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by Barbara Elsborg
Tomas approached the massive iron cage and wiped a sweaty palm on his pants. He hated to see anything contained like this and his chest tightened in sympathy. The dragon lay curled up in the darkest corner, its blue scales no longer the bright iridescent shade of this morning. It had been starved of food to prevent it blasting him with fire, and now the creature’s energy seemed to have dissipated.
But surviving the feeding session wasn’t enough. Tomas needed more than that. He needed compliance and he needed it fast if he was to do the impossible and win the Dragon Race tomorrow. The thought of losing to his brother yet again was like a hand squeezing his throat. But he’d seen Simeon’s dragon, and the creature was huge. The odds of Tomas winning were not good.
He glanced at the bucket of meat in his hand and then back at the glowering dragon. A double edged sword. The creature needed food in order to fly, but feeding restored power and the ability to kill him. The dragons weren’t usually fed until the morning of the race, but Tomas hoped feeding his now would give him an edge. It was a risk.
“You don’t stand a chance.”
Tomas stiffened when he heard Simeon approaching from behind. The prick had been leading his dragon around the town all day, pretending he’d made a great capture when everyone knew his guards had done most of the work. Interestingly, Tomas hadn’t even had to make an effort to catch his. It had just dropped out of the sky to land in front of him. He just wished it was twice the size.
He turned and bowed to his bigger, stronger, very stupid twin brother, older by ten minutes. “Your majesty.” You arsehole. One day Tomas was going to get thought and speech the wrong way round and Simeon wouldn’t find it amusing.
Simeon sneered. “That pathetic thing’s half as big as mine.”
Tomas’s heart sank when he once again took in the size of the silver dragon on Simeon’s leash. It looked as if it had grown since that morning. Its mouth was secured in an iron muzzle while its claws and spiked tail were sheathed in Samisman leather, incredibly strong, supple and expensive.
“Size isn’t everything,” Tomas said.
Simeon chortled. “Is that what you tell your whores when they see your dick?”
Tomas clenched his teeth. His small dragon rose to its feet, stepped forward and promptly fell over its chain. His brother’s dragon made a strange choking sound.
“You’ve got a real winner there, Tomas. We’re not even going to get much meat off that scrawny thing.”
Tomas’s stomach dropped. “What do you mean?”
“I’ve decided to reinstate the tradition of roasting the losing dragon.”
For a moment, horror struck Tomas speechless. “You can’t do that,” he eventually spluttered. “The dragons only tolerate the capture of two for the race because Ost supported them in the battle with Est.”
Simeon’s face mottled in the flickering light. “I can do what I fucking well like.” He spat out the words like arrows. “I’m in charge while father’s away.” Simeon dragged his dragon into the cage, secured it with iron chains on the opposite side to Tomas’s creature and locked the cage again.
“I don’t think this is a good idea,” Tomas said. “Let’s stick to what we usually do. I mess up, you win and everyone thinks you’re the greatest.”
Simeon stepped right up to him. “Do I detect sarcasm, brother? I could have you roasted too.” He laughed as he walked away, and the scary thing was, Tomas suspected Simeon meant it. Of course, he’d tell father it was an accident, clumsy Tomas had fallen into the fire.
The iron outer door clanged shut and Tomas sagged. When he turned to look at the dragons, they were staring at him.
“I won’t let you be eaten,” Tomas said to his dragon because he finally had to accept that losing was inevitable.
The creature blinked bright blue eyes and regarded him with what could only be described as disdain. The other dragon snorted. Maybe all three of them recognized the hollowness of his words. If only father was back.
Tomas unlocked the complicated mechanism that held the door in place, picked up the bucket and took a deep breath before he walked into the cage. His heart pounded. The dragons were shackled, but the small one’s claws weren’t clad with leather, nor was it muzzled. Tomas hadn’t paraded his through the streets. Humiliation wasn’t part of the tradition. But one swipe, one snap of a jaw, one blast of fire and Tomas was history.
He put the bucket down and nudged it towards his dragon with his foot. Tomas didn’t know if it was male or female, the sexual organs were hidden, but from the size he guessed it was a female. When the dragon didn’t move, he toed the bucket a little closer. This one hadn’t yet spoken to him, but the news about the loser being eaten couldn’t have slipped past their hearing.
His dragon raised its head, sniffed the bucket and heaved. “Raw meat?” it rasped.
“You don’t eat raw meat?”
“I usually cook it, but my fire’s gone out.”
The dragon used its tail to drag the bucket closer, scooped up a small piece of flesh and shuddered as it chewed. “Oh that’s disgusting. What was it? No, don’t tell me. It smells terrible.” It shoved the bucket away.
“You need to eat to be able to…fly,” Tomas said. He wanted to say escape, but worried someone might be listening.
“I need to hold my nose to be able to eat. I really fancied a steak, roast potatoes and strawberries, not squirrel guts and rats’ tails.”
Tomas bit back his smile.
“Please take these shackles off,” the dragon said.
The chains were all that held his dragon.
“I won’t hurt you,” the dragon said. “I promise you’ll have what you wish for.”
Tomas didn’t know what he wished for any more, but a miserable life under his brother’s future kingship didn’t figure in his dreams and there was no way he was letting anyone eat either of these dragons. Simeon was breaking the rules his great-great grandfather had established and Tomas would be damned before he let him get away with that. Fingers trembling, he removed the neck chain and shackles from the smaller dragon and only exhaled when he realized he wasn’t going to die immediately.
The dragon stretched its long neck and sighed. “That’s better.”
“I won’t let you be eaten,” Tomas blurted.
“Who says I’m going to lose the race?”
The other dragon puffed clouds of smoke through its muzzle.
“I’ll help you escape,” Tomas said in a whisper and thought frantically. “I could cut the straps of my harness.”
“You’ll fall to your death.”
Tomas gulped. “You could drop me in the sea.”
“You’d break every bone in your body.”
Tomas sighed. “I can’t contact the hoarde in time.”
“Don’t worry. I’d think better on a full stomach,” the dragon said.
“I also can’t get more food until morning. The kitchens are closed. Sorry. I’ll bring you something cooked then.”
The dragon inclined its head and Tomas thought its eyes brightened.
“Thank you,” it said.
Tomas backed out of the cage and locked it. He wrapped his fingers around the bars. “I won’t let you be eaten. I promise.”
****
Meriden admired Tomas’s tight butt as he walked away. Once the outer door of the castle dungeon clanged shut, she took a deep breath and shifted to her human form before she turned to Drake. She could have used her powers to clothe herself but Meriden hoped to distract him because she knew he was furious. The look on Drake’s face made her wince. He growled and yelled through the muzzle. Meriden didn’t catch his entire tirade but heard enough.
“I’m not removing your muzzle if you’re going to speak to me like that,” she said. Drake couldn’t turn into his human state until she took off the iron. “And he does have a lovely butt.”
Drake shimmered with rage, his scales turning from silver to fiery orange, his eyes from gray to crimson. Meriden flinched. The last time he’d been this angry, his bad temper had lasted days and they’d had to replace several pieces of scorched furniture. Meriden gave a heavy sigh and reached to unfasten the clasp at Drake’s throat. The muzzle fell to the floor.
“What the hell are you doing here?” Drake snapped. “Did I not specifically tell you to stay indoors?”
“Yes.”
“You knew the hunters were about and yet you put yourself in harm’s way?”
“Yes.”
“For the love of Lorc—why?”
“Because after you and the other males flew out, Ricor slunk back like the coward he is and said he’d heard Slimeball Simeon say to one of his lackeys that he planned to eat the losing dragon.”
Drake ground his teeth. “I don’t know who to be angrier with. Our ancestors for agreeing to this stupid race, Simeon for even thinking of eating dragon meat or you for putting yourself on his plate.”
Meriden bristled. “Oh you think I can’t win?” Though she couldn’t unless she cheated. Meriden smiled. She had cheating down to a fine art.
Drake scowled.
“I’ve come to save your ass,” Meriden said. “I’m rather attached to it even if it’s not quite as fine an ass as Tomas’s. Hold out your arms.”
She unfastened the leather ties and freed his claws, then bent to take the covering from his tail. Even before the leather had fallen to the floor, Drake had shifted to his male form and swept her into his strong arms. He was naked and his cock was hard as a rock. So predictable. Meriden smiled against his mouth.
