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The members of Romance Writers of New Zealand (especially my fellow Auckland chapter members): I feel blessed to have found such a supportive bunch of people who have been so willing to share all their industry knowledge and experience. You guys rock!
My wonderful husband and our truly awesome kids: You’ve been with me right from the start of this journey. Couldn’t have done it without you. Love you!
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Pieter observed the copper-skinned warriors in the fist-sized hunk of polished beryl that served as his scrying ball. The raiders called themselves Styrians, Storm Riders. Pieter’s countrymen had named them the Stone Warriors—men hard and cold and unforgiving as the crystals for which each was named. They ranged far and wide, raiding village after village with swift and deadly precision. Comely women of childbearing age, they enslaved. Children and those females too young or too elderly for their purposes, they abandoned to fend for themselves. Not a hint of mercy shadowed their piercing, sapphire-hued eyes. Truly, they were men of stone.
The inhabitants of the defenseless small villages scattered around the countryside quailed before these fearsome warriors. None had dared make more than a token stand. Until now. Magic had brought them here, just as Pieter had foreseen, and ’twas magic would vanquish them. He had read the portents and spent years preparing himself for this day, searching far and wide for the necessary crystals, be-spelling them to the best of his ability. He was ready…. He hoped. And prayed in his heart of hearts that he would prove himself worthy of the gifts his goddess had bestowed upon him.
He shuffled to the hearth. Using a wadded cloth, he took his battered old kettle from the fire and poured the pain-killing tea into the silver cup that was his most prized possession. As he sipped the tea, Pieter ran gnarled fingers over the patterns engraved on the cup and muttered the incantation beneath his breath. He must remain strong and focused. His intent must not falter, not even for an instant.
He drained the cup and set it carefully aside before snatching up the precious bundle of crystals. He cradled it to his chest as he hurried from his hut. ’Twas time to meet his destiny.
The thundering of hooves heralded their arrival. Pieter had to shield his eyes against the glare of the noon-day sun before he spied them, silhouetted against the hillside. They rode with no accompanying hue or cry. Each man was silent as the grave.
The same could not be said of the villagers. Shrieks of terror split the air. Most ran to their huts and cowered within. Bah. As if mere wood and thatch would save them.
A few brave men arrayed themselves at the muddy path that was the village entrance, clutching whatever weapons they could find. Amidst those waving pitchforks and shovels, one man brandished a pitted, rust-splotched sword. Fools. Pieter shook his head at their folly as he hobbled past.
“Go back inside, Pieter,” one of the men called, his voice thick with fear. “Ye be getting yerself killed!”
“Have ye taken leave of yer senses, old man?” another cried. “What d’ye think ye be doing?”
“Saving you all.” Thanks to the tea he’d brewed, Pieter’s joints did not bite and protest when he knelt. Goddess grant this spell would be just as potent. He untied the linen and spread it out on the ground. He placed the eleven large gemstones in a circle, with himself at the center point. He was the focus, a man named after a crystal, a man who’d dedicated his life to learning how to harness the power of such stones. He struggled to his feet to await his fate.
The warrior called Wulf spotted Pieter barring his way. He reined in his battle mount and raised a hand to halt his men. He quirked one brow at Pieter, then barked a scornful laugh. “A greybeard who should be a-bed, nursing his aching joints. This is the best defense you offer.”
A small figure hurtled toward Pieter, momentarily distracting him. Amie. His great-granddaughter had torn herself away from her mother’s arms. Her actions did not surprise him. She was a fiery little creature with the heart of a warrior. Goddess. Please let him save her from these men.
“Amie, no!” Her mother lunged as if to go after her, but was forcibly restrained by the other women.
The little girl skidded to a halt beside Pieter. Hands on hips in a perfect imitation of her mother, she faced down the fearsome warrior. “Don’t speak to me grandda’ like that, ye big bully! Go ‘way and leave us be!”
One of the mounted warriors, the flaxen-haired one they called Kyan, snickered.
“Silence!” Wulf snarled. His assessing gaze raked Amie’s body from head to toe. “The girl-child is comely. Too, she shows no fear. When she comes of age, I will honor her courage by bidding for her on the Choosing Block. You show courage also, old man, so to appease this child of your blood I will spare your life.”
“My life is already forfeit. But not to you Lord Keeper Wulfenite.”
Wulf’s eyes widened momentarily before he shuttered them with an emotionless stare.
But it was too late. Pieter had noted the tell-tale signs of his disquiet. Yes, Styrian, I know your true name. And, Goddess willing, my knowledge will help me to defeat you.
The huge warrior kneed his mount forward but the beast shied back, forcing him to haul back on the reins. His men shifted restlessly behind him. “Much good knowing my true name will do you, old man,” he said. “If you insist on resisting us then so be it. The earth will drink your foolish old blood as readily as it does that of younger men.”
Pieter merely smiled. He bent and whispered to Amie, praising her for her courage and instructing her to return to her mother. Then he raised his hands to the skies and began to chant. “Verily the crystal for which thee be named/ Shalt form the prison in which thee be bound/ To atone the sins for which thee be blamed/ ’Til thee be blessed and thy true love be found.”
Wulf threw back his head and laughed. “Blessed? What nonsense is this, old man? Mayhap you are addle-brained, yes? Warriors such as we have no need of blessings. And as for true love? Bah. ’Tis naught but a woman’s fantasy.”
The crystals surrounding Pieter began to glow. Black clouds scudded across a rapidly darkening sky. An ominous crackle of lightening haloed beams of light—each a different, unearthly hue—shooting up from the gems.
“What sorcery is this?” Malach, Wulf’s second in command, demanded.
Pieter raised his arms to the sky. “Kyanite, Malachite, Shattuckite, Okenite, Danburite,” he intoned. “The stone thee be named for shall bind thee. I, Pietersite, bind thee.”
The heavens answered with a rumble. The five Styrians Pieter had named vanished. In the precious moments it took Wulf to comprehend the peril and react, Pieter had named his five remaining warriors and bound them, too, to his stones.
Wulf pivoted his battle mount, already unsheathing his sword. He charged, screaming his defiance, his sword raised for the killing strike.
“Wulfenite. The stone thee be named for shall bind thee.” Pieter did not flinch as the blade descended. “I, Pietersite, bind thee!”
The Styrian warrior vanished. His sword clattered to the ground.
~~~
Wulfenite, Lord Keeper of the Shifting Sands fief, veteran of countless battles, awoke to unceasing blackness, a vast emptiness devoid of sensation. It was not the afterlife warriors of his ilk fondly imagined, not this godsforsaken place. It was Halja. Hell.
Centuries passed. Time enough for fury to turn to despair, for despair to turn to acceptance, and finally, for Wulf to mourn what might have been.
He harbored no hope of redemption… until the guardian of the crystals spoke her name. Chalcedony.
~~~
Chalcey Laureano glanced at her Mickey Mouse watch. Fifteen minutes early. Fat chance the finance guru might already be here, waiting for her to arrive. He’d made it very clear his time was precious. She straightened her shoulders, plastered what she hoped resembled a confident smile on her face, and strode into the café….
And pivoted on her heel to walk straight back out the exit again. Her breath whooshed out in a ragged little whimper. She couldn’t do it. Couldn’t sit alone in that soulless, too-trendy café, pretending to be professional and calm and totally in control of her emotions. Couldn’t stomach any more angsting over operating statements and income projections. Reducing her dream of owning a successful dance studio, her passion, to mere numbers on a page? It sucked.
Right now, she’d rather be crawling ’round on her hands and knees, plugging holes in her studio’s floorboards. But she couldn’t blow off this meeting. She needed this loan.
For the gazillionth time she rifled through her handbag to reassure herself that she’d brought along all the required forms.
Yep.
Another glance at Mickey. Still thirteen minutes left. More than enough time to work herself into a tizzy. Why, oh why couldn’t she swallow her stupid pride and take Sam’s offer of an interest-free loan? Sam was a trust-fund baby. That girl had more money than she could spend in a lifetime and—
A blaze of sunlight refracting off the neighboring store’s window display washed Chalcey’s face. Wavering and flickering with a rainbow of colors, like some heat-induced mirage it beckoned—
And the next thing she knew, she’d spilled through the store’s open doorway, arms wheeling and heels screeching as she fought for balance on a gleaming polished floor.
Her eyes watered, dazzled by fiery, multi-colored brilliance. WTF? She blotted her face with her sleeve and blinked rapidly until she could focus. Okay, Chalcey. Calm down. Just a store selling rough-hewn gems, rocks, and crystals, and all the usual paraphernalia that went with them.
“And here you are at last,” said the weather-beaten elderly man perched on a chair behind the counter. At least, that’s what she thought he said.
He caught her gaze as he took a sip from a rather elaborate silver mug etched with complex designs. Her crazy heartbeat slowed and steadied as he abandoned the mug on the counter.
“How may I help you?” he asked, shuffling toward her and smiling with his entire face. Poor deluded soul probably figured she had money to spend.
“Thanks. But I’m, uh—” Trying to figure out how the heck I got here. Chalcey pulled her shit together and assumed the businesslike tone she’d been practicing in front of the mirror. “I’m just window shopping.”
His head bobbed on his scrawny neck. “As jackdaws are drawn to a shiny trinket, many curious visitors are drawn to my crystals. Unfortunately, few are willing to loosen their purse-strings enough to make a purchase.”
Uh oh. Busted. A flush burned her cheeks. She managed a tight smile and turned smartly on her heel. Sooo out of here.
His hand snaked out to grab her arm with a speed that belied his age. “Do not be so hasty, child. Please forgive an old man his ill-humor.” His nut-brown eyes twinkled and his deeply seamed face cracked another broad grin. “You need not feel obliged to make a purchase. Please, browse and enjoy the fruits of my labors.”
Chalcey glanced first at his arthritic fingers clutching her arm, then at the clock on the wall. She still had a few minutes to kill. Where was the harm? She allowed him to usher her over to the window display.
“These crystals are no mere baubles to delight the eye,” he said. “Each should be approached with respect. They have been formed by the very birth of Earth itself and thus, each crystal is indelibly marked by the power of the force which created it.”
She couldn’t place his accent. It seemed strangely formal, out of place in the modern world. He droned on about his crystals, projecting such reassurance that she didn’t protest when he placed his hand under her wrist to wave her outstretched palm over some hunks of gemstone. “Feel the energy of the crystals, Chalcedony.”
Hang on. He knew her full name. How—?
“Choose, Chalcedony.”
The frisson of alarm skittering down her spine was smothered in gentle, soothing waves of benevolence. It seemed completely natural—right—for her to do as he instructed. The last remaining tension drained from her body and as she relaxed, he released her, leaving her hand hovering over the gemstones.
