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      Room 369:

      
        
        Kael, the feline master chef, ousted from his culinary job...

        Grishka, the female orc with a heart as deep as the roots in her lumber yard...

      

      

      

      
        
        Destiny beckons these two lonely paranormals in the prime of their lives find their fates intertwined at the Last Resort.

      

      

      

      
        
        When they lock eyes, it's more than mere sparks that dance between them;

        it's an inferno of desire that rages through a single, passion-laced night.
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      The sun was unrelenting today, its rays beaming down mercilessly on the tree plantation nestled deep in the mountains that had been in my family for generations. It baked the earth beneath my boots and cast a glistening sheen of sweat across my muscled forearms. With each swing of my ax, wood split with a satisfying crack, adding to the pile that would soon be transported to the sawmill.

      Brushing a hand across my forehead, I pushed away the damp strands of hair, feeling the grit and determination that came with hard work. The distant hum of the sawmill and the clatter of heavy work equipment filled the air, mingling with the occasional calls and laughter of my kin.

      My clan—fellow orcs, their mates, and long-time friends—worked beside me, their forms moving rhythmically as we all contributed to the day’s labor to make quota.

      A sudden buzzing against my wrist broke my concentration, and I cursed under my breath at whoever was trying to contact me while I was at work. Everyone I knew was currently working on the plantation and was aware of the dangers associated with our occupation.

      One wrong move could mean a great injury—or worse, death—which was understood by those who had my number.

      Growling in frustration, I swung and embedded my ax in a log with a long thunk and glanced down.

      My beehive smartwatch displayed an alert that made my heart skip. An email from P-Harmony flashed on the small screen. My eyebrow scrunched in curiosity as well as a hint of skepticism at why they were contacting me after all these months.

      I’d half-heartedly signed up for the fated mate matching program, not really expecting anything to come of it. I assumed they were too good to be true, not believing their guarantee that I’d find my destined and leave their program as a happy, matched couple—or clan.

      After thirty-five years, I had given up on love, and the last thing I needed was false hopes and a broken heart.

      With a sigh, I peeled off my gloves, revealing my callused green skinned hands, and tapped the screen to open the email.

      Shock coursed through me like a bolt of lightning. “Matched.” The word glared at me from the screen, and my heart skipped a beat. How? 

      “Grishka?” My brother, Axel, approached, his own ax resting casually on his shoulder. He was a mountain of an orc, even among our kind, with a gaze as sharp as the blade he carried. “Why’d you stop? Is something wrong?”

      I glanced up at him, my eyes wide, my chest tight with a mixture of disbelief and a budding hope. “Remember when I told you about that fated mate matching program? How I filled out all those questionnaires, half-joking that they might find me my fated mate? Because let’s face it, Axel, it’s obvious they aren’t around here, or amongst the other clans we trade with.”

      Axel’s expression softened. “You mean to say...”

      I nodded, my heart pounding in my chest. “They found someone. A match. For me. After all these years…”

      He raised a brow, the lines of his face folding into a familiar, protective concern. “Really? Matched? You mean with the—”

      “Yes, the mate program,” I cut in, still staring at the words on the screen as if they might vanish if I looked away. “I never thought... I mean, with our kind, it’s not like others want to live away from civilization and the exciting city life. I didn’t think my fated mate would also be desperate enough to try the program, in hopes to find… me.”

      Axel huffed a laugh. “Grishka, you’re telling me, out of all the males in these mountains, your fated mate is someone from an online program?” His voice was thick with amusement, but his eyes held a glint of something else—maybe hope for me.

      A small, tentative smile tugged at my lips. “Seems like it,” I replied, my mind already racing with the possibilities. Could it be true? 

      Could there be someone destined for me after all this time, after surrendering myself to solitude, putting my concentration on my career, and caring for my family?

      “Well, little sister.” Axel clapped me on the back, his grin broad and genuine. Looks like you’re in for a vacation. Who’s the lucky male?”

      I blinked, the reality of it all still sinking in. “I... I haven’t checked yet.” I glanced back down at my honeycomb smartwatch and scanned the email once again, unable to believe this was real… that this was really happening. “It says his name is Kael.”

      The lines on Axel’s forehead deepened as his frown set in. “That doesn’t sound like an orc name,” he mused, his eyes narrowing slightly. “Did they give you any other information about this mystery Kael?”

      I shook my head. “It doesn’t matter,” I insisted, my voice firm. “The program matches us based on compatibility—like our personalities and needs—not on our names or even our species. That’s part of the discovery... the adventure of it all.”

      Axel’s eyebrow arched, a silent, skeptical question in his gaze. He crossed his arms, muscles bulging under his work-worn shirt. “And you’re okay with that? With not knowing what species Kael is?”

      I nodded, a smile tugging at the corners of my mouth. “That’s part of the fun, Axel. I can’t know everything going into this, or it would ruin the experience. Besides,” I added with a growing smile, “if it’s fated, then it’s meant to be.”

      He let out a low grunt. “But how do you know this company is right?” he pressed, his protective brotherly instincts flaring as he stepped closer. “How can you be sure they’re not just making this up? Pairing you with someone you’re not actually compatible with?”

      I met his gaze, my own filled with a confidence I was only beginning to feel. “Because there are too many success stories, too many testimonials from happy couples who were once skeptics like you,” I said, my voice firm. “They doubted the process, yet it worked for them.”

      Axel sighed, the sound conveying a resignation that only a caring brother could have. The tension in his body eased slightly as he combed his fingers through his thick hair. “I guess this means you’ll be gone for a few weeks… maybe even a month.”

      The reality of his words settled over me like the dense humidity in the air. Leaving the mountains, my home, for the exotic resort to meet my fated mate—the thought was both thrilling and terrifying.

      “Yeah,” I admitted softly. “But I have to meet him. I have to find out if this is real.”

      Axel studied me for a long moment, his gaze searching my face as if looking for assurance in my decision. Then, slowly, he nodded. “Just... be careful, Grishka. This world... it’s not always welcoming to our kind, especially since we’re known for being more isolated than other paranormal species. I don’t want to see you hurt.”

      I reached out, squeezing his shoulder. “I will. And who knows?” I said with a wry grin. “Maybe Kael will be more than capable to handle a mountain-raised orc warrior like me.”

      Axel’s chuckle rumbled through the air, and he shook his head. “For his sake, I hope he is.”

      The playful chaos erupted without warning, as a band of children wielding wooden swords and shields, their laughter as loud and carefree as the river beside our plantation, charged through the work area. The sight was a blend of orcish robustness and the delicate features of humans and other paranormal species, from the smallest toddler gripping a toy ax to the pre-teens with their cloth-wrapped arrows. They were the embodiment of wild, youthful abandon.

      I leaned on my axe, a smile spreading across my sweat-glistened face as I watched them. Love for my nieces and nephews swelled in my chest, a warm, comforting presence—but I had no envy for my brother’s prolific family life. 

      They were far too much for me. I loved my nieces and nephews, but I’d let Axel spread his seed upon the world. He and his orc bride... they were like bunhuns, always ensuring she was round and happy. Something I was fine with going without.

       I cherished my freedom too dearly, and seeing Axel’s brood only affirmed my choice.

      “Hey! Away from the machinery! To the nursery rows with you lot!” Axel’s commanding voice boomed over the children’s ruckus and the noises from the plantation, a mix of affection and authority. 

      My eldest niece, Visara, a spitfire image of her father, huffed at the command. “But the nursery’s not fun, Dad!” she protested, rolling her eyes with the dramatic flair only a young orcish girl could muster.

      Axel shot back, “Bored of babysitting, are you? Want to work here instead? Pick up a real ax and contribute like an adult.”

      She stomped her foot in protest. “That’s not fair!”

      “That’s life, Visara,” Axel retorted with a shrug. “Fair doesn’t always come into it. Everyone in the clan has their part to do.”

      Zangerth, Axel’s responsible eldest son, intervened, stepping beside his sister. “C’mon, Visara,” he urged gently, placing a light hand on her shoulder. “Let’s go.”

      She shrugged it off, her pride wounded, and stormed off towards the nursery, her body language screaming teenage indignation.

      “I’m sorry, Dad. We’ll keep out of the way from now on,” Zangerth promised, his apology sincere.

      Axel nodded, the sternness melting into a father’s love. “Thank you, Son. I love you.”

      We watched them race each other back to the nursery, their energy undimmed by the scolding. Axel shook his head, a weary sigh escaping him. “My wife keeps saying this is how all teenage daughters act. She’s going to give me gray hair.”

      I laughed, the sound rich and hearty. “She’s only the first of your dozen,” I teased. “You’ll be bald by the time the youngest is her age!”

      He shot me a glare. “Eat your words, Grishka. Just wait until you have your own.”

      I clapped him on the shoulder, shaking my head. “You have enough children for the both of us, Brother. I’d rather keep my freedom and be the cool aunt.”

      Axel’s expression shifted, his lips pinched in a line of contemplation. “Things might change once you meet this Kael.”

      I shook my head. “I highly doubt it,” I replied, confidence threading my tone. “I made my preferences clear in the survey, but I’ll make sure to mention it again when the moment is right.”

      His gaze didn’t waver. “When are you leaving?”

      Glancing across the plantation, I watched as the sun began its descent, painting the sky in hues of orange and pink. The mountains’ peaks cast long shadows, signaling the end of another day’s hard work. “I’m supposed to report to the resort next Thursday,” I said, feeling a pang of something akin to nostalgia settle in the pits of my stomach.

      “And when will you return?” His voice held the barest hint of sorrow.

      A frown tugged at my lips, the uncertainty of the future casting a shadow in my heart. “Truthfully, I don’t know if I will return. At least not right away,” I admitted, gathering my thoughts. “That’s up to Kael and me to decide... If things even progress to that stage for one, or both, of us to relocate.”

      Axel looked at me, his eyes softening. The setting sun cast a warm glow on his face, highlighting the lines of worry as he stepped closer. “Just remember, you’ll always have a home to come back to,” he said, his voice firm, leaving no room for doubt.

      “I know, Brother,” I whispered, my throat tight. “And I’ll never forget that. No matter where this path leads me, this place, this family, will always remain a part of me.”
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      “What do you mean, I am fired?” I demanded, my voice sharp with disbelief.

      Sir Ralph, the human male butler, stood before me. His gray hair was impeccably styled, and his glasses perched neatly on his nose, complementing the crisp lines of his suit. He exuded a quiet dignity, but today, his eyes held a hint of regret.

      “The madam’s new husband doesn’t want a male chef, especially a catman, working for the household,” he explained, his voice steady despite the unfairness of the situation.

      A hiss escaped my bared teeth, my fur bristling with indignation, and my tail flicked back and forth in a display of feline agitation. “After five years of service, she couldn’t even tell me herself?” I hissed, the sting of betrayal sharp in my throat. “She can’t even tell me to my face, and sends you to do her dirty work?”

      “Mr. Chad insisted on handling it,” Sir Ralph corrected, his tone apologetic with a hint of distaste I had never heard from him before. “He knew Lady Annabellelynn would refuse to let you go, and he feared you might convince her to keep you on staff.”

      I spat out a bitter laugh, the sound echoed in the stainless steel surroundings of the modern kitchen. “Mr. Chad must be jealous of my raw talent,” I sneered. “Threatened, perhaps, by having a ‘sexy catman’ working for the Lady Annabellelynn.” I let out a scoff. “It’s not my fault human women find my species alluring, nor that I am in my prime—strong, skilled, and single.”

      Turning away, I swiftly gathered my prized knives, carefully sliding them into my roll bag. My mind raced over the inventory of the kitchen, as I glanced around the kitchen that had been my realm, but I found nothing else that belonged to me. The spices and special ingredients were Lady Annabellelynn’s, chosen for her unique palate. The recipes, though—they were mine, a culmination of years honing dishes to her exacting tastes—a feat not easily replicated.

      Good luck to whoever dared to replace me.

      Untying my apron, I tossed it onto the counter along with my hat. It was a final act of severance, leaving behind a part of myself that had been dedicated to this household.

      My recipes, my culinary secrets, they were part of me, and I would take them wherever I went, leaving behind only the memory of flavors that no one else could recreate.

      Slinging the knife roll over my shoulder, I turned to face Sir Ralph and extended my paw. “It’s been an honor to work alongside you,” I said, my voice laced with genuine respect.

      With a practiced grace, he reached into his suit jacket and produced an envelope. “This should be the rest you are owed, plus a bonus for the inconvenience of breaking your contract early,” he explained, his voice carrying a note of respect.

      I accepted the envelope, slipping it into the pocket of my knife roll without looking. The money was a small comfort for the abrupt end to my tenure. 

      Our handshake was firm, an unspoken understanding passing between us. 

      “It’s been an honor to meet you, Kael. I sincerely hope your next position is your forever home. You will be greatly missed.”

      “Thank you, Sir Ralph,” I replied, patting him on the shoulder. “It’s been great, old man. But now, it’s time for me to see myself out.”

      With that, I turned and walked through the kitchen one last time, each step a mixture of nostalgia and defiant resolve. I paused at the doorway, glancing back at the place where I had poured my soul into every dish.

      I inhaled deeply; the familiar fragrances of the kitchen lingered in my nostrils, and I relished them one last time before stepping outside. 

      My strides were swift as I navigated the employee-only walkway, passing through the secluded garden pathway, vibrant with the late afternoon hues.

      Reaching the parking lot, I unlocked my electric car, a sleek vehicle that was one of my few indulgences. Slipping into the driver’s seat with practiced ease, I placed my knife roll on the passenger seat.

      “Cookie,” I greeted the car’s AI with a nod. “Drive me home.”

      “Welcome, Kael,” Cookie responded in her smooth, electronic tone. “With moderate traffic, it will be a twenty-one minute and twenty-one-second drive to your destination home. Shall we proceed?”

      “Go ahead,” I murmured, reclining my seat and closing my eyes to the reality that awaited me. 

      The truth of my situation washed over me in waves of disbelief and concern for my future. Unemployed. The word echoed in my mind, a stark contrast to the years of dedicated service I had given.

      I was now an unemployed private chef in a city where the cost of living was as high as the skyscrapers that pierced its skyline, too costly for someone without a steady income.

      I lived frugally—my expenses few, my needs simpler than most—a habit born from my early years of struggling to make a name for myself in the culinary world. My savings were substantial enough to last me about six months if I were careful, but the thought of dwindling resources gnawed at me.

      It was the thought of diving back into the job market, of finding another employer who would appreciate my culinary style and unique flair, that was daunting. I could take a position at a fine dining restaurant, certainly, but the idea of toiling under another’s banner, climbing the ranks in a kitchen that wasn’t truly mine, was unappealing.

      Personal chef work was my calling, my art. It was the intimacy of creating meals for someone, learning their tastes, their desires, that drove me. Now, that connection was severed, leaving a hollow void where once there was purpose.

      Another reminder that at the end of the day, I was an unmated feline, with no one to come home to. No one to love, to cherish, to spoil.

      I’d put my head down, tail between my legs, focusing all my attention on my culinary skills to distract myself from the reality that, even after all these years, I hadn’t found my fated mate.

      My littermates had all found theirs and, through their love, had begun creating litters of their own.

      I cringed, flicking my ears back, remembering the past summer’s family reunion and how tired everyone appeared as they attempted to prevent their young from doing something they weren’t supposed to be doing. I’d rather be the cool uncle that brought them delicious treats to take home so their parents could deal with their sugar high, hyper states.

      Sighing, I pressed my head against the window, and gazed out at the fading sun shining off the cityscape.

      The city streets blurred past under Cookie’s guidance as the car’s soft hum provided a soothing backdrop to my racing thoughts, which were loaded with worry about potential places to apply and the looming interviews.

      As Cookie’s soothing voice pierced the silence, an unexpected vibration across my wrist jarred me out of my reverie. “Incoming email from P-Harmony with the subject ‘Match Found.’ Would you like me to read it out loud?”

      My heart skipped a beat, a surge of adrenaline coursing through me, ears twitching and tail flicking in alert interest. “Yes, read it,” I said quickly, my voice betraying my sudden excitement. Eagerly, I grabbed my cell phone, my claws clicking against the screen as I opened my email app.

      “Congratulations, Kael,” Cookie’s voice filled the car, reading the email that would change the course of my life as I followed along, unable to believe the news. “We have found your match. If you accept, now is the time to meet your fated mate, Grishka, at the Last Resort. Your life will forever change next Thursday.”

      As excitement coursed through me, I wagged my tail frantically, and a big grin formed across my face, so wide it felt like I would become forever frozen in my expression.

      A match. My fated mate. 

      The job loss suddenly seemed trivial—a blessing in disguise. 

      Released from my previous responsibilities, with enough savings to see me through, I could fully immerse myself in the fated mate matching program. A new life awaited me, a life that included Grishka.

      “Thank you, Cookie.” My chest vibrated with a deep, resonant purr, a sound of contentment. It was unintentional, filling the space around me and blending with the faint rumbles of the car on the road.

      Next Thursday couldn’t come soon enough. 

      I would meet her, charm her, and serve her dishes that would delight her palate and win her heart.

      The thought sent a thrill down my spine as it sent my imagination into overdrive.

      The idea of cooking for my fated mate, sharing my culinary passions with her, was exhilarating. The possibilities were endless—would she prefer bold flavors, or something more subtle? Would she enjoy the delicate art of fine cuisine, or find joy in hearty, traditional dishes?

      As Cookie continued to navigate the roads, my mind was no longer on the job I had lost but on the future I was about to gain. 

      Grishka—my fated mate—her name alone had a flavor, and I was eager to taste her…

      And form a life intertwined with her by my side.
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      Stepping out of the limousine, the warm, humid air of the tropics greeted me like a soft caress. In comparison to the mountain woodlands I was used to, the local vegetation smelled exotic as it overwhelmed my senses.

      I turned to the wolven male driver who had held the door for me, his amber eyes bright and welcoming. “Thank you for your service.”

      “I was only doing my job, miss.” He nodded with a polite, professional smile, his eyes briefly meeting mine before he closed the door. “May the Moon Goddess smile down on you.”

      Turning my attention to the resort, I was immediately taken back. 

      It was nothing short of breathtaking.

      “Last Resort” was emblazoned in gold lettering, framed with neon pink and green LED lights that added a touch of modernity to the tropical paradise. The entire place screamed of expense and luxury, a stark contrast to the rugged, earthy life I was used to in the mountains.

      Tropical flora and plants were artfully arranged around the resort, their vibrant colors and exotic shapes adding to the sense of being in a secluded paradise.  Palm trees swayed gently in the breeze, their fronds casting playful shadows on the ground. The air was filled with the scent of salt from the sea and the sweet fragrance of blooming flowers, creating an almost intoxicating aroma.

      This definitely wasn’t the mountains. 

      There were no deafening noises from the heavy machinery or workers going about their responsibilities. It was all… peaceful. And welcoming.

      The architecture of the resort was a blend of elegance and wilderness, making me feel as though I was a queen, about to enter her summer home—or perhaps, palace, due to the size of the all-inclusive resort.

      Every detail, from the polished stone beneath my feet to the intricate carvings on the columns, screamed expense and exclusivity. I felt out of place, like a seasoned warrior suddenly crowned a princess in one of my smutty fantasy romance books.

      Kael could be my prince, in an arranged marriage driven by fate.

      Rolling my luggage behind me, there was a lightness in my step, fueled by the excitement of meeting my fated mate. This was a moment I had dreamed of—that had always felt unattainable—yet it felt surreal, as if I’d stepped into a fantasy.

      And this lavish lobby was designed to fulfill its customers’ fantasies through their matchmaking service.

      The Last Resort pulsed with life around me—with mostly other paranormal species, but a few humans were amongst the staff—and I felt the weight of their eyes on me, as if the workers and guests alike were fascinated with the freshly arrived female orc who dared to dream of finding her match through their program.

      My heart pounded, not with fear, but with a mix of excitement and nerves that fluttered like wild birds in my chest.

      A single thought circled in my mind—what if Kael doesn’t like me? 

      The doubt was irrational—I knew the lore of fated mates, how they were destined to love each other eternally, for exactly who they were… regardless of our physical appearances and species. 

      It was a life altering phenomenon—where two souls discover each other—that all paranormal species yearned for.

      But still, the uncertainty gnawed at me.

      The concierge’s eyes lit up as I approached the front desk, his smile as warm as the tropical sun outside. “Welcome to the Last Resort!” he greeted me, his hands gesturing grandly as if to embrace the entire lobby. “Where love stories aren’t just made, they’re destined.”

      “I assume you’re not the one making the matches, though.” I returned the smile as I leaned against the polished marble counter.

      “That’s right!” he exclaimed, his chest puffing with pride. “But oh, do I get to witness the magic of it all!”

      I raised an eyebrow, intrigued. “Do tell.”

      “Oh, I will!” His smile broadened, and he leaned forward, eager to share. “You see, just last week, we had a feisty half-blood vampire check in. And guess who she was matched with?”

      “Who?”

      “A blue octopus shifter!” he exclaimed, his hands gesturing with theatrical flair. “Now, if that isn’t a pairing straight out of a fantasy, I don’t know what is.”

      

      “Did they create literal or figurative waves?” I laughed, the tension easing from my shoulders. 

      “Oh, he’s an octopus shifter, not a kraken!” He flicked his hand dismissively and laughed heartily. “But they were the talk of the resort, their chemistry undeniable. The kind of love story that makes you believe in the magic of fate mates.”

      His enthusiasm was contagious, and for a moment, I felt a part of the fairy tale he described. “And you get to witness these matches all the time?”

      “Every day,” he affirmed, his eyes sparkling. “And each one is as unique as the creatures themselves.”

      “Well, I hope my story will be just as interesting.” Curiosity piqued, I pressed on. “Do you know who—or what—I’ve been matched with?”

      The shift in his demeanor was immediate, his excitement giving way to a practiced seriousness. “No one but the matchmakers know,” he responded, his voice a low hum of confidentiality. “Even once we check you in, we aren’t permitted to tell you. It would destroy the experience. First impressions only happen once.”

      I frowned slightly, unable to hide my disappointment. “You’re no fun,” I teased, trying to lighten the mood.

      “With P-Harmony’s track record, I’m certain you will be having fun soon enough.” 

      His smile returned instantly, winking at me as he leaned forward. “He’s waiting for you in room 369.” He slid the room key across the desk. “Welcome to the Last Resort, where your love story begins.”

      With the room key now in my hand, the reality of the moment set in. The nerves were back, full force. “Thank you,” I murmured, my voice barely above a whisper.

      “Don’t worry,” he assured me, his tone confident and encouraging, his eyes sweeping over my attire. “You look amazing.”

      Glancing down at my clothing, I felt a twinge of self-consciousness. I wasn’t used to dressing up—especially since I hardly had a reason to do so living in the mountains—but I had chosen my attire carefully, hoping to make a good first impression.

      “You really think so?”

      “Your fated mate will love your outfit.”

      “Thanks for the confidence boost,” I said, feeling a warm flush spread across my cheeks, holding the key a little tighter. “It’s strange to think I’m about to start a chapter like that myself.”

      “Your room is down the right hall, facing the waterfront,” he instructed, his tone light once more. “Have fun!”

