
        
            
                
            
        

    

    
      HOLD ME CLOSER, FIERY PHOENIX

      



    




MONSTERVILLE, USA, BOOK 9

    

    




      
        AVA ROSS

      

    

  


  
    
      HOLD ME CLOSER, FIERY PHOENIX

      Monsterville, USA, Book 9

      Copyright © 2023 Ava Ross

      All rights reserved.

      No part of this book may be reproduced in any form or by any electronic or mechanical means, including information storage and retrieval systems, without written permission from the author, except for the use of brief quotations with prior approval. Names, characters, events, and incidents are a product of the author’s imagination. Any resemblance to an actual person, living or dead, is entirely coincidental.

      Cover art by Wolfraven Studio

      Editing/Proofreading by JA Wren & Owl Eyes Proofs & Edits

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Contents

          

        

      

    

    
    
      
        Series by AVA

      

      
        Hold Me Closer, Fiery Phoenix

      

    

    
      
        1. Nyxor

      

      
        2. Brooke

      

      
        3. Nyxor

      

      
        4. Brooke

      

      
        5. Nyxor

      

      
        6. Brooke

      

      
        7. Nyxor

      

      
        8. Brooke

      

      
        9. Nyxor

      

      
        10. Brooke

      

      
        11. Nyxor

      

      
        12. Brooke

      

      
        13. Nyxor

      

      
        14. Brooke

      

      
        15. Nyxor

      

      
        16. Brooke

      

      
        17. Nyxor

      

      
        18. Brooke

      

      
        19. Nyxor

      

      
        20. Brooke

      

      
        21. Nyxor

      

      
        22. Brooke

      

      
        23. Nyxor

      

      
        24. Brooke

      

      
        25. Nyxor

      

      
        26. Brooke

      

      
        27. Nyxor

      

      
        28. Brooke

      

      
        29. Nyxor

      

      
        30. Brooke

      

      
        31. Nyxor

      

      
        32. Brooke

      

      
        33. Nyxor

      

      
        34. First Epilogue

      

      
        35. Second Epilogue

      

      
        Who Let The Demon Out?

      

      
        About the Author

      

      
        Series by AVA

      

      
        Chapter 1

      

    

    

  


  
    
      
        
        For my parents & family who

        always believed I could do this.

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Series by AVA

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Mail-Order Brides of Crakair

      

        

      
        Brides of Driegon

      

        

      
        Fated Mates of the Ferlaern Warriors

      

        

      
        Fated Mates of the Xilan Warriors

      

        

      
        Holiday with a Cu’zod Warrior

      

        

      
        Galaxy Games

      

        

      
        Alien Warrior Abandoned/

        Shattered Galaxies

      

        

      
        Beastly Alien Boss

      

        

      
        Bride of the Fae

      

        

      
        A Sci-Fi Holiday Tail

      

        

      
        Monsterville, USA

      

        

      
        Monster on Board

        (co-written with Alana Khan)

      

        

      
        A Monster Worth Fighting For

        (Monster Between the Sheets)

      

        

      
        Love at First Orc

      

        

      
        Third Galaxy on the Left

      

        

      
        Monster Mate Hunt

      

        

      
        You can find the books on Amazon.

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Hold Me Closer, Fiery Phoenix

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        If I don’t find my true love soon, I’ll die.

      

      

      

      The dating scene can be tough for a phoenix, especially when I burn to cinders at the most inconvenient times. It’s gotten to the point where no one will even go out with me.

      

      Worse, my spontaneous combustions are accelerating. I’ve been cursed with a rare phoenix abnormality and my time’s ticking away. Soon, my pile of ashes will be swept up in the wind, and I’ll no longer rejuvenate as a phoenix.

      

      Unless I can find my fated mate and convince her to love me.

      

      When the town's dating service, Monster Mingle, offers me a mail-order bride, I agree out of desperation. I’m married at first sight to Brooke, a woman I haven’t seen since we were sixteen, back when her older brother caught us making out and stole her away.

      

      We pick up where we left off, and with the help of my monster friends, I set out to show her I’m the phoenix of her dreams.

      

      Can I convince her to love me before it’s too late?

      

      Hold Me Closer, Fiery Phoenix, Book 9 in the Monsterville, USA Series, is a spicy monster romcom. Each book is standalone and best if read in order (see below). Expect romantic hijinks with monsters, heat, and a happily ever after.
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      After spontaneously combusting, morphing back into my interim phoenix form, then popping into my mostly human-shape—buck naked—I stepped out of my friend Vrok’s house for some fresh air.

      Inside, the party continued. A friend, Kate, and her mate, Tylik, were being honored with a baby shower. As much as I’d love to be with them right now, I needed time to think.

      Dropping onto Vrok’s back steps, I hung out with his pet dragonette, Merith, wishing I could hold back my looming death. I’d recently discovered I was a rivest phoenix. If I didn’t find my fated mate and convince her to love me, my phoenix metamorphosis would accelerate until, one of these times, I burned without regeneration.

      “Help, help!” someone cried from the other side of the fence between Vrok’s place and his neighbor. “Please help!”

      The desperation and fear in the voice sent me bolting off the deck. I tripped over the blanket I’d wrapped around my waist when I rejuvenated without clothing and nearly fell.

      I leapt toward the fence. My blanket snagged on something, but I didn’t stop to free it. Someone was in grave danger, and who cared if I was naked when I faced it?

      My wings extended, I flew over the fence, landing squarely in the middle of the neighbor’s backyard.

      Darkness had fallen, but I could still make out a woman standing in the grass, wringing her hands.

      “What’s wrong?” I asked.

      Her curly blonde hair bounced across her shoulders as she turned my way, and for one second, she looked familiar. Her curvaceous shape didn’t spark my memory, however.

      Her dark eyes did.

      “Brooke?” The name was wrenched out of me.

      She blinked slowly, her head tilting. “Nyxor Thaarn?” Her eyes widened. “Oh, wow, it is you. Nyxor!” She stepped forward, her arms extended, but froze when she got a good look at me. “You’re naked.” When her eyes glided down my body, stopping at my cock before flashing back up to my face, color flooded her pretty cheeks. “Very naked.”

      “It’s good to see you, Brooke.” The last time I’d seen her, we were both sixteen and her brother, Jarrod, caught us making out and dragged her away. I never saw her again, though I’d looked for her.

      She was my dream twelve years ago, and I hadn’t forgotten her since.

      “You too, Nyxor.” She sucked in a breath and shot it back out. “I want to catch up, but I can’t right now. Twinkie got away, and I can’t find him.” Her head snapped in all directions. “Twinkie. Twinkie!”

      “What’s a twinkie?” I asked, internally shouting at my cock to behave. It ignored me, slowly rising toward my abs.

      “Twinkie’s my new kitten.” She peered around. “I picked him up at the shelter a week ago. He got out when I was letting the bird out of my house.”

      “Bird?” I looked around, looking for a small cat.

      “Somehow, a bird got inside. Twinkie, of course, was thrilled, and he chased the poor bird around, leaping, trying to catch it. I carefully moved the bird into the back hall, closing doors, then opened the one on the deck. The bird flew out, but Twinkie followed. I thought he was blocked in the living room.” Her face cratered. “Twinkie. Twinkie! Where are you, little fluff ball?”

      Movement in the only tree in the backyard drew my eye, and I spied the escapee perched on a branch halfway up the tree.

      “Is that your pet?” I asked, pointing.

      Her breath caught, and she rushed over to the tree, peering up. “It’s him. How did you get up there, little guy?”

      “I’ll get him down for you.” I took wing, soaring upward.

      The kitten scrambled back on the branch, nearly falling off, but I scooped him up and held him against my chest as I flew back to the ground. He clung to my neck, starting to purr.

      “Thank you so much,” she said as I handed him to her. She held Twinkie snugly in her arms. Her little pet blinked at me, reaching out with a paw as if it thought I was a big bird worth catching.

      “You’re welcome.” I couldn’t get over it. After twelve long years, I’d finally met up with Brooke again.

      “Why are you naked, Nyxor?” she asked. Laughter bubbled in her voice. “If you’re doing something creepy, I might have to call the sheriff.”

      I tugged my wings around me to cover myself. “Please don’t. Demons can be snarly about stuff like this.” I placed my palm on my chest. “I promise. I’m not doing anything creepy.”

      “That doesn’t explain your lack of clothing.”

      “I had a little issue with the blanket I was wearing.”

      “Blanket?”

      “It’s a long story.” Or a short one in my case. My inner clock was ticking, and soon, I’d explode. “What happened to you back then?” I asked. “You were there and then you weren’t.”

      “I . . .” Her gaze darted away from mine. “I had to leave.”

      “I’m sorry.”

      She sighed and stroked Twinkie, who I noted now was a short-haired calico. “Me too. But here you are and here I am. It’s wonderful to see a friend again.”

      “I’m a monster, Brooke. You need to know that.” Back then, I used a spell to hide my wings.

      Her lips quirked up. “You look like a cute guy to me.”

      Cute? I liked that. Long ago, I would’ve collapsed on the ground in joy if she told me she thought I was cute.

      “What kind of monster?”

      “A phoenix.”

      “Oh, cool. Wait.” A frown appeared on her pretty brow. “How did we meet up twelve years ago if you’re a phoenix? Monsters were still hidden.”

      I scrunched my shoulders. “I kinda snuck through the fae veil.”

      “No,” she breathed, her fingers teasing her lips.

      “I moved here once the treaty was finalized,” I said. “I’m a lawyer specializing in monster-human contracts. As for why I came outside naked, I was taking a break on my friend’s back deck when I heard your call.” I didn’t want to weigh down our first meet-up with my metamorphosis issues. “I didn’t take time to dress.”

      “I can’t believe you were sitting outside with nothing on.” She leaned around me, looking toward the fence. “Were you visiting Vrok and Seyla? They’re hosting a baby shower tonight. If I’d known you’d show up naked, I might’ve taken them up on their invitation.” Her laugh rang out.

      “I guess I should go get dressed.” I couldn’t hold back the tease in my voice. “If you decide to stop by the shower—and strip to join in on the fun—let me know, because I’ll be happy to meet you at the front door.”

      Like a superhero, I flapped my wings, lifting off and flying over the fence. Running, but oh well.

      “Wait,” she shouted after me. “I don’t have your number!”
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        * * *

      

      The next afternoon, I drove into town for my appointment with Monster Mingle, the local matchmaking service. The bell overhead jangled as I entered the office, and I paused in the open reception area.

      “Welcome,” Grannie Vi said cheerfully where she sat knitting in a rocking chair parked in front of the big picture window overlooking Main Street. She wore an old-fashioned gown and a ruffled cap on her head, and the rocker creak-creak-creaked from her movements.

      Uncle Bub sat beside her in a matching rocker, also knitting, though he’d opted to dress as if he was ready to step onto the set of a wild west movie in scuffed jeans, a button up shirt and a worn leather vest with a star sheriff’s badge. He’d somehow grown a handlebar moustache, something he was missing when I saw him last week. It must be fake, glued in place.

      “What are you doing?” I asked them both.

      Grannie’s gray eyebrows lifted. “Knitting.”

      “I could tell, but what are you making?”

      “Well, see, business here isn’t as steady as we’d like, so we’re keeping busy.”

      “I’m sorry.”

      “It’s okay. Since Bub and I plan to elope soon, we’ll shut down and by the time we return after our Bali wedding, monsters and humans will be lining up for our services.” She held up what she was working on. “Baby booties for Kate and Tylik’s new baby. I’ll make a second pair since they’re having twins.”

      “My Vi is wise, isn’t she?” Bub asked, his knitting needles clicking together.

      “I thought green would work for them both,” she said. “Since they don’t know what they’re having.”

      “That’s my Vi,” Uncle Bub said. “Sharper than one of Gunner’s hand-hewn swords.”

      Gunner, the town’s orc blacksmith, also crafted weapons and metal sculptures.

      Bub held his work up. “I’m making scarves for the homeless. After I’ve made a hundred, I’m gonna start knitting sweaters.”

      “That’s amazing,” I said. “Back to what you just said, Grannie.” I couldn’t believe my ears. “You two are eloping? What does Rylee have to say about that?” Vi’s granddaughter, Rylee, was married to Gunner and she owned a cupcake shop here in town.

      Grannie’s rocker came to a halt, and she leveled me a heavy stare. “Why would I need to consult Rylee about this?”

      “Because she’ll want to hold a big event for you. Wouldn’t Raze and Elisa want to organize it? It would be the biggest and most amazing wedding this town has ever seen.” I wasn’t joking. Everyone loved Grannie Vi and Uncle Bub.

      Grannie Vi wasn’t my grandmother, and Uncle Bub wasn’t my uncle. Everyone in town just called them that. Vi had moved to Monsterville with Rylee, and she and Bub had hit it off from the start. Bub had moved here with his niece, Violet, and he lived with her and her husband, a gargoyle named Goreg, at their B&B.

      Except now they were marrying. Had they moved in together?

      “I supposed we could consider having a big shindig here,” Grannie Vi said, starting her rocker and her knitting again. “What do you think, Bub? I’d look amazing in a white lace gown, and you could wear a white suit with a red bow tie.”

      Uncle Bub beamed. “That sounds dandy, Vi. Are you sure you don’t want a destination wedding in Bali?”

      She shrugged. “I imagine it’s hot there this time of year, and you know my unmentionable areas get irritated when they’re sweaty.”

      “Mine, too, Vi,” he said with a chuckle. “Mine too.” His gaze met mine. “A&D ointment, son. That’s the trick. Make sure you put on a generous layer.”

      “I’ll write that down,” I said, trying not to laugh.

      “Nyxor has the right idea,” Vi said. “We’ll hold a huge wedding and invite everyone in town. You’ll come, won’t you, Nyxor?”

      “Of course.” I grinned. There wasn’t anything I’d rather do than witness their marriage.

      “You’ll need a date, naturally,” she said, her eyes taking on an odd slant. Mischief? Nah. She was a sweet old lady, not someone who’d manipulate others when they weren’t looking. “It’s a good thing you’re here.”

      “I have an appointment.”

      “See? Perfect.”

      “You’ve got a match for me?”

      “Even better than that,” she said.

      Bub grinned, showing off his pearly white dentures. “Remember how you indicated you were open to our newfangled idea?”

      I frowned. They’d mentioned lots of ideas after my third dating failure. “Which one is that?”

      “We’ve hooked you up with a mail-order bride.”

      I gulped. “Bride?”

      “You did state you were open to a trial relationship if we could find your ideal match.”

      “Yer in luck, my boy,” Bub cried. “We let the computer do the work for us, and she’ll be here to meet you soon.”

      “I’m not opposed to getting married, but you know my track record with dating. I can’t talk to anyone into going out with me more than once.” Dating had given me multiple chances to meet women and find my fated mate. Once we’d met and fallen in love, I’d be able to control my phoenix blaze. With time running out, though, I wasn’t sure I wanted to marry someone who wasn’t the right one.

      Grannie dropped her knitting onto a nearby table and rose, grabbing her cane, using it to approach me. “Why don’t you come back to the office with me? We can wait there until she arrives.”

      “Hold on,” I said as she grabbed my arm and tugged me down the hall. “How did you find someone willing to marry me so quickly?”

      “We tracked her down in an online chat group, of course.” She urged me into her office and pushed me down into a chair. “We figured if we hooked you up with someone willing to marry you sight unseen, your odds of bliss would improve greatly.” Her gaze took in my jeans and flannel shirt. “You’re not dressed well enough for your wedding, but we have a plan for that.”

      When I started to rise, she pressed me back into the chair. I could set her aside easily, but there was no way I’d do anything to hurt an old lady.

      “I’ll sit on you if you don’t stay still,” she said, shaking her finger in my face. “Behave.”

      “Alright,” I said, holding up my hands. “I’ll meet her.” There was no harm in that. If she wasn’t the right one, I could back out before saying I do.

      I was running out of options after my date bailed on me at Kate’s baby shower. If I didn’t find my fated one soon and convince her to love me, my spontaneous combustions would accelerate until I was consumed one final time, never to reappear as a phoenix again.

      Of course, I couldn’t stop thinking about Brooke. But for all I knew, she was already married.

      With a toothy grin, Grannie rounded the desk to take her chair.

      The bell jangled as someone opened the front door, but while whoever it was spoke, I couldn’t understand what they said.

      Bub’s cane rang out in the hall. “Right this way. Right this way. Your future husband is waiting.” He appeared in the doorway. “And here he is.”

      Brooke poked her head around him, her eyes widening when she saw me.
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      “Nyxor,” I said, unable to believe this was happening. I’d come to Monsterville to escape a trap. I planned to marry fast, pay the guy off, and flee town. With my new identity, I’d be able to hide where my agent, Olivia, and my brother would never find me.

      I didn’t expect to marry the guy I’d crushed on when I was sixteen.

      He stood. “Brooke.”

      “See?” Grannie said, rising as well. “A match made in heaven. Or, in this case, right here at Monster Mingle and courtesy of our magical computer.” She gave Bub a nod, and he caned his way around the desk to join her. “If you two would take your seats, we’ll get the paperwork completed. Then we can get you two married. You can start your honeymoon and wedded bliss after that.”

      “Did you truly come here to marry someone sight unseen?” Nyxor asked, studying my face.

      “I did.” I lifted my chin. “I didn’t know I’d be marrying you, however.”

      “Is that going to be a problem?” His words came out careful, as if he expected rejection. Why wouldn’t every single woman—and many guys—be eager to marry him?

      Too bad I wasn’t here for a real, lasting relationship.

      While I’d enjoyed checking him out naked, he looked great today as well, dressed in jeans and a worn flannel shirt with green stripes. The color went well with his golden eyes.

      “Not a problem at all,” I said. Be still my heart. When I was sixteen, I’d dreamed of marrying him.

      This gorgeous guy? My pulse rocketed at the thought.

      But I hadn’t traveled to Monsterville to marry someone for a happy ever after.

      I needed his name to hide until I could set things up to ensure my ongoing freedom.

      “Naturally, this will be a trial marriage,” Grannie said. “No hanky panky unless . . . Well, I wasn’t a sex therapist because people weren’t doing it. We’ll leave the decision about that to you.” Her chuckle rang out. “I’ve got all the paperwork here in duplicate, ready to go.” As I sat next to Nyxor, she slid them across the desk.

      “We won’t expect you two to remain hitched if you don’t want to,” Bub added. “This is an experiment on our part, somethin’ we thought might breathe new life into our business. Like that TV show, you’ll be married for a short period of time. If you want to continue the relationship, more power to ya. If you want to end it after two weeks, we’ll have papers ready for you to sign for your divorce.”

      “We’ve reserved a honeymoon spot up in the hills,” Grannie said. “As part of the agreement, we expect you two to remain together for a two-week period. Of course you can come into town but take this time to get to know each other. Find out if you’re yet another Monster Mingle perfect match.”

      I hadn’t expected this part of the agreement, though honestly, I hadn’t read the fine print in their email. It was okay. I’d extend my offer to Nyxor just as I’d planned. Once he accepted, I’d flee town with my new identity.

      “Sign here and here,” Grannie said, pointing with her pen.

      “Unlike that TV show, we won’t be watching you with cameras,” Uncle Bub said with a firm nod. “But we hope you’ll stop in and let us know how things are going.”

      Grannie rubbed her hands together as Nyxor and I signed. “I love this direction we’re taking with our business, Bub.”

      “Me too, Vi,” he said with a grin. “Me too.”

      “And that’s it,” Grannie said once we’d finished signing. “Now for the ceremony.” She rose. “If you’ll come with me, Brooke, I’ll help you get ready.”

      I looked down at my jeans and t-shirt. “I can’t get married in this?”

      I didn’t plan to stay married for long. I’d go to the town office tomorrow, get my new I.D., pay off Nyxor, and run to a place where my agent would never find me.

      “Oh, no, it won’t do,” she said. “We have a lovely bridal store in town, and I’ve already made an appointment.” Her grin shot to my intended groom. “Bub will assist you, Nyxor. We’ll meet back here in thirty minutes.”

      Bemused, I allowed her to hustle me from Monster Mingle, down the street, and into the bridal shop where a yeti woman scooted over to greet us.

      “Ah, the bride,” she said with a sweet smile. She wore a short, polka dot skirt and a cute matching green top that looked great with her golden fur. She’d pulled back some of the longer fur on her head, coiling it into a high arrangement that made her look polished and sophisticated. “I’m Carrie. If you’ll follow me, we’ll get you sorted out right away.”

      We followed her padded footsteps to the back of the big shop and into an alcove with cushioned chairs, a small table holding drinks, and a back wall made up of mirrors.

      “When Grannie Vi sent me your size,” Carrie said, waving her furry clawed hand to a rack full of white, cream, and even a few black puffy gowns, “I put aside some of the more popular styles for you to choose from. Would you prefer something ruffly or smooth or . . .” She smiled my way.

      “No lace. Nothing too frilly,” I said.

      I proceeded to try on the three gowns, but when I put the final one on, I knew it was my dream gown.

      Grannie paid, insisting it was part of the Monster Mingle service.

      “We’ll take it with us,” Grannie said. She linked her arm through mine. “You can change in the back room at our business, and I’ll perform your ceremony in our pretty garden.”

      We left, me carrying the gown in a bag.