Drake’s fingers sank into the curve of her waist. The moment he touched her, Meriden’s pulse points began to flutter and her heart pounded hard enough to break her ribs. His tongue trailed along the seam of her lips and he slid his hands down to her butt to hold her tight against him. Meriden opened her mouth and their teeth clashed, their tongues meeting in a deep thrust that sent a jolt of pleasure racing down her spine.
My mate, my mate. The bond between them was unbreakable. Even with the death of one, the survivor would never love another. Part of the problem of their race and part of the joy. Dragons were few in number, the birthrate low, and if fuckwits like Simeon developed a taste for dragon meat, their numbers would be even fewer.
Meriden pressed herself harder against Drake, wanting more, needing more. The scent of him inflamed her senses and she writhed against his cock, the velvety head wetting her belly. Drake groaned into her mouth and slid one hand from her backside to her neck, grasping her long black hair, tilting her head so he could take possession of her mouth.
She lifted her legs to his waist and struggled to impale herself on his cock.
“Meri, Meri, for Lorc’s sake, slow down.” Her back hit the cool stone wall. “You don’t know what you do to me.”
Oh yes she did, because Drake did it to her, made her mindless for anything but his touch, his love, his heart. Meriden was caught up in a whirlwind of blazing sensation that could only be quenched by the love of her mate. Her nipples ached, her clit throbbed and her head swam.
Drake dropped his mouth to her neck and bit down sending cascades of delight pouring through her veins. Meriden grew wetter and wetter.
“Please,” she whispered.
“Begging, wife?”
She growled. “No I said peas, I hope Tomas brings peas with the steak.”
Drake laughed. He lifted her by the hips and slowly lowered her down onto his shaft. Meriden’s head fogged and Drake’s tongue thrust into her mouth in time with his cock driving into her body.
Big, hard, perfect.
****
Hot, tight, perfect.
But Drake wanted to kill her for letting herself get caught. Except he’d do that later, just as soon as he’d fucked some sense into both their heads. If that was possible. Every sound she made poured over him in a silky caress. Her body clutched his cock so powerfully, the feeling hovered on the point of slipping into pain. Her muscles didn’t want to let him withdraw and yet welcomed his return by wrapping him in a tight velvet glove.
Drake pushed slowly into her time after time, pulling back to stare into her face, feeding on the misty look in her eyes, sustaining the pleasure for both of them as long as he could. His fury that she was here, that she’d disobeyed him, that she’d risked her life—all dissipated under the relentless onslaught of his oncoming orgasm. He arched into her as she pressed herself down onto him.
“I could beat you in the race,” she gasped.
Drake chuckled against her throat. “In this race, sweetheart, you can come first as often as you wish.”
Meriden smiled and whispered, “Faster.”
Drake lifted his head to look into her eyes and obliged.
Their breaths mingled, and he sucked her exhale into his lungs, swallowing her sweetness, letting it feed his fire, knowing it made him whole.
“Drake, Drake, Drake.” She sang his name, her fingers digging into his shoulders as he drove harder and faster.
She was as intoxicating as kernon berries. Their bodies were perfectly meshed, their movements perfectly in sync, their breathing perfectly matched. He felt her inner walls spasm around his cock and Drake stilled, not yet ready to let her come, though he knew he was fooling himself about his level of control which was as thin as gossamer. His cock was yelling at him, his swollen balls no longer able to speak. Only when Meriden had fire in her eyes, was beside herself with need and desperation, when she was beating his chest, scratching his back, yelling at him, cursing him, did Drake piston his hips and allow orgasm to sweep them both over the cliff.
Perfect timing. His contractions following hers. He never took his eyes from her beautiful face. Even as his cock spurted his seed into her and deep pleasure rolled through his body to fog his mind, Drake never lost sight of the fact that Meriden held his heart in a way no other could. He would lay down his life for her in an instant, as she would for him, and much as he might wish her safe at home, that was why she was here with him in this iron cage.
When the last wrenching spasm was done, his cock softening in her body, Drake lifted her free and held her tight in his arms.
“When you let yourself be captured, did you have a plan in mind?” Drake asked.
“Yes.”
“Like to let me in on it?”
“No, but the race goes ahead. Trust me.”
Drake narrowed his eyes. “The last time you said that, I fell into the volcano.”
“And who was it who stroked your sore bits after you climbed out?”
He laughed. “We have five hours until dawn. If we’re not going to escape yet, like to practice your stroking?”
Meriden purred.
****
Lined up for takeoff, the bright blue sky beckoning, Meriden itched to soar. She raised her snout to the wind and breathed in, her stomach pleasantly full of steak and roast potatoes. Drake had eaten a whole sheep. The pig. She could feel Tomas’s weight on her back and rolled her shoulders against the tightness of the harness.
Tomas bent to her ear and whispered, “When we reach the other side of the island, fly far away from here. I’ll walk back and say I lost control.”
“We’re going to win,” Meriden rasped.
The city had turned out for the race and the quay was ringed with people. They rarely saw dragons and until this year, the race had been something both Ost and Sud, the dragon kingdom, quite enjoyed. Drake had raced once before and won, but Meriden was the first female ever to take part.
“On the third blast of the horn, you start,” a man shouted.
Meriden went on the first blast, soaring into the sky.
“You cheated,” Tomas gasped.
“Yep.”
“Why are we going up?”
“You’ll see.”
Meriden wasn’t as fast as Drake, but she was more cunning. From that altitude, her dive toward the turning point of the race would be faster than any dragon could fly. Far below she could see Simeon on Drake’s back, the bastard using a barbed whip.
“Hold tight,” Meriden said and dived.
“Woohoooooooarrggghhh,” Tomas wailed.
Meriden’s eyes watered as she zoomed down. She swerved around the sea-drenched rocks of Kield Island at such a sharp angle that one wing tip touched the water, but she was ahead of Drake on the turn.
It didn’t last. Simeon gave a whoop of joy as he passed her. Drake didn’t look at her. Meriden put on a burst of speed and caught up to nip Drake’s tail. He was so shocked, she was able to get past him. Then he bit her backside and zipped under her, heading for the quay.
Meriden saw the moment Drake realized he’d been so caught up in the race he’d lost sight of the fact that he’d meant to let her win, because he braked so suddenly, Simeon almost fell off. Simeon screamed and slashed Drake’s shoulder with his whip. Blood sprayed and Meriden growled. If Drake didn’t win he’d be the laughing stock of the hoarde. She flew alongside and turned her head to look at him.
“Do you want to tell our future children I beat you in a race?” she asked in dragonspeak.
“You won’t be having any children if they eat you,” he snapped.
“Trust me and race.”
Drake gave her a lingering pained look and flexed his wings. Meriden smiled and followed in his slipstream, unable to catch him. Drake was magnificent and she couldn’t have been more proud.
She landed on the quay several minutes later, ignoring Tomas’s urgent pleas to fly away. Simeon was strutting up and down, puffed up like a famigan, though Meriden doubted he’d be as tasty, while his men secured a struggling Drake with iron. He sent her a look of despair, but Meriden had everything under control. Hopefully.
Tomas leapt off her back and stood between her and a group of approaching soldiers. “Don’t touch the dragon,” he snapped.
Just on cue, there was a loud whirring noise in the sky to the south. Every head turned to look.
Meriden already knew what was coming. The hoarde. Once Ricor had spread the word about a dragon roast, Angor, the hoarde leader, had ordered a swarm. Meriden refused to wait and made sure she was the dragon Tomas caught. But she was still relieved. Timing was everything.
Dragons of every size and color landed on the roofs of the city and tiles tumbled to shatter on the ground below. Children screamed but no dragon would ever hurt a child. A man? Now that was another matter.
****
Tomas gasped as he looked into the sky.
“What is this?” Simeon demanded, his face paling.
Angor, a large golden dragon who’d taken Tomas flying when he was a boy, landed by the fountain.
“You have introduced a new rule. So have we.” Angor spoke clearly so all could hear. “You wish to eat the loser of the race, and we plan to eat the winning rider.”