      As I pulled my luggage through the hallway, my heart pounded with a mixture of excitement and apprehension. The resort was a tapestry of happy faces and luxurious decor, each smile from the staff and every passing couple amplifying the sense of romance in the air. They were wrapped up in each other, their contented murmurs filling the air a preview—perhaps, of what was to come for me. The elegance of the place was not lost on me, and I couldn’t help but smile back, nodding in acknowledgment as I made my way.

      Following the signs, I navigated the hallway, my heart thrumming with every step closer to room 369.

      Outside, the view was breathtaking. The resort’s high stone fencing was softened by the lush plant-life that clung to it. Ivy and flowering vines wove through the stones, creating a natural tapestry, their blooms a secret garden’s whispered promises.

      I wondered what lay beyond them…

      The room number finally came into view, elegant script proclaiming the threshold to a new chapter in my life.

      Room 369.

      With a steadying breath, I slid the key over the scanner and heard the soft click of the door unlocking. Pushing it open, I was greeted by a scene that took my breath away.

      The room was dark, illuminated only by the soft glow of numerous little LED candles, creating an atmosphere of intimacy and magic. The backdoor stood ajar, the wind gently coaxing the sheer curtains into a delicate dance. 

      I stepped inside, leaving my luggage by the wall, my movements slow and deliberate, my senses heightened by the beauty of the setting.

      Drawn to the outdoors, I quietly made my way to the door, stepping into a scene straight from a fairy tale. A path of exotic flower petals, flanked by more LED candles, led through the lush grass of the private yard. My eyes followed the trail to its end, where a blanket was spread out, a romantic picnic laid out under the setting sun.

      A selection of fine cheeses, fruits, and a bottle of chilled wine were arranged on the blanket, their colors vibrant against the soft fabric. Crystal glasses shimmered in the fading light, waiting to be filled. The entire setup was framed by the serene beauty of a private pool, its still waters meeting the calm bay in the distance.

      As the sun dipped lower, casting the sky in hues of orange and pink, the LED candles flickered like stars come to rest on the earth, their light reflecting in the pool and the tranquil waters of the bay. The air was filled with the scent of the sea and the subtle perfume of flowers from the tall stone walls that bordered the backyard.

      I paused, letting the scene wash over me, the beauty of the setting sun casting a warm glow over the private oasis before me. 

      And then, I saw him.

      Kael, my fated mate, a vision of primal grace.

      He was bent over, arranging flowers around the plates of food with a concentration that spoke of his attention to detail.

      The setting sun cast a golden light over his sleek, muscular body, accentuating the creamy orange and white stripes that adorned his skin and the sleek, powerful muscles that shifted with every movement. His tail swayed lazily, a hypnotic rhythm that drew my gaze to his nicely sculpted form.

      Kael was not just a tiger catman; he was a breathtaking display of strength and sensuality, every inch the embodiment of feral allure, his presence commanding even in the gentle act of arranging flowers. The sight of him stirred something primal within me, a deep-seated recognition that this magnificent creature was mine, my match in every sense of the word.

      My breath hitched in my throat, the air around me suddenly feeling thick.

      His ears flicked back, a subtle sign he had sensed my presence. As he stood and turned around, I was struck by the creamy white fur that adorned his chest, leading up to his face. It framed his bright green eyes, which shone like emeralds as they met mine, and in that moment, the world seemed to stand still.

      It was as if the world itself had shifted on its axis, everything snapping into a clarity I’d never known. Something deep inside me locked into place, a feeling of completeness, of belonging. 

      My soul had found its match.

      “Mate...” His voice was deep, resonating in a way that sent a tingle up my spine, awakening every sense in my body. 

      In his eyes, I saw the reflection of my soul—everything I never knew I needed—the missing piece I hadn’t known I was searching for until now.

      His gaze held mine, unwavering, as he took a step closer. “Where have you been all my life?”
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      The world seemed to stand still as she stepped into the candlelight, her presence commanding the dusk like the moon goddess. 

      My breath hitched, my throat dry as an oven.

      Her tall, muscular frame was a testament to strength and beauty, her emerald skin glimmering like precious stones under the warm hues of the setting sun.

      Her long black hair, braided and tied high on her head, caught the light, revealing a violet sheen that added an ethereal quality to her striking appearance. But it was her eyes that truly captured me—piercing, black, and intense, they held a depth that seemed to see straight through to my very soul.

      She was clad in a tight dark brown leather skirt and vest, both laced up with intricate leather laces that tantalized the imagination. The outfit hugged her curves, accentuating the valley of her breasts, a sight that sent a primal urge coursing through me.

      Every sense I possessed homed in on her.

      It was as if my soul had recognized its counterpart, and in that instant, she became my world—everything else faded into insignificance.

      “By the moon, you’re gorgeous,” I found myself saying, the words slipping from my lips with reverence and awe.

      A small, confident smile played on her lips. “You aren’t so bad yourself,” she retorted, her voice a melody that sang to the deepest parts of me. There was a twinkle in her eyes, a hint of the strong spirit that lay within.

      Eager to bridge the space between us, I offered her my paw and cleared my throat, clicking my lips in a nervous gesture. “My name is Kael,” I said, hoping she felt even a fraction of the connection I was experiencing.

      She let out a giggle that sounded like the most delightful music pleasing to my ears, and her hand slipped into mine and squeezed tightly, her strength evident even in this gentle touch. “Grishka,” she said, her voice rich with warmth. “It’s nice to finally meet you, Kael.”

      Her touch sent a jolt through me, a spark that ignited my soul. I knew then, without a shadow of a doubt, that she was the one I was meant to spend eternity with.

      “I’m glad to have finally met you,” I told her, sincerity lining my voice. “Where have you been all my life?”

      She laughed softly, a sweet smile lighting up her face that made my chest tighten. “I could ask you the same.” There was a playful glint in her eyes as she posed the question on both our minds. “So, what do we do now?”

      The purr that rumbled from deep within me was instinctual, a sound of contentment and desire. My tail swayed with barely contained excitement as thoughts of her, vivid and compelling, flooded my mind. 

      Images of her—holding her close, my body pressed against hers, marking her as mine in the most primal of ways—threatened to overwhelm my senses.

      “Ultimately, that’s up to you,” I managed to say, trying to maintain a semblance of composure. “But I thought we could start by having dinner under the stars, getting to know each other.” 

      It was important to me that she felt comfortable, that she knew this night was about us figuring out our future before getting lost in our connection, giving into each other passionately.

      “That sounds perfect.” She released my paw, and I had to suppress a frown at the loss of her touch, already missing the warmth of her hand, making me desire to feel it once again exploring my body.

      As she sat down on the blanket, gracefully tucking her legs away, she smoothed her skirt in an attempt to appear presentable. The action, however, only served to draw my attention to her long, muscular legs, stirring a longing within me to feel them wrapped around me.

      My tail twitched faster, betraying my thoughts

      I wanted to be the gentle-cat I had intended to be, to respect the pace she was comfortable with, even as every fiber of my being yearned to close the distance between us. 

      We were fated mates, yes, but that didn’t give me license to rush her to fulfill my desires, while disregarding hers. 

      By the Moon, I realized I was falling for her—hard and fast. 

      The connection, the pull between us, it was undeniable, something beyond mere attraction. It was as if our souls had recognized each other, bound by a destiny written in the stars.

      I knew what others had explained this would be, coming across your fated mate for the first time, but I didn’t think it would feel like this.

      I shifted to adjust my loincloth discreetly, trying to conceal the physical evidence of my arousal. Sitting across from her, I found my gaze lingering on her, admiring the way the dying light played over her skin, on every line of her beautiful form.

      Grishka leaned forward, her movements deft as she selected an assortment of hors d’oeuvres from the plate. I watched, captivated, as she skewered two meatballs onto a toothpick and chose a few crackers spread with an assortment of toppings.

      “What do you do for a living?” I asked, curiosity burning within me. “And where do you live?”

      She took a moment before answering, sitting back up with her loaded plate. 

      “I live in the Emerald Mountains,” she began, her voice laced with a sense of pride. “I work as a supervisor at our clan’s lumber plantation and ensure we meet our quotas safely, lending a hand wherever it’s needed.” She paused, a hint of nostalgia in her tone. “My family were the first settlers in the area. Over time, as our family grew and others found their fated mates, a small town formed—Emerald Spring. Most of the townsfolk are part of our clan, connected to me in some way.”

      As she popped a meatball into her mouth, her expression transformed. Her eyes rolled back slightly, and a soft moan escaped her lips, one she muffled as she covered her mouth. The sound sent a thrill through me, awakening a desire to hear that moan again under different circumstances. She chewed for a moment before lowering her hand, reaching for the second meatball. 

      “These are good,” she said, her voice carrying a hint of surprise. 

      Pride surged through me, a warm tide that swelled with her praise. “I made everything here, minus the drinks,” I confessed with a grin, watching her reaction closely as I basked in the glow of her approval.

      Her response was immediate and sincere. “You have talent. This is the best I’ve ever had.”

      The pride I felt was more than just a chef’s satisfaction at pleasing a guest; it was the joy of pleasing my fated mate, filling me with a sense of accomplishment. To provide her with such joy through my cooking—it was a victory sweeter than any dish I could create. 

      “Thank you,” I said, my gratitude genuine.

      Her gaze turned inquisitive. “And what about you? What do you do for a living, and where do you live?”

      “I was a private chef until recently,” I began, the memory of the kitchen I had commanded lingering in my mind. “The exact day I got my matched message, I was let go. The CEO I worked for, her new husband decided they didn’t need my services anymore.” As I confessed the recent turn in my life, my pride took a hit, and I found my ears tipping back, a clear sign of my distress. “Now, I’m unemployed...”

      Grishka’s reaction was immediate and comforting. She reached across the space between us, her strong hand enveloping my paw. “Then it’s their loss,” she said firmly, her conviction undeniable. “Because these are the best meatballs I’ve ever had.” Her gaze was steady, encouraging. “You should consider working at the local restaurant, or maybe even opening your own.”

      But then she gasped, her eyes widening as she realized what her words implied. “I’m sorry,” she rushed out, “I didn’t mean to assume that you’d move to Emerald Mountains and start a life there... with me,” she stammered, the blush on her emerald cheeks visible even in the moonlight.

      But I couldn’t let her fret over a future I already found myself longing for. I leaned in, driven by pure instinct, and silenced her worries with a kiss.

      Her lips tasted of mint, crisp and inviting, as refreshing as a cool breeze on a hot day. She smelled divine; her scent was intoxicating, one that reminded me of morning dew on a field of wildflowers.

      It was an aroma that made me want to rub myself all over her, marking her as my own, surrounding myself with her scent.

      Grishka’s response was immediate and fiery. Her fingers tangled in my hair, pulling me closer with an urgency that set my blood aflame. Our kiss deepened, becoming a dance of passion and longing. 

      Our tongues met, exploring each other with a fervor that mirrored the tumultuous emotions swirling within us, that sent sparks of desire coursing through me. The softness of her lips contrasted with the fierce grip she had on my hair, making me want to give into all her needs, her demands.

      Every brush of her lips, every caress, ignited a fire that threatened to consume me. The taste of her, the feel of her, it was all-consuming, a storm of desire and need that I had never experienced before.

      Her grip on my hair tightened, a delicious mix of pain and pleasure that only heightened the intensity of our kiss. I could feel her heart beating against mine, overwhelming my senses.

      This wasn’t just a kiss; it was a claiming, a mutual surrender to the bond that had been forged between our souls.

      And as we finally broke apart, panting and flushed from our heated exchange, I knew that this was just the beginning, and there was no going back.

      I was utterly hers—and I was willing to go to any length to be with her... to maintain the sense of completion she’d given me, knowing it would become stronger with time.
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      The intensity of my desire for Kael was overwhelming. His culinary creations had been nothing short of divine, but it was his presence, the soft silkiness of his fur, that I yearned to feel against my skin. 

      I wanted him with an urgency that was almost primal, yet I knew I had to temper my instincts. I wasn’t some impulsive teenager, even if the bond between us was tugging at my self-restraint, urging me to give in to the hunger to touch and be touched.

      Breathlessly, I pulled away, my apology tumbling out in a rush. “I’m sorry, I didn’t mean to get so carried away.”

      Kael’s purr was a low vibration that seemed to echo through me. His eyes, a dark shade of green, were filled with a heat that mirrored my own. “You can carry me away anytime you want,” he said, his voice deep and reassuring.

      “Is it okay that I may be stronger than you?” I asked, wondering if my orcish strength would be a barrier between us.

      “It’s a turn-on. I’d love to be carried by you,” he confessed. His response was immediate, his voice laced with a desire that sent a shiver down my spine. “Imagine me, your private chef, making you special lunch boxes with love notes for work, and you carrying me over your shoulder when you return, demanding me to service you.”

      I choked on a cracker, caught off guard by his forwardness. “Service me?” I echoed, a part of me thrilled at the idea of such a bold mate.

      He nodded, a serious expression settling over his features. “Yeah, anything to keep you—my fated mate—happy.” 

      Setting down the empty plate, I let out a sigh. This was all happening so fast… yet I couldn’t fathom a reason to be cautious. 

      “For us to work, we need to be open and forward with each other,” I stated, needing to lay the groundwork for honesty between us.

      Kael moved closer, his paw enveloping mine, his touch warm and reassuring, sending a jolt of electricity through me. “I am being open,” he assured me. “We’re not young anymore—not that I’m going to ask your age just yet.”

      Without a second thought, I cut him off, embracing the honesty we both sought. “I’m thirty-five,” I declared, meeting his gaze squarely.

      He smiled softly. “I’m thirty-seven, and that’s okay. Our ages don’t matter to me. What matters is that we don’t waste any more time—the time we lost not knowing each other.”

      As he cupped my cheek, I leaned into his touch, his warmth enveloping me. His green eyes held mine, seeming to see right through me. “I know this is just the beginning,” he continued, his voice a gentle caress. “The completeness I feel with you, it’s overwhelming, but I don’t want to fight it. I want to fall feet first into this darkness with you, unafraid of how deep it goes. I know I can handle falling in love with you. We’re fated mates for a reason.”

      His words were a balm to my soul, soothing the fears and uncertainties that had clouded my mind. “Do you feel the same?” he asked, his gaze searching mine for an answer.

      His touch, his words, they resonated within me, echoing the depth of my own emotions. I did feel the same—overwhelmed, eager, and unafraid. 

      “Yes,” I breathed, my voice laced with the weight of my admission. “I do feel the same. I don’t want to waste another moment.” 

      Kael’s touch was tender as he combed my hair back, his fingers gentle against my scalp. He cupped my cheek again, his thumb brushing affectionately across my skin. “Tell me more about yourself and the Emerald Mountains.”

      I raised an eyebrow, a playful smirk tugging at my lips. “What is this, twenty questions until we fall asleep?”

      His laughter was a warm sound in the cool evening air. “If that’s what you want to do,” he replied, his eyes twinkling with amusement.

      “All right then,” I said, deciding to play along. “What’s your favorite color?”

      “Green,” he said without hesitation, a mischievous smile on his lips. “My new favorite color is green. And yours?”

      I laughed, a genuine, carefree sound. “Maybe mine is orange,” I teased back, watching his reaction closely. “Do you remember all three hundred questions from the program?”

      He shrugged, a casual lift of his shoulders. “Only the important ones,” he admitted. “Why does it matter? They matched us, and the instant, world-altering connection I feel with you proves they were right.”

      I took a deep breath, feeling suddenly vulnerable. “It matters to me,” I confessed, “especially if you’re considering moving to the Emerald Mountains, to start a life together.”

      His expression shifted to concern, his forehead furrowing slightly. “What’s so important that you need to ask right now?”

      I felt exposed, vulnerable, fearing that I might shatter the perfect moment we’d been sharing. But then he leaned in, pressing his forehead to mine in a gesture of intimacy and encouragement. “Ask me. Tell me.”

      Taking a deep breath, I found the courage to voice my thoughts. “I don’t want to start anything under illusions. I need to know... do you want offspring? Children... cubs?”

      He was quiet for a moment before muttering, “No, I’d prefer not to. But if my fated mate desired them, I’d be open to it.” He met my gaze, searching. “What about you?”

      “Some might call it selfish,” I admitted, “but we’ve lost enough time. I don’t want to share you with anyone. I want to build a life with just you—just us—without worrying about caring for someone else.”

      “Then that’s what we’ll do,” he said firmly, a smile softening his features. “I have no great need to spread my seed, but I definitely want to... spread your legs, marking you as mine wherever we go.”

      His crude words sent a flush of heat to my cheeks, yet they sparked another, deeper heat within me, a mingling of arousal and relief.

      As he picked up another meatball and fed it to me, I accepted it without hesitation, closing my eyes to savor the burst of flavor. A moan escaped my lips, unbidden, and I no longer cared about maintaining any facade of restraint in his presence.

      Kael’s purr was a deep vibration, a sound of satisfaction. “My goal is to make you moan, pleasing you with my talents,” he murmured, his voice laced with desire.

      My eyes opened, locking with his. “I might need a full resume of these talents,” I said, half-challenge, half-invitation.

      He winked at me, the promise in his eyes unmistakable. “Maybe after I’ve fed you.”
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      The conversation with Grishka was like a dance, back and forth we went, uncovering likes and dislikes, each revelation a step closer to understanding the heart of my fated mate. Handing her a glass of wine to savor, I tidied up our picnic, packing away the remnants of our meal. Wasting food was never my style, especially when I could envision delighting Grishka with a midnight snack.

      Returning to her, following the LED candle-lit path, I found her gazing out at the vast expanse of water. She was bathed in moonlight, looking so magnificent that it seemed as if the moon goddess herself was presenting her to me. The primal part of me yearned to mark her as mine, to hear her moan my name in the throes of passion, surged within me.

      “I’ve never seen so much water in my life,” she confessed, a soft wonder tinging her voice.

      Sitting beside her, I wrapped my arm around her, comforted by her presence. “We could move to the beach if you want,” I offered, half-serious.

      She shook her head. “As pretty as it is, it’s dangerous, unruly, unkind. I’d rather stay in the safety of my mountains than have danger in my backyard.”

      Her words piqued my curiosity. “What do you mean?”

      “The large bodies of water are dangerous to my kind, particularly the muscular orcs who could easily succumb to its depths,” she explained, with a harrowing look in her eyes. “Last summer, an orc teenager nearly drowned. He didn’t heed the warnings about the deep water and tried to keep up with his wolven friends. If it hadn’t been for them, he wouldn’t have survived.”

      A frown creased my brow, saddened by her story. “I didn’t know that.”

      “It’s all right.” Grishka shrugged. “Not everyone wants to talk about their species’ weaknesses. We have enough orcs in our clan who are built sleeker than muscular, who serve as log drivers.”

      There was both pride and a hint of sadness in her voice as she spoke of her work and her people, yet there was an undercurrent of melancholy that didn’t escape me. 

      “You really love your job, and the people there, don’t you?” I asked, moved by her affection for her home.

      “I do.” She nodded, a soft smile on her lips. “Life is simpler there, but we don’t go without. We’ve got electric charging stations, strong Wi-Fi, and other modern conveniences. The lumber plantation may be noisy, but we operate only on weekdays to ensure peace and rest for our workers. It’s a dangerous job, but we do our best to keep everyone safe.”

      Her words painted a vivid picture of her life, one that I found increasingly appealing. “Do you truly believe there’s a place for me there? As a chef?”

      Grishka’s eyes lit up. “Emerald Spring is growing. More people are seeking a quieter, simpler life. I know my clan would love your cooking. A small restaurant, even with limited hours, would be a great addition.”

      The thought of opening a restaurant was daunting, and I couldn’t keep the laughter from my voice. “That would be a lot of work to do on my own.”

      She considered for a moment before offering an alternative. “Or you could be a one-man food truck, serving meals to the lumber plantation workers.”

      The idea sparked a flame of excitement within me. “That sounds perfect,” I said, the possibilities unfurling in my mind like a rising dough, filling my mind with the wonders of a new beginning. 

      This could be a new opportunity for me to do what I love—and a chance to weave my life with Grishka’s, to become a part of her world as much as she had become a part of mine.

      Grishka’s surprise was evident as she looked at me, her eyes wide. “You really like the idea?”

      “Of course,” I said, feeling a spark of enthusiasm for the future. “I’ve got enough saved to put a down payment on a food truck and equip it with everything I need. It’ll take some time to get the licenses and perfect the recipes, but it’s a start.”

      She nodded. “It’ll be fine,” she replied, her words soothing. “We have time, and I understand it’ll take a while for you to settle in. You’d be uprooting your life to be with me. That’s a big sacrifice.”

      I closed the distance between us, my nose brushing her neck, taking in her earthy, enticing scent that was already becoming my favorite fragrance. My tail wound around her back in a gentle embrace as I took her hand in mine. “There are no sacrifices when it comes to being with my fated mate,” I whispered, my voice low and earnest, feeling her warmth against me.

      Grishka inhaled sharply, her body leaning into mine. “I’ve been yearning for this,” she confessed, her voice thick with emotion. “To be desired, all my life.”

      “It’s too soon for love, but I’m already enjoying the fall...” I confessed, holding her gaze. “Being fated means the moon goddess has given us a connection. You’re perfect for me, and I want to show you just how much.”

      She sighed; the sound was tantalizingly close to a moan. “How?” she breathed out, her eyes searching mine.

      My heart raced with desire, a craving to show her all that I was capable of. “Now that we’ve had dinner, I’m ready for dessert,” I said, with a playful yet suggestive tone. “I want to give you a taste... a sample of my resume.”

      Her eyes sparkled, a challenge and an invitation all in one. “Then show me,” Grishka dared. “I want to see what skills you have.”

      As I rolled Grishka onto her back, she caught her breath sharply, her strong hands cradling my head, guiding me as my lips found the tender skin of her neck. I kissed her there, feeling the pulse of her heartbeat against my mouth. The taste of her skin was intoxicating, a flavor of desire that I knew I’d never get enough of.

      My lips traveled from her neck down to her chest, tracing the contours of her luscious body, marveling at the strength of her muscles flexing beneath my touch. Her skin was warm, a canvas of smooth emerald that begged to be adored. 

      Every caress of my lips was a silent vow of my affection and desire.

      Reaching her legs, I continued my journey downward, worshiping every inch of her with my kisses. I unbuckled her sandals with quick, deft movements, tossing them aside without breaking the rhythm of my affections. My lips traced a path up along her other leg, savoring the sensation of her flesh warming under my mouth, until I reached the hem of her leather skirt.

      Her moans filled the air, a chorus of need that echoed my own yearning. Her fingers found my tail, wrapping it around her forearm in a gesture of intimate connection. Her eyes locked onto mine, a plea written in their depths. 

      “I want you,” she begged, and the raw honesty in her voice was my undoing. “I need you.”

      With reverence, I lifted her skirt, my fingers curling around the edge of her black panties, and carefully slid them down her legs, casting them aside to join her sandals. 

      She was helping now, caught up in the urgency of the moment, untying her vest with eager hands as I unlaced her skirt, aiding her in shedding the last barriers between us.

