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Thank you for picking up a copy of this book. I work very hard to give my readers the best story and constantly strive to better my craft. Comments and suggestions are always welcome. 

I look forward to your reviews and truly hope you enjoy my books.

XO, Sheri

Stay up to date and join my Newsletter here.
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To my creative, talented, and awesome CPs who challenged me to bang it out better. 

And to the Wicked Women—you keep me sane.

Thank you.
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Kempor Aleksander pounded his hips against the hottest female Centaur in all Boronda—and he was bored. 

Up and down...Up and down. 

Beneath him, Adelpha in her human form cried out, “Faster—Faster, Alek. I’m almost there.”

In and out...In and out.

“Yes, sweetheart.” I was hoping you’d been there, thirty minutes ago! His phallus rigidus would soon become phallus relaxus, if the blasted woman didn’t hurry it up. He slipped his hand between their slick bodies to encourage her to a speedy ending. After all, as a Centaur himself, he was very experienced in the art of pleasuring females. 

Adelpha’s moans grew louder and she wriggled about, so he rolled her taut nipple between his fingers. 

Same routine, different female. He clenched his jaw to stifle a yawn. Good thing Adelpha’s tight body felt wonderful wrapped around him.

The bottom of his left foot developed an itch, and as he moved up and down, in and out, he wondered how he’d scratch without breaking his pounding rhythm. He tweaked her other nipple, drawing more cries. Her eyes rolled back in her head.

Aleksander thought about the half-eaten plate of enchiladas in his icebox, leftovers from last night’s dinner. Oh yeah . . . a few forkfuls, washed down with an icy oat-soda, would be nice right about now. But Pan’s hooves, he had to finish this monotonous mattress work first.

For a moment, he mulled if anything over one hundred years was old for a Centaur, and if that were the reason for his bedtime boredom. Doubtful. As long as my heart keeps beating, I’ll never be too old for this. 

Maybe bored, but never too old.

So, why did life lose its luster for him? Moreover, when?

As he pounded into Adelpha, Aleksander reminded himself he’d been raised to be a warrior. He prided himself at having worked into his position of Head Palace Guard. 

If not a soldier for Queen Savella, then what? Gigolo?

Last year, his best friend Rhycious, the Royal Remedy Maker, married Patience, a Wood Nymph. While Alek had been restless for a time, prior to the unorthodox wedding, he’d never before given thought to staying tied to one female. Rhy seemed crazy in love, spouting all sorts of besotted crap these days. 

Perhaps it was possible. Maybe it’d fill the gaping hole in his heart.

Tied to one female? Ha! Ridiculous. I’d rather have Minotaur fingers curled around my throat, pinching off the air.

“Oh! Don’t stop.”

Startled, he snapped back to the present and plastered a grin to his unsmiling lips. 

Adelpha’s heavy-lidded eyes peered back, slightly irritated, wholly aroused. Her long legs wrapped his hips and squeezed tight, refusing to allow him escape. 

As if he could. While his mind could care less, Meat Wrench—the name he called his buried cock—twitched happily. 

Adelphia pouted her kiss-swollen lips. 

Surreptitiously, he glanced at his watch. One hour before the boys met for a beer. Lifting her leg over his shoulder, he hammered her in earnest. 

Short pounding strokes tipped her over the edge and scattered her wits to the ecstasy beyond. Adelpha screamed her delight.

A few more pumps and he abruptly pulled out, releasing himself outside of her body with a loud grunt of weariness. 

Another satisfied female.

Too bad satisfaction skipped his stop.

“Mmm, Aleksander.” Her sharp-tipped fingernails scratched lightly across his back. “When will you admit I’m the only one for you?”

When I decide to geld myself. He timed his escape from between her scissoring thighs and made to roll off the low floorbed.

Quicker than a tail snap, Adelpha snatched his gold neck chain and pulled him back to her. 

Pain from the strangling was scant, compared to the irritation building inside. “Adelpha, let me up.”

“No,” she whined. “I want to cuddle, and—I’m horny again.”

The only thing horny-like about Adelpha were her crescent-shaped ruby earbobs and the BDSM hobbles she intended on attaching to him—marriage. 

Half-reclined on the bed, head held immobile by the small fist twisting his chain, Aleksander weighed his options like any seasoned warrior. 

He gathered his arsenal of weapons: an uncommonly sharp intelligence. He reviewed his knowledge of her weaknesses: Adelpha’s fear of losing her beauty. 

Aleksander turned to face her, stopping when the gold links’ pulling on his throat brought him to a halt. Lastly, he studied his opponent: blonde hair spread in frothy display, her narrowed eyes calculating as a cat’s.

One side of his mouth turned up in feigned surrender. “My transition is in less than thirty minutes. I doubt getting squashed by my true form is what you had in mind. Imagine your delicious body then, sweet-thing.” 

Not to mention coupling between equine Centaur and those in human form was against the orders of society.

She relaxed her hold, and his chain slid from her fingers. 

