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Chapter One
 
 
Carissa made her way up the secluded path, far from the sounds of the pack howling and partying near the lake. The full moon hung in the sky, a huge silver orb, calling to her, pulling at her skin, her muscles, her tendons. Tension reverberated down her spine as sparks of energy burst over her warmed flesh. In a dense copse of trees, she dropped her duffel bag and began to shed her clothes, folding them and placing them in her bag. Then she waited. Wild laughter and howls drifted toward her. A quick sniff of the air told her that no one had followed her. She’d managed to avoid attention by slipping in once it was full dark and taking a wide path around the packs that had gathered by Shadow Cove Lake for the monthly shifting.
She had no desire to encounter any of her kind tonight. Pain picked its way down her arms and legs as the hair on the back of her neck stood up. Her wolf paced, growled, whined, and pawed at the barrier that kept it locked deep within her. The musk of animals swirled around her as she allowed the pain to penetrate deep into her soul. The wolf was coming out.
It began with a prickling in her ears. Her almond eyes changed shape, becoming rounder; her nose flattened and shrunk; her lips thinned as her muscles began to stretch and thicken. Her arms and legs contracted as her breasts blended into her torso. The pain increased as she gritted her newly sharp teeth and tried to ignore the blood that filtered through her saliva. An unwanted whimper escaped her lips. She felt a pang of loneliness hit her square in the chest. She was open, vulnerable, and utterly alone.
Fully shifted, she darted her head this way and that, taking in the musk of night animals and the sweet call of the moon luring her into the forest. Her body was lower to the ground now, heavier, and yet sleeker. Even in wolf form, she felt the need to avoid her kind, especially the unmated males. Her human mind receded deeper into herself as her wolf senses came fully alive. Pain continued to burst and ping throughout her body. She ignored it. She just wanted to get this night over and done with. Neither Carissa nor her wolf wanted to be out here too long. Nervous energy filled her as she continued to prowl around, chasing birds and animals that had come out to hunt.
Bear musk drifted past her and she reared. Fear flooded her senses, making her wolf whine and rush around with no direct path in mind. After a few frenzied minutes, she found herself back at her duffel bag. Neither the human nor the animal wanted to continue on deeper into the woods. It wasn’t the bears or the other wolves that had her spooked; it was something else. She was haunted by a powerful and unfamiliar mix of emotions. She felt a great need to put a barrier between herself and others, a need for protection. She wanted to be left alone—and yet, at the same time, more than anything else, she wanted a mate.
She closed her eyes and soothed the wolf with assurances that one day they’d be able to do what they both wanted: run free and not have to worry about the packs and the desire for a mate. Bright blue eyes burned in her mind for a moment, and then faded. Pain washed around her body in waves. The shift receded as she returned to human form, weak, gangly, and vulnerable. Everything around her seemed like a threat, ready to dart out and harm her. Her stomach grumbled, in need of sustenance. She hadn’t brought food for her shift and her wolf hadn’t fed.
Dressing quickly, she grabbed her things and rushed to her car. The back of her neck prickled as if eyes were on her, following her every move. She knew that she’d get a talking to from her mom for not showing up at the party at the lake. With a sigh, Carissa pulled into a twenty-four hour McDonalds and placed an order.
She knew her mother would never leave her alone until she had found a mate. But she was always trying to shove Carissa in directions she didn’t want to go. Was it too much to ask to be allowed to choose and not have one forced on her by her mother? That question triggered another more pressing one: would she ever be comfortable shifting into her wolf form without feeling so self-conscious? Her mom would call it frigidity, even though it had nothing to do with sex.
Carissa sighed and drove home, weary and frustrated.
 
* * *
 
 
Heated skin slid against Brent’s side, a soft groan and the whispering of the moving sheets dragging him out of dreamland. He opened his eyes and turned to look at the blonde who lay next to him. All he could do was stare as he tried to figure out who she was. Last night was a hazy memory. A moan and another shift of the sheets caught his attention. He sat up and looked over at his friend, Fletcher, still asleep on the other side of the woman. The faint scent of sex drifted on the air—sweat, some sort of floral perfume, and musk.
He forced his mind to work, gazing at the overly tanned skin of the blonde. Her messy golden hair formed a nest on the pillow next to him. Her name was Ashley, a tourist from Chicago. Boredom, several shots of tequila, a lot of flirting, and a desire not to spend the night alone had led him and Fletcher to take her home with them.
An emptiness hung in Brent’s chest. There hadn’t been much to it, the quick slap of skin on skin without much foreplay. Fletch had taken her ass while he took her pussy. He’d come—they all had—but it had been a disappointment, just another out-of-towner wanting to live on the edge by having sex with a couple of paranormals. It was the same thing every tourist seemed to want. They flocked to Shadow Bay to view paras in their natural habitat, maybe have an exotic fuck or two, and then return to their usual lives.
Normally he enjoyed sharing an enthusiastic tourist with his friends. He’d always been ready to go and up for anything. But this time, he felt disgusted by it all. Brent wasn’t sure what was missing. He looked over at the woman. The longer he stared, the more it felt like a thousand ants were skittering over his skin. Energy jittered along his muscles and his dragon began to roar. He threw back the covers, slid out of bed, and padded out onto the back deck.
An early morning swim was just what he needed to wake up and get his head cleared. The morning breeze carried a gentle nip of heat along with the scent of chlorine, a hint of alcohol, charcoal, and wood. Music drifted through the early morning quiet, the remains of the party that had been raging when he and Fletch had arrived home. They had been a lot more action earlier: firecrackers, mini-bonfires everywhere, braziers with blazes, dancing in the streets, alcohol flowing freely, and a general Mardi Gras atmosphere. There had been parties everywhere, confetti littering the town and police monitoring the action to make sure things didn’t get out of control.
He felt the dragon stir, slick scales smooth against his flesh. A cool touch of liquid strength flooded his limbs, making the world around him feel more solid. His senses opened up wide. He could smell rain in the distance. A hint of electricity danced in the atmosphere with each pull of breath. Brent felt goose bumps rise on his skin. The morning now felt cold, as the dragon amplified his senses. He also felt its skittishness and shyness. If he didn’t keep careful control over his emotions, he’d go back into his room, kick Fletch and Ashley out, and hide in there until everyone was gone. Despite the parties going on all around town, he felt suddenly very lonely.
Brent looked down at the pool’s crystal-clear blue water. It looked like an oasis. Stretching his arms over his head, he heard the pop and crack of vertebrae as his muscles lengthened. He pulled his shirt over his head, then shoved his pants down and stepped out of them. Despite the constant complaints of Tor and Fletch about his chosen swimming attire, he didn’t feel right wearing trunks or a Speedo. Feeling the silken glide of the liquid against his skin sent a thrill through him. Besides, it allowed his dragon to get closer to its natural element. Who was he to deny his inner beast that pleasure?
With a grin, he dove into the ice-cold water and felt the pleasant shock reverberate through his body. After a length underneath, his lungs began to burn from a need for oxygen. He swam up to the surface, taking in a lungful of sweet air. The dragon exhaled a cold breath, chilling his body further as the beast settled into its element.
The sun wasn’t high in the sky yet and there was no movement on the streets. The tourists had been living it up ever since they had arrived. Brent couldn’t keep up with all the events that were planned around town, and he didn’t even want to. There were beautiful women everywhere he looked, as if it were ladies night all the time. It was enough to put a smile on the lips of any man. But it just made Brent feel tired.
Now that he had adjusted to the water temperature, heat surged through Brent’s body, and he felt the dragon pushing him to shift. He dove under the surface again, as gills split along his neck in searing stripes of pain. Webs glued his fingers and toes together by thin membranes. He opened his eyes and took in the dark blue tiles and the bright white flooring of the pool. Oxygen flooded his lungs. He breathed in the chilly water and blew out bubbles. Flipping onto his back he gazed up at the shifting surface of the water. Beyond, the world moved in and out of focus. He saw a flock of birds fly overhead and the plants waving to and fro around the pool. Sounds were dampened under the water. It was peaceful.
He tried to let go of the tension and the stress that had been filling him lately, but it seemed that his dragon had something on its mind.
“When will we find our mate?” The dragon’s question surprised him. It whispered through his mind like scales brushing against the inside of his skull. He hadn’t even realized that his dragon had been looking for a mate.
“Are you looking for someone for now or forever?” he asked. The answer was important. He had to be sure this was what the dragon really wanted.
“Not temporary,” it whispered. “Always.”
Brent felt relief sweep through him. So that was it! But the relief was quickly followed by worry. They were still young in human years, not even twenty-five yet. He had a job, but he wasn’t even sure if he wanted to continue working at the Dragon’s Lair. His future seemed up in the air.
He tried to push away these thoughts and focus on what the dragon wanted: a mate. He thought of Tor and Louisa. Once they’d been mated at New Year, they had seemed to exist in their own little world, so cozy and close. Tor stayed over at her place practically every night unless she needed some alone time. A pang of envy burst in Brent’s stomach.
The more he thought about the idea of a mate, the more it appealed to him. Part of him wanted someone for himself. He wouldn’t be opposed to sharing with his friends from time-to-time, but when all was said and done, she would be all his. But another part of him was scared. What if there wasn’t anyone for them? What if she wasn’t out there? What would he do then? How would his dragon react to that? It had happened before—dragons searching the world over and not finding anyone. It was a sad and pitiful existence. Some thought it was punishment for past deeds, but Brent didn’t like to think that. Not even the coldest bastard deserved to be alone. Brent suddenly yearned to experience that first blush of love and contentment, to feel what it would be like to love and have that love returned.
“When?” The dragon pressed.
“I don’t know,” he told it. How should he go about finding her? A dragon matchmaker? A witch? Or should he rely on pure luck and fate?
“She’s here, in town,” the dragon pressed. “I can feel her.”
Brent almost changed back to his human form from shock. He hadn’t felt anything unusual, but then again his senses had been bombarded by so many things as of late. The fact that the dragon had been keeping this from him sent a wave of scalding heat through his body. The dragon had watched him fumble through one encounter after another, each less satisfying than the last. Why hadn’t it just told him it wanted a mate? “What do you mean?”
The dragon hissed out a cool stream of mist, interrupting his thoughts and pulling his focus back to the beast. “You must clear your senses. Use mine.”
Brent didn’t know how to open himself up to the dragon without undergoing a full shift. He felt his frustration mounting. The ability to share senses was supposed to be fluid and effortless, and yet it seemed to be all or nothing with his dragon.
“Stop. Let it go and relax. Think about our mate,” the dragon urged.
“Easy for you to say,” Brent muttered. How was he supposed to do that if he didn’t know anything about his mate?
He floated up to the surface and closed his eyes, letting the gentle lapping of the water center him. His limbs went limp and he sank down again, letting the soothing waters envelop him. Brent tried to picture his ideal woman, or at least an outline of her. A woman with curves, and a healthy appetite. A woman who was intelligent, strong, capable, independent, and full of respect for herself. Just thinking on those qualities made Brent’s heart ache. His frustration with his life grew as he thought of all that he yearned for. He missed having someone to spend time with, to cuddle with. He missed the basic human contact and comfort that he could find in a relationship. He wanted to be able to wake up with someone, make them breakfast, go out on dates, and spend the evenings talking about their days.
“Yes,” the dragon hissed. “Think on that.”
Brent’s body became buoyant, and once again he floated with ease.
Now he tells me, Brent thought. In his mind’s eye he could see the faint hint of clear, chocolate-brown skin, and light brown eyes. A cool breeze drifted over him, raising goose bumps. He inhaled deeply. The scent of the forest wafted past his nose. They were nowhere near the woods. With another pull of air, he got the scent of a million different perfumes, some herbal, some floral, and some spicy. Heat churned in his gut as his balls hardened. Arousal traced a fiery path along his spine. Shock reverberated through his system at the sudden onslaught of pure, unadulterated need. It had been a long time since he’d had a taste of real, honest-to-gods desire, and he didn’t even know who it was that his body wanted.
He tried to sense something of her personality beyond her multitude of scents. The imaginary woman imbued him with warmth and comfort, a coziness with the spice of sexual excitement that only increased his need for her. He felt his cock thicken, filling with blood as his body temperature spiked. Brent tried to push past the feeling and concentrate on locating the woman. It was one thing for the sexual chemistry to be there, but to be able to stay with someone, he would need to forge a real connection to her. With a mental shove, he tried to open himself up to her more, get more of a feel for who she was.
He hit a wall, hard, and bounced back. All sense of her vanished and the outline of her image wavered, then disappeared. He pushed again, trying to seek out that thread that connected them. He gritted his teeth as he tried to force himself past the wall. Brent pictured his energy like a large wave of water as it crashed against the solidity of her barriers again and again. He tried to reform the water’s shape to something sharper, like a sword or icicle, but again he was blocked.
Confusion turned to anger and determination. I’m going to get to you, he thought. You will be mine.
He tried to break through again and again, but his energy depleted with each effort, until he felt weak and lightheaded. Being in the pool suddenly didn’t seem like such a good idea.
He turned onto his side and did a few laps before he climbed out. Gooseflesh rose on his naked skin in the coolness of the morning. His gills sealed shut and the webs disappeared from his fingers and toes. Any thoughts of his mate were pushed away and the concerns of the day filled his mind. He had a list of things to do before his shift started and he wanted to get them done so he could focus on his job. Once all that was done and he was alone, he could try to find her again.
He stretched the muscles he’d worked out, and then headed toward the house. Giggles floated over to him from an open window across the backyard. He glanced up and gave a wave to the neighbor gazing at him, with lust in her sapphire eyes. Brent blew her a kiss before striding into the house stark naked, with the gentle touch of the air sending tingles across his skin. He could feel a new strength filling him. His stomach rumbled with need. With a grin, he shut the doors behind him.
“Oh for Pete’s sake, put some clothes on,” Tor growled. He stood at the kitchen counter, mixing something in a large bowl.
“Good morning to you too. I don’t like to swim in trunks. It deprives my cock and balls of freedom. You know that.” Brent grinned and snatched an apple from a plate on the dining table. “Is Fletch up yet?”
Tor nodded. “Yeah. The girl that you guys brought home left a few minutes ago. How was it last night? You okay? You don’t look like you had a good night.”
Brent stopped and stared. Was he that easy to read? He shook his head. “Do you ever…” He stopped, licked his lips, and started again. “I mean, did you ever feel like you’d never find Louisa? That everything you were doing was just routine?”
Heat flared on his face and through his chest. His ears tingled and heated in embarrassment as he waited for the answer. The seconds ticked by, the silence stretching out until it became unbearable. Unable to take it anymore he shook his head and headed toward the stairs. “Sorry, never mind. You don’t need to answer that.”
Tor held up his hand. “No, I do. That’s exactly how I felt before I found Louisa. Nothing was good enough, no sexual encounter satisfying enough. I was just left feeling empty and made of ice.” He paused. “Hey, Brent. I think you’re going into your mating time early.”
Brent slowly turned around and stared. Finally, there was an explanation for what he was going through. “Yeah, that’s exactly it.”
Tor came around the island and gave Brent’s shoulder a squeeze before turning it into a noogie. “Aw, our wittle Brent,” he teased. “Brent is growing up, wanting a mate. Don’t worry, you’ll find her.” He flashed a grin. “You’ll just have to use your hand until then.”
Brent jerked away and smoothed back his hair. “Watch it. And yeah, I will find her.”
Fletch stumbled into the room, scratching his chest, with only his boxers and one sock on. His red hair stood on end. He gave a large yawn and smacked his lips. “What’s for breakfast? I’m starving.”
Brent looked at Tor and laughed. “And here I thought I had a bottomless pit for a stomach. I’ll go shower. You want to give his sleepiness his breakfast? I’m sure he’ll give you all the juicy details of last night.”
Brent rushed up to his bedroom, stripped the bed, and stuffed the sheets into his hamper, which was already overflowing. He made a mental note to do his laundry sometime today, as long as Fletch or Tor didn’t hog the machine first.
Once he was clean and dried off, he got dressed and groaned when he felt the hole in the sole of his sneakers. He would have to get a new pair. “Hey Fletch!” he shouted. “We have to go shoe shopping!”
Brent’s stomach grumbled for more food. He headed down to the kitchen and hoped Fletch and Tor hadn’t eaten everything. Today was really looking up. He knew what was wrong with him and now he just had to put together a plan. She would be his—whoever she was—no ifs, ands or buts. After all, a water dragon on the path to his mate is unstoppable. Water is the most powerful element. Everyone knew that.
 


Chapter Two
 
 
Carissa gasped as she awakened. Her skin tingled as energy ghosted over her flesh in pinpricks and sharp pinches. She struggled to take in as much air as possible but it wasn’t enough. Her heart pounded against her ribcage as if trying to escape. The room felt too open. She felt eyes watching her from the darkened corners. Pain thudded in a spot over her brow. She felt bruised and beaten, with dents in her mental walls. One minute she had been dreaming about being in a private spa, being massaged by Daniel Craig, and the next she’d felt something or someone else lurking at the periphery of her dream, watching her.
Deep inside of her, the wolf whined to be let out. It tore at the delicate cage that kept it captive, causing sharp lines of fire to course through her chest and stomach.
She closed her eyes and focused on her meditation images: forests, rivers, trees, fields of jasmine and lavender. With each breath, she regained some stability, and yet traces of coolness slithered across her skin.
The echo of a powerful shifter drifted through the room. The scent of rain and sea and river, with just a hint of something reptilian hung in the air. She inhaled the unique perfume and memorized it to mull over later.
First things first. She had to make sure there wasn’t really an intruder in her home. Carissa threw back the covers and strode about the room. Crisp, cold air raised goose pimples on her skin. The hairs on her arm drifted on the icy breeze as she wandered around her small rental home. No evidence of a break-in, but that didn’t surprise her. It didn’t feel as though her physical personal space had been breached. It was more like her mind had done battle with someone or something. She reached out, sensing her mental shields, probing each nick and dent with delicate touches. She hissed as she felt each scratch and indentation. Someone had tried to get past her shields. Had someone been testing her? She couldn’t imagine who would want to do that. She’d done no harm to anyone—at least that she knew of—and lived a quiet existence in Shadow Bay.
“Curious,” the wolf whispered in her mind. It brought with it the balancing forces of earth, wood, and the moon. The gentle glide of fur under her skin settled her down some, but she was still jittery.
“What was that?” she asked her lupine counterpart.
“Something big,” the wolf murmured. “Smells like water. Not sure.”
Her stomach felt queasy at the wolf’s answer. A sound made her jump, but it was just the refrigerator making its usual pinging noises.
She went through her morning routine with wariness, checking each corner, not closing the door during her shower, and doing another check of the house before she left. She parked her car and started to walk to the Crescent Moon to get breakfast for herself and her business partners, Anna and Jezebel. With food in hand, she headed to Scentify in heels, which started a deep ache in her feet with each step.
As she walked, questions about her mental visitor haunted her thoughts. No matter how much she tried, she couldn’t shake off the feeling that she was being watched. Her nape burned and the pinpricks continued to go off on her arms. She wasn’t sure whether to be calm and relax or continue to indulge the tension streaming through her body.
Her wolf continued to paw at their invisible divider, not asking for out but wanting to search for the intruder, to protect both of them. She didn’t blame the wolf in the least; she didn’t feel safe. Every car that passed her set her on edge. The sun that shone overhead was too bright; the sky seemed too blue and open. She felt exposed even though she had walked this ground many times, day and night. Stress clutched at her shoulders, making them feel tight.
The sidewalks teemed with people, most of whom were tourists—strangers surrounding her and boxing her in. She stopped under a bakery awning and took a few deep breaths. She was safe. No one would harm her. But she knew that Scentify would be full of strangers, and any one of them could be the intruder. The idea sent a thrill of alarm down her spine. She bit her lip and wondered if she could go home and call in sick.
“It wasn’t an attack,” the wolf told her. “Just curiosity. We’re safe and I’m with you.”
A soothing wave of reassurance spread throughout her body. She sighed and sank against the building. The scents of moonlight, forests at night, cool air, the kiss of a stream, the musk of animals scurrying around in the undergrowth—all these sensations swirled around her. Breathing in deeply, she allowed the wolf to arm her, to strengthen her defensive shields.
She felt that power seep into her until she could stand tall and walk on with ease. No one seemed threatening. She could see police officers winding their way through the crowd, doing their morning rounds. Just seeing them, in their dark blue and black uniforms made her feel a bit safer. She continued on along the sidewalk and stopped at the corner, waiting for the light to change.
Everywhere she looked, she could see the pentacles announcing Bonfire Festival Week in honor of Beltane. The ghost of warm, cinnamon-apple pie, deep-fried and topped with vanilla ice cream, rushed over her taste buds, along with the sugary rush of funnel cake and the scent of deep-fried Twinkies. Her mouth watered. She couldn’t wait for the fairs to begin. It would all lead up to the big bonfire by the lake, where there would be live music, food, and prizes given out just for attending. Then there would be the parade of shifters. Excitement shimmered over her skin.
It was all Jez and Anna talked about. That and how many yummy men were milling around town unattended. Carissa could only shake her head. The last few nights had been crazy. All the loud music had made it almost impossible to sleep without taking melatonin or something stronger.
Her purse began to vibrate, drawing her out of her thoughts of the fun ahead, she juggled her bags and reached into an outside pocket to get her cell phone. She answered without checking the ID.
“Hello?”
“Cari, darling? It’s Deanna, your mother,” her mom responded.
Carissa rolled her eyes. Like she wouldn’t know who her mother was. Apprehension filled her and she felt eyes on the back of her neck again.
“What’s going on, Mother?” She wasn’t sure she wanted to hear the answer.
“I was just calling you about the Bonfire Festival. There seems to be a lot of eligible men running around—”
Ah, this conversation again. “Mother, I don’t have time for this. I’m on my way to work.”
“Yes, I know, but we haven’t talked lately and I’ve been thinking about your frigidity. Daniel and I think that maybe if you found the right person then you’d open up and finally bloom. You deserve to have a fulfilling sex life, honey.”
Carissa plowed into someone in front of her and had to apologize quickly. She looked around as her face blazed with embarrassment and her ears pinged. Frigidity? Deanna had spoken to her father about this?
Before Carissa could say anything, her mother continued. “I’ve sent you some links that should help you. Some are porn, and others are positions that Daniel and I have found very satisfying. Also, I have to tell you what happened at our latest orgy. Oh. My. Goodness. Cat shifters are so naughty. They fuck like it’s their life mission. Perhaps you should find yourself one. It will definitely help broaden your sexual horizons.”
“I can’t discuss this right now,” Carissa hissed.
“Dear, call me Deanna. We’ve spoken about this before. Mother makes me feel so old and I’m so full of vim and vigor. Anyway, I’ve also emailed you some links for sex toys and accessories…”
Carissa was sure the whole world could hear this conversation and were judging her. She looked around, but thankfully no one was gazing her way. “Please, stop this. I can’t talk about this and I’ve told you my sex life isn’t fodder for your conversations with dad.”
“But it’s for your well being, dear. All that frustration can’t be good for your body or your stress level. I do worry about your blood pressure. The doctors already think you’re pre-hypertensive. You need to relax; sex will help that.”
Carissa gritted her teeth. The only reason she had high blood pressure was because of her parents’ unrelenting nagging. She almost said so out loud, but resisted the urge. It was disrespectful and that wasn’t the person she wanted to be.
Carissa shut her eyes. There were days when she wished to the gods that her parents had never learned how to use technology. Most of the time, she could ignore them, but after the strange probing this morning, her mental defenses were still rebuilding themselves.
“Mother, I have to go,” she said, as calmly as she could, calling the wolf for a little help.
“She does have a point,” the wolf said.
Carissa blinked. Her wolf was on her mother’s side? She shook her head and crossed the street. “Mother—”
“Let me tell you what happened at the orgy. This may help you. You never know…” Deanna pushed on as if Carissa hadn’t spoken.
She listened to her mother go into vivid detail about a party she had thrown that ended up involving food items, sex toys, and something to do with catnip. Carissa gritted her teeth, wishing that her hearing would fail.
“Mother—” she tried again.
A horn blast jarred her, and she looked up to find a driver at the crosswalk motioning for her to go. She resisted the urge to be obstinate and make him wait or just flip him off and then go. Good manners won out and she rushed across the street. The only good thing was that she had got a brief respite. The sound of her heart pounding and a loud ringing filled her ears, drowning out the conversation for a blessed moment.
Carissa blew out a breath and tried to relax. She took a moment to readjust the strap of her purse and juggle the bag handles that were digging into her forearms and the palm of her left hand. Once that was over, the jangling in her ears faded away and her mother’s voice came back in full voice along with that throaty chuckle that indicated that she’d just said something that would make the Pope blanch. Carissa sighed.
“Mom…Deanna,” she started. “I’ve got to go. I’m almost at work.” It was a lie.
“Oh, yes. Don’t forget to check those links.” Deanna’s voice dropped to a whisper. “You know…to help with your frigidity. I want you to go looking for a man at the Bonfire Festival. Don’t forget—cat shifters: sexy beasts and insatiable. Purr indeed.”
Carissa wanted to throw up. Instead, she hung up and continued on to Scentify.
Carissa began to wonder if she’d ever be left alone to find a guy on her own. With a sigh, she managed to yank open the front doors to Scentify, satisfied to see some people already waiting for them to open. She gave her potential customers a nod and allowed them to precede her into the shop. “Please, do wander around and check things out. I’ll get the coffee pot going.”
She gave them her best welcoming smile and squelched the excitement that fluttered in her stomach. Heels clicking on the pristine marble floor, she bypassed the front desk and headed to the back. All thoughts of unease disappeared.
“We have customers, ladies. One of you will have to forgo breakfast to get the ball going.” Carissa held out the bags of food and headed for the cabinet that held the herbs that they were still trying to decide how to use. She put her bags in the cabinet and placed her purse under her desk.
Anna grabbed her coffee and took a large swig. “I’ll go. As long as I have my coffee I’m good. Jez, you owe me.” With that she veered out of the room.
Carissa sat behind her desk and looked at Jezebel as she unpacked her breakfast, a cup of tea at the ready on the small table that separated the guest chairs. She said nothing, which made Cari uneasy. Rather than ask what was wrong, she got up and made herself a cup of coffee and got out her own breakfast.
“So, how many people out there today?” Jez asked, as she sank down in one of the guest chairs.
“About ten,” Cari replied. “More than usual. Maybe those ads and coupons are helping?”
“Probably. It helps that it’s Bonfire Festival time too.” Jezebel went quiet.
“What’s up?” A sinking feeling filled Carissa’s belly.
“Your mom called me. She’s worried about you. Why didn’t you tell us that you had issues?”
Frustration began to build in Carissa’s belly. The wolf wanted to lash out at her friend, to clamp down on her neck, and demand some sort of submission, or force her to take back the very personal question. To cover up her reaction, Cari picked up her coffee cup and took a sip, allowing the bittersweet liquid with a hint of Irish cream to soothe her. She savored the burst of smoky flavor and sweetness before placing the cup back on her desk. Her brain continued to work, searching for an answer that wouldn’t sound aggressive or rude. The last thing she needed was to get into an argument with a friend who was, after all, just trying to show some concern.
She cleared her throat. “First, my mom had no right to talk to you about that. That’s her assessment of me, not the truth. Second, I would ask you to not repeat that assertion. If I have an issue, I’ll let you know.” Not that she really would. They might be friends, but it was none of Jez’s business what was going on with her sex life.
A light red flush appeared on Jezebel’s pale caramel cheeks. “Cari, look, I’m sorry, but she made it sound like it was interfering with your life and your happiness. I love you dearly, hon. I just want you to be happy, is all.”
Cari refused to feel guilty for the tone she had used. “I know that, Jez. But you know my mother can go overboard. She wants everyone to have the sort of open relationship she and my father have. She feels I’ve failed her in some way by not being just like them. I’m happy where I’m at right now.”
It was a small lie, and she knew it. But her problem was not frigidity—not in any way, shape or form. Over the years her parents had tried their damndest to set her up with everything with a cock. It was humiliating to have her parents feel that she couldn’t find someone on her own. Deep in her gut she knew that if she met the right person, she’d open up, be comfortable in her own skin, and finally find that sense of security that she’d been longing for.
“Okay, so what’s up? You looked a bit—for lack of a better word—weak for a moment there?” Jezebel peered at her, a keen look in her light brown eyes. Red flecks glowed in the bright light of the room and her nostrils flared. “You smell like water and earth.”
Carissa’s eyes widened and she stared at her friend. She took a swallow of her coffee and tried to cover her reaction. “What?”
“Water. You smell like water and earth. That’s not your normal scent. What happened?” Jez leaned forward, jagged layers of ink-black hair falling over her shoulder.
Carissa weighed what to tell her. Did she go for the truth or keep it to herself? Jezebel had been around for over a century; maybe she’d heard of something like what had happened to her this morning. Taking a risk, she dived into the subject, barely stopping to draw breath. If she paused for even a second, she wouldn’t be able to finish.
Jezebel whistled. “Seems your mate is looking for you and is here in town. Although it seems they’re associated with water.”
Carissa took a bite out of her bagel sandwich and thought over what her friend had said. “How do you know?” she asked around a mouth full of bread, bacon, cheese, and egg.
“Normally, werewolves pair up within the pack. If you mesh, all is good, but if your mate is outside the pack and they decide to try and find you, they can send a bit of their power your way. If they’re strong enough, they might be able to get a look at you to see who you are, what you’re like. Sort of like speed dating on a paranormal magic level, without words.” Jezebel scrunched up her face. “Am I explaining this right?”
Carissa tried to untangle the information she had been given. “Maybe that’s it.” She sighed. “I have no clue. I’ll think about it and if I have any questions, I’ll ask you. How’s that?”
Jez nodded. “OK. Just remember, I’m here for you. Anna and I both are.”
Carissa gave her a small smile. She knew that was true. She just wished her mother didn’t have her friends’ phone numbers.
 


Chapter Three
 
 
Brent strolled down the sidewalk with Fletch trailing behind. The crowds seemed to be packing into stores like sardines. Everywhere he looked, people were spilling out of doorways. Streamers and flags billowed in the wind, with multicolored flames painted on their bright surfaces. Carts and food trucks were spread out every few feet, filling the air with tantalizing smells of hot dogs, bacon, chocolate, French fries, hamburgers, and other fast food. He wished it was like this every day. As soon as the festival was over, they’d all be gone.
Pop music pumped through speakers that had been attached to tall poles. Brent almost stopped when he saw a dessert waffle cart offering half-off orders. His stomach grumbled despite the meal he’d had an hour ago. Fletch seemed to be out of it. He kept yawning and his gait was slowing down. Several times, Brent had had to look back and stop, waiting for his friend to catch up.
“Come on, we have to get some stuff before work. Do you need more food?” He hoped Fletch would say yes, as he eyed the waffle truck. The line around it was getting shorter. Brent started to edge toward it.
“Go to the waffles. They’re calling you. I need to sit down. If they have coffee, get me some? I don’t know why I’m so tired.” Fletch moved away, toward an empty bench.
Brent knew exactly why Fletch was so exhausted. They were all running on fumes. They had gone into work early to help set up new tables to accommodate all the reservations they were getting. They were always either getting called in early, or asked to stay late these days—sometimes both. Then there was the effort of trying to memorize all the changes in the menu—from the gluten-free options, to the vegetarian specials, to the special paranormal diets they had started to accommodate. On top of everything, tensions were building between rival factions—the packs, prides vampire covens, witches and wizards—all of whom came to the Dragon’s Lair.
It was exhausting playing all the different roles: waiter, bouncer, referee, and mediator. Brent could feel another headache growing in his skull. Stress began to build up inside of him. He tried to shake it off, but all the emotions sloshing around in the crowds were starting to wear away his mental shields. His dragon was getting antsy, seeing threats everywhere. He’d promised Tor that they’d go out and get groceries, and he had to stop by the shoe store to pick up some new sneakers to help his aching foot. Then there was doing his laundry, and he had to get everything done before work started again.
His stomach grumbled and in his mind he saw his dragon blink at him, a question in its eyes. Ah yes, there was also the issue of his mate, wherever she was. He didn’t want to think about that just yet. He stepped up to the booth and placed his order, then slid to the side as the next customer approached the window. As he waited, he looked around and spotted a store that boasted aromatherapy products. He was a bit low on incense, and wondered if he had time to slip in and check out their selection.
Once the food was ready, Brent grabbed the bags and headed to Fletch. All of a sudden, a tingle raced along his spine like an icy finger. He stopped dead in his tracks as his face became flushed. The dragon let out a roar and steam billowed out of Brent’s nostrils and open mouth. Fletch came rushing up to him and grabbed his arms. “Brent, you okay?”
Brent blinked. He felt stuck to where he was, holding up the line for the waffle truck. He ordered his body to move but it didn’t obey. His dragon roared again. Fletch took hold of his arm and dragged him over to the bench. Taking the food from him, Fletch forced Brent to sit down. “Brent, answer me,” he demanded.
It took a moment for Brent to find his voice. The dragon was pushing, shoving, crashing against the barrier that separated it from the outside world. Pain rocked through his arms and legs, ricocheting around his chest and stomach, as if he was going through a shift. Scales rippled under his skin. He fought to keep the change from coming, but the dragon wouldn’t be denied. It continued to claw its way out, sending threads of fire along his muscles. His chest hurt. Each breath was labored. Shards of pain spiked through his lungs with each pull of air. He could hear a crowd in the distance.
“Please, stop this,” he begged his dragon.
“So close,” the dragon responded.
“Not here, not now,” Brent insisted. “Later…not the time.”
The dragon just blinked.
Ripples of pain danced along Brent’s shoulders and back, as if his wings wanted to break out. He couldn’t let that happen. “Please, not this way. We can’t meet her this way, please. Not here.”
Again the dragon blinked. Thankfully, the pain began to fold back inside Brent until it became a dull ache in his arms and legs, and all around his torso. “Thank you,” he whispered.
“Find her,” the dragon commanded, before disappearing into darkness.
“Brent?” Fletch crouched down in front of him, worry in his brown eyes.
“I’m…okay,” Brent managed to rasp out.
“You sure?” Fletch accepted a napkin and some ice from one of the people from the waffle truck.
“Yeah. Just an urge to shift. Been too long.” Brent sat up and winced, as his bones cracked and his muscles popped. The shifter’s ability to heal was activated, and soothing warmth flooded his body. But it didn’t erase the memory of what had just happened. Humiliation colored his cheeks and sank through his chest as his ears burned. He couldn’t believe how close he’d come to shifting right there in public.
“Shifting here? You do know how dangerous that is, right? It’s not even the full moon. You scared the shit out of me and everyone around here.” Fletch sank down next to him, concern filling his brown eyes. “I thought for sure that you were gonna cause a mass shifting right here. Hell, my dragon wanted to shift right along with you.” Fletch laid a hand on Brent’s shoulder. “Do you need a break? We’ve been working a lot, pushing ourselves the last few days. You want some time off? I’ll cover for you.”
Brent gave him a wan smile. “I appreciate it. I do, but I just have to have a talk with my dragon is all. Let’s eat and get going before Tor thinks we bailed on him.” He ignored the concerned look that Fletch gave him. “I’m fine, really. Eat, before I take yours and make you go stand in line.”
Brent tried to look for the trigger as he ate. When he’d been hanging out near the waffle truck, he had felt nothing. It wasn’t until he had started thinking about the aromatherapy store nearby that he’d felt that tingle again. He swiveled around in his seat to look at the store once more and felt the dragon slither under his skin, scales brushing smoothly under Brent’s flesh. Did she work there? Was she in there right now? Brent’s curiosity was aroused. He was tempted to step into the store and look around. He memorized the name of it: Scentify. Then he finished up his meal, stood and stretched. His muscles felt tense and stiff. A bit of walking around was just what the doctor ordered.
“Come on, Fletch, we’ve wasted enough time as it is. Tor will be chomping at the bit to get things put away and done before we go in for work.”
Fletch nodded. “But if you feel anything, even a quick thought of shifting, just go back to the car and relax until it passes, OK?”
Brent promised himself that it wouldn’t happen again. “Yes, I promise, dad. Let’s go. I’ve got a bunch of laundry that’s this close to getting up and walking themselves over to the washing machine.”
Fletch gave him a small smile and chuckled.
They managed to get the grocery shopping done quickly, and loaded everything into the car, but Brent’s feet were screaming at him. He wanted to take off his shoes and give feet some air, but Fletch was pushing them to get it over with so he could get home and take a nap, so they headed to the shoe store at a quick clip.
 