      Together, we removed the last vestiges of her clothing, leaving her gloriously naked before me, a vision of passion and strength. My loincloth remained, a final thread of restraint that I wasn’t quite ready to discard.

      Looking down at her, I was struck by a sense of reverence, struck by the sheer beauty of her. The moonlight cast her in an ethereal glow, her every curve and muscle a testament to her strength and femininity. 

      Her body was a temple, and I was the devoted worshipper.

      “You are perfect,” I whispered, the words falling from my lips like a prayer.

      The intensity of desire in her eyes matched the hunger in my own. “I need to know how you taste,” I murmured, my voice husky with want, “if you’re as divine as your scent.”

      “Then have your dessert,” she challenged; her response was a sultry invitation. “And perhaps, I can have mine too.”

      I eagerly buried my face between her strong thighs, my growl vibrating against her sensitive flesh. The scent of her was overwhelming, a heady perfume that fueled my desire to taste, to consume. 

      Her response was immediate, a sharp intake of breath followed by an exclamation of pleasure. “Oh Stars!”

      When I enveloped her swollen nub with my mouth and lashed it with my tongue, her body arched up in a curve of ecstasy. 

      “Kael!” Her voice was a sweet torment, urging me on, driving me wild.

      I lapped at her, my tongue delving deeper, savoring every drop of her essence. Each stroke was met with her cries of ecstasy, her hips bucking in rhythm with my tongue’s strokes. Her hands found my head, guiding me, urging me on, lost in the waves of pleasure I invoked.

      As I brought her to climax, her screams filled the night air, her essence flooding my mouth in waves of my dessert. I continued, relentless in my worship, until she was spent, her creamy essence a divine gift on my tongue.

      Sitting back, I licked my lips, savoring the aftertaste of her pleasure, watching as her chest heaved with rapid breaths. Her dark eyes, heavy with satisfaction, held mine, and the air between us was charged with the scent of her need, now a storm of desire that matched the tempest within me.

      Feeling my arousal pressing insistently against the fabric of my loincloth, I was ready to be consumed by the fire I had ignited in her.

      My own desire spiked in response, my body reacting with an instinctual readiness. Her eyes fell to my loincloth, now clearly tented with my arousal.

      She sat up, her gaze dropping to the evidence of my desire. “It’s my turn.”
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      My need for Kael consumed me, a fire ignited by his touch, his taste. He had awakened something primal within me, a yearning that demanded fulfillment. 

      My body responded with an intensity I couldn’t contain, releasing pheromones into the air, a silent call to my mate, an invitation to claim and be claimed.

      I watched him, noting his body’s reaction to my need. His desire was tangible, a mirror of my own. 

      My lips parted as I took in the sight of his arousal, knowing it was for me, because of me. A moisture burst between my thighs, dripping down my legs at my body’s sudden yearning to be filled—to have his cock deep inside me, milking his seed until he was dry.

      Standing tall, I felt empowered, moving with purpose, my confidence as bare as my skin. Without hesitation, I scooped Kael up, tossing him effortlessly over my shoulder in a display of my orc strength.

      He gasped in surprise, his claws embedding slightly into my back, a sweet sting into my flesh. His arousal pressed against my breast, a promise of what was to come.

      “What are we doing?”

      I was direct, my voice a growl of intent.

      “I’m going to take my fill and have you until there’s no more.”

      His body vibrated against mine, a purr of submission and desire that sent waves of heat through me. “I am ready to be claimed,” he murmured, his voice muffled against the curve of my back.

      The LED candles flickered as I carried him through the pathway, back into the sanctuary of our suite. I tossed him onto the bed, my bed, and watched as he lay there, looking up at me with wide, aroused eyes. His paws reached for me, desperate to maintain the connection, to feel the warmth of my skin against his.

      I sat beside him, the bed dipping under my weight. Slowly, deliberately, I placed my hand on his leg. It wasn’t a hold of restraint but a promise of what was to come. 

      His purrs grew louder, his body relaxing under my touch, the tension in his body melting away.

      Kael’s grip tightened on the blanket, his claws inadvertently slicing through the fabric as he maintained his intense gaze with mine. It was a look that spoke volumes, one of need, trust, and a hunger that matched my own.

      Without hesitation, I reached for the ties of his loincloth. My fingers worked swiftly, untying them and yanking the cloth away, discarding it haphazardly onto the floor.

      Gazing down at Kael, I was struck by the stark beauty of his naked form, something primal and majestic about him that was utterly captivating. 

      My gaze fixated on a part of him I had never seen before. His stav was unlike anything I had encountered; it was vastly different from an orc’s. 

      The entire surface was lined with tiny, fine fleshy barbs, and while it wasn’t particularly thick, its length was impressive.

      My lips parted slightly, my breath hitching as I imagined the feel of him. Licking my lips, I found myself practically drooling, my imagination running wild with thoughts of how it would feel to have him inside me. My mind raced with images of us entwined, his stav ravishing me, fulfilling desires I hadn’t even known I possessed.

      As I took in the rest of his form, his allure seemed to magnify. I could detect the subtle scent of his need, a tantalizing aroma that cut through my own potent orc pheromones. He, too, was producing his own enticing aroma, beckoning me to claim him. 

      Though my scent was designed to be overpowering, his own desire called to me, a siren song of primal attraction. But nothing, not even the powerful pheromones of a wolven or catman in rut, could overpower an orc’s.

      His stav oozed with his uncontrollable lust, the pre-mating essence attempting to lure me in. The delicious scent radiating off him was impossible to ignore, a silent invitation that my body ached to accept. 

      I could no longer resist; reaching down, I wrapped my hand around him. Kael hissed in pleasure, the sound sending a jolt straight to my core.

      Feeling the rubbery barbs bristle against my fingers ignited an even deeper craving within me. I yearned to feel him inside me, a need so strong it was almost painful—to experience the full intensity of our connection.

      “I know we’ve just met,” I muttered, my voice husky with desire as I met his heated gaze. “But I don’t think I can go to bed tonight without having you inside me. Without claiming you as mine.”

      “Claim me, take me,” he urged, his voice thick with longing, his dark eyes pleading with me to fulfill our mutual need. “I was yours the moment I laid eyes on you.”

      His words, so raw and honest, echoed the primal need within me. 

      At that moment, any remaining barriers fell away. 

      I tightened my grip on his barbed phallus and began to pump, slow but deliberately, needing to make sure he was nice and hard for me. My fingers glistened in the slick precum oozing between them.

      I was captivated by the fragrant scent wafting from his stav, and the increasing warmth spreading throughout my body.

      I thrust my hand vigorously along Kael’s twitching shaft, feeling every ripple of pleasure that coursed through him. His mewls increased in intensity as I pushed him ever closer to his climax, teasingly stroking him exquisitely until he was trembling with anticipation.

      I wasn’t ready for him to finish yet; I wanted to savor it. 

      Drink in the flavor of him, as much as feel its girth filling me.

      “Please, please stop teasing me.” Kael’s plea was a raw, guttural sound that reverberated through the room, laced with desperation and desire.

      His stav twitched in my hand, reacting to every stroke and touch as he shifted restlessly on the bed. 

      Smirking at his reaction, the power to elicit such a response from him filled me with a heady sense of control. “But I’m enjoying this too much,” I teased, my voice a sultry murmur as I continued to stroke him.

      His green eyes, dark with arousal, fixed on me, a silent entreaty that was almost my undoing. Yet, I held back, wanting this moment to stretch out, wanting to savor the anticipation building between us.

      The air was thick with our combined scents, the primal aroma of desire that spoke of our deepening bond. I felt my own body responding, a yearning growing within me that mirrored the need I saw in his eyes.

      With deliberate slowness, I leaned down, my breath hot against his fur. “I want you, Kael,” I whispered, letting my lips graze his stav with the promise of what was to come. “And when I have you, it will be worth the wait.”

      I collapsed onto the fluffy rug, wedging myself between his furry legs and eagerly taking his hardness into my hands. I instinctively wrapped my lips around it, drawing out its flavor.

      He emitted a low moan and purr of contentment, urging me to lavish him with more affectionate licks and sucks. His hips arched up to meet my mouth, his head flung back, his legs jerking.

      Kael sat up and his paw found the back of my head, cradling it with a tenderness that contrasted with his wild nature. His claws, sharp but controlled, curled around the base of my ponytail, not to pull or possess, but to connect, to feel me there with him.

      This simple act, so full of care and desire, sent a shiver down my spine. 

      The powerful grasp of his hand on my scalp conveyed his need for me.

      His hips inched forward in a gentle rhythm, showing me that he was about to come for me.

      My body responded to Kael’s touch with a deep, primal yearning, a calling from the very core of my being. His touch unlocked something wild within me, stirring ancient instincts that coursed through my veins with ferocious intensity.

      In an impulsive rush, I wrapped my arms around the backs of Kael’s furry legs, drawing me closer to him. The sensation of Kael’s fur brushing against my skin was both calming and thrilling. His legs, draped in a velvety coat of fur, felt sturdy and powerful beneath me.

      Kael hummed a satisfied purr as I sucked the entirety of his stav into my mouth, feeling every prickly inch with pleasure.

      Kael cupped two of his hands around the back of my head and pressed down, pushing more and more of himself into my open throat.

      My moan echoed throughout the room as his hard flesh brushed against my tongue, tracing down my throat and allowing me to savor every inch of him. I enjoyed each prickly spine and rubbery nodule, using my tongue to give him the utmost pleasure.

      His precum was reminiscent of vanilla flavored ice cream, and I wondered how delectably sweet his seed would taste as I sucked him dry.

      He released a groan of pleasure as his climax surged. His hips thrashed in my grasp as thick streams of his creamy seed filled my mouth and cascaded down my throat.

      A soft sound slipped past my lips as I swallowed his warm, rich essence. I gulped down what seemed like a massive amount of Kael’s irresistible vanilla flavored cum, its powerful potency filling my belly.

      Each droplet sent pulses of intense pleasure through my sensitive core.

      The longing in me intensified, a visceral, aching need that pulsed through my veins. My body begged for Kael—to be filled by him and only him.

      It was more than a physical craving; it was a yearning of my soul, a primal call that demanded to be answered. For him to ease the fire within me that had been building since the moment our gazes first met.

      He dropped his hands from my head, releasing the gentle grip on my ponytail as he fell backward, his breathing deep and labored.

      Pulling away, I caught my own breath as I watched him for a moment, the sight of him laid out before me sending a thrill of power through my veins. 

      Fueled by instinct and desire, I climbed over him, straddling him, and seated myself above him, feeling complete in the position.

      His reaction was immediate and primal. Kael reached up, instinctively cupping the weight of my heavy breasts, but I intercepted his hands, shaking my head with a sly grin. 

      “Don’t move them until I say,” I instructed, my voice firm with an undercurrent of desire as I placed his hands over his head. 

      Kael’s frown was one of mock protest, but he nodded, submitting to my command. His heated gaze drank me in, a wordless confirmation of how much he still needed me, an almost physical caress that made my skin quiver with excitement.

      The scent of our mutual need filled the air—intoxicating and overwhelming—enveloping us like a heavy blanket.

      My hands roamed freely over his chest, fingers trailing through the silkiness of his fur and tracing the sleek muscles that lay beneath. Each discovery of his body was a revelation, each flex and twitch beneath my touch a sign of the passion simmering just below the surface.

      His control was respectable as he let me explore him and feel his strong balled-up strength under my touch. I was stronger than him, but his species was more agile than mine. He could easily overcome me by altering our roles, but instead, he was entertained by my mating game.

      With a grunt of satisfaction, I acknowledged the perfection of my mate beneath me. 

      Leaning down, I brushed his lips with mine in a soft, teasing peck, a promise of the intensity to come. The brief contact was a spark, a precursor to the flame that was about to be unleashed as I reveled in the sensation of Kael, my fated mate, ready and waiting beneath me.

      My breath caught in my throat as I marveled at the feeling of his long, hard length between my inner thighs, pressing against my sensitive areas, and desire pooled in my core.

      I ferociously dragged his glowing purple head against my aching lips, coating it with my slick wetness. His hot juices mixed with mine, and he let out an agonized hiss as I used him to coat me, preparing myself to take him in.

      “Mate...” Kael’s voice was strained, a hiss laced with unspoken pleas as his entire body tensed beneath me, yearning for release, heavy with need. “Please…”

      The raw desire in his eyes was almost enough to make me reconsider, but I was determined to savor this moment,

      “It’s my turn to have fun.” I moved deliberately, rocking against the firmness of his body, reveling in the sensation and the control I held. My eyes remained locked with his, a challenge and a promise all in one.

      “We can do it your way another time,” I continued, my movements deliberate and tantalizing. “We have a week before we return to the real world.” 

      The reminder of our limited time together in this secluded paradise only heightened my desire to make every moment count.

      How many times could we do this when we returned to our normal life, indulging ourselves in honeymoon bliss?

      Smiling, I leaned down, pushing his head toward my entrance and pressing it in. We both let out a deep moan. My body quivered as he penetrated further. Waves of pleasure rippled through me with each sensation of the ridges on his shaft against my inner walls. I moaned aloud, unable to contain the blissful feeling.

      Slowly, I lowered myself halfway and then withdrew him almost out. The muscles in my pussy fluttered around his shaft. On the second pass, I engulfed him to the hilt, and letting the barbed shaft remain in me, I adjusted to the foreign stinging sensations.

      “Oh...my...” Kael rasped, a sound torn from the depths of his being. His eyes slammed shut, lashes fluttering against his cheeks as his fingers twisted into the blankets beneath us, the fabric bunching in his desperate grip. “I need...”

      His words trailed off into a breathless void, but I knew exactly what he yearned for. I leaned over him, my movements halting his frantic hands with a firm but gentle authority. “You’re mine right now,” I grunted. “Be a good kitty-cat and let me play with you.”

      He let out a low, rumbling purr of submission, his body tensing and then relaxing beneath me. Slowly, I began to move in steady, rhythmic motions, sinking down to take him in fully before gliding back up. 

      Each descent and ascent was a study in sensation, an exploration of the pleasure we could give to each other, a rhythm that we were both quickly becoming attuned to. The room around us seemed to fall away until there was nothing but the heat of our bodies and the synchrony of our desires.

      Kael’s restraint was palpable, his hands still obediently above his head, his body quivering with the effort to remain still under my command. The sight of him, so strong yet so willing to succumb to my desires, filled me with a heady mix of affection and power.

      As I repeated the motion, sinking to his base and then rising up again, I focused on the different sensations that coursed through us both. I placed my palms on his chest, the soft fur a contrast to the tense, hard muscles underneath. With each of my movements, I felt him inside me, part of me, filling me in a way I had never known before.

      My pace began to increase, the urgency between us building into a raging storm. I rode him with a growing fervor, each motion more insistent than the last, as we both chased the edge of release. 

      Our breathing became labored, synchronized gasps filling the room, mingling with the sounds of our union.

      So full, so good. The drag of his barbs added a painful pleasure with each bounce.

      “Fuck it all...” I hissed out in dazzling disbelief as I sank deeper onto the softness of the fur, feeling his stav pierce through me.

      I threw my head back in pleasure and noticed Kael watching me with his hungry gaze, his hands twitching. “Keep your hands where they are!”

      The pace became a rhythm, a cadence that drove both of us wild. My thighs glistened, the evidence of our desire making them slick as I rode him, claiming him in the most primal way. 

      Kael’s paws, which had once rested obediently above his head, now clung to my thighs, a small defiance that I welcomed. It was a comfort, a grounding as I controlled the pace, a sign of his growing need.

      With each movement, my heavy breasts bounced unrestrained, demanding attention. Leaning forward, I pressed them to his face, my voice thick with desire. “Suck them.”

      “Gladly,” he growled back, his voice muffled against my skin. His mouth covered my breasts with fervent licks and kisses, each pull at my nipples sending electric shocks straight to my core.

      In response to his eagerness, I grabbed his hands. He offered no resistance, instead eagerly massaging them with a fervor that matched the intensity of our coupling. His touch was skilled, sending waves of pleasure coursing through me.

      “Yes...”

      As he worshiped me with his hands and mouth, I felt a powerful connection bind us, a tangible link that went beyond the physical. We were not just bodies joined in passion; we were souls intertwined, fated mates discovering the depths of our bond.

      The room was filled with the sounds of our union—the rhythmic creaking of the bed, our synchronized breaths, and the soft murmurs of pleasure. In this space, we were the only two beings in existence, lost in a world of sensation and desire.

      With each thrust, each caress, I felt myself drawing closer to the edge, to the peak of ecstasy. 

      The inferno within me roared louder, an impending climax bubbling up from the depths of my being. I craved the searing heat, yearned to be consumed by the fire of our joined passion. I was ready to burn with desire, to have it incinerated in the most exquisite way by Kael, with Kael.

      My gasps became unrestrained, primal sounds of raw passion as I rocked my hips with increasing aggression. Each movement was a deliberate search for friction, for that sweet, sharp sensation as his uniquely textured stav drove into me, ruthless in its pursuit of mutual pleasure.

      Kael’s reactions fueled my own arousal. He moaned beneath me, a sound of pure male satisfaction. His face contorted with ecstasy, the lines of his features etched with the intensity of the moment. His breath, once deep and controlled, now came in short bursts that mirrored my erratic panting.

      His stav pressed deep into my inner depths, generating a wild pleasure that increased in intensity with each thrust. His barbs dug further and further into my soaked walls until the pain became almost unbearable as I sought out an orgasm.

      My moans grew louder, more fervent, as I closed my eyes, surrendering to the overwhelming feelings coursing through me.

      He gasped, trembling under the force of my movements. His muscles twitched with each wave of pleasure that I drew from him, each gasp syncing with my own moans.

      I slid my hands down to his chest. My fingers curled into his fur, grabbing instinctively. The softness under my fingers contrasted with the powerful muscles that rippled under my touch. I clutched at him, needing to feel grounded, needing something to hold onto as the pleasure threatened to carry me away.

      Desire coursed through my veins as I feverishly thrust myself onto his stav, letting out desperate moans and shrieks.

      In the crescendo of our movements, I felt the tether of control slipping. The fire within me coiled tighter, a serpent ready to strike. 

      A powerful scream of pleasure erupted from my lips as the hard, pointy stav plunged deep inside me for the last time. A hot stream of creamy cum burst into my core, filling it completely.

      The sensation of the powerful seed swelling within me was overwhelming, unleashing a surge of pleasure coursing through me, electrifying every nerve.

      I gasped for air as an intense orgasm racked my entire being.

      A loud cry escaped my lips as I gasped, holding tightly onto him and pressing my face into his shoulder.

      Before I could catch my breath, Kael’s arms enveloped me, drawing me into the warmth of his embrace. Carefully, he rolled us over, and I felt his stav as it deflated and slipped from me, leaving a palpable absence.

      I nestled into his chest, a perfect fit against him. His fur was a soft contrast to my skin, a comforting presence that spoke of safety and affection. 

      He reached out for a blanket, draping it over us with tender care, his tail wrapping loosely around my leg in an intimate gesture.

      The gentle kisses he planted along my neck were a soothing balm. Each kiss was a whisper of affection, a sign of the deepening bond between us. 

      A contented smile tugged at the corners of my mouth, a reflection of the deep-seated feeling of belonging that washed over me. 

      It was more than the afterglow of our passion; it was the knowledge that I was exactly where I was meant to be.
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        A life for a life.

      

      

      

      
        
        With piercing amber eyes, fins, and sharp teeth, he was both terrifying and beautiful.

        A sharkman saved me after my ex tried to kill me.

      

      

      

      
        
        Ever since that fateful night, he has haunted my dreams, begging me to aid him.

      

      

      

      
        
        After being hidden for a year while working for my grandfather at his underwater aquatic lab,

        He has a surprise for me to commemorate my return to the public eye as the heiress to my family's fortune...

      

      

      

      
        
        A new exotic pet—my rescuer, whom everyone said was a figment of my imagination.

      

      

      

      
        
        Now I'm drawn to the mysterious and captive creature being held in the high-security facility.

        As I learn of his horrible treatment, I decide to risk everything to help him escape.

      

      

      

      
        
        We must avoid being apprehended while seeking assistance from others along the way.

        Our situation draws us closer together, and I find myself falling in love with this magnificent aquatic male.

      

      

      

      
        
        I must choose between remaining on Earth with a target on my back, under my grandfather's control...

        Or leaving with my newfound love to begin a new life full of freedom among the stars...
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      Why is 88 better than 69?

      Because you get eight twice!

      

      Get it? Ate twice?

      Okay, fine… I’ll stop now so you can get on with reading the book.

      Love y’all!

      Sedona

    

  


  
    
      A quick author’s note regarding the word octopus…

      

      I grew up believing the plural form of octopus was octopi. However, while the term octopi is commonly taught as proper, it is incorrect. There is a long reason for this, but it boils down to the word octopi having a Latin plural ending, while the word octopus is based on a Greek word. Technically, this means that the correct term should be octopodes… which I think sounds freaking cool, but alas, it’s not accepted as the correct term either (and people might give you weird looks if you use it).

      Since English has adopted (a.k.a. kidnapped) the original Greek word októpus, and made it octopus, the correct term is considered to be octopuses based on the English pluralization rules.

      Also, in case you were wondering, cacti and cactuses are both acceptable terms for a group of prickly acupuncture plants.

      Yes, my whole life has been a lie.

      

      *I am American, so the above is based on American English standard.
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      My driver opened the door of the sleek black rental car. Mack held out his hand to steady me as I stepped out. I loved being self-reliant, but I was thankful for his chivalry because of my clingy, sequined gown’s habit of wrapping around my ankles.

      The absolute last thing I wanted to do was face-plant on the concrete sidewalk outside Luxe Hotel. It would definitely make for a memorable entrance, but not the impression I preferred to leave.

      “Enjoy your evening, and try to do something you wouldn’t normally do,” Mack teased.

      “Like have fun?” I asked, brow raised.

      Mack was a tall man, but with my heels on, we were at eye level.

      His gray eyes crinkled with laughter, making his aged face appear several decades younger. “Yes. You really should try that sometime, Miss Beryl.”

      Rolling my eyes, I patted his arm and made my way toward the imposing glass doors of the grand ballroom.

      A tuxedo-dressed host greeted me.

      “Good evening. May I have your name?”

      “Beryl Latos,” I answered with a smile.

      The host quickly searched the guest list. “Ah, yes! There you are. And will you have a plus one or a husband joining us this evening?”

      “No, just me.” My smile tightened.

      Why did it seem like the entire world was focused on my relationship status?

      The host’s brows rose in surprise, a reaction he quickly hid. “Apologies, miss.”

      See? That reaction just made it worse. Because now I wasn’t sure if he was apologizing for the fact that I was single, or if he was apologizing for being forward in assuming I had a husband… or even wanted one. Which, for the record, I didn’t.

      I’d done the calculations, and I didn’t have time for a relationship. It was a fact of life and one I wasn’t sad about.

      I was living the life I’d always wanted. A life filled with challenging work and expensive vacations—when I managed to sneak away, which wasn’t often enough. I really needed to make traveling a priority.

      How long had it been since my last vacation?

      There had been my trip to Bali, but I’d been there to meet with a client. I’d ended up spending much of that trip locked away in an office, so I suppose it didn’t count.