He laid it on thick, but she wouldn’t know the difference. “I report to duty in a short while—” nine hours from now “—and if I’m late . . . ? You wouldn’t want me demoted, would you?”

Adelpha fell back with a harrumph. Millions of air beads crackled inside the mattress as she stretched her arms overhead. “Course not. I thought we had time for another quickie, is all.” Her sleek body rolled away and she rose to her feet.

He eyed her, seeing through the deceptively shrewd demeanor. 

For Adelpha, it was all about marrying into a notable station, which was why he’d taken no chances on impregnating the cunning filly. His military position within the Centaur kingdom was as high up as they came—below Queen Savella, of course. 

Aleksander flicked his gaze over her nude body, then climbed out of bed. The sooner he kicked her heart-shaped ass out his stallroom door, the better. 

“Get dressed, Adelpha. I’ll walk you to the Atrium.”

*~*~*

[image: ]


ELLA MADE A GRAB FOR the loose sheets of colorful paper she’d nearly dropped on the busy walkway of the Centaur inner mall. Last spring, she’d made up her mind to start her own business in the kingdom’s recently opened free market. She’d wasted no time in applying for a permit at the palace and was granted permission a month ago. 

Two weeks prior, contriving the opening night for Boronda Forest’s first ever speed-dating service sounded like an exciting adventure—a way to get out of the house and away from her overbearing Troll mother. 

Opening night nerves from the overwhelming response heated her face, which she knew would highlight every freckle on her ivory skin. For herself, she could care less about meeting a male. It was all about making enough money to get out from under her parents’ rock and moving far, far away. 

She could do without relationships and all the headaches that came with them.

Ella’s hair caught in the dangling strap of her book bag, and she yanked the reddish strands free. Long curls fluttered from the chrome buckle. Before she could step aside, a Minotaur walking backwards and talking to friends ran into her.

And the fliers made their getaway.

“Crap.” Ella knelt carefully on her long skirt and gathered the sheets nearest her. “Do you suppose you can help me?”

Transfixed by the strewn multi-hued papers, the female Minotaur stared at the rock floor. 

Stupid cow.

The girl shrugged, then leaned down and lifted a yellow sheet closer to her squinty vision. 

“Are you going to this?” She handed the sheet to Ella.

“I’m the one putting it on.”

“So, are you going?”

Raising her chin, Ella peered up. “Yes. I’m going.” 

Was this heifer for real? No sense explaining to moo-child that the owner of the speed-dating service ought to be there for her clients. 

Stupid cow.

“I’m going, too. I signed up last week. Did you sign up?” 

Ella bit the inside of her cheek, suppressing a desire to take the fliers in her hand and wallop the girl between her bovine eyes. Professional attitude won out. “What name did you register under?” 

“Carryyn. And that’s spelled with an r-r-y-y.” Thick fingers, matching an equally thick brain, brandished another sheet plucked from the cold floor. She waved it inches from Ella’s face. 

“You’re in the second session.” Leaning away from potential paper cuts to her nose, Ella remembered the female’s uniquely spelled name . . . then gathered ten fallen fliers for every one of the Minotaur’s. Maybe her horns keep her off balance. “Thanks, Carryyn.” She stuffed the papers inside the book bag and rose to her feet. “See you later.”

“You will? Where?” Her great bovine head tilted. Metal rings around her horns spun while her skinny tail drew lazy circles as if it were swimming the air like a one-finned fish.

Stupid cow.

Across the centuries old palace tunnel, two speed-dating announcements hung on either side of the Neigh Café door. Patrons, mainly female, eyed the posters and giggled. Ella dashed to tear the fliers down. 

Three rotations were already scheduled, and the waiting list exceeded a hundred names. The café’s maximum capacity held twenty-five—legally. Apprehension skittered along her spine. Turnout was better than expected and she hoped she could pull it off.

Bawdy male laughter erupted from a group of male Centaurs who whistled and flirted with females passing by.

Ella shook her head. Did the studs really think women were attracted to asinine behavior? She turned back to the task of removing her advertisements.

The café door opened wide. Ella quickly stepped from the swinging path of the oncoming wood . . . and slammed into a hard object with an oomph.

Roped with heavy muscle, a thick arm wrapped around her ribs and kept her from toppling over. Just when the intoxicating scent of rich Patchouli did more than register in her brain, a herd of boisterous males swept past, pursuing their female quests. Ella and the owner of the sinewy limb stumbled forward after a shove from behind. 

An immediate sense of sexual desire emanated from the connection at her waist. It flashed heated strobes of red and orange in her aura-reading mind. 

Unexpectedly, while Ella got face-to-face with the accumulated dust on the mall’s rock wall, a very large hand became personally acquainted with her left breast.
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Warmth, soft and heavy, filled the palm of Aleksander’s hand. The female’s nipple pebbled beneath the single stroke of his self-directed thumb. Against his nose, her rampage of fire-red hair smelled of sweet night-blooming jasmine. 

