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      Strong-willed, curvy Ella Princeton doesn’t have time for dating or dreams of fantasy. Practical to the core, she's working three jobs to support her family. But everything changes when Ella meets a handsome naked man while searching for a lost cat. Exuding male strength and pure sex, he makes her heart race and her hormones fire. She wants to crawl all over him and lick him from head to toe. Too bad he’s crazy and talks as if he’s a shapeshifter from another world where the sharp snows of winter hold power and magick. 

      

      Kieran of the Winter Kingdom may be a tomcat when it comes to sex, but he is equally smitten with Ella, his new assignment. He must convince fiery, lovely Ella that she is a werewolf, and coax her into joining him on a quest to find a rare crystal. The hidden gem will turn her into a powerful warrior to fight the gathering darkness in the world. Only Ella can help stop a growing threat to Xavier, the Crystal Wizard, and save him and perhaps the entire human race… 

      Prologue, Tir na-Nog

      

      Life was boring, and he loved it.

      All hell could be breaking loose the next minute on earth, but for right now he would cherish the serenity at home. Ennui was wonderful. Xavier would take every single moment of it to snuggle with his lovely mate.

      He turned over in bed and smiled at his wife. Then again, immortality with Ciara could never be boring. “Good morning, my sweet.”

      “Is it morning? Hard to tell here in Paradise.” Ciara stretched and yawned.

      He put a possessive hand on her growing belly. “It’s Paradise with you, and our son, wherever we are.”

      “You’re so certain it’s a boy.”

      Xavier arched a brow. “My love, I am the Crystal Wizard. All seeing, all knowing…”

      “All arrogance.” She giggled and kissed his bearded cheek. “All right.”

      Suddenly a tingle rushed down his spine. Xavier groaned. “Duty calls.”

      He gave her a quick kiss, climbed out of bed and started to pull on sweatpants when a brilliant flash filled the room. Xavier dropped to his knees.

      “My lady.”

      “Rise, my wizard. Greetings, Ciara. Please, my dear, remain where you are.” Danu, the goddess who ruled over them all, smiled at them. Dressed in her customary green gown, her long red hair spilling down her back, she was breathtaking.

      Xavier tilted his head. “You could have given me more time to dress.”

      Danu looked at his lime green sweatpants. “Knowing your sense of style, I thought it best not to.”

      Was she joking? He didn’t dare smile, not knowing if she was serious. The goddess went to the large pane of glass overlooking the meadows and mountains of Tir na-Nog.

      “I am sorry to disturb you, but I have a request of utmost urgency. Xavier, I need you to release your condominium in Colorado to me. I have need of it.”

      He blinked, totally stunned. “You’re taking a vacation?”

      A small laugh, like the tinkling of silver bells. “No, I have need of it for a stubborn shifter.”

      More surprises. “Do you need my assistance?”

      Danu turned, a little smile on her face. “I think not. The one destined to help her will definitely resent the intrusion.”

      Xavier glanced back at the wide-eyed Ciara. “I totally get it. Never interfere between a guy and a means to get laid.”

      “Xavier!” Ciara tossed a pillow at him and Danu laughed. Really laughed this time. He was glad for the sound. The goddess had been far too solemn ever since Gideon brought his mate to Tir na-Nog.

      Then Danu turned pensive again. No more jokes. He felt another tingle rush down his spine, which meant her powers were surging.

      The goddess only did that when she felt the need to gather all her forces.

      Not good.

      “Thank you, Xavier. Your residence will serve quite nicely for Kieran.”

      He sucked in a breath. “Kieran. Gideon’s friend. The assignment you planned for him.”

      Damn. He’d hoped Kieran would get a small reprieve, a chance to adjust before the goddess intervened. From what he knew of the jaguar shifter who lived in the Winter Kingdom, Kieran hated the Skin world.

      Danu nodded, her green gaze shadowed. “Yes. Your residence near the national park will give him solace, and a place to roam in his jaguar form. And it is close to where his assignment is located.”

      Understanding filled him. “Ah. You want him to feel as comfortable as possible. No problem.”

      But he knew Danu well, and sensed there was something she did not convey. “What’s wrong?”

      A small smile. “You always were able to read me well.” The goddess glanced at Ciara. “I do not wish to trouble you.”

      Ciara looked at him with such love, he found it took his breath away. He had been so miserable before her, and now he could not live without her.

      “It is no trouble, my lady. We are here because of you, and together thanks to you. Let us know what we can do to help,” Ciara told her.

      Danu’s gaze turned soft. “You make a good mate for Xavier, Ciara. Perhaps I can use your help–later.”

      She turned to Xavier. “Kieran must find the first werewolf of the Wyld, and teach her how to use her powers.”

      Interesting. He knew little of the mysterious werewolves of the Wyld, only that they were all female, and had been taken from their parents at birth. They were given to foster families across the United States to live as Skins, as OtherWorlders called humans, until the time came for them to come into their powers―powers that Danu would grant to them, making them nearly invincible and almost as strong as the wizards on the Brehon, the judges and guardians of Others.

      His jaw dropped. “You mean you’re going to activate them….”

      Danu nodded.

      Oh, shit. Big problem. He almost wished he didn’t know. Because if Danu was calling upon these werewolves as a kind of all-female pack to fight evil, the Dark Lord was gathering his forces.

      “And Kieran is going to find this werewolf?” He shook his head. “He’s a cat, she’s a wolf, and dogs and cats don’t get along well.”

      Danu gave a small smile. “They will get along fine. Her name is Ella. She lives in Colorado. She is a librarian.”

      Now Xavier did groan. “A librarian who has no idea she’s a werewolf? Or that she will possess the ability of telekinesis and teleporting?”

      “And calling forth mystic energy,” the goddess said.

      Ciara applauded. “An all-female pack of werewolves who can kick ass?! Yay!” She flushed. “Sorry, my lady.”

      “No apology needed, Ciara,” Danu said gently. “Yes, the werewolves of the Wyld are indeed this ‘kick ass,’ as you put it. Once they accept their duties, they will come into their powers. The lives they presently lead must be abandoned, along with their friends and loved ones.”

      “Do you need our help to find Ella? Or help her?” Ciara asked, hugging her knees.

      “No.” Danu gave a delicate shrug. “Once Ella translates the ancient scrolls and accepts her destiny, she will become a mentor to assist in locating the other werewolves of the Wyld.”

      He almost feared asking. “What will be their primary duties?”

      Danu’s gaze remained steady. “To live among Skins and protect the weak and the frail of humanity against the growing evil in the world and destroy evil masquerading as good.  There is another reason I must activate them as well. There are dark times ahead, my wizard. Your former master will seize power any way he can.”

      When Xavier was still mortal, he’d apprenticed himself to Duncan, a powerful wizard. Duncan tortured Xavier to death. But Xavier had ascended to become the Crystal Wizard after he’d died in his mortal life, while Duncan had died and was banished to live in the hell for Others.

      A hell Duncan now ruled over as the Dark Lord.

      He stared at his hands. “I wish I had never stated that vow before Duncan. If I had killed him before I became the Crystal Wizard, he never would have become the Dark Lord.”

      Ruler of the underworld. Worst bastard to ever walk the earth, a being who could reach beyond the afterworld and command Others to do his bidding.

      “Your destiny lay elsewhere, Xavier, as it is Kieran’s destiny to find Ella. It is crucial he gains her trust to begin her teachings.”

      “Why? What’s the rush?” he asked.

      Danu did not reply, but stretched out her hands and touched the glass. Frost appeared on the panes. She began tracing runes on the icy coating.  The runes turned pitch black.

      Pain sliced through him like a whip striking his bare chest. Xavier doubled over, gasping from the burning. He heard Ciara cry out and held out a hand to stop her from clambering out of bed and touching him.

      He did not want her hurt, and did not dare risk hurting the child she carried.

      “I-I’m o-kay, hon,” he gasped. Slowly he centered his breathing and focused. The pain eased, and then dissipated.

      Sympathy filled Danu’s gaze. She waved a hand and the runes vanished. “I apologize, my wizard, but I had to be certain. Those were the most powerful runes known to call forth those who serve the Dark Lord.”

      And here, in the paradise of Tir na-Nog, they shouldn’t have any effect. Unless there was someone who had once pledged his loyalty and life to the mortal who had eventually become the Dark Lord …

      Xavier fisted his hands. “Well, this really sucks.”

      “You are not the mortal you were when Duncan killed you all those centuries ago, Xavier. You have the power to fight his influence, and that of his followers. Yet part of you will always be connected to the Dark Lord, because of the vow you made to him while he was still mortal, before he embraced evil.”

      Fresh anguish filled him. His worried glance at Ciara caused her lower lip to tremble. His mate knew what torture he’d suffered at Duncan’s hand.

      “Don’t worry, honey. I’m not a big fan of the Dark Lord. His taste in music is lousy. No Elvis.” But his teasing didn’t lift the shadow of worry from Ciara’s face.

      “The Dark Lord could kill you, Xavier,” Ciara told him.

      “Not really.” No, not death, because all the wizards were immortal. But they could turn to shadow, wandering as ghosts through the afterworld, unable to protect their charges on earth.

      Danu touched the window once more and it turned cloudy. “The more powerful he becomes and the more followers he gains, the more vulnerable you become, Xavier.”

      The thought rattled him, not for his own personal safety, but for Ciara. I finally found you after all these centuries, and now I might lose you? What kind of danger do you face?

      Danu read his thoughts. He felt her tapping into his mind like a gentle breeze, and then calm settled over him.

      “No matter what happens to you, Xavier, I will protect your mate and child,” she said aloud.

      “Good to know,” he said dryly. “I guess being omnipotent and immortal isn’t enough anymore.”

      “It is why I’m setting the plan into motion for the five werewolves of the Wyld, my wizard. Not merely to protect humankind.” She gave him a meaningful glance.

      Good thing he’d always liked shifters. Hopefully these women would indeed be “kick ass.”

      But he knew the goddess and knew what she did not say was more revealing. “What else?”

      “All will be revealed in time, Xavier. I do not wish you to fret.”

      Yeah, right. He began to see patterns. Five werewolves of the Wyld, and there were five wizards on the Brehon. Worry filled him as he looked at his Ciara, clutching the sheet to her breast.

      “The werewolves aren’t simply to protect humans, but us, and our mates,” he said slowly.

      Danu said nothing, but her pupils expanded. So that was it. He didn’t know which was more concerning – that the Brehon were vulnerable to the Dark Lord or that they needed extra defenses.

      It rattled him, thinking that he and his fellow wizards weren’t as powerful as they had imagined. And now he, Tristan and Gideon, the three wizards who had mated, had their women to protect. Although the women were immortal, they too, could turn to shadow if destroyed by evil.

      And their children. Xavier’s stomach clenched. He offered a smile to Ciara, not wishing to worry her. “You’ll like having a werewolf for a bodyguard, my sweet,” he told her. “They may be furry, but they’re housebroken.”

      His little joke did not coax a smile to her face.

      “Danu, I have a right to know what is going on, if this affects me and my family.” She put a protective hand on her belly. “What must this Ella do? Can we aid her?”

      The goddess traced another rune on the glass. This one pulsed purple with power and sent soothing tendrils of magick into the air.

      “Xavier, you must teach Kieran to adjust to human life, first. Only then can he convince Ella to trust him.” Danu said.  Her forehead wrinkled. “You look ill, Xavier.”

      The goddess went to him, touched his forehead as if taking his temperature.  Knowledge rushed into him, a heady elixir, both exhilarating and terrifying.  Closing his eyes, he felt himself speaking as if from a great distance.

      Before I created my wizards to judge and guard OtherWorlders, I put failsafes on earth – items unique only to you that can enhance power in dark times when rotting flesh rises from the grave and terrorizes the world.

      The amethyst crystal of Calmach for you. A wolf pelt for Tristan. A delicate feather from a fairy’s wing for Gideon. A dragon scale for Drust. And a lock of golden hair for Cadeyrn.

      But now they must be destroyed, Xavier. I cannot risk them falling into the hands of the evil forces gathering on earth.

      Xavier opened his eyes, rubbing his head, feeling drained.

      “You could have simply told us,” he complained.

      Danu remain motionless. “Now you have the knowledge within you, and you may share it with the other wizards of the Brehon. They need to know about their talismans.”

      “What talismans?” Ciara asked.

      “They are hidden and each werewolf must find them, for it is part of their journey toward strength and courage before she aligns herself with each wizard to assist you in your duties. Each werewolf of the Wyld must use the talisman in an ancient ceremony of loyalty before she destroys it.”

      “Of course. It’s never simple,” he muttered.

      Her gaze remained even. “If Ella does not use her powers to eliminate the crystal and she lets it remain on earth, it can be used against you, Xavier.”

      Ciara grabbed her silk robe and slid it on. She stood at his side, her cold palm clutching his.

      “Used to destroy Xavier?” His mate’s voice was a whisper.

      “Perhaps. It would make you even more powerful, Xavier,” the goddess told him.

      His immortal heart raced. Xavier knew his abilities. He could flatten an entire city with his magick, but his powers were used with discretion to dispense punishment to Others who broke the laws. He was a judge and guardian of trolls, ogres, nymphs and gnomes.

      But with this talisman, he could become a weapon far deadlier than a nuclear bomb.

      With the crystal of Calmach, he would be more powerful than ten nuclear bombs.

      Tens of thousands of innocents could evaporate with a single thought directed at them.  But he could also force his charges to toe the line without threats, giving him all the time he wanted to spend with his lovely Ciara. And their baby.

      The idea of possessing that much power gave him pause. Tempting, isn’t it? You could do anything you wished. No more rules to hold you in check. If you and Ciara wanted to vacation in Bora Bora on the beach and teach the babe how to swim, you would not have to worry about overseeing a troll gone wild.

      Xavier looked at Ciara, her gaze filled with worry and love. Then he went to his mate, put a possessive hand on her belly where their child grew, safe and strong. Ciara and the baby were more important than anything to him. He could become all-powerful, but with power came the risk he could accidentally hurt them. He enjoyed being equals with Ciara, who kept him grounded.

      And then he suddenly realized what Danu had planned all along.

      “You wanted us to find our mates, to make us remember that love is more valuable than power, should we get tempted,” he told the goddess.

      Green eyes glowed with power. “Ah, my clever Xavier. You always were one step ahead. Yes, and Drust and Cadeyrn will find their mates as well. In due time.”

      Ciara rested a palm over his so both of them could feel the steady, reassuring heartbeat of their child. “Danu, can the Dark Lord use this crystal to control Xavier? Like a switch you can flip on to control a light?”

      Ah, the question I dared not ask and my bride does, he told Ciara, using their telepathic link.

      Hush, my love. I must know, she told him.

      Danu’s gaze remained steady as she regarded them both. “If one of the Dark Lord’s followers seized it and used the ancient scrolls to recite the spell to call forth its magick, the consequences would be dreadful. You would no longer be an immortal wizard protecting and judging Others, Xavier. You would be under the influence of the Dark Lord.”

      A deadly weapon in the wrong hands. He shuddered.

      “The Dark Lord would turn me into his minion, forcing me to do his bidding. Kill my charges, kill Skins, spread the evil and hatred.” Xavier took a deep breath.  “But you would never allow that to happen, Danu.”

      Danu’s gaze turned to the distant mountains and he caught the shadow crossing her lovely face. “Yes. I would be forced to destroy you first.”
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      The stray cat had to be here somewhere.

      Bag of food in hand, Ella Princeton trudged alongside the gushing, clear river in Colorado. The sky overhead was cerulean, the sun beaming a merry yellow, the jagged mountain peaks were snow-capped and lovely, and all seemed right with the world.

      Except for that cat, which she knew nursed a litter of hungry kittens.

      “Here, kitty,” she softly called out.

      Pacing on the ground next to her, Darcy looked up and meowed.

      “I know, girl. We’ll find her. She’s got to be here, somewhere.”

      Ella placed a few bits of kibble on the ground, giving Darcy a stern warning to not eat them. Mindful of her backpack, she climbed over the low split-rail fence dividing the forest from the condominium complex where she suspected the stray cat had her litter.

      No cat in sight. Ella glanced around the complex. No one seemed to live here during the day. There weren’t any cars, and yet the complex was tidy, the lawn green and the plants and shrubs well-maintained.

      Brambles had caught in her hair. Ella picked them out and then adjusted her long, dark brown ponytail. She headed for a bench near a flower garden and sat. Rescuing a stray cat wasn’t how she planned to spend her few precious hours off from work, but she couldn’t stop worrying about the poor animal.

      So, what do you like to do for fun, Ella? I rescue abandoned pets and nurse them back to health. It’s my goal in life.

      Here in a town known for peaceful nature retreats and serenity, little opportunity existed for a woman without a college degree. Working three jobs left her so tired at night she had time only to fall into bed and sleep before the 5 a.m. alarm woke her to start all over again.

      No social life. No time to study, so she’d had to abandon her dream of studying online for her degree. Few friends, and those she had, wanted to get together when Ella worked. Eventually they faded away.

      I’m 29 years old and growing moldy. Might as well lock me in a closet and toss away the key.

      Ella struggled to overcome a sudden depression. All her life, it felt as if she waited for…something. But what? She adored studying ancient languages. That particular skill set wasn’t exactly in demand.

      At least at the small academic library where she worked a few hours each morning, she could bury herself in work. Ella loved the shelves filled with books, the musty smell of learning, turning pages crackling with age, feeling history spring to life beneath her eager, exploring fingers.

      Unfortunately, the library’s salary barely paid the utility bills.

      Her cell phone chirped a tune from a familiar and popular television fantasy series. She fished it out, glanced at the screen. Caller ID read MOTHER OF NAGGINGS. Third time in a row. No use avoiding this. She pressed the green button.

      “Hi, Mom.”

      “Honey, where are you?!”

      Her mother would freak out if Ella said she was searching for yet another stray pet. “I’m taking a short break before coming home. Nature walk.”

      Heavy sigh over the phone, as if she’d confessed to robbing a liquor store and then smoking something illegal. “Honey, I worry about you being alone so much. It’s not good for you. Why don’t you go out with your friends?”

      I don’t have any. Not since I started working three jobs. “I’m fine.”

      “Too much time alone daydreaming isn’t good for you.”

      “Yes, Mom.”

      Ella almost laughed. Her mother didn’t fret about rapists or serial killers one might meet walking alone in a dark forest. She worried about Ella’s imagination.

      It had always been like this. From the time she’d learned to speak, Ella had been taught to be practical and logical. Nothing magical or using her imagination. Her parents approved every book she read. Non-fiction got the thumbs up. Fiction was allowed if it was based on history.

      Fairy tales were off limits.

      “The real world is interesting enough,” her mother often droned.

      No television. No theater. Nothing whimsical. No games where she had to use her imagination and make up stories. No magic tricks or magicians. Certainly no video games. Her parents loathed gamers.

      “Waste of valuable time,” her father had always harped.

      When she was ten, Ella secretly watched “Miracle on 34th Street” at a school friend’s house. The little girl who didn’t believe in Santa gave her a sense of assurance.

      She could identify with Susan. There was no Santa Claus. And when in the movie Susan started to believe, Ella dissed her. What a wuss, thinking of imaginary men who gave out gifts a certain time of the year.

      All magic was bad. There was no such thing as good magic or fantasy.

      Her parents wholeheartedly approved of her studies in ancient languages and history. They’d even hunted down and purchased rare, used books for her to devour.

      And yet after she turned 21, she found herself daydreaming more. It was as if, having denied fantasy and creativity as a child, her naughty imagination pushed to the surface in full force.

      On these solitary walks through the woods with her pet, she imagined there was another, magic world out there, and she was not such an oddball. Maybe she’d even flirt with the idea that she was special.

      Then the phone would chirp, and reality would kick her in the back of the knees.  Like now.

      “Your boss called and needs you in the restaurant two hours early. You need the overtime, Ella. I don’t know how we’re going to pay the mortgage this month…”

      Stomach twisting in knots, she closed her eyes. Damn, she was so tired. Working all morning, no time for lunch. Ella had only wanted to spend a precious hour before her third job alone, exploring the river and the forest that beckoned to her in an odd way more and more lately. This ungated complex seemed almost magical, and filled her with an odd yearning she could not identity.

      But duty and bills came first. “Okay, Mom. I’ll come home. I can dress and be there in time.”

      “Ella, I’m sorry. If I could, I would work my fingers to the bone. But you know what the doctor said. Please Ella, you don’t want to get fired…”

      Of course not. Because then we’ll be on the streets, as you keep reminding me. Guilt pierced her. It wasn’t her mother’s fault that her dad had died, leaving them in debt. Or that her mother’s frail health prevented her from getting a job.

      When she spoke, her voice was gentler. “Don’t worry, Mom. See you soon.”

      Ella pocketed her cell and rubbed her hands against her jeans. Mom was a hot mess these days, and constantly worried about money. Then again, when was her mother not a hot mess since Dad had died five years ago?

      She raised you. The least you can do is help support her.

      But would she ever have a real life of her own? Be free to explore the world, meet people? Men, perhaps? Ella couldn’t remember the last time she’d had a full day off. It was almost as if each time she caught a break, something happened to send them sliding back down all over again.

      Ridiculous. It’s your imagination.

      Ella poured a bunch of kibble on the ground for the stray cat. She turned to walk back to her bike, parked on the main road when she noticed Darcy had vanished.

      Heart racing, she walked along the riverbank. Darcy could be anywhere, with all these delicious places to hide. Or maybe Darcy was searching for that litter of kittens.

      “Darcy!”

      Uh-oh. Technically, she trespassed on this property. If the caretaker came along and saw her, and ordered her off….

      Ella hooked a right around a building and jerked to an abrupt halt.

      A naked man stood in her way.

      She squeezed her eyes shut. Opened them. Still here, with a confused look on his handsome face. He looked about her age.

      Every cell tingled with awareness. She felt as if all her nerves had been fired up and she could not move, could not speak, only stand staring in fascinated hunger at his magnificent body.

      Dimly she became aware that if he were fully clothed, she’d have the same reaction. If the entire world stopped revolving, she would not notice. It made no sense. She liked men, and had seen one or two naked, but none had made her feel this alive, this female before.

      Her lady parts tightened in anticipation, as if he wasn’t merely standing there, but was going to do something more. Like seduce her. Lay her down upon the soft, green grass and mount her like a beast.

      Breathing hard, she forced herself to calm down. Ella jerked her gaze down to his legs. Big feet, with nice toes, limbs strong and athletic, dusted with dark hair.

      She closed her eyes and opened them to study his face.

      He had short, wavy hair, dark as night. Eyes the color of onyx. She gazed at his stunned expression, at his chest, covered with black hair, and stomach flat and rippling with muscles down to his…

      Oh, yeah. Big feet. Not only that but… Awe filled her as his shaft became quite erect, as if he were ready to do the deed.

      Her female parts moistened in sheer anticipation. Let’s go!

      Ella jerked her gaze back to his face. He stared at her with the same intensity she felt.

      “Who are you?” he demanded.

      Ella tilted her head. “I might ask the same of you.”

      He frowned. “I am Kieran, commander and protector of the realm of His Majesty’s kingdom. And you… why do I feel as if the entire kingdom could collapse and it mattered not, as long as you are here?”

      The sexual arousal faded a little. Yeah, he looked mighty fine, but there were a few lights dimmed on the upper floors.

      She sighed. I don’t have time for this. “I’m Ella of the realm of Colorado. Look, I’m not into cosplay. And I’m not a gamer. Are you one of those nudists on a retreat?”

      “Retreat? I never retreat.”

      An escapee from a gluten-free, vegan camp, the type who likes to cavort in the woods in the nude. “Even if you live here, there are standards. Get some clothing, before someone dials 9-11 and reports you to the cops.”

      He frowned and glanced down at his erection. To her disappointment, it began to shrink. Then again, if he were a nutcase, it was safer.

      “I had clothing. My uniform. Tis gone now. It vanished when I was transported here. Against my free will.”

      Kieran raised a fist to the sky. “Do you hear that? I protest your actions, Danu!”

      Oh, swell. The cutest guy she’d seen in months, a guy who fired her blood and made her feel alive and free…and he was a real mental case.

      Ignoring him, though it was hard to do, Ella sidestepped him and stole a peek at his behind. Yum. Tight. Cute. She loved a good ass on a guy. Even if the guy himself was an ass.

      “Darcy!” She saw a tree, craned her neck, hoping Darcy had not decided it was a good day for exploring. “Darcy!”

      “Who is Darcy?”

      Ella jumped. Kieran had snuck up beside her so quietly, so catlike, she had not heard him.

      “My cat.”

      Kieran’s expression brightened. “Ah, a feline. My favorite kind of animal. I will render aid in finding her.”

      Nostrils flared. Kieran sniffed the air, then he raced forward with tremendous strength and yet such grace she had to admire his fluid moves. A man like that would be exquisite in bed, all power and strength and ….

      As if you’ll ever know. When was the last time you even had a date?

      He ran into the woods and returned in five minutes. Grim-faced, he marched into a small wooden shed at the forest’s edge. The door was open. Kieran went inside and then emerged from the shed, her black cat at his side. Oddly enough in the shed, he’d also found clothing. Some kind of strange cosplay outfit – leather boots and black leggings and a black tunic.

      In his arms he held a blanket. Cradled in the blanket were three tiny, mewling kittens. He cooed and murmured to them as if they were babies.

      Ella’s heart broke. Oh, no. She ran forward. “Don’t take them. They’re too young and still nursing.”

      Kieran glanced at her, his expression filled with anger and grief. “The mother is dead.”

      “In there?” She pointed to the shed.

      “No, in the forest. Someone snapped her neck.” His dark gaze narrowed. “Your world is cruel to my kind.”

      Taken aback, she scowled. “Yeah, I know it, mental cases have it rough. This isn’t about you, chum. I need to get those kittens home and fed. They’re probably hungry and cold.”

      “I do not know if I can trust you to care for helpless kittens.”

      Her temper began to rise. “And I don’t know if I can trust a naked nutcase! I’ve been feeding the mother, okay? I’ve done this before.” She rattled the bag of kibble, sorrow biting her. Why would someone kill a poor, innocent mother cat?

      Kieran seemed to struggle with a decision. His nostrils flared. “Very well. I cannot see any guile in you so I must trust you. I have not the facilities in this world to care for them and if they are not cared for, they will die.”

      That’s faculties, chum. As in the ability of your mind to reason. Yours is missing a few nuts and bolts.

      Kieran handed her the blanket.

      “Thank you,” she said, cradling the kittens. “Come on, Darcy. Let’s go home, girl.”

      Darcy blinked, her green gaze steady.

      “She is not a girl.” Kieran sniffed. “Although there may be some Changeling blood, along with shifter. I sense it.”

      He gave Darcy a stern look. “Behave now. No more scaring your mistress. Stay by her side. Do you understand?”

      Darcy simply stared. It was as if they communicated.

      Right. She was tired. Her imagination was working overtime. How many times had her mother cautioned her against indulging in a little fantasy world?

      The world was filled with struggles, and the best one could do was to survive from day to day. Imagination and things like magic were reserved for the foolhardy.

      Like a man who wandered around without clothing, talking to cats as if they were his friends.

      Ella glanced at her watch. Damnit, now she’d have to pedal fast to reach home and get to work on time. She gave Darcy a censuring look

      “You’re going to stay in the basket with the kittens and behave, or next time I’ll leave you home. You’ll be stuck with Mom, watching re-runs of the Home Shopping Network and running away from the vacuum.”

      Darcy gave a protesting meow.

      As she hurried toward the road, Kieran fell into step with her.  “Where are you going, fair maiden?”

      “My name is Ella. Not maiden.”

      He gave a knowing smile. “But you are a maiden. I can smell the innocence on you. You are virgin.”

      Ella turned and gave him The Look she reserved for groping male customers who thought ordering steak meant they could order her as well. “My love life is no one’s business but mine. Get it? I work and I don’t have time to eat, let alone date.”

      She waited for him to say something cruel about her weight, as a few men had. Ella had tried to slim down the curves that only seemed to become more pronounced after she’d turned 21. Even these days, when she barely had time to grab an apple for dinner, she still looked plump. No amount of exercise nor dieting worked.

      His caressing gaze swept over her body. “A pity. A lovely woman like you should have plenty of suitors eager to get to know you.”  Then his brow wrinkled. “Although the notion displeases me greatly. Why is that? I feel a sudden surge of very primitive male jealousy.”

      Kieran sniffed again, drawing closer. Ella scowled. “Get away from me!”

      He drew back, swept her a formal bow. “My apologies. You smell quite delicious, like snow on a sharp winter’s day. You are very ripe. Tis hard for a male like me to resist.”

      What the hell? Heat suffused her cheeks. Ripe? “I’m not fruit, chum. So resist or I’ll show you the business end of my hiking boots.”

      She hurried back to the road. At her bicycle, she took great care in placing the kittens into the wicker basket, alongside Darcy. The cat meowed and stared at Kieran.

      “Behave,” he told the cat sternly.

      As if cats ever did. Fortunately, Darcy liked riding in the basket and she was the nurturing sort. Her cat curled around the kittens, who snuggled against her for warmth.

      Ella mounted the bike. Then she hesitated. Maybe the guy was a lunatic, but he had been wandering around, looking lost. And there was something about the gentle way he’d handled the kittens that indicated a good heart. “Do you have any place to go? Do you know someone there?”

      She pointed to the condos.

      “I must, since Danu placed me here.”

      Danu. A friend or ex-girlfriend. “Okay, take care. I have to go or I’ll be late for work.”

      Kieran frowned. “Work? Why should you work? Are you a servant?”

      Her temper started to rise. “Yeah, you might say. I serve every night, lots of customers who like steak with their beer and cocktails.”

      “I do not understand what you are doing here. A woman alone, unprotected and without a guardian in this world, is not a good thing. Where are your elders? Those who protect you? Who are they?”

      Ella’s temper snapped. “Their names are Smith and Wesson, and they’re in my backpack. I can take care of myself.”

      He shook his head. “This is a dangerous world, woman. I have experienced this. You must trust me. You are too weak in your Skin to wander about this world on your own.”

      She’d had enough. “Enough with the mansplaining, Sir Kieran. Good luck with your fantasy game.”

      “Tis no fantasy of mine. I did not want to come here. This place… has bad memories for me. There are too many people for my liking, those who do not cherish what I do,” he said quietly.

      For a moment he looked sad. Lost, as if he did not belong and wasn’t sure how to get home. Ella felt a sudden jab of pity. She knew what it felt like, surrounded by dozens of people and yet so lonely she could barely stand it. As if she were different and belonged to not only a different social set, but a different culture all together.

      “Give it a chance, Sir Kieran. Town’s not bad. Even the tourists can be friendly, sometimes more than the natives. If you get lonely later, and find some real clothes, stop by the Steak Haus. My shift ends at midnight. I can cut you a deal on some prime meat.”

      “Thank you. That is most generous. I am hungry for real meat.”

      He smiled, and his entire face lit up. Her insides melted a little, until she sternly reminded herself that she was running late.

      Ella gave him a long look. “But take my advice. Go buy some jeans, shirts, boots. Folks around these parts are conservative and don’t take to nudists.”

      The smile dropped. Kieran folded his strong, muscled arms across that magnificent chest. “Being without clothing is a natural state for me. I find garments restrictive.  When you are clad only in skin, it is quite freeing. And women can see, instead of guessing, what assets I have to offer them.”

      Ella couldn’t help it. Her jaw dropped. True, he did have a lot to offer a woman…that bod was to die for.

      He gave her a slow smile as if reading her mind. “Ah, you agree. I can tell. You should try it, fair maiden. I would enjoy seeing you in the nude.”

      A tingle rushed down her spine at the husky heat in his deep voice. “It’s too cold to walk about without clothing, so don’t get your hopes up.”

      Kieran stared at her with a male hunger she’d seen directed only at other women, not herself. “I would keep you warm, Ella.”

      “Right.” Ella rolled her eyes.

      His voice went even deeper. “My naked body next to yours, sliding over yours, is something you would always cherish. I would give you much pleasure before taking your virginity. It would almost be painless and you would enjoy it.” His brown eyes locked to her stunned gaze. “I would make you mine, Ella of Colorado. No other male would dare to touch you. You would never wish to leave my bed.”

      Her temper snapped. “Not in your lifetime, chum. Have fun tilting at windmills!”

      Ella flipped him the finger as she pedaled away.
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      Once, he’d enjoyed visiting the Skin World. But during his 1400 years of life in the Fae Winter Kingdom, Kieran of Thrace learned to hate Skins.

      The last time he’d ventured to Earth, more than 200 years ago, it ended in tragedy. His beautiful younger sister died, searching for a mate. Butchered, her soft fur skinned from her body to fashion a coat for wealthy Skins.

      Despite his best efforts, Kiera had gasped her last breath, an arrow piercing her heart, her huge gaze beseeching him. Pleading with him to save her.

      He could not.

      From that moment, he’d vowed to never visit Earth again.

      The Winter Kingdom had its intrigues and thick brambles of nasty politics, but he could handle Fae games. Humans, or Skins as OtherWorlders called them, were unpredictable, greedy and dangerous. They were ruthless, vicious killers.

      And now he was here, among them. Not by choice.

      Flexing his fingers, he stared at them, wondering if he should shift into his cat form. He felt safer in his jaguar skin, but here amongst the humans, it made him vulnerable to those who enjoyed killing magnificent big cats and skinning them.

      He would not end his days by becoming a rug to decorate some wealthy Skin’s home.

      He did not understand that woman who wandered about, searching for her cat. Alone, unprotected. And those poor, defenseless kittens, left without a mother because some Skin broke her neck.

      Did not that Skin called Ella understand what dangers she faced? She had no male to protect her. Ella was as naïve as his beloved sister, Kiera.

      Kiera thought she could handle threats in the Skin world. She was wrong.

      He felt a strange affinity for the woman named Ella. From the moment he spied her, his body reacted and his cock grew hard as stone.

      He felt as if he couldn’t breathe, couldn’t think, and everything in his once-ordinary world had turned upside down. It made no sense. He enjoyed women, had bedded many over the course of his lifetime, but never had he felt so smitten.

      She was not a conventional beauty, with the ethereal loveliness of Fae women, but striking and attractive, with moss green eyes that reminded him of his beloved forest. Her dark brown hair looked long and curly, but he could not tell with it tethered back.

      With those lush curves, the full hips and breasts, a male would have plenty to caress. Thinking about holding her in his arms, kissing her soft, warm lips, made his blood heat.

      Her bold manner intrigued him. Made him want to study her closer. Very much closer. Preferably without clothing, in a bed, where he could lick her from head to toe.

      But she lived in the human world. And he did not belong here.

      Kieran walked back to the river and sniffed the air. Staler, less pure than the Winter Kingdom. Still, it wasn’t as bad as some Skin cities he’d visited.

      And now he was on unfamiliar and dangerous ground. He, who had lived more than a millennium, was uncertain for the first time in his life.

      One minute he’d been reclining on a thick tree limb outside his home in the Winter Kingdom, contemplating which Fae would enjoy the pleasures of his bed.

      The next he found himself kneeling before the goddess Danu, who suddenly had appeared to him.

      She’d told him she was sending him on an assignment. Then, pow!

      There he was, naked in the Skin World.

      He raised his eyes skyward. “A little guidance would be nice here. What do you want me to do?”

      Silence.

      It wouldn’t be that easy. He’d heard the goddess who created the race of Others liked riddles and complexity. Just for once, it would be nice to have everything laid out, nice and neat and planned. Step 1, do this. Step 2, do that.

      His hand automatically went to his hip. No dagger. He gazed hopefully upward. “What about a weapon?”

      Nothing, only a deep silence, but for the rushing river and the hum of wildlife in the nearby forest.

      A wood gazebo stood behind him, with four chairs arranged around a table. He saw a piece of white paper on the table.

      “Maybe you’re taking pity on me after all,” he muttered.

      Kieran went to the paper, saw his name scrawled on the envelope. He ripped it open.

      A key rested inside. And a note. “My condo is number 8. It’s clean. And now yours. X.”

      There was only one X he knew of. Xavier, the Crystal Wizard. These buildings must belong to him. Feeling more cheered, for at least he had a place to stay that would be comfortable and filled with magick, Kieran took the key and started toward Number 8.

      Maybe there was a sturdy tree limb where he could sleep. Kieran wasn’t too fond of beds, except for using them to have sex in Skin form.

      Whistling, he jogged on the small pathway. He found Number 8, and unlocked the door.

      The home had a kitchen, a small but comfortable-looking and masculine living area, and best of all, large windows and a glass door overlooking the rushing river. He didn’t feel as caged as he suspected he would in other homes.

      “Thank you, X man,” he muttered.

      Kieran went to the back door and as soon as he touched the knob, crystals appeared on the glass. He sucked in a breath. More wizard magick.

      Words suddenly appeared, etched like a diamond upon the glass. Summon me, they urged.

      “How the hell do I summon you, Xavier?” he asked aloud.

      A puff of white smoke filled the air. When it cleared, the Crystal Wizard sat on the sofa, one leg crossed at the knee. Xavier wore bright red trousers, and a sky blue shirt, open at the throat.

      Kieran held out a hand. “Ow. My eyes.”

      Xavier raised a dark brow. “And the sight you naked was much better?”

      “You were here all along?” He growled at the powerful wizard.

      “Let’s just say I was observing.” Xavier shook his head. “You sure have something to learn about the ladies, Kieran. No wonder she blew you off. Now you’re going to have track her down and convince her that you’re not a total ass.”

      He blinked. “Ella is my assignment?”

      Fantastic. He’d felt the snap and crackle of sexual energy between them, but assumed it was because he hadn’t had sex in a while.

      The Crystal Wizard nodded. “Her full name is Ella Princeton. And it’s important to establish trust with her so she’ll accompany you to find the crystal of Calmach.”

      “I am a trustworthy person.”

      “She doesn’t know that. I need to teach you how to adjust to this world. It’s quite different.”

      Kieran frowned. “I know all about the Skin world. All I need to know.”

      All he wanted to know, anyway. He hated it here. Skins were brutal and dangerous and had no respect for life or their world.

      “Doubt it. You wouldn’t have acted like such a cheerful, patronizing buffoon to Ella if you had. Women in this world are not like those in the Winter Kingdom.”

      He didn’t understand. He cherished and protected women, the same as his loyalty had been to the Winter King’s family for centuries. Women adored him. This Ella was going to be problematic.

      Yet he could not deny the strong pull toward her, the yearning he felt when he’d seen her. Perhaps it was because she seemed so different – strong and stubborn.

      It was very different in this world since he’d last set foot here. In the magick world of the Winter Kingdom, little had changed in more than two hundred years. But here?

