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Chapter One

There was nothing terribly arduous
about the job Calyn Dempsey had taken for the month and that was
the problem in Calyn’s opinion.

She’d needed a distraction. She needed
a way to work off her anger.

Lazing around most of the day on a
boat—or maybe it was a ship?—gave her way too much time to
think.

And she didn’t currently want or need
time to think. That was why she’d taken the spot on her
stepfather’s expedition to Bimini—not because she just didn’t feel
like working in her own field, but because anything in her field
was just too familiar to prevent her from thinking when she didn’t
want to.

Any minute, or at least any day, and
her ex’s bimbo would be giving birth to her ex’s first
child.

And that had become the entire focus
of her life—that and the desire to choke the life out of the
bastard.

Ten years she’d devoted to the son-of-a-bitch!
Most of her best
reproductive years while he made one excuse after another for why
they had to wait to have a baby, and then the bastard takes up with
a student and
knocks her up!

Calyn didn’t know what hurt worse—the
baby or the barely legal female.

She’d wanted a baby for
what seemed like forever. Just one. She could be completely
satisfied with just one—but not none, damn it!

And it really chapped her ass that
he’d taken up with an eighteen year old when she had thirty
breathing down her neck.

Her ex’s infidelity? At
least that didn’t hurt.
It made her feel murderous, but she wasn’t hurt
about it.

She would’ve dumped his ass years ago
if she’d seen what was coming—because there’d never been more than
warmth to their relationship and that had chilled way long ago. But
she’d felt like she was invested and she had to stay and see it
through.

For the family she wanted.

She ground her teeth in
frustration.

She was going to need dental work, big
time, if she couldn’t get past being screwed over.

She should’ve taken the teaching job
for the summer, she thought irritably.

Or even the job at the zoo.

She was pretty sure either one of them
would have kept her better occupied and helped her get over the
hump to a place where she wasn’t so angry she couldn’t think
rationally.

“Dempsey!” The captain
bellowed, instantly breaking her focus on her misery. “Grab those
lines and secure them. We’ve got a squall headed this
way!”

Calyn bounded up and looked around a
little frantically for some clue of what ‘lines’ he was talking
about. The ‘squall’ caught her attention, however, and she stared
at the menacing weather monster in disbelief. Where the hell had it
come from, she wondered blankly? The skies had been a beautiful
azure the last time she’d looked up.

“Dempsey!”

“Yeah! What
lines?”

He began cussing a blue streak and
stalked across the deck to grab the lines he’d been bellowing
about. Calyn followed him around, helping, because the only damn
thing she actually knew about boats was the deck—which she was
standing on. “What about the divers?”

“I signaled them, but this
thing’s moving fast. I don’t know if they can get up before it
hits.”

“Oh my god!” she
exclaimed, her mind leaping to her stepfather—down below with his
partner—and from there to her mother.

Her mother was going to be crushed if
anything happened to him!

The boat had begun to dance in the
water by the time they’d made the circuit, securing everything they
could. The captain had directed her to her life vest—which she
should’ve been wearing but hadn’t been.

As soon as she put it on, she rushed
to the side of the boat where they’d gone down and started
screaming at the water. “Jim! Jim!”

The captain dragged her away from the
side where she was in danger of being catapulted from the boat, or
washed overboard, and back to the middle. “He can’t hear you!” he
bellowed above the roar of the wind.

She didn’t think she’d actually
thought he could, but it seemed worth a try. She was fond of him
and her mother was crazy about him—not that she wasn’t worried
about the other man, too, but she wasn’t attached to him. She
barely knew him. Jim had been married to her mother since she was a
kid.

And sitting around wringing her hands
wasn’t helping.

She glanced toward the storm again,
wondering if they’d be better off on the sea floor or on the wildly
bucking boat.

The storm was the most bizarre thing
she’d ever seen and it riveted her attention so firmly that it left
little room for anxiety about anything else. The cloud was almost
ball shaped, looked as if it was skimming the tops of the waves it
was churning up, and streaks of lightning forked out of it in every
direction from it.

The cloud began to change colors as it
neared them—from fluffy white to yellowish to greenish. And she
could see it was spinning. It began to flatten and spread as it
rushed toward them until it surrounded them.

The captain raced to the anchor and
began pulling it up.

“Wait! What are you
doing?”

“We’ll have to ride it
out!” he bellowed. “If we’re tied down it’ll break the ship to
pieces!”

How would he know that, she
wondered?