A sharp elbow jabbed his ribs.

“Ow! Get off me, you oversized hairy ass.” Madder than a Saturday night Satyr with chipped hooves, the hissing ball of nails spun around and glared up at him. “What in Tartarus do you think you’re doing?”

A battlefield of cinnamon freckles lay positioned across the Troll’s cheeks and nose, prepared to join the allied forces of her narrowed eyes. Brows a shade darker than the wild hue of her hair, lowered over glittering aquamarine. 

By the gods, the female stole his speech away. Not even his mare mother had that capability.

“What are you staring at?” Effective as a bump from a kitten, her small hands shoved at his chest. The tips of her pointed ears pinkened.

Aleksander’s pecker twitched hard. For all her Troll anger, she was exceedingly charming. He propped his hands on the rock wall behind her, trapping the nixie between his arms. 

“Hello, sweet-thing. What’s your name?”

“Ballagon.” Slow and sexy, the corners of her mouth tipped up. Her pink tongue darted out and wet her bottom lip. 

“Huh?” Was that even a word?

“Ballagon. As in, your ballocks will be gone if you don’t move away from me this instant.”

Experienced in tactics of war—and women, Aleksander knew when to retreat. Transitioned into his true Centaur form, his hooves backed away from the Troll. He took in her curves, hidden beneath an ugly jumper-style dress.

Anger sparked in the depths of her glaring eyes. 

“Is this the line to get in?” To his right, a genetically-challenged Minotaur bounced her gaze between the Troll and him. 

He’d never been into the bovines, though he’d heard some outlandish stories circulated through the barracks which certainly kinked his tail.

“No, Carryyn.” More blue fire flashed in the Troll’s narrowed eyes. “I’m going in now to set up.” 

“Oh, hey. You know my name. It’s spelled with an r-r-y-y, you know.”

A breathy sigh whispered from the red-haired gnomette before she shouldered him out of the way. Then she paused, her hand on the café’s door handle. “Carryyn with a C—second session. Seven o’clock. Don’t be late.” 

With a final dirty look thrown his way, the beguiling Troll opened the door and disappeared inside.

He hadn’t yet shown her the full force of his indefensible charms. In ten minutes, she’d be boneless in his arms. 

Confident of his abilities, Alek clip-clopped toward the eatery entrance.

The female Minotaur blocked his path. “Are you in the first session? Because it hasn’t started yet.”

Aleksander raised a brow at Carryyn. “Session for what?”

“Troll-y Yours, of course. If you didn’t sign up . . . .” She made a tisking noise and handed him a yellow sheet of paper. “Too bad, so sad. It would’ve been nice to share your table.”

A mixture of relief and confusion passed through him as he watched Carryyn stroll down the Atrium mall, her polished horns swaying side to side. 

Looking at the flier in his hands, the headline in bold read: 

Are you a busy single professional?

Troll-y Yours guarantees you will meet a mythic of worth, or your next date is FREE.

TROLL-Y YOURS

The most enjoyable and fastest way to meet your special mate.

“‘Scuse me.” 

Aleksander glanced up, then stepped his hind hooves aside to allow a Satyr to brush past.

Perhaps late for work, the waitress hurriedly wrapped her waist with the strings of a white apron and elbowed the door open. Her right hoof kicked it wider, and she scrambled inside—all while tying a bow at her back. 

Alek used the opportunity to hold the door and peer within. Small round tables were set in rows, two chairs per table. Centered on each polished top, a red number marking a white card stood next to empty bud vases.

On the left side of the café, a few customers warmed barstools at the counter. Embedded specs of natural thermo-luminescent minerals lit the carved ceiling and reflected off the smooth granite top. 

Situated at the back of the room, clipboard in her hand, Ms. Troll spoke to Sacha, the Centaur owner in two-legged form. He nodded, shook her hand, and disappeared behind swinging double-doors.

Thank the mythic gods Centaurs were born with transition shifts that altered, according to their time of birth. The pull of the moon, the line-up of the stars . . . it all had to do with their shape shift schedule.

The sexy Troll’s pale skin glowed with golden undertones, while her nose was straight, short, and delightful. When she glanced to see him in the doorway, the corners of her mouth turned down. 

Not happy to see me? That’s because you haven’t met me properly. 

Aleksander straightened his shoulders and stepped into the Neigh Café the same way he entered a briefing room—absolute and purposeful. The glittering scowl that crossed Ms. Troll’s features gave him a sense of satisfaction. His enjoyment with her impatience climbed when she stalked toward him.

“Are you following me?” 

Alek eyed the clipboard she held before her as if it were a warrior’s shield. “Do you always talk to potential clients that way?”

“You’re not a client for another thirty minutes.”

“What’s your name, sweet-thing?”

Stubborn, she crossed her arms and locked her jaw, refusing to answer.

“Ella?” Apron-clad Sacha stood near the swing doors holding a silver water pitcher. He raised his brows in their direction. “May I see you a moment, please?” 