      How could he fulfill his assignment and get the reward of his heart’s desire when he was so far behind the culture of Skins?

      He rubbed a hand over the bristles on his chin. Another thing. He’d been here only a few hours and already he sported the beginnings of a beard. Kieran suspected that here he could not control that through magick, either.

      Xavier gestured to the sofa. “Sit. We need to talk.”

      Kieran sensed the wizard’s sincerity in wishing to help him. If Xavier’s aid meant completing his assignment and getting the hell out of here sooner, he’d gladly accept.

      “Thank you for helping me out,” he told him.

      Xavier shook his head, his mouth thinned. “I don’t have much choice. You’re like a lost puppy right now in the Skin world.”

      He drew himself up with dignity. “I am not a dog, wizard.”

      “It’s an expression.” Xavier sighed. “Never mind. Let’s get down to basics. I’m not very familiar with the courtship rituals in your world. I need to know so we can use what you’re comfortable with, in order for you to get to know Ella better.”

      This sounded interesting. If there was intimacy involved, he was quite happy to oblige. “I would enjoy getting to know her better.”

      Like getting to know what she looked like nude. Those curves, big breasts, yum. Kieran enjoyed all types of women, but he really liked a female with a full, lush figure. More to caress and lick.

      “How do you initiate a relationship with a female in the Winter kingdom?”

      Odd question. Kieran shrugged. “I get naked, she gets naked, and then I mount her. Usually from behind. That is how jaguar shifters do it.”

      Xavier covered his face with his palm. “This is going to be harder than I thought.”

      “What? Females on earth don’t get naked when they have sex?” Kieran frowned. “Skin to skin contact is most pleasant, but if they prefer under clothing, I am very good at lifting skirts.”

      “You’re such a tomcat,” Xavier muttered.

      Kieran folded his arms across his chest. “Your point is?”

      Xavier ignored the question. He waved a hand. “Gideon!”

      A red puff of smoke filled the air and when it cleared, Gideon, the Crimson Wizard stepped forth. His gaze whipped between Xavier and Kieran.

      “I see my services are required,” Gideon murmured. He stepped forward and embraced Kieran’s left arm in a show of warrior brotherhood, the same as the wizard had done back when Gideon was mortal and Kieran was his bodyguard.

      At least some things had not changed.

      “Xavier asked me how I initiate a relationship with a woman, and I believe my answer bothered him,” he explained.

      “A relationship,” Xavier said through gritted teeth. “Is not merely about sex.”

      Kieran frowned. “My relationships with females are.”

      “There’s companionship, tenderness―hell, cat, what about sending roses or courting them? There’s much to be said for being with a female that has nothing to do with sex,” Xavier grated out.

      Ah. Now he got it. “You’re talking about a mating, finding my one true mate. That’s not the same.”

      Gideon and Xavier exchanged glances. “Not exactly. Haven’t you courted a woman to find out if she could be your mate? That’s a relationship with a woman,” Gideon told him.

      Kieran’s chest felt too tight. For a moment, he wished he were settled, with a mate such as Gideon had. He tired of these sexual conquests. The pleasures were delicious, but he wanted something more and deeper. Richer and lasting.

      Not for me, he thought, grief pinching him. Settling down with a mate in the Winter Kingdom was impossible. He was the last of his kind. His entire family had been killed in the Fae Wars hundreds of years ago and other jaguar shifters in the Fae world opted to live as Skin or they’d retreated to the Dark Kingdom, where they could shift without worrying humans would see them.

      “Not since I last came here to the Skin World. I gave up trying to find a mate.”

      Sex had been easy, and women enjoyed being with him, even if only for a night. It had left him feeling empty and even more alone after they left his bed, but he’d resigned himself to that fact. After he’d last come to earth and his sister had been killed, he resolved to avoid finding his mate.

      No mate was worth losing a beloved sister.

      “Here on Earth it’s called dating,” Gideon said gently. “You woo a woman and eventually, have sex with her. You spend time doing things like walking on the beach, seeing a movie, attending a music event or the theater…”

      “Sending her flowers to court her,” Xavier added.

      A waste of time, in his opinion. He didn’t get it. In the Winter Kingdom, women understood he would never formally mate with them for life. His heart had been too shattered. They liked the pleasure he offered, and asked for nothing else in return.

      “Can I sniff her bottom first to see if she smells right?” he asked.

      “If you try to sniff a woman’s bottom, the Skins will lock you up. It’s called sexual harassment.”

      “What if she sniffs me as well? Is that harassment?” he asked. “I would not mind.”

      “Maybe we should call Tristan,” Xavier told him. “Tristan has much experience with shifters.”

      Now he was truly worried. “I have never had sex with a Skin woman. How different are they? Do they have vaginas?”

      Xavier put his palm to his face again as Gideon swallowed. “Of course they do.”

      The Crimson Wizard, once the prince Kieran had sworn to protect, had a muscle twitch in his cheek. “I never imagined having to explain sex like this…”

      “I need no lesson. I have plenty of practice.” Kieran sat back. “Will this female be accepting of my differences? Sexually, I mean.”

      Gideon and Xavier exchanged glances.

      “The barb on my cock usually provides enormous pleasure for my partner, although it was originally intended for procreation and fertilization,” he explained helpfully. “It can be overpowering for some females, as they can faint from the intensity of the stimulation.”

      Xavier put a palm over his face again and groaned. “I can’t believe I left my beautiful mate to come here and discuss sex with a thousand-year-old cat.”

      “One thousand and four hundred year old jaguar,” he corrected.

      He pointed to his face. “Why do you keep making that gesture? Putting your hand over your face?”

      “It’s called a face palm,” Gideon explained. “It happens when a person is frustrated or can’t believe what he’s hearing.”

      “You’re a double face palm,” Xavier muttered.

      Intrigued, Kieran tried it. “I can’t believe that the goddess dumped me here like a sack of unwanted kittens.”

      “Believe it. Danu does what she must. It’s why we have to aid you, my friend. You have much catching up to do,” Gideon told him.

      He listened as they told him about Ella, and her destiny as a werewolf of the Wyld. A werewolf! The idea intrigued him. And he’d felt the chemistry between them spark and crackle, so perhaps this assignment would not be as tedious, nor as trying as he’d anticipated.

      “I’ve found her, and she has met me. What next? We go searching for this crystal?”

      Jaw tight, Xavier absently traced a rune on the coffee table. “You face a difficult challenge, Kieran. First you must pry Ella away from the grasp of her mother and the men in her life. They have a tight hold on her and control her every moment.”

      Kieran didn’t like the sound of this. He’d anticipated using his usual charm to woo the woman, and then coaxing her into joining him on the quest. Not having to compete for her attention.  Jealousy flared. A new emotion, it startled him. Previously, he cared naught what happened with his lovers. They were free to take other partners, and he’d always been explicit in outlining the consequences of becoming his lover. He didn’t like attachments.

      Not until he found his mate, and only another jaguar shifter would suffice.  This kind of raging possessiveness felt right, but with the wrong person. Even if Ella was a shifter, she was not his type.

      “What other men in her life?” he asked slowly. “They cannot be her lovers, for she is still a virgin.”

      Gideon blinked. “How do you… oh. Her scent.”

      Xavier sighed. “We have a lot of work ahead of us, Kieran. We’re going to teach you how to act like a man, not a tomcat in heat. You can’t approach a Skin woman by sniffing her to see if she’s in heat!”

      “But Ella is not human.”

      “She talks like a Skin, walks like a Skin, acts like a Skin and thinks she is a Skin and until she comes into her powers and shifts into wolf, she is human. Her world, friend. Her rules.” Gideon gave him a pitying look. “I know how difficult this is for you, and how much you long to find another jaguar as a mate.”

      Kieran ignored him and turned to the door to look at the bed of verdant grass sweeping down to the riverbank, the crystal clear rushing water. Peaceful. Pretty, even. But not home. Home was a land far away, abandoned by his own kind centuries ago. Now he was in unfamiliar territory, with no hope of finding a true mate for life. No female to lounge with in thick tree branches at night, keeping watch below. No female to rub up against him lovingly and purr her special song.

      Tightness settled in his chest. He’d spent his entire life in the Winter Kingdom, bound by duty and loyalty to the Winter King’s kin. He did it to honor his father’s memory and his code of honor, since Kieran was the last survivor of his family.

      But always he’d expected that someday, before he grew old and frail, he would find a companion to hold, and love, and cherish.

      Gideon removed a gold dagger from his hip, and traced a rune in the air. He fisted his right hand and when he opened his palm, a leather bracelet rested there. He flicked a finger and the bracelet was suddenly on Kieran’s left wrist.

      “These are extraordinary times, and you need extraordinary aid. Wear this always, and never remove it. It will gain you access to the archives where Ella is translating the ancient scrolls.”

      “What will happen to it when I shift?” he asked.

      “It will appear as an ordinary leather band around your left paw. But you must limit your shifting,” Xavier said.

      He touched the leather ringing his left wrist. It felt heavy and restrictive, like the bonds hunters used to tie him up while they killed his sister. But while he had broken free of those leather restraints, Kieran suspected this leather band would be harder to remove. “You mean I cannot hunt, eat or sleep as a jaguar?”

      The wizards exchanged glances. “It’s too risky, Kieran,” Gideon told him. “The more you shift, the easier it will be to track you. The energy trail you emit will be like a beacon for the Dark Lord’s followers.”

      Dryness coated his mouth. Never to shift? How could he protect himself? Or Ella?

      Xavier squeezed his shoulder. “Fear not, cat. You’ll do fine.”

      Gideon waved a hand, and an odd-looking machine appeared on the table. Kieran peered at it. “What is that?”

      “It’s a laptop,” Xavier said dryly. “We’re going to teach you all about this world.”

      Then he sent a bolt of energy zinging straight at him. Kieran’s senses tingled.

      “What was that for?” he demanded.

      “To accelerate more than 200 years of learning of human nature in this country.”

      “Sit back, my friend,” Gideon told him. “We have a lot of work to do…”
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      Seeing the naked man at her special place near the forest had been the highlight of her week. Or perhaps even her month, or several months.

      He certainly had been handsome, and tender in the way he’d cuddled the mewling kittens. If only he hadn’t been condescending and patronizing.

      Her mother’s boyfriend was the same, and Ella wasn’t about to put up with it from a total stranger.

      Dread filled her. It was midday, and her mother should be alone. Stan worked during the day. Thankfully.

      Once she returned home, her sense of doom increased. Ella parked her bike by the warped front porch, noting ruefully that the paint seemed to have peeled off the house even more than when she’d left earlier this morning to go to the library.

      But at least Stan’s battered red pickup truck wasn’t in the driveway. She wouldn’t have to force a polite smile, while seething inside.

      She lifted Darcy carefully from the basket and set her down and then removed the kittens curled up on the blanket. The cat ran up to the front door and turned to Ella with a look as if to say, “Please, must we go inside?”

      “I know girl,” she whispered. “Some days, I feel the same way.”

      The front door was unlocked. As she opened it, it creaked as loud as an old man’s bones.

      Her mother sat in the living room on the stained yellow and black plaid couch they’d found in a Goodwill store when they’d moved into the house.

      “Ella, thank the powers that be that you’re home.” Her mother fanned herself with a copy of the latest gossip rag magazine she’d bought.

      Ever since her father had died, Ella’s mother had struggled to hold herself together emotionally.

      Nellie Princeton was barely 50, but her gray hair, pinched face and hunched posture made her look far older. Today she wore a plain yellow housedress, with snaps at the front. Her body was lean and spare, unlike Ella’s.

      If I didn’t know I was adopted, I’d have wondered if my mother had an affair with the Goodyear blimp.

      Such cynicism was beneath her. Ella was glad the television wasn’t blaring. Sometimes she wondered what Stan saw in her mother, and then remembered Nellie would put on cosmetics and nice clothing when he came over.

      “I’ll come talk to you in a minute,” Ella murmured, and she ran into her room. She set the kittens down, found a box and placed them inside.

      After finding the eyedropper and warming milk, she fed the kittens. It was a painstaking process, but at last all four were dozing, content with the warm milk inside of them.

      Then she called her friend Misty at the animal shelter, who promised to stop by and take the kittens and care for them.    Misty was the one friend she could count on.

      Darcy followed her as Ella returned downstairs.

      Nellie struggled to stand up from the too-soft sofa. “Let me make you dinner. You need to eat, honey.”

      Ella thought of the weight she carried. “No, it’s okay, Mom. I’ll grab something at the restaurant.”

      “That food isn’t good for you. At least let me pack you something.” Nellie headed into the kitchen.

      Ella followed. She busied herself opening a cat of cat food and set it down for Darcy.

      “Mom, don’t worry about it. I’ll eat at work.”

      She glanced at the pile of bills and sighed. “I thought you were going to write checks today, Mom. Some of those bills are due in two days. “

      “I forgot. I’ve been busy, honey.”

      And then Ella spotted the box sitting on the counter. Her heart sank. She knew, even before speaking, what happened.

      “Mom, what is that?”

      Guilt flashed across her mother’s face. “I saw it on the television. It will make you young and pretty. I thought you could use the products, Ella, and I could share…”

      “How much?” she said flatly.

      “They’re the best. All the celebrities use them and Stan suggested that they would make me look wonderful.”

      “How much?”

      “Only $300 for the starter kit,” Nellie blurted out. “And maybe you could become a distributor and sell them yourself!”

      Three hundred dollars. It might as well have been three thousand.

      “Doesn’t matter.” Feeling defeated and utterly weary, she headed for her room. “I’m going to change.”

      “I’ll make you dinner and then I have a wonderful surprise for you.” Nellie headed into the kitchen.

      Please, no more surprises. I can’t bear to see them on the credit card statement. We’re almost maxed out, Mom.

      Leaving her mother to cook, Ella retreated to her room. Darcy followed.

      On her bed, her narrow twin bed where no man had ever slept, Darcy jumped up and sat. The cat meowed as she glanced up, her big green eyes wide.

      It was odd. Almost as if the cat knew how Ella felt. The cat picked up on the ugly scene that just transpired.

      Ella wondered. She loved animals, and she had felt close to Darcy since rescuing her outside the restaurant two years ago.

      Imagination.

      Ella flung herself on the bed next to Darcy and curled her fingers into the pillow. The cat walked over and snuggled up against her and gently licked her cheek as if to lick the salt straying down. Ella never cried in front of anyone. But it was too much.

      "Oh, Darcy, I don't know what I'm going to do. I can’t leave Mom, but I’ll never free us from debt by staying here."

      Darcy meowed again and licked her cheek again. Odd, it was almost as if the cat were trying to comfort her, as if the cat could understand every single syllable Ella uttered.

      She rolled over to stroke Darcy’s fur.

      “I don't see how were going to get out of this. We owe so much money. I can't believe my mother spent $300 on beauty products bought from an online shopping network. It's not fair. She knows how hard I work. She knows we have no money."

      Here they were, deep in debt, but slowly working out of it, a light shining at the end of the very dark and long financial tunnel, and her mother turned out to be the oncoming train that was going to barrel her over.

      She didn't see how they could get free of this, not without working even harder and putting in more hours than ever.

      “I’m so exhausted. I can’t work 24 hours a day. I don't have a spare minute to myself. Even if I wanted to date someone like that cute guy, although he was kind of strange, I have no time for a social life. Look at me. I'm nearly 30 years old, I've never had sex before, and my last date was some old guy my mother set me up with, who basically forgot his teeth at the dinner table."

      Darcy meowed and her little button nose wrinkled, as if to say in cat speak “Gross.”

      It was so funny that Ella's natural good humor took over and she began to chuckle. Never one to let her problems get her down for long, because what was the point? She stroked Darcy’s silky fur.

      “At least I have you. You seem to understand me. I guess I'm just going to have to work more hours at the restaurant and find the energy. But damn, Darcy, there has to be more to life than just this. When is my life ever going to start?"

      She rolled out of bed and went to her desktop where her aging laptop computer rested.

      Ella opened it up and powered it on. She accessed the files she had downloaded at the academic library.

      The ancient books were kept in a dusty, forgotten corner of the library. Forgotten to all but Ella. Joy filled her as she scrutinized the first file. It contained ancient Celtic, which kept her brain honed.

      The manuscripts had been carefully penned on parchment crackling with age, and she had taken it upon herself in her spare time to put them through a scanner so they would be preserved as digital files.

      But more than that, Ella wanted to analyze these files because they beckoned to her. These books, bound and sitting on a shelf for who knows how long, almost seemed to sing to her with the music of ancient languages secrets and mysteries.

      Ella glanced at her cheap wristwatch. Forty-five minutes to get to the restaurant. But if she pedaled her bike fast, she could make it to downtown in fifteen minutes.

      The first two pages of the manuscript she’d already translated. It went on and on, a message of warning and doom about a terrible darkness seizing the land and destroying souls of innocents.

      The words made her feel nauseated, as if she’d been reading prophecies. When she’d asked Danica, her friend and the head librarian at the university about the books, she’d shrugged and said they were a work of fiction penned by ancient Irish poets.

      Yet there was nothing poetic about these ominous pages.

      Pen and paper on her desk, she concentrated. And then, at the very end of the page, there was a word she recognized.

      Dóchas. Hope.

      Her eyes went to the word as if drawn by a lodestone. Ella struggled with the translation, saying the words aloud, writing them down and consulting her vocabulary list. Then she sat back and read aloud the entire translation.

      “When the crystal of Calmach is claimed by the Wyld one, she will possess a power never before seen in the land. Only through bonding with the crystal of Calmach will the Wyld one defeat darkness and champion the feeble and unknowing. Fangs will tear and claws will rip, but until the Wyld one joins with the crystal, she will remain powerless.”

      Darcy meowed, and swished her tail, her green gaze regarding Ella.

      “What does it mean, Darcy? What is a wyld one? It sounds hideous.”

      The cat jumped off the bed and onto the desk. Ella petted her. “Don’t worry, my friend. I’ll protect you from the beast.”

      Her mother called out that dinner was ready. Ella shut off the laptop, locked it up and left the room, Darcy following.

      In the kitchen, she sat at the table, not hungry, but wanting to please her mother. Nellie set before her a thick steak. Ella’s mouth watered, but all she saw was dancing dollar bill signs on the plate.

      “Mom, we can’t afford beef,” she said gently.

      “Yes, we can.” Nellie dished out a smaller piece on another plate, and sat down to eat.

      Appetite gone, Ella toyed with her fork as Darcy wound around her legs and purred, as if to offer reassurance.

      “Screw the bills. We don’t really have the money to pay for them. Maybe I should move out and go to Denver. I could find a better job, send you money and you wouldn’t have to live like this.”

      She’d voiced this idea in the past, and before, her mother always looked pale and faint.

      Not today. Nellie drew herself up. “I bought the steak with a small advance on my first paycheck.”

      Ella sat up. “What?”

      “And the cosmetics, I need the cosmetics, Ella. It’s an investment in my new job.”

      If her mother told her that she’d won the lottery, Ella couldn’t have been more stunned. “What job? You’re too frail to work.”

      “Work at most jobs, which require me to stand for hours.” Nellie beamed. “I applied for a part-time position at a hotel in town. They need help with billing. And I have years of experience in accounting. It’s mostly desk work, and sitting. It’s only 20 hours a week for now, and from 5 to 10 at night. If I prove myself, it will grow to full-time. The pay is real good, honey. $16 an hour!”

      Ella felt faint herself. With that much money, she could work less hours at the restaurant. And with the fall season nearing full swing, tips would cover the rest.

      We could finally start climbing out of debt. Maybe even buy a secondhand car.

      It was too good to be true. “How are you going to get there?” Their car had been sitting, dead in the driveway for six months, in need of a new battery.

      “Stan promised to drop me off in town and I can get a ride home from one of the girls at the office.”

      Ella’s hopes sank. Stan. Not him. “I can get a new battery for the car,” she mused aloud. “It won’t cost that much.”

      Nellie frowned. “Stan said he wants to help. Please, Ella, try to be nice to him. He might end up being your new stepfather.”

      I’d rather be nice to Jack the Ripper. She set down her fork and voiced the words she’d been gathering the courage to say for weeks.

      “Mom, maybe it’s time I moved out. I don’t like Stan, and he doesn’t like me. I can get a good job in Denver, and send money to you when I get settled.”

      Alarm tightened Nellie’s face. Oh, boy. Here we go…

      “Ella, please don’t leave me," her mother cried out." I need you so much. Please, please. Don't be mad at me. Haven’t I been good to you? Your father was all I had, and now you’re all I have. It doesn’t matter how much you would make in the city. I can’t be alone."

      When her mother began showing signs of the telltale crystalline tears in her eyes, Ella knew she was beaten. Feeling utterly defeated, she mustered her bravest smile." It's okay, Mom. It's okay, Mom," she said quietly. “I was just thinking aloud. I won’t leave you.”

      They ate dinner, Nellie talking about her new job and responsibilities. Ella forced herself to eat the steak, though it tasted like cardboard in her mouth.

      Nellie’s cell phone buzzed. Her mother went to get it and then vanished into the living room. When she returned, Nellie looked far more animated and happy than Ella had seen in a week.

      Since El Creepo had last visited.

      “Stan is on his way here to drop me off at my new job! He just called. I have to get ready. Can you entertain him in the living room until I can put on my face, do my hair and change my dress?”

      A quick glance at her watch and she cringed. “Mom, you told me I had to get to work two hours early.”

      Her mother’s watery gaze darted away. “Well, it might have been five o’clock instead of three. I needed you here, Ella. I worry about you when you’re not home.”

      Terrific.  Now she had no excuse not to talk with Stan. I’d rather eat a bucket of worms. He’s such a creep. Can’t she see that?

      No, her mother had stars in her eyes, and she was desperate to find a new husband who could take care of her.

      Nellie’s belief that a woman needed a man in her life was one reason Ella seldom dated in the past. Now she was simply too busy.

      When had life spiraled so much out of control? As Nellie went upstairs, Ella dumped the dirty dishes into the sink. Then she rushed upstairs to snag her backpack with her waitress uniform and plodded into the living room, dropping the pack on the floor. Maybe Stan would get a hint and entertain himself.

      Darcy jumped on the armchair where Stan liked to sit. “Good girl,” she murmured.

      Suddenly the cat raised her head and hissed, her ears drawn back. Ella heard the cough and sputter of an old truck ramble up the mountain road.

      A few minutes later, the doorbell rang. Maybe if she ignored it, he would go away. Think her mother was asleep or in a coma or had been spirited away by aliens.

      Another insistent ring, the buzzer sounding sickly.

      “Please, Ella, answer the door,” her mother yelled.

      Sighing, Ella opened the door.

      Thumbs jammed into the pockets of his faded jeans, Stan Nestito stood on the stoop. “You gonna let me in, dollface?”

      She stepped aside. Asking him to quit calling her that endearment would only empower him.

      His eyes were slate blue, and his jaw was square and bore graying stubble. His body, clad in a plain white T-shirt and jeans jacket and faded, but clean jeans, was thickset, but not precisely fat.

      He had the look of a steelworker who enjoyed downing a Budweiser or two after work, except Stan never drank.

      In fact, he didn’t seem to have any obvious vices. He worked as a clerk in an insurance firm and he liked to garden. It was the oddest thing. With those credentials, Ella might have liked him.

      Stan might have been borderline handsome if not for his personality. He constantly mumbled about entitled people and tourists and when her mother wasn’t around, even making racial slurs. Once he even suggested that wayward women who didn’t obey their husbands should be punished.

      When Nellie was present, Stan changed. He became a polite gentleman, bringing her flowers, doting on her. Never speaking of anything ugly.

      Small wonder Nellie adored him. She was starved for attention.

      Stan immediately headed for the one good chair now claimed by Darcy. “Off, cat,” he ordered, jerking his thumb.

      Darcy hissed at him.

      “It’s her home,” Ella reminded him.

      “You spoil that damn cat,” he muttered. “Cats belong outside.”

      “Darcy is a member of my family.” Ella folded her arms across her chest and gave him a pointed look. “If you don’t like it, you can leave.”

      She snapped on the television and turned it to an educational program so she wouldn’t have to talk with the creep.

      Stan settled on the sofa, and gave her a dark look. “Be careful, dollface. One day you might come home from work and find your little kitty swimming in the pond. Or lying on the side of the road.”

      A chill raced down her spine. She went to the chair, picked up Darcy, stroking her fur. “Good thing I never declawed her. Darcy has defenses of her own. And Mom would never forgive you if you touched Darcy. You may think my mother worships the ground your dirty boots touch, but never forget that I’m first in her life.”

      She narrowed her gaze. “So keep your big paws away from my cat.”

      A smile touched his face, but never reached his eyes. “Aw, heck, dollface, I was only joking.” He patted the sofa. “Come here and sit by me and tell me how work has been.”

      Stan had gotten her the job at the restaurant. She hated that fact, but the tips were excellent.

      I’d rather sit atop a pile of live coals. “I’m comfortable here.”

      Nellie came into the living room, her hair carefully combed and curled. She wore her good blue dress and cosmetics softened the age lines bracketing her mouth and eyes.

      “You look lovely, Mom.”

      Nellie flapped a hand. “Oh posh, it’s nothing.” But she beamed.

      As her mother went to sit on the sofa next to Stan, Ella took Darcy into her room. Then she locked the door and pocketed the key, a habit since the creep had started showing up more and more lately. Darcy had water, and there was a litter box in the closet.

      She’d be safe here.

      When she went back into the living room, the television still blared, but her mother and Stan were kissing. They didn’t even look up as Ella grabbed her backpack.

      “I’m out of here,” she announced to no one listening.

      They kept kissing. It was as if Stan cast a love spell on her desperate, lonely mother. If this is was sex is all about, losing your common sense and forgetting your own daughter, I’ll take being a virgin, thank you very much.

      So much for the job. She doubted her mother would make it to work on time.

      Disgusted, Ella slammed the door behind her and headed for her bike. Her mother would end up having sex with Stan. Good thing her heart was strong enough for that.

      Ella pedaled out of the driveway, the wind whipping her hair as she raced toward the restaurant in town.

      Was her life ever going to change?
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      The following morning, Kieran was ready for the world and his assignment.

      So the wizards said.

      Tonight they planned to accompany him to dinner at the restaurant where Ella worked. He was free for the day to do as he pleased.

      “As long as it does not involve nudity,” Xavier had warned.

      With the aid of a little magick, they got him fully up to speed on contemporary America. The blizzard of changes in technology and people themselves astounded him. In the Winter Kingdom, change happened at a glacial pace. Magick was constant, steady and reassuring.

      This world had a dizzying array of technology, from palm-sized objects called cell phones that demanded everyone’s attention, to machines that flew in the air like angry bees and took overhead photos.

      “Drones,” he muttered, climbing into the car Xavier had conjured for him.

      He started the engine, and it purred. The Jaguar, for what else would he drive, pulled forward with a jerky motion as he drove out of the parking lot.

      Kieran had used the machine called a laptop and the service called the internet to do something called Googling the area. He found the local academic library and plugged the address into the Jag’s GPS.

      The car could almost drive itself.

      At the imposing stone building, he parked and walked inside, jingling his keys. Several patrons frowned at him. Kieran pocketed the keys and headed for the front desk.

      An attractive blonde, her hair pulled back into a severe bun, glanced up. “May I help you?”

      Only last week he might have suggested she could help him in bed. But after meeting Ella, he had no desire to even flirt with other women.

      “I understand you have a section for ancient manuscripts dating back to the 7th century,” he told her. Or beyond. Manuscripts that have to do with a certain prophecy and the will of the goddess Danu.

      The woman looked him up and down, and then her gaze widened as it fell on the leather bracelet around his wrist. “Yes, we do. Special access only. Our secret archive room is specially climate-controlled to preserve the manuscripts. ”

      She leaned on the counter, displaying her ample cleavage. “But you seem quite special, so you may gain entrance.”

      Uncomfortable with her scrutiny, he nodded. This woman had a touch of Fae in her, along with shifter blood he did not recognize. And did not trust. It mattered not how lovely she appeared.

      “Thank you.”

      “My name’s Danica.” She smiled at him and whispered the code to unlock the door downstairs. “The room has little lighting and is air-tight with low oxygen.”

      “Because humidity and heat can ruin vellum and parchment,” he finished.

      “You certainly know your ancient documents, Mr…”

      “Thrace.”

      Danica lowered her voice. “The books you seek are in the very back. There’s another door you have to enter.”

      She gave him the code. Kieran memorized it.

      “My assistant is working there. You will find the books quite useful. And, Mr. Thrace?”

      He turned.

      “Enter the second code with your left wrist. The one with the leather band.” She pointed to the bracelet Gideon had placed there. “That will gain you access to the special books you seek.”

      Thanking her, Kieran headed to the elevator. As he walked, he felt her gaze burn into his back.

      Inside the elevator, he fought the urge to bolt, his jaguar snarling to be free of this tiny cell that moved up and down. He knew the beast feared and hated confining spaces because of the past, and it took all the man’s logic and reasoning to combat the instinct.

      When the doors opened in the basement, he stepped out of the elevator, his senses glad for escaping.

      The basement was cool and the overhead lighting dim, round dome lights like the ones in his car. He walked between the tall stacked bookcases, calm descending upon him. This area of the library smelled like age and knowledge, two things he was intimately acquainted with.

      At least here he could feel safe, and comfortable for a few hours, away from the rush of the outside world.

      Halfway through the basement was a thick glass wall, protected by a door with a keypad by it. Kieran punched in the code given to him using his left hand.

      Soon as the door closed behind him, he felt the restrictive lack of air. He steadied himself and counted to ten. Being confined in this darkened room with low lighting was like being placed inside a glass cage.

      That had already happened to him once. Never again. His jaguar growled, itching to be free of this place, much as his beast loathed elevators.

      He inhaled the smell of parchment and leather, assuring his beast that this was a voluntary cage.

      The archives were like a fortress bunker more suitable to sheltering people from overhead bombings, the impact glass housing them hard to break as he pressed his fingers against it. Still, it was no match for magick. He could use his strength to break it, if necessary.

      Kieran took another deep breath, adjusted his eyesight to the lighting, and proceeded.

      The beast calmed as the man’s delight in the treasures here became more obvious. The room seemed to stretch for nearly a mile, containing shelves containing scrolls and thick leather-bound volumes. Wearing the gloves Danica provided, he picked one up and saw it was a parchment letter penned by a 10th century prince.

      Written in Latin, it detailed the longing of the prince to unite his kingdom with a rival’s.

      He set it down carefully. All his years in the Winter Kingdom, he’d spent time at the king’s library, learning several ancient languages now considered dead in the Skin World. It was how he’d learned to escape tight situations in the past on Earth.

      The tall shelving ended, blocked by another, even thicker, glass wall with a formidable door. Cabinets and shelving lay beyond the door and he could see the soft glow of a light peeking between the stacks.

      Kieran remembered to enter this code with his left hand. The keypad lit up with a soft white glow, sparkling like fairy lights. He grinned.

      So, not an ordinary archive room, but one containing writings for Others. Excellent.

      He headed for the light at the end of the shelving.

      The shelving ended, giving way to a section of tables with lamps upon them. At one table sat a certain becoming brunette, her head bent over a large book about half the size of the table.  A cylindrical object and a notebook were beside the book, along with a pen, as if she’d been jotting down information.

      Not wishing to alarm her, he cleared his throat. “Hello. Am I disturbing you?”

      Ella whipped her head up, her gaze filled with mistrust, and then pleasure and then wariness. “Hi, Sir Kieran. How did you get access?”

      “Learning. Or trying to learn. Ancient languages are my specialty.”

      “I didn’t even hear you.” She shook her head. “Talk about being absorbed in my work.”

      And you would never hear me, except in your wolf form. I have spent centuries perfecting the art of stealth. He indicated an empty seat across from her. “May I?”

      At her nod, he sat down. “Why are you here alone?” He peered at the dark corners, the shadows in the stacks. “There are too many areas where a predator could hide.”

      “Danica never grants access to anyone.” She peered at him. “I’m surprised she gave you the code for this room. She never grants it to anyone but me.”

      He wondered how Ella had gained access if she had not used the magick code. “Who lets you into this room?”

      “Danica does. She has tight control over this section.”

      It made sense. The female called Danica probably had to use her own Other DNA imprint to open the door.

      “I’m a scholar of ancient languages.”  Kieran frowned. “But what if another man who intended to harm you walked back here?”

      A grim smile touched her face as she lifted a leather bag to the table. The shining gun she pulled from the bag gleamed beneath the table lamp.

      “Meet my friend, Smith and Wesson. I have a concealed carry permit and I’m a good shot. My boss knows and approves, too. Although I don’t know if this would fire in low oxygen, I figure the threat would give me enough time to get away.”

      Relief filled him. She was not unarmed, although that weapon would prove ineffective against strong, dark magick. “Good. Where is your boss?”

      “Upstairs at the main desk. She is concealed carry as well, helped me train on the gun range. Danica is really pretty, so she’s had to deal with asshole men who don’t take ‘no’ for an answer.”

      “Ah, the blonde who gave me the code. Yes, I can see how most men would find her attractive.”

      Ella glanced away, her mouth tightening. “Of course they do.”

      “But I am not ‘most men.’ She is not, as they say, my type.”

      Now her gaze returned to him, filled with curiosity. “What type of woman is?”

      “Your type.” He saw no reason to lie. “Beauty and brains.”

      She snorted, as if disbelieving him. Terrific. Perhaps he could approach her as a friend. Certainly he was quite interested in why she sequestered herself here, with only ancient magick books for company.

      And she wasn’t even aware they were volumes of magick for Others.

      “What are you doing here?” he asked.

      “Working. This is my part-time job. Danica hired me to scan manuscripts.” She held up a cylindrical device. “These are fragile pieces of parchment, so I take this scanner, and it takes a photo of the page and stores it digitally.”

      Fascinating. There were good things about this new technology that continued to baffle him, despite Xavier and Gideon’s assistance.

      “This is a good place.” He inhaled a lungful of parchment-scented air. “A place of ancient wisdom.”

      Ella smiled. “I’ve always thought so. One reason I continued to work here, even after I had to quit school.”

      Propping his chin upon his fists, he studied her. “What did you wish to learn, and why did you have to quit school?”

      Ella didn’t answer at first, only continued to run the wand across the page.

      “Why did you have to quit?” This time, he put a tendril of magick into his voice, compelling her to talk. The TruthTalk ability had been honed by his species over the past millennium, a gift from the Winter King for when Kieran caught and interrogated His Majesty’s enemies.

      It would not work on Ella once she gained her powers. And in this atmosphere, with its oppressive magick warding to prevent Others from exercising much power, he doubted it would work effectively.

      But she lifted her head and looked wistful and longing. Either Ella was susceptible to his suggestion because she hadn’t yet matured with her magick, or she was connected to him on a deeper plane.

      Probably the former, rather than the latter. He would become her tutor, and guardian and perhaps her lover, but nothing else. Nothing bonding and permanent.

      “Money. We had no money after my father died, and I had to go to work to help support my mother and myself.”

      He listened intently as she talked about her disappointment at dropping out of school, her fascination with ancient manuscripts and her dream job of taking the old parchment and scanning it for preservation.

      Ella leaned across the table. “Can I share a secret?”

      Kieran stared at her mouth, wondering if it had to do with kissing. Certainly he’d delight in kissing her here. Or anyplace. Or anyplace on her body.  “Of course.”

      “I’ve made duplicates of the scans and I’ve taken them home to study on my own. It’s kind of a hobby, trying to decipher the language.” She sighed. “I wish I was faster.”

      “Perhaps I can help. I have some knowledge of ancient tongues.”

      Like the time he’d kissed the promiscuous, bored wife of a high official in the Winter Kingdom who’d suffered from erectile dysfunction. Her tongue was most ancient. And wicked.

      Ella looked eager. “Yes, that would be great.”

      She pushed a thick, leather-bound manuscript across the table. “This page is really vexing me.”

      Amused at her terminology, he scanned the parchment. Kieran concealed the shock filling him.

      “It’s, ah, a section talking about when ancient beings walked the earth and turned dead humans into living flesh without souls.”

      He scanned the rest of the page, the delicately penned words sharp and foreboding. Dread curled through him and his animal side whimpered with pure fear.

      Nothing made his jaguar whimper. Not even after Kiera died. The beast had been filled with rage and strength.

      “Oh, dear goddess,” he muttered. “Xavier did not warn me about this.”

      Ella stared. Realizing she was far too innocent at this stage for such dreadful knowledge, and he could terrify her with the truth, he forced a cheerful grin. “And then they went trick-or-treating and got all sorts of delightful candy.”

      Sputtering with laughter, she rolled up a notebook page and tossed it at him. He ducked, his grin wider. “Missed me.”

      He dipped his attention to the next page. Surely there was something here that was far more subtle and less threatening. Ah, here.

      Kieran beckoned to her. When she joined him, he traced the line with an index finger, careful not to place his warm finger on the page crackling with age. He breathed in Ella’s scent, warm female, musk and crisp, new fallen snow. Heady with her closeness, he forced himself to focus on the words inked on parchment.

      Lack of oxygen, he scolded himself. Tis enough to make any man dizzy.

      But the sudden surge of arousal had nothing to do with the room, and everything to do with the woman next to him.

      “This section here, seriously …”

      “Seriously? So says the man who showed up nude at an upscale condo complex and talked to my cat.” Ella rolled her eyes.

      “Hush,” he mock scolded. “I am trying to teach you. It reads that the wolf who walks among humans will be the shining light to aid in times in darkness.”

      “Huh.” She squatted down next to him. “A wolf that is the savior of mankind. I like that. Especially considering how people think shooting wolves from helicopters is fun sport.”

      “Not any wolf, Ella,” he corrected. “The female wolf, who will be larger, stronger and more courageous than ordinary wolves.”

      Kieran knew she didn’t have a damn clue the book talked about her.

      She gazed up at him with those extraordinary green eyes. Would her eyes remain green when she finally shifted into her wolf form? How could he, who hated the Skin world and loathed and feared Skins, be expected to guide and guard this special woman, who was to become a leader?

      What if I fail you? What if you die like Kiera did?

      The weight of his duties suddenly felt crushing. Kieran rubbed his chest, the air too thin, the sensations overwhelming.

      He gauged Ella was safe enough here. But he was aware that he needed air, space and most of all, a chance to gather his failing confidence.

      First though… “Do you like this Danica, your employer? Is she good to you?”

      If she was not, Danica could set Ella up to be ambushed, for down in this room, with little oxygen, she would become a sitting target.