And if he pulled the anchor, where
would the storm take them and how would Jim and his partner, Mel,
find the damned boat?

He didn’t actually manage to pull the
anchor in. He was still standing at the manual crank when the storm
reached out and touched them. It might simply have felt like a
blanket of fog, except the boat began to spin. Almost at once, she
heard the Captain cry out as he went over the side.

Terror gripped her. “Captain!” she
screamed, trying to decide what to do.

There was a life ring … somewhere, she
recalled, trying to think where she’d seen it. “I’m coming!” she
yelled. “Hang on!”

She didn’t hear him respond, but she
knew where he’d been when he went over. She found the ring by feel
on the wall of the wheelhouse, struggled with it for a few moments
and finally dislodged it and staggered toward the side of the boat
where the captain had gone over.

Before she could get to it, the boat
lifted straight up out of the water and just tipped, pitching her
toward the opposite side of the boat and then over the
wall.

It felt like the water reached up to
grab her rather than a plummet to the surface. Within moments, she
was engulfed, battling to keep her head clear of the churning water
to snatch in small breaths of air. She thought if she hadn’t had
her arm locked through and around the ring, she would have lost it
before she ever hit the water. Instead, she found herself clinging
to it for all she was worth. She didn’t think she could’ve let go
of it if she’d wanted to.

For what seemed like hours and hours,
she was battered by water that hit her so hard it felt like
pounding fists. Exhaustion took hold of her and began to drag her
down. Her last thought before she sank into oblivion was that she
had to keep hold of the ring.

She was still coiled around it when
she surfaced toward consciousness again, toward the sunlight
bearing down on her and burning her skin, and the screech of
seagulls.

Shoving her hair out of her face,
wiping away the salt water stinging her eyes, she looked around in
sheer terror as her sight was filled with ocean as far as the eye
could see. There was no sign at all of the boat—not even debris. As
she twisted around in a frantic search, however, she discovered …
land.

It looked impossibly far away and she
felt like she was being pulled further away by a current, but she
dragged the life ring beneath her chest and began to paddle toward
the sliver of sandy beach she could see each time a swell lifted
her up.

For a time, she couldn’t
convince herself she was getting any closer. She kept telling
herself she was, but she couldn’t see progress.

Finally, when her energy had drained
to a point where she thought she just had to rest—for just a little
while—she was caught in the swell of a huge wave that lifted her
way up high and carried her so far she felt like she was
practically right on top of the beach she’d been struggling to
reach for so long.

Disappointment flickered through her
when she didn’t keep sailing toward it, but she was close, she told
herself. Just a little longer. Just a little more
effort.

Another wave caught her, seemed to
pull her out, away from the beach as it swelled and lifted her up
high, then it abruptly surged toward the beach, carrying her with
it. That time, the wave carried her almost right to the shore. As
it began to pull outward again, she slipped off of the life
ring—and went under. Her feet touched a sandy bottom, though, and
she pushed upward and began to wade toward the beach, fighting the
pull of the water that threatened to drag her out again.

She was breast high in the water, and
then waist high. Then it reached no higher than her hips. She was
so heavy by the time only her legs were submerged that it was all
she could do to keep staggering forward. Finally, she landed flat
of her belly on the sand.

The water kept washing over her lower
legs, though, and she began to crawl until the water couldn’t touch
her anymore and finally collapsed, resting her cheek against the
sand while she fought for breath.

The sun was burning hot on her skin
after being in the water so long. The seagulls swooped and screamed
above her, but she was so exhausted from the fight that neither one
prevented her from descending into semi-consciousness.

Time passed. She had no idea how much,
but then a shadow fell across her.

It cooled her burning skin, soothed
it.

* * * *

Bryn Black Wolf stared down at the
strange female with a mixture of suspicion and the uneasiness that
he’d been caught up in a trap of some kind. Though, to be sure, it
seemed a strange sort of trap.

He had searched the area very
carefully after he had spotted the creature—which had seemed no
more than a colorful bundle designed to catch the eye at first—and
he had seen that there was no one about but ‘it’ and no sign of how
it might have come to be there or for what purpose. He saw she had
nothing that looked like a weapon of any sort. But the strange
circumstance of her simply appearing on the beach was still
sufficient to arouse suspicion.

And he could see no trail that
indicated from what direction it had come.

Upon closer inspection, he discovered
it to be a female, and that left him even more puzzled.

It was as if she had simply been
discarded upon the beach.

Except that he could not imagine
anyone doing such a thing.

