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Description




Three women's lives entwined in pain: one reeling from the loss of her family, one fleeing a broken heart, and one without her memory. Can they overcome the secrets and betrayals surrounding them to find answers and trust the men they've fallen for? 


      [image: ]No one could have predicted the car accident that took the lives of Anna’s parents on a rainy Seattle street. Grief-stricken, she hides in the arms of a dark-eyed stranger whose deep voice and powerful touch melt her frozen body and teach her how to live again. But there is something odd about him, and when the truth of her parents' estate comes to light, a deal to pay off all her debts for five years of work on Muspelheim is too enticing to resist. So what if she's only human, and she didn’t know aliens existed until now?

When Valkyrie Mist of Asgard visits her parents' home in California, she assumes the worst she'll deal with is their narcissist tendencies and shallow lifestyle. They've never seen eye-to-eye on her decision to become a Valkyrie. Still, it gives her somewhere to lick her wounds after the Elven Sea God's betrayal pierced her heart. But the oceanside home isn't the haven she'd hoped for when enemies decide on payback. They didn’t count on her catching the eye of the demon dragon lord, Prince Pazuzu, when they stranded her on Muspelheim.

Who are the people surrounding her? Why is this baby calling her mama? In a single moment, Princess Shannon of Asgard forgets her soulmates, her friends, and her son. Asgardian medicine can't find a solution to her curse, but the Elven Goddess of Memory might be able to help if Shannon can gather the ingredients for the potion. How hard can it be to collect a feather from a Jotun snow griffin, blood from a Niflheim lilu, or nectar from an orchid that only blooms during Vanaheim's full moon? Oh… and let's not forget a demon dragonscale only found on Muspelheim, home of the ancient enemies of Asgard. 








  
  
Preface




Welcome to the Gods Among Us Universe. It's inspired by an amalgamation of world mythologies including Norse, West Coast First Nations, Mesoamerican, Celtic, Greek, Roman, Mesopotamian, Egyptian, and Asian, blended with our current modern world, and expanded to other worlds across multiple solar systems within this created universe. I take copious liberties with world mythologies, twisting them as needed to serve the interests of my stories. No disrespect is intended to any original ancient sources, cultures, or religions associated with these world mythologies. 

World mythology pre-dates modern usage in popular culture. Characters in my fiction created from these mythologies share some traits and occasional backstory elements with popular culture characters since both are sourced from the same ancient material. Reference to popular world culture provides a sense of the real world in the Earth-based scenes and would be familiar to characters living in a version of our modern world. 

This second series within the Gods Among Us Universe, the Shadows of Asgard, focuses on characters that were secondary in the first series, the Triquetra Prophecy, expands the journey of some of those primary characters, while also introducing new characters, realms, and cultures. While Winds of Fate Waves of War takes place immediately after Origin, the last book of the Triquetra Prophecy trilogy, the trilogy does not have to be read first to understand the events of Winds of Fate Waves of War. However, I do recommend it, as readers will find many spoilers to the Triquetra Prophecy trilogy within the Shadows of Asgard series. Tropes included in Winds of Fate Waves of War are: dangerous secrets, enemies-to-lovers, love triangle, throuple or triad, power dynamics, the quest, memory loss, deal with the devil, feisty heroine, morally grey love interest, and fish-out-of-water. For information on trigger warnings within Winds of Fate Waves of War, please see my website (www.melodygracehicks.com). As this is book one of the series, it ends with some unanswered questions, but does wrap up the main romance plot lines.

Since this author is Canadian, this book is written in Canadian English, which means there is a 'u' in colour, a 'z' in realize, and 'll' in tunnelling. These and other variations from strictly UK English or strictly American English are not spelling errors, but rather reflect the unique combination that is Canadian English. 








  
  

Chapter 1

Regrets 





The Present (Asgardian Calendar)

Why had she thought this visit might be different? Valkyrie Mist of Asgard bit back her sigh, taking in the elaborately decorated table, complete with white linens, china, and crystal. For Norn's sake, she should know better. Her parents never changed. 

Actually, no. A dull throb began in her temples. In fact, they’d gotten worse. 

With mounting irritation, Mist tried to tune out her mother’s prattle about her latest fashion designs and the brilliance of her photographer in capturing their essence. 

Essence. Right.

She restrained an eye roll. The only essence being captured was the photographer’s. Mist recognized that sly gleam in Arachne’s blue eyes. Her mother was screwing the man and delighted in alluding to it in front of her father. Yet the smirk on Triton’s lips as he continued to eat at the other end of the table was all the answer Mist needed. Her father was fucking someone else, too—probably his secretary—and he knew Arachne had discovered his infidelity. Again. 

It was a game to them. 

One Mist had never understood. 

Neither parent was capable of a faithful relationship. Yet, they’d stayed together in this quasi-open battle of one-upmanship for the better part of seven hundred years, or at least, as long as she could remember.

With her glass lifted, she stared into the dark burgundy Californian wine—the product of one of her father’s numerous business deals. Why had she come? She should have refused to visit when Heimdall passed on her parents’ request. She hated bearing witness to their incessant needling, the false-faced sycophants they surrounded themselves with, and the unending parties and discussions about appearance, clothes, accessories, cars, houses, and jewels. They epitomized the worst, shallow West Coast stereotype, yet thrived on that shit as it fed their godly energies.

She bloody well loathed it.

Father held up a perfectly manicured, tanned hand—an illusion like the blond hair hiding his natural blue strands. Immortals didn’t tan or burn from sun exposure. Their skin healed too fast. “Enough, Arachne. We haven’t seen Mist in ten years. Let her speak. What’s the latest news from Asgard, my dear?” He lifted a spoonful of cioppino to narrow lips, flashing his diamond-studded platinum Rolex.

Mist bit back a snort. Like they really cared. 

Her parents hadn’t been to Asgard since they’d left to avoid the last Sidhe-Asgardian war four hundred Asgardian years ago. They’d fought against her becoming a Valkyrie. They didn’t want her “wasting her beauty” to fight in Odin’s war. What had they cared that every month, thousands of mortals were being kidnapped, tortured, and sacrificed to feed the Unseelie Winter Realm’s greed for power? 

Her fingers tightened on her spoon.

No, instead, her forever-shallow parents had moved from party to party through the last two thousand Midgardian years—time moving five times faster on Midgard than on Asgard—first with the Romans in their decadent lifestyles, then Constantinople in time to miss the fall of Rome, on to various European royal courts during the middle ages, and New York in time to avoid the world wars, before landing in California half a century ago. They had a knack for escaping conflict and finding the next rising civilization.

But she hadn’t come to argue or bring up the past. They’d never change. It was pointless to frustrate herself by trying. Better to discuss things they would be interested in. 

“It’s Prince Áedán’s first birthday in a month, and it promises to be a wonderful celebration.” At least, Mist hoped it would be. As long as Princess Shannon and Prince Loki of Asgard—Áedán’s parents—with their new consort, Prince Elatha of Atlantia, were successful in bringing Loki’s older brother Baldur back from Helheim, restoring him to life, and removing the death curse from little Áedán. No small quest.

Silence greeted her, and Mist glanced up from her soup. Both her parents held blank expressions. 

A slight frown creased Mother’s model-smooth forehead, full red lips pursed as she met Father’s gaze. “Do we know a Prince Áedán, Triton?”  

He cocked a blond eyebrow, then tapped a thick finger on the table. “Prince Thor has a mortal wife, and their offspring wouldn’t be recognized as Asgardian royals. I presume Prince Loki has had a son?” He paused, then sneered, “Wait, didn’t we see a media flap over some woman of his going into labour on the red carpet five years ago? With the time difference, that’d be about right for it to be the kid’s first birthday on Asgard.” 

Mist gritted her teeth and fought the instinct to hurl her spoon at his face. Asshole. Shannon was one of her best friends. Father or not, she was not going to listen to him denigrate her princess. After a slow inhale, she took her time exhaling, delaying her answer. “Yes, Loki has a son with his soulmate and consort, Princess Shannon.”

