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      Raine turned off the water to her warm shower, singing along to Adele’s latest hit. The pounding of her new massager shower head made Raine’s skin pulse even after it had been shut off. Adele was one of the few Otherworlders she was glad she had as company in the Mundane world. Well, Adele and P!nk. 

      The Christmas present from Jordan had been something she’d enjoyed both solo and…not solo. 

      She wrapped a fluffy gray towel around herself and wrung out her orange-mint scented hair. She mentally went over her schedule for the day before opening the bathroom door and turning down her Bluetooth speaker- another gift from Jordan. 

      A tiny piglet squeal pierced through the bedroom door, making her heart pound like a million jackhammers.

      Securing the towel, she raced through the bedroom and threw open the door. Her feet slipped on the hardwood floors, and she almost went down, catching herself on the edge of her kitchen bar.

      “Sam!” she cried. 

      She rounded the corner and scanned the loft. A plume of smoke floated up from behind the couch.

      “No, Sam! No fire in the front room. You know the rules.” She dashed through the front room, jumped the coffee table, and bounded over the back of the couch. “Are you okay?”

      Sam sat on the floor, staring up at her.

      “That was amazing,” he said. “I’ve never seen you run that fast. You even managed to keep your towel on. You were like a short, hairless gazelle. Bravo.”

      Raine inspected him, her brain trying to catch up to the situation. His wings were intact. There was neither fire nor blood. And his attitude remained snarky. He was fine. She blew out a breath and tried to slow her racing heart.

      “Son of a fudge cracker, Sam, I thought you were hurt out here. Why the hell did you make such an awful noise?” 

      “Oh, that wasn’t me. That was my lunch.” Smoke curled from his nostrils, and a playful smile curved his reptilian lips. 

      “Ewww. Sam, not inside. Please tell me you didn’t catch another mouse.” She backed up. The last time he’d caught a mouse, she’d had to clean up the mess. Who knew that dragons could regurgitate bones and hair like owls when they wanted to?

      “Not a mouse. I caught something better.”

      She swallowed hard. Better? What could be better, or worse, lurking in her apartment that he could eat?

      “What is it?” she asked, unsure she wanted to know. 

      Please don’t let it be a cat. Please don’t let it be a dog.

      Sam pulled back his leathery black wings to reveal what he’d been hiding in his talons.

      Raine’s stomach plummeted to her toes, and she groaned. Well poop on a pixie stick!

      A tiny woman no bigger than a shoe squirmed against the cage of Sam’s claws on his right foot. Her defiant yet frightened wide seafood colored eyes stared at Raine, and her bright flame-colored curls sprouted out between Sam’s toes. She thrashed and mumbled under the weight of Sam’s foot.

      Raine could only imagine the profanity that spewed from the small woman’s mouth.

      Temptation pulled at her like a giant pile of candy Legos- her latest candy obsession. If she let Sam eat the Pixie, she wouldn’t have to deal with it. She could pretend like she’d never seen the tiny distant cousin of the Fae. 

      No one would know the difference, right?

      She stared at the miniature creature for a moment and then sighed. She couldn’t do it. “Sam. Let her go.”

      “But she’s a brownie.” Sam grinned down at the small woman, baring all of his teeth. “Brownies are food.”

      Raine swatted him away. “She’s not that kind of brownie. Now let her go.”

      Sam stared up at her. “Are you sure? I could eat her for you, and then you could deny ever knowing what she wanted if anyone came asking. It wouldn’t be a lie.”

      “As much as I would love for you to do that for me, no.” Raine shook her head. “Let her go.”

      Sam stared at her for another minute before retracting his claws.

      “Fine.” His wings slumped, and he stepped away. “But don’t blame me when you get sucked into some case dealing with squirrel poop.”

      Just as Raine had expected, a string of profanity poured from the Pixie’s mouth as she got off the floor and dusted off her mossy pants.

      Sam spit a q-tip sized ball of fire at her, singeing her perfectly symmetrical rainbow shimmery wings. She shrieked and ran in a circle, beating at herself.

      Sam chuckled. “Look at her dance. Hey, country girl, shake it for me and I’ll give you some bread and milk.”

      “Sam, no fire in the front room. Do you realize what Jordan will do to you if you ruin this couch he bought me?” Raine grabbed the Pixie around the waist and pinched the tip of her wing, dousing the small flame. 

      “Oh no, not the big bad kitty daddy.”