Cute as a bunny, her mouth tightened before she answered over her shoulder. “I’ll be right there.” 

Aleksander flashed his grin, knowing from mirrored practice it was dazzling against his tanned olive skin. 

While Ella’s reaction was a subtle softening to her clenched jaw, her eyes narrowed on him. 

A worthy challenge, but I likes me a good game.

By nature, Trolls were volatile mythics. Probably the reason he found himself drawn to them over the years. With nothing other than uprising rebels to fight the last few years, it answered the question he’d asked himself when he walked through the café door—why was he here? 

“Look, unless you’re here on Her Majesty’s business, I’m busy.” She tilted her head and her little foot tapped the floor.

“You could say I am. What time—?”

“What are you, the Head Palace Guard or something?” Ella rolled her eyes and huffed out a laugh. 

“Well, actually—”

“I’m booked for tonight’s sessions. I’ll have another in a few weeks. Do you want to be on the waiting list for that?” Tiny red-gold tendrils escaped the silken mass pulled back from her oval face. Her pen clicked and she poised her hand over a sheet of lined paper. “Name?”

He shrugged to hide his confusion. Why weren’t his charms working? Didn’t his battery recharge this afternoon? “Kempor Aleksander. Head Cen—”

“Aleksander Hedson. Got it. Payment will be due prior to your session. And, Al...?” Her smile lacked warmth. “Please don’t be late.”

Ella’s bluntness and the slaying of his name dropped his jaw. 

She turned on her practical, low-heeled shoe and walked briskly to speak with Sasha, who waited in the rear of the café.

No woman in memory had ever tossed him aside like an unwanted toy. Why, he’d been dismissed quicker than a new recruit.  

Restless to reach a plausible explanation for the Troll’s behavior, Alek forged his way to an empty spot at the counter and sat his equine ass on the hard wooden floor. 

Around the curve of the bar, patrons eyed him over their drinks. A short statured male Troll with thick shoulders met his wandering gaze head on, then slid to the clear glass he gripped in his hand. Next to him, his Minotaur friend wore a dirty work shirt. The pair looked vaguely familiar.

The bartender flipped his drying towel to land off to the side and clip-clopped his hooves toward Alek along the lengthy bar counter. “Get you something, Kempor Aleksander?”

Alek glanced at his watch—five hours before he reported for duty. “Yeah. How about a brew dog?” 

Time enough for one and if he nursed it, he could stay for adventure time in fifteen. Curiosity unwound the muddled knot of confusion surrounding the Troll, Ella.

“Glass?” 

Alek lifted a brow. “Spike, have I ever drank beer from a glass?”

Spike placed a napkin and then the bottle in front of Alek. “First time for everything.” 

That includes this clusterfuck tonight, Alek deduced with sarcasm. 

Spike leaned his elbows on the counter between them and motioned with his thumb. “You in on this?”

In mid-swallow, Alek nearly choked. “Kolasi no.” 

Not just hell no, but no way. He scratched his goatee and glanced over his shoulder.

Ella’s gaze landed on him but she quickly looked away. Color bloomed in her cheeks until her freckles stood out. 

He faced Spike and picked up his beer. “People actually pay someone to get hooked up? Why not buy a sure thing?” 

His buddy Nubbs ran a profitable and highly sought after black-market ring where everything from whores to hallucinogenics were paraded and sold. The king of the underground did this covertly to flush out traitors for Her Majesty, Queen Savella.

“Not everyone is as lucky as you with the ladies.” The front door opened and Spike swished his tail with a smile. “Kempor Hippolyte, nice to see you again. Get you something?”

Without turning around, Aleksander pushed out the empty stool to his left, making room for Savella’s bodyguard. She always wore her sword on the left hip, and he didn’t care to be jabbed by the scabbard all evening. 

When the entrance door opened and closed a second time, sounds of everyday business in the mall ebbed and flowed. 

An aroma of a dozen rose bouquets floated down, surrounding him in a cloud of sweet perfume. Aleksander used his front hoof to kick out the empty stool to his right, but before he could hook his fingers around the barstool and pull it away from Hippy, the rustle of silk and a feminine sigh made itself at home.

“Hey, Alek.” The world’s smallest purse, attached to the longest shoulder strap in history, plopped on the counter. “Spike, can I get a glass of Chardonnay, please?”

Aleksander whipped his head to Hippy’s voice on his left. His eyes took in not a gnarled, seasoned warrior, but an alluring feminine figure, wearing a red wrap-style dress. 

Behind him, fast trotting hooves zipped from table to table. In the bar’s mirror in front of him, he glanced at the Satyr flower girl with an armful of red blooms dropping long-stemmed roses into each glass decanter. 

“Hippy—Pan’s hooves! Please tell me you’re not here for—” He took in her auburn hair, curled and styled into a messy, sexy look. He leaned closer. “Are you wearing makeup?”