      Ah, yes! Three months ago, I visited Tokyo. That was exciting… at least until there had been an issue back at my office in the US, which had required me to spend the next four days ordering room service while I worked remotely to get our systems back in order.

      I ran through a mental list of the countries I’d traveled to over the past decade and realized with a start that I hadn’t taken a true vacation.

      I was a twenty-nine-year-old woman who’d never had a vacation filled with nothing but relaxation and fun. Pulling my phone out of my clutch, I typed a quick memo to add ‘taking vacations’ to my to-do list.

      “Follow me, miss.” The host led me through gold-trimmed doors and through an elegantly decorated dining area.

      He stopped by an open doorway that led to a private dining room. “You’ll find your party in there.”

      Tilting my head in thanks, I made my way inside the room. A chandelier the size of a car hung over the middle of the floor, casting warm light around the room. Linen-covered tables were scattered around the deep-red carpeted room. A few guests had taken a seat, but most stood in small groups.

      My stomach grumbled, and a wave of dizziness washed over me, reminding me I’d skipped lunch to prepare for a meeting. I was starving! If I wanted to remain upright on my silver stiletto heels, I’d need to grab a snack.

      Making my way to the buffet table against the wall, I picked up a small plate and placed several hors d’oeuvres on it.

      “I can’t believe your husband let a woman as gorgeous as you out of his sight,” a masculine voice said from behind me.

      Turning, I found myself face-to-face with Tony Harris, the CEO of one of my company’s smaller holdings. His ruddy red cheeks matched his hair—which he’d combed over to hide a growing bald spot. Tony chuckled over his joke, patting the white dress shirt straining over his stomach.

      “Mr. Harris, how good to see you!” I lied through my teeth, purposely ignoring the ‘husband’ comment. “I look forward to hearing how our new policies are being implemented. Be sure to find me before the evening is over.”

      Not giving him a chance to respond, I moved toward the largest group of people who stood by the floor-to-ceiling windows that looked out at the sparkling lights of the city.

      As I made my way into the circle, several people greeted me with warm smiles.

      Douglas Archer stepped forward, raising his champagne glass. “I’m so glad you joined us, Beryl. Our stocks have already doubled in value since Chiroptera acquired us. The stockholders are thrilled, and it is thanks to your skill!”

      “I’m so pleased for you, Douglas. I’ve seen nothing but positive reports over the past six months.” I politely tapped the rim of my champagne flute against his, and the other glasses lifted in my direction.

      Smiling, I listened to the various CEOs share their own stories of company growth. I made appropriate sounds of delight and surprise while they spoke, even though I was well aware of each company’s growth and current value.

      My company, Chiroptera, was a large investment firm. I acquired companies that were doing well but had the potential to do far better if given access to funds for expansion and an experienced managerial team to guide them.

      Sometimes, Chiroptera arranged mergers, matching companies that complemented each other’s offerings or products. The combined companies would create a boost in profits and make the stock appear far more attractive to potential investors.

      My team and I created detailed growth plans for each acquisition to increase their profits. When the companies had blossomed and multiplied their value, Chiroptera would begin searching for another investment firm interested in acquiring assets. This allowed the companies I owned to continue growing under the guidance of another investor.

      While I had an amazing team of skilled experts, I personally followed up on a daily basis with each of my assets, checking reports for growth, stock worth, and analyzing overall company statics.

      Other parts of my life might be sorely neglected, but I was dang good at my job.

      “I’m trying to convince him to take some time off to visit our vacation home in Costa Rica, but I can hardly drag him away.” Mrs. Archer, a tall brunette with a breathtaking smile, laughed and squeezed her husband’s arm. “He promised we’d take a long vacation after the deal closed, but I think he’s working twice as hard now.”

      Douglas patted her arm. “It’s hard to pull myself away when the growth plan Beryl laid out is showing such incredible results!”

      I agreed with Douglas; why take a break when things were going so well? But that didn’t seem like the most appropriate response.

      Summoning a laugh, I gave his wife a pained smile. “I think you’re right. Douglas needs to take you on a vacation as a thank you for everything you’ve put up with.”

      Mrs. Archer beamed up at her husband. “Did you hear that, Dougie? She agrees we both deserve a break!”

      “And what about you?” Lennie, the grandfatherly CEO of a small natural supplement company we’d acquired, shot me a playful frown. “Last time we chatted, you were heading to Japan for a getaway. Did you enjoy it?”

      “Yes! It was lovely—”

      I was cut off by Roger Tyne. “I know that’s a lie because you spent your time there working on a merger for my company.”

      The gathered group laughed, and I shook my head at the good-natured ribbing.

      “How does your partner deal with your long work hours?” the blonde bombshell at Mr. Tyne’s side asked, her eyes filled with sincere curiosity rather than judgment.

      “That is something I don’t have to worry about since I don’t have a partner to notice my work habits. Goodness knows I don’t have time to care for a pet, let alone a partner.” I kept my tone light, trying not to give away my twinge of frustration at yet another reminder of my marital status.

      They didn’t mean to offend with their curiosity, but the constant reminders and questions were becoming old.

      “You’d better make time for love, Miss Beryl. There will be a day when you’ll find yourself wishing there was more in your life than just work.” Lennie’s kindly blue eyes met mine. “And for Pete’s sake, take an actual vacation. You’ve more than earned it.”

      “I’ll keep that in mind, Lennie.” Lifting my glass, I sipped at the bubbly champagne.

      To my relief, the conversation drifted to other topics for the next hour. When my feet began to ache, I found a table in the corner to sit down for a few minutes. Pulling my phone from my clutch, I flipped through emails, wanting to make sure I hadn’t missed anything of importance.

      “Beryl?”

      I glanced up at the dark-haired man, who grinned down at me.

      “Do you mind if I sit? I had a couple of questions I wanted to ask before we close in three weeks.”

      “Of course. Sit, please.” I motioned to the chair across from me.

      The deal with Timothy’s company, Tenser Enterprises, would put both of our companies in a really lucrative position. I’d spend the next few years helping Tim’s company grow and become more profitable. And when I sold the company to another firm in five to ten years, it would likely create a return on investment in the high millions, possibly even billions.

      It was the highest stake acquisition I’d tackled in my career, and it had become my main focus.

      Timothy spent the next few minutes going over several questions but then stopped abruptly and leaned back in his chair.

      “Was that all?” I asked, confused by his sudden silence.

      “No, but I just can’t think about business when I’m sitting in front of a woman as stunning as you. Brains and beauty, it’s an intoxicating combination.”

      With practiced effort, I kept from clenching my jaw in frustration. His comment was sweet enough, but this type of thing had happened far too often.

      Why did the single men feel the need to interrupt important business conversations to shoot their shot? I’d never dream of letting my hormones disrupt business.

      He was a very attractive man; his dark hair was carefully brushed away from his chiseled face. His eyes shone with a keen intelligence that could be alluring or intimidating. The man was a once-in-a-lifetime type of catch, but I wasn’t interested in fishing or catching…

      “Thank you. Do you have any other questions? We can also schedule a meeting at my office to go over any other concerns prior to signing the contracts.” I tried to redirect the conversation.

      “Yes, I have one more question.” He leaned forward, his dark eyes drilling into mine. “What would it take to get a date with you?”

      Keeping my mask in place, I gave him a fake smile. “I’m flattered, but I don’t date people I’m closing deals with.”

      I’d expected Timothy to be disappointed, but his eyes lit up. “You didn’t say no. So what I’m hearing is that I have a chance after the contracts are signed at the end of the month.”

      Not giving me a chance to respond, he stood. “I look forward to signing those papers. For more reasons than one.” Giving me a wink that would have made any other girl’s ovaries explode, he walked away.

      I swallowed a groan of frustration. Deciding I couldn’t handle any further socialization, I quickly made my way out of the hotel.

      Sending a text to my driver, I waited just inside the hotel doors until I saw my sleek black car pull to the curb. Not giving Mack time to get out and open my door, I yanked the handle and slipped inside.

      Mack’s eyes met mine in the mirror. “Everything okay, Miss Beryl?”

      I blinked hard, surprised to find tears springing to my eyes at his fatherly concern.

      “Yeah. No. I don’t know.” I rested my forehead against the cool glass window. “I’m… I’m just tired.”

      “Then let’s get you home, miss.” Mack pulled away from the hotel and drove me home in blessed silence.
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      Arriving home thirty minutes later, I moved through my condo, not bothering to turn on any lights as I made my way into the bedroom. With my abilities, it wasn’t like I needed lights to see, anyway.

      Entering my bedroom, I kicked off my shoes and went to stand in front of the windows at the panoramic view of the ocean. For several minutes, I stared at the crashing waves, hugging myself to ease some of my pent-up anxiety from the evening.

      With a sigh, I turned to my desk and flipped on a tiny desk light. A stack of mail sat waiting to be dealt with. Deciding I was too agitated to sleep, I settled into my chair and picked them up.

      As I sorted through the letters, one caught my eye.

      P-Harmony Agency.

      Slicing through the envelope with a deadly sharp nail, I unfolded the single sheet of paper. It was an invitation to be matched with a mate.

      Hysterical laughter bubbled from my throat. No matter what I wanted, the entire universe seemed to be hung up on my personal life. I laughed until my sides ached and tears streaked down my cheeks.

      But as my giggles faded away, I reread the invitation. The gears in my mind turned, and my mood sobered. Maybe I should do it.

      Did I want to be matched by an agency? No, not particularly.

      But I was exhausted by the constant needling into my personal life and the distraction my marital status seemed to cause in my work life.

      Perhaps it wouldn’t be the worst thing to be matched.

      Resting my chin on my hand, I stared unseeing out at the ocean. What would it be like to come home to a house where the lights were on? What would it be like to come home from a long day of work, crawl into a warm bed, and have a strong set of arms wrap around me?

      I could sign checks for millions of dollars without so much as a heart flutter, but the thought of falling in love terrified me. But maybe I didn’t need to fall in love for this to work… maybe I could just fall in like.

      Flipping open my laptop, I typed in the URL written on the invitation. It led to a password-protected page. My fingers trembled as I entered the password written in the invitation.

      P-Harmony’s mate matching agreement loaded. Now, I was back in my element, and my nerves eased as I combed carefully through every word of the contract. Everything was straightforward, and I liked that they took care of everything.

      Reaching the end of the document, I found the line where I needed to sign. I worried my lip between my teeth, my fingers hovering over the keyboard.

      The logical choice would be to make a decision like this when I wasn’t tired, stressed, and frustrated. But tonight was the last dinner party I wanted to attend as a single woman.

      The agency promised most matches took place within two weeks, which meant I’d be mated before the big closing happened. There were typically several parties I had to attend after the large acquisitions, so getting this taken care of sooner rather than later worked for me.

      Frankly, I didn’t have the time or the interest in navigating the dating world, which made this the best option.

      Not giving myself time to second guess my decision, I quickly typed in my information and signed the agreement.

      Wedding bells chimed on the website, and digital confetti rained down on the laptop’s screen.

      It was one more thing I could check off my to-do list.

      For better or for worse, my days as a single woman are numbered.
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        * * *

      

      Fumbling with my room key, I pushed open the door and pulled my rolling suitcase in behind me. My eyes scanned the room, taking in the stunning decor.

      It was as though the resort had specifically designed this room with social media travel influencers in mind. Heck, I’d traveled to countless incredible hotels for various business meetings, but this one definitely ranked in the top five.

      The floor was made of smooth stones in various shades of sandy brown, charcoal, red, and black. An artist must have spent hours arranging the stones to create the mosaic that curled around the sprawling room.

      Heavy glass and polished oak doors opened out onto the patio and a large infinity pool with the ocean behind it; this setup gave the illusion that the pool poured directly into the ocean. The patio’s courtyard had tall walls and large, perfectly manicured shrubbery to give it privacy from the neighboring rooms.

      Reminded that there were other couples being matched at the hotel, my gaze focused back on the open floor room. I really hoped the resort had added soundproofing insulation inside the walls.

      I had no interest in listening to a newly mated couple bang all night long. Because that is what most newly-mateds did, wasn’t it?

      After signing the contract, I spent the week that followed studying everything on P-Harmony’s website. I still hadn’t figured out what the P stood for, though.

      Paranormal Harmony?

      Penis Harmony?

      I snickered. Yes, it was probably the latter, and I wouldn’t hear otherwise.

      The password-protected website featured countless testimonials where the happily matched couples extolled the agency’s incredible skill at pairing mates. They spoke of things like love at first sight, instantly falling head over heels, and most had alluded to a first night filled with a wild passion like nothing they’d ever experienced.

      I’d rolled my eyes so many times while reading the reviews I’d grown dizzy.

      There was no denying that those were the types of things you’d want to hear if you were starved for love and desperate for a mate.

      But for those of us who viewed this as a business arrangement, it sounded horrible. The last thing I wanted was to be pounded all night so I could wake up exhausted and with a pounding headache.

      I was here to close on a mutually beneficial partnership agreement. And yes, I understood that my partner and I would have biological urges that would need to be met now and then.

      But I didn’t see why that would need to take up an extended length of time. I wasn’t high maintenance, so I figured we could easily consummate the bond within thirty minutes.

      That would leave plenty of time to get a good night’s sleep so I could get an early start the next morning on my emails and text messages. In fact, I could probably even squeeze in a Zoom call with my assistant if she needed me.

      My partner should be happy with that, right? Didn’t most guys just want to get their rocks off, anyway? I was saving him the trouble of wooing me or trying to impress me with extended foreplay.

      Besides, I was more interested in speaking with my contractually matched regarding what arrangements I’d need to make for his arrival in Boston with me. One of my stipulations in the agreement was that I would not relocate, so my matched would need to move in with me—or at least move to my city, and we could purchase a home we both liked.

      P-Harmony had taken care of the rest of our arrangements and dealt with the contracts between both parties. It was something I very much appreciated since it would’ve been annoying to show up at the resort only to have both our time wasted.

      I knew what I wanted and expected from my partner, as well as what concessions I was willing to make to ensure the partnership worked out.

      What I wanted was a man to stand to travel with me for business meetings and attend all the elbow-rubbing parties at my side. I could side-step awkward conversations and unwanted male attention by flashing a wedding ring—a ring I was more than willing to purchase myself.

      Having a husband at my side, I could redirect conversations with the businessmen who seemed more interested in their ability to get me in bed than in my ability to close a deal that would make both of us a crap ton of money.

      I was willing to provide for my partner’s needs and wants. Hades knew I had more than enough money for that. Aside from public engagements, my mate would be free to do whatever he wished with his time.

      There were a couple of other things that were important to me as well. I wanted a man who was intelligent enough to carry on conversations and not embarrass me at parties, meetings, and around colleagues.

      My mate also needed to be faithful. I didn’t want to deal with the annoyance of a scandal, nor did I wish to be distracted in the office by my employees whispering behind my back over who my husband was sleeping with.

      A sharp twinge shot through my chest, and I massaged it with my hand. Fine, I wasn’t being 100 percent honest with myself.

      I’d never been a romantic, and it didn’t seem likely that would change in the future. However, a small part of me longed to have someone who was mine. Not as a pet or a toy. I didn’t want purchased affection.

      Deep down, I wanted someone to look at me like I was the only woman who mattered. It was probably an unrealistic dream at this point in my life.

      But surely there was someone out there who wanted to pursue scholarly interests or philanthropic work, and also had enough control to keep his penis in his pants until our scheduled sex. I knew I wasn’t the most cuddly person, so that was likely the most I could hope to have in a partner.

      Miraculously, the agency had found a mate willing to agree to my terms less than a week after I’d agreed to be matched. We’d signed agreements, and they’d made the reservations for us here at the paranormal-friendly resort. Then they gave us the date we needed to arrive.

      Today.

      My stomach quivered. I was about to meet my match, my mate, my husband.

      But this was just one more business arrangement, so there was absolutely nothing to be nervous about… right?
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      Sitting in the cushioned chair on the patio, I took another sip of my liquid courage. Aponté, the skilled mixologist in the resort’s expansive bar, told me it was called a Passion Shifter, and I knew at first sip it was my new favorite drink.

      I tapped my phone screen to check the time. The sun was low on the horizon, and the chatty concierge had told me my mate would arrive shortly before sunset.

      Lowering my sunglasses, I studied the sky and decided I had less than two hours before he arrived. That gave me just enough time to go over the growth plan for Timothy’s company, which we planned to implement after the acquisition was final.

      I brought the swing to a stop and reluctantly stepped out of the sunshine and into the darkened room. Sitting my drink and sunglasses on the desk, I rifled through my briefcase.

      The first folder I pulled out held the documents I wanted to go over with my soon-to-be-mate. Setting them to the side, I grabbed the second folder.

      I flopped onto the California king bed and began going through the acquisition paperwork, looking for anything our team of attorneys may have missed. I’d been reading for about twenty minutes when my eyes grew heavy.

      Blowing a fallen strand of light-brown hair from my face, I pinched the bridge of my nose. Traveling must have taken more out of me than I’d thought…

      Something cool brushed against my cheek, and my eyes flew open. My pupils shifted, allowing me to see better in the dimly lit room.

      A man sat on the edge of the bed, watching me without saying a word.

      His pale blonde hair brushed against his shoulders, falling around his face and dripping water on the bed.

      I barely kept from hissing in surprise, a reaction I blamed on still being partially asleep. No one had ever snuck up on me, even in my sleep. So how had he gotten so close without my instincts waking me?

      “Sorry. I didn’t mean to frighten you.” The man’s voice was soothing, and my body responded instantly, my taut muscles relaxing and my breathing evening out.

      What the heck? For all I knew, this man was a serial killer, yet all my instincts had calmed at the sound of his voice. At least if he was here to murder me, I’d be chill about it.

      The guy gave me an abashed grin. “I thought about waiting for you to awaken naturally, but figured I would come across as a creeper sitting in the corner watching you. So I decided it was best to wake you. Unfortunately, clearing my throat, coughing, and even speaking didn’t rouse you. You must have been sleeping well.”

      “It’s fine.” My throat was tight. Not from fear but from something I couldn’t quite put my finger on.

      I was betting at least part of it was due to the fact that this man could have played a Greek god in a blockbuster film, and the team wouldn’t have needed to use any special effects on him.

      His tan skin shimmered and glowed as though reflecting the waning light coming through the open doors.

      The chiseled angles of his jaw and cheekbones, combined with his Romanesque nose, gave him a sculpture-like beauty. He was so perfect that I bet he pulled people to him like a spider drawing its prey into a web.

      And did I mention he was butt-freaking-naked?

      I shouldn’t keep staring, but I couldn’t seem to find the strength to look away.

      Pull yourself together. I gave myself a little shake.

      Hades! I’d grown up around vampires, a species known for their exotic beauty, so I should have immunity to it. So why was he affecting me so much?

      The fine lines around his eyes and the slightly sharper angles of his face told me he was no longer in his twenties. Yet, his looks and easy-going vibe reminded me of the thousands of sandy-haired surfers who flocked to beaches around the world.

      This man was aging like a fine wine. He was the type of guy who could wear a suit and look like distinguished royalty rather than like a washed-up hippie.

      Which might create a problem for me.

      I’d never be able to take this man to a business meeting because there wasn’t an eye in the room, male or female, who’d be able to look away from his beauty… I still hadn’t managed to drag my gaze from him.

      The whole point of accepting the arranged partnership was so I could get people’s focus off my personal life and keep their attention on business matters…. and there was no way that would happen if I showed up with the real-life version of a certain ridiculously handsome squid in a TV episode of a popular kid’s show.

      His brow furrowed. “Does my appearance displease you?”

      I slowly shook my head. “You’re gorgeous. It’s just… Well, if I find you this distracting, I can’t imagine what would happen if I took you to a business meeting. How often do people drool on you?”

      The man chuckled. “Darling, if you’re worried about me stealing your thunder, you needn’t worry. I’m an expert at blending in, the king of wall-anemones.”

      “You mean wallflowers?” I asked.

      “Oh, yes. Wallflowers. It is an ability my kind excels at.” His words were smooth, rising and falling like the waves of the sea. “Besides, I can’t imagine I’d be noticed in a room with a woman as beautiful as you.”

      An unfamiliar sensation bubbled in my chest. Was it heartburn? Hiccups?

      No, it was pleasure.

      He thought I was beautiful.

      I’d spent my life frustrated with men flirting with me, yet I was delighted with his compliment. Catching my bottom lip between my teeth, I chewed on it, trying to work through my odd reaction to him.

      Lifting my gaze back to his face, I watched his eyes slide to my mouth, and for a moment, a blue color seemed to flash beneath his skin. It happened so fast I thought I might have imagined it.

      “What are you?” I asked, suddenly curious.

      His royal blue eyes met mine. “An octopus shifter. And you?”

      “Vampire.” I studied his reaction, looking for any sign of disgust.

      P-Harmony made each applicant fill out long questionnaires to aid in creating a perfect match. So, although we didn’t choose what species we were to be matched with, they wouldn’t have matched us together if he had a problem with vampires.

      “I’ve never met a vampire before.” There was no judgment in his tone, only open interest.

      “Would you like me to give you a quick rundown?” I pushed myself into a sitting position, bracing my back against the headboard.

      “Please.” He shifted positions until he was sitting cross-legged at the foot of the bed, facing me.

      “Vampires have intermingled with humans over the last few centuries. We can produce offspring with humans, and the vampire traits are passed on to the children, but in a slightly weakened form. With each progressive generation, the vampire features will continue to grow weaker.”

      He leaned forward, resting his elbow on his knee and propping his chin on his palm. “And you? What are you?”

      “I’m a halfling,” I answered without embarrassment. “My father is a vampire, and my mother was a human. I inherited several of my father’s traits. For instance, I’m able to shift to a vampiric form. I inherited his fangs, although mine are slightly shorter than his, but thankfully, I have my mother’s digestive system.”

      Sneaking a glance at him, I once again searched for disgust but found nothing but curiosity in his eyes.

      I took a breath and continued. “Other than the occasional glass of blood, I’m able to keep my vampiric hunger under control by regularly consuming rare meat. So if you’re concerned that I’m a danger to you or that you’ll wake up to find me latched onto you like a bloodsucking leech, you needn’t worry. I’ve never taken blood directly from a living being.”

      As soon as the words tumbled from my mouth, I wished I could take them back.

      I’d just admitted to still possessing the vampire equivalent of a V-card. Most vampires did away with both types of virginity during their high school years. This was an extremely personal detail about myself I hadn’t intended to reveal to anyone… ever.

      His brows rose. “Is that common among vampires?”

      I paused, trying to decide whether I should be honest and embarrass myself, or if I could brush it off with a lie.

      The latter didn’t seem a great way to start a relationship with the person who’d signed a contract to be my mate.

      Taking a breath, I blew out a long sigh and dropped my eyes to the brilliant white bedspread.

      “While vampires no longer feed upon unwilling humans whom they’ve stalked and turned to prey, it’s an extremely…” I searched for the right word. “It’s an intensely sensual experience to drink from another living being—or so I’ve been told. Apparently, nothing compares to the taste of fresh blood straight from a vein.”