      What I’d be wearing for my hasty marriage to Nyxor shouldn’t matter, but I couldn’t keep the smile off my face as we entered Monster Mingle.

      Grannie helped me dress, then guided me out the back door and into a small garden.

      Nyxor waited beside a granite bench dressed in a dark suit, his glorious wings jutting up from his spine. Vrok, my neighbor and landlord, stood beside Nyxor wearing a long-sleeved shirt and dark pants.

      “Well done, Bub. Nyxor looks amazing,” Grannie said, leaning on her cane as she walked around the bench to stand on the opposite side. “Nice to see you again, Vrok.” She nodded my way. “When you two are ready, I’ll perform the ceremony to join you in wedded bliss.”

      Nyxor walked over to me and took my hands, staring down at me with his gorgeous golden eyes. “Are you sure about this? You can still back out. I won’t get pissed off.”

      Unable to speak, I nodded.

      “Very well.” As Nyxor walked over to stand near Grannie Vi, Bub handed me a bouquet.

      “Here you go, sweetheart.” Uncle Bub held out his arm. “If you’ll let me do the honors, I’ll be delighted to walk you down the aisle.”

      I took his arm without a speck of fear in my heart, and he led me over to the guy I’d dreamed of one day marrying.

      Funny how teenage Brooke had envisioned herself walking down the aisle in a dress exactly like this.

      Back then, however, my older brother, Jarrod, would’ve given me away since he’d raised me after our parents were killed.

      If I called him now and invited him to my wedding, he’d race to Monsterville.

      But he’d haul me back to Olivia before I could say I do.
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      While Brooke was selecting a wedding dress, I called Vrok.

      “Hey, would you stand up with me?” I asked. “I’m getting married.”

      “Married? Congratulations!” Vrok said. “When’s the wedding?”

      “In fifteen minutes or so.”

      Silence greeted my words. “Are you joking?”

      “Nope. I . . . need to explain.”

      “Go ahead,” he said softly, and I was grateful all over again he was my friend. There were few I felt comfortable confiding in other than him. I wasn’t close to my family.

      “I’m a rivest phoenix. It’s rare among my species. You may have heard that phoenixes only burn during the equinox.”

      “I read something like that, yeah.”

      “You might’ve noticed that I’m burning more often than that.”

      “I just figured you were different.”

      “I am.” My sigh bled out. “The thing is, when a rivest phoenix’s burns start accelerating, it means one thing.”

      “Nyxor,” he breathed, sympathy coming through in his voice. “Tell me it’ll back off; that you’ll be okay.”

      “If I can find my fated mate and convince her to love me, I’ll be cured. Something about the mating bond resetting the rivest phoenix’s inner fire.”

      “And if you can’t find that special person?”

      “One of the burns will be my last.”

      “Are you saying you’ve found her?” Excitement bloomed in his voice. “That’s why you’re getting married so fast?”

      “I think I have.” In my heart, I knew I had. If only Brooke could fall in love with me soon.

      “Of course I’ll stand with you when you get married,” Vrok rushed to say. “Where?”

      “Monster Mingle. Grannie and Uncle Bub have made the arrangements.”

      “I’ll be there in five minutes.”

      Now we stood in the pretty garden behind Monster Mingle.

      “Brooke, huh?” Vrok said, rubbing my shoulder and staring toward where she waited with Uncle Bub.

      “She’s gorgeous,” I breathed.

      “She really is. I hope this works out for you.”

      It had to, or I’d lose everything.

      As she walked toward me with Uncle Bub, my heart skipped a beat, but that could be a response to how beautiful she looked, to the glow of warmth in her pretty green eyes.

      She carried a bunch of daisies that suspiciously looked like the ones I’d seen growing out front around the street pole, but I’d never seen anything prettier.

      Stopping beside me, she sent me a shy, hesitant smile. Was she as excited about this as me? I knew the teenager she’d been twelve years ago, not the woman about to become my wife.

      “You look amazing,” I told her, and she sent me the most beautiful smile.

      Joining me in front of the arch, we turned to Grannie Vi who’d donned a robe that looked suspiciously like one she’d wear around her house after getting out of the shower.

      “Dearly beloved, we’ve come together today to join these two blessed souls in holy matrimony,” Grannie said.

      “Well said, Vi. Well said,” Bub chimed in from nearby. “You do this so well. If only you could marry us when we join in wedded bliss.”

      “I’d have to leap back and forth and that would mess up my long white train,” she said pertly.

      I lifted my eyebrows, urging her to continue performing my and Brooke’s marriage.

      “Oh, yes, sorry, dear.” She patted my arm and sent Brooke a sweet smile. It was hard to feel irritated with Grannie when you knew, in her heart, she only meant well. “Allow me to continue.”

      My wings fluttered outward, and for a second, I worried I’d cycle into a burn. But flames didn’t consume me, and I gave thanks to the fates for holding it off during my wedding.

      While Grannie spoke the traditional vows, punctuated by “oh yes,” and “very well said, Vi,” from Uncle Bub, I snuck peeks at Brooke. She seemed equally as fascinated by me.

      When I was sixteen, I’d wondered what it would be like to be with her always. I’d held back telling her I was a monster. Would she have been as friendly with me if she knew? Other than my wings and hair that matched, plus my unusual golden eyes, I looked much like a human. That’s why it had been so easy to find a spell to hide the parts of me I didn’t want her to see.

      “Is that a yes?” Grannie asked me.

      I lifted my eyebrows. Instead of savoring each word of our ceremony, I’d been dreaming about Brooke.

      Vrok watched, his eyes full of patience, and I was glad my friend was standing beside me.

      “If you’re unsure,” Brooke said tightly. “We don’t have to go through with it.”

      “I’m sorry.” I cleared my throat and lifted my voice. “I do.”

      Bub chuckled. “You haven’t done the repeat after me stuff yet.”

      “Oh, sorry,” I said to Grannie, shooting Brooke a wry grin. “Could you back up and go through that part again?”

      “Repeat after me,” she said. “I, Nyxor Thaarn, take Brooke Allison Swenson to be my wedded wife.”

      I spoke the words solemnly, as did Brooke.

      “Then with the powers vested in me by this glorious state we live in, I pronounce you mail-order husband and wife.” Grannie beamed. “I just love that part. You’ll note I withheld all that junk about anyone protesting the marriage. I doubt Vrok or Bub have a problem.”

      “Not at all, Vi. Not at all,” Bub said with an equally big grin.

      Vrok just grinned.

      “Oh,” Grannie said. “You may kiss the bride. Bub. Bub! Go get the champagne ready, plus the packet with the keys to their honeymoon home and the basic instructions.” As he hurried away, his cane thumping on the grass, she called after him. “Don’t forget the gift bag with toys.” Her grin took on a sly cast. “Be sure to give them a whirl. Whirl. Get it? Some operate by battery.”

      I had a feeling I was missing something in her statement, but I refused to ask for clarification.

      Brooke snickered, clearly getting the joke. She turned to face me, and her sparkling eyes met mine. “You don’t have to kiss me if you don’t want to.”

      “Oh, I want to.”

      Since she was so much shorter than me, I lifted her off her feet until our faces were level.

      I claimed her mouth, my lips slanting across hers with a hunger I’d only recently discovered inside me.

      Her bouquet dropped onto the ground, and she moaned, wrapping her arms around my shoulders. Her fingers wove through my hair, gripping tightly.

      When Grannie cleared her throat, we broke apart, grinning at each other.

      Perhaps this mail-order bride thing wouldn’t be so bad after all.

      I lowered Brooke to her feet and took her hands, not wanting to let go.

      Brooke’s smile fell. She blinked at my hands before her troubled gaze lifted to meet mine

      Red, orange, and black feathers had sprouted across my wrists. Before I could tell her what their arrival meant, they melted back into my skin, leaving it as smooth as it had been before.

      “Whoa,” Vrok said. He tapped my back, but I didn’t look his way.

      With a sigh of joy in my heart, I lifted my gaze to meet Brooke’s.

      She was my fated mate.

      Now I just had to convince her to love me.
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      If I’d blinked, I would’ve missed the feathers sprouting on Nyxor’s wrists. They’d sunk beneath his skin as quickly as they’d appeared.

      I wanted to ask what it meant and if the feathers had sprouted all over his body, but he hustled me inside Monster Mingle where we raised a toast to our hasty marriage.

      “Congratulations, you two,” Vrok said, his solemn gaze traveling from me to Nyxor. “I wish you all the best.” He gave me a quick hug, then shook Nyxor’s hand.

      “Thank you for putting aside whatever you had on your agenda today to be here with us,” Nyxor said.

      “I’d do it any time, friend.”

      I wasn’t sure why I sensed something sad in his words.

      “Do you mind if I share your news with a few of our friends?” Vrok asked.

      Why did it seem as if two conversations were going on at the same time?

      “Please,” Nyxor said. “It’s okay. I don’t mind if others know.”

      Another slightly odd statement.

      “Is everything alright?” I asked.

      Nyxor shot me the sweetest smile. “We just got married. What could be better than that?”

      A lasting marriage, but I wasn’t going to say that. He didn’t know I was planning to end it soon.

      Vrok nodded our way and left.

      “We should leave too,” Nyxor said as a griffin male entered Monster Mingle for an appointment.

      “Hold on,” Grannie said. She flicked her hand to Bub. “Why don’t you take Wuffalor back to the office? I’ll be there in a second.” With a grin at me, she used her cane to hurry over to a small table sitting beside the door. She lifted a little white bag and scooted outside.

      I shot Nyxor a perplexed look, and he shrugged, waving for me to leave ahead of him.

      When we stepped out into the sunshine, Grannie tossed bird seed at us.

      “It’s tradition,” she said gaily. “I just love traditions, don’t you?”

      I hugged her. Then, with a gift bag and the packet of information about our “honeymoon” destination in my hand, I climbed into Nyxor’s truck.

      “We can come into town later for your car,” he said.

      It was just a rental; it could sit anywhere for all I cared. The only things I needed were back at the house I was living in under Seyla’s good grace, and Twinkie. Seyla and I met at a country fair, and when I ran into her in town and mentioned I needed a place to stay, she offered her home.

      We stopped at our respective houses to pick up our things.

      Twinkie had missed me. She purred, winding around my legs and nearly tripping me as I gathered her food, toys, and litter box together. I eased her into her carry case and took her outside.

      As I was climbing back into his truck, Vrok stepped out of his house. He waved and came over to Nyxor’s truck.

      “I spoke with a few friends,” he said.

      Nyxor glanced my way. “Okay.”

      “We’re going to help you out.”

      “I’m not sure there’s much you can do but thank you.”

      Vrok rubbed Nyxor’s shoulder. “We’re not giving up easily.”

      Nyxor nodded.

      What did all this mean?

      “We’ll make sure it happens,” Vrok added, backing away from the truck.

      Seyla waved from the front steps, her concerned gaze traveling between me and Nyxor.

      Something was going on here. Would Nyxor share what it was?

      “All set?” Nyxor asked me, putting up his window. At my nod, he backed down the driveway and onto the road.

      Twinkie meowed plaintively from her carrier in the seat behind us.

      “We’ll let her out as soon as we can,” Nyxor said.

      “What was Vrok talking about?”

      “Oh, it’s nothing,” he said in a breezy tone. “He knows I wanted to get married soon.”

      “Well, now you are,” I said.

      He shot me a grin. “That I am. We are.”

      Following the directions I read aloud; he drove through town and took the road leading up into the mountains.

      “We didn’t have a chance to talk before we jumped into this,” he said, driving with ease.

      “From what I gathered; our wedding was a surprise for you. I only knew that I’d be marrying someone today, not who it might be.”

      He shot me a surprised look. “You were going to marry someone at first sight?”

      “I knew a few things about you. Your initials, though I didn’t connect that with you. That you were a lawyer. That you were well respected in town. That you were a phoenix. I found the last bit interesting, but you can’t be the only one.”

      “That was enough information?” He sounded surprised, but I guessed he would be. He didn’t know my motivations, and I wasn’t going to tell him.

      “Grannie assured me you wouldn’t push me into anything I wasn’t willing to do.”

      “She’s right about that.” He reached over and took my hand, giving it a squeeze.

      “Can you explain the feathers?” I asked.

      He brushed his dark hair shot through with yellow and orange off his shoulders. “These?”

      “Not the ones in your hair. The ones that sprouted on your hands and wrists after we kissed. They were only there for a second before they disappeared.”

      “It’s a phoenix thing.”

      I sensed he was telling me the truth but holding something back. Did I want to press him to reveal his secrets when I wasn’t willing to part with mine?

      No.

      “As for our supposed honeymoon,” he said, “I’m looking forward to reconnecting with you, but I’m not going to force you into anything you’re not comfortable with.”

      “Thank you.”

      Did I dare stay here for a few days? I wanted to, more than anything. I’d missed Nyxor for a long time. Too often, when things were tough or Olivia pushed me to do things I wasn’t comfortable with, I’d pretended he was standing beside me, holding my hand and telling me everything would be alright.

      I was supposed to come here, marry N.T., then grab my new identification and run. I had a safe house waiting on the opposite side of the country. From there, I’d planned to slowly build a new life. If I sensed my agent or brother were catching up, I’d cross the border into Mexico and disappear.

      He drove the vehicle off the main road, taking it up a steep hill. “Please know I would never . . .”

      “Force me to have sex?” I said, my voice light. “I may not have seen you for twelve years, but I trust you to do what’s right.”

      “Maybe I’ve become a serial killer while we were apart.”

      I met his gaze, though he tugged it back to the road quickly. “I’d know if I couldn’t trust you.”

      “Thanks.”

      “Let’s see how this goes. As they said, it’s a trial marriage without the cameras and TV crews.”

      Something I didn’t miss in the slightest. “You don’t know how grateful I am to hear that.”

      “You used to want to be in movies, didn’t you?” he asked.

      “Sort of.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “My brother wanted it more for me than I did for myself.” But was that completely true? He’d signed me up for auditions, signed me with my current agent since I was too young to do it myself, and urged me to smile, smile, smile, smile all the time. To always look my best. To walk with grace and speak in the hushed voice of someone who did what she was told.

      “Your brother’s older than you, right?”

      “Eighteen years older. He’s actually my half-brother. His mom and dad divorced, and his dad married my mom. They had me. He raised me after Mom and Dad were killed.” My brother was living the high life in Europe, using his enormous share of my income. He returned periodically to sign away my life again and urge Olivia to tighten the screws. At that point, she’d been such a big part of my life, I wasn’t sure where she left off and I began.

      “What have you done for the past twelve years?” he asked.

      “I finished school.” Tutored, actually. “Then this and that.”

      He’d never know how grateful I was that he hadn’t seen through my disguise. I’d hid myself well, dyeing my hair to its original black. I rarely wore make-up when I was off set. I’d slunk into stores and restaurants on the rare occasion when I needed a moment to think for myself. No one recognized me when I wore a wig and regular old clothing—nothing like the high-class designer stuff the character I played wore on the show.

      It was during one of those rare ventures into town that I’d gotten the idea of freeing myself from everything I hated.

      “I . . . blog,” I said, coming up with something fast.

      “Oh, that’s cool. I assume you solicit sponsors.”

      “Yeah, it’s the only way to make a decent income.” It wasn’t a complete lie. I did blog as my character, and I’d secretly started a new blog under a pen name. I was thinking of writing a memoir, but I’d only do that once I was confident that no one could track me down.

      After seeing Grannie Vi’s ad online, I put things in place to hide my tracks well—the benefit of having money. I could use it to disguise myself so no one would look at me and know right away that I played Francine Jenkins, the female corporate executive and main star of Francine in the City. Francine used her looks and body to rise to the top of the banking pile and her cutthroat ways and snarky demeanor made the show a smash hit.

      I wasn’t anything like my character, but my acting had inspired an equal amount of love and hate from my fans. My well-made-up face, sophisticated outfits, and bleached blonde hair had been plastered all over billboards for years.

      If I hadn’t escaped, I would’ve been forced to sign another contract that would benefit my agent and brother, not me. If I refused, they’d find a way to make me do it. More than once, they’d told me they’d have me committed if I didn’t behave, that my “erratic” behavior had been noted. Doctor friends of theirs had already signed off on the paperwork to give my brother guardianship.

      In the past, they’d drugged me to make me comply.

      I wasn’t sure what I’d do when I was finally free, but I wouldn’t act any longer. Just the thought of walking under those lights made me want to hurl.

      Oh, to be that starry-eyed eighteen-year-old who’d been offered a lucrative contract under the tutelage of my supposedly kind older brother. That’s how the rest of the world saw it.

      At least Olivia allowed me access to my puny share of the current deal. I’d slowly sucked away at the account, telling her I needed this purse or that ring. Instead, I’d hoarded money for two years until I had enough to plan my escape.

      Grannie Vi’s ad gave me the chance to legally obtain a new name.

      Nyxor pulled the vehicle into a dirt driveway with the correct number on the discreet sign near the road. We passed through a dense forest that some might find frightening. Not me. Lights, camera, action, plus a hovering agent who made sure I behaved? Now that was scary.

      He parked in front of a cute log cabin with a big deck spanning the front. It looked small, but we didn’t need much.

      Twinkie meowed.

      “Not long now, sweetie,” I said.

      “Home sweet home for the next few weeks,” Nyxor said.

      I stared out the window. “Will you need to work during that time?”

      “I brought my laptop. I can do most of it from here. I’ll have to go into town a few days to handle cases. You can come with me or remain here. I imagine you can blog from anywhere.”

      “That’s right, I can.” I shot him a relieved smile he would never understand.

      Turning, my smile grew bigger.

      This little log home, hidden deep within the forest, was the perfect place to settle in for a bit. The trail I’d left would grow cold, and when I was done with this chapter of my life, I could flee once more.

      Only this time, I’d travel as Brooke Thaarn.
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      I carried our things into the house. The paperwork they gave us indicated the place was fully stocked, that we could live here for the two weeks if we chose without ever having to go into town for supplies.

      Inside, I placed our bags on the floor near the door, watching as Brooke released Twinkie from his carry crate. He scampered into the living room on our left as we peered around.

      A small kitchen on our right was made up of a counter running along the back wall with a window over the sink placed in the middle. The window looked out at the woods behind. A fridge dominated the far-right side, and overhead cabinets spanned the left wall around to the attached island flanked with three tall stools.

      The living room took up the left side of the big open room, with stairs climbing to a loft. Wooden boards covered the cathedral ceiling, and a wall of glass looked out at the valley and town far below. A hallway stretched forward in the center of this level, and I spied a few closed doors in that direction.

      “Nice place,” Brooke said, shooting me a grin. She placed a mat on the floor and added bowls of water and food for Twinkie. “I wouldn’t have chosen better for a honeymoon.”

      “I agree.”

      “Where do you think I should put his litter box?”

      “The bathroom?”

      “Alright.” She lifted it. “Let’s pick bedrooms, then we can raid the fridge for dinner.” She strode down the hall, and I followed. We stopped at a door on the right that led to a full bathroom complete with a washer and dryer, plus an enormous shower like the ones you might find at a resort.

      She placed Twinkie’s litter box along the back wall before continuing to the end of the hall. She swung the final door wide, revealing a room with a king-sized bed. “You can have this one if you want. I’ll take the room in the loft.”

      If she felt more secure with a floor between us, that was fine with me. My goal here was to convince her to love me. We didn’t have to share a bed to do that, though it would be more fun.

      Soon, I promised myself. She’ll join me in my bed, and our life will only get better from there. I had to give myself hope.

      We left the bedroom and crossed the living room, taking the stairs to the top of the loft.

      “A sitting area,” she said softly, a frown knitting her brow.

      I took in the desk with a computer, a small loveseat, and a pair of matching rockers. A big, braided rug covered the floor.

      “I’ll take the living room sofa tonight,” she said. “We can pick up an air mattress in town tomorrow.”

      “No, you’ll take the bed downstairs,” I said.

      “The sofa looks comfy.”

      “Which is why you’ll take the bed.”

      “I can’t let you do that.”

      “Why not?” I watched her face and was concerned about the shadows lurking in her eyes.

      “You’re a big guy. You’ll be uncomfortable anywhere but in the bed.”

      “So will you.” I grunted. “Tell you what we can do. Tonight, you take the bed. I’ll take the sofa. Tomorrow, we’ll trade.”

      She nodded slowly, and the clouds in her eyes drifted away. Mostly. I sensed there was something going on she wasn’t willing to share. I hoped she came to trust me enough to tell me what it was. If I didn’t know better, I’d assume she was scared.

      Didn’t she know I’d do almost anything to protect her?
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      While Twinkie raced around the living room, chasing sunbeams, Nyxor and I grilled burgers we found in the fridge, topping off our meal with small salads and ending it with cookies we found in the cupboard. The latter we ate out on the deck while the sun set, leaving behind streaks rivaling the brightly colored feathers in Nyxor’s hair.

      Twinkie snoozed, curled up on my lap while I stroked her soft fur. The deck was high enough off the ground I wasn’t worried she’d try to explore. She’d be an inside cat unless I settle in a place with a screened-in porch or deck.

      As the sun dropped below the horizon, rustling rang out in the woods, growing louder. Coming in this direction.