In the midst of admiring her own reflection in her wineglass, Mother’s mouth dropped open, her eyes meeting Mist’s. “The Norns gave Loki a soulmate? After killing Baldur?”

Mist’s pulse pounded harder in her temple, spiking into her left eye. Mother’s tone was like the screeching of the Wild Hunt’s banshees that Mist fought yesterday on Alfheim to give Loki, Shannon, and Elatha the chance to escape and start the journey to Helheim. 

Don’t engage. Do not go down that black hole, Mist. Keep it light and get the fuck out of here. Small doses, remember? 

“Yes, for you, it would have been about eight years ago that Princess Shannon joined the royal family. Áedán is a handful. He’s inherited the ability to portal.”

Father barked a laugh. “Seems appropriate for a kid of Loki’s to keep him on his toes. So our Black Prince playboy has gotten himself shackled again. Well, I’m sure he knows how to get around that when he tires of diapers and the same old piece of ass.” He shrugged a negligent shoulder. “Or he could let her get killed like his last wife.” 

Red washed over Mist’s vision, the thumping in her head intensifying to dwarven hammers on blacksteel. The mocking tone and the toothy smile aimed at Mother had Mist carefully placing her now-bent spoon on the table before she caused bloodshed. Sigyn’s horrific death at the hands of the Unseelie in the last war still haunted Mist and the other Valkyries. She’d been one of theirs—a sister warrior. And Norns knew it still tormented Loki. To joke, to blame him for his loss—cold, misty air lifted strands of hair from her neck and swirled around her body as she fought for control. 

Slowly, she pushed her chair back from the table with a screech on the Italian tile floor. 

Mother tore her glare from Triton to tilt her head and frown. “Where are you going, dear?”

Mist met Father’s smirk with a deliberately calm facade. “I’m going to go walk off this rich food. Thank you for dinner.” Before I smash your fucking face in, you traitorous, cheating bastard. Jaw clenched while she tried not to audibly grind her teeth, Mist inclined her head and left the dining room with its rich furnishings and stone-cold inhabitants. Her parents immediately began sniping at each other, their waspish tones chasing her down the hall.  

By the time she’d stalked through the house, out onto the back deck, and descended the rocky stairs winding down the cliff face to the beach at the base of their Malibu home, her headache was easing. Already dark, the Pacific Ocean crashed on the rock-and-sand-carved shore in a moonlit sparkle. Unlike the weighty tension of her parents’ dining room, the spray from breaking waves caressed her body with a familiar, comforting tingle. Mist dropped to the damp sand, closed her eyes, inhaled the fresh salt-laden air, and listened to the rhythmic sound, letting it soothe her soul. 

Yggdrasil’s roots, she hated visiting her parents. Already worried about her best friend’s quest, the last thing she needed was her father’s callous comments. At least she knew Shannon, Loki, and Elatha made it to Midgard, where the door to Helheim awaited them. Heimdall had verified the ruse she’d played yesterday to distract the Unseelie worked to pave the way for the others to escape Alfheim undetected. But damn it, she wished she knew how they were doing. 

“Please, Norns, please watch over them,” she whispered.

Like an itch she couldn’t get rid of, her father’s words echoed in her mind—“tires of diapers and the same old piece of ass”—and an image of Manannan Mac Lir overlaid her father’s true visage. Both with vibrant blue hair and piercing blue eyes in their native forms, the Elven sea god was broader-shouldered and more powerfully built than her half-Elven, half-Aesir father. Before dear old Dad abandoned his seafaring ways in her early years, Triton had often interacted with Manannan. Awed by the sea god when she was a child, then undeniably attracted as an adult, Mist had thought the male might be different, only to discover his infidelity when they’d barely begun to explore one another.  

No fucking integrity. Just like her father.

Her fingers dug into the golden sand. 

Why had she let Manannan spin her head with his clever tongue, thick muscular body, and sexy smile? He’d made her feel special. That they’d shared water as their element—although her powers were paltry compared to his—had been another aspect she’d cherished in their few short days together. 

“Did you enjoy fucking the station commander?” 

“Don’t be so crude, Elada. If you’d pull your head out of your ass, you’d attract more females, too.”

Norns, Manannan’s words had speared her. Even now, Mist rubbed at the ache in her chest. Not meant for her, but it didn’t make them any less painful when she overheard the conversation, standing there, barely out of sight, with her heart bleeding. 

It wasn’t right that it still hurt a week later. They’d only had a couple of days together, after all.

She pounded her fist on the sand. That fucking sea god had gone from her bed immediately to another’s, not even able to go half a day without dipping his cock while she and Shannon trained with the Elven prophetess and warrior, Scota. If that’s what he’d wanted, he could have been upfront about it. It wasn’t as if she hadn’t known he liberally shared himself previously. She’d seen him with the Atlantean queen. But, no. Instead, he’d misled her by asking for exclusivity, only to turn around and fuck someone else a few days later. 

Obviously, Mist had been a conquest—a toy to play with. 

A piece of ass. 

Fury tore a raw scream from Mist’s throat. “You are all fucking the same! Worthless cheating bastards!” 

Her attempt at calm lost, she stood and kicked off her sandals. She jerked her elegant, woven peasant blouse over her head and tossed it onto the nearby rocks. Why the fuck had she bothered to try to impress her mother? Next came her bra. With impatient fingers, she unbuttoned her cotton shorts and dragged both her panties and shorts off to join the rest of her clothes. Naked, she strode into the breaking waves. 

If she couldn’t relax listening to the water, perhaps a hard swim would rid her of this fucking turmoil. 

Cold water hit her feet, and she shivered as she waded out. Not a surprise, given it was December in California. A gasp escaped when it reached her hips, gooseflesh rising, and nipples pebbling. Still, she continued deeper, then dove as the next wave crested. 

Like the caress of a lover, the ocean’s touch slid over her, and she pushed further into its embrace. With smooth strokes, she swam in the dark until the need for air grew urgent. Reluctantly, she rose to the surface.

The shore was a kilometre distant. Up on the cliffside, lights in her father’s office and her mother’s studio revealed that they’d finished dinner and separated to their own areas of the house. Not soulmates, Mist didn’t understand why they stayed together, despite all the arguments and cheating. Their relationship continued in an endless, toxic cycle. 

Mother had shrugged when Mist had asked a few hundred years ago. “We still love each other, Mist.”

Yet Mist couldn’t do it. She couldn’t live like them, with the constant lies and pain inflicted by someone supposed to love her. Once a lover cheated on her, she was done with them. She either kept things uncommitted, her heart out of the equation, with all parties knowing the score and free to be with whomever, or she insisted on fidelity. No in-between. No second chances. She had no time for liars and cheats. 

Not even blue-haired sea gods that fucked like a fertility god, curled her toes, and had her screaming in ecstasy. 

With a curse at her inability to keep her thoughts from straying to Manannan, Mist swam back towards shore. As much as she wanted to return to Asgard and not deal with her parents’ shit, she’d agreed to stay a week or two. Surely, she could survive that long around them without losing her mind. 

Maybe? 

Bor's balls, perhaps she’d ask Kara to join her. Her fellow Valkyrie and other best friend knew her parents, knew their temperaments and challenges. 

Distracted by her internal musings, the pinprick of pain took a second to register. Mist frowned at her shoulder as she rose out of the surf. A tiny silver dart was embedded in the muscle. 

With a swift swipe, she plucked the dart from her skin and crouched in the shallow water, scanning her surroundings. But despite her excellent night vision, grey crept in from the edges. Everything blurred, then faded.




      [image: ]

When would he learn to stop trying for more? Elven sea god Manannan Mac Lir thumped a fist on the counter as he glared at his reflection. Why was he so hung up on one sassy, curvaceous sprite, anyway? Shells, he should move on. Mist clearly didn’t want him anymore. 

