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Chapter One

				The swamp air sat heavy on her skin, as her water-soaked feet sank deep within the bog’s smelly muck. With each mud-laden step, Beth was certain she would lose one, if not both, of the fugly combat boots her brother had insisted she wear. She’d cursed him at the time, but was now more than grateful to have on the snake-proof boots. Whenever she found Robby’s ass and they got out of this godforsaken place, she’d kill him. No, scratch that. Skin him, then kill him.

				Damn, but she should have listened to Kara and kept her butt at home rather than gone out traipsing through this mosquito-infested, hot as Hades swamp, trying to track down some elusive-ass bog monster. She’d ignored her best friend, listening instead to her whacked-out brother while her inner Nancy Drew leapt at the prospect of a mystery. Now she was wandering lost, in the swamp . . . at sunset, no less. She’d rather be at home getting ready for bed, and hopefully another night with her dream man. Her faceless hero, whom though she’d never seen, knew would play some important part in her life.

				But no, color me stupid. She’d let her brother talk her into it. She was hot and miserable as she slapped at yet another mosquito while silently cursing herself.

				Irritable, she plucked at her sweat-soaked tee. She didn’t think she’d ever been so stanky in her whole life. A quick sniff to her pits served as confirmation. Good grief, surely the bog monster would hightail it in the opposite direction at the first ungodly whiff of her. So would any other living thing, she prayed, since darkness had fallen, and the night creatures had come out to play.

				An owl hooted right when she began to step over a log and right as something tapped her thigh. Her scream hit octaves she hadn’t known she possessed as some fast-paced high kicking had her precariously perched atop the next closest log.

				Shaking, it took her a few minutes of squinting through the darkness with only the aid of her fading flashlight before she realized her attacker was just a limb floating by. Whew. She’d feared a gator, or, worse, a slithery snake or lizard.

				Beth glanced about, if not for being lost, she’d almost be relieved no one was around to see her right now. Right, like who the hell would see? She was in the middle of freaking nowhere and worried about someone seeing her acting like a big weenie and not the capable self-sufficient woman she was.

				Shaking her head, she sat and tried to gather her bearings. Reaching behind her, she grabbed a wad of humid frizzy hair and attempted to plait the jet-black mess enough she’d be able to tuck the end inside the plait itself. The loose tendrils stuck to her back and face, driving her batshit crazy.

				Okay, now think, Beth, think. You last saw Robby and his doofus buddies by the old shack. You then, like a dumb-ass, went searching for them heading east . . . so said shack should be around the bend, a little more west.

				Certain of her whereabouts, she cautiously stepped off the log, noting the thick, lily-pad-covered water swirling to her right and said a quick prayer that whatever caused the swirl wasn’t deadly. The last snake she’d seen had her climbing a cypress tree faster than most of the raccoons she’d passed.

				Maybe if she moved really fast? No, predators were attracted by quick movements. Fast might not be the best idea. Almost hypnotically, her gaze drew back to the swirling, as the water almost seemed to turn iridescent. She shone her flashlight more toward the center, whacking the dying metal thing on her palm a few times to no avail. Relief washed over her when she saw no evidence of red glowing eyes lurking nearby. The glow, a sure telltale sign of gators lying in wait.

				Shit, why the hell hadn’t she paid more attention to those damn survival shows her brother always made her endure? What was the one show, Man Against Wild? Well, how about City Brat Against Wild? Wild would win, without a doubt.

				She scanned the area again and prayed she had indeed headed in the right direction. If not, she faced a long, tedious, and frightening night.

				Well, she sure as hell wasn’t getting to the cabin perched up on the damn stump. She wanted out of this godforsaken swamp with the humidity from hell. Not to mention getting away from the prehistoric-sized bugs swarming all around.

				The water eerily stilled as the swamp sounds came to an abrupt halt. No screeching hoot owls, no more insanely loud chirps from crickets. Nothing. No movement or sound pierced the night. Complete and utter silence greeted her. The loss of the natural sounds terrified her more than anything else. Something had spooked the critters and bugs, and her gut screamed that whatever it was, with her luck, was so not a good something.

				Time to go. She slid off the log and began wading toward the cabin—or, rather, she hoped toward the cabin.

				She felt more than heard the water swirling about her calves and whipped around to search for its source. Her heart rate went into overdrive as her palms grew sweaty, making it harder and harder to retain her death grip on the flashlight.

				Turning, she began taking cautious steps backwards toward the bend and the hopeful safety of the shanty she’d seen. Her beam was now so dim, the heavy-gauge metal was more weapon than light as she raised it over her head, aiming toward the swirls moving the deeper water to her right. In the midst of the strange whirlpools, the odd yet mesmerizing iridescence came back. Only this time it wasn’t almost glowing—it was glowing. The eerie, greenish blue spiraled about madly, only visible here and there as it peeked out between the many lily pads, obscuring her view.

				Terror gripped her, anchoring her in place as headlights do a deer over the freaky happenings before her. Trembling, her mind screamed to turn and run, but her body refused to heed her mind’s clear warning. Her heart beat with such velocity she swore it would burst from her chest at any moment. She couldn’t even seem to will breath into her body, and her lungs grew heavy. Her breathing became no more than ragged gasps as she began to hyperventilate.

				Her eyes widened as the active water began to become more centered. Fear froze her immobile. Though terrified, she continued to be drawn, almost as if in a trance, into its strange murky depths. Her vision zeroed on the brightest point amid the swirls, jaw gaping open as a form began to emerge.

