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			The cruise ship’s dance club writhed with a mass of happy, hip-pumping vacationers. The bass was all she heard from outside, but the wall of windows revealed their leaping shadows. The strobes and slicing electric blue laser lights lit their flushed faces. The dancers seemed to be one creature, undulating like liquid.

			Charlotte yearned to belong there. It was decadent and carnal. She would take off this modest, boring T-shirt and reveal a black lace bra cupping her breasts. Painted-on jeans would be nice, over a firm ass and muscular thighs, with a rhinestone thong riding the tops of her hips and a tribal tattoo slinking over one shoulder. A striking mass of red ringlets and exotic makeup would complete the transformation. How easy it would then be to slide into that sea of dancers and grind with them.

			But that wasn’t her body, she didn’t own those clothes, and her only experience with makeup was her winter tubes of Chapstick. The thought of trying on a lace bra worth a week’s pay and a rhinestone thong sounded . . . uncomfortable. Even though she hungered to join the sexy scene, she remained perched on a wooden bar stool sipping the lovely fruity, icy thing the bartender had given her.

			This outdoor balcony lounge was one of the neatest places on the ship. She’d been drawn to it as she wandered around earlier. For some reason, this deck was much less crowded than any of the others. There had been hardly anyone here until after sunset. That’s when the club had opened, and the lounge became a way station for beautiful people to drink up their courage before storming the neon entrance. Beyond the railing off to her right, the ocean glittered with diamonds under the bulging, waxing moon. The massive ship glided on the shimmering Caribbean Sea, a surreal spot of life.

			She straightened her spine. She was on a cruise. She was young and free. She’d brought condoms. She’d gone on the pill, just to be safe. She’d even gotten her private bits lasered smooth and that was serious commitment. Charlotte was here to get laid. Her world had ended four months ago when her grandmother died. Now the quaint White Plains house was cleared and sold. Most of Charlotte’s things were sitting in boxes in an ugly little walk-up in the Bronx.

			Before she’d been able to focus on getting a job, or maybe even starting nursing school again, she’d decided to follow through on a dream she’d developed with Gram. They’d talked about cruises because Gram loved the water, and even with all the traveling she’d done, she’d never gone on a cruise.

			Because quaint White Plains houses sold for a price that would make Somali pirates happy, Charlotte was on the first adventure of her twenty-nine-year-old life. Just in time to fit in some living before she slid firmly into middle age. Gram had led such an amazing life. Charlotte meant to emulate her.

			Lifting her tall glass with the lilac umbrella high, she murmured, “Thanks, Gram. I’ll make this count.”

			With her gumption temporarily stirred, she swiveled to peruse the balcony lounge, the place she’d chosen to make her first effort. It was marked off from the ship’s continuous rim walk by a split rail fence and pots of tall grasses. Low emerald cushions with side tables in the shape of flowers dotted the landscape. Hanging brass lanterns shone with pale butter light. The club’s blue lights painted the wooden floorboards aqua. The scattered green disks reminded her of lily pads on a pond, with the lanterns like little floating fireflies. Did that make the attractive people lounging on them frogs? She smiled.

			In that moment, with her pep talk fresh and the warm breeze ruffling her braided orange hair, the alcohol molten in her stomach and the primal thumping of the club calling to her blood, Charlotte relaxed. She actually felt her jaw shift, soften. Her shoulders eased and she rested against the bar. Breathing deeply the way her Pilates tape had taught her, she tipped her face up to the moon, closed her eyes, and sat with an empty mind.

			Gram’s absence wasn’t a clawing hole or a guilty shadow. Gram had lived well and Charlotte had done right by her these last ten years. It was something to be proud of and to move on from. The moonlight seemed a heavenly blessing from Gram. She breathed again, drawing the air into her nose and deep to the bottom of her lungs, expanding her ribs. Her shoulders were back, opening her chest, and she held the breath, feeling the tingle of oxygen surge. She let it out slowly, chilled lips curving faintly.

			When she opened her eyes, her gaze collided with a huge, brawny blond man’s across the lounge. His dress shirt was open at the neck. The rolled sleeves revealed powerful forearms. His face was blunt, heavily masculine. She was reminded of a soldier, despite his thick, longish hair that almost brushed his shoulders. No, not a soldier, a Viking. He stared right at her. She looked over her shoulder, but there was no one at the bar beyond her. He was looking at her.

			Now his mouth quirked to the side. He was amused she’d been unsure of his notice. One brow lifted in a very Old World way. With his hand palm up, he made a flicking, curling motion with his fingers. She fought to keep her face bland, but she was shocked. He wanted her to come over to his lily pad?

			He was so big that the low seating drove his knees high from where his feet were braced on the floor. His arms rested on his knees, hands dangling as he considered her, watching to see what she decided. A beer sat on the pink lily table behind him, and he reached around and grabbed it without even looking. For some reason the simple move reeked of confidence. He took a deep swig while keeping his gaze on her. Her belly flipped upside down, which was odd because last she checked, guys drinking beer weren’t inherently sexy.