      A beaming smile gave him his answer. “She’s wonderful. She pays me more than the position is worth, and wants me to work more hours, but I make more from tips at the restaurant. And she can only allow me access in this room for two hours a day. The air is too thin.”

      And the magick protecting these documents too heavy, and you have not yet come into your powers. Even he was feeling the effects, the weight of the protective spell guarding the texts and scrolls muting his own powers. His beast didn’t like it, and wanted out.

      Kieran stood. “I must leave you, fair maiden. Plans with friends.” He gave a formal bow from the waist, wishing he could be alone with her longer here, long enough for them to truly get to know each other. In every possible way.

      Yearning touched her expression. “Thanks for the translation. Maybe you can come back on Friday and help me.”

      “I shall try.”

      “You’re so different, Sir Kieran.”

      And so are you. He only hoped she would not balk or become scared when the time came to give her the full translations of what he’d read.

      It would scare her, he sensed.

      Because it scared the hell out of him, too.
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      He got no answers from the wizards when they materialized later inside Xavier’s condo to take him to dinner.

      Both Gideon and Xavier avoided his questions. Instead, they grilled him on his manners at the dinner table, and warned him to go lightly with flirting with Ella.

      They seemed unsurprised that he’d found the secret archives for Others.

      That, more than anything, convinced Kieran of the dire necessity of his mission. Ella was needed, much more than the wizards had indicated.

      No pressure. None at all.

      He insisted on driving to the restaurant where Ella worked. As payback for their silence about what he’d read, Kieran drove at breakneck speed, the wizards in the back seat growing pale at each sharply-turned corner.

      When they climbed out of the car, Xavier looked nauseated and Gideon wiped his forehead.

      “And I thought you were bad driver, X,” Gideon muttered.

      With his heart pounding like a war drum and his palms sweaty as he pulled open the restaurant door, Kieran knew he could use a little reassurance.  What if he screwed up and Ella reacted as badly as she had at their first meeting? It was critical he enlist her trust in order to coax her into accompanying him to find the crystal.

      “It will be fine,” Gideon murmured, squeezing his shoulder briefly. “We’ll be here with you.”

      Xavier was more pragmatic. “Don’t screw up, Kieran. Try to impress Ella instead of driving her away this time.”

      Resisting the urge to hiss at the wizard, he considered as Gideon asked the hostess to be seated at the bar area. “Should I show her my cock? It’s quite impressive.”

      Xavier clasped his shoulder, but this wizard’s grip was not reassuring. Instead, a fiery tingle of pure energy shot through Kieran. “Ow.”

      “Watch your mouth, cat,” Xavier muttered.

      Pine walls surrounded them as they entered the bar area. One wall was made from mirrored glass, with glass shelving holding a variety of liquor bottles. The delicious aroma of grilled beef filled the air, mixing with cloying perfume, sweat, the musk of human arousal and dozens of other odors he did not care to identify.

      They slid into a booth in a quiet corner. Kieran looked around. “Where is she?”

      “She will be here,” Gideon assured him. “This is her table. I arranged for us to have it.”

      But there was no need for any more explanations, for suddenly he caught the most exotic and intriguing and heady scent. Kieran knew it was her.

      Ella.

      Lovely, headstrong, fascinating woman.

      His senses stirred, and he felt an excitement and anticipation he had not experienced in such a long time, he could not recall when. His cock stirred in his trousers, but Kieran had only to think of losing his sister, and that doused his erection more effectively than ice water.

      Long hair tied back, Ella bustled around the room. She wore black trousers and a white shirt, and had a black apron tied around her waist.

      She worked too hard. He knew little of her life, yet he could see lines of exhaustion etched into her face. Suddenly he wanted to sweep her off her feet, carry her away to a soft bed. Not to make love, but to let her relax in sleep, and guard her while she rested.

      Gideon and Xavier studied him as if he were a new species of fairy. Kieran rested against the wall, his feet on the bench. “What?”

      “Feet on the floor. This is a civilized place,” Xavier warned.

      “I could be jumping on the table. Or into your lap.” He locked gazes with the wizard.

      “How the hell does Tristan handle your sort?” Xavier wondered. “I thought ogres and trolls were difficult.”

      Gideon nudged Xavier as Ella came over to the table. Her gaze was on the two wizards, and at first she didn’t see Kieran. He ducked behind the large leather-bound menu the hostess had given him.

      “May I take your drink order?” she asked.

      He lowered the menu. “Hello, Ella.”

      She actually stepped back, paling. Then her gaze cut over to the wizards, who seemed to be fascinated with their own menus.

      “Are you stalking me?” she demanded, her pen paused over the order pad.

      “No. When I stalk prey, usually they wind up in my bed. Or dead. It depends upon my particular appetite.” He gave a charming smile. “Tonight I hunger for your establishment’s grilled meat.”

      Her expression did not change. But he noted the strain bracketing her mouth, and the shadows beneath her eyes.

      Kieran slid over and patted the seat beside him. “Sit. You may take our order and get off your feet.”

      For a moment, she looked ready to refuse. And then she did sit, perched on the edge of the leatherette seat as if ready to bolt.

      “Thanks.” Her lovely gaze swept over him and his blood heated. Odd how this female affected him like this.

      “At least you’re wearing clothing this time. Guess you heard we have a dress code. No jerkins or bearing of swords, or armor.”

      Kieran’s smile broadened. “I had considered bringing a dagger, in case your steaks are too tough and your knives too dull.”

      Ella laughed. A tingle rushed down his spine at the sound. So delightful. He was happy to see her lose her stiffness and that guarded look.

      Then she glanced around at the bar, where several customers clamored for drinks. “Your drinks?”

      Xavier ordered a whiskey sour, Gideon a martini. Kieran decided it was safer to stick to water. Alcohol affected him in this world.

      She waved her pad. “Be up shortly.”

      “Thank you,” he told her. “How are the kittens?”

      Her lovely mouth quirked upwards in a brief smile. “I took them home and went to bottle feed them, and called a volunteer I know at a local shelter. Misty said she’s been looking for kittens for her friend, who adores cats.”

      “Interesting,” Xavier murmured.

      Someone waved at her, and Ella rushed off toward the bar. Kieran leaned back as the wizards looked at him.

      “Misty is not a Skin,” Xavier told him. “She’s been assigned to watch over Ella for the past two years.”

      Xavier smiled. “Although she comes off as a Skin, I can sense her inner strength. Ella will make a formidable warrior once she comes into her powers.”

      “Ella is unique.” Kieran frowned. “I cannot make out her scent. There is something special about her, more than being Wyld, but I cannot pinpoint it with all these scents bombarding me. Perhaps if I took her outside and got close.”

      “No parking lot seductions,” Xavier warned. “You’re here to break the ice, not have sex.”

      “Sex is a good way to break the ice.”

      The deadpan comment failed to coax smiles from either wizard. He drummed his fingers on the table. This business of taking Ella to find the crystal of Calmach must be far more important, and serious, than either of the wizards hinted.

      Kieran leaned across the table. “What is going on that you’re not telling me? There’s more at stake than coaxing a female into accepting her Other nature, and nudging her into bonding with some damn crystal to become head of a warrior tribe of females.”

      Silence. Then Gideon glanced at Xavier, nodded.

      Xavier waved a hand and the people chattering in the bar suddenly went still. The wizard had frozen everyone in place. Truly worried, Kieran blinked. If Xavier risked using his magick in a public Skin establishment, the news must be grave.

      “I will need Ella, and the other werewolves of the Wyld, to aid me in defeating the Dark Lord’s followers. My soul is still tied to the Dark Lord.”

      Kieran’s jaw dropped. “You’re with the Brehon. An all-powerful judge and guardian. How…”

      Xavier quickly explained about being apprenticed to the Dark Lord while Duncan was still mortal, and how he’d made a vow to last “beyond the grave.”

      Gideon’s mouth flattened. “So you see, my friend, you are crucial to aiding Xavier, for we need these werewolves and their powers to fight the gathering forces of evil. They are small for this moment, but growing in power in quiet corners across this country. It is not only the weak and the frail who will need their services.”

      “What can Ella do to help you?” he asked Xavier.

      The Crystal Wizard shrugged. “I do not know, but I trust Danu, our creator, and her wisdom. This is why she asked us to mentor you for a couple of days and help you learn as much as possible about the Skin world.”

      “We do know this. The longer it takes for Ella to come into her powers, the harder it will become for her to break free of her Skin lifestyle,” Gideon added. “And it is imperative she does so, or…”

      “I’m screwed,” Xavier said gloomily.

      Kieran was too shocked to even respond. Xavier was an omnipotent immortal, who could erase an Other’s life by snapping his fingers. To discover that he was vulnerable, and worse, susceptible to evil, made him ill. If Xavier changed into a force for darkness, who could protect the innocent Others from his formidable powers?

      Ordinary Others trying to stop him would be like ants resisting a bulldozer plowing through their home.

      He studied the wizard, who had always treated him with friendliness, but whom he’d respected, as an Other did to an omnipotent being who could fry him with a single wave of his hand.

      Xavier was a good wizard, with a good heart. The idea of him embracing evil, and rejecting everything he stood for, and turning on the world and his wife and unborn child…

      He thought of the family he’d lost, and the grief that lanced him for centuries. It must not happen to Xavier, and the wizard must remain on the side of good to be a force against evil.

      “Tell me what you need me to do,” he told them, his voice deadly quiet. “I am a warrior and I wish to aid you in this fight.”

      Relief flickered across Gideon’s face. He gave a single, brief nod. “I knew I could count on you, my friend. Your skills in battle will be most useful. There is only so much we can do to aid you.”

      Xavier drummed his fingers on the tabletop. “We must return to our duties soon as well. The longer we neglect our charges, the more vulnerable they become to the Dark Lord’s influence. He will use any means possible to form an army of followers to do his bidding.”

      His mind scanned the possibilities. In the Winter Kingdom, he’d fought many battles, and key to winning was knowing the enemy’s weaknesses. And their sense of urgency.

      “What is your immediate concern?” he asked Xavier.

      The Crystal Wizard looked away, his jaw tight. “The fact that I’m still tied to him isn’t as worrisome as what will happen to Ciara and the baby.”

      Now Kieran understood the worry lines on Xavier’s forehead, the wizard’s grimness.

      “Can you destroy the crystal? You are the Crystal Wizard,” he told Xavier.

      “No. If I could, I would find the damn thing myself and incinerate it.” Xavier looked haunted, his face pinched. “It is Ella’s task.”

      “And yours,” Gideon added. “We will stay with you here, my friend. But after this meal, we must leave you.”

      Kieran gave a brief nod. “I’m ready. Do you know where the crystal is?”

      Xavier traced a rune on the table, and it sparkled purple. “Danu hid the talismans to correlate to each of our lives. It must be in a place important to me, someplace that I would return to.”

      “That narrows it down,” he said dryly. “To perhaps the entire continent of North America.”

      But the Crystal Wizard’s gaze grew distant. “Danu knew my future, knew I would find my Ciara again. The place where we first made love…”

      “Should I look for discarded condoms? A lot of them?”

      Xavier frowned, and then a smile softened his severe expression. “The beach. Florida. The hotel on the beach where I took her to lose her virginity to a cougar shifter.”

      His eyes nearly bugged out from his head. “Now there’s a story I’d like to hear.”

      “Later.” Xavier explained to him the location and with his index finger, traced a pattern on the table. An aerial photo of the beach and hotel appeared on the table. “The crystal will be hidden there, in an area where I could easily find it, but hidden to Others and Skins. It will be disguised as an ordinary object, but you and Ella should be able to pick out the energy. It could be on the beach, or someplace natural, not hidden in a structure. And though it would be easy enough for me to find, it would not be that obvious, or someone else would have discovered it.”

      Terrific. Kieran looked at the miles of tawny sand. “This is going to be like picking out a single grain.”

      “You can do it, my friend,” Gideon encouraged.

      “You must, if you’re to help stop the Dark Lord,” Xavier put in.

      “Stop the ruler of Hell? Is that all? Anything else you’d like from me?” Kieran sighed. “I should have been a traveling snake oil salesman like my mother wished. The most anyone would have expected from me would be making their bowel problems vanish.”

      “Enough, Kieran,” Gideon warned. “Let’s order.”

      A snap of his fingers and everyone came to life once more. He shut up as Ella placed the drinks before them.

      He was too busy admiring her to talk. With her long, dark hair pulled back, her peaches and cream skin soft as kitten fur, and her lush figure, Ella was a temptation. She’d stir any sane male’s blood. How she had remained untouched for this long intrigued him.

      And delighted him as well.

      “Thank you,” he told her.

      She gave a curt nod. “Ready to order?”

      He glanced at the curve of her hip, and his blood heated as he imagined holding her steady in bed.

      Kieran looked at Xavier and Gideon. “Is sex on the menu?”

      Gideon sputtered, nearly choking on his cocktail. Xavier did that face palm thing again. Ella tapped her pen.

      “Look, I’m dead tired. I have another five hours on my feet tonight and I’m not in the mood for your nonsense. Now, are you going to order food? Because I have ten other tables I have to take care of.”

      He thought quickly. If he didn’t recover from this, she might never talk to him again. He tried his best to look contrite. “My apologies, Ella, for being blunt and crude. It has to do with my friends here. I am staying with them and if they are planning a night together, I’d rather have a long and relaxing meal here and sleep elsewhere than their guest sofa. They can be most noisy.”

      Gideon’s jaw dropped. Xavier put both palms on his face. “Kieran,” the Crystal Wizard started.

      “What?” He tried to look innocent. “There is nothing to be ashamed of, my friends. I wish to give you privacy when you express your love for each other.”

      Gideon looked ready to turn him into cat flambé. Xavier’s shoulders shook. The wizard was laughing, and trying to hide it.

      “Oh!” A most becoming blush suffused her cheeks. “I’m sorry. I didn’t realize you two were gay. I thought he was trying to pick me up.”

      “My apologies, Ella, if I gave that impression. We were involved in a very serious discussion about wine pairings and gluten-free food at renaissance fairs.” He grinned at the wizards. “Do not forget to drop off your jousting equipment later at the smithy, Gideon. You do not want your lance to become rusty. Xavier would be most disappointed.”

      Xavier kept his face hidden, loud chuckles coming from beneath his hands. “Kieran, you are one bad cat.”

      “It will never grow rusty. But your own weapon is in danger of getting cut off if you don’t quiet down,” Gideon muttered.

      She laughed. “So you really are actors in a renaissance fair? Cool! Okay, now can I take your order?”

      They ordered―three steaks, very rare for Kieran, with a baked potato and salad. When Ella left, Gideon stared daggers at him and Xavier wiped his streaming eyes with the cocktail napkin beneath his drink.

      “You have to admit, Gideon, he’s quick on his feet.”

      “Yes. It’s a good skill for what you expect of me. What exactly would this crystal do if Ella cannot find it and destroy it?”

      The question made them both look away. His jaguar intuition warned there was more to this than what Xavier had told him.

      Ella came over to check on their drinks.

      “If you’re not doing anything after work, how about taking pity on me and having a drink with me?” he asked her.

      That line usually worked with Skins, Xavier had assured him. A drink was safe. Not a date.

      Ella pushed a lock of hair away from her face and sighed. “Why would I want to drink after working in a bar for eight hours straight?”

      Good question. He thought quickly. “Because it’s with me.”

      The flirtatious charm always worked for him in the past. Not with Ella, who started to turn away.

      “Way to ruin it, cat,” Xavier said.

      Ella turned back. With the blare of noise in the bar, no ordinary person should have heard the Crystal Wizard’s mutter. But she was no ordinary person. Kieran wondered if Ella was aware of her senses growing sharpened.

      “Are you really his friends?” she asked the wizards.

      “It depends on how much money he owes you,” Gideon drawled.

      Ella smiled, and suddenly Kieran was jealous. He wanted to be the one to coax a smile to her face.

      “Ella, quit wasting time,” a male voice boomed.

      She scurried away. Kieran scowled as he looked at the male–a thickset man in his early fifties standing at the doorway. Ella’s boss, maybe.

      Xavier leaned forward, his mouth a think slash. “I’ll give you a boost, cat, and give her a mental nudge to accept you. You’ll need it. If I have to wait for her to come to you willingly, the polar ice caps will melt.”

      “I don’t need help. And I will not force her. She will come to me willingly. She must, if we are to work together.”

      His gaze narrowed at Xavier. “Instead of wasting your powers on influencing her, tell me the places where you and Ciara visited so I can expedite the search for the crystal.”

      “The scrolls she will translate will aid you,” Xavier told him.

      He listened intently as the wizard relayed the beach in Florida where they had walked, the hotel they had stayed at, even the chairs where they’d sat. Kieran mentally logged each detail for later use. His memory had served him well in the past, in fighting battles and defeating enemies.

      Ella brought their food and hurried off again. Kieran ate his steak, while the wizards barely touched theirs.

      “Uh oh,” Gideon muttered.

      And then he glanced at the bar and saw something that made his blood boil.

      At a table, a balding, middle-aged man talked with Ella, who was clearly uncomfortable. Then he clapped a hand on her bottom.

      Her luscious, apple-rounded bottom. She jerked away, her face red, and then hurried off.

      How dare that worm touch her with such disrespect?

      Claws emerged from his fingertips. Kieran hissed and dragged them across the smooth wooden table surface, scarring it.

      Gideon flicked a finger and a tendril of stinging energy seared his hand. “Ow.” he jerked back.

      “That is not the way to handle it, my friend,” the Crimson Wizard warned. “I understand your frustration, but you cannot use your claws in public.”

      So they wanted him to act like a Skin. Fine. Kieran slid out from the booth, walked over to the leering male who had dared to touch Ella without permission. Or touch her at all.

      He stood before the male, who slurped his beer. “What?” the man snapped.

      “Do not disrespect women,” he said calmly. See? I can leash my temper? I have control.

      The man blustered and pushed back his seat, standing eye to eye with Kieran. “Who the hell are you to tell me what to do?”

      “The waitress is not a piece of meat. She is a woman and deserves your respect. Now are you going to apologize to her for groping?”

      “Make me,” the man jeered.

      “Fine,” Kieran said, and he punched him, sending the man toppling to the floor. Blood dotted his knuckles. Split the man’s lip. Good.

      Xavier dumped a wad of cash on the table, and then he and Gideon tore over. They grabbed his arms, steering him out of the bar as the man’s friends started after him.

      “I handled it like a Skin,” Kieran protested.  “What is the problem?”

      “You handled it like a jealous cat,” Xavier muttered. “Show a little restraint.”

      Instinct had urged him to shred the man like ground meat. “I showed much restraint. I could have killed him.”

      Outside, they were nearly at his car when he smelled her. Kieran turned to see Ella racing toward him.

      “Kieran, wait.”

      Ella raced after him. She ground to a halt, her expression filled with wonder.

      “Thank you. No one has stood up for me in a long time. Not that I need it, but it…” She nibbled on lower lip. “It was nice of you.”

      Damn if he couldn’t help stare at her mouth, hungering to nibble on it himself. He drew himself up straight. “You deserve better treatment, fair maiden. No woman should be abused like that simply because she serves meals.”

      She gave him a smile that made his knees go weak. If she kept smiling like that at him, he would slay all the dragons in the kingdom for her, and every male who even looked twice at her he would turn into mincemeat.

      “I get off work at midnight, so if you still want that drink, it’s going to be a long wait.” She gave a tiny sigh. “Of course I understand if you have plans.”

      “No. I do not.”

      She gave a shy smile. “Great. There’s a late night bar in town called the Mountain Suds. Kind of a dive bar, but the folks are friendly and the drinks are reasonable.”

      “Sounds perfect.” Any place with her would be perfect. But away from nasty men who thought because she served food, she owed them something. “Do you have a vehicle?”

      Her face dropped. “No, I came on my bike.”

      “I shall return here to pick you up.” He glanced at Xavier and Gideon, hoping this was the correct terminology. At their slight nods, relief filled him. I can do this.

      “You’re going to drive?” Gideon asked Kieran.

      “I can drive.”

      Xavier looked at Ella with humor sparking in his eyes. “Good luck. I advise you to consider the Uber, a modern day transportation conveyance.”

      “Or a horse. Much easier to handle for our Kieran,” Gideon added.

      Kieran pulled his lips back to snarl at the duo. Gideon blinked. “Your driving skills are much rusty. Rustier than my lance and you would not want Ella…disappointed. Not that there’s anything shameful about it, my friend.”

      Ok, we’re even, wizard. He turned to Ella. “They jest. I am a good driver. But if you wish to take an Uber instead, that is fine with me. I can meet you there.”

      Good move, for she relaxed a little. Maybe it was the idea of being alone with him in a car that rattled her.

      “I have to get back.” Ella smiled at him. “Thanks again.”

      The quick kiss she brushed against his cheek fired his blood anew. Kieran stared after her as she raced into the restaurant.

      “I’m never washing this cheek again,” Xavier sang out in a high falsetto. But both wizards were smiling and he had a silly grin on his face.

      Xavier went to unlock the rental vehicle when gooseflesh sprang out on Kieran’s arms.

      A loud shriek, like a keening whistle, split the air. Kieran yelped and covered his ears. Pain whipped through him. The sound continued, and tears poured from his eyes from the effect.

      And then he looked up and saw it.

      Beneath the yellow sodium parking lot light, a black raven sat on the hood of a car. It opened its mouth and shrieked again, but its beak elongated, the mouth opening wide to reveal a set of gleaming razor-sharp teeth. And then its face changed to that of a crone, with a long, hooked nose.

      “Shifter,” it screamed. “Shifter with the wizards, you are doomed.”

      Gideon waved a hand and the shrieking whistle softened. “We have to get you out of here. I hoped we would have more time before your presence was discovered.”

      Taking his arm, Gideon waved a hand. They dematerialized and then appeared inside Xavier’s condo. Xavier showed up a minute later.

      “I warded the restaurant to protect Ella and the Skins inside. But I cannot ward the entire town against the dark magick. Too many Others would find out, and panic.” Xavier dropped into a chair and shoved a hand through his hair.

      Kieran touched his ear and it came away with something warm and wet. Nausea churned as he examined his red-tipped finger. Few things could make him bleed like that. “What was it?”

      “A harpy. There have been a few of them spying for the Dark Lord. His followers use them to track down Others who come here from the Fae world, or the Dark Kingdom because your powers are more pronounced. You’ve honed your magick more than Others on earth,” Gideon told him.

      Others were permitted to use their magick without restraint in the Dark Kingdom and the Fae world. But here, they had to be constantly vigilant against Skins seeing them. Kieran studied the pair of wizards, who did not meet his gaze.

      “This harpy knows what I am.”

      “Not anymore.” Xavier blew on his index finger as if it were a smoking gun. “It’s dead.”

      “That’s fine for that one. What if I run into another one?” he asked.

      “They can sense your powers, see your aura shine more brightly than the auras of ordinary Others living here on earth. It found you because of us, Kieran. It cannot harm us, but the harpy can discover where we are, and who is with us.”

      “Which is why we must leave you before another harpy discovers you,” Gideon said.

      Fine? He would not be fine if he remained in Skin, vulnerable to cruel humans with guns and knives. But what choice did he have? If he abandoned this mission, Ella would have no one to guide her and watch over her.

      That thought bothered him more than anything else.

      Gideon placed a thick leather wallet on the coffee table, along with a checkbook. “You now have a bank account with a balance of one million dollars. I’ll add more as needed. Your wallet has some cash and several credit cards. You can purchase anything you need. A bus ticket to anywhere in the country.”

      “How about a bus ticket home to the Winter Kingdom?” He looked hopefully at the wizard.

      Gideon sighed. “That, my friend, will be available after Ella comes into her powers. If you still wish to return.”

      Why would he not? But he didn’t want to ask, for he feared the answer. “That harpy back there―will others track me?”

      “Not if you use your powers sparingly. The more magick you display, the clearer the aura becomes. Like a trail of bread crumbs leading back to you. You may shift here, on these grounds, for I warded the entire complex from evil and from anyone seeing magick,” Xavier told him.

      Gideon clasped his arm again. “Good luck, my friend. Call upon me only in a grave emergency.”

      “Meaning a dire one, and not when I am in the grave,” he quipped, needing levity to counter the dread raking over him like a cat’s claws. They were leaving him. Under ordinary circumstances, he would not mind.

      But he was here in the Skin world, unable to much use his beast to protect Ella and himself.

      As if reading his mind, Gideon tapped his forehead. “You have your wits, Kieran. They will serve you well, much as your beast does. You would not have been a royal bodyguard for centuries if not.”

      “I’m counting on you,” Xavier told him. “Danu would not have sent you if she didn’t have faith you can complete this task.”

      The wizards vanished before his eyes. Kieran shook his head, his ears still tingling with pain. He paced the living room, measuring out the space with his feet. To not shift into his jaguar form? His beast loved to roam at night, and nap on tree limbs. He felt restricted in this Skin suit, which was as stifling as armor when he knew he couldn’t risk letting his beast out.

      Yet this home was safe for shifting. Well, it felt stifling in here. Perhaps he could open the door.

      Fresh, cool air rushed inside. Drawing in a lungful of it, he stretched out his arms, closed his eyes and summoned his magick.

      In the Winter Kingdom, shifting came as easily as snapping his Skin fingers. Here, he felt an itch and then a burning sensation. Kieran groaned as bones popped and lengthened. Slow, so damn slow!

      He opened his mouth to scream from the pain and a roar tore from his throat.

      Kieran closed his eyes. Opened them. Finally.

      Luxurious, thick spotted fur covered his enormous, muscled body. He smelled the night air, so cold and sharp and crisp, heard the scuttle of creatures among the trees and bushes. Sensations overwhelmed him, his sharpened vision seeing the rushing river, the trees and blades of grass in exact detail, the small furry creatures scurrying away as if knowing a large predator had emerged.

      It wasn’t the same as the Winter Kingdom, when he transformed to hunt, fight, or boredom forced him into his cat form.

      No, this was actually better, making him feel more alive and free than the Skin suit.

      Kieran pawed at the ground, eager to race over the grass. The man’s mind, still ruling over the beast, judged it was safe outside. Growling, he padded outside, jumped off the back porch and stalked alongside the silvery river. Nostrils flared as he scented a marmot hiding among the rocks. He was not hungry after eating that thick steak at the restaurant, but the predator inside urged him to investigate the territory. Learn the boundaries.

      Kieran loped alongside the river to the edge of the forest where the complex’s property ended. He lifted his leg and sprayed his scent over a tree.

      There. Any Other who chanced along, in cat or wolf form, would think twice about entering this complex.

      Racing back to the condo, he stopped short, glancing up at the moon. A good few hours until he had to meet Ella at the dive bar. Enough time to rest.

      He padded inside. Couldn’t risk napping in a tree, but he didn’t want to shift back and lie on a bed. This world was still too dangerous and risky.

      Then, as if by a wizard’s magick, he spied a large, open cardboard box by the fireplace. It had not been there previously.

      Kieran glanced upward, roared his thanks.

      “You’re welcome,” a dry voice said.

      That Xavier. At least he was a good host.

      Grunting, he turned around and lay down in the cardboard box, and then closed his eyes.
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      In the moonlight, the Mountain Suds bar looked safe enough. Pacing the sidewalk, Kieran stared through the front window. The bar had a pine-paneled interior with two pool tables, and a long counter facing a mirror and glass shelves filled with liquor bottles. A few patrons sat at the counter, and a few more gathered at the tables and booths. They looked like regular Skins, clad in jeans. No rough and tumble bikers or hunter Skins. If they had guns, they were concealed. No rifles and no arrows like the kind that had felled Kiera.

      He checked his own appearance. Xavier had left him an entire wardrobe. Tonight he wore faded jeans with brown leather hiking boots, and a red and black checked flannel shirt that felt soft against his tight skin. Kieran rolled up the sleeves to his elbows, letting the cool air touch his forearms.

      After sleeping two hours in his cat suit, he felt confined in this human skin. Better get used to it.

      Keeping an eye out for both Ella and the ugly crone-harpy he’d seen earlier, he paced. And then he smelled the delightful fragrance of crisp, sharp snowflakes and winter lilies.

      Whirling, he greeted her. “Hello, Ella. Thank you for meeting me.”

      His heart pounded as if he’d raced across a field, and his blood roared in his eardrums. She was so lovely, her dark hair spilling down her backside, her cheeks pink from the cool wind, her moss green eyes sparkling with life.

      “It’s cold out here. Why didn’t you wait inside?” she asked.

      “I didn’t want you going inside alone.” He held out his arm. “Shall we?”

      Ella gave him a shy smile. “You’re very gallant, Sir Kieran.”

      Let’s hope you still feel the same way after I tell you what I really am, and who you are.

      But he said nothing as he guided her over to a small corner table. Kieran knew he had only a few hours to make the best impression of his life.

      No pressure. None at all.

      

      It had been a most pleasant evening talking with Kieran. He had an intelligence she liked, and his knowledge of medieval history fascinated her. Even if his speech was a little stilted, he was polite and engaging.

      And he made her laugh. When was the last time she’d laughed like this?

      Too long.

      When she’d questioned him about it, he’d given him a modest shrug and told her he was a student of ancient history.

      Ella glanced at the clock, dismayed to discover it was nearly 2 a.m. Two hours they’d talked. She stifled a yawn, wishing she could stay longer. “I have to go and grab some shut-eye. I’m working the 10 a.m. shift at Harvey’s.”

      He placed his palms flat on the wood table. “Who is this Harvey?”

      The bristling jealousy in his voice amused her. “Harvey’s is Harvey’s Home, a non-profit organization that raises money to help the homeless. It was founded by Alice and Walter Harvey, friends of mine. They died a few years ago.”

      Grief bit her. Alice and Walter had died a week after Walter delivered the eulogy for Ella’s father. Alice had been mild and modest. She’d avoided the limelight, letting her flamboyant husband get all the attention. Alice had been a good friend, always inquiring about Ella’s welfare, quietly slipping her food when money was tight.

      She steeled her spine. Alice and Walter were dead and so was her father. All Ella could do was honor their memory by surviving and doing her best.

      “Harvey’s Home is now run by their son, Ed Harvey. He’s a preacher, like his father. I stuff envelopes, type correspondence and file reports.”

      “Oh.” Kieran smiled. “A job. Shall I pick you up at your office tomorrow for lunch?”

      A little thrill raced through her. Then she sighed. “I only get a half hour for lunch and I have to run errands.”

      “Then dinner tomorrow?” He reached over, covered her palm with his warm, strong one. A heady sexual awareness rushed through her. Such nice hands. They would feel amazing stroking her naked skin.

      Gently, she pulled her hand away. Ella sipped her white wine. “Look, Sir Kieran, you’re cute. I like you. But my life is far too busy for dating.”

      “Then allow me to free time for you. Have you need of money? I can pay you.”

      Outrage filled her and she fought the impulse to toss her drink into his handsome face. It was damn good wine. “I’m not for sale. If you want a whore, try someplace else.”

      Gripping her glass, she went to slide out of the booth. A strong hand clasped her wrist. “I have misspoke again, fair maiden. I only meant to offer help, not pay you for your body.” His gaze was intense. “I would never insult you like that, Ella. Nor would I ever pay you, or another woman, for sex. Women need to be protected, and cherished.”

      She didn’t know whether to be flattered or insulted. He was the most amazing man she’d ever met. He spouted charm and chauvinism in the same breath. Ella set down her glass.

      “That’s incredibly condescending of you, to think women need protecting because we are the weaker sex.” She made quote marks with her fingers.

      “No, it’s not. It’s simply being a good male.” Kieran drank his non-alcoholic beer. Odd how he didn’t like to drink. Perhaps he was a recovering alcoholic.

      “Women are not the weaker sex. Far from it. Can you imagine a male giving birth? At the first labor pain, we would doom our race to extinction.”

      She laughed at his exaggerated shudder. “I’ll agree. But why do you act like we’re the weaker sex?”

      “It’s in a true male’s DNA to cherish and protect the women in his family. If he is a male of worth, he extends that protection to all women he meets. She could be the most powerful and athletic woman in the world, and he’d still fight for her.”

      Captivated by his husky voice, the steely glint in his eye, she remained riveted to her seat. There had been only one man in her life who’d cared about to protect her with his life, and her father had been gone for five years.

      The air grew thick with an intensity and tension she needed to break. “If I were the strongest woman in the world, would you still defend me?”

      She’d asked this in a teasing manner, with a wide smile, which Kieran did not return.

      “Yes,” he said quietly. “I would.”

      There was nothing but sincerity in his dark gaze as he drew himself up. Ella felt newfound respect. The man was whip-chord lean with muscle, and she suspected some would underestimate that wiry strength, think that because he wasn’t huge and bulky, that he could be beaten.

      “I’m sure your mother and the rest of your family are proud of you for being so dedicated.”

      Ella caught a flicker of emotion on his face.  “Does your family live here?” he asked.

      Familiar grief pinched her insides, tightened her throat. “I live with my mother. My father…he died five years ago”

      “I am sorry. Was he ill?”

      “No.” She thought of the horrible night the police arrived at their door to inform her mother that Cecil had been killed in a car crash. “It was an accident. One minute he was driving on the highway, the next dead in a ditch.”

      Wishing to change the bitter subject, she gestured to him. “What about you? Siblings? Parents nearby?”

      “No.” He went silent for a long moment. “My family…they’re all dead now.”

      Ella blinked hard, stunned into silence. His entire family? She’d lost one parent and thought her world had ceased to exist.

      “What happened?” she whispered.

      “There was a war and they became victims.” He swallowed more beer, his fist tightening around the bottle so hard she heard it crack. Kieran set down the bottle and rubbed his palm.

      “I’m so sorry. What war? The war in Iraq?”

      Kieran shook his head, staring at the table. It was probably too terrible to talk about. She had no desire to cause further pain.

      “Did you have any brothers or sisters?” she asked.

      “One brother died in the war. My sister and I survived, only because we hid from the invaders. For eight hours, we concealed ourselves in the bushes. I covered her with branches and beseeched her to be quiet so no one could see us.”

      She let out a breath. “Wow. No wonder you’ve so protective. What happened to your sister?”

      Sorrow filled his eyes and his jaw tightened. Kieran turned away. “She was murdered some time ago.”

      “I’m so sorry.” Ella was the one now to cover his palm with her own. Life was cruel. To survive the horrors of a war, and then to have your only surviving family member slaughtered. “Did they ever catch the person who did it?”

      Kieran shrugged. “There was no justice.”

      “Were you close?”

      He nodded, still not looking at her. “Best friends. She was younger. So sweet. She had the most enchanting voice and loved to sing and dance.”

      A lump clogged her throat. She remembered the night her father died, how empty and lost she’d felt, and yet she’d been the one to hold it together because her mother had fallen apart completely.

      “She loved the cold, the snow, dancing in the snowflakes as they fell down around her. Sometimes I fall asleep and dream of her, and then I wake up happy because I’ll see her again, and then I remember. I’ll never hear her laughter, or tease her about burning dinner, or watch her dance in the snow.”

      Kieran stared at the table. “We took care of each other from the day we lost our parents and other siblings. Always. And now she isn’t around for me to worry about, to listen for her coming through the door at night. It took a long time to get used to that.”

      Tears burned in the back of her throat. She’d felt the exact same way about her father. She had learned to cope, accepted the loss and moved on. But her mother was another matter. Her mother seemed incapable of pushing past the grief to live again.

      “How did you do it?” Ella patted his hand and then swallowed more wine, hoping it would chase away the stinging in her throat. “How did you learn to work past the grief?”

      “You never forget it, or get over it. You get through it, one day at a time. I resolved to live for my sister’s memory, to accomplish something that would make her proud.”

      A project. That’s what her mother needed. A big project in her father’s memory, to honor him. “Yes. That’s why a lot of people create memorial funds, or donate to worthy causes. Maybe my mother needs that.”

      “Tell me,” he urged.

      For the next few minutes she told him about her mother’s lack of ambition, her exhaustion and how she seldom wanted to leave the house. “She got a new job, but her creep boyfriend made her late for the first day, so she got fired.” Ella sighed.

      Kieran frowned. “You should not be bearing the financial burden alone, Ella. Your mother needs to assist.”

      Usually she’d never been impulsive, but something urged her now. “Would you come to dinner at my house tomorrow night and talk with my mother? I think, no, I know, you could encourage her to finally work past her grief.”

      Maybe that would convince her that El Creepo isn’t the solution to her loneliness.

      “I would be honored.”

      Hearing him agree lifted a tremendous burden off her shoulders. She’d had friends in the past, but with her hectic schedule and no social life, those few friendships had vanished. Maybe having someone else talk to her mother would convince Nellie that she didn’t need a man to complete her life. Especially someone as scummy as Stan.

      “My mom has a boyfriend. I don’t think he’s a good influence.” Her voice wobbled. “There’s something about him that makes me feel like he’s covered in slime.”

      Kieran’s gaze sharpened on her. “He bothers you? Tell me.”

      Ella talked about Stan, how he’d come into her mother’s life a year ago. “It was really odd. Mom had finally gotten her act together, and was getting ready to move us to Tennessee. She got a terrific job offer there, and I had applied and been accepted to the university. And then while she was downtown, getting groceries, she met Stan.  Forget the move, forget everything. He’s been in and out of mom’s life, and mine since then.”

      Leaning back, he drummed his fingers on the table. Ella blinked. His nails almost seemed…sharper. Claw-like.

      Ridiculous.

      “This Stan, does he come back into your lives just as it seems your mother is getting this so-called act together?”

      Ella smiled at his way of referencing it. Perhaps he’d lived overseas and was unfamiliar with American colloquial speech. Then her smile dropped. Stan did have a habit of vanishing when her mother really needed him, when she’d fallen apart and found her bed and sleep more appealing than facing the world.

      “Yes.” Ella sighed. “Mom told me this afternoon she’s finally gotten a job. And then suddenly he showed up.”

      Kieran tilted his head, as if listening to someone in the distance. “I will come to dinner tomorrow night, Ella. And perhaps your mother should invite this Stan so I may meet him.”

      “Not a good idea. The more he’s around her, the worse she slips back into her bad habits.”

      “I will be present. You will have nothing to worry about. Trust me.”

      Trust came in small doses, increasing with actions that proved the person was trustworthy. Kieran had given her reason for this date with his valiant action back at the restaurant in standing up to the creep who’d groped her. But one act did not convince her that he was a knight in shining armor. She didn’t believe in men rescuing her, anyway. But a talk with her mother? That would suffice.

      “Call Stan. Invite him and tell him to arrive after me. It will give me time to converse with your mother, assess what her trouble is.”

      Gaze mesmerizing, he looked straight at her, almost hypnotizing her. Ella nodded.