				The form of a man.

				He rose from the murky depths like some type of Greek deity, Neptune perhaps. Her mouth grew dry as he continued his slow rise, inch by glorious inch. Terror receded as blatant curiosity arose. She tried to lick her parched lips as droplets of water ran down his wet, chiseled chest and continued running until they disappeared into the low-slung waistband of his pants. Pants which, luckily for her, were good and wet and plastered to his magnificent body, leaving little to the rest of her imagination. She nibbled her bottom lip, wanting to lick just one of those lucky, lush little droplets rolling down him.

				One jerk of his head moved the long, dirty-blond hair enough to reveal the face of a god. Eyes so intensely green she swore they penetrated her soul. And shoulders, oh, so big, they would devour her if she were embraced within. Bronzed skin that had been kissed by many a sunray, abs that rippled right down his belly. Part of a beautiful tattoo was visible as it spread about his stomach in a unique pattern, seeming to come from his back.

				She’d gone mad. She should be running in stark fear, yet here she stood watching a man emerge from the swamp and wondering about being wrapped safely in those huge arms. Her fingers itched to run them over every hard, muscled ridge, all the way down to . . . 

				Too much heat—yes, that explained everything. She’d passed out from heat stroke and this was some weird delusion. One smoking hot sex delusion at that. It had been quite a while since she’d been with anyone intimately.

				Her vivid delusion began heading straight toward her, a severe look drawn on his face, almost hungry and predatory in nature.

				Holy smokes, she thought, licking her lips at the sight. Again her eyes drew toward what lay just below those fabulous abs as hip bones sculpted the most perfect V shape she’d ever seen. Her imaginary man would have been better completely and utterly naked; however, her luck seemed to have run out in that department.

				The delusion seemed to beckon her as it stretched out a hand and one long finger pointed at her and began motioning her toward him. All the iridescent colors coming from him and the water began blending with the night and foggy air, swirling faster and faster in a tornadic display of light and color. Her head swam with it all, until from the heat, shock and fear, she succumbed to the pull of oblivion, and sank welcomingly into it.

				Beth Sloan awoke slowly and very groggily to her head bobbing and the knowledge she was upside down. The water seemed much too far away now for her current liking. She threw out a hand to brace herself enough to sit up, and when it contacted warm, hard, living flesh, her eyes flew open at once.

	
Chapter Two

				With no other choice, she gripped the rather large biceps her hands braced against and hauled herself into a partially lifted position to better view who the hell’s back she rode on. Her mind flittered to the hunky hallucination from earlier.

				“Oh, shit.” The feel of warm, hard, male flesh slid beneath her palms as a musky, masculine scent flooded her senses, which meant one thing. Her delusion was real.

				“Who . . . who are you?” she stuttered, craning her neck to discover an incredibly sexy backside. She glanced downward again, and had to admit, her former delusion owned a fantastic ass as well. Now, if she only knew who the owner of said ass was.

				As if he’d read her thoughts, his steps faltered and he paused to set her before him. He turned a dark, dangerous gaze in her direction, and she fought the reflex to run knowing it wouldn’t do her any good anyway.

				God, she’d never seen eyes quite that shade of green before. Almost swamp green, similar to jade, only much deeper, if such a thing were possible. And those lips. She just wanted to nibble her way up to them. Good grief, but another round of carnal lust surged at a mere glance from the smoking hot hulk of a man carting her off to where? Never Never Land? Maybe she was mentally surfing some Tarzan-type fantasy she hadn’t realized she’d harbored.

				The intensity of her body’s response to this stranger perplexed her even more. “You may call me Moss,” his rich voice declared. Each timbered syllable seemed to vibrate clear through her. Of course, being held in his arms like this had many naughty thoughts running amok through her. Thoughts of being pinned against a wall as he took her hard and fast while she locked her thighs around his slim hips for the wild ride. Of being taken, owned and worshipped.

				She gazed again into the green depths of his eyes and caught something flickering just below the surface. A hunger that seemed to lie dormant within, and she sensed a surreal loneliness almost rolling in waves from him. More than mere sexual arousal, he aroused her body and soul. Her heart reacted to him as did her nipples, which had grown firm and tender.

				Screw whether any of it made any sense. All she cared about was finding that damn cabin and getting rid of all her sexual frustrations. She had no doubt this swamp man could fix all that ailed her.

				• • •

				Moss scented her sudden flare of desire. He fought to keep his beast at bay. It had been so long since he’d released his need with a woman rather than by his own hand. He wanted this one as much as she wanted him. With her ebony hair, olive skin, and breasts peaked in perfection, he knew beyond doubt she was as needy. Her arousal was quite apparent through the alluring thin white tee she wore and heady scent perfuming from her. He wondered if she realized how transparent her shirt had become in the swamp’s humid air. He could make out every unique detail of her breasts, from the color of her areolas to the slightly different shade of her puckered nipples. Between the visual feast and her erotic scent, the little female was driving him insane. White had just become his favorite color for a woman . . . white and wet.

				He had to move slowly, as the last thing he wanted to do was frighten her more than she already was considering she’d passed out. Who the hell brought a woman out into the dangerous Florida swamps—at night, no less? No normal human dared venture out into the gator-infested waters, much less alone. Her mate should be shot for allowing her out like this. When he found the cad, he’d teach him a lesson in the proper care of a woman. His loss, my gain, Moss wickedly thought as images of the female naked and beneath him raced to the forefront of his mind. His at least for the moment, and he planned to take full advantage of every second with this wanton little creature.

