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 Chapter One – The Winds of
Change

 


Gwen had hoped today would never come. She’d been living in a
state of wilful denial since the plan had first been suggested but
now, as she looked around the empty room she’d grown up in, she
could no longer deny the truth. After weeks and months of talks and
deliberations an agreement had been formed between the air
elementals and the lycans. The selfish desires of the human kings
put both races at risk and so they had decided to come together to
reduce the risk to their survival.

Humans viewed lycans as nothing more than mindless beasts of
burden and air elementals weren’t viewed with much more regard.
While the humans on their own weren’t enough to worry about, they
often hired unscrupulous fire elementals to capture them and put
them to work at land and sea. Lycans were bound in weakening silver
chains and forced to work the land while air elementals were sent
out to sea and made to take ships to far parts of the world and spy
on enemies of the king. Neither species did well when forcibly
removed from the collective. Lycans deteriorated slowly when they
were forced away from their packs and died even faster if they were
separated from their mates for prolonged periods of time. Air
elementals weren’t born to be alone, their minds fading into
nothing the longer they were away from another of their
kind.

With so much in common an alliance had been created that
merged their two peoples in order to better protect them from a
shared threat. By their very nature lycan packs were much bigger
than the small villages air elementals called home. With plenty of
sturdy homes built on the ground the lycans were also more equipped
to cope with an influx of people than their new allies who lived in
relatively small houses high in the trees. As a result their
leaders had decided that all air elemental villages would merge
with the nearest lycan pack. Gwen’s village was the last one to
move because they had misfortune of housing her, the daughter of
air.

“Gwen!” At the sound of her name being called, she spun round,
her eyes wide. Her mother stood in the doorway, her hands on her
hips as she tapped her foot in agitation. “Have you finished
packing?”

“Packing?” she mused, searching her fragmented thoughts.
Gwen’s blue eyes slowly turned a glowing red as she wracked her
mind.

Madeline sighed but waited for her daughter to focus. Gwen’s
ability to forget even the most important things was a fact she had
come to terms with over the years.

“Packed!” Gwen exclaimed, her eyes becoming blue again. “Yes
I’ve packed. I had to leave the flowers behind though.” Her soft
lips turned down in a frown.

“They were dead anyway,” Madeline said softly. “It’s the
middle of winter now Gwen, by the time we’ve settled in our new
home it’ll be spring and you can grow new flowers.”

Though the words left Madeline’s lips she felt guilty saying
them. Despite the fact that Gwen would in all likelihood have
forgotten the truth, Madeline knew that it was a physical
impossibility for her daughter to grow the flowers she was so fond
of. Her grey eyes wandered to the withered and wilted flowers that
were on Gwen’s windowsill. The nature of her daughter’s curse meant
that no matter how hard she tried the flowers would die. As soon as
she took an interest in something it was destined to go
wrong.

“Come on Gwen, we have to hurry most people have already
left.”

Gwen’s earlier melancholy faded as quickly as it had come,
the sad emotions fading as her mind moved to focus on something
else.

Madeline watched as her daughter rushed around the room in a
whirlwind of activity, her long, almost white blond, hair flying
around her while her currently blue eyes shone with excitement. It
was at moments like these that she was glad that Gwen’s curse also
meant she didn’t hold onto negative emotions for too
long.

“Ready,” Gwen declared, a heavy bag slung over her fragile
shoulder.

“Then let’s go, your father and sisters are waiting for
us.”

Smiling, Gwen took a step forward. She wasn’t surprised when
a floorboard collapsed beneath her feet though her mother sighed
heavily in annoyance. With a flamboyant shake, she dislodged her
foot from the wood and took to the air, hovering just above the
wood rather than walking on the ground. As she walked through the
empty halls of her home, Gwen felt saddened once again. She had
lived here for all of her twenty two years, she didn’t want to
leave. As resentment for her future brewed she could feel the winds
outside begin to respond, howling and shaking the windows to
express the emotions she couldn’t.

The world outside was barely visible through the thickly
swirling snow. The wind had whipped the snow that had fallen
earlier into a frenzy and created a tempestuous blizzard. Gwen
could barely make out the branches of the barren trees in the
distance or the covered fields that provided them with food. She
looked down, surprised to see her family huddled around the
carriage that was meant to take them to the alpha lycan pack. Their
faces were beginning to turn blue from the cold, the shields they
had erected to keep the wind at bay beginning to fail. Unable to
bear their suffering, she forced herself to calm and the winds died
down, the snow floating to settle on the ground again.

“Gwen!” her younger sister Leah shouted. “Are you
coming?”

Though people often said that Gwen and Leah looked so alike
that they could pass for twins, Gwen couldn’t see the similarities.
While Gwen’s hair was so pale it appeared white in some lights,
Leah’s was a golden blonde that shone as bright as the sun. The
strands of Leah’s hair were bound tightly in intricate braids that
matched her neat and tidy personality whereas Gwen could never
remember to do more than brush her hair in the morning and let the
waist length strands fly about her head. There was a tanned hue to
Gwen’s pale skin from the time she’d spent outside, flying the
skies close to the sun to avoid the inevitable problems that
happened when she was on the ground while Leah was almost as pale
as Gwen imagined vampires might be.

Long ago Gwen had decided it was their faces that were the
most different. When she looked in a mirror she couldn’t see
anything special, a heart shaped face, soft pink lips, gently
curved cheeks, a small nose and eyes that constantly changed
colour. When she looked at Leah however she could see the inner
beauty that her little sister possessed shining brightly for the
world to see. Though there was only a year difference in their
ages, when Gwen managed to hold onto a coherent train of thought
she knew that in that single year that separated them there was a
world of difference.

Smiling, Gwen stepped off the wooden platform that had kept
her home secure in the trees for years and floated to the ground.
When she landed she could finally make out the other carriages that
were beginning to make their way out of the village, theirs being
the last in the train.

“Hurry and get in Gwen,” her father, John, ordered from his
position at the front of the carriage. His deep blue eyes mirrored
those of her older sister Beth who was sat beside him, her dirty
blonde hair hanging down to her shoulders.

Gwen floated into the carriage, an excited Leah grabbing her
bag and throwing it into a corner with their other possessions. The
carriage lurched forward and Gwen turned to take a final look at
the home she was being forced to leave, her eyes clouded over
becoming grey and dark as her house in the trees became smaller and
smaller as they moved ever closer to the nearby lycan
pack.

“Are you excited?” Leah gushed, her eyes aglow with
anticipation. “I can’t wait to get there.”

“It’s not going to be the same as home.”

“We’ll have a new home with the lycans and we’ll be living
with the lycans!”

“What’s so great about lycans?” Beth sneered, poking her head
through the sheet that separated the main carriage from the
driver’s seat. “They’re wild animals.”

“They’re intense,” Leah sighed dreamily. “They want forever
and won’t let anything stop them from getting what they want. Can
you imagine being mated to one of them? There wouldn’t be anything
they wouldn’t do for you.”

“They sound obsessive. I wouldn’t want one of those hulking
beasts slobbering all over me,” Beth continued. “I don’t even like
the idea of moving in with them. What do you think
Gwen?”

She barely heard them speaking, her mind having wandered on
the breeze to the world outside.

“Gwen!” Beth shrieked, her sharp, shrill voice calling her
back from her mental musings.

“What?”

“I said what do you think about moving in with the
lycans?”

“There’s nothing we can do about it now. I’m not angry about
going and I’m not sad anymore about leaving home. We should just
let things unfold naturally.”

Rolling her eyes, Beth cursed. “You’re impossible. You can’t
feel anything properly. How stupid can you be?”

“Beth,” Leah scolded. “You know it’s not her
fault.”

The carriage lurched before it came to a halt and Beth cursed
again. “Is this not her fault either?”

“You know it’s not,” Madeline inserted. She knew her daughters
too well and could tell that the older Beth was looking for a
fight. The more aggressive of her three children, Beth often said
things that unwittingly caused strife. While each of her children
loved each other sometimes she thought Beth was resentful of the
close relationship Gwen and Leah shared. The three year difference
in their ages truly showed at moments like this. Madeline sighed,
her tired eyes wandering over her family before her sigh
deepened.

The wind told Gwen of her family’s exhaustion and as she
looked at the angry scowl on her older sister’s lips and the bags
beneath her mother’s eyes she quickly made a decision. “If I stay
with you it’ll take us days instead of hours to get to the lycans,”
Gwen said softly, standing up. “I can fly there. It’ll be easier
for you.” A pang of pain shot through her heart as the words left
her lips. While they were true it didn’t make the fact that she was
a burden to her family any easier to stomach.

“We’ve lost a wheel,” John commented as he drew the curtain at
the back open. “It won’t take long to fix it.” There were lines
around his eyes and his voice was resigned, he’d done this many
times before.

“I’m going to go by myself,” Gwen repeated, her eyes wandering
to the sky above their heads. As soon as she was airborne she had
no doubt that her troubles would fade away.

John’s frown deepened, his eyes darting from his wife back to
his daughter. “I’m not sure that’s a good idea. What if you get
lost?”

“I won’t get lost. I can hear the people who are already there
and I can hear the lycans. I can get there by myself I promise.”
She placed her hand over his, trying to reassure him without words
that all was going to be well.

“Still…”

“Dad, just let her go,” Beth snapped. “If she comes with us
then we’ll never get there before dark.”

Moving forward, Gwen floated out of the carriage and placed a
chaste kiss to her father’s cheek. “It’s okay. I’ll be
fine.”

“Be safe,” John said gruffly.

“And try to focus!” Madeline shouted as Gwen took to the
air.

Gwen closed her eyes and let her body become as light and
intangible as air, floating higher and higher. Without the constant
chatter of her family her mind was free to wander and it did so
with gusto. Thoughts flew through her mind, none staying long until
she found one that captured her interest. The lycans.

I wonder if they’re really as bad as Beth makes them out to
be? She quickly dismissed the idea, Beth
was prone to exaggeration. I wonder what
they look like when they change…

Air elementals lived very sheltered lives and before the
treaty was signed she had never seen a lycan. Even now when she was
preparing to move in with them and make their home her own she had
still only come into contact with a handful of lycans. From what
she remembered about them they were very different to her people.
Air elementals were often small, even their males were slender, but
lycans seemed to be built of nothing but muscle. They towered over
her and their dark hair and tanned skin was a world apart from the
light haired, pale skinned nature of her people.

Her mind still fixed firmly on thoughts of lycans, Gwen let
herself be taken by the wind. She could often float for hours at a
time aware of nothing but the minute shifts in the winds. It was
only when she was high in the sky that she felt truly normal, the
effects of her curse diminished in a domain that she had total
domination over. She was dimly aware that as she continued moving
leisurely through the skies the sun was setting and the world
around her growing dim.

I’d better head towards the lycan village now. Mother will
worry if I’m not there when they arrive.

On a resigned sigh she turned herself and began to listen to
the winds for the tell-tell signs of air elementals and lycans.
Hearing the light tinkle in the air that spoke of air elementals
nearby, she sped off in that direction. As her flight neared the
end her ears picked up the sound of screams and her heart began to
race. Darting off towards the sound of children crying she was
stunned when she came upon a vampire preying upon three small
children, their light blonde hair telling her that they were air
elementals and as she came closer she realised she recognised their
faces.

The vampire held a small boy close to his body, his fangs
sunk deep into his neck while the other two children watched on in
frozen horror. Her eyes narrowing in anger, she waved a hand to
lift the frozen children out of the way before she landed directly
in front of the vampire. Her eyes were locked on the body of the
small boy and she noticed with horror that he was growing
increasingly pale, his breathing too shallow to be healthy. There
was no way to use her powers to separate them without endangering
the little boy and from the cruel smirk on the vampire’s lips he
knew it.

“Let him go,” she pleaded. “He’s too young to give blood to
anyone. You’re killing him.” The vampire continued drawing blood as
though he hadn’t heard Gwen speak. “If you let him go you can have
my blood instead.” His dark eyes lifted to meet hers, his interest
clearly piqued. “My blood will taste far better than his.” She let
the winds fill her ears bringing sounds from all over and quickly
filtered through them to find information that was useful to her.
“The blood of the daughter of air will taste much better than a
child’s. I won’t even put up a fight,” she promised.
I won’t have to. My curse will finally be
useful.

She pulled her hair away from her neck, inwardly smiling when
the vampire pulled away from the shocked boy and tossed him to the
ground. The boy stared up at her with wide eyes before pushing
himself to his feet on weak limbs and running away. Before Gwen
could even register what was happening the vampire was on her, his
fangs tearing into the soft skin at her neck to reach the blood
underneath. Gwen forced herself to focus on the sounds of the three
small children reuniting. She heard their sighs of relief and their
desperate cries as they stated to run home. Her mind reminded her
that the three were the trouble makers of her village and she knew
without a shadow of a doubt that they wouldn’t be coming back to
help her. She doubted that they would even tell another soul what
had happened. Their parents were deathly afraid of Gwen and had
transferred that fear and hate to their offspring.

Sighing, Gwen forced her mind to focus on the problem at
hand. The vampire was drawing deep; sucking so deeply that she knew
his intent was to kill her. Gathering her strength she let the
winds blow and gave herself over to them. Her body began to fade,
the vampire’s strong grip unable to keep her when she wanted to be
free. As soon as her body became immaterial, she knew that it had
been a mistake. The vampire had drained her until she felt nothing
but weakness in her bones. If she didn’t immobilise him quickly,
she’d be forced to take form and he would kill her without a hint
of remorse. Opening her mouth wide, she sung to her blood in the
vampire’s veins. Her song called the oxygen in her blood cells; her
blood mingling with the vampire’s to deprive him of sustenance. He
wrapped his arms around himself, falling to his knees as his grip
on consciousness faded.

Her enemy incapacitated, Gwen let her body take shape
again. At least I know what it feels to be
bitten by a vampire. Her mind was always
searching for more knowledge, filing it away for later use.
And I know without a shadow of a doubt that I
don’t like it. She fell to the ground
exhausted. Mother isn’t going to be happy
when she finds out I never made it to the lycans and here I thought
my curse would kill him. Maybe I’m cured. Snow fell from one of the trees above her, landing atop her
head and melting down her back. Maybe
not. It was the last thought she had
before she fell unconscious into the snow.