A ripple of energy surged from one of the crystals, agitating the air beneath her palm. A sensation of knowing, of connection, smacked her. Warmth, like the afterglow of an expensive brandy, pooled in her belly. Emotions roiled around her, raw and intense and profoundly disturbing. She sensed despair, remorse, and such immeasurable hopelessness that her mind instinctively reached out. And then she was united with the crystal, empathizing with its pain, soothing it.
The dark emotions ebbed, replaced with curiosity, burgeoning hope and a sense of longing so powerful that she retreated, alarmed. But the crystal refused to relinquish its link to her. Its power licked through her mind and Chalcey couldn’t suppress her response. She wanted more—yearned for more—and the alien energy rejoiced. Its essence caressed her with gentle phantom fingers, the intimacy causing her to gasp. There was a moment’s respite before it exploded through her in an electrifying rush.
“Wulfenite!” A woman’s voice. Her own. Why was she screaming? She didn’t know, couldn’t think, couldn’t do anything at all except succumb.
“Chalcedony!” A man’s voice this time, hoarse and raw.
Blackness ate her.
~~~
Chalcey peeled open her gluey eyelids and shook her head to clear hangover-style grogginess from her mind. The polished stainless steel decor of a café needled her cringing gaze. She bit back a squeal, rearing back from the table with enough force that she rocked her chair. Shit! How the hell had she ended up here?
The man she’d arranged to meet observed her antics with a frown and thin, tightly compressed lips.
Sickly dismay roiled in her stomach. Her heart plummeted to her toes. “M-Mr. Chapel! I, uh— I’m sorry, did you say something?”
“You dropped this on the table, Ms Laureano.” His nostrils flared as he brandished a palm-sized chunk of dirty-brown stone.
She took it from him, turning it over in her hands, frowning as she struggled to recall how she’d gotten the darned thing. She sure as heck didn’t remember paying actual money for it. Ohhh crap. Please, please don’t tell me I lifted it from the store next door.
“This? Um, I think it’s a crystal.” The child-caught-in-the-act squeak she heard in her voice made her wince. A missing chunk of memory and the possibility she had a new hobby: Shoplifting. Way to start off this meeting on a positive note. It’d been a hellishly stressful few months but…. Sheesh. Way to appear eminently worthy of a nice, fat, low-interest loan.
She stuffed the offending item in her handbag and when she glanced up, caught Mr. Chapel doing the nostril-flare again as he wiped his fingers thoroughly on a napkin.
Time for damage control. “I arrived a bit early for our appointment, you see, and I—”
“Quite. Well, that concludes our meeting.”
His tone was clipped and sharp and so very disapproving that Chalcey bit her lip. And then the full meaning of his words smacked her. “Huh? I mean, it does?”
He indicated the briefcase sitting on the spare chair at their table. “I have your income projections and all the required documentation. You’ve told me everything I could possibly need to know about your circumstances, Ms Laureano.”
“I have?” Oh, no. That couldn’t be good.
“I’ll call you in a few days regarding the lender’s final decision,” Mr. Chapel said. “Good day.” He cracked a semblance of a smile as he rose from his chair and held out his hand.
She stared at his manicured fingernails.
His eyebrows shot upward, forming little pinnacles of displeasure.
Heat bloomed on her face. She struggled gracelessly from her chair to shake his outstretched hand. “Right. Yes. Yes, of course. Thank you, Mr. Chapel. I look forward to hearing from you.”
He threw her another of those soullessly professional smiles as he adjusted his tie and tweaked the hem of his jacket over his bony ass. He snatched his briefcase, and with a glance at his fancy wristwatch, hurried out the door.
Obviously a very busy man was Mr. Chapel.
What were the chances that she’d made a really fantastic impression on him?
Probably non-existent, considering she couldn’t recall a single thing she’d said to the man. Who, despite sounding very encouraging over the phone, in person made even Chalcey’s asshole of a bank manager seem sympathetic. She could only hope she was reading far too much into the abrupt way he’d ended the meeting. Perhaps he used that tone with all his potential clients. After all, she was in effect begging him for money.
She flopped back into her chair, grimacing as the stylishly uncomfortable metal frame grated her spine. As she toyed with her water glass, her gaze skittered across the tabletop and lit on the crisp bills placed so very precisely across the café docket. Mr. Chapel had already settled up his bill—not that she could remember him eating or drinking anything. The last thing she remembered was being in that funny little store, waving her hand over bunch of crystals like some freaking New Age hippy. Weird. The stress of the past few months had obviously come back to bite her on the ass at the worst possible moment.
She delved into her bag to check the contents of her wallet. Just enough cash for coffee and a muffin, plus the credit card she kept for emergencies. No new receipts. Hmmm. She drummed her fingernails on the tabletop, nervy and unsettled. Something weird had happened to her in that crystal store. Something profound. And if she’d believed in woo-woo stuff, she might have concluded she’d been hypnotized. The pragmatic side of her snickered at that fanciful thought.
The waitress swooped in to collect the cash and clear the table. Chalcey pulled her fractured thoughts together and asked for her check. She copped a sideways look and raised eyebrows—the kind people gave someone who was losing it. “You didn’t order anything, ma’am. There’s nothing more to settle up.”
“Oh. Okay. Thanks.”
Now what? Uncharacteristically for Chalcey, the last thing she felt like right now was coffee. Not when her stomach was swooping with nervy unease. First thing on the agenda, have a chat with the old guy and find what the deal was with the damned crystal. And, if she really lucked out, perhaps he could shed some light on whatever the heck was up with her.
She exited the café. It was an effort to walk rather than give into the growing panic that threatened, and run flat out. She hung a hard right at the door, all the while rehearsing her defense in the event she had actually stolen the crystal from the poor old guy.
She needn’t have bothered. There was no sign of the store. Or its owner.
A cold worm of dread slimed her skin. She wrapped her arms about her middle, shivering, struggling to process the truth of what she was seeing. Namely, a fancy designer boutique immediately to the right of the café, and an even fancier antique store to the left.
Oh God. She really was losing it.
She shook off the numbness of disbelief and forced herself to move. The store had to be somewhere nearby. She couldn’t have imagined it.
She wandered the entire block in vain. She even stooped to questioning snooty store assistants, enduring one sneering put-down after another. Doubtless they all thought she was certifiable but she kept at it, until even her particular brand of stubbornness was reduced to a whine of protest. No-one recalled the crystal store she described. It was as though the store, and its mysterious owner, had been conjured up by her fertile imagination.
Defeated, she slumped against a storefront window to catch her breath. Was it too much to hope this had all been a dream, and it was early morning, and she’d wake in her bedroom out back of the studio? She pinched her arm. Hard. But her bizarre reality didn’t magically change for the better.
As a last resort, she opened her bag to check that the hunk of crystal she’d somehow acquired really did exist.
There it was, right at the bottom, vying for space with her brush, a packet of tissues, and a tube of lip gloss—rock-solid evidence that something weird had gone down. Her head reeled as she sought valid explanations for something so out there, she couldn’t even imagine trying to explain it to anyone. But there was no logical explanation for the time she’d lost. Wasn’t like the old guy had had the opportunity to slip her a roofie. And even if he had, what would have been his motive?
Reality check. The meeting with Mr. Chapel was already done and dusted. Nothing she could do about it now so there was little point in fretting. Plus, there was a heap of work to do at the studio. It was time to head home, put this whole experience behind her, and hope that after a decent night’s sleep it’d all make sense.
She wiggled her cramped toes in the low heeled pumps she’d bought to go with the cheap suit. Should have gone with a pair of old dance shoes. Sure, the pavement would have ruined the soles but at least they would have been more comfortable than these cheap crappy things. She shouldered her bag, and started walking.
When she rounded the final street corner she paused to gaze up at the Laureano’s Dance Studio sign. The space was perfect. She’d known it the instant she laid eyes on it. And, after months of backbreaking physical work, the basic refurbishment was nearly complete. Her opening-night party advertisement had run in the local papers and everything was good to go.
Tears stung her eyes. She was so damn close to achieving her dream she could taste the syrupy sweetness of success on her tongue. She could almost hear her dad’s voice launching into his favorite pep talk about how Chalcey could do anything she set her mind to. He’d given her the Mickey Mouse watch as a gift after her first dance recital at the tender age of six. He would have been so proud of her.
The sweetness faded, leaving behind the bitter aftertaste of anxiety. The lease and renovation costs, and even her own meager living expenses, had eaten through the small legacy her dad had left her. And now that she’d finally convinced her dance partner, Jai, to ditch his straitlaced ballroom studio and come teach with her, she had an employee to worry about, too. If class numbers didn’t reach her expectations….
But she wasn’t going to think about worst case scenarios right now. Mr. Chapel’s cronies would come through with the loan she needed to ease her temporary cash flow woes. Why wouldn’t they? Her stomach rebelled with a lazy somersault. Why wouldn’t they, indeed.
~~~
“Why the heck aren’t you ready?” Sam’s outraged screech careened through the studio and made Chalcey jump like a startled cat. She glanced up to see Sam approaching, and sucked in a sharp breath in preparation for some screeching of her own. “Stop right there!” She reared on her knees, menacing Sam with her pallet knife. “Lose the shoes or I’ll do you bodily harm!”
“Huh?” Sam froze, deer-in-headlights startled.
“Your fuck-me-big-boy spike heels—” she waved the knife at Sam to better emphasize her words “—are gouging holes in my floorboards. How many times do I have to tell you about heel protectors?”
Sam kicked off her shoes and surveyed Chalcey, hands on curvy hips, Botoxed brow doing its darnedest to wrinkle. “You’ve forgotten.”
“Forgotten what?”
“It’s Friday.”
“Oh, yeah. Well, now you’re here in person, Happy Birthday, hon. Muwah!” Chalcey blew her a kiss. “See? I didn’t forget.”
Sam waved a dismissive hand. “We’re going clubbing. Tonight. To celebrate.”
“Clubbing? No dice, girlfriend. Got too much to do.” She crawled over to plug one of the holes Sam’s heels had made with a smear of wood-filler, smoothing it carefully with the pallet knife before moving on to the next one. Thank goodness she’d only taken a few steps before losing the shoes. Chalcey had nearly finished filling all the holes, and she ached in places she didn’t know could ache. The thought of going back over what she’d already done was just about more than she could bear.
“God, Chalce, you’re freaking hopeless. You promised.”
Chalcey sat back on her heels and worried her lower lip with her teeth. “When?”
“A couple of weeks back. DVD night?”
“Ah. Right.” Damn. It was all coming back to her now. And in her defense, after downing a couple of Sam’s designer cocktails, a girl would promise the soul of her firstborn. “I’m really sorry, hon, but I don’t feel up to partying tonight. I’ve, uh, had some bad news.” She ducked her head, concentrating on the floor in the hopes Sam wouldn’t notice how close she was to bawling. A scoop of filler, a swipe of her knife over the gouge in the old, battered wood, press firmly, and smooth before scraping off the excess. Automaton-like, she shuffled from hole to hole, performing the mundane task with single-minded concentration. Which was way the hell better than dwelling on that horrible phone call from Mr. Chapel.