				“Oomph.”

				He ignored her startled gasp when he hoisted her over his shoulder again, and simply said gators when she attempted to protest being hauled around. That one word, gator, stilled her into compliancy.

				Moving with more speed than necessary, he rounded the corner and watched as recognition flittered over her expression at the cabin looming ahead. He’d sensed her fear dissipate and though he’d have been content to stand there for hours appreciating her beauty, especially the bashful yet heated looks she sent his way, her human status made her vulnerable to sickness. He didn’t know when her worthless mate might come looking for her, if the louse wasn’t doing so already. Best get her inside and warmed up. He hoped in more ways than one.

				Kneeing the door open, he entered and laid her gently down on the old antique bed. Her expression was intense and curious as she studied him, biting on her lower lip as if trying to decide something. Though he didn’t doubt under normal circumstances they would have shared a connection, he couldn’t help but wonder how much of the lust he sensed from her came from the pheromones his kind produced.

				“Oh, fuck it. I’ve never been this impetuous before, but . . . but . . . ” she whispered as her cold hands shot to each side of his face, and pulled his lips to hers. Explorative, curious, and hungry, her wet tongue swept past his before sucking on his bottom lip. As much as he wanted to pursue the intensity of her kiss, he wanted her warm and void of any possible future illness. The swamp might be as hot and humid as Hades during day hours, but at night a chill rode the air. Mortals tended to be so susceptible to swamp-borne illnesses.

				He grabbed her hands and held them for a moment before breaking the kiss.

				“Wait.” He’d meant his voice to come out soft but instead it grated out husky . . . gruff. His own need became overbearing as his erection turned downright painful.

				Somehow, that lone word penetrated what he assumed was a momentary, lust-filled lapse in her judgment. He watched her visibly go from lusty to wary in nary a second as she seemed to play tug of war with herself. He saw her body’s response to his, yet her mind, being more practical, warned her away.

				Which would she listen to, he wondered anxiously, her body or her mind?

				“What is it with you?” she finally asked. “Why do I find you so utterly compelling? Familiar even.”

				“Compelling? I do not recall anyone ever describing me as such.” He wasn’t sure what she meant. Had she complimented him, or referred to him as strange?

				Beth cringed as the implication of her previous actions sank deep. Good grief, she’d acted like some kind of bitch in heat. If he hadn’t stopped her, she would have continued, without any hesitation whatsoever. None.

				No, she could control herself. Yes, control was a good thing. Sitting up and straightening her back, she slid to the edge of the bed, setting her resolve to firm. Sitting so rigidly strained her breasts against her tee and made her all the more aware of just how wet she’d become. She’d give her right arm for some warm dry clothes right now.

				Beth watched as he turned abruptly away and began attending to the small hearth. She hoped he was going to start a fire, as the cabin had grown chilly without the heat he’d stirred within her.

				Chilled?

				She glanced down. Sure as shit, her nipples jutted against the wet tee in complete, look-at-us-here-we-are fashion. Mortified, she crossed her arms over the frozen peaks.

	
Chapter Three

				Beth caught the heated look and odd flare of his nostrils just before he’d turned away. She realized he hadn’t missed what she’d just become aware of and subconsciously drew her arms tighter together. Heat bloomed in her cheeks over how oblivious she’d been about her wet tee.

				She observed him in quiet admiration as his attentions remained fixed to the ancient-looking fireplace he fiddled with. Beth took in the fine view his backside offered. She bet a coin would bounce right off that derriere of his. No matter how hard she tried, her wild mind veered back to decadently erotic thoughts.

				Once the fire cackled to life and its ember flames danced among the dry wood, he rose and headed toward a small chair off in the corner. When he rose to his full height, the cabin appeared to shrink around his massive muscular body. He appeared completely unabashed by his nudity as he stripped off his wet pants, showing no hesitation or embarrassment at the fact he now stood nude, nor that his boner bobbed up against his belly. Hell, he seemed to be sporting the thing like a badge of honor. Yet there she sat, crossing her arms to cover the outline of her tits and fighting to keep her hormones in check.

				She would put him at around six foot four, maybe 240 pounds. Yeppers, 240 pounds of pure, aroused beefcake. She should say something, but words congealed in her throat even as decadent thoughts flashed through her mind.

				Her hand shot to her mouth, checking to see if drool had formed in the corners. A glance at his expression confirmed the cocky look he wore, and again she worried he could read her mind.

				If he could . . . 

				She trembled, and it had jack to do with the chill and more to do with the slow steps of the man approaching her. She would almost describe it as stalking. Little did he know if he hadn’t been heading to her, she’d have headed to him. Well, she would have if she’d been able to pull her courage out of her ass.

				She’d followed the damn rules all her life, and whether any of this made sense or not, she was going with her instincts, or rather hormones, on this one. Her gut screamed this man was far more than just your average guy. Something told her he was a noble and honorable man who, if nothing else, had saved her ass.

				“What is your name?”

				“Be . . . Beth Sloan.” Oh, my God, she’d just frigging squeaked. Her weak-sounding voice irritated her, as well as the fact she was acting more like a damn schoolgirl than the competent woman who should be grilling the large, nearly naked man for information on where she was and how she could get home. Or at the very least, who he was and what he wanted. Okay, maybe just who he was, since what he wanted seemed pretty damn clear. But oy, her mouth grew dry with each heavy step he took.