      “Sam, go to your room, and I’ll make you some eggs after I dress.”

      “Put me down. Unhand me. How dare you pick me up,” the small woman screeched.

      Raine looked down at the Pixie as it beat against her hand. “I’m helping, in case you didn’t notice.”

      The small female with giant green eyes glared at Raine. “I can take care of myself.”

      Raine shrugged. “Fine. Good luck with Sam.” She dropped the Pixie on the floor and headed for her room.

      “Wait! Wait!” Shouted the little woman. 

      Raine turned back to see Sam ready to pounce. It was so tempting to just let him have her. To go about her day as if nothing had ever happened. To pretend that she’d never seen a fairy in her apartment. To forget for another few minutes who she was and where she’d come from.

      Sam licked his lips and wiggled his butt, backing the Pixie into a corner. If she waited a couple more seconds, whatever problem the fairy was about to lay at her feet would suddenly disappear.

      Son of a pixie eater.

      “Sam.” Raine blew out a breath and shook her head. Why couldn’t she be evil like a Drow and just let Sam have his snack? It might even save her from having to make him eggs. “Leave her alone.” 

      He looked up. “You’re such a tease.”

      “I’ll fix you an extra side of toast, okay?”

      “But I’m hungry now.” He looked back at the sprite.

      Raine’s skin had begun to chill, and her hair clung to her face and shoulders. She wanted the Pixie out of her apartment so she could dress. “How about a compromise. If she doesn’t behave, I’ll let you eat her. If she behaves, I’ll make you eggs.”

      Sam nodded. “Fair enough.”

      Raine looked at the sprite whose hair stuck out all over her head like a giant mop. “So what do you want, Tinkerbell?”

      The sprite sputtered. “Tinkerbell? Tinkerbell! Do you have any idea who I am?” 

      “Don’t care.”

      The Pixie opened and shut her mouth several times before smoothing down her creamy soft blouse. “Well, you should. My name is Arielle Penwen Ragweed–”

      Raine held up a hand. “Yeah, yeah. I get it. You have a really long cool name. So does everyone. If I told you mine, we’d be here all week. What do you want?”

      The small woman balled up her tiny fists and bristled all over. She pressed her lips so tight they turned the color of her shirt. “I need your help,” she finally said.

      Raine looked over the woman. It obviously galled her that she had to say those words.

      Well suck it, fairytopia barbie. “I don’t help Fae or any other relative to fairies. Sorry.”

      Arielle Penwen stamped her tiny foot, barely making a sound. “Liar. You just helped Kris Kringle and his wife find their son.”

      Busted! “That was different.” Raine headed for her room again. Mr. and Mrs. Kringle were about the closest thing she’d had to parents in several years. She’d been obligated to help them find their son- even if he was her scumbag, cheating, ex-boyfriend we she hoped would die from catching a bad case of wererat mange.

      Arielle Penwen took to the air and followed Raine. Her little wings beat like a hummingbird’s.

      “Why? Because it was Gabriel? Or because you were helping the Mundanes with their stupid holiday? Don’t you even care about your kind?”

      The accusation froze Raine on the spot. Anger coursed through her like a shot of peppermint extract to her veins. Icy at first and then a burning rage. She gripped her towel tight. 

      “No,” Raine spat. “I don’t care about those I share DNA with.”

      Arielle Penwen gave an indignant gasp. “I have no idea what DNA means, but, maybe this will change your mind.” She reached into a hidden pocket in her pants and pulled out a parchment no bigger than the palm of Raine’s hand.

      The thought crossed Raine’s mind to have Sam blow the parchment to cinders, but curiosity tickled her eartips, and Raine snatched up the paper. 

      A smug smile trickled across the Pixie’s face, and Raine looked down at the parchment. It slowly expanded and grew in length and width. Her heart sank as it did so. 

      Darn it. Why did she have to have the curiosity of a drunk kobold?

      She instantly recognized the purple seal that magically held the rolled parchment together.

      Her hands shook slightly, and she swallowed hard. Magic rippled through the paper where it contacted her skin. 

      Oh! Even better. A delivery accepted spell. There would be no denying she’d received the letter now. It didn’t mean she had to read the letter, though, right?

      “Your father said you have to help me,” said Arielle Penwen.

      Damn. Damn. Damn. She sighed and pinched the bridge of her nose, keeping her own stream of profanity from spewing forth. 