No surprise. 

None of the women he connected with seemed to want more than casual sex with him. 

With a snort of disgust, he left the rest chamber in the Atlantean outpost, descended the spiral stairs, and strode out the base of the tower. The path before him was lit by green-tinted bioluminescent light from algae growing at the surface of the force shield holding back the dark waters of the East China Sea. 

Commander Elle, a fine Atlantean woman with gorgeous midnight-and-silver skin, white braids, and a lean figure, had made her interest known when he’d arrived at the small underwater city the day before yesterday. But Manannan’s usual raging libido had disappeared. Evaporated the same day Mist froze him out. No matter how many times he tried to convince himself to accept her decision, it rankled. As he had for the last week and a half, he’d spent the night alone, tossing and turning over that blasted stubborn Valkyrie. Eventually, he’d given up on getting more sleep. 

Why wouldn’t Mist speak to him? That glare she’d given him when they parted on Tír na nÓg—he hated, absolutely hated that she wouldn’t talk to him about whatever sea urchin had crawled up her ass. And he’d tried… several times. 

Damn it. He’d even asked Shannon, but Mist’s best friend hadn’t known either.

His fists clenched.

Shells, they’d been so good together. He thought she felt the same. That maybe this time… Yet in one afternoon, it crashed down around him. She’d melted for him like hot butter on toast in the morning, but when he returned from the Atlantean outpost after her training with Scota… well, he was lucky she hadn’t stabbed him with the ice in her eyes. 

Although he might have preferred it.

That sexy, blue-haired brat had the cold shoulder move perfected. 

Manannan kicked a piece of white shell on the path. Leaving her to take on part of the Unseelie Wild Hunt while he spirited Shannon, Loki, and Elatha away bothered him—maybe more than it should. If Kara, the Asgardian Goddess of Battle Strategy and fellow Valkyrie, and Maeve, the Seelie Goddess of War and Lust, hadn’t been with Mist, he’d never have been able to leave the stubborn sprite to face those odds. Still, it left a sour taste on his tongue and squirming eels in his belly. 

That damned feisty, smart-mouthed Valkyrie had better be fine. 

Maybe he should… his jaw flexed, teeth grinding. No, she didn’t want to see him. Fuck, she’d barely spoken a word to him, but she threw glares like bloody cannonballs.

Continuing down the path, he frowned. 

Were his eyes deceiving him? He squinted. Was that—? 

His heart pounded as he recognized the silver-and-black form of the Atlantean in front of him. “Elatha! Wait up. Where are Loki and Shannon?” he called out, breaking into a jog to catch up. Damn it, what had happened? He was sure they’d left yesterday for a meeting with the Shen Eight Immortals to get permission to use the gate to Helheim in China, territory the Shen insisted was theirs.

Elatha waved a hand but kept his quick pace. “Manannan, hey. They’re waiting for me on a beach in China. We needed a power source before we head to the door to Helheim.” 

Something about his tone was off, as if his throat was thick. Why wouldn’t Elatha look at him? The Atlantean prince was striding fast, and it twanged Manannan’s instincts.

“You got permission from the Shen to travel through their territory, then? Or are you trying to get through, regardless?” He joined Elatha in the direction of the water gate, taking in the worry furrowing the prince’s brow.

Elatha’s gaze finally met his, and Manannan’s heart clenched at the tears welling in the prince’s silver starburst eyes. “We got permission, but Ao Guang and his two brothers showed up. Loki’s hurt. I need to get back to him.” He increased his speed, and Manannan stretched his legs to match.

Loki was hurt? He had to have been protecting Elatha and Shannon. No way could a Shen water dragon take out Asgard’s strongest warrior. Not one-on-one.

But that fucking trio of arrogant barnacles was underhanded. They wouldn’t hesitate to ambush and gang up on someone. The triplets made the mistake of attacking him a few years back when they’d decided to destroy a reef he’d just restored in the Pacific Ocean, but no fucking limp cucumber water dragon was going to best him in the seas. 

“Is there anything I can do? Let me at least guard your back as you return,” he offered, chest tightening. The young prince could so easily be his offspring, as he suspected Elatha’s younger sister was. Especially with the way the Atlantean queen welcomed Manannan to her bed, almost like one of her consorts whenever he visited her capital on Tír na nÓg. Almost, but she had never once offered more, despite their shared child. 

Like he wasn’t worthy of being a true consort. 

He shut down those depressing thoughts. Now wasn’t the time to dwell on his failed romantic relationships. Not when Elatha needed him. 

“Once you are safe with them, I’ll retreat into deeper waters, but you know how to get in touch with me if you need me, right?”

“Appreciated. Yes, I have one of your messenger shells,” Elatha agreed. After cycling through the gate’s force field and into the dark, icy waters of Litauī, they sped towards the nearby shore of China. 

“What are Loki’s injuries?”

“Skull fracture, concussion, cuts and bruises, maybe a broken wrist, and that’s after Shannon healed what she could. That fucking bastard smashed Loki into a cliff, a jagged rockface, and then he fell, hitting more on the way down. It scared the squid ink out of me, Manannan. I thought Ao Guang had killed him. Loki passed out in my arms,” Elatha said, his voice shuddering. “But he woke again before I left.”

Danu’s tits. “How did you get away?” Was Shannon powerful enough to take on the Vermillion dragon of the South, the Black dragon of the North, and the Azure dragon of the East all at once? If so, Manannan had greatly underestimated her mastery of her elemental goddess powers. Shells, she’d only come into her powers within the last year and a half.

“Ao Run arrived and helped us, as did Lü Dongbin.”

Ah, of course. The White Dragon of Justice often cleaned up after his brothers. While Manannan avoided the terrible triplets, he and Ao Run had enjoyed killing numerous bottles of mead together. 

“Yes, Ao Run is the best of the Shen dragon lords. He’s got a wicked sense of humour, but he’s entirely honourable,” Manannan reassured Elatha as they slowed to approach the shore and not create a tsunami. Even Atlanteans couldn’t keep up with the Seelie sea god’s top speed, but he’d towed the prince in his wake without being obvious about it. Young males had their pride, after all. 

Further dampening the waves as they rose from the water, he stayed in the shallows as Elatha strode ashore. Manannan released a long exhale, tension leaving when he spied Shannon sitting with Loki in her arms, kissing. If the Asgardian were well enough to use his fertility god powers to help heal, he'd be back on his feet soon. 

Elatha turned to Manannan, a smile finally on his lips. “Thank you, Sea God. I know I wouldn’t have made it back here as fast if you hadn’t accompanied me.”

Manannan shrugged, but smiled back. Guess he hadn’t been as subtle as he’d thought. “Be safe, Elatha. I look forward to talking with you at Áedán’s birthday party after your successful quest.”

Worry flashed over Elatha’s dark face, but he nodded, waved, then strode the remaining distance to his soulmates. 

A soulmate. By the first shell, it’d be amazing to have that connection, to know this person or people were meant for him, a union blessed by the fates. Manannan sank back into the waves—no sense wishing for something that would never happen.








  
  

Chapter 2

A Quirk of Fate





Four Months Ago (Asgardian Calendar)

How had her life gone from bright lights and promise to utter devastation in a few short months? A shiver crawled up Anna Latifi’s spine, and she huddled deeper into the calf-length black trench coat borrowed from her mother’s closet. 

Not that her mom would need it again. She wouldn’t know Anna had taken it. 

Or that Anna had splattered mud on her mother’s black patent heels and ruined them, most likely. The sodden ground squelched under Anna’s shifting feet. Why had she been foolish enough to wear heels to the cemetery? Her mother would have been furious with her. Heck, she could almost hear her, that parental tone that never failed to make Anna duck her head and vow to do better.

Another tear slipped down her cheek, joining the rain trickling from her hair, sliding into the collar of her jacket, and soaking her thin blouse and skirt. She’d tried to find her dad’s umbrella, the big black one with the oak handle. It hadn’t been in his closet or the hall closet. He’d probably had it in the car.