Chapter Four
 
 
Carissa was pretty sure she was going to go crazy. The phones hadn’t stopped ringing and there was no end of customers coming into the shop and buying things, filling out comment cards, making suggestions and swearing that they’d tell all their friends about Scentify.
Jez and Anna were overjoyed; Cari was just trying to process it all. They had had enough stock to last them half way through the week, but she’d had to call their suppliers to get more delivered.
“I think we should celebrate,” Jez declared as she danced around Cari’s office. “Tonight I think we should go to the Dragon’s Lair and live it up. Who knows when we’ll be able to get another chance to celebrate such an event? Our shop is full! Full!”
“Yeah, and I think we should leave the shop, go out to eat, then come back and open up again. What’s everyone in the mood for?” Anna asked.
“I’m not too hungry, but I think I’ll check out some of the sales. I saw that Red’s was having a half-off sale.” Carissa grinned.
Jez shook her head. “You and your shoes. Okay, Anna and I will go eat and pick you up something. You indulge your inner shopaholic.”
They locked up, and Carissa walked over to Red’s Shoes, ignoring all the sale signs and trying to block out the clashing music from the overhead speakers and the shops. She opened the door and sighed in relief as she started to walk down the aisles. From a display of purses, the scent of leather wafted up her nostrils to tease her. Carissa could practically feel the smooth, caress of buttery soft suede against her palms. Her fingertips yearned to feel the thread pattern on leather.
She itched to try things on, to touch the fabric and just lose herself for a good few hours trying to figure out which bag would go with which outfit. Instead she made a beeline for the shelves of shoes. If she came back with a pocketbook rather than shoes, Jez would yell at her for not telling her that the purses were on sale too. She relaxed even further, all her cares and worries drifting away as she selected a few shoes to try on.
But the joy was short-lived as her wolf began to pace and whine. She didn’t understand this behavior. Maybe a snack would calm it down, but she couldn’t leave just yet without getting a few things. She gathered up her choices and headed toward the checkout, only to crash into something hard and tall. Her body shook with the impact. She looked up and up and up to find a pair of concerned sky-blue eyes staring at her.
Carissa blinked. A sense of dizziness assaulted her, and she felt like she needed to sit down and gain her bearings. The air around her became thin as she struggled to breathe. Her heart seemed to speed up and then slow down and then race again. Her body temperature began to rise and blood slid downward, filling her groin. She shifted from one foot to another as she felt her pussy lips thicken and her clit swell. Sweat beaded on her brow and upper lip. Carissa began to worry about her health as her knees turned to jelly and her limbs weakened. All of her thoughts disappeared as she began to drown in those azure pools.
“Are you okay?” The rich tone of his voice had a slight rasp to it.
Carissa’s gaze slid down to his mouth and settled there. The bottom lip was fuller than the top in a perpetual pout. Straight, bright white teeth were visible, with a hint of the tip of his pink tongue between them. He was saying something, but she wasn’t sure what it was. Her wolf’s whining had become so loud it was difficult to hear anything but that noise.
“Quiet,” she ordered, and the wolf’s noises diminished. Carissa took that moment to get her bearings. She brushed her bangs to the side, doing her best to appear nonchalant.
“Are you okay?” the man repeated. He blinked down at her and she found herself smiling up at him.
“Of course. Why would anything be wrong?” The words left her mouth before she realized what she was saying. Flames filled her face, and she felt sure her cheeks looked like rosy apples. She cleared her throat. “I mean, I’m fine.” She looked away, praying for her face to cool down, but her gaze skittered back to the man, and then away again.
She fought with herself, willing herself not to look, afraid she’d stare and embarrass herself more. She needed to go, and now. She made to move around the man, but her feet didn’t budge. She looked down at her shoes, ordering them to start walking, but they didn’t respond. His body-heat beat against hers, adding to the temperature in the store. Carissa dared to look up at him once more.
Her gaze snagged on his long, straight nose. The nostrils flared, as if taking in her scent. She licked her lips as she lowered her gaze and took in the thickness of his neck. His skin was golden perfection, totally unblemished, as if he spent a lot of time outdoors. She wanted to lick a path up the side of his neck. Would he taste salty, with the tang of sweat?
A breeze from the door opening wafted his scent toward her. She had expected him to smell like sunshine and dirt, but he didn’t. She leaned her head forward and inhaled deeply. The man’s scent had a soft blush to it, more watery than earthy, but there was a hint of spice in his cologne. That one sniff wasn’t enough.
She edged forward and leaned toward him this time for a good whiff. Carissa strained her calves as her body bent towards him. What the hell was she doing? She tried to stop herself but her body refused to listen. She rose on tip-toes and got close to his collarbone. She stared at his smooth, velvety skin, and felt a sudden urge to play the tip of her tongue along that shallow indentation.
She fought to move back. Her wolf nudged her forward from within. “You bitch!” she scolded.
“You want him too,” the canine responded, and refused to let her move away.
Carissa didn’t want to admit it, but there was a desire—a need—to cuddle close to this man and cover herself with his scent.
The man didn’t even move away; he seemed to edge closer as well, until the tip of her nose was only a hair’s breadth away from his shirt. She took in another breath, pulling the scent into her nostrils, and memorizing it. “God, he smells so good.”
Her wolf gave a happy yip, agreeing with her. She wanted to nuzzle into the crook of his neck, press against him and absorb his warmth. A soft growl rumbled up his throat, a similar sound answered within her. It caused a cascade of need to crash through her body. Her nipples tightened to thick peaks and her stomach muscles contracted. Her vaginal walls clenched as liquid desire dampened her panties. Shocked, she tried to stumble back, but again was frozen in place by her damned wolf and her treacherous body.
The sound of a throat clearing brought her back to earth, breaking the spell. A blush flooded her face and slipped down her neck, spreading over her chest. She felt deeply embarrassed, but also curious about her behavior. Her attraction to him seemed to override every instinct she had. It was as if, for the first time, she was comfortable in her skin around another shifter.
Confusion colored her thoughts. She wanted to run home, shut the door, and examine her response, maybe even try to figure out a way to summon it up again, around her own kind. Maybe then her mother would stop accusing her of being frigid.
Her gaze darted back to the man’s eyes to see what lay there. Repulsion? An echo of her own feelings, perhaps? Thick black lashes surrounded his eyes, making them seem even brighter than they were. For a moment she felt herself sucked into their azure depths, pulled toward the black centers.
As she watched, his irises darkened until they were the color of sapphires. He blinked and she followed the slow flutter with her own eyes. The spell of this man misted her vision, and the store vanished. She looked upward to his hair. It looked thick and spiky, a lovely, inky black shade, tipped in aqua blue points. She felt a need to touch them, to see if they were as sharp as they looked. Her palms actually tingled with the urge. A smile played on her lips at the thought, before a tap on her shoulder pulled her out of the moment.
The store came back into full focus. Again she blushed, and her ears prickled. She looked over at the attendant, who had an embarrassed smile on her face. “Phone call for you, Ms. Taylor.” She held out the receiver.
Relief swept through Carissa, trailed by trepidation. She didn’t have to be told who was calling her. A glance at her watch told her that she was ten minutes late, and she was sure Jez and Anna were getting antsy, wondering where she was. Her stomach grumbled.
She turned and followed the store attendant to the front counter and picked up the phone, resisting the urge to look back at the hunk behind her. “Sorry, I’m on my way. Really.”
“Move your ass. We’re getting swamped and could really use your help,” Anna hissed on the other end.
“Shit,” Carissa muttered, as she paid for her purchases. She was going to owe Jez and Anna big time for this. Carissa could feel the man’s gaze on the back of her neck, and she knew he hadn’t moved an inch. Inside of her, back in its dark cage, her wolf paced, tail wagging, whimpering for its freedom. It wanted to sniff him, get to know him and—somewhere deep inside of her—both she and the wolf wanted to fuck him senseless. It was shocking to feel that core of heat. She’d never responded to a man like this before. The feeling was totally alien, and yet she wanted more of it.
The receipt slipped down from the counter to the floor and she bent down to pick it up.
She knew the man was staring at her, and that knowledge quaked through her bones and vibrated down deep into her pussy, making more juices trickle out and causing her body temperature to spike.
“Brent!” someone admonished.
So that was his name. Carissa rolled it around her mind. She bet it would sound even better when she cried it out as she came. She shook her head, trying to dislodge the web of passion that was trying to wrap itself around her body. She couldn’t think like that. No time. She grabbed the bags, thanked the sales clerk, and turned around, only to have her gaze once again fall into his eyes.
He stood in front of her, grinning.
“Brent.” He held out a large hand, with thick fingers and well-manicured nails.
Just seeing those wide digits made her pussy contract. She swallowed, without thought, unable to resist the look in his eyes. “Carissa Taylor,” she managed to whisper.
“Carissa Taylor,” he purred. Then he gave her a wicked smile that went straight to her groin. His eyes sparkled with dark need and mischief.
“Gotta go.” She hurried past him, close enough that their arms grazed, sending electric sparks up and down her arm. She sucked in a breath as again the dizziness assaulted her, but this time she pushed through it. Not now. She couldn’t get sidetracked. Jez and Anna were mad enough at her as it was. She rushed out of the store and made it onto the sidewalk, ignoring the whine of her wolf the whole way to Scentify. As much as she was dying to figure out what the hell was going on with the animal—and with herself, for that matter—she just didn’t have time.
No sooner had she walked into the store than she saw the problem. They were packed wall to wall. Suddenly, the Dragon’s Lair celebration party began to seem more appealing. She would need it by the end of this day.
 


Chapter Five
 
 
Energy jittered along Brent’s arms and legs. Electricity sparked and burst like small pinches on his bare forearms. His lips burned and his fingertips and palms itched. A fog swathed his brain, and everything sounded as if it was coming from a distance. He could barely hear Fletch asking him if he was okay. His legs shook as he tried to stay on his feet and yet despite it all, his dragon remained silent, Zen and centered in its dark cage. Stomach muscles jumped and contracted as fire swirled around his gut. Thick, hot blood filled his groin. His cock pulsed in time with his heartbeat as it thickened and pressed against his silken boxers and fly. He sat down to get some stability.
Hot and cold flashes pulled him between freezing and wanting to strip down to nothing. He looked up to Fletch for help, and began to plead for an explanation, but the words refused to form around his thickened tongue. All he could do was look up and plead with his eyes, and hope that his friend would be able to read his mind.
Fletch reached down and rubbed Brent’s back. “You’ll be okay, buddy. We’re going to get you something to eat and some water.”
Brent didn’t want food or anything to drink; he wanted Carissa to come back. The shaking increased and he moaned as the blood thudded in his cock and his balls throbbed, aching for release. A finger of electricity danced along his spine and washed over his body until he felt he was on fire. Beads of sweat formed on his brow and upper lip, and small droplets slipped down his temple.
With a shaking hand, he reached up and wiped away the moisture and tried to swallow a lump that was forming in his throat. Frustration filled him, batting at the haze of arousal swirling in his gut. He had her name but nothing else. Her scent faded from the air, a mix of herbs and spices and flora.
Brent stood, ready to stride out of the store, wade through the crowd, and search her out, but his legs wobbled and wouldn’t hold his weight. He felt light-headed and shaky.
Fletch spotted him and forced him back into his seat. “What the hell are you doing? Look, you stay here and I’ll bring you the shoes. Eat something and drink the water.”
The store attendant handed him a wrapped grilled cheese sandwich and a bottle of iced seltzer water. “Here you go.” She gave him a small smile.
He mumbled a thank you. Slowly, he ate and drank, and his body began to calm down.
Fletch returned and dumped a few boxes of sneakers in front of him. “Try them on, but we have to be quick because Tor just called and Louisa wants us in earlier than we first thought.”
Brent swore, finished eating, and tried on the sneakers. Fletch took care of the bill, despite protests from Brent. They didn’t speak as they left the store. In fact, they remained quiet until they were in the car.
Fletch turned the ignition, buckled up and pulled out of the parking lot. “Well?”
Brent put careful thought into his answer. “I think I’ve found my mate. My dragon has wanted to find her for some time but today…I think we met her.”
Fletch didn’t answer. They wound through traffic, not talking, which made Brent uneasy. Fletch didn’t say anything until they’d pulled into the driveway of the house. “Okay, fine, but don’t scare me like that okay? Now, go clean your laundry. Dude, I can smell it from my room.”
Brent reached over and smacked the back of Fletch’s head. “No, you can’t. And you should talk! Last time I even looked in your room, I thought something had blown up in there. Didn’t your mom teach you how to clean your room or do you play too many video games?”
Fletch glared at him. “It’s not that bad. In fact, I can find stuff. I have a system. Anyway, let’s get the groceries inside before Tor comes out here and tries to eat the steak rare.”
Brent rolled his eyes. “Yeah, yeah. Him and his bottomless pit. You’re just trying to avoid answering me, but let’s go anyway.”
They left the vehicle and began to unload everything. The side door opened and Tor stepped out. “Finally,” he called out. “I thought you were gone so long that you found a party and weren’t leaving it. I’m starving.”
They unloaded the car and Brent rushed through his chores. Once he was ready for work, he stood by the car next to Fletch.
“Where’s Tor?” Fletch asked without looking up.
“Don’t know. I got here a minute ago,” Brent replied. He slipped out his phone, turned it on and checked his emails and text messages.
Tor finally came out of the house, banging out of the side door, locking it before he hit the fob to unlock his SUV. “Sorry about the delay. Got a call from Louisa demanding to know where we were. She’s freaking out and I had to calm her down before she blew a gasket at a line cook who’d burned some fries.”
“Looks like you’re going to have to stick to her like glue tonight. More than usual,” Fletch teased.
Tor rolled his eyes. “Can’t do that or it would be my head she’d bite off. She’d also stress out even more if she thought I was watching her. Bad enough the boss left her in charge while he’s handling some extra things for the festival. Apparently the pub will be closed down and we’ll be moving to the lakeside site at the end of the week.”
Brent stared at his friend. All he could picture was mosquitoes, flies, animals they’d have to chase away, and drunks who decided a moonlight swim was a good idea. He sighed. “Does he want us to kill him?”
Tor chuckled. “He’s bringing in extra security. Apparently he’s landed The Snake for some entertainment.”
Fletch finally looked up, eyes wide. “The Snake? Really? Did you see that YouTube video of him having an onstage breakdown? Man, that was harsh. Why’s he in our little nook of the world?”
Tor shrugged. “Don’t know, don’t care. But we’ll have to keep an eye on the patrons, especially the women, or they’ll be trying to rush the stages. We have to make sure that no one slips backstage and all that.”
Brent raised an eyebrow. “What do you mean by we? I’m not security.” He didn’t like the idea of manhandling anyone unless he absolutely had to, and those incidents were few and far between. He’d like to keep it that way.
Tor slipped into the car and Brent and Fletch followed suit.
“We’re not going to be security, just an extra set of eyes for them, so no need to freak out.” Tor turned the ignition and pulled out of the driveway.
Brent felt uneasy at Tor’s words. As they pulled into the employee parking lot of the Dragon’s Lair, he saw that there were already cars parked in the customer section. There was even a line outside the front doors. His stomach sank even further. It was going to be an even longer night than he’d thought. Tonight was going to be chaos, he just knew it.
 


Chapter Six
 
 
Carissa, Jezebel and Anna threaded their way through the crowd. Their friend Louisa had promised them a table. Excitement buzzed at the back of Carissa’s mind. Her imagination was running wild with all the things they could do with the money coming in. For a start, they could pay their rent and bills on time for once. They had other ideas, like possibly hiring extra help or trying new products that they’d been holding back on. It was like a dream was starting to form, and she didn’t want to burst the bubble, not with reality and not with logic or her usual careful planning.
Anna gushed, “We can even turn one of the rooms into a yoga studio and another into the meditation space. You know what? I’ll call the landlord tomorrow and see if I can get a tour of the upstairs spaces. No need to worry about it.” She waved a hand in dismissal.
Carissa opened her mouth to object when the line began to move. “Don’t get all excited yet. It’s only the first day. Let’s see how the rest of the week pans out. And besides, that would take construction, permits, permission from the landlord, enough space to ensure that we can handle overflow. We need to plan.”
Jezebel pouted. “Spoilsport.”
Carissa shook her head. “I’m not trying to dampen your fun here; I’m trying to keep us from investing in things that won’t have the money to pay back once it gets rolling. Look, let’s talk about this when we get inside?” Thinking about Scentify took her mind off Brent. Heat rippled around her body as she pushed away thoughts of him. Later. She would think about him later.
They shuffled along until they were inside the pub. Carissa spotted Louisa immediately. She flagged them over and they followed her to a lakeside table outside of the pub. “Sorry for the wait, guys. It’s a madhouse. I can’t serve you, but I’ll send over one of the boys to take care of you. Drinks are on me.” Louisa darted away before they could object.
Carissa, Jez and Anna all looked at each other and then they picked up the menus that Louisa had left behind. A look around the restaurant-pub showed it was packed wall-to-wall. Still more people were waiting outside and milling about against the walls. The noise level was getting louder and louder by the minute, and that didn’t count what was going on outside. Mini-parties were breaking out on the sidewalk.
Jez whistled. “Looks like we’re not the only ones to be benefiting from the festival. I’ve never seen this place so packed.”
Carissa nodded and looked over the menu. She decided that since she was completely off her diet, she would indulge tonight. She put the menu down and looked up as the server arrived. His head was down, but she could see spiky hair, tipped in blue. A thrill raced through her as a pang of another kind started low in her belly. She licked her lips. Blood bubbled up in her veins, going straight to her head as hope bloomed inside of her. The urge to move closer to him rushed up her limbs. The palms of her hands tingled. She found herself leaning towards him, only to stop once she realized what she was doing. The seconds ticked by as she waited for Brent to lift his head and look at them. At her.
When he did look up she sucked in a breath as her heart stumbled in its rhythm. The same eyes that had gazed at her in Red’s looked at her now, wide with surprise. His tempting lips parted and she glimpsed a hint of his white teeth. His gaze darkened to the shade that reminded her of the skies at dusk. He cleared his throat, introduced himself, and gave them the specials without looking away from her. She felt as if she was under a lamp with so much attention on her. She shifted in her seat in an attempt to dissipate the energy that buzzed throughout her body. Jezebel and Anna said something but she didn’t catch what. All she saw was Brent.
“And you?” he asked, voice raspy.
It took a moment before she found her voice. “Mozzarella sticks,” she said at last, her voice just as low and husky as his.
He nodded. “I’ll be back in fifteen minutes.”
Her gaze slid down to take him in. His uniform shirt was tight enough to see the definition of his pecs, and his pants were baggy, but not so much that she missed the slight bulge at the fly. So he felt it too. Satisfaction purred through her. Her wolf lifted its head, lazily surveying the situation, as a dense heat filled her body, starting at the center of her torso and extending outward to slip down her legs and along her arms.
She remained silent, taking in the knowledge that she’d found him without even looking for him. The fact that he was a server at her favorite celebration spot was a bonus, she guessed he’d only started working there recently. She’d never seen him before and Louisa had never really discussed her new servers with her. He was probably part of the trio that Louisa had mentioned over a lunch last week. She had had some sort of naughty New Year’s party with three sexy dragon shifters. Dragons. The word set off a bell as she inhaled deeply, taking in the soft scent he’d left behind.
The water aroma made sense now. He was a water dragon and a damn gorgeous one. It didn’t bother her in the least that he’d spent some time with Louisa. Louisa was with Tor now, in a serious relationship. Which meant that Brent could be all hers. But did she want him to be hers? That was a question for later.
Her wolf didn’t care in the least. It was just happy about having no competition. She went over the information that Louisa had given her on the men. Louisa had said they were flirty and very popular with the female customers, and Carissa could see why. He was handsome, for one thing, and there was a sense of confidence in him that she was drawn to, a stability that she couldn’t identify. It wasn’t associated with earth. That was her element. Most of the men Carissa saw around town were bulky, as if they spent more time at the gym than doing outdoor work, but Brent’s body was athletic and lean. He was quite young, but that didn’t matter to Carissa.
She couldn’t help but wonder about his tan. Did it go all the way down, or did it stop at his waist and start somewhere above his knees? Desire flared in her stomach, increasing the temperature of her skin. A breeze did nothing to cool her down. Sweat beads formed at her hairline as she thought of stripping him out of his clothes and exploring every inch of him. Instead she took a sip of water and prayed that the drinks would get here. She didn’t understand what was going on with her.
Louisa appeared, as if summoned, with a tray of beverages. “Sorry about the wait. It’s been a madhouse. Brent’s good. I’ll be back later to check in.”
She dropped off her glasses and left, disappearing into the crowd before anyone could say anything. Carissa took a sip and sighed at the sweetness before the alcoholic burn hit and slid down her throat. The heat filled her stomach and lit a match under her already growing desire. A few more pulls on her drink and she was in a nice, safe, warm bliss. Once it was half-empty, she wasn’t hungry anymore; she wanted to sleep, to curl up around Brent and feel all that strength against her. A small smile curled on her lips when Brent returned carrying a tray of their appetizers. Her reserve drifted away as the alcohol took its course.
Her stomach rumbled again but she ignored it. All that mattered was that he was back. She gave him her best smile as he set her plate down in front of her. “Here you go, sweetheart.”
He’d also given her a plate of fries, which made her grin even more. “How’d you know?” she asked.
“Lucky guess. Enjoy your meal. I’ll be back.” He took back the platter and wandered off, much to her annoyance.
This time Jez did comment. “Cute, but too young for me. A bit stringy. And a server? No.”
Carissa rolled her eyes and dived into her plate of mozzarella sticks. Jezebel and Anna were both from well-to-do families, Jezebel from the vampire community and Anna from the witches. They both dealt with men who wore suits worth more than Carissa’s car and made more in a year than she could in a lifetime. Carissa’s parents, on the other hand, always lived with what they could afford. Carissa made do with what she had. She wore second-hand clothes and never had brand name sneakers or labels. Money had always meant security to her.
It didn’t put her off that Brent worked as a server. Carissa worked three jobs to put herself through college, and saved all her extra money for the shop. As much as she loved shopping, she only spent what she could afford to lose, and splurged when there was a sale. She always made sure her spending wouldn’t interfere with her ability to make her rent or car payments.
Despite what Jezebel and Anna thought, servers were hardworking people who did a lot more than most saw and put up with things that would have made Jez and Anna quit after an hour on the job. Scentify was their first experience working anywhere. As much as she loved her friends, sometimes their attitudes rubbed her the wrong way.
“Just because he’s a server shouldn’t put him off limits,” Carissa started. “He works hard, and puts up with a lot of crap.”
Jez just shrugged. “But is he going anywhere? Does he have ambition?”
Anna didn’t say anything. She was busy taking apart her onion bloom.
“I take it you don’t want any kissing tonight?” Carissa teased.
“I have been dreaming about this damn thing for weeks. I’m going to enjoy every buttery, herbaceous bite.” With that, Anna dived into her plate.
Jez sighed. “You guys and diets. I’ll never get it.”
Carissa laughed. “Must be your vampire side coming out.”
Jez rolled her eyes. “It’s garlic that’s supposed to scare away vampires, not onions. Besides, not all myths are accurate. Otherwise the dragons would be hoarding the jewels and kidnapping virgins—so you’d be fresh out of luck in that department.”
“How do you know?” Anna demanded. “I could be a virgin.”
“And I’m Joan of Arc,” Jez shot back.
“You’re at least old enough to have met her,” Carissa ducked and concentrated on her food. A smile played on her lips. It had been so long since they’d just had fun. Work had taken its toll on them.
Jez said nothing, which to Cari meant that she was plotting on a way to get her back.
Brent returned to check in on them and refilled their drinks before checking on his other tables. The brief contact only added fuel to the fire inside of Carissa. Her arousal continued to simmer. She tried to ignore it as she ate and kept a watch out for him. When he came to clear their plates, he took their soup and salad orders. He gave her a wink before going off, making her feel giddy. For once, her cautious nature did not take over and try to analyze what was going on. All was bliss as far as she was concerned. She took her friends’ teasing in stride and settled into her chair to take in the beautiful night around them.
Brent came back with their second round of food. “Enjoy. You’ll love the Festival berry salad. It’s our most popular.”
“I’m sure I will love it.” Carissa gave him a nod and was pleased when his smile grew to show off his teeth. Again she glanced down at the front of his pants to see the bulge was still there.
He caught her staring, and winked again, mischief sparkling in his bluer-than-blue eyes.
She winked back, without even a blush of embarrassment at how forward she was being.
He leaned toward her. “I’ll be back.” He turned slowly and she enjoyed the view as he walked away.
Jez and Anna said nothing for a few seconds before they burst out laughing. “Do you want us to leave or would you just like to take him here and now on the table while we watch?” Anna teased.
Carissa sighed. “No. A, I’m not an exhibitionist; and B, you still haven’t gotten your dinner yet. But if you start irritating me I may have to throw you both into the lake,” she joked. That set both women off even more.
“Look at her. She’s afraid that we’ll steal her man,” Anna chuckled.
Carissa shook her head. “You two don’t even have a chance.” She flicked her hair over her shoulder, which made them guffaw to the point that they both almost fell off their chairs. She found herself smiling at their mirth.
Louisa came over, a tight smile on her face. “You guys doing okay?”
Jezebel and Anna managed to get themselves under control and nodded.
“Yup, they’re just being dorks because Brent and I are flirting.” The last bit was blurted out and she waited to see Louisa’s response.
Louisa gave her a genuine smile and her shoulders came down, stress fading away. “Good. He’s a great guy. Hard working, a total sweetheart.” Someone called Louisa’s name and she groaned. “Gotta go.”
“Good grief, it’s almost ten and it’s still packed in here. Maybe we should have kept the shop open a bit longer?” Anna looked at both Carissa and Jezebel, and she nibbled on her bottom lip.
Jezebel shrugged. “No worries. We’ll keep the shop open later than usual tomorrow. Tonight, we relax.”
Their second course arrived, and Brent rushed off with an apology. “Sorry, can’t stay. Some clubbers have come in and they’re a bit rowdy. This night needs to end now.”
A pang of regret hit Carissa. The restaurant was becoming chaotic. Louisa and Brent rushed around going from table-to-table while people kept coming into the main dining room. It didn’t look like they would be able to spend any more time together, except for those in-between moments while he delivered food, cleared plates and took orders.
“On second thought, I’m glad we didn’t keep the store open. Can you imagine dealing with all that?” Anna shook her head. “Don’t need that headache, not in the least. I would spell the whole place to calm down but I don’t want the backlash from the Witch’s Council.”
A cry went up as a man got into a headstand and seemed to be drinking out of a large cup. Carissa could only shake her head. A sense of claustrophobia began to creep up on her. There were just too many people and too little space. She shifted in her chair and tried to relax. Drinking more wine seemed to help, but she wouldn’t be able to drive home at this rate. With a sigh of reluctance, she pushed away her glass and picked up her water.
Jez frowned. “What’s wrong?”
For the first time since she met Jez, Carissa envied her friend. Vampires weren’t that affected by alcohol. Werewolves metabolized it at half the rate that humans did, but it would still take time to sober up, and she had no desire to stay here with all the revelers. The decibel level increased as the music volume was turned up and people got on the dance floor. Carissa watched some young people doing the latest moves, while others just did whatever they wanted. It would all be amusing if she didn’t think that it could lead to a fight. She winced as one dancer began to punch the air all around him, barely missing his fellow dancers.
Carissa dove into her salad and sighed in pleasure as the tartness of the fruit and crispness of the baby spinach rolled over her taste buds. “Mmm, delicious,” she said around a mouth of food.
Once, she looked up to find Brent glancing in her direction. She gave him a nod of approval. Tension filled her just looking at him. All around him, people were barely behaving. More keg stands were going on and more dancers were hitting the floor. Louisa looked like she was going to shift at any minute. Agitation swirled on the air, and tugged at Carissa’s wolf. It wanted to shift too, and stop whatever it was that was causing the irritation.
Elemental forces danced on the atmosphere. She could taste the smoke and the tang of metal, but under it all was the soothing calm of water, clean, cool, and safe. She latched onto that feeling and looked over at Brent once more, gratefully. The wolf backed off, but only by a bit. She focused on her food again, taking great pleasure in every bite, alternating between her wine and water.
By the time Brent was able to get back to them, it was almost eleven, and Carissa was feeling the call of a nice hot bath. She would sleep well that night—that much she knew—only to start all of this again on the morrow.
“We are so not going anywhere unless we absolutely have to this week,” Anna commented. “I’m already getting a migraine and I’m this close to hexing the table next to us. I swear to the goddess, if one more person starts to do a keg stand I’ll zap them with a lightning strike.”
Cari smiled. “Now, now. Do no harm. That’s what you witches say, right?”
“Hey now, be thankful vampires don’t have the magic witches do,” Jez purred. “I’d have started tearing out their throats with just a thought an hour ago.”
Anna laughed. “Oh, to be quick and dangerous and able to lengthen my nails at a thought or a wink. The power, the power!”
Carissa rolled her eyes. “Down, both of you. I don’t think I have enough money to bail you out.”
Jez shook her head. “Don’t need bail. I can just glamour us off the hook. So, feel like being dangerous this week?”
“You just want to get frisked,” Anna teased.
“Handcuffs and a uniform? Yes, please.” Jez took a sip of wine before flashing her fangs.
“And here I thought you were a snob,” Cari grinned.
“Well, I can make exceptions. But only a few. A girl’s gotta have standards.” Jez turned back to her own meal.
They fell silent, but the mood had been lifted, if only at their table. Everywhere else it just seemed to get more and more raucous. Brent made it over to them eventually and took away their plates. He didn’t flirt this time, but he did give her a small nod and a smile. “Sorry about how slow things are,” he said. “It’s a madhouse. I hate to ask this, but would you guys mind taking a doggie bag for your desserts? With all the people here the kitchens are backed up and going crazy.” Worry filled his eyes.
Cari wanted to give his hand a squeeze but she didn’t make a move. She wasn’t sure how he’d take the attention, so she kept her hands to herself. Instead, she decided to suggest something a bit easier for him to handle. “How about we take our dinners and desserts to go. Would that help?”
Conflict feathered across his face; his lips thinned and a crimson flush filled his cheeks. The fact that she was so in tune with his emotions should have scared her, and yet it didn’t. He drew in a deep breath and let out a soft sigh. “That would help…but I don’t want to kick you guys out of your table. You’re behaving; they’re…not.”
She looked at her friends who nodded in agreement. “Okay, we’ll order our dinners and desserts to go and take our check at the front. How’s that?”
Brent gave her a slow nod. “Okay, I’ll meet you guys up front in fifteen minutes.” He sped off, making Carissa wonder if she’d ever get to see him again after this. Or if she would still want to once the alcoholic relaxation wore off.
With a sigh she finished off her water and gathered up her purse.
“Well, I will say this,” said Anna, “it was a nice dinner. We should do this again, preferably during a calmer time. Say, the dead of winter when no tourist in their right mind would come here?”
Carissa gave her a small smile. But would Brent still be here then? She didn’t ask that question aloud. Jez and Anna would never let her hear the end of it. They got to the front and settled down on the bench, reserved for people waiting for takeout. They were the only ones there.
By the time Brent came up to the front with their orders, they were all anxious to go. He gave Carissa a smile as he handed her the bags. He leaned forward, bringing his face just a hair’s breadth away from hers. “There’s a surprise in your bag. Talk to you later, honey.” He strode away before she could respond.
In his wake, Carissa’s lips tingled and her skin heated, her pulse ticking upward. The air thinned around her as she struggled to get into some semblance of calm but she felt flustered and off kilter.
“I’m almost disappointed I didn’t get a prize in my Happy Meal too,” Jez teased. “Better be a good one.” And then they were off.
It was nearly midnight by the time Carissa got behind the wheel of her car. She called on a bit of energy from her wolfen counterpart to overcome her exhaustion, backed out of the space, and headed out of the parking lot. There were still a lot of cars out on the road, even at this time of night. Parties seemed to be everywhere. The downtown area was lit up like it was Christmas. Even now, she could tell that tomorrow at Scentify would be chaos—that was, assuming there was anyone alert enough to shop by tomorrow.
As she turned down her street she could see that at least here, her neighbors were asleep. Windows were dark, and the night time critters were out, scouring the neatly mowed lawns for any food. She had to brake to avoid a cat darting across the street. Its lamplight-green eyes glowed in the headlights as it stared at her car, almost as if to say, “How dare you attempt to hit me?”
Carissa could only roll her eyes and wait, while her wolf wanted to chase the cat and play with it. She shushed the canine and tapped the steering wheel as the cat took its sweet time hauling its ass over to the opposite sidewalk.
“Why’d we do that? Road kill kitty tastes really good. A bit oily though,” the wolf said.
Carissa’s stomach bubbled as bile started the climb up her throat. She almost threw up at the suggestion. She didn’t want to consider what she did when in wolf form. The memories were always vague and blurry, for which she was thankful.
A sense of safety and comfort filled her as she arrived home. It may have been a rental, but it was still her space. She grabbed her purse and food bags, got out of the car and glanced up at the sky. It was a week until the full moon. Already the silvery crescent’s pull was starting to tug at her body. She could feel its magic shiver along her bones as her senses became keener. The bushes rustled. On alert, she wheeled around and inhaled deeply. The earthy perfume of a mouse rushed up her nostrils. “Small pickings,” her wolf told her.
Shaking loose the need to hunt, she headed up the stone walkway. The clicking of her heels echoed out into the night and an owl hooted overhead. Then in a flurry of wings and squeaking, the mouse was carried off. Carissa didn’t pay it any mind. That was the nature of life.
She unlocked the door and stepped into her home. The scents of peach, cinnamon and vanilla greeted her. She hung up her keys on a hook near the coat rack and placed her purse on one of the spokes before making her way toward the kitchen. Her stomach rumbled, reminding her that she’d skipped dinner, despite the filling appetizers and salad she’d had.
Carissa grabbed a bottle of red wine and poured herself a glass as she looked through her food bag. At the bottom of the dessert package, she smiled as she spotted a small piece of paper. Unfolding it, she saw it was Brent’s phone number and email address. She flipped it over to read, Call me after 1:00 if you’re still awake. I have the perfect way of helping you get to sleep. She laughed and shook her head. She doubted that she’d need it just yet, but went to her purse, grabbed her cell phone, and saved his number.
She went into her bathroom and started the water, pouring in some sage, citrus, and mint bath salts, and then went back to the kitchen to get her food. Settling down at the table, she flipped on the TV and watched the late night news as she tucked into her meal. Her thoughts traveled to Brent and she wondered if he was off work yet. A look over at the clock on the microwave said no. She got up and went back to the bathroom to turn off the faucet before returning to her meal. Cari decided to save her dessert for tomorrow and went off to her bathroom, where she undressed and got into the tub. The water had cooled enough to be the perfect temperature: hot enough but not so hot to it would burn her skin.
With a sigh she closed her eyes and rested her head against the back of the tub.
Brent.
A spark started in her gut as her stomach muscles tightened and liquid filled her pussy. Rather than push it away, she decided to see what would happen if she indulged it. What would it be like to fantasize about a man who actually wanted her for a change? Her blood began to simmer. She blew out a breath and allowed her muscles to become liquid. Arousal took center stage. Water lapped softly against her chin and warm currents and eddies brushed against her legs and arms, gliding like silk against her flesh. It reminded her of the feather-soft touch of a lover. Sky blue eyes gazed down at her, darkening in the center as desire flared in their depths. She trailed her fingertips along the outside of her arm, imagining it was Brent touching her. His fingers brushed against her collarbone, raising shivers and threads of desire.
Fantasy Brent guided her hand down the slope of her breasts to circle her pierced nipples. The edge of his fingers brushed against first one barbell, then the other, pinging the metal and sending lines of electricity straight to her core. Her stomach muscles bunched and relaxed as her arousal increased. The circle continued to trace around the areola, becoming smaller and smaller, skipping over the metal bar until her fingernail brushed against the tightened tip of her nipple.
Her thighs rubbed against each other as her skin tingled, becoming more sensitive to sensation. She felt the slosh of the water all the more keenly. The warmth of the bath helped to increase her desire, and she took her nipple between her thumb and forefinger and gave it a pinch, setting off sparks of lightning that shot to her womb. Her clit throbbed and plumped as it filled with blood.
She moaned as she squeezed the hardened peak again, then rolled the barbell between her fingers, setting off delicious shivers of fire through her body. Her back arced and she bit her lip, but she couldn’t hold back small whimpers, which echoed back at her from the walls of the bathroom.
Carissa moved her hand down to between her legs, teasing her thickened petals with soft touches, brushing her fingertip over the protruding nub. Fire flared through her groin as her vaginal walls fluttered. An aching deep inside of her made her muscles tense and relax. Her heartbeat sped up and her breath came out in huffs. Sweat beads bathed her face, trailing down her temple as her head shook back and forth.
Carissa tugged and rolled the nipple piercing, while her other hand spread her wet labia. She dipped her finger between her folds and worked over her clit, first with gentle brushes and then with pinches and circles. The shards grew large and larger with each roll and tug, until her nipple became too sensitive for further ministrations. She switched to the other tip and shuddered as her toes curled. Her finger increased its speed on the bundle of nerves. The pressure built as cracks began to break open inside of her.
Sweat drenched her face now as her teeth sunk into her lip. That small burst of pain only added to her pleasure, as her finger worked faster, keeping her just at the edge of completion. She needed something more. Blindly, she stopped teasing her nipple and reached out, patting around until she found the top of the wicker basket she kept near the tub. Lifting its lid, she opened her eyes and turned her head, searching for that one thing that would help push her over the edge. Her hands found the smooth casing of her favorite waterproof vibrator.
She closed her fingers around it, spread her legs wider and pressed the dildo against her opening. Just the feel of the wide, smooth head against her vaginal entrance sent a thrill along her spine. She rocked the sex toy against the skin, allowing it to make its way inside of her slowly, teasing herself. As it sunk inside, the tissues stretched to accommodate its girth. Her pleasure ramped up, coiling tightly within her. Webs of desire wrapped her body as she twisted and slid the barbell in her nipple. Gasps and shudders caused the water to lap against her body. The currents under the water beat against her unattended nipple.
Carissa pushed the vibrator deeper inside her pussy, in and out, over and over again, rubbing against the delicate muscles. Her vagina squeezed around the hard casing, pulling it further inside. She cried Brent’s name as the fire inside of her increased, incinerating her. All thought was burned away. Only one impulse remained—to reach the peak. The image of Brent’s face became clearer in her mind. She could smell him on the air, that unique male musk and watery essence. She wanted to taste his lips, feel the solidity of his body against hers. She wanted to rub her nipples against his chest, feel his cock sliding in and out of her vagina. She wanted to know the strong grip of his hands on her wrists, holding them down while he took control of her pleasure.
In a flash, she knew that he would slow the pace, tease out each moan and cry from her until she could stand it no more and she begged for him to fuck her hard and fast. She followed her instincts, matching the speed she knew he would use, until she felt the retreat of her orgasm. She gritted her teeth in delicious frustration as she felt the ghost of Brent’s presence in the room, dictating her actions. The cooling water against her body made for beautiful contrast. She was able to regain some of her composure. She took a moment to catch her breath, and steady the rhythm of her heart. She shuddered as she took in the sensations sliding through her body: the fullness in her pussy; the tightness, so close to pain throbbing her clit and nipples; the pulse of her blood in her veins; the eager scratching of her wolf, deep inside her. Her skin felt stretched and too tight, as if it were too fragile to contain such huge feelings. Her brain was a static weight, with no thought whatsoever, completely obscured by the veil of her passion.
Once she was sure that her orgasm had all but faded she started the process again, this time concentrating on her clit and vagina. Pulling the vibrator out until it had almost left her body completely, she batted water against her sensitive clitoris, letting the gentle waves stimulate the throbbing bundle of nerves. Then she thrust the dildo inside of her again. Arousal began to build again as she continued to fan her clit with the water and fuck herself with the vibrator.
Brent’s name became a prayer on her lips, pushing her on, until the pressure within became too much for her to hold. Her climax slammed into her in one clear break, shattering her body, setting off multicolored fireworks behind her eyelids. Everything inside of her felt broken, melted, fractured by the wave of pleasure. Every bit of air she sucked into her body hurt as her heart pounded like a drum against her ribcage.
It took awhile to get her bearings. The vibrations from the dildo sent cracks through her body, setting off pleasurable and painful quakes. With a weak grip she slid the vibrator out of her vagina and put it on the floor. The water was now lukewarm. Goose bumps rose on her exposed skin. She slid into a sitting position. Her stomach roiled for a few seconds before it settled.
She let out a yawn. With languid movements, she unplugged the stopper and stood up. For a moment she swayed on her feet as the world tilted on its axis. Carissa reached out and placed a palm on the wall to balance herself. She reached deep inside for her wolf’s help and a bit of extra strength. The animal conceded, opening the connection between them. Strength saturated her muscles and bones, bolstering her until she felt strong enough to stand.
She didn’t even have the vigor to think about what she’d done. Later, she told herself. Her wolf snorted in disbelief but didn’t push her in any direction. Carissa collapsed on her bed, without bothering to pull the sheets and covers up over her. She fell asleep with a small, sleepy smile on her face. All because of Brent.
 


