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      Sea nymph Red Little has a bone to pick with the big, bad wolf for stealing her mechanical heart. She storms to his cabin and demands he return it. But Axel Wolfe wants more than Red’s heart. He wants answers as to why he remembers every detail of the nightmarish day half of his men died at sea, while his surviving men recall nothing.

      

      Axel suspects the truth has to do with Red’s miraculous survival. She should’ve died the instant a claw-tipped arrow punctured her flesh and blood heart.

      

      When Axel shows her a different side of him, which she likes too much, Red questions whether her second chance at life came at a price too high for the wolf—banishment from his pack.

      

      As the passion between them heats, Red must decide. Return to the ocean and forget she ever met the wolf who stole her heart. Or remain on land and get the answer to the question that’s crossed her mind since Axel saved her at sea. Can an ill-tempered and sexy wolf fall hard for a fish out of water?

    

  


  
    
      
        
        “All good things are wild and free.”

        ~ Henry David Thoreau

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            THE WHITE FOREST

          

          RED

        

      

    

    
      Red stood at the edge of the White Forest and stared at the emptiness ahead of her. The light from her flashlight ended deep in the forest, swallowed up by the darkness. A sliver of fear ran down her spine.

      Why was she out here when she should be tucked under heavy covers, asleep?

      She shone the flashlight ahead of her and stepped over fallen branches torn from trees during yesterday’s summer storm. This had to be the worst decision of her life.

      Wolves howled in the distance. Red stopped walking and glanced over her shoulder. Her mouth dried and her hand shook. Wolves wouldn’t dare follow her. Otherwise, the bigger, meaner wolf would tear them to pieces for coming near his property.

      Then why was she doing something they wouldn’t do? She placed her hand on the spot where her heart would be. It’s because the bigger, meaner wolf had her heart.

      Damn him!

      Something thick and heavy slithered over her boots. Red squealed and ran the rest of the way to the big, bad wolf’s cabin. She jumped over the larger branches and clutched her cloak to her chest. The hem of her cloak flapped behind her like a hero’s cape. Except she wasn’t a hero. She had hurt the big, bad wolf, and him stealing her heart was his way of giving her the middle finger.

      The nerve of that wolf! He might be taller, bigger, and meaner, but she had the most to lose—her life. Red ran faster. Had she had her mechanical ticker, it would be hammering in its metal box. She ran and ran, the light from her flashlight guiding her.

      Half-way to the wolf’s place, she slowed her pace, out of breath. Red sucked in air. Her chest rose and fell like waves rolling in and out. Her hatefest with Axel Wolfe started two months ago. She foraged too close to his cabin that time, and he noticed.

      Her first mistake was wearing her bright red cloak. The second mistake was not believing the villagers’ rumors that Axel was a grouchy, private wolf who guarded his space with the ferocity of a squirrel protecting its stash of nuts.

      He’d stormed out of his place and had demanded she leave in one, two, three… How dare he scold her like she was a child? Red told him to shove his words where the sun didn’t shine. The grouchy wolf marched back inside his cabin and slammed the door shut. She’d finished picking the mushrooms and berries, shaking her head at the audacity of the wolf to claim property that wasn’t his.

      Days later, she returned to the same spot but couldn’t get past the barbed wire fencing put up by the annoying wolf. She’d stomped home, empty-handed. As she sat on the lone chair inside her small cottage, the basket at her feet taunted her, daring her to confront the wolf. Or beat the wolf at his own game.

      Smiling at a crazy idea, Red grabbed wire cutters and went back to the forest.

      In a corner hidden by the shadow of tall trees, she’d cut a hole in the fence, big enough for her to crawl through. After gathering berries, mushrooms, and collecting the dead rabbits from her traps, she bolted.

      Her mechanical heart thumped against its metal box so hard and fast she thought the ticker would stop, but it didn’t, and she made it home safe.

      Axel must’ve realized she was sneaking in.

      On her third trip, balls sprang from the ground and exploded mid-air, splattering her with red paint from head to toe. He’d moseyed out of his cabin and thrown her a bag. Inside the bag were two full bars of soap and a tube of hair wash. Damn the wolf! He knew it would take Red four washings to get the paint off her skin and hair.