Anna swallowed, trying not to imagine the horrific event—the deer frozen by bright lights, surrounded by night, the screech of brakes on a rain-slick mountain road, the screams, panic, and rending of metal and fragile flesh. Please god, she hoped it was quick. That they didn’t linger. The policeman said her parents were dead when help arrived. She hoped that meant quick. She couldn’t stand the idea that they’d suffered.

The priest’s words were drowned out by the heavy rain pelting the glossy brown caskets. Instead, Anna’s gaze followed the water’s path as it spattered into smaller droplets and ran in rivulets off the sides to the dark soil below. Too-bright fake green turf surrounded the empty holes, hid the gaping earthen wound, and covered the mounds of dirt waiting to cascade onto her only family, locking them forever within the unforgiving wet ground.

The words stopped, yet the rain continued its rapid tattoo, intensifying—a blurring grey sheet pouring from the heavy sky. A few pats on her shoulder from her parents’ friends, a murmured condolence from the priest, and in minutes, only she remained with the man lowering the coffins into the graves.

Once finished, he spoke, but the meaning didn’t register. The fake grass was removed. Sodden earth was poured into each grave by the little bobcat until the holes disappeared, leaving a dark bruise in the surrounding grass. Then, even the sound of the bobcat disappeared. The rain slowed to a drizzle. To an occasional drop. The clouds lifted slightly, just enough to bring Seattle’s skyline into view.

Drenched, shivering, fingers and toes numb despite the mild temperature, Anna slowly shuffled away from her parents, her soul cracking as mobility returned to frozen muscles and joints. They’d never leave here, and perhaps her heart was buried along with them.

Numb inside and out, she stumbled to the bus stop, waited for the correct bus, and rode it to East Adler Street, two blocks from the three-story Victorian that was her childhood home. She trudged up the front porch steps, avoiding the weak spot on the third tread, and dragged the protesting screen door open to reveal the painted navy-blue door.

Keys. Where were her keys? 

She patted her pockets, then recalled the purse hanging off her shoulder. With questing fingertips, she dug through tissues, past her wallet, around stray receipts, and located the metallic ring at the bottom. But she fumbled to unlock the door. The keys fell from nerveless fingers with a clatter as they hit the wooden decking. She sighed, reached for them, and her purse slid off her shoulder, whacking her on the head and thumping into the door.

Anna’s knees collapsed. She sat on the peeling paint of the porch, clutching the keys as another wave of tears blurred her vision. 

How? How had her world disintegrated so fast?

There was nothing left. Just her. 

Oh god. How could they be gone? Why did they leave her alone?

Sobbing, she rocked.

When the storm of grief relaxed its violent grip, she forced herself up, unlocked the door, and stood inside. Still sodden, the long jacket refused to release her arms, but she pried the fabric loose and hung it to drip on the coat rack. The mud-caked heels were kicked off, and a wet trail followed her up the creaking wooden stairs to the second story and the bathroom. As she stripped off her clothes, she turned on the water. The pipes clanked in the walls. Steam filled the room within minutes.

With more haste than coordination, she stepped into the shower and shivered, despite the heat surrounding her. So cold. Every part of her was frozen. The hot water almost hurt, a prickling sensation on her skin. Even so, the pain reminded Anna that she still lived. She scrubbed her dark golden skin until it reddened to a rusty brown, the burning feeling boosting her energy enough to shampoo and condition the black, waist-length silken mass of her hair. By the time she finished, the water had dropped to lukewarm, ending any thought of lingering.  

The cooler bathroom air rushed Anna through drying off and hurried her to her bedroom. Although a little threadbare, she snagged her fuzzy forest-green housecoat from the bedpost and wrapped it around her body, needing the comfort of the familiar.

With the woven plastic hamper containing her sodden clothes propped on a hip, she made her way downstairs, through the kitchen, and into the laundry room, only to be confronted with the stack of her dad’s shirts on the dryer, neatly folded by her mom. Anna dropped the hamper and clutched at the stabbing pain in her chest. Whimpers escaped as she backed out of the room. 

She couldn’t face that. Not yet.

Instead, she retreated to her bedroom, to her blankets. Despite the comfort surrounding her, the day's events haunted her. She tossed and turned, trying not to see the coffins every time she closed her eyes. They were gone. They weren't coming back. In the wee hours of the night, after another wave of crying, exhaustion finally claimed her, and she escaped into sleep. 

The next morning, she woke, showered, and made her way downstairs. In the kitchen, she put the kettle on for tea. Her hands shook. The house was so quiet. 

Too quiet. 

Empty. 

After preparing her tea, she made oatmeal and took both mug and bowl into the family room. Huddled under a yellow-and-blue knitted afghan, she spent the day flipping through shows on Netflix. Even with the television on, the house was silent. 

Empty. 

Lifeless.

She spent the next two weeks the same way, going through the motions. But day by day, the oppression of the quiet house pressed down on her, like a weight she couldn't escape. 

Never had she so wished for a sibling, an aunt, an uncle, cousins, or even grandparents. But her parents had been only children—their parents gone before she was born. She was the last of her family. And holy god, it sucked.

If she ever had kids, she wanted a bunch. Not one. Okay, maybe not a bunch, but more than two. Five? How many could fit in one of those family van things? Seven? Yes, five kids plus her husband and her. 

She snorted as she stared out the kitchen window after washing up the pot she'd used for dinner, gaze unfocused. What a crock. She was as likely to win the dratted lotto as to ever find a man who would stick around long enough to marry. Since moving back home earlier this year, her dating life had been nonexistent.

Progressing rapidly from a raspy whisper to an ear-splitting shriek, the kettle broke the silence, startling her from her musings. She flipped off the gas burner, and it took both hands to pour the steaming water into her tall, green mug, watching the clear liquid hit the tea bag. The scent of bergamot filled the air. She breathed deeply as she carried her tea to the scarred, rectangular oak table that had been a fixture in the room for as long as she could remember.

With her fingers wrapped around the heated ceramic, she sat, her knees drawn up. The table was scattered with bills, a copy of her parents' will that the lawyer had read the day before the funeral, a couple of sympathy cards from two friends back in New York, and the coin dish still full from the last time Dad had emptied his pockets. A corner of a black envelope peeked out from under the stack of bills. The silver symbol on it made her frown. Something about it was familiar.

Anna tugged it out and examined the twin silver lizards—dragons?—crawling down the two sides and along the bottom of the envelope to meet a circular symbol. 

She’d definitely seen the logo before, but where? 

As she turned the paper, a shimmer had her tilting it to see the embossed words “CLUB ILLUSION” across the centre. She’d heard of the nightclub. Heck, who hadn’t? It was a playground for the wealthy and beautiful, a few blocks from Pike Place Market.

Not someplace she’d ever been. 

Nor could Anna imagine her parents going there. They were the meet-friends-for-coffee type. They didn’t go dancing. Good grief, they didn’t even drink. A spike of pain lanced her chest, and her fingers tightened on the paper. 

They would never get the chance to.

She flipped the envelope over and slid her fingertip along to open the flap, then gaped at the contents. A gift certificate for one hundred dollars. A VIP pass.

Where on earth did it come from? She checked the envelope for a note or more information on the front. Nothing. Not even a postage mark. It had to have been a gift, though whoever gave it to her parents must not have known them at all. 

She re-read the gift certificate. It expired in four days, and the club was closed Sundays through Tuesdays. She had tonight or tomorrow to use it... If she wanted to.

Did she? She could climb into bed early, as she had the past couple of weeks and try to forget her loss. No one would care. There wasn’t anyone to say she couldn’t. No one would check on her if she went to bed and stayed there. No job. No boss. No childhood friends still in the area. And she hadn’t exactly been sociable since moving back home a couple of months ago.