				Her skin tingled, her ears rang, and strange black dots blurred her vision. Then, for no rhyme or reason, everything around her began to spin. Later she’d wonder why, and assume the heat—and by heat she meant all the forms of heat—had gotten the better of her. So much seemed to be happening in such a short span of time. The hunt with Robby, getting lost and the overwhelming urge to jump the man before her. When the strange feeling passed a few moments later, she buried her head between her knees, nearly choking on her own drool in the process.

				“Are you unwell?”

				“No. Just a dizzy spell, I’ll be fine.” She was thankful he must have assumed her jerky reaction from the dizziness, but hell no, he had himself to thank for her quick head to knees move. She’d done it to buy time to help yank her wits and jaw back in place.

				He stood right in front of her, and she knew without looking in a mirror her face covered every varied shade of red imaginable, as her position left her nose to, uh, cock with him. And damned if the thing didn’t keep bobbin’ up and down as if waving hello to her. Though she was no virgin, she was also no slut. She’d seen enough penises, whether in person or online to know the difference between large versus wow, and holy shit, he was generously blessed.

				What the hell did one say when placed eye to eye in the most literal sense? Finding no words forthcoming, she did the last thing she’d planned and giggled. Oh, yeah, perfect reaction. She must look like a complete boob right now. Her stomach twisted and turned in several different directions at once, and it took all she had to stifle the nervous giggles fighting for more airtime.

				“My pants were in need of drying,” he stated, eyebrow arching questioningly at her nervous laughter.

				He obviously was aware where her attentions had centered. She watched, dazed and bedazzled, as he stalked even closer, stopping to kneel before her. Kind eyes, yet assured actions, as if he knew how nervous he made her.

				Gazing deeper into his eyes, she caught a slight glint reflecting back, and knew though he understood her wariness, he also acknowledged her physical reaction to him.

				She wanted him. She knew it. He knew it.

				Just once, she’d like to let go and do something wild and impetuous. Spur of the moment without dragging in all the “what ifs” and overanalyzing the situation to death.

				When he knelt, pushing her knees out to the sides to make room for him, she didn’t try to push him away, nor did she even turn her head. Instead, she held his fiery, determined gaze and matched it with a fire of her own.

				Desire and intent flew between them as the need and nature of the moment, so basic and pure, overwhelmed them. His lips brushed across hers, and the knots in her stomach fled, replaced by a strong, pulsing heat coursing through her. His tongue pushed past her parted lips and she opened wider in greeting as her hands drew up to his large, strong shoulders. His kiss deepened to the point she thought breathing an overrated inconvenience. And when his rough, leathered hands brushed against her stomach, grasping the hem of her tee, she instinctively stiffened a bit.

				A small inner part of her still warned, Wrong. Stranger. Run.

				• • •

				He drew back, pausing as he sensed her confusion. Though many called him a monster, he would never harm a woman. He saw the apprehension flickering within her eyes as she seemed to search for something within him.

				“What is it you want? Do you require something?” He barely held back the primal urge to take her, claim her, and mark her as his, though she wasn’t and could never be.

				After only a moment of uncertainty, during which he saw her battle her inner sensibility, did she answer him with a throaty yet confident, “You.”

				He loved her bashfulness as she began worrying on her lower lip. Something so innocent, yet utterly seductive as it pulled his gaze to the now-plumped pout. Her pink tongue darting back and forth teased his mind with erotic imagery of where else he’d like to see that tongue of hers.

				“You are sure of this? Once started, I may not be able to refrain again,” he warned through teeth clenched tight, barely hanging on to the little bit of restraint he currently had.

				She nodded, yet her body trembled beneath his palms, he hoped in anticipation and not fear.

				Moss reached down and encircled her waist, lifting her from her crouch on the bed before bending forward and planting a mind-numbing kiss on her mouth. His mind spun from the intensity and this time, when he grabbed the hem of her shirt, she didn’t tense up. Instead, she lifted her arms above her head to assist in its welcomed riddance.

				He trailed his tongue from her mouth to the hollow of her neck where he continued his gentle nips until reaching the front clasp of her bra. Her erotic sighs were like music to his ears, urging him onward.

				Never before had he experienced this kind of vulnerability—the urgency of wanting her to feel everything he was, from the raging desire to the intense need for her to understand who and what he truly was.

				• • •

				Beth watched as sculpted shoulders bunched and beads of sweat rolled down, catching in the many golden, muscled crevices of his body. He appeared to be fighting to hold part of himself back. Quivers rocked his body, and she felt like a goddess taking her god to the brink. He turned predatory as his calm façade fled and sheer urgency surfaced. If he wanted it rough, wanted to grab her ankles, spread her wide and plunge in, hello, that worked for her. She wanted all he offered, however he offered.

				She gasped in surprise when teeth tore through the front clasp of her bra, leaving the silken remnants to fall to her sides. Her bared breasts swayed from their sudden release. No sooner had she recovered from the shock than his hot mouth latched onto one now very sensitized nipple.

				Her pleasured mewls elicited an almost animal-sounding growl from him. Her head lolled back as he suckled one breast then the other, each time lightly blowing across them so that the contrast from cool to hot was near unbearable. He seemed to take delight in her responses and gave both tight buds lavish attention.

				He tore his mouth away like she was a succulent pleasure. Moss recaptured her mouth as his hands made quick work of her khaki shorts. God love drawstring shorts, she thought as they swiftly fell around her combat-booted feet. She was awed when he somehow managed to toe off first one of her boots then the other while his mouth and hands never left their explorative paths along her body.