Shocked gasps spread through the crowd. Simeon spluttered, but when his gaze snagged on riders approaching from the north, the royal standard fluttering in the breeze, Tomas saw his jaw set. Acceptance that he’d lost crept over Simeon’s face. Relief made Tomas’s knees sag. Simeon’s guards drifted away as the king, the boys’ father, climbed down from his horse.
Meriden nudged Tomas. “Now’s your chance,” she whispered. “Stand up for what’s right.”
And he did. Once his father heard what Simeon planned to do, he glared at Simeon, smiled at Tomas and asked Angor to choose Simeon’s punishment.
“He should do menial work in the city until he truly regrets his offense. I offer your other son the chance to visit Sud, our kingdom, and live among us.”
His father exhaled and laid his hand on Tomas’s shoulder. After hearing Angor’s words, Tomas knew he would succeed his father on the throne. A king’s son favored by dragons, Tomas would be loved by all. He’d no longer be second best, second choice, second son.
“I declare Drake and Simeon winners of the race,” Angor said.
And for once, Tomas didn’t mind losing to his brother because they both knew who the real winner was.
The hoarde took to the air, Drake and Meriden in their midst, and Tomas watched until they were specks in the sky.
****
Drake and Meriden landed outside their home and transformed back to their human state. Drake allowed himself a swallow of relief.
“Now are you going to explain how the whole hoarde came to turn up?” he asked.
“They came because I asked them too.”
“And since when has the council done as you asked?”
Meriden took hold of his hand. “Because something amazing’s happened. I’ve a surprise for you.”
His eyes filled with fire. “Does it involve me, you and a bed? Or me, you and the kitchen table? Or me—”
“No.”
Drake pouted.
Meriden smiled. “I think it might have involved me, you and that beach on Lumas Island.”
He gave her a puzzled look.
She rolled her eyes. “Sometimes you are so dense.”
Meriden tugged him deeper into the cave they used as dragons and over to the far corner, close to the back entrance to the house they lived in when in their human form.
“In there.” Meriden nodded toward a hollow in the warm volcanic rock. “That’s why the hoarde came.”
Drake blinked when he saw what lay inside, but said nothing.
“Is that all I get?” she asked. “A blink?”
“This is why you’ve been so moody and picky about your food?”
Meriden glared. “Moody? Picky?”
“All that moaning and whining when—” Shut up, idiot. “Sorry. Indigestion makes me grumpy.”
“Well you shouldn’t have eaten the whole sheep,” she snapped but then fidgeted, a worried look in her eyes. “So? What do you think?”
Drake pulled her into his arms. “That’s going to make a big omelet.”
Meriden growled. “Not funny, Drake.”
He grunted as she kneed him in the balls. “Sorry,” he choked out.
“You will be. You’re going to wait on me hand and foot and tail until the egg hatches and if you’re very lucky, I’ll never tell our children you joked about eating them.”
Drake’s ears pricked up. “Them?”
“Twins. Double yolk.”
He swept her into his arms and kissed her.
“I let you win,” Meriden mumbled into his mouth.
“There’s no way in hell—” Drake felt her stiffen, “you could have lost,” he finished.
Meriden shook in his arms as she laughed and laughed and laughed.
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By D. L. Jackson
Half a pound of tuppenny rice,
Half a pound of treacle.
That’s the way the money goes,
Pop! goes the weasel.
~ English Child’s Rhyme, Author unknown
“What would you give up for love?” Jacquelyn glanced up as she buckled the straps on her heels.
“Whose knees do I need to break now?” Wesley narrowed his eyes and studied the stunning blonde who sat in the corner on an old crate. Pretty beyond belief, his assistant often fell into the company of the wrong men, and had run to him crying on more than one occasion. And on more than one occasion, he had to scrape together his savings to bail himself out of jail.
Still, he’d give anything for her love, his entire fortune, though pitiful, his left arm and right, his life—anything for her to look at him with the same adoration she’d poured onto the losers she attracted like bees to her honey. And he had—Wesley had lost his heart to her five years before.
“Pooh! I swear, Wesley. Anytime I ask you a question, you assume I’m referring to some jerk. I’m talking about true love. The person you want to share the rest of your life with—grow old with—make babies with. True—blue—love.”
“Which jerk would that be?” he muttered under his breath.
“Don’t you believe in true love, Wesley?”
The way she said his name turned his insides out. He wanted to seize her in his arms and kiss some sense into her. He loved her, wanted her, wouldn’t abuse her the way the other men had. Yes, he believed in true love—yet he couldn’t tell her. So he lied. “True love is for fools.”
Coward.
Not deterred by his sour attitude, impish dimples appeared at the corners of her mouth. Jacquelyn turned her sparkling eyes on him. Wesley’s heart vaulted into his throat, as though he’d done a series of cartwheels.
“I had a discussion with the old woman that sits on the corner,” she said. Jacquelyn twirled her finger around a lock of her shoulder length hair, cut short to look like a Gibson Girl, styled with finger waves that framed her extraordinary face. Even though she’d done it to mimic the famed beauties, none were as pretty.
Or as gullible. Her sweet personality and trusting nature left her open to predators who took advantage of her every chance they could, including the old woman on the corner. “She told me my true love would make himself known to me soon.”
“The gypsy fortune teller? I can’t believe you went to her. She’ll tell you anything to get you to open your purse. There’s no such thing as real magic.” He folded his kerchief carefully, knowing if done wrong, his trick wouldn’t work. It took concentration and his hands shook in anger. He couldn’t defend her against an old woman and her lies.
Her true love sat before her. He loved her—yet he couldn’t tell her, not tonight, not ever. He made pennies a night and could never be the man a woman like Jacquelyn deserved—someone who could pamper her, put her on a pedestal and give her everything. “You know this, doll. It’s all an act.”
Jacquelyn sighed. “It was only a dollar, Wesley. How do you know what she said isn’t real?”
“You have to ask that question?” Magic was simply smoke, mirrors and sleight of hand. Jacquelyn should’ve known better. She wasn’t stupid, even though her actions sometimes made people come to that conclusion. “It’s a scam designed to separate you from your money. That’s damn near a week’s wages. We’re lucky to draw anyone to our show. Until the economy picks up, you should save every penny. We don’t know how long our show will stay open.”
She hopped up from her perch and approached him in her sequin-covered dress, glowing like a star in the dingy theater. Jacquelyn leaned in and kissed him on the cheek. “I believe real magic exists. My true love will make himself known to me—maybe even tonight.” With a smile, she turned on her heels and marched onto the stage, throwing her arms in the air.
There were a couple of whistles and one person clapped. A big audience tonight. Wesley rubbed his forehead. At least he didn’t have to spend money on the equipment, as he had to feed them both for the week. The previous magician couldn’t pay the rent he owed to the owner of the theater and had left everything behind when he took off.
Lucky for Wesley, some of them were expensive props he couldn’t afford even before the stock market crashed, including a new one he wanted to try tonight. Shaped like an iron-maiden, the box had a second door built inside. When the outside door was shut, the assistant who’d stepped inside, could grab a panel and pull it back, creating a false wall.
The coffin sized box could then be rotated around on a wheeled table before it was opened again. The assistant would have appeared to vanish. Shut the door—proclaim a few magical words and viola! The assistant reappeared. Magic.
“Please put your hands together for the Amazing Wesley Westerson,” Jacquelyn called out with her usual peppy enthusiasm—his cue to start the show. Yet he wasn’t feeling it. His guts twisted. Perhaps she’d find the man of her dreams tonight and he’d lose her. He closed his eyes and a made a wish. If I can’t have her—please let nobody else take her from me.
“Please put your hands together for Wesley Westerson,” Jacqueline repeated a little louder. Wesley collected himself, flipped his top hat on his head and strode onto the stage. Three people sat in the audience. Two booed, the third slept.
“Lovely,” he muttered. “For my first trick, I’m going to pull a rabbit out of my hat.”
“Bring on the dancing gals,” a heckler bellowed. The act that followed tonight had burlesque dancers. Better to perform before, than after. Still, it discouraged him to know that the audience had only come for the naked women.
Wesley cleared his throat. “As I said.” He took the hat off his head and showed the audience the inside. Jacquelyn stood to the side arms extended toward him, posing as if to say, ta-dah. She gave him another of her million dollar smiles, as though she believed he really was amazing. Never did he want to hold her and kiss her as much as he did in that moment. Someday. But not today.