      “What’s that?” I whispered. I handed Twinkie to Nyxor, and my little kitty remained asleep, nestling into his lap. I rose from my chair and approached the railing, clinging to it while peering around. I didn’t see movement other than a few birds flying home to nest for the night.

      Damn, had my brother and agent found me already?

      Something groaned.

      “Is that a frog?” I asked, frowning.

      More groans rang out, echoing around us.

      “Lots of frogs,” I said, tilting my head. It couldn’t be my brother or agent; they’d creep in as quietly as possible, not announce themselves with groans. “I’ve heard of tree frogs, but I’m not sure they sound like this. Is there water nearby?”

      Nyxor joined me at the rail.

      Twinkie was draped across his shoulder, still asleep. That was my kitty. Play hard and sleep even harder.

      “I think there are gargoyles nearby,” he said.

      “Real gargoyles? I mean, I’ve seen a few around town, and everyone knows Goreg, but why would they be out here?”

      “I have a feeling they’re trying to serenade us.”

      My laugh snorted out of me, but it faded fast when I caught the steady look on his face. “You’re not kidding.”

      “When a gargoyle couple mates, his family helps him woo his new bride.”

      “By groaning?”

      “Yup. And croaking. It’s supposed to arouse the male.” His gaze caught mine, and I couldn’t look away.

      “I’d ask if it was working, but we already plan to sleep apart.”

      He stroked the hair off my face. “What if it was working, Brooke?”
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      “I guess if it was working,” she said with an odd lilt in her voice, “I’d ask you what you wanted to do about it.”

      I wasn’t sure if I wanted to laugh or shake my head in amazement. When Vrok mentioned something about helping us out, I thought he meant he’d check on my apartment. Let people in town know I wouldn’t be around for a while.

      I didn’t think he’d call Goreg or that Goreg and his brothers would show up to help me with their gargoyle mating rituals.

      “Maybe I’d take you inside and show you everything your new husband has to offer.” I was joking, but I couldn’t drag my gaze away from hers.

      Her teasing smile fell.

      Shit. I’d pushed when I shouldn’t have.

      “Do you want to go inside?” The vulnerability in her voice made my heart stall.

      “We can, sure. We can get ready for bed and . . . talk about this tomorrow.”

      Her nod jerked out.

      “It’s nice meeting up with you again, Nyxor.” From the tone of her voice, I could tell backing off was the right thing to do. I didn’t want to frighten her away. “Let alone marrying you.”

      “Who would’ve thought we’d reconnect like this, huh?”

      “There was a time when I would’ve done almost anything to be with you forever.”

      “Really?”

      She nudged my shoulder. “You couldn’t tell?”

      Her kisses were more heady than the elf wine I’d gotten into one time when my parents were away. They’d chided me horribly the next morning, but nothing was worse than the ache in my head.

      When I was drinking, though, there wasn’t anything better.

      Except being with Brooke.

      “I’ve thought about you all these years,” I said softly. Late at night and first thing in the morning. “I never thought I’d see you again.”

      “I couldn’t stop dreaming about you, Nyxor.”

      “Your brother took you away, and I never heard from you again.” I wasn’t resentful; what happened was beyond her control. But the years apart felt wasted.

      Her gaze fled mine. “I’m here with you now. We’re married.”

      “There’s something you’re not telling me.”

      “I don’t want to talk about Jarrod, and I don’t want to get into what’s happened since he caught us making out and yanked me away. Can we start from here and see what happens next?”

      “Alright.” Pushing her only seemed to upset her, which was the last thing I wanted to do on our wedding night, even if this was just a trial marriage.

      I’d meant it when I told her I’d give her all the time she needed. I wanted her physically. How could I not? Back when we were teenagers, I’d imagined myself in love with her. I knew it was right to wait, but I’d still wanted to be with her any time I could sneak through the veil.

      Sex could wait. Right now, I needed her love. Actually, I didn’t just need it. I could separate the issues related to my being a rivest phoenix.

      I wanted Brooke for who she was now.

      As we went inside, Goreg, Escudek, and Murtik serenaded us with throaty groans punctuated by the chirps of birds and the wind whispering through the trees.

      Something had changed between us, but I couldn’t name what it was.

      We made out when we were teenagers, and back then, it felt like we skated close to something I couldn’t define. An ever after. An always.

      Despite feeling grown up and mature enough to handle anything, we were kids back then.

      Now, we were adults.

      I took her hand, and while my gargoyle friends croaked and groaned, something incredibly kind, we went inside, where I carefully placed Twinkie on the sofa. She blinked up at us before tucking her nose into the fluff of her tail and drifting back to sleep.

      “It’s sweet of them to share their tradition with us,” Brooke said.

      “It is.” I didn’t turn on the lights. Taking her hands, I tugged her close and held her. I wrapped my wings around her, hoping she’d feel treasured by the gesture. “Why don’t you take the bathroom first?”

      “Sure, thanks.” She eased away from me and strode to the bedroom, grabbing her things and shutting the bathroom door behind her.

      “Hey,” I said through the bathroom door.

      “Is everything okay?”

      “Sure. Would it be alright if I slept on the floor instead of the sofa?”

      Her groan joined in with the gargoyles’. “I still think I should sleep on the sofa.”

      “Not happening.”

      “As for the floor, are you sure? It’s hard.”

      “I don’t mind. I just . . . want to be near you, to protect you.”

      “I’d like that.” Her voice sounded hollow.

      If she let me, I’d fill her back up with everything good that life had to offer.

      I strode into the bedroom and tugged blankets out of the closet, laying them in a pile on the floor, adding a pillow.

      I wasn’t going to be able to sleep tonight no matter how comfortable I was. I’d think of Brooke every moment. I’d listen to her breathe, and I’d dream of what it would be like to love her.

      At this point, I just wanted to stand in her shadow, to hold her if she’d let me. I could easily fall deeply in love with her. It had ripped me apart when her brother stole her away.

      The bathroom door opened, and we passed in the hall, me trying not to notice how well her nightgown hugged her lush curves.

      When I was finished, I walked back to the bedroom. The light was out, so I dropped to the floor, trying to be quiet in case she was already asleep. Lying flat, I tugged the top layer of blankets over me.

      Gargoyle groans echoed outside, and if I knew my friends, they wouldn’t stop until dawn. It was tradition, and they loved me. They knew what was at stake, and they were determined to do their part to see that this came out right.

      Could love be generated by something as silly as groans and croaks? I didn’t know, but I appreciated that they wanted to help.

      “Night,” Brooke said softly.

      Ah, so she wasn’t asleep.

      “Night,” I echoed.

      “The floor can’t be very comfortable.”

      “I’m near you, Brooke, and that’s all that matters.”

      A long silence followed. “Thank you for being patient with me. For being here with me now.”

      “There’s nowhere else I’d rather be.”

      I surprised myself by drifting off, lulled by gargoyle groans that were supposed to turn me on but didn’t.

      I woke sometime later. Their croaks had faded, and for a second, I wasn’t sure why I’d been jolted out of sleep.

      Until the first wave of flames consumed me.
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      I found it impossible to sleep with Nyxor lying on the floor nearby.

      Twinkie strolled into the room and, after blinking at Nyxor for a moment, she clawed her way up onto the bed. She curled up by my feet and went back to sleep.

      I kept thinking about him, listening to his breathing, and wondering if I had the nerve to invite him to share the bed with me.

      Despite my determination to stay ahead of Olivia, I wanted this time with him.

      Was that greedy of me?

      I’d spent too much of my life trying to please others; never thinking of myself. No, I was told my needs didn’t matter, that I had to look at the bigger picture and deliver what Jarrod wanted, what Olivia demanded, and then, what my fans needed.

      If Olivia caught me, she’d make sure I never got away again. I was a cash cow, and my brother and agent would make sure I kept paying for the rest of my life.

      When he groaned as if he was in deep pain, I bolted upright; the covers falling away.

      Twinkie stared at Nyxor, her tail whipping back and forth.

      He thrashed beneath the blankets.

      She hissed and scooted around behind me.

      Another groan rang out, but unlike the gargoyle serenade outside I could still faintly hear, Nyxor’s groan made chills flash across my skin.

      “Nyxor?” I whispered. I kicked back my blankets and slid onto the cold wooden floor. I’d creep over and gently tap his shoulder, rouse him enough so he’d slip from the nightmare and hopefully into a more pleasant sleep.

      I’d only taken one step toward him when he flung back the blankets. He wore boxers, and I tried not to drool as I took in his muscular torso. His narrow waist. His ripped thighs.

      The smell of smoke coiled through the air, and I lifted my nose, sucking in deeply, trying to determine where it came from. Were the guys outside sharing a bonfire? Or was something burning inside the house?

      A puff, and Nyxor burst into flames.

      Twinkie hissed, a low snarl rumbling in her chest.

      My breath caught, and I leapt toward Nyxor. I grabbed his blankets and swept them over him, determined to put out the flames before he was horribly burned. The blankets collapsed as if he wasn’t there, and I reeled backward, wondering what in the world was happening.

      A pop and something moved beneath the covers.

      I carefully peeled the layers back, revealing a sight I’d remember for the rest of my life.

      A phoenix made up of dark feathers shot through with the same red and orange as Nyxor’s wings and hair crouched, looking up at me. His gaze held so much sadness, I couldn’t breathe. His wings fluttered, seeming to shine with the sun’s rays. He tucked them against his spine, and I sensed he was waiting.

      Another whoosh, and he shifted, changing back into the Nyxor I was in love with when I was sixteen. Since reconnecting, I’d fallen right back into that feeling, and I suspected it would only deepen the more I got to know the man he was now.

      He was as naked as the day he’d flown into my backyard to help me find Twinkie.

      “Ah, so that’s what happened that night,” I said softly.

      He tugged the blankets up over his waist, and he wouldn’t meet my eye.

      “I’m sorry,” he said.

      Twinkie leapt off the bed and strutted over to Nyxor. She climbed into his lap and gazed up at him.

      He sighed and patted her, watching me.

      “That was the most beautiful thing I’ve ever seen.” Tears fell from my eyes, but they weren’t generated by sorrow. “Your transformation holds a feeling of rebirth. I’m stunned. I’ve read about phoenixes.”

      “Everything online is about mythical creatures, not the real thing.”

      “I assume you’re different.”

      “Too much. There are more of us, but many of us are loners. My parents remained in the fae realm. Other than an older phoenix woman running a shop in town, I don’t know of any others in this area.”

      “It was amazing. I get the idea you didn’t want me to see it happen, but I hope you trust me enough to know that when I say I found it beautiful, I’m being honest.”

      His shoulders curled forward. “It’s a curse.”

      “Why?” I was truly puzzled. “Does it hurt?” That could be it. “The fire consumed you, though it didn’t seem to burn anything around you.”

      “It could. Eventually.”

      “It gets stronger? Sharper? I’m not sure what the right term is.”

      “One of these days, if certain things don’t happen, I’ll burn to ash one final time.”

      No. That couldn’t be true. “Is that how a phoenix dies?”

      “For me, that’ll be it, Brooke. There will be nothing more.”

      “No phoenix rejuvenation?”

      He shook his head.

      “No more Nyxor?” I choked out, unable to believe he could be close to death already.

      “No more Nyxor,” he echoed softly.
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      “Come sleep on the bed with me,” she choked out.

      “I don’t want your pity.” Please, no pity.

      Twinkie looked up at me, watching me, and when I patted her, she started to purr.

      “When I was sixteen, I thought I was in love with you,” Brooke said.

      My heart couldn’t take this, couldn’t take the hope she held in her hand.

      “And now?”

      “Things are different.”

      “I see,” I bit out.

      “No, you don’t.” She tumbled into my side, holding me, and it felt so good to be close to her.

      The love I’d had for her when I was a teenager kept cresting inside me, climbing ever higher. I could so easily fall hard for this new Brooke, this woman who lit my veins on fire, the one who had the potential to hold back my death.

      But I didn’t want forced love. I wanted her to hand me her heart because she needed to do so more than anything. Never because she felt bad for me, or she wanted to save me.

      So I couldn’t tell her everything. If I told her love could save me, she’d give it, but would it be real?

      I lifted Twinkie onto the blankets by my feet and put my arms and wings around Brooke. I held her as she did me.

      “There are things about me you don’t know,” she whispered. “I’ve been trapped for far too long.”

      “Who’s trapping you?” Anger roared through me. “Who’s hurting you?” The last was a guess on my part, but when she flinched, I knew.

      “It’s . . .” She shook her head and pinched her lips together. “It’s nothing. Forget I said it.”

      “You can tell me anything,” I said fiercely. “There’s nothing I won’t believe and nothing I won’t do to protect you.” Anyone who came after her would face my wrath. I wouldn’t stop until she was safe.

      “Thank you.” She snuggled against my chest. “Come to bed with me.”

      I pinched my eyes shut. There was nothing I wanted to do more than lie with her, hold her, then claim her.

      “We don’t have to do anything,” she added. “But I want to be close to you.” Her voice came out fierce. “I’ll hold you all night and keep the fire away.”

      I stood with her in my arms and stepped over to the bed, dropping onto it.

      Twinkie watched us before going back to sleep in the warmth I left behind on the blankets.

      Brooke nestled against my chest. “I like you naked, Nyxor. I wish it came from you choosing to remove your clothing, though, not burning them away.”

      My laugh snorted out. “I’ll be happy to strip for you whenever you’d like.”

      “Watch out. I might just take you up on that.” She sighed. “Remember that time when we laid like this in the grass?”

      I grinned, sucked into the past with her. “You kept tickling my face with a seed pod.”

      “You loved it.”

      “I kept laughing and swatting, thinking it was a fly.”

      “We watched the clouds float by overhead. It was one of the best days of my life.”

      “It was one of our last days together.”

      “Yup. Three days later, my brother followed me to where we always met up. He grabbed me and took me away before you arrived. I’m sorry.”

      “Why? You didn’t do anything.”

      “I wasn’t careful. You told me you had to remain hidden. I thought maybe your dad was a bank robber or something.” She stroked my wing wrapped around her. “I didn’t see these. Did they grow after?”

      “I used an elf spell to hide my monster parts.”

      “Why were you in our realm?” she asked. “It wasn’t allowed back then.”

      “I couldn’t stay away. I’ll be honest here.” There was no harm in telling her this truth. “I was doing something near the veil. I can’t even remember what it was. Then I saw you through the mist.”

      Turning in my arms, she faced me, looking up at me. “When was that?”

      “You were singing and dancing around the meadow where we always met up.”

      “Oh, jeez.” She squirmed, but I held her tight in my wings. “You saw that?”

      “You have an amazing voice. So light and pretty.”

      “No way. It’s horrible.”

      “To me, it was prettier than the sound the stars make when they sparkle or the murmur of pixies lifting their voices to coax the flowers from the ground.” A sound so beautiful fae were known to remain frozen for the rest of their days solely so they could keep listening.

      “That’s sweet of you, but I really shouldn’t sing.” Shadows flitted through her eyes, and I sensed this was another hint into the mystery she wasn’t ready to share.

      “As you sang, you gathered daisies and strung them into a chain.”

      “If I remember correctly, I made a crown.”

      “And you coronated yourself for me alone, or so I thought back when I was sixteen.”

      “I can’t believe you remember that.”

      “You’d be surprised what I remember.” I was a teenager, but humans and monsters were different. I’d grown up an only child and the weight of responsibility had rested on my shoulders from a very young age.

      “You’re saying you creeped on me,” she said with a laugh. “Listened to my horrible voice and watched me play with flowers.”

      “I didn’t watch long. I kept coming back every day after that, hoping to see you again.”

      “I loved going there,” she said with a sigh. “I felt like I escaped from everything when I was inside that meadow. It felt magical, and I craved the feeling of freedom I found only there.”

      Freedom. Escape. Not long ago, she’d used the word trapped. What had happened to her after her brother took her away?

      “You stepped out of what felt like nowhere,” she said, introspective. She traced her fingertip across my chest. “It startled me, though only for a second.”

      “Why didn’t you run?”

      “Because you were beautiful. You seemed to shimmer and hold the same magic I’d found in my meadow.”

      “You saw bits of the veil still clinging to my skin. Seeing the veil is a rare ability in humans, you know. Are you sure you don’t have some elf blood?”

      She shrugged. “Who can say? I only have the history my older brother shared with me. Our parents were killed when I was tiny.”

      “It must’ve been hard for him to raise a little sister.”

      She shrugged. “He’s benefited from his efforts since.”

      Was her brother part of why she felt trapped?

      “We were so young back then,” she said. “I’m glad we’ve met up again.”

      Would I get to keep her this time? Not that she was a possession, but the need roaring through me was fed by an urge to protect her, cherish her, and love her forever.

      “Hey, our gargoyle friends have stopped groaning,” she said, lifting her head off my chest. She peered toward the window.

      “Maybe they’re taking a break.”

      She nudged her leg against my stiff cock. “Or maybe they figured their groaning worked.”

      “You noticed that, huh?”

      “It’s big. Kinda hard to miss it.”

      “I want you. I’d be out of my mind not to.” I rolled her over beneath me, and braced myself above her, cupping her face. “But I’m not going to do anything unless you want it as much as me.” I stroked her cheeks with my thumbs. “Your skin is softer than the finest lace woven by sprites. I’ll die a happy phoenix if I can stroke every inch of you.”

      Her arms went around my shoulders. “Nyxor,” she groaned. “You’re tempting me more than you should.”

      “Then I’ll back off for now.”

      “I wasn’t exactly saying that.”

      I cocked my head, watching her. “Oh, no?”

      Her smile flashed quickly across her face, and her arms tightened around my shoulders. “Definitely no.”

      As much as I wanted to sink myself into her body, I settled for claiming her mouth.
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      Being with Nyxor brought back all the times I wished I could track him down and ask him to run away with me. We’d keep going until my brother couldn’t find us, then we’d run a bit more.

      We’d be together.

      Like we are now.

      I was confident my agent had reached out to Jarrod. It wouldn’t be long before they were hot on my trial. My brother wouldn’t hurt me. Oh, no, he saw pushing me to perform as a way of showing he cared. He was doing it for me (ha), and I was the one who benefitted from it the most. When in reality, he profited well from my acting, taking a big cut of what was left after Olivia skimmed her chunk off the top.

      But I didn’t want to think about the horror of my life. I wanted to live for this moment.

      When tomorrow came, I wasn’t going to flee. I was going to grab onto what Nyxor offered and savor it for as long as I could. I’d know when my brother was near. Perhaps Nyxor was right; I did have some elf blood inside me.

      When my brother reached town, and he would, only then would I run.

      Nyxor’s kisses were sweet, but his inner fire burned through them, shooting to my core. I clung to him, stroking his shoulders. I glided my fingers up onto his wings, stroking the tiny feathers.

      He kissed down my neck to the top of my nightgown. Lifting his head, he watched me as he tugged on my nightie. At my nod, he bunched it up around my waist.

      When he slid his thumb between my legs, he groaned. “You’re wet.”

      “That’s a good thing, I think,” I said with an upward twitch of my lips. “Unless you’d like to lodge a complaint.”

      “Never,” he vowed. His gaze met mine. “How far do you want to take this?”

      All the way, though, we shouldn’t.

      I shrugged, leaving it to him, then realized I didn’t want to be passive in what happened between us. I wanted to stand by his side, an equal participant in whatever we did. I’d spent too much of my life doing what I was told.

      “I want you to touch me. Kiss me,” I said hoarsely. I’d never spoken during sex, and I realized now I’d gone along with whatever they wanted, just like I had with Jarrod and Olivia. “Will you do that for me?”

      “I want to give you pleasure,” he said, still watching me. “But I don’t want to take things too far.”

      “Why not?”

      “We both know this marriage could be temporary. If we do everything, and you decide you want out, it’ll kill me.”

      I sensed he was saying something more in his words, but what could it be?

      “I can’t make promises,” I said, though I wanted to. So much. If only life was different, that we’d met like a usual couple, connecting our past to our present and moving forward from there.

      He nodded. “I understand.”

      “We have tonight. We have tomorrow.” A lifetime of being with someone I cared for was too much to ask. My past would find me, and I’d have no choice but to leave. They wouldn’t endanger Nyxor, but they weren’t above doing underhanded things to me to ensure I cooperated.

      He kissed me again, and I got lost in the feel of his body lying across mine. I ached to touch his cock. Stroke it.

      When his fingers slid down my crease again, I moaned and lifted my hips to meet him.

      He tugged on the top of my nightie, exposing my breasts, and sucked one of my nipples into his warm mouth. His tongue glided across it, making it peak, and I thrust my chest up toward him. I was losing control, and he’d barely touched me.

      For so long, I’d craved something I wasn’t sure anyone would ever be able to offer. I was finding it in Nyxor’s arms.

      He slid my underwear down, and I kicked it aside.

      Leaving my breast, he moved down between my thighs, spreading them wide.

      “You’re beautiful,” he whispered against my skin, the movement of his lips making quivers shoot through me.

      I wanted more than I deserved most likely, but I’d take this moment, store it in my heart, and treasure it always.

      I let out a little gasp as his tongue danced across my slit. His movements were gentle and slow at first, almost ticklish. I began to writhe beneath him, wanting his touch but also not wanting it to end too quickly either.

      Nyxor's hand felt like fire as it moved up and down my thigh, his fingertips trailing along my skin. His kisses followed each caress, igniting a desire that reached through to every cell in my body.