Un-fucking-believable. Kempor Hippolyte, Queen Savella’s bodyguard, here to find her mythic of worth on a speed-date. 

And looking damn hot.

She wasn’t his type, though. Besides, he never fished off the company pier. Hippy had been on the royal force as long as he had. 

A look of disgust rolled his way. “Don’t be ridiculous, dumbass. I’ve got a date later. I do have somewhat of a private life.”

Spike set her wineglass on a cocktail napkin, and Alek grudgingly pushed a few greenbacks across the counter. “I got it.”

It appeared everyone had a love life, except for him.

*~*~*
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OH MY GODS. HE’S STILL here! And chatting it up with a gorgeous female. 

The knot in Ella’s stomach tightened to match her grip on the clipboard. Couldn’t be an ugly Minotaur sitting next to him. Oh no, it’d have to be someone with a killer figure and sculpted arms who probably spent hours in the gym every day.

Glancing down, she gazed in disgust at her simple brown, shin-length skirt and sturdy leather shoes. I look like shit. This gig had better make some serious money, because wearing hand-me-downs and clothes Mama chose made her the Troll who lived under the bridge. 

Al’s long fingers stroked his goatee.

Ella imagined how it might feel if he were to stroke her cheek the same way. 

Ridiculous. She shook her head. The Centaur was Mount Olympus handsome and she—well, she was a plain Troll who lived at home with her parents. 

Her breast tingled where his palm touched earlier. Another opportunity missed. She should have turned to him and smiled, instead of offering to castrate him with a snarl. His aura, violet and dark red, all but exploded with sensuality.

Under a heavyweight black vest, he wore a crisp white shirt and a gold neck chain that winked reflections off the glow stones when he moved. The luster of his hindquarters shone a warm dark brown, his tail swished tangle-free. For a Centaur, he looked very stylish—and dangerous. Even in this trendy café, he seemed observant, calculating, and in control. The male with the warm hand appeared a little hard and unforgiving.

The woman next to him leaned her head back and laughed at something Al said. Deep auburn and luxurious, her hair picked up the lighting and glistened with a thousand facetted sparks. 

Ella’s own hair was carrot red, almost an orange, and unbelievably ugly. 

Like her dress....and her shoes. 

A further scan of the drinkers at the bar, and her stomach dropped to her toes. Eli, her younger brother, sat on a backless stool, wearing his strawberry-blond hair in a perfect part and a pressed linen shirt. 

Next to him sprawled a Minotaur, who hadn’t bothered to cleanup before coming out for the evening. 

Crap. Why is Eli here? On purpose, she sent him the stink eye. 

And on purpose, her brother winked back. 

The Satyr cocktail waitresses also eyed her brother, batting their glued-on eyelashes at him. 

Figures, he would inherit all the looks and charm while she was left with whatever he didn’t need. Ella turned away and stared at the names on her clipboard. Insecurity wormed its way in and she clenched her jaw tight. It didn’t matter what she looked like, she wasn’t here as a participant. She owned Troll-y Yours, the speed-dating service, and used the café to make money. 

Nothing more.

Anger forged steel into her backbone and she marched over to where she’d left her water glass. Taking a sip, her straying gaze shifted to the barstool couple again. 

The lady’s straight back and squared shoulders exhibited confidence.

Ella self-consciously straightened her slouched shoulders, too.

“There’s a line forming outside. Want to start letting them in?”

Ella sighed and nodded to Sacha. “Fine with me. I’ll greet and seat at the door.”

After glancing once more at the bar to top-off her tankful of nerves, she worked to keep her spine straight and not shuffle toward the door. 

This is going to be a long night.
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After seating the final client for participation in the second session, Ella had one male spot left open. A quick run-through of the clipboard verified someone named Bastian hadn’t shown. She glanced at Al who, to her surprise, winked and smiled in her direction. Twisting to look behind her and not seeing to whom his devilish grin was for, she frowned. 

It didn’t matter who he flirted with, or why he hadn’t left with his friend. Ella needed a warm male body to fill that empty seat.

Farther down the bar, her brother and his friends gathered for another rousing toast. A female Satyr, with two cute dimples in her smiling cheeks, joined them and looped her arms around Eli’s waist. 

Whatever. May he get laid and catch Stalk Atrophy. Ella immediately dismissed asking Eli’s Satyr and Minotaur males—they hadn’t even bothered to clean up before hitting the nightlife. 

A crooked path between the tables brought Ella directly in front of the Centaur’s powerful front hooves, his tall figure the color of a bay horse. Muscles rippled beneath his white shirt, quickening her pulse.

Al stared at her intently. “Hello, sweet Ella.” His slow grin curled her Troll toes. “What can I do for you?”

How about tuck me into bed for the next hundred years? “Well.” She swallowed. “You could help me out. I’m one male short to finish the last session.”

Dark brows arched over his sultry brown eyes. “What’s in it for me?” 