      My cheeks burned. “The experience is like eating at a 5-star restaurant while having mind-blowing sex at the same time. It’s a highly erotic experience that almost always ends with sex.”

      “And yet you haven’t—”

      “No.” I cut him off, hoping we could move on to other conversations.

      He wasn’t ready to let it go. “Why not?” A gold ring formed around his deep blue irises.

      “I haven’t had time for it,” I stated matter-of-factly.

      It wasn’t a lie, but it was only half the truth.

      I’d been busy, and there’d been no one who’d aroused me enough to stir my vampiric urge to feed. And there’d been a part of me that only wanted to experience it with the person I wanted to spend my life with.

      I certainly wasn’t a virgin, and when my biological needs grew distracting, I had no qualms about letting my hair down and blowing off some steam with a romp in the bedroom, but I’d never given all of myself to my sexual partners.

      And now that I’d signed the mating agreement with the golden god in front of me, I might never experience that. Because I’d never sink my fangs into him without his consent.

      Some people had a kink for being bitten, but there were far more who’d be squeamish at the idea of having a vampire’s fangs sink into their necks.
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      I watched as her eyes sparkled and her sexy, full lips moved as she spoke.

      She was heartbreakingly beautiful.

      Appearance had never mattered to me, and I’d arrived on land with no expectations… so finding a living goddess sleeping in our room had been a shock.

      Other than her name, I’d purposely chosen to not find out about my new mate until we met in person. The downside to being matched through a business transaction was that it was far from being romantic.

      By waiting, I’d hoped to have my mate tell me about herself rather than reading those facts on a legal document. For that reason, I asked the agency to provide me with only the essential information.

      Things like her requirements for our relationship. One of the most important had been her insistence that I move to her area, as her job was the highest priority for her.

      She’d even offered a generous allowance if her mate was willing to agree to her terms. I’d been fine with moving, and the allowance was unnecessary, but I figured I’d tell her that later.

      My biggest surprise had been that for such a savvy businesswoman, she’d failed to request a prenup to protect her assets. Maybe there was a romantic part of her buried deep down that believed in lifelong love.

      “What are you staring at? Is there something on my face?” Her fingers brushed across her cheekbone before trying to pat down the stray locks that had come loose from her tight, no-nonsense bun.

      “Here, let me.” Leaning forward, I undid the coil, allowing her long, dark-blonde hair to cascade wildly around her face.

      The gentle waves of her hair added a soft vulnerability to her face. My heart thudded painfully. I’d never seen a woman as stunning as the one sitting in front of me.

      I’d come to shore to find a person who was willing to be mine and with the determination to make her fall in love with me. There was nothing I wanted more than to be the type of man she could fall in love with.

      My only type when it came to a mate was that she had a kind heart.

      Whether she was thin or curvy, tall or short, red-headed or blonde—none of that mattered to me. Not even her species mattered to me. I knew my heart would have found my mate beautiful no matter who the agency had matched me with… but Beryl had a type of beauty that I didn’t believe existed outside of paintings.

      She was the type of woman who could pick from any man on earth by wiggling a finger. So why was she willing to be matched by P-Harmony? How could I make a woman like her fall in love with me when she’d likely been wooed by men from the moment she’d turned eighteen?

      Beryl flipped on the bedside lamp, reminding me of the hour.

      “I don’t know why I’m so anxious over all this.” She reached for a folder on the bed. “It’s a simple partnership agreement which requires an understanding of what both parties bring to the table, how the assets will be distributed, and a working plan to make the partnership a success.”

      Beryl spread a document in front of me on the bed. I quickly scanned it, recognizing it as the marital contract we’d already agreed on.

      “I know you already signed, but I want to make sure there are no issues you haven’t voiced before this goes any further.” She spun a gold-tipped fountain pen between her fingers, her piercing green eyes studying my face.

      “Beryl, I have zero issues with the agreement. I’m looking forward to seeing your home and having you show me your city,” I reassured her.

      Beryl grabbed a notepad and scribbled a note. “Yes, of course! I’ll have my assistant hire a guide to show you around.”

      While I’d refused to accept the full brief on my future mate from the agency, they’d felt it necessary to ensure I understood ahead of time that my mate was a highly driven, quick-witted, business-oriented woman.

      After meeting her, I could read between the lines of P-Harmony’s emails and understand what they’d been trying to warn me about.

      Rather than wanting to talk to me, Beryl was flipping through business documents. She definitely wasn’t looking for romance. Which was the opposite of my reason for signing with P-Harmony, and there was no denying the twinge of disappointment that pierced my heart at the realization.

      I refused to regret my decision. This simply meant I had the opportunity to show my mate how wonderful losing your heart could be.

      Who knew? Maybe I’d be her first love.

      My chest filled with hope and desperate longing at that thought. Yes, I would spend my life trying to sweep my gorgeous mate off her feet.

      It was going to be a challenge, but I was ready. I could already tell she’d be worth it.

      “Or perhaps you could show me around yourself?” I kept my tone light and teasing, not wanting her to feel pressured.

      “Um, maybe?” Beryl chewed her lip. “I’ll have to check my work schedule once we return to the city, but I should be able to pencil some time in.”

      I had to admit, the last comment stung a little. She viewed me as a burden rather than her companion.

      Patience, Cerulean. She doesn’t understand how pleasurable spending time with a lover and a friend can be, I reminded myself, taking a calming breath.

      Beryl pulled out a checklist, her manicured fingertip sliding down the page and her pouty lips moving as she silently read over the items before checking several things off.

      “Okay, the last thing I wanted to bring up is a prenup.” She turned to me. “Since you’ve willingly agreed to all the terms I laid out, I didn’t think a prenup was necessary. And I accept that if we divorce, you will get 50 percent of my companies, stocks, properties, and other assets.”

      I shifted positions until my back was against the headboard, and I was sitting beside her. Every fiber of my being and beast longed to scoot closer until our thighs touched, but I didn’t want to risk crowding Beryl or making her uncomfortable.

      “I’m fine with no prenup. Beryl, you’ll be my mate. What I have is yours. Besides, there won’t be a divorce.”

      The vampire bombshell next to me shrugged. “Maybe it’s that way in the sea, but on land, people divorce with the same regularity as buying a new car. Even among paranormals, divorce has grown more common.”

      “But how? Mate bonds are for life!” I tried to keep the horror I felt at the idea of separating from leaking into my tone.

      She met my eyes, giving me a sad smile. “Well, sure. The mate bond can’t be broken, but the legal partnership can. While neither person can ever create a mate bond with a new partner, it doesn’t stop them from remarrying and creating a life with a new partner.”

      For the first time since I’d accepted P-Harmony’s invitation to be matched, I experienced a pang of regret. Not over being paired with Beryl, but over my decision to leave the ocean and live predominantly on land.

      How could paranormals defile the sanctity of the mate bond by creating a life with those they weren’t bonded to?

      Beryl chewed her lip, her eyes tracking every micro-expression that crossed my face.

      Reaching out, I gently pried her abused lip from between her teeth. “Darling, I will never dishonor our bond. My body and beast will not allow me to find another woman desirable after our mating.”

      Her eyebrows rose. “You mean you can’t have sex with anyone else after we complete the bond?”

      “Nope.” I grinned at her. “You will be the only woman I will crave.”

      An adorable blush tinged her cheeks. “I’ve heard there are a few species where arousal can only be achieved with one’s bonded mate. If you can only be with me, are you really sure you want to be tied to me for the rest of your life? We don’t even know each other.”

      Delight shot through me at the sudden emotion shimmering in her eyes. Beryl wasn’t asking because of the contract. She was asking for more personal reasons.

      “I think it’s important that you know I didn’t agree to be matched through P-Harmony because I was looking for love—”

      “Are you against falling in love?” I asked softly.

      She looked surprised. “N-no. I don’t think so.”

      “That’s good enough for me.” Taking a risk, I reached out and interlaced our fingers together, giving a tiny squeeze. “It means I have a chance to sweep you off your feet.”

      “But why would you want to bother?” Beryl looked genuinely confused. “We’ll be sharing a bedroom, and I won’t deny your sexual desires. If you’d like, we can even set up a schedule to ensure your biological needs are met. All your expenses will be covered, and my assets will be shared with you. I don’t understand why you’d want to put in the effort to sweep me off my feet?”

      This time, it wasn’t disappointment but pity that ricocheted through my chest. Beryl couldn’t understand the value of love… which meant she’d likely never experienced it.

      “You’ll see. Besides, you’re more than worth the effort.” I winked and swallowed the lump in my throat while trying to keep my tone light.

      “Fine.” She shrugged. “You’re free to do as you please with your days. If that’s how you want to spend them… it’s your choice.”

      Picking up the papers from the bed, she rifled through them. “While I don’t require a prenup, I wanted to make sure you didn’t have one you wished for me to sign? I don’t mind signing it so you can have reassurance that I’m not after your assets.”

      The tone of her voice gave me the distinct impression Beryl believed I was broke and spent my days lounging on a beach.

      I rested my head back against the wall. “Nope. I told you, there is only one mate for my species. What I have is yours.”

      Beryl didn’t look at me, but the corner of her mouth twitched up for the briefest of seconds in a hint of a smile. “Okay, Romeo.”

      “Cerulean,” I corrected.

      “What?” She lifted her eyes to meet mine.

      “My name, it’s Cerulean.”

      Beryl’s eyes widened in horror. “I can’t believe I hadn’t asked you that already. How rude! This whole thing has me rattled and feeling off-kilter. Plus, there’s a big acquisition I close on at the end of the month, so I am trying to resist the urge to check my business emails, but it’s making me terribly anxious.”

      “Have you eaten dinner?” I brushed my thumb against the back of her hand.

      Beryl gave a breathy laugh. “No, I was waiting for you and fell asleep.”

      “Then how about this? I’ll go find us some dinner, and you check your emails while I’m gone. When I get back, we can eat, and maybe you’ll be a little less stressed.”

      I’d come to land hoping this evening would go far differently, but the last thing I wanted was for my mate to be worried.

      Beryl spun her pen between her fingers, something I was finding she did when anxious. “Are you sure? I don’t want to be rude…”

      “I’m positive. Are there any foods I should avoid? Or food that is your favorite? And how do we feel about garlic?” I added the last with a smirk, knowing it was a ridiculous rumor that vampires and garlic didn’t mix.

      Beryl rolled her eyes. “Seriously, Cer?”

      My breath caught. She’d already given me a nickname. I tried to ignore how pathetic it was that something so simple could give me so much joy.

      “Sorry, I couldn’t help it.” With a last tender squeeze, I released her hand and pushed to my feet.

      “I’d kill for a rare steak or even a nice carpaccio. But I’m not picky. Oysters are the only thing I’m not a fan of.” She shivered.

      “Got it.” I strode toward the door.

      “Uh… aren’t you going to dress first?” Turning, I found Beryl’s cheeks turning an adorable shade of pink.

      “You don’t think this looks good?” I couldn’t resist teasing her.

      “The problem is you look too good!” Bright red bloomed in her cheeks. “I mean… you don’t want women mobbing you in the halls.”

      Beryl thought I looked good, and she didn’t like the thought of other women seeing me. It was all I could do not to fist pump the air. With a grin, I allowed my magic to rush across my skin, leaving the illusion of clothing in its wake.

      Her eyes widened in surprise. “If you could magically make clothes appear, then why were you naked this whole time?”

      This time, it was my turn to shrug. “I don’t spend a lot of time on land, and I forget clothes are the norm. Besides, it was fun watching you trying to take peeks at my body when you thought I wouldn’t notice.”

      Her jaw dropped, and she tried to stammer a denial even as I laughed and made my way out into the hall.

      Mission ‘woo my mate’ was off to a wonderful start!
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      I spent the next thirty minutes checking emails and texts and trying not to think about the gorgeous man I’d be sharing a room—and my life—with. My assistant was doing a wonderful job of holding down the fort, so there wasn’t anything that needed my immediate attention.

      Slipping both my phone and laptop into my bag, I sat drumming my fingers on the polished desk and listening to the sounds of the ocean drifting through the open balcony doors.

      It had been thoughtful of Cerulean to go get us dinner to give me time to work. I doubted the rest of the couples in the resort were allowing their partner to work. Yet, he’d given me the space, which had worked wonders to calm my nerves.

      I wanted to return his thoughtfulness, and I racked my brain for a handful of minutes before landing on something.

      Hopping to my feet, I hurried to my suitcase and pulled out my bathing suit. He might have preferred me naked, but I needed a bit more alcohol before I was going to be ready to strip in front of a stranger… even if, on paper, the stranger was my husband and soon-to-be bonded mate.

      Once dressed, or rather dressed down, I made my way out to the infinity pool and slowly sank into the warm water.

      When Cerulean returned, I watched him search the room before his eyes landed on where I floated in the pool.

      “I’ve brought food. Would you like to come out and eat?”

      I smiled. “I thought maybe we could eat in the pool?”

      His eyes glowed, and, for the second time since we’d met, his skin took on an iridescent quality. Colors rippled across his skin faster than my mind could process.

      Unsure what the flash of color meant, I asked, “Is that okay with you?”

      “Yes. I’d like that very much.” His voice was husky, deeper than it had been earlier.

      I said nothing as Cerulean made his way onto the stone patio and down the steps leading into the pool. He held the tray, keeping it above the water as he settled beside me.

      Placing the tray on the stones surrounding the pool, he rearranged the plates, setting a lovely beef carpaccio drizzled with olive oil and capers in front of me.

      “Mmm,” I moaned, mouth watering. “It looks delicious.”

      Cerulean gave me a soft smile, the lights from the room dancing in his eyes.

      Finding it difficult to eat while floating, I stood but frowned when I realized I would need to bend down for each bite. Maybe I could squat in the waist-high water and hold my plate?

      “Would it bother you if I shifted forms? I could help you be more comfortable while we eat,” Cerulean offered, his brow creased and his voice hesitant for the first time.

      Surely he wasn’t worried that his paranormal body would repulse me?

      “Of course, I don’t mind.”

      Cerulean’s shift rippled over his form, gills appearing on either side of his neck and royal blue rings flashing across his skin before disappearing. Beneath the clear pool water, his legs disappeared, replaced by six thick tentacles.

      “Don’t panic. I’m going to slide a tentacle beneath you,” Cerulean warned.

      A moment later, one of his powerful tentacles moved beneath my butt and curled around my waist, creating a stable seat for me. With him holding me suspended in the water, I was at the perfect level to eat.

      A pair of tentacles held the floating tray between us, keeping it anchored so it didn’t drift away.

      “Comfortable?” He still seemed worried I was going to freak out.

      “Yes, very.” There was a part of me that wanted to ask to see his tentacles out of the water, but despite my curiosity, I didn’t want to overstep a boundary.

      For some species, shifting from their human form to their natural form was considered a private thing—something you only did around those you trusted.

      Wanting to make him more comfortable, I closed my eyes and unclipped the leash I kept on my vampiric form.

      I was a halfling, so it wasn’t as dramatic of a shift as when my father shifted. Even so, Cerulean sucked in a harsh breath at my change.

      Opening my eyes, I found the night had grown far brighter. My vampiric abilities allowed me to see well in the dark in both my forms, but when I shifted to my vampiric form, my eye structure changed completely.

      This gave me the light-reflecting qualities of the feline eye and the ability to see my surroundings in infrared if I focused. As a vampire, I was a creature of the dark, which meant I found comfort in the dark in probably the same way he found it in water.

      I couldn’t drag my gaze from Cerulean’s face. Having looked at myself in the mirror many times, I knew what he was seeing, but now I wanted to see his reaction.

      My usually lightly tanned skin had grown pale, the surface taking on a translucent quality that reflected the moon’s soft light and caused my skin to glow. Some people found this glow beautiful in an otherworldly way, but others found it eerily ghostlike.

      Other things besides my eyes and skin had also changed with my shift. Changes like the slight lengthening of my canine teeth into sharp fangs, the tightening of muscles throughout my body to give me the strength of a powerful athlete, and finally, the gentle plumping of my lips and breasts.

      My shift served two purposes. The first was to enhance the features that men tended to notice first. This allowed female vampires to lure them in willingly, which often allowed for feeding without a fight. However, the strengthening and toning of my body ensured that should the need arise, I could take down and subdue prey that was larger than me.

      In modern times, vampires no longer needed to lure their meals to them as we didn’t hunt other living beings, which had rendered our vampiric form pretty much useless… other than as a tool to arouse potential sex partners.

      His eyes drifted lower, and I tried not to be self-conscious at the way my breasts were straining against the itty-bitty string bikini top that was now too small.

      “Wow. I don’t know what to say.” Cerulean’s voice was a scratchy rumble that did unexpected things to my insides. “I’d heard vampires were painfully beautiful in their shifted forms, but I thought that was a rumor.”

      His eyes focused back on my face, and he swallowed hard. “Beryl, you were already the most stunning woman I’d ever laid eyes on. But you’ve somehow found a way to top even your own beauty.”

      Warm pleasure blossomed through my chest.

      He wasn’t freaked out by my fangs.

      “You’re the first non-vampire to see this form,” I admitted, then wanted to kick myself.

      Why on earth had I told him that? What was it about Cerulean that had me pouring out secrets I’d planned to take to my grave?

      It wasn’t like I had a large group of friends I got together with for wild girls’ weekends where we could all let it hang out.

      As for sexual partners, I’d always told myself I hadn’t bothered to show them my natural form because I already had them in bed, so why bother to seduce them?

      Deep down, silly as it was, I’d wanted to save this form for my mate. It embarrassed me to acknowledge that maybe there was a romantic bone somewhere in my body.

      Cerulean took a ragged breath. “You’ve never shown a partner your natural self?”

      Shaking my head, I nibbled at my lip.

      “That means more to me than you could know.” Cer reached out, brushing a finger across my cheek.

      His touch left a trail of tingles in its wake, and my stomach quivered. What was wrong with me? Hades knew I’d been aroused before, but it had always been a quick thing for me—a business transaction to scratch an itch so I could return my focus to work.

      Foreplay and tender caresses were completely unfamiliar. I’d always thought they were an unnecessary waste of time, but now I wanted to scoot closer. My body ached with the longing to feel his touch everywhere.

      Cerulean cleared his throat and dropped his eyes from my face. “Maybe we should eat.”

      Blowing out a breath, I pulled myself together before I threw myself at him. “Yeah, that’s probably a good idea.”

      How was this man affecting me this much when it had been less than three hours since I’d met him?

      I tried to tell myself it was a good thing I was attracted to him since we were soon-to-be mates. It would have sucked—and not the good kind of suck—if he’d been a turnoff.

      We ate in companionable silence, his gaze rarely leaving the dark sea that lay in front of us.

      Finishing the last of my meal, I sipped the mixed drink he’d brought for me. “Do you live far from here?”

      The tentacle wrapped loosely around me twitched, and his eyes jerked to meet mine. “Sorry, I was lost in my thoughts. Yes. I live close to the Australian coast, so it is a long way from here.”

      It was my turn to be surprised. “Surely you didn’t swim all the way here?”

      “A witch owed me a favor and used a little magic to teleport me to the Bermuda Triangle portal. After that, I hitched a ride with a whale friend up the coast. It has been years since I’ve traveled, so it was an enjoyable experience.”

      The alcohol was sending cozy warmth through my veins, and I found myself relaxing further into his tentacle.

      “Do you work?” I asked, trying to focus on business and not the way I enjoyed the flex of his muscles as he adjusted his grip around me.

      “Yes, in my family’s business with my sister and brother. Things run smoothly between us and my father.”

      “A family business? That must be so nice.” I popped the strawberry garnish from my drink into my mouth. “My father tried to execute a hostile takeover of my company a couple of years ago, so in my life, business and family don’t mix.”

      Cerulean’s grip tightened around me. “That is terrible, darling.”

      I shrugged. “It’s fine. We laughed about it over New Year’s dinner last year.”

      My mate looked horrified. “You still talk to him?”

      “Of course I do. Stuff like this is common in vampire families. If you see a weakness that you can exploit to your advantage, you are duty-bound to take it. Blood or not. It is the vampire way.” My bark of laughter lacked any genuine amusement.

      Cerulean was silent for so long that I assumed he was thinking about other things. “Have you done that to one of your family members?”

      I wiggled the straw in my drink, knowing that if I looked up, he’d see the emotion in my eyes. “No. Although I’ve seen plenty of opportunities where I could have easily taken business away from my father and brother. Instead of seizing those opportunities, I let them pass. According to the vampire code, that is a testament to my weakness.”

      Cerulean set the tray on the stone at the edge of the pool and turned toward me. Now that they no longer needed to hold the tray, his tentacles moved around me like eager puppies wanting to play.

      The tentacle around my waist shifted, pulling me closer to Cerulean until he could capture my face between his palms.

      “Beryl, you aren’t weak, and you’re one heck of a businesswoman. You saw the opportunities because you are smart, but you let them pass because you are kind. That isn’t a weakness… regardless of what other vampires might say.”

      My heart began thudding hard in my chest at his praise. Or was I reacting to the nearness of his lips and the way his playful tentacles were brushing against my bare thighs?

      “Thank you.” Blinking hard, I tried to clear the fog of lust that was causing my eyelids to grow heavy.

      Cerulean’s arms wrapped around me, pulling me into a tight hug. There was nothing sexual about the hug. It was just immensely comforting. I wanted to stay there forever, relaxing in his arms, being rocked by the water surrounding us, listening to the methodical crash of the ocean’s waves in the distance.
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      “Come on, let’s get you into bed. Your body isn’t made to sleep in water.” Cerulean’s lips brushed against my forehead, sending another wave of unfamiliar tingles skittering across my skin.

      I made a move to pull away, but his arms tightened around me.

      “I’ve got you.” He moved through the water with effortless ease.

      Cerulean must have shifted before we reached the steps because, when he stepped from the pool, he had two legs instead of six tentacles.

      He carried me into the room and lowered me gently onto the bed.

      “I’m going to dry you, so don’t start panicking,” he rumbled.

      I watched in stunned silence as his hand trailed across my skin, and the droplets of water moved toward his hand like metal beads to a magnet. When his hand brushed featherlight up my thighs and near my breasts, I fought back the urge to squirm. He didn’t linger in those areas, but it was still an erotic experience.

      Within minutes, I was completely dry, and Cerulean held the gathered water in a swirling globe on his palm. With a grin, he tossed it through the open doorway, where it splashed into the pool.

      “If you can dry water, why were you still dripping wet when you woke me up?” I asked, running a hand through my dry hair.

      My hair was so thick it took close to twenty minutes to dry it with a blow-dryer, yet he’d done dried it in under a minute.

      Cerulean chuckled. “Water doesn’t bother me, so I often forget to dry myself. But I know land-dwellers are uncomfortable being wet unless they are bathing or spending time at a pool or beach.”

      His head tilted as he studied my skimpy bikini. “That doesn’t look very comfortable. Did you bring something comfortable to sleep in?”

      “Um, yes. I brought something special to wear to bed.” My cheeks burned, and I wondered if he could see them in the darkened interior of the room.

      He cocked his head to the side, an unreadable expression on his face. “But is it comfortable?”

      I burst out laughing. “Cerulean, none of the sexy things women wear to bed are made with comfort in mind.”