      Slowly, he licked from side to side between my legs until I was shaking with pleasure and anticipation. He held me firmly yet gently with one hand while using his other to guide his tongue around all the sensitive areas that left me gasping for more. Every flick made me arch closer into him. I wanted nothing but this moment of shared joy.

      I could feel myself opening beneath him like some secret hidden garden only known by its master who had just been invited in fully.

      He teased me with such accuracy that I thought my body would go up in flames. None of the sparks could be dampened now. He seemed attuned to every sensation he created within me, knowing when tenderness was needed or when firmer caresses would make all the difference. A pleasure-filled breathlessness shot through me.

      His fingers slid inside me, and he stroked my G-Spot, gradually increasing pressure and intensity until sensations burst through my every cell. I gave in to something deep within me . . . a surrender unlike any other experience. I was being engulfed in absolute ecstasy.

      I let out a gasp as I crested the edge of orgasm, like a wave under the control of its master, rolling and crashing down again on a shore.

      It was there, but it kept receding, like water flowing forward then being sucked back out to sea.

      My climax rose again, and I keened, needing it so much. Needing him.

      His fingers drove inside me, sliding and stroking hard and fast. Pumping while his mouth loved my clit with so much passion, it made me want to cry.

      When I came, my orgasm slammed into me in a force unlike any other, stunning my senses before they gave way. I bucked up to meet his hands and mouth, wrenching every bit of pleasure I could from this moment.

      Spent, I collapsed on the bed, still shuddering beneath him.

      Rising over me, he eased to the side, his wings going around me. He held me, protecting me from everything and anyone who might do me harm.

      For the first time in my life, every cell in my body felt alive. Nothing was better or more right than this.

      Time seemed suspended. Only Nyxor and I existed

      And we were one.
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      I held Brooke all night, and while I dozed, I didn’t fall asleep. I didn’t want to lose even a second of the joy I found when I was with her.

      A full burn consumed me as dawn stretched its colorful wings across the sky, and I was thankful she slept through it.

      The episodes were accelerating. One of these times, it would be over.

      I didn’t fear death. I feared never seeing Brooke again.

      Shamelessly, I snuggled against her, kissing her forehead. Her cute little nose. I nuzzled her neck and stroked her back.

      She slept through my touch, and I grinned, loving how she gave everything she had inside to sleep, just as she’d given herself to me not long ago.

      When the sun rose, I slipped from the bed.

      Twinkie hopped off my blankets and stretched, and I stopped to lift her onto the bed to snuggle with Brooke. I padded down the hall to the bathroom. After showering, brushing my teeth, and throwing on some pants, I strolled into the kitchen.

      Twinkie scampered into the room after me, and I gave her some food from a can, making sure she had water and crunchies.

      While she ate, I brewed coffee. Bacon soon sizzled in a pan, snapping and popping, and beaten eggs waited in a bowl to dump into a bit of the fat for frying.

      “There you are,” Brooke said from the other side of the island.

      A glance over my shoulder stunned me. Damn, she looked hot, all tousled and well-loved. It was all I could do not to sweep her up and race her back to the bedroom. We could stay there forever.

      Brooke scooped up Twinkie for a hug. Her kitten squirmed, and she put the little beastie down. Twinkie raced into the living room and flopped on the wooden floor, wrangling with the edge of a rug.

      “Why do you look so hot?” Brooke asked, sauntering around the island.

      “Because I’m frying bacon?” Turning again, I grinned. Had she put her panties back on yet? Because I could totally slip them off.

      “I meant you look amazing.” Her fingers flicked to my body in general. “Low slung pants. No shirt.”

      “You might note I’m wearing an apron.”

      “I love the ruffles.” She sidled right up to me. “Bare feet. You look ready to tumble back into bed.”

      “Say the word and I’m shutting the stove off.”

      Her grin sunk through me, lighting me up inside. “What would you do if I took you up on your dare?”

      “This.” A flick of my wrist turned off the bacon. I faced her again, lifting her onto the island. “It can wait. I’ve got a full meal to savor right here.”

      She moaned and lay back on the island, chuckling as she wiggled to push everything out from beneath her back.

      “Are you a good girl?” I asked, spreading her legs and stepping between her thighs.

      “In many ways.”

      I stroked her thighs, up and down, slowly nudging her nightie higher. When I revealed her lower body, I groaned. “You have been a good girl.” I slid a thumb down her exposed crease, grateful to find no panties. “I love how wet you are for me. How you drip with desire.”

      She gasped and rolled her hips, giving herself over to my touch.

      “How do you know just how to please me?” she moaned between pants.

      Because she was imprinted on my soul. We’d picked up what we started when we were sixteen and taken things in a steamier direction.

      Could she love me?

      I’d die if she didn’t, but not just because I was a rivest phoenix. My heart couldn’t take her rejection.

      I stroked my fingertips around the edge of her swollen lips as I leaned forward and whispered in her ear. “Tell me what you want; tell me what you desire."

      “Everything. Give it to me.” Brooke shivered and let out a soft moan as she pushed closer into my hand. She wanted more than just the teasing feel of one finger lightly dancing across the surface.

      I answered her cry by sliding two fingers inside her, slow enough to give her body a chance to adjust but fast enough to bring out her groan. Curling my fingers upward, I made circles on either side of her G-spot.

      Adding another finger, I found her clit with my thumb and rubbed. She bucked against each of my thrusts, her head thrashing on the counter.

      “I can’t take it,” she gasped. “I’m going to come.” Her fingernails dug into my forearms as she tried to squirm away from the delicious torment.

      “Not so fast. I want you to give me more.” Stilling my insistent pace, I covered her mouth, teasing her tongue as it twisted against mine. I stroked her face, her neck, and exposed her breasts to tease her nipples with my teeth and tongue.

      When she moaned and writhed, I picked things up to a faster rhythm that would take her ever higher, thrusting deeply with my fingers while rolling her clit.

      Every time she tensed up or reached for my hands, I slowed down until she lay back again, moaning but unable to force me to give her what she wanted most.

      “Please,” she asked again, her pupils completely blown.

      “When you come for me…” I said. “I want it to last for hours. Can you do that for me, give me the best orgasm of your life?”

      “I want it,” she sighed. “So much!”

      I smiled, and then drove my fingers harder into her as I increased the pressure on her clit.

      My cock was on fire. I wanted to push myself deep within her, to ride her until she screamed, but I sensed it was still too soon.

      The time for that would arrive, and I’d claim her then.

      I quickened the pace, never letting up as my hand massaged her inner walls and my thumb ran circles over her cit. Her nails dug into my shoulders, scratching down my arms as she started to come undone beneath me.

      The entire room seemed to shake around us as Brooke’s body jerked up with an explosive series of orgasms that had me shuddering in pleasure right along with her. Wave after wave crashed through us both until we were a tangle of sweat-soaked bodies and exhausted limbs. Our hearts beat fast together while we just stared at one another wordlessly.

      My love for her filled every space inside me so completely that even if there hadn’t been a curse hanging over me, I would’ve chosen this moment over any other time in eternity.
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      I finished preparing breakfast while he took a shower. The wet spot on the front of his pants gave him away.

      At least he wasn’t left with a hard-on like last night.

      Would a time soon come when I’d give myself to him completely? I sensed it wouldn’t be long. I wouldn’t be able to hold myself back. Actually, I didn’t want to. I was stealing this moment from a dark future, and I was going to savor it for as long as I could.

      He returned to the kitchen in clean jeans, still bare-chested, the way I liked him. As I tended the bacon at the stove, he slid my hair to the side and kissed where my nape met my shoulder. I leaned against him, delicious shivers tracking through me.

      “How do you like your coffee?” I asked, breathless from his simple touch. We’d gone from teenagers to a sudden marriage and now . . . I didn’t know what was in store for us next, but I welcomed it with open arms.

      “Hot, like you,” he murmured. His wings went around me, though he scooped them low across my front. With the stove lit, the last thing he wanted to do was scorch his feathers.

      “Cream?”

      “I believe I generated enough for the moment,” he said with a laugh. “Did I tell you a phoenix male in heat will fill a female to overflowing all day long?”

      I switched off the burners since both the eggs and bacon were nearly done and turned in his arms. “I assume that’s to ensure lots of little phoenixes.”

      “It is, though young are rare among my species. We produce enough to keep us going, but . . .” His frown took over his features, and his eyes darkened with what I swore was dismay. “Anyway, no cream. I prefer my coffee black.”

      “What were you going to say?” I hated that he’d gone from happy and sexy to concerned.

      “It’s nothing.” He shot me a smile that dispelled some of the bleakness in his eyes but didn’t quite chase it away. “I don’t want to ruin our happy mood.”

      “You know you can tell me anything. We were friends long ago, and despite the fact that we’ve been apart for years, I feel like we only stepped back from each other then moved in close once again.”

      “You know you can tell me anything, too,” he said softly, cupping my face with his warm hands.

      He knew I was holding back secrets.

      I couldn’t share mine; they felt too raw. Besides, there wasn’t anything he could do about it. I’d signed a contract that thankfully would run out in a month. As long as I could evade my agent and brother until then, it would lapse. Then I could hire a crack shot lawyer and take Olivia and Jarrod to court. They owed me years, but I’d settle for draining them of the money they’d stolen from me during that time.

      “I appreciate that,” I said with a nod. “I’m not letting this come between us.”

      “I’m not either.”

      “Good.”

      “Good.” He nodded sharply with the word.

      I burst into laughter, and he joined in.

      “I wish I could share,” he said wistfully.

      My smile fell. “So do I.”

      “One day.”

      “Exactly.”

      “This is enough for now.” He tugged me against his chest, and I closed my eyes and breathed in his wonderful scent of soap, evergreen, and pure Nyxor.

      “Would you like to do something when we go into town to collect your car today?” he asked.

      “I didn’t grab everything I need, so I’ll stop by my place.” I’d only brought enough clothing for one day, assuming I’d have collected it and left the area already. This time, I’d bring enough for at least a week. As long as we remained in the mountains, no one could find me, and I could savor being with Nyxor. “I need my laptop to keep up with my blog.”

      “I’ll leave you alone so you can work tonight.”

      “Maybe I don’t want you to leave me alone. Maybe I want a distraction.”

      “I don’t want to interfere with your job.”

      “I’m sure you have work to do as well. We could do it at the same time.” I traced a fingertip around one of his nipples. “Do you ever handle cases for friends?”

      He chuckled. “When I can’t avoid it. I share a practice with Paige, and we divide cases like that. She’s married to Darrow. I don’t know if you’ve met him.”

      “He’s a gorgon, right? Though I try to avoid referring to someone solely by their species.”

      “I get it. It does make it easier to identify someone right away, however.”

      “I ran into him once at Storm’s restaurant,” I said. “He and Paige seem very happy together.”

      Nyxor grinned as if he was responsible for them hooking up. “They sure are.” His palms ran down my arms. “When we’re in town, we could go on a real date.”

      “Like dinner or a movie?”

      “If you’d like. I bet Storm could fit us in at his restaurant. As for work, I sent Paige a message, and she offered to cover for this week. I have an idea that might be even more fun than dinner, which I intend to cook while you work later on.”

      “What would you like to do today, then?” I ran my fingers across his taut abs. How did he keep them so drool-worthy?

      “I’ll show you when we get there.”

      My belly rumbled.

      “For now, it appears I’m starving you,” he said with a laugh. “Let’s eat and sit on the deck, savor the sunshine.”

      “That sounds like the perfect way to spend the day.”

      He tapped my ass as I turned back to the stove. “I believe I could show you an even better way to spend your time, but let’s hold off on that for now.”

      “As long as you promise to show me sooner rather than later,” I said with a tap on his ass.

      “I’ll be happy to oblige.” He grabbed plates from the cupboard while I brought the food over to the island.

      We sat and dug in, savoring each bite, eating it all until we were scraping the bottom of the frying pan for the last bite of egg.

      We’d just put the dishes in the sink and started the water to wash them when stomps and grunts rang out from the lawn beyond the deck.

      “What’s that?” I asked, and he shrugged.

      With a concerned look at each other, we hurried in that direction with Twinkie scampering after us.
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      We burst out onto the deck and raced over to the rail, staring down.

      Twinkie scrambled up a post and sat on the flat part of the rail, her head tilting with curiosity.

      Four of my friends had stripped to only loin cloths. They stomped and grunted, performing an intricate dance on the grass below. They whirled and their arms lifted over their heads, and their dance was so seamless, it stole my breath.

      Brooke shook her head. “What’s going on?” She lifted Twinkie and held her against her chest.

      “Our friends have come to do their own version of a serenade.”

      “Like our gargoyle friends groaning last night?”

      I shot her a grin. “Yup.”

      “It’s amazing.”

      Raze led the dance, moving with Gunner, Max, and Vrok in a single line behind him. Deep, powerful thuds rang out as their bare feet hit the ground, wind swirled across the meadow, sweeping up the dust generated by their steps and twisting it into the sky.

      Grannie Vi stood near the woods with Uncle Bub, and someone had set up matching tympanic drums. They stood behind them, swaying as they brought soft hammers down in unison, generating a steady beat. The rhythm sunk into my bones, vibrating inside me.

      Brooke eased over to me, pressing her back against my chest. “It’s amazing. I’m honored.” Tears trickled down her cheeks.

      Tylik and Annalisa twirled on the left side of the open area, sparkling dust shooting out from the tips of their fingers. The wind caught that as well and carried it through the air.

      Brooke sneezed and shot me a watery smile. “Are Tylik and Annalisa performing a spell?”

      I shrugged, though I was confident they were. “The treaty doesn’t allow anything more than basic magic.”

      “What do you think the purpose of the spell, the drums, and the dance is?”

      My heart squeezed tight.

      My friends wanted me to live. They wanted Brooke to fall in love with me. So they were doing all they could, using the tools of their differing cultures, to make sure it happened.

      “I’m going to join them,” I said. “Do you mind?”

      “Nope.” Heat flickered in her eyes when she looked up at me. “I want to see you dance. Will you strip for me?” Her soft laugh rang out.

      I’d strip.

      I’d dance.

      And I’d rip out my heart and hand it to her if I thought she would take it.
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      He climbed up onto the railing and leapt off, doing a full spin in the air before his wings snapped out. As he floated down to the ground, sunlight caught the red and orange feathers, making them glow.

      Reaching the ground, he tucked his wings against his spine and strode over to stand beside Raze. His ogre friend gestured, explaining the dance, and Nyxor nodded. Nyxor shot a grin my way, his smile making my knees weak.

      I could love this guy so easily.

      Grannie and Uncle Bub’s rhythm picked up, and they hooted along with their music. They hip-bumped, somehow not falling despite banging on the drum with one hand while supporting themselves with canes held in the other.

      A sweet smell drifted through the air, like I’d stepped into a candy shop. The sparkling dust shooting off Tylik and Annalisa continued to rain down as if I stood in a magical world.

      Twinkie meowed and arched against my chest, seeming to watch along with me.

      The guys began dancing again, Gunner, Vrok, and Max shifting forward and back, their fists notched on their hips. They served as back-up singers to Raze and Nyxor. Raze’s golden skin gleamed in the sunlight, and he made quite an impression with his bulging muscles and majestic horns.

      As Raze shifted his hips, he lifted a piece of dark brown fabric off the ground and tossed it to Nyxor, who spun and with an exaggerated gesture, undid the front of his jeans.

      Sunlight winked off his golden skin as he shimmied out his pants, showing off his delectable ass, his hands covering his front.

      Grannie hooted louder. She shook her cane in the air and Uncle Bub playfully tried to cover her eyes to keep her from taking in the view.

      They got back to drumming as Nyxor held the scrap of material over his groin. Twirling, he shot me a steamy look over his broad shoulder that made my insides go from a low simmer to a steady boil.

      He wrapped the cloth around his hips and between his legs, securing it with a knot, then spun to face me.

      In no time, he was shifting sideways with Raze while the other guys lifted their arms overhead and stomped their bare feet.

      With each of his steps, I felt power emanating from him that vibrated across my soul, as if he was the hammer and I was the drum. The physical sensation increased further when the other guys began pounding on their chests and grunting, their voices lifted in unison.

      Excitement burst within me, and I let it sweep me to the sky along with it.

      I ached to take Nyxor’s hand and lead him to the bedroom. We’d stay there forever, loving each other’s bodies until we could no longer tell us apart.

      My chest hurt, but instead of longing to run away from the feeling, I embraced it, letting it consume me.

      Twinkie leaped off the railing onto a deckchair and sat, watching the dance below.

      The pace of the drumbeat accelerated, as did the guys performing on the grass, their feet almost blurring as they twirled and stomped in complete harmony. An electric current filled the air, and my hair crackled as if I’d scuffed my feet across the floor for hours, absorbing the charge.

      I couldn’t take my eyes off Nyxor. He danced for me alone, spinning and thrusting his hips in a way that made sparks fly through me. The joy on his face was contagious, and my face hurt from grinning. Sweat gleamed on his skin, and I was overwhelmed with the urge to rush down there, bring him to a halt, and stroke every inch of his exposed body.

      No, I wanted to strip off my clothing and tug him away to a place where we could perform our very own dance for each other, one that would result in us falling to the ground and coming together.

      The cacophony soared up into the sky, my bones sucking in the heavy sensation, until everything came to a thunderous crash.

      As one, the guys stopped moving.

      Silence echoed in the meadow.

      The guys bowed toward me. Tylik and Annalisa, plus Grannie and Uncle Bub, joined in.

      My eyes stung, and I let my tears fall. I felt cleansed, as if I’d bathed in the clearest pool infused with the best magic.

      As the others gathered their things and left the meadow, heading down the driveway, Nyxor took wing. He soared up onto the deck, landing softly beside me.

      When he held out his arms, I rushed into them.
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      My skin tingled, and my heart thudded heavily as if the drums still beat, I danced, and Tylik and Annalisa’s spell swirled in the air.

      The air seemed to shimmer with magic, but it couldn’t compete with the heat charging through my veins.

      “I need . . .” Brooke shook her head. “I’m not sure what I need except I believe you’re the only one who can give it to me, Nyxor.”

      That was all I needed to hear. I swept her off her feet and strode inside, leaving the door cracked so Twinkie could come and go as she pleased.

      Partway down the hall, I entered the bathroom. I turned the water on full blast and with my eyes locked on hers, tugged Brooke’s nightie up and over her head.

      A few twists, and I’d undone the knot holding the scrap of material around my waist.

      My hard cock burst free, eager to be buried deep within her.

      Her fingers traced across my torso, and it was all I could do to maintain control.

      I held her face and kissed her. My wings went around her, and I’d do anything I could to show her pure love, to protect her, to cherish her for always.

      Would I be given that chance?

      Her fingers glided across my abs, and she wrapped them around my cock.

      My groan was wrenched from me. It was all I could do not to bend her over the sink and plunge into her from behind.

      Something occurred to me, and I held up my finger. “Hold this thought?”

      Biting down on her lower lip, she nodded.

      I left her, rushing to the bedroom where I grabbed the gift bag and upended it on the bed, grinning at the contents. I wasn’t going to dwell too long on where they came from. My focus would be on what they could do for Brooke.

      With everything jumbling in my hands, I returned to the bathroom, sucking in the seam floating from above the top of the closed shower door.

      “Inside, sweetheart,” I said.

      As she took in what I held, her lips curled up on one side. “What do you plan to do with those?”

      “Everything.” I nudged my head toward the shower. “I’m going to make you come a thousand times before we’re through.”
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      My skin was on fire and heat roared through my veins.

      I stepped under the spray, and Nyxor joined me. He lowered the sex toys onto a shelf and eased me backward, beneath the spray.

      “Are you hot for me after my dance?” he growled, and I loved how he was taking control of this, that he was going to make sure I enjoyed every second.

      “You were amazing.”

      He dipped his head forward and the color rising in his face contrasted with the boldness of his hands on my hips and ass. He traced them up and down, creating heady friction.

      “First, I need to wash your hair,” he said, gently tilting my head back, beneath the spray. He lathered it up and carefully rinsed it, carefully combing through the length with his fingers.

      Grabbing a bar of soap, he rubbed it between his hands before gliding his fingers down my front. He circled my nipples, not quite touching, and teased them across my belly.

      “Spread your legs,” he commanded. “You’re dirty.”

      “I don’t believe I want to be clean. Can’t I just stay dirty for a while?”

      “Be a good girl and do as I ask,” he said sternly.

      Oh, yeah, I loved it when he talked to me this way.

      I dutifully spread my legs, and he grabbed a washcloth. Instead of lathering it with soap, he squirted something from a clear bottle on it.

      With a sly smile, he started dragging it between my legs, taking care to coat my clit.

      Things heated up fast, and I gasped.

      “What’s in that, chili pepper?” I said with a moan.

      “Just something to generate a little heat.” He watched my face as he continued to rub, coating me down there with a gel that made my clit harden and my core throb.

      He lifted a red rubber thing about the size of a computer mouse and flicked a switch. A low hum echoed in the small space.

      Bending down, he nudged my thighs apart. “Spread yourself for me, little one.”

      I leaned back against the wall and did as he asked, hitching one leg up on his shoulder.

      Bringing the red device close, he centered it on my clit. It pulsed through me, making a guttural cry erupt from my throat and my knees go melty.