      Oh well. In for a penguin, in for a rookery. 

      She ran her thumb over the embossed crest, and a sharp prick on the pad of her finger made a drop of her blood smear on the seal. The seal darkened and then cracked open. 

      Raine scanned the letter, her chest winding tighter with every formal word. Not one syllable of personal intimacy. Not a hint of regret for having rejected her. Not the slightest inkling that she was anything more than a business associate to exploit. 

      Her father recounted the need of their smaller cousins, the ‘folks of the mound,’ and told– not asked- Raine to help them with their plight.

      She read the letter three times before crushing it in her hand and dropping it to the floor. The last thing she was going to do was anything her parents told her to. 

      “Sorry. Not interested.” Tears threatened to unleash from Raine’s eyes. But she still held on to her last shred of dignity like an airplane safety floatation device during a plane crash. She refused to let Arielle Penwen see her lose that as well. 

      Throwing off her towel, she bee-lined for her dresser, opened the drawer, and searched for something to wear. 

      Out in the hall, Sam snickered as Arielle Penwen sputtered and attempted to form a response.

      Raine stared at the pieces of clothing smashed haphazardly in the drawer, trying to get her brain to work. Trying to recognize any of them for what they were. She closed her eyes and sucked in a shuddered breath before looking into the drawer again. 

      Underwear. She needed a pair of underwear. And a bra. 

      She pulled on her cotton panties just as the tiny tornado flew into her room.

      “Now you look here, Raine, daughter of–”

      Raine spun around, skin prickly with rage. “Why do people think that telling me who birthed me will do them any good? My parents banished me to this world and forgot about me. I am no one’s daughter.”

      Arielle Penwen’s skin blushed bright pink, and she averted her eyes. “But, you have a duty.”

      “I have a duty to myself and to that juvenile lizard baby over there.” Raine clasped on her bra, missing the hooks several times in her anger.

      The giant blond Viking god form of Jordan appeared in her bedroom doorway. Skin tanned deeper than usual due to the California sun, his jaw dropped slightly at the sight of her and the Pixie.

      Raine pointed at him. “And that giant kitten.”

      “What did I do?” Jordan’s brows furrowed.

      Arielle Penwen whirled around to look at Jordan and let out a squeak as she took in his large six foot four physique. 

      Jordan’s heated gaze raked Raine up and down and then traveled to her would-be blackmailer. “Did we schedule a party for this morning? I don’t remember an underwear party on the calendar, but I’m game.”

      “No.” Raine grabbed a t-shirt and whipped it on. “This little lady–”

      “My name is Arielle Penwen–”

      “Penny,” continued Raine. “Was just leaving.”

      Penny’s entire body turned so bright red she looked like a tiny strawberry shaped woman. She lifted off the floor, her wings giving off small waves of air like a house fan. 

      “This is not over, Raine. My people will not be ignored.”

      “Really? We Fae have been ignoring your kind for thousands of years; why should now be any different?”

      Penny’s eyes narrowed. “You see. Even now, you lie to yourself and say you are not a Fae when that very statement says that you still align yourself with them.”

      Raine’s muscles tensed.

      “I think you should go,” said Jordan. “Raine said she’s not interested in whatever you’re selling.”

      Penny looked between them. “You’ll be hearing from me again. And next time, I won’t be so pleasant.”

      There was a pop and a flash of light, and Penny disappeared. Raine stared at the spot that the sprite left. Man, it would be nice to be able to pop from place to place like others of her racial bloodline. 

      Her shoulders drooped, and her soul dragged downward into a spiral of despair.

      Her parents. The ones who’d refused to speak to her for over five years had reached out on behalf of a fairy. A freaking mushroom growing slug keeper. There were still parts of the Faelands where Fae trapped fairies and killed fairies like vermin. Obviously, her parental units couldn’t think much lower of Raine if their only communication with her was to task her with taking care of the plight of a talking butterfly.

      Raine held in the tears as feelings she’d shoved down into the recesses of her soul bubbled to the surface and threatened to consume her.

      Sam waddled into the room. “You should have let me eat her.”

      Raine sniffle-snorted. “I wish I had.”

      Jordan wrapped his arms around her waist from behind. “Are you alright, darlin’?”

      Raine gave him a tight smile. “Wonderful. My parents just ordered me to basically help save the cockroaches of the Fae world. And I thought nothing could make me hate them more.”