			Just then a surge of laughter exploded from the club. The glass doors burst open and a topless man stumbled out backward, arms windmilling. The crowd of sleek blondes who shoved him out all clustered in the doorway.

			“Aw, c’mon!” he roared, laughing in return as the ladies blew him a kiss and closed the doors.

			They turned their backs and sashayed into the bouncing bodies, their long straightened hair almost the same length as their golden micro dresses. When the black-haired man noticed all the people in the lounge were staring at him, he took his hands from his hips and bowed with elegance. A few chuckles mixed with light applause. He gave a flourish from his forehead, nodding deeply, like a pasha.

			He swaggered toward the nearest empty lily pad, which happened to be close to Charlotte. Throwing himself down on the firm vinyl disk, he sprawled on his back, ribs heaving. His chest hair was perfect, not too thick, and tapering down into a pair of leather pants that looked authentic. They weren’t latex and they weren’t too tight. What they were? Magnificent. He was lean and muscled in the way of a professional athlete, not a body builder.

			He propped himself up on one elbow and called out, “Bartender, a bottle of your best shiraz, please. No gl—” He broke off when he saw Charlotte. His eyes went intent and his bladed face tightened. “—assss,” he finished softly. “Hello, gorgeous. Where the hell did you come from? I didn’t see you at the ball.”

			She was still smiling from his entrance. His words made her smile grow wider. What a player. “That’s because I’m nowhere near Cinderella.”

			He frowned, gaze sweeping over her plain cream V-neck tee and brown peasant skirt with something like confusion. The waitress, decked out in silver lamé and glittering like a toy, offered him the bottle wrapped in linen. He waved off the accompanying ice bucket and she sauntered away, but he never took his eyes off Charlotte.

			Charlotte took a deep pull of her spiked slushie. What was going on? Her eyes darted over to golden Mr. Viking. His mouth had a grim set as he glared at the topless player.

			Sensing her gaze, he switched to her face, and his look softened. He tipped his head, chin jutting ever so slightly in a summons. He leaned back against the table, his legs stretched out in perfectly tailored shimmery gray business slacks, feet shod in some hip Euro-looking shoes. His beer was propped on his belly. Her cheeks went scarlet with a very naughty thought that he’d placed his beer there in a phallic gesture.

			“Well, you’re an undiscovered treasure, is what you are.” The black-haired charmer shook his shaggy, silky hair off his face. His dark eyes glinted dangerously, framed by thick lashes. He patted the thin wedge of seating next to his tight, rippling abs. “Come visit, my pearled ruby.”

			Charlotte blinked. She had never in her life had a man express interest in her. Not one wolf whistle in the street, not one flirtatious smile in a diner, not one lingering glance in the grocery. Licking her lips, she looked over at Mr. Viking. He was in the same long, relaxed position, but his face was emptier—closed off. She got the sense he was disappointed, or disapproving.

			Charlotte was a woman with substantial bones and fine, dark orange hair. Her face was plain, her eyes gray. Lines worn by anxiety and grief showed around her eyes, between her brows, and at the edges of her mouth. In short, there was absolutely nothing that warranted the dual attentions of two startlingly gorgeous and very different men.

			But Charlotte couldn’t see any possible nefarious motivation. If they wanted to steal from her she had nothing but her ship charge card in her pocket and no jewelry at all. Date rape seemed an absurd goal when there were a dozen hot-to-trot elegant women in the club.

			She shook her head once and took a hard drag on her drink. She’d stop being suspicious and pick one. Here it was, the adventure she’d hoped for. Maybe it would be some light banter and a shared drink. And maybe she’d get to kiss one of these guys under the moonlight.

			A quick glance told her they were both still watching her. She swallowed. Would she go to the man who noticed her first or the brash newcomer? The Viking or the rascal?
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			Charlotte’s lungs shrank a size. “I’m good here.” Some insanity made her qualify that, to leave the way open for this golden temptation. “Tonight.”

			Ivor nodded once, then turned and left without a word to Ryder.

			Ryder called after him, “Piss off, you overbred hound!” He tipped back his head and howled in a surprisingly musical imitation of a wolf.

			People turned to look. Ryder blew them a kiss. They laughed.

			Ryder turned to her and caught some look on her face. He tilted his head. “You are shy.”

			She shook her head and shrugged at the same time. Then laughed at herself.

			He smiled, seeming to relax. “It’s good to see yourself clearly. What bothered you specifically? Me being loud, or being looked at?”

			Biting her lip, she toyed with her empty glass, rolling it in her palms. “It’s okay, really. I’m just not used to . . .”

			He waited, then prodded her. “To . . .” When she still couldn’t answer, he put one gentle touch on the back of her hand, stilling the nervous fondling of her glass. “To performing? To teasing? To friendship? To—”

			Distressed that she was ruining everything, she turned and put one hand on his thigh. He cut off.

			“Yes,” she admitted. Daring a glance up at him, she saw his closed face ease into something like kindness. She straightened her shoulders. “But I like it. Opposites attract, right?”