 Chapter Two – Lost and
Found

 


Nicholas was in a foul mood and it seemed like the day would
get worse before it got better. His day had started badly and gone
progressively down hill. It had all started when his alpha had
ordered him to escort the last of the air elementals onto their
lands. At any other time he would have been happy to comply with
his leader’s orders but he’d planned to go hunting that morning,
desperate to release the more dangerous of his animal impulses.
Beta to the entire lycan species, his aggressive instincts could
overrule the logical side of his mind until there was nothing left
but the desire for violence unless he took sanctuary in the
woods.

Unfortunately for those around him he hadn’t taken to the
forest in weeks. Whenever he set time aside to hunt, something came
up that required his attention. The integration of the air
elementals into lupine packs was his latest headache. With Connor
preoccupied with his pregnant mate Adele, most of his
responsibilities had fallen on Nicholas’ shoulders and the burden
was a heavy one. Only his loyalty to Conner had kept him from
shedding the mantle of responsibility that had been thrown over his
shoulders. But weeks of being trapped meant that his anger was
almost at its boiling point.

He’d planned to simply go to the air elemental village, march
them back to their territory and put their new residents out of his
mind until after he’d gone hunting. His plan had been short lived.
As soon as he arrived at their village he’d smelled the most
mouth-watering scent he’d ever encountered and was instantly
obsessed. His gut had tightened as though someone had punched him
and his lungs had constricted so much that it was difficult to
breath. In that moment nothing had been more important than
tracking down the source of the smell. It had been a struggle not
to abandon his post and his men. Only his strong will and undying
loyalty to Connor had kept him from doing so.

Being unable to surrender to his mind’s desires had put him
further on edge and his sour mood had blackened even further.
Throughout the journey from the air elemental village to the clan
he’d tried to spare others his wrath by tracking the scent as they
moved but it was the most elusive thing he’d ever followed. It
moved fluidly through the sky, veering randomly and quite often
going back on itself and floating about in lazy circles. It was the
most frustrating thing he’d ever felt not to be able to track it
down and find out what was driving him to distraction.

His black mood hadn’t improved until they were nearing home.
The scent, whatever it was, seemed to gain a sense of purpose and
it was to Nicholas’ utmost joy that it was heading in the same
direction that they were travelling in. Their end destinations had
to be the same. Their pack housed both the alpha and the beta and
was surrounded on all sides but one by a mountain range. There was
nothing beyond their pack but cold snow and frozen wasteland for
miles. A smile had flitted across his firm lips when he realised it
wouldn’t be as hard as he’d thought to track the scent down. The
smile and the temporary calm that had filled him quickly morphed
into annoyance when the scent faded even as they continued on.
Thankfully his men knew better than to approach him when he was so
obviously infuriated and had said nothing when he began pushing
them harder, desperate to complete his task and return to tracking
the scent.

Even with the snow covering the short stone slabs that marked
the start of the village, Nicholas knew the exact moment he stepped
back onto his home territory. A sense of peace began to pervade his
tired mind and he sighed in relief. His steps became easier when
they walked onto the main path that led to the alpha’s sprawling
dwelling. The path had been shovelled recently, snow piled up on
either side of the walkway. Various wooden cabins ranging in size
from small shacks to magnificent dwellings covered the earth as far
as the eye could see. They were constantly building in preparation
for an ever growing pack and he knew their workload would increase
now that they had to give most of their empty accommodation to the
air elementals. More cabins would have to be built for mated pairs
to move into and begin their lives together. Even as the thought
floated through his mind, he felt the usual empty ache in his chest
when he thought about his future. He had no mate and though he’d
searched desperately for her he was no closer to finding her. When
his thoughts fell to his errant mate, his mood soured even
further.

The village had been abuzz with activity and he watched
everything through cold grey eyes, constantly on the look out for
potential problems. His people were everywhere, trying to help the
bewildered air elementals find suitable accommodation and guiding
them to their new homes. No one could ever fault lycan hospitality
and as he watched his people competently deal with the new arrivals
he felt pride take the edge off his black disposition. Confident
that he could leave the air elementals he’d guided in the hands of
his people, Nicholas turned to leave. He was well aware that the
scent he was so desperate to track down was so light that it
wouldn’t linger in the air for long.

“Beta,” a voice began softly, a hand on his shoulder stopping
him from simply disappearing from sight. Snarling angrily, he
turned to look at one of his men, his hard grey eyes making the
young man gulp nervously in fear.

“What?” Nicholas barked, running a hand over his shaven head.
Fear struck the messenger dumb and he stood in front of Nicholas
unable to do more than shake in terror and stare into his intense
grey eyes. A low growl filled the air as Nicholas stepped forward
eliminating the distance between them. “You speak now or I take
your tongue and make sure you never speak again.”

The threat forced the man into action. “There’s a problem
sir.”

He sighed heavily, closing his eyes and gazing at the heavens
as he cast a silent prayer for strength. “What is it?”

“There’s a frantic woman who says she can’t find her
daughter.”

“Lycan or elemental?”

“Elemental sir.”

Nicholas groaned. He’d known that inviting the air elementals
to live with them would cause him nothing but grief but Connor had
been determined to sign a treaty, confident that it was for the
good of both of them. Luckily for him he had a mate to take care of
and everyone knew and understood that caring for a mate took
precedence over other matters. Nicholas however had no such luxury.
The familiar pain in his chest returned, darkening his mood
again.

“Kill her,” he instructed simply.

“Beta?”

“I said kill her.” He turned away, washing his hands of the
entire incident. “I’m not in the mood to deal with an over
emotional elemental. If she can’t control herself then I’ll control
her permanently.”

“But the treaty beta…”

Spinning on his heel, Nicholas eliminated the distance
between them in a single fluid motion. “Are you questioning me?” he
demanded.

Eyes wide he shook his head. “No beta, of course
not.”

“I hate it when people question me. I gave an order and I
expect it to be carried out. Kill her.”

“Of course beta. I just thought that alpha Conner would want
us to –”

“Conner isn’t here,” he interrupted roughly. “I am and when I
give an order…”

“You expect it to be carried out.”

“You’re learning.” When the messenger turned to execute his
orders his words floated through Nicholas’ mind. His anger grew
when he realised the man was right. Conner wanted the treaty to
work and killing every air elemental that stepped out of line would
definitely hinder his plans. Placing a heavy hand on the
messenger’s shoulder he stopped him from going any further. “Where
is she?” he barked.

Nicholas’ muscles tensed and expanded with his anger, a clear
sign of aggression that the younger man couldn’t help but respond
to, mewling weakly. The man before him averted his gaze in a sign
of submission fully aware that in his current mood Nicholas could
attack at the slightest provocation. Lifting a trembling hand, he
pointed over Nicholas’ shoulder. Nicholas turned and was amazed
that he hadn’t noticed the commotion before. The winds had been
whipped into a frenzy, rattling trees and sucking anyone who got
too close into the melee. Standing in the middle of the swirling
mass, a small woman screamed, her voice carried far and wide by the
wind she so easily commanded.

“Gwen! Gwen!” she sobbed. Her eyes darted around those
gathered, trying desperately to find the face she was so eager to
find. When her search came up empty she cursed, “I knew we should
never have let her go by herself.”

Heavens above give me strength. Connor, I’m laying the blame
for this squarely at your door and when Adele gives birth I intend
to let you know exactly how I feel about this arrangement you’ve so
luckily escaped from dealing with. Taking
a deep breath, Nicholas walked towards her unafraid of the tempest.
“Calm yourself,” he ordered, when he was close enough for his voice
to be heard.

His tone was strong, his voice defying those in the vicinity
to challenge his word. If she’d been a wolf she would have calmed
immediately unable to resist a direct order from the beta but she
wasn’t, she was an air elemental and Nicholas groaned inwardly
remembering that fact. The winds died down slightly but his eyes
narrowed in anger when he saw that she hadn’t completely complied
with what he’d requested.

“Stop this now or I’ll kill you where you stand.” His tone was
calm and even, the threat even more deadly for the measured tone of
voice. His gaze was steady and intense and soon Madeline turned
away from him. The winds around them slowly petered out until there
was nothing more than a refreshing breeze blowing through the air.
“Good.”

Turning to walk away, Nicholas felt arms wrap around his back
and a voice pleading for his help. “Please, my daughter is missing.
I need help to find her.”

“Take your arms off me before I remove your arms from
you.”

Peeling herself from Nicholas’ frame, Madeline moved to stand
in front of him. “I’m begging you. Please help me.”

“Beg someone else,” he said shortly.

“Her life could be in danger. You have to help me.”

“I don’t have to do anything.”

“Do you want me on my hands and knees? Will that make you help
me?”

“Maybe.”

Falling to her knees, Madeline turned pleading eyes up at
Nicholas. “My daughter is missing. She said she’d meet us here but
I’ve looked everywhere and there’s no trace of her.”

“She must be old enough to take care of herself. She’ll find
her way here eventually.”

“You don’t understand,” she sobbed, tears falling down her
cheeks. “She could be dead or half way across the world. I should
never have left her.”

Why are air elementals so damned emotional?
Nicholas groaned. “I doubt she could have gotten
that far.”

“You have no idea what she’s capable of,” Madeline murmured to
herself.

“And I don’t care,” he breathed, his hot breath feathering
over her cheeks.

The winds picked up again, Madeline’s anger overcoming her
fear. Unconcerned, Nicholas stood his ground and waited for her to
calm down. Minutes later, she crumbled to the ground, sobbing
quietly to herself as she realised that her bluster hadn’t
worked.

He breathed deeply, dragging Madeline’s scent into his lungs
stunned to find that it resembled the elusive scent he’d wanted to
find earlier. Frowning he regarded Madeline with cold eyes before
he spoke. “I’m going for a run. If I see her I’ll bring her back
here.”

“You’ll look for her?”

“I’ll do what I want. If that happens to bring your daughter
back to you then you should consider yourself lucky.”

“Thank you. Thank you so much.”

“Stop thanking me and stop causing trouble. I punish people
severely for creating problems within the pack. The treaty will
only protect you for so long.”

Turning on his heel, he walked away from the woman determined
to get out of the village and into the woods. His pace was quick
and as he approached the edge of the village he had every intention
of leaving and looking for the missing air elemental but he caught
a hint of that intoxicating scent. Unable to resist, he inhaled
deeply dragging the smell of fresh flowers into his lungs. He’d
never smelled anything quite so delicious and against his will his
feet began to turn. He ran headlong towards the scent, he doubted
he’d ever run so fast in his life but he was determined to reach
it.

He stopped where the scent was strongest, his eyes scanning
the frozen surroundings desperately for the source of that
intoxicating aroma. Taking a moment to calm his racing heart and
his frantic mind he let the tracker in him emerge. His centred mind
and sharp eyes easily made out the tuft of blonde hair sticking out
of the snow. He walked towards it, convinced that if he took his
eyes off the hair for even a second he would lose sight of it. He’d
never thought that hair could be so blonde that it blended in with
the snow but he’d been proven wrong.

He dropped to his knees an ominous sense of foreboding
filling him. His hands dug into the snow, pulling the cold body
from the ground. When she was cradled in his arms against his
chest, he felt his heart leap into his throat. Now that he could
see her and smell her properly, there was no doubt in his mind who
this slip of a woman was. His mate. Her skin was tinged blue from
the cold and when her head lolled against his arm he could make out
the distinct impression of teeth, vampire teeth. His grey eyes were
suddenly flooded with ice blue as his inner beast sought to avenge
the fallen angel in his arms. An angry growl rose within him when
he made out another body lying mere feet away from where he’d found
his mate. He breathed deeply and when the smell of vampire came
back to him he threw his head back and howled.

“You’re going to suffer,” he swore. “I’ll make sure of
it.”

Nicholas howled again placing all his authority as beta into
the summons. He needed to get his mate back to the village where a
healer could look at her but he could hear the vampire’s shallow
breathing and knew that if he left, her assailant might escape. If
it had been anyone but his mate he would simply have hefted a body
over each shoulder and walked back to the village but his mate
deserved better. He wanted to wrap her up within his warmth,
surround her with his body and use it to protect her. He’d always
known that the mating instinct was strong but having never
experienced it before he wasn’t quite prepared for the instant
loyalty and love he felt towards a woman whose name he didn’t even
know.

He found himself examining the woman in his arms, imprinting
her every feature in his mind. Despite the fact she was much
smaller than the lycan females he was used to he found that she fit
perfectly against him. She looked so fragile in his arms that he
was instantly worried about breaking her, her bones seemed to be as
small and light as a bird’s. He found himself running a fingertip
over her cheek, marvelling at the soft skin beneath his calloused
hands. From her distinct colouring he knew that she was an air
elemental and he made a silent mental note to thank Connor for
arranging the treaty. Even unconscious he felt his body reacting to
her nearness, his blood heating and his shaft hardening painfully
within his breeches.

Her soft lips became tinged with blue, her face paling even
further and his heart sunk. He wasn’t well acquainted with the
physiology of air elementals but it was clear that while he could
barely feel the chill in the air, his mate was suffering because of
it. Shifting her carefully within his arms, Nicholas pulled the
thin jacket he wore from his body and wrapped her within it,
pulling her tight against his chest as he tried to transfer his
body heat into her small frame.

“Where are they?” he growled. If it came down to punishing the
vampire and assuring his mate’s recovery, he knew there was only
one choice he could make even if the thought of letting the vampire
live filled him with a rage unlike any he’d ever felt before. He
threw his head back again and howled injecting a note of anger and
urgency into his call.

Moments passed before he heard the loud pounding of feet
racing towards him and Nicholas breathed a sigh of relief when he
heard a familiar voice over his shoulder. “Beta, you
called.”

“The vampire over there.” He indicated the body with a slight
gesture of his head. “Take him to the dungeons. Keep him alive
until I see fit to deal with him but make sure he isn’t
fed.”