      My eyes rolled back in my head as he carefully massaged my clit, the vibration sending electricity to my core. My wetness combined with the gel made the device slippery as he ran it across my clit over and over. It latched onto my engorged bud and tugged. I couldn’t hold out any longer.

      “I’m going to come,” I whimpered.

      “Do it,” he said, watching me. “Give me everything you’ve got. It’s mine, and I’m going to claim it.”

      When he pressed it harder against my clit and it seemed to twirl the sensitive nub, I succumbed, trembling as I was consumed with intense pleasure.

      He rode my orgasm with me, the clit sucker swirling across my skin.

      Slowing the vibration, he continued to use it around my sensitive clit while more quivers wracked my frame.

      I sucked in a breath and released it, smiling down at him. Stroking his wet hair, I ran my fingertips across the tops of his wings, my smile widening when a quiver shot through him.

      “When’s it going to be your turn?” I asked.

      “Today is for you.” He grabbed another item off the shelf and coated it with the spicy gel. He tapped my ass. “Turn around, bend forward, and spread your legs wide.”

      “That thing is big.” I took in the enormous vibrator with rings coiling down its sides. A separate appendage would hit my clit just right when the vibrator was deeply seated, assuming he could get all of it inside me.

      “I’m bigger.”

      I’d seen and internally gulped. But a cock was different from a solid, created shaft.

      “You’re not listening, sweetheart,” he said with an edge of steel to his voice. “If you don’t do as I ask, I’ll make this last for hours.”

      “What if I want it to last for hours?” I said with a smirk.

      His eyes smoldered. “Obey me, and you’ll find out what happens to good girls.”

      I wanted this, so why was I arguing? Already, heat simmered deep within my bones and my clit was throbbing, eager for more action.

      Turning, I braced myself on a shelf and spread my legs wide.

      He coated his hands with the gel and started massaging my thighs, gliding his palms along my overheated skin all the way up to my core, where he teased my clit. I moaned and shoved my ass into his face, wanting to feel his big, thick cock deep inside me. I needed to be ridden hard until I screamed.

      “You’re a being very good girl,” he said. “Would you like a little treat?”

      “Yes, please,” I growled, pushing backward.

      He turned on the vibrating cock, the low hum echoing in the shower, and inserted the tip inside me.

      I pushed back against it, but he held me in place with a big palm on my ass.

      “I control this, not you,” he chided, pulling the vibrator away.

      I whimpered, panting with excitement. “I’ll behave.”

      “Then you’ll be rewarded. Hold still, and I’ll give you pleasure. Move, and I’ll stop.”

      He inserted just the tip again, and I held myself motionless, though my legs trembled. My body burst into flames.

      A shift, and he pushed it deeper within me.

      My groan slipped out.

      “Do you like this?” he asked, his fingers finding my clit.

      “Yes. Yes!”

      “How about this?” He pushed it in further, and the stretch was exquisite.

      I was going to come in seconds.

      Or so I thought. He played my body like he knew it well, driving the vibrator deep, the stimulating tip hitting my clit just right, then pulling it out as I reached for the stars, pausing until I’d dropped back down to Earth again.

      I clung to the wall, shoving my ass back each time he pushed the vibrator inside me. The gel coated my inner walls with a light burn that only stimulated me further.

      When I was a whimpering wreck, begging him to let me give in, he rose over me and plunged the vibrator inside me. He used it to ride me as I pushed back to meet it.

      My orgasm started deep within and burst through me, shooting to my fingers and toes and making my eyes roll back in my head.

      I released a heavy groan as he twisted it to hit my G-Spot.

      He slowed the pace as my mind returned to focus, before shutting it off and setting it aside.

      With a gentle touch, he turned me to face him. He cupped my face and gave me a lingering kiss.

      “You’re amazing,” he said. “I want to do that again.”

      My grin was shaky. My clit still pulsed as my body slowly returned to the ground.

      Backing me against the shower wall, he hitched my legs around his hip. He centered his cock at my opening and pushed it hard inside me.
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      I was in love with Brooke. How could I help but fall for her? She was everything I could desire in a woman. The sweet way she’d made sure I was safe after my burn last night. The way she teased me. And the trust she’d shown me in the shower told me she was my complete match just rounded it out.

      I didn’t need the flash of phoenix feathers to prove she was my fated mate.

      Sinking my cock inside her made me feel complete.

      She groaned and clung to my arms; her head tilted back against the side of the shower.

      I pumped into her, and her cries became feverish. Our groans lingered in the steamy air.

      Reaching between us, I stroked her clit. She shuddered, her eyes snapping open to link with mine.

      Moving faster, I claimed her both inside and out, sucking in the sensation of our combined heat.

      When she came with a guttural cry, I joined her, coating her insides with my seed.

      We panted together, holding each other until the water started to cool.

      “You’re wonderful,” I said hoarsely as I slipped out of her.

      “You’re pretty wonderful yourself.”

      Supporting her, I gently rinsed her skin and inside her while her body quivered, and a satisfied smile remained on her face. After I washed myself, we stepped out, and I dried her with a big fluffy towel, running it over myself after.

      We tracked down Twinkie and took her to the kitchen with us to make sandwiches with meat and cheese from the fridge.

      Sitting on the deck, we played with Twinkie, rolling a small ball back and forth between us while she gave chase.

      When she was tired out, we took her inside and placed her on the bed, where she curled into a calico ball and went to sleep.

      We locked the house and drove into town, stopping at her place for her to collect her laptop and more clothing.

      “Would you like to follow me in your car?” I asked.

      She shrugged and nibbled on the inside of her lip, her gaze sweeping the area. “I can leave it here and ride with you. We don’t need two there, do we?”

      “You’ll only need yours if you want to come into town alone.”

      “I can’t see why I would.”

      We got back into my truck, and I drove to the center of town and parked.

      “Time for your surprise,” I said, shutting off the engine.

      She grinned. “You’re full of them today. Any more toys in your pocket?”

      I gave her a kiss, my lips lingering on hers after. “Would you like me to make you come right now, here in the center of town?”

      “There’s something highly appealing about doing something in public when no one’s aware of what’s going on.”

      “You are quite naughty, aren’t you, Brooke?” I said slyly.

      Her grin widened. “Someone’s teaching me a few tricks.”

      I unfastened her pants and slipped my fingers down between her legs, groaning when I found her saturated already.

      “Lean back,” I said, and she complied, tipping her head against the seat as if she was going to take a nice rest.

      None of that.

      I stroked through her folds while she hitched her hips up, seeking my touch.

      Her breathing accelerated as I moved my fingers faster, teasing across her clit before driving them deep inside her.

      She came in a flash, and it was the most beautiful sight in the world, her body shuddering as she gave into her pleasure.

      When she collapsed on the seat, spent, I tugged my fingers out of her and licked them clean.

      She watched me, her eyes smoldering.

      I kissed her, savoring how she thrust her tongue into my mouth before I reluctantly eased away from her.

      “If you keep that up, you won’t get the treat I’ve got planned,” I said.

      “Your treat is coming soon,” she said with a heady smile. “I’m sure those toys would work quite nicely on you. Later, it’s my turn to be in control.”

      I couldn’t wait.
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      We left the vehicle and, holding hands, walked side-by-side down the sidewalk.

      “Where are we going?” I asked, enjoying the sunshine on my face and the fact that no one stared my way or pointed.

      If I decided to stay here, to make this marriage last, could I hide in this small town forever?

      “You’ll probably figure it out fast. I thought we could do something like a date. If we weren’t married and we’d met up for the first time again right here in Monsterville, I’d take you to—” He stopped and opened the door to Love at First Bite.

      “Rylee and Kate’s cupcake shop?”

      I should’ve known. I could find the place by the smell alone, a sweet scent that made my belly rumble.

      Rylee owned the shop, and Kate worked with her. Kate was married to Tylik who’d been part of the morning dance.

      Inside the bakery, Kate rushed around the counter to greet us.

      “Hey, you two.” Her gaze narrowed, skimming back and forth between us. “Checking out the sights?”

      Nyxor grinned, his hand tightening around mine. “We thought we’d pause on our honeymoon for a date in town. Where else but here?”

      “We do have some amazing treats,” Kate said, waving to the big glass cases holding various baked goods. One was devoted to the shop’s specialty: huge gorgeously decorated cupcakes. She sashayed around to the back of the counter, her hand resting on her slight baby bump. She was having twins, and I couldn’t wait to hold them.

      My heart sunk fast at the thought, because I doubted I’d still be here when they were born.

      Why did life have to offer such sweetness only to taint it with everything bitter?

      “Did I hear that you two knew each other years ago?” Kate asked while we perused the choices.

      “I snuck through the veil when I was a teenager,” Nyxor said.

      “Wow,” Kate said. “Really? Bold, weren’t you?” He nodded. “And now you’ve reconnected here in Monsterville. Who would’ve thought?”

      “Yeah,” I said with a grin, leaning against his side. “Amazing, isn’t it?” If nothing else, I was grateful I’d found my old crush again.

      I was falling for him fast, and I’d decided to let the feeling sweep me away. This might be my only chance to find true joy. If Jarrod and Olivia caught me, they’d make sure I never saw him again.

      “Oh, it’s Brooke and Nyxor,” Rylee called out, emerging from the back holding a tray full of cupcakes. “Welcome and congratulations, you two. You could’ve mentioned you were going to get married.” She winked, suggesting she might have some inside information about our hasty wedding. I didn’t mind if the entire town knew. They were universally happy for us, and what could be better than that? “Did you stop in for something sweet?” Lowering the tray of cupcakes on the counter, she grinned. “Though I think you’ve already found it.”

      I had. Nyxor was the sweetest guy. My very own sexy cinnamon roll hero.

      “We did,” Nyxor said.

      “Me too,” Gunner said, also coming out from the back dressed in his metalworking uniform, leather pants, and an equally thick apron that covered him from his neck to his mid-thigh. He’d left his torso bare underneath, and I’d be a foolish woman not to ogle him a bit. His green skin gleamed with a light sweat, suggesting he’d been working in the hot sun. “How’s my lovely wife?” he asked, encircling her with his arms from behind. He leaned forward and kissed her cheek.

      She grinned up at him. “You’re sticky.”

      “And you love it.”

      She turned in his embrace and wrapped her arms as far around him as she could. “I do, and I always will.”

      “Swoon,” Kate whispered to me. “There’s no one for me but Tylik, but don’t Gunner and Rylee make the cutest couple?”

      Pure envy filled me, and I nodded. I glanced at Nyxor, and he caught my gaze.

      So much longing filled his eyes.

      Did I dare take a chance on love?
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      “What cupcake would you like?” I asked Brooke. What I really wanted to ask was her thoughts on finding the person she wanted to spend the rest of her life with.

      But it was too soon. We’d crashed together fast, and it would take time to build on the childhood affection we’d had for each other back when we were sixteen.

      I wouldn’t rush her, but my clock was ticking.

      I hated that I had to worry about dying soon, that I didn’t have time to let our relationship develop naturally.

      “They all look so good.” She grinned up at me. “I can’t choose. Are you a chocolate, vanilla, or . . . What’s your favorite flavor?”

      Brooke. She was definitely my favorite.

      “If you don’t mind,” Kate said, her gaze meeting mine. “I’ve got a special cupcake out back. I’d love to give it to you as a gift. It’s not much considering you two just got married, but it’s been infused with hope, love, and joy.”

      “Really?” Brooke asked, sending me a grin. “That sounds wonderful.”

      “Tylik’s crafting light spells for the bakery,” Kate said. “And we use them in select cupcakes and treats. They’re marked, of course. We wouldn’t want anyone unknowingly eating something holding a spell. But they’re light. Well within the boundaries of the treaty. This cupcake’s extra special. I was going to bring it to your honeymoon place after work today.” Kate shot me an eyebrow-lifted look.

      Again, my heart squeezed tight. My friends were amazing. They loved me and wanted me to be happy. They were doing all they could to make sure I was given a chance to make this work.

      “That sounds like the perfect cupcake to me,” I said. “What do you think, Brooke?”

      “I love it. I don’t believe I’ve ever eaten a cupcake with a spell incorporated into the baking.” She scrunched her nose at Kate. “Does the spell impact the taste?”

      “If anything, it’ll taste even better,” Kate said, bustling into the back and quickly returning with a boxed cupcake. She passed it over the top of the cabinet. “Here you go. Our treat to help you celebrate your marriage.”

      “Thank you,” I said, my heart overflowing. Leaving Brooke for a second holding the cupcake, I went around the counter and hugged Kate. “I appreciate it.”

      She nodded, her eyes sparkling with tears.

      I went out back and gave Rylee a hug too. “Thanks. This means a lot to me.”

      She rubbed my arms. “We just want you happy, Nyxor. We’ll do anything to make that possible.”

      I hugged Gunner too, and he grunted, patting my back.

      My throat tight with emotion, I returned to Brooke.

      We took the cupcake out to a small table in the front of the building, sitting with the boxed treat between us.

      “I can’t wait to see what it looks and tastes like,” she said, rubbing her palms together. “I’ve never eaten anything like it.” She grinned. “Will it taste like the best dreams in the world?”

      “I think we should find out.”

      “It’s huge,” she said with a laugh, poking the top of the dark chocolate treat with a plastic knife. “It’s good they only gave us one.” She sliced through it, and a tiny tinkling rang out in the air, making her eyes widen. “Whoa. That’s amazing. Are you sure we should eat it?”

      Very sure. Now, I could be mistaken. Maybe there was nothing in this cupcake other than yummy ingredients and a spell that boosted the hope, love, and joy of the person eating it, but I’d noted how Kate slightly emphasized the word “love”. Spells to make someone fall in love were forbidden and rightly so. Nothing like that should ever be forced. But this cake could contain just enough magic to open someone’s heart to the possibility of love. That was enough for me to make sure I ate every bit of my half.

      We sat back in the chairs after, watching vehicles slowly pass and people striding down the sidewalk.

      “It’s peaceful here,” Brooke said. “I’ve lived in a busy place for too long.”

      “Where have you been all this time?” I asked. “You didn’t say.”

      Her lips twitched, and she pinched them together. “Out west.”

      “Like Montana or someplace like that?”

      “California.”

      “I’ve heard it’s nice there.”

      “If you’re free to do as you wish, it can be.”

      I frowned her way. “What do you mean by that?”

      “I misspoke. California’s great.”

      She was still covering, but I couldn’t figure out what it might be.

      “You seem to have dropped into Monsterville,” I said. “You’re a writer, and I know blogging can be quite lucrative. Why Monsterville, though?”

      “I needed to leave the city. It’s crowded. So loud.” Her voice lowered to a whisper. “And dangerous.”

      “Cities can be like that.” I kept my voice neutral, but I watched her face.

      What was she hiding?
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      After sitting in the sunshine for a while, we got rid of our trash and drove home.

      It was funny how I was already calling our honeymoon rental home. It felt right, though, as if it had been built solely for us.

      When we arrived, two guys waited beside an SUV, one reddish copper skinned and the other gray-skinned with thick bands of hair weaving around his head. The latter was Darrow, Nyxor’s gorgon friend.

      “The demon is our newly elected sheriff, Venom,” Nyxor said softly. “I don’t know if you’ve met him before.”

      I shook my head. “Quite the name he has there.” I peered through the sunlit windshield.

      His thick horns jutting up over his head and his fiery gaze drew the eye.

      “Just the couple we were looking for,” Sheriff Venom said as we got out of our vehicles.

      “Is there a problem?” Nyxor asked, a tic blooming on his temple.

      I studied the sheriff and Darrow. Darrow’s face appeared relaxed, and if his snake-like hair wasn’t spiraling around his head, I might believe there wasn’t an issue. It was purely a guess on my part that his hair displayed inner agitation.

      “Not at all,” Darrow said. “We just came out to chat.” He shot Venom a look I couldn’t define, and his lips twitched upward briefly before smoothing. “Why don’t you get it over with, Sheriff?”

      We turned to the demon, who rubbed his arms through the fabric of his dark blue shirt, pretty much squirming. “I hate doing crap like this. Can’t you handle it?” His glare fell on Darrow.

      “Why should I? It’s your thing,” Darrow said with a chuckle.

      “You’re part of it,” Venom snarled.

      “Maybe if you spit it out, it won’t feel so challenging?” Darrow said, his hair smoothing to lie flat on his shoulders and back. Humor shone in his voice.

      The sheriff shot Darrow a perturbed look. “Don’t think it’s too late for me to haul you into the station for your last fiasco.”

      “If you were going to do it, you would’ve already. No harm, no foul. Everything worked out, didn’t it?”

      “I suppose.” Sheriff Venom huffed. “The other guy had it coming. I don’t like guys who threaten women, children, or pets.”

      “Well, see?” Darrow said, outright laughing. “I took care of that for you, so we’re all set.”

      Venom shook his head. “Stop fooling around.”

      Nyxor leaned close to me, keeping his voice low, though I was sure the guys could overhear. “Darrow used his gorgon gaze to subdue someone who was threatening Luna.”

      A hint of teal smoldered in the back of Darrow’s eyes, but if he was like the gorgon of lore, one look would turn us to stone. Since we remained untouched, he must be in control of the lovely gift.

      “Sometimes, people won’t . . . behave,” Nyxor added. “And Darrow’s more than willing to show them the error of their ways.”

      “Cooperate with whatever plan you all cook up, you mean,” Venom said with a snarl that held no kick. I sensed he played the big old grump for a reason, though I had no idea why.

      Darrow shrugged. “Whatever. I’ll do whatever I need to keep my friends and loved ones safe.”

      “Just don’t do it again.”

      “No promises,” Darrow said.

      “Here’s the thing,” Venom said, shooting us a glare. “The department’s hosting a fundraising dinner on Friday, and you two are coming.”

      “We’ll be happy to attend if you ask us,” Nyxor said.

      Venom stomped his booted feet. He pinched his dark eyes shut for a second, and when he opened them, his spiked tail whipped back and forth behind him, and tiny flames licked behind his pupils. Fascinating. “Alright,” he barked. “Would you come to the fundraiser?”

      “If you run around demanding everyone appear, no one will,” I said. “But since you’ve asked nicely, me and Nyxor would love to come, right?” I squeezed his hand. “Will dinner be provided?”

      “That’s the whole point, isn’t it?” Venom asked, his gaze lingering on me in a way I couldn’t define. I didn’t feel creeped out by it. If anything, I picked up envy. Since I doubted he was crushing on me, I assumed he envied me and Nyxor being married and now holding hands. I couldn’t quite tell.

      “What’s the cost?” I asked, fumbling for my purse.

      “Free for you two.” Venom’s lips tightened.

      “How do you expect to raise any money if you don’t charge admission?” I asked.

      “Your share has already been paid,” he said.

      “What’s the cause?” Nyxor asked.

      The sheriff scowled. “I told you it was a good one.”

      “I heard they’re serving chicken or a vegetarian option,” Darrow said. He nudged Venom with his elbow, something I wasn’t sure I’d dare do. “And the charity is for orphaned children, both monsters and humans. Someone’s fundraising to buy the old Brensaw estate and fix it up to take in orphaned kids.”

      “Sounds like a good cause,” Nyxor said. “What time?”

      “Five,” Venom said. “Be on time or else.”

      He was so over the top; it was all I could do not to snicker. I wanted to ask him if being that snarly all the time left him drained at the end of the day, but that was a battle for a sharper woman than me. Assuming he liked women.

      Whatever. I hoped he met his match soon.

      And there I went, trying to pair everyone up. I felt happier today than I had in a long time—completely due to Nyxor—and I wanted everyone else to feel the same.

      “Thanks,” the sheriff snarled as he passed us, stomping toward his SUV. “Don’t be late on Friday,” he called out again.

      We watched as he got into his SUV and took it down the driveway and out onto the main road.

      “Sweet guy,” Darrow said, his teal-colored eyes sparkling. “He’ll be a lot of fun at the benefit dinner. I heard there might be karaoke.”

      My laugh snorted out. “Maybe he’s the complete opposite once he’s in front of a mic belting out tunes.”

      “I doubt it,” Nyxor said.

      “I actually didn’t come out here with the sheriff,” Darrow said, waving to his vehicle. “He and I just arrived at the same time.”

      “What’s up?” Nyxor asked.

      Darrow’s humor fell immediately. “It’s probably nothing, but I wanted to mention it.”

      “Go ahead,” I said, leaning into Nyxor’s side.

      “Someone was in town asking questions.”

      It could be nothing, but my spine twitched.

      “They were showing a picture around the area,” Darrow said, his gaze drilling me in place. “For some reason, while you two look almost nothing alike, the woman in the photo reminded me of you.”
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      “They looked like me?” Brooke froze before her forced chuckle burst out. “They say everyone has at least one twin in the world. That must be it.”

      “As I said, she only reminded me of you,” Darrow said, his concerned gaze shooting my way. “Her hair and face were completely different. The other woman’s hair was so blonde it was almost white. And she had really long eyelashes.”

      “Funny how that happens, right?” Brooke said, shooting me a smile that didn’t reach her eyes.

      Darrow and I were friends. We’d do anything needed to protect each other, and those we loved. His earnest voice and expression said he’d turn someone to stone if he thought Brooke was being threatened. But he was confused enough about this to come to us.

      Was the picture Brooke?