      He shook his head. “Then I don’t understand the point.”

      “Women wear pretty things to make their man want them more and to ensure their man finds them attractive.”

      Cerulean stalked toward where I sat on the edge of the bed. Leaning down, he caged me in with his powerful arms.

      “I already believe you are the most attractive woman I’ve ever seen. I don’t think you could do anything to make me want you more.” He gently nuzzled my neck, his warm breath blowing across my skin.

      My stomach clenched, and desire flared to life inside me.

      “I suggest we sleep as the sea-dwellers do.” Cerulean stood and made his way to the opposite side of the bed.

      Pulling back the duvet and the sheet, he slid beneath them.

      “Oh? And how is that?” I raised a brow.

      Surely, he didn’t mean what I thought he…

      “Naked.” The bright white of his teeth glowed in the dark.

      I caught my breath.

      He wanted me to undress.

      Right now.

      Everyone on earth knew what happened when two adults who were attracted to each other got naked in bed together.

      Was I ready for that to happen?

      Somehow, when I’d thought of it as a business agreement, the thought of sex to seal the mate bond hadn’t seemed like a big deal. I knew how to make it pleasurable for a man, and if I was lucky, my partner would make it nice for me, too.

      Sex was just sex.

      No emotions, no strings.

      But somehow, this was different.

      This time, it mattered—or at least, I wanted it to matter.

      For the first time in my life, it wouldn’t be ‘just sex.’

      Still struggling with my inner turmoil, I slowly undid the ties of my bikini top. Then I untied the strings on either side of my hips that held up my bottoms. Taking a deep breath, I dropped them to the floor.

      Not giving me time to overthink things any further, Cer’s arm hooked around my waist and pulled me beneath the covers.

      I yelped in surprise, earning me a deep laugh from the shifter.

      He didn’t stop pulling until my back was pressed tight against his chest. I was considered a tall woman, but Cerulean was far bigger and easily tucked my body into the safety of his arms.

      He rubbed his face against my hair before placing a soft kiss on the top of my head. “Goodnight, Beryl.”

      Goodnight?

      Shut the fraggle-rockin-front-door!

      What did he mean by goodnight? Why wasn’t he pushing to mate?

      I’d seen the rigid evidence of his arousal when he’d sat me on the bed. But now he was going to—what was this called? I tried to remember the word, but I hadn’t had time to read or watch television for several years and couldn’t recall.

      “What is this called, Cer? What you’re—we’re—doing?”

      “Do you mean snuggling? Well, more accurately, we’re spooning.”

      “Spooning?” That was a word I hadn’t heard.

      “I’m the big spoon, and you’re the little spoon.” He chuckled, his warm breath stirring my hair and causing it to tickle my cheek.

      I snorted, tucking the offending hair behind my ear. “I think you just made that up! What would it mean, and why are we spoons?”

      Cerulean was quiet for a long minute. “It means we fit together.”

      Oh. It did make sense in an oddly sweet kind of way.

      “Now stop over-analyzing everything and go to sleep.” His playful growl sent a fresh group of butterflies taking flight in my stomach.

      I didn’t do sleepovers with sexual partners, which made this the first night I’d ever slept in a man’s arms.

      And not just any man, but the most gorgeous man I’d ever laid eyes on.

      A man who, on paper, was technically my husband.

      It turns out I’ve never slept better.
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        * * *

      

      I awoke to the sound of gently lapping waves, exotic birds calling happily to each other, and Cerulean’s steady breathing.

      We’d shifted positions during the night, and blinking open my eyes, I found I was facing him. He’d tossed his leg over mine, and his arm was resting across my lower back.

      The sheet had slipped and now pooled around our waists, which meant my bare breasts were on display. I gently tugged the sheet up to cover myself, relieved Cerulean was asleep and hadn’t noticed.

      Don’t be silly, Beryl. He saw pretty much everything last night, so why are you getting bashful now? My inner voice was always grouchy before coffee.

      Staring at his face, I was once again struck by how stunningly gorgeous he was. Seriously, it should’ve been a crime for a man to look that beautiful. I bet if we slapped his face and body on romance book covers, women would be demanding the paperback version instead of an e-book just so they could stare at him all day.

      And Cerulean was mine…

      Well, at least on paper.

      I’d made it sound like I’d adopted a puppy instead of a whole smexy-arse man. Laughter bubbled in my chest, and not wanting to wake him, I struggled to stifle it.

      Cerulean’s blonde eyelashes fanned against his tanned skin, and his lips were slightly parted. He was as sweet as he was stunning, which was a lethal, heart-stopping combination. I’d come into this match from a business stance, but I could feel my internal walls trembling.

      What would he taste like? What would it feel like to have his lips brush against mine?

      Since I hadn’t shifted forms before falling asleep, my vampiric saliva had kept any morning breath at bay. I was staring temptation in the face, and unable to resist, I leaned forward and caught his bottom lip between mine.

      His taste exploded in my mouth, like the little juice-filled candies that coated your tongue with intense flavor. I moaned in delight and sucked his lip, being careful not to cut him with my fangs.

      Over the years, I’d experienced some mind-blowing kisses, but never one this addictive… and Cerulean wasn’t even kissing me back.

      My body moved on its own, scooting close and hooking my leg over his hip. So lost was I in his taste that I didn’t even notice when his hand moved to grip my butt. It was when his mouth captured my lips in a burning kiss that I realized he’d awakened.

      “Good morning to you too, beautiful,” he laughed against my mouth.

      Reluctantly pulling away and feeling more than a little embarrassed at my lack of control, I watched him from beneath my lashes. “Hi.”

      Cerulean yanked me close again. “Hey, you don’t have to stop just because I’m awake.”

      With my mouth still tingling from our kisses, I couldn’t resist his offer. Sliding a hand to the back of his neck, I pressed my lips to his again.

      “Why do you taste so good?” I murmured between kisses.

      “My venom breaks down when exposed to air and becomes sweet.”

      He has venom? Well, isn’t that just freaking great? That meant I was probably going to die.

      Oh well, since it was already too late for me, there was no reason I should stop kissing him now. Why not die happy, right?

      Intensifying our impromptu morning make-out, I slipped my tongue into his mouth to dance with his. From there, our kiss went from steamy to rated XXX in about two seconds flat.

      It was Cer who pulled away first, gasping for air. “Hades, woman! Are you insane? I told you I have venom, and instead of being horrified, you nearly kissed the soul from my body.”

      Like a self-satisfied feline, I licked my lips and savored every last bit of his taste. “If I’m going to die, then I’m going to do it enjoying myself.”

      “Wow. If you thought you were dying, I’d have expected you to run to your phone and give your assistant last-minute instructions on how to run your business.” Cerulean drew in another ragged breath and ran his fingers through his messy, sun-bleached hair.

      His comment gave me pause. I’d been awake for a while now and hadn’t thought of work… not once. Instead of reaching for my phone, I’d reached for Cerulean.

      How the heck had this man affected me so quickly?

      A sharp arrow of worry pierced through my dreamy, lust-filled haze. I couldn’t risk losing focus on my work, especially not when I had the acquisition of a century lined up, a deal that could fund an early retirement if I wanted to take it.

      I’d never planned to retire, but lying in Cerulean’s arms, listening to the sounds of the tropics through the open patio door, had me questioning how I wanted to spend the rest of my life.

      Get it together, Beryl. I gave myself a mental shake.

      Flings were okay, but falling in love came with a huge time commitment… time I didn’t have to give.Rolling away from him, I pressed my fingertips to my eyes. “You’re right. I really should check in with work.”
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      I moved to roll out of bed, only to remember I was naked beneath the sheet. And although Cerulean had seen me naked the night before, it had been dark and felt different in the daylight.

      “If you don’t mind, while you check in with work, I’m going to take a swim. It’s strange being on land for so many hours.” Cerulean lifted the sheet from his waist and stood, making no effort to hide himself.

      I swallowed hard, steadying my voice. “If it’s uncomfortable for you on land, how will you be able to live in the city with me?”

      He shrugged his broad shoulders. “It’s not painful, merely unusual.”

      It made sense. Most shifters got an uncomfortable itch that could only be scratched by releasing their natural form.

      I spent so much time in my human form it had become easy to go long stretches of time without feeling the need to shift. My father, on the other hand, could only go about twelve hours in his human form before he grew antsy and needed to shift to his natural form.

      Vampires and most other shifters could train themselves to go longer between shifting forms, but it would take some time for Cerulean to get used to staying in his human form the majority of the time.

      “I live near the ocean, so you could visit the sea every day. But there are only a few months out of the year that it’s warm enough to swim in.”

      Cerulean chuckled. “While I prefer warm water, I’m able to regulate my temperature. Swimming in the Atlantic in December wouldn’t be an issue for me.”

      I shivered. “Well, don’t expect me to come swimming with you. I’ll watch from shore while wrapped in a blanket.”

      Cerulean’s eyes softened, reminding me of a puppy. It was so dramatic I couldn’t help but wonder what he was thinking.

      “I’d like that,” he whispered.

      Unable to hold his gaze, my eyes trailed down the chiseled lines of his body. He wasn’t overly bulky, like the guys who spent half their waking hours in a gym. His tall frame had the beautifully sculpted muscles you’d expect from a dancer… or a guy who spent twenty-four hours a day swimming.

      There was no denying I was incredibly attracted to him. The man is exactly my type.

      Despite my best efforts to keep my eyes from drifting lower than his chest, I failed miserably. And just like Dorothy on the yellow-brick road, I eagerly followed the thin line of golden hair. But unlike Dorothy, who’d needed to tap her slippers, there was something far different at the end of my path that I wanted to tap… and I wanted to do it more than three times.

      Forget a magician; the man should have been a carpenter with the magnificent wooden tool he was working with.

      Afraid he would notice that I’d begun drooling, I slid my tongue along my bottom lip and the corner of my mouth.

      I hissed as the stale, coppery taste of my blood hit my taste buds. I touched my finger to my bottom lip. When I pulled it away, it was smeared with my blood.

      “Seriously?” I stared at the blood, absolutely incredulous. “I haven’t bitten myself since I was a toddler!”

      Cerulean moved faster than should have been possible. One minute, he’d been standing near the patio doorway, and the next, he was crouched over me, his eyes a solid, inky black.

      I would have screamed, but I found myself spellbound as he wrapped his lips around my finger, and his tongue began lapping at my bloody fingertip.

      A deep, guttural groan came from his chest, as though he were tasting a delicacy, which was strange, since vampires weren’t exactly known for possessing tasty blood since it was aged rather than freshly made. To be honest, vampire blood tasted downright disgusting.

      Reluctantly, Cerulean released my finger. “I’ve tasted nothing like that.” His voice had gone so rough and gravelly I could barely understand his words.

      The inky abyss of his eyes called to me, stirring the desire that had burned under my skin since meeting him.

      “Oh, really?” My vampiric nature was intrigued and excited to play. Pouting slightly to better display my tiny injury, I purred in a husky tone I didn’t recognize, “It seems I’ve cut my lip. Maybe you could kiss it and make it better?”

      Cerulean responded with a vicious snarl.

      I’d expected a gentle, sucking type of kiss. I definitely hadn’t expected my teasing challenge to release his inner Kraken.

      But dang! I was totally there for it.

      His right hand sank into my hair, hauling my mouth to his as his body crushed me into the pillowy mattress.

      I arched toward him, and his left arm quickly wrapped around my waist. His kiss was demanding, and I eagerly gave him what he wanted.

      His arm curved around my neck…

      Hold your seahorses!

      My foggy mind struggled to understand how Cer could have more than two arms, but that confusion cleared as the tentacle around my neck tightened, the tip flicking against my skin.

      It wasn’t tight enough to cut off my breathing, but it was enough to hold me in place and remind me I wasn’t the one in control.

      Cerulean had shifted forms, and this time, his tentacles weren’t as curious and gentle as they had been in the pool; they were dominating and determined as they twisted around my body.

      Two tentacles coiled around my ankles and stroked against the sensitive flesh of my inner thighs. Cerulean swallowed my moan when a fifth slithered around my breasts.

      His tentacles coiled around me like a serpent around its prey while his mouth devoured mine, his tongue lapping at the blood. I was pinned beneath him, and even if I’d used my vampiric strength, I doubted I could have fought him off.

      Even while lost to his beast, Cerulean was keeping his full weight off me, and his tentacles were restrictive but not painful. He didn’t want to hurt me, and that sent a strange, gooey warmth trickling through me.

      Cerulean’s chest vibrated each time he got a drop of my blood, causing my desire to rise.

      I was used to being in charge… everywhere. And being in control during sex had become a quick way to release my pent-up stress.

      So why was Cer’s aggressive dominance causing my body to send wave after wave of wet heat rushing between my thighs?

      This differed from the wham-bam-thank-you-ma’am sex I’d grown accustomed to, and I was becoming intensely curious about what it would feel like to experience sex that was filled with a wild passion.

      The cut on my inner lip was already healing thanks to my vampiric abilities… but I wasn’t ready for our fiery kiss to be over.

      Letting go of all reason, I swiped my tongue along my fang. The sharp tip sliced into my skin with such ease I didn’t feel the pain.

      Fresh blood pooled in my mouth, and Cerulean instantly took the bait. And once again, he responded with a primal hunger that caused a powerful ache to build low in my stomach.

      His tongue delved into my mouth, stroking against mine. The tentacle around my waist curled around my upper thigh, the tip inching ever closer to my soaked core.

      When another tentacle brushed against my aching breasts, I whimpered, eliciting a rumbling growl from the man devouring me.

      As though he wanted to make me whimper again, the tentacle rolled against my skin until the underside stroked my skin—were those his suction cups?

      I got my answer when one of those cups latched onto the hardened peak of my nipple and pulled gently. It was as though his mouth was in more than one place at a time, and my body nearly short-circuited.

      “Cerulean!” I arched, breaking our kiss to pant his name.

      He responded with a frustrated growl, his mouth traveling up the column of my neck to claim my mouth again.

      I struggled in his hold, not because I wanted to be freed, but because I longed for more. His mouth, his scent, his body pressed against mine, his tentacle teasing and sucking my breasts… it was too much and not enough all at the same time.

      The tentacle around my waist slid low across my stomach until the tip brushed against my slit. The simple touch was too much for my brain to process, and my body stiffened.

      For the first time since he’d licked my finger clean, Cerulean spoke, his voice raw. “Do you want me to stop?”

      He was motionless, not a single wandering tentacle twitching as he waited for my response.

      “No,” I whispered against his lips. “Please don’t stop.”

      The tentacles holding me flexed slightly, and I got the distinct impression they were pleased I hadn’t pushed him away.

      The tentacle between my legs rolled until the edges of the cups rubbed against my soaked entrance.

      My body came off the bed as though I’d been electrocuted, the delicious friction too much to handle.

      An alien clicking came from Cer’s chest, and his lips found my ear. “If you liked that, you’re really going to love this.”

      As he spoke, one of the suction cups pressed between my lower lips. My body quivered with terror and excitement.

      Surely, he’s not going to….

      The cup attached itself to my clit and immediately began a steady sucking rhythm. Searing pleasure tore through me with the destructive power of white-water rapids. In under ten seconds, I was writhing beneath Cerulean as I screamed my release.

      When I lay still beneath him, my body coated in a fine sheen of sweat, Cer brushed the hair from my face.

      “How are you so beautiful?” His chest rattled with the odd clicks again.

      “How can you make me so sensitive?” I blurted out before I could close my mouth.

      His eyes sparkled with interest. “I had you pegged for a woman who’d be very passionate in the bedroom. Are you telling me this isn’t the norm for you?”

      I gave a breathless laugh. “Cer, I’m no virgin, but somehow you have me falling apart at a simple touch.”

      “Maybe our bodies were made for each other,” he teased, a gorgeous smile spreading across his face.

      That suggestion sent a shiver racing down my spine. If I was this sensitive to his touch, what would happen when we consummated our mate bond?

      Cerulean leaned down and placed a tender kiss at the base of my throat. “I’m going for a swim now, darling.”

      The term of endearment did weird things to my already rattled insides. I’d never gotten close enough to a sexual partner to be given a pet name.

      “But I haven’t returned the favor—” I reached for Cerulean, but he evaded me with an agility that would have impressed me if it hadn’t annoyed me.

      I was a vampire. Few creatures were faster than my species, and I wasn’t sure how I felt about my slippery mate’s speed.

      “Beryl, if you touch me right now, I won’t be able to keep from burying myself inside you. Our first time should be in my other form, not this form.” He motioned at his tentacles.

      Two moved as he spoke like an extra set of hands that were mocking him. He used the remaining four to stand and stay balanced. His tentacles were thick and long, so he stood slightly taller in this form than he did as a human.

      The tentacles were a pale, buttery yellow that periodically flashed with hints of blue. My fingers ached with the desire to touch him, to feel his slick skin beneath my palm, and to study the shifting colors. But he was out the door and launching himself into the ocean before I could say another word.

      Cursing under my breath, I made my way to the bathroom and took a freezing shower to wash away the sweat and ease the heat of my arousal.
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        * * *

      

      Stepping from the shower, I towel-dried my hair and slipped on a pair of white shorts and a flowy crimson top. Not wanting to appear like I was trying too hard, I decided to forgo any makeup other than swiping gloss on my lips.

      Before leaving the bathroom, I stared at my reflection in the mirror, studying my vampiric form. This was the longest I’d stayed in my natural form in years.

      My skin possessed a dewy shimmer in the morning light, and my shirt fit a little more snugly thanks to the extra swell of my breasts. Even my eyelashes were lengthened, and my lips had a puffy, well-kissed look.

      This was a form built with one job in mind—arousing and luring my prey.

      Everything about this body was supposed to help me seduce humans into dropping their guards and coming close enough for me to feed.

      The fact that I didn’t want to lure anyone to me didn’t seem to matter. And it was why I’d avoided this form for all of my adult life. I hated the attention it brought to me as a woman.

      My mother had loudly bemoaned the fact that I hid my ‘true beauty,’ but it was the only way I could navigate a world filled with men who were looking for conquests or trophies.

      Standing in front of the mirror, I found myself torn for the first time.

      It was easy enough, even in my human form, to find someone to sleep with when my biological needs grew distracting. So it was odd to realize I wanted Cerulean to be attracted to me… and that I enjoyed watching the effect I had on him.

      I wanted to drive him wild and arouse him.

      I wanted him to look at me and lose control.

      “What is wrong with you, Beryl? Get it together!” I snarled at my reflection.

      Frustrated with my raging sex drive, I closed my eyes and shifted back to my less provocative human form. It was time to focus on the important things in my life.

      Moving to the desk, I flipped open my laptop and began scanning the list of emails I’d received since I’d fallen asleep.

      My assistant, Sara, was doing an amazing job of keeping up with them, but that didn’t stop my anxiety from flaring to life. Why had I thought I could sneak away for a week in the middle of handling multiple company acquisitions?

      Oh yeah, because this was the week I’d been assigned to meet my mate, and P-Harmony had a nonnegotiable policy when it came to those dates.

      I had to admit, it was going to be a relief to attend the after-signing celebrations with a plus one. But at that moment, I was questioning my priorities.

      My phone chimed with a new message, and I flicked the screen to read it. It was Sara confirming that everything was being handled, and she knew my phone number if something popped up.

      Still feeling off balance and as though I should be doing something productive, I slowly closed my laptop.

      My eyes drifted out the open patio doors to the azure blue sea. What was I supposed to do now?

      The growling of my stomach reminded me it was time to eat and find some caffeine before I did anything else.

      Grabbing my room key and slipping into a pair of low-heeled sandals, I left the room in search of sustenance and the only thing vampires liked more than blood…Coffee.
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      My body hummed as I propelled myself through the water. Just the small taste of Beryl’s blood had energy flowing in my veins as though I’d injected myself with pure caffeine.

      I wanted more… and I wanted it with a craving so powerful I feared myself.

      Octopus shifters didn’t drink blood, nor did our bodies need it to survive like a vampire. However, we were known for our intense curiosity. My species was driven to touch, taste, and explore anything we could get our tentacles on.

      I’d been captivated by the bright red drop of blood that had beaded on Beryl’s lip. When she’d smeared it with her finger, the desire to taste it had been irresistible.

      If it had tasted like normal blood, my curiosity would’ve been sated.

      But when I discovered her blood was spiced with cinnamon and honey… I’d wanted more. I’d lost myself in her taste, and the feel of her body pressed against mine, and my beast had taken advantage of it. He’d surged forward with a strength that made it impossible to hold back the shift to my split form.

      When the little minx had purposefully cut herself a second time, and her crimson nectar coated my tongue, I’d nearly mounted her on the spot.

      Little did she know how close I’d come to impaling her on my mating tentacle. Only by pinning that tentacle to the bed had I managed to stop myself. My actions—or lack thereof—had annoyed my beast, but he’d turned his attention to exploring her body.

      And oh, what a body it was!

      In both human and vampiric form, she was completely and utterly built for mating. I’d met more than a few sirens over my long life, and they had nothing on my sex-kitten mate.

      And her taste….

      My body slowed to a stop at the memory. Did Beryl know that octopuses possessed the ability to taste through their suckers?

      This morning had been more erotic than anything I could have imagined. Her blood had coated my tongue, tasting like fine red wine from Poseidon’s table, while the suckers busy between her legs discovered the sweet nectar hidden there.

      Would it taste the same on my tongue as it had on my suckers?

      The beast in my mind stirred, his curiosity roused.

      This is vital information. We must return and demand to taste her.

      No, I was not returning to the room until I wore out my muscles and felt sure I was too tired to get us into trouble.

      I desperately wanted to give Beryl time to adjust to having a mate. She’d been clear that she was open to attending to all my biological needs, but just hearing her refer to intimacy in such cold terms had reinforced my resolve to not take things all the way until she could view it as I did… that we were making love.

      Resisting my alluring mate was painful. I wanted to take her gentle and rough, slow and fast, tender and hard. But not until I knew it would mean something to her.

      Because right now, she still viewed our marriage as a business transaction.

      A smile curved my lips. Her walls were already crumbling.

      Beryl had kissed me this morning. All on her own.

      I’d slept very little the previous night thanks to the rigid erection that had refused to go down, thanks to the naked woman snuggled against me. It hadn’t helped matters when the sheet had slipped down to her waist, putting her bare breasts on full display.

      Lying beside her was agony… and I wouldn’t have changed it for anything.

      When her breathing had changed, I knew Beryl had awakened. She’d thought I was asleep, and I’d remained motionless, curious to see what she would do.

      I hadn’t expected her to kiss me, and the touch of her pouty lips sucking my bottom lip into her mouth had nearly been my undoing.

      Instead of reaching for her phone, she’d reached for me.

      Yesterday, she had planned to hire someone to show me around the city, but this morning when we spoke of my need to swim, Beryl had said she would sit on the shore and watch me.

      They weren’t declarations of undying love, but they were signs of growing affection. It was a start.

      She was willing to open her home, her wallet, and her body to me… but I wanted her to open her heart. Still smiling, I began swimming again.

      When I finally headed toward shore, it was almost lunchtime.

      “No, thank you. I’m not interested in playing,” Beryl’s voice carried through the water.