The man was arrogant, plain and simple. Unfortunately, his question warranted an answer. She thought fast. “Your speed date will be weeks early, and it’s on the house.” 

Nervous, she moistened her dry lips.

Sitting very still, his eyes tracked the movement of her tongue.

If he didn’t agree, she’d have to ask her damn brother or refund the female. A quick glance behind her showed which table stood with the vacant seat. 

Ella smiled—on the inside.

Al’s gaze observed the table’s single occupant, then cut sharply back to her. Raucous laughter and snatches of conversation filled the café. 

“You’ll owe me one, and you’ll pay according to my terms.” Before she could barter, he added, “If you disagree, I’ll walk out of here. So...sweet Ella. What’ll it be? Me and my deal, or the smelly males over there?”

What choice do I have? “No sex.” Not that he’d even hinted at such a thing. Her face warmed and the tips of her pointy ears burned. Crap. That meant her freckles popped out, each speck a miniature Halley’s Comet.

Wisps of dark hair touched the collar of his neck. Strong, thick fingers stroked his goatee as he measured her for a moment. His eyes gleamed like glassy volcanic rock. 

“I’ll agree to that . . . for now.”

While her heart skipped a beat, she watched as Al gathered his hind legs under him and heaved off the floor to stand. 

He winked once, flicked his tail twice, then made his way to Carryyn’s table. 

Ella shook her head. What was she thinking? She didn’t have a Water Nymph’s chance in hell with this guy—too good looking, too sophisticated, and she was an idiot Troll. Better to not give a crap than get hurt later down the road.

With a drink poised at his lips, her brother frowned in her direction. “Be careful with that one, Ella. He’s out of your league.” Eli’s eyes were large glittering ovals of condemnation.

In order to remain the professional and not the highly irritated sibling, she pressed her lips together and concentrated on controlling her uneven breathing. If anyone could push her buttons, it was Eli. He always knew the exact location of each hurtful stab. Slowly, so there could be no mistaking the words, she mouthed kiss my ass, and turned away.

With the stopwatch held in the air, she pressed the lap button. “You’ve got five minutes. Go!” 

Low murmurs spread across the room, flowing as if it were a live entity. Giggles, coughs, and throats clearing, spilled over the intimate café. 

Carryyn bounced in her chair, babbling away like an excited two-year-old. Silver rings twirled on her horns and matched the four that pierced down each ear. The hoops created quite a sight as they spun a crazy dance. At other tables, heads huddled close, voices whispered.

Ella strolled from her spot near the bar to the rear of the room, passing Al’s speed-date table along the way. She purposely checked the stopwatch to keep her eyes from straying to his features.

So perfect...so symmetrical. Hell, if he were any more flawless, Al would be too beautiful for a male.

She tried to appear as if she ignored him. 

Al apparently, had other ideas. It only took a second, there and gone, for his large hand to reach out and pat her ass in mid-stride. 

“Hey!” She jumped and glared at the smug Centaur seated behind her.

Bright with merriment, he kept his eyes focused directly across the table, never lifting his sight toward her. 

A fast glance around showed no one, especially Eli, had seen the play of patty cake. Ella forced herself to keep a sedate pace. “All right, mythics. One more minute, then the males change tables.”

As much as she hated the thought of being near Eli, the best seat in the house to watch for clients who tried leap-frogging tables, would be the barstool where Al’s female companion had sat earlier. After making a loop through the participants, Ella seated herself with the clipboard in one hand and the stopwatch in the other. 

“Nice turnout, Ella. Does Mom know about this?”

Ella ignored her brother and gazed across the tables. 

Al seemed tough, lean, and sinewy. His profile spoke of power and ageless strength. Depending upon his partnered female, his face either split into a romantic grin or was shot with an unpleasant twist. 

Each time Ella called the announcement to change tables, Al’s gaze landed on her. Every time his eyes met hers, her heart danced in response.

Nitwit ridiculous Troll emotions, that’s all it was. Not having a date in over a decade probably had something to do with the mushy condition of her brain—stimulus overload by handsome Centaurs and Spanish guitar mood music.

“Don’t look now, butter-face. But some hot chick is ready to lick your Centaur’s wicket.” Her brother laughed at his coarse humor. 

Ella turned to glare at Eli, and noted his friends chuckled along with him. She took a deep, exasperated breath and whirled to face the room, hating the nickname Eli had given her: She would’ve been gorgeous...but-her-face.

Seated with Al at the two-spot table, a honey-blonde Wood Nymph with violet eyes cooed and fluttered her lashes. 

A sudden need to slam the clipboard repeatedly against the bar—or Eli’s head—burned at Ella’s willpower with repressed violence. Of course the males would be interested in the Nymphs. They all had what she didn’t—sex appeal. 

Along with a tall willowy figure to die for.

Another deep breath helped to bring the frustration under control. “None of this crap matters, and these people don’t mean anything to me,” Ella muttered under her breath.

“Wanna have a speed-date of our own?” A deep voice blew warm onion-scented air across her cheek.