Silence. Then the swish of Sam’s skirt as she crouched. Her hideously expensive floral scent tickled Chalcey’s nose.
“You got turned down for the loan, huh?”
Chalcey peered at her friend through bird’s-nest hair. “You psychic or something?”
Sam squeezed her shoulder. “Hell. That really sucks. Anything I can do?”
She hadn’t offered Chalcey the money she needed, thank God. Sam didn’t make the same mistake twice. She knew Chalcey needed to do this all herself, without anyone’s help. Prove to her mother and her mother’s bloody know-it-all husband once and for all that she could turn this “silly dream” into a viable business.
She blotted her brimming eyes with the back of a dusty hand. “I’ll get through this,” she said, more for her own benefit than Sam’s. Maybe if she said it often enough, it’d be true. “It’s no biggie—I’ll still make the first lease payment. It just means I’ll have to forget about finding an apartment any time soon. And if I pull some additional advertising I’d planned, and don’t take Paulo and Leah on board until next year—” Her shoulders sagged at the thought of breaking the news to the enthusiastic couple. They were superb dancers, and had the potential to be excellent teachers.
“They’ll be gutted but they’ll understand. Means I’ll have to work heaps longer hours than I expected but— Yeah. Anyway, I’ll manage. Though I’m kinda wishing I hadn’t spent up large on those fancy shower units.”
Sam snorted. “If I was all hot and sweaty after a dance class, I’d sure as heck want to shower and change before I headed out for the night. You’ve got a fitness club kind of setup, now. It’s classy—a huge draw-card for students. Which is why you did it. And please don’t tell me you’re cancelling the opening night party on Monday. You have to go ahead with that. It’s too good an opportunity to sign up people for classes.”
Chalcey summoned a weary smile. “You’re right.”
“Good.” Having straightened Chalcey out to her satisfaction, Sam bounced to her feet and smoothed her skirt down her thighs. “Hurry up and get ready. You need to get plastered. Have a good time and forget all about this for just one night. Besides, I’m pretty sure I mentioned that you promised.”
A moan escaped Chalcey’s lips. “Do I have to?”
“Yeah, you do.”
“You know I don’t do clubbing.”
“You think you got problems? I’m a whole year older. Hell, I think I found a grey hair this morning. You’re my best friend and I’m relying on you to help me commiserate. C’mon. It’ll be fun. A heap more fun than the fancy birthday dinner my mother has planned for me Wednesday week at Adagio.”
Adagio was the hottest new restaurant in town. Chalcey would never in a million years be able to afford to eat there. “But your birthday’s today.”
“She couldn’t get in any earlier—and that didn’t go down well at all, I’m telling you. Would have loved to have been a fly on the wall for that conversation.” Sam snickered. “I’m told it’s my birthday gift, and it’s gonna be just me and Mommy Dearest. Won’t that be fun. Not.”
She appreciated Sam’s attempts to cheer her up—really she did. But as of right now she was time-poor and cash-poor. “Since we’re being painfully honest, bottom line? I can’t afford to go out on the town.”
“My treat.”
She tried another tack. “I’ve got people coming in to wax the floor tomorrow lunchtime. And I had to pay extra for them to work Saturday. The filler from there, back—” she waved a hand to indicate half the studio “—has hardened enough for me to sand, and if I get it done tonight, it’ll leave me less to do in the morning.”
“I’ll help you with the sanding tomorrow morning.”
“You? Up before noon on a Saturday?” Chalcey’s gaze lingered on Sam’s purple-lacquered nails. “And sanding floors with those talons? Riiight.”
“I will, I promise.” Sam clutched both hands before her chest, prayer-like. “Pleeease!”
“All right, all right.” Chalcey threw up her hands. “I give in. But only because I’ve finished plugging holes, and only because you’re a pain in the ass when you don’t get your way. And you have to promise to get me home by one at the latest. Deal?”
“Deal.”
“Give me a half-hour to shower and change, and I’ll be right with you.”
Sam treated her to a Samantha Greenwood once over, and wrinkled her nose. “Take as long as you need, okay?”
Apparently her dust-smudged clothes and filthy hands were not particularly reassuring. “Thirty minutes is all I need,” Chalcey said. “It’s your birthday. Doesn’t matter what I look like.”
Sam waggled her perfectly plucked eyebrows and made a show of leering at Chalcey’s chest. “With that rack, you’d show me up even if you wore a sack and— Hmmm.” A pregnant pause if ever Chalcey had heard one. “I’ve just thought of the perfect present you can give me.”
Chalcey climbed to her feet, and stood massaging the small of her back. “Free Salsa lessons?”
Sam cocked her head to one side, pursing her lips and considering the offer. “If you can promise me a hot dance-partner—one who looks as hot as Jai, but isn’t gay—then I might just consider signing on. But I insist on paying.” She waggled her finger like a teacher lecturing a student. “If you keep offering your friends free classes you’ll never get this place in the black. No, I was thinking.”
Uh oh. Wait for it—
“Why don’t you let me choose your outfit for tonight?”
Chalcey closed her eyes and prayed for salvation, all too aware that her dreams of wearing something comfortable were about to go up in smoke. “What’s wrong with what I usually wear?”
“Skanky old denims and a t-shirt?”
Ouch. Just as well they were best friends. She’d hate to think what Sam might have said otherwise. She opened her eyes and speared Sam with a you-have-no-freaking-idea look. “I have to dress up and look the part for every single frickin’ class I teach. Is it any wonder I can’t be bothered tarting myself up in my downtime?”
“How ’bout a dress to show off your killer legs?” Sam wheedled. “Guys’ll take one look and be all over us.”
“They’ll be all over you more like.”
She pouted. “For me? Pretty please?”
Sam was a five-foot-two package of man-eating gorgeousness. Tonight she’d paired the hooker-worthy heels with a deep purple dress that had a tight bodice and sinfully short flirty skirt. She looked spectacular. She always looked spectacular—it was coded in her DNA.
Of course Chalcey caved under the relentless pressure of that cutesy damned but-it’s-my-birthday pout. She jerked her chin toward the pokey storerooms she’d converted to a barely adequate bedroom, only slightly more adequate office-cum-lounge, and a pocket-handkerchief-sized kitchenette. “Fine. Whatever. Have at it. At least I won’t have to listen to you harping on about my dress sense all evening. But the rack with my dancewear is off-limits, okay?”
Sam’s green eyes glinted. “Deal.”
Should have known Sam would win this one, Chalcey thought ruefully as she slid into a booth at the Cabana Club. She’d been conned into wearing a costume. Specifically, a costume intended for a dance competition. Sam—damn her beady little eyes!—had found the thing stuffed away in the bottom of a drawer, all but forgotten.
Almost worse than the bloody dress, was the lack of what Chalcey considered appropriate, non-breezy underwear. And that was a whole ‘nother sad story featuring laddered hose, and starring her not having done her laundry in far too long.
She glanced down at her sparkly self and grimaced. Again. Her ex dance partner had bought the costume for her a few years ago. Talk about scandalous masquerading as a dress. What had he been thinking?
Okay. She had half a brain so she knew exactly what he’d been thinking. But like she’d have lowered her standards and worn this piece of trashy flash for a competition. Or slept with him just because he’d bought her a hideously expensive dress—and made sure she’d known exactly how much it’d cost by leaving price tag attached. Way to be classy. He’d been a total jerk-wad about her not putting out, too. Boy, had she ever misjudged him. Dumping his ass only a month before a competition had been a singular delight.
She focused her glare on her perilously-close-to-being-ex best friend. Sam gyrated with uninhibited abandon to the horrendous booming that passed for music in this club. She didn’t need Chalcey to lure men to her, they took one look and came running. Panting with tongues lolling, even. As she pranced off the dance floor with her two latest victims in tow, she caught Chalcey’s gaze. And smiled. With “look what I’ve found for us!” delight shining in her eyes.
Chalcey scooted across the leather booth-style seating, intent on making a dash for the Ladies, and knocked her battered old handbag—the only handbag she owned—to the floor.
Aw, heck! She dove under the table, scrabbling for the contents that had spilled all over the place.
“Nice ass,” a male voice said.
The owner of the voice was a good-looking blond sporting a not-so-good-looking leer. Great. Just freaking great. Seemed today was her day for making excellent first impressions.
She scooped her wallet, the crystal, and a tube of lip-gloss into her bag, and crawled out from under the table. She didn’t need to glimpse herself in a mirrored wall panel to know that her face was fire-engine red as she tugged the short skirt down over her butt, and resumed her seat with as much dignity as she could muster. Which wasn’t much.
Sam’s eyes sparkled with mirth as she squeezed in next to Chalcey and grabbed her cocktail. “Ducking for cover, huh?”
“Of course not.”
“Mmmm.” By the time Sam had gone down on the cherry decorating her cocktail and finally popped it into her mouth, the blond was slack-jawed and practically salivating.
“Chalcey’s a really great dancer, Ray,” Sam told him. “She owns her own dance studio. Isn’t that, like, so cool? Hey,” she prompted with such transparent obviousness that Chalcey cringed. “Why don’t you ask her to dance so she can show you some of her moves?”
To Chalcey’s surprise, the blond—Ray—didn’t appear too disappointed to be fobbed off with the booby prize. “Let’s go show ‘em how it’s done, eh, babe?”
Chalcey glared at Sam, shooting imaginary daggers out of her eyes, but her attempt at malevolence was blitzed by Sam’s pleading puppy-dog gaze. Sam wanted alone time with the other guy she’d hooked. And Sam was the birthday-girl, after all.
She blew out a defeated sigh. “Okay.”
Ray dragged her toward the dance floor. “Babe!” he said, as he copped the full effect of Chalcey’s dress and all its low-cut glitzy glory. “Some outfit.”
“Gee. Thanks.” She favored him with a saccharine smile and fought the impulse to turn tail and flee for home. Boy-next-door good looks aside, the heavy-lidded way he kept looking her over made her skin crawl. Pity Sam hadn’t pushed the dark-haired, brooding type with the Van Dyke beard her way instead. He gave the impression he was capable of holding a real conversation. Maybe it was a sign Sam’s taste in men was improving. One could always hope.
She began to shuffle from foot to foot in time to the music. “I’m Chalcedony, by the way.” She had to lean in to him to be heard over the noise.
“Huh?” He was so busy ogling her barely covered cleavage that he didn’t hear her.
Gee. A breast man. Lucky her. “Just call me Chalcey,” she yelled, thankful at least he wasn’t the touchy feely— “Eep!”