But she’d always wanted to check out that club. Getting in was almost impossible. She’d never had the kind of money to spend on a place that posh. With the pass, she wouldn’t have to stand in line. And the gift certificate was more than enough for a couple of drinks.

She chewed on her lip. 

If she wanted to go, this was her chance. Her only chance. She’d never be able to afford it otherwise. And she could people-watch, even if she didn’t know a single soul. It might be nice to lose herself in a crowd. To not be so alone, rattling around in this empty house, haunted by memory. 

To escape the quiet that had become suffocating.

Although… what did she have to wear to a place like that? Maybe she should forget it and hide in bed.

Anna turned the envelope over in her fingers.

No, she'd buried herself enough. Her pulse pounded. She had to get out, meet some people, and live her life. She blew out an unsteady breath. “Well, okay then. Get off your butt, Anna, and let’s go make ourselves pretty.”

After taking a fortifying gulp of tea, she stood and climbed the stairs to her bedroom. Standing at her closet, she shifted hangers aside to examine dress clothes she hadn’t worn since last New Year’s Eve in New York. When she still had a future. Before the disastrous choice to put her name on a report that her boss insisted would lead to a promotion. Instead, she was fired from the environmental consulting company when her boss’s falsified data was revealed. The data she did not know was a lie. He saved his ass at her expense, the rat bastard, and he was the one who got promoted for weeding out corruption within the company. Now, she couldn’t even get an interview. 

The two dresses stared back at her, mocking her past naïve happiness. 

Her gut rebelled at the sequins. No way. She wasn't quite ready for that level of sparkly.

She yanked out the other dress—an ankle-length black, sleeveless sheath. With one slit up her right thigh, it fit snugly. Moreso, once she slipped the spaghetti straps over her shoulders and zipped up the back. With the cowl neckline and built-in bra, she didn’t need additional support, even with her ample chest. 

At least she’d dried her hair from her morning shower. It took little time to add a bit of keratin-smoothing oil to keep her thick hair from frizzing in Seattle’s ever-present humidity, create smoky eyes, and add lip gloss. Gold earrings, necklace, and bracelets completed the look. With her gold clutch, wrap, and stiletto heels in hand, she returned downstairs to gather the envelope, her cell, wallet, and keys.

Anna paused at the front door after putting on her shoes and wrap. 

Was she really going to do this? 

The silence of the house waited to suck her back in, to envelop her in its slow death. Straightening her shoulders and sucking in a deep breath, she yanked open the door. “Heck yes, I am.”

She locked the deadbolt and checked her phone. The bus was due to arrive in a few minutes. She had just enough time to walk the couple of blocks, even in heels. Sure enough, the blue-and-gold number fourteen bus to downtown arrived two minutes after she did. 

A man at the back wolf-whistled when she got on. Creep. Wrapping her arms around her body, she sat near the driver.

Her feet tapped the pale grey metallic floor during the fifteen-minute ride. The gold clutch was slightly damp—her palms sweating—and she discreetly dried her hands on her wrap. Nerves fluttered in her belly. Anna couldn’t decide if her decision was bold or the most ridiculous idea she’d had in months. Still, the thought of returning to her empty house had her stiffening her spine.

Finally, they arrived at her stop. She descended the bus steps with slightly unsteady knees. The earlier rain was a distant memory as the last of the sun’s rays faded below the horizon. A week and a half to the summer solstice, it was already a quarter to ten, with long days and short nights ahead. When she rounded the corner to the club’s entrance, the line extended around the block.

Biting her lip as she held her chin high and strode past the crowd, she ignored the grumbles from those hoping to get into the club and eventually reached the imposing bouncer guarding the roped-off entrance. In an entirely black suit with a black t-shirt underneath that did nothing to hide his thick muscles, the dark-haired and dark-skinned man blended into the yawning opening behind him. Only the glowing silver CLUB ILLUSION sign provided light behind him, as if entering the club was like passing from this world into another, and he was its gatekeeper. 

He eyed her sternly. “Can I help you?”

She swallowed and held out the VIP pass. Was it real? Would he let her in? What if the pass was someone’s idea of a joke gift? Why did she think this was a good idea? What if—

The burly male scanned it, smiled, and opened the red rope for her.

“Have a good evening, miss.”

Her pulse leapt. “Thank you,” she murmured, stepping quickly through the dark, tunnel-like entranceway. She passed the coat check, followed the corridor around a corner, and blinked as she emerged on the main level. The beat of house dance music thumped in her chest. Blue, silver, and purple lights strobed on and off, and the scent of artificial fog, spilled drinks, and hot bodies filled the humid air. On her right, a long glass-and-steel bar ran the room’s length. The main dance floor was straight ahead and packed with couples swaying to the pounding rhythm. To her left were electric-blue booths and shiny silver tables. Roped-off transparent stairs rose two more levels, partially overlooking the main dance floor, but people danced up there as well.

Time to see exactly how VIP this ticket was. 

She worked her way through the crowd to show her pass to another black-suited bouncer, a man only slightly less imposing than the club’s gatekeeper, at the base of the stairs. He unclipped the red rope and let her through. Anna turned back before she’d gone more than a step.

“Which level is this ticket good for?”

His gaze flickered over her. “First time, then?” He flashed her a grin when she nodded. “The top. There are tables, booths, two bars, and a dance floor up there. Enjoy your evening, miss.”

She blinked and spun, trying to recover as she climbed the stairs. Where on Earth did her parents get this? After passing another bouncer who checked her pass, she reached the top floor. Not as packed as the lower two levels, but there was still quite a crowd, with only a few free tables. Anna had no sooner settled at a glass high-top table than a silver-and-blue-clad server was there, asking for her order.

“Do you have spicy pineapple martinis?”

“Sure do. Would you like to set up a tab?” the woman asked, pushing her blond hair back over her shoulder.

Anna handed her the gift certificate, tucking the VIP pass and envelope into her clutch. “Yes, please. I assume this is acceptable?”

The server read it and gave Anna a quick smile. “Certainly. I’ll be right back with your drink.”

True to her word, Anna had barely perused even a quarter of her surroundings before the server was back, placing the golden nectar on her table. She left again just as efficiently, and Anna took her first sip. A nice bite and hint of heat, but not overpowering. It was perfect.

As she raised her glass for a second sip, she continued scanning the upper floor at least, until a jolt of awareness hit, impacting with the breath-stealing lightning of an electric fence. Her skin tingled, and the hair rose at her nape. Surrounding sounds faded. Every thunderous beat of her heart drummed in her ears until that too slowed and froze. The flashing lights and encompassing frenetic activity of the massive nightclub tunnelled, narrowing to a single focus. 

A single table. 

And the dark, magnetic eyes of the well-dressed, stunning man who’d ensnared her gaze.










  
  

Chapter 3

Guilty Pleasure





Anna swallowed. In a black bespoke suit, a white shirt partially unbuttoned, and lounging in a chair, the stranger appeared relaxed, yet entirely dominated the surrounding space. The garments clung impeccably to his muscular shoulders, chest, and thighs, enhancing his powerful build without hiding it. In the strobing lights of the nightclub, a hint of dark scruff shadowed his strong jaw, and the slightest turn of his lips suggested the start of a smile. 

His commanding gaze remained intent on Anna, like the coiled tension of a cat waiting to pounce. Heat climbed her throat and face. She shifted in her seat. 

But she couldn’t drag her eyes away. 

In languid movements, he rose. Her heart stopped. His face revealed alternatively in light, then shadow, he prowled towards her. With a curved scar on one cheek that rose to crease one eyebrow, he wasn’t beautiful or perfect, but handsome in an entirely masculine way. Power and danger bled from him. His eyes were black pools, dark and mysterious, with thick lashes adding to his sensual appeal. Anna’s fingertips itched to thread her fingers through the soft, wavy midnight locks, tousled in careless perfection—that impulse to reach for a wild animal, despite knowing it might be lethal. 