Coward.
“Have the doll take off some clothes,” the man yelled louder and elbowed his buddy in the ribs, encouraging him to join along.
Wesley pointed his finger at the man in the audience. “Watch your mouth. She’s a lady.”
“Take it off, sweetheart.”
Wesley dropped his hat and balled his fists.
Jacquelyn rushed over to him. “Let it go, Wesley. They’re just a couple of uncultured louts. Let’s do the box trick. They’ll love that.”
He nodded and walked over to the covered prop with Jacquelyn on his heels. With flourish, he ripped the sheet off, uncovering the device. “Pandora’s Box! All the way from Ancient Greece—a portal to the underworld. You step in and you might never step out.” Stories always added to the mysticism. After studying the designs painted on the outside of the box, Wesley had concocted a story based on the Greek Myth, in hopes it would excite the crowd.
The effect wasn’t exactly what he’d hoped for.
The boos continued. Wesley ground his teeth together. Why bother with the show? They wanted the dancers. As long as the audience stayed, he’d get paid his cut for entertaining them. So why take any more of their abuse? He started to walk away and Jacquelyn snagged his arm.
“Don’t. It’s what they want. Finish the trick.”
He opened the door and took Jacquelyn’s arm as she climbed up onto the table and inside the box. She dramatically crossed her arms over her chest like a mummy and gave him a nod. He shut the box and slid the bolt shut, releasing the secret door in the process. Wesley yanked the steps away, sliding them across the stage, spinning the box around on the wheeled table to show there was no possible way his assistant could sneak away.
With an exaggerated wave, he unlocked the door and opened the box.
A small child of perhaps six stared down at him, wearing pigtails and a blue dress. She jumped out, hitting the floor with a soft thud and began to skip around the table. “Around and around the mulberry bush, the monkey chased the weasel. The weasel stopped to pull up his socks.” She turned toward Wesley, grabbing his hand and pulling him down so she could whisper in his ear. “What would you do for true love?”
“What?”
“Pop! Goes the weasel.” The child let go of his arm and giggled, running from the stage.
Wesley’s mouth dropped open. He whipped around and stuck his head in the box, tripped the false door and found the compartment behind it empty. The small audience burst into applause. His heart stopped. Where was Jacquelyn? This was no trick. “Jacquelyn?” The curtain began to drop. He patted around the box, looking for another hiding place. Nothing. Oh,God.
“Jacquelyn.”
The curtain hit the stage, closing him off from the previously anti-social audience.
“She’s not here.” The little girl said from Jacquelyn’s crate where she’d perched. “Do you love her, Wesley?”
“Who are you?”
“The question you should ask yourself—is—who—are—you? Are you man enough to go after what you want?” The little girl swung her legs side-to-side, watching him with the blackest eyes he’d ever seen, eyes that seemed to see right through him. “You claim you’d give anything. So prove it.”
Wesley swallowed. “I don’t know what you want.”
“You will, Wesley. You have one day to answer my question. If you can’t answer it correctly, Jacquelyn will be gone forever.”
“Listen, you little brat.”
“Temper, temper, Wesley.” She waggled her finger at him. “One day. That’s all you get.” She hopped off the crate and walked away, a sly smile on her face.
****
Wesley didn’t sleep that night—but he drank—boot-leg booze, and a lot. In his mind he coasted from one nightmare to another. People didn’t vanish into thin air, but no other explanation came to mind. He’d searched under the stage, found the trapdoor locked from the inside and rusted shut. She couldn’t have escaped that way. Was his last conversation with Jacquelyn, her way of telling him she found someone?
He’d performed with her for six years, unable to tell her how he really felt, dying a little every time she fell in love with another man. Now that she’d vanished, he had nothing—nobody to chat with over their modest dinner, nobody to hear his jokes, or help him plan his tricks.
Nobody.
He reached into his pocket and pulled out his grandmother’s ring, letting the light dance across the rose cut diamond, his only valuable possession. He’d carried it around for the last five years, hoping one day he’d have the courage to ask her to marry him.
A knock on the door snapped him out of his trance. Who would come at this hour? Wesley jumped to his feet. Perhaps Jacquelyn had come back. He rushed to the door and threw it open to find a smiling landlord on the other side.
“I don’t know what you did, but keep doing it. We have a sold out crowd tomorrow night. Everyone wants to see what became of the vanishing beauty.”
Wesley shoved his hand in his hair. “There is no show tomorrow night.”
“Whatever for?” The landlord frowned.
“I don’t have an assistant.”
“But you have a contract. You owe me rent. You think I let you have your show in my theater for charity? I’ll have you arrested for failure to pay your debts. You show tomorrow night with your pretty assistant, or you’ll be in cuffs and everything you own will be mine.” He reached out and straightened Wesley’s bowtie. “Understood?”
“Yes.”
The landlord nodded and walked away.
****
Wesley peeked out of the curtain at the packed theatre. Every seat had a patron sitting in it and the aisles had people standing, waiting to see if the beauty would come back.
His entire career he’d wanted nothing more than to perform for a crowd like this, and yet without Jacquelyn, it felt diminished. The magic left his life the moment she’d gone.
“Would you give up your fortune, Wesley?” He turned his head to see to see the little girl, sitting on the crate again.
“I have no fortune.”
“You will.”
“Yes. I’d give it all up to have her back.”
The little girl nodded. “Would you give up all your worldly possessions?”
He fingered the ring in his pocket. “Without Jacquelyn, I have nothing.”
The little girl nodded.
“Please put your hands together for the Amazing Wesley Westerson,” the Master of Ceremonies called out. The crowd roared and whistled, vibrating the stage under his feet. Wesley turned to walk into the open.
“Wesley.”
He looked back.
“Would you give your soul for her?”
His stomach knotted. Was this child the devil? Did she intend to make a deal? Regardless it did not matter. He was already in hell without the woman he loved. He stared straight into the child’s eyes but didn’t speak. “Is that what this is about? You want my soul?”
The little girl’s mouth curled into a smile.
He strode onto the stage and up to the covered box. His hands closed on the edge of the hand-embroidered silk cover and ripped it from the cursed device. He stared at it, his mouth went dry and his throat tightened. All he loved had vanished in the box, and tonight he’d bring back the magic, real magic. When Jacquelyn returned, he’d never let her go. Tonight—love would conquer all. Even the devil.
“You didn’t answer my question, Wesley.” The little girl stood next to him, eyeing the box as he did. “Would you give your soul for her?”
“Go away, demon.”
“Every night when I get home, the monkey’s on the table,” she began to sing.
“Get thee behind me.”
“Will you give me your soul?”
Wesley reached for the latch. “No.”
“Take a stick and knock it off…”
He threw the door open and grabbed the child. Lifting her off her feet, he shoved her into the box. “I cannot give you my soul. It’s not mine to give—Jacquelyn already holds it and always will. Go back to hell and return her to me.”
“Pop! Goes the weasel,” the child whispered as he slammed the box shut in her face.
Wesley spun the prop around and around, until it blurred, afraid to see what would be behind the door when he opened it.
“Open it, open it, open it,” the crowd chanted. He brought it to a stop and the theatre went silent. Wesley’s hands shook as he reached for the lock.
“When Pandora opened the box,” he said. Would she be there? “All the evil of the world escaped, leaving one thing behind.” Wesley’s hands shook as he pulled the door open.
“Jacquelyn,” he sighed.
“What was left behind, Wesley?” Jacquelyn asked.
“Hope,” he whispered and dropped to his knees, pulling the ring from his pocket. “I love you. I have always loved you and I don’t want to live without you. I don’t have much, but I’ll give you everything—my fortune, no matter how small, all my worldly belongings—that I hold in my hand—they’re yours. You own my heart and my soul. All I have is hope that you will say yes.”
She stepped out of the box. “Wesley?”
He rose to his feet and took her hand. “Marry me—Jacquelyn.”
“I told you my true love would make himself known to me.” She smiled and her dimples made their appearance. His heart pounded against his ribs and he could barely breathe. “Yes, Wesley. I will marry you.”
Wesley slipped the ring onto her finger and lifted her off the table. She wrapped her legs around him and cupped his face in her hands. “I’ve always loved you, Wesley.” Lowering her lips to his, she kissed him.