      She ran through her schedule in her mind. If she worked from nine to four tomorrow at Harvey’s and got the extra hours, she could take the night off from the restaurant. Call in sick. It happened.

      “Tomorrow night, show up at 6 p.m.”  She glanced down at the little gold watch her father had given as a present on her 16th birthday. She laughed. “I mean, tonight, since it’s after midnight.”

      Ella gave him the address, hoping her mother would clean the house so it wouldn’t look terribly shabby.

      Kieran lifted her hand to his mouth and gently kissed her knuckles. “Fear not. I shall be there, fair maiden. With great anticipation.”

      His grim smile proved oddly comforting. “And I shall be prepared to deal with whatever may come.”
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      Ella wasn’t confident bringing Kieran home to dinner would make a miraculous change in her mother, but it was worth the risk.

      She only hoped he wouldn’t slurp his soup, or take off his clothing. Though his body was quite nice, she suspected nudity would make her mother faint.

      Especially with what he had to show off…

      “Ella! Stop daydreaming and get to work on those files! I’m letting you work late out of the goodness of my heart, so work!”

      Ed’s bellowing voice reminded her of a fat, lazy bull. Head down, she began typing on the keyboard once more. Ed was a preacher, but a slick one, all oily smoothness when it came to soliciting money, but harsh with his staff.

      Staying out of his way had been her survival tactic in the past. Once or twice in the two years since she’d gotten this job, she’d seen him stare at her. Not in a crude, lusty kind of way like some men did, but as if he was trying to figure her out.

      As if I have anything to figure out. My life is boring. I’m the woman who gets her kicks from studying ancient manuscripts.

      By four o’clock, Ella managed to finish her work. She didn’t bother with a break, though she knew Ed would automatically dock her for that time. Today she couldn’t care less, for her heart pounded with excitement at the thought of seeing Kieran again.

      As she went to shut off her computer, a chill snaked down her spine. Ella turned, knowing even before she did that her boss stood behind her.

      She hated how he did that. As nice as his parents had been, Ed was a total sleeze.

      “Leaving so soon?” He folded his arms over his bulging stomach. One button threatened to pop off. “I thought you wanted to work late.”

      “This is late for me. I’m scheduled usually only until noon.” Ella cringed inwardly as he sat on the edge of her desk. It felt like having a sea slug cuddle up to you.

      “Why are you leaving? Hot date?” His gaze crawled all over her, making gooseflesh pop up on her bare arms. Not for the tenth time today, she wished she’d brought her sweater.

      “Family friend coming to visit.” Ella pushed back her chair. “I have to dash. Thanks for letting me work late, Ed.”

      You slime.

      “I’m not just your boss, Ella baby. Think of me as your friend. If you ever need anything, come talk to me.” He grinned at her and for a split second, she saw a skull’s head, smooth white bone with maggots crawling out of the mouth.

      Ella blinked hard, and the image vanished, replaced by Ed’s florid, pudgy face with two beady brown eyes, like raisins in dough.

      “Have a good night,” she muttered, and ran for the elevator.

      Today she shared a ride with one of the other women who worked until four. After reaching home, she glanced over the house’s exterior. Clean enough, though the flower beds needed watering and weeding. The paint was chipped on the front porch, but nothing could be done about that now.

      Inside the house, she smelled the tantalizing fragrance of roasting beef. Maybe Nellie had gone to the market and put herself out to prepare a good meal. When she cooked, her mother could whip up the most delicious concoctions.

      Yelling out a greeting, she ran upstairs to shower and change.

      By the time she went into the kitchen, it was nearly six. Ella smoothed down her white silk sleeveless blouse. Paired with her good black trousers, it was smart and made her look professional, and her bare arms made it a little sexy. The locket with the moon carving her parents had given her when she’d turned twenty-one hung around her neck.

      For some reason, Ella had seen it in a catalog and wanted it. The crescent moon appealed to her. Busy at the stove, Nellie didn’t turn around.

      “Hello, honey. Can you set the table in the dining room?”

      A few minutes later, their best white china sat on the linen tablecloth, with matching silverware by each plate. Ella returned to the kitchen her. Relief filled her.

      Nellie wore her good blue dress with the pink flowers, and her hair and makeup took several years off her careworn face. She stirred a pot at the stove, smiling at her daughter.

      “I made prime rib, your favorite. With fresh vegetables and twice-stuffed baked potatoes and salad.”

      Heart full, she kissed her mother’s cheek. “Thanks, Mom.”

      “Stan loves my twice-baked potatoes.”

      Oh. Him. She’d almost forgotten. Well, at least Kieran would be here.

      The doorbell rang. Excitement pulsed through her. He’s here. She felt giddy as a schoolgirl with a crush.

      Kieran stood on the landing, a bottle of wine in one hand, a bouquet of daisies in the other. In his black turtleneck, neatly pressed jeans, hiking boots and black leather jacket, he looked dreamy beyond her imagination. Her female parts sang with joy.

      Yes, yes, come upstairs and let’s get familiar.

      Ella swallowed the sudden surge of pure lust, and brought him inside. He handed her the daisies. “For you.”

      She buried her nose into the bouquet. “Thank you.”

      “I brought the white wine you enjoy.”

      She took the bottle from him. As their fingers touched, a current of sexual arousal jumped between them. Ella squeezed her legs together and smiled, though inside she felt like dropping everything and jumping him.

      Kieran’s eyes darkened. But he only shrugged out of his jacket and hung it on the coat rack by the door.

      Remembering her manners, she nodded toward the kitchen. “Come meet my mom.”

      As she placed the flowers in an old glass pitcher filled with water, he shook hands with her mother. Kieran asked if he could help with dinner and then insisted on sitting at the kitchen table when they told him they didn’t need help with preparations.

      He asked Nellie all manner of questions about her life. And he listened to a long story about her younger days. Fist resting on his chin, he paid close attention.

      Nellie glanced at the frying pan clock hanging on the wall. She’d purchased it at a flea market last year. “I don’t know where Stan is. It’s almost 6:45.”

      “If we’re lucky, he’s dropped off the face of the earth,” Ella muttered. “Let’s eat without him.”

      “I am hungry,” Kieran added.

      Ever the hostess, Nellie agreed. Ella helped bring the dishes to the table as Kieran carried the roast. His nostrils flared.

      “This smells like heaven, Mrs. Princeton. Rare and the right amount of spices. Thank you for all your hard work in preparing this meal.”

      And look at that, her mom blushed, twisting her hands together and stammering that it was nothing.

      Ella actually relaxed when they started eating. Kieran ate with impeccable manners. Patted his sensual mouth with a napkin. Made light conversation, asking her mother about the house, praising the meal.

      And then he got her to open up about her days before Ella was born, when she used to dance at the local theater. It was fun, listening to her mother talk about the musicals she’d performed in, the shows she’d done. Kieran joked that he could not dance for the life of him and Nellie shot back that she could teach him.

      The joking between them made Ella laugh. With a start, she realized she hadn’t done that in more than a year.

      Neither had Nellie.

      When did we get so absorbed in simply trying to survive that we forgot to have fun?

      At one point, Nellie got up and went to the sideboard holding the liquor bottles. The liquor had always been for guests. Since Dad died, her mother never drank. Now Nellie gave Kieran a girlish smile. “Care for a little brandy? It’s special brandy I keep for my special guests.”

      Kieran’s gaze flicked to Ella. “Ah. No, thank you. Ella, do you drink brandy?”

      She made a face. “Never. I like only wine and sometimes beer.”

      “Good,” he murmured.

      When Nellie vanished upstairs to find photos of her theater days, Ella smiled at Kieran. “Thanks for dragging Mom out of her shell.”

      “Your mother is most entertaining.”

      Kieran sipped his water and patted his lips with the napkin. Ella studied him.

      “You have the manners of a prince. For a man I first met walking around naked.”

      At her teasing grin, he shrugged. “I am accustomed to dining with royalty, fair maiden. The Winter King has often invited me to his table. I would not be invited if I had the manners of a boor.”

      “The Winter King? The king of Sweden?” Ella frowned. Kieran didn’t have the fair hair and skin of Scandinavia.

      “My ruler.” Kieran toyed with his spoon. “Ella, I may appear to be an ordinary human, but I am not.”

      She lifted her wineglass in a salute. “I agree. I have seen you nude.”

      At her wink, he didn’t even crack the ghost of a grin. “I am not human. In fact, I do not live here on earth.”

      Oh lordy, here we go again. Just when I think the water is warm enough to dip my toes in… “You’re really an alien from Planet X and you’re looking for your leader. Or a nice girl to have sex with because she doesn’t have tentacles,” she quipped, desperate to keep the conversation light and not have him stray into La La land.

      “I have never had sex with a tentacled female before.” He frowned. “Although there was that Fae with the extra arms…”

      No. Not now. Nellie had reacted well to Kieran. In fact, she hadn’t seen her mother this animated and happy in years. She and Kieran had bonded.

      “Please, Kieran, a favor.” Ella lowered her voice and leaned close. “Leave the crazy act behind. My mother likes you and she seems willing to listen to advice. If you start talking as if you’re not human, she’ll tune you out.”

      “Your mother is not human either, Ella.” Kieran balanced his spoon on the edge of one finger. Fascinated, she watched, wondering what kind of other tricks he could perform.

      And then she realized he’d called her mother an alien as well. “What? My mother…listen chum, stop insulting her.”

      Kieran twirled the spoon on his finger, making it spin faster and faster. Eyes wide, she stared at the utensil.  Magic tricks. She’d never seen a real magician. “How are you doing that?”

      “Simple Fae magick trick I learned centuries ago. Nellie is not a Skin. She is Elven and I suspect your father was as well. The goddess appointed them to watch over you. To guard and raise you is an honor.”

      “Guard me? Against what?” Ella gulped down more wine. She needed it.

      “Against those who would harm you, or worse, before you matured into your powers. Because you have stayed hidden from Others, you were safe and hidden.”

      Safe and hidden. “Why? You’re not making sense.”

      Common sense ruled Ella’s world.

      Kieran glanced at the stairs as footsteps sounded. Then the doorbell rang.

      Voices in the living room, her mother’s pleased and high-pitched one, and Stan’s unpleasant one that sounded like a backhoe running over steel shavings.

      “But now is not the time to discuss this. I smell something coming… male, big, a scent I cannot quite identify.” Kieran placed the spoon on the table.

      “That’s Stan.” Ella sighed as her mother led Stan into the dining room.

      Clad a white t-shirt, puke green trousers that looked new in 1980, and brown shoes, Stan had managed to comb his wispy hair. And shave, though the thick brows over his eyes could use some taming.

      A vacant look entered Nellie’s face, replacing the animated girlishness that Kieran coaxed out. Odd how Kieran, a stranger, made Nellie light up and Stan only made Nellie retreat into vacuous contentment.

      Like a drugged cow being led to the slaughterhouse. What an ugly thought. Ella forced a smile. “Hello, Stan.”

      But her mother’s boyfriend didn’t return the greeting. He was too busy staring at Kieran. Stan actually took a step back.

      “What the hell is that doing here, Nellie?” Stan demanded.

      All smooth grace, Kieran jumped out of his chair, withdrawing a sleek sword from his jeans. Ella stood as well. Shock filled her. The curved blade was big as her arm, and glinted beneath the chandelier light.

      She hadn’t seen a scabbard on his hip, and yet here was the weapon.

      “Where did you get that? Put it away, Kieran.” Ella cried out.

      Kieran glowered at Stan, who took another step back.

      Maybe reason would help. She spoke in her softest voice. “Kieran, this is Stan. He’s just a guy. Mom’s boyfriend.”

      Kieran growled deep in his throat. “This is no friend and no boy, Ella mine.”

      Ella mine? When did she become his? The endearment warmed her, but suddenly there was no time to question, or act, because everything went to hell.

      Kieran leapt, leapt over the dining room table as if it were a hurdle, landing neatly on both feet, right in front of Ella. Stan laughed and snatched up a fork, holding it to her mother’s throat. The tines pressed against Nellie’s flesh, denting it. Her mother screamed.

      “Please, Stan, please don’t hurt me again,” Nellie wailed.

      Again? Ella saw red. She started forward, but Kieran blocked her. “I shall handle this, Ella mine.”

      “She’s not yours. When I am done with her, she will belong to the master,” Stan grated out in a guttural voice.

      “Fork you,” Kieran snarled.

      Fork you? She felt as if she were in a bad comedy act, except her mother was bleeding from the sharp tines sinking into her throat.

      “Put the blade away, jaguar, or I’ll kill her,” Stan threatened.

      Eyes focused on Stan, Kieran sheathed the blade. Ella blinked hard. The scabbard had appeared out of nowhere on his right hip, and then vanished.

      Stan removed the fork, mumbled something, pinched Nellie’s throat where it bled, then pushed her hard. Her mother tumbled to the ground, whimpering, holding a hand to her neck.

      “You shall pay dearly for injuring the one assigned to protect Ella.” Kieran seemed to grow taller before her eyes, his posture alert and coiled, like a cat ready to spring.

      Seizing the chance, Ella raced over to her mother. She grabbed a clean linen napkin, holding it to her mother’s wound.

      “Ella, I am sorry. I failed you,” her mother whispered. “I was blinded to Stan. I didn’t know what he was.”

      “It’s okay, shhh. Lie still,” she told her.

      Stan threw the nearest object—a twice-baked potato—at Kieran, who ducked. The potato crashed into the china cabinet, smearing butter and cheese and sour cream over the glass. “Fuck you,” Stan screamed.

      Kieran grabbed a fork, raced forward and stabbed Stan in the stomach. The man stared down at the fork. Then he pulled it out.

      “It takes more than silver to kill me, guardian,” Stan grated out. “And this is nothing more than silver plate. Nellie always was poor.”

      The fork fell on the carpet. A Cheshire cat smile touched Kieran’s face.

      “I know. But it will force your true nature out, you bastard,” he told Stan.

      With a loud howl, Stan changed.

      If she hadn’t stared at him, she’d have missed it. Thought the entire episode a living, writhing nightmare from the bowels of a twisted imagination. Malevolent energy radiated from the creature, a faint inky black aura radiating from its body.

      Ella didn’t know why, or how, she could suddenly see it. Her terrified gaze whipped over to Kieran, who courageously faced the thing. Crimson and pure, snowy white ringed Kieran’s body. She glanced at her mother, who emitted a sickly yellowish-gray color.

      Her own hands were pulsing with white light, the edges sharp, like crystals.

      She looked at the creature again. What she saw made her crab-crawl backwards on the floor, dragging her mother with her. Instinct urged her to get far, far away.

      Covered with snowy white fur, the thing that had been Stan stood at least seven feet tall, his head nearly banging against her mother’s kitchen ceiling. Black twists of horns sprouted from the side of its head. Eyes glowing blood red, it stared at her, the mouth somehow on the side of its head, as if someone had twisted its head around.

      Kieran picked up a sharp steak knife and made a “come and get me” gesture. The creature hissed and swept a paw over the dinner table, sending her mother’s $17 prime rib crashing to the floor in a greasy mess.

      “Tornakt, you shall not harm Ella,” Kieran shouted. “You will have to get past me first!”

      “Tornakt? What the hell are you talking about? What is that thing?” Panic clogged her throat, but Ella moved to protect her mother, who kept moaning. She wrapped her arms around her. Cold. So icy.

      “It’s a shapeshifter from my world—the Winter Kingdom. A shadow being that takes on whatever form it wishes in order to blend. Most in my world are peaceful, and shadowblend to observe others. They are usually gentle.”

      Kieran twirled the knife in his hand, his gaze focused on the creature. “Except this one seems to have had a close encounter of the undead kind—with the Dark Lord of the underworld.”

      The Tornakt-thing-that-had-been-Stan shrieked, the sound piercing, and Ella clapped hands over her ears. It felt as if someone jabbed knitting needles into her eardrums.

      “Don’t let it touch you,” Kieran warned. “You’ll lose your memories and forget this thing ever existed. You’ll forget every damn thing that makes up your life and you’ll become easy prey.”

      It shrieked again. Kieran pointed to her ears as she moaned. “Tune it out. Concentrate on muting the sound. You can do it by listening to something else. Your mother needs you, Ella.”

      She didn’t know how, but focused on her mother as she applied pressure to her mother’s bleeding wound. Her skin was cold, and beginning to turn blue. The Tornakt’s shrieks became muted and the sharp ache in her eardrums lessened.

      Moans became shallow, whistling breaths as her mother struggled to draw in air. Her skin was so pale.

      Please, I can’t lose you too, Mom.

      Kieran leapt onto the table again, scattering dishes and spilling the bottle of wine. He picked up the bottle, threw it at the creature. Wine splashed in its eyes.

      The Tornakt screamed. Windows cracked and the mirror in the living room shattered, shards of glass exploding outward.

      Kieran threw the knife. It sank into the Tornakt’s left eye. As it shrieked, trying to pull out the blade, Kieran sprang off the table, landing on his feet. He darted around the Tornakt and reached up with his hands.

      A sickening crack ensued as Kieran twisted the thing’s neck. It dropped to the floor and lay still.

      Ella ran over to him. “Is it dead?”

      “Yes. For now.” He turned to her. “Are you all right?”

      Ella shuddered. “You touched it. You said not to touch it.”

      Kieran held out his hands, covered by leather gloves she hadn’t even seen him don.

      “Always carry a warm pair of gloves. They come in handy in the winter.” He winked, but she was far too shaken to appreciate his jocularity.

      The creature lay upon her mother’s carpet, yellowish fluid from its wounded eye seeping onto the fibers. But Ella’s attention focused on Nellie.

      Her mother shivered violently. “I’m s-so cold, Ella. W-what is w-wrong with me?”

      Ella’s insides knotted with horror and panic. Blue tinged Nellie’s bare skin. Her face was the color of pale death. Then her eyes closed and she seemed to stop breathing.

      She rubbed her mother’s hands, but nothing helped.

      “She’s going into shock. Hypothermia. We have to call an ambulance,” she yelled.

      Darcy bolted into the room, meowing loudly, winding around Ella’s legs. The cat went to Nellie, rubbed against her as if to try to warm Nellie, who had stopped moving.

      Kieran only squatted beside Nellie, his gaze riveted to her face. He touched her arm and drew in a sharp breath.

      His gloved hand on Ella’s arm, Kieran drew her to her feet. “You must answer me. Did your mother have relations with Stan? Quick, Ella mine, this is not the time to be modest!”

      “Y-yes,” she told him, remembering the sounds from Nellie’s bedroom.

      A haunted expression touched his face. He released her and sank against the wall. “Sweet mother of winter. I cannot save her.”

      “Is s-she dying? What happened?” Ella cried out.

      Kieran began to pace. “The Tornakt cast a spell on your mother. She is not dead, but frozen. If the spell is not broken in 10 days, she will perish.”

      He whirled, facing her. “Your mother is vulnerable to the Tornakt, as all Fae are.”

      Panic squeezed her chest tight. Ella couldn’t breathe as she tried to suck in air. No, no. “I can’t lose her. She’s everything to me.”

      “You can save her once you gain your powers.” Kieran pulled off his gloves. Two warm hands cupped her face. “I did not want you to learn of your true self like this, Ella. But you must trust me that you can save her.”

      It was too fantastic to believe. Surely she would open her eyes and awaken from this nightmare. Snow creatures that killed? Her mother, not human, but some kind of fairy?

      “No.” She shook her head. “This isn’t happening.”

      Darcy kept meowing, obviously filled with distress. Ella went to pick up her pet, the friend who’d kept her grounded through tough times. Kieran pulled her back. “No.”

      He gave the cat a stern look. “Your mistress needs you. Shift into your human skin.”

      The cat suddenly vanished. Ella blinked in shock. In her place stood a petite, curvy brunette with masses of black hair spilling down her back. An electric blue shirt and black trousers encased her shapely body.

      “I don’t believe this,” Ella whispered. “What’s happening to me? Am I going mad?”

      “No, Ella.” The woman had a sultry voice, but her green eyes were filled with kindness. “I am still your Darcy, your cat. This is my human skin.”

      Shivering, she hugged herself, unable to believe that she wasn’t hearing things. Or seeing them. Panic congealed in her stomach. Then she looked down at her mother, now a blue, frozen statue, her arms extended, her fingers like claws.

      “Why?” she whispered.

      Sympathy filled Darcy’s expression. “You are incredibly important to our world, Ella. The creatures of darkness know this, and will do all they can to thwart you. I was assigned to protect you after your father died. So was my half-sister.”

      Staggering back, she met the solid wall of Kieran’s chest. He seemed so strong, so corporeal. Not like the crazy, horrible things happening before her.

      “My sister, Danica, has watched over you. Your employer at the library. And your friend Misty at the animal shelter.”

      “They’re all like you?” Ella felt her knees go weak, but Kieran slid a supporting arm around her waist.

      He brushed back a lock of hair from her chilled cheek. “It is true, Ella. You have had Others watching over you, but now the cat is out of the bag, so to speak. The evil ones know your true identity.”

      With his other arm, he tossed a cell phone to Darcy. “Call Danica. Tell her to transport here immediately.”

      Kieran guided Ella over to the living room, where she collapsed upon the sofa. Hugging a pillow to her stomach, she rocked back and forth. This was no time to fall apart. Her mother needed her. No matter what her mother was—a creature like Kieran insisted—she was still her mother.

      A motorcycle roared into the driveway. Jerking her gaze to the picture window, she saw her boss from the library climb off the bike, and slide a black helmet off her head. Then Danica was in the living room, standing before Darcy.

      The resemblance was striking. Though Darcy was dark-haired and Danica blonde, their catlike facial features with the winged brows, large green eyes and pursed lips, were the same.

      “You’re sisters,” she realized aloud.

      “Half-sisters,” Danica corrected.

      Kieran gave her hand a reassuring squeeze. “Darcy is a rare Changeling shifter who can change into any animal or insect form at will. Danica is half-shifter, half Fae. They both came to watch over you, Ella.”

      “Our father was a Changeling shifter,” Danica told her. “I didn’t inherit his abilities because my mother was Fae royalty.”

      “And my mother was a Lupine shifter,” Darcy told her. She shot a glaring look at Danica’s direction. “As my sister keeps reminding me.”

      Danica shook her head. “Fact of life, sister. You’re baseborn.”

      “Will you two stop it?” Kieran grated out. “You’re here to help Ella and this bickering isn’t helping.”

      Danica pouted and Darcy looked contrite.

      “What can we do to aid you, Ella?” Danica asked gently. “I came as quickly as I could.”

      “Her mother is in a status frozen spell. Do you know any magick or cure that will slow the spell until Ella can cure her? Anything you’ve found in those ancient scrolls in the secret archives?” he asked.

      Danica knelt on Nellie’s right side as Darcy knelt on the left. Ella squatted down next to her mother’s head, reaching out to stroke her forehead, but Danica seized her wrist.

      “Don’t touch her,” Danica warned. “We can’t be certain what kind of effect the spell has on you while you’re still without magick.”

      She glanced at Darcy. “I’ll need your help. I’m going to use the Teighnaught reversing spell.”

      Her employer looked at Ella. “It’s an ancient Fae spell for countering evil. It’s simple, but usually effective.”

      Usually? She didn’t want to risk her mother’s life on “usually.” Every logical bone in her body urged her to call an ambulance and counter the hypothermia. But each time she touched her mother, an icy coldness sank into her own skin, a frigidness that Ella sensed was not of this world.

      Danica chanted in a low, lyrical voice, the notes pure and soothing, easing the panic in Ella’s chest. Darcy kept laying her hands over Nellie’s heart. They glowed white, and then red, and the blue tint began to fade from her mother’s skin.

      A few minutes later, Danica stopped chanting. Her mother’s skin went from glacial blue to pale white. Relief flooded Ella. “She’s going to live. Now we have to warm her in the bathtub.”

      Darcy shook her head. “No. The only way to break the spell is to use your Wylding powers to warm her slowly. If we attempt to heat her body the normal, human way, her heart will never beat again.”

      Sinking back on her haunches, Danica dragged in a deep breath. “Dear goddess, that spell always drains me. May I have a glass of water?”

      Kieran gave the woman a critical look. “Brandy would do better. For you too, Ella.”

      He herded her toward the cabinet Nellie opened earlier, and fished out a decanter of amber liquid.

      He came back with two small glasses, handing one first to Danica, who bolted it down and then gave it to her sister. She gasped. “Good stuff.”

      Ella sniffed the liquor and sipped. It did warm her, burning her throat. As she went to sip again, Kieran took the glass from her.

      “It’s not ordinary brandy.” He gave the snifter to Darcy. “It’s Elven cordial. Powerful, and it can be toxic to mortals. I would not risk drinking more until your first shift.”

      Shift? Ella knew he wasn’t talking about her job, but something darker and more complex. She couldn’t take it in right now.

      Worry tightened her chest as she studied Nellie, whose chest still did not move. “Is she going to live?”

      “It buys her time, but not much.” Darcy rubbed her hands against her jeans. “A week, perhaps ten days, at the most.”

      Ten days? “Please, we have to save her. She’s all I have.” Tears swam in Ella’s eyes. “I don’t know what is happening here, but I trust that all of you want to help. I can’t do anything!”

      Kieran rubbed his chin and looked suddenly weary.

      “There is a way to break the spell. I’m not supposed to do this.” He raised his head and called out in a loud voice. “Gideon! To me!”

      A brilliant flash of red light manifested in the living room. Ella squeezed her eyes shut. When she opened them, a handsome, tall blond man, the tips of his hair dipped in red, stood in her house. Dressed all in crimson, he had an air of danger. Power radiated from him, making her eyes water.

      Darcy and Danica both bowed their heads. Kieran did not. Hands on hips, he faced the stranger bravely.

      Men who appeared out of clouds. Creatures that struck down her poor mother with the threat of icy death. She struggled to maintain her grip on reality. And then deep inside, something calmed and soothed her. A sweet, feminine voice told her this was the new normal. She wasn’t losing her mind.

      You are gaining your new identity.

      Ella wasn’t certain how she knew this, but it didn’t matter. What mattered was saving her mother.

      “Gideon, the Tornakt struck Nellie with an ice spell. You must save her,” Kieran told the blond man.

      Whoever this Gideon was, Ella did not care as long as he had a way to restore Nellie. Though Darcy and Danica backed away, she lifted her chin and approached. “My mother is dying. I don’t know what or who you are, mister, but you must save her.”

      Darcy and Danica heaved in a collective breath. An amused grin touched Kieran’s face.

      “That’s my girl, Ella. No fear.”

      Gideon held out a hand, and touched her skin. An electrical tingling shot up her arm, not unpleasant. And then she blinked and before her stood the blond man who’d shown up at the restaurant with Kieran, only wearing plain trousers and a wool shirt, his hair much shorter and ordinary.

      “You’re the Gideon from the other night!” She rubbed her forehead. “What are you?”

      “I am the Crimson Wizard, a member of the Brehon, the ruling council over Others. You are very important to our kind.”

      Right. She felt as if she’d been immersed in some kind of weird video game where the worst things dredged from her mind came to life. She didn’t know how to eliminate them or what button to press to shut it off.

      But at least Gideon’s voice was kind and gentle. Maybe he could help. She pointed to Nellie. “Please, break the spell. Kieran said you can.”

      He sighed deeply. “I cannot.”

      “What?” Kieran scowled. “Gideon, you can do anything.”

      “Only you can save her, Ella, and break the ice spell. I am forbidden from aiding you.”

      “You bastard. You’re refusing to help.” Kieran fisted his hands.

      The wizard’s body tensed. “I cannot help, Kieran. I warned you that this assignment came with dangerous consequences. If I even attempt to heal Nellie, the energy I will pour into her body will shock her heart too quickly. She must be healed slowly, with lesser power.”

      Like warming a person slowly with warm water. Too much heat could scald the skin. “Where can we find this magick?” she asked.

      Red flaming in his eyes, Gideon looked directly at her. “The power will come from you when you accept your magick and your duties, Ella.”

      “I have no power,” she cried out. “I’m an ordinary woman.”

      “Now, you do not. But you are no ordinary woman.” Gideon touched her cheek and the tears on her skin dried. Warmth spread through her.

      Gideon nodded. “You have tremendous courage and strength, Ella. Trust in yourself.”

      He looked down at the dead Tornakt. “I will dispose of this carcass for you, before predators sense it. But you know what you must do, Kieran. Everyone stand back. Kieran, move Nellie into the other room.”

      He donned his gloves and gently picked up her mother, placing her on the sofa.

      She wasn’t certain how this Gideon would “dispose” of the dead body, but raced into the living room. Darcy and Danica had fled into the kitchen.

      The wizard flicked out his hands. Huge red flames shot from his fingertips, the heat so intense it made her eyes water. In a minute, the Tornakt was gone, reduced to a pile of white ash.

      “Better than an incinerator,” she murmured, awed by the power.

      Gideon gave a brief smile. Then he narrowed his eyes as he regarded Kieran. Darcy and Danica returned to stand near Ella.

      “I must leave you. Even now, the energy I expended is attracting other predators searching for you. Take Darcy with you. She is a good fighter in a tight spot.”

      Darcy looked at the wizard. “The goddess wishes me to stay with Ella? I don’t have a new assignment?”

      Something flickered in Gideon’s gaze. “Not yet. Go with them, Darcy. You can provide extra protection.”

      Kieran growled low. “Thanks for nothing, friend.”

      “I am your friend, Kieran,” Gideon said quietly. “I always will be, but there are limits to what I can do. Follow your heart and you will find the way.”

      Stepping back, the wizard vanished. Ella stumbled backward, grief piercing her. “Thanks for nothing. This is terrific. Now what? How am I supposed to find this power he keeps insisting I have?”

      “I’m here to help you.” Kieran touched her cheek, and even though she expected the leather covering his fingers to be warm, she was stunned it was ice cold.

      No wonder he didn’t want her touching her mother. With this kind of powerful magick, she suddenly realized her mother was fortunate to be alive.

      “First, we have to secure your mother in a safe place where nothing can touch her.”

      “Or she can be touched by anyone.” Ella locked gazes with him. “I’m getting it now.”

      “Good.” He smiled and then glanced at the sisters. “Suggestions?”

      “The archives,” Danica told him. “It’s the only area that is under magick protection. I’ll make sure no one else gets inside. Meet us there. I’ll have to ward the library, get the Skins and Others out so you can move her there.”

      The two sisters left on Danica’s motorcycle.

      “Pack a suitcase,” Kieran told her. “You’ll need clothing and essentials for a week. Pack light clothing as well as what you usually wear here this time of year.”

      “Where are we going?”

      She didn’t like this, didn’t like the idea of running off and leaving her mother alone, but if this Gideon was right, she could find the power to cure Nellie.

      “Florida. It’s where we can find the crystal you need. Hurry.”

      Half an hour later, she’d stuffed clothing, and some personal objects into the battered suitcase that had belonged to her father. As an afterthought, she added a few of Darcy’s toys and some catnip.

      When she went downstairs, he took the luggage from her. His nostrils flared and he gave an appreciative sniff.

      “Catnip. Yum.”

      Yum? She didn’t want to know. Instead, she sat on the armchair, watching her mother as he popped the trunk of his car and placed the case inside.

      He returned, giving a worried glance at the Swiss cuckoo clock on the wall. “We must hurry, Ella. The longer we linger, the easier it will be to find you.”

      With extreme care and wearing his leather gloves, Kieran lifted Nellie into his arms. Her mother looked so frail and thin, her arms and legs dangling as Kieran carried her outside. Ella ran out, opened the back door and Kieran carefully placed Nellie on the back seat.

      They roared away from her house. Ella clung to the door handle as he raced down her street.

      “Must you go so fast?” she muttered.

      He flashed a smile. “Xavier and Gideon did not like my driving, either.”

      But he got them to the library quickly. The parking lot was deserted. Kieran lifted her mother and carried her into the library as Ella opened the door. Darcy and Danica were inside, looking worried.

      “You’d best hurry,” Danica told him as she escorted them to the elevator. “Darcy picked up traces of spectral magick in the air headed this way.”

      “Which means, for lack of the explaining, that something wicked this way comes.” Darcy patted Ella’s arm. “Ray Bradbury. Great novel. You have a wonderful collection. While you were at work, I caught up on a lot of reading.”

      Ella almost laughed at the image of her beloved cat reading a horror novel. Then again, her cat was not her cat. It was enough to make her start drinking. A lot.

      She started to follow Kieran, but Darcy caught her arm. “No, honey. Say your goodbyes here. Danica has to ward the archives with a protective spell and we can’t be certain if it will have a bad effect on you.”

      Tightness coiled in her stomach as she went to her mother, cradled in Kieran’s arms. Careful not to touch her, Ella leaned close.

      “Goodbye mom. I love you. I’ll find a way to cure you. Please stay with us until I do,” she whispered.

      She turned away and walked off as the elevator dinged. Ella headed for the reception desk.

      I will not cry. I must be strong. That wizard said I have strength, I have to find it, somehow.

      Darcy came up to her, hugged her. “It’s going to be okay, my friend. Remember all those times you thought you couldn’t go on without your dad? The times you talked to me? You made it. You can do this.”

      Ella blinked against the hot flood of tears. “Yeah, but you were a cat.”

      “Well, if that helps.” Darcy snapped her fingers and a black cat replaced the woman.

      Ella picked her up, burying her nose into Darcy’s fur. A stray tear slipped down her cheek. Sniffling she placed Darcy on the counter. “Don’t get into trouble. Your sister will be pissed.”

      Darcy meowed, and seemed to smile. Then the cat loped over to Danica’s IN box and began batting at the papers, shuffling them around.

      A much-needed laugh fled her. Oh yeah, Danica would be quite upset. She was obsessive about neatness.

      Laughter and anger, two emotions that were better than grief. Fisting her hands, she paced the library. Once this had been a refuge for her, a place of study and peace. Now it reminded her of a mausoleum. Soon it would become one, unless she found a way to cure Nellie.

      Kieran emerged from the elevator. Darcy shifted back into a clothed woman and stood by the desk, waiting.

      Kieran said nothing, only pulled Ella into his arms and held her. The hug felt soothing, as if she drew strength from him.

      But he’d gotten her into his mess, she reasoned. All had been fine before he’d waltzed into her life. So she stepped out of his embrace, giving them distance. His expression became guarded.

      “Now what?” she asked.

      “Danica is below, still warding the archives. Let’s go. I bought us two plane tickets for Florida.”

      “Florida?” Darcy made a face. “Please don’t tell me the west coast of South Florida. Please…”

      Kieran blinked. “Why?”

      “Because that’s where Adrian lives now.” She turned to Ella. “He’s an alpha wolf who is hot for me.”

      “Sounds…complicated,” Ella said, struggling to adjust to the idea that her cat not only had a human form, but could have relationship with a wolf.

      “If this Adrian is that interested in you, we could use his help. Check him out, where he lives and how large his pack is, but do not reveal why you are in Florida,” Kieran ordered.

      A sigh came from Darcy. “Fine. I can be discreet.”

      “Why Florida? Why not zap us to this magick land where this magick crystal is that will cure everything, Kieran?” Ella asked.

      “Sarcasm will not help, Ella. I’ll tell you why when we are driving to Denver. It is not advisable for you to stay here long.”

      When they were out on the parking lot, Darcy climbed onto her bike. She looked at Kieran. “Text me where you’re going and I’ll meet you there. I have stuff I need to wrap up at Ella’s house. Clean-up detail.”

      “What clean-up?” Ella demanded.

      Kieran wrapped a hand around her upper arm, but his attention focused on Darcy. “Use fairy fire.”

      “What fire?” she cried out.

      “I have to burn your house,” Darcy said.

      “No! My home? What kind of crap is this? I never asked for it!”

      “You did not, but you’re in the thick of it now, Ella-mine.” Kieran rubbed her arm, a soothing motion that did not calm her. Every nerve ending jangled.

      Her home, which she and Nellie had fought to keep against the bank foreclosing, against hungry realtors sniffing for a bargain. Now, destined to become soot and ashes.

      Ella yanked out of Kieran’s grasp. “It’s your home, too. You can’t do this,” she told Darcy.

      Her home, too? She was talking to her cat. Her cat, who was now a woman. Ella pressed two fingers to her forehead, hoping she’d blink and all this would vanish and she’d find herself sitting at a table, studying the ancient texts.

      Tried it. Nope. Kieran and Darcy still stood before her.

      Darcy glanced at Kieran, who nodded. “I’m so sorry, Ella,” her cat told her, and she roared off.

      She wanted to beat at someone, anything. “Why? Why are you doing this to me?”

      He closed his eyes, long, black lashes nearly feathering his perfect cheeks. “I am sorry, Ella. Darcy will have the remainder of your clothing and your personal items couriered over to the library for storage. But everything else must go. The spectral trail of magick now in the house will bring in every nasty Other from here to Kentucky.”

      “How do I know you’re not aligned with those things? Ever since you came into my life, everything has gone to hell!”

      A muscle jumped in his taut jaw. Kieran fisted his hands and paced. “I am here to help you. You must trust me in this. Get in the car. Our plane leaves tonight.”

      No way. She wasn’t going anywhere with him. “Answers first. Why are you here?”

      The corner of his lip lifted in a snarl. “To help you! Get in the car and I will tell you everything.”

      Cats turning into humans. Crazy things that turned her mother into a Popsicle. Wizards that could vaporize a body in a minute. She’d had enough. Her parents were right. There were no such things as good magick. All magick was bad.

      Ella did a firm plant on the pavement. “No.”

      “Dammit, Ella, will you get in the car and let me explain?”

      “So you can kidnap me and turn me into something like that thing did to my mom?”

      But Kieran wasn’t paying attention. He fixated on the entrance to the library, the curved drive leading up to the building. “It’s too late.”

      He ran to her, pushed her aside. “Get behind me.”

      More orders. She stepped aside as a late model sedan pulled up a short distance away. Oh. Him. But at least she knew this man. Although why he wanted to visit the library was beyond her. Always thought he was not the reading type.

      Except for when it came to Playboy, perhaps.

      The driver’s side opened, and Ed, her employer, climbed out. Oozed out, really. The man was big, fat, and walked like a drunken lumberjack cranked up on steroids.

      “Ella. You bad girl. I should fire you.”

      “Ed?  How did you know I was here?”

      Two eyes glinted as he stared past Kieran, directly at her. “I followed your stench.”

      Ella’s nose twitched as she caught a foul smell coming from her employer. Not the thick, cloying cologne he wore, but something tainted and malevolent beneath it.

      “You should have worked late. You’d be safe. Not in this mess with these bastards. Now you’ve forced me to hurt you. I didn’t want to hurt you.” He smiled and held up a hand. Claws emerged from his fingertips.

      Kieran snarled, and then, dear gods, he changed.