      She kicked at a broken branch. The stealing of her heart was the last straw.

      She’d awoke an hour ago, startled at how out of breath and cold she was. Her hand had gone to her chest, a habit she couldn’t break since the mechanical ticker was implanted three months ago.

      To her surprise, the small metal door was open. Someone had stolen her heart, and Red had an idea who it was.

      Icy air blasted her, bringing her thoughts back to the present. Red shielded her face with the edge of her cloak. The wind grew stronger. A light flickered yards away. Axel’s cabin. Red dug her heels into the ground and fought to stay upright. The wind pushed her back. Was this nature’s way of warning her to go no further, that danger waited where the light shone brightly?

      Her last few steps to Axel’s cabin seemed to take a lifetime. Finally, she stood in front of the gate of the barbed wire fencing. It was open. Red gnashed her teeth. That horrible wolf knew she would be at his doorstep demanding her heart back.

      She went through the opened gate, marched up to his door, and pounded on it. But her arm hadn’t moved from her side. The flashlight slipped from her hand. She tried kicking at the door, but her leg stayed rooted to the front porch.

      This couldn’t be happening.

      She wouldn’t die like this, alone, on the wolf’s doorstep.

      Red screamed, and her world went black.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            TEMPTED BY THE FISH

          

          AXEL

        

      

    

    
      Axel caught Red in his arms before she could collapse on his doorstep. He hoisted her over his shoulder, closed the door with his foot, and made his way to the lone bedroom.

      Since stealing Red’s heart, his own had pounded out of control. Axel looked forward to seeing her stomp her way toward his place, but he was scared shitless that the effort might do her in.

      Dammit, he was a bastard for breaking into Red’s cottage and stealing her heart. He was also a coward for forcing her to own up to his suspicions on his terms and his turf.

      But they had a reckoning that needed to happen. Axel had warned her several times not to mess with him, hadn’t he?

      He set her on top of the covers. Moonlight shone through the window, and a candle burned on the nightstand beside the bed. Axel didn’t need the light. A wolf could see in the dark.

      Crossing his arms, he leaned against the wall and looked her over from the top of her head to her boots. Long, ebony hair. Arched brows. A pert nose. Pale skin. Her chest rose and fell beneath her blue dress.

      When he placed her on his bed, the front of her cloak parted, revealing the swells of her breasts and her tiny waist. His inner wolf growled and paced with hunger. Red was small and thin, a delicious morsel to his wolf.

      Ignoring the hunger growing inside him, Axel trailed his gaze lower. Her laced-up, worn black boots disappeared under the length of her faded blue dress. Had she been standing, the top of her head would have grazed the notch of his sternum. Axel was six-foot-one. Yep, Red Little wasn’t a danger to him or any creature. Not while she was on land.

      He gave her chest a fleeting glance. Soon, he’d have to give her back her heart. Her eyes fluttered open. She looked at him in confusion before her lips thinned into a fine line. “My heart, Axel. Give it back.”

      He hadn’t expected his heart to pump something fierce at having those green eyes directed at him with ire in their depths. “I will if you give me something in exchange.”

      She tipped her chin at him. “I don’t barter with thieves. Hunter⁠—”

      “Was a coward, undeserving of you.”

      “You told him I had nothing to offer him. Lies. I have hunting and gathering skills worth paying for.”

      “But not enough of either for him to stick around. How long did his feelings for you last, a good month or two?”

      “A month.” She looked away. “I thought Hunter was different, but he couldn’t see past my ragged clothes to find me.”

      Axel growled low at the hurt in her voice. After Red had saved his ass at sea, and witnessing what she’d done for the sake of survival on land, Axel understood who “me” was.

      Red Little had enough strength and courage to protect and save a man. She was also determined to make a life for herself far from the safety of the closest village, Grimm.

      He pulled up a chair and sat. The man in him longed to comfort her while his inner wolf demanded vengeance.

      “Pathetic, isn’t it?” She met his gaze. “I ignored your warning and stayed with a cheater because I was scared to be alone.”

