” I glanced between the still unconscious Deacon and his grandpa. From everything I’d heard about him, I’d lucked out that not only had he appeared at the right time, but that he was in a fairly lucid state.

All six of my siblings hovered along the staircase, watching intently. Pa had gone out to purchase the supplies for dinner and had missed out on all the drama. I only hoped he would be back soon. The former alpha was a frightening man, even at his advanced age.

“Shouldn’t he be awake by now?” The old man stared at his grandson, and my heart clenched.

Deacon was splayed out on the couch practically naked with only a blanket covering his lower half. His tiger had receded beneath his skin once he’d passed out from the carnivius’ poisonous skin. Luckily, Ma always stocked a healthy dose of the antidote at home, and it wasn’t lethal. But without it, he would’ve been sick for days.

“Yes, he should be.” I crept toward the couch and sat beside him, running my hand over his forehead. “At least the fever’s gone.” I leaned my head on his chest and reveled in the gentle rise and fall. “Wake up, Deacon, please,” I murmured against his bare skin. “I was so worried.”

This was all my fault. I should’ve warned him about the carnivius. I was just so scared for Finch I wasn’t thinking straight.

Deacon’s lids fluttered, and a faint sound pursed his lips.

“Deacon? Can you hear me?”

Another murmur.

“I’m right here.” I framed his face with my hands, taking in the handsome, rugged planes.

His eyes slowly opened, and relief flooded my chest. Gods, I was way too committed to this already.

“You’re okay!”

Blinking quickly, he scanned the small, circular living room.

“You’re in my home, remember?” Then I pointed at his grandfather. “And Pops arrived while you were out.”

“More like I saved your hide, boy,” he grumbled. “You were lucky I got here when I did.”

A faint smile tipped up the corners of Deacon’s lips. “Thanks, Pops. I don’t know what I’d do without you.” He tried to sit up, but I pressed gently against his shoulders.

“You should be careful. You consumed a lot of the toxin taking down the carnivius. Thanks for that, by the way. You saved Finch’s life.” I swung my gaze to the twins who were still hovering on the landing.

“Yes, thank you,” my siblings all muttered in unison.

Deacon’s weary gaze trailed toward the steps, and he gave them all a smile. “It was the least I could do.”

“Your tiger is so cool,” said Finch. “He’s huge!”

“Yeah, you should’ve seen it, Darla,” Frost interjected. “He chomped right through the carnivius’s roots like it was nothing.”

A faint chuckle vibrated Deacon’s chest as he sat up. “I’m just glad everyone’s okay.” Then he turned to me, a flash of concern in his bright eyes. “Does that happen a lot around here?”

I nodded slowly. “Unfortunately, yes. There are all kinds of wild flora and fauna in this part of the forest.”

“Wow, and I thought dealing with the vampires was bad.”

The door creaked open, and Pa trudged in, his worried gaze lancing over each of us. I still hadn’t showered, and dozens of cuts and bruises mottled my arms. “Goodness, what did I miss?”

“A lot,” I muttered. “Now that Deacon’s awake, I’m going to go shower before dinner.” I ticked my head at Pops then my father. “Pa, this is Deacon’s grandpa, Cornelius Clawfoot.”

Father dipped his head and swung the canvas satchel further back on his shoulder. “It’s a pleasure to meet you.”

“Same here, pixie.”

“Pops, his name is Sylius,” Deacon corrected.

“Oh, right.” The old alpha shrugged and sat back in the chair. “Now that everyone is here and alive, when’s dinner?”

Deacon chuckled shaking his head. “I swear I can’t take you anywhere.”

“I’ll get dinner started,” said Pa. “You go shower, Dawny. You sure you’re okay?”

“I’m fine.” With one last glance at Deacon, I darted up the stairs. I really needed a minute myself.
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CHANGE OF PLANS
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Deacon

I watched as Pops disappeared into the portal just outside the massive gargantium Dawn and her family called home. He’d spent the final night here with us, and within a few hours, I’d be the next one to leave. I was sorry Nix and Kenna hadn’t been able to make the visit to meet Dawn, but I supposed when you were queen of the vampires, sometimes you had more important responsibilities to handle.

I stared out into the colorful forest, taking in the brilliant rainbow hues. The Fae Realm, as beautiful as it was poisonous. I didn’t think I could ever live here. If I chose Dawn, I certainly hoped she’d be okay with that. Probably something we should discuss. In a few short days, we’d all return to the villa, and it would be time to make a decision.

Would the producers give us a day at least? Two, maybe?

Weirdly enough, I couldn’t wait to see Slade. I wondered how things had gone with Rose and crazy Arista.

The creak of the old tree trunk drew my attention to the doorway. Dawn peered out hesitantly. “Did you get to say your goodbyes?”

I nodded slowly and extended my hand. “I did.” She closed the distance between us and laced her fingers through mine. “I’m sorry we didn’t get more alone time last night with me being unconscious for hours.”

“I think I can forgive you somehow. You did save my brother’s life after all.”

She snuggled into my side, and again, my thoughts flitted back to Nix and Ransom. They were fated mates, and I’d never found mine. Could I still have what they had?

“But our time is almost up,” I grumbled.

“Only according to Hitched time.” She glanced up at me, fixing me in her silver-eyed gaze. “I love the show and all, but it’s not the end all, be all. You deserve time to make an important decision like this. We all do.”

I snorted on a laugh. “Right, can you imagine what the producers would do if at elimination I said, ‘I choose both or none at all.’”

“I don’t know about the producers, but I’d definitely kill you.” She shot me a wicked grin.

“I think it’s my fault. As shifters, our whole lives we’re taught about fated mates and what it feels like to finally find the one. I guess, I just feel like I’m missing out on that.”

“I get that, I do. But I can speak from my parents’ experience that true love isn’t only reserved for fated mates. You can choose who you want to love, who you wish to spend the rest of your life with. Some mystical tie doesn’t have to determine that.”

I nodded slowly. “When did you get so wise?”

“It’s a pixie thing.”

I laughed and pressed a quick kiss to the top of her head. “So what should we do for the next few hours before Methyss comes to collect me?”

Dawn waggled her brows and tugged me around the back of the gargantium tree. “I can show you the secret spot where I used to make out with my first boyfriend.”

My lips twisted at the thought of Dawn with another male, and my tiger released a growl of annoyance.

“It was years ago, Deac, like when I was thirteen.”

“Fine,” I gritted out. “As long as we never have to talk about him again.”

“Deal.” She pulled me around the corner, her wings fluttering in time with the escalating beats of my heart.

This was it, my last few hours alone with Dawn. Once we returned to the villa, it would be over. And I still had no idea who I’d choose. When I was with Dawn, I wanted Dawn, I was falling for her, completely and utterly. On the other hand, I couldn’t help but think of Chance and our amazing connection. If I only had more time with each of them, I knew I could figure it out.

Maybe…

Or maybe time had nothing to do with it at all, and it was just my heart that was too scared to commit after so much heartbreak.
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Dawn

I didn’t want to say goodbye. I followed Deacon back toward home where Methyss would be waiting to whisk him away. Then in three short days, it would be my turn to return to the island.

Then I had no idea what would happen. Would he choose me or Chance?

I bit my tongue to keep from asking him. It really wasn’t fair to put him on the spot like that, but goddess, I really had to know.

I slid my fingers through his, reveling in his warm touch. The Fae were nowhere near as warm as shifters. Being with Deacon was like sinking into a warm blanket. And the crazy thing was that we hadn’t even been together since he arrived. Sure, we’d kissed a lot, but that had been it. And maybe that was a good thing, because we actually had time to talk and get to know each other.

“Oh!” Deacon stopped and spun me toward him. “I almost forgot to ask how tied are you to the Fae realm?”

My lips screwed into a pout, unbidden. “Not at all.”

“Really?”

“I mean, my family is here so of course I’d have to return to see them, but there’s nothing particularly about this realm that calls to me. It’s mostly semi-happy childhood memories of my family and my home, but nothing about the land or its snooty inhabitants.”

“So you’d be okay with moving to Marlwoods, to tiger territory let’s say?”

I shrugged. My first instinct was to say yes because I wanted to be with Deacon so badly. But I took a minute to process, to imagine myself living among the shifters. “What would that be like exactly?”

Deacon cocked his head at me, expression thoughtful. “Well, tiger shifters are a nomadic species. Though Highclaw Cliffs is our home, we tend to wander a lot. There’s not much stability. As alpha, my streak comes first, so we move around in search of the best hunting grounds, to find females for the males to mate with, etcetera. There are always skirmishes between the streaks or the other shifter packs. It’s a lot to handle.”

I’d spent my entire life in this tree. Before Hitched I’d never lived and barely traveled anywhere else. “I guess it would take some getting used to, but it sounds like a great adventure.”

The corners of his lips lifted, and my heart tripped on a beat. “Okay, then.” He turned toward the clearing, tugging me along with him. My home stood just a few yards away, and I could already make out Methyss’ familiar figure in the distance. “Looks like my escort has arrived,” Deacon grumbled.

“Oh, flipping faeries, I’m not ready.” The confession burst from my lips.

Deacon wound his arm around my shoulders and tucked me into his side. He’d been doing that a lot lately, the gesture sweet and surprisingly intimate. “I don’t think I’ll ever be ready,” he whispered.

“There you are!” Methyss bounced on his tiptoes as we approached. “I was starting to think you were avoiding me.”

“Why would you ever think that?” Deacon shot him a smirk and tightened his hold around my shoulders. A faint rumble vibrated his chest, the tiger I used to be so terrified of rising to the surface.

“You’re teasing me, aren’t you, tiger?” Methyss grinned wildly. “There’s actually been a change of plans.”