“Beta, we have a treaty with the vampires,” one of his men
commented hesitantly. He could see in the tense set of Nicholas’
shoulders that his beta was beyond angry, he was
furious.

Frosty eyes stared intently at his men, danger lurking within
their depths. “I don’t care,” he said carefully, enunciating each
word to ensure his disdain was made clear. “When a vampire attacks
my mate then the treaty can be damned!” The eyes of all those
gathered fell on Gwen, finally noting the tender way their
commander carried the cold air elemental. “Take him to the dungeons
or join him. Don’t question my orders. I can punish just him or all
of you. I don’t care which but the longer you stand here, blatantly
ignoring my orders, the more likely it is that I’ll make the lot of
you share his pain. Now go.”

“Of course beta.”

Confident that his orders would be followed, Nicholas raced
back to the village, intent on getting his mate to a healer. When
he arrived and saw the still weeping form of the woman whose
daughter he was meant to find, he remembered the mission he’d
initially set out on. When she saw him, his muscles tensed. He
wouldn’t go looking for another woman when his mate needed him and
he fully intended to tell her.

“Gwen!” she cried, rushing forward her arms outstretched. At
the sound of his mate’s name other people flew towards him, their
hands tugging at his fragile mate. “Gwen, what happened to
you?”

“What have you done to my little sister?” Beth
hissed.

“Give her back to us now,” Leah inserted, her small hands
tugging at the flimsy material of Gwen’s dress.

“Take your hands of my mate,” he barked roughly, tearing their
searching hands from her fragile body. “No one touches her but me
and lives to tell about it.”

Stepping forward, John tried to reach for Gwen only to be
pushed back by the strength in Nicholas’ arms. He clutched his
chest, wheezing in agony at the debilitating pain that was now
radiating through his body. His eyes fell to Gwen’s fragile body
draped across his chest and fear pushed the pain to the back of his
mind. His gentle daughter would never survive being chained to the
man in front of him. “That’s my daughter,” he wheezed. “You have no
right to keep her from us.”

“I’m her mate. I have every right,” Nicholas said, his tone
final. “You’ll find that here that title surpasses all others and
even if it didn’t I’m beta. My word is law. I’ll think about
letting you see her after she’s seen a healer. Until then I suggest
you remove yourselves from my path. I’m not known for my patience
and you’re wearing on what little I have.”

Bravely, Leah stepped forward regardless of Nicholas’ threats
and ran her hands through the frozen strands of Gwen’s hair. She
whispered sadly, “Will you at least tell us what happened to
her?”

“I don’t have time to waste telling you what happened. It’s
obvious to anyone with eyes that she’s been attacked now stop
wasting my time and move out of my way before I make you
move.”

“Take her,” Madeline sobbed, stepping back and motioning for
the rest of her family to do the same.

Casting Nicholas a scathing look, Beth’s eyes noted the
tender way he carried her sister and she scowled angrily. “A word
of warning, I’d send her back to us as soon as possible. You don’t
know what you’re in for. Trust me when I say in a few hours you’ll
be begging us to take her back.”

“Watch your words woman. Don’t think that just because you’re
my mate’s sister I won’t kill you where you stand. Gwen is mine
now. If anyone or anything tries to separate us they’ve signed
their own death certificate. Nothing comes between us and lives.
That’s the way of mates. If you want to live here then I suggest
you learn the truth about lycans and their mates. Or your life span
will shorten considerably.”

“You don’t know what you’ve let yourself in for,” Beth
murmured as she pulled away.

With Beth’s ominous words ringing in his ears he turned and
ran headlong for the sprawling cabin nestled behind the alpha’s
that he called home. He meant every word he’d spoke to Beth. Gwen
might be an air elemental but that didn’t change the fact that she
was his mate and he wouldn’t be separated from her. A lycan with a
mate was a force to be reckoned with because nothing was more
important that a mate. Anything that tried to come between them
wouldn’t live long.

 



 Chapter Three – Slipping Through my
Fingers

 


I’m not in my bed, was Gwen’s first
thought as she slowly returned to consciousness.

She blinked carefully, trying to regain a sense of her
surroundings. The routine was fairly normal for her, as was waking
up groggy and disorientated. It was simply a hazard of living with
her curse. She wiggled her fingers and toes checking to see if
she’d done herself any damage and sighed in relief when she felt
nothing but a dull throbbing in the side of her neck. Her
investigation did however reveal that she was naked and not in bed
alone. Her questing fingers came into contact with hot, hard,
clearly male skin that was equally naked. Never in all of her years
had she woken naked in a man’s bed and she was immediately
intrigued.

Moving was difficult because of the heavy arms that were
keeping her warm but she managed to turn within the man’s arms. She
sucked in a ragged breath when she saw the virile specimen of
masculinity that was holding her captive against his chest. There
was nothing soft about the man whose bed she now shared. His jaw
was strong, chiselled and covered in a light coat of dark hair. The
stubbled hair covering his cheeks only served to highlight his
lips. Firm, wide and designed to give a woman pleasure. His brows
were thick; dark slashes over closed eyes with equally dark lashes
that fluttered against his skin. A lethal looking scar ran over his
left eye making his harsh face seem deadly. He’d shaved the hair
from his head leaving only the shortest of stubbled inky black
bristles against his scalp. Her search broadened to examine the
rest of his body and she found herself becoming short of breath.
His skin was covered in a mass of ancient scars but it was the
layers of sinewy muscle that caught her attention. His arms bulged
even in the relaxed state of sleep and when she moved her legs over
his, thankfully, covered thighs she found she could barely wrap her
legs around them.

He’s dangerous, was her first
coherent thought.

Her heart was racing, her body tingling with the seeds of
desire and as she moved against him she felt the seeds begin to
blossom, her nipples hardening and her sex becoming damp with
desire. It was when she unconsciously undulated her hips against
his that she realised he wasn’t simply dangerous because of the
damage he could cause her physically but the potential damage he
could cause her in other, non physical ways. Never in her adult
life had Gwen felt lust or desire but this man, who hadn’t even
tried, was affecting her in ways she hadn’t thought possible. As he
rocked his hips against hers she felt an undeniable sense of
connection with the stranger who shared her bed. Even though she
didn’t know him, it somehow felt right to be here with him. Her
mind immediately rebelled against the link she felt, knowing that
with her curse, it was impossible to have a relationship with
anyone and thankfully she’d never wanted to try. This stranger had
the potential to change everything.

Stay, Anila whispered softly.
Stay here where it’s warm. Stay with
him.

The lessons her parents had taught her as a child rarely
stuck but there was one thing she’d never forgotten. Do not listen
to Anila’s advice. While the spirit was her best and dearest friend
she would have her floating aimlessly for eternity if she could
manage it. Anila’s advice was never based on malice but the spirit
had no sense of responsibility and if Gwen listened to what she had
to say she feared she would lose herself. She knew that she was
different to other air elementals but her ability to hold on to
thoughts and maintain conversations had improved by leaps and
bounds since those early days when she had first discovered that
she was destined to house Anila. She wouldn’t go back to that
time.

I need to get out of here.

Closing her eyes she tried to draw on her power and make her
body dematerialise into minute air particles so that she could
escape his iron grip. Her power slipped through her fingers and her
body stayed stubbornly solid. A frown marred her brow and she
reached for her power again but the result was the same. Casting a
look out of the closed window she tried to stir the wind and it
reacted easily to her desires. Once more she tried to slip out of
Nicholas’ arms but her body refused to do as she wanted.

Anila, stop this now. I need to get out of here.

I’m not doing anything, the sprit
protested. I sw– Her words faded as she disappeared from Gwen’s thoughts.
Though the spirit’s disappearance was annoying Gwen held no ill
will against her. Anila was even less capable of staying on course
than she was and hadn’t improved since the first day they’d met.
She was also incapable of telling a lie. If the spirit said she had
nothing to do with her powers not working then she meant
it.

Her eyes widened when Nicholas moved, grinding his hardening
shaft against her. Resisting the strange urge to moan and rock back
against him, she stayed still as stone and waited for the moment to
pass. He rolled so that she was beneath him and lay still against
her. His shaft hardened further and she wasn’t able to suppress the
moan of pleasure or stop her heart from racing at the daunting
dimensions he was growing to.

She heard the bed creak and cursed. Looking away from
Nicholas she twisted her head over the edge of the bed and cursed
again when she realised the bed wasn’t flat on the
ground.

I really need to get away from him now.

Her attempts to be free were significantly hampered by the
heavy weight atop her chest that was keeping her in place and when
the creaking became louder she knew she wouldn’t get away in time.
Bracing herself for the impact she wrapped her legs around
Nicholas’ waist as best she could, throwing her head back in
pleasured torment when her sensitive and exposed flesh was pressed
firmly against Nicholas’ hardness. Wrapping her arms around his
neck she braced herself against the oncoming impact. The bed gave
way with a resounding crash, forcing the air from both their lungs
when they hit the ground. Nicholas woke with a jolt his body
automatically on the defensive remembering the fragile creature
he’d taken to bed that night.

“Gwen!” he called, his eyes still closed.

“I’m right here,” she murmured softly.

His eyes opened and he was met with eyes the most unique
shade of blue he’d ever seen, eyes a man could drown himself in.
Eyes he felt himself drowning happily in. There wasn’t a measure of
shock on her beautiful face; nothing marred her features but a
bemused smile and a red flush to her pale cheeks. She moved then,
lowering herself to the mattress and taking the delicious curves of
her body away from him. He growled softly, unhappy with the new
arrangement until he lowered himself against her. His angry growl
turned into a contented purr.

Gwen’s quickly beating heart had raced into overdrive when
Nicholas had opened his eyes to reveal stunning grey eyes, so pale
that they were almost white. She’d witnessed briefly the desire
that was in his gaze and it had petrified her. I really need to get out of here now, she decided. Keeping her eyes averted from the pools of
stunning grey Gwen quickly assessed the damage she’d
wrought.

“Sorry about the bed,” she murmured. “Thankfully nothing else
is broken.”

Nicholas looked down and noticed the collapsed frame that
they were laying on. “What happened?”

“Life happened.” His proximity was really beginning to affect
her, her blood was rushing around her body and she was certain her
cheeks were red. “Would you mind letting me go now that you’re
awake? My family must be looking for me.”

“You’re not going anywhere,” he growled.

She was stunned by the force of his words and could only
manage to squeak in response, “I’m not?”

Nicholas’ brows furrowed in confusion. There was something
peculiar about his mate she wasn’t acting in any way like he’d
thought she would. “No. You’re staying here with me.”

This bed is huge, she mused.
But it’s fitting I suppose for a man that’s built
like a small mountain. Realising that she
was letting her mind wander she scowled inwardly and forced herself
to focus on the problem at hand. “Why?”

“Because you’re my mate. Lycan mates don’t separate.
Ever.”

“Oh.” This could be
difficult.

She remembered the conversation she’d had with her sisters on
the way to the lycans and knew that he was being completely
serious. Despite the fact that she was a complete stranger to him
and she didn’t even know his name, he thought they belonged
together. Some people however, weren’t meant for relationships and
she was one of them. Any man that thought to be with her was
putting his life at risk. She wouldn’t be responsible for anyone’s
death. Wide blue eyes moved around the room slowly, silently
evaluating the different things that could go wrong in the space.
Her room at home had been changed to minimise the damage she could
do while in the space but Nicholas’ room was a disaster waiting to
happen.

“I really think it would be best if you let me go. Staying
with me won’t end well for you.”

“What does that mean?” he demanded. “Are you going to try and
kill me?”

“Not actively no.”

More and more confusing by the minute. Rather than being frustrated with his mate’s confusing
answers he found himself smiling. “So you’re not going to
try to hurt
me.”

“No but it’ll happen whether I try or not.”

He smiled a feral grin. “You don’t seem to realise who you’ve
mated. I’m beta to the lycans, there’s very little out there that
can hurt me and if it means keeping you with me I can endure the
pain long enough to kill whatever it is that’s trying to interfere
in our lives together. We’re mated, nothing is going to take you
from me and you’re not going to leave me. The sooner you understand
that the better.”

Now I’ve definitely got to get out of here.
She sighed, “Well don’t say I didn’t warn you.
Where are we?” she asked, her eyes wandering about the
room.

Ignoring her question, Nicholas watched her carefully for a
few minutes before confessing. “You’re not what I was expecting in
a mate.”

“Disappointed?”

A deep chuckle spilled from his lips, softening his features
and enthralling Gwen with the softness that laughter brought to his
hard face. “No. You’re my mate, how could I be disappointed with
you?”

Lycans really know what to say to a girl…still, it doesn’t
change the fact that I need to get out of here. “That’s nice to know.”

“You’re taking this all surprisingly well.”

I should be, I’m not going to be here for long.
“There’s no point in worrying over something I
can’t change. If you say you’re my mate then there’s nothing I can
do about that.” Except leave.
“Should I be hysterical?”

“No, that wouldn’t solve anything. Most people in your
position would panic but not you.” He inhaled deeply, taking her
scent into his lungs and smiling a predator’s smile. “Not you,
you’re aroused.” Her face flushed even further at his stark
assessment. “It’s nothing to be ashamed of,” he purred, his head
moving closer and closer. “The things your scent is doing to me…you
should be proud.”

His intent was clear and Gwen’s heart went into overdrive,
pounding against her chest so hard she thought for a moment it
would escape. He was a hair’s breath away from her soft skin before
she managed to gather the courage and coherence to speak. “I think
you’re planning to kiss me.”

“I am,” he stated simply. “I should know what my mate tastes
like.”

As he spoke his eyes darkened, the almost white grey morphing
into a glowing ice blue. Enthralled by the transition, Gwen didn’t
manage to put her hands up until it was almost too late. His lips
were so close that she could almost feel them against hers when she
next spoke.

“You can’t really intend to kiss a woman whose name you don’t
even know.”

“I know your name Gwen.”

I forgot he called my name when he woke up…
Her thoughts were beginning to slip out of her
grasp, anticipation making her mind even more clouded.
Focus! she snapped at
herself. I can’t let him kiss me, then he
really will think he has a right to me. “But I don’t know yours,” she responded
breathlessly.