      Jordan turned her around and kissed her before setting his forehead on hers. “Don’t you worry baby. I’m gonna make you forget all about it.”

      “Jordan, I’m not in the mood.”

      “Are you sure? Because I bought you chips and guacamole, that new sci-fi movie you wanted to watch, and your favorite massage oil.”

      “The one that warms when you blow on it?”

      Jordan kissed her neck. “That’s the one.”

      Raine groaned and grabbed his waist. “Okay. I’ll let you pamper me. But only if you promise to make a habit out of it.”

      Jordan licked down her throat. “Absolutely.”
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      Two hours later Raine reached for her pants and Jordan’s large, warm arms wrapped around her waist.

      “Hey.” His deep voice soothed her. 

      She thew him a satisfied smile. She felt a thousand times better than she had when he’d first entered the bedroom.

      She never talked about her parents. Or her home plane. Or anything having to do with where she’d come from. Not even with Jordan. But he still had known exactly what she’d needed. To be pampered. But more than that, to feel loved.

      He tilted her chin with his calloused finger and forced her to look into his deep green eyes. 

      “Are you okay?” His voice trickled over her gentle as spring rain.

      “I’m better thanks to you.” She slid on her pants and shook her head. “I can’t believe my parents, who haven’t spoken to me since I got here, just sent me a letter demanding that I help a stupid Pixie with some problem probably involving the fact that her bubbles are the wrong color in her washing machine.”

      Jordan’s chuckle purred and the vibrations rumbled through her like a bass drum.

      “I didn’t know Pixies had washing machines.”

      She pushed away from him. “You know what I mean.”

      He pulled her back into a tight embrace. “Come on, darlin’. It’s going to be okay. You said no and that’s your right. Now we move on and find you a different case to take on.”

      His warmth smothered her, but the connection was exactly what she needed. Over the last month, things had been weird with Jordan. He’d been busier than usual with work and his Pride and his dad. She didn’t want to believe that his sudden distance had anything to do with her, and in moments like these, when he held her tight, she almost believed that she wasn’t at fault.

      His hard body sent a thrill through her. She clung to him, her nails digging into his back.

      “Hey now,” he said. “You know scratching gets me all fired up.” He nuzzled her neck, trailing his warm lips down to her collarbone.

      Goosebumps rose all over her body, and she shied away from him and giggled.

      “Did you just giggle?” he asked.

      “No.” She feigned horror. “I never giggle.”

      “Oh really?” He bent down and licked up the line of her throat to her ear. 

      Her breath caught, and she tried to form thoughts that didn’t involve Jordan being naked. With the exception of the last two hours, it’d been exactly ten days and five hours, since they’d been intimate. So if Jordan was up for a marathon, she was game.

      He nibbled around the side of her ear and up to the pointed sensitive tip. Her legs weakened.

      “I love your ears.” He flicked his tongue into the inner rim. “They’re so much like a tiger’s.”

      Shockwaves of pleasure shot through her. She grabbed the back of his head and pulled his hair. When his eyes met hers, they were the fiery orange glow of his tiger.

      His smile broadened. “Don’t do that if you don’t want to play again.”

      “Ewww…get a room,” said Sam, walking in.

      “This is our room,” growled Jordan, his eyes never leaving hers. 

      “I’ll just go in my room then,” said Sam. “Maybe I can find a re-run of Game of Thrones. Those female dragons make my scales tingle. Feisty.”

      “Out!” Alpha dominance poured off Jordan in rivulets. The predatory nature his muscular body exuded made Raine’s temperature spike. 

      Sam left, muttering about sexy wingspans.

      Letting go of his hair, she raked her nails down his back. “So, I shouldn’t do something like this?”

      His eyes shut, and he shivered, letting out a low growl. “Raine,” his voice was tight as a drum, and the sound of her name on his lips made her weak.

      “Say my name again,” she whispered.

      He opened his eyes, and they’d gone to slits like a cat’s. His intense gaze softened, and he crushed her against him. 

      “Raine.” His eyes locked on hers for a moment longer, and then he attacked.

      Dropping her to the bed, he covered her mouth with his, claiming her lips. Her feet hung off the too-small mattress, and the boxspring groaned under his weight. 

      She bit his neck on the tendon. Though she’d loved the pampering and the slow lovemaking they’d just done, what she really needed was a good, hard-

      “Raine.” His voice came out more animalistic growl than human. He grabbed the headboard, and it creaked under his grip. The nails from his right hand dug deep into her hip.