“What?” I blurted.

“Pack your bags, Miss Dawn, you’ll be returning to the villa today as well.”

“But why?” Deacon interjected, a flash of fear streaking across his deep emerald irises. “Is Slade okay?”

“Yes, dear bachelor, your demon friend is just fine.” He eyed the drone floating overhead. “All will be explained upon your return.”

Deacon released me, still eyeing Methyss, but I just stood there. Going back early? That couldn’t be good, could it?

Our host shooed me away before I could voice any of my questions. “Go on now, go pack your things.”

I hazarded a quick glance at Deacon before turning for the doorway. What was really going on? According to the original schedule, Slade was supposed to be with Arista in the Ocean Realm for the next three days.

A hint of dread unraveled low in my belly as I gave Deacon a parting smile and dipped inside. The end was here.
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A BIG FAVOR
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Slade

A scream erupted from my lips as I paced the entrance of the villa. For three days, I’d been stuck here with my insides torn apart. This dragon mate bond was pure torture without my mate.

I’ll be there soon. Rose’s voice echoed in my mind, the only thing keeping me sane.

I don’t know how you can possibly sound so calm. Even in my head it sounded like I was yelling. It feels like a gaping hole is being carved out of my chest. I can’t stand being away from you.

It’s the new bond, it’s angry we’re apart. And trust me, it hasn’t been easy for me either. I went on a joy flight yesterday and leveled half of the surrounding mountaintops. It wasn’t pretty.

My hands curled into fists, nails digging into my palms. I was going to murder the production team for lying to me, for keeping me away from my mate. That bastard Shep was punishing us for completing the bond before the end of the show, I was sure of it.

The moment I stepped through the portal three days ago, I’d landed inside the villa with no way out. The front door had been magically locked, and I hadn’t even been able to set foot across any threshold. I’d tried every single damned window and even the roof.

Shep was a dead man. I’d strangle the life out of him with my bare hands for keeping me from my mate. “I’m coming for you, Shep,” I roared.

Even though I was fully aware it was useless. The cameras had been turned off since my return.

Clearly, the sneaky producer didn’t want our television audience knowing he was keeping me captive. I could only imagine this had something to do with the Arista debacle. Sheppard and Dax must have been clamoring to find an answer to their little dead siren princess dilemma.

Screw them. I hoped King Elijah fileted the fools in retaliation.

The whoosh of whirling winds drew my attention from the seething anger to the glass door. A portal blinked to life on the driveway, and Deacon and Dawn jumped out.

Thank the gods.

I wrapped my hand around the door handle and twisted. For the first time in three days, it swung open. Hope flared in my chest, and I raced outside onto the front lawn.

“Deacon, Dawny!” I shouted. “It’s about time you two got here.” An unfamiliar emotion tightened my chest as I took in my friend. Weird. I’d actually missed the tiger tool. That was unexpected.

Deacon jerked me into a hug, his massive paws squeezing me to his barrel chest. I just sat there like an idiot for a long minute, basking in his warmth. When I finally pushed free of his embrace, I pulled Dawny into my arms. Damn, I’d missed the cute little pixie too.

Three days of solitary confinement had clearly snapped something in my brain.

“What’s going on?” asked Deacon. “Where’s Arista—Daxia?”

“She’s dead.”

A faint gasp escaped through Dawn’s puckered lips. “Wait, who’s Daxia?”

“Hold on, I’ll explain in a second.” Deacon gaped at me, eyes wide and jaw nearly unhinged. “What happened?”

“Turns out Dark lord Timon was the one who hired Daxia all those weeks ago and apparently followed her to Draeko. He tried to kill Rose and⁠—”

“Is Rose all right?” he shouted.

“Yes, my mate is just fine.” I tossed him a shit-eating grin, and this time his jaw really did hit the floor.

“You’re kidding me?”

“Nope, you’re looking at a mated man, my friend.”

“Congratulations!” Dawny tugged me into another hug.

“Thanks.” Heat blossomed up my neck and across my cheeks. Realms, my emotions were all over the place. Crazy mate bond. Rose needed to get her cute dragon ass over here before I really lost it.

“Wait, wait,” Deacon stammered, “go back to the Daxia part, what happened exactly?”

I opened my mouth to begin recounting the tale when the smoky, pungent scent of magic filtered up my nostrils. A shimmery cloud appeared and from within the haze, Methyss, Dax and Sheppard stepped forth.

“So nice of you to finally join us,” I snarled at the three males before I lunged, wrapping my hands around Shep’s neck.

The slimy producer’s eyes bulged out as I lifted him off the ground.

“Slade!” Voices echoed all around me, but the fury took hold, overpowering all else.

I glared at Sheppard, my demon rising to the surface and desperate for revenge. “How dare you keep me from my mate?” I hissed. Darkness invaded my vision as my claws lengthened, digging into the producer’s throat.

He coughed and spluttered, his cheeks growing a deep crimson.

“Slade, you’re going to kill him!” Deacon shouted. I could barely feel his arms around me, trying to pry me off my target.

Slade, don’t. He’s not worth it. Rose’s soft voice cut through the rage, calming my ravenous demon.

He’s kept us apart for days, precious!

And now, we get the rest of our lives together. Don’t ruin it for this one moment of revenge. Please.

I huffed out a breath, trying my damnedest to control the rage. My demon clawed his way up, frantic to steal this man’s life.

Slade, please, let him go. For me.

That newly forged tether constricted around my heart as Rose’s fear surged through the bond. Then her love, and a wave of hope. All her incredible dreams for us, for our future crashed over me, and my fingers unclenched.

Shep dropped to the floor, muttering curses.

Deacon appeared beside me, his arm still straining across my chest. I’d been so crazed a second ago, I hadn’t even noticed it, not really. “You okay?”

“Yes,” I growled. “Or at least I will be once Rose gets here.” I spun at Dax and Methyss. “Get her here now.”

Dax ticked his head at our host, and with a snap of his fingers, the wily warlock disappeared.

Shep pushed himself off the ground, dusting the dirt from his fancy slacks. “You’re lucky we’ve nearly reached the end, dark lord.”

“No, you’re lucky,” I hissed, spearing him with a narrowed glare. “You’re beyond fortunate my mate who is a much better person than I am convinced me to spare you.”

The producer grunted and turned to the director. “Let’s take this inside. We have a lot to discuss.”

“Like how you’re going to cover up Arista’s murder?” I whisper-hissed. No need to drop that bomb on poor Dawn just yet. I’d let Deacon handle that part.

“Yes, that among other things.”

“So, you do have a plan?” Deacon asked.

“I always have a plan.” Sheppard’s lips slid into a twisted smile.
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Rose

As soon as my boots hit the asphalt, I raced up the driveway. My she-dragon pounded at my ribcage, driving me toward our mate. Three days apart had been brutal especially with the bond so new. All she wanted was to be with her mate.

It had been pure agony.

The only upside had been Daddy. Seeing how miserable I was without Slade, he finally understood what we had was real. Before I left, he and Mom invited Slade and I to return to Sky Lair once filming was over. I couldn’t wait.

“Rose!” Slade’s voice drew my gaze toward the door of the villa. He sprinted down the steps and leapt at me, yanking me into his arms. “Oh, demons, I missed you, precious.” His mouth captured mine, and the bond pulsed in delight. For the first time since Slade stepped into that portal, my heart felt whole again.

I curled into his chest, wrapping my arms so tight around him, no one would ever pry us apart again. “I never want to be away from you that long,” I whispered against his mouth.

“Agreed.” He pressed another fiery kiss to my lips before forcing himself back. “Hold that thought. Ten minutes at most. The production team has been waiting for your arrival to tell us the big news. Then I swear, back to my room and we’re not coming out until the stupid, unnecessary final elimination ceremony.”

“Deal. Maybe we can even check out the red room. I feel like it went greatly underused all season.” I threw him a wink, and a wave of lust surged through the bond.

“Oh, precious, you have no idea how happy you make me. Realms, I love you.” He claimed my lips once more, igniting a fire that had been smothered for too long.

Slade toted me toward the villa, still kissing, still touching. I couldn’t get enough of him.

When we finally crossed the threshold, a groan filled the great room where the others waited. “Oh, come on, give it a rest,” Shep muttered. “We’ve been waiting for the two of you to make the announcement.” I forced my mouth away from his, but kept my arm firmly tangled around his waist.

From the corner of my eye, I caught a quick glimpse at Chance. She stood behind Deacon and Dawn on the couch, and I wasn’t even sure they’d noticed she’d arrived. Someone must have just portaled her in.

“Okay, we’re here,” Slade barked, jerking my attention to the matter at hand. “Now, tell us what the cover-up plan is.”

The charred, smoky scent of magic filled the air, and a familiar form appeared beside Dax—tall, blonde with a streak of silver and bright blue eyes that were an exact replica of my mother’s. “Grandpa G?”

My grandfather gave me a crooked smile. “Hello, Rosie.”

“What are you doing here?”

“Yes, what in the worlds is the High Warlock of the Coven Council doing on Hitched?” Deacon barked.

“A big favor,” Dax replied.
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Deacon

“What kind of a favor?” Rose asked, still staring at her grandfather who’d appeared in the middle of the great room.

Dax cleared his throat and stepped forward. “Everything that you’re about to hear today must be kept in the strictest confidentiality.” He snapped his fingers and parchment appeared before my eyes, together with a sharp quill floating midair. “I need each of you to sign these agreements in blood agreeing to never disclose any of it.”

“You’re joking,” said Slade.