“Nicholas.”

“Nicholas,” she murmured experimentally. His name suited him
she decided, strong and determined.

Groaning, Nicholas closed his eyes to savour the simple sound
of his name on her lips. He could easily imagine her calling out to
him in the throws of passion, his name the only thing she could
remember as he thrust into the soft, giving warmth of her body. Her
hands pressed against his chest were the only things separating him
from her lips and he lowered his heavy body down further trying to
get them to move. She stubbornly refusing to move, keeping her lips
away from him but she hadn’t counted on a lycan’s determination
especially when it came to their mate. He was going to kiss her
this morning, nothing was going to change that fact and the sooner
she accepted the truth of those words the happier she would
be.

Not a word of protest left her lips but she twisted her head,
moving her lips away from his and exposing the red, abused skin on
her neck. The sight of the vampire’s mark against her pale skin had
his fangs threatening to erupt in his mouth. A vampire had tasted
his mate while he was being denied the privilege. He lowered
himself further determined to make her submit to him. He could see
desire in the depths of her blue eyes and he could smell her body
readying to receive his. She wanted this as much as he
did.

It was hard to believe that at one point that morning Gwen
had thought of Nicholas’ heavy body atop hers as pleasurable. Now,
as he surrendered more of his heavy weight to her small frame she
was beginning to feel suffocated. Her hands were being forced to
bend in uncomfortable ways and unable to silently bear the pain any
longer she gave out a small cry. Just as quickly as the weight had
come it disappeared. Nicholas was no longer atop her but beside her
in an instant.

“What’s the matter?” he demanded, his ice blue eyes wandering
over her frame, studying her body intently.

Stunned by the abrupt change in demeanour, it took Gwen a
moment to realise that he’d given her the perfect opportunity to
escape. She was out of the bed in a flash uncaring of her naked
body.

Stunned by the beautiful perfection of her small body,
Nicholas simply sat and stared. His eyes wandered up her shapely
calves to her soft thighs, his mouth watering when he saw the downy
patch of soft blonde hair that guarded her femininity from him. He
noted with pleasure the gentle curves of her hips before wandering
further up her body to her breasts. A little smaller than a handful
and topped with cherry red nipples that had hardened into straining
peaks. His shaft went from being semi hard to rock solid in an
instant leaving him light headed and reaching out to her. He could
never be satisfied with a simple kiss now. He had to have all of
her.

Heavens above, Gwen prayed.
Please work this time. She reached for her powers and sighed heavily in relief when
they stayed within her grasp. Her body began to dematerialise
leaving Nicholas clutching at air.

“Sorry Nicholas but I really can’t be your mate. I’m looking
out for you.”

The whispered words served only to anger Nicholas and he
jumped from the bed, scanning the room desperately for any sign of
her. When he found nothing, he let out an unearthly howl that
lycans throughout the village heard. Every lycan that heard their
beta’s desperate howl shivered in fear wondering who had managed to
anger their second in command to such an extent and how they were
going to avoid the fallout.

 



 Chapter Four – We Belong
Together

 


“I’ve done the right thing,” Gwen told herself as she floated
through the air, solid once more, seeking out the distinct voices
of her family. “I’ve saved him from a life of constant danger. Just
because my family are generally safe from the worst effects of my
curse doesn’t mean he would be. And like Beth says, there’s no man
that would want to stay with someone who constantly puts their life
in danger. No matter what he said this morning, eventually he’d get
sick of me and throw me away.” The thought of rejection stung but
she shook her head and let the feelings simply float away. There
were few benefits to being the daughter of air but her ability to
shrug off painful emotions with ease was definitely one of
them.

As she continued to drift through the vibrant blue skies she
lost her focus. High above the earth it was almost too easy to
forget who she was and the life she was cursed to lead. Almost. The
air became colder until it was frigid and each breath Gwen released
emerged as fog. All too soon, clouds began to form. Their dark,
thunderous appearance warning her that she’d stayed airborne too
long. The skies offered her sanctuary but wouldn’t welcome her for
too long else she’d never return to the ground and live out the
life fate had planned.

The impending storm forced her wandering mind to focus and
she resumed her search. Now that she was racing against time, her
search ended quickly. She could hear her family’s familiar voices
on the wind towards the outskirts of the lycan territory. A
half-hearted smile formed on her lips as she moved further away
from where she’d woken and the lycan determined to have
her.

“Out of sight, out of mind.”

There was no doubt in her mind that Nicholas would one day
forget her, it had, after all, happened many times in the past. Air
elementals by nature were amorous creatures and spent a great deal
of their adolescence in the pursuit of pleasure and affection
before settling into more stable relationships as they grew into
adults. Many of her peers had pursued Gwen before her curse had
driven them away. They had all moved on, putting her firmly in the
past.

Fortunately, or unfortunately depending on one’s point of
view, Gwen wasn’t the only one in her family unlucky in love. Beth
didn’t seem to have moved past the fleeting affections of
adolescence and was no more mature in romantic terms than she was
ten years ago. Leah on the other hand had developed an obsession
with the forever that characterised the relationships of vampires
and lycans but was distinctly absent in their culture. With such
lofty standards, all air elementals had fallen short and she’d
opted to remain alone.

“The three spinster sisters,” she chuckled, floating closer to
her new home. “If that’s the way it has to be then that’s the way
it has to be.”

Her heart considerably lighter than when she’d left Nicholas,
Gwen began her descent to earth following the sounds of her family
to a small cabin. Letting her senses expand beyond her body, she
quickly found an open window. Her body dematerialised again and she
drifted invisibly past her neighbours’ and into her
room.

The distinct lack of furnishings and spartan nature of the
space proclaimed silently that the room belonged to her without
anyone needing to tell her. There was no frame for her bed, simply
a mattress laid flat against the floor. The few candles she’d been
given all rested within glass cages, preventing the fires that had
plagued her in her old home from occurring. Furniture was a comfort
she could ill afford and the lesson hadn’t been an easy one to
learn. Wardrobes had collapsed on her, trapping her beneath their
heavy weight before she’d managed to escape. Chests of drawers had
quite often exploded with no warning when she approached, deep
splinters embedding themselves in her skin until someone was brave
enough to approach her and offer their aid. Chairs became riddled
with woodlice and when she’d fallen through a rotten chair for the
fifth time in as many days Gwen threw in the towel. It was clear
that furniture was not meant for her to use.

An image of Nicholas’ plush room floated through her
mind. He wasn’t prepared for the problems
living with me brings.

She scowled when she realised she was thinking of him again
and forced her mind to turn away from the handsome lycan and onto
the task at hand. Uncaring of her nakedness, Gwen let her body
become solid, safe in the sanctuary of her home. The sound of
approaching voices caught her attention and she moved to open the
door, sticking her head out into the corridor.

“Do you think Gwen’s okay?” Leah moaned softly to Beth as they
walked along the hall.

“You’re worrying for no reason. Gwen always lands on her
feet,” she retorted, an undertone of resentment flaring briefly in
her voice.

“I guess…and she’s with her mate. He’ll definitely take care
of her. She’s so lucky to have found a mate, it’s so
romantic.”

“Problematic is a much better word,” Gwen inserted smoothly;
trying to stop her wandering mind from revisiting the delicious
sensations she’d felt in Nicholas’ arms.

“Gwen!” Leah cried happily. “You’re back.”

“And you’re naked.”

Gwen glanced down at herself remembering that Beth was right.
Nicholas had taken her clothes and she’d been too preoccupied with
escape to retrieve them. “Oh.” Unhurriedly she walked back into her
room, rummaging through the baskets that contained her clothes and
pulling a thin white shift over her head. “Better?” she asked,
turning to face her sisters.

“Slightly.”

Scowling, Gwen resumed her search scratching her fingers
several times as the weave of the basket began to buckle.
Triumphant, she found a pale green dress and shimmied into the soft
material.

“Much better,” Beth grinned.

Though she’d stayed quiet through her sisters’ exchange
Leah’s words could no longer be contained. “Gwen, where’s your
mate?” Her eyes were alight with excitement and in any other
situation her excitement would be infectious.

“I don’t have one.”

Leah’s face contorted into a mask of confusion. “But I
thought…”

“Leah, you know it’s dangerous for someone to try and be that
close to me.” She looked pointedly at the unconscious gap her
sisters had left between them. Years of experience had taught them
that the closer they were to their sister the higher the level of
danger. “Even if I liked Nicholas, we have no future
together.”

“But you’re his mate,” Leah protested. “That has to mean
something.”

“It does mean something,” Beth began softly. “It means Gwen’ll
be hurt for longer than five minutes when her curse kills
him.”

“Beth!”

“It’s true. Gwen knows it’s true as well. Why else did she run
away from him?”

No matter how true the words were they still stung, the hurt
lingering for an unnaturally long time.

“You ran from your mate?” Leah gasped horrified.

Beth rolled her eyes in exasperation. “Why else would she be
here? Aren’t you the one that’s always talking about how mates stay
together? You saw how he was yesterday, he didn’t let her go. She
ran.”

“Gwen, you didn’t…”

“I didn’t have a choice. He wasn’t going to let me go. Beth is
right, one day I’d kill him.”

“But –”

“I don’t want to talk about this anymore.” She shook her head
to let the wind take all traces of Nicholas from her mind. “I’ll
make a strong wind current and we can explore the skies. Let’s do
that instead of talking about this.”

“Is that a good idea?” Leah mumbled uncertainly.

Her control over the air wasn’t strong enough for her to be
airborne on her own and the last time Gwen had taken her flying
she’d forgotten she was carrying her. Leah had almost hit the
ground but luckily the sound of her terrified screams had called
her older sister back in time for Gwen to catch her.

“I’m positive,” Gwen beamed. “I’ll make sure you’re in front
of me the whole time that way I’ll remember you’re with me.”
Excited but nervous, Leah nodded. “Fantastic! Beth, do you want to
come?”

“No, I’m going to see Shannon,” Beth said before turning on
her heel and walking out of the room.

“I think she might be upset about something.”

“Leah, she’s fine. Let’s go.” I need
to get that man out of my head.

 


*****

 


Furious didn’t even begin to describe how Nicholas felt as he
stormed through the halls towards the alpha’s cabin. He’d known
distantly that having a mate sometimes brought out the worst of a
lycan’s instincts but nothing had prepared him for this. Gwen’s
disappearing act had his gut churning, his vision clouding red and
his animal instincts overriding his ability to reason. He would get
her back no matter what ruthless measures he had to employ. With
that thought in mind he flung the doors to Conner’s cabin wide
open, the doors hitting the walls with a resounding slam that made
all eyes turn to him. His ice blue eyes darted around the room
wildly while his bare chest rose and fell quickly in
agitation.

“You, you and you,” he commanded, pointing to the men that
stood guard around Conner. “Come with me.”

“Wait,” Conner contradicted, walking the distance that
separated him and Nicholas.

Growling, Nicholas regarded his alpha and only friend, the
familiar brown hair and equally brown eyes angering him. How dare
he try to come between him and his mate?

“Calm down Nick,” Conner soothed, placing a beefy hand on his
shoulder. They’d known each other for centuries and that was the
only reason he hadn’t reacted violently to the challenge in
Nicholas’ growl. He trusted his beta implicitly. “What’s
wrong?”

Huffing, Nicholas shrugged out of Conner’s grip and began to
pace.

When no words seemed forthcoming Conner prodded him slightly.
“I heard your howl earlier, tell me what happened.”

“My mate,”
Nicholas began through gritted teeth. “I found my mate.”

The worry disappeared from Conner’s face and was replaced
with a wide smile. “Congratulations!”

“She ran away.” He spat each word, simply remembering Gwen’s
escape making his blood boil.

Puzzled, Conner said slowly, “No lycan woman would run from
her mate.”

“She's not lycan. She's a tiny
little air elemental and she literally slipped through my
fingers.”

“What do
you mean?”

“One second I had her in my arms and
the next she’d vanished into thin air.”

“Air
elementals can't just disappear Nick, it's a myth.”

“Myth or not it's what happened but don't worry…” He smiled
revealing rows of sharp white teeth. “I'm going to get her
back.”

“Are you sure you want to go now? You’re angry. What if you
hurt her? Women have long memories when it comes to things like
that.”

“I’m not going to hurt her,” Nicholas snapped. “You men come
with me now!”

“Alpha?” they murmured, unsure whose orders they should be
following. Conner was their leader and ruled them with a fair hand
but Nicholas wouldn’t hesitate to incapacitate them indefinitely if
he was angry enough. No one wanted to anger their beta enough to
become worthy of his attention. When Nicholas’ ice blue eyes took
an interest in someone it never ended well for the subject of his
scrutiny.

“Your beta gave you an order. Follow it.”

“Yes sir.”

“Be careful with her Nick. Mates are precious. You’ll never
forgive yourself if you hurt her, trust me.”

The sadness in Conner’s voice tugged at Nicholas’ cold heart.
“How’s Adele?” he asked softly.

Conner sighed, running a hand through his hair. In that
moment his friend looked old. “She’s doing fine I guess. Putting up
a brave front but I know she’s scared. Who wouldn’t be? The idea of
losing some or all of the babies so early…It scares me
too.”

Nicholas had never really thought about the problems lycans
had with their young because he’d never had a mate to make children
a viable prospect but Gwen’s appearance changed everything. Lycans
had no problems in conceiving but miscarriages were an unfortunate
fact of lycan life. Even if a woman managed to carry to term, some
of her pups might be still born. A sharp pain lanced Nicholas’
heart at the thought of his tiny mate being forced to endure such
suffering and it was almost inevitable that she’d suffer. It was
much more difficult to carry children of mixed blood to
term.

Concentrate on getting her back and then worry about the
future, he told himself.

“Adele’s a strong woman, your pups will be fine.”

“I know they will be. I’ve got something planned that’ll help
them. I’ll talk to you about it later but for now don’t you have a
mate to go and find?”