The crowd broke into applause, shaking the rafters over them.
****
Sixty years later…
Wesley threaded his fingers into Jacquelyn’s as the illusionist’s assistants rolled a covered prop onto the stage. The crowd in the old Las Vegas theatre packed the building.
Wesley and Jacquelyn’s children had gifted them with the trip for their sixtieth anniversary. Though time had flown by, it still felt as though the world had frozen around them, holding them in the moment she’d said yes. She leaned over and gave him a kiss. “Thank God I never had to wear that thong thing up my butt. I don’t think I’d have stayed on as your assistant.”
“You would’ve looked like dynamite,” he said and squeezed her hand. He eyed the stage as the Illusionist strutted out in black. Wesley lifted a brow. “Leather and chains. Things have changed.”
“Not so much. Looks like they’re going to do the disappearing act.” Wesley turned his attention back to the stage as the assistant yanked the cover off.
Jacquelyn gasped.
Wesley’s heart jumped into his throat.
“I thought we burned that thing,” she said.
The night she’d come back, they’d decided the prop was too dangerous to leave lying around. They’d rolled it outside and set fire to it, watching it burn to ash.
Yet there it sat.
“Someone needs courage,” Jacquelyn said.
“No, someone needs hope.”
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by Cate Masters
Night provided the only relief for Celia. Grateful for the silence, she stepped from the porch of the old Victorian with a light hold on Xavier’s leash. Some might think her crazy for walking her dog at two a.m. People might attempt to silence their thoughts if they knew she could hear them. Unable to filter their internal musings and rants from her own, Celia could barely function around others.
Her breath billowed in the crisp air as she glanced up at the gargoyle, a serene presence. “Wish you could come along, Bartholomew.”
“Hurry up, Xavier.” She tugged the leash as a tall figure approached.
Pretty bitch. The deep voice sounded harsh in her head.
Oh crap. A guy. Not dating material, though most men thought the same about her.
His stride slowed. “Nice dog. German shepherd?” Wonder if she likes it doggy style.
“Mongrel.” She tightened her hold and kept walking.
“In a hurry?” He swiveled as she passed.
“Yes, I have to meet someone.” Her pulse raced as the man’s thoughts flashed faster.
Need to get rid of the mutt. Drag her into the shadows. The guy stepped toward her. “So late?”
Shit. “Yes.” Hackles raised, Xavier growled.
Something huge swooped over their heads, rustling a breeze. The man ducked. “What was that?”
Good question. She wasn’t going to hang around to find out. “Come on Xavier.”
“Wait.” I have a bone for you. Footsteps stomped behind her, then, Shit! as another swoosh stirred the air around them. No! What the—
Uncertain whether he screamed aloud or in his head, she haltingly turned. Her heart leapt into her throat. An inky figure sporting wings the span of a minivan fluttered around him, claws outstretched. Too big for any bird. More like a prehistoric monster. Talk about crazy.
“Should I dial 911?” Yeah, she could imagine that call. They’d hang up as soon as she described the scene.
She finally breathed again when the man ran, arms flailing. The creature winged upward over the trees and out of sight.
Xavier trotted away, tugging her along. Weird. He had no reaction to the thing. “Good thinking. Let’s get out of here.”
Approaching the old Victorian where she rented the top floor, she nearly dropped Xavier’s leash. “He’s gone.”
Bartholomew’s spot on the roof sat empty. Since moving here five years ago, she loved the presence of the large gargoyle perched atop the overhang. Sometimes she’d dreamed him a prince, cursed by an old hag. Yeah, she’d read too many fairy tales as a girl, but something about his eyes held intelligence and yearning, betraying his loneliness. Her own curse – an overactive imagination brought on by solitude.
“Who could have taken him?” The statue had to weigh a ton. And the roof remained undamaged, an impossible feat unless the thief used a crane. The owners had reinforced the structure beneath the figure to hold it. Its hunched shoulders gave her comfort, imagining it her protector.
Unconcerned, Xavier bounded onto the porch and nudged the door latch up to let himself in. “Wait.” No way would she stay out here without him. Too many weird surprises tonight.
****
Operating her business out of this old house, Celia felt like a princess in an ivory tower. Her web design business allowed her to keep odd hours and her clients found communicating by voicemail, email and texting normal.
With her laptop at a desk in one of the turrets, she often chatted to the gargoyle as she worked. The stone expression never changed, but it helped to have something to talk to, if not someone.
Plopping into her desk chair, she peered outside at the space where it once stood. “Dammit. I’m going to miss you.”
The one being she could converse with and not be barraged with thoughts. Okay, so it was a one-sided conversation. But other than Xavier, the statue was the closest she had to a friend.
Opening her email reminded Celia of looming deadlines. No time for nonsense, she had websites to construct. After an hour, she stretched. “I need a drink, Xavier.” Preoccupied with screen layouts, she wandered to the fridge and poured some juice.
Distinct flapping outside drew her to the tall window. The cup slipped in her hand, and drops spattered from the wooden floor onto her feet. “No. It can’t be.”
The gargoyle scrunched on the roof as if he had never left.
Of course he never left. You’re an idiot. She must have somehow mistaken shadows for an empty space. Maybe the frightening incident in the park had shaken her more than she’d realized.
For a long while, she stared, subconsciously daring it to move. She slunk to her desk chair and peered out the window. Its profile grotesquely perfect, the gargoyle guarded the house, serene as ever. She huffed her disbelief. Returning to work, she glanced out every minute or so. Still there, no change.
As the sun edged above the rooftops, Celia yawned. “Sleep tight, Xavier.” She probably wouldn’t.
After drawing the shades and closing the curtains, she stripped to her tank top and panties and climbed into bed. Minutes turned into hours, but still she lay there, wide awake. Creeping into the front room, she peeked at the stone figure. “Don’t leave me again.”
A hushed wind sounded, though no leaves rustled. It was almost a sigh.
Ha, you really are losing it. Sleep. That’s what she needed. And a guy whose mind didn’t drive her crazy. Chances for either appeared dim.
****
Through a haze of sleep, Celia’s consciousness registered a touch against her cheek, trailing to her collarbone. Cold, but it left a trail of heated pinpricks. A lover’s caress – careful yet deliberate, teasing yet insistent. Warmth coursed through her. She ached for more. If this was a dream, she didn’t want to wake. The bed creaked and two strong legs grazed hers, someone straddling her. He leaned close, breath warm and frigid at the same time, scented of mountain and rain. Breath shallow with anticipation, she arched her back.
“Celia.” A whisper so light, it almost had no sound.
“Yes.” To whatever he wanted.
A husky breath washed over her cheek. Then a kiss from coarse lips scraped her neck, pricking her desire alive. His erection teased between her legs, heavy and hard as marble. Her body craved his touch, nipples straining against cotton.
A soft moan escaped. An invitation he accepted by circling a finger around her pebbled nipple, tweaking it. She gasped as desire shot through her belly. No dream had ever been so vivid. Her hands instinctively sought her lover’s face, but found a rigid, grainy surface.
Her eyes flew wide. A scream strangled in her throat. The gargoyle hunched over her, staring at her with those intelligent, sad eyes, now filled with something else: the heat of desire.
“Celia,” he said, stroking her face, his hard hand yielding a soft touch.
“Bartholomew!” she croaked, unable to comprehend it truly was the gargoyle, his familiar body entrapping hers.
Delight softened his features, then sadness as she inched upward with a desperate yelp.
Confusion blanked her mind, and the edges of her vision closed in until only blackness remained.
****
Who’s banging on my door? The earlier dream rushed back. With a gasp, she sat up. Everything in her room appeared normal. “Just a minute.” She pulled on her jeans and hurried to the foyer.
Mr. Abelard skimmed her body, then glanced away. “Sorry to wake you.” Cripes, can’t she dress before answering the door?
Damn, she’d forgotten to throw on another shirt. Her tank top revealed her still-hard nipples. “What’s wrong?”
“Have you seen anyone suspicious lately?”
Other than the guy on the street? But no, Mr. Abelard couldn’t mean him. “No. Why?”
“My gargoyle’s gone. It must’ve taken some planning…” Her landlord babbled on.