“I’m afraid not, dark lord.” The great warlock Garrix stepped from the shadows, and the entire room suddenly felt smaller. I’d seen the male on a few occurrences, but never this close. Nor had I ever actually spoken to him. He was said to be the most powerful man in all of Azar. Something about his looming presence made me believe it. “There has always been a delicate balance in our world, and the death of an Ocean Realm princess would cause more problems than we’re equipped to handle at the moment. Dax is an old friend of mine, and as such, I’ve promised to help. My involvement must remain a complete secret. It is the only way I would agree to help.”

“So that’s why we’re signing these agreements in blood?” Rose asked.

“Yes, they are as binding as blood oaths.”

“Great, not another one,” Slade muttered.

“Trust me, it is for the good of all.”

I glanced over at Rose. I didn’t trust the producers for shit, and Garrix had always seemed shady as hell, but I had faith in Rose. I looked to her for an answer I wasn’t certain she could provide.

“Garrix is your grandfather, precious,” Slade whispered as if he’d read my thoughts. “Do you trust him?”

She eyed her warlock grandsire for a long moment. Then, clearing her throat, she finally spoke. “Grandpa G has always been there for our family. If he’s agreed to help, then I suppose we should too.”

My shoulders sagged forward in relief, as if a collective sigh had been released from the entire group. I watched Rose as she grabbed the floating quill and pricked her finger, then signed her name along the dotted line.

Slade repeated the procedure after her, and within a few moments, we’d all been bound to secrecy by blood.

“Now that that’s been taken care of,” Sheppard began, “tomorrow will be the final elimination.”

“But how?” Slade snapped.

“Not many of you are aware but along with a great many other skills, Garrix, is a skinwalker.”

Dawn paled beside me. I cocked my head over my shoulder to sneak a quick peek at Chance. She was as white as her unipeg.

“No…” Slade hissed. “Please, don’t tell me⁠—”

“We salvaged Arista’s body.”

“Oh, goddess,” Rose murmured.

She’d been one of the first to find her mutilated form when it showed up on the shore.

“With Garrix’s help,” Shep continued, “we’ve restored her to near perfection.”

“Let me get this straight,” I interrupted. “You’re going to get the high warlock to parade around as the dead Arista for the elimination?”

“And possibly beyond,” Garrix added.

“Oh, shnike’s.” Rose gaped at her grandfather.

“It’s not just for the show, but to keep peace in our realm. King Elijah has a fiery temper, and there’s no telling what he could do in retaliation.”

“And I’m sure all the money Lucifer has put up to bankroll the show has impacted your decision just a little?” Slade’s narrowed gaze bounced between the males.

“We certainly don’t want to be in the devil’s debt,” said Shep, his typically flushed skin paling.

Slade snorted, shaking his head. “I better not have to kiss you.” He threw a pointed look at Garrix, and damn, I was jealous of those demon balls. “Well, if that’s been settled, are we free to go? I have a mate who I’ve been forced apart from for the past three days, and my demon is ravenous, not to mention beyond grumpy.”

“Like we couldn’t tell,” I mumbled and dug an elbow into my friend’s side.

“Very funny, tiger tool.” He wrapped his hand around Rose’s and tugged her toward the staircase.

Before they got too far, I called out, “I’m going to need to talk to you before the elimination so come by my room if you can pry yourself away from your mate for a few minutes.”

“No promises,” he shouted over his shoulder before the happy couple raced up the steps.

Bastard.

Garrix, Shep and Dax whispered amongst themselves, so I assumed we were dismissed. Which left me with Dawn, Chance and a heart split in two.

Chance stepped around the couch, and her eyes met mine, a shy smile on her lips. “It’s good to see you again, Deacon and you too, Dawn. I hope your visit went well.”

Dawn nibbled on her lower lip, a faint smile on her face. “Thanks, you too, Chance.”

I rose and Dawn popped up beside me. Standing between the two females, a heavy silence thickened the air.

“Flipping faeries, this is awkward,” Dawn finally blurted.

A nervous laugh bubbled between the three of us.

Chance cleared her throat once the chuckles died away and turned to me. “I was hoping I could get a few minutes in private with you tonight?”

“Yes, absolutely.”

“Me, too,” Dawn chimed in.

“Of course.” Shit, this was it. They were going to make their final pleas, and my heart was going to absolutely shatter. I turned to Dawn and squeezed her hand. “Um, I’ll come by your room in a little while after I’ve talked to Chance.”

Her head dipped, the anguish in her eyes ripping at my insides. Gods, this was brutal. Why did I ever sign up for this stupid show?

She rose to her tiptoes and brushed a quick kiss to my cheek. “I’ll see you soon.”

I couldn’t help my gaze from trailing her petite form as she lumbered toward the staircase. Once she disappeared around the landing, I pivoted to Chance. “I’m so sorry, this is really torture.”

She shrugged and plastered on a bright smile. “I know you’ve been on both sides of it, so I won’t say the obvious. It just really sucks.”

I ticked my head toward the glass sliding doors. “Come on, let’s go for a walk.” Leading her onto the veranda, I took her hand as the sea breeze ruffled my hair. She walked beside me, a strained silence between us. There was clearly something on her mind, and knowing Chance, she was figuring out the best way to say it.

I waited—impatiently—as we descended the steps to the beach below. I breathed in the fresh air, the rush of waves instantly stilling the jumble of nerves. As we strolled along the sand, the awkward silence turned into an oddly comfortable one. I took the time to think, to really focus on my feelings for these females.

Chance was kind, sensitive, and compassionate with such a good head on her shoulders. I supposed it was her unipeg’s empathetic powers that made her such a levelheaded individual. I’d never heard her utter a harsh word against anyone. She was a shifter, and familiar with life in Marlwoods which would make her more suited to tiger life. She was gorgeous, and I really cared about her, of course. I was sure that in time, I’d fall madly in love with her. The cute unipeg was the type of person with whom it was impossible not to.

And Dawn… my tiger let out a happy purr. Well, he was obsessed with her. My inner beast was ready to claim her the first time we had sex. The physical connection Dawn and I shared was undeniable, and until this weekend, our relationship had been mostly based on that. And our friendship. She’d been an amazing friend to bounce off all my female troubles and had guided me every step of the way this season.

I closed my eyes and tried to visualize the future, to picture myself with one of these women. But it was like there was something blocking me.

Dammit, this was impossible!

“I’m willing to take second place.” Chance’s blurted confession caught me so off guard, I halted midstride.

“What?” I spun around, staring at her.

She nibbled on her bottom lip, fingers entwined as she glanced down at them. “I’m just trying to say that if you choose Dawn, which I think you will, I’d still be an option if things didn’t work out later down the road. I’m not saying they won’t work out, I wish you all the best but--”

Snagging her chin between my thumb and forefinger, I forced her eyes to mine. “Hey, stop. Chance, you are amazing, and any man would be beyond lucky to have you. You shouldn’t be anyone’s second place.”

A faint smile curled the corners of her lips. “Maybe in real life, but things are different when it’s a game.”

I was speechless for a long minute as I processed her words. How could anyone be so selfless? “Chance…”

“No, you don’t have to say anything. I’m not asking who you’re going to pick or looking for pity for that matter. I’m just stating a fact.” She shrugged, that calm, measured smile still on her face.

“You’re really incredible,” I murmured.

That sweet smile widened. “I think you’re pretty great too, in case that wasn’t clear.”
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Dawn

I stood at the archway peering onto the foyer between the bachelors’ and bachelorettes’ wings. Where was Deacon? It felt like I’d been waiting for hours. What if he was with Chance right now? He could have chosen her, and they could be down on the beach rolling around on the powdered sand wrapped in each other’s arms this very moment.

My heart stuttered, the idea just too painful to consider. I’d already had to pry myself away from the windows overlooking the sea to keep from snooping on them. Seeing Deacon with Alma had nearly killed me. It was one thing knowing or even hearing about Deacon with the other bachelorettes, but having to watch it, to see his hands on someone else, that mouth that should only belong to me pressed against another. It was pure torture. I’d tried to deny it for so long, to pretend Deacon and I could just be friends with benefits, but I’d been so stupid.

Somewhere along the way, I’d fallen desperately in love with him. If he didn’t pick me, my heart would break into a million pieces.

The shuffle of approaching footfalls jerked my attention to the staircase. Blonde spikes of hair appeared an instant before Deacon’s full form came to view. My breath hitched as I took him in, the deep furrow of his brows, the pinch of his lips.

I sprinted out from behind the archway to meet him, my legs and wings moving of their own accord. “Deacon, are you okay?”

His shoulders rounded, and he loosed a breathy sigh. “No, I’m not.” His eyes lifted to mine, and a spark of light ignited. A faint growl vibrated his chest, and the hint of a smile curled his lips. “But it seems like my tiger’s happy to see you.”

“I never thought I’d say the same.” I forced my hands into little fists at my side to keep from touching him. I hated seeing him hurting like this. After so many weeks spent together talking about the other contestants or something as silly as hair and wardrobe choices, I could read him well, and it was clear he was in agony over this decision.

I dragged him toward the small sitting area off the landing and pushed him down onto the couch. He gazed up at me, eyes searching, for what I wasn’t quite sure.

“Don’t torture yourself over this, Deac. The answer should be easy. It should come to you as naturally as breathing, or shifting…” I shrugged. “Or flying in my case.” A nervous giggle slipped out. “Stop fixating on forever and just focus on right now. Who do you want to be with in this moment? Our lives are complicated enough without having to put so much pressure on ourselves.”

He nodded slowly. “You’re right, I know you’re right. I just can’t help myself.”

I folded down beside him and leaned my head on his shoulder. “See? This is nice, right?”

His tiger chuffed, the sound vibrating Deacon’s entire torso. “Mmm, it is.”