      If she’d thought the transformation of her cat into a human was enough to make her voluntarily commit herself to an insane asylum, this shift of handsome, sexy Kieran into a jaguar, with spots all over his fur, fangs exposed as his lips pulled back in a fierce roar….

      Don’t faint. Ella pinched herself as the big cat rushed at Ed.

      But that was nothing compared to the evil thing that took over her employer, for his skin stretched and split, revealing something green and slimy beneath. His mouth widened into a slit, and his nostrils became two oblong holes. Clothing ripped and split as his legs and arms widened and thickened.

      It moved, shuffling like an old man with a walker, leaving piles of green slime on the pavement.

      Kieran pounced, and the Ed-thing drew back a claw, swiping at the jaguar. The jaguar ducked, and swiped the thing’s leg, but the thick, sharp claws sank into the green, pale flesh, which parted and folded back.

      It was like trying to slay green Jello, she realized.

      A big cat, no matter how fierce, could not defeat this thing.

      Instinct hummed and sang inside her. She stepped back, pushing aside all shock and horror, to study the creature.

      Though its body was slimy and a blob, the head was firm, round and not gelatinous. It would not be like this for long, for she saw the cheeks begin to take on the greenish hue, like the slick substance of the rest of its body.

      Now. While it was still vulnerable.

      Last week the library had held a ceremony to break ground for a new garden to teach children how to grow vegetables. A shovel still rested against the tree. Blessing the forgetful soul who’d left it there, Ella grabbed it.

      Kieran attacked again, but could not get firm purchase on the creature. As Kieran’s jaws sank into the Ed-thing’s leg, or the blob that was its leg, Ella lifted the shovel, aimed.

      Using strength she did not realize she had, she sent it sailing into the thing’s head. Instinctively she ducked, avoiding the splatter of blood and brains. It howled and held its head.

      As it fell to the pavement, she slammed the shovel into its skull once more. Again. And again. Finally it lay still.

      Panting, the jaguar released its hold on the thing’s leg and backed off. Then it shifted back into Kieran. A very naked Kieran, sweating and infuriated, as if the beast that he’d been still ruled him.

      He drew in a deep breath, waved a hand and clothing appeared on his body.

      “What was that?” Ella panted, still holding the shovel, her stomach giving a sickening jolt.

      “A Changeling Gnome turned to evil. I believe it was trying to take on another form to fight me and kill you. Hard to tell what, since you bashed his brains in. Good job.”

      He grinned at her. “I like your fighting style.”

      She didn’t even know she could fight, let alone kill anything. She, who avoided stepping on ants, had smashed in the head of … what?

      “But that… thing… it was Ed. A preacher.”

      “Who will not be preaching much now,” he said dryly. Kieran gently took the shovel from her hands and threw it aside. He raised his eyes skyward. “Gideon, we require a cleanup on aisle 1, if you please. After we leave.”

      “He was my boss. A slime, yeah, but not really a… slimy thing.” Ella rubbed her chin with the heel of her hand. Everything was happening too fast, and her brain struggled to process it.

      Nothing made sense, except the man standing beside her was solid and real. She focused on him.

      “Every one of your employers except Danica cannot be trusted.” He toed aside the steaming remains of Ed which dissolved into a smelly puddle.

      If she ever needed a good reason to trust him, this was it. “Okay.” She rubbed her hands on her jeans, disgusted by the smell. “I’ll go with you to the airport. But you have to tell me everything on the drive to Denver.”

      “Deal. Oh, and Ella?”

      “What?”

      He glanced at the slime that had been her employer. “I think it’s time you gave notice.”
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      Kieran never wanted this assignment.

      He had no choice. And now, he was forced into escorting a scared, angry Skin-who-didn’t-know-she-was-a-shifter to a strange city to look for a crystal of power that could destroy the world. Tough job? Naw.

      Flying?

      That was another matter.

      Oh, he loved to fly in the Winter Kingdom—on the back of a fire-breathing dragon—but here? Confined to the steel innards of a large Skin-made machine, the seats smaller than a bug’s ass? No, thanks. But Xavier and Gideon warned that the more magick he expended, the clearer the trail he’d leave.

      So, although he could summon a dragon for the ride, he did not. That, coupled with the fact that Ella still seemed too stunned by the events of the past twenty four hours had them flying in the tin can. He couldn’t blame her. He supposed he’d feel the same if he found out every Fae in his world turned out to be a Skin determined to slaughter him.

      Two first class tickets later, and a white-knuckle plane ride east to Florida, he and Ella found themselves on the west coast of the state. Kieran rented a car, and they drove to the beach where Xavier had taken Ciara.

      It was too dangerous to stay at the hotel Xavier and Ciara had once visited, for it was popular with Others who would ask questions and perhaps even spy. Instead, Kieran rented a house. Three bedrooms, directly on the beach, with a view of the sparkling Gulf of Mexico in the burning sunlight.  Money was no object, but security certainly was a concern.

      Ella would be comfortable with her own room. She still remained wary of him, so he proceeded with caution.

      He hadn’t told her everything on the drive to Denver, because she seemed too upset and filled with disbelief. One day at a time.

      He did tell her to beware of ravens, and to alert him if she saw any. After the incident in the parking lot of the Steak Haus, he couldn’t trust any kind of bird.

      The only good bird, far as he was concerned, was a dead bird.

      At the rental house in Florida, Ella insisted on carrying her own suitcase up the wood stairs to the house. She plopped down on the floral sofa in the living room, staring out at the beach and the water. It was warm and many people were on the beach, sitting beneath colorful umbrellas or wading in the water.

      He set his own suitcase next to hers and opened it, withdrawing a leather scabbard.

      The Scianthe was his favorite weapon, one he’d made Gideon bring him from the Winter Kingdom. In this world, he needed a spell to keep Skins from seeing it.

      But Ella could see it, despite the spell. Her wolf nature was asserting itself more.

      Kieran tested the weight of the blade. The elegant curved knife, with the notches of serrated edges, was a traditional warrior’s weapon. Lightweight, easier to carry and conceal than a sword.

      Ella pointed to the Scianthe. “What is that? You had it back at my mom’s house.”

      “My weapon. All I have to protect you. Except for my beast, and I dare not release him again.” Kieran twirled the knife and sheathed it, setting it on the coffee table.

      The sooner he coaxed out her wolf and got her to accept her nature, the better. But Ella seemed grounded in reality.

      “Ella, do you believe in magick? In what happened back at your house?”

      She blinked. “I don’t think so. I don’t know what that… thing was. Or what Ed turned into. I’m struggling with the idea that I’m crazy and all this is a hallucination brought on by too much work and too little sleep.”

      “You must start to believe in magick, Ella. You need to see the world through the eyes of a child. Use your imagination. Let your mind be free.”

      Ella stared at him.

      Frustrated, he tried again. “Did you not ever play and indulge in fantasy when you were young?”

      “No.”

      Holy catnip, this was going to prove tougher than he’d thought. Kieran sighed.  “Go pick out which bedroom you want. Darcy should arrive by late tonight. I’ve instructed her to rent a car and scout out the area.”

      “I’ve got a better idea. I’ve never been to the beach before. Let’s walk by the water. I packed a swimsuit. I need to unwind.”

      A swimsuit, showing even more of her delectable curves and her skin. Hell, covering her in sackcloth sounded better. Maybe that would calm his raging desire.

      He jammed a frustrated hand through his hair, edgy because he craved her body, and because the longer he remained in human skin, the more he felt his beast claw to be free. When he finally did shift, he wasn’t certain if he could control himself.

      Ella tilted her head at him. “Well? The water looks tempting.”

      “You can play on the beach all you wish. I’m not here to frolic.”

      Her lower lip trembled. “Screw you, Kieran. I’m only along for this ride because some nasty thing turned my mom into a frozen icicle and if I can’t find this crystal, she’ll die. I don’t know if this crystal is some kind of holistic healing stone that will help her or if you’re taking me on a wild ride. It’s no sweat off your back!”

      Ella curled into a ball, tucking her feet beneath her. All his restlessness and anger evaporated. He went over to the sofa, sat next to her, sliding an arm around her. Expecting her to jerk away, he was surprised she did not.

      “I’m sorry, Ella. I have been an ass, thinking only of myself and my needs.” He sucked in a deep breath, hating to admit his weakness. But she should know what he was dealing with in this world. “The Skin world holds many bad memories for me, and I tend to lash out the more frustrated I get.”

      She gave him a curious glance. “How do you get rid of your frustration?”

      “Sex helps.” He gave her a hopeful glance. “Interested?”

      Ella laughed and pulled away, swatting him with a floral pillow. “No, but a walk on the beach will do you some good. I think best on my feet anyway, and I bet you do as well. You don’t even have to swim. Just walk.”

      “I am quick thinker on four paws, but I do not believe that would be good for beachcombers to see a jaguar splashing in the surf.”

      After she changed into her bathing suit, they headed to the beach. He stole a peek at her. In the black one-piece, she was all lush curves and femininity. His male parts sat up and paid attention.

      To focus on something else, Kieran removed his shoes, intrigued by the fine white sand. It felt like delicate snowflakes beneath the pads of his feet, but for the warmth. Tiny bits of shell peeked up through the grains. He bent over, picked one up, marveling at the pink hue. It reminded him of a woman’s center, hot and sweet and welcoming.

      Ella’s center would be as pink, blushing with health and inviting him inside. His blood thrummed.

      He handed it to Ella. “For you.”

      A delighted smile touched her face. “Thank you. My first seashell.”

      “It’s only a fragment.”

      “Yes. It would be nice to see the entire thing. You’ll have to keep trying,” she teased.

      His smile widened. “Yes, have no fear, fair maiden. I plan to do exactly that.”

      She ran into the water, laughing and splashing, and then dove beneath the gentle waves. Kieran watched, tempted to join her, afraid to leave his position on the beach. As her bodyguard, he must remain vigilant. One of the Dark Lord’s followers could detect her changing scent and attack.

      How was he to fight evil that could take her mother and freeze her into place? A power that extended beyond the grave and influenced Others in this plain? The Winter Kingdom had many intrigues and dangers, all familiar to him. He knew his abilities, knew his defenses. He felt as helpless as a kitten to protect Ella from the dark creatures stalking her.

      Xavier and Gideon should have told the goddess to assign someone else to Ella. A sense of helplessness filled him. He’d failed to save his little sister from ordinary, cruel Skins who saw only the beauty of her fur and not the living, breathing jaguar she’d been. How the hell could he defend Ella from dark beings that could slice her into ribbons with one swipe of a giant claw?

      You must. She is vital to the survival of your world.

      

      After returning to the house, Ella showered and then took her suitcase into the smallest bedroom. He waited and then joined her in the room, inspecting it.

      “No. This room is too vulnerable.” Kieran pointed to the window. “It’s open to the street. Take the larger bedroom with the window facing the water.”

      “I thought Darcy would enjoy that room.”

      “This will be her room. She can keep watch on the street for us.”

      Ella took a deep breath. “I miss my cat. Isn’t that silly? I love my mother, but Darcy kept me…sane. Darcy was my best friend.”

      He tried to see things from her perspective. Reassure her, because she needed it.

      “You are quite sane, Ella. Darcy was sent to guard you. She is still the same friend you had, in fur or Skin.”

      Ella gave him a sage look that all but said “You are pulling the fur over my eyes.”

      “It’s not the same,” she told him. “I suppose you can’t understand that. You don’t know the joy in owning a pet, caring for her, and having a friend to listen to you every day.”

      Right. As if shifters didn’t need friends. Irritated, he scratched his chin, his beast nagging to get out and explore. Prowl the grounds for intruders. Maybe hunt a mouse or two.

      “I used to own a pet, long ago. Simply because I’m shifter doesn’t mean I don’t care about animals.”

      Ella sniffed. “Sure you do. You care about eating them for dinner.”

      Kieran stared. “You think that’s all I do?”

      “Listen, Sir Kieran, it’s in the nature of the beast. If you are a jaguar and this isn’t all my warped imagination.” Her green eyes searched him. “Jaguars are big cats who kill bigger prey. Nature is violent.”

      No the beast’s nature wasn’t killing and violence. It was bred for protection, defending its home, and for mating. Fierce, wild mating, the kind that few Skin females could endure, because they’d faint from pleasure.

      “You don’t know anything about shifters,” he said slowly.

      “Up until yesterday, I didn’t know there were such creatures.” Her expression fell. “I was taught to never believe in magick that magick was bad. It’s why I studied ancient history and languages in college.”

      Her mother taught her too well. Probably to protect her, keep her from exploring the impulses her wolf nudged her toward. How were they supposed to work together if she hated magick and thought all magick was bad?

      Kieran loathed this world. He only wanted to return to the Winter Kingdom after finding the crystal and helping Ella. Breaking a lifetime’s worth of prejudice wasn’t a challenge he’d anticipated.

      As Ella unpacked her suitcase, he paced, feeling his jaguar growl inside. The beast needed sex or needed to roam. Neither was a possibility right now. Kieran watched her remove her laptop and followed her to the dining area. She placed the laptop on the table.

      “This is a good spot to work. I think the key to finding that crystal we need is in the scrolls I’ve been trying to translate,” she said.

      “Why were you so fascinated with the scrolls?”  Clearly she didn’t know they were magick. Not until now.

      Ella tilted her head. “They give me a glimpse into another time, another culture, a portion of the truth about history. Human history. Not this…weird world you’ve exposed me to.”

      He wondered if she was aware of her animal self slowly exhibiting traits central to her shifter nature. Even if she never found the crystal, she could not suppress the wolf for much longer. By age thirty, it would be pawing to get out.

      Taking an apple from a bowl of fruit on the table, Ella sniffed it. “I’m hungry. I’ve got this craving for steak, some kind of red meat. Let’s go out.”

      Ella was examining the new revelations in her world with the same logic she’d used all her life as a Skin. And magick, well, it wasn’t always logical. It could twist and turn a good, dedicated wizard devoted to helping his people into a walking time bomb.

      Now was a good time to drop the bomb. “Ella-mine, I have news for you. You aren’t human.”

      She paused in taking a bite of the apple. Ella shook her head. “Right. If I’m not human what am I?”

      “A werewolf.”

      

      After Kieran’s ridiculous claim of her origins, Ella needed a drink.

      He wanted to buy food and cook at the house, but Ella resisted. The Starfish Bar & Grille was down the street from their rental house. They headed for the car. Ella stood by the driver’s side. She held out her hand. “Keys, please.”

      “I am driving.” He frowned.

      “I don’t have enough life insurance on myself, Kieran. You’re a terrible driver.”

      “I can drive.”

      “Maybe a horse and buggy, but not a sedan. With power steering. And power brakes.”

      In answer, he swept her off her feet, walked around the passenger side and gently deposited her on the seat.

      Kieran closed the door and walked back, sitting behind the wheel.

      Ella sighed. “You are one stubborn cat.”

      “Jaguar. I was given charge over you, to protect you until you came into your powers and I intend to follow orders.”

      “You want to protect me? Then let me drive.” If she had any real power, she wouldn’t be in this predicament.

      He started the car.  She could argue, but she was far too hungry.

      The pub was small, but clean, with a line of patrons sitting at the long wooden bar. They took seats at the counter’s end. Ella smirked at Kieran.

      “Bet it’s the five o’clock condo commando crowd.”

      He ordered an ice water for himself, and for Ella, the chilled white wine she liked. “What is a condo commando? Sounds like a warrior.”

      “They’re the gray-haired retirees who live in condos. The drinking and golf playing sort.”

      “Does not sound very commando to me.” He sipped the water the bartender set before him. “Unless they go without underwear like I do.”

      Heat suffused her face. “Kieran.”

      The shifter looked innocent. “What? Gideon taught me that phrase. Said it should come in handy. When a male forgoes undergarments, it is called going commando.”

      Ella grabbed the cold wine as the bartender placed it on the counter. She took a large swig. She needed it around this male and his playful sense of humor and his killer bod.

      “Gideon also told me that going commando carries a risk to a male’s dangly parts. One must take care with zippers.”

      At a loss for words, she could only stare as he swiveled on his stool. Kieran pointed to his crotch and the black shorts he wore. “See? Buttons. I take no chances with my equipment, fair maiden.”

      He winked.

      On the way back to the rental house, he stopped at a small grocery store and purchased a steak. When they returned, he pan seared the meat so it was barely cooked.

      “I’m not hungry,” she said as she watched, though her stomach grumbled in protest.

      “You barely ate your dinner. It’s because your body needs this to shapeshift.” Kieran set down the steak on a plate before her.

      Ella hesitated. And then she could no longer wait. She sliced the steak into large chunks, gobbling it down, as if starved.

      When she came up for air, the steak was gone but for the bone.  Her stomach clenched and she set down the utensils.

      “I’m going to throw up,” she muttered.

      He was at her side, steadying her. “No, you are not. Your wolf needs this beef to shapeshift. Your body won’t reject the meal. It’s your mind. You must overcome it.”

      He held her, murmuring assurances as her stomach settled down. It felt wonderful in his strong arms. For a moment, she rested there, simply basking in the comfort of his touch.

      Then he released her, studied her face and nodded. “Good. Go to your work. It will help you feel normal again.”

      What was normal? But Ella opened her laptop to check email while Kieran kept patrolling around the house, checking all the doors and windows.

      When he finished, he put his weapon on the table before her. Ella stared.

      “I must leave you alone for a little while. Do not leave this house. Use my Scianthe if you hear an intruder.”

      Right. She was such a klutz she cut herself shaving her legs. Kieran handed it to her.

      “Grip it by the handle and twirl.”

      Ella hesitated. “Did I ever tell you I failed baton practice?”

      “Try. Take a deep breath, and let magick flow through you.” His voice deepened. “Believe in yourself and your abilities.”

      Drawing in a breath, she focused, seeing the blade, seeing it as a weapon that could slice through the bastard thing that had hurt her mother. Ella began to twirl it.

      Kieran tossed an apple at her and she arced the blade, dividing the fruit into half. Shaken she set down the weapon on the table and stared at the apple on the floor.

      “I did that?”

      A satisfied smile touched his face. “Yes. It is within you, for the blade responds to a true warrior’s touch.”

      Ella sat, a little shaky and stunned. “I’m no warrior.”

      “You will be. Stay here. I shall return shortly.”

      She spent the hour trying to focus on work. When he finally returned, she shut off her laptop. “Well?”

      “I’m taking you to a park I found to prove to you that you are a wolf.”

      She stared. “This is going to be interesting. Not a zoo? Or a pet store?”

      Kieran lay a finger over her lips. “Hush, now. You’ll see.”

      With considerably more skill than he’d demonstrated back in Colorado, Kieran drove. He thought she was a wolf. A four-legged, furry creature who liked to roam in packs and eat meat.

      “Your mother did too good of a job convincing you that you’re human. My job is to convince you otherwise.”

      Ella’s fingers curled around the strap of her seat belt. “You’re a cat. And you’re the one supposed to show me how to shift?”

      As if it were possible. She was a human, not a magick creature. Yet her skill with that knife…she’d had no fear of hurting herself. The weapon felt natural in her hands. It made no sense.

      “Shifting is shifting, no matter what the animal. I’ve had more than a thousand years of practice.”

      Breath caught in her throat as she turned her head to regard him. The dashboard lights showed a handsome face, expression grim, with a sensual mouth and dark brows set over intense brown eyes. Very cute, but an ordinary man.

      No, a millennium-old jaguar shifter.

      Her mouth opened. Closed. Thoughts became scrambled. Finally she found her voice. “I’ve always liked older men.”

      Kieran flashed a quick, charming smile.

      “You can’t be that old,” she muttered. “You look no more than thirty.”

      “Shifters age quite slowly, especially in the Fae world.”

      Age slowly? “If I’m a shifter like you say, then how long will I live?”

      He gave her a sideways glance. “As long as you can, if I have anything to do with it. Being a shifter doesn’t make you immortal. Only the Brehon like Gideon, the judges and guardians of Others, are immortal.”

      Then he’d muttered under his breath. “Even they are not invincible.”

      The park he’d selected was closed at night. He parked the car on a side road near the entrance and shut off the engine. Sweat trickled down her temples.

      “How can you teach me to shift into a canine?”

      Logic had ruled her world until a few days ago. Ella clung to it like a life raft in a windswept sea.

      “Shifting is the same, whether you’re a wolf, jaguar, bear or squirrel.” He reached over, tucked a stray lock of hair behind her ear. The tenderness in the gesture shook her self-assurance. She didn’t want to draw close to this man, this shifter.

      Ella wanted reason and reassurance in a world turned upside down by beasts and threats to her family.

      “Let’s go.” He glanced at the star-studded sky. “When the moon is high, it’s the best time to shift.”

      He started to get out of the car. She did not.

      “No.”

      Kieran paused. In the yellowish glow of the car’s overhead light, his expression turned question. “No, what?”

      “No, I refuse to believe this nonsense. Maybe there are things of this world, or another world, that are evil and can kill me. One cast a spell on my mom. I don’t deny that. I could see it with my eyes. But the idea that I’m a werewolf? It’s crazy.”

      She threw her hands into the air. “I’d rather get ice cream and walk on the beach.”

      For a long moment he stayed quiet, one long, muscled leg outside the car, one inside, as if he were torn between going and turning around. Kieran jammed a hand through his thick, dark hair.

      “You can believe, for now, that it’s nonsense. It’s the truth. You cannot run and you cannot hide from what you really are. You cannot run nor hide from the truth.”

      He rubbed the stubble on his chin and seemed to consider. “I’ll make you a deal. Come with me, and try to shift. Try to explore that side of yourself you’ve been taught to repress. If it doesn’t work, we’ll leave and I’ll take you out for ice cream.”

      Ella’s stomach grumbled. She looked hopefully at him. “Mint chocolate chip?”

      A grudging laugh fled him. “Whatever you want.”

      “Deal.” Worry riddled her. “Are we going to do some weird ritual?”

      “No. It’s fairly simple. I’m going to teach you to embrace your wild side. Release your beast. All this time, she’s been quiet, waiting for you to awaken. That craving you had for red meat? That’s your wolf, needing for you to acknowledge her.”

      Her stomach curled into knots. “If this is true, what if I can’t control her? What if I lose myself?”

      “There’s always a risk of the beast taking over. With time and discipline, you’ll learn to work with her, let her out when you need her most.” Kieran gave her a solemn look. “Ella, I want you to experience the wonders of my world. Up until now, you’ve only seen the horrors of what Others can do.”

      He sounded so confident and assuring and yet doubts riddled her. It was difficult to break the habit of nearly twenty nine years of thinking she was a normal human being.

      “What if I can’t find the cure for my mom?” She gnawed on her lower lip. “What if I fail? Am I condemning my mother to die?”

      “You won’t fail,” he said gently. “It’s deep inside you, here.”

      He rested a palm over her heart and the warmth of his hand sank into her skin, even through the cotton of the t-shirt. A tingle shot through her body, and her nipples tightened.

      Let’s move your hand a little lower, Kieran. Like over my breast.

      Ella pushed the thought from her mind. Things were far too serious to even entertain the idea of sex. She plucked at her clothing. “I suppose I’ll have to remove this.”

      “Yes.” A wicked sparkle ignited his gaze. “You’ll have to get naked. Best way to shift the first time.”

      They walked into the park on a pathway cut through the thin woods. The night air was slightly cool, and she heard the buzz of insects and the song of tree frogs. Certainly her senses seemed more sharpened, more aware.

      An oblong lake, the water smooth as glass, dominated the green space. Kieran led her over a small wooden bridge to an island in the middle of the lake. Every once in a while the water rippled, as if something below stirred it.

      Fish, she told herself. Not creatures that ripped and tore and turned humans into ice sculptures.

      Kieran really thought she could turn into a wolf. As nutty as it sounded, she had started to believe him. With her own eyes, she’d seen him turn into a snarling jaguar.

      “And I shaved my legs this morning for this?” She sighed. “What a waste of time.”

      He gave an admiring glance downward, past the hem of her shorts. “I wouldn’t say so.”

      “What happens? Will I start pawing the ground and howling at the moon?” she asked.

      “Only on Saturday nights.”

      Ella halted. Kieran laughed. “I’m teasing you, Ella-mine. Come on. We have work to do.”

      “Work,” she grumbled good-naturedly. “He calls turning into a mythical creature work. Okay, Sir Kieran, work and then ice cream.”

      When they were nearly at the edge of the island, Kieran stopped. Looked around. “This is good. Can you see?”

      The silvery moon shone down upon them, giving off enough light for her to make out the tree limbs and the underbrush. “Not much. Pitch black.”

      “That’ll change. Your wolf’s night vision will kick in.” He sat on the ground, patted a space next to him. “Here.”

      She sat. “Now what? Are we doing a drumming circle?” She arched her brows. “In the nude.”

      “I was joking about getting naked. First, you must get in touch with your inner wolf.”

      Her inner wolf? “Does she like mint chocolate chip ice cream?”

      Kieran sighed. “Quiet. Close your eyes and listen to the night.”

      They sat in silence for a few moments. Ella relaxed, thinking of the insects that hummed, the fish swimming in the lake, the cooling breeze caressing her cheek.

      The craving for ice cream faded, replaced with a different need. A feral wildness filled her, the desire to run with the night. Let go of all her inhibitions and logic, and race like the wind.

      “Do you feel the wolf inside you? The beast whining to be free?”

      Eyes still closed, she nodded.

      “Let’s work with her. Think of something that makes you feel wild and uninhibited.” His voice deepened to a husky timbre. “Your wildest dream.”

      Dangerous ground. Her wildest dream involved a bed, Kieran and getting naked. Envisioning him nude, lying sprawled out in bed, his dark gaze filled with the same savage hunger she felt.

      Arousal bit her, sharp and sweet. Her nipples turned diamond-hard and she felt herself grow wet.

      His magnificent shaft thickening and hardening, growing ready to take her. And then she climbed onto the bed onto all fours, wriggling her ass. His penis erect and thick now, a savagery glinting in his dark eyes, Kieran seized her hips and pulled her against him, the tip of his penis nudging into her wet folds…

      Gasping, she opened her eyes to see his gaze gleaming.

      Why could she suddenly see better? And why was she thinking of sex, doggie style? Her fantasies had always involved a dark-haired stranger kissing her as they did it in the traditional missionary position.

      A purr rumbled from his chest. “Ah, oh yeah. I like the way you think.”

      “You can read my mind?” Perhaps this was another super power.

      “I can scent your need. You smell delicious. Fragrant.” His voice deepened. “I may not be wolf, but I am a beast and you’re making it difficult for me to concentrate.”

      “Maybe I should think of ice cream.”

      She saw his wide smile as if the sun shone instead of the moon shimmering overhead. “Think of being a wolf, running through the woods and chasing prey. That should work. And I’ll shift, and my jaguar should coax out your wild side.”

      Before her eyes, he turned into a jaguar, with a thickly muscled body, his pelt spotted, his fangs gleaming as he snarled at her. But she had no fear. Fascinated, Ella held out her hand. The great beast padded over to her and sniffed. She rubbed behind his ears and he purred.

      Then Kieran the jaguar pulled away, and began circling her.

      Why she trusted him, she did not know. But she closed her eyes. Ella tried to think of herself as wolf, envision herself as a beast on four legs, with fangs and teeth that could rip and pierce.

      But all she could think of, as Kieran paced around her in his jaguar form, was her body’s urgent need for sex. Not sex. Mating. Hard, fast, urgent. The two of them in human form, snarling and tangling together in the night, slick skin beaded with sweat, his penis pushing deep inside her wet, tight vagina, making them one flesh.

      Breathing hard, she opened her eyes. Ella stared into the jaguar’s eyes as it stopped before her. “I can’t do this. All I can think about is sex.”

      Kieran shifted back to his human form. Nude, he crouched down, his penis thick and erect as he squatted on his haunches.

      “You’re too aroused. Your body knows we can’t have sex in our animal forms and you’re ripe to mate.”

      “So what’s the answer?” She felt like wailing, so great was her frustration.

      “This.”

      He kissed her, and all her senses exploded.

      Ella had been kissed before, and indulged in heavy necking sessions with dates, but nothing kicked her desire into full overdrive like this.

      Closing her eyes, she moved her mouth against his, pleasure spiking her blood. Kieran leisurely kissed her, cupping her face with utmost tenderness. Intrigued by the spice of his scent, the taste of him, she parted her lips and licked his mouth. She heard his breathing intensify, and he thrust his tongue inside her mouth. Heat curled through her body, her internal thermostat starting to soar. She never imagined a kiss could feel so delightful, so sensual and arousing. Placing her hands on his broad shoulders, she drew him closer.

      Kieran broke the kiss. Disappointed she licked her lips. “What’s wrong?”

      “This is a bad idea.” Breathing ragged, he backed away. “I haven’t had sex in four months and my beast is all cranked up with need. I risk going into a mating frenzy.”

      Risk? Anything with “mating” in it intrigued her. “Sounds okay to me,” she told him.

      Kieran laughed, but there was no humor in the sound. He rubbed the thick bristles on his chin. “A mating frenzy is when a shifter can’t control his beast’s urge to mate. The only outlet is sex. If he’s not mated, he selects a female he desires. The sex is rough, savage. His partner needs to be strong enough to take it because the male turns feral in Skin form.”

      Rather than frighten her, the notion intrigued her and made her even more aroused. “How savage?”

      “The male turns dominant, crazed with the need to conquer and control. It can involve ropes and bondage, and whatever else he requires to satisfy his beast’s wild urge for mating.” Kieran ran a hand around his neck, massaging his neck muscles. “Sweet hellfire, just talking about this with you is torture. Can we go get that ice cream now?”

      “Has it ever happened to you? What kind of sex do you like? Tying up your lover?” Ella licked her lips again and put her arms overhead, palms together. “Like this? It sounds…wicked and fun.”

      Kieran did a face palm. “Now I know why Xavier likes this gesture. Ella, you are driving me crazy.”

      “Well? Are you going to answer my question?”

      “No,” he shouted. “It’s never happened to me before because I had to control my jaguar. I am the only one of my kind in the Winter Kingdom and mating with another jaguar is impossible. So I’ve always had sex or fought or hunted to avoid a mating frenzy. Okay?”

      Lowering her arms, she regarded him. Suddenly he no longer seemed like a stranger, a shifter who wielded magick and was the only solution to saving her mother.

      He seemed more… human.

      Like her, Kieran had felt different and alienated. Maybe lonely. “No other ones like yourself where you live? That’s horrible. Couldn’t you find another jaguar shifter?”

      “Not without leaving the Fae kingdom.” His mouth compressed and for a moment, a shaft of moonlight showed the haunted look on his face. “I learned to live with it. But it’s tough being the last of my kind in my world. The Fae are good people, and I love my home. But once in a while I’ll see them in pairs, laughing and affectionate, and I’ll wish I could be like them instead of a shifter.”

      He rubbed a hand over his chin again. “Dammit, I didn’t mean to let that out. You’ve caught me at a bad moment, Ella.”

      She rested her hand upon his shoulder, feeling the muscles ripple below skin. “I’m glad you told me. I’m alone too, Kieran. I’ve always felt different and it’s been hard all my life to relate to other people. So you’re not unique.”

      The deep breath he released echoed in her ear. Kieran touched her cheek and as she lifted her head, he stared at her mouth.

      “I want to kiss you again, Ella-mine,” he said in a guttural voice. “I need…to kiss you.”

      “Well, what are you waiting for?”

      Kieran started to bend his head, pulled away. He squeezed his hands tight and drew in another shuddering breath. And then he waved a hand, and clothing appeared back on his body.

      “Let’s go.”

      She followed him as he raced along the pathway, off the island. “Where? Ice cream?”

      “Fuck ice cream,” he muttered. “I need a bucket of ice.”
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      Kieran had never been more alive, more aware of a woman.

      Ella drove him nuts. Frustrated him. Made him want to rip off her clothing and mount her and then release his wildest impulses.

      Instead of stopping at a local ice cream parlor, he drove to the supermarket. Ella bounded out, telling him she’d meet him at the ice cream section.

      He waited a minute before getting out of the car, and adjusted his cock inside his trousers. Wouldn’t look right cheerfully traipsing up and down the aisles, some happy homeowner shrieking as she saw the tent pole in his pants. Or worse, some smartass Skin teenager snapping a photo and putting it on social media.

      Ella purchased two half-gallons of mint chocolate chip as he bought a bag of ice to douse the raging fire in his poor, unused genitals. As he placed the ice cream on the conveyer belt, he glanced over at Ella, her face shining, her long dark hair spilling over her shoulders, her full breasts ripe as melons, the nipples clearly hard beneath her Hello Kitty t-shirt.

      He envisioned placing mint chocolate chip on each breast, slowly running his tongue over the cresting nipple, teasing her into full sexual arousal…

      POP! The cashier snapped her gum. “Hello? $12.99, mister.”

      Kieran paid with cash, muttered an oath beneath his breath and snagged the ice as Ella walked outside with her plastic bag filled with ice cream, her curved hips swaying with grace. Oh yeah, those hips, perfect for clutching as he bent her over in the moonlight and drew her near…

      Cursing, he placed one ice bag over his groin, cooling his ardor.

      They drove back and Ella gulped down her ice cream. Then, realizing Darcy would soon arrive, he opted for a walk in the moonlight.

      Walking always helped him think.

      Ella kicked off her sandals and placed them on the sand, and waded ankle-deep into the Gulf of Mexico. “It’s so warm! Feels great,” she called back to him.

      For a moment, he wished she would turn into a mermaid. Or a fish. Maybe then his jaguar wouldn’t feel this crazed need to kiss her senseless.

      As he gazed at her in the moonlight, bending over to pick up a shell in the water, he called forth all his discipline. As a warrior and a royal bodyguard in the Winter Kingdom, he must have control.

      And then Ella rushed over, laughing with delight. “Look! Isn’t it pretty?”

      She opened his palm and placed the shell in his hand.

      Awareness surged through him at the feel of her soft, warm hand touching him. For a moment he stood gazing at her, fighting the savage impulse to tear off her clothing and claim her.

      Mine.

      But she was not his. She was destined to become a great warrior herself. A warrior who would remain here, in the Skin world he hated and feared. Sex with her could prove dangerous. Already he felt possessive, ready to rip apart any male who looked twice at her.

      Kieran handed her back the shell. “Let’s go back. Darcy should be here soon.”

      Ella went to slide her hand into his, but he pulled away and jammed his hands into the pockets of his jeans. Touching her was dangerous, like sticking his finger into an electrical outlet.

      Her tiny, wistful sigh tugged at his heart. Kieran wished he could remove every threat, every sad thing from her life. He wanted to see her happy, wanted to hear the delightful gurgle of her laugh, see the sparkle in her eyes when she smiled.

      Dear goddess, was he falling in love with his charge? Not good. He steeled his resolve. Having had his heart broken by the loss of his family, he wasn’t about to risk it again. Sex was sex.

      Love was not in his future. Certainly not with Ella, who was too important to the survival of their kind.

      At the house, a sleek, red motorbike sat in the driveway. Kieran frowned and raced up the steps, Ella behind him.

      Darcy stood in the kitchen, eating mint chocolate chip ice cream straight from the tub. Clad in black leather, black biker boots and black fingerless gloves, she looked completely different.

      “If this is a disguise, it’s a good one. Biker chick?” he asked.

      Darcy scowled. “I got tired of being the straight and narrow gal.”

      He snatched the tub away from her, which Ella immediately picked up. She hunted in the drawer for a clean spoon.

      “Darcy, stop feeding your face. Too much sugar isn’t good for your shifting,” he chided.

      “Listen pal, I’m exhausted and hungry. I’ve flown from Denver to Tampa on a plane with a cranky toddler kicking my seat and it was a miracle I didn’t turn into a mosquito and bite his chubby ass. The only rental cars were big, bulky and not fast, so I had to spend money on this bike because I’m not going to get stuck in a car that drives slower than a colicky horse. And, because of you, I’m in the same geographic area as an alpha Lupine who wants nothing more than to get me into his bed, permanently, as his mate.”

      She released a breath. Kieran folded his arms, not budging an inch. “That’s your job. Stop whining, you pussy.”

      “Pussy! Stop calling me a pussy.” Darcy drew herself up.

      “Gosh, you two sound like you’re related,” Ella murmured. “Darcy, there’s cooked salmon and fresh milk in the fridge. I wasn’t sure what you liked. I mean, what your human form liked.”

      “Skin form,” both Darcy and Kieran said at the same time.

      They looked at each other, and Kieran shrugged. “Whatever. Human, Skin, same thing. Tell me what you found out about Adrian.”

      “Forget about what. How did you find out?” Ella ran her tongue over the spoon and Kieran wanted to die as he imagined her doing that to his interested cock.

      “What did you shift into to spy on them?” Ella continued.

      Darcy grinned. “A blackbird. You can glean a lot of information from eavesdropping as a bird. I had to be careful, though. Adrian can’t stand birds.

      “He moved his pack from North Carolina last year. He bought a 12,000-square-foot McMansion in a wooded development about ten miles away. The pack lives in the ‘hood. Each house has about an acre.”

      Ella paused in licking the spoon and Kieran felt a rush of relief. Finally. “You mean there’s such a thing as wealthy werewolves?”

      “Most of them are, the ones here, anyway,” Kieran told her. “They’ve lived for a long time, accumulated wealth.”

      “Adrian hasn’t.” Darcy’s expression turned rapt with interest. “He acquired his wealth when he took over his former alpha’s pack. He is quite ruthless.”

      “Sounds as if you admire him,” Kieran teased.

      “Oh, he’s powerful. And smart. And really sexy.” Darcy gazed at the wall, as if trying to recall something. “His former alpha had an impressive collection of priceless jewels. Adrian sold some to invest the money into taking care of his people, but he still has one. It’s a ruby crystal ball filled with magick.”

      Ella perked up. “What kind of magick?”

      Then she shook her head. “I can’t believe I’m talking about magick being real. Last week I would have said you were nuts.”

      “Last week I was your cat,” Darcy pointed out. “The crystal is a globe, like a crystal ball. It’s one of Adrian’s prized possessions. It might pinpoint the location of the crystal of Calmach.”

      Hope rose inside him. “Then arrange to have us meet this Adrian. Will he let us borrow this crystal ball?”

      “I don’t know. But I’ll retrieve it.” A sigh fled Darcy. “He’s been chasing me ever since we met ten years ago. If I’m clever, he’ll never miss it.”

      “Darcy, don’t get into trouble. Stealing is wrong. And dangerous,” Ella warned.

      Her former cat grinned. “Tell me about it. I found out when I swiped all that catnip from your stash. Gave me the runs for a full week.”