Chapter Seven
 
 
Brent’s hands shook on the steering wheel as he wound through the streets at night. Even at half past midnight, there were still parties and revelers in the streets. It was Beltane, but it felt like New Year’s.
A sudden shudder quaked through his body and he blew out a breath. His heart tripped before kicking into overdrive. He pulled over to the side of the road as dizziness pulled at his brain, skewering his thoughts. It took a lot of strength just to swallow. A tap on his window grabbed his attention. He tapped around the arm rest, unable to control his fingers properly. When he found the button, he barely had enough energy just to push and hold it down.
A bright light shone into the cabin and he blinked a few times before squinting out at the bent figure of a Police Officer.
“Everything okay?” the man asked. Concern filled his hazel eyes. A breeze through the window brought with it the scent of pine and earth. Werewolf. Brent’s dragon bristled at this shifter. A possible competitor for Carissa. A growl burbled up in his throat, but he quickly squashed it. He didn’t want to have to call Tor or Fletch for bail.
Brent swallowed again and tried to figure out what to say. Rather than lie he went for the truth, telling the officer that he was just tired after an extra-long shift.
The officer nodded. “I don’t smell any alcohol on your breath, but you do look exhausted. How about I follow you home to make sure you get there okay? How far are we?”
Brent looked out the front window. “We’re only a few yards from the street, five houses down.”
The officer stood up and removed the light.
“Okay, fine. I’ll be close behind. Go slow. Oh, and I’m Officer Peters.” The policeman moved away.
Any threat he’d felt from the man was gone once he’d left his vicinity. “Calm the hell down,” he hissed at his dragon.
The creature just blinked at him. “We’re still not properly mated to her,” it said.
Brent ignored it. He doubted that Carissa would want to be with him if he got arrested for assaulting an officer, all because he’d been freaked out about a possible competitor. It was clear that she was interested in Brent, but why wasn’t she mated to anyone else? Carissa was a beautiful woman; surely any unmated man with a brain and eyes would want to be with her.
He shrugged off the whys, hit his blinker and merged into the late night traffic. The slight dizziness had faded but there was a light fog around his thoughts. He managed to turn down his street and get home without incident. Once he was out of the car, he gave a nod to the police cruiser before unlocking the side door to his house and going inside.
The silence in the house was soothing. It allowed him to take an inventory of his feelings and his sense of self. He put his keys into his cubby near the door and placed his messenger bag on his hook. Then he walked through the dark kitchen without turning on any lights. He opened up the fridge and took out a bottle of water. He took a swig and his head began to clear. His thoughts turned to the events of that evening, to Carissa.
The whole night had been a disaster in his mind. Those brief interludes with Carissa had only whetted his appetite for more time with her. A headache began to pound right over his right eye and his neck felt stiff. He rolled his head back and forth, but it only increased the ache. He needed a hot shower and a way to relieve the tension that didn’t involve hitting a heavy bag; that would only ramp up his negativity. He rushed upstairs, doffed his clothes, and stepped into his bathroom. Brent placed the bottle of water on the small sill over the sink and turned on the shower to let it heat up.
His muscles throbbed with overuse. His legs demanded a rest. His shoulders felt tight and strained. His back was a mess of twisted knots. The more he thought about it, the more he wanted to visit one of the spas to get a rub down. He would need one all the more by the time this week was over. A day at the lake would also help. Maybe he would take a camping trip up in the mountains. That would give him a chance to shift and allow his dragon to run loose. It had been far too long since his last full shift.
Determined to shake off the aches of the day, he stepped into the shower stall and closed the door. In that small space, he breathed in the steam drifting on the air. Sweat pearled on his forehead and slid down his temple as he just stood there, absorbing the moisture in the atmosphere. His pores opened, feeding his dragon a little bit of its element.
He stepped forward under the spray and hissed at the heat of the downpour, but forced himself to stay under the waterfall until he adjusted. The silken slide of the liquid traced along his muscles, the dips, dents, and hollows of his body. It trickled along his spine and slipped between the cheeks of his ass. He shuddered at the gentle touch of the water rushing down his cock. His blood warmed and made the downward journey toward his cock, causing it to swell. He didn’t bother to try and coax it into a full erection; instead he just surrendered to the moment, letting his body do what it wanted.
All thoughts of work or Carissa fled as clarity pierced the havoc in his mind. A sense of calm and balance filled him, and relaxation filled him from his feet up to his head. The patter of the water on his crown gave him a sensation to latch onto. Mentally, he followed the path of the water droplets traveling along his body, savoring the sweet gentleness of the touch. Tension faded away; his cares slipped down the drain along with the water as he became one with the liquid. Now he had no bones, no muscles, just strength of will to keep him standing. Everything became so simple. He could just stand there and let the water carry everything away with it.
Out of the stillness came Carissa’s face—just there, hovering behind his drooping eyelids. He could see her deep brown eyes, clear brown skin, full lips and button nose, the gentle roundness of her cheeks, the straight fall of her coffee-colored hair. She had looked happy at the pub, enjoying being around friends and the food. Her eyes sparkled when they met his gaze, and she’d smiled at him whenever he appeared.
The dragon opened its bright blue eyes and suddenly Brent saw Carissa on a picnic, happy and laughing, in a moment of passion. He stared into her eyes, which were so dark that they’d become black. Then, a new image appeared, a picture that took his breath away: Carissa cradling their child—with café-au-lait-colored skin, sky blue eyes and her mother’s plump lips, tiny hands grasping at air.
Brent’s legs gave out from under him and he crashed to the hard marble floor of the shower stall. A shudder ripped through his heart as he struggled to breathe past the lump that was forming in his throat. He tried to throw off that glimpse of what might be, and yet the dragon kept pushing it on him, forcing him to see a possible future with Carissa and a child. Yearning tugged at his heart as tears filled his eyes.
Could it be possible? Any interbreeding of species could create a hybrid, a child that would be tormented and caught between two worlds. And yet in the depths of his soul he wanted that, almost needed that…almost.
“Stop it,” he ordered the dragon. It took a few seconds, but the beast pulled back, and with it the idea of him and Carissa together as a couple with a child. Brent didn’t want to let that influence him in the least. It was too much to hope for. He grabbed the bottle of shower gel, squeezed out a large amount and began to clean off the night’s filth. He even washed and conditioned his hair.
Brent finished washing up and dried off before pulling on some boxers and slipping between the sheets. All tension was gone. His thoughts were static. Nothing leapt out at him to tease him away from sleep, not even notions of what Carissa might sleep in. He knew he’d find out soon enough. His eyelids became heavy. The bed cradled his body, hugging muscles, curving around his limbs and taking the weight of his back. His breathing became slow and easy as the dream world wove around him, tucking him into an atmosphere of warmth and safety.
His dragon opened its bright blue eyes. Black and blue scales shimmered under slivers of moonlight as it made its way through a darkened forest at the witching hour. A wolf with dark golden fur, a creamy white underbelly and golden eyes cantered beside it, its thin pink tongue lolling out of its mouth as it kept pace. Together they chased rabbits and animals in the underbrush; they chased the wind and lapped at a sapphire blue pool of water. The sweetest liquid he’d ever tasted filled his mouth with each gulp. Nature embraced them both as he crawled up the side of a mountain while his canine companion scrabbled along until she reached the peak where he had settled.
He could feel the grit of earth and smell the sweet, green scents of the trees and grasses around them. The faint cologne of animal musk drifted past his nostrils. It was a moment of contentment for him. As he gazed out of the darkened town of Shadow Bay, with only the twinkling lights of a few houses and businesses as a guide, he took in his world and felt safe and whole. There was nowhere else he’d rather be.
The female wolf had settled down on her stomach beside him, eyes reflecting the environment as far as she could see it. For the first time, he felt centered and at ease. The wolf nuzzled his side before snuggling closer, until the dragon could feel the animal’s warmth against his scales.
With a rough sigh, the dragon shrunk in size until it became the same height and weight as a large lizard. He snuggled with the wolf, relishing her warmth. Peace drove deep into Brent’s soul as the night wore on. He felt he could stay there forever, but yellow light shone beyond his eyelids, and birdsong could be heard, far away.
Brent didn’t want to move. His bed was too cozy and welcoming. Thoughts of work and chores flitted through his mind, but the most pressing issue seemed to be Carissa and how to go about wooing her. At least her wolf was fine with the way things were going, if the dream was anything to go by.
With reluctance Brent opened his eyes and stared at the ceiling. For the first time in a long time he was alone in the bed, and didn’t mind. He rolled out of bed, stretched and got dressed for the day. He downed a granola bar and some orange juice, and then headed out.
Downtown Shadow Bay was busier than usual. There were people everywhere and they all seemed to be in a shopping mood. Brent pulled into a parking lot, found a spot, and got out of the car. His senses came alive as Carissa’s unique scent swirled around him on the breeze. The dragon came to life, blinking. Steam streamed out of its nostrils. Brent inhaled deeply, seeking out the source of that rare perfume that clung to his mate. He wove in and out of the crowd, entering shops and leaving without making a single purchase. Anticipation filled him.
Tension wove around his body, muscles tight as he continued to follow the scent. Eventually he stopped in front of Scentify, the aromatherapy store where he had first felt her presence. He blinked up at the sign and looked through the window. People milled around inside. He spotted the two women who had been with Carissa last night. With confidence, he pulled open the door and waded into the crowd. The people parted, and for a second he saw her ringing up a sale at the till and talking to a customer.
 


Chapter Eight
 
 
A shiver ran down Carissa’s spine and goose bumps rose on her bare arms. She looked up from her customer and there was Brent, looking right at her. For a moment, all she could do was stare. Her chest became tight as all the air seeped out of her lungs. Her thoughts scattered and she struggled to understand what the customer was saying to her. She nodded and smiled dumbly. Carissa watched as Brent walked further into the room. He cut through the crowd like a shark, heading directly for her. He had a smooth, predatory gait that sent waves of desire rocking through her body. Her stomach muscles clenched and she sucked in a breath.
She straightened up and smoothed down her blouse, hoping that her hair and makeup looked okay. Brent was only a foot away when a customer approached her, demanding to be rung up. With quick efficiency, she finished the transaction and sent the person on their way. Then she looked back to Brent, who gave her a smile, amusement sparkling in his eyes.
The world narrowed to just to the two of them. Once he was in front of her, she had to resist the urge to step back as the full force of his personality slammed into her. It was like being tugged down by a riptide. Fear and adrenaline rushed through her. She swallowed and tried to remember to breathe. With a bright smile, she tried to stay businesslike.
“Hi, I’m Carissa. Welcome to Scentify. How can I help you?” Her voice trembled. A flash of heat crashed through her chest, down her arms, causing her palms to become sweaty. She swallowed and tried to focus as her cheeks flushed and her ears prickled. She cleared her throat and tried again. “We have a special sale on relaxation oils and lotions. There’s fifty percent off all lavender and sage items.”
Her lips quivered as she tried to maintain the smile, while her wolf began to howl in her head. The urge to lean forward and get closer to Brent shook along her legs; she wanted to move around the counter and snuggle into him, feel the strength of his body against hers and inhale his scent. Instead, she stood where she was, praying her body wouldn’t betray her. The aroma of water brushed against her face. Liquid relaxation quaked along her limbs, threatening to take her strength from her.
Carissa sighed, unable to resist the call of his presence and she shuffled forward until the counter pressed against her stomach.
Brent’s grin grew even wider. “Actually, I want something that’s not on sale,” he murmured, coming closer to her, bringing his body heat and scent nearer. Carissa moved back. The wolf bumped her from within so that she leaned over the wide space separating them.
Crap. She tried to pull back but the wolf locked her limbs in place. “Really?” she asked in a husky whisper. She cleared her throat.
Brent moved his face closer, until his lips were a hair’s breadth away from hers. She could practically feel the solidity of the firm, pink flesh against lips. Tingles broke out all over her body. A whimper formed in her throat but she swallowed it down, refusing to let him know how he was making her feel.
He nodded. “Is there someplace we can go for a bit more privacy?”
She licked her lips and looked around to find a line had formed behind him. Jez and Anna were giving her incredulous looks. The store came back to her, and with a sigh, she shook her head.
“I can’t leave just yet. Lunch?” She prayed that he would say yes—or maybe no. She wasn’t sure how she would handle him if he agreed, but she couldn’t bear for him to refuse.
“Lunch. I’ll be back in an hour or two.” He bent over the counter and took her lips in a soft, teasing kiss with a flick of his tongue. She shivered as he pulled back, with a smile so filled with lust that her knees turned to jelly and her legs shook. More. She needed more of that.
A woman whistled as Brent turned and left, a slow glide toward the door that allowed her to take him in: firm buttocks underneath tight denim, a strong back and broad shoulders.
“That’s a slice of heaven right there,” a customer said. “I can’t say I like the blue tips—but still, that face. You better lock him down, if you know what’s good for you.”
Carissa ignored the comment. Brent was hers regardless of what anyone said. At least, that’s what her wolf told her. She reminded herself to remain professional as she rang up the orders and sent people on their way. When Jezebel and Anna came over under the pretense of helping her or refilling a shelf or display, she ignored their questions and inquiring glances.
By the time lunch arrived it was a relief just to get out of the shop. She would have taken any excuse to get her away from the crush of all those people and the suggestive looks that Jez and Anna shot her way.
She beamed with happiness when at last Brent reentered the store.
“Ready?” he said, and grabbed her hand, gripping it tightly.
“I’m ready,” she managed.
He led her to a small seafood restaurant that she’d always wanted to check out. Her body relaxed gradually as she got use to his touch. His palms were softer than she’d thought they would be, warm and solid, filled with strength. His thumb caressed the back of hand, sending quivers of sensation up her arm. It felt totally natural to stroll down the street with him. She drifted closer to him, letting her hip rub against his as they entered the restaurant.
He managed to get a table in the back, near a window, despite the crowd waiting to be seated. His knees brushed against Carissa’s as he shifted in his seat, sending a wave of heat up to her pussy. The server came and poured water for them and offered them menus, but Carissa barely noticed. She was staring at Brent, drinking in her fill, and he stared back.
“You’re absolutely gorgeous,” he murmured as he reached out, palm up.
She hesitated before giving him her hand. As she touched his flesh, she felt a soothing wave penetrate into her depths, all the way to the cage where her wolf paced. A sigh brushed past her lips as a slow smile curled on her face. She couldn’t think of a reason not to touch him now.
“Thank you,” she whispered.
“You are gorgeous. Stunning up close.” Brent’s nostrils flared. “And you smell fantastic. What kind of perfume is that?”
More heat filled her cheeks and slid down her throat in a thick gel. “It’s nothing, just a little bit of this and that.”
“I can smell lavender, sage and citrus?” He shook his head. “I’ll find out later. We’ll have dinner. How about that? Tonight? I know you probably have a short lunch break. Tell me about what you do.”
Carissa tried to pull her thoughts together enough to give him some idea about the shop and her role in it, but with every brush of his thumb and shift of his legs under the table, her thoughts scattered to the wind. She managed to mumble out a few things, almost as if she were reading from one of the brochures that she handed out with every purchase.
Brent nodded. “Sounds interesting. I’d really like to see more of it. Maybe a tour, after hours?” He raised an eyebrow.
“Sure.” She tried to sound nonchalant, but it came out husky and breathless.
“How about tonight? I can bring the dinner. How about something Italian? I can even help you with the stock?” He brought her hand up to his lips and gave her the lightest of kisses. Traces of need threaded through her veins at that small touch.
Alone in a darkened shop with him? Images of what they could get up to flooded her mind—against the shelves, in front of the window, on the counter.
She shivered. A thin voice came out of her mouth that she almost didn’t recognize. “I would like that.” She suddenly couldn’t wait for evening. It would allow her to get to know him better and explore this attraction to him. He was a near-stranger, but in her gut she felt she was safe with him. Her wolf agreed.
“Maybe we can test out some of your products,” Brent said. “Maybe those oils that you mentioned. I’ve been very tense lately. All these people makes me anxious…” He stopped, as if changing his mind about something, and his voice lost its sly edge. He looked as if he was confused for a moment, and then made a decision: “No…I should make myself very clear here. I don’t know why, but I feel I don’t have to play these games with you. I can just be honest.” He gave her a smile any wolf would be proud of. “So let me be honest. I want to feel your hands on my body. I want to feel you wrapped around my cock, and I want to fuck you until you can’t walk straight.”
A kernel of heat bloomed in Carissa’s stomach, adding to the inferno that was already building in her sex. She licked her lips and threw caution to the wind. “And what will you do for me?” she asked. “Maybe I don’t want you to fuck me. Maybe I want to save that for later.” In truth, she wanted to rip off his clothes and have him right there, on the restaurant table. But she wanted to see how he would react.
He released her hand and for a second a chill filled her as she watched him pick up his menu. From behind the thick paper he gave her his answer. “I can wait. I enjoy the thrill of the chase.” She could see the determination in his eyes. His irises had become a sea green, burning with intensity. Thin streamers of steam floated upward from his nostrils and disappeared, making Carissa think she’d imagined it. Her ears prickled as the scent of water became stronger, overpowering the aroma of seafood and earth.
She felt like she was surrounded by his presence. The menu made her feel cut off from him, adrift on the sea. She picked up her own menu to try to get her bearings. The words might as well have been gibberish. She wasn’t sure what she was reading or what she was supposed to be doing anymore. When Brent shifted in his seat again and she felt his knees brush against hers, it was like she’d discovered the sun. She latched onto that sensation and settled back into her chair. Liquid ran along her muscles as she relaxed and centered herself. Her wolf was silent, much to her amusement. It was finally spending time with its mate, therefore everything was right in the world.
Carissa tried to concentrate on what she wanted to eat, but suddenly Brent’s chair scraped across the floor and he was sitting right next to her. She sat up ramrod straight. His arm slipped around the back of the chair but didn’t touch her. She could feel his body heat slithering up her right side. She moved a bit closer to him, but resisted the urge to press against him.
The server returned and they placed their orders. When the waiter moved away, Brent moved his hand, stroking the nape of her neck, teasing her. Whisper-soft brushes of his fingertips sent licks of pleasure up and down her spine. She resisted the urge to shiver. She felt so out of her depth. She wasn’t sure what was expected of her. Should she flirt with him? Touch him? Or just sit there? The thoughts flew around her brain until she felt him give the back of her neck a squeeze. His warm breath brushed against her ear, setting off small quakes around her body.
“Relax, you’re becoming tense,” he whispered.
She licked her lips and decided to go for honesty. “I don’t know what to do or how to act here.” Carissa felt so stupid admitting that. Surely a gorgeous guy like Brent was used to women who were far more comfortable in their own skin and confident in themselves than she was. “It’s not that I’ve never been on a date before. I just…um…” She wasn’t sure how to explain how she felt.
He curled a small tendril of her hair around his finger and gave it a gentle pull. “Just go with the flow.”
She felt him start to pull out the pins from her bun. Her hands flew up to stop him, only to have him brush them away. “Relax. I like seeing your hair down. Like when we first met.”
Brent pressed a tiny kiss to her temple, making her pulse increase. Ignoring her body’s reaction, she batted his hands away once again and began to fix her tresses. “Yes, well, I still have work to do, so back in a bun it goes.”
He chuckled. “Fine. But for dinner, your hair had better be down or there will be consequences.”
She raised an eyebrow and turned her head to look at him. “Threats don’t work on me.” She knew she should have been put off by his demand, but the steady pulse in her vagina said otherwise.
“Uh-huh, and yet I can smell your arousal.” To demonstrate, he inhaled deeply. “So sweet and musky. So much temptation. I bet your panties are damp. Let’s see if I can’t make you wetter.”
He brushed his lips against the side of her throat, tracing a line of fire from her pulse point down to the neckline of her blouse. Brent nipped a bit of skin before sucking it into his mouth in strong tugs. Each pull shot straight to her pussy, echoing in her womb. She groaned. The room seemed too crowded with people and prying eyes. He flicked the throbbing spot and pulled away. “Nope, still not wet enough.”
He moved his arm and placed his hand on her knee, just letting it sit there doing nothing, and yet his touch burned through her skirt. Seconds ticked by as the anticipation increased. Her clit pulsed, demanding something, anything to stop the slow ache. A whimper began to form in her throat; it took all her strength to not let it out.
When the waiter returned with their orders, Brent didn’t remove his hand. He just nodded and slid his palm up her leg an inch or two. Smooth silk slipped along her skin, sending ripples through her sex. She squirmed in her seat and resisted the urging of her wolf to grab his hand and move it toward her pussy.
Breathing deep and slow, she took inventory of what was going on in her body. Her inner temperature was climbing and her thoughts were becoming difficult to decipher as her whole being became centered on his touch.
Brent slid his hand upward, stopping in the middle of her thigh, giving the thick muscle a squeeze. She found herself panting, small whimpers were slipping past her parted lips. Carissa reached out and grabbed her glass and took a sip to cover her reactions. He continued to flex his fingers around her silk-covered leg. The pressure was strong, but it didn’t cause any pain. She took another sip of water, thankful for the small ice cubes tinkling in the glass. Any source of coolness was a relief as the sweat droplets glided down her temple and along her jaw.
It was embarrassing that she had become so sweaty when turned on, and yet Brent didn’t seem to mind one bit. He placed kisses along her jaw, nipping at her flesh every so often. She tried to remind herself that they were in public, but she couldn’t muster the energy to care.
“Brent,” she whispered.
“Hmm?” His hand moved up as he teased the corner of her mouth with the tip of his tongue.
Carissa swallowed, as pinpricks of fire danced along her skin and shards of pain lanced her fingertips. The wolf rammed at its barrier, demanding out, as the passion began to ramp up.
“Brent,” she tried again.
“Spread your legs, sweetheart. Let me feel all that heat.” His voice was a low, sensual murmur that wove around her body and bent it to his will.
She reached out to grab his wrist. “Brent, we’re in public. Our waiter could come back any minute now.” Now that she’d uttered that warning, she released his wrist and waited to see what he would do. They were going too fast. She had to catch her breath before she truly lost all control. Her wolf rippled to the surface; fur slid under her skin and sharp claws scratched gently against her insides, setting off mini fires. She wasn’t about to shift, but the wolf was pushing its own agenda and Carissa found it difficult to say no, especially when everything felt so damn good.
Brent gave her a chuckle and placed his hand over her mound, cupping her groin with his fingers, digging into the well created by her now bunched-up skirt. His fingertips pressed against the lips of her sex, and her labia grew damper. Her clit throbbed. Just thin layers of cloth separated his fingers from the source of her need. Her vaginal walls clenched as a fresh gush of juices soaked through her panties. A growl formed in her throat as the glide of fur became more prominent and the wolf’s power surged forward. Beads of sweat formed along her hairline and upper lip. Her heartbeat increased as her breathing became labored.
The pain in her hands increased, causing them to shake, as once more the wolf tried to find some weakness in its cage. With as much strength as she could muster, she shoved the animal back. The full moon may only be a few days away, but she wasn’t going to shift here and now. And yet the tendrils of the pain, and pleasure from the animal’s attempts remained, tracing their way through her veins and wrapping around her muscles.
Carissa got a respite with the return of the server with their food. If he noticed anything, he did not comment. She wasn’t sure whether to be thankful or not. All thoughts of propriety were shoved aside as Brent pressed harder, pulling a gasp from her lips. Her hips bucked. Delicious sensations swirled around her pussy. Relief was almost in sight. All she needed to do was give him access, say a word, beg for more of his touch.
“Do you want me to slip my hand under your skirt, sweetheart? Touch your sweet pussy? Are you wet enough yet? Maybe you aren’t, but I can smell the spice of your arousal.” He growled. “You’re so close, and I can feel your mating heat arise. You want more don’t you? You want me to claim you, hold you down and fuck you, force you to submit, yes?” He whispered against her ear and then she felt a sharp nip that made her shudder.
She shivered in her seat as the inferno turned to a raging wildfire, threatening to consume her. Carissa could feel that insistent pulse deep in her womb, that need for fulfillment. Everything in her was geared toward Brent and his touch. How the hell was she supposed to function when all she wanted to do was drag him home with her, strip off her clothes and fuck him senseless? Maybe this wasn’t mating heat. Maybe this was simply due to not having had a man in such a long time.
Summoning all her willpower, she grabbed Brent’s hand and moved it away, despite the howls of protest from both her wolf and her body. She wanted to sleep with Brent, but dammit—she would be the one to decide when and where.
 