      Nah. This was probably just a coincidence. But I couldn’t ignore the way Brooke was responding to his comments.

      “You said they were showing the picture around town and asking about the woman?” I asked.

      “Yup.” Darrow’s lips pinched before smoothing. “The name they gave was different too.” Tilting his head, he frowned. “Tiffany Broadstreet? I think that was it.” His face cleared. “Isn’t that the name of that TV star?”

      I shrugged. “I don’t watch TV.”

      “I don’t watch much either,” Darrow said. “But I think I saw something . . . Yeah, in the supermarket aisle, on a magazine.”

      “What did the person asking look like?” Brooke asked.

      “There were two of them. An older woman, I’d say, in her early sixties, plus a guy maybe about fifty? His hair was graying at his temples, and he had a really big, hawkish nose. The woman was dressed in a business suit while the guy wore jeans and a button-up shirt.”

      “I see,” she said, her fingers tightening on her pants.

      “Anyway, I told them I hadn’t seen her in town,” Darrow said. “They thanked me, and because I happened to be walking in the same direction, I followed, overhearing them asking others and showing the picture.”

      “What did everyone else say?” Brooke asked. She bit down hard on her lower lip.

      “The same as me, that they hadn’t seen her before.”

      Her spine twitched. “What happened after that?”

      “They got back into their car and last I saw of them; they were heading out of town.”

      “Well, that’s good, I guess,” Brooke said, her voice lightening. “Odd that they’d think a TV star might hang out in Monsterville, assuming that’s who it was.”

      “My thought exactly,” Darrow said. “Anyway, I thought I’d mention it because it’s quite the coincidence.”

      “It sure is,” Brooke said in a cheery voice. “I hope they find her.”

      Did she?

      I didn’t like where my mind was going, that something deep inside me told me Brooke wasn’t being completely truthful with me or about what Darrow had to say. I wouldn’t try to pin her down while he was here.

      “Thanks for letting us know,” I said.

      Darrow’s concerned gaze met mine before falling on Brooke. “If you need anything, and I mean anything, even someone turned to stone, you let me know. I’ve got your back.”

      With that, he left, his hand brushing my shoulder as he passed. We stood there as he took the car down the driveway.

      “Well, wasn’t that odd?” Brooke asked in a high-pitched voice.

      “Is there anything you need to tell me?” I asked in all seriousness. “Because I’m here for you, Brooke. You must know that. My friends are too. The whole town would leap to your defense.”

      “What would I have to say?” she asked, heading toward the house. When I didn’t follow, just watched her, she turned. “Are you coming inside? I have . . . something I need to ask you.”
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      My brother and Olivia had followed me to Monsterville. But if everyone said they hadn’t seen me, and they’d left town, they may have decided I wasn’t here.

      I couldn’t trust the notion, but I was going with it for now.

      Why hadn’t I sensed they were near? Maybe because I was so absorbed in Nyxor. I was in love with him and damn it; I deserved to have a happy ending.

      We went inside.

      I could tell by the weight of his gaze that he suspected I was hiding something from him.

      They wouldn’t hurt him. Nope, they’d only hurt me. They’d make me pay physically, emotionally, and monetarily until I was so drained, I gave up again.

      I rubbed my cheek and around my eye where my agent had hit me two months ago, right before I fled. I’d gone through a complete bottle of make-up before the bruises faded.

      Did I dare share my burden?

      Love was about trusting the other person. It would be wrong to hold something back. And I did love Nyxor. I wouldn’t tell him. It was too soon, and if I spoke, he’d have a hard time believing me, especially when I needed his help.

      But I hoped one day to be completely free.

      Then I’d tell him.

      Inside, I took his hand and tugged him into the living room and down beside me on the sofa.

      Twinkie clawed her way up the couch and hopped into my lap, playfully pawing the front of my shirt. I stroked her, trying not to cry. I shouldn’t be nervous about this, but I was.

      “Alright. Confession time. They were looking for me,” I said, staring forward blankly.

      “What do you mean? Darrow mentioned a different name.”

      “I’m her. She’s me.” I tugged on my black hair. “This is my natural color, as you may remember from when we were teenagers. I’ve been dying it blonde for so long, it’s hard to remember sometimes how much I loved the black.” I touched my face. “When I’m Tiffany Broadstreet playing a character on TV, I wear a ton of make-up. Fake eyelashes. Fancy clothing.” I plucked at my simple t-shirt. “I look different now.”

      “They’re looking for you. Why?” He watched me, but I couldn’t tell what he was thinking. He wouldn’t reject me because I hadn’t been completely honest, would he?

      “I believe that was my brother and Olivia. As for why? They want me back. I’m their cash cow, and I bolted through the fence. If they catch me, they’ll put a yoke on me and they’ll make sure I never break free from their bindings again.”

      “I don’t understand. You’re an adult.”

      “They’ve made sure I obey from the time I was sixteen. My brother had already been shoving me into auditions when you and I were meeting up. If he hadn’t caught us together, we still would’ve been separated. Not long after he dragged me away from you, he took me to New York City. He’d been my guardian since my parents were killed, and he signed me with Olivia, an agent. It was a long-term contract, and before it ended, they made sure I signed my life away for another, equally long term.”

      “How could they make you do something you didn’t want to do?” He still sounded shocked. Did he believe me, or would he side with them like everyone else had for all my life?

      “When I was eighteen, I tried to run. They hauled me back and got a few doctors to say I had emotional issues, that I couldn’t handle things on my own. The doctors helped my brother go to court and get permanent custody of me.”

      “Ten years ago.”

      “Ten long years. At first, he tried to keep me drugged, but I refused to take their pills. When a reporter noticed bruises on my arms and questioned them, Jarrod and my agent realized they had to be more careful. They stopped drugging me, but they used other ways to persuade me.”

      “Like what?” he asked dully.

      I wanted to ask him to hold me, to tell me it was going to be okay, but I had a feeling nothing would ever be right.

      “I love Twinkie.” I stroked her pretty fur, sucking in the sound of her purr. “I was foolish to get a cat, but how could I resist? I wanted a friend they couldn’t come near.”

      “No,” he said, shocked. “They didn’t hurt . . .”

      I pinched my eyes shut. “After that, I refused the cute pets they kept offering me.”

      “They . . . killed your pet?”

      “No.” I shook my head. “I guess you can say they’re not that cruel to animals.” Only to me. “They gave my dog away and told me if I behaved, the dog would be happy. If I didn’t do as they asked, they’d take Frank from the nice home where they’d placed him and drop him at a kill shelter.”

      “Jesus.” He put his arm around me and kissed my temple. “Why didn’t you tell me all this right away?”

      “I have to be completely honest here.” I couldn’t look at him. If I did, I’d cry. “I came here to marry some unknown guy with the intention of leaving town as soon as I could with a new name and paperwork to prove I was someone else.”

      “You didn’t leave.”

      Only now could I meet his eyes. “Because my new husband was you, Nyxor. You’re the reason I’ve stayed.”

      “I don’t know what to say.”

      I’d hurt him with my lies, and I’d probably stunned him by telling him I’d planned to leave him from the start.

      I should get up and flee now. They’d left town, and this could be my only window to escape.

      “I’ll go pack,” I said, rising, placing Twinkie carefully on the sofa. I’d miss her, but she’d be safer here.

      Life would be torture without Nyxor. Why did life have to suck so badly?

      “You’re leaving me now?” he asked.

      “I have to. Don’t you see? If they find me, they’ll drag me back and this time, when they drug me, they’ll make sure I can’t refuse. They’ll find some way to make me obey.” My hand went to my cheek. The latest bruises had healed. Why did it still cause me pain?

      “They hurt you,” he growled, rising to his feet. “Didn’t they?”

      Tears trickled down my face as I nodded. “You see why I need to leave, don’t you?”

      When he didn’t say anything, I turned and walked from the room.

      Time to pack and find a way to live without him.
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      Stunned, I wasn’t sure what to think. But one thing shone through it all.

      I loved Brooke, and I wanted her in my life. I didn’t have a lifetime to offer her. Hell, if things continued as they were, I’d be dead before the charity dinner on Friday.

      I couldn’t let her leave without showing her how much she meant to me. Before I burned for the final time, I was going to make sure she was free to make her own decisions.

      I started down the hall when another burn swept over me. Dropping to my knees, I groaned.

      That was all I knew until I woke lying on the floor. Rising, I rushed to the bedroom.

      Brooke was gone.

      Twinkie meowed plaintively from the couch, but I’d take care of her later. All that mattered was finding Brooke.

      Turning, I bolted from the house, out into the driveway, and I was reassured to find my truck still sitting there. If she’d left, it was on foot.

      “Brooke? Brooke!” I bellowed a few more times, but she didn’t reply. She had to be here somewhere.

      I raced down the driveway toward the road. When I hit the pavement, the squeal of tires rang out ahead. A black vehicle that had been parked by the side of the road speeded up, barreling down the hillside.

      Taking flight, I followed. It might not be them. What were the odds they’d be on the road at the same time as Brooke? But in my heart, I knew. They’d grabbed her, and they were going to take her where I’d never be able to find her.

      When they reached the base of the hills, the vehicle slowed, perhaps because the driver wanted to avoid drawing attention. They’d gotten what they came for. Now they just needed to get her out of town before anyone tried to save her.

      I’d fly forever if it meant I’d be given a chance to make a difference.

      As they entered the outskirts of town, they passed a car sitting in a lot, the driver watching traffic.

      Venom. I’d never been happier to see our demon sheriff.

      I flew down and landed hard on the hood of his vehicle.

      He glared through the windshield, shaking his fist. When he flung the door open and stepped outside, I dropped onto the ground, folding my wings against my spine.

      “What the hell are you doing?” he barked, storming over to fume in front of me. Smoke coiled out of his ears, and his spiked tail whipped back and forth.

      “I need your help.” A growl ripped through me. “Brooke needs your help.”
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      When I finished packing, I went to the living room. Maybe if I explained once more, he’d tell me he understood. He’d hold me and say everything was going to be okay.

      He’d tell me he loved me and that he was going to do everything within his power to make sure my brother and Olivia never found me.

      Instead, I found an empty house. Twinkie looked up at me from the sofa, but I needed to run. I couldn’t take her with me. When I found a place to settle, I would come back for her.

      “I’m sorry, sweetie,” I said, giving her one final hug before placing her gently on the sofa.

      She meowed, and in my mind, her cry said goodbye.

      When I went outside, Nyxor’s truck was still parked in the drive, but he was nowhere around. I called for him, but he didn’t answer.

      Then I realized his silence was his answer.

      He was disgusted with me for lying, and he wanted me to leave. For all I knew, he’d left a note on the kitchen counter telling me to get lost.

      My sigh bled from me, and I wasn’t sure I cared if I ever sucked in another breath.

      “It’s okay,” I told myself like I’d done when I was seventeen and I hadn’t gotten my lines right one too many times. I’d huddled beneath my blankets, curled in a ball, trying to ignore the pain in the back of my thighs where Olivia had kicked me. She’d gotten sloppy. It wasn’t always easy to hide the bruises.

      “You’ll be alright. You can run, hide, and stay safe,” I whispered as I hurried down the drive. I’d repeated this statement two years ago when the ratings weren’t where the show wanted and they’d scowled at my agent, telling her to make sure I found a way to make it right.

      She’d hooked me up with my co-star, telling me if I didn’t go out with him and make the press believe we were in love, she’d get even.

      Evil bitch.

      I’d dated him, but I sure as hell hadn’t tried hard to convince anyone I loved him. The press seemed happy enough to see me hanging off his arm, staring up at him with complete adoration. If nothing else, I was a decent actor.

      Ratings improved. That got Olivia—and the show’s producers—off my back for a while.

      What were the odds I’d reach the road, planning to walk into town, only to have my brother’s vehicle pull up behind me?

      When I saw him climbing out of the car, I dropped my bag and bolted into the woods. I’d find a place to hide, and they’d give up looking for me, eventually. They’d be back, and next time, they’d bring others to help, but by then, I’d be long gone from Monsterville.

      My brother caught me before I’d run more than a hundred yards. Wrapping my hair around his fist, he’d half-dragged me out to the road.

      My agent stood by the back door, peering around with concern. I wasn’t sure if she was more afraid someone would see them abusing me or a wild beast would emerge from the woods and eat her.

      “Put her in the back,” she called out as my brother hauled me closer. “Tie her if you have to. The restraints are on the floor.” Where she’d left them the last time I’d misbehaved.

      The other time I’d run, I hadn’t gotten more than a block from the penthouse before she raced up behind me and tackled me to the ground, wrapping the restraints around my wrists and forcing me back inside where she could scold me.

      For an older woman, she was strong.

      My brother grabbed the restraints with one hand, the other locked around my wrist. He twisted me around until he could secure my hands behind my back, then shoved me headfirst into the car.

      I fell across the backseat and struggled to turn so I could rise to a sitting position. I glared at them as they got inside the front of the vehicle. My brother shifted the car into gear and peeled away from the breakdown lane.

      While they argued about where to take me, I picked at the bindings. It wouldn’t do much good to break free. They’d engaged the child locks on the back doors. But with my hands free, I might find a way to escape.

      The bindings loosened, and I slipped my hands out of them, keeping them behind my back.

      They’d drop their guards sometime.

      Then I’d act.

      When my brother reached town, he slowed the vehicle. He knew better than to draw attention, though I doubted he worried I’d make a stink. He’d think I was subdued, that I’d behave like I had every other time they came down hard on me in the past.

      That would be his first mistake. When I kicked him in the balls, he’d discover the second.

      Sirens rang out behind us, and he slowed the vehicle.

      “They’ll pass us,” he said with complete confidence.

      They pulled in behind us, and I peered through the tinted back window, grinning when Sheriff Venom got out of the vehicle and sauntered in our direction.

      My hero, Nyxor, landed right behind my brother’s car, his gaze drilling through the back window as if he knew I was there.

      He hadn’t abandoned me. Why had I ever thought he would? Because everyone else had in my life. My parents when they died and left me in the care of my much older brother, my brother when he drugged me to make me behave, and Olivia who abused me.

      I should’ve known I could trust Nyxor.

      Sheriff Venom strode up to the driver’s side window and rapped on the glass with a claw.

      “It’s a freakin’ monster,” my brother hissed.

      “That’s Venom,” I said, grinning. “He’s a demon. You’d better hope he’s not here to haul you and Olivia down to hell, though you belong there.”

      “Shut up,” she snarled, shooting me a heavy glare that promised the follow up of a fist. “Keep quiet and let us do the talking.”

      Nope. I was done behaving. Done doing what they told me to do.

      Jarrod put the window down. “What seems to be the problem, officer?”

      “You,” Venom growled. He latched onto my brother’s arm. “I should haul you into the station and let my hellhound wrangle with you for a while.”

      “No, please!” My brother reeled away from the window, his shoulder slamming into Olivia.

      She grunted and stared toward Venom in horror. “You have no right to stop us.”

      Nyxor started banging on the back door. “Unlock the door. Now,” he bellowed. “I’m getting you out of there, Brooke. You hear me? I’m going to make sure they never hurt you again.”

      My chance of freedom and a life surrounded by people who actually cared about me could be found here in Monsterville and with Nyxor. I just had to fight for it as hard as he’d do for me.

      Starting now.

      “Help,” I cried out. “They’re kidnapping me!”
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      Venom ripped the door off the car and hauled Jarrod out of the driver’s seat, slicing through the seatbelt when Jarrod didn’t slide out quickly enough.

      I poked my head inside and snarled at the woman cowering against the door on the passenger side. “Unlock the back.”

      “I . . . He . . .” she sputtered, pointing to where Venom was shaking Jarrod. He tossed Jarrod up into the air about twenty feet and with a wave of his hand, pinned him there.

      Jarrod flailed, wailing.

      “Open the damn door.” Enough. I stepped away from the car and kicked the back until the door popped free. Wrenching it off like Venom had the front door; I tossed it aside, ignoring it as it clattered across the pavement.

      “Brooke,” I said softly. I didn’t know if she was drugged or frightened out of her wits, and I didn’t want to add to her pain.

      When she scooted across the seat and hurtled into my arms, I caught her and gave her a long, lingering kiss. Lifting my head, I wrapped my wings around her. “You’re safe now.”

      “Unhand her,” the older woman cried, scrambling around the back of the car and approaching us. “She’s a ward of . . .” Peering up at Jarrod still dangling in the air, she shuddered. “He’s her guardian. You have no right to touch her without our permission.”

      I eased Brooke to the ground and tucked her behind me before stalking toward her agent. “You hit her,” I snarled. “You hurt her. You frightened her!” I flew at her, but Venom leapt between us.

      “Stop,” he said. “Don’t do anything I’d have to charge you for.” He dipped his head toward Brooke, his voice softening. “Are you alright?”

      “Yes,” she said, coming over to stand beside me, taking my hand. “I’m fine. You got here before they did anything.”

      “Good.” Venom reeled around and stalked toward Olivia, who floundered backward, her hands raised. “I don’t normally lift a hand to women, but you’ve earned it.” He flung her up into the air with magic, pinning her in place beside Jarrod. “Stay there, would ya?”

      She blubbered and kicked her feet.

      I put my arm around Brooke’s shoulders. “You’re really okay?”

      She looked up at me, grinning. “I am now.”
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      Sheriff Venom took my brother and Olivia down to the station, and I made a statement, but we had one major issue we couldn’t overcome.

      “I’m her guardian, and you have no say in what we do with her,” Jarrod said, storming back and forth inside a cell.

      Sitting on a bench inside the same cell, Olivia stomped her feet. “You can’t hold us here. Charge us or release us.”

      “I can do whatever I please,” Venom said blandly. He sat at his desk with his heels propped on the surface. His gaze fell on me, and he lowered his voice. “To some extent, they’re right. I can hold them for resisting arrest or something like that, but even a crappy lawyer will get them off.”

      A giant black dog sat behind him, watching us intently. I swore red glowed in the creature’s eyes. With fangs like that, this wasn’t a regular old dog, that was for sure. More like a pony.

      “He’s correct about the legal issues here,” Nyxor said softly. “We need to stop them within the boundaries of the law, or we’ll risk violating the treaty.”

      “You’re a lawyer,” Venom said, waving a claw at Nyxor. “Find a way to get Brooke out of this. There’s no way in hell I’m letting them take her from this town.”

      I shot him a grin, and color rose into his face. He’d buried a sweet guy under his gruff exterior.

      “I’ve got an idea,” Nyxor said, tapping his chin. “Do you trust me?”

      “Always,” I breathed. I should be afraid. My brother and Olivia continued to rant and rave on the other side of the bars, and they’d soon be free to come after me. I could run, but how long before they caught up again? “I think we should make our stand here in Monsterville.”

      He took my hand. “I don’t believe we need to do anything like that, though I’m tempted to call Darrow.” His gaze met Venom’s. “I believe I can hide her until we can bring this to trial. Do you think Judge Yune will take the case?”

      “She’ll be glad to,” Venom said with complete satisfaction. “She’ll set things right.”

      “Who’s Judge Yune?” I asked.

      Venom’s grim gaze met mine. “Among other things, a dragon.”

      Amazing. “Like a full-on, sitting on her bench breathing fire dragon?”

      “A shifter. So when she sits, she’ll be in her human form. Otherwise, she flies free as a dragon. I trust her.”

      “Then I do too.”

      Nyxor stood, tugging me up with him. “Can you give me about twenty minutes?” he asked Venom, who also stood, nodding.

      “I’ll take Brooke where they won’t find her and put together a case.” Nyxor wrapped his wings around me. “You’ll need to be cleared by a few physicians, but I have some in mind. They’re honest and fair, and they’ll note the injustice that’s been done to you by those who were supposed to protect you.”

      We left the jail and strode down Main Street to where I’d parked my car. I still had my keys in my pocket. Had it really only been a few hours since we’d blithely walked through town to get a cupcake? I wanted that carefree time back again so I could suck in a little more warmth from that moment.

      “We need to get Twinkie,” I said.

      “I’ll arrange for that.” He gestured to my car. “Do you want to drive?”

      I shook my head, handing him the keys.

      He squished his large frame into the driver’s seat of my compact car, grimacing but saying nothing about the fit. Despite lowering the seat and pushing it all the way back, the top of his head hit the roof. He had to curl his wingtips forward, or they’d slice the fabric, and his knees smacked against the dash.

      “Maybe I should drive,” I said, my chuckle slipping out. At least I could find a scrap of humor in a time that was fraught with danger.

      “I’ve got it.”

      I buckled and leaned across the center console, laying my head on his arm. “Thank you for saving me.”

      “I’d storm through the underworld to protect you.”

      I felt the same.

      He started the car and backed out of the spot, taking the vehicle out onto Main Street. “Venom was amazing.”

      “You were amazing. Would he have stopped my brother if you weren’t with him?”

      “No.”

      “See? This proves you’re my hero.”

      He huffed and color flooded his face. Didn’t he see how wonderful he was?

      “Where were you at the house?” I asked. I smacked my forehead with my palm the second I spoke. “You burned, right? And I wasn’t there to hold you.” My chest clenched tight, and my eyes stung with tears. “I’m sorry. I thought . . .”

      “You thought I left you. I understand, and I don’t blame you a bit.” His jaw tightened, and he ground his teeth together. “In a way, I do leave you each time I burn. I’m the one who’s sorry. I should be there all the time to hold you.”