Nicholas’ smile widened, the thrill of the chase exciting
him. “That I do. Follow me,” he barked to the four men he’d chosen
to come with him. He didn’t want to have to use them but he wanted
his mate, consequences be damned.

Bare foot and bare chested, Nicholas ran out of the cabin,
his determination to reach Gwen granting his feet wings. He was
blind and deaf to all those around him, the only thing on his mind
the maddeningly intoxicating scent of his mate. An angry snarl
filled the air sending a shiver of fear along the spines of his
men. She was airborne again and moving in the frustratingly random
patterns that she’d flown in when he’d first caught her scent.
Tracking her would be difficult but not impossible for him although
when he did eventually find her he’d be angry. The last person who
had pushed him from frustrated to angry had limped for weeks after
he’d dealt with him.

It’s too dangerous to chase after, Nicholas quickly decided. I don’t
want to risk hurting her. It’s better to wait her out. She’ll come
home eventually.

It was easy enough to find the cabin Gwen hoped to call home.
He’d imprinted her scent into his mind and though she was absent,
her beautiful smell lingered in the air. Despite the fact Nicholas
wanted nothing more than to break her door down and pounce on her
the moment she came back, he forced himself to keep his distance.
Air elementals were notoriously good at sensing disturbances and
his mate had already proved herself to be trickier than
normal.

When an hour passed with no sign of his errant mate, he began
to seriously reconsider the merit of his plan but then he heard it.
Laughter. Gwen’s laughter. It sounded like chimes blowing in the
wind. His heart stopped for a moment, his shaft automatically
hardening at the simple thought of her proximity. He spotted her
floating happily in the breeze, clearly unconcerned that she’d left
her mate aching for her.

Now.

He motioned slightly to the men at his back, confident that
they knew what he wanted of them before running towards Gwen. It
was impossible to outrun him, a male in need of his mate. He heard
her gasp of surprise and saw her prepare to flee but it was too
late. He tensed the muscles in his legs and jumped. His
outstretched arms grabbed her, pulling her into his chest before
they began falling towards the earth. A petrified scream rent the
air and she started to struggle. Her arms escaped him, weaving in
an intricate pattern. The scream stopped abruptly and his muscles
tensed again to take the impact of their fall when they hit the
ground.

“I’ve got you Gwen. You didn’t really think you could get away
from me did you?”

The heat in Nicholas’ voice made Gwen shiver when he
whispered against her ear. She almost relaxed against him before
her addled mind remembered his actions had risked Leah’s
life.

“Let go of me,” she hissed.

“No.” He swung her over his shoulder and started to walk back
towards his cabin now that he had captured his prize.

“Put me down!” she screamed, the winds around them picking
up.

“I said no,” he growled. “You’re my mate but you tried to run
from me. Did you think, even for a second, that I wouldn’t come
after you?”

“I told you this would happen,” Leah said cheerfully as she
strolled up beside them. “I’m her sister Leah, we met
yesterday.”

“What on earth are you doing Leah? He almost killed
you!”

“You should be nicer to your mate.”

“Clearly you’re the more sensible of the two.” Nicholas
grinned, his pace never faltering.

“Grr,” Gwen growled

The earth beneath Nicholas’ feet buckled, tripping him and
giving Gwen an opportunity to escape as his grip loosened slightly.
Turning around on his shoulders she took to the air again making
sure she was far out of his reach.

“Gwen!” he shouted, his blue eyes crazed.

“Nicholas, trust me when I say this is for your own good. We
can’t be together.”

“Don’t,” he growled ominously. “Don’t think for a minute that
we aren’t going to be together. You’re playing with fire Gwen and
you don’t seem to understand the consequences. You’re my mate and I
will have you.”

“You can’t force me to be with you. Staying away from me is
what’s best for you.”



“Gwen, you’re forcing my hand.”

“No, you’re being unreasonable. Just let me go.”

“Never!” His blue eyes were crazed and Gwen felt a shiver of
apprehension run down her spine. Something told her that she wasn’t
going to like where this was headed. “Men!” he shouted.

“Yes beta.”

“Go into that house and arrest their mother.”

“Yes beta.” The four men moved swiftly to follow his
orders.

“What?” Gwen and Leah yelled.

Landing in front of Nicholas, Gwen slapped him hard across
his chest. “What do you think you’re doing?”

“Your mother broke the terms of our treaty. ‘No air elemental
shall use their power in a way that may result in lycan casualties
while on lycan territory unless the use of force was in self
defence.’ Your mother’s outburst was in direct violation of the
law. As beta I’m responsible for maintaining law and
order.”

“You can’t do this,” she murmured stunned.

He cupped her cheek, wiping away the burgeoning tears. “I
don’t want to do this Gwen. I hate seeing you suffer but I won’t be
without you. I’m not the easiest man to be with but I’ll try my
best to make you happy. Tell me you’ll come with me. Tell me you’ll
be my mate and I’ll let your mother go. I’ll protect her, your
sisters and your father because your family is my
family.”

Gwen felt a storm brewing, the clouds overhead darkening and
thunder rolling in. Lightning filled the air as she watched her
mother be pulled from the house, her soft features scrunched in
confusion. She watched as lightning hit the earth setting several
trees on fire. Through it all Nicholas remained unmoving, his blue
eyes fixed on her.

Warm, Anila murmured.

I’ve never felt so cold in my entire life.

He’s warm. Hold him.

There’s no point. Holding onto him will bring nothing but
grief. He’ll suffer because he wanted to be with me…and he deserves
it.

Closing her eyes, Gwen let the clouds dissipate and her anger
float away. The fires she’d caused were easily extinguished when
she cut off their air supply. When everything was once again as it
was meant to be she opened her eyes and fell against Nicholas’
chest. Anila was right, he was very warm. His arms looped around
her pressing her closer to him.

“Are you sure you want to do this?”

“Of course,” Nicholas growled. “You’re mine.”

“Fine, I’ll go with you and in exchange you leave my family
alone.” A simple motion of his head had his men release Madeline.
“But I’m warning you now that living with me isn’t
easy.”

He smiled at her words. “We’ll work something out. As long as
you understand that mates are meant to be together then I’m sure
our life together will work out. Nothing is more important than us
being together Gwen. Nothing.”

The determination in those words almost made her believe him
but Gwen knew better, it was only a matter of time before he would
come to regret those words. With her curse it was
inevitable.

 



 Chapter Five – I’ll Stand by
You

 


The move from her modestly sized cabin to the sprawling
complex of Nicholas’ home was swift and seamlessly smooth. Gwen
didn’t have to lift a single finger with lycans packing the few
possessions she had under Nicholas’ watchful gaze. Throughout the
entire ordeal Leah had chattered happily about her future with her
mate. The words had floated through one ear and out of the other
instantaneously. Trying to cope with the situation in the only way
she knew, Gwen let her mind wander through the clouds leaving Anila
in control of her body. Though the spirit couldn’t control Gwen’s
body enough to make her limbs move she was more than capable of
speech, disjointed though it might have been. By the time Gwen had
calmed down enough to return to her body a clothed Nicholas was
approaching her.

“You look cold,” he commented roughly, urging her to her
feet.

Warm hands rubbed against her bare arms before she was lifted
from the ground into his arms. “Follow me,” he ordered the men
behind him before running swiftly towards their final
destination.

The world blurred until they came to a stand still in the
bedroom she’d fled that morning. Her clothes, she noted, had been
washed and laid out on the bed.

“Put her things over in that corner and leave us.”

“Yes beta.”

Nicholas didn’t let her go until they were alone, placing her
gently on the floor in front of a little used fireplace. Her
fingers and toes were numb and when he lit the fire she sighed
contentedly, stretching her arms out to be closer to the heat. Furs
were placed around her neck and draped over her shoulders and when
he was finally satisfied Nicholas dropped down to sit beside her.
They stared at the fire’s flickering flame for long moments, each
trying to gather their thoughts.

“How did this happen?” Nicholas asked softly, his hand
reaching out to the angry mark on her neck.

“A vampire bit me.”

He’s going to die a slow death. He’ll beg me to kill him when
I’m through with him. “Did he say anything
to you before he bit you?”

“I can’t remember. I was concentrating on saving the boy he
wanted to kill.”

“I didn’t see any children when I found you.”

“The boy and his friends ran away as soon as the vampire had
someone else to sink his teeth into.”

“No one reported this to me or any of my men.”

She shrugged. “I wouldn’t expect them to. They’re afraid of
me. They probably wanted me to die.”

“Why?”

The flames from the fire crackled loudly, hissing and
spitting small embers before the fire exploded. Instinct guided
Nicholas and he moved quickly throwing Gwen to the floor and
covering her body with his. The pungent smell of burnt flesh filled
the air as Nicholas grimaced in pain before the skin on his back
began repairing itself.

Compassion and sympathy filled Gwen’s eyes and she lifted a
hand to cup his cheek. “This is why.”

“What?”

“This is why people want me dead Nicholas, because I’m
cursed.”

“What are you talking about?”

“I’m cursed Nicholas! That’s why I told you you’d regret
living with me. The bed collapsing this morning, you tripping
earlier and now this fire…they were all because of me.”

Gwen! Anila shouted happily.
Listen to the birds singing. Isn’t it
beautiful?

Her mind wandered, a small smile fluttering across her lips
until Nicholas shook her back into the present.

“Gwen! Speak to me dammit.”

“I’m fine,” she murmured. “My mind sometimes wanders even in
the middle of a conversation.” His dark brows drew together, his
scowl making his sharp features almost frightening. “I can’t help
it.”

“You’re most definitely
not what I was expecting in a mate.”

Gwen’s scowl matched Nicholas’ almost to a tee. “I did warn
you. Several times.”

Cupping her cheek, his thumb gently stroked the curve of her
lip. “I wasn’t finished. You’re not what I expected in a mate but
I’m coming to like your little quirks. I can tell our life together
will never be dull.”

“And why are you so sure about that?”

“Because we’re mates. We’re destined.”

“I’m destined to be cursed Nicholas. Us being mates doesn’t
change that.”

“Tell me what you mean.”

“Let me up and I’ll tell you.”

He looked down at her, unconsciously grinding his hips
between her spread thighs. A pleasured moan spilled from her lips
at the intimate contact, her cheeks flushing red with desire.
Nicholas’ eyes flashed blue before he lowered his head to the soft
skin of her neck and inhaled deeply. She smelled like fresh flowers
and rain, an intoxicating bouquet that he wanted more of. His lips
mere millimetres from her skin, he whispered against her ear, “Do
you have any idea of how much I want you?” His hips pressed against
hers harder. “I want you so badly I can’t think straight. You’re
mine and I’m going to have you.”

Their eyes locked for a fleeting second before Nicholas
pressed his lips to hers. The first contact of their skin made Gwen
moan. It felt as though she’d been hit by lightning. Her skin
tingled; fire licking against flesh desperately in need of his
touch and it was increasingly difficult to breathe. He slanted his
lips over hers, demanding that she give in to his desires and she
was helpless to do anything but that. Her heart was racing, the air
around them moving restlessly as her control slipped away. A sharp
bite to her lower lip had Gwen gasping in pain but Nicholas was
quick to sooth the small injury. His hot, wet tongue lapped against
her tender flesh before, on a pained groan, he pushed against the
seam of her lips and demanded entrance. Her body drifting in a sea
of pleasure, Gwen met his tongue stroke for stroke. He tasted like
mint, strong and refreshing and he plundered her mouth with no
reservations.

“Nic-Nicholas,” she gasped, pulling away from his mouth and
raggedly sucking in lung fulls of air.

A predatory smirk curved Nicholas’ lips at the slight of his
mate’s flushed face, her lips swollen and wet from his kiss. The
flash of red against her neck made him growl angrily and he lowered
his face to her skin. Soft kisses made her writhe in pleasure
beneath him, the seductive motions of her body calling out to the
animal within him. His canines lengthened within his mouth while he
lapped and sucked her skin. The feel of his mate beneath him was
pure temptation and Nicholas had never been one to deny his
instincts. He bit her hard, fangs sinking into the muscle where
neck met shoulder.

Mine.

He felt her body jolt at the unusual sensation but kept his
sharp canines embedded in her flesh. He needed to mark her, it was
an instinct as old as time and as his mate she didn’t feel pain in
his bite. A gentle rumble began in his chest, the soothing sound
seeping into her and keeping her calm. Once he was satisfied that
his mark had obliterated any traces of the vampire he pressed soft
kisses to her throat, silently praising her for accepting his
animalistic desires. The silence ended abruptly when the chandelier
above them broke from its moorings to fall to earth with a
resounding crash.

“What the hell?” Nicholas cursed, rolling him and Gwen out of
harm’s way.

Now straddling his hips, Gwen looked from the man beneath her
to the broken remains of the chandelier, a resigned sigh leaving
her lips. “This is what I’ve been trying to explain,” she murmured
breathlessly. “I’m cursed Nicholas. Wherever I go disaster follows.
This is why we can’t be together.”

“Impossible,” he growled.

“I’ve been cursed for as long as I can remember so no, it’s
not impossible.”

“Who cursed you? When I find them I’m going to make them
suffer for putting you in danger and as soon as I’ve made them
remove your curse I’m going to end their life. Tell me who they are
and where to find them. Your suffering will end quickly after I
hunt them down.”

“It wasn’t a person,” she sighed. “There are apparently four
of us. Four people who carry the spirit of their element and are
cursed because of it. Awful as it might seem I wouldn’t change my
fate. Anila is my best friend and I’m lucky to have
her.”

“Anila?”

“My spirit, the spirit of air.”

“And she’s cursed you?” he asked disbelievingly.

Gwen bit her lip nervously before answering. “Not
intentionally.”

“And you don’t want to get rid of her?”

“No and even if I did, I think it’s impossible.”

“No curse is permanent. There must be a way to cure
you.”

“There is,” she replied with a nonchalant shrug.

“What is it?”

Her brows drew together as she wracked her mind for an answer
to his question. The quicker he came to understand there was no
hope for them, the quicker he would release her. Long moments
passed but no information was forthcoming. Finally she sighed, “I
can’t remember.”