Chapter Nine
 
 
Brent felt her trying to pull away from the moment, and could only smirk. He sat back in his chair but didn’t move back around the table. “You can run away from what you’re feeling all you want, sweetheart, but you’ll give in to me eventually. Also, remember, we have a dinner date tonight.”
“I haven’t forgotten, but you’ll only get a tour and dinner. Nothing else.” She sounded tough, but there was a quiver in her voice that made him grin.
Her arousal was obvious. He was sure she could smell her own desire. Brent wouldn’t let her forget how he had affected her. But first, some food.
His own dragon was egging him on, and he needed a distraction before he did something stupid. He ate, but didn’t really taste anything. Every breath he took reminded him of her damp panties. The pressure in his pants was verging on painful. His balls ached for release and his cock was pressing against his fly, demanding freedom. She wasn’t the only uncomfortable one here. He reached down and adjusted his erection, hoping she wouldn’t notice. Thankfully, she seemed very intent on looking at her lobster pasta dish. When the waiter came back to offer them wine, they both declined. Brent had work in an hour or two and Carissa had to get back to Scentify.
Brent thought back to the aromatherapy store. It was nice, clean and had a welcoming feel. But there was something missing about it. It lacked Carissa’s personal touch. He took in the woman next to him. The phantom taste of skin on his tongue blended with the soup he’d chosen for lunch—a salty tang with just a hint of earthy flavor, which made him yearn to lick and kiss every inch of her. He could see her tied down and blindfolded as he used an ice cube and his tongue on her body to rile her up, making her beg.
Out of the corner of his eye he took her in, calm and cool, controlled. Only her unique perfume gave away that anything was wrong. Her body heat no longer scalded his side, but he could still feel that fire from her skin against the bare flesh of his forearm.
They ate their fill in silence. When the server came back to ask about dessert, Carissa declined. She checked her watch. “Sorry, but I have to get back.”
Brent understood. He had to get back to the house himself and change.
Before she could insist on paying he handed the waiter his credit card. “I’ll meet you out front.”
She opened her mouth and he took her lips in a quick kiss to stop her from protesting. “No need to pay. Next time we go out, it’ll be your turn. How’s that?”
Carissa chuckled. “Have it all figured out do you? Fine. Next time.”
She pushed back her chair and left him. He returned his seat back to its rightful place before going to the front. Once the check was paid, he offered her his arm and they left. Carissa turned toward him as soon as they passed the restaurant front. “Thank you. I’ll see you for dinner tonight at the shop.”
He grinned. “Yes, you will.”
She leaned in to give him a peck on the cheek, but that wasn’t good enough. He bent his head to hers, slid his arm out from her hold and took her face in his hands. He held her head in place as he ate at her lips, nipping, kissing, sucking and teasing the tender flesh until he sunk his tongue deep inside of her mouth. Wolf whistles and clapping sounded around them from onlookers. He ignored it all and continued to control the kiss. He felt pressure on his chest, but rather than push him away she moved closer, bunching his shirt in her hands as she moved her hips against his, rubbing herself against his erection.
He saw stars behind his eyelids as sparks of pleasure raced up and down his cock. A groan floated between them. Whether it came from him or her, her didn’t know. It didn’t matter. He just wanted more. She tasted so sweet. He was addicted. He ran his hands down from her face, over her shoulders, and traced the curves and dips of her back, feeling the heated skin underneath the flimsy blouse she wore. Brent wanted to tear it off. His hands clenched the silken fabric, ready to rip it apart, when he felt a sharp tug on his shirt.
Brent whirled around and growled at the person who had interrupted them. A searing pain shook along his fingers as they turned to claws and steam billowed out of his mouth and nostrils. His scales pressed upward into his flesh, shimmering on the surface until his flesh had turned to the colors of the sea. Warmth and pain filled his muscles as they expanded, preparing for the change to half-dragon mode. His head throbbed as his skull slimmed and his nose began to recede. Brent’s lips burned as they thinned and his cheekbones ached as they contorted into a sharper shape. His thoughts became a distant mist, insubstantial compared to the raw need to make Carissa his—all his.
Tor stood before him, but he was no longer a friend. He was an enemy, a possible challenge for his mate.
Tor held up his hands, eyes pure obsidian, body slack and relaxed. “Whoa there, buddy. Calm down. It’s me. It’s only me, Tor, your friend.” Tor waved a hand, but it took a moment for Brent to understand what was going on. “We’re in public, man. Pub-lic.”
Brent blinked and looked around. A crowd had formed around him. His dragon felt threatened and put on display. He growled. Searing hot, bone-melting steam streamed out of his mouth and nostrils again. He could feel dragonfire swirling around his chest, building up pressure, ready to escape. A hand on his forearm made him pause, and a calm, soothing sensation twined around his arm and wrapped around his body. He looked down, confused at this new feeling, and saw Carissa staring up at him, calm in her gaze, her soft hand on his arm.
“Brent, pull back. It’s okay. No one will hurt you.” The softness and reasonableness of her words pulled back the shift and sent his dragon down on his belly, calm and docile, like a sleepy kitten. He winced at the return to his normal form.
Carissa lifted up on her tiptoes and brushed her lips against his. “Dinner, tonight,” she whispered. Then she turned and walked away.
What the fuck had just happened? Was he starting to go through his own mating heat? Tor came toward him, the scent of fire and spice drifted over him, soothing and calming him down a bit. Brent turned to his friend, trying to bat back the sense of fear curling in his stomach. “What’s happening to me?”
Tor gave him a rueful smile. “You, my son…” He clapped him on the shoulder and gave it a painful squeeze. “…are growing up. You’ve found your mate and now the bonding instinct is kicking in. As soon as you have sex with her, the mating will truly activate and you’ll become a possessive, territorial asshole.” He gave Brent a wicked grin that made Brent sick to his stomach.
It wasn’t idea of being mated to Carissa that he found repulsive—they already were mates, he knew that—it was the process that was putting him ill-at-ease. He could just see himself becoming a jealous jerk and creating scenes that would drive her away from him. “Does this mean the dragon will control my impulses?” The sinking feeling grew until he thought he would throw up.
“In a sense, yes,” Tor said. “Neither of you can truly control it. It’s pure instinct, but for every dragon it’s different. Just warn her before you do something really stupid.” Tor began to lead him away from Scentify. With every step Brent took, his dragon protested. Now that they’d had a taste, the dragon only wanted more. It didn’t want to allow her any time to slip away from him.
Each step was difficult, as his muscles protested. His lungs burned with exertion, and each breath came out labored. Brent wanted to turn and run back, bundle Carissa in his arms, and carry her away. He could only imagine what she was going through at this moment. Did werewolves have separation anxiety? Bonding fever? He knew they went into heat too, but were they as possessive as dragons were? There was so much he didn’t know.
He would be with her tonight, and that would have to be enough to keep his dragon satisfied for now. With a deep breath, he focused on walking with Tor. “So, what’s Lou got lined up for us today? Besides trying to kill us with work and changes?”
Tor shrugged. “The usual stuff, but she convinced the big boss to let us hire more servers, temporary staff for the rest of the month. From what we’re hearing around town, people love it here so much that they’re willing to stay beyond the festival. Great for business, but the police have their hands full with all the road congestion and parties.” Tor shook his head. “There’s even talk of town being like this for Samhain, and don’t get me started on Christmas. Can you imagine? Snow and ice on the ground? Dear gods, and I’m pretty sure the mayor is pulling her hair out with the influx.”
Brent smirked. “I’d hate to be in her position right now. Do you think people will want to move here? I mean, normals?” He resisted the urge to roll his eyes.
He wasn’t sure how he felt about their little niche of society being overrun with humans. Shadow Onyx City had always been the city where paras and normals mixed, not their little hamlet. They barely had any humans living here full time. Now it looked like times were changing and they’d all have to adjust.
“I don’t know,” Tor said. “She’d have to negotiate with the shifters for land, and honestly, the bears are far too stingy with their forests. Then there are the packs to consider. I don’t even want to think of what would go on in the mountains.” Tor shuddered and Brent was right there with them.
“The dragons would hate to have to share space with things they’d thought of as food up until a century or two ago. And we’d probably get the rich, entitled brats moving up there.” Brent didn’t want to think about how his parents would react to normals invading their home. They liked their quiet life.
A thought suddenly occurred to him. “Hey, Tor. How’d your parents take it about Louisa?”
Tor shoved his hands in his pockets and grinned. “They practically screamed my ear off. They want to meet her—like now. We’re going up there for the autumn equinox to celebrate. Mom’s getting the whole freakin’ clan over there. I don’t know about Louisa, but I’m terrified they’ll try to kidnap her. My cousins are all going to fall in love with her.” He shook his head.
Brent chuckled. “My mom will probably try to kidnap Carissa. I just know it. She’s always wanted a daughter, and Carissa has access to aromatherapy. My mom will be in heaven. If that includes spa facilities and makeup, dear god, I’d never see her.”
Tor laughed. “Look at you, making plans already. You need to win her over first. Are you willing to work for her?”
Brent thought about the question. It didn’t take long for the answer to come to him. “Of course. She’s worth it, completely.”
Tor clapped him on the shoulder. “Good, ’cause I think you’ll have your work cut out for you.”
Brent frowned. “What do you mean?” They stopped in front of a sporting goods store.
“Because any mate worth having is a mate you have to fight for, whether they have personal demons or another lover in the picture. Just be prepared for difficulties.” Tor nodded toward the parking lot. “Come on, let’s go home. We have to prep for work. I have a feeling Louisa’s going to call us to come in early to help the newbies acclimate to the pub.”
Brent nodded. He needed some time away from Carissa. He needed to get centered before their dinner tonight.
Tor ended up being right about Louisa’s call. It came as soon as they walked through the door, and they were out again in half an hour, showered, dressed in their uniforms, and ready for an early shift.
When they got to the Dragon’s Lair, there was already a crowd. Brent looked around, confused. “What the hell? Why are people here already?”
“Because the boss put out word that we’d have The Snake here tonight doing an acoustic session,” Tor explained as they entered the building. Louisa met them, looking much calmer than she had been the previous night, but she had a creepy smile on her face that made Brent uneasy. Had Happy Hour come earlier than expected?
“Let’s go, guys,” she said. “I’m on allergy meds and the new help needs to be trained. Get to it while I grab an hour’s sleep okay? I’m already starting to see unicorns and giant, candy corn trees.”
Brent snickered. “Must be some strong stuff. We can handle things from here. Don’t worry about it.”
Louisa snorted. “Of course I don’t, because you know I’d have to kill you if you couldn’t handle things. Don’t eat all the brownies. I’d like to take some home with me.”
As Louisa walked away, Tor let out a groan and Brent had to snicker. “Looks like no sex for you tonight, buddy.”
Brent dragged Tor and Fletch off to handle the new servers. Everything went smoothly for the first hour or so. To test out the newbies, they let in a group of people and monitored their progress. But then Tiberio “The Snake” De Lorenzo strolled in through the employee entrance, set up his stool, microphone, and equipment and started to warm up. There was only him, no other band members, not even in the audience.
Brent paused to take in the snake shifter. Wavy, black hair, threaded with a bit of white, fell to his shoulders. Eerie, bright yellow-green eyes with flecks of amber looked out over the crowd. He wore a worn, grey T-shirt with a pock-marked and peeling Hulk image on it, and baggy jeans. The tips of black cowboy boots peeked out from under his pant legs. His rich, gold skin gleamed, even in the low, intimate light of the stage. His face looked like it had been cut from marble, with chiseled, classic features that made women swoon. He was in his forties, but he had a lean, whip-like body that looked ready to strike at any moment.
Tiberio had an air of mystery and danger about him. Brent felt a sense of unease creep along his spine as he continued to watch the man, unable to take his gaze away. It was like he was being hypnotized just watching the rocker walk around the stage. Even from the back of the pub, he could hear the man’s voice as he hummed to himself. It was low and rough, and the sound sent chills through Brent.
He breathed in and out, slowly and rhythmically, as his heart slowed down. All he could see was Tiberio. Every muscle in his body felt frozen. All of his senses slowed down. Even his dragon was entranced.
What the fuck was going on? What kind of mojo was this? He tried to shake his head, pull his gaze away, and yet nothing worked. Brent stared in wonder—and he was supposed to be the bigger predator here! A dragon being entranced by a snake was like an elephant being scared of a mouse. It seemed ridiculous, and yet it was happening to him right now. Frustration ate him up as he tried to move. He tried to shake his head, to scream—anything—but he couldn’t move a muscle.
The space in his head was becoming smaller and smaller as the world narrowed down to Tiberio. Panic broke out, as sweat slipped over his brow and down his temples, soaked through the back of his shirt. Fear that he would never move again sent a wave of chills through him as his dragon began to scream, a horrible high-pitched keening sound that filled his ears. “I’m going out of my mind. Someone help me!”
Brent’s breath was no longer smooth and relaxed. It came out in choppy huffs as his heart began to pound out a rapid beat against his ribcage, almost as if it was trying to escape its cage. He wanted to escape too. He wanted to run away, far away from this man. He had to get away and yet he couldn’t move. No matter how many commands he sent to his feet, his fingers, or even his eyes, he just stood, transfixed, staring at The Snake. Was he going to die there? What about Carissa?
A light, warm weight settled on his forearm, and for the first time in what seemed like forever he managed to draw in a deep breath, filling his lungs until they were so full he couldn’t take in any more air. His heart continued to race but he felt a bit better. He slowly looked down to see Louisa in front of him. She gave him a small smile. “I felt it too. We all do. Don’t worry. I’ll tell Tiberio to turn off the mojo, okay?”
Brent nodded, as relief whooshed through him. His shoulders sagged as he slumped over. His knees bent, his body close to collapse, like a puppet cut from its strings. The spell was broken and he could move again.
With effort, he went about his tables, all the while aware of Tiberio on the stage, now strumming the guitar and singing “Riders on the Storm.” Brent looked around to see that Tor, Fletch and a few of the new waiters were coming out of the same trance.
Louisa climbed onto the stage and said something in Tiberio’s ear. All he did was nod. The hypnotic power began to recede, like the tide pulling back out to sea. Brent could breathe again. He felt suddenly freer, and his dragon stopped screaming, but he felt they could both use a bit of relaxation. He knew he’d have to change dinner plans with Carissa. His head just wasn’t in a space for seduction.
 


Chapter Ten
 
 
Carissa was in hell. She was sure she’d walked into another dimension and this wasn’t Scentify. Anna and Jez were running around restocking the shop, but the products were being bought as fast as they could get them on the shelves. There was security stationed around the store for some sort of celebrity who was apparently in the store, but neither Anna nor Jez had even a second to tell her who it was.
Carissa rushed up to the counter to start helping out with checkout. Within fifteen minutes, she was sure her arm was going to fall off from all the ringing up and bagging she was doing. When the phone rang, she tucked the receiver in the cradle of her neck, pinning it between her ear and her shoulder.
“Hello, Scentify, this is Carissa speaking. How may I help you?” She tried not to sound harried, but pleasant, light, like the world was a beautiful, rainbow-sparkle-filled place with unicorns and clouds made of cupcakes that rained chocolate, but only managed to sound a little off of her rocker.
“Honey, I’m gonna have to cancel dinner tonight. I’m off my center and feeling kind of like shit. I need to realign. Is that okay? I really hate to do this but—” Brent’s voice was breathy, filled with tension. Something was very wrong.
Carissa latched onto his voice like a lifeboat. “Brent! Forget dinner. Come over to my place. I’ll give you that massage you wanted.” She didn’t know where that suggestion came from but out it came. The strain she heard in his worried her, and she felt an overwhelming need to look after him, to make him feel better. She didn’t know what was wrong, but she knew just how to make it right. “I have some massage oil that would help rebalance your chakras. Let me take care of you. I can cook.”
Carissa blinked. Now where the hell did that come from? She didn’t cook for men. She barely cooked for herself. “Why the hell not?” her wolf asked.
“Well, okay, if you wouldn’t mind.” The tension in Brent’s voice lessened, and she could feel him relax a little.
“I don’t mind at all, if you don’t mind being a guinea pig.” She couldn’t help but grin at that. Normally she, Jez and Anna tested out the products. It would be nice to get a male perspective on the scents they were considering. Plus, it would allow her to get her hands on his body.
Her palms tingled at the thought. She wanted to see if that golden skin went all the way down. Was he darker or paler underneath his clothes? Or was he just as beautifully tanned? Was he hairy, or were his crisp curls trimmed? Or maybe he was completely bare. Were his legs dense with hair or lightly furred?
She reminded herself that she was in public, and that it wouldn’t do to daydream with the store so busy, but her mind didn’t heed that warning. Instead, her head filled with images of Brent slowly stripping out of his clothes, revealing himself inch-by-inch, until he was completely naked. He would be unashamed by his nudity. He’d be the type of man who wouldn’t be shy to show her how he liked to be touched, how he liked to masturbate when he was alone.
She sucked in a shaky breath as she tried to picture him on her bed, his thick cock with the flared crest ruddy, a pearl of cum already at the slit. Carissa licked her lips, wanting to taste that salty essence of him. She wanted to wrap her lips around that thick stalk and suck him down until he hit the back of her throat, and once there, she’d swallow him down, teasing him with the clench and hold of her throat muscles. A buzz of excitement rushed through her body as her hand shook with the effort of keeping calm. She tried to ignore the steady pulse of her clit as her arousal began to grow and her heartbeat sped.
As she rang up a gift box of scented oils, the image in her mind changed to Brent tied down to her bedposts and blindfolded. She’d always wanted to trail a bit of ice down a man’s body and tease him with the cold before using her mouth to heat him up. Would Brent enjoy that? Maybe she would use that chill on his dick. The throb of her clit increased. He’d be so beautiful, naked and at her mercy.
“Carissa, honey, did you hear me?” This time he sounded breathy, his tone laced with desire. “Babe, where’d you go? What were you thinking of? My dick is so hard right now, I want to strip off my pants and jerk off. What are you doing to me, sweetheart?”
Carissa managed to ring everything up, bag it and send the customers on their way before she responded. “I want to tie you to my bed, tease you with ice, and suck you off.” She didn’t know where the courage to say those words had come from—in public no less—but she let them go. Her reward was a ragged groan from Brent.
“Gods damn it, I need to get back to work, but I swear, when I get you alone tonight I’m going to spank your ass and fuck you blind.”
Carissa’s knees almost gave out at that promise. “I’ll be looking forward to it. I’m getting wet just thinking of it.” She tried to ignore her tightened nipples and the cream that dampened her panties.
“Oh, gods, honey, I want to lift your skirt, take off your panties and eat you out until you come all over my mouth. You are so in trouble,” he mumbled.
She grinned. “And I may let you do that, if you behave. I’ll see you later and you can explain why you weren’t up to dinner.”
Carissa hung up before she said anything else inappropriate.
As she dealt with the customers, her mind drifted to her conversation with Brent. Never had she felt so comfortable with a man. She had flirted, and even engaged in a bit of dirty talk over the phone. And she barely knew him! It was a foreign, yet welcome, feeling.
Closing time finally came, and the last of the customers shuffled reluctantly out of the shop. Carissa’s mouth hurt from the smile that refused to leave her face. Brent’s desire for her bolstered her self-esteem to new heights. She couldn’t wait to see what else she was capable of doing. She’d always had a fantasy of fucking in her favorite bookstore while it was open. A smile curled on her lips as she felt a loss of breath. Would Brent be into that? What other little things could his wicked mind come up with besides spanking? And what could she convince him to do?
She felt a wicked thrill at the thought of finally being comfortable enough to tell someone her wishes, desires, and needs. She wanted to rush through the inventory and hurry home, but decided to take her time. Brent would probably be late, since the Dragon’s Lair was so busy. She knew Tiberio De Lorenzo was performing there tonight. She’d heard Jez and Anna gushing over him. Carissa had a few of his records. He sounded sexy, and some of his songs were quite suggestive. The para community considered The Snake to be a combination of Barry White and Jim Morrison.
Carissa replayed her conversation with Brent in her head. She wanted to explore her attraction to him, for her own sake, and not just for her wolf’s. Tonight would definitely be the start of something. She went through inventory, restocking the shelves and making note of what she needed to order. She also surreptitiously selected a few products to try out on Brent. She grabbed some of the items that would induce relaxation.
She decided that the first thing she’d have him do was take a soak in a bath. That would begin the winding-down process. Then she would move onto the massage—and it would be full body. She’d control the pace of his pleasure. Excitement shimmered along her spine. She couldn’t wipe the grin off of her face. After putting everything in bag, she did one more check to make sure the doors were locked and the security system was on. She locked up and headed out.
Her wolf paced, and nervous energy drowned out any arousal and anticipation she’d felt. She steered her wolf toward the thought of the full moon in a few days. A thought slammed into her mind: she hadn’t given him directions to her place. Once she got to her car and was safely inside, she dialed his number and left a message on how to get to her home, then started her car and took off.
Carissa wasn’t going to set up candles. She didn’t think he’d appreciate it. Instead, it would be simple, with food and beer and some music that would help him relax. Enigma, maybe. Once she got home she started an easy meal of a skirt steak and baked potato, with a side of broccoli. Carissa took a quick shower and cleaned up while things were cooking. Thankfully there wasn’t much of a mess. Once the potatoes were in the oven, there was nothing to do but wait.
As the minutes ticked by, butterflies fluttered in her stomach. She fidgeted with the hem of her shirt. A few times she got up and sat back down. Doubts began to form, but she refused to entertain them. It wouldn’t do to back out now. And besides, she wasn’t sure her wolf would let her.
Every time she heard a car drive near her house she got up and checked to see if it was him. She tried to squash her disappointment when it wasn’t. She even checked her phone a few times to see if he’d called and she’d missed it or if the battery had died. Her cheeks warmed with embarrassment at her actions. If Jez and Anna were here, they would be teasing her mercilessly.
She checked on the status of the dinner. The potatoes were done, so she set the table and then went back to the sofa to wait. She tapped her foot in impatience. When the phone rang, she jumped into the air and almost fell off her seat.
Carissa juggled the phone and answered. “Hello?”
“Carissa, I’m on my way. Should be at your place in ten minutes. Although, judging by the traffic, it’ll be fifteen. Can’t wait to see you, love.” Brent hung up before she could respond. Annoyance filtered through her anticipation. Not even a good-bye. She gritted her teeth. That was rude! He was going to pay for that.
At last, she heard a car pull into her driveway, and her heart picked up the pace. With a deep breath, she smoothed down her shirt and the front of her pants before she went to the door and waited for him to walk up the walkway. When the doorbell rang, the sound ricocheted up her spine. She grabbed the doorknob and flung open the door.
One look at Brent told her what his night had been like. His tan seemed to have seeped from his skin, leaving behind a bluish hue. Even his eyes had dulled to the color of watered-down blue paint. There was no spark or life in him, which worried her. She almost forgot about him not saying good-bye to her—almost.
“You look awful,” she said. “Come on in. Let’s see if I can help you.” She held out her hand to him.
A look of relief fell across his face. He walked toward her in a stutter-step and grabbed her outstretched palm. His energy seeped into her in a wash of heavy emotion that threatened to pull her under. She sucked in a breath; it tasted like frost slipping down her throat. When she exhaled it came out in a glimmering milk-white cloud. Her tongue felt cold and her mouth felt like it had just been filled with ice water. She shuddered as her wolf whimpered in worry and fear. Her body was the next to feel the chill, as it seeped all the way down to her toes.
Brent’s emotions kept rushing into her, overwhelming her own feelings until all she knew was him. Memories flashed in front of her eyes. She could see a beautiful blond woman with sky blue eyes, a man with black hair and teal tips with sea green eyes. They both smiled at her, pure pride in their gaze. The next image was of a young man with onyx eyes that flashed red as he shifted into the form of a black dragon with red veins lining its wings and black and silver scales along its skin.
Fear shot through her veins, pushing its way into her blood cells, chilling her to the core of her being. Sweat beaded on her brow. Pearls of moisture slid down her temple and traced her jaw. Pressure lay on her chest, making it hard to breathe. Brent stepped through the haze of memories like he was appearing out of a mist. His eyes glowed with a blue light. The atmosphere was heavy and humidity swirled around them. Strands of Carissa’s hair flew this way and that as cold sweat bathed her face.
“What…what was that?” she reached up and brushed her hair out of her face.
Brent leaned down and scooped her up in his arms. She felt his strength flowing into her, imbuing her with the ability to push back the fear and weariness. He kicked the door closed with the heel of his shoe and they collapsed onto the couch together. Brent peppered her face with small kisses in between murmurs of apology.
She cuddled into him, feeling his body shake against hers. He stroked her hair. “I’m so sorry, honey. I didn’t mean to show you that. That was Tor, on a partial shift on New Year’s. You felt what I went through that night when I saw him almost change. That was when he…” He sighed and changed the subject. “I’m sorry, I didn’t mean to let it get into you too. It’s been a shitty day.”
Carissa moved closer, trying to soak in the solidity of his presence. “That’s why you’re here. So I can take care of you.” Then her lips twisted into a wicked smile. “But don’t think that this excuses you from not saying good-bye to me on the phone.”
She reached up and caressed his jaw, feeling the slight roughness of the stubble she found there. It must have been a long day if he hadn’t shaved properly.
“Huh?” Brent gazed down at her, confusion in his blue eyes.
“You didn’t say good-bye when you called to let me know you were on your way. That was rude. We must rectify that.” Carissa let her touch trace down the column of his neck. She paused over his pulse-point and felt the strong, sure beat of his heart.
“Oh, I’m sorry honey. I was under pressure to get done and get out. The Snake being at Dragon’s Lair was just…gods.” He wiped a hand across his brow. Great weariness showed through the relaxation on his face.
“That bad, huh?” She moved away from him. “Tell me. But first you have to eat.” She got up and held out her hand, which he took. He rose and allowed her to lead him to the table. “Sit down and talk to me.”
He did as she ordered, a huge grin spreading across his face as his gaze roamed over the table. “Just what I need, comfort food.” He glanced up, a thick black brow rose in question. “Aren’t you going to join me, honey?”
Relief swept through her. He liked the food. She went to the opposite chair and sank down, ready to dig in. “I didn’t do much, just some basic spices. I wasn’t sure what your taste buds would like, so I didn’t try to get fancy.” Rather than cut into her steak, she watched Brent eat, taking in his facial expressions as he put the piece of meat into his mouth.
Bliss relaxed his features and she let out a sigh of relief. Carissa began to cut her own steak.
“It’s delicious, sweetheart. Just what I needed. So, yeah, The Snake. It wasn’t like panties being thrown at the stage or craziness. Nothing like that. It was just… How do I describe it? Just listening to him, just being in the same space with him, it was like I’d been turned into prey. Does that make sense?” he asked. Brent looked at her, apprehension and confusion on his face.
She nodded. “Yes. It happens when I listen to his music. You get hypnotized, right? I’ve never been to a concert of his, but I understand. It’s the sensation that all there is in the world is him. It’s great music for focusing your emotions, but it’s dangerous if you slip too deep into it.”
He blew out a breath. “Yes, that’s it exactly. I was attracted to him, honey. There’s nothing wrong with that. He’s a good-looking guy. But to feel like he could crush me? I’m a fucking water dragon; he’s a snake. There shouldn’t be a contest there.” He let out a chuckle and she couldn’t help but laugh at him.
“So basically it’s fine to find him good looking, but not to think he could hurt you? Snakes do have venom, sweetie.” The endearment slipped out so easily she didn’t even question it.
A crimson flush appeared in blotches on Brent’s cheeks. “Um, well, I could drown him.”
“But you’d need to be near water for that,” she pointed out.
“There’s water everywhere.” He puffed out his chest in pride.
“Tell that to the desert,” she said, before digging into her baked potato. She felt so at ease that she let her walls down and completely opened herself up to him. It felt wonderful to just let go and not worry.
He growled. “Fine, you have me there. So explain to me what a werewolf would do to defeat a dragon.”
Carissa’s head shot up and she narrowed her eyes at him. “Ooh, you’re playing with fire, reptile boy. First of all, we wouldn’t come at you from the front.”
He nodded. “Uh-huh. But last I checked wolves can’t fly and we can.”
“Yes, but dragons are solitary creatures. You only live together if you have to. We wolves hunt and live in packs. We have the edge in numbers. But you, little dragon, I think I could defeat all by myself,” she purred.
His eyebrow rose again. “Oh, and what would you do to me?” His voice dropped becoming deep and rough, intoxicating and dark.
She shivered as her nipples puckered and her stomach muscles tightened. Her body heated as goose bumps rose on her skin. A heavy pulse began in her groin and her inner parts tingled. Fire danced at the base of her spine as the room grew hotter. She met Brent’s gaze, finding the normally bright blue orbs had turned as dark as the night sky, with flecks of light blue glowing in the depths. Arousal was so swift it stole her breath. She could feel him pulling the control of the situation away from her, but Carissa refused to let that happen.
“First of all, I’d get you to take off your clothes,” she whispered. She wanted him to strain to hear her. Before he could respond she continued. “I’d have you take a long, hot bath to relax those sore, overworked muscles, and get you to forget all about the pub and The Snake. Then I’d get in with you, wash your back, your front and everything, and then I’d help you dry off.”
She paused, letting the silence draw out between them as she ate. The tension stretched until it became unbearable even for her. She felt the weight of his gaze on her. He wasn’t eating; he was just staring at her. Without even meeting his gaze, she knew she’d find expectation on his face. She had him.
“And?”
“I’d lead you to my bedroom and have you lie face down on my bed.” She stopped and allowed his mind to fill with fantasies. He gripped his fork and knife so tightly that his knuckles had become white. The tension between them increased until it was a taut line that felt like it could snap at any minute.
“Once you had relaxed on my bed, I’d blindfold you and then I’d begin to massage your back. Just your back at first.” She finished off her steak and then put the side plate with the baked potato on top of her steak dish. She dug into the potato with relish.
“And?” he asked, putting down his utensils.
Carissa felt a devilish thrill add to her desire as her arousal increased. “Well, you’ll just have to finish your food and get in that tub won’t you? But I’ll promise you one thing. We won’t have sex, not yet anyway.”
Brent pouted. “Why not?”
She shook her head. “This isn’t the third date.” She giggled at his outraged expression. “Besides, that’s not what you need. You’re feeling out of your element, not yourself. I can see how tired you are. As much as I’d love to sleep with you, that wouldn’t help either of us. Anyway, you’re my guinea pig, remember?”
He mumbled something under his breath, a small sound of disappointment. Then he said, “Fine. It’s true, I’m still not myself.” He sighed and went back to his food, finishing off his steak and potatoes in record time. “I’ll help you clean up,” he offered.
She shook her head. “Tonight is about you. Strip and get in that tub, mister, or you’ll get a spanking.”
His eyes sparkled with mirth. “I’d rather be the one doling out the spankings.”
At those words, a fever spread through Carissa’s buttocks as her sex clenched and her panties dampened. “Well, I haven’t been bad enough for that. Besides, what if I’m not into spankings?”
Brent’s gaze took her in from head to toe. “Oh, I know you are and I’m pretty sure we like a lot of the same things.” He gave her a wink as he stood up and stripped off his shirt, letting it fall to the floor. He strode off, shedding clothing as he went. Next to go were his shoes, then his socks, and then his belt. The harsh tearing sound of his zipper coming down split the air. The sound sent a jolt of electricity through Carissa. He had his back to her, but her mind supplied the image that was blocked from her view and she licked her lips. A thin strip of midnight curls would be visible between the silver teeth of the opening. The ruddy head of his cock would peek out, with a bead of desire already at the slit.
She watched as his thumbs hooked into the waistband of his jeans. He pushed down a little, showing off even more golden, tanned skin. Not a line to be seen. It confirmed her idea that he She in the nude. She thought about all that glorious flesh exposed to the kiss of the sun.
She could picture them on a secluded beach, her exploring his body with her hands and mouth, his hand tucked behind his head. She pulled herself out of the daydream to focus on the present. Brent shoved down his jeans to expose only his boxers.
She giggled at the little smiley faces that looked back at her as he walked away. She shook her head, gathered up the plates, and headed for the sink. Arousal simmered in her veins, heating her body and clouding her thoughts. All she could think of was Brent in her bathtub, lounging against the side, bubbles and water sluicing over his chest, his brown nipples already tightened into tempting nubs. His inky black hair, tipped with blue, would be slicked back as he relaxed. His dark lashes would form a fan on his cheeks as his eyes closed and the stress of the day drained from his face.
She hurried through the dishes and headed into the bedroom to make sure everything was ready. Then she joined him in the bathroom. He was just as she’d imagined. One arm rested in the water and the other was settled on the rim of the tub. Water dripped down on her floor in slow droplets. He didn’t even stir when she entered.
She took in a deep breath and closed her eyes. He looked so perfect there in her tub. All she wanted was to join him. Her skin tingled and prickled with the urge to touch him, to feel his limbs slide against hers under the water. Carissa reminded herself of their earlier banter, of his compliments and desire for her. But she was nervous. She stood for a moment, not quite able to bring herself to undress.
Like a Band-aid, she told herself, just strip. She undressed quickly and stepped into the tub before she had a chance to change her mind. She settled across from him, with her knees up to her chest. To her relief, the water was still warm. She was worried it might have become tepid while they’d been eating.
Carissa studied Brent. He was so relaxed, so at ease. Without opening his eyes, he held out his hand. For a moment, she studied the large palm. Veins stood out blue against the flesh. The fingers looked rough, calloused. She accepted his hand and stretched out first one leg and then another, rubbing them along his skin. The silken glide of water against her flesh added to the sensation of his slightly furred legs. He was almost smooth, but not quite.
Curiosity pinged about her brain. She wanted to know more about water dragons, more about him. “Tell me more about your people, about water dragons, please.”
She picked up a loofah, squeezed in some shower gel and picked up one of his feet. She started to run the rough sponge over the sole.
Brent lifted his head and opened his eyes. “Honey, you don’t have to—”
She stopped him. “I want to. So, tell me more about dragons.”
He laid his head back against the edge of the tub. He let out a soft sigh and closed his eyes as she began to massage his calves.
“We live up in the Dragon Smoke Mountains. It’s the largest colony of dragons in the US. There are all sorts, some you’ve never heard of. There are metal, earth, chaos, fire, fairy—the list goes on and on and we live throughout the mountains, spread out to give each other space. It’s quite peaceful, except when the chaos dragons lose their minds.” He chuckled.
She tried to picture a lot of werewolf packs living in the same area, but found she couldn’t. “Werewolves can’t do that,” she said. “There’d be so many fights for dominance, it would be insane. And all the unmated females would be fighting practically every night to keep the alphas or unmated males away. There’s supposed to be a new pack in Shadow Bay. I haven’t met anyone from it yet.”
He shook his head. “Dragons have to meet each other to establish whether they are going to be friends or foes…or just trouble for one another. We have so few places to live, and with the advent of satellites, there are very few places left to hide.”
Carissa switched to Brent’s other leg. “It’s the same for the wolves. And with the deforestation, the packs don’t know where else to go. As the forests are developed, it’s making it difficult for us to settle anywhere.”
She shifted to her knees and moved the loofah up his thigh. He spread his legs. “This feels good. I never figured I’d enjoy someone else taking care of me.” His lips curled into a small smile.
“Just wait until the massage. Now tell me more.” Carissa focused on rubbing the tension out of the muscles. She could feel his energy coming down but there was still a sliver of tension that had nothing to do with sex.
“What do you want to know? And when do I get to help you relax?” He opened his eyes with a wolfish smile on his lips.
“When I say so. Now…” She slapped his thigh. “Tell me about your childhood. Were you happy?” Other people’s ways of growing up always fascinated her.
“Yeah, it was great. I could run around like a little maniac. I took to water like a fish. As a dragon, you learn early how to control your element. Although, I’m not that adept at all the water magick that some dragons have—not yet anyway. I’m still young by dragon standards so I still have a ways to go. But I can do this.” He lifted a hand and showed her his fingers, which suddenly had webbing between the digits. His nails had grown into points and become blue. She reached out and took his hand, mindful of the talons.
“Why blue?” She turned his hand over to find the skin tanned with a sparing sprinkle of hair. “No scales. Wow, most shifters can’t control the change that well. If I tried to shift I’d be a very furry and unhappy wolf woman. And you wouldn’t like the smell,” she added with a chuckled.
Brent grinned. “It’s a gift. I can sprout gills and grow a fin made of bone on my back if I go full dragon. But I wouldn’t be able to fit in the house if I did that. Now you answer my questions. What was your childhood like?”
Carissa struggled to not shut down. He’d told her a few personal tidbits and she felt she had to reciprocate. But trying to decide what to divulge was difficult. “Um, it was just a normal upbringing,” she lied.
Brent splashed some water at her. “That is a spanking offense. Now spill.”
With a sigh, she told him what it was like growing up with parents like hers, forever accusing her of being frigid and square, always trying to make her open up and live the kind of liberated life they wanted for her.
After she was done, Brent smiled. “At least they cared about you enough to try and make you comfortable with yourself. And they want you to be happy, not lonely.”
Carissa tried to figure out a way rebut his claim. “But…I just wish they’d be more tactful, you know? It’s difficult to listen to them talk about sex. Other people aren’t so open about it. Plus, there’s the pack to consider. My parents weren’t exactly into the pack mentality. They like interacting with other shifters, exploring other worlds and cultures as far as sex is concerned.”
He reached out and slipped a finger under her chin. The point of his talon pressed into her skin but she didn’t feel threatened in any way. “Sweetheart, there’s nothing about sex to be ashamed of. I want you to feel comfortable not just with me, but in your own skin. Be honest with me. Tell me what turns you on.”
Carissa studied his face and searched it for warning signs. She guessed that he would be into some of the same things she was interested in, but now that she was face-to-face with him, would she have the courage to confess her kinks? She licked her lips and dropped the loofah. Tension now radiated along her limbs as her heart picked up its speed. She became excruciatingly aware of her nakedness, as if she had only just noticed it. This was no longer a relaxing little bath. But she found she didn’t mind. He wanted her and she wanted him. It was time to just give in.
“Honey,” Brent said, looking her in the eyes. “I’m serious about this attraction, but also about whatever happens between us. I’m not here to fool around. I want to pursue this. I want to pursue you. Please, let me in.” The conviction in his face won her over.
“I… Well, I guess you noticed the nipple piercings?” She let out a shaky laugh.
Brent grinned. “Hard to miss, babe, and very sexy. I can’t wait to play with them.”
She held up a finger. “No sex. This is about you.”
“Fine by me. Tell me more.” He sat up, the water sloshed against the sides of the tub and dribbled over. He grabbed her hands and pulled her to him until she lay against his chest.
“I…I have a fantasy about fucking in my favorite bookstore while it’s open.” Her cheeks flushed.
His hands slithered down her back. The roughness of his palms contrasted with the smooth silk of the water. “Go on. I want to hear more.” He bent his head and placed soft kisses along her jaw.
Her thoughts burst apart as he nibbled his way down her neck. “I…I…like bondage.”
“Mmm, we have that in common. What else? Exhibitionism?” He sucked in a small patch of skin, sending rivulets of liquid heat down her chest, spreading warmth in its wake.
“Yes,” she moaned as she pressed herself against him, loving the feel of his skin, slippery with water against hers.
“Maybe some role play?” he murmured against her skin as he pressed kisses along her shoulder.
“Yes,” she groaned as she tried to wrap her arms around his neck.
“Phone sex?” Brent blazed a path down to her breast. He pressed open mouth kisses around her breast, sucking and nipping the flesh as he went, setting off sparks.
Her pussy throbbed in time with his ministrations. She slipped one hand into his hair and grabbed a handful of wet silk as she tried to push him closer. Her nipples pulsed and ached with need for his mouth.
“Brent, please,” she moaned.
“What do you need, honey? Tell me, in explicit terms.” He pulled back. His warm breath brushed against her nipple. A jagged line of lightning shot straight to her clit with each huff of air. She squirmed closer to him and tried to press her breast to his mouth for more contact. Much to her consternation, he moved his head away. “Tell me,” he ordered.
“Please, suck my tit,” she groaned as she threaded her fingers through his hair to pull him closer.
When he took the bud between his teeth and sucked the aching tip into the warm, wetness of his mouth, she moaned aloud. Sweet pleasure cascaded through her as he tugged, nipped, flicked her nipple and the barbell that ran through it. With his free hand he worked her other piercing, rolling the jewelry in its hole and tugging on it. Pain and pleasure melted together in a red hot fire that filled her body. A ball of tension began low in her belly, as her vaginal walls fluttered and clenched and her pulse quickened.
Inarticulate sounds bounced off the walls, echoing back at her with each tug and flick of his tongue. “Goddess, so good. More. Please, harder. Brent, harder,” she growled out, her voice so ragged, she didn’t recognize it.
She felt the wolf surge upward, as raw animal desire filled her body. She needed more contact, more stimulation. Carissa ran one hand down his back and slipped it between their moisture-slickened bodies to push it between her legs. Her fingers delved between her thickened folds to find her clit. She stroked the nub, rubbing it with strong brushes as he continued to stimulate her nipples. Her pleasure increased as she felt the backs of her fingers brush against his erect cock. An idea of how to make this pleasurable for the both of them struck her and she moved her fingers away and tipped her hips closer to him until her pussy pressed against his erection.
She rocked her sex against his penis, trying to stimulate them both. Ribbons of tension slipped outward, filling her belly and wrapping around her growing orgasm. Delicious sensations surged within her as his muffled grunts filled the air. She gasped and moaned as she tried to claw closer to release. The wolf howled within, demanding more from them both. She could feel the shift coming on her. Pain and desire seared along her arms and legs. Her fingernails began to grow in sharp pangs until they’d turned into claws. She reached out and held onto his waist, digging her nails into his skin. The scent of blood mixed with the perfume of water and the bath salts and sweat. Moisture misted her face and neck, and clouded her vision until all she could do was close her eyes against the sting.
Her world view narrowed down to Brent and the pressure that was growing through her body. The shift and tension bounced her chest and coiled in her stomach as she continued to grind against him. Pleasure turned to pain as her nipple became oversensitive, and Brent transferred his attention to the other one. More, faster, harder—she wanted it all. And yet she felt an emptiness in her womb. She wanted to feel that sweet pain as his dick stretched her to accommodate his girth…but now was not the time. For now, nothing mattered but climax.
The cliff approached closer and closer with each move of her hips, until she could feel herself balancing right on the edge.
“Brent,” she sobbed out. Carissa wasn’t sure what else she could do. The aroma of water rushed up her nostrils as the room temperature increased. She felt his hands grip her hips as she rubbed his cock against her folds. Tingles ran up and down her legs, swirling at the base of her back and racing up her spine. The buzz filled her head as she dove deep into the pleasure. She felt the glide of his cock against her clit, increasing the blaze. The flames filled every limb and wrapped around her torso. Her body felt too small to contain the pressure that threatened to burst.
The conflagration burst inside of her, pulling her under. She howled in a long, loud sound that made the walls shudder.
A roar followed her yowl and a wash of warm brushed against her sex. Brent wrapped his arms around her as she quaked against him. Stars burst behind her eyelids as she struggled to breathe. Her mind was filled with a numbed blissful silence. She let out a sob as she rested her head on his shoulder. Carissa could feel his heart pounding against her chest in an echo of her own heart’s rapid pace.
“Goddess, that felt good,” Brent rasped out.
All she could do was silently agree. Carissa couldn’t even pick up her head to nod.
“Looks like we need another bath, or perhaps we can do this again in the shower.” He pressed a kiss to her temple.
Carissa wasn’t even sure if she could stand.
 