      Leaving Darcy and Ella talking in the kitchen, he stepped out to the porch overlooking the sand and the Gulf of Mexico.

      Perhaps he could not influence Ella’s dormant wolf to emerge. But a full-blooded Lupine pack? Being around other Lupines would nudge her into shifting. She was ripe, ready for the transformation. He only had to find a way to coax it out.

      When Ella went to bed, he told Darcy to join him on the porch.

      Sitting in one of the wicker chairs, he glanced at her as she paced up and down the porch. “I don’t like this, Kieran. Ella’s far too vulnerable in her Skin form. And you’re telling me she can’t shift?”

      “Won’t shift. Not yet. She needs a wolf influence.” He caught her hand. “I need you to contact Adrian, have him arrange a Wylding ritual.”

      Darcy’s hand trembled in his own. “Oh shit, Kieran, seriously? You know that will do to Adrian? The wolf is horny enough as it is.”

      “He’s Alpha, he can control it.”

      “Not if I’m there. And I know you, you’ll want me there.” Darcy yanked her hand away. “I was going to sneak into his house and borrow the ruby crystal ball. Not contact him in person.”

      “If Adrian starts getting feral, shift into another form and leave. I need this for Ella. I can’t get her to shift and she must protect herself.” He sucked down a trembling breath. “I will not allow her to get hurt like Kiera did.”

      Darcy crouched down, squeezing his hand. “Hey, big cat, calm down. It’ll be okay. No prob. I’d do anything for Ella. I’ll call Adrian and have him arrange it. You just focus on those translations so you can find the crystal of Calmach.”

      Giving a gruff nod, he pulled his hand away. Darcy, with her fierce sense of loyalty equaling his own, reminded him of his own family. Duty and honor first before your own personal comfort.

      Too bad he was the only one of his kin around to remember that code. But it was reassuring to know there were Others who embraced the same values.

      His throat tightened with grief as he remembered Kiera’s stubborn streak, adhering to the family honor. It had gotten her killed.

      Now was not the time to think of the past, but to push forward to save the future.

      “Thanks,” he told her.

      They had to find the crystal before the Dark Lord’s followers did. Because if those bastards found it, there was no telling what kind of chaos they would release upon the world. Chaos that would chase him into the Winter Kingdom.

      The Brehon would call upon every Fae from both Summer and Winter Kingdoms to fight the gathering evil.

      He could only hope they’d be safe here, and nothing stalked them to Florida.

      Long after Darcy retired to bed and the moon had started to sink into the sky, he remained on the porch, listening to the distant splash of water upon the sand, the hum of insects in the air, and the faint, distant cry of something wild and wicked prowling the night.
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      She could almost think their time in Florida was a vacation, except for the fact that Kieran kept insisting she was a werewolf and Darcy insisted the same.

      Not only that, but Kieran had begun what he called her “training.”

      The morning after the park incident, he told her to get dressed in workout clothing. Then he took her to the ground floor of the house, which served as a small gym. Kieran selected a long pole from the rack on the wall and tossed her one.

      “Watch me,” he told her. “And then, we’ll fight.”

      Fight? She’d rather watch. In his tight gray t-shirt and running pants molded to his powerful thighs and calves, cupping his very impressive dangly parts, Kieran was fluid male beauty in motion. He went through a series of maneuvers with the pole, explaining to her that these were basic moves she would find useful.

      “Let’s try it. I’ll go slow.”

      When it came to any kind of self-defense, she was clueless. Useless as an air conditioner in a snowstorm.

      But to her shock, she found herself twirling the pole, a perfect mimicry of his earlier move. With cat-like grace, he sprang forward and attacked.

      Ella blocked his move. Again. And again. Stunned at her own speed, she lowered the pole.

      Whack! He hit her on back of the knees, sending her toppling to the ground.

      “Never lower your guard. Ever. Control your emotions in battle or you will die.”

      She took the hand he offered and stood. “Battle? Are we going to war?”

      Sweat beaded on his temple. He wiped his face with a towel, and then threw her a fresh towel to do the same. “Everything is a battle, Ella. You must be prepared to fight at all times, because the enemy can attack at any moment. Evil is all around us, ready to infiltrate. My father taught me that from the time I was young. ”

      “Sheesh, you must have had a fun childhood,” she muttered, throwing the towel aside after drying her perspiring face.

      “I did.

      They sparred for another hour, until she begged for a break. After, she cooled off with a swim in the turquoise pool. Kieran dove beneath the water and swam close to her. In his navy swim trunks hugging his lean hips, he was gorgeous. She could watch him for hours.

      “I didn’t think cats liked water,” she told him, splashing him.

      Water beaded in the dark hairs of his chest and his inky lashes. Kieran grinned. “Jaguars love to swim.”

      Ella regarded him thoughtfully. “Kieran, I don’t know how to fight. How come I didn’t turn into a complete klutz? I nearly failed phys ed in high school because I’m not athletic.”

      Wading through the water, he stood near her, and traced a line down her cheek. Ella shivered with pleasure from the contact.

      “You are coming into your true nature, Ella-mine. The wolf will not be denied. The wolf inside you will always know how to fight.” He smiled. “And your beast is no ordinary Lupine.”

      “Lupine? Not werewolf?”

      “Lupine is the politically correct term.”

      She splashed him again as he grinned.

      After showering, Ella sat down with her laptop in the living room. Prepared to work, she called up a file she’d copied from the secret archives in the college library.

      Sitting beside her at the dining room table, Kieran scribbled notes on a paper as he helped her with the translations of the scrolls.

      “The crystal is key to freeing your mother. Xavier told me I’m to help retrieve it for you.”

      “This is hard to believe.”

      “Once you activate the crystal, you will be enormously powerful, Ella. Almost as powerful as the Brehon, the council of wizards like Xavier and Gideon.”

      “I’m still struggling with the idea I can turn into a wolf.”

      “Believe it,” he said quietly. “Xavier is real. The entire Brehon is. And that thing that tried to hurt you back in Colorado is quite real.”

      Evil was real and everywhere. The thought depressed her. Life had been somewhat normal last week, her biggest worry centering on paying bills. Now she knew her concerns had been trivial compared the larger picture of the world Kieran presented.

      Work helped. “Where can we find this crystal? Give me some info.”

      “It will be hidden in plain sight. It must be tucked away from view of Skins, otherwise, they’d have taken it years ago.” Kieran leaned forward. “Let’s start with Xavier and his personality. It will narrow our search.”

      Her depression vanished. He’d given her a task, and Ella was goal-oriented.

      Ella began to type. “Xavier is a wizard. The Crystal Wizard.”

      Leaning over her shoulder, Kieran added, “He is a terrible dresser. Loves lime green, electric blue.”

      “Vibrant colors,” she typed. “What about his relationship with Ciara? Is there anything special that marked their time together?”

      Kieran leapt up onto the table, making the laptop shake. Squatting down, he rubbed his face. “This will take a full century. Xavier has known Ciara from his past—and her past lives. They first met when he was an apprentice wizard in Europe.”

      “When was their next meeting?”

      “In the 1950’s in the Midwest.”

      “More timely, but still too distant.”

      “Maybe they shared something back then that is a clue,” she suggested.

      Kieran rubbed a hand over his day beard. “Xavier told me they used to meet in an ice cream parlor. She liked comic books. They danced to Elvis music for their first song.”

      Ella beamed at him. “It has to be Elvis. But what? Something Elvis that only a jaguar can retrieve.”

      He stood on the table and paced. “Terrific. That narrows it down. There are dozens of items that could be connected to Elvis. What am I supposed to do? Look in every record store in town?”

      “There are no more record stores,” she told him. “Not really. And get down. People eat on this table.”

      “I’m a cat. I like to jump on tables. And my feet are clean.”

      But he jumped down, and went to the sliding glass doors to stare out at the beach. “It has to be here, some place on the beach. This beach holds great meaning for Xavier. Stop thinking like a Skin and start thinking like your true nature.”

      “Fine,” she snapped. “Maybe it’s buried with a peanut butter and banana sandwich. Go find one.”

      He drew himself up with dignity. “I do not eat peanut butter and bananas.”

      “What do jaguars do that tigers, lions and other big cats are loathe to accomplish?” Ella craned her neck upwards. “Climb trees.”

      Kieran shot her an exasperated look. “Woman, do you not think that Skins would notice a jaguar climbing a palm tree and report me to the authorities? I do not relish being put in a Skin zoo. There must be another clue we are missing. Unless this Elvis liked to climb trees as well.”

      “Fine.” Ella slammed the laptop lid shut. “You figure it out.”

      He glanced at the sky outside. “Go cool down. You are much too agitated and worried about your mother. I can smell it in the air. Go for a swim with Darcy. And then return and shower, so we can go shopping. We have a formal party to attend.”

      A party? She shook her head. “I’m not in a partying mood. What kind of party?”

      She didn’t like his mysterious smile. “You’ll see. And when it is over, you will believe in the power of your wolf.”
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      Today, their fifth day after her mother had been turned into ice, Ella spent the morning pouring over the digital files of the scrolls to try to find a clue where the crystal was hidden. Every morning she and Kieran combed the files for hints. Every afternoon, they came up with nothing.

      Obviously frustrated, she buried her head into her hands.

      “This is pointless. How are we supposed to find this crystal when there’s miles of beach to explore? It’s not like it will pop up with a metal detector!”

      Kieran closed her laptop lid. “Let’s take a break and go for a swim.”

      He went with her to the beach. As she sat in a chair, enjoying the sun and the refreshing breeze blowing off the Gulf, Kieran stood on the sand near the dunes. Sea grass swayed in the breeze. A gull flew overhead, giving its haunting cry. Or was it something more than a seagull?

      This world with all its peculiarities remained a mystery and he hated it. He felt ill-equipped to handle emergencies in his Skin suit. The swim trunks hugged his male parts a little too tightly. Terrific. Now he had sweaty balls. He’d be fortunate if he ever got to father any kittens.

      Restless, he paced back and forth, his jaguar growling to be free, run down the sand, perhaps play in the surf.

      “I’m going into the water. Want to come?” he asked Ella.

      She waved the paperback she’d been reading. “You go. I’ll watch. I’m at the good part.”

      Reasoning he could keep an eye on her, he waded into the water. Bits of sea shells peppered the smooth sand, and green seaweed drifted on the incoming tide. He smelled brine, a dead horseshoe crab nearby, the suntan oil Skins used to cover their pale flesh, and in the distance, gasoline from a passing boat.

      Kieran dove in. Salt stung his eyes, but he relished the feeling. It made him feel awake, aware and alive. He swam in the surf, strong, steady strokes, wishing he could shift into his jaguar form.

      And then he stopped, treading water, keeping an eye on the shore.

      Something disturbed the water next to him. He whirled, and saw a dark-haired, bearded man, floating on his back. The man had bright blue swim trunks.

      “Kieran, the jaguar. So, big cats do love the water,” the man quipped.

      “Who are you?” He tensed, uncertain if this were friend or foe.

      “Drust. The Coldfire Wizard. I’m here to check on you. Xavier and Gideon are busy, and Tristan wants to spend time with Nikita.” The dragon shifter lay on his back. “This feels most delicious.”

      “Which wizard are you?”

      “I keep watch over dragons. Right now my charges are all behaving.” Drust flipped over to his stomach. “I warned them if they did not, I would turn them into crispy tater tots.”

      He didn’t know whether to be grateful or annoyed at the presence of the powerful wizard.

      “I don’t know what I’m doing,” he confessed, deciding he might as well ask for help as long as it was offered. “I can’t protect her in this…” He plucked at the flesh on his arm, though it was tight against his muscles. “Skin suit. I have no claws, no fangs.”

      Drust stood up, water beading in the thick, black hairs of his chest. “You have the most important weapon of all.” The wizard tapped his own dark hair. “Your brain. Your beast cannot think as well in animal form. But in this form, you can, and use the beast’s intuition and senses.”

      “But I can’t. In the Winter Kingdom, if I felt the need for the jaguar, I simply shifted.” It had been as fluid as the water now lapping up against their bodies.

      “You are not accustomed to this world, Kieran. But it will come to you. You are intelligent and filled with courage. The goddess would not have chosen you otherwise. Look upon this as learning for yourself, to adapt to remaining in this world.”

      He didn’t wish to remain. He wanted to return home after his assignment ended, though the thought of leaving Ella here, alone, pained him.

      “Is there something you’re neglecting to tell me?” he demanded.

      Drust did not answer at first, but stared intently at the northern part of the beach.

      “Dark creature on the beach, coming up fast. Damn, I didn’t think they were out this early. They’re nocturnal.” Drust frowned.

      Kieran craned his neck and his blood chilled.

      Walking on the beach, seemingly innocent, was a woman with a bright pink stroller, the top pushed back. Inside the stroller was a small furry dog. People smiled at the woman and the dog.

      “I don’t see it,” he told Drust.

      “Use your jaguar senses. Close your eyes and open them again. He’s well-disguised, this one.”

      Kieran did. What he saw punched him in the stomach with worry.

      Instead of a blonde woman in a blue floral print dress and bare feet, he saw a creature about seven feet tall, with gnarled hands ending in pointed fingernails. The creature had wisps of yellow hair sprouting from its scaled head, a snout with two large nostrils, and a mouth filled with teeth. Drool dripped between its teeth, splashing on the sand and making a little hiss.

      Acid mouth. In the Skin world, the acid would look like small man-of-war jellyfish. Touch it and you would get stung. But he knew this creature would spit acid, and use it as a weapon.

      In the stroller was something far more worrisome. It looked like a bare-skinned dog, until you saw the elongated snout and the teeth exposed as the creature bared its jaws.

      “Hellfire Hound,” Drust muttered. “Spits fire, so it comes under my jurisdiction. I can aid you this time, but after, you are on your own. Stay here. I cannot eliminate them until they pose a real threat.” He gave Kieran a cynical glance. “You think your balls are sweaty now? Try getting near a Hellfire Hound. They will turn into coals. Its heat is too intense for cats.”

      “You’re going to confront them? As dragon? A little obvious.”

      “I have the power of invisibility.”

      Nice. He wished he could have that power. Would be useful as a warrior, and fun as well in bed when seducing…

      “I will uncloak myself only to you, so you may watch and learn for the future.”

      “What future? I can’t breathe flames and fry them like you,” he protested. But Drust had vanished.

      The water around him frothed and boiled.

      Drust rose out of the water as dragon, and flew over to the sand. Instinct urged Kieran over to Ella to stand guard.

      Fighting the violent urge to turn, rush up to the creatures who dared to walk near his Ella, he pretended to be an ordinary Skin. Just a guy, stretching his arms, smiling at his lady love as he waded out of the Gulf.

      The Coldfire Wizard landed on the sand in back of the deadly pair. They did not seem to notice him.

      Heart racing he sloshed out of the surf. Ella remained in her red beach chair, reading intensely. Keep reading. Keep reading.

      But suddenly she glanced up and saw the woman and the stroller. Her eyes widened. She bolted to her feet, the book spilling to the sand.

      He groaned. Hell of a time for her Other sight to kick in.

      Ella did not react as most Others would—fleeing in fear. Good. That would trigger an enemy’s instinct to chase. But what she did next was far worse.

      She went toward them, her hands fisted and trembling. Not with fear, but pure rage. He could feel the emotions pouring out of her, as if they were intimately linked.

      Stretching out a hand, she stopped a bare ten feet from the creatures. He started toward her, inwardly cursing. Even from here—thirty feet away—he could feel the intense heat pouring off the pair.

      “Get off this beach, you bastards,” Ella snarled. “Go back to hell where you belong.”

      Kieran groaned. Brave, but foolhardy. She had no powers to fight the creatures. He ran up to her, scooped her up by the waist, grinning at the startled Skins walking by.

      “She’s practicing. Actress in an upcoming Renaissance Fair.”

      The words made the Skins smile, but the dark creatures did not. They looked at him and suddenly he knew they knew. The Hellfire Hound climbed out of the stroller.

      He turned, feeling the heat gather on his bare back to take the brunt of the flames the Hellfire Hound was ready to release at Ella and walked quickly away, but did not run. He knew their abilities, knew they could run faster than he could in this Skin suit.

      It would hurt like a bastard, but he would heal.

      “Let me down, Kieran. I have to fight them!”

      “Not now,” he muttered.

      A hissing sound filled the air, like a gas line opening. He knew what was coming. With all his might, he threw Ella into the surf, covering her, and taking the flames on his bare back.

      Searing heat scorched him, along with white-hot pain. Kieran gritted his teeth and then turned as the Hellfire Hound opened its mouth to blow fire again.

      “Not on my watch,” he muttered and drew back his arm.

      Sparkling ice sailed out of his hand, landing on the Hellfire Hound. It encased the creature in pure white, immobilizing it.

      How had he done that? He could not throw ice here, only in the Winter Kingdom. He didn’t care. Kieran did it again and an iceball landed on the taller creature’s head. It clawed at its flesh, trying to scrape it away. The ice melted quickly, but the creatures squealed, backing away.

      Right toward Drust.

      As if sensing the wizard, they turned around.

      “Kieran, step back, please,” the dragon wizard said politely. “Use your Winter powers to shield you both.”

      He knew coldfire, knew it would penetrate salt water. Kieran grabbed Ella and jogged several feet away. Holding her tight, he thought of the coldest, purest ice and saw a white bubble encase them.

      The coldness felt soothing on his burned, agonized flesh. He held tight to Ella and she did not shiver. Kieran watched Drust.

      “Bye bye, assholes,” he told the dark creatures.

      Drust opened his dragon mouth and blue flames poured forth. The two creatures were incinerated in seconds.

      The ice shield faded around them, and as it did, the pain returned. He released Ella, staggered and sat on the sand, overcome by agony. He didn’t even want to know what his back looked like. Probably worse than the midsummer festival when the Winter King liked to fry effigies of his enemies.

      “Son of a female feline,” he gasped, the pain making his eyes water.

      Barely able to focus, he rocked back and forth, wheezing. Ella squatted beside him, her expression worried. “Oh, Kieran, I’m sorry. You protected me, took the brunt of the fire to save me.  What can I do?”

      Mustering a smile, he shook his head. “Naw, I’m fine. Just a bad case of sunburn.”

      “Liar,” she said softly. “My brave, stubborn cat. What unique abilities you have, what amazing magick.”

      Cupping his face, she pressed a sweet, gentle kiss against his trembling lips. Kieran closed his eyes. Burning pain in his back eased as he focused on the subtle sensuality of her mouth, on her fragrance of crisp snow and pure female, on the single tear that trickled down her cheek that she cried because he suffered.

      He broke the kiss, tracing the tear with his thumb. “I will be fine, Ella. Do not weep for me.”

      Eyes huge in her face, she gave him a woeful look. “I wish I could kiss your back and make it feel better.”

      “It feels better now,” he murmured. Kieran gave her a hopeful look. “Can you kiss something else and make it better?”

      Ella laughed, but the worry still shaded her gaze. “If only I had that power you keep saying I’ll have. I could heal you. Take away your pain.”

      The pain in his back would not be as agonizing as the pain in his heart when he was forced to let her go, as she embraced her future. Kieran swallowed hard. When did I fall in love with you, Ella-mine? When did you take my heart and heal it with your laughter, your courage and your fiery independence and your willingness to live life to the fullest?

      Lifting his head, he watched Drust walk past the two burned spots on the sand, and squat down beside him.

      The wizard laid a gentle hand on his back and the pain immediately vanished. Kieran dragged in a deep, relieved breath.

      “Thanks, dragon.”

      Drust stood, dusting off his hands. “The Skins saw nothing more than two lovers frolicking on the sand. I used my powers to mask everything. I may be a new wizard, but I’m getting better. Practice makes perfect when it comes to killing dark creatures.”

      Ella stared at Drust. “You’re another wizard?”

      Drust gave a small, formal bow. “My lady, Ella. I am Drust, the Coldfire Wizard. A pleasure to meet you, although the circumstances could be more pleasant.”

      “I don’t get it.” She looked at the black patches of sand, all that remained of the evil creatures. “What were those things? I felt only the need to challenge them, and fight them.”

      “Of course. Your instincts are becoming more honed. The instincts come first, and then the powers.” Drust sighed. “It would be more useful vice versa. Next time, Lady Ella, curb your instincts. Consult with Kieran first as I will not be around to barbecue.”

      Kieran stared at his hands, still stunned by this new ability to conjure ice and snow and cold. “What happened to me? Why can I summon the powers of the Winter Kingdom? Is this a new trait?”

      For a moment Drust said nothing. Then the dragon sighed. “No. You always had it within you, Kieran. Every time you visit the Skin world, you could manifest it. It only appeared now, because you were in dire need.”

      Shock slammed into him. All these years, he’d had this talent and no one told him?

      “You bastard. You mean I could have used it to help Kiera?”

      “The power is within you when you need it most.”

      Tension thrummed through him like a live wire. He could have saved his sister. Except he had not known he’d held this magick. He’d been too frantic, too upset.

      Drust gave them both a long, meaningful look. “You are on your own now, cat. Be on guard. I warded this area with magick, but the dark creatures will know you are here, and find a way around the shields to get to you. The sooner Lady Ella comes into her powers and destroys the crystal, the safer both of you will be.”

      Drust bowed again to Ella and then shifted into his dragon form. He flew into the blue sky and vanished.

      Torn between needing to stay and guard Ella against the increasing threats surrounding her, and taking time to indulge his grief, he paced wildly. And then a man materialized on the beach next to him.

      Tristan, the Silver Wizard.  Dressed all in black, his dark hair tipped with silver, the wizard looked sympathetic.

      “Go run, Kieran. I will watch over her.”

      Tristan sat on the sand, hooking his arms around his knees. Ella sat next to him.

      Kieran ran.

      He raced down the beach, through the low surf, pounding the sand with his feet. He ran until reaching a grove of mangroves and the beach vanished. Kieran pushed past them and finally dropped to his knees in the water.

      A single low, long howl came from his throat.

      “Why? Why?” He shook a fist at the sky. “You bastards, all of you. I could have saved my sister! I could have given her a fighting chance with my powers! I hate all of you. You let her die!”

      Tears streamed down his cheeks, mixing with the salt water sloshing against him. “She was so sweet, so innocent. Kiera never harmed anyone. I miss her so much. I want her back. Please, bring her back to me.”

      Only the wind rustling through the mangroves answered.

      “Kiera,” he whispered, his sobs wracking him. “Oh, Kiera. I’m so sorry. I let you down. I let you die. I miss you so much. I miss the way you used to laugh when the wind teased your hair, how you ran through the forests here, and climbed trees and pelted me with snowballs. I’m so sorry.”

      He could not go on. It hurt more than the flames that had seared his back. This burning was inside him, a wracking grief as piercing as when he’d buried his little sister.

      Because back then, he felt he’d done all he could to protect her. Now he knew that he’d held powers that could have let her live.

      Back then, the Skins had weapons he could have frozen with a flick of his hand. He could have turned them into ice sculptures and spirited Kiera away.

      A gentle voice spoke into his mind. “You were always the strongest, Kieran. You are a survivor and you were meant to survive all.”

      No. He wasn’t. It was a freak of nature that he lived, not because he was strong. He did not care that he could save the entire damn world.

      “I give up,” he told the sky. “I’m not doing your damn dirty work for you any longer. You want Ella to find her powers and save the world and her mother? Do it yourself.”

      For a few minutes, he sat in the surf, letting the grief work through him. And then he realized how foolish he looked and sounded.

      Something had drawn him to Ella. She needed him, even if he didn’t think he could be of much use. And if he abandoned her now, she was good as gone. The connection between them was strong and solid. He didn’t like it, didn’t want it, but there was no denying the truth.

      He might have failed with Kiera, but resolve filled now him. He would not fail with Ella.

      Running away solved nothing. As much as he hated this world, and hated the fact he could have saved his sister and did not, he had a duty to Ella.

      Kieran returned to Tristan and Ella. The Silver Wizard stood, brushing sand off his long legs.

      He approached Tristan, who gazed at him with wise, ancient eyes. “I will return to my duties now, wizard.”

      Tristan stood. To his shock, the wizard embraced him tight. “I know the pain of losing loved ones, Kieran. The pain of watching them die and blaming yourself. Trust me in this—there was nothing you could have done to save your sister. It was her time. All the powers in the Winter Kingdom could not have saved her. But you will see her again, one day.”

      It felt as if Tristan sent soothing tendrils of healing magick deep inside him. The harrowing grief did not vanish, but it eased into the familiar, dull ache.

      “Thank you,” he said quietly. “You’d best return to your mate now. I will keep watch over Ella.”

      Tristan nodded, gave a little bow to Ella and vanished.

      Ella stood and went to him, sliding her arms around his waist. “Tristan told me about Kiera. I’m so sorry. I can’t imagine how sad her memory makes you.”

      There were good memories, too. He needed to focus on those.

      “Tell me about her.” Taking his hand, she tugged him toward the water. “Talk to me, Kieran. After my father died, the only way I could cope was to talk about him, to let the grief ease with the good memories.”

      Tightness eased inside his chest. This strong female who had so much thrown at her had a level of compassion he’d seldom seen in the Winter Kingdom. They walked in the low surf as he began, in a halting voice, to tell her about his beloved sister.

      “Kiera was everything to me. We were very close. I was the older brother who made sure she was safe.” He sat on the sand, Ella beside him, taking his hand. Her touch grounded him, eased the piercing grief. “When she was born, Kiera was very frail and they weren’t certain she would live. So I when I grew old enough to understand, I became quite protective of her.”

      He fell silent for a moment. And then he felt Ella’s warm palm over his hand. “I’m so sorry. How did she die?”

      Tightness curled in his chest all over again. He rubbed it, wishing the ache would go away. But the pain was welcome at times, because it connected him to his sister.

      “After our family was killed, she clung to me. But my duties took me away from her and I knew if she found a mate, she would be content. There were no other jaguar shifters in the Winter Kingdom, so we came here to the Skin world, to find one. We were deep in a jungle in South America when Skin hunters saw her in her jaguar form, and shot her. I had been up in a tree, scouting the area because I scented humans, but she insisted on staying on the ground. She died in my arms, gasping my name.”

      Tears glinted Ella’s eyes. “Kieran, I’m so sorry.”

      “She’s been gone for more than two hundred years.” He wiped his own eyes and the salt water stung them. Just salt spray, he tried to assure himself. But he knew better.

      Two warm arms encircled him. For a moment he rested against her, relishing the touch. He was a tactile creature, who adored sensuality. But right now, he needed the simple comfort of a hug that showed someone else cared about him.

      “When I was tasked to protect you, I vowed I would not fail you as I failed her. It’s imperative that you accept your nature and your abilities, Ella. Soon as you shift into a wolf, you become less vulnerable to evil because you will have natural defenses.”

      She lifted her head, looking troubled. “And what if I can’t?”

      “You can. It’s inside you. Tonight, when the moon is full and we go to Adrian’s house for the party, your wolf will be released.”

      A slight smile touched her mouth. “Sounds like a hell of a party. Who’s invited?”

      “Shifters.” He touched her cheek, needing the contact between them. “When the moon is ripe, the beasts will gather and release their magick. It may get quite wild, but know this, I will be there with you.”

      As he wrapped his arms around her, wishing he could never let go, she asked the one question he dreaded.

      “Will you always be there for me, Kieran?”

      “Always.” He closed his eyes, knowing the damnable truth. “As long as I can.”
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      Ella wasn’t certain about the party they were attending. She seldom socialized and didn’t know if she’d fit in.

      Not at a party filled with werewolves.

      That night, Kieran drove them to an exclusive, gated community that looked like the upscale neighborhoods she’d seen in Colorado.

      The security guard looked normal as he checked Kieran’s ID and let them through the gate. The homes, all with plenty of green space between them, looked normal. And the street lights, elegant sconces hanging overhead, looked normal, too.

      And here she was supposed to turn into a wolf? It was like saying that she could fly.

      Then again, she knew her encounter on the beach with those creatures had been pure instinct driving her. She had not thought. Had done nothing more than react, a reflexive action as one would cover their head to protect it from flying objects.

      Kieran pulled into a long, curved drive before an impressive two-story mansion. Lights blazed within. He parked and shut off the engine and then turned to her, pushing a lock of hair behind her ear. She smoothed down the floral silk dress with a nervous hand.

      “You look lovely,” he said softly. “Remember, Ella-mine, if you get scared, breathe deep. Your wolf needs to come out and everything that transpires tonight is normal, for shifters, especially Lupines.”

      He got out and opened the door for her. Taking a deep breath, she took his hand and let him lead her to the front door.

      A butler in a severe black and white tuxedo greeted them and took her purse. Seeing him made her relax a little. Surely a pack of wild werewolves wouldn’t have a butler.

      Maybe this was all role playing. Like gamers did.

      The butler escorted them into the living room in the back. He gave a funny, formal bow.

      “The alpha is patrolling the grounds. Please enjoy yourselves.”

      Ella stared after the butler as he departed. “Odd fellow.”

      “He’s a Lupine. Smells just fine,” Kieran told her.

      As if that were reassuring? Ella dragged in a deep breath. But all she smelled was Kieran’s delicious scent of spices and crisp winter snow.

      Kieran’s gaze narrowed. “I must meet with Adrian. I’m the only cat shifter here, and there are protocols to be followed. You’ll be safe. Darcy’s around.”

      “Maybe she’s disguised herself as a fly, hiding from Adrian.”

      The big cat dropped his voice. “She’s probably searching for the ruby crystal ball. She’d better watch it. With an alpha, she could turn herself into a mosquito and he would find her, if he so wishes.”

      Kieran dropped a quick kiss on the cheek and vanished among the crowd.

      Ella amused herself by examining her surroundings.

      The house had cathedral ceilings, with skylights in the living room. An enormous wood entertainment set featured a wide screen television and shelves filled with DVDs. There was even a gaming console. Curious, she examined the titles on the shelves. Not being a gamer, she had never heard of these titles, but they all featured battles and war. One was called “Hunting prey.”

      If these people were werewolves, they certainly loved their games.

      Sturdy, masculine leather furniture in the living room was accented by whimsical paintings of wolves. Wolves playing, hunting, snarling.

      Fascinated, she looked at the oils, and then her gaze riveted on a painting discreetly hung in an alcove. Ella went toward it. A furious blush ignited her body.

      In the artwork, a white female wolf bent her head submissively as a larger, white wolf mated behind her. The male wolf was snarling, in the throes of some savage sexual grip, and the female bared her teeth.

      She felt a presence next to her and realized it was Darcy. Odd. She had not heard her, but something nudged her into realizing her former cat stood behind her.

      Dressed in biker leathers, Darcy held a glass of milk. The sight amused Ella.

      “Milk? At a cocktail party? Are you showing your cat side, Darce?”

      “Milk is safer than liquor. I don’t trust Adrian not to spike it to lower everyone’s inhibitions. There are some Lupine visitors here who are shy.”

      Good to know. “I’ll stick to bottled water.” She pointed to the painting. “What is this?”

      “Adrian calls it ‘Wild & Free to Love,’” Darcy told her. Her one-time pet rolled her eyes. “He had it commissioned from a famous Lupine artist. Two members of his pack posed for it.”

      How did you respond to something like that? “Uh, I guess it’s more fun than nude modeling for an art class.”

      A high laugh fled Darcy. Then she drained her milk and set the glass down on a nearby table holding some kind of fertility statute. The bronze statue had an elongated face and a penis thinner and longer than a pencil.

      Darcy touched the erect penis. “I remember this. Adrian got it from an art gallery and wanted to gift it to me. I told him to keep it. He said I could use it to put my rings on it. He loved the idea of cock rings.”

      Ella laughed. “He sounds like a scamp.”

      “He’s always trying to seduce me and get me to become his mate. But I need my freedom.” Darcy looked troubled. “And Adrian is a purebred alpha who needs a Lupine mate.”

      “Do you ever think about settling down?”

      A wistful longing entered her friend’s green gaze. “I do. But it’s not possible. It would be nice to have friends, at least. I don’t have any.”

      Darcy playfully cuffed Ella, reminding her of the times when she’d done that as her pet and wanted her attention. “Except for you. Being your pet was the greatest assignment I’ve had. I’m sorry it’s over. Hope we can still stay friends.”

      “Of course.” Ella hugged her. “You were my best friend, Darcy. Some days I thought I’d lose my mind if not for you. I’m still trying to adjust to this business of shapeshifting and magick.”

      Darcy smiled. “You won’t need me any longer. You have a different kind of kitty watching over you. A big, protective one. He may be ferocious, but he’s a softie deep inside. I can tell that about males.”

      Her former cat glanced around. “I’m off to find the ruby crystal ball. Wish me luck.”

      Winking, Darcy bounded off, leaving Ella on her own. Well, she was here to watch and learn, so she might as well mingle. Ella wandered into the kitchen, which was larger than her entire house. State-of-the-art stainless steel appliances, granite countertops and an island dominating the center. People milled about, laughing and talking.

      It all seemed so ordinary.

      In the dining room, Adrian had set out a large buffet filled with all kinds of delicious hors d’oeuvres. Ella selected a canapé.

      Two sets of sliding glass doors led outside from the massive living area. Both were opened to the cool night. She walked through one and found herself on a wide lanai bordered by a tranquil swimming pool. At least four people were in the pool, playing a game of water volleyball.

      And Darcy and Kieran thought this would turn her into a werewolf?

      Restless herself, she bypassed the pool to walk on the soft grass outside the bricked patio. Trees ringed the property, stretching out their branches like ghostly arms. Ella shivered. This… seemed more the wildness she’d expected.

      “Wow, it’s big,” she murmured.

      “Three acres of land. Quite private.”

      She jumped at the deep voice behind her. Goodness, the man was quiet.

      Well over six feet tall, he had black hair cropped short, and wore an elegant black silk tuxedo. His cheekbones and face were aristocratic and covered with beard scuff, but his dark gaze held mischief.

      Ella remembered her manners and stuck out her hand. “You must be Adrian. I’m Ella.”

      He took her hand, but instead of shaking it, held it for a moment. “Ella. A pleasure.” Then he kissed her knuckles, his day beard slightly abrading her skin, and released her hand.

      Definitely a scamp.

      “You have a nice house. Lots of land,” she said lamely, uncertain how to converse with this intimidating man who was supposed to be a pack leader. He looked more like a CEO than a werewolf.

      He smiled and the smile seemed a warning. “We require privacy for our rituals. They get rather…intense.”

      Adrian glanced at the full moon. “And speaking of which, it is time.”

      With the grace of his jaguar, Kieran approached, his long-legged stride eating up the space between them. He stopped a few feet away, saying nothing, only watching Adrian.

      Kieran and Adrian regarded each other for a long moment. Both their gazes narrowed. Amused, Ella waited. It was like two wrestlers sizing each other up.

      “Wolf,” Kieran growled.

      “Jaguar,” Adrian responded. “State your reason for being here.”

      “I am present to ask permission for the shifting rite for Ella, my charge.”

      Adrian inclined his head. “She is welcome to participate in the ritual. You are as well…cat…as long as you leave my females alone. If you dare to sniff any out, there will be consequences.”

      The alpha narrowed his gaze. “I will not hesitate to invoke violence.”

      “I will not be the one to initiate it, wolf. But I will protect what is mine.”

      Circling each other, they fisted their hands, dark gaze locked to dark gaze. Any minute now they would attack each other.

      Some party.

      “Okay, enough with the posturing.” She held up a hand. “No cat and wolf fights here, tonight. Let’s play nice.”

      Kieran gave a slow smile. “I am not nice, Ella-mine. But for you, I will stand down. Know this, wolf. I can rip your throat out if you turn against me or mine.”

      “Try,” Adrian said softly. “You even attempt to interfere between myself and Darcy, I will tear you to shreds.”

      “Darcy can handle herself.”

      “I claim a formal mating with her.” Adrian bunched his fists. “You leave her alone. Find your own kind to fuck.”

      Kieran blinked, and then laughed. “Is that what this about? I have no desire for Darcy. She is a friend. Fucking her would be like fucking my sister. We are working together for Ella.”

      Judging from the way Adrian relaxed, Darcy had been his primary concern. “Very well. Ella is welcome, as are you.”

      “Fuck you wolf.”

      Adrian flipped the finger and smiled. “Back at you, cat.”

      The alpha strode off. Ella shook her head. “Boys will be boys. But seriously?”

      Kieran took her elbow. “We are not boys, but males protecting our own. Come, Ella. It’s time to prepare for the ceremony.”

      

      If things had been normal before, they were totally bizarre now.

      Dressed in identical dark blue robes, each guest was required to wear a half face mask. Most of the guests wore masks replicating a wolf. Darcy had opted for the owl mask, while Kieran donned a jaguar mask.

      Ella chose a wolf mask.

      Wearing a dark blue robe, she joined the others on the grass outside the pool enclosure. The silk underside of the robe caressed her naked skin. She felt wild and free, her inhibitions slowly vanishing.

      Kieran and Darcy both assured her no harm would come to her during the ceremony.

      Maybe there was some odd ritual Adrian would conduct. She hoped she wouldn’t be required to do anything embarrassing.

      They gathered around in a circle. Adrian lifted his hands to the sky. “Honored Danu, creator of us all, bless us shifters as we gather tonight to celebrate our wildness. We bare our true selves before you.”

      They disrobed and dropped the masks. A little shy, she did the same, fumbling with the laces on the heavy velvet robe.

      A tingle rushed down her spine. Ella closed her eyes, letting the night wind whisper against her bare flesh. She felt the robe puddle at her feet, heard Kieran’s reassuring whisper to relax and open herself to the possibility of the unreal.

      There was magick in this world.

      There was fantasy.

      Opening her eyes, she saw Adrian had turned into a large, black wolf. Others gathered around him. Gray timber wolves, some large and dominating, others smaller.

      Next to her Kieran shifted into his jaguar form. He sat on his haunches, panting, looking at her. Such a magnificent beast. He got up, nudged her closer to the black wolf.

      Ella felt no fear, though she was nude and surrounded by animals that could shred her to ribbons. She squatted down and touched the black wolf’s head. He looked at her steadily.

      She felt a funny sensation in her tummy, as if she were on a roller coaster and descending a steep hill. Then Kieran nuzzled his face against her left hand. Anchoring her. She knew him.

      Everything seemed to explode, her nerves screaming with pleasure/pain as she gasped, trying to fight it.

      Several wolves gathered around her, rubbing against her, whining, as if urging her to join them.

      And then she surrendered, willing herself to the night. Ella stretched out her arms, letting the magick rush through her.

      All her senses rushed like a roaring river. The sharp, brief pain became pleasure and then suddenly, she was aware of everything.

      She opened her mouth to scream and a low howl came out.