“Then just enjoy the moment. Everything else will fall into place as it should.”
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Deacon

I slammed my fist into the door harder this time. “Come on, demon dick! You promised we could talk today before the elimination. The stylists are coming to get us ready in less than an hour.” I knocked again and again. “I know you’re in there, Slade. I can smell you. Stop screwing for a minute and get out here.”

“All right, all right, I’m coming,” his voice seeped through the crack.

I bet he was.

The door opened an inch and a disheveled and very naked Slade peered through the opening. “Morning, tiger tool. How can I help you?”

“First of all, it’s three o’clock in the afternoon and second of all, geez, can’t you at least put some pants on?”

Slade smirked as his gaze dropped down to his still very noticeable erection. “Sorry, I’ve been a little preoccupied.”

“Right… while you and Rose have been consummating your mate bond, I’ve been in hell trying to make a decision.”

“Oh, Deacon, we’re sorry!” Rose’s voice resounded from deep within Slade’s bedroom.

Slade shook his head and huffed out a breath. “Sorry, brother, she’s right. Come on in, let’s chat.” He stepped back, opening the door all the way. His room looked like a bomb had hit it overnight. Clothes and pillows were strewn across the floor, curtains hung off the rod, the bed sat at a strangle angle and a bright crimson light streamed in from the red room.

Damn, I did not need to see that. Squeezing my eyes closed, I waited as Slade stepped into a pair of sweatpants, and Rose emerged from the bathroom in a semi-decent robe.

“So how can we help?” Slade slapped me on the shoulder, and I searched the chamber for somewhere safe to sit.

Rose must have noticed my discomfort because she pointed at the sitting area by the hearth. “Come, sit over here.” She patted the overstuffed pillows. It looked relatively undisturbed compared to the chaos of the rest of the room.

I trudged over and slumped down, then Rose and Slade filled in the seats beside me. “I want this.” I signaled at the destruction.

“Well, just give us an hour in your room, and we’d be happy to oblige.” The demon tossed me a smirk.

“That’s not what I mean, and you know it.” Shaking my head, I tried to gather my spiraling thoughts into words. “I want the passion, the fire that you guys have, I want a true mate.”

“And you don’t think Chance or Dawn could be that person for you?” Rose asked.

“I don’t know, maybe. Gods, it’s just so much simpler with a fated mate. The bond clicks into place, and you just know.”

“Trust me, Deac,” said Slade, “there was nothing simple for Rose and me.”

“And in case you forgot, we aren’t fated mates either.” Rose squeezed my shoulder. “My dragon and I chose him. And now it’s your turn to do the same. Not everyone falls in love at the same speed. There’s no right way to do it. Trust me, if I’d had any control, do you think I would’ve fallen for a demon dark lord?” She nudged her elbow into Slade’s side, smirking.

“Listen, I’m going to make this quick because we still have nearly an hour before the stylists arrive, and I still have a few more toys to break in that I found in that glorious red room with my beautiful mate.” He pressed a lingering kiss to Rose’s cheek.

I couldn’t control the dramatic eyeroll.

“Rose is right. You know how hard I fought my feelings for her in the beginning, how scared I was to go for what I really wanted. It was hard as hades, but it was worth it. I’d go through it all over again a hundred times over just to be with Rose.” Slade jabbed his finger into the center of my chest. “I think you’ve got the answers right here. You’re just scared, and rightfully so, to open up that big mushy tiger heart again.”

A chuckle squeezed through my clenched teeth.

“I think we both know who the right female is for you. You’ve known all along. Now just man—I mean tiger—up and take her.”

A slow smile spread across my face, and my heartbeat pounded out a manic rhythm. Slade was right. Three words I never thought I’d say. Why did it take him of all people pointing out the obvious to make me realize what was in front of me all along?

I clapped my friend on the shoulder, my smile growing more confident. “Thanks, Slade. I don’t think I ever would’ve survived this without you.”

“Same, brother.” He pulled me into a quick embrace, slapping my back with a little too much enthusiasm. “Now get out of here, so I can enjoy my mate for one final undisturbed time on this gods’ forsaken island.”

I leapt up, excitement throttling my veins. “See you at the grand finale.” By the time I turned around, Slade’s mouth had already claimed Rose’s. I quickly backed out of the room, my heart lighter for the first time in weeks.

I finally knew who to choose.
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Damned monkey suit. I fidgeted with my bow tie as Slade and I stood side by side at the gilded double doors to the ballroom. This was it. The final ceremony.

I was still nervous, but at least I’d made peace with my decision. I hated the thought of hurting either of these females, but it was the twisted nature of the show.

“You okay, tiger?” Slade slanted a smirk in my direction.

“Yeah, I will be once this is all over.”

“I hear you.” He sank his hands into his dark slacks. “The moment the ceremony ends, I’m jumping on Rose’s dragon and heading to the nearest deserted island in the human world, far away from all the drama.”

“Sounds like a great plan.” I elbowed my friend in the side. “Just make sure to double up on the protection, shifter mate bonds are known to overpower even mystical contraception.”

His eyes grew comically wide as his mouth curved into a capital O. “Seriously?”

“Yup. It’s happened to more than a few mated couples I know.”

“Hmm.” His lips drew into a frown.

“Or are you and Rose ready for little demon-dragon babies?”

“No…” His mouth said one thing but the sparkle in his eye hinted at something else. Damn, the guy really was head over heels for his mate. I never imagined the demon bad boy with kids. Or a mate.

The doors swung open, and a blast of icy air ripped the spiraling thoughts right out of my head.

“It’s show time.” Slade motioned through the entrance to the glittering ballroom. Crimson rose petals covered the marble floor, and hundreds of candles floated across the grand chamber. “After you, tiger tool.”

“Thanks, demon dickhead.” Dipping my head with a smirk, I forced my feet to cross the threshold.

Slade caught up to me a second later as the spotlights crawled up our tailored suits. With the gleaming light in my eyes, I could barely make out the four bachelorettes standing atop the dais.

Despite my best efforts, my eyes bugged out at the sight of Arista. Memories of her battered, mutilated body surged to the forefront of my mind, and it was nearly impossible to reconcile this vibrant, fully alive version with the grisly, lifeless one I saw last.

“So weird,” Slade muttered beside me, plucking the thoughts right out of my head.

“Garrix really is some scary mo-fo.”

“He sure is.” He shook his head. “Remind me never to mess with that man.”

“Well, he’s your grandfather-in-law now so you can’t exactly avoid him.”

“Demons’ balls, that’s right.”

“Welcome, welcome, ladies and gentlebeasts.” Methyss’s high-pitched voice tore us away from our whispered conversation. He tipped his signature white top hat and dipped into an elaborate bow, his pristine suit blinding beneath the bright lights. “We’re beyond thrilled to all be here today for the grand finale!”

I finally hazarded a quick peek at the dais, at the two bachelorettes who’d made it this far for me. My ribs tightened, a swirl of guilt squeezing my lungs. Giving Chance and Dawn a rushed smile, I marched toward the long table where our faithful helpers awaited in their gilded cages.

“Does everyone remember the rules for elimination?” Methyss bellowed. “Do I need to go over them again?”

“No!” We all answered in unison.

“Let’s just get this over with,” said Slade.

“Patience, my dear dark lord.” Methyss pointed at the little demon fluttering nervously across his enclosure. “Are you volunteering to go first?”

“Yes, yes, I am.” Slade’s gaze lifted to Rose’s, and a beaming smile flashed across her face. “I know exactly who has captured my heart.”

“Very well, then. For the finale, the bachelors will only be giving out gold infinity pins to the winners. The bachelorettes who are not chosen may approach at the end to say their final goodbyes if they so choose.”

Slade’s smile grew so wide, it was nearly the breadth of Methyss’s wild grin. I didn’t blame him. I wouldn’t want to act out a fake goodbye with Garrix in Arista’s skin either. He rubbed his hands together and approached the little balla demon in the cage.

I held my breath, waiting for Methyss to spit out some new rule or some crazy challenge but to my utter shock, he remained silent as Slade whispered into the little creature’s ear. The producers must want this over as much as we do. How long could they really pull off this Arista charade?

Bally shot out of the cage, his tiny wings fluttering like mad and stopped right in front of Rose. Though we all knew the outcome, I still huffed out a breath of relief as the she-dragon caught the gold pin in her palm.

Arista-slash-Garrix put on a very convincing pout, and I could’ve sworn I even saw a tear or two being shed as Rose darted past her. The fiery she-dragon leapt into Slade’s arms, and unexpected happiness flooded my chest.

And to think, I’d had a mad crush on Rose when we first arrived on this island. She couldn’t have been more perfect for my friend. Slade lifted her off the floor and twirled her in a tight circle, kissing her like she was the air he needed to breathe.

“Well, congratulations to the happy couple!” Methyss circled the pair, finally prying them apart then turned to the camera with a cheesy smile. “Just another blissful pair brought together by this incredible show.”

I nearly snorted on a laugh. It sure was incredible… or something.

“And now, alpha Deacon Darkridge, it’s your turn! I know the television audience has been greatly split over this decision since Dawn’s return. I hope you’ve made your choice.”

Inhaling a steadying breath, I nodded. “I have.” I marched closer to the table and crouched down so I was eyelevel with the mangy orange cat. “Hi there, Garfield, you ready for the last hurrah?”

He sat up and stretched out his claws with a lazy yawn. “Meow.”

“I hope that’s a yes.” I opened the latch on the cage, and he sauntered out, his tail rubbing against the golden enclosure as he perused the pins. “Then let’s do this.” I whispered the name that I’d fought so hard to stifle for so long out of fear. Fear for my own heart and fear that she wouldn’t quite fit into the role she might have to assume as an alpha’s mate. But none of that mattered because I loved her, and I had to take a chance. It was all about this moment right here.