			He laid one of his hands on her thigh, bunching the cotton peasant skirt. “I would not say that. Something is calling us each to the other, and I’m quite sure it’s likeness to likeness.”

			She took a breath. “I can’t imagine ever being so bold as you. But as my gram would say, ‘Never say never.’ ”

			He hummed in agreement and took a slug of his wine. “I certainly see boldness in you. You’re not afraid of yourself, are you?”

			Brow creasing, she watched the bartender expertly toss a mixer. “Not afraid . . . just . . .” Not sleeping. Waiting? “Delayed.” She nodded.

			“Ah. And now the journey is under way?”

			She admired his chiseled features, his steadiness. When he wasn’t being a loud showman, he was . . . a different kind of wonderful. “Yes.” She was off, seeking Boldness as her destination.

			Charlotte set her glass on the side flower table and rubbed her damp palms on her skirt. It was time to link herself with Ryder. What would a boy like? She shook her head. Not a boy. A man. A man she had no idea how to connect with.

			Her gaze fell on the wine bottle he still held. He liked wine.
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			“I don’t like this.” Her voice quavered. She sounded about two years old. But she reached over and yanked the bitch’s hand out of Ivor’s trunks. “That part is just for me.”

			His hand curled up behind her and pulled on her halter cord. “But you like me. Relax. You know you can trust me.”

			She lay back down. The canvas cushion on the hammock was scratchy compared to the silk she’d become accustomed to. Her hand claimed Ivor’s warm, iron-hard penis. It was still a thrill. Isabella’s hand danced up with butterfly lightness to help him untie her halter.

			“I thought this was about submitting to you.” She shrugged her shoulder, irritably batting Isabella’s hand away.

			“She’s here to satisfy whatever desire I have. And right now, you’re my desire.” He pushed her top off the tip of her breast. “Who wouldn’t want this?”

			Watching his fingers work her nipple mesmerized her. Until a mocha hand came weaving into his fingers, lifting the heft of her breast to offer it to him. It felt about as sexy as when her gynecologist taught her how to check for lumps.

			“That’s it.” She shoved Isabella so hard her mouth slurped when it dislodged from Ivor’s neck. “I’m done here. This isn’t sexy.” Twisting away, she struggled out of the hammock, adding, “Ivor, either she submits to you some other time or I’m out of here.”

			Isabella propped herself up on one arm and smirked. “I knew she couldn’t stand up to me.”

			Charlotte gaped. “What do you think I’m doing!”

			“You’re running. That’s what your fat, ghostly self is doing.” She tucked her short hair behind her ear, dismissing Charlotte.

			Charlotte pinned Ivor with a furious stare while she finished adjusting her top and tying her suit. “Get rid of her.”

			Ivor sighed and sat up. “I apologize. I’m completely rushing you. Last night was so perfect I wanted to see how you dealt with the worst of the pack.”

			“Hey!” Isabella glared at him.

			He ignored her and stood up, running his hands through his hair. His glorious, silky, stupid golden hair. “I think you have the right instincts, but you’re not dominant enough yet to stand at my side.”

			Charlotte wanted to show him enough dominance to mark his wolfy face. She crossed her arms. Her voice got very quiet. “This was a test? You set this up?”

			“You can’t know how taken I am with you. You’re amazing. I wanted to see if you could make Isabella back down. I had visions of introducing you to the pack on the next full moon.”

			Isabella put her hands behind her head and stretched out in the hammock. “Weakling.”

			“I might be amazing in bed, but you barely know me. And this is a crappy way of asking me to join your family.” Shame and anger twisted into a cocoon. The air, which had once felt silken, now seemed stifling.

			“I was wrong. I’m sorry. Let’s go get a drink, cool off in the water again.”

			The muffled chatter of a megaphone caught the air. She looked to see the ship’s tender uncoiling its mooring line. Determination filled her to board that escape. “Good-bye, Ivor.”

			She trotted out of the trees, across the hot sand, and ran along the damp waterline toward the dock.

			He kept pace without a problem. “Charlotte. Don’t go running scared from a fantastic night.”

			“Yes, this is me running in fear. Tell yourself that. This isn’t me being insulted by your manipulation and lack of communication.”

			“Let me come with you. We’ll go try that rock-climbing wall you mentioned.”

			“No, no.” She spoke through gritted teeth. “You stay here with your pack. The weakling insists.” She strode snappily down the dock. “Hold! I’m returning to the ship, too!”

			The friendly man in white waved to her in acknowledgment.

			Ivor reached for her but she spun away, slapping at his hand.

			“I trusted you and you blew it. Just go away.”

			He stopped, chin lifting. “I see. I’ll call you when you’re back in New York. I hope we can see each other again.”

			She walked away, throat strangling on bitterness. “I don’t know.” She felt like saying never, but at the same time, her palm still itched with the memory of holding his erection. Her thighs were sore, her nipples were tight, and oh, he was fine.

			“I’ll send my assistant Hans to your room. You need to learn fantastical laws immediately and register as well.”