				She went with his every urge and found herself lying back across the bed as he knelt before her again. His eyes sparkled as he took in the sight of her sheer black thong, and she thanked the karma gods she’d chosen the pretty panties over the comfy, ugly ones she’d thought about donning for her trek in the swamp. He fingered underneath the band, almost as if he’d never seen one before. No way a dude this damn hot had never been with a woman wearing a thong.

				Grasping the little bows adorning both sides of the sheer fabric covering her mound, he gently tugged until the delicate little things came unbound. The last obstacle shielding him from front-row seating at her bare body quickly flittered away. Now nothing stood between them except for the funky pink polka-dot socks she’d tossed on that morning.

				They were skin-to-skin, male to female, and she savored his musky scent.

				He placed a hand on each of her knees and gently coaxed them open, never losing eye contact with her as he teasingly lowered his head.

				She watched, breath held as his eyes hungrily drank in the bare sight of her. His pupils dilated and his own breath grew ragged. Never before had a lover brought her to this level of being aroused this fast on simple foreplay alone.

				Something in him screamed wild, untamed, and dangerous and she reveled in it.

	
Chapter Four

				A gasp escaped past her lips from the shock of his mouth and tongue working with masterful precision. She sighed when his tongue alternated between long languid laps and fleeting swirls over her little bundle of nerves, lost brain cells when small, gentle nips from blunt teeth added to the symphony he orchestrated. He played her like a finely tuned instrument, as if he knew her inside and out and always had. She had the strangest sense they’d always known each other. Like they’d just found one another again. What else could explain the way she responded to him? The lack of fear, the overwhelming desires?

				Stop, don’t think. Don’t even try to analyze this, she told herself. Live for now, live for the moment, live to please him, and accept the pleasure he’s giving.

				Beth moaned when rough, calloused hands blazed trails across her body, stopping only when they reached her chest. Rough palms kneaded her breasts. He lapped at her creamy center, bringing her to the edge of climax. But when one hand left her aching mound and fingers opened her lower lips while coating them with her juices, lubricating them, before slipping into her . . . she skyrocketed. When a second finger entered, she came unhinged. The climax hit with a fever she’d never before experienced. Her world erupted around her, sounds and lights taking on new hues as her body trembled in sheer delight. No sooner than she’d begun to come back to earth than he poised above her, a hand to each side of her, caging her in for what she expected would be the ultimate in couplings.

				• • •

				Moss nipped her clit and delighted as she came unglued under his ministrations. Watched as she bucked and writhed over the old ratty bed—his bed—his own arousal spiking at the erotic sight. A light sheen of perspiration shimmered across her skin. In the dim, moon- and candlelit room, she looked like a masterpiece. An angel amid his dark, watery world. And for now, she belonged to him alone. No one was going to take this moment from him, and God help anyone who tried.

				He kneed her legs open farther to accommodate the space he needed. She seemed so small compared to him as her long, graceful legs opened. He took a moment to relish in her giving spirit, leaning back to better appreciate her offering.

				The moist, silken folds proved how ready she’d become. Their glistening added visual proof to what his other senses had already established. When his gaze moved back to her face, he caught the cute flush that crept into her cheeks.

				Modest and beautiful, he thought, running his thumb through her damp lips before slipping up to her encircle her nub. A smile of satisfaction crossed his face when she arched and whimpered at the act. He reclaimed her mouth, stealing the mewl forthcoming, while continuing to run his thumb around and around the swollen little ball. She thrashed about, reaching for him in futile attempts to bring his body over hers. When she couldn’t force him to rise at the moment, her hands clenched the sheet and toes dug into the bed in, he assumed, frustration. He understood the desperation that now fueled her every move, as he felt it too.

				• • •

				The sounds of the creaking bed accompanied his weight atop her, and she savored the heavy, hard maleness pushing against her own softness. The broad head of him prodded her, toying with her entrance, and she angled and thrust forward, hoping to force him into her, like right damn now.

				Everything went beyond any physical sense of want; she flat-out needed more of the primitive release he brought her. She knew her wriggling about only aroused him further. Each time she thought he’d grow no larger, an almost pulse-like sensation stroked her as he continued to lengthen, proving her wrong yet again. Moss was full of surprises. The realization that she was driving this man—no, not just a man, a Hercules-type man—physically crazed, brought her feminine side out, purring.

				He stilled as if to verify her readiness, not wanting to rush and, though grateful, she was beyond ready. She grabbed his face, locked eyes with him, and wrapped a leg around his waist to pull him closer while rocking her pelvis into his. That little assurance seemed to send him over the edge, and he thrust.

				The force of the initial entrance was powerful enough she was pushed up the bed. Not bad except for scooting her farther away from him, but he quickly rectified that problem by wrapping one arm about her waist, anchoring her to him, keeping her immobile as he began thrusting with obvious pent-up vigor.

				She tensed a tad as her walls stretched to accommodate his large girth. The exquisite sensation caused her to gasp as it rode the border between pleasure and pain, with pleasure a rapid winner.

				Instinctively she arched, her sensitive nipples brushing against him. The skin-to-skin contact added to her euphoric state. She continued rocking her hips, matching him thrust for penetrating thrust as she held tight to those rock-hard biceps of his.