Ray cupped her butt in his hands and ground his groin against her. Probably imagined that he was doing the Lambada. God save her from amateurs.
When he wasn’t grinding, he squeezed her butt in perfect time to the beat of the music. Gosh, was that supposed to win him points? Enough already. She wasn’t big on scenes, but nor was she going to put up with some guy she’d just met pawing her. She ground the lethally pointed heel of her sandal into his instep and pushed him away, making it quite clear her actions had been deliberate.
He staggered, glaring at her through watering eyes. “Bitch! What’s your fucking problem, Chel-sea? Thought you were gagging for it.”
Wonder where he’d gotten that idea? Bloody dress. She silently cursed her ex-dance partner for his slutty taste in costumes. And herself, too, because if she hadn’t been feeling so tired and depressed about the loan being declined, she would have put up more of a fight.
The pair of dancers closest to Chalcey took one look at her expression and gave her some space. She sucked in what was supposed to be a deep, calming breath. And got even more riled when Ray couldn’t tear his gaze from her chest. “Even if I was gagging for it, I don’t appreciate being treated like a piece of meat.”
Just because she hadn’t seen any action in a couple of years, didn’t mean she would jump any half-decent-looking guy who showed an interest. A girl had to have standards and Chalcey’s were pretty high. She was hanging out for the perfect man… if such an animal truly existed. And Ray wasn’t anywhere near a close contender. He was shaping up to be an ass-hat of monumental proportions.
He sneered, his upper lip doing an impressive curl. “Cock-teasers like you really piss me off.”
“Excuse me?”
“Whaddya expect? Don’t put it out there if you’re not offering. Yanno what I’m saying?”
“Gee, you sure know how to compliment a girl.” Chalcey bared her teeth in what was probably a truly hideous parody of a smile. Unfortunately, Ray didn’t take the hint and run screaming into the night.
To hell with him. She turned her back on him and marched straight back to her seat. It was so time to make tracks.
“You two seem to be getting on all right.” Sam dragged her attention from Ray’s hopefully less sleazy friend to wink at Chalcey. “Ray’s a babe, right, Chalce?”
Chalcey gave Ray-the-babe another once-over as he slunk back to his seat. Around six-foot. Hair a shade of blond most women would open a vein to possess. Blue eyes. Great physique. Shame about the toxic personality. “I don’t think we’re exactly compatible. Listen, I’m gonna head home. Got an early start tomorrow, remember?”
“But it’s just gone eleven-thirty,” Sam said. “Another hour?”
Chalcey shook her head. Sam wasn’t going to railroad her a second time. “It’s been a rough day.”
Sam held her gaze and gracefully conceded. She knew Chalcey well enough to know when she was fighting a losing battle. “See you tomorrow, then, huh? Bright and early? And promise me you’ll take a taxi home.” She flicked open her evening bag.
Chalcey flushed. She didn’t do well with charity. “Thanks, Mom, but I don’t need cab money. I’m a big girl and I—”
“You sure are.” Ray sniggered and nudged the other man. “Tits on a stick, eh, Marcus?”
“I can take care of myself.” God. Sam could sure pick ‘em.
“Quit being an asshole,” Marcus said to Ray, winning some major kudos for coming to Chalcey’s defense. He seemed like a pretty decent guy. If Sam went home with anyone tonight, Chalcey sure hoped it would be him.
Ray made some smart comeback and Chalcey made her getaway, leaving Sam to soothe both men’s egos with her usual flair. They wouldn’t realize what had hit them.
She ignored speculative glances from a group of guys hanging ’round out front of the club. Bloody dress had a lot to answer for. Mind you, given her chest measurement, so did her gene-pool. She rummaged through her bag, half-hoping for a miracle in the form of a previously unnoticed wad of cash. No such luck. The inner depths revealed one worse than useless hunk of crystal, the usual assorted junk, and the wallet containing a pathetically small amount of cash plus her emergency credit card.
She could strangle her stupid pride, head back inside and accept the cab fare from Sam— Nah. Damned if she’d put up with a certain foul-mouthed sleazoid again. An emergency this definitely wasn’t, so a brisk stroll home it would have to be.
Once she’d left the main street behind, Chalcey regretted her decision. Big-time. The shadows thrown by the empty warehouses, so innocuous during daylight hours, morphed into spooky watchers eyeing her as prey. She quickened her pace.
Those aren’t footsteps behind you, okay? Don’t look back. Don’t look back—
She dared a quick glance over her shoulder. Shit. There was someone behind her. A man. So shrouded by shadows she could barely make him out. Wait. He was turning down an alley, headed toward a group of warehouses. Just some guy going about his business—like she was. He wasn’t following her. He had no reason to be interested in someone like her.
Panic over. She slumped against a chain-link fence to catch her breath. Okay, okay, to scold her fertile imagination and wildly thudding heart into submission.
Chalcey was confident she could hold her own against most people. She wouldn’t have walked home alone, otherwise. She was no too-stupid-to-live character in a horror movie—no way. She was taller than average, and years of dancing had given her a few more muscles than the average girl, too. Plus all the dancing meant she was ultra-fit, so she could run pretty damn fast if required. As a last resort, she always carried ’round so much junk in her handbag, one solid wallop with it would knock anyone’s brains for six. But walking home alone in the dark, imagining big bad maniacs with all manner of nasty intentions, wasn’t for her. She wouldn’t be doing this again in a hurry.
Lesson learned. If you’re too damned proud to accept the fare from your best friend, then do the smart thing and always keep aside enough cash for a taxi. Hah. Guess I’m not that much of a badass after all.
The grumble of a car engine snagged her attention. Headlights lit up the sparkly material of her dress like some flashy Christmas tree ornament. The vehicle slowed as it approached and the driver leaned out the open window. “Hey, babe. Need a lift?”
Great. A different kind of nasty. “No thanks, Ray. I’m nearly home.”
“Awww, c’mon. You’re not still pissed about our little misunderstanding are you?”
“Haven’t given you a second thought.”
He frowned, probably mulling over whether he’d just been insulted. “It’s what I said about your tits, huh? Sheesh. Cut a guy a break. It was meant as a compliment. Let me drive you home—show you what a real nice guy I am.”
“Gee, let me think. No thanks.” She continued walking. Sam had obviously made her choice and it wasn’t Ray. Hence him out trolling for someone else to play with. How many other girls had he come on to at the club before he got desperate enough to come looking for her? The mind boggled.
His car purred along beside her, matching her pace. He obviously wasn’t the type to give up in a hurry. Time for some plain talking. “Look, Ray. I’m just not interested, okay? You’re so not my type.”
“Pity, ’coz with those tits, you so are mine.” He giggled, a high-pitched, incongruous sound coming from such a buff guy.
Chalcey didn’t respond. She focused straight ahead, keeping her pace not too slow, not too fast, projecting a confidence she hoped she could maintain.
The car slowed and fell behind. She risked a glance behind her and saw it pulling over to the curb. Ray got out and leaned on the door, striking a pose. “Think you’re too good for the likes of me, huh?” he called.
“Go home, Ray.”
He sauntered toward her. “Don’t be like that. You and me, babe. How ’bout I show you a real good time?”
“I don’t think so.” She increased her pace to a full-out march and, just her damned luck, caught the heel of her shoe in a crack in the pavement. The heel snapped right off, throwing her forward onto hands and knees. “Owww!” To add insult to injury, her handbag went flying.
Ray reached her before she could scramble back to her feet. He grabbed her arms and hauled her up on tiptoes so that her body was plastered up against his. “Aw, you hurt yourself, huh? Let Ray kiss it better.”
His face loomed closer. Chalcey jerked her chin aside. Yeah, he was strong but she could take him. Not to mention, insure that he thought twice about forcing his attentions on any other woman. She’d had a gutful of men who assumed a girl was begging to be pawed just because she had a larger than average cup size and wore something a bit revealing. Well, okay, a lot revealing. But it didn’t matter what she happened to be wearing, he was way out of line. She’d show him. And while she was at it, she wouldn’t feel the slightest bit guilty about taking all her frustrations about the male of the species out on him, either.
She could easily have broken his grip. There were three simple and very effective maneuvers she’d learned in self-defense classes a couple of years back that she could use in this situation. Instead, she pretended to give in, melting into his arms, tempting him to relax and let down his guard so she could hit him where it hurt and deal to him in a way he wouldn’t forget in a hurry. She didn’t have quite enough leverage to knee him in the balls—yet. And she’d only have one chance at making that maneuver count. If it didn’t work, it was no biggie. She’d simply resort to some of the other dirty stuff she’d been taught, stuff that would leave a guy in a moaning sniveling heap on the ground.
He mashed his lips onto hers.
Ick.
His tongue probed her mouth.
Double ick! There sooo was a bottle of mouthwash with her name on it when she got home.
His grip eased up… so he could grope her breasts. Huh. Why did that particular move not surprise her?
While he was occupied, she toed off her useless damn sandals. She’d found her balance and was preparing to carry out Plan A to devastating effect, when an ear-splitting roar sounded behind her.
She froze.
A shadow loomed. It ripped Ray away from her.
“Aaargh!” Ray flew through the air and landed in a sprawling heap on the pavement. He groaned and lay still.
Chalcey sucked in a shaky breath and confronted the shadow’s chest. She gazed up. And up some more. Until she locked eyes with an incredibly large, incredibly furious man, who threw back his head and bellowed so forcefully that the tendons in his neck distended.
~~~
Whoa. Chalcey mentally fanned herself so she didn’t do something stupid. Like hyperventilate, and get all dizzy and fall on her ass. He’d been poured into those scarred leather pants. And as for the chest-hugging leather vest and shit-kicker boots…. Lord have mercy. He looked like a warrior king of old. He could have stepped right out of one of her private nighttime fantasies.
He turned his back on her and stalked toward Ray. The stiffness of his spine, and the rhythmic clenching and unclenching of his fists, screamed deadly intent and purpose.
Oh no. This could get out of hand real quick. She wasn’t the sort who’d stand helplessly by, wringing her hands in dismay, while a guy got pulped—not even if he did deserve it.
“Hey!” She darted forward and clutched her rescuer’s arm, hauling him around to face her.
His gaze latched onto hers again, ensnaring her. She couldn’t look away. Her heart raced, its beat echoing manically in her ears. Her bare skin prickled as though he’d run cool, caressing fingers down her flesh. She flushed with heat as parts lower down clenched and throbbed with lust. Her body responded to him, cried out for him, even though she’d never met him before in her life.
“Who—?” Her question died when he grabbed her and planted a kiss on her lips that stole her breath.
He speared his fingers through her hair to cup the back of her skull with one big hand. He held her immobile and lowered his mouth to hers. His kiss was hungry, demanding, brutally intense. She was so stunned that she didn’t even try to struggle. He took her mouth as though he would brand her as his own. And she would have let him mark her. Hell, she would stoop to begging!