			She waved her hand in irritation at his words, then took the driver’s hand and stepped aboard the small flat boat. She smiled blindly at the young family of ruby-skinned people who looked at her, and sat on a cushioned seat. They could either be some magical ethnicity or simply have magic-grade sunburns.

			The engine started with a roar, and the boat flew away in a plume of white foam. The ship sat like a floating castle on the horizon. She swallowed a few times, then burst into tears.

			Would she agree to see him if he actually called her in New York? If she did, how would she know when the wolf mind games started again? She wanted to turn and see him one last time, but what if Isabella’s lovely form stood matching his?

			She shook her head. This was part of the adventure. The getting . . . and the leaving. Gram had told her how important it was to be the one doing the leaving. And she was. Sort of. She wiped her eyes angrily. The moonlight had been magical, but the daylight was much harsher.
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			“Gram, I’m scared.” Charlotte started to cry, the tears sliding thick and hot from her pressed lashes.

			There were so many times when she’d had to be brave for Gram, so many times where she’d shoved down the tears. This wasn’t anything like those times. This was messed up and she just needed a moment to sob the fear away.

			Ryder begrudged her the moment. He snarled and screamed, snapping his chains taut again and again. Huddling in as small a ball as she could in the corner, Charlotte cried, gasping and coughing her way through every clang. Some of his lunges were so violent his feet left the floor when his neck was brought up short. Seeing the way the links cut into his torn throat just made her cry more.

			The metal scraped, the chains chafing against the seam where they were set. The harder Charlotte sobbed, the more the chains jangled. His arms swinging, hands mindlessly reaching for her, he leaned his whole body into a steep angle, face turning first cherry, then magenta, and just starting to edge into eggplant when there was a loud boom!

			Purple glitter sparkled through her tears. When she blinked her wet lashes hard enough for clarity, Ryder stood over her, mouth hanging loose, fangs shining. A short length of chain swung from his neck.

			Charlotte stared into his wild eyes, breathless. He would kill her. The gargoyles would kill him. The Elder would arrange their remains. Would she see Gram? Would she be able to haunt the Elder and torment her? Did vampires have souls?

			Ryder still didn’t move. He trembled, drooled. One hand banged into the side of the ship and stuck like a magnet. The other curled into a fist, skin white with tension. Faint lines of blood still trickled from some of the cuts on his body.

			Charlotte had to breathe, but now her eyes were burning, unable to blink, unwilling to miss the last moment. Ryder’s nostrils flexed. His lip rippled. Charlotte thought a heart attack would take her first.

			Then, he whirled away. In two long strides, he gripped the ship-anchored end of the broken chain in both hands. “Go.”

			She actually tried, but the rope brought her up short, as much of a shock the second time. She stared at it, stupefied. Licking her lips, she whispered, “I’m tied.”

			But as she spoke, she saw the gargoyle above him stir. It shifted its shoulders, then angled the pig snout. Finally, it crawled down the wall like a spider, steps light for stone on metal.

			“Gargoyle,” she breathed even quieter. Would they attack Ryder? Or her? Were they intelligent? Controlled by the Elder?

			A scrape came from her corner, then the one opposite. In moments, four gargoyles gathered to the side of the door. They had real eyes in their stone faces, the pale orbs shining wet and fragile from gray rock lids.

			“Never have I seen such control,” the dog said to the pig.

			The dragon nodded. “Ryder is a rare vampire, one who chooses to master his appetites.”

			The dog gave a small growl. “Well, he fights them at least. I do not think he’ll master them. He’ll break soon and go for her.”

			The pig sighed. “It would have been good to repay our debt to the Elder, but I find myself irritated at such sloppy assassin work.”

			The bat spoke with a shockingly sultry, feminine voice. “I vote for calling the enforcers.”

			There was a pause. The dog raised its back leg and scratched one long, dangling ear. Small particles of rock showered down like sand. “Acceptable.”

			Dragon nodded. “Agreed.”

			Pig sighed again, deeper and longer. “Perhaps we can get out of this favor yet.”

			Bat hopped like a rabbit over to the door and opened it. Charlotte held her breath, nails biting into the metal wall. The other gargoyles went into the hall, too. She stared, mesmerized, but they all just sat, looking off down the hallway. It was on the tip of her tongue to scream What are you waiting for? But she managed to remain still.

			They were somehow going to help her. She bit her lip. Should she ask them to untie her?

			In the distance, there came a clang, and footsteps. They were slow and heavy. After a moment, the gargoyles clustered closer, their stone skin grinding softly. The stride became clearer, and they pulled from her vision, clearing the doorway by moving away.

			Everything about the steps had shouted “badass.” And that’s exactly who came to a stop in the doorway. He looked like the purest stereotype of a biker she’d ever seen. He was tall and wide, beefy, with a shaggy beard and a bald head. He wore leather, but unlike Ryder’s pants, these were thick and stiff, like chaps. His arms were hairy, muscular, and tattooed. His tee and vest were dusty. He looked at her.

			Charlotte quickly stammered, “Please, help me. The Elder has tied me, and Ryder is at the end of his strength.”