Celia ran to the window. “No!”
“Pathetic, isn’t it? Who’d do such a thing?”
She wouldn’t share her theory that the gargoyle had tired of guard duty and went looking for love. The horny bastard.
Mr. Abelard exhaled. “If you learn anything, let me know. Sorry to bother you.”
“I’m sorry too. I loved that gargoyle.” Almost in the literal sense. No, that’s crazy.
Waving, he backed into the hallway. “I’ll check with Mrs. Church downstairs, but usually she’s either sleeping or blasting that television.”
Another reason Celia loved this place. Her eighty-year-old neighbor had no real thoughts and didn’t pay attention to Celia’s lifestyle. An army of gargoyles could throw a party upstairs and Mrs. Church wouldn’t notice.
Regret swept her as she closed the door. She’d reacted terribly at seeing Bartholomew close up. Who could blame her? She simply hadn’t expected to find him arched over her. Touching her. You wanted him to. She couldn’t deny it. Even now, remembering the pulse of his erection against her thighs…
Wait—the pulse? He was a frigging statue. And yet he moved, so why not a pulse?
“Oh Bartholomew. I begged you not to leave me again.” She couldn’t consider the loss might be permanent.
If only he’d given her a clue ahead of time, she wouldn’t have freaked. Okay, so she’d seen her gargoyle flying in the park. Of course it had to have been him—he’d protected her from the would-be attacker. Had he followed her? Is that why Xavier didn’t lunge at him, didn’t even bark?
She whirled to face Xavier. “Why didn’t he say something before?”
The dog’s whimper provided no answer.
She had to find him. “Xavier, we need to bring Bartholomew home.”
Stepping into her clogs, she glanced at the clock. Almost five-thirty. Where would a wayward gargoyle go?
Starbucks was out. A new loincloth from the mall? Doubtful. “The park.” She didn’t need to tug on Xavier’s leash. He led the way.
****
Sun sinking fast, darkness edged between the trees as Celia did her best to keep up with Xavier, who pulled her along like a sled in the Iditarod. “Slow down, boy.” She glanced at the tall trees arching over the path. If Bartholomew hid anywhere, it would be here.
Unless he’s gone forever.
The thought chilled her. No. “Bartholomew,” she called, and hurried deeper into the woods. Not smart. Police warned people away from this area, where drug dealers and gang members hung out.
But if she didn’t search everywhere, she’d never find him. “Bartholomew? Please come out.”
Branches creaked. She halted, scanning the leafy canopy. “Are you here?”
Yeah. Comin’ to get you. “You need help, baby?” A burly man stepped from behind a large rock, and a shorter guy followed.
She gulped hard. “No thanks.”
Tough shit. We’ll help ourselves. “Forget this Bart dude. Party with us.”
“Some other time.” She jerked Xavier’s leash.
That dog can’t save you. The burly one brandished a handgun. “Make your doggy sit nice and come party with us.”
“Yeah. Or else.” The shorter man’s thoughts echoed the other’s.
“Don’t hurt him.” Heart pounding, she pointed. “Sit.” Please boy. But then what? Staying here one moment longer would invite disaster.
A screech pierced her ears, echoed through the park. The men yelled, and a cacophony erupted in Celia’s head, both shouts and screamed thoughts, she couldn’t sort one from the other despite covering her ears. Xavier barked furiously, adding to the confusion, which faded, giving way to an eerie silence.
Glancing left and right, she was afraid to move further, though she was alone.
“Xavier?” At some point the dog had broken away from her.
Heart thumping, her hands balled into fists. If those jerks hurt him…
But where had they gone? Xavier hadn’t frightened them off.
“Bartholomew.” She no longer questioned it. “Show yourself.”
Claws scurried over tree bark above.
More softly, she added, “Please.”
“No,” a voice said, gruff but pained.
Damn, was he a chameleon too? No stone showed through the leaves.
She strolled toward the voice. “I’m sorry about earlier. Can we talk?”
“Say what you must.” He sounded resigned to failure.
“I hate talking to myself.” It’s why she’d always told him everything. Her hopes, her dreams. God, he must think her an idiot. And he’d sat there listening. It’s probably why he left, to escape her lunatic ravings.
Long sculpted legs dropped in front of her face as he landed with a thump. “Speak your mind freely.”
His large, almond-shaped eyes, grey as the rest of him, should have repulsed her. Instead, calm blanketed her. Unlike facing a person, no unwanted thoughts intruded. In fact, she’d have welcomed his thoughts. She found him too difficult to read. ‘Stone faced’ had never held such a literal meaning. “You must understand why I found it difficult to believe what I saw.”
“No.” That sole word conveyed urgency. Despair.
“You’d never spoken to me before, let alone…” A blush warmed her cheeks. Touched me. Aroused her, leaving her craving more.
His hard features grew harder. “I should not have taken liberties.”
“No, I don’t mean that.” Crap, no wonder she never dealt with others in person. She sucked at it. “I’ve always loved your company. I never knew you heard me when I spoke.”
Hope flickered across his rough face. “I listened to every word.”
“Why did you never answer?”
“I spoke to you.” His voice dropped to a whisper. “While you slept.”
So her dreams weren’t completely fantasy? “You told me about the hag’s curse?” That he’s a prince? No, no, no, this was no fairy tale. Nor a nightmare. He was real, more alive than anyone she’d met. Her body sensed every inch of him with intense yearning.
He nodded. The motion came so naturally, nothing like a stone figure could manage. A man was trapped beneath that hard surface.
Without thinking, she laid her palm against his cheek. “How long have you suffered this existence?”
A smile curved his lips. “Before five years ago, I suffered. Until you came, I was miserable. So lonely, I wanted to crumble to nothing.”
Like her. “You must’ve thought me insane.”
He stepped closer, mere inches away. All too aware a loincloth provided his only covering, she ached to wrap him in her arms, feel his lips against hers again. Awake, this time.
Searching her face, he said, “You talked to me as if I mattered. As if I existed. It was my first hope in centuries.”
“Centuries?” How terrible for him. “So you’re under a crone’s spell?”
He nodded slowly, watching her expectantly.
Could she be the key to his escape? “Then why did you leave?”
Shoulders slumped, pain filled his eyes as he looked away. “I couldn’t bear the shock in your face. The disgust.”
“Not shock—surprise. And I wasn’t disgusted.” Definitely the opposite.
“You hated me.” Despair made his tone acid.
“I could never hate you. I—“ She stopped herself from saying, love you. “I don’t know you. But I’d love to. Will you give me another chance?”
Confusion knit his brows. “I thought I’d have to beg you for another chance.”
“You should never beg. You deserve better.” Than me. An outcast. Maybe the only thing they had in common.
Being with him was so natural, so comforting without a barrage of yammering voices. In fact, she wished she could know what he thought. Now it seemed a liability not to hear.
She slid her hand into his, pleasantly surprised at the suppleness beneath the rough exterior. “Please come home.”
He lifted her hand to his lips. “If you’ll invite me inside sometimes.”
How about every night? “If you promise not to leave so abruptly.”
“Agreed.” Relief erased the worry from his face.
Had he imagined she’d treat him less than a man? As powerful as he was, Celia could never think of him as anything but male. His sensitivity only lent more depth to him.
“What should I call you?” she asked.
A smile warmed his features. “You already know my name.”
“Bartholomew?” So he’d told her that, too, while she slept? “And you know I’m Celia.” Introductions seemed silly at this stage, but she had to voice them. Otherwise, it left a void, like a missed step. And she wished for no more of those. Not with him.
Xavier nosed around a nearby shrub. Celia nodded toward the dog. “Guess you met my dog?”
“Yes, he’s an excellent dog.”
She shot Xavier a scowl. “Not much of a guard dog.”
“He knows me well. With others, he’s very protective, as he proved to you. Twice.”
“Right.” Now she needed to prove herself to him. “It’s lovely to meet you.” Standing on tiptoe, she pressed a delicate kiss to his lips. Gritty at first, his mouth softened as he deepened their kiss. Lips parting, his tongue grew warm and moist probing hers. Her fingers grappled for purchase on his skin as the sandy shell began to crumble away, leaving patches of smooth flesh.
Surprise made her ease away to see his ruggedly handsome features beneath the broken mask. “You’re real.” Though his transformation was less than complete; neck down, a gargoyle remained.