      Who was she talking to?

      “Come on! What could it hurt to play one game?” an unfamiliar male voice echoed through the water.

      “I don’t want to be rude, but I’m not comfortable having you pick me up. Maybe if my mate wants to play when he returns, we can join you guys.” Beryl’s words carried a note of strain.

      Whoever the guy was, he was making her uncomfortable. My jaw clenched in agitation.

      “Come on, Beryl! You were so good at volleyball on land. I bet you’d be amazing in the water. Please come play!” a female’s voice pleaded.

      Forgetting that I was tired, I pushed my limbs to move us faster through the water. I reached the shallow area near shore where Beryl and several others were standing on either side of a net.

      What game were they wanting Beryl to play?

      From beneath the rippling surface of the water, I watched as a man—a werewolf shifter by his scent—took a step toward Beryl, his hands reaching for her beneath the water. The rest of the group had paired up, the men lifting the girls on their shoulders, and he was trying to do the same with Beryl.

      I realized with dawning horror that this man wanted to put his head between my mate’s thighs. Just the thought of him being so close he would smell her sweet scent had my blood boiling and my rings flashing in anger.

      Jettisoning myself forward, I wrapped my tentacles around Beryl’s long legs. I kept her balanced as I stood, lifting her from the water on my shoulders.

      “Ah!” Beryl shrieked in surprise.

      Then she looked down, her eyes meeting mine, and joy flashed through her green irises.

      My heart melted.

      She’s happy to see me.

      Her fingers brushed the loose blonde hair off my forehead.

      “Hi, mate,” she whispered, bringing her lips to mine in a sweet upside-down kiss.

      “Is that your mate, Beryl?” the female gushed. “What a hottie!”

      Beryl’s thighs tightened around my head, and I fought the urge to spin her around on my shoulders so my mouth would be pressed against her sweet—

      That isn’t difficult to accomplish, my beast answered matter-of-factly. I like this idea.

      It was hard enough to resist temptation without having an inner voice to encourage it. No, we can’t take her right here on the beach in front of a crowd. This is a paranormal establishment, but they still have rules.

      Your world has pathetic rules. Keeping a mate satisfied is a thing of honor, not a thing to hide behind closed doors. I could have sworn the beast rolled his eyes.

      That’s just not how things work, I growled at the unreasonable creature.

      I could admit I did find a particular charm at the thought of carrying the beauty on my shoulders to shore and pleasuring her without a thought over who might be watching. That gave me an idea, and my tentacles twitched in excitement while my rings darkened.

      I just needed an opening…

      “Well, are we playing or not?” the girl ordered. “Nick! Go grab one of the girls on the beach. Two of them are practically panting at you, so I’m sure they’ll agree to play.”

      Nick, the werewolf, shot me a nasty look as he made his way toward the shore. I resisted the urge to smirk. He could sulk all he wanted… he wasn’t getting my girl.

      “Beryl, since your mate can breathe underwater, it’s only fair you play in the corner where the water is deeper.” She turned her attention back to us.

      And that is exactly the opening I was looking for…

      I waded in deeper until only my eyes were above water and waited, my tentacles curling in anticipation under the water.

      Beryl’s fingers combed through my hair. “We don’t have to play. I was only out here waiting for you when they roped me into a game of volleyball.”

      With my mouth underwater, I couldn’t answer. Instead, I turned my head, and I pressed a kiss to her bare thigh, reassuring her I was happy to be with her.

      The game began, and I let Beryl hit several balls before I started playing my own game.

      One of my tentacles crept up and slipped under her butt. It wiggled its way between where the apex of her thighs pressed against the back of my neck.

      My hearing allowed me to hear the acceleration of her pulse as the tip of my tentacle worked its way between our bodies.

      “What are you doing, Cer?” she hissed.

      Lifting myself on the tentacles anchoring me to the sandy ocean floor, I moved my mouth above the water’s surface.

      “Calm down, darling. The water is covering everything. Besides, my neck and head prevent anyone in front of us from seeing, and your body blocks anyone from seeing what is going on from behind us. No one will know what is happening unless you announce it.”

      “But—” Her protest turned to a gasp as my tentacle pushed aside the tiny scrap of fabric between her thighs.

      My suckers were made up of two main parts, both of which were surrounded by different shaped muscles. The outer part had grooves and ridges that helped me form a watertight seal on all surfaces.

      A wicked grin spread across my face as I pressed the sucker-covered side of my tentacle along the length of her slit. The delicate taste of her arousal rippled through my body, forcing me to tighten the grip on the beast, who wanted to take our mate right then.

      Taking a deep breath, I waited.

      As the ball flew at us, I moved toward it, and Beryl threw herself forward, her fist slamming into the ball and sending it sailing back over the net.

      Our quick movements had thrown her forward and caused her to grind against my tentacle. Beryl’s sharp intake of breath and the clenching of her thighs around my head told me exactly what it was doing to her.

      Nicole sent the ball sailing straight back toward us and, a little rougher than necessary, I lurched toward it, loving the slick heat of her core sliding against my suckers.

      Beryl growled under her breath, but even with me distracting her, she managed to send the ball flying back to the opposing team.

      Nicole missed, giving our team a point. For the next couple of minutes, there was laughing and splashing as her partner worked to balance the feisty redhead on his shoulders while she blamed him for their lost point.

      The grin on my face had nothing to do with their antics.

      To my absolute delight, my mate was gently rocking her hips against my suckers. Beryl was careful to keep the movement slow and gentle so it was imperceptible to everyone around us.

      “I can’t believe I’m acting like a horny teenager. Heck! I don’t even remember acting like this back then!” she grumbled as her breath quickened.

      Sinking a few inches lower in the water, I kissed her inner thighs, desperately wishing my mouth was somewhere else. Beryl’s fingers tightened in my hair, and her thigh muscles trembled.

      When her muscles stiffened, and she let her long hair fall around her face, I knew she’d found her release. I loved the way her body quivered as she rode the waves of pleasure, and the way her cream sweetened the water around my head.

      I wasn’t finished, though.

      Far from it.

      As the game started up again, I kept the tip of my tentacle wedged between us and found as many opportunities as I could to throw her weight forward, grinding her against me… hard.

      I counted seven orgasms.

      When her legs quivered, and her trembling hand rested against my jaw, I knew she needed a break and food.

      My tentacle shifted her bikini bottom back into place before dropping back into the water.

      I lifted my head above the water’s surface. “All right, I’m hungry. It’s time for lunch and a nap.”

      Releasing my hold on Beryl’s legs, I allowed the shift to ripple over my lower half, turning my tentacles to legs. Using the special cells covering my skin, I created the appearance and texture of swim shorts.

      “Dang, girl! He’s even hotter than I thought!” Nicole whistled in appreciation, and Beryl’s legs clamped tighter around me.

      Chuckling, I moved up the beach toward the resort.

      My girl might have been a vampire, but she had the grip of an octopus.
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      I felt, rather than saw, her shake her head.

      Stepping onto our patio, I sat her gently in one of the plush chairs and kneeled in front of her.

      “You could put me down,” Beryl offered.

      “I could,” I agreed. “But I don’t want to.”

      She continued to run her fingers through my hair. It was soothing, and I wondered if she would consider doing it while we napped… if I could get her to nap instead of going back to her laptop.

      “I’m not exactly tiny. It can’t be comfortable carrying me on your shoulders for so long.”

      “Darling, you weigh nothing to me.”

      “Liar.” Beryl’s laugh warmed my insides and sent blood rushing straight to my cock.

      I tried to clear the lust that threatened to choke me. Maybe I should’ve taken care of my needs while taking my morning swim, because the continued denial was on the verge of becoming an issue.

      “You’re a vampire, so you understand inhuman strength. Octopuses are among the strongest of species, capable of lifting forty times their body weight… and that is an ability that the octopus shifters received. I could carry you all day and feel no strain.”

      “That’s incredible,” Beryl breathed. “You’re incredible.”

      My circles flashed in pride at her praise, and she brushed a finger across my shoulder. “Your markings can show even in this form?”

      “Yes, my skin is unique. It looks human, but it retains the special color-shifting cells of the octopus. They shift colors and textures to help me to blend in with my surroundings if danger is nearby.”

      “Do the blue rings mean something? I notice they flash periodically.”

      I nodded. “Intense emotion triggers them. Anger, fear, sadness…”

      “But you weren’t feeling those just now, were you?” She hesitated before continuing, “Or this morning when they flashed?”

      “This morning, it was arousal, and just now, it was happiness from your compliment,” I answered honestly, my chest tightening.

      She had brushed off the talk of my venom this morning, but I needed to tell her everything.

      “Beryl, did the agency tell you exactly what I am?”

      Her gaze slid from mine. “I didn’t read the file. It didn’t matter what you were, only that you fit into my plans.”

      Something akin to shame flitted across her face, but it happened so fast I thought I might’ve imagined it.

      I patted her thigh, trying to reassure her I didn’t mind. “Octopuses are incredibly adept at squeezing themselves into tight places.” Realizing it might have sounded like I was talking about certain parts of her anatomy, I added, “I mean, like your schedule.”

      “I still don’t understand why you were so incredibly agreeable to my demands,” Beryl murmured.

      “You were clear about your needs and expectations. I appreciate that.” Catching her chin between my fingers, I lifted her head. “If you didn’t read the file, then you don’t know what I am.”

      Her eyes met mine, and her brow creased in confusion. “Yes, I do. You’re an octopus shifter. You told me that last night; it was kind of obvious in the pool and this morning.”

      “There are multiple species of octopus shifters. I’m a blue-ringed octopus.” Holding my breath, I waited for her reaction.

      When Beryl remained silent, waiting for me to elaborate, I rocked back on my heels.

      “Do you know what that is?” I questioned.

      Beryl sniffed indignantly. “Of course I do. I’m not an idiot, unlike the tourists who film themselves holding the tiny blue-ringed octopuses. One of the most venomous creatures on earth, capable of killing twenty-six adult men within minutes, blah, blah, blah—”

      I couldn’t help it.

      I snickered.

      Her eyes narrowed on me as I tried to hide my smile behind my hand. “I swear, if you make a Dracula joke right now, I’ll drain your blood… venom or not.”

      “But you said, ‘blah, bla—’” My terrible attempt at a Dracula-like accent was cut off when she shifted forms.

      She lunged toward me, her fangs digging gently into my skin but not puncturing it. “Another word, and I’ll bite…”

      Her hot breath blew across my skin, sending a shiver down my spine.

      Unfortunately, Beryl’s threat didn’t have the effect on me she was aiming for, and my body was instantly hard.

      “Promise?” My single word came out as a husky growl.

      Without hesitation, her fangs pierced my skin. I groaned, locking my arm around her waist and pulling her tight against me.

      Beryl stiffened with her fangs embedded in my skin. I could feel the erratic pounding of her heart against my chest.

      First… time…

      The two words drifted into my mind, and my beast surged forward in delight.

      I was hearing her voice in my mind.

      Because you drank her blood, and now she’s tasted yours. Blood exchange, my beast purred.

      This was a common practice among octopus shifters. Pricking a tentacle and pressing it against another octopus shifter’s tentacle gave us the ability to speak telepathically to each other beneath the water. It was temporary, the effects lasting only a few hours.

      We were trained in the art of mental links and barriers from birth, giving us the ability to control which thoughts we shared and which we wanted to keep private. But I’d never heard of an octopus shifter being able to communicate telepathically with a land-dweller.

      My heart swelled, delighted to have a familiar type of communication to share with my mate.

      Want.

      Don’t do it.

      Hungry.

      Might not stop.

      Hurt him.

      Her thoughts were broken, spilling over into my mind.

      Beryl had said she’d never drank from a living being before.

      So did that mean I was the first blood she was tasting from a vein? And that I was the first she’d ever bitten?

      My cock engorged to a point it was excruciating, and unable to stop myself, I bucked my hips against her bikini bottoms.

      The friction was torture and paradise all at once, and my groan was followed by an adorable whimper from Beryl.

      Slipping my fingers into her hair, I cradled the back of her head, holding her mouth tight against my skin. “Drink.”

      Her breathing came in fast pants, and I worried she was on the verge of hyperventilating.

      “Let me feed you,” I growled. “Stop fighting it.”

      Her arms wrapped around my torso, and her pointed nails dug into my skin, much like a predator guarding its prey.

      Then her beautiful mouth sucked against my skin, pulling my blood into her mouth and sending pleasure surging through every cell of my body.

      Each time she drew a mouthful of blood from my neck, my hips jerked, grinding against her, my body instinctively seeking a release for the dark lust and need I was drowning in.

      Bold, royal-blue rings were visible across my skin, a warning that I was nearing my breaking point and close to losing it.

      Beryl sucked faster, and the fragrance of her arousal grew thick in the air. Her sweet whimpers and muffled moans were turning my blood into molten lava.

      Taste… like… heaven.

      Need… to stop.

      Mine.

      I closed my eyes, fighting against the burn of unshed tears, as her last word drifted through my mind. Beryl was in the throes of feeding and lust, but a primal part of her mind had called me hers…

      And not because a piece of paper said so.

      But because her heart had claimed me.

      Easing the tight grip I had on her hair, I tilted my neck to the side, giving her better access and cradling her head as she drank.

      “That’s it. Good girl,” I praised, encouraging her to take what she wanted.

      She moaned, and her thighs clamped tighter around me.

      Grabbing her waist with my free hand, I held her still as I thrust my hips upward. My erection slid along the fabric of her bikini bottoms, and with each rock of my hips, the rough friction continued to drive us both ever closer to the edge.

      Beryl froze, her back arched, and her fangs released my neck.

      “Cerulean!” she screamed my name, her body trembling with waves of pleasure.

      Gritting my teeth, I thrust against her three more times before my muscles tensed, and I roared as I found my release.

      My cock was still spasming between us when Beryl began lapping at my neck like a kitten drinking warm milk.

      “You’re going to kill me,” I rasped.

      “I needed to stop the bleeding,” my kitten practically purred. “And you taste delicious…. I don’t want to waste a drop.”

      Tucking an arm under her butt, I rose and carried her inside the room.

      Keeping her arms circled around my neck, Beryl leaned back to glare at me through thin, catlike pupils.

      “I hope you learned your lesson. No vampire on earth has ever used that idiotic phrase.” She tried to scowl, but the corners of her mouth twitched.

      “Oh, yes. I learned a valuable lesson today.” I was careful to keep my expression serious.

      I’d learned that saying ‘blah, blah, blah’ three times would summon a sexy little succubus who’d rock my world.

      And I was definitely adding it to my vocabulary.
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      We spent the rest of the afternoon eating snacks, splashing in our private pool, and sunning on the patio. Each time I tried to sneak off to check my phone or computer, Cerulean would wait thirty minutes before coming inside to pull me back into the pool or swing.

      I didn’t know if I’d ever experienced such a relaxing afternoon… and it was enjoyable. Was this what people called having a work-life balance?

      As we prepared for bed, my stomach fluttered wildly, and my heart thundered in my ears.

      Cerulean hadn’t pushed for sex the previous night. Probably because it was our first night together, and he wanted to give us a chance to get to know each other a little more. Something I’d appreciated.

      But this was our second night sharing a bed.

      Which meant he’d likely want to consummate our bond tonight.

      I hadn’t been this nervous over sex since I was a virgin planning my first time… which had been a long time ago. So why were my palms sweaty and my heart beating so erratically?

      Because this is more than sex, and you know it.

      I shushed my inner voice, not ready to face what it was hinting at… that I might already be falling in more than ‘like’ with a certain octopus shifter.

      I took my time in the bathroom, letting Cerulean get into bed before me.

      Clutching the sink, I stared at myself in the mirror, questions swirling in my mind. Should I sleep in my natural form again? Should I wear the lingerie I’d bought? Should I go out there nude?

      It took longer to decide than I would have liked, but eventually, I settled on shifting to my natural vampire form. Reaching for the lingerie, I hesitated, a flush burning my skin.

      I wasn’t opposed to sex with Cerulean if he initiated it, but something had shifted inside me. There was no way I could strut out with the casual confidence I possessed with one-night stands.

      Maybe tomorrow, I’d wear my stringy lingerie. I grabbed the worn, oversized t-shirt I loved to sleep in at home and slipped it over my head. The hem fell just past my butt, making it just long enough to cover my cheeky underwear.

      Opening the bathroom door, I made my way to the bed. It was a breeze to navigate the darkness, thanks to my vampiric abilities.

      Without a word, I lifted the blanket and slid under the covers. Cerulean’s arm wrapped around my middle. He hauled me toward him and crushed me in a bear hug.

      “How are you so cute?” Cer brushed a kiss on my cheek.

      I allowed myself to relax and enjoy being surrounded by his scent.

      “I don’t know. How are you so sweet?” I teased, trying to get used to bantering with a partner.

      “I’m not sweet—I’m venomous,” Cer growled, nipping at my neck. “Now stop insulting me and go to sleep.”

      Sleep?

      We weren’t going to have sex? To my shock, the relief washing through me was tinged with more than a touch of disappointment.

      “Cer, we can have sex if you—”

      His arms tightened, and he threw a leg over me. “Go to sleep, woman.”

      The man was invading my personal space in a way no one had dared to attempt before…

      And I liked it.

      Ignoring the dissatisfied aching in certain parts of my anatomy, I scooted back against Cerulean’s chest and closed my eyes.
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        * * *

      

      “Rise and shine, my little creature of the night.”

      Blinking hard, I scowled at Cerulean’s smiling face. “Vampires aren’t creatures of the night anymore. That nickname was solely based on the past when we needed the cover of darkness to feed—”

      “Yeah, yeah. All I’m hearing is blah, blah—”

      I sat up, raising a brow, and pinned him with a warning glare. “I’m going to wake up and choose violence if you even think about finishing that.”

      Before he could respond, I caught the mouth-watering scent of a cheese omelet and rare steak. It was wafting in my direction from the tray Cerulean was holding.

      My murderous desires were instantly forgotten. Scrambling to my knees, I watched hungrily as he placed the tray on the bed in front of me.

      “Is that for me?” I couldn’t hide the note of pleading from my voice.

      “Yes, it is. I woke up thinking a werewolf was attacking us… it turned out it was just your stomach growling in your sleep.” The rich, velvety sound of his laughter sent heat washing through my body.

      Sitting down on the edge of the bed, Cerulean held out the steaming cup of coffee to me. With a grin of appreciation, I downed it with embarrassing speed.

      “Careful! You’ll burn yourself.” He reached out and tried to take the mug from me but changed his mind at my warning hiss. “Fine, keep it. I thought vampires only chugged blood with that much enthusiasm?”

      I sipped the dark brew and shrugged. “Most vampires might prefer blood. But as far as I was concerned, other than the taste of your blood, coffee beats blood every time.”

      We fell silent, and picking up a fork, I began to eat.

      As I chewed a bite of perfectly seared steak, Cerulean cleared his throat. “Would you mind if I go stretch in the ocean for a bit? I won’t stay gone long.”

      “You don’t have to ask permission, Cer.” I leaned forward to brush my fingers along his jaw. “I understand you need time in the water, especially after staying on land with me all night.”

      The faint worry lines eased from his face. “Thank you, darling.”

      “I’ll finish eating and check my emails. Then, when you return, maybe we could explore the resort together?” I suggested.

      Cerulean placed a kiss on the top of my head. “Sounds like a plan. Be back soon!”

      I watched him stride out onto the patio, enjoying the play of muscles beneath his skin. With breathtaking agility, he dove into the water without so much as a splash.

      A faint spasm shot through my chest, and I rubbed my palm against it. What was wrong with me?

      You don’t like to be away from him.

      I shushed my ridiculous inner thoughts. I barely knew him!

      Besides, how would I be able to work full time once we returned home if I became so clingy I couldn’t stand to be separated from him?

      Shoving those thoughts into a dark corner of my mind, I finished eating so I could focus my attention on work.

      Opening my laptop, I was relieved to have the familiarity of a routine to help ground my spinning thoughts.

      My relief turned to concern as I read the top unopened email. It was from Sara, and the subject line read: URGENT.

      That single word had my blood pressure skyrocketing. Sara had worked with me for several years and could handle my company almost as well as I could. So, what could she need urgent help with?

      I clicked the email.

      

      Beryl, I’m sorry to disturb you, but Timothy has called half a dozen times in the past twenty-four hours. I’ve explained that you’re away on a personal matter, but he’s become insistent that he needs to speak with you. Is there any chance you could sneak away for a quick video call with him today?

      

      Without hesitation, I messaged Sara back, telling her to set up a time and then forward me the link. Clicking send, I checked the time and decided I should clean up so I’d be ready for the call.

      I took a quick shower and blow-dried my hair. Out of habit, I began twisting my long, light brown hair into the tight bun at the nape of my neck.

      The memory of Cerulean’s eyes when he’d let my hair fall free flashed through my mind.

      I liked the way he’d looked at me.

      Releasing the twist, I let my hair fall around my face.

      Grabbing my makeup bag, I brushed a thin coat of mascara on my eyelashes and dabbed gloss on my lips.

      My phone chimed, and I glanced down to find a text from Sara. Flicking a finger across the screen, I read the message and cursed.

      Timothy wanted to speak right then.

      Scrambling from the bathroom, I rushed toward my computer but stopped. I was dressed in only my cami and thong.

      Rushing to the desk, I grabbed the suit jacket I’d worn to the resort. I slipped it on and quickly buttoned it up. My underwear wouldn’t show on the video call, so I didn’t bother finding pants.

      Sitting down in the desk chair, I summoned the cool exterior I relied on for my business dealings.

      Taking a last calming breath, I clicked the link to join the call.
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      My body shifted forms the moment I disappeared beneath the surface of the water. I had three forms: human, full octopus, and my split form.

      When I shifted to my split form, my lower body turned to tentacles, but my upper body remained mostly human appearing… if you ignored the oddly shaped pupils and the gills on either side of my neck.

      I kept many of my inner beast’s abilities in all three forms, but my human form lacked the superior swimming skills that came with having tentacles.

      Sinking to the bottom of the sea, I closed my eyes, breathing in deep gulps of the salty seawater. It was far harder than I’d imagined staying on land through a full night.

      With time, I knew my body would grow used to the air drying my skin and lungs. But right now, it was excruciating. The only thing making it bearable was lying close to my mate-to-be, watching the moonlight kiss her skin, giving her an otherworldly beauty.

      The water vibrated and hummed around me.

      Another octopus shifter is nearby.

      I ran my fingers through the rippling energy waves, gathering information like a spider feeling its silken web.

      My eyebrows rose in shock. Why was my sister here, so far from our home?

      I lay still, waiting for her to appear. It didn’t take long, and less than ten minutes later, she appeared, dropping to the sandy floor beside me.

      Pricking her tentacle, she held it up. Mouthing a complaint, I did the same and wrapped the tip of my tentacle around hers. It was similar to a human handshake—if humans had tentacles and shared blood to talk.

      “Brother! It is good to see you well!” She was in her split form as well, and her face lit with a genuine smile.

      “Little sister, I’ve not been gone long enough for anyone in our family to miss me. Are you stalking me?” I narrowed my eyes, suspicious of her true motives.