When her legs wobbled, he clasped her so tightly against his body that she was forced up on tiptoes. She stared into his eyes. So intensely blue… like the sky viewed from a mountaintop on a crystal-clear day.
His mouth hardened on hers, forcing her lips apart so that he could thrust his tongue inside her mouth. Still she didn’t protest. Her head spun. Her eyelids drifted shut. She became a creature of pure sensation. There was only him and her. His lips on hers, her body pressed against his. Her yearning for him to fill a gaping hole in her soul that she’d not realized existed before now. His needs and wants and desires, all of them focused upon her, all of them centered around her. The rest of the world dissolved beneath his sensual assault. Nothing else mattered. Nothing but him.
“Hey!” somebody—Ray—shouted. “Who the fuck d’ya think you are?”
Chalcey blinked. The hulking great hunky stranger, the one who had dealt to the sleaze-bag mauling her, was now… well… mauling her. Did she have “Grope Me” tattooed on her forehead, or something? What was with this guy? He was just as bad as Ray.
So she did what any self-respecting girl who’s had enough of men would do—even if the man was an incredibly hot one who kissed like there was no tomorrow. She totally overreacted. She grabbed a handful of his hair and yanked his head back. And kept on yanking until he quit kissing her and released her enough that she slid down his body. The instant that she had her balance, she drew back her arm and punched him in the face. Hard. Putting all her strength and the power of her body behind it.
He grunted and backed off.
“I don’t know you from a bar of soap. Where the hell do you get off thinking you can manhandle me?” She flexed her fingers, shaking out the pain as she squinted at him, trying to spot where she’d hit him. She’d been aiming for his nose but he’d angled his head at the last second and she’d missed her target. The cheek, perhaps? A reddened patch of skin was the only evidence.
His gaze suggested that he was more shocked that she’d dared hit him than hurt. Huh. Obviously she hadn’t punched him as hard as she’d thought. And she didn’t quite know whether to be relieved she hadn’t done him serious harm, or majorly pissed that she hadn’t defended herself more effectively.
“Nice move, babe.” Ray peeled himself off the pavement. He limped toward The Warrior, as Chalcey had christened her would-be rescuer turned victim in a fit of inappropriate whimsy. All semblance of boy-next-door good looks had fled, leaving Ray’s features twisted and ugly.
In one hand he clutched a wicked looking knife.
The unholy glee lurking in his eyes sickened her. She lost it. She saw red—literally, for her vision became washed in a bloody red haze. “Stuff your ego back in your pants and fuck off, Ray!” Her shout hung in the air, unnaturally loud and menacing in the stillness. “And while you’re at it, how about you stuff that stupid knife where the sun don’t shine, too.”
Ray sized her up as though testing her resolve. She straightened her spine and socked him with the “I’m totally serious so don’t piss with me!” evils.
He resorted to what passed for charm for a guy like him. “Just wanted to give you a lift home. Was worried about ya, babe. ‘Specially with assholes like him looking for some hot tail to tap.”
“For fuck’s sake, spare me the ‘I’m such a gentleman’ routine, Ray. You and I both know it’s a crock. Piss off.”
Ray’s gaze cut to the man behind Chalcey, as if sizing up his opponent. Then he had the nerve to turn his full attention back to her and leer at her chest. “Shoulda told me you liked it rough, babe. I can do rough.”
“Be gone, scum,” a voice rumbled from directly behind her. “The woman is mine.”
“Excuse me?” Chalcey glanced over her shoulder at The Warrior, and before she could so much as squeak, he grabbed her and thrust her behind him.
Ray lunged at him. A scream ripped from Chalcey’s throat. The Warrior slapped the knife from Ray’s hand, sending it skidding across the pavement. Then he grabbed Ray by the scruff of the neck and tossed him aside like he weighed nothing. Again.
Ray scrabbled about on all fours, shaking his head like a confused dog. The Warrior stood legs planted wide, arms akimbo, lips curled in a derisive sneer. “Do you wish to try that again, scum? I do not believe that you will provide much of a fight but I find myself in the mood for some light entertainment.”
Huh. The Warrior was goading Ray.
Men! Bloody testosterone-fueled dickwads.
Well, she refused to provide these two with an audience while they beat on each other. She made a beeline for the knife and crouched to pick it up between thumb and forefinger. A full-body shudder racked her. Nasty. It was so going in the Dumpster. She stood on tiptoe and tossed it in. The foul stench of the garbage made her gag but it was all good. Ray wouldn’t be keen on jumping in to retrieve it any time soon.
Next on the agenda was her handbag. She peered around until she spotted it, stalked over and bent to snatch it from the ground, then kept on walking. There. Just like that she’d wiped her hands of Ray and The Warrior.
It was a pretty good plan except, fool that she was, she couldn’t resist glancing back.
The Warrior had twisted Ray’s arm behind his back. His piercing blue gaze caught hers, and as he forced Ray to his knees, they shared a moment. A really intense “you’re gonna be mine, all mine!” moment.
Commonsense finally crawled out from whatever hole it’d been cowering in, and Chalcey took off at a flat-out run. Jerk-off Ray she could handle, but this guy? Not so much.
All the way home thoughts of him haunted her. His eyes, that expression on his face as she’d turned away—she’d never seen a man look so bereft. And as she searched for her keys to unlock the street door to her studio, she was forced to admit another truth. Never in all her twenty-five years, had she experienced such instant, gut-wrenching wanting for a man.
~~~
Wulf eyed the pathetic excuse for a male cowering before him. He speared his fingers through the man’s hair and dragged him upright. The stench of the man’s piss stung his nostrils. Weak-minded coward. For all his foul-mouthed bravado, the man was soft as a cushion. Even a cosseted priest could have given Wulf a better fight. Or a woman.
One woman in particular. The woman he’d just kissed. She slammed into his mind, rocking him back on his heels as she pervaded his senses and sank deep into his soul.
Wulf did not hesitate to toss the man he had been about to punish aside. Nor did he attempt to prevent him from slinking off like a cowardly dog. A vision such as this was a gods-sent portent, ignored at one’s peril. Wulf would not risk inflaming the ire of those omnipotent beings who might, on a whim, choose to pluck him from this alien world and return him to his homeland. He closed his eyes and acceded to their wishes, allowing the vision to sweep him away.
She was tall for a woman, slim but strong, with breasts that would overflow even his large hands. Riotous curls framed a strong, elegantly boned face. Bones could not lie. She would be a beauty even in her dotage. Her syrup-dark eyes had spat ire at him, before clouding with wanton desire as his mouth possessed her full, soft lips. She’d worn a short, clinging gown. It appeared to have been spun from spider’s silk kissed with starlight, allowing tantalizing glimpses of the pale skin beneath. She was a prize, indeed. A woman worthy of a Lord Keeper, worthy of him.
An emotion he was loath to name clawed his gut. It was a twin to the despair that had smote him when she fled the scene.
He’d let her go, telling himself all the while that chasing after a mere female was far less pressing an engagement than dispatching an opponent. In truth, he’d let her go because his reaction to her had troubled him to the very depths of his warrior’s soul. One kiss had hauled him to the brink of losing himself in her to the exclusion of all else, unworthy opponents and lurking enemies alike. For a warrior of Wulf’s caliber, allowing himself to be so thoroughly distracted when all about him was unfamiliar and potentially deadly was unforgiveable.
He dared open his eyes, blinking until she faded from his mind and his surroundings resolved into light and shadow, and reality—such as it was—again held sway. He swept his gaze about the alien surrounds and spotted his opponent climbing into a strange apparatus the likes of which Wulf had never seen before. Its exterior glinted like the hard carapace of a beetle.
The thing roared, and lamps that shone like miniature suns pierced the darkness ahead. The wheels of its undercarriage spun. Wulf’s jaw dropped as it rumbled past him. He glimpsed the hunched form of the man inside, one of his hands clenching a circular device, the other manipulating something in the interior. He appeared to be directing the apparatus.
Gods above and below. What would the priests make of such an infernal thing? Wulf had listened to the tales of many an old warrior dispatched to alien worlds, but never had such a thing been described.
His awe was a fleeting thing, soon supplanted by disgust. If it had been he who had escaped a superior opponent and could command such a device, he would not have hesitated to run his opponent down. One should never leave an enemy at one’s back. The man was not only craven, but a fool.
He made a concerted effort to cease flexing his sword hand, aware that he sorely felt the lack of the weapon that had become so much a part of him. If the apparatus the man had climbed into was commonplace in this world, he would have to learn more about it, and quickly. He did not relish to the task. He much preferred dealing with living beings that he could bend to his implacable will. Horses, for example, were simple creatures. Train them to the bit and bridle, feed and water them regularly, pet them and praise them when their behavior merited, and they were yours to command. Much like a woman….
Hah. He snorted. The woman he’d kissed, the woman who’d drowned his senses and haunted his gods-sent vision, would doubtless protest such simplistic treatment. She would chafe at the bit, challenge him. He would enjoy taming a fiery one such as her.
He didn’t realize he’d moved until he found himself standing at a crossroads of sorts. For the first time in his life, Wulf was unsure, undecided which path to take. A tug of insistence pulled him to the left. Stubbornness made him head right. He managed half a dozen strides before pain knifed his belly. A half dozen more, and pain spiked through his skull. He forced himself to keep walking, and with each step, the throbbing in his skull increased twofold.
So be it. Wulf was a stubborn man, but not foolish, never that. He would not ignore such obvious portents. The pain dimmed to a dull throb as he backtracked and took the left-hand path. He would allow himself to be led by the nose. For now. And, gods willing, he would find her again. The woman who’d set his loins aflame with her kiss, and then shown her displeasure at being manhandled without her permission by punching him in the face.
He prodded the bruise forming on his cheek. His lips curved ever-so-slightly upward. This world’s females were not fragile creatures, easily cowed and overwhelmed by a man’s superior strength. And, despite its unnaturally constructed dwellings, and a myriad of other aberrant sights that made his hackles rise and his sword hand ache with the need for a weapon, this world promised a thousand-fold improvement over the unending black-on-black void of his former prison. At least here he could feel—even if what he felt was a desire so intense he burned with it. Even if his warrior’s soul yearned for something he could not yet name.
So far as tortures went, lusting after a woman and suffering the indignity of an unsuccored cockstand, was an exquisite agony. Still worse would be to go haring after her, and then, just as he laid hands on her, pressed his lips to hers, filled his hands with her, to be snatched up and condemned to the crystal once more.
To be imprisoned again, eternally enduring memories of the woman he had been so close to possessing. That would be hell, indeed. But Wulf had never been one to back away from a challenge.