			He looked at Ryder’s sweating, slashed back, standing for a long, endless moment. He looked back at her.

			“The gargoyles can attest that this is an elaborate setup. The Elder wanted to kill us but make it look like a lover’s quarrel. Please!” Her lip started to quiver again, her eyes wet.

			The biker folded his arms. “The Elder. The Fairy Queen.” His voice was gritty, cold.

			Charlotte nodded frantically. “And her assistant Willow. Ask the gargoyles!”

			He looked back and forth again. Charlotte thought about kneeling, prostrating herself, or—

			Entering the room, the biker walked up to Ryder. He stood behind him and put one huge arm against the wall, palm flat. He was tall enough that they did not touch, but Charlotte could see how the arm stretched right past Ryder’s face.

			“Drink.” The command was given with a sneer, like a dare.

			The chains jangled loose as Ryder switched his grip onto the biker.

			Charlotte took a step toward them, horrified at the temptation the man had set up but helpless to stop it. Ryder’s face burrowed into the fold of the man’s inner elbow. Horrible wet, ripping sounds came, and blood splattered the wall and floor. Charlotte gagged and looked away, tears spilling down her hot cheeks.

			“So what are you, chica?”

			The gravelly voice brought her head up again. He stood in the same position, looking at her like he was just resting himself on the street. He was relaxed, not at all like he was close to losing the lower half of his arm to a vampire.

			Charlotte took a few shaky breaths. “I’m a will-o’-the-wisp.”

			He grunted. “Must not be registered or she’d be bound not to kill you.”

			She nodded. “I found out what I was just last night. First she wanted to trick me, so that an enforcer would come for me. But I wouldn’t do it.”

			All in one breath, marveling at her own nerve, Charlotte blurted, “Whatareyou?”

			The biker shrugged. “I’m a hell-angel.” Then his face wrinkled, twisted, and spread into something vaguely resembling a smile. “And I’m also an enforcer, fairy-girl.”

			“I’m not impressed.” Charlotte lifted her chin, fisting her sore fingers at what needed to be said. Her heart ached for Ryder.

			He grunted, eyes narrowing at her. The voracious, sloppy chomping sounds continued.

			“Tempting him like that was just a setup. I think it is horrible of you to condemn Ryder. He was trying so hard not to attack me. She hurt him so much he was starving. This isn’t his fault.”

			The biker propped his free hand on his hip. “I like you.”

			She turned and faced the wall, nauseous at the grinding, smacking, sucking sounds of Ryder feeding to his doom.

			“Yeah, see, the interesting thing is, an enforcer isn’t a fantastical. We’re humans with magic.”

			She turned her head. “You’re . . . not going to punish him for drinking from you?”

			“I’m pretty sure I offered. He’s going to be fine. So are you. Bueno.”

			Charlotte sat on the floor, her rope biting into her ribs, and sobbed in earnest. With great wracking, heaving gasps, she cried and cried.

			It was Ryder who got her to stop. He came and sat next to her, his body healed but disgustingly sticky. With his arm around her, he rubbed her shoulder until her tears dried up.

			Lifting her swollen, snotty face up to reality was difficult. “Are you back with me?” she asked Ryder, touching his cheek with trembling fingers.

			He stared at her, so still, so intent. His lashes swept down and up, his head tipping so slightly toward her touch. Silently, he stood and held out his hand. There were no claws, but it was bloody. She put her own into his, and was lifted onto her feet. Her knees held.

			The biker cut her rope with a white knife from his belt and then the questions began. After the gargoyles answered their fair share, they left. But the biker, whose name was Sam, said it wasn’t safe for Ryder and Charlotte on the cruise. They were taken to another room and magically sealed inside until the Elder could be taken into custody.

			Charlotte sat on the bed while Ryder used the shower, then they switched. When she came out, she shivered to see her periwinkle sundress. Kicking it into the corner, she snugged deeper into the ship’s robe.

			Ryder lay on one of the tiny twin beds, his eyes closed, hands folded over his belly. The sheet was thin enough she could see he was nude. Charlotte sat facing him, jittery.

			“Quit staring at me.”

			Charlotte looked at the floor, taken aback by the snarl in his voice.

			Ryder sighed and sat up. “Look. The whole point of this cruise is to find a lover and indulge with our own kind. And when you dabble in our waters, there’s always danger. You can’t help the fact that you didn’t know what, or even where, you stumbled into. I wanted to sleep with you, and we had a fine time, so I can’t blame you for trapping me.”

			She certainly hoped not! Charlotte opened her mouth, but he held up one stiff finger.

			“I’m just generally pissed off about this whole mess. We’re going to be seeing a lot of each other, but not the way I wanted to.” His voice was grim, his lovely dark eyes narrowed. “If you think taking out the Elder is going to be a one-night function, you’re wrong. Not only do you have no idea of the import of what is happening right now, you have no clue what it’s going to do to your life.”

			“Well, can’t you help explain it?” She clutched the robe lapels closer.