      “What you felt is understandable.” The man’s need to comfort overshadowed the wolf’s desire for vengeance. “You and I are the most alive with our packs.”

      Axel undid the ties of her cloak and pushed aside the edge until he could see the outline of the metal door. Over her dress, he traced the seams concealing the spot where her heart would be. His keen wolf hearing didn’t miss her quiet intake of breath.

      “What do you want?” Her nostrils flared, and her mouth thinned.

      He tugged the edges of her cloak together. He preferred her ire over her hurt and sadness. “I want the truth from the day we met. Why do I remember every detail of that day, but my men recall only the fucked up part?”

      She winced at the use of the f-bomb. “The sea was rough. They banged their heads and took in water. Maybe the trauma made them forget.”

      He tsked. “Believable, but here’s what I think happened. Stuck between life and death, you made a deal with the gods to live again.”

      Arrows had pierced the water and hit him in the arms and legs. He howled in pain and swallowed sea water. As he dodged the arrows, something fast came up along his periphery. Long, ebony hair. Large, green eyes. Full crimson lips. Eyes wide with fear.  A determined set to her jaw when she saw him struggling against the waves shoving him closer to the rocks on shore.

      His guardian angel shielded him with her body, at that instance a heaven-sent nymph when earlier he believed her to be a seductress from Hell.

      Red took the brunt of the final assault. Arrows clipped her fins and tore them to tatters. Axel pushed her aside as best as he could underwater, but his effort failed. A claw-tipped arrow hit her in the chest and punctured her heart.

      Their blood filled the water, and sharks swarmed them. Axel had anchored her to him, his heart a jackhammer in his chest, and his head spinning from blood loss. Could he make it onshore? He prayed to the gods and gathered what strength he had left. He swam them to shore, his relief that they had made it, short-lived. His vision went in and out. He would soon pass out. He had to get the nymph to safety.

      Axel gathered her in his arms and half-jogged, half-sprinted to his cousin, Charming’s place, by the ocean. In between huffing for breath and jostling her body closer to his when he tripped on the sand and nearly face-planted, he studied his angel. She was beautiful, so goddamn beautiful, and it was his fault that her fins were a tattered mess, blood stained her flawless skin, and her crimson lips were tinted a fucking blue.

      “Do you remember the moment you came back to life?”

      She shook her head. He remembered the moment well. He was so freaked out, he almost dropped her. “On our way to Charming’s, you died in my arms. No pulse. Still as a porcelain doll. The shine and shimmer on your fins dulled to a color I can’t even describe.”

      He could describe it but he didn’t want to tell her. He never wanted to see the color black on her ever again.

      “At Charming’s doorstep, something happened. Your eyes snapped open and you sucked in a breath like you’ve been deprived of it.” He stared at the spot where her heart would be, where the arrow embedded itself deep in her flesh. “Your father might be a god, but you and your sisters are mortal. Did you bargain with the gods, nymph?”

      Axel waited for her response and regarded her through hooded eyes. She blinked. Long, dark lashes shadowed her creamy skin. Pink tinged the arches of her cheeks. His gaze dropped to her lips, which were full and deep crimson. The tip of her pink tongue darted out and slid across her bottom lip.

      His balls tightened and his cock hardened. What could her mouth and tongue do to his cock? Axel shifted in his seat. Her mouth could bring him to the cusp of a mind-blowing come, that’s what. Axel cleared his throat and tore his gaze away from the temptation of her luscious mouth. Now was not the time to be turned on. The dog had to outsmart the fish without getting distracted by the fish’s enticing looks and the way she wet her mouth.

      “What you hadn’t expected was to get a mechanical ticker. With it, you live, and you’re free from your curse. But the irony is you can’t return home. Your mechanical heart won’t tick underwater.” Axel smoothed his palm over the covers, near her hip and thigh.

      While fighting for their lives in the ocean, her side fins and tail blended with the water’s blue-gray. Holding her against his chest and running on land toward Charming’s place like the devil chased them, the blue-gray slowly faded, replaced by the color of death. She was dying, and Axel couldn’t do anything other than run faster.

      He’d never experienced as much fear as he had that day, holding something so small and fragile in his arms.