She nearly jumped out of her skin. “What?” 

Two seats away, Eli let out a snicker that grated on her nerves. “Not to worry, Sis. They say love conquers all, you know.”

Standing near her right elbow, Eli’s Minotaur friend Phranq, pulled his muzzled lips back to form a fleshy bovine smile. The whiskers on his flat upper lip hadn’t seen the sharp edge of a scissor in years. “You...Me...Date.” 

For a Minotaur, he wasn’t bad looking. Ella had certainly seen worse. But that was neither here nor there. She didn’t get the hots for that race of mythics. Not by a long shot. 

No sense in being rude, however, especially if he were a potential client. “I’m sorry,” Ella replied. “I’m not available. But you can see there are plenty of females who are.” She waved her arm toward the last session of speed daters. “How about I sign you up for our next session?”

“Give it a rest, Phranq. You don’t want to mess with her.”

“What is it with you?” Ella slid off the barstool and faced Eli. “Isn’t there somewhere else for you to go?”

Her brother caught the bartender’s watchful eye. “Let me have another antidote.” Then, he grinned and turned in his seat to face her. “Nope. There’s nowhere I’d rather be.”

“Is this guy bugging you?” Phranq bunched the muscles in his neck and shoulders, then shook his short horns at Eli.

Ella said yes the same moment Eli said no.

Phranq shrugged and lumbered back to his stool, mumbling something about airheaded Trolls.

Positive that each of her freckles was a tiny sunburst on a pale backdrop, Ella gritted her teeth and lifted her hand to see the stopwatch. Crap.

“Time, people.” She clicked the stopwatch button and grabbed the clipboard from the bar counter. Listening to her brother’s inane drivel ran her two minutes over. “Be sure to see me if you want to sign up for another session.”

Al’s tall figure loitered head and shoulders above the crowd, making him easy to spot within the milling attendees. As if he felt her eyes on him, he smiled and gave Ella a jaunty salute, winking in the process. 

His damn wink scrubbed at her raw patience. No doubt he’s thinking of collecting his debt, the arrogant ass. Somehow, the thought of how he would recoup made her body grow warm and she flexed her inner thigh muscles. 

No sex—that’s what she’d told him. 

But why not? her libido countered.

Females buzzed around Al as if they were mosquitoes and he the only blood source. They fawned over one another to catch his attention. An aggressive Satyr stood on a chair to gain advantage above the others, flashing blood-red painted hooves at any female unlucky enough to come close. Even with the added height, the nanny barely reached Al’s chest.

Ella glanced at the departing crowd and took note of a viable fact—the only race in scarce attendance tonight?

Trolls. 

A cold reminder of how the mythic kingdom viewed her people. 

*~*~*
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“OOOH, KEMPOR ALEKSANDER. Your arms are so big.”

“Yes, thank you—”

“I’ll be your date tonight!”

“Choose me, and you’ll never look at another female again,” a little Satyr who’d jumped up on a vacated chair, shouted.

Surprised at her outlandish boast, Alek gaped at her. “That’s what I’m afraid of.” 

She beamed in return, clearly not following his two-fold message. 

The sea of coy fluttering lashes, fake smiles, and overly bright eyes repelled him faster than a strip teasing Minotaur. Male or female, the bovines made excellent soldiers. Dancers . . . they were not. 

All that aside, Alek wasn’t interested in the same old take-out menu.

Ignoring the plumped-up breasts displayed in come-and-get-me form, he searched the thinning crowd for a familiar red head—and found her taking names on that infernal clipboard, near the front door. Anger curled low in his belly when he noted her small hand pushing away the same dirty Minotaur male who’d bothered her at the bar. 

Ella stepped away, only to have the Minotaur shadow her movement.

“Excuse me, ladies. I have your names, so I’ll bid each of you safe journey tonight.” Alek dodged the groping hands that patted his firm hindquarters.

The Satyr girl tried to cup him below as her doe eyes gleamed mischief in brown seduction, bleated a heated proposal in low tones. 

I’ve lost my fucking mind if I walk away from the offer of three females in a bed, to rescue a Troll who waves her dislike for me like a red flag.

His four legs moved of their own accord. The throng of milling speed daters, parted to give him a direct path. 

Insane—or perhaps wholly in his right mind—the element of Aleksander’s soldier nature, led him to protect the scowling Ella. 
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Eli frowned at the rosy glow that slowly spread over his sister’s beautiful face. While she never considered herself anything but butt-ugly, he knew otherwise. He constantly watched Ella turn male heads wherever she went, oblivious to the attention. 

Tonight was no different, but for one exception. This time someone had caught her eye as well. Damn you, Mother, for treating Ella this way.

Kempor Aleksander wasn’t a match he’d have picked for his sister, not with the soldier’s sterling reputation of love ‘em and leave ‘em. Built for battle and married to his royal duties, the old warhorse would never honor a commitment to a female. Old...being the operative word—this male must’ve seen at least two centuries worth of winters.