The future would work itself out as it always did. We really had no control anyway.

I watched, my lungs paralyzed, as Garfield crept across the stage with the gold pin clenched between his teeth at a damned snail’s pace. Come on, you stupid cat. Move faster! He finally stopped right between Dawn and Chance. Both bachelorettes stared down at the feisty feline expectantly.

The cat took a step to the right, then another, and let out a whiny meow right at Dawn’s feet. Her gaze lifted to mine, and the breath I’d been holding evaporated at the sight of the sparkle in her eyes and that heart-stopping smile. She bent down and accepted the pin, then bounced off the dais, her wings flapping faster than a hummingbird’s.

Before she reached me, my gaze drifted to Chance’s. She stood proud and tall, unshed tears glistening in her eyes. “I’m so sorry,” I mouthed. Her chin dipped, and I lost sight of her as Dawn leapt into my arms.

Shoving back the moment of anguish, I focused on the female in my arms. The cute pixie I’d had a crush on from day one, who’d been my friend, my confidante, my lover and so much more. “I love you,” I whispered before I claimed her lips.

With her chest pressed against mine, I could feel the flutter of her heart battering against my own. My tiger let out a happy purr, the deep rumble echoing through my entire body. I should’ve trusted him from the beginning. He knew exactly who the right female was all along.

“I love you so much, Deac.” Dawn murmured against my mouth as she curled into me.

“And congratulations to our second happy couple!” Methyss moved between us, and I was forced to release her lips. I still kept her hand though, drawing her into my side. She’d always fit there perfectly, I’d just been too blind to see it.

Methyss stuck a pointy elbow into my side. “It was a good thing we lifted the no-fraternizing with the crew rule, am I right?”

I nodded as Dawn’s head bounced up and down. I liked to think we would have made our way to each other some way or another eventually if we truly were meant to be.

Slade and Rose appeared at our side and pulled us all into a group hug. The girls chattered excitedly, and Slade shot me his trademark grin. “We made it, tiger tool. We had meaningless sex, death-defying adventures, an epic bromance, and in the end as unlikely as it had seemed, we both found love. Not too shabby for a stupid reality TV dating show, right?”

“Not too bad at all.” A chuckle erupted from my lips as they slid into a smile.
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Three Months Later

Slade

“Get ready they’re going to be here any minute now.” Rose raced around the grand hall of our humble abode in the Underworld. The red-brick fortress boasted dark, winding hallways, lantern lit walls and the common stench of moist earth. I’d inherited the place from Lorkan, the last dark lord of the Fourth Realm, and I couldn’t deny that my mate’s female touch had brightened the dreary castle to phenomenal levels.

“Okay, okay,” I muttered as I lit the hearth. Despite the oppressive heat outside, the thick bricks kept a damp chill looming the hallways year-round.

The few months of the year we spent here were far less depressing with Rose’s light brightening the massive, dank chambers. She claimed to enjoy our time down under, mostly because of the time she got to spend with her cousin Azara. Even her broody dragon mate, Talon, had come to tolerate me. Or at least he didn’t hate me as much as he used to.

All in all, it wasn’t so bad.

We made frequent trips to Draeko so Rose could continue her education as the future alpha of the Brotherhood of Dragons. For now, we’d been staying at Sky Lair when we visited, but that would get old soon. Despite Fenix having warmed up to me, I didn’t adore the idea of making love to his daughter under his roof. Rose was loud, and I’d grown to respect the alpha enough that I hated putting him through that. We were currently hunting for a new home, but who knew future alpha-worthy castles were tough to find?

“Slade, don’t just stand there,” Rose snapped as she darted by carrying a bouquet of bright flowers. “Help cook get the platters from the kitchen.”

“Why do we have staff if we do all the work anyway?” I muttered back.

“I ask you that exact same question all the time.”

Shaking my head, I couldn’t help the silly smile from forming. My mate was not only a formidable alpha but had also become quite the daunting dark lady. All the other warlords of the realm respected, not to mention, feared her wrath. It was her goal to turn the realm into a more civilized territory and her answer to that was a calendar full of social events. We hosted more parties at the fortress than the Spring Court king, I was certain of it.

Rose had even convinced Azara to its merits, and she was so not the schmoozing type. Either way, I hated to admit it, but it seemed to be working. The dark lords were less murderous and the demons less growly.

“They’re here!” Rose grabbed my hand and jerked me down the hallway to the entrance. Despite all my grumblings, I was actually looking forward to our visitors today.

Birkson, one of the demon guards, unlatched the dead bolt and swung the front door open. My mouth instantly lifted into a smile as I took in Deacon and Dawn.

“It’s about time, tiger tool.” I jerked him forward and squeezed him against my chest.

“Listen, demon dickhead, it’s not easy getting around these desolated parts. Can’t you move into a condo or something?” He threw me a teasing grin before turning to greet my mate.

If it was anyone but Deacon touching her, I would’ve gone feral. But as Dawn wrapped her slender arms around me, the streak of jealousy subsided. “How’s it going in tiger territory, Dawny?”

“Oh, it’s great! We’ve been having so much fun exploring shifter lands. I’ve been to Moon Valley and the Agrabi mountains, and we even skirted the vampire realm. Deacon keeps promising me to go visit his adoptive sister over there.”

“That sounds fantastic.”

“Way more fun than the Underworld,” Rose interjected with a wink.

“I love what you’ve done with the place.” Deacon scanned the entryway and the myriad of flowers and colorful framed landscapes adorning the brick walls. “It’s way less creepy than it used to be.”

“Thanks for that, brother.” I clapped Deacon on the back and shoved him down the hall. “Come on, cook slaved all day in the kitchen preparing us a lovely meal.”

The girls chatted behind us, catching up on Dawn’s flourishing new fashion line. After the success of Hitched, it had taken off big.

“So have you and Dawn sealed the deal yet?” I eyed my friend. I knew how nervous he’d been about cementing the tiger mate bond with his pixie girlfriend.

“Not yet,” he whispered, tugging me forward so we were further away from the females.

“What are you waiting for?”

“You know it’s a big deal for me, Slade.”

I heaved out a sigh. “Yes, yes, I know. You’d always thought you’d find your fated mate, blah, blah, blah.”

“Don’t be a dick.”

“Sorry.” I gave him a sheepish smile. “Sometimes it’s just so hard not to be with you. So what’s the problem, trouble in paradise?”

He shook his head. “No, not at all. I love Dawn more than anything. The last few months have been amazing. She’s fit in so well with the streak, I’m surprised honestly. Even she and Alma tolerate each other now.”

“Incredible.”

“I know.” A laugh forced his broad shoulders to lift.

“So what’s the problem?”

“I just don’t want to push Dawn. You know my tiger’s been obsessed with her from the get-go. I want to give her time.”

“Dawny is crazy about you, Deac. She’s been in love with you far before you even realized it. She’s probably just scared to bring it up because of what a big deal it is to you. Trust me, it was exactly how I felt with Rose and her dragon.”

He nodded, his jaw setting in a firm line. “You’re right. I should just talk to her about it.”

“That’s it, brother.”

“You know, I’m not sure when we switched places and I started going to you for love advice, but I think I like it.” Deacon clapped me on the back, and I stumbled forward from the force. The man was a beast. “So how about you guys? Any demon-dragon babies on the way?”

“Ha, not quite.” I nearly choked on a laugh. “Rose and I were actually talking about it recently though.”

Talking about what? Rose’s voice infiltrated my thoughts.

Hey, precious, stay out of my head, we’re having a boys’ talk.

Fine, fine. I’ll let you two enjoy your private little bromance.

I cocked my head over my shoulder and rewarded Rose with a grin. She’d already gone back to the conversation with Dawn. With how busy we’d all been reacquainting ourselves in our new roles, we hadn’t seen much of our friends in shifter territory. And the truth was, I’d missed the tiger tool.

We finally reached the dining room, the scent of roasted meats and vegetables thick in the air.

“I love this dining room table, Rose,” Dawn squealed. “Deacon’s been talking about finally getting our own place so we can have a home base when we travel. Something like this would be perfect.”

“It’s actually made from the wood of a tree indigenous to the Underworld,” said Rose as she sat down at the table opposite me. “I’ll give you the info once you guys find a place.”

“So you’re really going to settle down?” I asked Deacon.

“Yeah, it’ll be nice to have a real bed again.”

“A big bed,” said the pixie with a mischievous grin.

“You should see ours.” I waggled my brows at my mate, and her cheeks flushed a satisfying crimson. If I was being honest with myself, I was dying to put a baby in my mate’s belly. Ever since the bond, the urge to procreate had been incessant, but I was also scared shitless. My own father had been garbage, and the need to be better than him drove my every waking thought.

You’re already a hundred times better than Zorak, Slade. It isn’t even a competition. Rose’s reassuring thoughts invaded my own.

Thanks, precious. It’s all because of you.

It’s not, but I’ll take some of the credit.

I stared at her from across the slab of dark wood, longing to touch her. This table was too damned big. I love you, precious, and I am crazy about this life we’ve created together. I can’t wait for every year I get to spend with you.

Me too, dark lord daddy.

A laugh burst from my lips before I could contain it.

What? You don’t like it? I’ve been trying to think of a good term of endearment.

Oh no, I love it, precious. I love every single word that falls from your perfect lips.

She beamed at me from across the table.

“Okay, stop it,” Deacon barked. “I hate it when you guys get that look on your faces and I know you’re talking in your heads.”

“I can’t wait for us to be able to do that.” Dawn’s gaze chased to Deacon’s, and a tentative smile crossed her lips.

“Told you,” I hissed at my stubborn friend.

“Okay, okay, no more side comments or mental conversations,” announced Rose. “Let’s eat!”