      “I’m glad you’re alive, but why involve my pack in your deal with the gods? Was it for revenge, amusement… vindictiveness? Have I somehow wronged you?”

      “None of that. I saved your life, and you saved mine. We’re even. End of story.”

      “Not by a long shot. Your deal came at a cost, Siren. You cost me my Alpha position. Tell my council the truth from that day, and I’ll consider us even.”

      She stared back with a defiant tilt to her chin.

      His attention drifted to where her heart would be. “You were brave taking that shot for me.”

      The pain and fear Red must’ve gone through when Charming had cut into her chest, removed her heart, and given her life with a mechanical ticker.

      “I’m grateful, but I need the truth. My isolation from my pack edges me closer to an insanity I can’t return from. Do you understand?”

      She bit down on her bottom lip. He glanced at the candle burning on the nightstand. Charming said Red could live without her heart for a maximum of three hours. The cuts on the wax marked her time. Red had an hour.

      “Being with my pack is important. Without a pack, a wolf is nothing but a stray dog. I want to go home, Red.”

      She slid her hand over to where his rested next to her thigh and grazed her fingers over his. The small gesture spun Axel’s world on its top. He snatched his hand away. A fish shouldn’t comfort the savage beast. The beast might take a chunk out of her. Or worse, kiss the fish. The fish tempted the dog with her quiet courage and determination, but her stubbornness tested Axel’s patience.

      In the months she was land-bound, he watched over her.

      At first, she struggled to live on land. Many nights, he was sure she went to bed hungry. Axel left dried meat and berries on her doorstep. Every morning, he hurried to her place, believing he would find her on the verge of death. Maybe her mechanical ticker had stopped ticking in the middle of the night. Instead, he saw an empty bed, neatly made.

      Curious and angry as to where she had gone and without him, Axel raised his muzzle to the air, caught her scent, and went in search of her skinny nymph ass. While following her scent, he noticed something peculiar about the trees that lined the path to the field of wildflowers. Pieces of bark were missing. Was the sea nymph using them for target practice?

      His suspicion proved true a week later when he watched her hunt. She killed an elk with one shot, putting the best marksman to shame. The animal and hunter inside him had chortled with approval.

      “You can’t punish me for wanting to live another day. You can’t judge me guilty for what I was.” Her words were a whisper, stroking the flames of his guilt into a roaring blaze for the situation he put her in—flat on her back and without her heart.

      “Do you mean judge you guilty for being a murderer of innocent sailors?” He leaned back in his chair and watched her with his hands tented over his mouth. Her guilt could edge her closer to a confession.

      “You cannot blame me for something I was born with.”

      He removed his hands from his mouth and dipped his head. “You win on that point. But I can make you pay for being a trespasser, a thief, and a liar.”

      “The pot calling the kettle black. Taking mushrooms is nothing compared to stealing a person’s heart.”

      “Not any person, but yours, Red. Only yours.”

      Her eyes widened, and her luscious lips parted. Axel held back his wolfish grin. He only wanted and had dared to steal her heart and no other woman’s. A truth he would deny if asked by his fellow wolves. A dog shouldn’t fall for a fish out of water.

      “You foraged and hunted on my property without my permission. I snuck into your place and stole your heart. I’d say we’re even except you didn’t own up to being a liar.”

      “I didn’t lie. I decided not to speak up on your behalf.”

      She spoke casually, but her decision had cost Axel his Alpha position.

      His canines elongated, the first sign before a full-on attack. Clenching his jaw, Axel commanded his agitated wolf to stand down. The wolf pushed forward and growled low. Red covered her face. Axel demanded his wolf settle the fuck down. The animal in him whimpered and cowered. “I scared you. I’m sorry.” It took everything in him not to scoop her into his arms and beg her for her forgiveness.

      “It’s not you.” She uncovered her face. “There were… um, there were others.”

      “Wolves cornered you?”

      “Yes,” she said, her voice so soft, he had to lean in to hear her better.

      “Which pack?” Dark suspicion gripped his gut and twisted. He would rip the pack’s Alpha to pieces before he tore off the offender’s head for putting the fear of a dog’s bite in Red.
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