			As he swung his legs over so that he sat facing her, she noted the sheet stayed across his lap, barely. He put his elbows on his knees and scrubbed at his raggedly shorn hair. “The fairy kingdom is shattering. The fear and anger will be wild for as long as the Elder lives, and the enforcers won’t kill her right off. We’re going to be under a lot of scrutiny. Our vacation is pretty much a scratch.”

			“Oh.” She studied him, his smooth cream skin and dark hair. “I’m glad I’m with you, Ryder. Thank you so much for not eating me.”

			He laughed, but it was cold and bitter. “You could have been a superstar right now, the owner of a lifetime slave, mindless but powerful. Doesn’t that sound like a better possibility?”

			She pulled her head back, wrinkling her nose. “No way.”

			With a huff, he threw himself down to lie on one elbow. “You’re all right, Charlotte, but I’m not where I want to be. Now I’m going to need to deal with vampire crap and fairy crap and here you are, all big-silver-eyes. I just don’t want to add lover’s crap to a busy situation, you know?”

			Her gaze slid away. She knew. Kind of hard to be attracted to the woman who unknowingly caused you to be beaten into madness. Her tears welled up again, weighing heavily on her lower lashes. So this was how she lost her first lover.

			He reached out and patted her knee. “Sam will sort this out. Soon the Elder will be taken down, but until then, I need a little space.”

			She nodded. Her gut tightened over his increasingly patronizing tone.

			With that, he lay down and rolled over, giving her his smooth, pretty back. The one she’d clung to as their bodies strained together.

			Anger pricked into the soles of her numb feet. This wasn’t quite how it would end with her first lover. “I wanted to sleep with you, too, so I’ll try not to blame you for trapping me.”

			Ryder whipped around, staring at her in amazement.

			She narrowed her eyes. “After all, you didn’t know how paranoid your powerful enemy had gotten. How could you know telling the innocent fairy you’d met not to register would make the Elder suspicious and crazy?”

			“Now listen here—”

			Charlotte held up a stiff finger. “I’m generally pissed off to have been chained with a starving vampire, so I guess I’ll just have to tolerate your pompous ass while we spend so much time together during the fairy liberation. But I suppose we can maybe be friends. Tomorrow night.”

			Clenching her jaw, she lay down on her thin, cold bed and tried not to cry. “Don’t stare, please.”

			To her irritation, Ryder gave quiet, sarcastic applause. They both turned away, backs to each other.

			She wondered how long this would indeed take and if they were safe against fairy vengeance. Giving Ryder his own words back hadn’t made her feel better, but she was still proud of herself. Tears burned down her cheeks.

			Finally out of the silence came a deep sigh. “Charlotte. I’m sorry.”

			She swallowed. “I’m sorry, too, Ryder.”

			The crackling air cleared. Their breathing evened out.

			Ryder sat up. Charlotte rolled to look at him. Their eyes met in the faint light from the tiny bathroom. The hollows of his face were artfully shadowed. He needed a haircut.

			Her breath synched to his. His lips were sculpted, rich. Her breasts were heavy. The bed was comfortable and the cool darkness welcome after the bright metal box they’d survived.

			“We’re going to be together. I can’t stay mad at you. You were a hero.”

			“A slobbering, starving hero?” His voice was wry but slow and seductive, too. “I have no idea how I pulled out of my blood rage. But I think it has to do with . . . feelings.”

			She nodded. “We’re alive. We’re free, sort of. We’re going to win against that old crone.” She licked her lips.

			“We could be here all week,” Ryder purred.

			“Why were we fighting?”

			“I was stupid.”

			She smiled. “Okay.”

			He smiled, too. She loved that cocky smile. “It was your tears, you know. Even in my madness, I could not stand your tears.”

			“I’ll try not to unleash my tear power on you again.”

			He stood then sat beside her on the bed.

			She reached out and put a hand on his thigh. He covered it with his. They breathed together in the darkness.

			“Let me hold you?” his voice crooned to her.

			She melted. Charlotte stood to face him and undid the belt on her robe. He lifted the sheets and slid in, holding them up for her. She tucked herself in against him, forced tight by the narrow bed.

			His arms closed around her shoulders and waist. “Thank you.”

			Burying her nose in his chest, she let her eyes sag closed. They were alive, strong and whole. Maybe it wasn’t over with her first lover, and maybe it was. But it was going to be okay.
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			“The sailboat!” She sat on the dock, grabbed a life jacket, and shrugged into it. Scooting down gingerly, she clutched at the dock as the boat tipped under her feet.

			“Sit in the middle, toward the back.” Ivor stepped in and pulled a line. The sail snapped into place. He took a piece of wood the size of a cupboard door and jammed it down into the deck, and the boat took off like it was alive.

			Struggling to zip her life jacket, she shouted over the screams and the air horn. “Get your jacket on!”

			He slid to the side, canting the boat, shoving the tiller. The boat flew across the surface of the water, silent, light.

			A mechanical drone overrode the falling wail of the island’s alert. Isabella flashed past in a plume of white water, laughing maniacally, black hair fluttering. The sailboat bobbed in its wake, waves sloshing over the white fiberglass while Charlotte clung to the side with a death grip.