      Several others howled with her.

      “Hey, what happened to me?” She glanced down. Four legs, fur, and all her senses on overdrive as if someone had pumped her full of adrenalin.

      The large black wolf standing before her snapped up his head. Growled. Then Adrian shifted back into his Skin form. Nude, he stood before her, hands fisted, expression dangerous.

      “You can talk in Lupine form. No normal Lupine can do that. Only a Lupine from the Dark Kingdom. I do not tolerate Others with that magick near my people. I will not allow you to harm them.”

      A growl rumbled from his throat. Yeah, she might be a wolf, and he was in his human form, but Adrian was alpha, pure steel and power, and nothing to mess with in either form. Ella took two steps backward, not lowering her gaze, but not being stupid, either.

      Suddenly Kieran bounded up to her, his big, muscled body tense. Blocking her view of Adrian, the jaguar snarled at the Lupine pack leader.

      Adrian did not budge. “Impressive, cat. I can take you on, but tonight is not for fighting. You did not tell me she was a Lupine from the Dark Kingdom.”

      Kieran shifted into his human form. Ella blinked, her wolf scenting him still, but feeling out of sorts and confused. She growled at both of them. And then Kieran dropped beside her, stroking her fur. “It’s okay, Ella. I’m here to protect you. Against threats…and…”

      He looked at Adrian and growled. “Those who pose a threat.”

      “She is dangerous, cat. I will not risk dark magick in my pack. Dark wolves are dangerous and too inclined to turn to evil in this world. They are tempted to display their magick whenever they please. I have young Lupines and fragile elders who cannot defend themselves.”

      The alpha glared at Kieran. “I will defend my people to the death. I vowed to never allow a dark creature near them.”

      “Ella is no threat to you, wolf. I swear upon my family’s graves she is not from the Dark Kingdom. She has powers meant to protect our kind. She may even save your sorry ass in the future.” Kieran placed a hand on her head, tunneling his fingers through her fur. “I claim her, both the right to mate with her, before your pack, and the right to protect her on your territory.”

      Several gasps ensued from the other Lupines gathered around their alpha. Ella blinked, uncertain what it meant. But judging from their reaction, it was serious.

      Adrian gave a slow nod. “Very well.  Keep her away from the other males. She will prove quite tempting to them. I trust you, Kieran of the Winter Kingdom, to keep your word.”

      Nostrils flaring, he lifted his face to the wind. “Oh, Darcy? Darling, get ready for the chase. Here I come.”

      After shifting back into a wolf, he raced off toward the woods.

      Kieran sat beside her. He waited. Miserable and slightly scared, she willed herself to human form again.

      Nude, she sat next to him. Cool air brushed over her bare skin.

      “I don’t know why I’m like this,” she whispered, hugging her knees. “Everything is so confusing. None of this is real.”

      Kieran knelt next to her, pushing a hand through her hair, his touch reassuring and soothing. “That’s my practical Ella. Always questioning. It is real.”

      “But…”

      “You are no ordinary Lupine, sweetheart. You’re a werewolf of the Wyld, with powers you can only fathom. Yes, you can talk in wolf form.”

      Her voice cracked. “I feel so alone, so empty. There’s no one else like me? I don’t fit in. I feel so lost, so cut off from everything I know.”

      Nothing would ever be the same again. Her ordinary world had vanished, from the moment she’d seen Kieran standing naked on the grounds of the condominium complex. And yet Kieran seemed the only solid, strong anchor in this topsy-turvy whirlwind that was her life now.

      Her parents had insisted magick did not exist. She knew otherwise. They’d lied to her. Everything she’d known that had been her anchor in a rock steady world had shattered. But Kieran, with his courage and his fiercely protective nature, was her anchor now.

      His arms went around her, holding her close. “Then let me make it bearable for you. You are not lost, Ella-mine. I’m here with you, and I will not abandon you now. I understand what it feels like when everything changes and you’re facing a scary, unknown future.”

      Ella’s heart thumped harder at his warm, comforting touch. Reassuring, and firing all her senses. She wanted more. “How did you handle it, Kieran? Any advice?”

      He nuzzled her neck. “Trust yourself, Ella. Trust your instincts. Your wolf will help you. It is a struggle, maintaining a balance between the beast and the human. You will find that balance, learn control. When it feels as if the entire world has betrayed you and you can’t trust anyone, trust yourself. You are a strong, independent woman. You can do this.”

      His absolute confidence in her abilities buoyed her. Maybe this was the adventure and the invitation to a new life she’d needed. “I want to trust you, Kieran. You’re the only one I believe I can trust right now.”

      “You can,” he said softly. “I will not hurt you.”

      Ella felt as if she could. Kieran was a constant, her new anchor.

      “What now?”

      He smiled. “Shift again, and run with the moon. It is within you, sweetheart. I will run with you. Trust your wolf. She needs you as much as you need her.”

      They shifted, running across the dew-laden grass. Never had she felt so wild and free. Ella surrendered herself to the beast, letting her wolf’s senses take over. She felt wetness beneath her paws, inhaled the sharp scent of loamy earth and dank bark from the forest, the smell of fear from small creatures hiding in the woods, knowing the beasts ran wild.

      At the edge of the forest, Kieran stopped, panting.

      Ella turned her head, her wolf scenting the smell of musk and sex and mating.

      In a little clearing nearby, a couple was mating fast and furiously in Skin form. The man had the woman against a tree, bent over, and thrust deep into her. Her excited cries accompanied his deep grunts as he moved against her.

      The jaguar snarled and turned around.

      Then they sped off again, stopping as they saw Adrian confronting Darcy. Both in human form. Both naked. Adrian’s penis was quite erect, indicating what he wanted.

      The alpha crooked a finger at Darcy. “It’s time to give me what is mine, sweetheart.”

      “In your dreams, chum,” Darcy snapped. “We are not having sex.”

      “You would have no complaints. No reason to leave my bed. You’re mine, Darcy.”

      Adrian stalked toward Darcy. She snarled at him. “Back off. I’m not yours. Never will be. I’m not staying.”

      But the alpha looked smug. He snapped his fingers.

      The same butler who had greeted them at the door came forward, carrying a leather case Ella recognized as belonging to Darcy. Ella’s heart sank as Adrian removed a round ruby crystal the size of a softball from the bag. “You stole this, Darcy,” he said softly. “Punishment is mine to dispense as I please.”

      Panic touched Darcy’s expression. “I was merely borrowing it.”

      “Without permission.”

      Ella had to say something. This was her fault, and she would not allow Darcy to take the blame. “She took the crystal so we could find something, Adrian. I asked her to borrow it.”

      The alpha shook his head. “I would have aided her, but since she stole it, and made contact with the crystal with her skin, it’s useless. It gives visions to only the holder  - myself. Now the magick is ruined because Darcy touched it.”

      Adrian replaced it and waved the butler away. “My punishment is you must live with me for two weeks after you complete your current assignment.”

      A gleam lit his eyes. “And you must do whatever I please.”

      Claws emerged from Darcy’s fingertips. “Try to force me and I’ll show you my claws. Or worse.”

      “I will not force you. But you know the consequences if you fail to live up to the bargain.” He narrowed his eyes at her. “I will hunt you down, I will find you and I will drag you back here and keep you naked and locked up in my bedroom for the entire two weeks.”

      Judging from the darkening of her eyes, Darcy looked intrigued by the idea. Then she scowled. “Fine. But I have a duty to Ella first. I’ll fulfill your damn rules, after Ella finds the crystal and revives her mother.”

      With that, Darcy shifted into a large bird and flew off. Adrian shook his head. “That woman, she slays me. But I will have no one else.”

      The alpha shifted into a wolf once more and raced off toward the woods.

      Leaving them alone. The scent of musky sex filled the air, along with the howls of mating wolves and the groans of pleasure of Lupines choosing to mate in human form. Ella’s groin tightened.

      Kieran was naked again. So was she. She had never felt this longing before.

      At first when she saw Kieran naked, Ella told herself she merely wanted to admire a perfect male body. And then she kept staring at him, the triangle of dark hair stretching from one brown nipple to the other, the ripple of muscles on his flat abdomen, and the line of hair marching down to his…

      Kieran turned her on, as if he’d yanked at the rusty tap of her desire and now it flooded out, wet and gushing, preparing her body for sex.

      All she could think about lately was sex.

      For all her adult years, she’d tempered her body’s natural drive. Discipline and focus. No longer.

      Ella had never wanted a man as badly as she wanted Kieran. The space between her legs felt empty and wet. Last night she’d dreamed of Kieran making love to her, his warm mouth covering every inch of her skin with kisses, and then he’d mounted her.

      It had not been gentle, nor sweet.

      It had been everything her sexually suppressed body had wanted all these adult years, since puberty had opened a floodgate of female hormones.

      She did not fear him.

      She feared her own desires. Because sex was one thing. She could have sex with him, but fall in love? With a man who could turn into a jaguar, a man who’d tipped her world upside down since his arrival?

      But she wanted Kieran, and the sharp longing stabbed her with erotic awareness. Especially now, the way he stared at her as if he wanted to take her here and now. Cover her with his strong, muscled body, and thrust deep inside…

      Kieran trailed a finger down her cheek and she shivered with arousal. “I was assigned to protect you. I will not deny I want you as a woman.”

      “You can do with me what you wish,” she whispered. “I’m not in my fertile time and we don’t need protection.”

      Gaze dark, Kieran studied her. “My kind is aggressive when it comes to sex.” He drew in a deep breath. “I need sex and I’ve denied myself.”

      She liked his aggression. Ella could envision him in the bedroom, taking charge and fulfilling her wildest sexual fantasies.

      “I’m not afraid,” Ella told him. Her wolf had been triggered, turning her on as she scented Kieran’s raging need, his sexual aggression.

      “You should be.”

      His expression tightened as he looked down, rubbing his thumb along the seam of her lip. The gesture spoke of need, not affection. Couldn’t he hear the rapid pounding of her heart, sense the quickening of her blood? Some inexplicable force had drawn them together, the sexual chemistry scorching the air between them until every cell of her body sang with awareness.

      “I will control myself, Ella-mine, because I know you are innocent.”

      Staring at his mouth, she leaned up and parted her lips.

      He kissed her, his lips moving gently over hers, and then he increased the pressure. It felt wonderful, and she wrapped her arms around his neck, leaning into his strong body.

      When they broke apart, desire flared in his gaze, turning his eyes even darker. Ella wrapped her arms around herself, suddenly nervous about the wildness swimming within his gaze.

      “Don’t cover yourself. You are lovely.”

      She’d been called many things. No one had ever called her lovely before.

      He touched the corner of her mouth with his thumb. Kieran brought his thumb to his lips and licked it slowly, his intense gaze never leaving hers. Heat sizzled in the air. Her limbs felt loose and pliant, her nipples tight.

      She wanted to feel him naked against her skin, rub against her body. Her fingertips ached with the need, the yearning to touch him, explore muscle and sinew.

      The air grew heavy with expectance, charged with sexual awareness. Kieran stretched, and she watched his muscles flex with the movement.

      “Adrian has a hot tub into the ground. The weather is perfect for swimming,” he murmured. “Join me.”

      Taking her hand, he led her through the woods to a small brick patio overlooking the backyard. Water gushed over a rock structure Adrian had built next to the hot tub. Tiki torches blazed around the patio, casting shadows over the bubbling water.

      Kieran turned, facing her.

      Her startled gaze met his heated one. Ella glanced at the dark, curly hairs covering his sculpted chest, marching in a tempting line down his muscled abdomen.

      A warning rang through her mind. When they came together, he would be primitive and possessive. Images shot through her mind—the two of them naked, tangled together, their bodies sweat-slicked as they surrendered to the overpowering desire. Her gaze shot downward, past the ridge of muscle at his lean hips, down to his long, taut legs and then up to…

      Straining upwards from the dark hair at his groin, his thick penis was erect. Moisture gathered between her legs, her sex pulsing in natural response, her nipples tingling and hardening.

      The harsh sounds of his breath twined with the gurgling of the waterfall. Kieran approached the stone steps. Her hungry gaze riveted to the smooth muscles of his spectacular ass as he waded into the water.

      Kieran ducked beneath the water and turned over, his smoldering, predatory gaze riveted to hers. He tread water, watching her.

      “Come, Ella.”

      Ella’s heartbeat kicked as her breathing hitched. Her core pulsed in response to his naked body. She envisioned those strong hands holding her fast as his thick cock pushed deep inside her.

      He wanted her, and she wanted him equally. Her desire sparked to life, as fierce as her wolf.

      Their joining would be intense, passionate, and blazing. It had been so long since anyone had held her close…had bothered to show her any affection.

      But she reminded herself that they would not make love. It would be only sex.

      Hot, steamy, deep thrusting, clawing sex.

      Wading into the water, she sighed at the delicious warmth. Ella resisted the urge to cover her breasts, and watched Kieran, noting the predatory heat in his gaze, feral as his jaguar.She swam over to him in sure strokes and he caught her in his arms and kissed her. Ella opened her mouth beneath his as his tongue slid into her mouth, stealing away her breath. His kiss was demanding, and yet gentle. Then it became urgent, almost desperate.

      At last he pulled away, began to touch her.

      Symbolic and soothing, his actions roused her desire as he slid his hands over her arms, the slope of her neck. It was the jaguar claiming her through touch. Droplets clung to his thick hair, sparkled in his long, black lashes and the stubble on his face. Water cascaded down his strong, muscled neck, beaded in the black hair on his sculpted chest and slid lower.

      He looked sexy and intent, and it took her breath away. This jaguar would become her first lover.

      His heated gaze remained fixed to hers as he stroked her wet, glistening skin. Kieran brushed sweet, tender kisses alongside her jaw. His hands cupped the rounded curve of her hips, pulling her tight against him.

      “Turn around,” he said, his voice thick.

      Ella closed her eyes as he stood behind her, cupping her breasts and gently teasing the hardened nipples with gentle strokes of his thumbs. Massaging gently, he molded his body to hers, his erection rubbing against her bottom. Each languid stroke aroused her senses, chasing away every rational thought with sensual awareness.

      Taking the lobe of her ear between his teeth, he gently bit it.

      She moaned.

      “Good,” he murmured, flicking his fingers lazily over her nipples. “You have a deeply sensual nature.”

      His mouth went from her ear to her throat, nuzzling down to her bare collarbone. Then he moved in front and suckled her breasts, his tongue flicking over each crested peak, creating new, aching need inside her. Ella sagged against him, pushing her hot skin against his questing mouth.

      More. More.

      Sensation speared her, so fresh and tantalizing. She, who had never experienced passion, felt desire or the tender touch of strong, skilled hands.

      Kieran’s hands.

      He stroked a path down to her belly. He dipped a finger into her navel, then trailed his fingers down between her legs.

      He slid a finger between her slick folds as she gasped, her passage growing wet and ready for him. Then lifting her into his arms, he carried her over to the ledge and set her upon it.

      Kieran spread her legs apart. Suddenly shy, feeling the wanton sensuality replaced with apprehension, she resisted. “Someone will see us,” she whispered.

      A tender smile graced his handsome face. “They’re busy indulging their own desires. Open your legs. I promise, I’ll make it good for you.”

      She drew back. Kieran shook his head. “I will be gentle, Ella. Trust me in this.”

      Sincerity rang in his deep, husky voice. Ella parted her legs and watched as he lowered his head and put his mouth on her. Shock filled her, but she had no time for bashful protests. The rush of pleasure he delivered with the delicious roughness of his tongue left her speechless.

      A nearly unbearable ache filled her lower belly as he kissed and licked her. Water streamed down her body, mingling with her natural moisture. As she leaned back, moaning, Ella splayed her hands against the edge of the hot tub.

      Then he put a single finger inside her and she opened her legs wider, the intensity too intense to bear.

      “So very tight,” he murmured, blowing a breath against her feminine folds. “I can’t wait to make you mine.”

      Ella moaned as he pumped his finger in and out of her slick passage, imitating what he’d soon do with his penis. She squeezed hard around him, feeling the incredible pressure build until she cried out and climaxed, feeling as if she were flying.

      And that she would never descend.

      Ella gulped down several breaths, aware of the pounding of her heart, the blood rushing through her veins. Cool air brushed against her overly-sensitive skin. She lifted her head and looked at Kieran, whose face was stamped with pure male satisfaction, even as he breathed heavily, as if he wanted more. He planted a tender kiss on her quivering thighs and helped her down.

      They climbed out of the hot tub and took towels from the rack to dry off. Ella glanced down at his very impressive erection. And then her gaze widened as she saw a protrusion on his penis. Curved and hooked, it looked intriguing.

      A sensual smile touched his mouth. “My barb. All jaguar shifters have them. It aids in fertilizing the female when she’s ovulating.”

      Ella drew her arms around his neck, feeling the power of his thick erection against her lower belly. “How?”

      “It massages her internal passage, finding the area of most pleasure and stimulates her into orgasm.” He nuzzled her neck with his lips. “Over and over, so when she climaxes, he climaxes as well and his seed shoots deeper inside her.”

      “Many orgasms?” She could barely think for the way he kept teasing her sensitive neck with his mouth, as his hand had caressed her clit.

      “Several. A true mating can take hours, until the couple is spent and exhausted.” His gaze gleamed again. “Do you want me, Ella? I am jaguar and we can only mate in human form. I need sex. I need to fuck. But I need you more.”

      “Yes,” she whispered. “I want you, Kieran. I’ve never felt this way before. I feel as if we don’t do this, I’ll die.”

      His dark gaze glittered. “Me too. You are mine and I have never wanted another woman, loved another woman, as much as I have loved you.”

      Then he drew her over and down in the damp grass, but she didn’t feel the coldness, only a tremendous heat.

      “Hands and knees,” he said thickly.

      Kieran turned her around so her bottom faced him.

      She needed him inside her, needed his thick cock penetrating deep, claiming her as his own. He took his penis and stroked it through her slick, swollen folds. Ella moaned. Never had her desire been so desperate, so yearning.

      He positioned himself over her, panting, and grunted, his penis slipping a little inside her. Her breath caught.

      Suddenly she felt cool air brush over her as he drew back.

      “No,” he said, his voice deep and edgy with frustration. “I will not take you like this the first time. You deserve better.”

      Gently he turned her over so she lay back against the cool, damp grass.

      “Face to face,” he whispered, brushing a lock of hair behind her ear. “So you know who is taking you, Ella-mine. So I can gaze into your eyes as our bodies become one.”

      She lay on her back, gazing up at him.. Ella felt suffused with tremendous heat as he caressed her breasts and then she arched beneath his touch as Kieran brushed his thumbs over the cresting nipples. When he bent his head and took one into his mouth, the warmth and the shocking sensation caused a whimper deep in her throat. He lapped his tongue, swirling it over the taut peak, then suckled her.  She was growing hotter now, a fire stoking inside her as the sweet tension braced her body.

      Breath caught in her lungs. He was stunning, hard, so different from her. Muscles padded his broad shoulders, dark hair covered his deep chest. His limbs were athletic and sturdy, his abdomen ribbed and flat.

      The thought of taking his hardness into her body filled her with anticipation.

      “Like what you see?” he asked softly. “Come closer, Ella-mine, and touch me.”

      Ella ran her hands over the strong muscle of his bicep. She traced his body, the knobs of his narrow hips, his flat stomach and then her hand shyly grasped the hard length of him rising from his groin. Kieran gave a low moan as her fingers danced along the soft skin, the rigidness beneath. Lightly, her finger teased the intriguing barb on his cock, testing the curved flesh there.

      “Does it hurt?” she asked.

      “In a good way.”

      A strangled sob escaped her as he slid his hand between her legs and began to stroke her wet flesh. Moisture seeped out of her and she arched.

      “Doesn’t it feel good?” he murmured. “I want to make you feel pleasure, Ella-mine.”

      Ella clutched his shoulders, squeezing the hard muscles as he thumbed her center, flicking over it. Kieran slipped a finger inside her, and her sheath squeezed around him.

      “You’re so tight. So very tight,” he murmured. “I will make it good for you, I promise.”

      He stroked and caressed, then circled her center. Shudders wracked her as Ella cried out, caught in the grips of a second climax.

      He withdrew, and mounted her, nudging her trembling legs open with his.

      Bracing his palms on either side of her, he held her gaze with a fierce intensity. “Look at me, Ella-mine. Only me.”

      Lashed with desire, she focused on him. Kieran surged forward, breaking the barrier of her innocence. Ella went still with shock. Burning pain accompanied the odd fullness. She felt invaded, caught emotions she was helpless to control.

      He held her face between his palms and kissed her. “Sshhh,” he crooned. “Just stay still, trust me, it will ease.”

      A bead of sweat dripped from his forehead down to her breasts.

      “We are one now, Ella. Nothing, no one, can part us now.”

      He began rocking back and forth, a gentle rhythm, creating a delicious friction that pushed past the pain.  Ella clutched his shoulders, feeling the muscles tense beneath her grip. She arched and pumped her hips, rising up to meet him in her own demand, rubbing against him, feeling the silky slide of the hair on his legs against hers, moisture sheening his body as he moved against her. His gaze held hers as he claimed her with every push into her soft, moist channel, with the soft words he murmured to her. Then she felt the hooked barb of his cock stroke inside, fanning the flames further until she climaxed with a sharp cry.

      Barely had she time to recover, when she climaxed again. And again. Spent, exhausted, she clung to him, pumping her hips upward to meet his urgent thrusts.

      Then she felt the tension in him build, and his big body went still and he threw back his head. Warmth spurted inside her, as cords on his muscled neck stood out in stark relief. Kieran cried out her name, and then collapsed on her.

      Gently she stroked his damp hair as his ragged breath thundered into her ear. For a moment he lay still atop her, his head pillowed on her shoulder. Then he nuzzled her neck, giving it a gentle kiss, and slid partly off her. He was still inside her, still rigid as a tree trunk. She felt the wet stickiness of his seed and her virginal blood trickle down her splayed thighs.

      He rolled over, taking her with him so he was still nestled inside her, as if he didn’t want to separate them. Perspiration plastered his hair to his forehead, beaded in the curly hairs of his muscled chest.

      Experimentally, she rolled her hips and felt him twitch inside her. Ella tensed as he rolled her beneath him again. Kieran raised up on his elbows, giving her a small, private smile.

      “Breathe, Ella-mine. Just relax and breathe. This time will be even better,” he promised.

      She had trusted him before. Ella slid her arms around his neck, anchoring herself to him. He began to move slowly, and at first there was nothing but the slight burn once more. He kissed her, long, drugging kisses that coaxed her response. He raised himself up and began angling his thrusts, rubbing against the part of her that burned in a different way.

      She ached, the tension building higher and higher. Ella writhed beneath him, wanting it, clawing for it. Her hands raked down his back as she hissed and twirled her hips, begging him with her eyes.

      When he thrust even deeper inside her, she screamed and bit his shoulder, tasting the salt of his skin. Kieran groaned with pleasure as he cupped her bottom and drove hard into her. The tension shattered as she came apart, her inner muscles squeezing him tightly, and he followed her soon after.

      Afterwards, she lay in his arms, stroking the crisp hairs on his chest. Her hands traced his skin, reveling in the feel of muscle and sinew beneath her questing fingers. Ella rested her head on his shoulder as her fingers outlined his smiling lips. It was fitting they had made love here, in the woods that had coaxed out her wolf. It felt natural, unconfined, for her first time.

      For a long time, they lay in each other’s arms, listening the howls of Lupines mating, and the sounds of the sweet night.
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      So, I’m a werewolf. No, they call it Lupine. And I have a lover. And what a lover!

      Ella sat in a chair by the window, hooking her arms around her knees. Memories of Kieran’s lovemaking sang through her slightly sore body. She felt well-loved, and tired from his ardent attention.

      If that was his normal style of sex, she wondered how frantic and furious a mating frenzy would make him.

      Reassured that she could now shift and defend herself with fangs and claws, Kieran had left to patrol the beach. Darcy was investigating the area around the hotel where Xavier had stayed. They’d left her here with the digital files of the one scroll she sensed would provide answers.

      In the house, she sat at the window overlooking the highway outside. Australian pines, their needles feathery, waved in the slight breeze. Thicker Norfolk pines flanked them. A squat concrete building with a sign out front reading MEDICAL CENTER stared at her from across the street.

      This world was so familiar to her, and yet with Kieran’s entrance into her life and the knowledge of the unknown, she knew all could be deceptive.

      Now that she knew she was truly a shifter, Ella felt her eyes opened to the hidden truth lurking beneath the human world.

      An innocent-looking couple on the beach could turn into demons, jaws opened wide to devour the unwary. Drivers passing back and forth on the road could be families on their way home from the beach or spies for the Dark Lord, searching for her and Kieran.

      A medical building could house a doctor or nurse ready to render assistance to the injured, or demons hungering to prey on the weak and frail.

      Ella’s gaze sharpened as she studied a lone gray Caravan parked in the lot across the street. The medical center was closed on weekends. Kieran had made it a point to scout out all the buildings surrounding them.

      Why was a van parked there? Was it simply a place to park across from the beach? Or something else?

      She looked out the window at the clear blue sky, the white puffs of clouds stretching out onto the horizon. Each moment’s delay meant her mother disappeared a little more.

      She needed to find the crystal, claim her powers and return home.

      A tingling filled her fingertips. Ella used to ignore it, but now, she did not. Something was not right.

      She left the armchair and searched the living room for the binoculars Kieran had insisted on packing. It comforted her to know he constantly guarded her, ensuring her safety.

      His protective streak moved her. No one, not even her foster mother, had been this concerned with her welfare.

      Ella found the glasses, and returned to the armchair. She lifted them to her face and peered at the vehicle.

      A lone occupant sat inside. He, or she, was turned away, so she could not see the face. Probably a lost driver, searching his cell for GPS instructions. Silly her.

      And then, just as she chided herself for being foolish and imaginative, something made her look again. See with your true eyes, Kieran had told her. Not the eyes of a human, but your animal. Those eyes will penetrate the fog of magick and reveal an Other’s true nature.

      The person inside the van turned around.

      She saw his face.

      It changed. Gray, with two large nostrils, and an ordinary mouth. Until it opened it, and it stretched downward, the jaw elongating like a snake about to swallow a mouse.

      Oh, dear heavens, it was doing exactly that. A wriggling white object, a mouse, probably, fought as the creature lowered it to its massive jaws. It gulped it down whole and swallowed, a large lump appearing in its throat.

      “Dinner is served,” she whispered, and the binoculars fell to the carpet.

      Ella drew back, lest the creature see her and decide she’d make a tastier snack. But then her wolf emerged, growling. Claws emerged from her fingertips. She boldly stared at the van, and narrowed her eyes.

      Let him try to get near and she’d turn him into a wolf snack.

      Then, as if the driver sensed someone watched him, he started up the van and sped out of the parking lot. Minutes later, Kieran strode through the door. He saw her, and immediately went over to her.

      “What is wrong, Ella?”

      Kieran’s deep voice soothed her jangled nerves. She rubbed the gooseflesh dotting her bare arms. “Watching the show across the street gave me the creeps.” Ella held up her hand, showing the claws. “I think my wolf was creeped out as well.”

      He sat on the chair’s armrest and stroked her hair. His touch calmed her, made her claws retract, though she sensed the tension thrumming through him. “Tell me.”

      When she finished, he relaxed. “It was not a spy, I think. A true spy would have remained, or would never risked eating where Skins could see him.”

      “Unless he was really hungry.”

      Kieran kissed her, his mouth warm and firm. Her nerves tingled with awareness of him, his clean scent of sharp snow and spice, his protective, alert manner.

      “In that case, he would have been over here, knocking on our door and asking if we could serve him some Mouse Flambé with a side of cockroaches.” His teasing smile didn’t lift her spirits. “It’s all right, Ella. You are becoming more proficient at using your true sight. It is part of the process. You will grow accustomed to it.”

      “I don’t know if I like it. Seeing lizard-things eat live mice is one thing. What about the really nasty creatures you say are out there? The ones that attacked my mother? The ones that attacked you? How many of them roam around?”

      Kieran nuzzled her hand with his cheek, like the way Darcy used to do when she sensed Ella was upset.

      “They are everywhere. Some are harmless, escapees from the Dark Kingdom who flaunt their magick in daylight, but commit no crime. So the wizards cannot punish them. But they are the most susceptible to the Dark Lord’s influence. His followers are everywhere, Ella. This is why you must not confront one on your own, or acknowledge them. Even if they disgust you, show no reaction. If they think you are still Skin, and ignorant of the world of Others, your chances of being left alone are greater.”

      He pulled away. “Let’s get back to work. Have you finished analyzing the translation I gave you?”

      She nodded. It had been a bizarre passage. “The wizard whose light is crystal will find his refuge in the calm waters guarded by the shards of glass amid the trees that float.”

      The Gulf of Mexico usually had calm waters. Trees that float? She gave Kieran a questioning look. He rubbed his chin.

      “Mangroves have roots that go into the water. They look like they are floating.”

      “They form roots in the water and then sprout into an island,” she mused. “But calm waters? The Gulf can get churned up, so it’s not calm.”

      He sat back on his haunches. “There’s a possibility. The bay. There are many mangrove islands and the bay is quieter and calmer than the Gulf.”

      Kieran removed his cell phone from his shorts pocket. “I’ll reserve a boat for tonight.”

      “Maybe sooner.” Ella stood, squinting at the darkening sky. “We’d best hurry if we are going to beat that storm.”

      An hour later, they were at the marina. Darcy had taken to the skies in the form of a bird to patrol the area.

      The boat he rented was a 15-foot catamaran with a flat bottom, ideal for skimming shallow water. Kieran spent a few minutes chatting with a marina employee. After a crash course in operating the motor, Kieran took the helm and they sped off. Briny spray splashed Ella’s face as she sat near the bow, laughing with delight. She loved the feeling of speeding in the water.

      “This is fun! It feels like I’m flying!” She spread out her arms.

      “Oh? That’s nothing. Just wait,” he called back.

      They passed several small mangrove islands. Kieran seemed interested in none. A great blue heron waded on the sandbar near one island, and a few pink birds nosed in the water as if searching for food.

      It was quite pretty, but nothing odd.

      Kieran kept going and slowed as they approached another mangrove island further south. “This is it,” he told her. “Has to be here. That man back at the marina said it’s rumored to be haunted. No one, not wildlife experts or people swimming in the bay, comes here.”

      Menacing black birds dove and skimmed the water around the island, their eerie cries sending shivers down her spine. They seemed like ordinary birds.

      Ella shrugged. “If this is the island where the crystal is hidden, it’s not very secret. Nothing to protect it.”

      Kieran pointed. “Look not with your Skin vision, but your wolf’s.”

      She squeezed her eyes shut, then opened them. The birds were translucent, as if made from glass. Her breath caught as she watched one dive down and claw another water fowl. Salvia dripped from the attacking bird and in a minute, there was nothing left of the other bird but bones. The predator bird flew down and began crunching on the bones.

      They’d found the island, but could not access it. Not without losing their skin.

      “Wait,” he said quietly. “Let’s watch them.’

      For a moment they watched the birds. He pointed out that even though the birds roosted in the mangroves, they did not hurt the trees. Not did their saliva seem to penetrate the water.

      “There’s fish in the water and those fish should be dead. Whatever magick this is, it’s meant to harm intruders to the island.”

      But if she and Kieran were meant to find and take the crystal, then those birds should not attack them. When she told him this, he growled.

      “They are protecting the crystal from anyone who might take it, good or evil.”

      “Then I’ll just have to shift into my wolf form.” She rubbed her bare arms and shivered. “My fur will protect me.”

      “I’m not letting you risk it, Ella-mine.” His gaze in the dimming light gleamed, cat-like. “I’m older and stronger in my magick. You’re too important to our world to lose.”

      “And you’re not? We go together.”

      “You’re not. I refuse to allow it.”

      “Stop being a chauvinistic pussy.” She threw the anchor out. “Let’s roll.”

      The sinking sun suddenly cast a rose-gold glow on the water. Up in the tallest branches of a mangrove tree came a lavender light. It glinted in the dying sunlight. It could have been a reflection of something caught in the tree, a shard of steel, but Ella knew it was not.

      It was the crystal they sought.

      Kieran gave her a knowing look. “Wolves do not climb trees. Jaguars do. I will fetch it for you.”

      Nothing, no birds that dripped acid or other dark creatures, was stopping her from getting the stone. Nor would she allow Kieran to go unprotected.

      After he shut off the motor, Kieran shifted. The big jaguar jumped out of the boat and began paddling toward the island. Then he ducked beneath the water.

      She shifted as well. Ella made a point of splashing around, trying to draw the focus away from Kieran. A flock of the raptors dove toward her.

      Ella dove, the water making her fur heavy. As he’d indicated, the acid could not penetrate the water. Whatever kind of corrosive the bird’s saliva contained, it did not harm the salty water.

      She swam to the east side of the island, and surfaced, padding through the shallow water and pushing through the mangroves. The trees parted to admit her.

      At the tallest tree, she saw a spotted jaguar, its sharp claws piercing the trunk, climbing toward the crystal. The birds saw him, and began attacking and dripping acid on him.

      Kieran howled, but kept climbing.

      A shadow fell over her. Ella glanced up and saw a bald eagle circling the island, high above the lower flying birds. It dove down and chased them, attacking from above, snapping its beak at them. Darcy. Ella shook her muzzle and backed away to the water.

      Hurry, please. We need to get out of here before the Dark Lord’s followers find us.

      The threat removed, Kieran climbed down from the tree, a purple glow coming from his mouth as he clasped the stone between his mighty jaws.

      Surely this was the powerful crystal, for his bleeding wounds from the droplets of acid splashing on his fur had already begun to heal.

      She accompanied him as they swam out to the boat. Ella shifted back into her Skin form, climbed on board and clothed herself by magick.

      As the jaguar climbed into the boat, she gave a rueful glance at the lime green shorts and bright orange t-shirt on her body. She still had some adjusting to do in the clothing department.

      The eagle landed and transformed into Darcy. Her friend wore the usual black leathers she preferred.

      “Thanks, Darcy.” Ella wiped sweat off her brow. “Close call.”

      Darcy grinned. “When you’ve lived long as I have, you learn to adjust your form to fit the predator.”

      “That was some impressive form.”

      Darcy beamed.

      The jaguar padded over to her, nudging her. Ella reached out with one hand and the crystal dropped into it.

      “You still must complete the ceremony to transfer the powers.” Darcy started the motor. “The books in the archives back in Colorado contain the spell. Let’s go.”

      In the boat, Kieran snarled, pacing back and forth. Worried, she looked at him. “Is he okay?”

      “It’s the crystal. The power of the stone is forcing him to remain in his jaguar form. Here, put the crystal in this.” Darcy handed her a small leather pouch.

      Soon as the crystal was inside, Kieran shifted back to his Skin form and conjured clothing. Shivering, he hugged himself. Ella went over to him, gathering him close. Immediately his violent shudders eased.

      “My foolish Ella. I saw what you did—draw away the attack.”

      “I couldn’t let you have all the fun.”

      Then Darcy pointed to the island. “Look!”

      All the translucent birds had suddenly fallen from the sky, into the water. Once they hit the water, they turned to dust.

      It was an ordinary island once more.

      “Ella-mine, are you ready for what lies ahead?” Kieran murmured.

      She smiled. “Saving my mother? Yes. Whatever it takes, I can handle it, as long as you’re with me.”

      He kissed her as they made their way back to the marina.

      A distant cawing in the sky made her pull away and glance up. The bird, flying against the light of the waning moon, looked like a raven. She hoped it was only a bird.

      But deep inside, she had a bad feeling.
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      The next day, they arrived back in Colorado. Ella was stunned nothing followed them and they encountered no problems. Kieran booked them into first class. He slept the entire way, as she rested her head against his shoulder.

      It took a few good hours to drive back to the town. When they made it to the library, Ella’s heart was racing. Nine days had passed. What if Kieran was wrong? What if the spell had already cast her mother into permanent ice?

      When they arrived at the library, she clutched the leather pouch containing the crystal. Kieran slid his right hand into hers.

      “I’m with you in this, Ella-mine. No matter what happens.” He gave her palm a reassuring squeeze. “It’s going to be okay.”

      The library was quiet. She’d called Danica on the drive over and her friend assured her that she’d keep everything locked tight and meet them in the secret archives.

      In the basement, Kieran entered the secret code with his left hand. The keypad lit up with a soft white glow, sparkling like fairy lights. The trio headed for the light at the end of the shelving.

      Several tables had been pushed together to form a single unit. A sob caught in Ella’s throat as she saw her mother, still frozen, resting upon the tables. A few lamps glowed softly, showing the pale blueness of her skin and face, the hands and arms stiff with frost.

      “Ella!” Danica stepped out of the shadows and ran forward. She hugged her.

      “I found the correct spell to activate the crystal. Are you ready, honey?” Danica asked.

      Palming the crystal, she cast a worried glance at Kieran. He nodded.

      “It’s okay, Ella. Do it. It’s the only way to free your mother.”

      She recited the words on the page Danica translated. A surreal purple glow pulsed in the room as the crystal in her palms lit up. Kieran squinted and stepped back, as did Danica and Darcy, but the light did not hurt Ella’s eyes.

      Power flowed through her as if she’d placed her hand on a live electrical line. The burning wasn’t unpleasant, nor did she fear it. For the first time in her life, Ella felt as if she found her purpose.

      I was born for this.

      Ella set the crystal down on the table, staring at her glowing white hands. She felt filled with energy and renewed, as if awaking from a long sleep.

      And more than a little scared at containing power. So much magick! She felt as if she could fly through the air, heal a thousand injuries.

      Or destroy a thousand cities.

      Out of the corner of her eye she saw Danica move toward the crystal.

      “Hey,” Darcy protested. “What the…”

      Danica punched her half-sister, and Darcy fell to the ground.

      “Stop her!” Darcy cried out.

      But Danica snatched up the crystal and murmured a spell. Power suddenly radiated from her, a dark aura that smelled of pure evil.

      In her hands the crystal’s lavender glow cast shadows on her face. “It’s activated now. Mine. Soon as I recite the final spell to transfer all your power into me, nothing can stop me. Now the Dark Lord will reward me for my patience. So many long years of subservience, pretending to like you, pretending I was Skin.”

      Ella stared at her friend. “Are you mad?”

      Danica laughed. “Mad? I’ve never been more sane in my life. All this wasted time, waiting for you, you bitch, to stop living in Skin. It’s finally paid off.”

      No. She could not believe it. “Danica, please don’t do this.”

      But her words fell on deaf ears.

      Betrayed and utterly grieved, Ella dropped her hands. “You said you wanted to help me, hell, you got me this job. You helped save the kittens I’ve rescued in the past.”