She looked to be a
pathetic specimen, but she was
female and that alone gave her a great deal of
value when there so few now in the realm.

In truth, she appeared more dead than
alive, but he was of no mind to simply pretend he had not seen her
and walk off again—even suspecting a trap of some kind. It was the
territory of the Rex and, as it was female, it was his duty to take
her to his Rex.

Still alert to the potential for a
trap, he ordered her up.

* * * *

“Get up,” a deep, rumbling
male voice growled from somewhere above her.

Startled, Calyn opened her
eyes.

She found herself staring at a heavy
pair of boots—strange looking boots.

They seemed to be made of blue leather
and riveted together.

She managed to lift her head and torso
enough to follow the line of the boots upward. A cape or cape-like
thing fluttered around the boots and what looked like blue leather
trousers. A heavy belt was wrapped twice around a narrow waist.
Above it was naked belly—a lightly furred six pack any bodybuilder
would envy. He was wearing leather gauntlets and as she rolled a
little further, she saw a leather strap across his broad, heavily
muscled chest, a heavy epaulet that seemed more like armor than
adornment covered one shoulder and upper arm. Long black hair fell
loosely well past his shoulders and fluttered around a face that
was … exotic, extraordinarily handsome—grim and filled with
intent.

“Up!” he growled
again.

She was hallucinating, she decided, and
collapsed once more.

She didn’t quite attain
unconsciousness.

Apparently, he got tired of ordering
her up. He grabbed her, hauled her up, and planted one thick
shoulder in her belly, hoisting her from the ground so that she was
draped limply across his shoulder, struggling to
breathe.

She completely blacked out then. She
roused after a time when she felt the sense of falling, struggling
to catch herself. Then she made impact with something hard and
gritty. She came around, coughing and spitting.

“I found this on the
beach, Kahn.”

Hands grasped her and flipped her onto
her back. Gratitude filled her because the icy something she was
lying on cooled the fire on her back. She struggled to lift her
eyelids.

* * * *

Kahn stared down at the strange
female, feeling an odd sort of jolt run through him that he could
not entirely identify. In part, though, it was dismay at the waste
of it—of a young female—for she looked to be in extremely poor
condition.

And he could still see that she had
been a very comely woman … before whatever had befallen
her.

Kneeling, he carefully lifted one of
her eyelids to check her eyes.

That time the jolt that went through
him was more easily identified.

Her eyes were a strange color, pale
blue, and yet a very profound blue—not like the nearly colorless
eyes of the Vamps.

She wasn’t one of them despite the
paleness.

Neither the hair—or the skin was like
theirs—beyond the fact that it was clearly burned by her exposure
to the sun.

“An outworlder,” he said,
certain of it as soon as it popped into his mind, though to be sure
he had never seen one—only heard the myth about them. “Half dead
from the looks of her.” He fell silent, touching her lightly,
carefully examining her for injury of any kind, but he saw nothing
that was evident. There was no blood and no sign of any cuts. There
were no broken bones that he could see and nothing swollen or
discolored that might indicate a beating. “She was on the beach,
you say ?”

“Aye, Rex,” Bryn responded
and wrestled with himself for a moment. “It did cross my mind that
she had been thrown there as a diversion or perhaps to set a trap,
but I saw nothing to support that.”

Kahn considered that, wondering if it
was his instincts about that that had created upheaval within him.
He had to dismiss it. He had had no thought of that as he’d
examined her.

His entire focus, he realized
abruptly, had been on the delectable scent of her that he’d
detected that he was scarcely even aware of that had tied his belly
into knots—of disappointment. And the only fear he had that he was
aware of was the anxiety, the intense regret, that she was lost
already and nothing could be done for her.

“Take her to the Shamen
and let them see what they can do with her. If she makes it
….”

* * * *

The voice faded to nothingness as she
was scooped up and carried away. Darkness clouded her mind and then
Calyn had a sense of floating along with the wind blowing her
hair.

When it stopped, someone picked her up
and carried her into a dark cave and settled her on a cold hard
surface.

When she roused again, she discovered
someone was smearing something icy on her. In fact, she was pretty
sure that was what had awakened her—the ice on her skin. The
muscles in her jaw began to shimmy and then her teeth started to
chatter together. She moaned, begged, but whoever it was just kept
doing whatever he was doing. In time, that torture stopped and
someone pried her jaws apart and poured something horrible into her
mouth, then pinched her nose so that she had to swallow it. She
choked, coughed until she felt like she was going to cough her
lungs up and then, finally, dropped into the void again.
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