				The sweat they created helped to lube their bodies and create the perfect sliding sensation as they both succumbed to the most basic of all things nature had created. Reaching down, he grabbed her thighs in an attempt to spread her farther. He seemed fueled by her body’s visual reactions to him. That he’d freed her inner desires and had her demanding more. Little did he understand, now that she’d sampled what he offered, she’d take nothing less than everything.

				“Your scent . . . so intoxicating . . . love.” He growled, jaw stiff, face intent.

				The words went straight to her heart, though she understood things were so intense now that confusion even muddled her mind.

				With no warning other than his quick withdrawal, she found herself flipped face down on the mattress, hands clasped above her head, and a powerful arm slung around her waist. He drug her hips upwards so she ended up on her knees, ass up, with him draped across her backside. She moaned her approval of the change, which in this position gave him all control and would allow for deeper penetration.

				And oh, hell, how he took advantage of it.

				He accommodated her every unspoken desire as if reading her mind. Beth thought for sure there were times he went so deep, he touched her womb. Between his blessed size and the primal positioning, she lost count of how many orgasms he’d brought her.

				As he pumped rapidly, his fingers dug into her hips, keeping her firmly anchored. “Please . . . ” she begged.

				“Please what?” He sounded raspy, edgy, demanding.

				“Don’t, can’t breathe, no—don’t—stop.” She couldn’t think straight as her body hit boundaries she hadn’t known it had. Everything was too much and not enough all at the same time. He had more stamina than the Energizer Bunny; she stifled the urge to thank him and tell him he was the best lover she’d ever had.

				And they weren’t even done yet.

				• • •

				The fevered pitch of Beth’s moans sounded like a heartbeat in Moss’ soul as he slammed home repeatedly, thrusting a little harder each time, pounding into her as though he couldn’t get enough. He fought back the overwhelming urge to release, opting to savor each moment with her.

				Her tight warmth sheathing him made him all the harder. Never had any woman unleashed his beast as she did. It was as if she were the key to unlocking the secrets surrounding the arrival of his current cursed state of being. She was unique in so many ways, and his beast recognized her and raged to mark her as his. Strong and self-reliant, yet he sensed a wisdom far beyond her youthful demeanor.

				Could he hope she was the fated one to release him from his curse? Or was it too much to hope for such a miraculous thing? What he wouldn’t give to walk among society and not have to remain hidden in the shadows of the night. Would he remember what it was like free of the swamps, his only residence in all this time, away from the only friends he had? Namely, the many swamp creatures like him, who society feared and shied away from. Even killed when opportunity arose.

				Releasing her hands, he reached around her collarbone and, with gentle pressure, urged her body upwards. He nuzzled her neck, cupping her pert breasts, and tweaked her nipples enough to elicit a startled but pleasant response. The shudders that followed prompted his continued nipple play. He rolled the firm buds between thumb and forefinger until he had her bucking her hips back against him in a wild frenzy. He angled her to half lying, half upright and still on her knees, which was a good position to grant him access to her entire body. No part of her was off limits now. He attempted to slow the pace, wanting to relish every moment of their union, not wanting it to end. Especially when faced with the real possibility of having to watch her walk away.

				He forced her head to the side as his tongue sought and dueled with hers. One hand roamed over her front, finding and plucking the tight buds adorning her breasts while his cock, still deeply embedded within her, pumped with frantic need. Flesh slapping flesh sounded through his small abode, as did the strong smell of sex and his keen sense of both ignited a hailstorm of sexual need from him.

				He saw a puzzled expression ever so briefly cross her face, when her eyes fluttered open and she caught his partial change in her peripheral vision. Prayed that when spent, she wouldn’t remember what she would think she saw, and instead would focus on the raptures they’d shared. Hoped, that while he knew she would leave, maybe they’d lie together a while basking in the sweaty glow of after-sex release.

				His reptilian senses and predatory habits peaked, becoming more aggressive with each little mewl she made. His claws extended as he held her very carefully, as in his current state it would be far too easy to forget his strength and rip her to shreds. Not something he wanted to risk as he released his piston-like grip on her hips.

				He reached up and instead grasped her firmly by her hair, using it as a sort of leverage. He laid his other hand on her back, turned on its side, claws clenched to ensure he didn’t accidentally lay so much as a whisper of a scratch on her.

				Then her warm core trembled, beginning an onslaught of fast-paced contractions convulsing around his cock, bringing him past the edge of return. Her back arched, then she dropped down onto the bed, her hands fisting frantically in the sheets as her cries of ecstasy ricocheted through the small hut. His male pride ballooned as she rocked backwards on hands and knees, impaling herself faster, harder, and deeper upon his throbbing member. Only when the warm wave of her essence creamed over him did he let go and revel in the release of his own built-up explosion.

				Spent, he pulled her down with him on the tattered but welcoming bed, where they stayed silent but well sated, curling into one another with newfound intimacy.

				• • •

				Beth delighted in pure feminine satisfaction when she’d caught what sounded like a cross between a hiss and roar escape Moss just before his warm seed shot into her. The sound of their blended orgasms had carried on the swamp’s breeze as the sudden sounds of night creatures mysteriously sprang to life. The crickets’ chirping amplified, as did the strange, guttural barks of the alligators. Owls seemed to be hooting loud messages as they joined in the swampy chorus. It was as if the entire swamp had burst to life. If she’d been alone it might have been a little creepy, even bothersome, but right now, and with Moss, it emulated the joyous sound of life being celebrated. Like nature had blessed their union herself.