~~~
Chalcey shuddered at the memory of Ray’s handsome face twisted by something dark and loathsome. It could have been worse—so much worse. An unarmed man, no matter how skilled, was no match for a man armed with a knife and the desire to use it.
God only knows what she’d have done if Ray had stabbed The Warrior.
All the perfectly logical reasons why she’d never bothered to spend her hard-earned money on a cell-phone seemed ridiculous now that she’d been a hair’s breadth away from being forced to watch a man bleed. And she had no doubt that Ray, goaded into drawing that knife in the first place, would have then turned his attentions on her.
Dragging herself up the two flights of stairs to her studio seemed to take a lifetime. She flicked on one set of lights, leaned against the wall and… slid slowly down it, weak-kneed and shaking, her pulse beating a rapid tattoo. Whoa. Between money worries, Ray’s unwelcome attentions, and The Warrior’s far too welcome ones, she was about ready to break out her last bottle of tequila. But she had an early start and a helluva lot of work to put in before lunchtime tomorrow. She crawled to her feet and wobbled through to her bedroom. Drowning her sorrows would have to wait.
Not one, but two pieces of crystal spilled out when she tossed her handbag on the bed. The crystal must have cracked and broken when her bag hit the pavement. Shame, but hey, wasn’t like she’d had to pay for it or anything. She placed the pieces atop the crate that served as a bedside table, figuring she’d give them to Francesca when her mother next decided to inflict her with a visit. Francesca had been heavily into crystals and all that New Age baloney, hence naming her daughter Chalcedony. It was supposed to be a nurturing stone, or crystal or what-the freak ever, that absorbed negative energy, removed hostility and promoted feelings of benevolence and generosity.
Yeah, riiight.
She peeled off the cursed star-spangled dress, smooshed it into a ball, and hurled it at the wall. It didn’t make a gratifyingly satisfying splat that might have appeased her somewhat. It merely unraveled enough to slither gracefully to the ground. Damn thing. She was never wearing it again. Ever.
She stalked through the studio to the women’s bathroom to tend to her scrapes and bruises. Turned out none of them were bad enough that they’d bother her during classes. Ditto her feet, thank goodness. Limping ’round during classes because she’d been stupid enough to run through the streets barefoot, wouldn’t give that good of an impression to new students. At least she’d had the presence of mind to curl her fingers into a proper fist so she hadn’t damaged her hand when she’d landed one on the big guy’s face.
Dammit. She’d forgotten the makeup remover. She trudged back to her bedroom, promising herself that one day she’d earn enough to rent a really nice apartment. The novelty of living in her studio and sharing the bathroom designated for female students was wearing off real quick.
While she creamed off her barely-there makeup, she wondered how Sam was making out with that other guy. Marcus. He seemed halfway decent. And he wasn’t lacking in the looks department, either. Definitely more Chalcey’s type than Ray. Mind you, after getting to know him better, any guy was more her type than Ray. What a creep. A scary, sinister, horror-movie-worthy creep. If he ended up haunting her nightmares so she couldn’t sleep, so help her, she’d track him down and finish him off herself.
But the last thing she saw before she crashed into sleep was not Ray. She saw a pair of intense blue eyes in a darkly tanned face. She relived The Warrior’s hunger when he’d kissed her. And the profound despair that she’d witnessed on his face as she fled from him pierced her heart.
An insistent pounding echo yanked her from the bliss of sleep. She rubbed her eyes and rolled over onto her back. It took her a few moments to realize that someone was banging the bejesus out of the street door downstairs. It’d be Sam, of course. Funny that she hadn’t rung up, like she usually did when she visited, but whatever. Or perhaps she had rung, but Chalcey had been so deeply asleep she hadn’t heard the phone.
She flung herself out of bed, yawning as she made her way through to the main studio. For such a small woman, Sam was sure making a hell of a racket. But at least she was dropping in to help out as she’d promised—and doubtless to burn Chalcey’s ears with all the icky details about her latest sexual exploits, despite knowing very well it grossed Chalcey out.
Honestly? Considering she hadn’t had a date in like, forever, it was plain depressing hearing about guys with magic tongues who gave multiple orgasms—especially when she’d never had a multiple orgasm.
She flicked on the studio lights and padded across the cold floorboards. And she resolved not to squirm and make “eeeew!” noises if Sam got too personal with her descriptions. It would only encourage Sam to elaborate. Instead, she would—
The clock on the studio wall slammed into focus.
Three-thirty in the freaking morning? She would wring Sam’s darned neck, that’s what she’d do.
She stomped down the stairs. Various weird and wonderful torture methods caroused through her sleep-deprived mind. She rarely bothered with the security chain on the street door, so the instant she disengaged the lock, the door flung inward, nearly rearranging her nose. “Jeez, Sam! Watch it, will you?”
Except it wasn’t Sam. A large hand grabbed her and spun her around. Before she could utter a word, another hand covered her mouth. A big body crowded her forward into the small stairwell entranceway. The door slammed shut and the sound resounded loudly in her head like a knell of doom, shutting her away with the consequences of her stupidity.
Instincts zoomed into overdrive. She wasn’t going down without a fight. She managed to pry open her jaws just enough to sink her teeth into the hand covering her mouth.
The intruder released her and as she whirled to confront him, the shadows resolved into a really large man dressed like an advertisement for “We Love Leather”.
He was back.
The Warrior. The man who’d kissed her. The man she’d run from because he scared her—not because of his physical strength and the way he’d dealt to Ray, but because of what she’d felt the second she’d laid eyes on him. Instant lust. Instant wanting. A need so powerful that her heart ached, and her body demanded things she’d never wanted from a man before.
He was dangerous. She didn’t want to admit it but it was the stark truth. He was standing right in front of her again, and this time, she might not have the strength to resist him.
~~~
The Warrior grabbed her by the elbows and lifted her until they were both eye-to-eye. Boy, was he pissed. Chalcey could tell from the barely restrained fury seething in those baby-blues. Drumming her bare toes against his legs didn’t provoke so much as flinch. Crap. She was really in trouble this time.
“Unless we are about to indulge in a romp amongst the cushions, do not bite me again, woman.”
“Excuse me?”
“You bit my sword hand.”
“Yippee for me!” Hang on just a sec, his sword hand? Fabulous. Trapped in the stairwell with a reeeally large, really delusional man.
Chalcey tensed her muscles, intending to kick him right where it hurt, but he must have read her intentions in her eyes. Being an exceptionally tall man, when he dropped her it was from a great height. She hit the concrete floor in an ungainly sprawl, landing hard on her butt. Really hard.
“Owww owww owww!” Her bruised butt hurt like… like… forty bastards, as her dad used to say. She blew the hair out of her eyes before scowling up at The Warrior. It was her best “you so don’t want to be anywhere near me right now if you know what’s good for you!” expression, the one Sam assured her was guaranteed to send guys running for cover.
It was completely wasted on him.
“Now we are even,” he said, tone laced with an irritating degree of smug male satisfaction.
She peered up at him in the dim light afforded by the street lights outside. Had that chiseled, square-jawed face of his actually cracked a smile? Stop the presses.
He reached down to grasp her wrist and yank her to her feet.
“Okay,” she said, opting for sarcasm to cover her dismay. “Now you’ve stroked your male ego and we’re even, get the hell out!”
“I cannot.”
“It’s really simple, bud. Just turn around and stroll on out the door. Oh, and don’t come back or I’ll call the cops.”
“I do not wish to leave. And my name is not Bud.”
Chalcey digested this first piece of information with growing confusion and had another thought. “Uh, how exactly did you find me?” He sure hadn’t followed her home. She’d checked as she fled hell for leather. Numerous times.
He hesitated, as though unsure exactly how to explain. “I followed your… call. I sensed your… your presence calling me in my mind, and I followed it. You became clearer the closer I came to you. Thus I tracked you to this abode.”
She inhaled a deep breath, held it, and puffed it out sharply through her nose. He had some sort of a crush on her, poor guy. It was kinda sweet. And kinda hot, too. And… kinda disturbing.
He still had hold of her wrist so she punched her arm straight up in the air to shake off his manacle-like grip. Epic fail. Damn. It’d worked just fine in self-defense classes. “Okay. You look like a decent enough guy—” an absolute babe, in fact, even if he wasn’t the brightest star in the galaxy “—and I’m incredibly flattered. Not to mention grateful for you helping me out with jerk-off Ray, and all. But flattery and gratitude only gets you so far. Hence the reason I punched you in the face in the first place. You need to leave now.”
His attention flicked to the light filtering down from the studio above. He gazed up the stairwell. “Your abode is up there? This world contains wonders beyond imagination! Come. You will succor this bite before it festers and then we will discuss our situation.”
He pulled her toward the stairs. She dug in her heels and leaned her weight backward. Another wasted effort, for he merely yanked her off her feet and into his arms. “Woman, you are a most stubborn creature.”
His breath tickled her temple. His arms caged her, holding her tightly. Her body told her exactly how much she liked the feeling of his arms about her. She bit her lip to keep from moaning.
“I have found there is only one way to deal with stubborn creatures.” He heaved her up and over his shoulder, and then proceeded to climb the stairs as though she weighed no more than a small child.
The indignity of hanging head down over someone’s shoulder helped Chalcey shake off the haze of sensuality he’d wrapped her in when he’d hauled her close and she’d been plastered up against his big, hard, body. Manhandling her? Again? This was so gonna have to stop. She kicked and thrashed her arms, all the while hollering like a banshee. He patted her rump but otherwise ignored her.
She’d been many things in her life but because of her height and in-your-face cleavage, ignored by men had never been one of them. And she wasn’t at all convinced this was a good time for it to start, either. She screamed louder, putting her heart and soul into it.
Chalcey generally considered herself to be of above-average intelligence—aside from opening the door without checking who was on the other side first, which was obviously just plain stupid—so when he got halfway up the stairs, she quit struggling. But only because she didn’t want him to lose his balance and for them both to take a nasty tumble down the stairs. And by the time he reached the top of the stairwell, she’d concluded that screaming her lungs out wasn’t going to do her any good at all, either. Her studio was located in a semi-commercial area, it was excruciatingly early on a Saturday morning, and the chances of anyone hearing her and coming to investigate were practically zilch.
Maybe it was lack of sleep screwing with her judgment, but she decided that despite his superior height and obvious strength, he was relatively harmless. If he’d really wanted to harm her, it made sense he would have done so before going to all the trouble of hauling her kicking and screaming up a steep flight of stairs. Besides, her throat hurt from all the useless screaming.
He shouldered open the door to the studio and halted. She turned her head to one side to watch his reflection in the wall of mirrors. He stood blinking in the bright lights, mouth agape. He turned full circle, slowly, before striding over to examine the mirrors more closely. From the curiosity wrinkling his brow, she would have bet her last dollar that he’d never seen one before.