      She stopped. No. No. No.

      His fangs peeked out from his upper lip and slid down his chin. A chill ran through her. He breathed in deeply several times.

      Son of a biscuit eater! Not again. “Are you okay?” she asked.

      “Just… give me a second.” His voice came out strangled, and his arms trembled. 

      She ran her fingers softly through his hair and down his neck, kneading the muscles, trying to get him to relax. She trickled them down his chest in several long strokes in tune with the rhythm of his breathing. 

      The headboard groaned as he let go and rolled off her. He sat on the edge of the bed and rubbed his face with his palms.

      “Hey.” She touched his arm.

      He looked at her. His eyes green once more, and his fangs retracted. Sadness and guilt scratched into his features. 

      “That’s been happening a lot lately.” She bit her lip.

      “I’m sorry, darlin’.”

      “I’m worried about you. That’s the third time this month.” 

      He dragged his knuckles down her cheek. “You just get me so fired up. I can’t control it sometimes.”

      She stared at him. The lie planted clearly on his face. Him getting too ‘fired up’ by her wasn’t the problem. 

      “Don’t lie. Something is going on. I’ve felt it for weeks.”

      “I don’t know what you mean.” His eye held conflict before he averted them.

      “Jordan, you’ve been gone more than I’ve seen you. You’ve been moody and aloof. You tackled me to the ground again on Wednesday and snuggled me for an hour. No lovemaking. Just snuggling. And now you’ve almost tigered out on me for the third time in a month. Believe me I totally love the gifts and the two hours we just spent together, but you and I both know there is something wrong. Something you refuse to talk about.”

      He pulled her close and kissed her softly. “You know I love you.”

      She wrapped her arms around his neck. “I didn’t say otherwise.”

      He smiled and kissed her again. “I have an idea. How about we leave town?”

      “What?”

      He pushed her hair from her forehead. “Why don’t we go for a long weekend to Vegas. It’s Valentine’s Day next week, and we could head out. Just the two of us.”

      She chuckled. “And how would we pay for that? Between the little I make helping Otherworlders and what you make at your dad’s construction company–”

      “I was promoted.”

      What? “Promoted? That’s great. When did that happen?”

      He shrugged and ran a finger down her arm. “Couple of weeks ago.”

      She frowned, and the pit in her stomach grew. They’d never kept things from each other before. “Why didn’t you tell me?”

      He gave her his charming, understated-sexy smile, but it didn’t crinkle the corners of his eyes. “I forgot is all.” 

      She extricated herself from him and scooted to sit against the headboard. She crossed her arms over her chest. “I think you better tell me what’s going on.”

      “I am telling you. I got a promotion, and so I want to take us on a small vacation for Valentine’s Day.” 

      He’s lying like a corpse.

      Her ears itched like she’d rolled in poison ivy. There was something he wasn’t telling her. It was in the quick glances away. The way he didn’t smile when he spoke. She should let it go. She knew she should, but she couldn’t. That pit in her gut grew wide and gnawed at her insides like rabid zombies. The chasm carved by every person who’d ever walked out on her opened a crack, and a lick of doubt washed over her.

      “Will you go with me?” He squeezed her calf.

      She should go, enjoy herself and get away. Wasn’t that what she wanted? More time with him? “What would we do with Sam?”

      Her phone rang on the nightstand, and she grabbed it. The caller ID read: Cupid’s Dating Service.

      What the baby faced cherubs did they want?

      She hit the reject button and set the phone down. She ran her fingers through her hair. 

      He wasn’t going to tell her what was going on, that was obvious. And he’d never once given her a reason not to trust him, and yet…

      She stood from the bed and pulled on a shirt. “I need to get some work done.”

      Jordan grabbed her hand. “So is that a yes to going to Vegas?”

      When he gave her those big kitten eyes, she wanted to say yes to anything he asked.

      She shook her head. “No. Yes. I don’t know. I have to think about it.”

      “Raine, please–”

      If she looked at him any longer, she’d either cave or jump him again. Since giving him her heart, the effect he had on her was all consuming and unsettling. 

      “Can we talk about this later? I have some paperwork to get done.” She kissed him quickly and headed into the bathroom to brush her hair.

      Jordan’s expression remained somber, but he nodded. “Sure. I better head off to work anyway. Should I come by later?”
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