Chapter Eleven
 
 
The buzz of satisfaction pinged around Brent’s body, but he didn’t pay it any mind. He’d turned a simple bath into something more. As he stood, he bent down and scooped Carissa up in his arms. A shower was just what they both needed, and a chance to make things right with her. He wanted to take care of her and give her what she needed, but his body was on fire and a dull ache throbbed in his balls. Any sense of being off-center had faded away. His dragon demanded a completion of the act—for him to come inside their mate.
“Not like this,” he hissed. Carissa was on the verge of sleep. Her limbs swung freely. Having sex with her while she was on the verge of being unconscious was not what she needed from him. He saw that there was a seat in the stall, and he set her down, making sure to set her against the tiles, with her head leaning against the wall. Once he was sure that she was okay, he went to the tub and pulled the plug. Once the water was gone, he rinsed the basin and then went back to Carissa. He turned on the spray—making sure it was hot, but not scalding—and then stepped inside the cubicle and shut the door.
Carissa lifted her head and blinked up at him, water sluicing down her face, turning her lashes dark. Her eyes became even darker. He sucked in a breath and let it out in a shuddering blow of air. She was so beautiful. He reached out and grabbed a bottle marked make-up remover.
“Close your eyes.” He squirted some of it into his hand and used his fingertips to swipe it over her eyelids, under her eyes and over her cheeks. Brent wanted no artifice. She was already gorgeous with makeup, but he knew she’d be extraordinary without it. He was gentle as he washed away the day, making sure not to press too hard. The colors faded under his ministrations. Once her face was clear, he moved on, rinsing his hands and grabbing the shower gel and loofah.
She wrapped her hand around his wrist, seemingly recovered from her orgasm. “You don’t have to do this. Tonight was supposed to be about you. I can help you.”
Brent grinned. “No, this night is about us. So how about this? Tell me about yourself. I want to hear more. Tell me about school. What was your favorite subject?”
He figured if he got her talking a little bit more about her childhood, he could distract himself from the fire crawling through his veins. His inner water dragon wanted to let loose and claim her completely, but he fought against it. They had to build a relationship first. Carissa was his mate, and that meant showing her that she was more than just another random pussy for the night. Brent wanted to shower her with attention, love, adoration—show her that she was highly prized—woo her, seduce her. That meant his own arousal had to take a back seat.
“Brent, I’m supposed to be helping you,” she insisted.
He shook his head. “You already have helped me. Now it’s my turn to pay you back,” he chuckled.
She sighed. “You’re not gonna let me stop you, are you? Boy, you dragons are stubborn.”
He laughed. “And the same can’t be said for werewolves?” He watched the movement of his hand, the contrast of the shell-pink sponge against her milk-chocolate skin was gorgeous. He vowed to go lingerie shopping and get her as many sexy pieces in as many colors as he could. He wanted to shower her with gifts that would help her explore her sexuality. In the back of his mind, her words came back to him about her fantasies. Oh yes, he was going to help her explore everything she’d ever thought of and anything that had piqued her interest. He took his time, memorizing each dip and hollow, taking in every beauty mark, and he made a vow to kiss and explore every inch of her.
“There, all done.” Brent gave her a grin. She looked up at him with a smile on her face.
“That’s it? Nothing else? Not going to give my pussy a little TLC?” She laughed. Wet curls framed her face and her dark eyes filled with mirth and desire.
“Well, I’m done for now. I’ll get cleaned up. Why don’t you dry your hair and then I’ll help in any way I can.”
“Interesting response.” She chuckled, rose on her tiptoes, and kissed him, then slid past him and left the shower stall.
Once she was gone, Brent exhaled. A tidal wave consumed him. She left the scent of lotus blossom, bamboo and water in her wake. It was a beautiful, soothing scent that would haunt him even when he slept—that much he knew. He did a quick clean up, dried off and joined her in the bedroom. Her hair was pulled back into a bun. Drops of water slid down her neck and temples, tracing her jaw and the curves of her throat. Brent licked his lips, and resisted the urge to walk up to her and lick the droplets away.
Fire churned in his gut, filled his cock with liquid heat and swirled around his balls. His veins had become molten lava. The arousal flared hot as he took in Carissa—his woman, his mate. Brent studied her form; she wore a simple shift that ended at her knees. It was a pale pearlescent color, almost translucent. He could see the dark outline of her nipples against the bodice. There wasn’t a shadow of panties, just a hint of a thin line of dark hair at the very center of her pubis, a trail that he could follow to her hidden treasure. He smiled. She was all his to discover.
“Lie down on the bed,” she ordered.
Her command made him look up. For a second he was confused. “Wh—?”
“Your massage. It’s my turn to take care of you, now. Get. On. The. Bed.” She commanded. The dark brown depths of her eyes flashed, making it very clear an argument would win him no points.
Biting back the need to take back control, he submitted to her, but not before giving her something to think about. He dropped the towel, allowing his growing erection the freedom to rise up. He wasn’t so erect that his cock would lie against his stomach, but all he needed was her hands on him to add that extra encouragement. Brent walked, back straight, head thrown back, a proud god of men who was presenting himself to his woman. His penis bounced with each step, making him feel a bit stupid.
Carissa had done more than he could ever have hoped for. It was the perfect ending to a tense day. Now, if only she’d relent on the sex thing. He didn’t count what had happened in the bath as anything more than a little tease for them both. Brent lowered himself down onto his stomach and tried to relax. He was usually the one giving the massage, not on the receiving end. It felt odd to him, and yet he was looking forward to it. His dragon on the other hand, wasn’t keen on the massage; it just wanted to fuck—and now! And it wanted him to shift while doing it.
Brent refused to do that. Not until she understood.
“And when will you tell her?” it asked.
“As soon as I’ve established a connection between us. Now shut up,” he replied.
The dragon didn’t like that, but it wouldn’t do anything to jeopardize a possible relationship with Carissa. They would both have to just relax.
Brent hissed when he felt Carissa’s warm palms against his shoulders. It was an even pressure that forced him to focus on what she was doing to him. She started off slow, dragging her heels down the sides of his spine, working away any knots of tension she found. Bursts of pain were overwhelmed by waves of heat. The stress melted away as she worked. Orange and sage with hints of lemon and vanilla drifted by his nostrils as he let out a groan of satisfaction.
“Tell me,” he mumbled. “Why aromatherapy?” He didn’t want to forget why he was here and what he was doing. “Tell me more about you.”
“I love scents, and with aromatherapy, you can make a person feel good by perfume. And I love bath things: salts, oils. But also mood enhancers, relaxers…everything.” She moved away to pop a top. The phfft sound came, and within a few seconds she returned to him. Carissa straddled his thighs once more, the heat of her sex reminding his body that he couldn’t forget the desire. His dick wouldn’t let him. Tension filled his shaft and flowed around his balls. Each muscle relaxed with her touch until he was just a pool of fire and arousal. He was putty in her hands, and his thoughts had become a cloud of nothing.
The dragon roared, taking advantage of his slackened defenses, and it surged under his skin, power rippling through his body. Before he could do anything to push it back, it rushed the defenses a second time. He could already feel the change in his skin, scales rippling over his arms and legs. His spine hardened.
Brent buried his face in the covers to muffle the whimper of pain as twin spikes burst through the skin, but still Carissa continued to massage him, working her fingers and the heels of her hands around the pained areas. Her touch soothed away the throbbing patches but also enflamed his need. The shift continued as his tenuous control slipped away, until he—Brent—was trapped in the dark swathed cage, and the dragon was free. He pushed against the bars as the paranoia and fear of being trapped in there indefinitely began to rise.
“Shh, it’s okay,” Carissa cooed. “Relax and let it come. Don’t fight it and you’ll be fine. I’m here.” Her hands continued to massage his body, from his shoulders to the base of his back and all the points in between.
Pain tore his body into a million pieces, as he felt the punch of his wings bursting from his shoulders. Tears leaked out the corners of his eyes and his perspiration soaked through the coverlet. He bit down on the blanket and tried to keep from sobbing. This wasn’t like any change he’d ever been through. He and his dragon were normally one, taking the shift in parts, not like this. His body felt as if it were being ripped apart and stitched back together to become a human-dragon hybrid. He didn’t want this. Weak protests filled his mind, but the dragon ignored them. Brent had let his defenses slip and the dragon had taken advantage of the opening.
“Please,” he whispered, unsure of who he was talking to. Recognizable sentences slipped away into the pain-soaked ether of his mind. “Why?”
“Shh, it’s okay. Your dragon just wants out, to meet me. It’s okay. Let him,” Carissa said.
The fact that she seemed to understand what was going on should have shocked him, but he was beyond understanding. His muscles quivered and jumped as the shift took hold of the rest of him, all of him except his face. Brent felt the push of his tail at the base of his spine. His bones felt as if they were melting and reforming, being reshaped by the dragon. He felt the barbed tip of his tail caress the backs of his calves, and tickle the soles of his feet. Sweat coated his face, his throat, and the back of his neck. His hair was completely wet, as if he hadn’t dried it after the shower.
Brent lay on soaked bedclothes, lacking the energy to move. His body was wracked with shudders of pain. His blood sizzled, and yet his core felt as cool and cold as the deep ocean. Humiliation consumed him. And yet he was still erect, very much so. His arousal had turned into something animalistic. The threads of his frayed control fluttered in the wind, as the dragon took control of his sex drive and ramped it up to the point where it became painful.
He didn’t want to have sex with Carissa this way. It wasn’t right.
“Dragon claiming…” he rasped out.
Carissa’s fingers threaded through his wet tresses. Soothing waves of cool relief flooded the white hot lava that filled his blood. It was like finding an oasis in the dessert. He latched onto the sensations her touch elicited, until he found himself in the darkness.
“I know,” she whispered, and she pressed a kiss to the center of his shoulders.
Brent shuddered at that simple touch, so light and yet so sweet. He was a monster and she had kissed him, was still touching him. It awed him at how patient she was being with the situation.
“I’m going to massage your wings, back and tail. You’re probably in a lot of pain due to the shift. Just lie there and relax. It’ll be okay, I promise.” Carissa gave him another kiss and started to do exactly what she had said.
Brent almost cried. His and the dragon’s emotions felt overwhelming. She had felt no fear whatsoever. The dragon realized, now that it was out, that it could have truly scared the shit out of Carissa and driven her away from them. But instead, she was being sweet and gentle and understanding.
“Our mate is truly unique,” the dragon murmured.
All Brent could do was continue to lie there and let her administer some soothing relief to his throbbing body. He closed his eyes. The scent of the massage oil she was using was like balm to his fear, nudging it away in soft waves, and allowing him to take back some of the control he’d lost. Gradually, he exerted his will, until he and the dragon shared his mind. They both marveled at how good they could feel, simply by being touched. He shivered as her hands worked over the rough skin that coated the spines on his back, beside his wings.
Once she was done with the spines, she rubbed the oil over the thin membrane that formed the wings, with gentle brushes of her hand. Brent felt completely safe and taken care of. Even the wetness of the cloth under his body didn’t bother him. All that mattered was that Carissa was here and she wasn’t going to run away from them. He closed his eyes and floated away, with her hands on his body.
 


Chapter Twelve
 
 
Carissa marveled at the sight before her. Scales covered Brent’s body in different shades of blue, from the lightest robin’s egg to the darkest midnight. As her hands moved over the thick boney spine, she admired his wings. They were covered in velvety soft skin, which shocked her. She’d expected that it would feel rough, but the softness caught her off guard. As her fingers danced along the membranes that webbed his wings, she could feel the warmth, even where she expected coolness. As she traced a fingertip down his spine, she felt the pointed bumps of spikes covered in marbled blue bone. This was totally different from a wolf. Wolves had thick fur that could be as soft as suede or as rough as dried leather. Wolves were also compact in size. They were only just a bit bigger than your average wild wolf. Dragons were so alien to her.
“You can get bigger, right?” she asked, feeling foolish for letting the question slip out.
“Much bigger. As in the size of your whole house,” he replied in that gravelly voice that sent a shower of sparks to her core. She shivered as her nipples tightened to hard points and sent pulses of pleasure to her clit. Her nether-lips had become so sensitive that each brush or shift of her body against his legs shot threads of pleasure to her pussy. Wetness dampened her inner thighs.
“Whoa, big lizard,” she joked, as she tried to take her mind off the throbbing in her vagina.
Brent let out a jagged laugh. “Yeah.”
“How are you doing?” She had to know if he was in any pain.
“Less pain,” he whispered.
“Good.” Carissa continued to massage his body, working his back, the base of his wings, his spine, his shoulders. “Just relax.”
“Trying,” he murmured.
She could only imagine how the shift felt to him. When an animal took control over the human, it could drive the person insane with pain.
“Let me have control. I can help you,” she urged. The wolf wanted to help too. It brushed against her skin, giving her more strength and presence. A soft breeze brought up the scents of moonlight, forest, earth and woods. It all helped her keep calm and relaxed, while giving Brent something else to latch on to with his senses. He needed the distraction.
His emotions were all over the place, seeping into the atmosphere like steam. They clouded around her until she could breathe it all in. He was fighting for control, trying to pull back the fear and pain as well as the sexual hunger the dragon exuded. Her body responded to the animalistic need. Her wolf wanted out too. It wanted to fuck the dragon, to be claimed by it. That desire was like hot broth, sliding down her throat and coating her insides, taking her arousal and enlarging it.
A heavy pulse started deep in her gut. Brent needed her and she wanted to get him through this so he could sleep without worrying about losing control. There had been cases of people shifting in their sleep—like sleepwalking, only far more dangerous.
If the dragon remained in control, he wouldn’t be able to be out in public for a while. She moved down his body, crawling backward until she was at his feet. She started to massage his calves. The scales reached all the way to his feet. His toenails had become talons as well. The only thing human about him was his head. He must have taken control to prevent the full shift.
She could only imagine what would have happened if he had allowed the shift to continue. If it was anything like werewolves, his dragon instincts would have taken over, which would mean he would be fucking her into the ground right now. Her pussy rippled at the thought. Carissa silently cursed him for holding back, but she smiled anyway. He was still trying to take care of her. Stubborn water dragon. She shook her head and continued the massage. The tension in his body had been taken down a notch, but the sexual need remained.
She worked on his feet, mindful of the sharpened nails. “Do you want me to do a pedicure while I’m here?” she joked.
He let out a rough laugh. “No, the dragon would hate it. I, on the other hand, don’t mind a mani/pedi on occasion, especially for summer.”
“Oh really? What would you think if my store did that?” It would be good to have a man’s opinion about things. And since he liked aromatherapy it would help to get the man’s point of view on things.
The tension in his body continued to drain away. All that was left for her to do was work over his neck and his front. She started to move up his body, working over the knots that she found until he was completely relaxed.
“There, much better. Now my question?” she pressed.
“That would be good. Men do like to take care of themselves, especially to look good for themselves and the person in their life. My friend Tor manscapes. He thinks his mate Louisa doesn’t know, but she does.” He chuckled. His voice wasn’t as rough now. It sounded less stressed.
“So you live with your friend? What about the other one? The one from the shoe store?” She wanted to know everything about him.
“Fletch? Yeah, we live together in a house on Goldenrod Lane. It’s a nice place Tor owns. We don’t do rent, but help out with the house chores and such.” Brent sighed. “Tor’s at Louisa’s more than at home.”
“I’m guessing your neighbors are pretty forgiving.” She let her fingertips drift over one of the cheeks of his buttocks.
“Huh?” He lifted his head and looked over his shoulder at her. His wing blocked half of his face, but she saw confusion on his features.
“No tan lines.” She gave his buttocks a smack, which drew a hiss from him.
“But I wasn’t naughty!” He groaned.
She laughed. “Maybe not that time, but I’m sure you were thinking naughty thoughts. Now, do you tan in the nude?” Carissa began to massage the round globes, feeling the strength in his buttocks.
“If I could, I’d do everything nude. Well, except cook. But yes, I do tan in the buff. Not healthy, I know, but dragons don’t get skin cancer.” He shifted on the bed. “Do you moon-bathe during the full moon?”
Carissa thought about it. She could remember the cool kiss of the moon on her bare skin and the chill as the sweat became cold after her shift. “I kind of have to. It’s an exhausting process to shift, as you know. And I’m usually alone. So I only have the energy to lie there and pray that I have enough willpower to get to my car.”
“Maybe next time…” Brent hesitated. “I could come along and take care of you?”
She paused as she took in his words. She’d didn’t even shift with the pack. Normally, she went out alone, found a site that was devoid of any trace of humans or other shifters, shed her clothes, and waited for the change to happen.
“Why would you go with me?” she asked. “You aren’t beholden to the moon.”
Dragons could shift at will, or be forced to change by magic or their dragon counterparts as a point of defense or offense. But wolves needed to shift at every full moon. The idea of him being with her was both shocking and intriguing. A person to keep her safe, take care of her after the process—it sounded so wonderful. Warmth washed over both woman and animal.
Brent rolled over onto his back, his wings flattened under him so that he didn’t look the least bit uncomfortable. “Yes, I want to be with you when you shift, so I can support you and take care of you at your most vulnerable.”
Not even her parents had done that for her. They were usually off exploring or something. Her parents believed that she needed to learn to fend for herself from an early age. Once she could shift safely, Carissa had been on her own. It had allowed her to hone her fight-and-flight instincts, and become closer to her wolf, but sometimes she wished she’d had more supervision. Because of her solitary upbringing, she had never felt comfortable shifting with the pack. Would they take offense if she decided to shift with a dragon instead? Shifter politics were so volatile.
“I’ll ask the packs if that’s okay. Dragons, are… Well, you guys can be very unstable while shifting. If you really want to do this, we’ll have to go into the mountains.”
As soon as she said it, she started to have second thoughts. He was sweet to offer to be there for her shift and the aftercare, but they were just starting to build their bond. To bring him in on something so intimate so soon was just too fast for her, no matter how tempting it might be. A bit of her wall rose back up.
“Okay, but if you want me there, let me know and I’ll pack a bag. My parents have a cabin in the mountains close to the bear shifter property line, so you’ll be safe and have a lot space to roam and allow your wolf to really stretch her muscles.” Brent’s features were relaxed. There was no tension to be found. A small impish smile played on his lips. He looked much more comfortable.
“Do you feel better?” She tried not to let her gaze slide down on all that exposed skin. There was now a leashed energy in the air, a sense of Brent holding himself back, but the distress was gone, replaced by a predatory atmosphere that sent shivers down her spine and sparked heat deep in her core. Need continued to sluice through her veins as her clit continued to throb, reminding her that she needed to satiate herself.
“No.” His voice had taken on a raspy tone again. “I don’t feel better. Not by a long shot.” His nostrils flared and he groaned. “I can smell your desire, honey. You need me.”
“I can take care of myself,” she smirked.
“Oh, I know you can—and I’d love to watch that—but I want to help you,” he purred. “With my mouth, my tongue, my fingers, and my cock. And if you want to throw toys in there, those too.”
Sweat slipped over her brow. Her mouth went dry as her vaginal walls fluttered. Tingles raced along her inner thighs and around the base of her spine, up her back and floated around her head to run back down again. Her wolf surged forward, trying to push her in the direction it wanted her to go. She tried to shrug off the suggestion, but the fire in her belly flared too hot. Besides, she reasoned, sex would take her mind off of the far-more-intimate act of shifting in front of Brent. She needed to give the wolf this release, or it would keep insisting and distract her during daylight hours. She could feel its anxiousness and need to be more at one with its mate in this way.
“I know you’re trying to make this about me, and I appreciate it. I was a wreck when I arrived, but I’m much better now and I think I could help you. Let me.” His tone brokered no argument.
Brent’s gaze was a heated caress against Carissa’s skin. Her stomach muscles clenched and her nipples tightened further. The ache increased in the turgid tips, sending threads of sensation straight to her clit. She tried to think up new reasons not to just let him help her find release, but couldn’t think of a single one.
Carissa smiled as her shoulders sunk. “You win. Where should we begin?”
A wicked grin spread on his lips as his eyes darkened to pools of midnight. He sat up and his wings retracted, folding up until they disappeared. The scales that decorated his chest and abdomen and arms began to recede. His thick cock thudded against his stomach. The dragon was allowing his human counterpart control again, but she could still feel its presence in the air. Water, male musk, sexual desire, and sweat floated on the breeze. She inhaled deeply and smiled.
“I want you to sit over there while I get the things I need and to change the covers. I’ve…well…” Dual crimson patches appeared on his cheeks. “I’ve soaked through the blanket and the sheets.”
He sat, looking shy and embarrassed at the same time. She laughed and nodded. “Fine. Go do your preparations and I’ll go get some wine and watch you clean up.” She couldn’t stop the smile on her face. It felt good having him in her space. From the moment he entered the house it felt right and comfortable. The fact that he wanted to set the mood and clean up a bit was nice, nothing like what she had expected.
Carissa crawled off the bed, went the kitchen, grabbed the wine and a glass and came back.
“Oh, none for me?” Brent teased.
“You haven’t earned it yet. I’ll decide if you get a sip if you make up my bed correctly. The bedclothes are in the armoire, by the way.” She settled into a chair near a window and watched him tear things apart. As he moved and bent his body, it made his muscles bunch in delightful ways. The sight of it made her skin warm and her sexual awareness of him soar. The scent of dragon still hung around the room, adding to her anticipation. She watched the smooth glide of his golden skin with just a hint of blue. The care he put into dressing up the bed once again, and the way he made sure to clean up and put her sheets and coverlet in the laundry bag in the corner, made her giggle. Maybe she would keep him around for his cleaning skills.
She sipped the deep, burgundy wine she had selected. The rich bouquet, with a hint of spice and sweetness, rolled over her taste buds, and she wondered what it would taste like as she lapped it up from his skin. That would be something to bring up later. Right now she would enjoy the view.
He managed to get the bed looking presentable, almost the way she made it up herself, minus the hospital corners.
Carissa almost chuckled. “Not bad, but next time, you’ll have to do much better,” she taunted.
“Hey, I’m doing this with an audience. Don’t razz me. Now get on this bed, woman, and I’ll show you something I’m much better at.”
She could only chuckle as he walked out of the room. She put the stopper back in the wine and set it on the side table. Carissa downed the rest of her glass in one gulp and then went to sit on the edge of the bed and wait for him. He returned a minute later with a bucket filled with ice. Without a word he put it down on the nightstand and looked up at her.
“Toys?” His serious tone made her wary.
“The trunk in the closet. What, no smile for me?” She queried as she eyed the bucket of ice. Was he going to use that ice on her, or was it for something else? Red wine didn’t need to be chilled. She shook her head.
“Lie back, extend your arms over your head and close your eyes. You just have to trust me.” His tone was darker, rougher.
“Fine, just don’t break my furniture.” She scooted back, lay down and stretched her arms over her head, then closed her eyes. With her vision blocked, her senses were enhanced. She could smell his arousal and sweat more sharply. His footfalls were lighter. He moved like the wind. If she’d been asleep, she wouldn’t have known he was there. It was an interesting notion, perhaps a burglar-turned-lover sneaking in to surprise her? She decided to think on it a bit deeper later. For now, she’d oblige him with whatever he wanted.
The seconds ticked by as she waited for him to come to the bed. He took his time. By the time he got back to her, the urge to move was overwhelming. Carissa’s muscles burned and itched and her arms began to ache.
She opened her mouth to say something to him, but he covered it with his. She hadn’t even felt the bed dip from his weight. Her lips tingled. She opened her mouth to him, giving permission for his tongue to enter and writhe against hers, slowly gliding and teasing. In, out, swirl—exploring the recesses of her mouth until she was mindless with arousal.
She wanted to thread her fingers through his hair and hold his head close. When she started to move her arms, he pulled back, with only his breath whispering against her tender flesh.
“Brent—” she started, only to be cut off with another soul-searing kiss. Her toes curled as liquid fire seared up and down her spine and around the base of her back. Tingles raced along her inner thighs and the nape of her neck. Sweat dampened her forehead. She whimpered as he pulled away.
“Brent?” she whispered.
“I’m here, honey. I’m right here. Just relax and trust me. Keep your hands over your head. At any time that you want out, just say sprouts… Well, unless you love them and then we’ll have to figure something else out,” he chuckled.
She grinned. “I hated Brussels sprouts as a kid. Well, unless you deep fry them.”
“Fine, sprouts it is. Now hold tight, honey.” He moved away with soft footfalls. She heard dull thuds against wood and then felt the press of silk against her eyelids and temples. Next, she felt the rough softness of satin against her wrists. He tied her up to the bed posts. She tugged, making sure that the bonds were secure. They were, but she felt she could still rip them if she wanted to. Next, she focused on her breath, on the movement of her torso as she breathed in and out. She squeezed her toes, tensed the muscles in her legs and let them relax, going through the motions until her arms and legs were free from stress. Bondage was her fantasy but that didn’t mean that a part of her felt a tremor of fear at having no control. She’d never trusted a lover like this before.
What if he didn’t stop? What if she got hurt? What if his dragon took over during sex?
“Honey,” he caressed her arms. The soft sweetness grounded her, centered her attention on him. “I’m going to just tie down your wrists but not your ankles. You’re strong enough that if you really want to get out you can. Okay?”
A sense of relief filled her. Tears formed at the corners of her eyes at his thoughtfulness. She nodded in gratification.
“No, honey, you need to tell me you understand. Are you okay with just having your wrists tied?” His tone demanded a response.
“Yes, I understand.” She smiled.
The rough pads of his fingertips caressed her cheek. “Good. Next, I’m going to start kissing your body. In between the kisses I’m going to be using ice. We’re going to do hot and cold. I’m telling you this so you don’t freak out. Do you understand? Answer me with a yes or no. No nodding.”
“Yes, I understand. Thank you for telling me.” She blew out another breath and waited for him to act out what he said.
The bed shook as it accepted his weight. Carissa felt his mouth against her instep. He moved slowly, taking his time, pausing between touches so that she couldn’t predict when he would kiss her next. She bit her lip to keep herself from demanding he move faster. She stayed silent and tried to squirm and guide him up to where she wanted him to go. Her nipples and clit pulsed. Sweat slid down her temple as her heart beat increased. Her moisture dampened her thighs as she tried not to squirm.
“Brent, please. I need you to suck my clit.”
His answer was a dark chuckle that did nothing to ease the pressure in her belly or the ache between her thighs. She shifted her hips and tried to close her legs, but Brent pushed them wider. “Is this comfortable for you?”
Carissa appreciated his concern. “I’m good. But if you stop, I’ll kill. Move faster,” she growled.
He laughed again. “My pace, honey. Relax and enjoy it.”
He went back to kisses, throwing in nips and licks. She sucked in a breath when she felt the slippery cold of ice along the back of her knee, teasing her. He replaced the cold with the warm of his mouth, sucking at the sensitive flesh. She felt sharp tugs in her womb with each pull of his mouth. He continued to tease her, moving up her leg to lap along the juncture of her thigh. Brent kissed low across her stomach before going down her other leg, showing it the same attention. Her clit continued to pulse, the ache ratcheting up until she wasn’t sure she could go another second without his attention on that aching bundle of nerves. Carissa opened her mouth to plead with him to touch her there, when she felt him settle between her legs. Then she felt the gentle brush of his warm breath against her damp labia.
Brent reached up and gripped her hips in a firm hold that didn’t allow her much movement. His fingers dug into the cheeks of her buttocks, holding her in place. He blew on her clit, setting off sparks. Her vaginal walls clenched as more liquid leaked out of her aching core. He lapped up her juices, teasing her nether lips with light swipes. His tongue felt oddly rough, but that texture elicited warm sensations that flooded her belly. Her stomach muscles tensed and relaxed as the pressure began to build. He flicked her clit with light passes that set off shards of electricity.
Something burst inside her, filling her body with more heat, as rivulets of sweat ran down her chest and her sides. Tendrils of hair stuck to her forehead and cheek as she shook her head back and forth. Pleasure built, coiled, and then expanded outward, filling her abdomen and climbing through her body. It was too much. Her skin felt too tight as he flicked and licked her stomach. He parted the thick lips of her labia and sucked the bud into his mouth, worrying the sensitive head while his fingers circled her dripping entrance.
She wrapped her legs around his head, using her foot to pull him closer to her needy slit.
He stilled. No movement.
“Lick me, you bastard!” Carissa screamed.
“No,” Brent murmured. “Move your legs and relax. I’m in charge. Remember that.” He nipped the tip of her clit and began to suck and lick along her labia, moving away from her throbbing clit.
She gritted her teeth and tried to remember that he was trying to give her pleasure. But her wolf wanted to kill him for stopping, and now he wasn’t even close to the center of their desire. She squeezed her hands into fists and tried to find some sort of calm within her but it wasn’t working, not in the least. He had to get a move on. He had to satisfy her—now!
 