An angry growl flowed through his chest. “What do you mean
you don’t remember? This is serious Gwen. You can’t have forgotten
how to free yourself from something like this. Tell me the
truth.”

“You’d be amazed at exactly what I’m capable of forgetting.
That’s part of my curse as well…” Her words trailed off into
nothing and her gaze became unfocused as her mind began to wander
off the correct path. “You have very unusual eyes Nicholas.” She
reached out to touch his face but he grabbed her wrist tightly,
snarling to reveal sharp canines. Her train of thought restored by
Nicholas’ sudden movement, she continued where she’d left off.
“Absent mindedness. I have problems staying on course but in
exchange I can help others think clearly.”

“Could have fooled me,” Nicholas grunted. “You seem to be
remembering things about your curse. Tell me more.”

Her brows furrowed and her soft lips turned downward but
after a few seconds she huffed in frustration. “I can’t remember
anything else.”

I know. I know. Anila cried.
I know, let me tell him. Let me tell him
please.

“Anila says she knows, she’ll tell you.”

“How?”

A mischievous smile tugged at the corners of her lips. “Like
this,” she replied.

Gwen closed her eyes and gave herself over to Anila. After
years of practice it was easy to fade into the background content
to simply control her limbs and prevent them from falling over.
When Gwen next opened her eyes the dark pupils and blue irises had
disappeared, completely consumed by a menacing blood red. The voice
that left her lips was hardly recognisable, barely above a whisper
and more breathy than Gwen’s voice could ever hope to
be.

“You’re so warm,” Anila purred her eyes wandering over
Nicholas’ bare chest. She could see the edges of a dark tattoo on
his muscular shoulders and let her eyes wander over it with the
intensity of a physical caress.

Focus Anila, you know we don’t have long like
this.

“Fine. I’ll tell you about our curse. Listen carefully because
I won’t have time to tell you again,” she sighed softly before
beginning.

“When their survival is at risk and their future uncertain,
the winds will whisper to the air elementals until all know that
Anila has been reborn.

Blessed with knowledge, air’s child shall be cursed with
misfortune.

From the day they are reborn, catastrophe shall be their
constant companion.

The simplest of plans will go awry and the best-laid plans
will end in tragedy.

In exchange for her suffering, air’s child shall gift those
around her with mental clarity and prowess.

Her gift however comes at a cost leaving air’s child
vulnerable to Anila’s fickle and absent-minded nature.

To break her curse is simple.

Le sacrifice apportera la vie dans mort.

L'amour triomphera même de la mort.

Nature is balance and only one will do.

The calm to her frenzy.

The focused intent to her unpredictable nature.

The earth to her sky.

But can one destined to bring disaster find the one willing
to pay the ultimate cost?”

Blue bled into red as Gwen came back to herself. When she was
once again in complete control she found Nicholas staring at her
strangely. This is it, she thought. Now that he knows
everything he’s going to send me away. She
mentally braced herself for rejection.

“You look worried snowflake, there’s no need. I’m the best
tracker my people have had in centuries, now that you’ve given me
something to work on I’ll find a way to break this curse. When I
want something nothing gets in my way.” And I want you badly. He sucked in a
ragged breath as his eyes wandered over her frame again, stunned
anew by how beautiful his mate was. He couldn’t seem to stop
himself from looking at her and the knowledge that she affected him
so much made him scowl. Nothing in his long life had managed to
affect him so intensely in such a short period of time, she was a
weakness but one he wouldn’t be without. “Leave it with me and I’ll
take care of it,” he said decisively.

“You’re not sending me home?”

“No.” He lifted her slight weight from his body easily,
jumping to his feet and pulling her up from the floor. “I’ve told
you that I’m not letting you go. When I say something I mean it.”
His hard voice softened for a moment as he caressed her cheek
softly while staring at her enticing lips. “You’re my mate. No
matter what happens I’ll stand by you. You never have to worry
about anything again because I protect what’s mine.”

“Am I? You know, yours?”

“Yes,” he responded fiercely.

The glow in his blue eyes was unnerving and Gwen’s hand
automatically rose to her throat in an unconscious gesture of
self-defence. “But you don’t even know me,” she
protested.

“Not yet. Not yet little snowflake but I intend
to.”

“Snowflake?”

“What else flies through the skies on the whims of the wind
and disappears as soon as you touch it? When I found you, you
looked like you were part of the snow and you’re just as fragile.
Don’t worry, I’ll make sure I don’t hurt you.”

A hungry look entered his eyes making Gwen’s pulse race. He
moved gracefully towards her as though he was tracking prey and
self-preservation instincts kicked in, making Gwen take a step
back. Undaunted by her skittish behaviour, Nicholas kept stalking
her until she backed herself into a corner.

“Nicholas,” she gulped. “What are you doing?”

“Preparing to claim my mate.”

Eyes wide, she gulped. “Claim?”

“I’m going to stake my claim on this beautiful body in the
oldest way known to man.” He leaned closer, whispering in her ear.
“I’m going to make love to you.”

“What?” she hissed. “I don’t know you and I’m not going to
sleep with you.”

His hand stroked her cheek and she shivered in response.
“There’s no need to try and deny me Gwen. I can smell how much you
want this. Sex between mates is explosive, some even say its soul
changing but I can tell that you’re nervous.” He inhaled deeply, a
pleased smirk appearing on his lips. “I can smell just how innocent
you are…I like it,” he growled huskily.

“Why on earth would you think I’d sleep with a man I don’t
know when I haven’t slept with men I do?”

“Don’t.” The deep rumble that left his chest was frightening
and Gwen backed further into the wall, her power just within reach.
If he did anything she didn’t like he’d find himself clutching air
or at least she hoped he would. “Don’t talk about other men unless
you want to be the reason for a massacre. I’m on edge as it is. If
you keep pushing me I’ll have no choice but to hunt down any man
that has even a trace of your scent on him and kill him on the
spot.”

Her voice quivering, she mumbled, “You can’t do
that.”

“I can do whatever I want. I’m the beta, no one will dare to
stop me.”

“Nicholas, I don’t want to sleep with you.”

“Liar,” he growled. The scent of her arousal was filling the
air even now. “You’re forgetting that I can smell you. I know you
want me to spread your thighs and take you hard.”

“But I don’t know you Nicholas.”

“What does that matter? We’re mates,” he said simply as though
those two words explained everything.

“And what does that have to do with anything?”

“It means everything. You mean everything. Do you know how
long I’ve waited for you? How many meaningless fucks I’ve had to
slake the worst of my lust only to find that because I wasn’t
sleeping with you my needs just grew worse?”

His words spoke of a pain that was more than skin deep and
she instinctively reached for his face, wanting to comfort him.
“Nicholas…”

“Don’t!” he snarled. “Don’t touch me and deny me in the same
breath. I’m only a man and I have needs.”

His skin felt too tight, burning for just a simple touch from
her but he knew that a single caress would never be enough. He
needed to feel the connection that would come when she was beneath
him, their bodies connected in the most intimate way possible. He
placed his arms on either side of her face, caging her in as he
struggled to catch his breath and calm down. Her closeness was both
a blessing and a curse. With her so near his mind was at ease even
as his body was in turmoil. Minutes passed until Nicholas pulled
back and succumbed to his need to touch. He ran a calloused finger
over her lower lip, watching with heavy lidded eyes as she began to
tremble. He sighed as the scent of her arousal once again flooded
the air.

“You want to know me before you sleep with me? Fine.” No
matter how badly his body wanted her, she was his mate and her
needs would always come before his. “I’ll teach you about the
madness that’s running through my blood because of my wanting you.
I’ll show you what it means to be a mate. I’ll make you understand
why we need to be together. Forever.”

Her powers once again having disappeared, Gwen had no choice
but to meet Nicholas’ hard blue gaze. The conviction in his voice
was mirrored in his eyes and Gwen gulped hard. A thought flitted
through her mind, stunning in its clarity and she knew that for
better or worse their paths were forever joined. The problem lay in
deciding if she was excited or terrified by that
prospect.


 Chapter Six –
Run

 


Terrified Gwen decided was the more appropriate emotion to be
feeling now and for the foreseeable future. There was a maniacal
glow behind Nicholas' blue eyes that terrified her. While he'd said
he would give her time to get used to the idea of bedding him, he
hadn't promised not to hurt her and he looked ready to throttle
her. She was saved from whatever plan was brewing within his
mind by the heavy sound of knocking on the door. 

“Beta. Beta.”

Snarling, Nicholas spun round and glanced at the door
angrily. “What?” There was silence for a
moment and Nicholas’ grey eyes narrowed in anger. “I can smell you
boy, if you don’t speak now I will find you later and punish you
for disturbing me for no reason. You don’t want me to come looking
for you.”

“The alpha wants to see you beta,” a voice croaked.

“About what?”

“He didn't say but this is a direct
order sir.”

A frustrated growl rose in Nicholas’ throat, rumbling through
his chest before fading into a resigned sigh. His head fell to his
chest and he looked so dejected that for a moment Gwen was tempted
to offer him comfort. Her willingness to help him died as soon as
he next spoke.

“I have to go but I’ll be back soon. Don’t do anything that
will make me any angrier, I’m walking a thin line Gwen and your
refusing me is doing nothing to help.”

“Don’t blame your bad mood on me. It’s not my fault that
you’re controlled by the smaller of your two heads.”

A knowing smile came to his lips and his grey eyes twinkled
with mischief. “Who said that one of the heads was smaller than the
other?”

“You’re disgusting,” she retorted, slapping his chest
playfully.

“Beta…”

“I’m coming,” Nicholas growled, turning to face the door and
glaring at it unhappily. While he would have preferred to spend the
day inside with Gwen no matter how disagreeable she was currently
being he couldn’t disobey a direct order from his alpha. “Behave
yourself while I’m away Gwen, don’t think that just because you’re
my mate I won’t punish you.”

“You’d hurt me?” she asked wide eyed.

“I’d pull you over my knee and redden that little backside
with a firm hand. Don’t worry; I’d sooth your sore skin after. If
you behave I won’t have to.” Though now that he’d said the words,
he began to think the plan might have merit.

“Yes sir,” she mock saluted, her fear fading into a distant
memory.

She could see the beginnings of a smile tug at his lips but
he forced his lips into a determined frown and turned away from
her. She watched him move, intrigued by the intricate tattoo on his
back. Before she could study it in detail, he’d thrown a shirt over
his skin hiding the markings from her vision. She’d read that
lycans marked themselves at birth but it was her first time seeing
the design in something other than books and she was intrigued. Her
mind was always thirsty for knowledge and often became so
enraptured in listening to the snippets of information that the
wind carried, that the outside world faded away. She was only
distantly aware that Nicholas was leaving and she watched in a daze
as he strode from the room, his hands clenched into tight
fists.

Alone in the bedroom Nicholas intended for them to share, she
stood rooted to the wall as her mind wandered. The winds began
picking up as much information as she could about the strange
markings that covered the length and breadth of Nicholas’ back. The
little she had seen had made her want to run her hands over his
flesh and examine him in detail and while she was confident that he
would let her do exactly that, it was a risky proposition. Minutes
passed, her mind soaking up as much as she could and filing the
information away despite the fact she would have difficulty
retrieving most of the knowledge.

Gwen, Anila called, interrupting her
intense thoughts. Gwen.

Yes Anila?

This is boring.

Only to you. I like learning.

About Nicholas? She
teased.

Gwen’s cheeks flushed bright red. No. Why would I want to learn about him?

You like him.

I don’t know him.

That doesn’t matter. You like him I can tell.

No I don’t.

Then prove it. Come out with me. It’s much more interesting
outside.

Wringing her hands, Gwen tried to reason with the spirit,
mindful of Nicholas’ earlier words. Anila…

Please…It’s so pretty outside. There’s a field of flowers not
far from here. I can smell them on the breeze. Don’t you think the
room would look so much prettier with flowers?

Anila. Though she tried to make her
voice sound stern and foreboding, she was tempted to take Anila up
on her offer.

Nicholas didn’t say we couldn’t leave, Anila pointed out helpfully. The
flowers aren’t far from here. We could be back before he even
noticed we were gone.

As the reasons for disagreeing with Anila faded to the back
of her mind, Gwen found herself nodding in agreement.
You’re right. If we hurry he’ll never know and we
can explore the village a little.

Then let’s go.

Persuaded by Anila’s argument, Gwen floated to the window.
With a simple wave of her hand a strong gust of wind pushed the
glass back and she floated out into the open. The world outside of
Nicholas’ cabin was cold and her breaths fogged in front of her,
the tips of her fingers and toes becoming numb. Snow covered the
ground and the houses that surrounded her contrasting heavily with
the deep green trees that were scattered throughout the town. All
around her the town was bustling with life, lycans and air
elementals talking amongst themselves animatedly, trying to build
the lives their leaders envisioned.

Maybe all lycans aren’t as bad as Nicholas; he might just be
a special case.

With that cheerful thought in mind she let herself float to
earth, hovering millimetres above the ground to prevent the snow
from chilling her feet any further. As she walked through the
crowds of people she watched the air elementals back away from her,
pointing at her before turning to whisper to their lycan
counterparts. It was obvious what they were talking about and
Gwen’s smile faded. The winds brought their cruel words to her ears
so easily that they might as well have been talking to her face.
The winds around her blew harder as she tried to get a tight grip
on her emotions. More eyes were drawn to her as she walked, the
words spoken about her becoming increasingly cruel as she
moved.

I need to get out of here.

Unable to bear the mocking taunts any longer, Gwen took to
the air letting her body become so light that she floated on the
wind currents that filled the sky.

“They wouldn’t have had any flowers any way,” she told
herself. Lycans had a reputation for not appreciating things that
had no useful purpose and flowers definitely fell into that
category.

Floating through the skies she let herself fly further and
further away from the town and deeper into the surrounding woods. A
soft smile came to her lips when she saw a field of hardy winter
wild flowers growing beneath her feet and she let the winds around
her die down touching the ground with ease. Surrounded by the
simple beauty of nature it was easy to let the feelings of sadness
float away, the memory fading into the recesses of her mind.
Reaching down she ran her fingers along the soft edge of a flower
petal. The longer she stared at the bright blue bloom the more she
was reminded of Nicholas’ eyes and she found herself unconsciously
dropping to the soft grass.