				After her heart rate returned to normal and she found her voice again, Beth wondered whether to ask Moss about what she’d seen. She wasn’t crazy, and she was fairly certain she had good eyesight, or so she’d been told during her last exam. But for all that, she could have sworn his pupils had become a little more, uh, slit-like? And there been a sudden sharpness to his teeth that hadn’t been there before, and his tongue had seemed, oh, thinner, faster, as it hit all the right places and then some. Like it had been forked?

				But that was impossible; she’d just been overheated, way too revved up. Right?

				That would explain the amazing mind-blowing skills he’d expended on her down south. Oh, get a grip, girl, you’re just freaking out over a bout of seriously fantastic sex.

				“Moss?” she whispered, voice still tinged with the lazy edge of satisfaction.

				“Hmm?”

				“How did you find me? You know, out here in the middle of the swamp like you did?”

				She couldn’t help but find his silence a bit unsettling. She sensed him debating how to answer the question, but wasn’t sure what he had to debate about. She wanted to push, make him answer, but deep down she feared the truth and decided to wait patiently.

				“I live close by and heard all the commotion you caused.”

				“I wasn’t making any commotion,” she countered. Okay, she did scream that one time, but that had been a good bit before he showed up.

				Again she met awkward silence. What was he hiding, and did it really matter? Yeah, she’d heard of vampires, werewolves and shifters, knew there was a truth somewhere about them. But what she’d seen wasn’t vampiric in nature nor did it even remotely resemble a wolf. The features held more reptilian-like qualities.

				She pushed a little harder. “So, you heard me? All the way from here?”

				“I do not always stay here.”

				“Oh? Where do you live then?”

				Silence.

				“Not much of a talker, are you?” she stated more to herself than him.

				“I . . . I do live here.” He waved his hands about, seeming to mean more than just the cabin. “But I was returning when I heard you.” His voice was a bit stiff. He rose from the bed to stand in the rays of moonlight the glassless sills provided.

				“Here as in this swamp, or here as in this cabin?” Though she said cabin, she did so loosely. The place was quite primitive, yet very soothing at the same time. Something about being here in the swamp, with him, felt magical and right.

				Her mind skittered off its current path when his rear end drew her gaze. The man was one giant, walking muscle as exemplified by the hard lines that ran the length of his sculpted backside . . . and front side, for that matter. He stepped farther into the moonlight and when he did, she noticed what appeared to be a tattoo of sorts spreading out over his chest and curving around his body. It shimmered and seemed almost iridescent, its bluish green color replicating the appearance of scales. The transformation didn’t end, as he turned facing her and she caught those beautiful, moss-green eyes glowing. He was shifting right before her eyes.

	
Chapter Five

				Okay, this was where most people, sane people, would have run away screaming. Instead, Beth thought about how beautiful he appeared. Beautiful in a brooding, sexy, wild unique animal kind of way. Though what kind of animal exactly, still remained a mystery.

				“Both,” he answered, solemn and grim sounding.

				He turned and started toward her. The moonlight cascading around him created a dazzling halo effect. His golden body, toned, taut, and bare, sent her overactive libido stirring once more. She caught his heavy sac drawing up tight, as clearly he too grew eager for more play. His slow, tantalizing gait was teasing and powerful. She licked her lips in anticipation and caught the flare in his gaze, his staff rising again in apparent appreciation of the subconscious act, thick, long, and still glistening from their recent joining.

				“I should tell you. Pregnancy nor disease is an issue with me.”

				She hadn’t even thought about that. So swept away with the man and magic of the moment. Her insides twisted at how irresponsible she’d acted, though she had detected something, almost mystical about him.

				“And why is that?” She asked hoping he’d open up.

				Beth couldn’t begin to fathom how in the hell she was this turned on so soon after the best, most intense sex of her life. Yet her breasts weighed heavily while her nipples tingled, and she grew slick again at the erotic sight of him. Desire rolled through her in waves so strong she trembled in anticipation.

				“I am not quite human.”

				“Um, yeah, I had kinda noticed.”

				He watched her through hooded eyes, as if expecting her to turn tail and run. Not. “You are not disgusted by this or afraid of me?” He sounded shocked but relieved and puzzled all at the same time.

				“Should I be?” Though she asked, she already had her answer.

				“Most would be. Most have been, as maybe you should be.” A deep sadness laced his words.

				“Well, I am not most, and don’t want to be,” she reassured him.

				No, she hadn’t lost her mind; she’d just met many humans she wouldn’t call human. So cold and vicious by nature, even assigning them to the animal kingdom seemed unfair. Every day papers across the globe wrote about them. They carried names like serial killer, rapist, murderer.

				Instinct told her Moss fit neither category.

				Brazen in her current nude state, she closed the gap between them; her nipples brushed him as she came to stand toe to toe with him. Though she rather liked this wanton, slut-puppy side of herself, she hadn’t realized it even existed.

				She brought her hands to rest on either side of his beautiful yet masculine face and made him look her in the eyes. They stood in a standoff of sorts. More than anything, she needed him to understand she didn’t fear him. If he had an inkling of the many things she wanted to do to him, he might be the one running.

				“Moss, I don’t care what you are or aren’t. I can sense who you are.”

				His hand came down to cup her face, his thumb stroking her bottom lip. He asked, his voice sinfully deep, “And who or what do you think I am?”

				“You are a kind, compassionate, and gentle man, Moss.” Truthful, yet firm enough she hoped it penetrated his thick skull.

				“What makes you so certain when we’ve just met?” he asked, voice tight, eyes slitted half shut, skeptical.