      “It’s a part of who you are. It happens. One more piece of the puzzle that makes up Nyxor.”

      He took the vehicle out of town and along a country lane lined with maple trees. Sunlight dappled between the leaves, making the road sparkle. “I wish it didn’t happen at all.”

      I studied his profile, but I wasn’t sure where he was taking this. “I don’t understand much about your burns.”

      “Few do. No one posts stuff like this online.”

      “The only thing I’ve heard is that phoenixes burn during the equinox. That makes sense; it’s a time of renewal.”

      “It’s the best way to look at it.” He turned the car off the main road and onto a long driveway sweeping through the trees.

      “Where are we going?” I asked.

      “Kate and Tylik live here. I texted them and asked if they could help us.”

      “Is he going to cast a spell to protect me?” I felt safe just being with Nyxor, but I could understand if he wanted to add a layer of protection.

      “Not exactly. Spells like that border on the forbidden line per the treaty. But Tylik knows of a safe place where we can hide you until the trial.”

      “How long will it take before we can present our case to the judge?”

      “Normally, it could be a long time. Things drag in the legal system. But if I know our sheriff friend, he’ll make sure we’re moved to the top of the list.”

      Perfect. “I could be free soon.”

      He parked in front of a cute house reminiscent of a hobbit house from LOTR and shut off the vehicle.

      Turning, he cupped my face. “If I have any say in it, you’ll soon be free of them forever.”
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      Tylik met us at the door, Kate standing behind him.

      “Come in,” he said, peering past us, scanning the area.

      “Venom said he’d hold them,” I said. “We have ten minutes or so left before they’ll be free to pursue her.”

      “Plenty of time.” Tylik shut the door.

      “Welcome,” Kate said, her hand on her bulging belly. They were having twins, though she wasn’t due for some time. “Can I get you anything? A drink. Something to eat?” She gestured for us to walk ahead of her, to the right. “Come into the living room and have a seat.”

      “We’re all set, thanks,” I said as we dropped onto the sofa together, Tylik sitting in a big chair and tugging Kate down onto his lap. They’d met at an elf ball and had quickly become engaged. I suspected there was more to their story than they’d shared, but it was clear they were incredibly happy together.

      It made me feel melancholy.

      Too many barriers stood between me and Brooke. Her brother and agent were trying to ruin her life. I was confident I could put together a solid case and that the judge would rule in Brooke’s favor, but it was an obstacle to overcome.

      I’d fill Paige in on everything in case she had to handle this for me. I hated that I might not live long enough to see this through, to make sure Brooke was safe and free forever.

      My death loomed, and despite doing all I could to hold it back, it was a hurricane barreling toward shore.

      I could tell Brooke cared for me, but could she love me? I wouldn’t ask. Who wouldn’t say they loved someone if it could save their life?

      What we had must be real, though I worried. If she did love me, could her feelings have a reaction within me that would keep me from dying?

      Now wasn’t the time to think about it. I needed to make sure she was in a secure location before Venom released her brother and agent.

      I leaned forward. “Where do you have in mind?”

      Tylik grinned. “A place where no human will ever find her.”

      I frowned. “Not the fae realm? She won’t be allowed to remain there for long.”

      “There’s a place here in Monsterville that few humans visit, and much of it is cloaked, with the human government’s permission, of course.”

      “Your aunt’s estate?”

      “You guessed it,” he said, sending Brooke a kind smile. “You’ll be able to walk around the inside of the building and the surrounding gardens, and your brother and agent won’t know you’re there even if they flew overhead.”

      “It sounds wonderful,” she said, her spine relaxing. “Can Twinkie come with us?”

      I explained about our kitten. Ours? Yup.

      “I’ll arrange for him to be brought there as well,” Tylik said. “Everything will be provided for you. Call it the gift of magic.”

      “Thank you. I can’t be without my new baby,” she said. “When can we leave?”

      “How about now?”

      She rose and held her hand out to me. “You’re coming, right?”

      I stood and tugged her into my arms. “I’ll be with you for as long as I can.”

      Hopefully forever.
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      A pop, and the four of us stood in the middle of a grand foyer.

      Twinkie coiled around my legs, meowing up at me. I picked her up and held her while she purred.

      “I still haven’t gotten used to moving around like that,” Kate said with a roll of her eyes. “Fortunately, we don’t travel via magic very often.”

      “Welcome,” a tall, stately elf man said, striding toward us from one of the rooms off the side of the foyer. His deep green tunic matched his eyes, and he wore it over dark pants. As tall as Tylik and Nyxor, he had long black hair he’d secured at his nape with a thick band. Reaching us, he dipped forward in a bow to me and Nyxor. “I’ve been asked to secure you a suite on the third floor.” Reaching out, he stroked Twinkie’s head. “You as well, little one.”

      “We can’t stay long,” Tylik told me and Nyxor. “I have to get back to work.”

      “I’m off today,” Kate said. “I can stay and make sure you’re settled if you’d like. Aunt Finni’s in the fae realm, so you’ll have the place to yourself other than the staff. Though I’m sure Joosten will ensure you have everything you need.”

      Joosten nodded. “Of course. You’re welcome guests. I’ll happily provide whatever you need, be it human items or something magical. Would you care to take a quick tour?”

      I suspected from the size of this place that no tour could be conducted quickly.

      “You don’t need to stay, Kate, though we appreciate the offer,” Nyxor said.

      “Of course,” she said.

      “I wish you the best, Brooke,” Tylik said, taking Kate’s hand. “Let me know if there’s anything I can do to facilitate things, Nyxor.”

      He meant with the judge. I couldn’t imagine having a dragon decide my fate, but our two worlds had mixed. Things like this would become more common, especially in Monsterville where many had settled.

      “Thank you,” Nyxor said.

      I spontaneously hugged Tylik and Kate, so grateful I had new friends like this in my life. What would we do without them?

      Our lives would be less rich and infinitely scarier, for me in particular.

      A pop, and Tylik and Kate disappeared, returning to their home.

      “If you’ll come with me,” Joosten said, waving to one of the rooms on the side of the foyer. “I’ll give you that tour.”

      We followed him into a big parlor.

      “Please feel welcome to relax wherever you please,” Joosten said. “The entire estate is yours for as long as you have need. I’ve been instructed to ensure your every wish is granted. However,” his gaze sharpened, “allow me to say that what has been done to you, my lady, is quite egregious. Know that the elf kingdom is prepared to intervene at the flick of your hand.”

      “Thank you.” I couldn’t imagine anything like this. For too long, I’d faced my brother and Olivia on my own. It was wonderful that others were eager to stand beside me.

      We left the parlor and traveled down the hall.

      “The kitchen is here, and it’s well stocked. Staff will prepare any meal you request, but also feel welcome to use anything on the premises as you would inside your own home.”

      I took in the enormous kitchen with long stone countertops and gleaming appliances.

      We toured the rest of the first floor, and I soon lost track of where I was until we ended up in the foyer again. Through the windows, I spied endless gardens with paths weaving here and there, fountains and statues, and plenty of places to sit and enjoy the view. The estate overlooked the valley and town below, and Tylik’s aunt must feel like the queen of it all when she peers in that direction.

      We climbed the big broad staircase in the back of the three-story lobby, passing one floor before continuing up to the third.

      “On the second floor,” Joosten said. “You’ll find the ballroom where Duke Tylik and his duchess were married, plus a library that will suit your reading needs. Other rooms serve as offices or for guests.”

      “Tylik’s a duke?” I whispered to Nyxor.

      “He passed on that, but many still call him by the title he could’ve taken if he wished. His aunt remains the true duchess, though she plans to pass the title to Tylik’s sister, Isirell, soon.”

      On the third floor, Joosten led us to the left and down a hall with a railing on one side and open to the lobby below. He swept open a door on the right and gestured for us to enter ahead of him. “These will be your rooms while you remain here, my lady and lord.”

      We walked into a large sitting area complete with a wall of bookcases and a large stone fireplace.

      “On your right is a bedroom,” Joosten said. “With an ensuite bath. In the master closet, you’ll find whatever clothing you need.”

      “How could you know our sizes or what we might like to wear?” I asked.

      “The room has a spell cast on it,” he said. “Speak what you need and the size, and the item will appear immediately. Never fear. It’s real and it won’t disappear.”

      I couldn’t imagine something like that. “Anything I’d like to wear?” I was sure my mind took me in a steamier direction that Joosten’s.

      “Of course, my lady.” He gestured to our left. “Through there is a small kitchenette, also completely stocked, plus another bathroom.” He looked around the room with a critical eye before nodding. “Can I get you anything?”

      “No, thanks,” Nyxor said.

      “Very well.” Joosten bowed. “Please let me know if you have need of anything.” With that, he departed, shutting the door behind him.

      “Wow,” I said, lowering Twinkie to the floor. She scampered into the kitchen on our left, and I followed, finding bowls of food and water waiting for her. Her litter box had been placed in the adjacent bathroom. Returning to the open living room, I flopped on a big soft couch. “I feel like a fairytale princess.”

      Nyxor came over to stand in front of me, parting my thighs to step between them.

      “You deserve only the best,” he said in a deep voice and bracing his arms on either side of my shoulders.

      “You, Nyxor. You’re the best.”

      He swept me up in his arms and spun me around until I was laughing. But a thread of heat swept through my joy, gathering me up and carrying me away.

      His mouth claimed mine, and I sighed, clutching the front of his shirt. This guy heightened my every emotion until all I could do was think of him. I craved him like a drug, and I sensed I would for the rest of my days.

      Why was I waiting to take what he seemed to so eagerly offer?

      He lifted his head and gazed down at me with complete devotion.

      “How long do you think it’ll be before Joosten comes knocking on the door, inviting us to sit in the huge dining room where someone will serve us a meal made up of twenty-seven courses?” I asked.

      His head tilted and his eyes smoldered. “Do you have something in mind to pass the time?”

      “I want to pass the time with you, Nyxor. Take me to the bedroom so we can check out that bed.”
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      “Yes,” I breathed. It was time. I wanted to give myself to her and take whatever she had to offer, even if it didn’t include love. I needed to be with her again in case . . .

      No, I wasn’t going to think about that.

      I lowered her to the floor beside the bed and just stared at her, memorizing her pretty features and the way she looked at me as if I were all she’d ever need to feel complete. Did her adoration mean love? It might, and I was going to cling to the hope she’d soon love me as much as I did her.

      She only needed to tell me, and I’d be set free.

      But this moment wasn’t about saving my life. I wanted to give her pure joy and find it for myself in her arms.

      Gently, I slid my hands up her arms and reached around to unfasten the back of her dress. It pooled across her chest, and when she shrugged, it slid down her gorgeous form, landing around her feet.

      With a sly grin, she unhooked her bra and tossed it away, then her panties.

      "You're wearing too much clothing, Nyxor," she said. "I'm greedy, so you better take it off fast.”

      I wrenched my clothing off, not caring if I tore it, and flung the shreds every which way.

      Brooke's smile widened. "I love that you want me so much you don't give a damn about your what you’re wearing."

      "I'm going to feel this way forever, Brooke." I stroked her cheek. "Know that no matter what."

      Her smile faded, and she tilted her head, studying my face. "I feel like you're always on the verge of telling me something, but you stop and hold it back."

      So perceptive. "I just want you. That's it. You, Brooke. Always."

      Kneeling in front of her, I spread her legs and then her drenched lips, breathing in her glorious scent. My heart thudded heavily in my chest, and if my phoenix took me now, at least I was close to heaven.

      I licked her, focusing on her clit, sucking it into my mouth and running my tongue across it.

      Her legs bowed as she widened her stance. My glance up showed her head tilted back and her lips parted as she let passion consume her.

      I ran my tongue across her opening, over and over, while rubbing her clit. When she trembled, her orgasm about to overtake her, I straightened, swept her up and carried her to the bed, climbing over her.

      She reached for me, and I crushed my mouth against hers as if being this close was not enough. Could two burning hearts unite forever? Mine was hers, though I didn't speak the words. Again, I wouldn't place that burden in her hands unless she was willing to meet me halfway.

      Soon, I promised my heart. There would come a time when I wouldn't hold back, but I still had a bit left inside me before my burns took over forever.

      As I traced my fingers down her side and between her legs, she writhed against me.

      I nibbled across the soft mound of her belly and parted her thighs. Her wet folds opened for me, gleaming. I couldn’t wait to claim her fully again, to sink within her and give us both joy.

      While I stroked her breasts, I parted her thighs and crawled between them. I wrapped my wings around her, holding her.

      My mate. A precious being who I’d crave beyond death.

      My cock grew longer, thicker, and the soft strands along the sides extended. They’d stroke her inner walls as I pumped inside her, while one would remain outside to latch onto her clit. The few at the top had suction mechanisms on the tips, and no matter what position I was in when I took her, one of the strands would find her clit and suck it completely inside. The only reason it hadn’t happened in the shower was because of the slippery gel.

      Her pants and moans echoed around us while I sucked and licked, eager to savor each drop of her wetness. She rocked against me, clinging to my hair, while her head thrashed on the bed.

      When she bucked and started to quiver, I backed away and climbed over her. Her legs went around my waist, and she used the pressure of her heels to urge me closer.

      “I need you. Please,” she cried.

      “You’re everything,” I said, my cock stiffer than it had ever been before. The strands along the sides wove in the air, seeking. I ached with need, one only Brooke would ever satisfy.

      I held her hip as I centered the head of my cock at her opening. Then, with our gazes locked, I drove myself forward, inserting the thick tip into her opening.

      “Ah.” Her breath caught. “More. More!”

      Who needed more encouragement than that? Pulling back, I pushed forward again, burying myself completely.

      Her groan rang out.

      “Too much?” She was so much smaller than me. I didn’t want to hurt her.

      The strands on the sides of my cock sought her soft, wet walls, stroking them while one focused on her clit, latching on and pumping.

      “You feel amazing,” she said, her confused gaze meeting mine. Her breath caught. “What’s sucking on my clit? I’m going to come from that alone and fast.”

      “Another part of my cock. Do you like it?”

      “You’ve been holding out on me, Nyxor,” she growled, pushing her hips up toward me. “Take me. Make it hard and fast and tell that sucker not to stop.”

      I chuckled. “Your wish. My command.”

      “Take me now.”

      “I’m going to fuck you hard, Brooke,” I vowed. “I’ll pump inside you until you come, and then I’m going to keep going until you come some more.”

      I moved in and out of her, doing as she asked, taking her hard and fast, and her soft cries shook me to my bones. I adored her, and I would until the moment I burned and was no more.

      My heart pounded. I claim her, pushing deep within her while she clutched my shoulders and cried out in pleasure.

      Slowing, I kept moving within her, backing the suction on her clit down until it became a gentle stroke.

      When I felt her inner walls start to relax, I pulled out and rolled her over, lifting her hips.

      I plunged inside her again, and she groaned.

      “Yes,” she cried into her pillow. “Like that.”

      Another strand latched onto her clit, sucking, and the bud tightened once more. Her body jerked beneath me, and she moaned, giving way to her release again.

      I went faster, riding her, bringing her to satisfaction a third time.

      My cock grew stiffer, and the strands wove around inside her, tightening and easing while ensuring her inner walls experienced the most pleasure.

      My body soared upward, but I held myself back, waiting until she groaned once more, giving into yet another orgasm.

      Then I joined her, giving in to bliss.
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      Piper and Darrow stopped by two days later.

      By then, me and Nyxor were so entwined, I didn’t know where he began, and I ended. I needed him every second of the day and night, and I lost count of how many times we came together.

      After Joosten notified us they were here to see us, we walked down the stairs, holding hands.

      I didn’t want to release him. I sensed if we weren’t touching, something horrible would happen, that by being close to him, I could hold it back like an enormous damn battling a tsunami.

      The feeling persisted no matter how many times we came together, perhaps because, over the past two days and nights, he’d gone through his phoenix burn four times.

      I didn’t like how they seemed to be coming closer and closer together. It felt ominous, as if something inside was trying to burn him alive, and nothing I did or said could keep it from happening.

      “Hey,” Paige said when we entered the front parlor. She rose from where she was sitting on the sofa with Darrow and came over, giving us each a hug. “I’ve got great news.”

      We sat and Nyxor had Joosten bring us some drinks and snacks.

      “I’ve spoken with the judge,” Paige said. “And she’s issued an interim order.”

      “What does that mean?” I asked.

      “It means your brother and agent can’t force you to go with them.”

      “I’m free?” I cried out, so excited I wanted to jump up and do a few cartwheels across the front lobby.

      “Not yet.” Paige held up her hand. “But I hope you will be soon.”

      “What can we expect next?” I asked, leaning into Nyxor’s side.

      “You’ll be evaluated by two doctors for competency who’ll give the judge their written opinion.”

      I nodded. “I can handle that. I hope they’re better doctors than the ones who evaluated me for my brother.”

      “They’re required to be impartial, and the judge will make sure they are.” Paige smiled. “I realize you’re not free and clear yet, but for now, it’s safe for you to leave the estate and walk around town if you wish.”

      “I don’t want to be alone,” I said. “My brother and agent aren’t above grabbing me and taking me where a different judge will give them the ruling they need to keep control of me and my future.”

      “I’ll speak with Vrok,” Nyxor said grimly. “Get him to provide twenty-four-hour security. They’ll have to get through a team of orcs to get near you, plus me.”

      “Awesome,” Paige said.

      Darrow leaned forward. “I’m glad things are going as they should. I can’t imagine how scared you must’ve been. You’re brave to run and hide, and we’re going to do all we can to protect you.” His hair spiraled out around his head. “Know that I’m prepared to take control of matters if need be.”

      In other words, he’d gladly turn my brother and agent to stone with one glance if they tried to harm me.

      Knowing everyone was willing to endanger themselves for me made tears spring up in my eyes.

      “Aw, I’m sorry,” Darrow said, his hair slumping onto his shoulders. “I didn’t mean to upset you.”

      “I’m happy,” I sobbed. “Honored, too.”

      Nyxor tugged me onto his lap and held me, his wings scooping around me. “We’re all here for you. You no longer have to be afraid.”
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      The next day, we went into town, stopping at Rylee’s bakery for a cupcake after running a few errands.

      Rylee and Kate weren’t working, but we bought a treat from one of the new employees I hadn’t met yet.

      “Why don’t you take your cupcake to the park and eat it there?” she said with a sly grin.

      “Sure, why not?” Nyxor said with an equally sly grin. Something was going on, and I suspected it would be fun.

      Count me in.

      We left, walking toward the park located at the end of Main Street.

      Like me, he couldn’t seem to keep from touching me, as if he needed reassurance I’d always be at his side.

      I think we were both shaken after my brother and agent stole me from in front of our honeymoon house. I was still worried something bad would happen, and I’d never see him again.

      “This is a wonderful idea,” I said, squeezing his hand. “I feel so free. So happy.”

      Stopping, he kissed me. “You deserve to be happy, to feel free.” He held the cupcake box in his other hand, a pistachio cake with buttercream frosting. I couldn’t wait to try it.

      We were walking across the street with the park straight ahead when he groaned.

      I knew what was about to happen, and my heart stilled.

      He handed me the cupcake box, then burst into flames.
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      When I became myself again—I never remembered being a phoenix—I lay on the sidewalk with my head resting on Brooke’s lap.

      Tears trickled down her cheeks. “Are you okay?”

      “I am.” Sitting up, I tugged her close, putting a wing around her. “I’m sorry.”

      “It’s not something you can control. You did it three times before you turned into yourself again.”

      “You mean I became a phoenix then burned again three times?” This was ominous.

      “Yes.”

      People had crowded around, staring. Even her brother and Olivia were there, and I couldn’t gather enough strength to growl at them and tell them to leave her alone.

      I couldn’t protect her.

      “Go away,” Brooke said. “Stop watching us. You, too, Jarrod. You’re not supposed to be near me. Or you, Olivia! If you don’t put some distance between us, I’m calling Venom.”

      His eyes widened, and he stumbled backward, nearly falling to the ground. They turned and bolted in the opposite direction. At least their fear of Venom kept them away.

      With a few grumbles, everyone else dispersed.

      Vrok came running from the park. He stooped down beside me, putting his hand on my shoulder. “Let me help you.”

      His dragonette, Merith, squawked from where he sat on Vrok’s shoulder, shooting flames into the air. It wasn’t real fire, but it regularly startled anyone passing by.

      When Vrok tried to ease me to my feet, I brushed his hand away, though kindly. “Thanks, but I’ve got it.”

      Vrok shot Brooke a look I understood, though I doubt she did. He wanted her to love me, and hell, so did I. But things like that couldn’t be forced.

      “We were going to the park to eat our cupcake,” I said. “I still need to do this.”

      “We’re all waiting for you there,” Vrok said.

      I stood, and when my knees nearly gave out, he and Brooke supported my arms around my back.

      “What do you mean by we?” Brooke asked, her happiness gone. I’d done that. I’d ruined our special day. Sure, I couldn’t control my burns, but I wished there was a way I could fix this.

      “We planned a little celebration to congratulate you both on your wedding,” Vrok said. “I hope that’s okay. When we heard you were in town, we told everyone to direct you to the park, then raced ahead to set things up.”

      “We can go home if you’re not up for it,” Brooke said, her face cratered with dismay.