      “The cat in the woods was a sacrifice to keep my little bit of magick alive. I would have killed the kittens, too, if you hadn’t found them first.”

      Danica’s smile was filled with malevolence. “I killed Alice and her husband, and your father, when they realized there was something wrong with their adopted son, Ed, and he was spending too much time with me. They suspected someone close to you would turn against you. I couldn’t let anyone warn you, or push you into using your powers until I gained a firm hold on the spells you needed to cast.”

      Ella felt her stomach clench in knots. “You were my friend.”

      Danica laughed. “I pretended friendship to grow close to you to watch you, to seize this moment. I serve the Dark Lord and through his power, I will live forever and rule alongside him!”

      The crystal had been useless in the hands of anyone else—good or evil. Until the spell releasing the power had been recited, and Ella activated the crystal. Guilt filled her. She must stop this.

      Kieran snarled, shifted into a jaguar and leapt, his fangs sinking into Danica’s leg. But before he could bite, he howled and fell back. Burn marks showed on his muzzle.

      The crystal protected Danica from ordinary Others like Kieran.

      Ella knew what she had to do. Her mortal heart broke to see her friend turn to evil.

      “I’m invincible,” Danica shouted. “My lord whom I serve, I am offering this to you!”

      As Danica started to recite the spell to empower herself, Ella flicked out a finger. Danica’s mouth shut tight. Her jaw locked.

      “No, you are not. Danica, I bind you from doing harm to any living creature, mortal or immortal.”

      Ella flung out her arms, envisioning Danica as the most harmless image she could conjured. Bones snapped. Skin melted like ice in a fire.

      Confused, and yet knowing she must not stop, Ella kept the flow of magick pouring through her.

      Finally nothing remained of her former friend but liquid green goo, sprinkled with little chocolate bits.

      “Damn girl,” Darcy muttered as she stared at what remained of her former half-sister. “Remind me not to get you mad at me.”

      “I turned her into mint chocolate chip ice cream,” she whispered.

      “Flavor is too good for that bitch,” Darcy told her.

      Emotion clogged Ella’s throat. So much power. How could she learn to control this?

      Ella stared at her hands. She had done this. She had destroyed life.

      The jaguar lay on the ground, whimpering, his muzzled seriously burned. Ella felt the power inside her surge. She touched the jaguar, laying a hand on his mouth.

      The burns healed. Kieran shifted back, clothed himself. He stood and rushed over to her, cupping her face.

      “My Ella. My brave girl. Are you all right?”

      She looked helplessly at Kieran. “I took a life.”

      He brushed a kiss against the corner of her wobbling lips. “No, Ella-mine, you took away pure evil. She was a follower of the Dark Lord, and you did what you must. None of us could see what Danica was, what she planned.”

      “I’m so shaky,” she whispered. “I’ve never killed anyone before.”

      He glanced at the liquid goo on the floor. “Well, not exactly killed, Ella-mine. More like turned her into bad dessert.”

      His joke chased away her horror, but worry filled her. “Kieran, what if I hurt my mom instead of healing her? If my thoughts are this powerful, how can I control them?”

      “You can,” he insisted. “I’ll help you.” He pointed to the mess on the floor. “First, we must clean up this. Something this powerful, this strong, can reform. Are you ready?”

      “I don’t know what to do.”

      “I will show you.”

      Warmth tingled through her as he took her hand. “Look at Danica. See her as pure evil you must eliminate from this world. Banish her to the underworld. Burn her with your magick. Pure white light.”

      He dropped her hand. Ella pointed her finger at the sticky mess on the floor. White light ringed her hand, and power surged through her like thousands of electrical lines. It did not hurt, only felt right, as if she could take on the world. She thought of the white light engulfing Danica, and then the mess on the floor suddenly began to move.

      Surging upward. Taking shape. Horrified, she realized she was not destroying Danica. She was resurrecting her.

      “Banish her Ella,” Kieran yelled. “Now! Give it all you have!”

      Ella threw a bolt of energy at the rising Danica. The gooey mess vanished, leaving nothing behind but a clean floor.

      Darcy whistled. “Wow, that’s some magick, Ella.”

      She beamed. “I did it. Now I can save my mom.”

      Kieran shook his head. “Before you save your mother, you must eliminate the crystal. It cannot be done here, for you risk harming us. It is far too dangerous to leave in this world. Transport yourself and the crystal by thinking of the most inhospitable place you can imagine.”

      She gazed at him uneasily. “How can I do this if you’re not there to guide me? I need you, Kieran.”

      He drew in a breath. “Then I will go with you, Ella-mine.”

      Palming the crystal in one hand, Ella took his other hand. She closed her eyes and thought of a desolate, barren desert where she could harm no living thing. Power engulfed her and she felt herself rushing through time and space.

      Opening her eyes, she saw a giant void, tawny sand dunes surrounding them. The great sand sea of northern Africa. Wind sent sand stinging into her eyes, lashing against her skin.

      “This will hurt, Ella,” he yelled over the noise of the wind. “Summon the inner fire you have, and aim it at the crystal. You must throw everything you have at the crystal. It will burn you.”

      She had no desire to experience pain. But she knew he was right about destroying it. She could not allow it to fall into enemy hands.

      Ella placed the crystal on the sand as Kieran stepped back. She thought of herself as pure energy, white-hot light that would shatter the strongest diamond. Power surged again inside her, so much that it felt like her skin burst. Suffocated with it, she gasped to breathe.

      “Now!” he yelled.

      Ella pointed at the crystal, streaming all her energy at it. The crystal blew into thousands of shards of dust, and billowed with the wind sweeping over the dunes. A small burn mark appeared on her right palm. It stung as if she’d placed her hand on a flame. Tears threatened, but she willed them aside.

      Kieran took her hand, turning it over gently. He kissed it, his mouth cool and soothing.

      “Fire and ice,” he murmured. “You are the fire and I am the ice.”

      He kissed her, his mouth soft and cooling the heat that hurt her. Then as they kissed, she thought of returning to the archives. When they broke apart, they were standing back where they’d been before.

      Darcy blinked. “You were gone only a moment.”

      “It feels like hours,” she murmured.

      “Let’s awaken your mother.” Kieran gestured to the still form of Nellie.

      “I don’t know if I can. I expended all my power in destroying the crystal.” Ella bit her lip, deeply worried.

      “No, you did not. But Gideon was wise. He knew this would happen, knew it would drain you enough to safely use your powers to warm your mother slowly.”

      Kieran guided her over to Nellie. He placed her hands on her mother’s chest.

      The ice penetrated her skin, but soothing, warm magick chased it away.

      “Think of how much you love her. Let only love fill your thoughts, Ella-mine. See Nellie warming gently, as if she were immersed in a bath filled with bubbles and warm water. You will not harm her. You will heal her.”

      Letting the power surge, she realized it was coming all too quickly. Ella slammed it back as a runner would stop racing and switch to jogging.

      Good thoughts. Gentle power, flow through me. Break the spell and bring my mother back to me.

      A soft purple glow ringed Nellie’s body, the ice melting onto the table. Gentle warmth, as soft as Kieran’s kisses. As warm as her mother’s love.

      Finally her mother’s skin turned golden with glowing health. She opened her eyes and slowly sat up.

      Crying out, Ella hugged her.

      “Honey, I don’t know what happened. Everything is a blur. I feel as if I’ve been asleep in an ice cave.” Her mother pulled away, searching her face. “Are you all right? You look different.”

      Ella kissed her cheek. “I’ve come into my powers, Mom. I know who I am.”

      Nellie sighed with apparent relief. “Then my work is done here. I can release you.’

      Ella helped her mother off the table. “What are you talking about?”

      Nellie looked peaceful. For the first time in years, the lines of strain were gone from her face. “I’m not your birth mother, Ella. Neither was your father. We were appointed by the goddess to raise you, watch over you, until the time when you came into your power.”

      She hugged her tight. “We could never have children of our own, and we loved you like our own daughter.”

      Another revelation. “Who are my birth parents?”

      “Your mother is Lupine, and your father is a Changeling Shifter. They loved you, but understood you needed to be safe, here in the Skin world, until you decided to accept, or reject, your destiny as a werewolf of the Wyld to protect the Crystal Wizard and Others.”

      Wonder filled her. Such a sacrifice her parents had made. “Can I meet them?”

      “Yes, but not for a while. First you must learn how to use your powers.” Nellie gave her a long, thoughtful look. “All the while I was here, I could hear Danica chanting to the Dark Lord. There are many others like her, Ella. You must be the new force that helps to stop them. It means you will seldom spend the same night in the same place.”

      “I’ve always wanted to travel,” she admitted and Nellie laughed.

      “As long as I can come home to you, Mom. You’re my real mom.”

      Nellie hugged her again. “I’d love that. “

      Darcy held out her hand. “Come on, Nellie. I’ll take you out to dinner. I imagine you’re quite hungry. And then we’ll go back to my house. I’ll find you some new digs.”

      “What happened to my house?” Nellie asked.

      “Long story,” Darcy said.

      Darcy and Nellie walked outside, and then drove off in Darcy’s sedan.

      Outside, she snuggled against Kieran. “And now what? Where are we going?”

      “You are returning to the condo where we first met.” Kieran removed the car keys from his pocket, enfolded them into her palm. “The entire complex belongs to Xavier. He will give you shelter there. Take the car. There’s plenty of food and what you need. Xavier will begin your training to teach you how to use your powers. He’s a good wizard, Ella. Trust him.”

      “I trust you, Kieran. I love you.”

      But he gently untangled himself from her. Sorrow filled his expression.

      “I can’t stay with you, Ella-mine.” He took her hands, kissed them, his expression tormented. “I must return to my people, and leave you to your duties. If I am with you, you will be more focused on me than your training.”

      “Kieran, no,” she whispered.

      “Please, don’t make this harder on me than it already is. I’m dying, Ella. I don’t want to leave.”

      “Then stay!”

      “I can’t!” Moisture sparkled in his eyes. He swallowed hard and fisted his hands. “Gods, I want to stay, I need you like I need my next breath. But those dark creatures of evil must be destroyed. I need you, but the world needs you more.”

      “We can fight together. You can teach me.” She reached out to him, her hands glowing white. Dismayed she dropped them.

      Kieran shook his head. “See? You have little control over your powers. They are embryonic. You need Xavier to show you how to control them. You cannot be the warrior you were destined to become if I remain here. I have not the means of showing you how to fight with these powers.”

      “Kieran, please don’t go.” She began to cry, her heart tearing apart. Her anchor, her rock, was slipping away beneath her frantic grasp. “How can I survive without you?”

      “You can. I would get in your way, be a distraction you cannot afford, Ella-mine.” He smiled, but a tear slipped from the corner of one eye. “I would spend more time making love to you than showing you how to fight. And I lack the ability to train you with these powers. You will be able to do wonderful things. You can destroy evil with the flick of a finger. Or heal injuries. These abilities…they are beyond me.”

      “We can learn together.” She was desperate, fighting for any means to keep him at her side.

      “I belong to the Winter Kingdom. I made a vow to the Winter King to remain with his family and guard them. It is a vow I cannot break, Ella-mine.”

      “Then I’ll go with you!”

      He picked up her hands and kissed them. “That is not why we went on this quest to empower you. I love you. I will always love you, forever.”

      “I need you, Kieran. I love you so much. Please, don’t go.” Her voice rose in a hysterical pitch. “Damnit, you’re abandoning me, cat!”

      He kissed her passionately, and then released her. Kieran lifted his arms to the sky. Tears streamed down his face. “Take me home,” he chanted.

      He vanished.

      For a long while, she remained in the parking lot staring at the space he’d occupied as she sobbed, feeling as if someone had broken her in half.

      She’d loved him, opened her heart to love Kieran, the wild, free jaguar shifter.

      And lost him.
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      Winter was so damn cold without Kieran.

      She had spent three months of earth time training with each wizard from the Brehon, most of her time with Xavier, the Crystal Wizard. Three months of honing her powers, learning to harness them when needed.

      Three months of missing Kieran terribly. Three months of raging at Kieran, releasing her anger as the immortal wizards taught her how to use her magick.

      Today, as a blanket of newly fallen snow coated the ground, she worked outside the condominium complex with Xavier. Dressed in a form-fitting bodysuit similar to the kind worn by ice speed skaters, Ella didn’t feel the cold. She could have been naked and it did not matter, for the Crystal Wizard had taught her how to regulate her body temperature.

      The last task on her checklist was using the power of mystic energy. Tossing energy from her hands that could make large objects invisible, required the most concentration. For the past several days, she’d struggled with this magick. That bastard Kieran kept invading her thoughts. Kieran with his engaging smile, his wicked kisses and his protective nature.

      Focus, Ella.

      “Exactly as I taught you. See empty space where the building sits. Air and nothing else. Focus on one small item instead of the entire structure so the energy you direct will spread outward,” Xavier murmured as she stared at the building.

      Taking a deep breath, Ella flung a current of pure white energy at the building.

      Suddenly nothing was there. Not even the flower pot remained.

      “You made the entire building vanish.” A wide smile split Xavier’s face beneath his black beard. “Good job.”

      Ella released the breath she’d held. She’d accomplished the most difficult task of her training.

      “Now make it appear again.”

      Ella envisioned the building in her mind as it had stood, the dark brown siding and roof, the balconies. The complex’s building reappeared.

      “Excellent. You did it!”

      A touch of pride filled her at the wizard’s praise. “Now what?” she asked.

      “You’re ready. Our work with you is finished.”

      She tried to squelch a rise of panic. He was leaving her alone. Facing the unknown. “I don’t know if I am ready.”

      Kindness shone in his eyes. “Ella my dear, you are. Don’t worry. You won’t be alone. The goddess will assign someone to you to aid you on your next quest. It will be someone who will make a perfect partner.”

      The only perfect partner she’d envision was Kieran. Giving a shrug to hide the tumult of emotions raging through her, she asked, “Male or female? Shifter or Fae?”

      “You’ll see.” He dropped a kiss on her cheek. “Danu will send someone to you soon. Your first assignment will be locating the next werewolf of the Wyld. Thank you for accepting the duties you have, Ella. My heart is lighter now, knowing you’ll be aiding the Brehon.”

      His gaze twinkled. “And I do like your sense of style.”

      Her gaze dropped to her lime green body suit with the pink stripes on the sleeves. Ella laughed. Waving a hand, Xavier vanished.

      She was truly alone now.

      Ella went into the condo Xavier had gifted her and fished a bottle of water from the refrigerator.

      She drank and then returned outside.

      For the first time in months, she was alone and had time to think. She pulled off her boots and socks, relishing the feel of the icy air against her bare feet. Then she regulated her body temperature as Xavier had taught her.

      Feet cutting through the snow, she walked alongside the river. She had purpose and a reason. Ella understood her mission to protect and defend innocents. But she missed her big cat, the man who’d made her laugh, who kept her grounded and feeling safe and cherished. She missed his touch, his kisses, making love with him.

      Ella turned a corner and nearly collided with a nude man.

      Kieran. She blinked, willing this to be real.

      “You’re not here.”

      “I am real, Ella-mine. Danu sent me. I am your new partner.”

      Her jaw dropped. “What?”

      “Danu requested that the Winter King to release me from my obligation to him. They agreed I would leave soon as your training is finished.”

      “But…”

      He winked. “I thought you’d like me best this way, the way we first met.”

      “You bastard,” she breathed. “You left me, damnit.”

      Screaming, she raced forward, pounding at his chest, releasing all the rage pent up since he’d disappeared from her life. Kieran took the blows, doing nothing, saying nothing.

      Then, exhausted, she raised her tear-streaked gaze to him. “You damn cat. If you ever leave me again, I’ll turn you into a litter box.”

      Kieran smoothed back her hair. “And I have no doubt you could. I’m here to stay, Ella-mine. I agreed to leave my home, everything I know, because you come first. My life in the Winter Kingdom was empty without you.”

      He held her tight, showering kisses all over her face, her lips, her neck. She felt as if she were being devoured with love.

      “I missed you, dear goddess, my life has been hell without you,” he muttered between urgent kisses.

      “I missed you so much. I love you and my life is so lonely without you,” she whispered.

      “You are the only reason I’m here, Ella-mine. Winter is cold, and I love it, love the snow, but not as much as I love you. My world is barren without you in it.”

      Then he stopped kissing her and merely held her, burying his face into her hair. For a moment she rested against him, overjoyed to feel his hard body against hers, his heart beating fast. Breathing in his scent of winter and spice. Her wolf howled with pleasure. She had focused on her training with the Crystal Wizard, learning to use weapons, to use her powers to fight evil, but her heart had been empty.

      And lost.

      “Kieran, I have something important to tell you.”

      He gazed at her tenderly. “What, sweetheart?”

      “I’ve decided against having children. For now. I asked Xavier to give me birth control that will last and be very effective.” Ella struggled with her emotions. “Even if you were in my life, I would not have a family. I’m needed more as a warrior for good.”

      “I know, sweetheart. You are.”

      “You need… a family again,” she whispered. “A woman who can give you offspring.”

      “No. I do not. I need you more,” he said, his voice husky. “I need you as much as I need to breathe, Ella-mine.”

      Kieran bent his head, nuzzling her neck, delivering slow, sensual licks. “You taste as I remember. Divine.”

      A different need rose in her as she rubbed against him, feeling the steely length of his erection.

      “I have gone three entire months without sex.” His gaze glittered as he lifted his head. “I could never have sex with another woman now that you own my heart. Ella-mine, I am on the brink of losing control.”

      Lightly he bit her neck, and a deep growl rumbled through his chest.

      Her breath caught. The mating frenzy. But she was stronger now, and equally eager and impatient.

      “Yes,” she whispered.

      Claws emerged from his fingertips. A ripping sound ensued as he tore off her bodysuit, while never touching her skin. Ella stared in amazement, her nipples hardening to diamonds from arousal, not the cold.

      “I need to fuck you, hard and fast. Now,” he grated out. “Right now. Where’s your place?”

      She pointed to her condo.

      He picked her up as if she weighed nothing, ran inside, kicking the door shut with his foot.

      The jaguar backed her against the wall. Kieran slid his fingers across her wet, aching cleft, two quick motions.

      Ella whimpered with impatience.

      He held up his fingers, glistening evidence of her arousal. Gaze locked to her, Kieran fisted his cock, using the moisture from her body. She opened her legs wide and braced herself as he lifted her by her bottom.

      A single, hard thrust, a gasp, and he entered her. So thick and long, she’d nearly forgotten how wonderful he felt inside her. Ella squeezed around him, moaning with pleasure.

      Sweat beaded his forehead. A growl ripped out of him. “Fuck! That feels so fucking good. You okay, Ella-mine?”

      She could barely recognize his voice, deep and animal-like with sheer sexual need. “Yes, do it!”

      Snarling, he began to move harder, deeper, penetrating further than she’d thought possible.

      “Yes, yes,” she cried out as he thrust hard and fast into her. Pistoning his hips, slamming into her, each slide of his slick, hard cock sending her spiraling higher and higher.

      And then the barb on his penis hit her most sensitive spot. Ella shrieked, her orgasm making her clench tight around him.

      Throwing his head back, Kieran shouted her name, and then he bit her neck as he climaxed, his hot seed shooting deep inside her. Another orgasm slammed into her.

      Gasping, she shuddered as he went still. Spent, wrung with exhaustion, she collapsed into his arms.

      Kieran slid his penis out of her. “That’s only the beginning, Ella,” he growled. “Bedroom. Now.”

      They raced into the bedroom. Kieran all but threw her onto the mattress. Bending down, he ran a thumb along her lower lip. “By the time I get through, my cock will be hard inside you once more and my name will be screaming from your lips.” A dark intensity lit his eyes. “I’ll be right back.”

      Shortly after, he returned carrying an ice bucket brimming with cubes, and a large tube of lotion and a box. He set them down on the nightstand.

      “Xavier left a gift for you in the kitchen.” Kieran held up the tube.

      Her breath caught. “Massage oil. Did he know?”

      “I don’t care.” Kieran gave a slow smile. “Lie back.”

      “And do what?”

      “Let me do the work, for now.”

      Heat flared where his fingertips brushed her bare skin. With deft skill, he slowly ran his palm across her trembling belly. Ice crackled as he reached into the bucket and removed a single cube. He put it halfway into his mouth. Kieran ran his tongue around the rim, each stroke slow and deliberate.

      Pistoning the cube in and out of his wet mouth, his heated gaze met hers. Ella felt the room temperature soar.

      Kieran removed the cube. “That’s what I’ll expect you to do with my cock. When you put my hard cock in your soft, wet mouth, like I did to the cube.”

      The tingle raced lower, sending a rill of heat into her groin.

      “And this is what I’m going to do to you, when I spread you wide, and put my mouth on you again, Ella-mine.

      Water dripped from the melting cube. His tongue ran around the cube’s rim, flicking hard and fast, warmth stroking between her legs timed to each brush of his tongue.

      A shallow gasp choked from her throat. The movements of his tongue stopped. Coldness met her flesh as he ran the ice over her bare skin. A thin trickle of water drizzled over her chest, down to pool on her breasts and abdomen.

      Removing the cube, he licked the droplets pearling on her chest. After setting down the ice cube, he straddled her hips.

      His knuckles brushed over the slopes of her breasts. Ella’s gaze met his as he sat back on his haunches.

      Something cracked at his tender expression. “I’ve missed you so damn much, Ella-mine,” he told her.

      Then he slid her finger into his warm, wet mouth. Kieran sucked, flicking with his tongue.

      Each slow, sensual stroke of his velvet tongue intensified the tingling sensation in her groin. Her breath hitched as their gazes locked, his dark and intent.

      Kieran released her finger it with a loud pop. “I can’t wait to have the taste of you beneath my tongue.”

      Ella’s breath hitched.

      He opened the box. When he turned back to the bed, his hands held velvet ropes. Before she could move, he was on her. Damn, the jaguar was quick. Suddenly she found herself spread eagle, wrists and ankles tied to the bedposts by velvet ropes. Ella jerked at her restraints. They gave way a little, but she was trapped.

      

      How he yearned for her, her scent kicking into his nostrils with delicious peaches and honey. He leaned over her and kissed her trembling abdomen, feeling her skin warm beneath his mouth.

      Kieran continued to kiss her, working his way up her tummy to her breasts, his tongue darting out to lave a pathway to her collarbone. He reached the sensitive juncture of her shoulder and delivered a slow, teasing lick.

      And bit gently.

      She jerked backward at the sting of his teeth, heat beginning to flush her skin.

      He wanted to fuck her from behind, the plump halves of her heart-shaped ass cushioning his hips as he drove hard and fast into her. With a low growl, he curbed his desire and concentrated on arousing her.

      Kieran sprang off her body, watching disappointment chase across her lovely face. He reached for the tube, uncapped it and squirted a small amount into his palms.

      He had a small surprise for Ella, but now was not the time.

      Very gently, he laid his palms against the cool flesh of her abdomen. Ella jerked against her velvet restraints.

      “Shhh,” he soothed.

      “What is this?”

      “Heated massage oil. It warms as you rub it into the skin.” Kieran bent down and licked a dollop off her belly.

      He rubbed small circles over her abdomen, working his way up to her breasts. Kieran palmed her breasts, flicking his oiled thumbs over her nipples. They softened beneath his ministrations, then the peaks crested again.

      He flicked his thumbs over the pearling buds. Then he bent his head and took the right one into his mouth.

      Sweet cherries flooded his mouth, along with the delicate taste of her skin. The rich scent Ella flooded his senses. With expert skill, he flicked his tongue over the cresting bud, then swirled around the taut nipple. He suckled her gently, inhaling the fragrance of honey flowing from her core.

      Soon.

      Kieran released her nipple with a slow pop.

      She blinked and wriggled her naked body. The curls at the apex of her thighs glistened with moisture seeping from her core. The scent made him want to snarl and plunge into her.

      Kieran left the bed, applied more oil to his hands, and returned to her.

      “Lie still, and no more questions.”

      His hands settled on her hips and he began long, slow strokes down her legs.

      He paid extra attention to her feet and her perfect, small toes. Kieran ran his oiled hands along the inside of her calves, then up the insides of her splayed thighs.

      Teasing, light strokes, darting near her core. Then as her skin warmed, he straddled her body.

      “Get ready. This time, I’m going to make you hot, sweetheart. Hot as you can be.”

      

      His fingers went to her wet core, sliding back and forth as he kissed her breasts. Then he licked one taut nipple as his fingers continued to work hot magic.

      He suckled her as he slid a finger across her wet slit. A growing pleasure built anew. A tension swirled in her groin as he stroked slowly, culling more moisture.

      Ella gasped, writhing, her hips jerking up eagerly.  She twisted and writhed against her bonds. He released her nipple with a soft popping sound and raised his head.“Stay still,” he commanded.

      “Kieran, please, I need you to fuck me. Now!”

      “Now?” Unsmiling he regarded her. “You like the idea of my big, thick hard cock sliding into your pussy, all nice and tight, feeling me fill you. Wouldn’t you, Ella-mine? Making you all hot inside?”

      Not ceasing his motions through her slit, he sat back. His thick cock bobbed heavily. With his left hand, Kieran began to stroke his long shaft.

      “Think of me inside you, Ella-mine. I’m covering you, you’re naked beneath me and helpless to resist. I’m ready to fuck you.”

      His hand slid along his thick shaft, as his fingers played with her, making her squirm and nearly scream.

      “Fucking you hard until you can’t feel anything but me, and you’re getting so damn hot as my cock takes you hard and fast because it wants inside your sweet pussy, claiming every single, silky, wet inch of you.”

      A low moan escaped her as she saw the image he verbally painted. Kieran’ naked, muscular body straddling hers, his enormous shaft straining in eagerness as it nudged inside her.

      Her core clenched, squeezed with want. Ella tossed her head, the cascade of feelings tumbling through her with frightening speed.

      The strokes on his cock ceased. The tip of his penis was purple and moisture seeped from the slit.

      Dampness gushed from her in a river. She strained against her bonds as Kieran sank a single finger into her core. With his thumb, he circled her clit and then he moved his finger inside her wet core.

      “Feel me now inside you, doesn’t that feel good, you’re so wet and your honey is drenching me, ah, your scent is driving me fucking out of my mind.”

      He slid his finger upward, hitting a sensitive pleasure center and she shrieked. The rubbing with his thumb continued, growing faster and faster as the pleasured heat inside her grew. The coiled tension in her loins built higher. She strained to touch him, to feel his warm flesh beneath her trembling fingers, to guide his thick shaft inside her.

      “That’s it, my sweet Ella, let go, let go, come for me,” he commanded.

      Then his finger hit that spot again, as his thumb circled, and she arched upward with a loud shriek of his name.

      Her body shook with hard violence, the shudders frightening and yet so real, her sobs of pleasure turned into gurgling laughter. She was feeling, flying and never wanted to land.

      When she sank back to the mattress, he watched her with male satisfaction. Ella gulped down a breath. “What was that?”

      “That was what I have wanted to do to you for three long months.” He untied her bonds.

      Ella sat up, her inner core straining to be filled. He sat back, his engorged cock straining toward her. Well fine, two could play this game.

      She seized his erection. Kieran gasped. Ella explored his cock, the blue veins roping it, the heavy sac beneath it. She touched the weeping tip with a finger and put the finger into her mouth. Salty.

      A groan escaped him as she sucked her finger.

      Wanting to pleasure him as he’d done for her, she bent down and licked the head very slowly.

      “Open your mouth wider.” His deep voice was hoarse.

      As she did, he pushed himself into the wet cavern. She swirled her tongue around him, as if licking ice cream. Kieran threw back his head, groaning as her movements became more urgent and faster.

      Then he pulled away.  “Enough. I have to fuck you, now.”

      Pushing her back onto the bed, Kieran nudged his hips between hers, opening her wide. His expression darkened. She recognized his wild urge to mate. Taut with strain, his hard body moved over hers.  His penis nudged, demanding entry.

      Ella opened her legs wide and slid her arms around him, feeling the muscles on his back. He was her anchor in this maelstrom of sensation.  Kieran swept her hair aside and nuzzled her neck, his warm breath feathering over her skin. Then he kissed her, his mouth moving over hers.

      Pleasure rippled through her at the erotic plunge of his tongue. She withdrew and tasted the warm salt of his shoulder, nibbling and doing a little biting of her own.

      Then Kieran rubbed his cock along her drenched slit in long, teasing strokes.  The warm throbbing circulated through her whole body. She felt ready, open for him. Writhing, she pumped her hips upward in nameless, urgent pleading.

      “Now,” he murmured.

      He pushed inside her. Balancing himself on his hands on either side of her, Kieran looked down where their bodies were joining.

      He nudged forward again until she wriggled beneath him with impatience. Silky hairs from his chest chafed her sensitive breasts. Then he thrust deeper, his cock nudging her open wider. Her wet core clenched hard around him.

      “You’re so damn tight, so tight, feels so good,” he groaned.

      He coaxed her mouth to hers, kissing her, probing his tongue inside her mouth. She kissed him back, savoring the warmth of his wet mouth. Ella wrapped her arms around him and deepened the kiss.

      With each stroke of his cock inside her body, she felt merged with him.  Bonded with him fully. Deepening his thrusts, he changed the angle, creating a hot, sweet tension in her loins. Ella clung to him, pumping her hips upward. He whispered things to her, encouraging her to release her wildest inhibitions…

      She climaxed hard, her body convulsing and bucking as she screamed out his name. Nails dug into his sweat-slicked back.

      Then Kieran arched back. Tendons and sinew on neck bulged as he threw back his head and groaned her name. His powerful body bucked and shuddered, the warm spurt of his seed filling her.  He eased down onto her, his breathing ragged.

      He slowly slid out of her swollen sheath and then lay besides her. Kieran pulled her into his arms. The staccato pounding of their hearts and their mingled, gasped breaths gradually quieted.

      Ella rolled over, running her fingers across his sweat-dampened chest. “Next time, cat, I’m on top. I have a mating frenzy of my own to fulfill.”

      “Yes,” he promised. “Later. I have something to ask you first”

      He rolled out of bed and opened the window. Crisp winter air flowed into the bedroom as he joined her back on the bed. For a few minutes, they lay together, limbs entwining, sweat from their bodies cooling in the air.

      “I love you, Ella,” he murmured.

      She touched his cheek. “I love you, Kieran. I want you with me, always. Are you my new partner?”

      “For assignments, yes. Get dressed.”

      She wagged her eyebrows. “No more sex?”

      But his expression turned serious. “Not until I get an answer from you.”

      They both conjured clothing and sat on the bed’s edge. He raised an eyebrow at her lime green dress and the bright pink sash.

      “You’ve spent far too much time with the Crystal Wizard, and you’ve taken on his love of wild colors,” he told her.

      Ella smiled. “This is me, Kieran. I’ve suppressed my love of color until you coaxed out my true self.”

      Kieran knelt down and took her hand. “Ella-mine, will you be my forever mate and not merely my partner to fight evil? Without you my life is not complete. I am the ice to your fire, the balance we both need in each other.”

      A lump clogged her throat. Ever since Kieran had left her, she’d felt empty and alone. Her other half, the male who made her laugh, watched her six, would sacrifice his life for her happiness, was gone.

      “I can bear whatever I must, as long as you are with me, Kieran. It’s not going to be easy. I don’t know what our lives will be like.”

      He stood, drawing her into his arms. “I know. I would have it no other way.”

      He kissed her, melting her from the inside out. His mouth was warm, oh, so warm, and his arms were strong and comforting. She wanted to stay there forever.

      When he pulled away, there was a glint in his dark gaze. “But if you will, let’s remain in Colorado as our home base. I do love the cold.”

      She laughed. “I can’t say we’ll be home often because of my assignments, but yes, that’s my plan.”

      They faced many challenges in the coming days. Ella still wasn’t comfortable with the terrible magick endowing her. It was scary, having this much power. But Kieran would ground her and help her through it.

      Life would be filled with excitement, frustration, challenges and inevitably, pain. It would never be boring again.

      And with Kieran at her side, Ella knew it would be filled with love.
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      Colorado, ten years ago.

      Cold. He was so damn cold and alone, the ice spearing his very bones.

      I’m not going to die out here.

      Adrian Paulson struggled against the blinding snow stinging his eyes. Drifts four feet deep covered this rugged terrain, with treacherous ice beneath. One slip and he’d tumble down the jagged mountain, becoming shattered bones and smashed skin.

      I’m not going to die out here, he repeated silently. Adrian huddled deeper into the thinly lined parka they’d given him. The thin trousers and hiking boots were soaked in the last hour. Blisters formed on his feet from the too-big hiking boots. He’d already hiked five miles when the rain turned to ice and then snow.

      Real nice of his pack alpha, to let him have clothing that would provide little protection against the blizzard. Then again, his alpha wanted to send him naked into the storm. Into the land where no pack dared to venture, for the snow came here early. Winter was brutal.

      This was the land where Lars, his alpha, sent Lupines to die.

      Wind whistled through the pine boughs, tore at the hood of his parka as he struggled to reach the forest. Blinding snow made it hard to see more than two feet in front of him. If he could get to that mound of rock, find a cave and shelter, he’d make it.

      But weakened from seven days of starvation forced on him as punishment, he barely had the strength to walk. The pack alpha had denied him raw meat as well, so he could not shift into his wolf.

      Something lay ahead in the snow – a mound. Perhaps a shelter? He walked quicker, his heart racing with hope. Something glinted in the blinding white, a speck of gold. But when he reached the mound, he discovered it was a corpse.

      A cheap gold necklace, once cherished, ringed the dead person’s neck. No, not a person, a human or Skin as Lupines called him. But a frail old wolf, sick and bedridden, unable to produce work for Lars.

      He reached out, stroked the frozen face, the sightless eyes staring skyward.

      “Gran,” he whispered, his throat raw and scraped.

      Grief consumed him. Adrian lifted his face to the sky and howled.

      His alpha detested the weak and the elderly, and those who could not work in the mine, were sent out into the elements to die.

      Alone and afraid, and starve to death.

      Gently he covered the frail bones with snow and said a silent good-bye. Tears trickled down his frozen cheeks. He scrubbed them away. No tears, but revenge.

      He kept plodding on, but the blinding snow confused him. No forest. No cave.

      Exhausted, at his limit, he slipped and fell. Adrian lay upon the snow, his body growing numb.

      I’m going to die out here. What a fucking waste.

      He refused to howl or mourn. Refused to give up. Just a rest. A small rest and I’ll push on. But deep inside, he knew he was dying.

      He rolled over, closing his eyes against the stinging snowfall. Silently he made a vow: If I get out of this, my goddess Danu, I promise I will form my own pack and shelter and protect any elderly Lupine who asks me for refuge.

      Something white fluttered nearby. Adrian forced his eyes open.

      A snowy owl perched on a jutting rock a few feet away. Unblinking, it looked at him, tilting its head.

      He gave a faint smile. “Figures. A damn bird. Would you be a vulture, you’d have fresh meat to gnaw on soon. I’m dying. Do me the favor of waiting until I’m dead at least.”

      The bird did not move.

      “I hate birds,” he muttered. Adrian looked at the sky. “Couldn’t you have sent a cute female instead? A last kiss instead of a damn bird?”

      As if the goddess heard him, the owl changed. A woman sat on the rock, clad in a white snowsuit. Dark hair spilling from the hood she’d pulled over her head whipped in the wind. She could be lovely, or ugly, he cared not.

      “You’re not real,” he said hoarsely. “But since this is a hallucination, could you stop staring at me?”

      Still silent, she remained motionless.

      “Are you one of Lars’ punishments?” He gave a hoarse laugh. “All this to torment me? He threw me out here. Isn’t that enough?”

      Then she spoke, her voice as sweet as wind chimes. “Why did he throw you out?”

      Adrian dropped his head into the snow. “I challenged him for leadership. Didn’t like how he abused the weak and the elderly.”

      “You’re awfully young to challenge a powerful alpha.” She tilted her head again. “What are you, twenty years old?”

      “I am a purebred alpha,” he muttered. “And I’m twenty-one. Go away, mirage. I have memories enough to torment me.”

      She came through the snow, knelt down next to him. “I give of my life so you may live.”

      The lovely mirage kissed him.

      Her mouth was soft and warm, so wonderfully warm. Adrian trembled as he kept kissing her. His blood fired and sang, and incredible heat pulsed through his frozen body, as if she’d immersed him into a soothing bath. Power flowed through him, as if all the magick in the world suffused his body. And then it faded, leaving him shivering and cold once more.

      The woman pulled away and he knew she was a mere mirage. Hallucination brought on by his brain, unable to cope with the terror or perishing in this wilderness alone. He might die today, but on his own terms.

      “Just leave me. Go,” he ordered. “I don’t want you to watch me die.”

      The woman stood, and whistled.

      Adrian managed to lift his head. What he saw stunned him into silence.

      Dozens of wolves bounded through the snow, coming from every direction. Howling, they rushed forward. Adrian’s instinct urged him to stand, fight, and die like the warrior he was. But he was far too weak.

      He waited for them to pounce, to rip his throat. He imagined the warm gush of his blood flowing upon the pure white snow.

      Let it be quick and merciful.

      But as he turned his head, the woman herself turned into a snowy white wolf. She loped forward, lay down and curled next to him. Shocking warmth surrounded him. The wolves did the same, huddling close, providing him with their heat.

      Adrian closed his eyes, comforted by their bodies. He reached out and stroked the white wolf’s fur.

      When he opened his eyes again, the blizzard had abated. All around him the mountain sparkled white, ice dripping off the pine boughs. The wolves were gone. But the woman in white sat next to him. She offered her arm.

      “My name is Darcy. Can you stand?”

      Through cracked lips that trembled, he managed to speak. “Yes.”

      “There is a cave not far from here. The other Lupines are there, with food and water for you. I’m not strong enough to carry you, but you may lean on me.”

      Her eyes were brilliant, a moss green, her Cupid’s bow mouth that pursed now into a small smile.

      “I know you’re a big, arrogant alpha and probably not willing to be helped by a woman, but perhaps you can make an exception this time.”

      He was arrogant, but not stupid. Adrian took the hand she offered and leaned on her as they pushed through the snow.

      Darcy, he repeated to himself. His savior. He would never forget her, nor her kiss. As he leaned on her, Adrian inhaled her fresh, sweet scent of wildflowers and citrus. Though she was slight, there was strength in those slender shoulders.

      Strength in her spirit as well.

      He would never forget her, nor his promise to Danu to protect the weak and the frail. When he formed his own pack, he would need a mate at his side.

      Some day, Darcy, I will make you mine. You will be my queen.
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