As he drew close, butterflies took flight within her innards. Her breath quickened. Anna pressed a hand to her belly. To keep from blurting something foolish, she took a long drink, draining more than half her glass. Holy god, she wanted to run the cool glass on her forehead and let the condensation wet her skin. She was burning up. 

“May I buy you a drink? A martini, is it?” His low voice shivered over her senses like a physical caress, with an accent she couldn’t quite place. 

Anna licked her lips, trying to find the spit to answer in a mouth gone dry. “Yes.” Her voice emerged in a husky whisper. 

He lifted a hand, and the server appeared. “Please bring her another martini, and a scotch for me.”

“Of course, Mr. Deabru. Another spicy pineapple martini and a twenty-five-year Glenfarclas single malt,” she confirmed and left at his nod. 

Yet still, he continued to hold Anna’s gaze. He was tall, easily over six and a half feet, and towered over her. 

He held out his hand. “I’m Paz Deabru.”

With trepidation, she put her much smaller hand in his. “Anna Latifi.”

His fingers closed over hers, thumb caressing her skin once, twice, then he lifted her hand to kiss her fingers. Her breath caught. Feather-soft, his lips barely brushed her skin, yet a wave of gooseflesh rose on her body. 

“It’s lovely to meet you, Anna. May I join you?” His free hand indicated the stool on his side of the table. 

She swallowed, then managed to squeak, “Yes.” 

He released her hand, placing it gently on the table as he took his seat. Somehow, she hadn’t expected such care when he radiated an aura of wealth, power, sophistication, and danger. Yes, this man could definitely be lethal, but she hadn’t decided whether it was literal or simply to women’s panties everywhere. There was no ring, nor a telltale tan line on his finger, but the Patek Philippe watch on his wrist, and the quality of his clothes spoke volumes.

“So what is it you like about spicy pineapple martinis, Anna?”

His voice was liquid sin, sliding over her flesh and pooling in her abdomen. It took her a minute to process his question. Fortunately, the server arrived with their drinks, giving her a few more precious seconds to recollect her scattered brain. 

“The combination of sweet and spicy heat. What do you like about scotch?”

A slow lifting of one side of his mouth mesmerized her. “Why don’t you try my scotch and tell me what you taste?” He held his tumbler out, eyes half-lidded. It was temptation, pure and simple. 

She took the glass and raised it to her mouth. Both sides of his lips quirked up. Yeah, he liked that she’d taken it from him. Breathing in the odours, Anna caught a hint of smoke, sweetness—maybe cherry—and oak. She took a small sip and added nuts and chocolate to her impression as it left a pleasant burn on her tongue and watered her eyes. 

“It’s wonderfully complex, but a little intense for my tastes.”

“You don’t like complexity?”

Why did she get the feeling they weren’t talking about his scotch? “Oh, I do, but it also makes my eyes water, and it’s a bit hard on the tongue.” She handed the glass back to him and watched him turn it to sip where her mouth had been, his eyes holding hers. 

Holy cow, that was hot. She wasn’t about to do something as gauche as fanning herself in front of this gorgeous male specimen, but oh god, did she feel like it. 

“So you don’t like things that are hard on your tongue and make your eyes water.” His eyes took on a glint that made her wonder at the joke. “What’s your go-to guilty pleasure, Anna?”

Her blush returned in full force, heat radiating from her cheeks that surely he could see in the flashing light as easily as she felt it. “I go into upscale fashion stores to feel the different fabrics and textiles.” Yeah, she left out that it was usually the lingerie section where she drooled over the gorgeous silks, satins, and lace she’d never be able to afford.

His head tilted slightly to the side, his eyes narrowing. “But not just the main parts of the stores. You go to the lingerie area, don’t you?”

Anna’s jaw dropped. How could he possibly have guessed that? 

With a little smirk back on his lips, he nodded slightly. “Yes, you do. Would you like to know my go-to guilty pleasure?” He leaned closer, angling his body toward her. 

Would it mean he’d keep talking? Heck, she might orgasm from his voice alone. “Yes,” she murmured.

He took her hand in his, caressing her fingers. “Come dance with me, and I’ll consider it.”

She nodded before she realized she’d even decided. He rose and helped her out of her seat. With her right hand in his, his left was a warm brand on her lower back through the thin material. Not inappropriate. He didn’t move it to her butt; nevertheless, her senses heightened. 

Everyone gave way, making a path for him as he guided her to the dance floor. When he drew her against him to lead them in the sensuous beat, her nipples pebbled at the contact with his muscular abdomen. Even in her three-inch heels, she barely reached his shoulder. And he was so firm. The flex and pull of the muscles under her fingertips made them tingle. Good god, she wanted to explore. Trying to resist the sensation, she spread her hand flat on his shoulder. 

His virile scent surrounded her, like a heady perfume full of cedar, campfire, and a greener, sharper tone. Rosemary? She inhaled deeply. Yes, rosemary. The long fingers of his massive hand spread across her lower back. They swayed together, and her arousal grew with every teasing brush of his body against hers.

With being so much shorter, Anna kept her head turned to the side until he set her other hand also on his shoulder and cupped her face, tilting it upward. Their eyes met. 

“I would very much like to kiss you, Anna,” he growled in that panty-soaking voice. 

She licked her lips, and his grip tightened, eyes heating. 

“Please,” she breathed, barely able to get the word out past the desire clogging her throat.

His smile grew. “Now there’s a pretty word on your lips. Definitely something I want to hear more of.” His head lowered. 

She wanted to ask what he meant, but the first brush of his lips distracted her. So light, the contact made her question whether she’d imagined it. Still, her every sense strained towards him. The second press of his lips scattered all thought. His tongue stroked over her lower lip when their mouths parted. Her eyelids fluttered open, and she met his intense gaze. A shiver rippled down her spine, heat pooling in her core. 

Lowering his mouth again, he demanded entry. 

When Anna complied, he took charge with breathtaking thoroughness. His hand moved from her chin and cheek to the hair at her nape, gripping it firmly and tilting her head to the angle he wanted.

A moan escaped her. 

He growled, hand tightening as he deepened their embrace. Immersed in the heat of him, Anna lost all sense of her surroundings. Her mind a-swirl, she pressed closer, surrendering to the most passionate kiss of her existence. Never had she been so connected, as if they were one being. Everything he asked, she willingly gave, and he returned tenfold in delicious pleasure. Her body hummed. 

Their lips parted, and she panted into his collarbone. 

“Would you let me take you right here, then, little Anna? You wreak havoc on my control,” he purred in her ear, nipping the lobe. 

What did he… oh! Oh, crap. Anna lifted her head to the strobing lights, dancers, and the nightclub surrounding them. Stiffening, she attempted to peel her body off his. She was plastered against his firm torso with his hand on her lower back, as his other hand held her by the back of her neck. 

“I—I’m so—”

He nipped her ear hard, and she squeaked. 

“Don’t you dare apologize. You are absolute perfection,” he snarled, then his tone turned softer. “Unless you would like me to release you. Do you want to stop dancing?”

“No!” The word burst out without thought, but even as her mind caught up, Anna agreed. She wasn’t sure what it was about this particular man that aroused her well beyond her previous limited experience, but he made every cell in her body hum. She’d never felt so alive, so vibrant. 

And yeah, she needed that after the past few weeks. 

As he continued to sway them to the rhythm, the press of rigid flesh against her belly gave her courage. This man wanted her. She would be bold, darn it, and go after this experience—a once-in-a-lifetime chance to live life to the fullest, before tomorrow’s cold reality sucked her under again. Before she was alone again.

How he kept them in time with the music, she had no idea. She was no help whatsoever. She could barely stay on her feet. The hand at her nape massaged her scalp, and his lips explored her neck. Anna couldn’t hold back the shiver as he nipped, licked, and sucked the tender skin, laving his tongue over her pulse and a spot where shoulder and neck met. When he bit lightly, her body jerked, a moan accompanying her fingers digging into his muscular shoulders. 