As everyone dug into the platters of food, I scanned the dining room filled with three of the people I loved most in this world. As much as I hated Hitched sometimes, I had to admit, none of this would’ve been possible without that show.

I lifted my glass and cleared my throat. “To Hitched, the best damned reality TV show out there.”

THE END

Keep reading for a sneak peek at my next release, an epic fantasy romance, Crown of Light and Shadows coming out this summer, and my latest release Of Dragons & Desire, a stand-alone novel part of the Forgotten Kingdoms collection.
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SNEAK PEEK OF CROWN OF LIGHT AND SHADOWS


Apowerless outcast thrust into a brutal Fae academy.

Her ruthless instructor caught between duty and desire.

A forbidden love foretold to spark the kingdom’s absolute ruin.

Welcome to the Courts of Aetheria... Coming this summer!

Chapter 1

Aelia

I pray to the goddess that the Fae lord who comes for me is weak.

It was a silly prayer but one that I’d repeated daily since the moment I discovered my inescapable fate as a magicless female Kin: to become the lifelong servant to a high Fae from one of the feuding courts upon my twentieth birthday. Tomorrow.

The setting sun crept across my bare shoulders, seeping into the light tunic from which I’d ripped the sleeves. I preferred to train in my leathers and the light frock, as opposed to the unwieldy sack-like dresses female Kin were supposed to wear. Balancing the worn hilt of my dagger on my finger, I focused on keeping it upright with just the slightest movement of my hand. Only a few more seconds… Sweat beaded along my brow as I concentrated, my muscles tense from the strain. A strand of platinum hair fell across my forehead. Cursing, I blew it out of my face, and it settled atop my midnight locks. I’d been born with the strange white-blonde streak and despite numerous attempts at tinting it with herbs of every shade of the rainbow, it refused to absorb color.

“Focus, Aelia.” That gentle, sobering timbre refocused my scattered thoughts.

For as long as I could remember, Aidan had drilled into my head the importance of not only brute strength but also patience and control. I tended to ignore the latter. If I could simply outmaneuver my opponent with my sword or stealthy daggers, I could gain the upper hand. Which was exactly why I hoped for a weak Fae from whose clutches I could escape.

Beyond that, my plan was to travel to the Wilds, the desolate lands that surrounded the courts of Aetheria. Returning to Feywood would mean certain death for both Aidan and me. I didn’t fear death, nor the god of eternal darkness, Noxus, but I would never risk the life of the man who selflessly raised me all these years.

“Very good, Aelia, and release.” Aidan’s voice drew me back to the present and the dagger precariously balanced on my finger. With a quick flip of my wrist, I sent it skyward, snatched it mid-air and tossed it toward the target ten yards away. I watched as it sailed end-over-end before sinking into the straw figure across the field with a satisfying thwack.

“Always showing off.” A moment later, Aidan appeared at my side with my dagger in his hand and a grin pulling at his chapped lips. Whisps of white hair mottled his upper lip and strong jawline, betraying his age.

When I was young, Aidan had once confided he was nearing seventy years old. The confession had sent me reeling. Kin, like us, only lived to a hundred years at most, unlike the Fae who could easily survive to three times that. It was the only moment in my life when I wished him to be one of them.

It was silly, much like the mantra I repeated daily. Fae were never weak, and powerless Kin did not become Fae. We lived only to serve the highborn, to toil at their fields or exist at their beck and call.

Aidan handed me the dagger, patted me on the shoulder and directed me toward the small cottage I’d grown up in. It stood at the foot of the lush Feywood Forest which separated us from them, the two dueling courts that ruled our land.

An insect chirped in the distance and a few birds scattered overhead, signaling the onset of twilight. Not even the creatures of the woods lingered long once darkness fell. No one dared wander into Feywood Forest at night, and especially not on a full moon.

This would be the last night I’d spend in the only home I’ve ever known, my final evening on the lumpy straw mattress with my feet hanging over the wooden footboard. Tomorrow, he would come for me, and I’d likely spend the following night in luxury I’d only ever dreamed of. Only I wouldn’t be basking in delight because it wouldn’t be mine to revel in but rather mine to clean and keep tidy, to cater to every whim of the Fae to whom I would now belong.

I’d heard tales from females whose elder sisters had been chosen. They were required not only to tend the Fae lord’s bed, but also frequently to warm it. The idea of giving my body to one of them… A bout of nausea crawled its way up my esophagus. I’d rather die. My fingers curled around the hilt of the dagger. Or kill him first.

“Do you think I’ll end up in the Court of Ethereal Light or the Court of Umbral Shadows?” The question popped out as I followed Aidan to the front door of the old wooden hut. One would assume I’d be safer within the alabaster walls of the Light Court, but in truth, Light Fae were just as vicious as their dark counterparts.

Aidan’s mouth twisted before it settled into a hard line. “I wish I knew, estellira.” Despite the unsettling feeling in my chest, the hint of a smile tugged at my lips. Estellira. Aidan had called me that since I was a child, and somehow it always settled the unease. It was in the old Fae tongue of Faerish, and he told me it meant little star. A distant memory scratched at the surface, a sweet, melodious voice singing. Estellira. It was as if that name had been a part of me all along. But it was impossible.

My mother had died at childbirth and my father had never come forward to claim me. Why Aidan had rescued me from a far darker fate in the hands of the local orphanage, I still didn’t quite understand. He’d never given me a satisfactory answer other than ‘the goddess sent me to you’. I supposed I’d done something incredible in a previous life to earn the goddess Raysa’s favor.

“Come, supper is waiting on the stove.” He placed his wrinkled hand on the small of my back and ushered me inside.

The savory scent of vegetable stew filled the small cabin, and my stomach rumbled. I’d dug up the assortment of starchy tubers from our backyard this morning. Who would do that when I was gone? How would Aidan survive without me? The dismal thought incited the sting of hot tears.

Blinking quickly to keep them from rolling over, I slumped into the small square table in the center of the cottage which served as our dining table, desk, workstation, and depository for miscellaneous items. I shoved aside a wooden carving Aidan had been toiling over and spread the two saucers on the table as he shuffled over, carrying the cast iron pot.

Aidan ladled a heaping portion into my bowl, but that unease simmering in my stomach made it impossible for me to lift the spoon to my mouth.

“What will you do when I’m gone?” I blurted once he was seated.

“Oh, I don’t know, but I’m certain I’ll manage somehow.” He dipped his spoon into the bowl and twirled its contents around. “You know, I was alive long before you came into my life, Aelia. I will not lie and say it will be easy without you, but please do not worry for me. I am not completely useless just yet.” He smirked and shoveled a heaping spoonful into his mouth.

“I know… and I’ll come back to see you as soon as I can.”

He nodded slowly, an unreadable expression on his weathered face. “I’m certain you will.” Dropping the spoon, he took my hand and squeezed. “Promise me, you’ll do as the Fae lord says. I know you have it in your head to escape, but trust me, there is no way out.”

My stomach twisted. I hated lying to Aidan, but I would never succumb to the wishes of an arrogant Fae lord. I simply couldn’t. Crossing my fingers like I did when I was a silly child, I dipped my head. “I promise.” The old tales claimed the Fae couldn’t lie so I thanked my lucky stars I wasn’t born one of them.

The remainder of dinner passed in a thick silence. A tangle of spiraling thoughts was more than enough company for me, and Aidan too seemed preoccupied with his own demons. Once years ago, word came that Elian of Ether, the King of the Court of Ethereal Light would be riding through our tiny corner of Feywood. As a naïve ten-year-old, I’d been thrilled with the chance to finally see one of the great kings of Aetheria. Aidan had refused to let me out of the cottage and forced me to remain indoors all day. Whenever I asked him why I had to hide, he’d go incredibly still and refuse to say another word. It was the exact expression he made now.

If a Light Fae appeared at our doorstep tomorrow to claim me, perhaps, I’d finally have the chance to see their king. Otherwise, I’d fall under the jurisdiction of Tenebris of Umbra, the King of the Court of Umbral Shadows. I wasn’t sure which would be worst.

The pitter-patter of raindrops pivoted my gaze to the small square window above the stove. “Oh, the chickens!” I’d completely forgotten to cover their pen for the night. Despite the temperate spring weather, the rain was always icy in Feywood. “I’ll be right back.” I leapt to my feet, grabbed a cloak from the hook by the door and raced outside.

The last rays of sunlight dipped behind the forest, illuminating the deep greens in an ethereal glow. Racing around the back of the cottage with the dark hood over my head, I passed the small garden and found the hens and baby chicks huddled in the back of their pen.

Crouching in front of the wire enclosure, I squeezed a finger through the grating. “Sorry, little ones. I hope you didn’t get too wet.” I reached for the slabs of wood behind the pen and positioned them over their home. “There, that should help keep you warm and dry.”

When I was young, Aidan had never told me where the roasted chicken on our plates had come from. The moment I learned the truth, I’d vowed never to eat meat again, and I forced Aidan to become a vegetarian. Now, we had dozens of chickens and more eggs than we knew what to do with, but at least I could sleep with a clear conscience.

A flash of light streaked across my peripheral vision, and I whipped my head around. “What the blazes?” Rising, I tiptoed around the corner of the hut, the crunch of blades of grass beneath my boots suddenly deafening. I paused at the edge of the structure and peered around to the front yard.

A swirl of light hovered just beyond the front door. It danced through the darkness in an ethereal display, like a thousand stars snaking through the sky. The hair on my nape rose as my heart picked up a manic rhythm. I’d never seen anything like it, and still, I knew instantly. There was something in the air, a distinctive scent that had my nostrils flaring. It was magic, Light magic.