Chapter Thirteen
 
 
Brent felt like a bubbling cauldron of white-hot lava that wanted to explode. Whenever he shifted on the covers, sparks were set off along his shaft. His balls throbbed as he tried to hold still and not move a muscle. She had to calm down and allow him to go back to giving her pleasure, his way. Yes, it would require patience, but the reward for her would be so much more than she thought. With each breath, he inhaled the scent of her musk. He imprinted it on his mind. Time stretched out and he began to think she would never relax. He watched her body carefully. He blew out a breath against her clit and watched her legs sink into the mattress. At last, the tension faded.
Brent circled her soaked entrance with just the tip of his tongue before lapping a path back up to her clit. With slow flicks, he teased her and tortured himself. He sank one finger into her tight sheath, and held back a groan when he felt her internal muscles clench around that single digit.
He could only imagine what her pussy would feel like around his throbbing cock. Brent took her clit into his mouth, rolling the nub along his tongue as he inserted a second finger into her hot, wet vagina. Synching his ministrations, he pulled his fingers out of her pussy as he flicked her clit. When he sucked on the nub, he pushed his fingers forward. In, out, flick, suck. Her hips rocked against his mouth as he felt her desire.
“Brent,” she moaned, her voice husky, filled with need. “Please, I’m on the pill. I need you. We can’t get any STIs, not like humans. We don’t have to worry. Just fuck me.”
He continued to torment her, pushing her closer to her climax. Her juices coated his chin and mouth. She rode his fingers and rocked against his mouth. At the first fluttering of her vaginal walls, he stopped, pulled out of her gripping sex and away from her clit. He held back a tight smile when she let out a scream of frustration and flailed about on the bed. It took a few moments before she calmed down.
He cleared his throat. “I want you absolutely crazed. When you come I want you to come so hard you see stars and you scream my name so loud that your neighbors hear it.” He forced out the words between clenched teeth.
He blew out a breath and grabbed a handful of ice. He bathed his face, chest, and then, with hesitation, his cock. He ran the cubes up and down his shaft and around his testicles until he felt some of his desire abate to a controllable level. For a moment, he hesitated about using the ice on her. A pissed-off, female werewolf who wanted satiation could turn volatile at any second. He put back all but one cube of ice and then turned to her, praying to the gods that she wouldn’t rip off the scarves and try to unman him.
He started by placing the ice on her collarbone and passing it over the skin. When she didn’t protest, he continued, moving it down her breast, circling the mound until he got to her nipple. The silver bar glinted in the moonlight that streamed through the window. It shone like a beacon, calling to him to use it to ramp up her pleasure. With a deep breath, he planted one hand on the bed and lowered himself down.
He closed his eyes as his arousal flared hot and his skin prickled at the contact with her body. He let out a hissed breath and tried to focus on why he was doing this: her pleasure. Brent took her nipple between his teeth and tugged. With each pull, she moaned. He felt her heart hammering against his chest. With each breath, the perfume of her musk, sweat, and need became his air. He felt her body wriggling under him as her back arched, and she pushed her breast up into his mouth.
He pulled back and used the ice. When she let out a groan, he continued his actions: suck, tug, pull, ice, and wait, repeat.
When he felt that her nipple had become too sensitive, he moved onto the other one with the same tactics. The diamond hard tips with the added barbells scraped against his chest, creating beautiful sensations that shot straight to his groin.
With a groan, he blazed a path down her body, using the ice to switch up the sensations she was feeling until she couldn’t tell hot from cold. When he got to her pussy, it was soaked. Her juices coated the thick lips of her labia. Her clit, flushed with blood, breached the dewy petals, waiting for his mouth and fingers. He didn’t disappoint; he ate at her sensitive flesh, tempering the warmth of his lips and tongue with the ice cube. When that had melted, he grabbed another, rocking the long cylindrical piece in and out of her pussy until it had become nothing but water.
When he left her clit, he used his fingers to continue her torment, and stabbed his tongue into her dripping center. In and out—squeeze, swipe.
“Brent.” His name was a breathy whisper as her body climbed to its peak. She rode his tongue and fingers.
His cock throbbed, balls pulsing with the need to spill into her womb. The fire consumed him, searing away his blood and replacing it with magma. He couldn’t wait anymore. He released her throbbing sex, and sat up on his heels. He moved forward, grabbed her hips and lined up his erection with her soaked entrance.
He pushed his hips forward, allowing his cockhead to sweep against her wet nether-lips.
“Now, damn it! Put your cock in me, now!” she ordered.
Unable to deny her or himself any longer, Brent pushed forward, sinking his length into her tightness. Her vaginal muscles clenched around his cock, pulling him deeper inside. He pulled back and rocked forward again, starting that ancient rhythm that bound people together.
“Goddess, you’re tight.” Tendrils of fire wrapped around his spine as sparks raced up and down his back. He became overwhelmed with the sensation of being inside her, connected to her. All he could do was become sensation and desire, a living flame.
Brent pistoned his hips. With each glide of his cock into her tight sheath, sparks burst as pressure coiled in his belly. The ball of tension grew, seeping out into all the recesses of his body until he became nothing but heat and pressure, ready to pop at any second. He felt her body still as her pussy fluttered around him before it clamped down around his shaft. He felt her begin to come, as he fucked her harder, faster, until electricity tingled from his toes to the top of his head and back down again.
The dragon surged forward for the second time that night. The shift slammed into him, turning his flesh into scales and his fingernails into talons. His tail and wings burst forth from the base of his back and his shoulders. He became awash in pain, fire, and pleasure all rolled into one glorious eruption.
Brent came, spurting his seed deep into her vagina. He continued to pump his hips until his balls were empty and he felt lightheaded. Fireworks burst behind his eyelids. He hadn’t even realized he’d closed his eyes but he didn’t care. His limbs quivered as all his energy rushed out of him in one go. He collapsed on top of her with barely the presence of mind to put his hands out so that he didn’t crash onto her completely and crush her with his weight.
“Carissa,” he murmured, and pressed a kiss to the center of her chest. He rested his head on her breast as he listened to the combined sounds of the racing of their hearts in his ears. He felt her fingers thread through his damp tresses, but paid that no mind. His mind was an oasis of static. He couldn’t even figure out if his body had gone back to his human form or if his wings were gone. Brent just knew that he was finally satisfied.
He rolled over onto his side and wrapped his arms around her waist, pulling her close. Sleep took him under its black veil as he nuzzled her neck and fell asleep on her shoulder. The night had truly ended perfectly.
 
* * *
 
 
Sunlight painted the room behind Carissa’s eyelids with bright yellow light. She groaned and rolled away from it, praying for a few more minutes of rest. The press of a warm, hard body against her back made her move towards it.
Brent.
She vaguely remembered the best sex she’d ever had. Her mind was still a bit foggy. She snuggled against him and prayed for a few more minutes to enjoy this moment.
Ring. Riiinnnggg!
Carissa jumped up as her heart raced. She glanced at the clock. Not even six in the morning and the sun was up. With a groan, she sat up, threw her legs over the side of the bed and padded through her house to the phone in the kitchen.
“Hello, Carissa. It’s Deanna. Your father and I just got a shipment in of some lovely mint flavored condoms and I wanted to know if you wanted any, seeing as how you have a new man and all.”
Carissa cursed. Which one of those traitorous bitches spilled the beans to her mother? She felt Brent’s warm body at her back and leaned into him.
“Mother, I’m not going to discuss this with your right now. I have to get ready for work.” She hung up without a good-bye.
Brent kissed the top of her head. “What’s up?”
“My mother being her irritating self. Apparently one of my friends told her about you and now she’s felt the need to give me sexual suggestions that should help with my so-called frigidity.” She hadn’t meant to say that, but the words just came out as her annoyance grew. With a sigh, she pulled away from Brent’s body.“ I’m gonna go take a shower. Lunch later?”
“Sure, at Perry’s? And I’ll get breakfast started, give you some time to yourself.” Brent pressed a kiss to her cheek and moved to the kitchen. She turned around to take a look at what he was wearing. Carissa tried to hold back a grin. Not a stitch of clothing.
“Sure, thanks.” She meant it. She cleaned up, dried off and got dressed, then stripped the bed and put on new bedding. She put Brent’s clothing in the washer before she went out to meet him in the kitchen.
The table was already set. A large plate of fluffy pancakes, coffee, a bowl of scrambled eggs, and a platter of bacon were all set out. Brent handed her a cup and poured her some java, then gestured her to sit down.
“Let’s dig in. I’m famished.” He sat down across from her with his own cup and began to pile up his plate with food.“ You can tell me what your day looks like.”
She smiled at his choice of topic. “Don’t you want to hear about my parents?”
He looked up, his face was guarded.
Carissa’s stomach dropped. Had she already lost him?
“Not if you don’t want to talk about it. I’m not gonna push, honey. I just want you to feel comfortable bringing it up when you want. I’m not going anywhere.” He reached out and gave her hand a squeeze before he dug into his food.
She grinned. “Thank you.”
He shook his head. “You weren’t frigid last night, and you sure as hell don’t strike me as repressed. Cautious, yes. Passionate, definitely. But nowhere near frigid. So that tells me your parents assume rather than ask, and they shove rather than accept.” Another head shake. “My parents are fine with the way I live my life so long as I’m not hurting myself or others, and I’m happy they’re happy. I’m so sorry you had to grow up with that, sweetheart.”
Carissa’s heart constricted. She felt tears forming in her eyes. “You’re some sort of magician aren’t you? You’re not real, right?”
He gave her a mischievous grin. “Not real, huh?” He reached out and grabbed her wrist. He guided her hand to his semi-hard cock. “Is that not real enough for you, or do I need to do something more?”
Her pussy squeezed; liquid desire dampened her panties.
“I don’t know.” Her voice dropped to a husky tone. “Maybe you should show me how hard you can get?” She swallowed, knowing she was tempting fate here. Jez and Anna would be furious with her if she showed up late just because she had to have some early morning delight with Brent.
“Later.” His now-navy-blue eyes sparkled with even more mischief. “When you least expect it. By the way, no panties today. Hand ’em over.” He held out his hand.
She blinked. “Why?” She swallowed, unsure about whether to obey him.
“Because I have plans for us today, and they include no underwear.” He made a give-me motion with his hand.
“Just as long—“
He cut her off. “You won’t be in danger, honey, and I won’t embarrass you, either.” He waited, his gaze fixed on her as if he could stay that way all day.
“Why the hell not? But just so you know, I’ll pay you back for this.” She pulled up her skirt, lifted her hips and pushed down her panties until they slid down her legs. Carissa bent over and pulled her underwear off her ankles, then adjusted her skirt before she handed them over.
“Good, now let’s eat.” Brent put her panties on the chair next to him. They began to talk about their plans for the day as they ate, but he didn’t once mention what he was going to do with her underwear.
“You know, it’s really perplexing,” Carissa said. “I know that we have sales going, but we’ve never had this many people in the shop at once. Our rivals don’t even have this many customers in total. If I didn’t know any better, I’d think magic was involved, but Anna wouldn’t do that. That’d be personal gain and it’s against the laws of magic.”
She tried not to think too much about it, but it did annoy her that she’d even thought Anna would do something like that. Carissa would ask her about it later, when they were alone. It wouldn’t do to confront her in front of Jez.
“Honey, don’t think about it. Besides, if she did that she’d have a huge amount of bad energy heading her way as punishment, and the Magick Council would be paying her a visit. I wouldn’t want to be here if that happened.”
The conversation turned back to sex. “What else would you like to try?” Brent asked.
“What do you want me to say?” Carissa blushed, but then blurted out: “I’d like to try a ménage.” The idea of two men focusing all their attention on her sent a bolt of liquid need straight to her sex. Anticipation tingled along her inner thighs as her pussy fluttered with want. She could feel the buzz from last night starting all over again. Carissa tried to shake it off. She watched him, waiting for him to tense up or become disgusted. “Did I tell you that werewolves hate surprises?” she asked, trying to change the subject.
Brent just chuckled. “Not as much as dragons. If you want a ménage, I can set one up. One time deal only, and I’ll be picking the other guy. Okay?”
“Okay.” They fell into silence eating their breakfasts until her cell phone rang. She answered. It was Anna.
“Hey, Carissa, can you come in early? I want to open up before our usual time. I figure that way we won’t be so swamped.”
“Okay, I need to talk to you anyway. Will Jez be coming in early too?” Carissa hoped that Anna’s radar would go up.
“Jez is picking up our order that got waylaid at Shadow Onyx City. She’ll be in by this afternoon. Okay, see in a few.” Anna hung up.
“That Anna?” Brent asked as he cleared their dishes and utensils.
“Yup. Jez is picking up an order that went astray in the city, so I’ll have time to talk to her. That’s if opening early doesn’t mean we’re going to be swamped with people looking for a deal.” She went into the kitchen and gave him a kiss on the cheek and a pinch on his butt. “Thanks for breakfast. I’ll see you later?”
“Yup, for lunch.” He turned around and kissed her on the back of her head as she poured coffee into a thermos.
Carissa left with her spirits high. She didn’t even care that he would be alone in her house…
“Crap,” she swore and rushed back through the door. “There’s an extra key in the key dish. OK, bye.”
Carissa rushed away again, got into her car and headed into town. As she walked to the store, she could already see a line forming outside the door. She checked her watch; it wasn’t even eight o’clock.
One of the women in line grinned at her. “Thank you so much. This is my third time to this store. Only one on the block that actually listened to me about my needs. Everyone else tried to foist the super expensive crap on me. And you all treated me so well.”
Carissa allowed the customers to come in and browse. When Anna met her, she looked confused. “I’m letting them in because it looks like it wants to rain. Let’s get to work, shall we?”
Anna didn’t comment on Carissa’s decision to let people in before they were ready. Instead, they put up the new displays and refilled the candy bowls. Anna shrugged and began ringing people up, handing out the bottles of water with each purchase. The gratitude on the customers’ faces and the promises of recommendations and return visits made up for the early start time. When they had a lull, Anna took her aside. “So what’d you want to talk to me about?”
Carissa wasn’t sure how to broach the subject.
Anna beat her to the punch. “Let me guess. You think that I used magick to bring in all those customers, don’t you? I don’t blame you in the least. We’ve had more than anyone else has and there have been some odd occurrences in the other stores. Jez beat you to the punch and asked me a few days ago. And the answer is no. I didn’t use magick. Happy now?” She didn’t say it as if she was annoyed. In fact, she seemed amused by Carissa’s concern.
“Yes, more than satisfied. So let’s get to work.” Now that that was dealt with she hoped Anna wouldn’t ask about Brent.
“So, how’d your date go?” Anna sidled up the Carissa at the counter as they rang up more people. “Did you give him the massage? I saw some bottles from our new stock missing.”
Heat flushed Carissa’s face. “Yes. It went well, but we didn’t use the bottles. Fell asleep.” The pinpricks crawled down her neck and spread through her chest as her pussy tingled.
“Oh, you must have had a really good time last night. I can smell the werewolf pheromones and…” Anna leaned in and sniffed her. “…a little male musk.”
“Ew, did you just sniff me? How can you even know that? I took a shower this morning.” Crap. Carissa realized she’d just told Anna that Brent had spent the night without actually saying the words.
“First, we witches have an excellent sense of smell. Especially this witch. How else am I supposed be able to put scents together? So what was it like? What was he like? Who is he? Tell me all.” Anna gazed at Carissa like cornered prey. Carissa wasn’t going to be able to get away without telling her the juicy bits.
“It was fantastic. He’s a dragon shifter. Water dragon to be specific, and I’m meeting him for lunch. That’s only if you can handle things here and Jez gets in on time.” She didn’t want to give anything else away.
“Rocked your world, huh? Those dragons can be kinky bastards, or so I’ve heard. Lucky you. Lunch, huh? Well, make sure it’s a long lunch.” Anna gave her a playful swat on the butt.
The morning went by quickly, with as many customers as there had been in the days before. By the time Brent called to let her know where to meet him, she felt ready for a nap. Her feet ached and her back was sore from all the standing and restocking she’d had to do.
When she met Bret outside the Spell Bound café, she was ready for some junk food and dessert therapy. But she forgot all that when Brent swept her up in his arms and gave her a hungry kiss with teeth and tongue. She groaned and stood up on tiptoe to wrap her arms around his neck and bury a hand in his hair. Instead of his usual spikes, he’d let it stay combed-back. It felt soft and smooth against her fingers.
“Ready for lunch? We have a dinner date at ten. I managed to get my shift switched so I have to close up on Saturday.” He gave her a kiss on the lips and grabbed her hand. “Come on.”
She didn’t protest, and she let him lead her into the café. They got a table toward the back and settled into the booth. Once they placed their orders for drinks and the waitress had given them time to look over the menu Carissa began to relax.
“I have a present for you.” He handed her a velvet-covered, rectangular box. A silver heart with two golden apples was emblazoned on the top. “When you get back to work, I want you to put these in. One for your gorgeous ass and the other for your beautiful pussy. Use the lube, and then call me. Use the hands-free device. If anyone asks, say you’re on the phone with a supplier. Don’t tell anyone what you’re doing and don’t come until I tell you.” His voice was stern and commanding.
Carissa ran her fingers over the fabric. The warmth and roughness of the cloth sent a thrill up her arm. “This is from the Velvet Palace. I’ve always wanted to go there but I don’t make enough even to splurge on a simple vibrator from there. You need an appointment just to get into the shop.” She stared at the box in awe.
“I know the owners and I get a discount,” Brent explained. “I helped them pick out the furniture, Fletch put together their website and Tor got the dragons to invest in the shop. I went in this morning after you left, called in a favor, and here we are.” He brushed her hair over one shoulder and ran his fingertips over the nape of her neck.
Threads of electricity rushed down her back, making her more aware of him. Her senses came alive. She could smell the greasiness of the food, the sour sweat from the waiters and waitresses rushing to and fro, Brent’s unique watery male musk and her own arousal. Pressure curled in the pit of her stomach as her pussy throbbed, demanding a quickie with her mate. She ignored it. This wasn’t the time or the place. Instead, she flipped the box open and gazed down at the silver bullet and the slim anal plug. Both of them looked so sleek and alien. They looked like advanced technology, but in reality they were going to be used for her pleasure. How though?
She flipped them over, trying to understand how they worked. Small packets of lube sat in a little alcove in the top of the lid.
Hands-free, he had said. She didn’t see any ear set. Carissa turned the box over. The bottom of the box was solid, as was the indentation in the lid. “Where’s the—?”
She looked up at Brent. He grinned and handed her the ear piece. “I’ll call the number and all you have to do is push talk and there we go. Just relax and let me control your pleasure.”
“How—?” She didn’t understand.
“Wireless. The ear piece is specially programmed to send a signal to the bullet and plug. I have the program on my laptop and the frequency, so I can change the speeds. But this is just the beginning of our fun. Today, no panties, not even for our dinner date. Wear thigh high stockings, some sexy heels and a strapless dress. No more questions. And you’d better put that box away. I’ve seen women get into screaming matches over the last vibrator from the VP.” He turned his attention to plastic-covered menu.
Carissa tried to stifle the excitement growing in her body. Her nipples had tightened and her juices had already dampened her thighs. Just the beginning? What had she gotten herself into? She couldn’t stop a grin from spreading across her face. It looked like Brent was going to be the fun and inventive lover she’d been looking for.
“Looking forward to tonight?” he asked, without looking at her.
“Just so long as you let me return the favor,” she purred. She wanted to give him as much pleasure and fun as he was giving her. It had nothing to do with obligation; she knew that she would enjoy giving him pleasure as much as he would enjoy receiving it.
“Just say when and I’m game. But for now, I call the shots.” He gave her a kiss on the cheek and went back to studying his menu.
“Just remember the ‘for now’ part.” She grinned as she looked over her options. “Anyway, what looks good? I need a junk food fix. I know it’s not healthy, but I’m hungry and need carbs, badly.”
“I’m having the BBQ rib burger and steak fries with a coke. I suggest that or the boneless wings. I would share my order with you but I’m a selfish bastard when it comes to my fries.” He chuckled.
She could only grin back at him. “Don’t worry, me too. And that does sound good. You can order for both of us, and I want an iced tea with mint and lime rather than lemon. I’m going to the bathroom.”
Before he could respond she slipped out of the booth and headed for the bathroom. She entered the large, clean space with simple sinks and four empty stalls. Carissa entered the nearest stall, put down the toilet lid, sat, and opened the box. She ripped open the lube, squirted some on her fingers, lifted her skirt with her free hand and spread her legs. Although she was already damp, she wanted a bit of extra slipperiness. Once she was good and slick, she slipped the silver bullet into her vagina and squeezed her muscles around it. She repeated the process with her anus, which proved to be difficult. Her muscles protested at her ministrations and refused to relax as much as she wanted them too.
A knock on her door almost caused her to drop the plug.
“Open the door, honey. Let me help you.” Brent’s voice came through the thin partition and she almost swore.
She didn’t want to admit it but she needed help, and he was being oh-so-naughty. She unlocked the door with one hand and stood back. Brent crowded into the stall and shut the door behind him. He used his body to keep the entrance blocked.
“Turn around, honey.” He lifted her skirt and he caressed her buttocks before he gave each a sharp slap. Heat burned through her groin, replacing the pain with pure desire. She groaned and pushed her backside towards him. He didn’t smack her again. Instead, he petted the flesh and parted the cheeks. She felt the rough glide of his shirt against her bare bottom. He gave her anus a few licks as his fingers slipped over dewy petals. Carissa planted her hands against the wall and pushed her ass towards him, hoping for more stimulation. It didn’t matter that they could get caught at any second. She just wanted more of his touch.
When his tongue rimmed her vaginal entrance, her knees shook. He took quick swipes, going back and forth between her pussy and her back entrance, not spending too much time in one area, alternating the rhythm so she couldn’t guess what he would do next. Brent pinched her nether lips, then licked the pain away, then gave her ass a slap. Over and over again, she felt her thoughts fall to pieces as fire built in her belly. Her muscles relaxed, and she felt a gentle pressure at the mouth of her anus.
“More,” she urged. Carissa pinched her nipples through her blouse, tugging on the small barbells through the thin fabric.
Brent gripped her hips and continued to eat her out. Her juices dripped onto her thighs as her clit pulsed, demanding attention. She reached down and stroked the aching bundle of nerves as his fingers worked into her back entrance. Carissa’s muscles relaxed around his blunt fingertips, allowing them to work their way in. He pulled them out, ripped open the packet of lube and then went back to helping her muscles adjust for the plug.
Pressure built and coiled within her, filling every nook and corner until she was sure she would come.
“Don’t you dare come, not until I say,” he growled, as he rocked his fingers deeper into her, pushing past the first ring of muscle.
She didn’t feel full enough. Carissa needed his cock in her, now. Whether it was in her ass or her pussy she didn’t care; she just wanted some satisfaction.
“No,” he murmured. He withdrew his fingers and then rocked them in further until they were knuckle deep. He scissored the digits in her ass—push, pull, stretch. Sweat beaded on her brow. Carissa bit her lip but the muffled groans still came out.
She felt him withdraw his fingers and then she felt the thick plug being wedged in until it filled her completely. Brent gave her pussy one last lick and then pulled the skirt down over her bare ass. She felt him rise. Frustration and endless pressure swirled in her body, fired her blood. Her vaginal walls clenched and relaxed as her clit throbbed. She felt Brent’s hand wrap around her wrist and she groaned when he pulled her hand away from her dripping slit.
Carissa shivered when she felt Brent’s thin, rough tongue lap away her honey before he turned her around. She looked up at him. His lips were slick with her juices. His tongue flicked out, lizard-like in its thin, forked shape. His eyes had become dark as the sky with flecks of sea-green floating in the depths. He blew out a stream of steam, and then he bent down and kissed her.
She could taste herself on his lips and felt the arousal increase. Carissa’s legs felt like they were made of rubber. She wasn’t sure if she could continue to stand. Brent gave her another quick kiss and pulled her out to the sink area. “Wash up. I’ll grab your stuff,” he murmured in his deep gravelly voice.
She didn’t protest. She washed her hands and waited for him to join her. Her wolf demanded another round of fucking, but they really didn’t have the time. When she turned around, he had her purse and the box wrapped in toilet paper. He handed both to her, then cleaned his hands.
She took in his body and couldn’t miss the tenting at his fly.
“Want me to take care of that?” Carissa reached out to give him a little stimulation, but he shook his head.
“My call. I’ll get off soon enough. We have lunch to get to…or rather…” He paused and looked at his watch. “We have lunch to get to go, and you have to get to work. You leave first and then I’ll wait and join you.”
She giggled at his thoughtfulness, and left the bathroom. Their waitress had doggie bags all ready to go. She smirked when Carissa arrived at the table. “Figured you’d need these. Check’s on the table.”
Embarrassment flooded her body like ice. She dug into her purse, grabbed some bills and threw them down on the table along with a large tip.
Brent approached, looking completely relaxed. He grinned and took her chin between his index finger and thumb. “Still beautiful. I’ll call you as soon as I get home.”
With a kiss, he left her. The embers of arousal and anticipation swirled in her stomach.
 