      I loved how she wanted to protect me. I wanted to protect her, but I couldn’t control anything in my life.

      “I’d like to go, if you’re alright with it,” I said, leaning on Vrok more than I liked.

      “Wherever you go, so do I,” she vowed, tears shimmering in her eyes. Her gaze sought Vrok’s. “He’s weak after that last round.”

      “I’ll help,” Vrok said softly.

      I sensed he’d pick me up and carry me if I let him, and that crushed me. I needed to be strong for Brooke, but I couldn’t seem to host even enough energy to lift my arm.

      “You’re the best, Vrok,” I said. “I’m glad you’ve been my friend.”

      Brooke’s eyes started watering again. “What’s going on? Please tell me.”

      “If you can get me to a table, I’d like to share the cupcake with you,” I said. I needed to tell her something, but what? How could I prepare the person I loved for my eminent death?

      We slowly walked to the park, crossing the big open, grassy area to the tables beneath the trees where my friends had gathered.

      Uncle Bub sat in a beach chair strumming a guitar, and Grannie Vi sang in a sweet voice, telling a tale about a heart broken and love conquering all.

      If only it were true.

      Seeing us approach, Max leapt up and raced over. “Let me help.” He eased Brooke to the side and lifted me, carrying me to the table.

      “Does this mean we’re married?” I joked, though my heart wasn’t in it.

      I could feel my inner flames rising again. Would this be the last time? I’d never burned through to a phoenix without returning to me first. Something had changed, and it couldn’t be for the better.

      Max lowered me onto a bench. “You can stay upright on your own?” he asked softly. “Or do you want a chair with a back?”

      “I’m fine, thanks,” I said, bracing his arm.

      Chastity stood nearby with Sydnee on her hip, both of them watching silently. Chastity’s eyes gleamed with tears.

      Was everyone going to cry for me?

      Brooke hurried over and sat beside me, leaning into me as if that would keep me grounded.

      “Where’s that cupcake?” I asked. “I want to share it with you, sweetheart.” I suspected it would be my last.

      How could I bear to leave Brooke? Surely, I loved her enough to remain with her always?

      Fate sucked. It was going to drag me away from her kicking and screaming, and there didn’t seem to be anything I could do about it.

      Well, there was one thing I could do, though it wouldn’t make a difference.

      “Let’s cut the cake so we can feed each other like at a wedding. We didn’t get to do it at Monster Mingle.” I said as more of my friends gathered around us, everyone looking much too sad.

      Kate leaned back into Tylik’s arms, watching us with dismay in her eyes. Vrok held Seyla, who stretched her hand out to her best friend, Kate.

      “Hey, this isn’t a funeral,” I said. “We’re celebrating our wedding. I’m afraid there’s not much cake.” I waved the knife at the cupcake. “But I bet we can slice it up enough so everyone can have a bite. Would you share it with us?”

      “Of course,” Vrok said, stepping forward.

      Gunner, Raze, and Max dragged a second table over to connect with the one I sat at with my love, and everyone dropped onto the benches, couples snuggling close as if they feared the person they loved would be stolen away.

      The sun still shone, and the day couldn’t be clearer.

      It was a good day to face my end, if I couldn’t bribe the fates to delay things a little longer. I wanted to love Brooke one last time.

      Would I be given that chance?

      I carefully sliced into the cake, and we passed tiny pieces around on napkins. Even Sydnee got one.

      Darrow had his arm around Paige’s shoulders. She sat with tears trickling down her face. Once I was gone, she’d have to find another partner, but I knew she’d do everything she could to free Brooke.

      I’d hoped to see it through, but sometimes, you couldn’t stop the world from spinning. You could hold on tight, but it still might wrench you away.

      “Now, none of that,” Grannie said, coming over to lay a hand on my shoulder. She squeezed, tears in her eyes. “This is a wedding reception, and we’re going to celebrate.”

      Rylee passed around the rest of the cupcake, leaving two pieces for me and Brooke. I lifted one, offering it to her.

      “This is to show you I’ll always take care of you,” I said. Damn, if only that was true.

      She ate it and offered a piece to me. “This is to show you I’ll always take care of you. I mean it, Nyxor. Stay with me. I need you.”

      If only it were that easy.

      I swallowed the cake in the nick of time.

      A burn consumed me.
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      Nyxor burst into flames.

      I reached out, willing to be consumed along with him, but my hands passed through the fire as if it was only dusty dry air. No heat. No burn for me.

      A pop, and only dust remained on the bench beside me.

      Another burst of air, and a phoenix sat in his place. He leaned into me, rubbing his head on my chest, and in his eyes, I found my love, my Nyxor.

      I couldn’t stop crying. Things were finally coming together for me, only to have my happiness split in two, the pieces tossed in different directions.

      The phoenix burst into flames, scorching until only ashes remained again. Was the pile smaller? It looked that way.

      “Nyxor,” I cried.

      Around us, my friends sobbed; even Vrok had big tears gliding down his burly green face.

      Nyxor became a phoenix again, then more flames. The process sped up: burn, phoenix, burn, phoenix. Each time, the phoenix got smaller. The pile of ashes diminished. I swore the wind was snatching up fistfuls and tossing them into oblivion. I worried there wouldn’t be enough left to reform into Nyxor.

      “Stay with me, please,” I whimpered. “Please!” I looked up at Vrok standing behind his friend as if he’d protect him from an army, a plague, or even a nuclear blast with his own body.

      His gaze met mine, and I found so much sorrow there. He knew this could be it, that soon, there may be no more Nyxor.

      How could this be happening?

      “What can I do? Can we call an ambulance? Tylik!” I held my hand out to our friend. “Cast a spell. Make him better.”

      “There’s only one thing anyone can do,” Tylik said.

      Vrok nodded. So did the others. What did they know that I didn’t?

      “What is it?” I asked. My voice shook, but more with fury than fear. I’d sacrifice myself if it would save Nyxor.

      “Love him,” Vrok said.

      I did. I do.

      I grabbed the flame-consumed phoenix and pulled him against my chest, whispering for him alone.

      “Come back to me, Nyxor. I love you.”
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      The world came to a shuddering stop.

      Something had changed.

      I felt the flames consuming my soul die down to a low flicker, something soft and kind and lasting.

      Brooke’s words broke through the haze surrounding me. “I love you, Nyxor. Come back to me!”

      I opened my eyes to see her looking down at me lying across her lap. Her hand stroked my forehead, and grief starkly lined her face.

      I took her hand and kissed it. Struggling into a sitting position, I tugged her onto my lap and held her. The flames no longer threatened inside me, and I sensed they no longer would.

      Brooke had healed me with her love.

      Wrapping my wings around her, I held her, knowing that finally, it was over. Our life was just beginning, and it was full of hope and promise, the best things our world had to offer.

      I met the eye of each of my friends sitting around us, thanking them for all they’d done for me and my bride. I’d find a way to thank them in a fuller, better way, but for now, I basked in their love.

      Vrok’s hand landed on my shoulder. “Welcome back, friend. Just in time.”

      I grinned up at him. “I’ve been reborn into something new and infinitely better.”

      He shook his head. “You had me worried there for a second.”

      “I’m sorry.”

      “We’re here for you; it’s never a bother.”

      Rising, I gathered Brooke into my arms and lifted off the ground, soaring up toward the clouds and stars.

      “I love you, Brooke,” I shouted, startling birds soaring nearby.

      When she tipped her face up, I gave her a heated kiss.

      “I love you too, Nyxor.” She snuggled into my embrace, her arms around my shoulders. “I’m going to show you how much for the rest of our days.”

      “Ditto,” I said with a huge grin.

      On the ground below, our friends cheered.

      I’d thank them later.

      Much later.

      For now, I wanted to soar with my mate and tell her over and over again how much I loved her.
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      “So, this really is a charitable event,” Sheriff Venom told us as we filed toward the entrance to the community center. “You can donate if you want to.” He flicked a claw to a bucket full of cash sitting on a small table. His head tilted, and as if he’d thought about what he was saying, a growl rose in his chest, echoing around us. “Actually, I want you to donate. If you don’t, I’ll come after you and there’ll be hell to pay.”

      “Aw, you’re so sweet,” Paige said, filing in ahead of us. She held Darrow’s hand, and his gorgon hair lay across his shoulders, calm for the moment.

      “I’ve got a twenty,” I whispered to Nyxor. His arm and wing encircled me, and I’d never been happier in my life.

      We’d celebrated the end of his rivest at the park with our friends, then went to the fae estate and finished celebrating there in the bedroom, only stopping to snuggle Twinkie on the way. She raced around the suite, eager to have us back.

      “I’ve already made a sizeable donation,” Nyxor said. “But your twenty will be welcome.”

      “It’s a wonderful cause.” I dropped the money into the bucket, and Venom’s fiery glower smoothed. He grumbled and gave me a nod. Did he ever smile? I sensed he hadn’t for a very long time.

      “Your brother and agent have left you alone?” Venom asked.

      “They have, thank you.”

      “If they come within a hundred miles of you, call out my name,” he said. “I’ll hear and take care of the matter in a way they’ll never forget.”

      I still couldn’t believe I had a demon for a friend and protector.

      “Thank you,” I said, barreling forward to give him a big hug.

      He grumbled and grunted, awkwardly patting my back.

      Returning to Nyxor, I took his hand, and we eased toward the entrance.

      “He can hear me if I speak?” I whispered to Nyxor.

      “Handy, right?”

      “You’re such a softie,” Annalisa said, nudging Venom’s arm. “One of these days, a woman’s going to sweep you off your feet and run away with you.”

      Venom huffed, his face darkening. Smoke coiled out of his ears. Did he want romance and love? Who wouldn’t?

      Annalisa’s fiancé, Murtik’s wing rested protectively across her back, and his gaze never left her. From what I’d heard, he’d been quite the player until he met her, but she’d showed him what he was missing. They planned to get married in a combined gargoyle, ogre ceremony in a few months.

      The sorrow in Venom’s eyes made my breath catch. He dragged his gaze to the floor, and I wanted to go back and give him another hug. What had happened to him?

      “My time has passed,” he told Annalisa solemnly, the slight teasing in his voice gone.

      “You’re not that old,” she said.

      “I’m thirty.”

      He didn’t look older than that, but he gave the impression he’d experienced so much tragedy in his life, it had aged him.

      “Where’s my son?” a woman called out from the parking lot. “I have news for him.” A pretty, creamy-skinned woman strode toward us, her gleaming silver dress swishing across her thighs and her long blonde hair swirling across her back. “There you are, Venom.”

      “Venom has a mother?” I asked, pausing by the entrance to the community center to see what happened next. “They don’t look anything alike.”

      “Maybe he takes after his father?” Nyxor said. “I hadn’t heard about his mother, however.”

      “There’s my little moochen,” she said, sashaying over to Venom. “How’s our fundraising going?”

      Ah, so she was going to open an orphanage? Amazing.

      He squirmed. “Mom, I thought you were too busy to come tonight.”

      “Why wouldn’t I be?” Her bright, fiery eyes so like Venom’s scanned the crowd watching in awe. “I thought I’d come up here and see what my moochen is up to.”

      “Please don’t call me that,” he bit out, his face literally glowing red. More smoke churned from his ears and his tail whipped in circles.

      She pinched his cheeks and rested her head on his chest, peering up at him. “You know I can’t help it, love bunch.”

      He snarled. “Don’t call me love bunch, either.”

      She shook her clawed finger at him, backing away a step. “Now, now, don’t be like that.” Her gaze swept across all of us. “Are you going to introduce me to your friends?” Without waiting for him, she strode toward us on what had to be five-inch heels, and in her glitzy outfit, she’d fit right in on a runway. “I’m Boz’ga. Are any of you single? Because my poor little moochen is in need of a mate. I promise, despite his grumbly demeanor, which he gets from his father, who I’ve long-since divorced, I might add, he’s a big old pile of mush.”

      “Mom,” Venom growled.

      “Don’t mom me, son,” she snarled right back at him. Her eyes sparkled. “Can’t you see I’m busy?” Turning back to us, she gave us an angelic smile. Oddly enough, flowers sprouted from the ground around her feet. “Single ladies, please line up and allow me to tell you all about my sweet little moochen. Did I mention he has the loveliest singing voice? And his pancakes are to die for—literally.” A frown crossed her face briefly. “I know he didn’t mean to cause that poor man distress.”

      “Mom!” Sheriff Venom stomped over to her and tugged her away from us. He lowered his voice, and I couldn’t hear what he told her, but her face blanched.

      “No,” she cried out in horror, pressing her claws against her mouth. “Well, we’ll see about that!” A pop, and she disappeared.

      Nyxor and I shrugged at each other and went inside.

      We sat with our friends at a big table, and in no time, the place came alive with conversation. We ate, and then Venom stepped up to a tall mic on one edge of the dance floor.

      “Who’s up for karaoke?” he snarled.

      “You first,” Max called, his laughter ringing out.

      “Ven-om, Ven-om, Ven-om!” Chastity yelled, Sydnee bouncing on her lap in time with her mom’s call.

      Venom sent her and Max a glare. “I’m not singing.”

      “Come on,” Gunner cried. “We heard you’ve got a great voice. Belt us out a love song.”

      “I’m not singing.” Venom stomped off the dance floor. “Someone else can take a turn.”

      As he moved over to stand near the wall, a commotion rang out at the entrance.

      A pretty woman and a little girl about three-years-old stepped inside the room. When the woman spied Venom, she tightened her spine and started in his direction, the little girl wearing a frilly pink dress skipped beside her, holding her hand. Her long, dark hair gleamed in the light, different from her mom’s chestnut brown.

      “Do you want to sing?” I asked Nyxor. “I’ll be happy to cheer for you.”

      “I will if you will,” he said with a grin. “We can do a duet.” He kissed my nose, and I leaned into his embrace. “Hold me closer . . .”

      Before anyone else could jump in, Rylee and Kate scooted over to the mic. Rylee pressed a button on the karaoke machine, and the intro to Baby One More Time blasted through the speakers.

      “Let’s dance instead,” he said, rising.

      He led me onto the dance floor, and we were soon joined by many of our friends.

      We all shook our hips and sang along with Rylee and Kate, even Gunner, who kept bellowing orc me baby one more time at the top of his lungs.

      Nyxor swept me up and spun me around, kissing me as the song concluded and the room filled with laughter.

      “Nyxor and Brooke, you’re next,” Rylee called out through the mic. “Come on down!”

      “I’m nervous,” I said, cringing.

      “Never fear, love,” Nyxor said, leading me toward the mic. “I’ll be standing right beside you, holding your hand.”
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      The judge had ruled, and Brooke was finally free. Her brother and agent had been warned never to come near her, and for the first time since she was a teenager, she felt like she could do as she pleased.

      “Where are we going?” she asked as I drove my truck away from Monsterville.

      “To a special place.”

      Twinkie rode on her shoulder, purring as she peered out the window. Over the past few months, she’d started riding around town with us and she took to it like a dog, often poking her head out the window to suck in the wind.

      “To bed?” she asked with a laugh, and I savored how relaxed and carefree she sounded. We were together, and no one could ever hurt her. What could be better than that?

      “We can turn around if you want.” I meant it too.

      “Nope, let’s keep going. Bed can wait.”

      Now, I really wanted to turn around, so I could show her that going to bed could not wait. But I kept driving, taking the truck down a bumpy dirt road and parking at the end. Wood surrounded us, and only the chirp of birds broke the silence.

      We got out, Brooke holding Twinkie’s leash. We’d been taking him outside for months in a harness, and he loved it.

      I grabbed the picnic basket from the back. Taking Brooke’s hand, I led her down an overgrown path, Twinkie scampering along beside us.

      When we emerged out into the small open area with the hint of something sparkling along the opposite side, Brooke came to a stop, her eyes widening.

      Twinkie stopped too, blinking up at us.

      “Oh, Nyxor,” Brooke cried, tears springing up in her eyes. “It’s our meadow where we used to meet up when we were sixteen.”

      “This is where I first saw you. Where I fell in love with you, Brooke.”

      She smiled through her tears. “I fell for you back then too.”

      I tugged her close and kissed her.

      “It hasn’t changed,” she said as we strode into the middle. Stopping, she gazed around in joy at the trees, then stooped down to pick a daisy.

      “Will you sing for me, dance for me, and braid the flowers together like you did the first day I saw you?”

      She sauntered close and teased the flower across my jaw. “If I make a flower crown, will you wear it?”

      I tugged her close and enfolded her with my wings. “I will, love. Proudly for the rest of my days.”
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        I hope you enjoyed Nyxor & Brooke’s story

        as much as I enjoyed writing it!

      

      

      

      
        
        The final book of my Monsterville, USA Series

        Is next –

        Who Let the Demon Out?

        Pick up Venom & Ali’s romance next!

      

      

      

      
        
        Have you checked out the rest of the Monsterville world?

      

        

      
        Candy For My Orc Boss, Max & Chastity

        Orc Me Baby One More Time, Gunner & Rylee

        Gargoyles Just Want to Have Fun, Goreg & Violet

        Don’t Go Knotting My Heart, Storm & Luna

        Whose Bed Have Your Claws Been Under?, Darrow & Paige

        Uptown Ogre, Raze & Elisa

        My Orc-y Breaky Heart, Vrok & Seyla

        Hold Me Closer, Fiery Phoenix, Nyxor & Brooke

        & Who Let the Demon Out?

        (Venom & Ali’s story)

      

      

      

      
        
        Would you like a FREE book?

        Sign up for my newsletter, and

        I’ll send you Escorting the Alien,

        a complete, HEA romance.
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        Do gruff, growly demons deserve second chances?

      

      

      

      Four years ago, I fell in love with a demon. Then he bailed on me, leaving me with a broken heart and a big secret. When I see a news article about Monsterville’s new demon sheriff, I recognize Venom. My heart may have healed, but our past isn’t over.

      

      I present him with our daughter, and he’s stunned and overjoyed. He’s still the gruff, growly demon I fell for with a soft, squishy inside he hides from the world.

      

      He has a good excuse for leaving me.

      

      He’s putting on the heat, making me fall for him all over again.

      

      And he wants a second chance.

      

      Do I dare trust my heart to the demon who hurt me?

      

      Who Let the Demon Out is a spicy monster romcom. It’s Book 10 and the final book in the Monsterville, USA Series. Each book is standalone and best if read in order (see below). Expect romantic hijinks with monsters, heat, and a happy ever after.
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      This was the first time that my three-year-old daughter, Bre, and I had walked into a community function without multiple people mocking her. Her horns gave away her monster heritage.

      She clung to my hand, swishing her frilly dress as we moved through the room full of monsters and people enjoying an evening together. I caught a few smiles and expressions of welcome.

      What would it be like to live in a community like this?

      I might just find out unless he rejected me again, something I wasn’t sure my poor broken heart could handle.

      “People,” Bre cried out, pointing and grinning.

      Their gazes traveled from her to me. Several looked puzzled, and I understood why. I contributed her slim build and skin color. Her horns, black hair, and the hint of flames in her dark eyes came from her dad.

      “Music, Mommy,” Bre said, twirling around to make her skirt flare out. She loved dressing up and tonight was no exception. “Pretty music.”

      A couple of women stood behind a mic on a small stage singing a Brittney Spears tune, and they were doing such a great job with it. Even I wanted to dance.

      But I’d come here for a serious reason, and there would be no dancing until I’d gotten through this confrontation.

      To think I’d still be living only three hundred miles away from here. If I hadn’t seen the news story about a famous actor who’d been living under the controlling hand of her brother and agent, I might not have seen the second story mentioning Monsterville’s new demon sheriff.

      I hadn’t come here to explore her story, however. Nope, I came here because of him.

      My heart pinched, and it was all I could do to breathe as I led Bre around the outside of the room, dodging dancing monsters and people picking up snacks and drinks at a table set up near the wall.

      He’d left me. No, he abandoned me for someone else. How could a woman forgive a guy for something like that?

      So much for his declarations of love. He’d used me, then he blithely left me to pick up the pieces.

      I’d only gotten one good thing out of him.

      “Dance, Mommy?” Bre asked.

      “Tell you what, honey,” I said, stooping down to make sure she could hear me over the roar of the crowd and the women singing. “Once we’ve finished here, we’re going to whoop it up on the dancefloor. We’ll dance, we’ll sing, and we won’t stop until we’ve worn ourselves out.”

      Her grin revealed her tiny fangs—also courtesy of her dad. “Yay!”

      She was excited.

      I was nervous.

      Maybe it was a mistake to come here. No, I had to get this settled.

      Tightening my grip on her hand, I continued toward the stage set up for karaoke.

      I stalked right up to him. He wasn’t looking my way. No, he was watching the women sing, the hint of a smile on his usually stern face. I wasn’t jealous. Okay, not too jealous.

      When I tapped on his back, he froze. He slowly turned, and his gorgeous dark eyes widened. For a second, I swore I saw devastation there, followed by incredible joy. I had to be mistaken.

      If he’d wanted us, he would’ve stayed.

      Bre tugged on his dark blue shirt, making the Sheriff’s star he wore on his shirt wink in the lights. His gaze dropped away from me to her.

      She latched onto his leg, looking up with complete happiness on her sweet little face. “Daddy. Daddy!”

      

      
        
        Get Who Let the Demon Out? NOW!
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