			Just as Charlotte despaired of her choice, a mermaid leaped from the ocean, snatching Isabella clean off the vehicle. The machine rolled, bobbed back upright, sputtered off. Shaking her head in disbelief, Charlotte tried to process what she’d just seen. The creature was gray, with a dolphin’s fluke and small, sleek breasts, fuzzy brown hair like an otter’s, and long muscular arms tipped with lethal claws. When it opened its mouth, rows of teeth gleamed like daggers.

			Isabella did not bob to the surface, did not swim for the jet ski. There was no thrashing fight in the water, just the slight chop of the waves. Ivor stayed focused on sailing the boat, his big legs folded high near his chest, his ass skimming inches from the water. Charlotte stayed focused on not screaming, and maintaining her grip on the slippery boat. She didn’t look back, but the screams from the island faded. The cruise ship grew larger, and then the wide, low tender zoomed out from the ship and roared toward them. Holding it in her sights, flinching with every ripple of the sail, she willed it toward them.

			Long minutes later, it was close enough for hope. A huge, burly man stood on the bow with a machine gun. A thin, skeletal man stood on the rear with a flaming spear. They’d already picked up one person from a sea kayak, a sobbing teenage boy wrapped in a white towel.

			As it headed toward them, Ivor threw her a look. “I think I’m falling in love with you. This cruise isn’t enough time. I want to see you when you go back to New York.”

			“I thought you lived in Oslo.”

			“It’s just a place.”

			“I don’t like werewolf games.”

			“We won’t play them. I promise. I’ll find you a wisp tutor, help you trace your lineage. You might have family.”

			She licked her salted lips, heart still pounding in expectation of a demon mermaid. “I . . . I think I’d like that.”

			He nodded once. “I’ll make sure you like it.” He sounded grim.

			She reached out to touch the fist working the sail’s line. “Ivor, is Isabella . . . ?”

			He shook his head. “I’ll have to enter negotiations with them to ransom her back, if they haven’t eaten her already. Greedy damned mermaids.”

			The shuttle pulled up to the little sailboat, cutting its speed.

			“Dinner tonight, my place. Wear the bikini.” Ivor stood, catching the rope they threw. His thighs flexed as he held his balance effortlessly, a Viking born to the sea.

			“Arrogant stupidhead,” Charlotte sputtered.

			He pulled them in closer, muscles rippling. “You have my sincerest apology for setting you up with Isabella. Please, Charlotte.”

			The thin man wound the towline to the cleat of the tender. She relaxed. They’d made it away.

			Sighing, she looked back at the dot of an island. Lights sparkled innocently across the water like diamonds. It would be very good to have a strong guide in this sometimes dangerous magical world. A protector. Almost as good as having a wonderful lover. “Yes, I’ll see you tonight. No fish. I’m in the mood for steak.”

			He nodded. “Sounds good.”
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			“I want to lie out.” She’d be less scared feeling something firm along her back. She didn’t want to be uncertain, didn’t want to be distracted from the pleasure she knew he’d bring her.

			Charlotte drew away from Ryder’s sleekly muscled arms. She dragged her feet along the nubby surface of the diving board. Goosebumps that rivaled said surface covered her nape and arms. It might hurt to lie on this. She didn’t think she’d care. Not when she was with Ryder.

			“Will you hold my hand?”

			“Of course, chérie.” He held both of her hands firmly while she crouched, feeling ridiculous as she sat.

			Gasping as the board flexed, she paused, then carefully swung her feet up onto the board, gripping each side with her hands. Then she lay back, her abs trembling from exertion. Her hips didn’t quite fit, so her grip came to rest along her ribs, with her elbows sticking out. So far, this was not sexy.

			Then her gaze found Ryder’s. He had one arm across his ribs, propping the elbow of the other. His hand was at his mouth, and she knew he was covering laughter. She pursed her lips, swallowing a tart rebuke. She’d volunteered for this nonsense, and she’d try it a little longer. She crossed her eyes.

			This time he did snort with laughter. “You are a delight.”

			Her smile almost broke her face. He was so fun. “What next?”

			His smile faded. “Now, you cross your ankles.”

			Huh? She crossed her ankles.

			“Shift your hips. Make sure your back isn’t arched.”

			She scooted slightly, feeling what he meant. Feeling the texture of the board nip at her skin.

			“Grab the board above your head.”

			One arm at a time, she moved her grip higher, feeling like a stretched offering floating in air.

			“Close your eyes.”

			She studied him. His shoulders were stark, dramatically wider than his hips. The beginnings of his erection lifted him into an arch. He still had his chin propped in one hand, while he stood negligently at the end of the board, outlined by stars, lit from below with neon blue. He looked like an otherworldly aristocrat.

			“Were you a lord? Some sort of nobility?” she whispered.

			He lifted one brow, his lips quirking. “I was the sixth of nine in a candlemaker’s hovel, which reeked of boiling fat.” Then he crossed his eyes and stuck out his tongue.

			She laughed. “Well, you certainly have found your inner power. You look like a rock star for any era.”