“Heyyy,” she said. “How about I fix up your hand, so you can go back to wherever you came from? How does that sound to you?”
Again she was thoroughly ignored while he reached out to tap the mirror with a fingertip. He turned his attention to the UV lights striping the ceiling. “Mayhap you are a priestess of magic?”
A priestess of what? “They’re just lights.”
“Lights?”
“Yes, lights. See that switch, there? By the doorway?” She waved a hand in the general direction of the wall-mounted switch. “Press the top button-thingy down and see what happens. Go on, I dare you.”
He reached out a tentative hand. Huh. This should be interesting….
He thumbed the light switch, blanketing half the room in darkness. He reared back, his arm tightening about her legs so he didn’t drop her. Considerate of him. “That is powerful magic, indeed,” he said.
Sheesh. Compared with her recent encounter with Ray-the-Knife, her current situation struck her as way more comical than scary. The laugh bubbling from her lips morphed into an unladylike snort. “I wish I was one of those priestesses of yours. Then I could just turn you into a tadpole, flush you, and crawl back to my comfortable bed. It’s a light switch, okay? Nothing special. Every house has one. Just turn it back on.”
“I can do this?”
“Of course you can do this. Jeez! Anyone would think you’re straight off the plane from Timbuktu or somewhere, and that you’ve never seen electricity before. Actually— You’re not, are you? From like, Timbuktu?” That might explain a few things.
“Nay. My land is called Styria.” He hesitated, as though fearful of the consequences should he actually dare touch the switch again.
She rolled her eyes. “Oh. My. God. I give up. Turn the thing on, already.”
He did so and surprise, surprise, more light flooded the room. He amused himself by playing with the light switches. Off, on. Off, on. Off, on. She stifled a sigh. Me and my big mouth.
Off, on. Off on. Okay. Enough was enough. “Who’s a clever boy,” she cooed. Or at least, tried to. It took a lot of effort to summon a convincing coo when you were slung over someone’s shoulder. “All right. You’ve had your fun. Put me down so I can sort out your hand and send you on your way.” And go back to bed, and dream about you doing terribly naughty things to my terribly willing body.
“Where do you store your herbs and medicinals?”
“If you mean my first-aid kit, then it’s thataway.” She pointed toward her private rooms off the main studio. “And last time I looked, I had two legs and knew how to use them. You’ll do yourself a real injury if you insist on being all macho and don’t put me down. And that, I won’t be able to fix.”
He ignored her—of course—and strode toward the partially open sliding door. Only to hesitate before it.
She craned her neck around to see what the problem was. “It’s a door. Open it fully and we’ll both fit through just fine.”
More hesitation. “I do not see how.”
“You could put me down. Then I could—”
“I think not.”
“God! What the hell have I done to deserve this? It’s a sliding door. See that indentation in the metal handle there? Just put your fingers in and slide it—no! Not that way. To the right.”
He followed her instructions… with such brute force that the unfortunate door sailed right off its runners and smacked against the wall. It teetered for a second or two, then tipped over, smashing down on the newly filled floor. Chalcey moaned and covered her eyes with her hands. “I so do not need this crap at this ungodly hour of the morning. Will you just put me down? Please?”
To her immense surprise, this time he didn’t ignore her and actually did as she’d asked.
Hot-faced and disheveled, she tossed her hair out of her eyes, hitched up her drawstring pants, and ladled her breasts properly back into the crop top she’d worn to bed. When everything was at last back in its correct position, she glanced up to find him staring at her.
He had hungry written all over his face.
Ulp. She turned her back before her own appetites got the better of her and gave him the wrong idea. She led the way through to the kitchenette, smacking the light switch on as she entered. Her butt chose that moment to remind her it was bruised. She rubbed the offending portion of her anatomy as she bent to fish the first-aid kit from the cupboard.
He was still staring at her, head cocked to one side, when she turned back to him clutching disinfectant and cotton swabs. No man had ever looked at her with such single-minded concentration before, as though he was trying to see inside her, to know and understand every little thing about her. Warmth bloomed on her face, in the pit of her stomach. Lower down. He mesmerized her. It took all the will she possessed to break his spell and rip her gaze from his.
What was she supposed to be doing again? Oh, yeah. Playing nurse. Despite herself, her gaze flicked to his face. Her eyes rounded when she spotted the bruise blooming on his cheekbone. “Uh— Did I do that? To your cheek?”
“Indeed you did.”
“I’m, ah, sorry. I didn’t mean—” Liar. She really had meant it. And from the amused quirk of his eyebrow, he knew it, too. “If it hurts, I can get you an icepack.”
“I, too, am sorry.”
“Huh?”
“For dropping you on your rump. I did not wish to hurt you.” A pause and a gaze that glinted with amusement. “Too much.”
She opened her mouth and shut it again with a decided snap. He declined to comment. Smart man. “Sit there at the table and give me your hand,” she said.
Again, he did as he was told.
Nice! Chalcey resolved to practice that tone in front of the mirror. A girl never knew when instant obedience from the opposite sex might come in handy again. Pity she hadn’t made use of the same technique earlier. But then she wouldn’t have ended up with the best kiss of her life. Her face heated at that particular memory, and the blush crawled down her neckline. She ducked her head and concentrated on the task at hand.
Her teeth marks marred the tanned, callused skin of his hand. She tried not to feel too guilty for mauling him while she swabbed his palm with disinfectant. “Uh, bandage or plaster?”
He quirked a puzzled eyebrow then shrugged. “You are the Healer, not I.”
“Riiight. Whatever.” She opted for plaster because she’d never been that good with bandages. Whenever she had to do the Florence Nightingale thing her victim ended up looking like something from The Mummy. Without thinking, she kissed his palm before releasing it. “There, all better.”
“Is it your custom to bestow a kiss upon those you heal?” His voice was deep and husky. His odd accent rolled even commonplace words liquidly off his tongue, making them sound incredibly exotic.
Her face flamed again. Something about this guy really had the power to turn her insides all marshmallow-soft and gooey. “It’s, ah, something mothers do for small children when they’re hurt.”
“And you are likening me to a small child?” His blue eyes darkened and he eyed her in a purely masculine, let’s-get-naked-so-I-can-lick-you-all-over-and-prove-you-oh-so-wrong sort of way.
“Um…. No?” No way. Definitely not. Nyuh uh.
“Allow me to return the favor and banish your own hurts.” He took her hands in his, turned them both palm up and kissed the grazed skin on her left palm. Then the right.
Whoa. Instant gut reaction the instant his lips touched her skin. What would those lips feel like on her scraped knees? Or other sadly neglected body parts?
His blue-blue eyes were made even more startling by his deeply tanned skin. He might have been carved from a slab of stone, all hard muscular planes and angles. There was nothing muted or gentle about him, from his broad forehead, knife-blade cheekbones, and square chin, to his practically bare chest—complete with abs most men of Chalcey’s acquaintance would sell their souls for. Not to mention his heavily muscled thighs straining the worn and faded leather of his trousers.
She moistened suddenly dry lips with her tongue. Time to quit ogling before she melted into a little puddle on the floor. She repossessed her hands and busied herself with cleaning up the detritus of her latest first-aid attempt.
When she’d regained her composure, she fixed him with a stern, schoolmarmish gaze. “Right. Time for you to go.” Before she threw herself at him and begged him to do some of those exciting x-rated things she was planning on dreaming about.
“I cannot leave you,” he said. “It causes me pain to venture far from your side.”
“Awww, you say the sweetest things. But seriously, you have to go.”
He stood, flexing his “sword” hand and Chalcey could well imagine he’d look right at home with one.
“I tell the truth, woman. It causes me physical pain when I am parted from you. I know not why. ’Tis obvious this is a land where magic abounds, and that I am somehow bound to you. I like it not at all, but until the gods decide I have atoned for my sins, I will endure my punishment. And mayhap—” he gave her that look again “—some pleasure might be had of it.”
She backed away and scooted from the kitchenette, out into the main studio. Where it was not so confined. And safer.
He followed her.
Or not. “Ah, there’ll be no binding, okay? So not into that stuff. And there’ll be no pleasuring either. Look, I’m exhausted and I can hardly think straight. You need to leave. Now.”
He crossed his arms over his fabulous chest.
Sigh…. Focus, Chalcey, focus!
“I will not leave.”
She glared at him through slitted eyes. His jaw was set and she’d swear his teeth were clenched. He had that expression on his face guys get when they’re determined to get their way, and absolutely nothing is going to stop them from getting what they want.
“Get out.” She stamped her foot and pointed to the exit. “Now.”
“I will not leave.”
“I’ll call the cops.”
He stared down his nose at her and smirked. “If these cops be as weak and ineffectual as the male I encountered earlier, then by all means call them.” He cracked his knuckles. “I look forward to sparring with them. And sending them on their way.”
All-too-vivid Technicolor visions ran through Chalcey’s mind. She pictured her beautiful studio, completely wrecked after this total badass had waded through a couple of unfortunate cops and biffed them around the place a few times. She shuddered and banished the thought. Nope. Not gonna happen. She couldn’t afford for it to happen.
And speaking of unfortunates— A frightening thought smacked her, raising goose bumps on her arms. “Uh, how’s the jerk-off you thought you had to save me from, by the way? Still breathing, I trust.”
“Do you truly care about such scum?”
“No, but—”
“Good.”
She was getting that sinking feeling again. Surely he wouldn’t have—? “Shit! If you’ve done something really dumb, like, accidentally beaten him to death or something, I really will have to call the cops. He might be a first-degree asshole, but he didn’t deserve that!”
His hard expression softened just a little in the face of her obvious distress. “The only serious wound he suffered was to his pride when he pissed himself. And he should not be bothering you again—provided that he has brains enough to comprehend what is good for him.”
Whew. She wasn’t dealing with a murderer, at least. Merely a stubborn, extremely determined man, who had the hots for her so bad he’d followed her home. Sam would be lapping this right up. But Chalcey wasn’t Sam.
“Right. Well, thanks for helping me out. Not that I needed your help but— Thanks. And now you need to go. Don’t you have anyplace better to be? A harem of panting women waiting for you at home?”
“No.”
“No harem, or no home?”
“No harem. I do not believe in such things.”
She didn’t want to think too hard about why his answer gave her warm fuzzies. Now wasn’t the time for warm fuzzies. Now was the time for being a hardass. “Fine. Good for you. So how about I just kick you in the balls and toss you out on your butt?” Your extremely tight, deliciously sculpted butt.
He grinned and she just about swooned. Ohhh. Yum!
“Now that I am fully apprised of your fighting capabilities,” he said, “I will be more cautious. I do not think you will best me in combat. However, you are most welcome to try.”