Chapter Fourteen
 
 
Brent couldn’t walk away fast enough. His cock threatened to burst past his fly. His balls ached, throbbing for release. His thoughts felt as if they were muddled and surrounded by cotton. He had to get home before he lost control completely. He tried to call Tor, but there was no answer. He needed a solution to all this. His dragon was roaring and demanding they go back there and fuck the daylights out of Carissa. His muscles pulsed and his limbs felt like rubber. This was the third time that the change had come upon him without his consent. He felt like he was losing his mind and control of his body. Tor would know what to do.
Every second he spent with Carissa was both bliss and torture. Either he let the dragon win or he would have to find a way to shut it off so that the human side could finish the bonding process without scaring her off.
Maybe this little phone sex thing would give the dragon what it needed. He’d always wanted to do this, give a lover some toys, have her walk around with them and then call her and tease and taunt her without giving her release. Now he could live out that fantasy.
Carissa was an unexpected treasure. He hadn’t thought someone could be so understanding, but then again, she was a werewolf, and soon enough her own body would demand that she change to wolf form.
She was perfection. Together they would explore not only his desires but also hers. Tonight’s date at the bookstore was going to be perfect. It would be open, but only for a private party and reading. That way, they could have sex in public but the risk of humiliation would be limited and he’d get to play with those sexy nipple piercings she had. His cock jerked at the thought. How would they feel against his cock if he fucked her breasts? A shudder raced down his spine. So many possibilities. The future truly did look bright with her, but first they had to cement their relationship in something more than just sex. How to do that with his current problem with his dragon?
As he drove, his phone rang. At a stop light he glanced at the screen and sighed. Of course Tor would call when he was driving. It was the law of insanity. He’d have to wait until he got home to answer.
By the time he pulled into the driveway, Tor was waiting for him in his shorts, tank top, and flip flops with concern on his face. As soon as Brent got out of the vehicle, Tor began to bombard him with questions. “What’s wrong? Why didn’t you pick up? Is it the dragon heat? You okay? Do we need to get a doctor? Call your parents?”
Brent waved off all the queries. “Whoa, whoa. Can we get into the house first? I’d like to eat lunch.”
Tor started to laugh. “OK, tell me what’s up and you better share your fries with me. I’ve got steaks on the grill already.”
Brent rolled his eyes. “Can’t you make your own?”
“No potatoes. Fletch made some mashed potatoes and you guys didn’t get replacements.”
Brent shook his head. “You didn’t put it on the list. If it’s not on the list, we don’t get it. Anyway, it’s about my dragon and the dragon heat. I’m going crazy, man. I can’t even think about her without the dragon wanting to shift, find her, and claim her. It’s ridiculous. I may have to take the rest of the week off until this is settled. Lou’s gonna kill me.”
“Come on, I’m hungry. We can talk while you eat.” Tor nodded toward the back yard. Brent followed his friend and settled down at the table. The grill was already set up with six steaks cooking.
“Hungry much?” Brent eyed the meat as he unpacked the bags of food.
“All this going in early and staying late is fucking with my sleep cycle. I’m only getting a max of three hours. I haven’t had sex with Louisa since this whole thing started.” To show his point, Tor yawned. “And yesterday’s little show with The Snake just plain fucked me up. I’m a mated dragon and even I got wood.” He shook his head.
“Good to know I’m not the only one who was affected. Was Fletch—” His question was cut off by the arrival of Fletch himself.
“Yup, I was. I had the weirdest dreams all night long. And about griffins.” Fletch swept by the table with a large plate of corn. The scent of spices wafted behind him as he carried the platter over to the grill and sat it down on the small shelf.
“Griffins? You’ve gone insane.” Brent set out the napkins and settled into his chair. “But anyway, since you’re both here, I need some help.”
“Well, eat all your vitamins and veggies, stop spiking your hair and you may just get laid.” Tor smirked. “Oh wait, you seem to already be getting some. And a werewolf, no less.”
Brent didn’t dispute Tor’s accusation. “Yeah, I’ve found my mate. But my dragon is driving me insane. He wants sex all the time. We come within sight of her and wham—he’s pulling at the leash. I can’t stop him. He’s tried to get me to shift three times already. How the fuck am I supposed to build a relationship with Carissa if I want to fuck and shift all the time?”
Tor gave him a pat on the head. “Aw, Brent is growing up and he has a girlfriend. Look, you have to tell her what’s going on. Explain things, like we did with Louisa. And if you really need to, call in Fletch to help stabilize you.”
Brent looked over at his friend. “You up for that? I’ll find someone else if you can’t. Besides, she’d like to do a ménage.”
The idea of sharing Carissa didn’t repulse him, and his dragon wasn’t opposed, either, just so long as long Fletch had no designs on mating with Carissa. Fletch shrugged. “If she’s into it, I’m for it. And I don’t mind keeping an eye on you.”
Relief swept through Brent. “Thanks. Now can you tell Tor that if he keeps eating so much we’ll have to go grocery shopping again?”
“Who’s this we? I went last time. You and Tor can go.” Fletch turned the corn on the grill.
Brent sighed. “Am I the only responsible one in this house?” he teased.
“Yeah. Which reminds me, we need to fix up the empty guest room. I have a cousin who’s coming to town. He’s looking for a job here. Not sure how long he’ll stay but he’s family.” Tor piled the steaks onto a plate and sat down next to Brent. He reached out and snagged a few steak fries.
“Hey! Make your own, dude,” Brent mumbled as he dug into his food.
“I would, but someone forgot the potatoes,” Tor grumbled.
“That again? Gees, I’m sorry. We’ll grab some next time.” Fletch promised.
“Now who’s saying ‘we?’” Brent grinned. “So what are you guys doing tonight, besides work?”
“Working, sleeping, and maybe getting laid,” Tor said. “The usual. You?”
“I’ve got a date with Carissa, so I switched with Julio for the weekend. Lou approved it.” Brent tried not to grin when Tor and Fletch groaned.
“Lucky asshole. I tried that and Margo wouldn’t switch with me, even for the extra money. She’s at Lavender Sighs for a spa week. Good thing the boss is giving us overtime and bonuses or I’d have gone crazy by now. Please tell me that this won’t last another week.” Fletch looked at Tor pleadingly.
“Until Sunday, and then we’re free until Samhain when this one abandons us again.” Tor pointed to Brent who smirked.
“Hey, it’s a tradition in my family.” Brent shrugged, but he still felt a sense of superiority.
“Uh-huh. So, Carissa is her name. Nice. Hey, did you hear from Peter and Ross about the VP? Looks like we’re getting some money our way at the end of the month for all our help. Pretty sweet deal. I haven’t told Louisa about my involvement with VP yet. She’d demand I take her shopping there and until we can get a full week to ourselves, I’m not saying a damn thing.” Tor chuckled.
Fletch laughed along with him. “Well, I’m helping the boys out. Apparently they have a new partner and she wants some improvements around the place. So I’ll be spending my weekends over there. I’ve worked it all out with the Big Boss and he says it’s okay as long as I slip him a few discounts and deals. God, you’d think we were members of some exclusive club instead of sex shop.”
Everyone laughed. “It’s just they don’t want to open it to everyone yet. I hear they want to hire a sex and relationship therapist for the upper rooms. They’ll probably need more help to clean that place up. You in?” Fletch put some corn on a platter and set it down on the table.
Brent nodded. “Sure, just tell me when and where, so long as it doesn’t interfere with my time with Carissa.” The words came without thought. In his bones, he knew he had a future with her, even if the present wasn’t too clear and steady.
“Bring her. She’d probably love to check some of the items out. Besides they’re looking for testers and they pay them too. Maybe you can get more stuff from them to use with her?” Two patches of crimson appeared on Fletch’s cheeks. He cleared his throat as Tor and Brent laughed.
“Okay, this is getting awkward. I feel like a late night host. Time to switch subjects. So, when does pre-season start? I hear that the Kyle August got Roger Dean Jameson for the Shadow Bay Dragons,” Tor threw out to lightening the mood.
“I’ll ask the boys about the offer and as to R.D., I’m relieved. It looks like we could go all the way to the Super Bowl. I hear the training camp is somewhere in Bear Country, lucky bastards.” Brent shook his head. He checked his watch and saw he’d been talking to the guys for almost half an hour. As much as he wanted to call Carissa, talking to his friends had pulled his mind away from the dragon and his problems. So long as he wasn’t thinking about sex, all was good. He was torn between calling her and getting the ball rolling, and staying and talking for a little longer. He decided to take a little bit longer. She needed some time to forget about what he was going to do.
He sat and talked with his friends until Fletch decided he was going swimming for a bit in the pool and Tor had to run some errands for work. Brent cleaned up and headed to his room. Once there, he stripped, took a quick shower and dried off. He’d wanted to start this off clean, even though she wasn’t in the room and couldn’t smell him. After lighting a few candles and a stick of incense, he grabbed his cell phone, hit speed dial and crawled into the bed.
She answered on the first ring. “Can’t talk, it’s a mad house.”
He chuckled. “That wasn’t the deal. This is going to happen, busy or not. You just have to listen.” He didn’t give her a chance to protest. “I’m lying in my bed alone, missing you. I’m naked right now.”
He grinned when he heard her suck in some air. He let his fingers trail over his chest, light at first, not really touching his skin. His nipples tightened, sending shards of electricity straight to his groin.
“My nipples are hard, waiting for your mouth. I want to feel your lips on my skin, kissing my chest.” He circled his nipples with slow motions, not touching the sensitive buds. “I’m getting harder, honey. I want to feel your body against mine. Feel your nipples pressing into my skin, your legs caressing mine, your pussy against my cock.”
He groaned as his cock flooded with blood, hardening to half-erect. The ghost of her body slid over his as he remembered how it felt. She was so warm, so soft. Her curves fit perfectly against his hardness. His memory produced her unique perfume—the heady scents of earth and woman, sage and lavender with a hint of citrus, all rolled into one.
“I wish you were here, honey, with me,” he said. With his free hand he pinched and rolled his nipples, flicking them as her tongue would. “I hate being away from you right now, when I need you so much.”
“Brent,” Carissa murmured in a husky whisper.
“I know, honey, I can hear it in your voice. Your thighs are probably wet for me.” His cock jerked as it continued to harden and rise. Hot blood continued to flood the shaft. All he could do was swallow and concentrate on what he had to do. He rolled over to his side and grabbed the small remote that he’d left out of the box. With a flip of the switch, he knew that both the plug and the bullet had been activated.
“Oh, gods!” she gasped.
He chuckled, a dark sound to his ears. Brent could only imagine what she was going through right now. “I know, honey, I know. Feels great, doesn’t it? I had an ex use a vibrating plug on me, but nothing compares to coming inside your sweet pussy.”
To prove his point he turned up the speed. She let out a squeak and swore at him. “If I have to suffer without you, then you have to suffer without me. Don’t worry, honey, I’ll make it up to you tonight, I promise.”
“You better,” she gritted out.
“Oh I will. Think about it, baby. Tonight, you and me, in your favorite bookstore, while a reading is going on. All those people, and any second one of them could get up and see us. Can you see it, honey?” Brent asked. His mind painted the picture as the dragon slid under his skin. The pain was a dull throb under his flesh that he barely noticed as he focused on painting the scene for Carissa.
“The smell of books, the low lights, all those people, and me buried deep inside of you. I’m kissing your neck, playing with your nipple piercings, my fingers playing with your clit,” he whispered as went back to teasing his nipple. Brent turned down the speed to give her a reprieve.
“Is that what we’re doing tonight, Brent?” she whispered, and he heard the thud of a door closing on her end.
“Yes, that’s what we’re doing tonight, and we’ll do a ménage soon. But for now it’s just you and me,” he promised. Brent heard the click of heels echoing off the walls and chuckled. “You went into the bathroom, didn’t you? Needed to come, didn’t you? What did I tell you?”
“Brent, I can’t go all day like this. I need to come,” she pleaded.
“And I told you no. Now get out there and work. You can only come tonight. For now, this is only a sampling.” He stopped the vibrations altogether but didn’t stop teasing himself. Brent continued to pinch, tug and roll his nipple. When the bud became oversensitive to his touch, he switched to the other until that one couldn’t take any more. In his mind she had tugged and sucked on his nipples, teased them to aching points before she moved on to the rest of his body.
“I’m in a fantasy. You have me tied down and are teasing me. You’ve just finished tormenting my nipples and are moving on. My cock needs to be inside you right now.” To emphasize his point he reached down to squeeze the bottom of his shaft before moving his hand up to the head and back down again. His cock felt hot and soft against his palm. He swallowed back a groan as the waves of pleasure washed through his body.
“I wish that you were here with me, touching me, kissing me. I need your mouth, honey, your body.” He whispered as prickles raced up and down his spine as the pressure grew in his belly.
“I wish I was there, Brent. I wish I was kissing you, touching you, teasing you, just like you did to me last night,” she whispered, her voice torn.
He flipped on the switch and turned up the speed to full. A cry filtered through the receiver as she managed to say his name. “Brent, I can’t…”
Her words were cut off as a groan filled the speaker. He couldn’t keep teasing himself, one handed. He pushed the speaker option and settled the phone near his ear as he slipped further into the bed. He reached over and grabbed the bottle of lube—peppermint flavored—squirted some into his palm and wrapped his hand around his cock. The sparks of cold sucked the air from his lungs, damping down some of his arousal, but only for a second. His dragon took advantage of that small reprieve to surge forward, increasing the swirl and tension of desire in his body. Scales rippled over his skin as his hands were transformed into claws. The roughness of this new texture combined with the cool kiss of peppermint added to the sensations coursing through his body. Nerve endings lit off brightly, flooding his body with need.
He shuddered and groaned as he worked his dick with strong, sure strokes.
“Tell me what’s going on,” Carissa urged. He could hear the soft murmur of other voices and tinned music and he grinned. She’d done what he had told her. She’d returned to her customers.
“Good, honey, you’re doing what I asked. Right now I’m changing. My dragon has come to the party and I’m stroking my cock. I have talons and scales.” Pain lanced the base of his spine as the dragon continued to push forward the change. Sparks and flames and twinges broke out as his tail grew out. He spread his legs to give it room. The long appendage grew quickly and waded into the fray immediately, teasing his testicles with quick flicks. He was thankful that the dragon hadn’t allowed the barbs to form. For now, it was just the basics.
Brent concentrated on giving himself pleasure and arousing his mate.
“I’m coming over. You need me,” she insisted with a low raspy tone.
Brent chuckled. “No, honey, what I need is for you to listen and stay where you are. Now, I’m stroking my cock. It’s thick, and long, and ready to sink into your tight, wet, pussy. My balls are so hard right now, they ache. I can remember how it felt to be inside you. Deep inside.” He let out a shuddering breath as the memory came back in full color. “Gods, you feel so good. I can’t wait for tonight.”
His hand moved fast, as electricity crackled through his body. He reached up and tugged his nipple. Spikes of electricity shot straight to his groin and rolled around his cock to add to his desire. The dragon opened his maw and breathed out a stream of steam followed by blue fire that saturated his body and made him feel as if he was in the middle of a firestorm. Sweat bathed his body as he breathed out steam. His vision changed from clear to hyper-focused. He could see the dark patches on the ceiling where there needed to be paint. His senses came alive. The path of a bead of sweat along his temple added to the sensations that swirled within. He pumped his hand faster and faster as the pleasure increased.
“Goddess, Carissa, I wish I were with you, fucking you right now.” His cock jerked in his hand as his balls tightened to his body. Almost there. “I want to come with you. I want to be buried deep inside of you when I come.”
“Brent, don’t, not yet,” she murmured. Voices still spoke around her. “Slow it down. Pull back.”
He shook his head. “No. Can’t. Almost…there,” he muttered.
“Brent, stop,” she hissed.
He obeyed her command, and all movement ceased. Even his tail teasing his balls had stopped.
“Now, with slow movements, work your hand up and down,” she purred. “Picture it as my hand. Imagine my tongue teasing the top of your cock and my fingers rolling and massaging your balls.”
He let out a groan at her husky words.
“Imagine my lips teasing your cock, kissing you all over, my hair teasing your thighs, my breath brushing against your dick,” she whispered.
“God, yes.” He could feel her hair, her mouth, her tongue on him. Her words wove around him, taking him away from the actions of his dragon to push him into a fantasy world where she had complete control over his actions.
The tide pulled back as the pressure inside of him increased, reaching every corner of his body, the tension too big to hold back.
“My body is so hot, I’m so wet and I wish to the gods that I were blowing you right now. I want to give you the same pleasure you gave me last night.” She let out a soft moan that wrapped around his dick.
“But you are,” he insisted as another wave hit him. His hips pistoned as he pumped his hand faster and faster, trying to reach that pinnacle that seemed to move further away whenever he got close to it. “So close,” he gritted out.
“Brent, I want you come for me, baby. I want to hear you shout my name as you come,” she said raggedly.
He wanted to come for her, needed to do as she said. Faster and faster, his palm moved, and his tail wrapped around his balls and squeezed the sac gently. He teased his nipples to oversensitive tips. The heat burst in his gut, consuming his body in one glorious blaze as he came. He shouted out her name, working his hips and hands until he’d pumped every last drop of his seed out.
Exhausted, he lay back in bed, his sheets and body soaked in sweat. His lungs ached with each breath and his heart threatened to burst through his ribcage. He could hear Carissa’s voice in the distance, cooing to him, soothing him with garbled words he couldn’t understand. All he knew was that she was there for him.
He felt like an exposed nerve. Everything hurt. His body was one throbbing pulse. Pain rushed through his body all over again, taking the breath from his lungs. Scales rippled on skin in a searing wave that burned him right to the bone. He could feel his muscles being pulled, stretched out until they were so taut, he was sure they would snap. He could feel his bone marrow melt as his heart crashed against his ribcage in a fast-paced cadence that took his breath away. Each pull of air into his lungs hurt until he just couldn’t do it anymore.
His vision blurred as sweat and tears bathed his face until he couldn’t tell the difference. The base of his spine ached as his newly-formed tail swung side-to-side. He knew he’d lost control, knew the dragon had taken over. He still had his mind; the rest of him, though, was no longer human. He felt as though his jaw had been punched over and again and a mad dentist had changed his teeth into fangs. There was nothing he could do.
The door flew open. “Shit! Brent!” Fletch’s voice came from a distance.
Brent tried to turn his head to look at his friend but couldn’t get up enough energy.
“Jesus,” Fletch swore.
He felt Fletch’s hand on his forehead. It felt cool and yet it hurt like hell. “I’ll go run you a bath.”
Fletch’s voice continued to chatter on, but other than that he had no clue what was going on. He felt his newly changed body being lifted up and carried, then lowered into water. But other than that his mind was completely blank. He couldn’t even respond or move anymore. Brent was just a dragon-man-shaped ball of goo.
“Carissa,” the dragon whispered. That was it. Sleep took hold of him and he closed his eyes, letting the bliss and darkness take him. He could feel as he went under that some of the shift began to pull back, but he couldn’t care.
Deep down, fear churned in his gut. He had to wonder if he’d be trapped in this form forever. He didn’t have the energy to push for a change back to his human form. Worry gnawed at his sensitive nerves. Would he be stuck in dragon form? Or worse, would he change into his larger, more dangerous form and become a monster, an uncontrollable beast that would have to be put down?
 


Chapter Fifteen
 
 
Fletch’s voice came over the phone, but Carissa couldn’t make heads or tails of what he was saying. Her legs were shaking, her knees had turned to jelly and she felt light-headed. Worry gnawed at the edges of her desire. Why Fletch was speaking to her wasn’t clear, but she knew that something was wrong with Brent.
She looked over at Anna who nodded toward the door. All she could do was give her friend a quick smile. “Fletch, give me a minute okay? I’m on my way.”
She grabbed her purse and left the store, ignoring the dull buzz of the plug and silver bullet. Carissa would take them out later. Now was about getting to Brent and taking care of him. She speed-walked to her car, trying to resist the urge to run. Once inside, she had Fletch give her the directions and then started off. With the light, late-afternoon traffic, she got to the house within ten minutes, and met Fletch at the front door.
“He’s in his room…well, bathroom, sleeping it off. Do you know what’s going on?” Fletch reached out and grabbed her hand.
She gazed up into his brown eyes. She shook his head. “Not much. I know the dragon is trying to take over, but that’s about it.”
Fletch took off his glasses and ran a hand over his face. “He’s going through mating heat…with you.”
Carissa let the words sink in. Understanding dawned on her. “Oh.” Her own wolf felt that Brent was their mate, but she hadn’t really given it much thought.
A question occurred to her. “Did my…” Her flushed her cheeks. “Did I…?” She couldn’t get the words out, feeling a sense of embarrassment and humiliation. “Did I start this? Was my wolf’s need to mate the reason his was triggered?”
Fletch shook his head. “It was triggered as soon as you two met. He’s been trying to establish a relationship with you first and would have brought it up once you two were cemented.”
The information floated around her. “So, we’re mated?” Strangely the idea didn’t bother her. In fact, her wolf was pleased by the revelation.
Fletch’s features became a mask. No emotion crossed his face or flitted through his eyes. “Yes.”
She nodded. “Okay, where is he?”
“No freaking out? No anger?” Fletch asked as he led the way to Brent’s room.
“Why? What would that accomplish? Besides, right now Brent’s health is more important and I need details. I need to know how to care for him, how to keep the dragon happy so it doesn’t keep pushing him for the shift.” Carissa stopped dead at her words as a chill iced her to the bone. “And he’s not going to die. I won’t let that happen.”
“Of course he won’t. I’ve called Tor. He’s been through this thing before. And Brent’s parents. They’re on their way. I know it’s different for everyone but this is just…” He shook his head. “I’ve never seen this before. Every freakin’ time he gets aroused, his dragon wants to shift. Only reason I came up here was because I’d been calling him from the pool and he hadn’t answered me. I got worried and rushed up here, found him like this.”
The scent of desire hung heavy in the air along with sweat, dragon musk and the unique scent of water. Carissa ignored the mess of the sheets and followed Fletch into the bathroom, where a very pale Brent lay in a steaming tub of water. He looked human enough but his skin was tinged with blue and there were some scales decorating his flesh. No tail or wings, thankfully.
“He didn’t even notice how hot the water was. He’s asleep for now, but I’m worried. And he had plans with you tonight…” Fletch’s words trailed off.
“Yeah, and those will have to change. Tonight is about taking care of him.” She dropped her purse on the floor and got down on her knees next to the tub. She placed her hand against Brent’s forehead. His skin was warm and there was movement under his eyelids but other than that, he didn’t respond. His breathing was slow and deep as if he really was asleep.
“Okay, so he’s exhausted. Here’s what you’re going to do. You’re going to strip the bed and get that cleaned up. I’ll get in the tub with him and get him washed up. He’s going to need food and water, lots of it. No alcohol. That would only dehydrate him. Do you have any incense?” She gave the orders without looking over at Fletch to see how he took her words.
She got up and began shedding clothes. It didn’t matter that Fletch was there. All she cared about was getting into the tub with Brent and holding him. She ached to have him in her arms and pain knotted in her chest as she tried to tamp down the worry.
Her wolf paced in its cage, whining and pawing the air, sadness in its eyes.
“He’ll be fine,” she told her animal counterpart. Rather than give into fear, she focused on Brent. Once she was naked, she nudged his body forward and got behind him. The water was scalding hot, but she ignored the pain and settled in behind him.
She wrapped her arms around him and stroked his chest, bathing his face and murmuring soft, soothing words, which she didn’t think were getting to him. He shifted in her arms and murmured her name, giving her a small bit of relief. The sound of running feet came from the bedroom.
“Where’s Brent? Is he okay?” came a man’s deep voice. “You sounded like you were going to freak out.”
“Brent’s fine, just asleep.” Fletch’s words floated through the doorway. “Moron pushed himself too far. Phone sex with his mate. I just told her about his mating heat, but he’s exhausted himself.”
“Help me with these sheets, then we can turn the bed and clean his room.”
Carissa glanced up to find a black-haired, black-eyed man gazing at her through the doorway, with an unreadable expression in the obsidian depths.
“You must be Tor,” she said. “I’ve got him. Go help Fletch.”
Tor backed out of the room in embarrassment. Carissa ran her fingers through Brent’s hair, and smiled when he sighed. It felt good to have him in her arms. Her anxiety level came down as the wolf calmed. Having Brent near, seeing that he wasn’t in danger, soothed them both. She placed a hand over his heart and felt the steady thud. Carissa grabbed the soap and began to wash his skin. She rubbed the bar over his flesh, going under the water to reach the places she couldn’t get to.
Brent let out a soft snore. “Carissa,” he groaned and shifted once more in her arms.
“I’m here, baby. I’m right here. It’s okay.” She ran her fingers through his hair once again and let it settle against her chest. He was heavier than her, but her wolf loaned her some of her strength to hold him up. The smoky sweetness of incense floated through the door, drowning out the sweat and sex that had been in the air before. She heard a loud thud and Brent sat up, sloshing water over the side of the tub.
“What the fuck are you two doing?” he shouted to his roommates.
He rose out of the water, rivulets sluicing everywhere to carve intricate paths over his muscles.
Carissa watched the play of water for a moment, feeling the arousal rise before she became aware of the vibrations deep in her ass and vagina.
“Shit,” she muttered as she moved around in the tub and began to remove the sex toys. She had become so concerned over Brent’s health she’d forgotten about the plug and silver bullet.
Brent turned around, his cock already semi-hard. “Carissa? Honey, what are you doing here?”
Confusion flitted across his features. She saw the ripple of scales under the skin.
“Whoa there, cowboy. We need to finish cleaning you up and then get you into bed. Fletch, call and cancel the event at the bookstore.” Carissa stood up. She held out her hand to him. “Come on back to the tub and we can finish your bath and I’ll explain.”
Desire filled his eyes as his features tightened and a red flush filled his chest. “Did they see you naked?” His voice was a low, animalistic growl.
“It doesn’t matter. Get your lizard ass in this tub now!” she ordered, feeling her own flush of embarrassment through her chest, up her neck.
“You’ll explain,” Brent growled as he re-entered the basin and allowed her to clean up his legs, feet and groin.
She was careful not to touch his cock too much but it didn’t matter what she did, he was growing more aroused by the second. Carissa took hold of his penis and gave the slit a bit of a pinch.
“Fuck, ow. Why?” He glared down at her.
“No sex. Not until we work out a plan to help with your dragon. Your parents are on their way.” She stood up and gathered up the sex toys from the bottom of the tub. She dumped them in the nearby sink and stepped out onto the bath mat.
“Actually, they’re already here,” came an amused, husky feminine voice. An elegant woman stood in through the doorway wearing a skin-tight black, sleeveless sweater-dress and leather sandals. She looked like a female version of Brent, only taller and sleeker. Her sandals filled Carissa with envy. It was on the tip of her tongue to ask where she’d gotten them, when a soft breeze reminded her that she was standing before Brent’s mother, stark naked. Rather than try to cover up she just stepped out of the tub, grabbed a towel, handed one to Brent, and then began to dry off.
“Well, this is a wonderful way to meet you, Mrs.…” She realized she didn’t know Brent’s last name.
“Aurelia, please. Why, Brent, she’s absolutely lovely. Werewolf? What an interesting pairing. Come, come, let me hear what it’s all about. Your father is unloading the car. Once we establish what the problem is then we can fix it and we can get out of your hair. Although not without dinner with your mate first, of course.” Her sky blue gaze slid over Carissa, assessing her, but—Carissa thought—not finding her lacking. In fact, she looked pleased.
Carissa wrapped the towel around her body and followed a sulking Brent out of the room. His shoulders were slumped and his head hung. His hair covered his features, even as he sat down.
“Now, now, tell Mummy what’s wrong. Stop acting so petulant.” Aurelia dragged a beanbag chair over and sank down on it. She didn’t look the least bit ridiculous, in fact she looked like a queen taking her throne.
“Nothing’s wrong, Mum. You and Pa can go home.” Brent’s voice took on a slight accent.
“We’re from England originally,” Aurelia explained. “But we’ve lost most of our accent unless we go back home. And I don’t believe you for a second, Brent. Fletch wouldn’t have called if there wasn’t trouble. Mating heat, is it?”
Brent looked up, anger and hurt in his darkened azure gaze. Fletch and Tor fidgeted in the corner of the room.
“Make way, I’m coming through.” A tall man, who had to Brent’s father, came into the room carrying a large pile of things. He settled everything on the floor near the bed and straightened. He stepped toward Carissa, hand out, and a genial smile on his face. “Marcus, Brent’s father. You must be Carissa. Isn’t she lovely, dear? Absolutely gorgeous. And a werewolf too.” He nudged Aurelia. “Good match, I’d say, very good match. Excellent luck, son, excellent.”
Aurelia smiled up at her husband. “Yes, I can see that dear, but first we need to figure out what’s wrong with our little lad. He’s being petulant.”
Marcus laughed. “Of course he is. Don’t want the parents to come in and deal with this. Highly embarrassing to him. Naked too, of course. It’s okay, son, happens to the best of us. Myself included. Now tell us the symptoms and we can help.”
Brent’s face flushed a bright crimson. His lips thinned and looked down at the floor.
Carissa sighed. “His dragon wants him to shift during sex. He gets aroused and it tries to force him to change. After sex, he’s totally wiped out whether it’s with me or all alone. What can we do?”
Brent lifted his head. His gaze met Carissa’s. Hurt filled those dark blue orbs.
Aurelia lifted her hand and caressed her son’s cheek. “Ah, a Dragon Ugly situation. I see. Basically your dragon wants to claim your mate, and is using extreme measures, even trying to take over your human side.” A serious look came over her face. “Sweetie, you need help, otherwise the dragon could force a shift you’re not ready for, take over and seal away your human side forever. Or worse, you could die from the exertion. We don’t want that.”
Brent turned away and heaved a deep sigh. “Just go away. I’m fine.”
Carissa took his hand. “So what if I met your parents earlier than you intended? We’ve met. Deal with it.” She looked back at Brent’s parents. “What can we do?”
Aurelia’s face was filled with joy. “Feisty. Strong. I like her. Yes, what can we do? Well, as much as I hate to say this, darling, you’re going to have to shift fully. Let it out completely and it will be too exhausted to force you to shift during sex with Carissa.”
Brent’s jaw dropped. “I don’t think so. I can’t. Where would I go?”
“To our cabin, of course. Far enough from people, but with enough room to completely allow the dragon to run free.” Aurelia gazed at Brent, hope on her face.
“There’s a ‘but’ isn’t there?” Carissa reached out and grabbed Brent’s hand, giving it a squeeze.
Aurelia nodded. “No sex. Lots of mediation, lots of spending time together, but absolutely no sex. You can kiss, but you can’t fuck like bunnies until after the dragon’s been let out.”
Brent groaned. “Mum!”
“What? I can say fuck. Geesh. Stop being a prude. Well, do you agree? This will allow the bonding process to cement on a deeper level than just sex.” Aurelia crossed her arms over her chest and stared at her son.
“Can you wait until the full moon?” Carissa asked. “Then we can shift together and I can keep the dragon in line.” She glanced from Brent to his parents. She wanted to take care of him, keep him safe from other predators, and most of all, help him through this difficult time.
“Why is my mating heat so different from Tor’s?” Brent demanded. He stood up, anger etched on his face.
“Because Tor is a fire dragon,” Marcus said. “Each mating heat is different. No two are alike, son. I know this is difficult but this is for your own safety.”
“This doesn’t make you less of a man, honey.” Carissa stood up and wrapped her arms around him from behind. She placed a soft kiss between his shoulder blades. “It just means that I get to boss you around and use you like a pack mule.” She grinned.
Aurelia and Marcus chuckled.
“Meaning?” Brent turned in her arms and gazed down at her, hesitation on his face.
“Jez, Anna and I are moving to the lakeside. We have a booth and will be using it for the last few days of the festival. We can do a picnic and spend all the time together you need…and even make out. That’s allowed right?” She looked at Aurelia and Marcus for an answer.
Aurelia nodded. “Yes, you can make out, just no sex.”
“Is there a way around the sex?” Brent asked, desperation on his face.
Aurelia looked at Marcus. They both fell silent for a few moments. Carissa stroked Brent’s arms and placed kisses on his chest.
“Well,” Aurelia looked at Marcus, who nodded. “There is a way, but you won’t like it and neither will the dragon. We’d have to use magic to bind the dragon for a limited time, and you’d still have to be careful. Also, you’d have to keep the dragon in check. You can’t let down your defenses. You’d have to be always on guard.”
Marcus leaned down and rummaged around in a bag from the heap of things he brought with him. He produced a pair of silver handcuffs. Even from where she stood Carissa could feel the magic emanating from the cuffs. Marcus handed them to Aurelia, who in turn gave them to Carissa. Puzzled, Carissa accepted them and turned them over in her hands. There were delicate etchings that appeared when the bands caught the light. Small silver links joined the two cuffs together.
“Elvish?” Carissa asked.
Aurelia beamed. “Yes. They are indestructible, so he can pull and tug all he wants and the dragon won’t get out. But you can only use them for sex, not for when he pisses you off, understand?” She wagged her finger at Carissa but smiled.
Carissa nodded. “I understand.”
“We’d still need to perform magic to bind the dragon. The cuffs are just an extra precaution. I’m leaving them with Carissa because if it were up to my son, he’d hide them.” Aurelia grinned. “Now, Carissa darling, you and the boys need to leave the room. We have to start the ritual. Afterward, he’ll need to eat.”
Carissa lifted herself up on tiptoe and kissed Brent. “I’ll be right outside. Don’t worry.” She gathered up her clothes and followed Tor and Fletch out into the hallway. The door closed behind them and she started to get dressed, not caring that both men were watching. She was Brent’s mate. They were just his friends.
“Um, I’m Fletch,” Fletch held out his hand, crimson patches on his cheeks.
“Tor,” Tor held out his hand, not the least bit embarrassed.
She shook their proffered hands and nodded toward the stairs. “They may be awhile. Want to get dinner started? We can talk while they work.”
The men nodded and she followed them downstairs. Despite the calm she tried to convey, her mind was on Brent and what he was going through.
 


Chapter Sixteen
 
 
Everyone tried to ignore the thuds, bumps and loud curses from overhead. They went about their business and tried not to think about it.
Also, everyone seemed to be ignoring the fact that they’d all seen Carissa naked. She didn’t even feel embarrassed by it. She didn’t really care. She was made more uncomfortable by trying to make awkward small talk with Brent’s best friends. The two guys seemed just as uncomfortable. She could barely stand it.
She put down a dish rag and looked at the men behind her, currently chopping up vegetables. “Okay, look, let’s just say it. You met me naked. I’m Brent’s mate and I’ll be coming around here a bit more often. I know you’re mated to my friend Louisa, Fletch, and don’t worry, I’ll tell her myself and explain things to her. Other than that, you guys can look at me without trying to ignore the whole nudity thing. I’m cool.”
Tor swallowed. “It’s not that, and I can tell Louisa myself. It’s just…well, I went through mating heat a few months ago. Still am going through it, with spurts of anger, a need for sex, a need to shift. But with Brent it’s bad. Worse than what I went through. I can’t help but feel bad for him. There’s nothing I can really do.”
Fletch nodded. “Brent is normally easygoing. I hope he’s going to be more stable with the magic ritual.”
Out of curiosity, Carissa asked, “How does magic affect you guys? I know there isn’t much that can damage dragons.”
Both Tor and Fletch were silent at first. Then Fletch answered, “Elvish magic is the only thing that can affect us. Witches and warlocks only produce tickles.”
Tor agreed. “Yeah, so whatever they’re doing will have to be Elvish magic.” Tor’s lips quirked into a smile. “So, are you over the fact that you met his parents naked?”
Carissa snapped the towel at him. “How’d you feel if you met Louisa’s parents naked?”
Tor shrugged. “Given that she doesn’t get along with them and they’re separated, I’d say the likelihood of that happening is slim to none, but yeah I can understand feeling embarrassed.”
Carissa nodded. “So, stop the teasing. Anyway, what exactly are we making for dinner? I see you still have a few steaks left, although something tells me it’s not enough for everyone.” She eyed both men. “Do we have time to go the store or do you want to order in?”
Fletch looked down at the cutting board before him. “We already started the makings of a salad. Maybe we can do a mix and match. Steak, chicken and pork?”
Carissa opened the fridge and looked over the pickings in the fridge. “How big is your grill?”
“The best on the market,” Tor replied with pride. “The DragonStone 20,000.”
Carissa fought the urge to roll her eyes. “Okay, I guess that’s a yes.”
She began to pull out the packages of defrosted meat and piled them onto the counter.
“So, tell us about what you do,” Fletch said as he went back to chopping vegetables. “Brent didn’t want to share any details.”
She told them about the aromatherapy store and what she did there, the lines they carried and what their plans were for the rest of the festival. Both Fletch and Tor were very interested in the possibility of a men’s line and wanted to be the first guinea pigs. They even volunteered to help out at the festival booth that Scentify was going to be setting up tomorrow.
“Why don’t I go grab some dessert and swing by the store to get you samples along with a comment cards? I’m thinking strawberry ice cream, chocolate pound cake and whipped cream?” Carissa threw out.
Tor grinned. “Deal! Louisa loves your stuff and I’m sure I’ll love using some of the oils on her.”
“It’s supposed to be about you,” Carissa teased.
Tor’s grin broadened. “It is about me. I give pleasure to Louisa and in return I get to have sex.”
Carissa rolled her eyes. “Yup, you really are Brent’s friends. I’ll be back. I’ll pack a bag so I can stay overnight.” She headed for the door.
“Hurry back with that ice cream and those oils. I want to get started with Louisa tonight,” Tor called out after her.
“Yeah, yeah,” Carissa said over her shoulder as she grabbed her purse and left the house. Her spirits were lighter. She felt more stable, as if life truly was expanding and starting for her. In a weird way, she could see Tor and Fletch becoming part of her inner circle, with Louisa, Jez and Anna. Her confidence was climbing. Having been with Brent she felt sexier, more confident in her skin. It felt wonderful having a man who understood her needs and wanted to put her first. Her parents’ assessment of her no longer mattered. In fact, thinking on it, it had never mattered—period. With hindsight she could see that no one else’s thoughts about her sex life and sexuality mattered but hers. She had always known what she wanted; she just didn’t want to share.
The only thing to do now was talk to her parents, especially her mom. Carissa went the store first, where she told Anna and Jez what was going on with Brent, and why she’d left so quickly. She told them that Brent and the boys would help out tomorrow and during the rest of the festival week. Even this close to closing time, the store was still packed. Carissa helped with a few purchases before she went home to get some things.
She left the market for last. She bought the ice cream, fresh strawberries, the pound cake and the whipped cream. Then she headed over to Brent’s, where she parked next to Aurelia and Marcus’s car.
With the exception of Brent, everyone was on the back patio, helping to set the table, or cook, or just mill around, talking. After putting away the food she went straight up to Brent’s room and knocked. When there was no answer, she pushed her way in.
He lay on the bed, sleeping. She put her bag down near his dresser and sat down next to him. She brushed some hair away from his face and gave him a kiss on the lips. He opened his eyes. A small, tired smile curled on his lips.
“Hey,” she said softly.
“Hey,” he replied, in a hoarse whisper.
“Tired?”
He nodded slowly. “Yes, only good for cuddling. Go eat.”
“I’ll bring you up a plate. You get some rest.” She gave him another kiss and joined everyone else down on the back patio. Aurelia greeted her with a hug and dragged her over to a couch.
“Sit with me, dear, while the men talk sports and burn meat. I want to know all about you.” Aurelia handed her some lemonade and smiled at her.
Rather than shrink away, Carissa dove right in, telling her all about her job and her education, carefully hedging around her life with her parents or any conversation about her childhood.
“You’re leaving things out, honey. Tell me.” Aurelia’s direct blue gaze turned her into a child, challenging her to face her past.
She bit her lip to keep the words from spilling out, and yet her wolf compelled her tell Brent’s mom everything. Aurelia’s aura and energy made her feel safe, interesting, comfortable and free.
Carissa licked her lips and began to tell the story of her youth, waiting for laughter. When she’d finally gotten to the end of her narrative, and had told Brent’s mother about her most recent conversation with her own mother, Aurelia laid a hand on hers and smiled.
“Tell Brent. I can see your embarrassment. To be honest, our raising of Brent was very similar to your parents’, only less in-your-face. I can see how humiliated you felt, how awkward you are about your mother and father, and I can understand that. But it sounds to me like they wanted you to feel good about yourself and open with your sexual issues. Sounds mad, but really, if you can’t speak to your mom or dad about your private issues—people who’ve been through all of that already—who can you talk to?”
Carissa turned over what Aurelia had said. “I can try. I’ve already decided to speak to her, I just…I feel weird about it. How can I explain that all the things they told me made me feel…well…unattractive or not good enough?”
Aurelia gave her a small smile. “You just have to be honest, honey. Now let’s go get some food. I’m starving and I think they’ve finished their ritualistic cooking.”
Carissa stood up with Aurelia and they headed toward the table. Everyone took a seat and began to pile their plates with food. The chatter was warm and easy. Jokes and teasing flowed freely without the least hesitation. Hours passed, and someone turned on the music. Aurelia and Carissa served the ice cream and pound cake. Marcus told stories about Brent’s childhood around the fire pit.
Carissa invited Jez and Anna over and the party really began when the women brought out the alcohol. Brent woke up and came down to join them, wearing only a pair of baggy jeans and no shoes or shirt. Carissa ended up watching the evening pass, cuddled up in a loveseat with Brent’s arm around her as they ate the strawberries.
Tor called over Louisa and everyone took the night off, calling in sick. Fletch took out a stack of board games and things took a competitive bent. Laughter and fun ruled until the early hours of the morning, when Louisa and Anna put a damper on things.
“Look, I know, I know. Jez and Carissa will tell you that this is just another excuse to be hooked up to a java IV,” Anna started. That statement was met with many cheers from the coffee addicts. “But we have work to do in a little over…” She paused to check her watch. “…five hours, so if you don’t mind it’s time to sleep!”
With many grumbles the boys set up the guest rooms and sleeper couches where everyone crashed. Carissa headed up to Brent’s room with him, where she changed into a tank top and shorts and climbed into bed.
“What no nekkidness?” Brent pouted.
“Not with my friends in this house. Besides, you still have to sleep off the rest of the effects of the magic. You can tell me all about it tomorrow. But for now, I’m pooped. Come on, lover, let’s go to bed.”
She climbed under the sheets with him and fell asleep in his arms, feeling safe and happier than she’d been in a long time.
 