			He shook his head. “My nickname was cavalier. I worked hard to own a horse, harder to own a sword, harder still to learn how to master both. But it was many years before the peasant became a warrior.”

			She could picture him in her mind, with a big musketeer hat . . . or perhaps even an armored helm. But in either image he had a jaunty red plume. “You would be magnificent on horseback.”

			“Oh, I am,” he crooned.

			A full-body shiver raced down her spine.

			“I am a cavalier to my bones, a man born to ride . . . anything.” With fluid grace he knelt at her feet. The board waved softly, rocking her. “I will ride you now. I will break you so gently to the bridle you’ll never buck once.”

			He crawled forward, his shoulders rolling in deep circles as he came up over her crossed ankles. “Now close your eyes, sweet filly mine, and let your lesson begin.”

			Her lashes slammed shut, her breath coming hard before he’d even touched her. His chest met her thighs and she gasped. He slid up her body like a snake, pulling himself forward by grabbing the board, the strength and weight of him setting her heartbeat to full gallop.

			“One small adjustment.” His voice soft, he warned, “Hold tight.”

			She felt his abdomen contract as he lifted his torso up. His hands swept up her ribs to gather her breasts. Crushing them together, he settled back down, trapping them beneath him. His hands glided up the exposed underside of her arms, causing her to hiss at the streak of sensation. He gripped her wrists in a loose circling hold. “Do you see how gently I cover you? Now feel. Just let my weight settle down and see how you were made to accept it.”

			He tucked his face in against hers and nuzzled her cheek, then rested his nose there, his breath warm along her throat. She found herself holding her breath, her heart thudding. Struggling to relax, she battled the tactile onslaught.

			She’d experienced absolutely nothing like this in the world. His erection was long and hard against her hip, prodding her belly. She felt it pulse, and clenched her ass, which lit up from the gritty surface. Her calves and shoulders also felt it keenly. Her folds throbbed, moist and aching with her legs locked together. Her breasts were crushed, her nipples stabbing so hard against his lightly furred chest. He was heavy, compressing her ribs, his thighs rough along hers.

			After long minutes, she moaned, “Please.”

			He kissed her cheek, so gently. Her temple, her forehead. His face was slightly higher than hers. She tipped her jaw up, seeking to reach him, and her hair caught on the board.

			“Be still,” he murmured. “It will all be over soon.”

			Again, her skin was swept by chills. His hands drifted, hovering along her skin, down her arms, along the sides of her chest, caressing the curve of her waist, then grasped the board above her hips. His legs spread, sliding until he straddled her, pushing himself upright to sit on her clenched thighs.

			She opened her eyes.

			His hair was tousled all around his stark face. His erection stood straight out from his groin, angling into the night air. Resting his weight on one arm, he took himself and bent his tip down, wedging it into the slit at her center. Her gaze rose to his.

			“Shhh, lady. Easy, now,” he whispered as he shifted his hips then arched his back.

			The head of him tunneled down over her clit, sank farther through her folds, and then found her entrance. With a twist that outlined a magnificent washboard abdomen, he stretched her enough to fit the tip of him inside her. Her mouth went slack.

			He set one hand on each of her breasts. “Shall we ride?” His fingers took each nipple, light and gentle.

			Then he swung his legs forward, ass sinking tight to her thighs. This made his tip pull at the mouth of her, stretching the soft skin. Next he pressed his hips down while his legs swung back, sending his cock swirling slightly deeper in her core. She made some sort of garbled squeak-moan. Then he pinched her nipples. She choked.

			“Steady now.”

			He began a rhythm, swinging his body forward and back, his long legs powering a pendulum that worked a tight secret in her very center. Her breasts gathered and flattened, twisted and lifted, she stared at the stars, awash in the strange, full-body rocking motion. Everything was magnified by the surge and fall of the board lifting them to the slow rhythm he set.

			“Ready to canter?” He swung his legs back up onto the board, hooking his feet over her shins. His hips lifted, and he slid from her core only to be caught in the hood of her flesh below her mound.

			At first she thought it was a mistake, but he swirled his hips and her heart flipped over as she found he was now pressed directly to her clit. He began to bounce in short, hard thrusts, the rebound of the board beneath them forcing an exact rhythm. Many times she wanted to move faster, but she was trapped, glued to the board, pinned beneath his strength.

			Just when her body had become so taut she could not bear it any longer, he moaned, long and low, the sound trailing off into a growl. Wetness oozed up over her belly and slid down the outside of her hips, gathered under her ass. She’d thought she’d explode from the tension but she didn’t. Not at all. She melted. Her body collapsed inward, waving like a flag in a languid summer breeze, floating on the flexible board beneath her, the pleasure sliding with endless heat.

			When it ended, she opened her eyes. She had to blink a few times to bring him into focus. He straddled her, upright, legs dangling, at ease. She had the urge to neigh.

			He grinned, wide and brash. “Good ride?”

			She could only nod.

			He leaned down and nuzzled her. “Thank you for indulging me when I could tell the diving board made you uneasy. Let’s do something for you now.”
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