She believed him. Just like she believed he’d be delighted by the opportunity to wrestle with her. And take advantage of her. Again. Hand on hip, she pointed firmly to the exit. “Fine. The door’s thataway.”
“I will not leave.”
“I will not leave,” she mimicked. “What is your problem?”
“I have no problem.”
Aaargh! This conversation was fast becoming mega-frustrating, and it wasn’t helped any by the fatigue spots dancing before her eyes. “Why me?” she lamented. “How come you couldn’t find some other girl to bother?”
He surveyed her with a puzzled frown. Then his face cleared and his features set into that familiar stubborn male resolve. “I believe the gods have chosen you.”
Oookay then. They were at an impasse. And, if she were honest, maybe this entire situation was her fault. He could have gotten completely the wrong impression about that kiss. And the fact that she’d tried to protect him from Ray-The-Knife.
Ray, she wouldn’t trust as far as she could throw him. But this guy? He didn’t seem like the type who’d attack a defenseless woman in her sleep.
He did seem like the type who’d wake a sleeping woman and fuck her to within an inch of her life, and insure she enjoyed every minute of it. But frankly, if having sex with a limp, snoring woman was his scene, he could be her guest.
She raked her hands through her hair and pushed it back from her face. Which she thought was pretty restrained, considering. “Okay, have it your way. Sleep on the floor of the studio for all I care. I’m going to bed. And if you come anywhere near me during what remains of the night, you’ll get a snoot full of mace that’ll make you cry like a girl for the next week.” She didn’t have any mace, but he didn’t have to know that. “ And if you’re still here tomorrow when I wake up, I’ll have the workmen I’ve hired biff you out on your ass. So there!” She stalked off, muttering imprecations about her sheer unmitigated stupidity for letting him in.
“My name is Wulf,” he called after her. “By what name do you travel?”
Curiosity got the better of her. She halted in her tracks and slowly swiveled to face him. “Wulf, huh? That sounds German, or maybe Scandinavian, but you sure don’t look like you hail from ’round there.”
He was silent for a moment, as though considering how much to reveal. Obviously the trusting sort.
“Fine. Whatever. Don’t tell me then. I’m going to bed.”
“’Tis short for the crystal I was named for. My true name is Wulfenite.”
Where had she heard that name before? Incomplete pieces of a tantalizing memory swirled in her mind, drifting just beyond reach. Brilliant lights dazzling her eyes. A silver cup. A voice in her head, murmuring a name….
“Wulfenite,” she said. A deafening click echoed in her mind. Her brain exploded like a firecracker and went supernova.
~~~
Wulf lunged for her as she crumpled, and managed to scoop her up before her head hit the floor. His heart beat a rapid tattoo. Every muscle was tensed and battle-ready. A battle or an ambush he would have handled without a moment’s indecision. He would have thrown back his head and roared his battle cry, waded into the fray trusting that his own strength and skill and determination would prevail.
This? He hadn’t the faintest idea how to banish this fear churning in his belly, this upwelling of heart-wrenching worry over a mere woman. He was peripherally aware that he’d cradled her in his arms like she was some precious object as he turned full-circle, his gaze darting about a bare room that was still so alien, in any other circumstances it would have confounded his senses. But numerous things he’d witnessed since escaping his crystalline prison—the vast majority in fact—were alien to him. The woman’s abode, the cleverness of its construction and the materials used, were just one more mind-boggling strangeness to add to all the rest.
Reflected in the shiny surfaces running the length of the room, a wild-eyed, stricken man stared back at him. A man who projected an air of indecisiveness, and worse, fear. A man who was no longer worthy to be named Lord Keeper, a leader of men. He tore his gaze from the disturbing sight, and fixed his attention on the woman’s face. What was it about her that had ensnared him so thoroughly?
A notion struck him like a well-placed blow from the flat of an opponent’s sword. He staggered, and sank to his knees with the woman’s body draped across his lap. Could she have been struck down by the sleeping sickness that had taken so many of his people when Wulf had been but a small boy? It was a cruel disease. The weak died quickly. The strong lingered, wasting away to skeletal caricatures of themselves, until finally, mercifully, their hearts failed.
He clenched his jaw against his overwhelming desire to berate this world’s gods for their cruelty and forced himself to calm, logical thought. She’d been hale and full of fight when he’d confronted her at the entrance to her abode. And before, when he’d kissed her, her breath had been sweet.
He transferred her limp form to the crook of one arm so that he could brush the unruly curls back from her face. Her breathing was even and unlabored. He laid the back of his hand on her forehead. Her skin did not feel overly warm or clammy. His panic eased. He told himself she’d merely become overwrought because he would not obey her by leaving at once, as she’d demanded. He would not dwell on the possibility that she might never awaken.
Wulf was not a man of unbridled passions. He valued clear-headed weighing up of the options, considering the risks and acceptable losses before fully committing himself or his men. It was a trait that made him not only a leader, but a man other leaders were wary of crossing. And yet, he had lusted after this woman, yearned to sink his cock into her feminine flesh the instant he set eyes on her. And then there was the strange connection urging him onward, leading him to her abode and punishing him when he strayed.
She’d been placed in his path to beguile him.
But to what end?
Regardless of the implications, it was an unparalleled relief to blame manipulation by forces beyond his ken for his weakness. The alternative, that his unholy obsession for this woman had driven him to his knees like some lovelorn young stripling, was not one he was prepared to countenance.
Enough. Females were for seducing and bedding, bearing children and rearing them. Outside of that, he had little need of them.
He should not care about her. It would be the height of foolishness to feel anything at all for her. Such a weakness would distract him and get him killed. So, he would keep watch over her until she recovered her senses. If—when—she awoke, he would treat her as he would any other comely woman. If she balked, he would do what he always did. Convince her to fall in with his wishes. Seduce her, and when he tired of her, move on.
He stood with her cuddled against his chest. He did not sling her over his shoulder as he’d done previously. She’d stood up to him, refused to back down. She’d earned a measure of his respect.
He strode toward the sleeping area, carefully angling his burden through the doorway so that he didn’t bruise her body against the frame. He bent to strip back the bed-covers before laying her on the mattress. Unease gripped his belly as he stared down at her too-still, pale face. It could be that he was fooling himself and that she needed the services of a Healer. He would never forgive himself if she sickened and died because he’d done nothing.
Doubtless she would deem it an unforgiveable liberty for him to touch her while she lay unconscious and defenseless, but it needed to be done. He pressed two fingers to the pulse at her neck. Her heart beat strong and steady. Carefully lifting her lids, he peered into her eyes. The dilation of her pupils appeared normal. As he did with any prime horseflesh he intended to acquire, he ran his hands over her skull, torso and limbs, probing for hidden injuries. And to him, with his limited knowledge of human anatomy gained from treating wounds taken in battle, she seemed to be in excellent physical health.
He would not risk leaving her alone and defenseless at night while he sought a Healer. The man she’d encountered—the one called Ray—might seek her out to do her harm. A feral grin stretched Wulf’s lips. Let him come. He would rue the day he tried to set hands on Lord Keeper Wulfenite’s woman.
His woman.
His. If she recovered. If he could woo her to his bed. If wanted him. So many ifs.
If she’d not regained consciousness by morning, he would seek outside help. He tucked the covers around her. But try as he might, he could not slip into that relaxed, watchful doze that seasoned warriors used to their advantage.
His gaze fixed on the jagged hunks of stone sitting on one of the upended crates either side of her bed. Crystals. Wulfenite crystals, if he wasn’t mistaken.
He left the woman’s side to examine them more closely.
He wasn’t mistaken. This woman had two pieces of his namesake crystal sitting beside her bed. Coincidence? Or something more sinister.
He reached out, his hand hovering above them, hesitating. He barked a laugh, berating himself for his nameless fears. He picked up first one crystal and then the other, weighing them in his hands. And then he saw it. A frisson raised the hairs on the back of his neck. His hands trembled as he fitted the broken pieces together. Not two crystals, but one.
He replaced them and paced the room, trying to comprehend what it all meant.
At last, restless and frustrated and none the wiser, he sought diversion. The gaping doorway beckoned him. She’d been uncommonly distraught when he broke the door whilst trying to open it as per her instructions. Perhaps fixing it would appease her somewhat.
It took him far longer than he liked to puzzle out how to re-hang the cursed thing, and despite his efforts, he could not coax it to slide smoothly on the cleverly designed metal runners. He fell to brooding over the unconscious woman in the next room. And he didn’t recall abandoning the door, and striding into her room to stretch out atop the mattress. But here he was.
He could not prevent himself touching her, winding a lock of her hair about his finger, stroking her cheek, curling his fingers about her wrist when he’d checked her pulse. She stirred both his protective instincts and his passions. And, when being so tantalizingly close to her became a torture he could no longer bear, he shed his clothes and gave in to the inevitable. He climbed beneath the covers, settled her against his chest, and closed his eyes.
She felt good in his arms, right in a way that no other woman had felt. Sleep pounced, clawing him under. It was a welcome relief from the turmoil of his inner thoughts, and he did not fight it.
~~~
Chalcey awoke to the wonderfully masculine scent of a healthy male in his prime. In fact, Wulf’s skin smelt slightly spicy Mmmm. If she could bottle that scent and sell it to all the lonely women out there, she’d make a fortune. She sucked in a deep, appreciative breath—
Huh? Wulf’s skin?
She lay on her side, cuddled up to him, her cheek resting on his chest and one leg flung possessively across his thighs. He’d ditched the pants and vest, and found a much more comfortable place to spend the night than the studio floor. Uh oh.
She started to edge away but his arms caged her.
She froze, wanting more, and terrified of that wanting and what it meant. He was a stranger—of dubious mental state. She shouldn’t be lusting after him, craving him, wishing he’d sink that hardness she’d felt nudging her leg into her lamentably willing body. “What happened? H-how did I get here?”
“You swooned.” His lips tickled her ear as he spoke, and darned if she didn’t just about pass out again. “This seemed the logical place for you until such time as you awoke. How do you feel?”
“Fine! P-Peachy.” God. She sounded like a flustered teen girl who’d just wandered into the wrong locker room and copped an eyeful of hot guy.
Being a typical man, he didn’t take her at her word. He rolled her on her back, levered himself up on his elbows, and loomed over her so that he could brush back the tangles from her face and examine her through narrowed, thoughtful eyes. The sprinkling of coarse hair on his legs stroked her skin. Oh boy.
“Happy now?” She took refuge in snark—better to go on the offensive straight off rather than face up to how much he was getting to her. And be tempted to give in and reveal how much she wanted him to take this ah, situation to its natural conclusion. One bed. One gorgeous guy and one horny, turned on woman. It wasn’t hard to do the math.
“I’m fine,” she said. A straight-out lie. But he couldn’t know that. “Now please would you get off me, or so help me, I’m gonna kick your sorry ass!”
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