“Mmm… you like that, don’t you. Tell me, little Anna, if I were to slide my thigh into this sexy slit in your dress,”—he shifted to press his knee, then thigh into the opening high on her right leg—“would you stop me? Or let me continue until your hot, little cunt soaks my pants?” 

A needy whimper was her only response. There was no way she could speak as his thigh shifted higher, slowly approaching her core. Her back arched, and her hips tilted as her legs widened on his seeking leg. Even as he drew near, so close the heat of his thigh teased her, he continued to move their bodies to the lure of the beat. 

Her pulse increased as her excitement grew. 

At the firm press of his muscular thigh against her centre, her breath caught. Lightning sparked. He drew more of her body weight onto his leg, increasing the pressure. Her hips bucked, riding him, every slight movement ratcheting the intensity higher. 

“Please.” The whispered plea escaped as she arched further. Her fingers clung as her body trembled. It had been so long. 

“What do you need?” he growled in her ear, nipping her throat. “Ask me. Beg.”

Anna squirmed, trying to reach that peak, lost in the sensation and unable to articulate. Yet she needed more. 

“Please,” she begged. “Please, Paz.”

“I do like my name on your lips.” He flexed his thigh, and Anna gasped as it ground her sex. 

He did it again. 

So close. Oh god, she was so close. 

As his lips descended, he insisted, “Ask me, Anna,” and then claimed her shuddering moans. His hands moved over her hair and down her back. 

When their lips parted, she gazed at him, at the smile on his lips and the heat in his dark eyes. 

“W—would you like to come home with me, Paz?” She forced courage into her voice. Yes, she could do this. She could ask for what she wanted. And she wanted more of him. She wanted the climax he’d teased her with and wanted not to be alone, at least this once.

His smile widened, his eyelids lowering to partially veil his eyes. “Only if I get to eat the needy little cunt that’s drenched my leg. The scent of you… I want to feast, little Anna.”

A ripple ran through her, and her core clenched. “Yes.”

No sooner had Anna agreed than Paz gathered their belongings. He ushered them downstairs and into a dark Mercedes SUV, a black-suited man holding the rear door for them. The man joined the driver in the front once Paz and Anna were seated. She gave the driver her address, and they set off. 

Yet Paz kept her in his arms. Held tight against his left side with his arm around her, his other hand drew circles on the bare skin of her right thigh, teasing her. Shivers of sensation rippled over her skin.

They didn’t speak. Probably a good thing. Anna was having a hard enough time breathing through the lust enveloping her. Part of her wanted to throw caution to the wind, climb onto his lap and ride him there in the wide backseat. She’d never done anything like that, but she’d used up her courage inviting him home. Nerves churned in her belly—butterflies beating their wings in frantic flight, competing with the warm humming in her veins. 

Her mind went over his words again and again. 

Did he mean it? Her last boyfriend wouldn’t. It had been fine for her to suck him off, but he refused to reciprocate. Nothing kinky, he insisted. It was always strictly missionary, and if she didn’t finish before him, well, that was too bad for her. 

Too shy to experiment in high school, it had taken until the third year of undergrad before she’d decided to go for it with her boyfriend, only to regret the experience immediately afterwards. The bastard had taken her virginity and made fun of her inexperience, calling her “needy”. The sex had not been pleasant, and only marginally acceptable afterwards. 

Now, at twenty-eight, she got more satisfaction from her spicy books and vibrator than any man. 

At least, until tonight. 

The hair rose at her nape as a shiver rolled down her spine. Would it live up to her imagination? Was she ruining the most erotic experience of her life by trying to pursue more?  

The way he kissed and held her—another wave of gooseflesh rippled over her—yeah, he knew what he was doing. There was no hesitation in him.

The car stopped. Her pulse leapt as she looked out. They’d arrived. 

The driver came around and opened Paz’s door. Anna exhaled a quiet, shaky breath. He stepped out, and she slid over the seat, taking his hand as he helped her to stand. They climbed the front steps, and she dug into her purse to retrieve her keys. After unlocking the door with trembling fingers, she invited him in. 

Paz closed the door behind him with a thunk of the deadbolt, then pounced and pressed Anna to the door with his powerful body. Mouth descending, he scattered her thoughts and sent her pulse skyrocketing when his hands raised her dress to grip her butt, lifting her. Eagerly, she wrapped her legs around him. The first press of his shaft against her wet core tore a cry from her, need bursting like fireworks within her flesh. 

“Where, Anna? Give me a room, or I’ll eat you right here,” he demanded. 

“Up… upstairs. First door… on the right,” she gasped between drugging kisses. 

He strode up the creaking stairs with her wrapped around him—her weight seeming nothing to his strength. Every shift of their bodies ground his rigid length against her, tantalizing her. Her back arched as she squirmed. 

His foot hit her bedroom door—the solid wood flying open with a bang only part of her mind acknowledged. Instead, her focus was on the heat pooling, coiling, and writhing within her abdomen as if the lust had taken on a life of its own. 

Paz lay her on her bed, breaking their kiss as he stood. Power and dominance flowed from his every pore. His gaze roved over her sprawled body, increasing the heated tension within her, before he took in the layout of her room. 

His eyes focused on her oak four-poster bed with its wrought-iron spindles connecting the top and bottom parts of the oak frame. In a quick move, he shifted her higher on the bed. “Grip the metal of your headboard. If you release it, I’m going to stop. Do you understand?” he said in that knee-weakening deep voice. 

“Yes,” Anna whispered, anticipation stealing her voice as she wrapped her fingers around the cold metal.

His hands, so much larger than hers, lifted her right leg. He kissed her ankle, thumbs digging into the arch of her foot and sending lightning flaring up her nerves to her breasts, her sex. It was as if he’d connected her foot to every erogenous zone on her body.

And he watched her. 

His half-lidded eyes held the gaze of the hawk on a field mouse, with a small twist at the corners of his full lips. Those large hands glided up her leg, along her calf, and his lips followed with kisses. 

With a shaky exhale, Anna closed her eyes and focused on the fire rising towards her core as he drew closer. Yet he didn’t pass her knee. Instead, he shifted to include her other leg, again starting at her foot. 

Gooseflesh prickled over her skin, and she tightened her grip on the bars. Her nipples were so sensitive. Every shift of her body scraped the bodice of her dress over them, increasing their ache, the need for something. 

But she couldn’t stay still. 

Not with the blaze of sensation Paz created with seemingly innocent touches. He set her alight with his mouth and hands without rising higher than mid-leg. 

Holy moly, who knew the backs of her knees were so sensitive? Her panties were drenched, wet with arousal. Surely he could see the evidence with both bedside lamps lit, chasing away the shadows in her room. Night and day from past boyfriends’ fumbling in the dark. The idea of Paz looking at her titillated as much as it increased the flush to her skin. Part of her wanted to ask to dim the light, yet she clenched her jaw on the words. 

No, she would be bold. She would see where this—

“Open your eyes, Anna.” 

Paz scraped fingernails up her inner thighs. She hadn’t remembered him having much in the way of nails, but good god, the feeling sent shivers whispering over her skin. A moan escaped her. Blinking, she opened her eyes to find him kneeling between her thighs, his white dress shirt rolled to his forearms. 

When had he removed his suit jacket? 

With her dress bunched at her hips, she couldn’t see his hands, but felt them grazing her skin and pricking the cheeks of her butt. Each minor pain somehow increased the building need within her. His eyes were hot embers waiting to devour her.

“You smell like perfection. Hot, willing woman.” He inhaled, sucking air in through his nose. “Tell me, Anna. Are you wet for me? Does your little cunt ache for my touch?” 

His purred words had her sex clenching, her breath catching, and she couldn’t stop the involuntary jerk of her hips. She nodded. 

With a smirk, he pursed his lips and shook his head. “Nuh-uh-uh. I want to hear your words. Out loud, little one.”