				Though he’d posed it as a question, his voice hinted at confusion. As if he couldn’t believe her but wanted to. Begged for a rational answer, like something he’d been searching for, yet hadn’t found. She didn’t understand how she knew she told him the truth; she just instinctively understood her words to be true. He was a rare and genuine man, something almost impossible to find in this day and age. Yet out here, in this godforsaken, hot, mosquito-infested swamp, she’d found one such man.

				Of course, nothing good in life came without a catch. His just happened to not be one hundred percent human. Hell’s bells, he already met five out of the six must haves on her list. He was hot and had already proved it, for starters; he loved nature and the outdoors, he was gentle, smart, and an animal in bed.

				In her opinion that last one should get two points, since he had the whole animal sex thing down—in more ways than one.

				As for her old required number six—job and/or money? Who the hell cared when he’d met all the others? She sure didn’t. She’d learned long ago, money didn’t and couldn’t buy you happiness.

				“Because you have such a gentle aura encircling your soul, Moss. You have the strength of ten men and don’t abuse that power,” she answered, breathless at being so close to him in the undressed state. Screw propriety, or what most would call slutty—she wanted him again. She wanted this stranger with a passion that, as far as she could tell, wouldn’t be sated any time soon. Much like a weary traveler lost in the Mojave Desert searching for water, she sought release with him and went with her instincts.

				Gathering her courage and going up on tiptoes again, she brushed her lips across his. The kiss was soft and gentle but with the slow, steaming velocity of a pressure cooker about to blow its top. She suckled his bottom lip, the only part of his mouth she could reach, nibbling until he rumbled beneath her hands splayed on his chest. She moved lower, to his nipples, where she repeated the process. A suck, nip, and swirl of her tongue until she heard the slight growl. His cock did a jig against her belly, and she took immense pride in knowing she caused these reactions from him.

				By God, but he tasted like heaven and fucked like hell. Hard and wild with a seemingly insatiable stamina. Where and how got his energy she hadn’t a clue, but if it could be bottled, he’d put all those energy drink companies out of business. His body was taut and tight under her exploring hands, and she couldn’t seem to keep her nails out of his flesh as she preened and pawed, leaving angry red trails in her nails’ wake. Moss didn’t seem to care, or maybe he did, but not in a bad way. She couldn’t help it; she was reacting to his feral responses. He seemed to bring out the animal in her.

				She blazed a lowering trail with her lips and tongue down the path of his ripped body. Tracing every ridge of every ab, pausing only once to glance up when she realized exactly how hard she had raked her nails across his body. She saw no pain etched in his fine features. Quite the contrary—what she saw reflected back from him screamed rock-hard need. Need for release and the desire for her mouth to continue until she reached her ultimate goal, which, by the way he gazed down on her lowering body, was his ultimate goal as well.

				“Bethhhhhhh,” he groaned as his head lolled back and his body all but vibrated. The gritted, gruff sound sent shivers streaking across her bared flesh. It demanded, yet pleaded for the promised release. His muscles twitched in barely contained restraint, and that restraint only added fuel to the fire burning deep.

				When she reached her prize, she settled down onto her knees and grasped him in both hands, still awed at his length and girth. Working two hands simultaneously, she manipulated him so that her hands almost covered his entire length. She slowly alternated movements, going first upwards in a sort of sliding, twisting movement until reaching his base, then repeating the process back up his shaft, circling its blunt, silken head. Grunts and hisses became all the encouragement she needed.

				When she took pity upon him and slowly covered him with the heat of her mouth, she thought his legs almost buckled from beneath him. She wet her lips and ran her tongue down and over his length, lubricating him with her mouth and tongue before opening wide to work him in. It took some effort, but she managed most of him before drawing downward to swirl her tongue around the head of his shaft. He was much larger than most and proved quite challenging to take too deeply, but damn if she wasn’t going to at least try.

				His hands tangled in her hair as he grasped her head and pulled in time with his thrusting hips. She savored the ecstasy of the moment. Wow. She was a bit relieved when he seemed to catch himself from becoming too aggressive, refraining from what would have been an awkward moment to say the least. Considering the size of him—hell, she would have had to be rushed to an emergency room. She really didn’t want to explain to any doctors how her tonsils had become dislocated.

				His hands were still in her hair, fisting it by handfuls, but he didn’t thrust or forcibly hold her in place. Instead he gave her freedom of movement to suck and pull, nip and lick.

				As she attempted to get her fill of his unique taste, she used one hand to squeeze and carefully roll his drawn sac, loving each and every ragged breath he took, floating in the exquisite thought that she held this much power over him.

				Her. Plain Jane Beth, caused this gorgeous, wild, erotic man to tremble like putty in her ministrations. It was such a womanly feeling to be able to give such pleasure.

				Not until his body stiffened and his shaft seemed to swell did he pull her away. He looked as though he were trying not only to catch his breath but also to hold back his release. She saw him struggling to regain control of his body. Watched his lids close, brows furrow, sweat bead, and breathing go from uncontrolled and ragged to smooth and even.

				Running her nails over his muscular thighs, she kissed the inside of each thigh and noted the beautiful tattoo she’d seen earlier had spread to cover almost his entire body.

				Its iridescent details enhanced his every feature, belaying a strange, erotic, and hypnotizing glow. Staring left her dazed and edgy with a need that clawed deep in her gut. She noted he appeared no more in control than she, as the tattoos seemed to cast a spell that drew them into a sexual frenzy.
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