“I always was,” he said, “though buried within that terrible façade.”
Anxiousness made her tense. “For how much longer?”
Exhaling as his appreciative gaze traveled her length, he said, “The more you love me, the more real I become.”
Happiness bubbled up as she took his hand. “Let’s go home.”
Let Mr. Abelard get another statue. She’d lay claim to this gargoyle. Again and again.
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by Arlene Webb
Lin’s right foot then her left slapped asphalt. Stride frequency increased and decreased, as the street seemed to rise to meet her feet. In one week, she’d either be in the best shape of her life or dead.
Running for blood, an interesting way for the Red Cross to do a drive, but whatever worked. Sponsors committed, donors jogged 10K, and after crossing the finish line at the center, they’d eat doughnuts while a medic drained a pint. Lin had filled out the questionnaire, provided proof no diseased cells lurked within her, and been told a badge with lucky number thirteen would be waiting for her at Cedar Park.
****
The late afternoon sun had disappeared in the overcast sky as Shawn hung the red badge round his neck. Number nine. Not a bad mantra to run to, the beat of a Beatle’s song in his head. He eyeballed the men and women being herded into seven groups of a dozen, the colors of the rainbow showing which path to cluster around. A brunette, legs almost as long as his, strode close. Number eight filled skimpy pink shorts to perfection, breasts spilling out of her white spandex top. He sighed as her gaze filled with recognition.
“You’re Shawn Brady, the journalist, right? Wow. I get to run with one of the cutest bachelors in Seattle?”
Goddamn romance article. That bastard Johnson had plastered Shawn’s picture on the front page, titled ‘In need of a soul mate’.
Shawn nodded and turned away. At the edge of the cluster beside the forest path, it appeared someone else had unwanted attention. A chunky guy jostled number thirteen, a little blonde. The woman cringed as the man took her elbow.
“Have you ever run…” Number eight’s grating voice quieted when Shawn walked off.
“No. Never. Nada,” the blonde snapped at the guy and stumbled free. A bright flush filled the woman’s cheeks, and the man bristled at Shawn’s approach.
“Instead of the woods, come take the river path,” Shawn told the woman. “Let’s see how anal this organization is about sticking to the groups.” He crossed his arms over his chest and stared at number sixteen. Forty pounds heavier, five inches shorter, prick wouldn’t argue. The guy snorted and slunk off.
“You’d be doing me a favor.” Shawn jerked his chin at the glowering brunette while maintaining his gaze on the woman he’d saved. Not model thin, plump in all the right places, rather short, but thank God, not a hint of recognition filled deep green eyes.
“Kay.” She fell in step beside him. “Er…haven’t run that path, but the forest one is rather isolated. You don’t want…” She halted. “You don’t want to know what that creep said, do you?”
She wondered if he prowled like sixteen?
“No. Never. Nada.” He smiled and picked up the pace leaving her behind as the now thirteen people prepared to pound along the cobblestone and the scenic Cedar River. Five miles, then they’d veer off for Tenth Street where the blood bank had set up.
****
Lin couldn’t believe the sexiest buns in Seattle jogged a few paces in front of her. She’d recognize Shawn Brady from any direction. Maybe he’d let her snap a picture at the center where her purse, digital camera awaited her. Right. Dream on, girl.
Hitch in her side, she struggled as the grade steepened. Around the curve, the other runners had taken the lead. It was pathetically obvious Brady slowed to keep away from the dark haired groupie, while having pity on a short bimbo about to have her first heart—oh my God! Her jaw dropped. The journalist toppled. Brady sprawled face first on the path.
“Oh dear, you all right?” She raced forward.
A sharp sting lapped her legs and she landed on top of the groaning man.
“What the—”
Rough hands seized Lin. Fear filled her heart as tape covered her lips. Bag on her head. Knocked forward, pebbles bruised her knees. A thick thread, silky but sharp wrapped around her ankles, wrists.
Lifted. Thrown down, hard metal surface. Vehicle lurched forward; she rolled into a body. She stifled her sob against a squirming woman’s breast and fought to breathe through her nose.
A half hour of gut wrenching worry, sensing a jumble of restrained bodies packed around her, and the vehicle slowed.
“Open the gate. It’s almost sundown,” a harsh voice barked.
Ten minutes later, carted down stairs she struggled futilely as her clothes were torn from her.
“Shh, little one. Relax, it’ll hurt less,” a bastard murmured while he lifted her. “I saw you look at that pretty man. He’s all yours. Fuck hard. Don’t waste time, or you’ll just be drained without any fun.”
He carried her upward. A slash removed the binding from her hands and ankles. The bag coming off her head warned her she didn’t have long to live. She stared at a bearded man, the size of a mountain. He smirked. A smack into her chest knocked her backward.
Her scream gurgled in her throat as she tumbled into sticky white webbing and bounced into a hard stomach. Her face fell to press into dark pubes, a flaccid penis against her throat. She whimpered against the tape, and tilted her head. Shawn. Her stomach cramped as they sprung up, down, spinning. The supernatural binding tightened around their thrashing bodies, dead meat in a spider’s cocoon.
“Don’t struggle,” he hissed. “Might stay loose.”
****
Rage filled Shawn as he tried not to crush the little blonde. He’d recognized the webbing sticking into his bare skin. He’d known when his editor had told him to shut the story down, that’d he’d been on to something big.
Goddamn monsters really exist!
His gut ached with the realization his boss had deliberately coerced him into the blood run. Shawn had agreed, not knowing the man had tagged him to donate blood all right, every drop.
Finally, the swaying slowed. Took all his strength, but he managed to haul the woman out of his groin and up against his chest. He tugged, gritted his teeth and felt his skin rip. His other arm came unglued and he worked the tape off her mouth. She drew in deep gulps, breasts heaving, eyes washed with tears.
Shawn raised his sights. Steel walls, small cell, they dangled ten feet from the steel floor. Alone. Security camera in two corners.
He swallowed hard as the woman molded against him, trying to free her arm. “I-I don’t even know your name,” he said.
“Lin,” she rasped. “What’s happening, Shawn?”
His heart skipped. She’d known his identity, but said nothing. “Not sure. I met a man. Riverside hospital. Said this city’s controlled by honest to God bloodsuckers.”
He reached across her chest, yanked her arm loose, and ran his fingers along her skin to ease the sting. “Gave a contact to back up his story before he died. I located that guy in the morgue. Skull crushed. Coroner found traces of this strange webbing on him.”
The nausea churning within Shawn lowered a notch. He felt soothed by the intelligence radiating from those deep green eyes. He lay in a net, a naked woman in his arms, and she had yet to let out a banshee wail. She’d noted the soundproof walls, the futility of fighting against the cocoon cutting into their skin. Her hardened nipples rubbed against his chest, his hand curved round a sweet rump, and he wondered how much longer he’d have blood in his veins to pool south.
She shifted, shying from his hardening dick.
“Sorry,” he muttered.
“It’s not good. I think…they want us to…you know.”
“Huh?”
A movement had him tensing in sync with her. A section in the walls slid open. Directly across from him, two limp forms lay in the same hammock-like cocoon. Man beneath a woman. His vacant eyes stared upward. Red fluid stained the webbing, draining through transparent wires jutting out of his backside, curving around hers, funneled into two tubes which disappeared through the floor.
The window to Shawn’s right showed a man sandwiched between two women. Fluid dripped slowly though their tubes. A drained couple in the cell to the left. He cranked his neck. Behind him, the brunette lay face down. Her wild-eyed gaze directly on him, her body heaved as a scruffy man strained against the webbing to pound in and out of her.
Shame filled him as his stomach clenched and his dick spasmed. He jerked his head around.
“You read that article in your paper last month?” Lin whispered. Her face was white as the corpses who’d been running alongside them not so long ago. “Something about blood enriched with hormones at…um…climax?”
The windows slid shut.
Shawn mouthed, “They can hear us.”
Lin arched her brows. “So? Can’t get any deader. We’re to add flavor for some monster’s dinner party.”
Shawn couldn’t believe this was happening, or that his crazy dick bobbed, drooling precum against her belly like it didn’t care it’d shortly be emptied of more than semen. “Think we should—”
“Yes. Do her fast. Then it’s my turn,” a cold voice spoke.