My feet moved instinctively toward it, despite my brain urging me to stay far away. Nothing good comes from Fae magic. Aidan had drilled the refrain into my head since I was a child. And still, I couldn’t help myself.

I reached for the sparkling light, my fingers wrapping around the glowing luminescence. It tickled, and a surprising giggle parted my lips. It swirled around my body, reaching up around my midnight locks and lifting them off my neck. Then it curled downward, illuminating my tattered tunic and umber pants. It crawled beneath my clothing, and tiny sparks wriggled across my flesh.

Goddess, what was this?

The slight tickle became more insistent, until the prickle morphed into discomfort and then intense pain. I gritted my teeth but in spite of my best efforts, a scream tore through my clenched lips.

Hot, fiery pain scorched my skin racing across every inch of me. Liquid lightning surged through my veins and blinding light consumed the edges of my vision. Oh, goddess, it hurt. I wanted to scream, I wanted to die, but only a wordless cry curved my mouth as my knees gave and I collapsed onto the cold, wet earth.

My mind spun, the lawn blurring in a haze of green when I hit the ground. My cheek brushed the dewy blades of grass, and my entire body convulsed as a piercing ghostly blade carved into my heart. Steel bands wrapped around my failing organ, and I wasn’t sure how it was possible, but I was certain I was having a coronary episode. My chest was so tight, my lungs couldn’t inflate properly. I drew in a desperate breath, then another but my thoughts grew more foggy.

That fiery agony surged on, relentless as it consumed every inch of my being. Just when I was certain Noxus would appear to drag me to eternal sleep, the intense light finally began to fade, giving way to icy darkness. It crept into the corners of my vision until it annihilated the blinding light.

I should have fought harder, I shouldn’t have given in, but in that moment, all I wanted was to disappear into the cold arms of murky oblivion.

So I did…

Crown of Light and Shadows, book one in the Courts of Aetheria, will be out this summer and you can preorder it now!
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BONUS SNEAK PEEK FROM OF DRAGONS OF DESIRE
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My newest stand alone novel, Of Dragons & Desire, part of the Forgotten Kingdoms shared world, is out now! Here’s a look at the blurb and an exclusive sneak peek to tide you over while you’re waiting for my next series :)

In a world where humans are oblivious to magic, I always believed I was ordinary. Until a breathtakingly handsome stranger pulled me into a world where creatures of unimaginable power reign, concealed from mortal eyes.  

The whispers in my mind? They weren't madness. It was the voice of my inner beast. It turns out I’m not a human at all—I’m a dragon princess.

My infuriating captor claims it's my destiny to marry a prince, to become the savior of an ancient dragon race, and end a curse that's left them barren. But Draconia, the land of dragons, is a maze of shadows, treacherous courts, and dark secrets.  

With each passing day, my heart is caught in a tumultuous storm between two princes: the charming future king to whom I am promised, and his mercurial brother, who ignites a fire that could raze the entire kingdom.  

I must harness this inner fire, for it's the key to surviving the deadly Imperia Trials. In this brutal contest, the last dragon standing will reign over the divided kingdom. Beyond love and duty, it's a battle for survival.  

How does one choose between heart and soul when both could mean certain death?

Prologue

Las Vegas, Present Time

Saphira

Even over the pounding bass, the whispers never stopped.

I clapped my hands over my ears and willed the dark voice away. It—no, she—had been with me for as long as I could remember. Even tonight as I weaved between the smattering of trees then through the mass of writhing bodies on the dancefloor at Sin Forest, the hottest night club on the Strip, I couldn’t drown out the sound.

Most of the time they were only rough murmurs. A growly voice I couldn’t quite place and yet recognized deep within the marrow of my bones.

Soon, Saphira. It’s almost time.

I squeezed my eyes shut and willed that damned voice far down. Tonight, was supposed to be fun. It was my twenty-first birthday, Halloween, and I’d scored the highly coveted golden ticket and all-expense paid trip to Vegas to the super exclusive Portal Resort and Casino. Best of all, my two oldest friends, or rather, practically sisters would be here. If I could only find them in this insane crowd.

Stepping through the dark fog that must have been pumped through the place to give it that dark and creepy forest vibe, I passed a mirrored wall and snuck a quick glance at my retro costume. Xena Warrior Princess was an oldie but a goodie. Something about the sword across my back and the daggers strapped to my thighs just felt right. I’d considered wearing a dark wig over my neon blue hair but had thankfully nixed the idea. I would’ve been a sweaty disaster wearing that thing. As I walked past the mirror, I wondered what costumes Rhode and Morgana would be wearing.

After another unsuccessful round skirting the packed, dark dancefloor, I shoved my way to the bar. Tossing my long blue hair over my shoulder, I magically managed to get the bartender’s attention. Score one for my blindingly bright locks. It took endless maintenance but was totally worth it. A series of golden hoops were speared through the bartender’s ears, the sparkling gold catching my eye.

“What can I get you, gorgeous?”

How about those sparkly trinkets?

“Shh!” I hissed at that damned intrusive voice. From the moment I could remember, I’d always had a penchant for all things sparkly.

The guy cocked a light brow. “Lady, the music is blasting in here, if I don’t yell, you’d never hear me.”

“Oh, sorry, right.” I shook my head and pressed a finger to my ear. “My hearing is just really sensitive,” I shouted lamely. Better that than admitting I heard voices in my mind. I pointed at a glowing neon blue drink a girl further down the bar was holding. “I’ll take three of those and three shots, your choice.”

“Sure, three Electric Waves and bartender’s choice coming right up.”

I scanned the dancefloor as I waited, but still no sign of the girls. Where were they? A second later, the bartender handed me the fancy cocktails and shots. “They match your hair.”

Juggling the glasses, I took a big gulp of mine and muttered, “Yup.” No shit, Captain Obvious. I dropped some cash on the bar and spied an empty high top just a few feet away and claimed the table. Reaching for my phone tucked inside my leather corset, I shot Rhode a quick message.

Me: Where are you guys?

Rhode: Just made it in the club. Sorry, we got stuck in an elevator.

Me: What?

Rhode: Long story, we’ll tell you about it in person.  

Me: Fine. I got drinks and a table to the right of the bar, next to that wall of mirrors.

Rhode: Okay, be there in a second.

A smile curled the corners of my lips. Rhode and I had met in high school and somehow, she’d convinced her foster parents to adopt me when I was sixteen. Her older sister Morgana was like the mom I never had. I’d spent the best two years of my life with them in that old house. Growing up in the system had been rough, and I’d never felt like part of a family until I moved in with them.

I tucked my phone between my breasts and when I glanced up, twin silver orbs stared down at me from the upper level. The hair on the back of my neck rose, and a ripple of goosebumps skated down my arms. What the hell?

That piercing gaze drilled into me, the assault more powerful than any police pat down. I was obsessed with shiny things, and sometimes, that got me into trouble. And those eyes, the way they glittered had desire unfurling in my core. To claim, to possess…

Mine. Mine. Mine.

The damned rough voice in my head clawed its way to the surface and for an instant, everything else disappeared. The music slowed, the pounding bass dissipated, and the crowd of bodies moved in slow motion. Shit, I’m losing my mind. Squeezing my eyes closed again, I drew in a deep breath and focused on stilling my thundering pulse.

I blinked quickly, looked up again and the smoldering silver orbs were gone. The music blared, and the mass of bodies picked up their frantic tempo once again. I pressed my hand to my chest and sucked in another breath. What the hell was in that drink?

Taking a measured sip to cool the sudden dryness in my throat, my gaze lifted to the level above. No glowing silver eyes, nothing weird. Except for the troop of aliens dressed in shimmering silver leotards.

Duh, Saphira. It’s Halloween. Someone must have been wearing glowing contact lenses. That’s totally a thing, right?  

Over the rim of my glass, I spotted two familiar females making their way through the crowd. “Rhode! Morgana!” I jumped off the barstool and wrapped the girls in a hug. It had been nearly a year since I’d seen them last and somehow it felt like not a minute had passed.

Rhode motioned to my costume, a smile lighting up her face. “Xena Warrior Princess! Absolutely epic.”

Morgana licked her finger and made a sizzling sound. “Smokin’ hot. You look fantastic.”

“I love that we all went retro tonight.” I ran my hands over the pleather pieces of my skirt.

Apparently, I wasn’t the only one that had gone for famous celebrities from the past. Rhode was channeling Madonna in that classic music video in a tight corset with cones on her breasts. While Morgana turned back time as Cher with a bodysuit made entirely out of mesh, sequins, and tiny strips of black material covered only by a leather jacket. I was definitely impressed by their commitment.

“Are we really surprised?” Morgana winked.

Not really. We’d always been obsessed with things of the past, from movies to music to TV, we loved anything retro. It was as if the present didn’t quite appeal to us. 

I pointed to the row of shots lined up next to the neon blue cocktails with little umbrellas in them. “Sit. Drink. Tell me how you got stuck in an elevator?”

Morgana’s lips twisted. “Shots first. Trauma second.”

Fine by me. We all reached for our shots and tossed them back in perfect sync. Rhode’s face wrinkled up in a scowl, and she shook her head. “Okay, no more shots.”

“Until we hit the next bar, right?” I swayed to the intoxicating beat of the music. I was just getting started.

Rhode pulled the Electric Wave toward her, and her eyes widened in delight. “Sure… oh, my God. Are these frozen margaritas?”

“Electric Waves.” I held up my drink, the brilliant blue aglow beneath the rainbow of lights overhead. “Cheers to us finally being together again.”

“Cheers!” Rhode leaned in, holding her glass up.

“Cheers to that and not taking another elevator ever again. Because that was an ordeal.”

“I can’t wait to hear this. Something tells me this story has…flavor.” I cackled and took a long sip of my drink.