* * *
 
 
Brent awoke with sunlight filtering through the room. His head still felt a bit fuzzy. The buzz of magic pinged on his arms and the bare skin of his chest and abdomen. He groaned and rolled over to his side to find Carissa’s side of the bed empty.
With a slow movement that made his stomach slosh, he sat up and looked around. Carissa’s bag sat next to his dresser and he heard her laughter filtering up through the small crack in his door. The voices of his friends and parents came through the space along with the smells of bacon and pancakes. His stomach grumbled, whether in hunger or protest, he couldn’t decide. All he knew was that last night’s little magic ritual had screwed up his head. Sleep may have dulled the effects, but he felt as if his brain had ballooned in size.
The dragon was silent, cocooned in a bubble, unhappy but quiet. Brent pushed back the covers and swung his legs over the side of the bed. His vision blurred and his head swam before everything righted itself. Part of him wanted to call his mother up to his room and demand to know what she hadn’t told him about the ritual. His parents warned him that he wouldn’t feel stable for a few days and that he needed to take thing slow. A normal routine would be just what he needed, which would mean going to work tonight.
With a grimace, he undressed and padded to the bathroom where he took a quick shower, dried off and got dressed in jeans and T-shirt. He’d promised Carissa and her friends that he would help Tor and Fletch set up their booth at Shadow Cove Lake. There was even a picnic planned for lunch. All in all, it was shaping up to be a great day.
His parents were hitting the road and going back up to the mountains to handle their Earth Haven Ski Resort. With all the travelers, they were already getting bookings for the ski season. The idea of spending a week up there with his parents and Carissa appealed to him, but for now he had to deal with his issues with his dragon.
His mother had instructed him to meditate, do lots of swimming, and speak with his dragon until they could come to terms with this mating heat. He still had to speak to Carissa about shifting with her during the full moon. The magic made him more clear-headed and stable, but his core still felt like gelatin, as if it wobbled and shook with every step.
He went down to eat breakfast. The table had been set, and food was being served. Everyone was in a joyous mood. He didn’t see Anna or Jez anywhere, and Louisa and Tor were gone too.
Carissa pulled out a chair next to her and grinned up at him. “Come on. Sit. Eat. You’ll be my little pack mule as soon as we leave. Your parents want us to come up for Samhain. I hope you don’t mind, I said yes.”
Brent glanced at his mother and shook his head. She came over to him, set down some coffee, ruffled his hair and pinched his cheek.
“Mom,” he whined.
“Oh, come now, your mother’s just having some fun.” Then Aurelia turned to Carissa. “It’s a standing tradition in the family. You’ll get to meet the rest of us. Hope you don’t mind being overwhelmed with competitive dragons. We run a chain of ski resorts all over the world. We tend to like to one-up each other. We don’t get to come together for Christmas.”
Marcus frowned; sadness deepened the wrinkles on his face. “But we make up for it with Samhain.”
Brent made a mental note to explain the family issues with Christmas once they got to the Festival Fairgrounds, but his mother beat him to the punch.
“Brent’s grandfather died at Yule. It’s a sad time. We were all traveling when he passed beyond the veil. Fifty-thousand-year-old dragon, poor thing. Maynard was the glue that held us together. He paired Marcus and me up.” A wistful smile curled on Aurelia’s lips.
Brent got up and hugged her, then did the same thing for his father. They were an affectionate family and it didn’t matter who saw. “It’s okay. Mom. We have Samhain to remember him. It was my grandfather’s favorite holiday. He used to dress up and scare the kiddies. He had this roar that seemed to come from the depths of the ocean.”
He sucked in a breath when he felt Carissa’s hand slide over his belly. Prickles of magick danced on his bare arms as his hair stood up. The dragon curled and writhed in its bubble-like cell. A sense of longing filled him. The need to touch, to caress, to kiss. Brent fought the urge. If he gave in, his parents wouldn’t leave the house, and he still wasn’t sure if Carissa would want to make love with him as he was.
He pulled back. “Okay, let’s eat and get over to the fairgrounds.” He sensed Carissa stiffen but he didn’t comment. Food, help unpack, help bring customers to Scentify, and then they could talk.
“Let’s go,” Carissa said, once they had eaten their fill. “I went to the store earlier to get some boxes and stuff.” She grabbed her purse and left Brent to lock up. Tension swirled around the car but he didn’t say a word.
 
* * *
 
 
They unpacked in silence and got to work. Brent worked with Tor and Louisa. Carissa, Anna and Jez manned the booth and rang up sales. Shifters walked around in animal mode while bonfires raged in the full light of day.
Brent avoided any discussions about the situation with his dragon. He didn’t want to think about it. All he wanted to do was have a good time and enjoy the day. Whenever Carissa tried to talk to him about it, he would change the subject. He talked about Scentify, or the products, or the food—anything except his issues with his dragon.
As the day wore on, he became coated in sweat, with his clothes sticking to him in places he was pretty sure they shouldn’t be. He walked around the festival grounds, handing out coupons, drumming up business for the Scentify stand. He was thankful that he hadn’t bothered to wear underwear. He wanted to strip off and dive into the deep blue waters of Shadow Cove Lake.
When he got back to the booth, he laid down his empty coupon packets with a grin. But all his happiness died when he saw Carissa frown and walk away, visibly upset. He didn’t know what that was about but it couldn’t be good.
Anna grabbed his, took him aside and glared up at him.
“Fix it,” she hissed.
With a sigh, he followed Carissa out to a thick copse of trees, close enough to the fairgrounds but far enough for privacy. Fletch was hot on his heels.
“I’ll be here if you need me.” Fletch had a sandwich in one hand—where he had gotten it, Brent didn’t know—and a soda in the other.
Close by, The Snake set up a stool and guitar and began to strum a few cords before he launched into a song. The music would give them more cover and let them talk privately.
A crowd began to form as Brent took a breath and went into the trees, hoping that Carissa would be open to what he had to say. She looked up at him, hurt in her deep brown eyes, and he felt his words dry up in his mouth.
“I can help, you know,” she said. “I can be there for you. I don’t think you’re weak or unmanly in the least for having to seal away your dragon. But you need to let me in. You can’t just avoid talking about it.”
“But I can’t make love to you!” Brent said. As soon as he said it aloud he felt stupid.
She glared at him. “If you think incredible sex is the only reason I’m interested in you, then I’m stuck with a really stupid mate.”
He grinned. “Incredible sex?”
She threw an ice cube from her drink at him. “You know what I mean.”
Brent nodded. “Yes, I do.” He came toward her and took her into his arms. “I’m sorry, it’s just I feel off-base. Part of me is sealed away. I didn’t really give my dragon much thought before, but now…it’s like there’s a wall inside of me and I’ve got magic prickling my skin, reminding me of the ritual. I just feel…awkward, like I’m covered in something or ill but I don’t know what’s wrong with me.”
A breeze ruffled his hair. Carissa reached up and tucked some loose strands behind his ear. “Nothing’s wrong with you,” she said. “Once you shift properly, all will be righted again. But in the meantime, it means I get to play with you my way.”
She stepped away from him bent down, rummaged around the picnic basket she’d brought, and pulled out some objects. “Call in Fletch.”
The Snake’s song grew louder, his voice wrapped around Brent as he thought about what she wanted to do. The dragon roared within and moved this way and that, but couldn’t push forward as the words seeped deep into Brent’s soul and made him feel strangely settled and relaxed. His muscles loosened and his thoughts became clear.
He didn’t ask how she’d known his friend was there, but she had called him in anyway. Were they doing this now? Here? Fire flared on his skin and churned in his belly as his stomach muscles clenched and all the blood headed south, leaving him unable to form coherent thoughts. Fletch joined them without a word. She held up both objects; the cuffs dangled from one hand, and in the other sat a small plug.
Brent swallowed. “You brought them?”
Was she really going to use that plug on him? The cuffs he didn’t mind, but the plug? He glanced over at Fletch who didn’t seem put off in the least by what she was holding.
“Just so long as she doesn’t use that plug on me,” Fletch said, with a grin. “I like giving women pleasure with that, but I’m not comfortable with anything up there. Enjoy, buddy. How do you want to do this? I get her ass and of course you, being her mate, get her pussy?”
“Yes, but this is a one-time deal until Brent shifts, okay?” Carissa gave Fletch a pointed look.
Crimson patches appeared on his cheeks. “I totally understand. We did something similar with Tor and Louisa for New Year’s. Oh, oops.”
“I already knew that.” Carissa smiled. “Gentlemen, the trees will give us enough cover and The Snake playing will mask our sounds. Ready?”
Brent looked over at Fletch, who nodded. “Totally understood.”
Fletch placed a hand on Brent. “Are you sure you’re okay with this?” Concern filled his brown eyes. Gold and green flecks shimmered back at him. Fletch’s dragon was peeking out at him, curious. Brent’s own dragon looked back at its fellow beast and let out a low, keening whimper. It wanted out. Sadness weighed heavily in Brent’s chest. He hated to see his dragon like this. Its sad eyes gazed back at Brent, pleading with him, repeating a single word over-and-over: “Mate.”
That was all the answer he needed. “Yeah, I’m fine with this and my dragon needs this. He’s unhappy, and if this can help him with it until the full moon then so be it. Plus, I wanna see what you’re gonna do with those cuffs, honey.”
“All right boys, strip. Brent, you’re gonna lie down.”
Carissa spread a thick blanket out on the ground and settled down onto her knees. Her brown gaze didn’t move from Brent as he undressed. The heat from her look only inflamed his need. Blood filled his dick, thickening the shaft; it pushed for freedom against his fly. With sure fingers, he peeled off his shirt and dropped it to the ground. Next to go were his shoes and socks. Then he undid his belt and zipper tab with deft fingers. He hooked his thumbs into the waistband of his jeans and shoved them down and stepped out of them. Arousal coursed along his veins. He felt the ripple and caress of warmth as the magick flared to life, keeping the dragon in its bubble and its desire to shift in check.
He almost whooped in glee as the sense of freedom dawned on him. His emotions and desires were his own again. The dragon was there, but it was safely beneath the surface, like a distant rumble. Eagerly, he fell to his knees and cupped Carissa’s face. He devoured her mouth with hungry kisses as his hands threaded into her hair. Joy was poured into every movement of his lips as he tried to transfer what he felt to her. She responded, just as aroused and happy as he was. One hand rested on his chest while the other skimmed his side.
Carissa pulled back with a groan. Without saying a word, Fletch had joined in the fray. He was kissing and nipping the skin of her shoulder. He met Fletch’s gaze and grinned. Without saying a word, they attacked, Brent at her front kissing his way along her jaw and down her throat, while Fletch teased and nipped the nape of her neck.
They had done this before, but he wanted to make this the best ménage experience for Carissa, since it would be her only one. He could taste the saltiness of her skin, with just a hint of citrus and something floral. Brent circled a path around her breast, nipping and sucking on the soft flesh until he reached the nipple where he tongued the barbell with soft flicks. She moaned and arched her back as her fingers burrowed into his hair, urging his head closer. He took one round end and tugged and pushed the piercing. Her soft gasps and cries were his incentive. He took her nipple into his mouth and rolled the barbell with his tongue. She quivered against him, muffled whimpers floating down to him. Her breasts squeezed together and Brent released the tip with a pop and looked down.
Fletch was massaging the mounds while Brent tormented her. Undeterred, Brent went back to his ministrations. As a team they wound her up. He could feel her emotions, taste them on his tongue, with her sweat and flavor. Brent went from one nipple to the other, showing each the same affection, before he moved down her stomach, swirled his tongue in the indentation of her navel, and kissed his way to the starting point of the strip of hair that would lead him to heaven.
He paused to inhale her unique perfume and sighed. She parted her thighs for him, exposing her thick, dewy folds, already flushed with blood, her clit prominent and ready for his attentions. Brent buried his head between her thighs, to lap, nibble and suck on slick folds.
Carissa’s hold on his hair tightened, pulling almost to the point of pain. He didn’t care; all that mattered was giving her pleasure. His own desire amplified and pressure tightened and coiled deep in his gut. A steady pulse that echoed his heartbeat started in his testicles. His instincts demanded that he mark her as his own, to make sure Fletch didn’t forget whose woman Carissa was.
He ignored that part of him. There was no need to get in a shoving or pissing match with a friend who understood the rules.
“So beautiful, like silk,” Fletch murmured as he settled behind Carissa.
“She’s perfection, a goddess,” Brent said, before he dipped his tongue into her tight, wet pussy.
“Brent, please,” Carissa urged.
He pulled back and kissed his way up to her clit. “I want to pierce you here,” he made his point with another tick of his tongue. “It will increase your pleasure.”
“Brent, later. Fuck me now,” she insisted.
Brent sucked her clit into his mouth before he released it with a pop and moved away from her. He licked his lips, lapping away the last of her essence before he lay back. Fletch rolled on a condom and flicked up the top of the lube, then slathered it onto his erect cock.
Carissa shook her head. “Roll onto your stomach,” she ordered Brent.
She held up the slim plug and he sighed. She hadn’t forgotten.
Fletch handed her the lube and she put some on her fingers. Brent rolled onto his belly and waited, ordering his body to relax. He felt a bit nervous about this. He knew Fletch wouldn’t laugh at him, but it had been years since that encounter with his ex and the plug. Brent closed his eyes and felt the steady thud of his heart against his ribcage. He sucked in air when he felt her fingers against his puckered hole. She passed her slickened fingers over the rosette, and his thoughts traveled to the state of his ass. Was he too hairy? What if he was gross back there? A slap on his ass brought him out of his thoughts. The pain was replaced by a pleasant burn. The smack came again, this time on his other cheek.
“Relax, baby. I’m not gonna hurt you. Breathe,” Carissa ordered.
“And besides, from what I can see, you’re pretty clean. Do you wax everything? I feel gross now,” Fletch chuckled.
A laugh bubbled up and let loose bringing down the tension. “I’m just naturally less hairy than you, you bear,” Brent teased.
He focused his attention on his feet, curling his toes and then releasing them. Next he tightened the muscles in his legs, then his buttocks, lower back, hands, arms, and face. Lastly, he pressed his tongue to the roof of his mouth and let it settle back down. All the stress disappeared.
Carissa went back to work, coating his entrance before pushing just the tips of her fingers into his hole. She worked gently, not pushing him too hard, but every once in awhile he’d hear a gasp that told him that Fletch was making sure Carissa continued to remain aroused. Good boy, he thought. The moments melted away, and then he felt the brush of her fingers over his prostate. He sucked in air as pleasure sparked in his groin and his cock jerked in response. There it was again. Another brush and he groaned into the blanket. Pleasure shimmered into his veins.
“Mmm, feels good,” he muttered.
“Good,” Carissa said.
He felt something slick gliding smoothly into his ass until it rested against his prostate. His arousal amplified. Brent clenched his jaw. He wanted movement, something. Instead, he felt her tap his hip. “Time to roll back,” she ordered.
“Finally,” he groaned, then grinned and rolled over, sucking in more air as the plug wedged in further. “Gods damn it.”
He blew out a breath as more blood filled his shaft and the pressure increased. He tried to bump the plug to create more friction. He had moved closer to climax and he wasn’t even inside of her yet. Brent focused on trying to get more sensation. The pressure increased but it wasn’t enough. He wanted to be inside of her as well. They were definitely doing this again.
He raised his hands over his head, showing her he was completely at her mercy. She gazed down at him, desire in the deep, brown depths.
“You’re like a buffet. I’m so going to enjoy this.” She swung the cuffs around and leaned over him, putting the underside of her breasts in kissing distance. He didn’t hold back; he flicked and licked the soft swells as she worked. Carissa groaned but managed to cuff his wrists and pull back, a devious grin on her face. “Now, keep your hands over your head and I get to explore this beauty right here.” She wrapped her fingers around the base of his penis and gave him a single, slow stroke.
Brent arched his back and pushed his hips upward. He tried to lift his arms but couldn’t. They felt as if they were weighed down, but he didn’t care. All he wanted was more.
“More,” he rasped out.
“Soon.” Carissa nudged his legs further apart and settled down on her hands and knees. She swirled the tip of her tongue around the flared crest of his cock. She repeated the movement, teasing and tormenting his shaft with quick circles. Then she sucked the thick crown into her mouth and released it with a pop. Again and again, she took him into her mouth, deeper and deeper, until he hit the back of her mouth and she swallowed him down.
He bit his lip to keep from shouting. The metallic taste of blood flooded his mouth as his dragon roared and writhed in its bubble. Brent pushed his hips up and pulled back, fucking her mouth with slow thrusts. He felt the flex of her throat muscles and the suction of her mouth around the thick shaft. Pleasure seared in his blood as white-hot, electric pulses danced up and down his spine and around his head. Vibrations started, teasing and tickling his prostate, increasing his pleasure a hundredfold. Pain seared down the line of penis when he felt a sharp pinch. She released his cock and lapped at the hurt area with quick flicks.
“No coming, baby. Not yet,” she ordered.
Sweat bathed his face and chest as he squeezed his eyes shut. Everything in him wanted to come. The vibrations were too much. The inferno in his body was consuming him, inch by inch, until he was sure that he would explode. Added to all of this was the dance of magic and the glide of scales under his skin, as the dragon tried to breach its cage.
He stilled. A warm breeze danced along his skin, cooling him minutely. In the distance, he heard the dull buzz of voices, the lap of lake water against the shore, and The Snake’s voice growing louder, the music faster, wrapping around him, weighing against his skin and driving his instincts and needs. He wanted to come so badly.
Brent groaned when he felt the slick kiss of her sex against his cockhead. Her juices bathed his shaft as she teased him, rocking her pussy and back forth as she rubbed her folds against him. Then she took hold of him and positioned him at her slick entrance. Time stretched, like a taut wire, until he thought he would snap like a rubber band.
A groan from above drew his attention. He opened his eyes and watched as Fletch gripped Carissa’s hips and entered her from behind. Pleasure and pain danced over her face like leaves floating on a breeze. He felt her body shake from above. Her pussy slid against him, back and forth as Fletch fucked her ass. They moved in time with the Snake’s song. The music filled Brent, swelled deep inside of his cock, rushed over his skin and caressed him in places he’d never thought noise could reach.
Then it all stopped—Carissa, the music, Fletch, everything. With a deep breath, Carissa lowered her body down onto his. Her internal muscles were still clenched around his cock, drawing him deeper into her wet heat. So hot, so tight…it was all too much.
His nerve endings flared as sensation overloaded him. So much pleasure. An orgasm rolled through him, taking him under. Carissa slid down, flexing her vaginal walls around his cock. Up and down, back and forth, she rode him as he came. Then he felt the glide of Fletch’s cock in her ass, rubbing against his shaft inside Carissa. Too much. Sensation played through him, over him, wove around him. He felt as if he was going to burst or incinerate.
Fireworks burst behind his eyes as his dragon screamed. Brent balled his hands into tight fists as his body shook. His hips flexed of their own accord and he kept coming, one orgasm after another, climax after climax. His brain was white nose, his body was one giant ball as the pressure flexed, filled and exploded over and over again, in time with the music that was being played not far away.
He felt Carissa’s vagina tighten around him as she began to come. Her lips smashed against his, in a hungry kiss that poured all her love, all her desire, every ounce of her passion into his body. He fed it back to her and still they didn’t stop moving until Brent felt a large wall burst inside of him and the dragon roared free. His cock jerked inside of her and he emptied himself deep into her tight channel. A loud whistle filled his ears as everything went white behind his eyelids. His heart tried to beat its way right out of his chest.
Carissa rode him and Fletch rode her until everyone had come.
The music stopped and the crowds screamed. Carissa collapsed onto Brent with a thud, and Fetch groaned. Where he went, Brent didn’t see. All he knew was this experience had been the best orgasm of his life. He didn’t even care that the dragon had broken its cage, and that he had shifted. He felt a deep well of satisfaction fill him. With Carissa, and Fletch, and The Snake, he was happy.
 


Chapter Seventeen
 
 
Carissa wasn’t sure how she’d managed to get back to work, much less form coherent sentences. Her mind was numb. Sparks continued to go off in her body, long after the sex was over. After a hasty clean up, they dashed back up to Scentify’s booth without talking about what had just happened. Brent looked liked he’d had an encounter with god or an alien. Fletch seemed to have a permanent smile on his face.
By the end of the day, Carissa was exhausted and hungry. Brent led them over to a corner table at the platform that the Dragon’s Lair Restaurant and Pub had set up. Live music was under way and servers were delivering food.
The scents of fair food and grilled meat floated through the air, along with the strong perfume of the citronella candles and incense that kept the bugs away. Brent and Fletch had headed home to shower and change, while Jez and Anna had already ordered beers and nachos for a celebratory dinner.
While she’d been gone, Geri from Lavender Sighs Inn had placed a huge order from Scentify. Thankfully, Jez and Anna didn’t comment about how long she’d been gone, but she did catch Tor and Louisa snickering. Carissa slipped out to the bathroom on the pretense of getting more inventory. She needed to freshen up a bit. As she stood in front of the mirror, picking grass and leaves out of her hair and trying not to think about what people could have heard or seen, she couldn’t help but smile. She felt wonderful, calm and clear-headed, more stabilized and less lonely. In fact, life was beautiful right now.
Carissa cleaned up and slipped out her phone. She sat down in the kitchen area and dialed her mom.
“Mom, don’t talk, okay? Just listen,” she started. “I know you think I’m frigid and I’m not exactly the most open person in the world, but I just wanted to say I’m happy with my life. I’ve found my mate, and when we have time, I’ll bring him up to meet you, I promise. I just wanted to tell you.”
Deanna chuckled. “Okay, Carissa, so long as you’re happy that’s all that matters. We’ll look forward to meeting him. Maybe at Thanksgiving?”
Carissa grinned. That would give her a lot of time with Brent all to herself. “Okay, Thanksgiving. Night, Mom.”
“Wait, don’t go yet—” Deanna started.
Carissa sighed. “Mom, I’m exhausted, we’ve been mobbed at the store all week.”
“Really?” Deanna’s tone turned high-pitched and theatrical.
Carissa’s ears prickled and her stomach jumped as her mind began to work overtime. She knew that tone. Her mother was up to something. But what? “Mother—”
“Did any of the customers mention how they found out about the place?” Deanna’s tone was casual.
“Nothing in particular. We did have a bunch of sales going on.” Rather than give in and ask, Carissa decided to let her mother tell her whatever she was holding back in her own sweet time.
“Well, I had hoped someone would say something.”
Carissa smothered a yawn. “Why would they say something? What did you do?”
“Well, I hope you don’t mind, but your father and I wanted to give your store a little boost, so we sent everyone we knew your way. We’re even giving a discount to anyone who shops at Scentify.” Deanna’s voice quivered and she sounded almost nervous. “That is okay, right?”
Carissa shook her head in disbelief. The surge of customers—she should have known it had been her mother when it hadn’t been magick. If something strange happened in her life, it was always either one or the other.
“It’s totally okay, Mom. Thank you,” she said, and she realized that she meant it.
“Good. Okay, dear. Good night.” Before her mother hung up she muttered, “Next time, I’ll make sure they mention us.”
Carissa could only shake her head again, but she grinned. She really was thankful for her parents’ support. She had a feeling things were going to turn out well for Scentify.
With the phone call out of the way she made a quick dash home for more clothing, dropped it off at Brent’s house, and then headed back to the Fairgrounds to finish off the day.
Now, with the night setting in, everything felt right. Brent walked by her with a smile on his face. He dropped off a plate of food, gave her a quick kiss, and then moved off. Fletch milled around the room with Tor and Louisa. Carissa sat back and traded jokes with Anna and Jez, and got the scoop on what she’d missed.
As the night dragged on, she felt relaxed. Despite the pull of the nearly-full moon, she felt at ease. Soon she’d be shifting with Brent, and the presence of his dragon would stabilize her.
Everything would be okay.
 


Epilogue
 
 
Bonfires blazed around the lake. The festival was over for humans, but for the shifters, it was time to celebrate under the full moon as Beltane arrived. A large buck raised its horns and let out a cry. All the other shifters joined in with howls, hoots, roars, and cries of their own, before the buck turned and raced into the darkness of the forest.
“The Shifting Time is now!” the mayor yelled out, before she too turned and disappeared into the throng.
Magick danced on the air, in motes of multicolored balls of light, and animals moved around, pranced, ran, and meandered. There were no limits or boundaries. It was time to celebrate, with everyone in their most primal mode.
In wolf form, Carissa gazed up at the large, blue dragon. Its sea-green eyes glowed in the darkness, and a round, silver circle hung in the diamond-strewn sky. A few clouds floated by, but other than that, the night was clear and cool, with only a light breeze. A shiver raced along Carissa’s spine and down her tail as the beast looked back at her. Its massive black wings, veined in blue, stretched out, shrouding the clearing in total blackness, obscuring all else.
With her sharpened senses, Carissa could hear other shifters moving about. A distant howl was answered by a pack nearby. Carissa opened her jaws and let out a howl of her own. She padded forward toward her mate.
The dragon blew out a stream of humid air from its nostrils, painting the atmosphere in fog, and then began to flap its wings. Gusts of strong, warm air pushed Carissa down to the ground. The speed and pressure of the wind increased until she had no choice but to move for cover.
The dragon lifted off and flew around in a circle. Carissa followed; the need to be close to Brent and make sure he was safe took precedence over the need to follow the tantalizingly sharp scent of fear coming from nearby prey.
A wolf rushed out into her path. She flashed her sharpened maw at him, and gave a low warning growl. The canine backed away from her challenge. With her path clear, she used Brent’s shadow, and the scent of water, to track his progress. He was flying right into bear territory. A large grizzly bounded out from the trees. He slapped a large paw to the ground and let out a growl, ordering her off.
Carissa didn’t back off, nor did she show any fear. Instead, she stood her ground and waited. A loud flapping sound and a burst of wind knocked the bear on its side as the dragon roared, opening its slim mouth and letting out a stream of ice blue flame that chilled the night.
This time the bear did amble off. The dragon nodded toward Carissa, who returned the gesture. She turned and trotted off back to the clearing where Brent landed. He lowered a wing and Carissa walked toward him, sniffing the large appendage.
Flying? No way. She shook her head.
The dragon made a rough huffing sound that she took to be laughter. Carissa snapped at the dragon and padded off to the trees.
Brent took off again and she followed him through the forest, through twists and turns. They followed the river that fed Shadow Cove Lake, traced a path around the large pool and then went back into the forest before they met back at their starting point, where they both shifted to human forms.
Their shifter brethren remained in animal forms, but the bonfires weren’t as strong now, and some had burned out completely.
Dawn was only a few hours away. Sleep weighed heavily on Carissa’s eyelids. Her limbs felt heavy, and standing took effort. She wanted to curl up on the ground and head off to dreamland, but that would leave her vulnerable to other predators and shifters who were still in their animal forms.
Brent, still naked, bent down and scooped her up in his arms. She snuggled into his warm embrace and closed her eyes. Carissa knew she was safe. Where they were going and how they would get there didn’t matter as long as Brent was with her.
The Bonfire Festival had brought her her mate, and together they would control his Dragon Ugly disposition. They had found each other and that was all that mattered.
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Buy Dragons at Midnight here
http://www.amazon.com/Dragons-at-Midnight-ebook/dp/B006M47PV0/
 


 
 

Roman: Fallen Lovers
 
 
 
Can a mere woman heal a fallen angel's wounds?
Author Tristina Deveroux has been dreaming of a man—a tall, dark, sexy man whose nightly visits bring her to a fever pitch. But come morning, she always awakens agitated and unsatisfied—and alone. When her agent suggests a writer's getaway in Scotland, Tristina can’t resist the chance to gain a little distance, hoping a change of scene will help her escape the dreams and get her mind back into her latest book. 
But when she receives a passionate letter from a mysterious Scot, she can't resist the urge to meet him. Can love triumph and heal them both from past hurts? Or will the clash of fantasy and reality bring the past back to haunt them?
 
Buy Roman: Fallen Lovers here
http://www.amazon.com/Roman-Fallen-Lovers-ebook/dp/B004GHN5NW/
 


 
 

Renny’s Mate
 
 
 
One Island. One Werewolf. One week of wicked sex in the sun...
When Larissa's given a week at her boss's private island, she jumps at the chance for some sun, sand, and complete relaxation.
Avoiding his family's annual get together, Renny hops a plane for his brother's private island. But once the werewolf in hiding spots Larissa coming out of the surf--wet, nude, and irresistible--hiding is the last thing on his mind. And the last thing he expected was to find his mate. But how can a woman like her trust the black sheep of the family who's never committed to anything in his life?
 
Buy Renny’s Mate here
http://www.amazon.com/Rennys-Mate-Beach-Bums-ebook/dp/B0074B6IM2/
 


 

“Dragons at Samhain”
 
Halloween Heat II
An Anthology of Erotic Paranormal Ménage
 
 
Three stories of blazing paranormal ménage. Hot dragons, sexy wolf shifters, and scorching threesomes to make an unforgettable Halloween night.
 
 
"Master Me" by Rachel Firasek
"Dragons at Samhain" by Selena Illyria
"Witchvine Seduction" by Dawn Montgomery
 
Buy Halloween Heat II here
http://www.amazon.com/Halloween-Heat-II-ebook/dp/B009MRN9SW/
 


More Paranormal Romance from Etopia Press
 
 

To Hiss or to Kiss
Katya Armock
 
 
Chloe can “talk” to animals…so why can she hear the thoughts of this hot, green-eyed man?
Abandoned by her mother and raised by a father who’d given up on life, Chloe doesn’t let anyone get close. Lucky for her, she can communicate with animals—telepathically. Her long hours at the animal shelter help her cope with the stress, and the animals are the only people she needs. But when a suspected dog-fighting ring comes to her attention, Chloe decides to do a little spying. And in her rush to win the dogs’ trust, she almost gets herself caught.
Until a sexy stranger intervenes, and she finds she can overhear his thoughts. She’s never been able to hear people, and this man’s about as sexy as she’s ever seen. It’s more than intellectual curiosity that drives her to discover his secret: he’s a jaguar shape-shifter, and the presence of this cat among the dogs might be a bit too much to handle. But the animal attraction is just too hot to resist, and the passion between them makes both the sparks—and the fur—fly…
 
Buy To Hiss or to Kiss here
http://www.amazon.com/To-Hiss-Kiss-ebook/dp/B00BMVRTP0/
 


 

Finding Flight
Heather M. Sharpe
 
 
Can her gift help her find an everlasting love?
As an Enforcer for a secret society of shape-shifters, Ledger Arneau must play by the rules. But after the Council issues a warrant for the arrest of his brother, he’s given the opportunity to bring him in before the law takes over. When his brother’s trail goes cold, Ledger fears he may not be able to prevent the worst from happening. He’s willing to try anything to pick up his brother’s scent, even if it means bringing in an outsider.
Corinne Winters has always been able to find lost objects—except her own. She’s always dreamed of using her skills to help locate missing people, so after an embarrassing setback with the local police department, she jumps on the opportunity to help Ledger. When they’re together, her talent seems to grow and deepen, and her feelings for Ledger grow along with it. But when Ledger and his brother disappear, Corrinne isn’t about to let them go. Unaware of the circumstances surrounding Ledger’s disappearance, Corinne races across the country on his trail, stretch her talent beyond anything she ever imagined to bring them home. But when she finally finds them, she winds up learning a terrifying secret about Ledger she was never meant to learn…
 
Buy Finding Flight here
http://www.amazon.com/Finding-Flight-ebook/dp/B00CB5JJCC/
 


 
 

Kissed by Moonlight
Erin Moore
 
 
When woman meets werewolf, the sex can drive them wild…
Morgane has problems with men. Being a werewolf, and wary of humans, it’s inevitable. But when she meets the intense and enigmatic Aelric, she falls hard. She’s never experienced feelings like this before: desperate for his touch, crazy for the feeling of his skin on hers, and ready to surrender to him heart and soul.
Aelric has never had a problem with women; he’s a master of seduction. So when his alpha orders him to seduce Morgane for information about her clan, he accepts. He’s entranced by her supple curves and soft lips, but for once, he wants more than just her body. He wants her for his mate. But he can’t reveal his true identity, or his intentions. For he’s part of a rival clan of werewolves intent on the domination of Morgane’s pack. And dark forces are gathering that might destroy their fiery relationship…
 
Buy Kissed by Moonlight here
http://www.amazon.com/Kissed-by-Moonlight-ebook/dp/B00BUCBM3Q/
 


 
 

Caged Heat
Black Meadow Pack Book 2
Milly Taiden
 
 
Everyone has a bit of a beast inside…
After five years travelling through third world countries to teach impoverished children, Samira Suarez has returned home to Black Meadows. What Sam didn’t expect was to be instantly consumed by desire for the one man she’s wanted since she was a teen, Riel Karven. As Sam’s need for Ry grows, it becomes overwhelming, almost as if…she were in heat. But she’s a human…isn’t she?
Werewolf Riel has been patiently waiting for Sam’s return. For five long years he’s watched her come and go. But now that his mate is back, he’s taking a stand. Unfortunately, there’s more at stake than just getting her into bed. Sam is the heir to her grandmother’s estate—a very large estate—and it seems that someone in the family is willing to kill for it…
 
Buy Caged Heat here
http://www.amazon.com/Caged-Heat-Black-Meadow-ebook/dp/B00C75671C/
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