Shawn bit his tongue and turned to follow Lin’s horrified gaze. A tall woman in a red robe stood beneath them, an open door behind her. Thin as a wraith, wavy silver hair flowed past her knees, black eyes impossibly big in her face.
“Your turn?” he croaked.
“Not with you,” she snapped. “Nice dick, long and plump, but common.” The woman scented the air. A flame flickered in her midnight eyes. “Young woman, you shouldn’t be here. AB blood type’s rare. Huge fines if a female capable of breeding is taken. However did you get in the O group?”
Ripples glimmering in her hair, shivers raced along Shawn’s spine, as the woman shrugged at Lin. “Luckily, busy watching fuck-a-thons, only I noticed idiot servants took one more than the dozen we’d paid for. I’ve disabled sound, but if you don’t pump O here, the sensors will trigger needles. He’ll drain, instantly, into cold storage, instead of delighting the slow-sipping palates of fresh-cum lovers.”
Shawn felt Lin’s heart jackhammering, trying to escape her chest and crack into his. His head ached, brain clogged with fear, plump dick shriveling, not a clue how to survive this night.
Lin gulped. “Right. Please, don’t hurt him.” She trailed her hand low, and trembling fingers wrapped around his dick. He swallowed his moan as she glanced at him, her gaze filled with a message, but what?
“Um? Powerful Mistress?” Lin mumbled. “You know what’d really get him…me flowing?” Her fingers soothed up and down, rounding the crest of his suicidal dick, already hard again. His breath hissed from his lungs, past his gritted teeth.
“Amuse me. Answer.” That frigid voice was close, too close.
“Cut us loose,” Lin said. “On the floor. I-I’d love to feel you while he’s in you or me…or whatever. Threesome? Hormones, oh wow, seriously. Like vintage Cristal. Promise. You’ll never want to let either of us die.”
“Is that right?” the woman drawled. “I’m bored with sex. Hungry. Very hungry.”
Long shiny nails appeared in front of Shawn and slashed. A slap to his chest, he felt ribs crack and went tumbling down. Hit hard. He lay still. For twenty seconds.
Hurryhurryhurry. Too frightened to look, he sat, freed himself of horrid spider crap, and quiet as he could, shoved to his feet.
Held tightly, silver hair blanketing her, Lin stared over the vampire’s shoulder. Her gaze saturated with pain, neck arched with the bitch sucking at her, she mouthed, “Run!”
The vampire jerked loose, and Lin collapsed in her arms. To Shawn’s amazement the vampire looked dazed. Her pupils blown obscenely fat, slurring words reached his ears. “Yumm. Blood allele B. Nectar thought to be extinct.”
Lin moaned, and the bitch dropped her mouth to bite at her wrist with a sickening, sucking sound. Adrenalin rocketed, galloping with terrified O negative within Shawn. Finally, the monster swayed, lifted its teeth, head back to jab in again.
He grabbed the vampire’s skull from behind and twisted as hard as he could. Pain slammed through his chest while he wrenched in the other direction and thank God, Lin hit the floor.
Diediedie. He jerked back, forth, again, again, trying to remove the damn head, but it hung there, bloody froth bubbling from her mouth. At least she’d gone limp. He flung her down, bent toward Lin, and neurons began humming. He straightened, took in the netting above them. Looked like it’d weaved back together.
He grabbed the vamp and chomped his lip. Hurt stabbed though his ribs as he shot up the metal ladder. Her head lolled against his arm, and he fought not to vomit as he dropped her in. He bolted back down, past a dead looking Lin, and out the door.
The man that’d carted him upward, ripped the tape from his mouth, and kissed him on the lips as his fist slammed into his gut knocking him into the cocoon, sat outside the cell with his zipper down but slumped unconscious. Spelled by a silver-haired piglet who wanted Lin’s blood all for herself?
Bastard didn’t even blink as Shawn dragged the man backward into the room, up those stairs, and into the net.
Lin cradled against his throbbing chest, Shawn ran faster than he ever had, through a confusing tunnel, into a garage.
Ha, you smug bloodsuckers. Keys were in the van, clip to open the garage door on the visor.
He took in the dark mansion in the rearview mirror, memorized the street name as he sped toward the city lights and fumbled for the phone on the dash.
“Shawn?”
“Not another word,” he barked. “Our spot. Clothes, cash, weapon, payphone, laptop, water. You’ll have to run, too. Get blood transfusion equipment, don’t care what it takes. This will be traced.” He disconnected and glanced at the woman sprawled beside him. “Lin, Lin, Lin don’t be dead.” His new mantra, as he searched for a marker to tell him where the hell they were.
There—University Hospital. He fought his heart screaming for him to exit. If vampires infiltrated Seattle, they’d stake—damn, need wooden bullets—fuckers could be anywhere.
He headed east, flooring it for the friend he trusted with his life and hopefully hers, too. He reached for Lin’s neck. Slick blood on his fingers, couldn’t feel a pulse, but that didn’t mean the worst. He was numb, fingertips to his toes. He could only pray that boring O negative, universal donor, would be enough to revive the woman who’d saved him.
****
Thirstythirstythirsty. Her legs and arms felt hollow, but weighed a zillion pounds. Lin couldn’t raise her head or open her eyes. Her skin prickly, throat and arm itched, she heard someone whimpering. Was it her?
“Shh, sweetheart. Try. Harder. Open your mouth.”
Sweetheart? A strong hand curved beneath her head and lifted. A cool glass pressed against her cracked lips and she opened her mouth. The rush of delicious water had her gulping, droplets splattering on her chest. She swallowed and swallowed until the glass moved, and her eyelids fluttered open.
A beautiful man stared down at her.
“Hey,” Shawn said.
“Heaven? You’re an angel?” she croaked.
He smiled. “No, luv, you are.”
Memory rushed back, an avalanche of despair with it. “But you should have run. Didn’t want you to die, too! Minions? She turned us?”
Shawn’s smile widened. He sat beside her, pushed her chin toward an open window, and her panic dissolved. Bright sunlight filled a bedroom, and she inhaled balmy scents of salty air.
“Lin, Lin, Lin,” Shawn murmured. He leaned over her. “I love…your name.”
Her head swam. Dark eyes glowing with humanity and love? hypnotized her, tighter than any vicious leech ever could.
Shawn’s Adam apple bobbed. He licked his lips. “Can I kiss you? See how dry your mouth is and then fetch more water?”
Not much to say as her heart sang yippee. “Kay.”
He gathered her up. Went right in. Gentle, careful, worried disappeared as she pressed, slid her tongue along the seam of his lips, and he raced with her toward eager and frantic. We’re alive, right? Lin felt like maybe she wasn’t, because she’d forgotten how to breathe. Joy, lust energized her. She clutched around Shawn’s neck, mouths opened and tongues tangoed. The man’s shirt she wore rode up as he slid his hand beneath, along her quivering flesh to cup her breast and she moaned into his mouth.
He eased his lips away, and rubbed his thumb over her aching nipple. “You okay?”
She gasped, “No.”
“Want me to stop?”
“Yes. I’m…not here.”
He dropped her breast. “Sorry. I shouldn’t—”
“What if I’m dreaming in a steel cell somewhere?”
He scooped her up and stood. He strode across the room and out onto a balcony.
Wide open space. Turquoise waves kissed white sand, every granule glimmering in the dazzling light.
“We alone?” she mumbled.
He nodded and settled her on a bright blue chaise lounge. “You’re safe from monsters, from me.”
She pushed herself to wobbly feet. “For how long? We gotta do something. How many runs like that, how many cities?”
“I’m working on it. You must be starving. I can cook, you know.”
“Sweet. I can’t. Yes, I’m hungry…oh God, that’s what silver-haired freak said. Shawn? Help me. Please. Sit down.”
He sat. Fast. His jaw dropped as she started unbuttoning the shirt.
“Show me you’re real. In the light, this day, as long…” she floundered as she noticed his bandaged chest. “You okay?”
“I am. But no, not just this day. Need you. Tomorrow, always, most of all—now.”
He tugged her forward, nudged her knees apart and pulled her down.
His hot human eyes blotted out the ocean, and the sun filled her heart.
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