“Yes, god yes. Please, Paz,” Anna managed between breathy whimpers as his fingers continued their little torments.

His eyes seemed to turn to black flame, and his smile grew. “No gods here, darling. Quite the opposite. But I do love hearing you beg.” 

One of those sharp fingernails scraped over the wet fabric of her thong with an audible rasp, and she gasped. He repeated it, this time with two fingers. She jolted when he passed over the aching, hard nub at her apex. His smile widened. Again, he raked over her, a little harder, and her hips lifted as her hands tightened on the bars. 

“Please, Paz.”

He leaned down and licked along the delicate fabric edge at her inner thigh, first one side, then the other, while still taunting her with those scraping caresses. 

“Please.” Anna could barely breathe, gasping for air. Dizzy, she tried to watch, tried to keep her eyes on him as her body strained for more. Heat coiled like a kettle on a stove, bubbling within her, pressure rising. Her muscles quivered, eager for every touch. 

He bit down on her mound, lower teeth grazing her clitoris, and sparks erupted, fiery streaks through her veins. Bucking against him, she shrieked, grinding against his mouth as the waves of orgasm flowed through her. 

With a snarl, he tore her panties away, and a long, thick tongue parted her. 

“Oh, my god!” she cried before words became impossible. 

How had she not known how absolutely amazing oral sex was? Stars, she never wanted him to stop. Her eyes rolled back in her head, and her hips rose to meet his questing tongue. How on earth did his tongue reach so far? 

And it was so thick. It was as if he stroked her soul. 

Trembling, Anna couldn’t stop grinding on his face. He licked and pressed that insanely powerful tongue over something inside her, some amazing spot that had her widening her legs, pressure building, and babbling sounds erupting from her mouth. She did not know what she was saying, except to plead for him not to stop. To never stop. Oh, god. 

Her spine arched, and with the prick of his nails on her butt, she lost control. White exploded behind her eyes as she writhed and screamed. A flood of wetness soaked her. Heat raced through her body, blasting out her curled feet, her clenched hands, and out the top of her head. 

And through it all, he continued to lap at her, growling and humming sounds of pleasure. 

When Anna could finally draw a full breath again, her stomach churned. Embarrassed heat rose on her flushed cheeks as she realized her wet state and the moisture beneath her butt, flooding the sheets. “I’m so sorry,” she whispered, flinching. 

Paz lifted his head to meet her gaze, his face glistening and eyebrow quirked. She wanted to crawl under her covers and hide. Holy crap, she couldn’t believe she’d peed on his face. He was going to think she was some kind of deviant. 

His eyes narrowed as she shrank into the bed. “Why are you apologizing, Anna?”

“I—I didn’t mean to pee on you,” she whispered, so desperately wanting to hide from his gaze. Why wasn’t he furious with her? Surely he had to have noticed. 

He blinked, licked his lips, and a slight smile appeared. “You think you peed?”

She couldn’t take his gaze anymore. Her insides squirmed. Releasing the bars, instead, she covered her welling eyes. No way did she want him to see her crying on top of it. 

“I know I did. I’m so sorry.” Her voice caught on the words, and she bit back a sob. What a nightmare. How could she have lost control like that?

The bed shifted as he climbed up, pulling her into his chest with an arm under her. With the other, he lifted her hands from her eyes. He met her gaze directly, a small smile edging his lips. 

“Don’t cry, little Anna. You didn’t pee on me—”

“Yes, yes, I did!”

His eyes narrowed again. “Do not interrupt me, or I will paddle your ass.” 

Her sex clenched, and she stilled. Although he’d said it in a calm tone, Anna had no doubt he meant it. Why was that so hot? She searched his face, trying to judge his mood. Black hair rumpled, he still radiated a dangerous aura of power. Yet she didn’t feel threatened. He didn’t seem to be furious with her. Maybe just mildly annoyed if the slight smile on his lips meant anything. 

He released her hands to grip her chin. “Now pay attention. You did not pee on me. Have you never heard of a squirting orgasm? Female ejaculation?”

She blinked, then frowned. “Isn’t that a myth? Something created by the porn industry?” 

At least, that’s what her last boyfriend had insisted, scoffing at the idea. But then, he’d said cunnilingus was gross, and it was clear Paz didn’t agree. And, oh, good god. Neither did Anna. Not after how Paz had turned her inside out. Not only had she never orgasmed twice in such rapid succession, but she’d also never orgasmed so intensely. Mildly pleasurable pops, like the bubbles of champagne. That’s how she would have described an orgasm before tonight. Not toe-curling, body-shaking, sex-clenching screaming. She’d swear her soul blew right out of her body.

Paz sighed, his thumb caressing her cheek. “No, my naïve little Anna. Most, if not all, myths have a basis in fact, and in this instance, it’s entirely true. I don’t understand how American culture manages to be so repressed sexually yet have such a preponderance for violence.”

Could it be true? A squirting orgasm? Hard to believe, but he… he seemed sure. It was obvious he had way more experience than she did. She’d sure hit the jackpot.

His thumb glided along her lower lip, opening her mouth. He leaned in to kiss her with such thoroughness that she clung to him, hand in his thick hair, when he drew back. He tasted slightly salty, with a hint of sweet citrus or pineapple. A jolt ran through her as realization dawned.

“You—you taste like me,” she blurted. 

His smile was slow and full of heat. “Indeed, I do, and I absolutely love the taste of you. I think I’d like to dine again if we’ve resolved your concerns?”

Her heart, already pounding from his kiss, skipped a beat. He wanted more? Oh, wow. Sign her up. Where had this man been all her life? 

“Yes,” she squeaked. 

He bit her lip, tugging it with his teeth, and the sting had her sex clenching. It distracted her enough that she didn’t notice until he pulled away that he’d bound her hands to the headboard with some kind of twisting leather cuff she’d taken to be a decorative strap on his left forearm, adjacent to his watch. 

“Now, this time, you won’t be letting go of those bars until I’ve had my fill of devouring your sexy body,” he growled, shifting to lift her breasts free of the dress. His lips closed around one aching peak. 

“Oh, god,” she moaned. His mouth was so hot, and as he suckled and nipped, every fiery draw was connected to her slick core. 

“No, if you are going to use anyone’s name, little Anna, use mine,” he demanded, then bit down, drawing a shocked gasp as shivers rippled over her skin, chasing the sharp flash of pain. 

“Please, Paz,” she begged. 

“Better.” He scraped his teeth over her other breast. 

Like the rasp of his fingernails, something about these little bites of pain had heat surging through her, firing up her senses, and sending her arousal soaring. That she couldn’t touch him, that he was taking what he wanted, had a pulse throbbing between her thighs. When he moved down to settle between her legs again, the anticipation had her abdominal muscles clenching. 

At the touch of that incredible tongue on her clit, her hips jerked, but he held her thighs in an iron grip to feast. Licking around it, sucking it into his mouth, and flicking over it with his tongue, he tortured the little nub as Anna came repeatedly. And in between, when she thought she couldn’t take any more, he dove deep into her sex, finding places she didn’t know existed. How his tongue reached them, she had no idea. Her dildo and rabbit vibrators had never come close to his expertise. 

Anna lost count of the orgasms—her body his instrument to play.








  
  

Chapter 4

Choose





The Present (Asgardian Calendar)

Mist lifted a hand to her head. “Fuck me,” she groaned. Her mouth tasted ashy and gritty, but it was the throbbing in her temples and queasy stomach that had her hissing through her teeth as she rolled from being sprawled on her side to her hands and knees. Did she try drinking Thor under the table again, or something equally foolish? Ugh. 

“Umm… you probably don’t want to encourage them.” 

The whispered voice came from her left, and she cracked open an eye, squinting at the reddish light around her. Despite the dwarven hammers pounding in her brain, Mist made out a vaguely humanoid shape. It took a few seconds of blinking to get her eyes to focus, but when they did, her confusion deepened. 
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