The rose was unique, a single bloom that had sprung from the
earth rather than the red and white rose bushes that surrounded it.
As blue as the ocean and misted with dew, it beckoned to her
drawing her in with its unique beauty. She cocked her head to the
side examining the strange bloom in more depth, mentally noting the
differences between the blue rose and those that surrounded it.
Rather than single flowers growing on a large bush, the rose had a
thick stem that supported several blooms, each replacing the thorns
that typically adorned the beautiful flower. The longer she stared
at the dark blue colour, the more entranced she became until she
couldn’t resist any longer. Her hands glided over the grass
surrounding the thick stem before her hands dug into the soft earth
trying to pull the rose from the ground.

She was so focused on getting the flower out of the ground
that she was only distantly aware of the deep growls that were
quickly surrounding her on all sides. The growls became louder as
they drew closer and it was only when she had retrieved her prize
from the soil that she realised she was surrounded. Her blue eyes
widened as she took in the savage faces of the wolves that had
circled her so easily. The hairs on the back of her neck rose and
when they snarled revealing their sharp, dripping teeth she felt
her heart begin to race within her chest. Gwen rose slowly to her
feet, desperately trying to keep her shaking limbs from startling
the creatures into attacking her. Her blue eyes locked with the
deep amber orbs of the leader, her gaze holding steady even as he
stalked ever closer. The plant cradled close to her chest she
prepared to flee, her body already beginning to dematerialise into
air.

The wolf moved quickly, leaping through the air and landing
heavily atop her small frame. Stunned by the change in her
position, Gwen’s thoughts fled, as did any hope she had for simply
disappearing. Breaking her body down into molecules small enough to
become part of the air required intense concentration as her every
atom had to be accounted for and controlled. Unable to gather the
concentration needed to become part of the air, Gwen lay trembling
beneath the wolf. His hot breath blew against her face; his putrid
saliva dripping onto her skin and Gwen trembled in response. The
wolf reared its head back and howled in triumph to its pack before
powerful jaws clamped down on her arm.

An anguished scream left Gwen’s lips as pain, sharp and
intense, flooded her. She thrashed about beneath the wolf’s heavy
body, the winds picking up until the once calm meadow was at the
epicentre of a tornado. Drawing on Anila’s strength, Gwen directed
the winds at the wolf atop her and made them blow until it was
forced off her. Her thoughts still in chaos she reached for the
winds and let them carry her into the heavens. Beneath her she
could hear the cries of the wolves as they chased her and she
became desperate. She pushed her body harder, drawing on more of
the winds around them to take her further away from the hungry
beasts but the winds carried her blood to the wolves below making
them crazed with hunger.

Trees loomed around her on all sides and when one hit her
squarely in the chest she knew her time in the air was limited, her
curse was now working against her. She tried to make the winds
carry her higher into the air but her dress became entangled in a
tree branch. She fought to free herself from the clutches of the
gnarled limb but only became more entangled. Tears streamed down
her face when the winds suddenly died down and dropped her from the
sky. Gwen plummeted to earth, cushioning her fall at the last
minute with a pocket of wind. Air rushed from her lungs when she
hit the ground but she forced herself to her feet, all too aware
that the wolves were gaining on her. Eyes wide in terror, she tried
to raise a gust of wind to take her into the air once again but her
curse was now in full swing and her powers had temporarily
disappeared.

Amber eyes began to glow from the depths of the woods, the
brightness in their predatory stares growing as they came closer. A
detached calm came over Gwen as she accepted her fate. She’d always
known that one day her curse would kill someone but it had only
been a distant idea that it would be her that would meet their end
because of it. A wry chuckle spilled from her lips as the animals
hunkered down around her, once again pinning her at the centre of a
circle so they could attack her from all sides. She’d fought
Nicholas tooth and nail because she’d worried this fate would
befall him, now it seemed as though she’d expended her energy for
no reason. Certain that death was now moments away and with no
means of defending herself, Gwen fell back against the ground and
let her eyes linger on the wispy clouds above her. There was a
measure of happiness to be found in the last thing she saw being
the bright blue skies she called home.

At least we got the flower, Anila
remarked casually.

The once proud flower was now wilted and had broken several
of its blooms but Gwen smiled when she realised she still had
it. At least we got the flower,
she agreed.

The wolves pressed even closer, the sound of their heavy
breathing filling the air around her. Gwen tried to get her mind to
wander away from the grim finality of her circumstance but she
couldn’t seem to detach her mind from her body and she shivered
when she felt rough hair brush against her outstretched
arm.

Close your eyes and don’t think about it, she counselled herself. The world
will be better off without me in it. Things will never go wrong for
anyone again, everyone will be happy that I’m gone. Without me
there, my family will be safe. It’s better this way. This is for
the best.

She closed her eyes, tears lying heavy on her long eyelashes,
and waited for their sharp teeth to sink into her flesh once more
and rend her to shreds. She could feel their hot breath against her
bare skin but the expected pain never came. A furious roar filled
the air sending the birds in the trees fleeing and making the
wolves around her stop their approach. The roar came again and the
wolves began to retreat, making way for Nicholas to stride into
their circle. His grey eyes were once again a frosty blue and he
glared at the wolves that had gathered with fuming hatred before he
roared loudly, sending them scurrying into the woods.

“Gwen,” he growled gruffly, rushing to her side. He lifted her
carefully into his arms, cradling her against his chest. His
nostrils flared as the scent of her blood flooded his sensitive
nose.

Her calm shattered the instant he called her name and she
began to shiver uncontrollably. “I thought I was going to die,” she
sobbed, tears falling quick and fast now that the adrenaline of her
flight had worn off. “I really thought that was the end of my
life.”

“I told you to stay inside,” he snapped.

Although he’d been in a meeting with Conner, he’d abandoned
his alpha as soon as he heard her panicked scream. His heart had
been racing so fast as he’d ran through the forest that he could
barely breathe and now she was safely within his arms he could only
just control his anger. He might have lost her if he hadn’t been
fast enough to reach her just because she hadn’t listened to his
instructions. His mate needed to be taught to obey his commands and
he intended to be the one to teach her.

“What are you doing out here?”

“I was looking for some flowers,” she stammered, still in
shock. “And I don’t remember you telling me not to leave the
cabin.”

Neither could he. His frown intensified. “You shouldn’t have
wandered so far away from the town. You could have been killed
Gwen.” The instant he said the words he regretted it. The pungent
smell of her fear filled the air and she clutched his shirt as
though it were a lifeline, her small body trembling uncontrollably.
“Stop shaking,” he ordered.

“I can’t. I could have died today.”

“Well you’re alive and I’m not going to let anything happen to
you. As long as you obey my instructions you’ll be safe. I told you
I’d protect you and I meant it.”

“What were those things?”

“You don’t know?”

“I’ve never seen them before and I never want to see then
again.”

“They were wolves Gwen.”

“Wolves?” she gulped. “Those things were wolves?”

“Yes.”

“I’ve read about them before but I didn’t know they were like
that. They were going to kill me Nicholas. I know they were.”
Unable to deny the truth in her words he remained silent. “If those
were wolves…” Her eyes widened and she stared at him in stunned
horror. “You – them…You’re one of them. That’s what lycans change
into. You’re a wolf!” She began to struggle against his firm grip
but only managed to hurt herself further.

“Stop struggling Gwen.”

“No. I won’t let you kill me.”

“Why would I kill you? You’re my mate. We’ve been through this
before. Calm down Gwen.”

“I can’t, not when you’re one of them.”

“Lycans don’t change into wolves Gwen I
promise.” We change into something
far worse. He looked down at her tear
stained face and blood shot eyes and quickly reached a
decision. And you’re not likely to see
what that is for the foreseeable future. “Stop fighting me, you’re only hurting yourself. You can’t
win against me.”

She went limp in his arms, the fight having drained out of
her. Nicholas stood, Gwen pressed tight to his chest, her slight
weight barely registering in his mind as he strode through the
woods.

Moments passed as Gwen tried to regain a sense of composure
and stem the flow of her tears. “How did you find me?” she
whispered softly.

“I’ll always hear you when you’re in
trouble,” he responded gruffly, kissing her white-blonde hair
softly. “That’s what it means to have a mate. You know that
whatever the situation and wherever the place there is always
someone looking out for you. Maybe now you’ll see why I was so
confused as to why you wouldn’t want this.”

“Maybe now you’ll see why I was so adamant that it couldn’t
happen. I know that one day my curse is going to kill someone, I
bring disaster how can it not? Today I was sure it was going to be
me but one day it could be you.”

“Neither of us is going to die. I’m strong enough to keep us
both safe though if it was a choice between saving you or saving
myself then I’d happily make the sacrifice for you.”

“Why? How can you say these things when you don’t know
me?”

“I’ve told you that’s going to change and the first thing that
has to change is your inability to follow orders.”

“What are you talking about?”

“When I tell you to do something it’s for your own good and I
want you to do it.” He sighed, “If you were a lycan we wouldn’t
even be having this conversation.”

“Because lycans have no choice but to obey those in a higher
position?”

He arched a dark brow, intrigued by her words. “How do you
know that?”

“I do a lot of reading. I might not always be able to hold
onto the information but it’s up here somewhere. I love learning.
Is that a crime?”

A rare smile tugged at the corners of his lips and he lowered
his head to press their brows together. “No, it’s not a crime. It’s
good that you like learning. It means you’ll be eager to learn more
about me. The first and most important thing you should know about
me is that I never let anyone hurt what’s mine.”

“Okay…” There was purpose behind his words and that worried
her.

“We have a treaty with the vampires but it can burn in hell
for all I care. I want that vampire to suffer for what he did. Tell
me how you want him punished and it’ll be done.” There was an
innocence about his mate that worried him. She didn’t seem like she
would have the vengefulness to mete out a sufficiently bloody
punishment but she had the right to offer suggestions even if
Nicholas had to add a few inventive punishments to her
ideas.

“What does punishing a vampire have to do with me?”

Nicholas’ long stride had taken them easily through the woods
and into the town, the throng of bodies making it slightly more
difficult to manoeuvre than when they’d been in the woods. When
Gwen winced as a stray limb hit her bloody arm, Nicholas growled
angrily. The crowds easily parted for him now that those around
them were aware of their beta’s presence and he continued forward,
determined to reach the safety of his cabin. Even just talking
about the vampire made his blood boil and that combined with Gwen’s
most recent attack meant that he was a danger to all around
him.

“He attacked you Gwen, he could have killed
you.” That’s twice you’ve almost
been killed since I met you. I have to find a way to break your
curse. A few years will never be enough time with you but that’s
all I’m likely to have if things keep going at this
pace.

Her brows furrowed as she tried to remember what Nicholas was
talking about and after a few seconds realisation dawned. “I forgot
about him.”

“How could you forget about someone that almost killed
you?”

She shrugged. “There isn’t much I can’t forget but it’s
better this way. If I can forget about the bad things that happen
then my life doesn’t seem so bad.”

His jaw tightened and his body tensed as her words registered
within his mind. “And what about the good? Are you happy to forget
the good things that happen as well? What about me? Are you likely
to forget me as well?”

Not likely. Nicholas was too
vivacious a person to fade easily from her mind. An idea came to
her and she had to resist the smile that threatened to break free.
“It’s possible,” she said slowly. “Completely possible.”

“How can you say that so easily? You won’t forget me Gwen.
That’s an order.”

How much longer should I keep this joke going?
she wondered. “That’s what I was trying to do
when I came outside. I need flowers, they help me remember
things.”

“How? Is there something special about them that weakens your
curse?”

“No. I just have a routine that helps me keep on track and
watering flowers in the morning is an important part of that.
Whenever I wake up and wherever I am I always remember to water
them because I’ve done the same thing everyday for years. Sometimes
if I want to remember something I’ll put a note by the flowers
because I know I’ll see it the next day and it’ll remind me of
something I might have forgotten otherwise.”

If she wakes up in the morning and has forgotten all about me
she’ll run again. How will I ever get closer to her if she forgets
me every day? Unconsciously his grip on
her tightened until it verged on painful. “If we get you some
flowers then you won’t forget me?”

I guess the joke is over. If he holds me any tighter he’s
going to break something. “I’ll do my best
not to forget you Nicholas and if I see you everyday then it might
not happen but yes, having some flowers will make it more difficult
to forget you.”

“I’ll have some of my men find some flowers and bring them to
you.”

“You don’t have to do that.”

He kicked the door of his cabin open with his booted foot and
walked into the lobby. “Yes I do.”

“Welcome home beta,” a chorus of voices chimed.

Gwen had been so completely focused on watching the different
emotions flicker across Nicholas’ face that she hadn’t realised
they’d entered the town let alone the cabin. The air brought the
sounds of gossip to her ears and she became increasingly
uncomfortable beneath the weighty stares of Nicholas’ household.
“Put me down Nicholas,” she whispered.

“Not until I’ve seen to your wound,” he
whispered back against her ear before standing to his full height
to address those gathered. “You’ve probably guessed it but I want
to say this officially, this is Gwen, my mate.
She’s…” What’s the best way to say
this without offending her? “She’s clumsy
so I want you to watch out for her as though you were looking out
for me. If any harm comes to her while she’s inside these walls
then each and every one of you will be held
responsible.”

“Of course beta,” they responded.

“I also want you two to go out and get flowers.”

“Flowers?”

“Yes, flowers. Don’t cut them, they need to be alive. I don’t
care what type of flower just bring them to me quickly.”

“Of course beta.”

Confident that his orders would be followed to the letter,
Nicholas turned and walked down the long wooden corridor to his
chambers. As soon as he walked inside he began to analyse his
surroundings and armed with knowledge he found he didn’t like what
he saw.

One thing at a time, he told
himself. He walked to the collapsed bed and placed Gwen against the
soft mattress. “Stay here, I’ll be right back.”