“Go ahead, Mo.” Rhode waved her sister on to tell the whole story.

I could barely hear her over the pounding bass, but it was something about a naked shark and a T-Rex tail smacking everyone and Rhode’s epic nursing skills.

“I mean the triage in the elevator was pretty impressive,” said Morgana.  

Rho took another sip of her drink and gave her purse a pat. “And you judged me for my first aid kit. I warned you there’d be blood to clean up tonight.”

“You’re not making me want to go back out there.” I continued to sip my drink then hissed and pinched the bridge of my nose. “Ugh, brain freeze.”

Rhode snapped her fingers then pointed to her own lips. “Stick your tongue to the roof of your mouth.”

Hmm, weird, but... I did as instructed as often was the case when I was around these two. And it worked! “Nurse Rhode for the win.”

“Two for two.” She held two fingers up and stuck her tongue out at Morgana. “Guys, I really needed this break from work. I’m so happy we’re finally here.”

“Yeah, let’s not go even half as long without seeing you, Saphira.” A rueful smile crossed her lips. “I won’t stand for it.”

I grinned at Morgana. “Yes, mom.”

“I feel like Lady Tremaine sometimes with you two.”

Rhode frowned and glanced up at me. “Does that make us Anastasia and Drizella?”

I snapped my fingers, imagining the wicked stepsisters. “Which one wears green and blue?”

“Drizella,” Rhode and Morgana said in unison.

“Dibs.” I chuckled and took another sip of my drink. Damn, this stuff was ah-mazing.

“I look good in pink and purple,” said Rhode.

We all started chattering and reminiscing about the past, and again it felt like just yesterday we’d all been living under the same roof. Only we hadn’t been, not for years. I’d been working part-time as a barista and taking classes at the local community college, and Rhode was a freaking nurse.

“I need a pet to pet,” Morgana mumbled, drawing me from my thoughts. Pets were not a thing in the foster care system and a big no-no with our adoptive parents, but Morgana had always wanted one.  

“Get a lizard that can sit on your shoulder all day at work like in that tv show.” Rhode cupped her hands in front of her like she was holding something small. 

“That’s a great idea, sis.”

“So clearly our love lives are going great.” Rhode snickered and tapped my arm while waggling her eyebrows. “Let’s hear who’s been in your bed?”

As if on cue, a man with sandy blonde hair and brown eyes slid into the space between Rhode and I, resting his bony elbow on the table. “Are you looking for volunteers, Madonna?”

Rhode gave him a wide grin that sparked a twinkle in her pale blue eyes. She leaned forward like she was going to tell him a secret. “Pull your lip over your head and swallow it. Thanks. Have the night you deserve.”

A laugh burst from my mouth as the guy lingered there for the longest minute ever, and I nearly spat out a mouthful of blue alcohol. This night was going to be epic.

“That was fun,” Rhode deadpanned.

“Now I see why you suspected we’d need to clean up blood tonight.” Morgana smirked. “So Saphira are you dating anyone or is the field wide open and you’re just waiting to be caught?” 

I rolled my eyes. “Yeah right. LA is like the land of vapid idiots in expensive sports cars.” 

“I mean… you’re not wrong.” Morgana glanced at Rhode but her eyes had gone glassy.

“Rhode?” She nudged her. “Dreaming again?”

Rhode pointed one finger at something over her sister’s shoulder. “Dibs.”

I glanced in the direction she pointed, and my eyes nearly popped out of my head. Damn. Morgana whistled under her breath. There was no doubt about it, the guy was gorgeous. With black pants and a cream loose blouse he looked like a pirate, the super sexy kind. Rhode didn’t even hide her interest. Hell, I wouldn’t have either. 

The guy sauntered over and stopped right in front of her. With hair as dark as night and eyes burning an otherworldly amber glow, he leaned casually against the table and held out his pale hand. “Dance with me?”

Her head dipped, hiding her eyes behind a curtain of light gray hair, and shock curved my mouth into a capital O. I glanced at Morgana as the stranger led Rhode into the sultry shadows of the dancefloor.

I gulped down another long pull from the straw, irritation niggling at my insides. This was supposed to be our night together. We barely saw each other anymore, not since I’d moved to Los Angeles when I’d turned eighteen and aged out of foster care. I caught a glimpse of a smiling Rhode and the hot pirate, and the annoyance vanished. The dude really was crazy hot. “I know we were supposed to be hanging out tonight, but even I would ditch us for that.” 

Rhode’s older sister took a sip and shrugged, her long black hair cascading over her shoulders. “We need a little of that ourselves.”

“Tell me about it.”

Morgana groaned, her eyes going glossy. “I might have possibly seen the most beautiful guy ever just outside the elevator.”

I leaned in, taking another slurp of my drink. “Tell me more.”

“It was only for a second but dark hair and piercing blue eyes. He was there one minute and gone the next. If ever there was a guy to get my interest tonight… it’d be him.”

I glanced around the club, hazarding a quick peek at the upper levels. I was so not looking for glowing silver eye guy, I was totally looking for Morgana’s dude. “So where is he?”

“I have no idea, but I’d love to find out.”

“Same, sister, but mother nature calls.” I dropped my empty glass onto the table and shot her a grin. “When I get back from the bathroom the hunt begins.” 

“Do you want me to go with you?”

I shook my head. “Those damn lines are always too long. Keep an eye on Rhode with that potential stalker, I’ll be right back.” 

“Okay, but if you’re not back in like ten minutes I’m going in after you.” 

I gave her a dramatic eyeroll before sauntering away. “Yes, mom,” I called out over my shoulder.

Pushing my way through the crowd, I searched for the restroom sign. Dammit, I really had to pee now. “Excuse me.” Out of my way! I slipped past a couple making out, and an arm weaved around my waist, tugging me against a hard body.

My head swiveled around to find some tatted-up blonde guy. He nuzzled my ear and the scent of vodka hung in the air between us. “Let go, asshole,” I hissed.

His arm only tightened around my waist, pressing into my bladder. “Come on Xena, it’s just one dance.” He rubbed against me, his arousal grossly apparent against my ass.

I was about a second away from unleashing the plastic dagger at my thigh. “Let go of me you dickhead, or I’ll drive this fake blade through your eyeball.”

His arm suddenly fell away, and a satisfied smile curled my lips. Until I heard the scream. Whipping around, I caught the blonde guy flying half-way across the room. He landed on top of a crowd of partygoers who lifted him high in the air, pumping their arms to the beat.

“Humans.” The deep hiss pivoted my attention to the towering male who’d suddenly appeared beside me. A snarl carved into his wide jaw as he scrutinized me. The high collar and leather breastplate across his thick chest did nothing to hide his muscled form beneath. Gold plated shoulder armor had my twitchy fingers reaching for the shiny, scaled metal.

“Excuse me?” I squeezed out.

He ran his hand through his wild midnight locks, drawing my attention to his eyes. A brilliant silver. “Nothing, never mind. I’ve come to collect you, princess.”

The man’s huge hand wrapped around my upper arm, and he toted me through the mess of bodies. I jerked and wiggled, but his hold was relentless. What the hell was going on tonight? Was it a full moon or something?

“Um, I think you have me confused with someone else,” I yelled over the music. “My name’s not Princess.” I glanced at my costume, and I wanted to smack myself. Oh, right, Xena, the Warrior Princess. This guy’s got jokes.

When we finally reached the edge of the dancefloor, he whirled around, and his icy silver gaze landed on my neck. His eyes narrowed, and he ran his finger down the column of my throat, lingering on a patch of tawny skin, a mark I’d had since birth. Every nerve ending on my body lit up. My gaze lifted to the same spot on his throat and the gilded swirls peeking over the top of his high collar. His lip curled into a snarl, and he let out a grunt. “No, I am not mistaken, Princess Saphira. I’ve come to take you home.”

“Why are you calling me that? And wait, how do you know my name?”

“I know many things about you, princess, but now is not the time. We must go before The Veil closes.”

“The what?”

Trust him. That voice surged to the surface, as if this night wasn’t turning out to be crazy enough. Go with him.

I couldn’t just go with him. What about Morgana and Rhode?

All the air punched from my lungs as he scooped me into his arms. The intoxicating scent of musky sandalwood invaded my nostrils, and like magic, the tension in my muscles seeped away. There was no fight, no flight.

“Hey!” I squealed. “You can’t just do that. And what about my friends? They’re going to be looking for me.”

“You’ll see them again soon enough.” His dark gaze locked on mine, and I couldn’t take him in fast enough. The fine arch of his brow, the thick stubble along his jawline, the slight bend in the bridge of his nose, as if it had been broken and not quite healed right.  

My brows slammed together, and I forced my eyes away from his. What was this sorcery? I should’ve been screaming, fighting, doing anything to get away from this man. But every bone in my body recognized his.

Which was absolutely insane. 

As was how fast we were suddenly moving. The mosaic of metallic gold of the front lobby blurred by in a twinkle of lights. He turned the corner toward the archways that led to the elevator banks. I’d been walking through the labyrinth earlier, lost within the glittering hallways.

A gilded mirror stood between the men’s and women’s bathroom, and I suddenly remembered how badly I had to pee. “I have to⁠—”

The rest of my sentence died on my tongue as my kidnapper snapped his fingers and deep orange flames sparked to life on his fingertips. I gasped, all the air squeezing from my lungs. He tossed the building flames at the mirror and our reflections disappeared, replaced by a vortex of whirling light.

“What in the world?”

“We’re going home, princess.”

Before I could get another word out, he leapt into the flames and my screams were swallowed up by the swirling abyss.  

Of Dragons & Desire is coming on November 14th and you can preorder it now!
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