Eli wished he had the gift of reading auras. He’d read the Centaur’s intent in a flash.

Ella lifted the book bag strap to settle over her shoulder while she wore a dreamy smile. 

He shook his head. The giant carrier made her ass look two axe handles wide. 

A few participants of her idiotic speed-dating event stood huddled in small groups, while others exited the café to join evening foot traffic in the palace mall. 

Too bad Ella’s sweet spot was about to be invaded by a thickheaded Minotaur who dogged her steps. 

Eli tossed back the last of his drink. The glass clinked softly as he placed it on the bar. “Ella, make sure you go straight home.” 

Last thing Eli wanted was his sister caught in any underworld crossfire because, the gods knew, the dirty came out at night to play.

Too many things had gone wrong in rebel operations over the past year. Failed missions, operatives killed—with the problems all pointing to chaos in the upper level. Violence and betrayal hid behind every boulder in the kingdom. 

And his sister had no idea any of it existed. I’d keep you from it if I could, Sis. Other than his primary contact, no one, not even his family, knew what he did to protect the kingdom. It was safer for everyone this way.

Ella paused beside him. Her wistful expression disappeared, replaced by a hateful sneer. “And if I don’t, are you going to run home and tell on me like a good mama’s boy?” 

A thousand retorts leapt forward. He clenched his jaw and let them dog pile behind gritted teeth. Too many years of getting the sharp end of the stick, Ella’s calloused hide wouldn’t listen. He’d have to follow her part-way home and make sure she arrived safely.

Gods...it pained him to know she blamed him for the way their parents fawned over him. Eli couldn’t blame her. Didn’t matter if he disliked it as much as her, nothing changed their lopsided minds. Despite the way she was treated, she’d done well for herself. 

Sadness sank heavy in his chest knowing she did this to raise money and leave home. Shit, he wished he could let loose his secret.

His Minotaur companion refused to let up and continued to blow in Ella’s ear.

Eli’s irritation grew. “Phranq, do me a favor. Back off my sister.”  

The lines bracketing Ella’s mouth softened, and her eyes flashed with less fury. Even so, without a word she resumed her stride and headed for the door.

He slid off his stool and threw some money on the counter, then nodded at Spike. 

The bull’s idea of backing off wasn’t in the same playbook as his. The Minotaur’s tongue remained in licking distance of her exposed neck.

The close proximity and disgusting lick position just pissed Eli off. He tried to disguise his annoyance in front of the others by shoving his hands down his front pockets.

As Phranq followed Ella, Eli followed Phranq. And the whole while, the Kempor’s eyes burned holes in the back of Eli’s head. 

That’s right, buddy. Keep your eyes on me and not my sister.

No way in hell would Eli allow Phranq to get his hands on her. But as long as she worried he would, her mind wasn’t on the queen’s top man. Eli glanced over his shoulder. The same operate whose experienced eyes sized up the situation and deepened the scowl across his forehead.

Not waiting to find out if the Kempor’s etched lines were permanently engraved, Eli let the café door swing closed behind him. 

Cool air flowed from the public opening at the cavern’s mouth, bringing with it a hint of rain. Embedded glow stones in the ceiling and walls did little for lighting a tunnel large enough to drive a semi-truck through. 

Calling up his Troll eyesight, the dark interior brightened. 

Ten Centaur lengths ahead, Ella held her head high and did her best to ignore the bothersome Phranq. She marched out of the palace with arms swinging in time to her step. Mom’s last year hand-me-down dress hung like baggy overalls on her and made a hideous statements about her nice figure. 

It didn’t seem to turn Phranq off. In fact, his skinny tail lifted in the air, indicating his bovine interest.

Eli took that as his cue to speed up and intercede outside the cavern. 

“Ever see the stars from the boulders at the waterfall?” Phranq moved to place a beefy arm around Ella’s shoulders.

“Not lately.” Ella sidestepped the hairy arm and the accompanying malodorous armpit. 

“Then let’s go.” Phranq grabbed her hand and tugged to the right, opposite the direction from their parent’s home. The bull encountered no problem in dragging Eli’s unwilling sister over a rise in the topography.

“Come on, Phranq.” Eli caught up with them and laid his hand on the Minotaur’s shoulder, feeling the strength flex beneath. “We’ve got work to do.” 

Ella jerked back her arm, but the action didn’t break Phranq’s shackling grip. “You idiot.” She yanked again. “You can’t see the stars tonight. It’s raining.”

Phranq gave a deep chuckle and shook his horned head. “Who said anything about stargazing?”

“You did.” Eli and Ella shouted at the same time.

The last thing Eli wanted was to piss off Phranq. He needed to keep a close eye on him, since the Minotaur was the only mythological he’d met who claimed close ties to the rebellion leaders. And he wanted to meet the heads in charge. It could be all crap talk, but no way to know until it played out. Then, he could judge whether the idiot Minotaur knew anything or not.
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