Nicholas walked into the bathroom, retrieving a damp cloth
and little used bandages. The musty smell from the bindings only
served to remind him of the differences between him and his mate.
While he hadn’t had to use bandages in centuries, her wounds
wouldn’t simply heal. There was a very real possibility that she
could die. He walked back into the bedroom, his eyes glued to her
petite form and a frown appeared on his face. She was so small, so
fragile and so breakable.

I’m strong enough now to protect her. I’m beta to the entire
lycan species, I can keep her safe and I will break this curse.
Things are different now. I’m different.

It was a well held lycan belief that every experience a
person had before meeting their mate was to prepare them for the
time when their destined mate appeared. That belief had kept
Nicholas sane throughout his childhood and he clutched tightly to
it now. The scars on his skin were only the beginning of his
injuries, his wounds ran deep below the surface and on the inside
he was a mess. There was no cure for the scars that marred his
mind; he could only hope that the loving care of his mate would
lessen their effect on him.

“Nicholas?” she whispered, fidgeting nervously beneath his
intense stare.

He walked towards her, his stride unconsciously sexual and
Gwen’s mouth went dry. Forcing herself to stay calm she tried to
remind herself why it was impossible for her to cede to his charm.
Her calm shattered when he gripped her wrist carefully and tore at
her dress to reveal the deep bite marks in her upper arm.
Electricity sizzled between them when their skin touched, the
stunningly pleasurable sensation robbing her of the power to speak.
Their eyes met momentarily before Nicholas moved, pressing his lips
firmly against hers. Unable to resist, Gwen moaned, her lips
parting easily under the insistent press of his tongue. Pleasure
wound through her body, urging her to be closer to him but when she
moved her arms, trying to wrap them around his body, pain shot
through her dispelling the pleasure she was feeling beneath
Nicholas’ insistent demands. Yelping in pain, she pulled back
rubbing her arm carefully.

“I can’t resist you,” Nicholas said gruffly in way of an
apology. “Give me your arm.”

Cautiously, she gave him her arm. His large hand shackled her
wrist, surprisingly gentle despite his size. Moving to sit beside
her on the mattress, he pressed the cold cloth to her wound,
cleaning the worst of the blood from her skin. When her skin was
once again clean and unblemished, he regarded the deep wounds
carefully, scowling fiercely at the damage that had been done. The
bite spanned the entire breadth of her arm, the skin around each
tooth imprint an angry purple.

“Trust me Gwen,” he whispered before lifting her arm to his
mouth.

Carefully, he lapped at her wounds. She cringed at the first
brush of his rough tongue against her damaged flesh but forced
herself to stay where she was. Nicholas was dedicatedly methodical,
his mouth moving over each wound and paying equal attention to each
tooth mark. When he was finished, he pressed a lingering kiss to
her skin and reached for the bandages. He carefully wrapped her
upper arm in the protective embrace of the bandages using far more
material than was necessary.

“I think that’s enough Nicholas,” Gwen counselled, chuckling
as he swathed her arm in yards of material.

His grey eyes were clearly unconvinced. “Are you sure?” It
had been years since he’d had to tend to wounds that now rapidly
healed and his knowledge of air elemental physiology was
limited.

“Yes. I’m an expert in bandaging myself.” She pulled her arm
free from his strong grip and examined the limb carefully. “I’d
heard that the saliva of lycans had healing properties but I never
thought I’d see it up close and personal,” she muttered to herself.
“I wonder how long it’ll take to heal…”

“A few days at most and you’re right, lycan saliva can heal.
It works best between mates but in a worst case scenario any lycan
will do.”

“Really?”

“Not for you,” he snapped. “No one touches you and lives am I
clear?”

“But how would you know?” she teased.

“I’d smell them on you and hunt them down.”

She laughed, her eyes twinkling with merriment. “Fine, I
won’t go and experiment with anyone. Are you happy?”

“No.” His eyes wandered the length and breath of the room once
more. “But I will be. Stay here and don’t move.”

“Yes sir,” she mock saluted, raising her good arm to her
brow.

“Good to see that you’re learning how things are meant to
be.”

Standing up, Nicholas’ gaze was immediately drawn to the
bookcase in the far corner. If Gwen was going to live with him
things were going to have to change. He could imagine her trying to
reach for a book on one of the upper shelves and the entire heavy
wooden structure falling on top of her small body. He shivered at
the thought. Moving forward he lifted the heavy shelf and walked it
out of the room.

“Nicholas–” Gwen called, standing from the
mattress.

“I told you to stay put.” The iron in his voice made her
immediately resume her position on the mattress. “If things stay as
they are you’ll be in danger whenever you come in here. I won’t
have you fearing for your safety in your own home. Just stay there
where it’s safe and let me do this.”

Nodding, Gwen watched from the safety of the mattress as
Nicholas moved around her, changing his room until it was barely
recognisable. Somewhere in between the removal of the bookcase and
the complete demolishment of the fireplace, Gwen realised that it
would be all too easy to let herself be kept by him. In spite of
his gruff and demanding ways he was somewhat loveable.

I know that there’s meant to be a cosmic pull between mates
but this is ridiculous. There are so many reasons why this is a bad
idea. Unfortunately for her it was all too
easy to forget what those reasons were.

“Done,” Nicholas proclaimed proudly when he’d removed the last
hazard.

The room had undergone a total transformation from
comfortable dwelling to a practically empty space. The only pieces
of furniture Nicholas had deemed safe were the already collapsed
bed, a heavy trunk that he’d pulled to a far corner and the small
wicker baskets Gwen had brought with her.

“Can I move now?”

“Yes.”

She stood carefully and went to one of the baskets he’d let
her keep, retrieving a small ceramic pot. She placed the battered
plant that had changed so much in such a short time into the small
container and put it on the windowsill. Humming to herself, she
gently touched the torn petals and broken stems of the rose softly
making sure the plant was settled comfortably in its new setting.
From beneath her heavy eyelashes, she snuck a glance at Nicholas,
noting that his eyes were once more their unusual shade of grey. He
stood beside her, his arms folded over his chest, highlighting the
muscles that covered his body.

Lycans are born to be strong, she
mused, her mind throwing fragments of knowledge to the forefront of
her thoughts. They’re especially strong
when it comes to their mates. If I’m his mate then maybe my curse
won’t kill him. Maybe he’s strong enough for there to be something
between us. Fate has put us together…

Horrible things happen to those who disobey fate,
Anila remarked. I
remember there was a man who was told that his grandchild would
kill him one day so he put his daughter in a chest and tried to
drown her. The poor thing luckily survived and made a life for
herself on the island she’d landed on. She met a man, fell in love
and they had lots of children. News eventually got back to the
father that his daughter was still alive so he found her and tried
to kill her. Unluckily for him, her children found him in the middle of the act and
they killed him instead. If he’d just done as fate wanted then
maybe he’d still be alive. Who knows…Her
words trailed off as her attention was drawn to something
else. Have you ever seen eyes so pale?
It’s like looking into a mirror. Very strange…

Anila had made a good point before her thoughts had wandered.
Trying to avoid the dictates of fate was the simplest way to ensure
divine punishment. She’d accepted her curse with ease, maybe she
was meant to try and accept Nicholas’ claim as well. His lycan
instincts would never allow her to simply leave him and as his mate
she was irresistibly drawn to him. Years of study had taught her
that there were times when one had to simply discard their natural
inclinations and do as another wanted, especially when that second
party was fate. If she ran Gwen had no doubt that he’d make good on
his words and vent his anger on her family. She also knew without a
shadow of a doubt he’d chase her and would only be thrilled by the
prospect. With her choices so narrowed, Gwen sighed in defeat.
She’d warned Nicholas about her curse and he seemed determined to
ignore the advice she’d given him. If he could so easily ignore the
dictates of common sense in favour of the more precarious whims of
fate maybe she could do the same.

Gwen ran her fingers lingeringly over the soft sapphire
petals before walking away from the window. She knew that Nicholas’
eyes were on her as she searched frantically through her wicker
baskets but she forced herself to focus on the task at hand. She
crowed in triumph when she found a small piece of paper, ink and a
quill before dashing back to the window. Laying the tools against
the windowsill’s hard surface she wrote in large careful letters.
‘Nicholas is your mate. Give him a chance.’

The smile he graced her with could have easily outshone the
sun and her heart clenched within her chest at the knowledge that
so simple an action on her part had been the reason for it. As she
placed the note beneath the heavy weight of the flowerpot, she
realised it would be easier to give him that chance than she’d
first thought. The pull between mates was strong after all but was
the pull of her curse stronger?


 Chapter Seven –
Irresistible

 


As the sun rose Nicholas watched the steady rise and fall of
Gwen’s chest; just as fascinated by his fragile mate as he’d been
when she’d gone to sleep. He hadn’t slept; worried, despite her
assurances, that she’d simply disappear in the middle of the night.
Instead he’d watched over her when she was at her most vulnerable.
His hands caressed the soft skin of her thighs, slowly moving up
until he encountered the edge of one of his shirts. The material
swallowed her and despite his reluctance to have her wear clothes
to bed he found he liked the idea of her wearing nothing but
something that had once covered him. While he would have preferred
her to sleep beside him naked, she’d insisted that she sleep fully
clothed. He’d managed to convince her that one of his shirts would
be far more comfortable than the long shift she’d planned to wear
and it was. Nicholas could reach her bare skin far more comfortably
with the shorter length of his shirt. His hand continued its
journey up her thigh and he could almost perceive the heat of her
sex when her eyes opened.

Nicholas sucked in a deep breath as he drowned in pools of
cerulean, momentarily robbed of the power of speech. The longer he
stared the more he realised that there was a distinct lack of
recognition in the depths of her gaze. His throat became dry as he
remembered her words from the previous day. It was all together
possible that she’d forgotten him over night.

“Gwen, do you know who I am?”

“Nicholas.”

He sighed in relief, closing his eyes as he pressed his brow
against hers. “It’s good to know that I’m memorable.”

Gwen moved, slipping out of his grip confused by the
sensations he was able to draw so easily from her body. Her eyes
wandered around the room, memories of Nicholas’ steady
determination to rid her surroundings of anything hazardous
returning to her. Getting out of the bed, she stood and began her
morning routine, walking over to the flowers that now lined the
windowsill. The lycans Nicholas had told to find flowers had done
exactly as their beta requested and now the entire window looked
like it belonged outside. She smiled softly at the flowers before
rushing to the bathroom to retrieve water. She watered each plant
in turn, noting sadly that the blue roses had begun to droop and
wilt.

It’s not as though I was expecting anything different,
she sighed inwardly. All the plants she’d tried
to take care of over the years had died.

She thumbed the note beneath the flowerpot carefully
remembering her decision to give Nicholas a chance before returning
to the bed.

“Is everything okay?” Nicholas asked softly.

“Things are as good as they can be I suppose.”

“But you remember me and what you agreed to last
night?”

She couldn’t resist the smile that appeared on her lips. “I
have a small confession to make Nicholas. Yesterday when I said I
might forget you, I wasn’t being entirely honest.”

“What do you mean?” he growled.

“It’s easier for me to forget things that I don’t want to
remember and people are always harder to forget. Are you
mad?”

Silence reigned for long awkward moments before Nicholas
finally spoke. “If you knew you weren’t going to forget me then why
tell me that you were?”

She shrugged. “I thought it would be funny.”

His expression darkened until Gwen pulled away from him in
fear. “Funny? Do you know how worried I’ve been! I haven’t slept at
all because I thought that when you woke up you wouldn’t remember
me. My mate being unable to recognise me…the very thought is
terrifying.”

“Don’t be mad,” she squeaked. “I’m sorry.”

“Promise me you won’t do it again.”

“I promise,” she swore, nodding eagerly.

Slowly, his thunderous expression disappeared. “Good but not
quite good enough. For shaving years off my life you have to do
something for me.”

His predatory smirk was disconcerting. His eyes wandered
hungrily over her body making Gwen shiver in nervous anticipation.
She pressed her thighs together firmly, her sex clenching
expectantly. “I’m not having sex with you,” she rushed.

“I know, you told me that yesterday.”

“I did?”

He rolled his eyes. “Yes. I’m not going to lie and say
that I don’t want
to make love to you because that’s the furthest thing from the
truth and lycans are can’t lie to their mates.”

“Really?”

“Yes. Now you know that whatever I tell you is going to be the
utmost truth. For example if I were to tell you that you’re the
most beautiful woman I’ve ever seen then you know that I mean
it.”

Gwen gasped, “You think I’m beautiful?”

“There’s no need to sound so surprised. It’s true.”

“No one’s ever told me that I’m beautiful before…”

“Then there’s clearly something wrong with the eyes of male
air elementals because you’re more than simply beautiful. You’re
perfect.”

Her heart began to race in her chest, her cheeks flushing at
the compliment. “What do you want me to do for you?” she asked
breathlessly.

“I want you to bathe with me.”

“What?”

“I want you to come and bathe with me,” he repeated, standing
from the bed and pulling her up with him. Keeping her pressed
tightly against his chest, he walked into the bathroom. As beta,
Nicholas was afforded the best of everything and that was
demonstrated in his bathroom. His ‘bath’ was actually a bubbling
hot spring that his cabin had been built around. It was large
enough to easily hold four people though when Gwen looked from the
bath to Nicholas she knew that despite the size of his bath they
would be touching often.

Nicholas lowered her to the ground; pulling the shirt she
wore over her head and throwing it into a corner. Seeing her nude
body in the morning light, Nicholas was once again reminded of just
how beautiful his mate was. His mouth became dry and he licked his
lips repeatedly watching as Gwen dipped a toe into the water before
slipping into the water on a satisfied sigh.

I wonder if she’ll moan like that when I have her beneath
me? She swam around the spring in lazy
circles and an intent smirk graced his lips. I’ll know soon enough.

Tugging his trousers down his legs frantically, Nicholas
spared a moment to grasp his hard shaft, palming the solid length
in a feeble attempt to grant himself relief. Snarling angrily at
the coarse feel of his work roughed hands; he strode into the
water, his eyes burning with intent.
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