      “I decided I needed a vacation, too.” Her eyes didn’t quite meet mine, sending worry shooting through me.

      “Everyone is healthy?” I asked, pushing up from the sandy seafloor.

      Azurea waved a tentacle. “Stop fretting. Everyone is just how you left them, and before you ask—yes, the business is flourishing as usual.”

      I lay back down on the seafloor. “Okay, then. Start talking, Azurea. You wouldn’t have traveled halfway around the world without a purpose.”

      Azurea flopped onto her back next to me, sending a cloud of sand billowing up around us. “When you announced you were moving to the US, it wasn’t a surprise since you’ve been doing most of your work remotely. But after you left, word on the currents was that you’re actually taking a mate.”

      She lifted a crab from the seafloor, petting the cranky creature until it cuddled against her tentacle. Azurea had always had a soothing effect on most creatures of the sea.

      “At the same time, a rumor began drifting through the investment world that a certain hot-shot businesswoman in Boston has gone silent.” Azurea fell silent, waiting for me to say something.

      When I didn’t speak, she huffed. “Listen, it didn’t take a lot of work to figure out that she’s here as well. Are you telling me that’s just a coincidence? A little more research revealed that the Last Shot Resort is rumored to help paranormals find a mate.”

      She fell quiet again.

      Taking a deep breath of water, I blew it out a long, bubbling sigh. “It’s not a coincidence.”

      Azurea’s tentacle squeezed my shoulder. “Are you so desperate for a wife that you’d leave the sea? Hundreds of sea-dwelling women throw themselves at you every year. If you’d quit hiding from them, you’d already be mated and have a dozen hatchlings clinging to your tentacles.”

      She was right… but that’s not the life I wanted.

      I’d wanted to leave the sea and the expectations that had been placed on me since I was young. And by moving to land, I’d be free to explore and do what I wanted without being recognized. I could just focus on being Beryl’s husband.

      Reaching out a tentacle, I ruffled Azurea’s pale blonde hair. “I love our family, and I swear I won’t turn my back on the business, but I want something different for my life. Sis, I’ve spent years in the sea hoping to meet my mate—hoping to fall in love. But it never happened. It’s time for me to try something different.”

      “But a land-dweller, Rule?” She’d reverted to my childhood nickname, which meant Azurea was getting emotional.

      “She’s amazing, Az.” A smile spread across my face just thinking of my mate.

      Azurea studied my face for several minutes. “You’ve let her bite you.”

      Her fingertips brushed the tiny marks left by Beryl’s fangs. “You need to be careful. If you lose control—”

      “I won’t,” I snarled, then seeing the hurt in her eyes, I softened my tone. “You know I’ve never lost control before, and I wouldn’t risk it now.”

      My sister looked dubious but said nothing else about it. “Does she know who you are?”

      This made me chuckle. “I don’t think so. The agency didn’t hide my identity, but I think she’s been too distracted by work to put two and two together.”

      Azurea choked, bubbles bursting from her mouth. “Are you serious?”

      “Az, I’m pretty sure she believes I’m a broke-arse beach bum.” I started laughing.

      After a moment, Azurea joined me. We laughed until tears leaked from our eyes, and our tentacles slapped at the sand.

      When our laughter finally died down, we lay on our backs, staring up at the surface. A small shark moved lazily through the water, sending a school of shimmering fish darting around us. We watched the show in companionable silence.

      After a while, I sat up and stretched my tentacles. “I should head back.”

      Az wrapped me in a tight hug. “Don’t get hurt, big brother.”

      Chuckling, I squeezed her tight. “In case you’ve forgotten, I’m venomous. It would be a challenge for someone to hurt me.”

      “I’m not talking about your hulking body, Rule. It’s your heart I’m worried about. Your future bride is known for her incredible business skills—not her warmth.”

      “That’s because she has to keep a tough exterior. Underneath, she’s a completely different person.” I paused, then added, “A person I’m falling in love with.”

      Azurea reluctantly pulled away. “Then there is one more thing you should know. A CEO in Boston has been spreading the word that Beryl is his, and he intends to marry her. He’s been warning the other land-dwellers in their business circles to keep their hands to themselves when it comes to her.”

      My anger flared, and my blood boiled.

      She is ours, my beast snarled, releasing a cloud of ink.

      The sea grew dark as ink swirled around us, blocking out the light from the sun. Ink wasn’t just a tool to help an octopus escape a predator… no, it was also an effective tool we used to hide our presence as we stalked our prey.

      “Calm down, Rule,” Az warned. “Beryl is here with you, not him. I’m only warning you because if I could find you two, people might find her as well.”

      I swallowed back my fury long enough to smile at Azurea. “Thank you, little sister. I hope you will visit us in Boston.”

      “Of course I will! But only after you guys get through the honeymoon sex for breakfast-lunch-and-dinner stage.” Azurea fake gagged. “Now get back to your mate before someone else swoops in—”

      I was jetting through the water before she could finish her sentence.
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        * * *

      

      As I broke the water’s surface near the pool’s edge, a male voice drifted from our room. I bit back a growl and lifted myself from the water and onto the stone patio.

      Not bothering to dry or shift, I moved silently toward the open doors. As my eyes took in the scene in front of me, I stumbled to a stop.

      Beryl was sitting at the desk, focused intently on the laptop. That wasn’t exactly surprising, since my beautiful little mate was a self-proclaimed workaholic.

      The part that had my jaw dropping was her wardrobe choice—or lack thereof.

      A low-cut, hot pink shirt peaked from beneath her perfectly tailored suit jacket. From the waist up, she was every bit the edgy businesswoman.

      But from the waist down, she was wearing nothing but the tiniest thong I’d ever seen. She looked sinfully sexy, but I still couldn’t understand why women insisted on wearing those things.

      I couldn’t imagine it would feel comfortable having my butt flossed with every step I took all day long. Besides, Beryl would be mouth-wateringly gorgeous in granny panties from the 1800s, so she didn’t need to be uncomfortable on my account.

      Heck, last night she’d worn a t-shirt to bed, and I’d never seen her look better. Better yet, it had ridden up over her hips during the night, giving me a fantastic view of her curves. The only thing that would’ve made it better was if she’d been wearing my shirt.

      I wasn’t proud of the territorial instincts growing inside me. But hopefully, once we completed the bond, my beast would settle. With each hour I spent in Beryl’s company, it was becoming harder to separate my emotions from my shifter instincts.

      My suckers ached with the desire to cover her in hickeys, and I longed to cover her in my scent. The desire to pin her beneath me had my body granite-hard.

      I wanted to mount her as the man… and then mate her as the beast.

      I wanted to slip my ring on her finger even as I thrust my mating tentacle deep inside her beautiful body… marking her as my wife and mate.

      More than anything, I wanted her to claim me as hers. I wanted to belong.

      It was why I’d agreed to her terms. I was more than willing to be her pet.

      After spending decades alone, with women throwing themselves at me for what I could do for their status, I was tired.

      I longed to be desired for what my heart could offer… and for how willing I was to worship my mate’s body.

      Beryl was unimpressed by status and wealth. I’d already figured out she wasn’t materialistic. She enjoyed the challenge of her work and was driven by the need to always improve herself.

      Since she couldn’t care less about my status, it gave me a chance to win her love… without worrying if she was just pretending until I put a ring on it.

      But now I was struggling to hold back the tide of joy, desire, and love I’d been storing up for decades to pour on my future wife.

      Beryl wasn’t ready for that, and I didn’t want to scare her. Nor did I want her to think I was only interested in my ‘biological needs,’ as she liked to refer to it.

      “I can’t believe this will be settled in just two weeks’ time,” the unfamiliar male voice said from the laptop.

      Some of the tension eased from my body. There wasn’t a strange man in our room… our nest.

      “Yes. We are very close to the finish line. You needn’t worry about anything. My team and I have it under control.” Beryl appeared calm, but her foot twitched under the desk.

      “That’s not the only thing I’m looking forward to in two weeks.” The guy’s voice dropped to a pitch usually reserved for seduction, and instantly, the tension returned to my body.

      Even though her body was angled toward the ocean, Beryl was so focused on the video call she hadn’t spotted me yet.

      A wicked thought drifted through my mind.

      One I immediately decided to act on.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          [image: Chapter Twelve]
        

      

      Letting my skin shift colors, my body disappeared into the patio decor. It wasn’t good enough to trick a human eye that was diligently searching for me. However, most people took things at face value—meaning they didn’t search for an octopus where they didn’t expect to find one.

      Moving slowly, I crept across the stones, using my tentacles to stay low.

      “I’m sure everyone will be ready for a long vacation after the final paperwork has been signed.” Beryl had a smile on her face, but it didn’t reach her eyes.

      The man laughed. “Of course, of course! But what I’m looking forward to most is taking you on a date. So, dinner at Miguel’s, the night after the signing? I’ve already made the reservations.”

      A soft growl rumbled in my chest, and I did my best to swallow it. Without a sound, I slipped beneath the desk before Beryl even had a chance to answer the arrogant man’s question.

      Her foot was tapping impatiently against the carefully laid mosaic stone floor, but her upper body didn’t so much as twitch. She was an impressive business woman, and although the land-dweller investing scene hadn’t interested me in the past, I found myself wishing I could watch Beryl handle a room full of businessmen.

      I knew in my gut she’d be magnificent, and I had a feeling it would be like watching an orca hunt with cunning efficiency.

      “Mr. Hillar, I thought this was a business call?” Beryl brushed the invitation off, keeping her tone relaxed, but professional. “You said you had another question your attorney wanted clarification on?”

      “Timothy. Call me Timothy. We’ve worked together for months on this. There’s no reason to revert to last names.” The guy chuckled but took her hint and his tone switched to business matters. “Yes, do you have the document in front of you?”

      “I do—” Beryl’s voice rose at the end.

      It probably had something to do with the tentacle slithering its way up her inner thigh.

      “Everything okay?” Timothy asked.

      “Of course, just a slight chill in the room. Which part should I open?”

      Two of my tentacles coiled around her ankles. I gently pried her legs apart, showing her I wanted her to open to me… and to me only.

      “Page sixty-nine, clause eight,” Timothy answered.

      The tentacle between her legs teased the edge of her thong, while the other two pulled her legs open until the scrap of silk fabric was barely covering her.

      “Did you find it?” Timothy asked.

      I could hear clicking on the laptop keys.

      Keeping my voice low, I murmured, “Can I?”

      I longed to pull the fabric aside and delve into her tight heat, but I waited.

      “Yes.” Beryl cleared her throat, and I tried to figure out if she was speaking to me or Timothy.

      My question was answered when Beryl shifted positions, scooting forward on the edge of the seat and straddling the chair. She was giving me permission… and better access.

      With the sweet fragrance of her arousal so close to my nose, I couldn’t resist the urge to taste her. Not with a sucker this time, but with my mouth.

      Leaning forward, I pressed my mouth to the tiny damp spot on the fabric and breathed deep. With my tongue, I stroked her through her thong.

      Beryl’s fingers brushed through my hair and I wondered if she was going to push me away, but her hand remained still.

      “Should I read it?” Timothy asked.

      “Please. Go ahead.” Her words were stilted, but he didn’t appear to notice.

      Her fingers tightened in my hair, and she shifted her hips, making it clear she wasn’t talking to him… but to me.

      As Timothy began reading about stock options, I pressed my mouth harder against her. I sucked the strip of fabric into my mouth, determined to get every drop of her sweetness from it.

      Beryl’s hand trembled, a delightful sign of the effect I was having on her. Wrapping a tentacle around her waist, I lifted her just enough to slip the thong over her hips and under her butt.

      My eyes followed them as I worked them down her legs. Once they fell from her ankles, I pulled them off.

      Mine. The beast snatched her thong with a wandering tentacle.

      That could be a problem, because Beryl wasn’t likely to get them back without fighting him for them.

      I slid my tongue along the length of her slit, and my eyes instantly rolled back. She’d tasted incredible on my suckers, but it paled in comparison to tasting with my mouth.

      Beryl would be lucky if she ever managed to pry me from between her legs… I was an octopus, which meant I definitely had the advantage when it came to suction power.

      “It’s the wording of that sentence that worries me.” Timothy reread a sentence. “I just don’t want anyone to get screwed because of this deal.”

      I hummed in amusement at his choice of words. The vibrations traveled from where my mouth was pressed to Beryl’s slick heat, and traveled through her body.

      “Oh!” she exclaimed, then turned it into a breathy laugh. “No, we wouldn’t want that.”

      Her fingers clicked across the keys. “I’ll make a note to clarify the wording on that clause to ensure there is no misunderstanding.”

      As she spoke, her hips rocked a fraction against my mouth. My heart swelled at that sexy little confirmation of her enjoyment.

      Beryl broke down the clause with a simplistic explanation that was both elegant and concise. It amazed me how she simplified many of the complicated terms while not making the other party seem stupid.

      Her unbreakable professionalism was impressive. Even with my tongue delving inside her, lapping and sucking, she kept her voice steady.

      If it hadn’t been for the way one of her hands moved back beneath the desk to tangle in my hair, or the way her tight channel clenched around my tongue, I would have thought she was unaffected.

      “Are there any other questions or concerns you’d like to go over?” Beryl asked. “Or perhaps you have other business to attend to and we should pick this up later?”

      I couldn’t help my soft chuckle at the almost hopeful note in her voice. Her body responded to my rumble with another wash of cream.

      “Now that I have you, I don’t plan to let you go,” Timothy laughed, and there was no way to miss the flirting in his tone.

      We need to mount our mate. Mark her so the male will back off, my beast snarled.

      I wanted to remind him that it was called making love, not mounting, but I couldn’t find those words… because a primal part of me wanted to do exactly as he suggested.

      Beryl might not wear my mark on her skin, and I might not wear hers, but on paper—and more importantly, in my soul—she was mine.

      And I wanted to remind her of that.

      I pulled my mouth away, and without preamble, thrust my tentacle into her heat. On instinct, Beryl’s legs tried to close, but I curled two tentacles around her thighs and held them apart.

      I held the tentacle inside her still, giving her time to adjust.

      “We have a couple more minutes. Which clause should I flip to next?” Beryl asked Timothy, once again ignoring his suggestive comment.

      She was wrong.

      Because if she thought she would last a couple more minutes before falling apart on my tentacle, she’d definitely miscalculated.

      “It’s all work and no play with you, isn’t it Beryl?” Timothy huffed.

      His annoyance delighted me and my tentacles flexed and curled in delight… even the one buried between her legs.

      “That sums me up.” Beryl’s hands moved to grip the sides of the chair, as though trying to keep herself from squirming. “Which page?”

      After a bit of mumbling, he called out another page number, and he started reading it out loud. With my would-be rival focused back on monotonous business jargon, I was free to focus on exploring Beryl’s body.

      My tentacle between her thighs flexed, and again I curled it slightly, studying Beryl’s body for signs of discomfort or pleasure. When the tip of my tentacle pushed deep and bumped against her G-spot, Beryl’s breathing came to a halt and her heart skipped several beats in a row.

      Bingo.

      Kissing the delicate skin of her inner thighs, I locked a sucker on her clit, then began a rhythmic sucking and rocking, stimulating each of her pleasure spots… all at the same time.

      I alternated my pace. Fast, slow, then fast again.

      Beryl’s fingers turned white on the sides of the chair, and while she kept her upper body rigid, her hips would periodically rock against me.

      “Those are the last two questions, I believe,” Timothy’s voice drifted from the laptop, but I didn’t care.

      I was too focused on the way Beryl’s body squeezed my tentacle and imagining how it would feel on my cock—or mating tentacle—to care.

      Just as she prepared to speak, I released my sucker from her clit. Pressing my mouth between her legs, I worked my tongue against it in fast strokes.

      “To answer number one, ah… ah—” Beryl pretended to cough, trying to cover her surprised gasps.

      She wrapped her legs over my shoulders. I couldn’t tell if she was trying to close them, or keep me prisoner between her thighs. Since she made no move to stop me, I decided it was the latter.

      Beryl was soaked, and the scent of her arousal was the only thing I could smell.

      Her body wishes to be bred. Breed her or I will take control. It was an empty threat from my beast. He was strong, but I’d never been weak enough to be pushed aside.

      Even with her body on the edge of release, Beryl explained the first question and moved to the second.

      And I was ready.

      Using the texture-altering abilities of the papillae in my skin, I shifted the surface so that rows of short, rounded spikes spread across the tentacle inside her heat.

      It was more difficult, but with focus, I did the same to my tongue.

      When Beryl spoke again, I licked. It created a friction against her clit as my tentacle rocked back and forth.

      “As for number two, ah… ah—” Again she began coughing and finally wheezed out, “One minute.”

      She bent over as though covering her cough, but I caught a flash of her face. Her cheeks were red.

      And it wasn’t from the embarrassment that she’d suddenly started counting like a certain vampire puppet. No, her reaction had everything to do with the fact that the rough friction between her legs had pushed her over the edge.

      I had to hand it to her. She was an incredible actress.

      Beryl quickly recovered and was answering the last of Timothy’s questions… even as her muscles spasmed around my tentacle, milking it and driving all reason from my mind.

      Mate, my beast demanded again.

      Not yet. I grit my teeth, fighting my shifter instincts. She needs to want me.

      Her legs are holding us between her thighs with a stronger grip than we have with our tentacles. And if not for your licking, the chair would have been wet with her cream. Are you too stupid to understand the signs of our mate’s desire? My beast paced, pushing against the walls that kept him from full control of our form.

      Her body wants us, but it doesn’t mean her heart does, I snarled back, sweat beading my brow.

      If you are worried you can’t satisfy her, then release me. I will ensure a more than satisfactory performance. The beast pushed his full weight against the barrier, causing it to shake.

      While I had been arguing with my beast, I’d not paid attention to the workings of my tentacles.

      And it wasn’t until Beryl’s nails dug into my shoulders that I realized my tentacles had been twitching like an angry cat’s tail. A second tentacle found its way to tease her clit, and with her body already overly stimulated, she climaxed a second time.

      See? Her body responds to ours. We were made to please her. Just think how much she will enjoy having our mating tentacle insert—

      I stopped listening. If I imagined what he suggested, I’d lose control, rip her from the chair, drag her to the bed, and mount her until she screamed my name.

      No. I refused to give in to my animalistic instincts. It was her heart I wanted most.

      However, the moment Beryl showed signs of emotion for me and made the first move… the floodgates would open.

      I hoped she would be ready.

      “Thank you for reassuring me.” Timothy’s voice sounded a thousand miles away.

      “It was no problem. I hope you feel better about things.” Beryl sounded confident and slightly breathless.

      Unable to resist, I pressed my mouth to her inner thigh and trailed kisses upward.

      “Just seeing your beautiful face made this a better day.” His voice dropped low as he tried again to flirt with her. “I can’t wait for our dinner together. Write it down. Monday after the signing.”

      “I,” Beryl started, struggling to keep her breathing even, “can’t come.”

      But she’d come for me twice already, and I wasn’t finished yet…

      I slid my tentacle from her silken heat, then slowly pushed back in.

      “I’m not a man who takes no for an answer, Beryl. You should know that by now.” His tone was teasing, but irritation lurked under the surface.

      I thrust the tentacle slightly faster, causing her legs to quiver.

      “I’m afraid that isn’t going to work for me. You see—” Beryl tried to explain, her hands clenching the sides of her chair again.

      “No excuses. I’ve honored your policy of not spending personal time with clients during a deal. Afterwards, you are mine—”

      My control slipped at his use of the word mine. My suckers latched against both her clit and G-spot, massaging. Faster and faster, I thrust the tip of my tentacle inside her, as deep as I could without pulling the suckers free.

      Her walls clenched around my tentacle, and her legs tightened around my neck again.

      “My apologies. There is a matter I need to attend to.” Her voice cracked slightly. “Please feel free to email any other questions you may have regarding the documents. Sara is watching for your emails and will get back to you immediately.”

      Beryl slammed the lid of her laptop down without giving him a chance to respond. “If you cost me that deal, so help me—”

      I was on her faster than she could blink.

      Lifting her from the chair, I pulled her down onto my lap. My tentacles worked with swift precision to unbutton her jacket and slip it from her shoulders. They moved on to her shirt, grabbing the hem and pulling it over her head.

      All the while, I continued to thrust and flex the tentacle between her thighs. Her breathing grew ragged as another release neared the surface.

      “Cerulean,” Beryl whimpered, her body shifting to her vampiric form.

      Her arms wrapped around my neck, her bare breasts pressed against my chest. We were skin to skin, with no clothes between us. I growled into her hair, overcome by the erotic sensations racing along my skin.

      I don’t think she realized she’d switched forms… at least not until her frenzied kisses on my chest caused one of her fangs to slice my skin. Her body went rigid in my arms.

      “It’s okay,” I growled, frustrated that she’d stopped kissing me. “I love your fangs.”

      Her body trembled. “We should stop… I should stop… before I can’t…”

      She lifted a hand to push against my chest, but my tentacle wrapped around her wrist, pulling her close. “What if I don’t want you to stop?”

      The pupils of Beryl’s glowing, green eyes had become the razor-thin slits of a predator.

      “Cer.” Her bottom lip quivered. “I just drank from you yesterday, so I shouldn’t need to feed. But I’m so hungry— No, that doesn’t describe it. I’m ravenous and my craving for your blood is so powerful it is almost painful.”

      “You’re a vampire, darling. Drinking blood is sort of your thing,” I teased, trying to ease her anxiety.

      “You don’t understand!” Beryl panted, her arm wrapping around her stomach as though to ease a cramp. “It shouldn’t be like this! I should be able to drink from a vein without becoming addicted.”

      What did it mean? My heart pounded against my ribcage, hope flaring in my chest. Was it possible her body had accepted me as hers?
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      Cerulean wasn’t grasping what I was saying.

      This wasn’t a normal hunger, nor was it simple arousal. It was both and neither.

      I wanted him to fill me… with blood and body.

      Cerulean’s hand cradled the back of my head, pulling me forward until my closed lips pressed against his chest. His tentacle buried between my thighs rocked gently, sending fresh chills across my skin.

      I swallowed back my moan of desire, afraid if I opened my mouth, my instincts would take over. What would happen if I lost control?

      “Give in. I want you to use my body for your pleasure.” Cerulean’s tentacles curled and coiled around my body.

      “But what about your pleasure?” I mumbled against his skin, desperately trying to keep my fangs to myself.

      My body was shivering violently, as though I were burning up with a raging fever.

      I was always in control. It was something I took pride in.

      Battling against my vampiric nature wasn’t something I’d ever experienced, and the struggle was costing me dearly.

      “Tasting you, touching you, holding you, feeding you… those things give me pleasure. Now stop depriving us both.”

      “What if I can’t stop? This isn’t a craving I’ve experienced before.”

      “You will. Stop stalling.” One of his tentacles curled around my neck, not squeezing, but showing me he could stop me if I lost myself. “Is that better?”

      “Yes—” I began, only to have the tip of his tentacle slip into my mouth.

      My mouth widened in shock, and Cer took advantage of it by delving slightly deeper. Before I could figure out what he was planning, the tentacle pushed against my fangs.

      And like a hot knife through butter, my fangs sank into his tentacle.

      His blood poured into my mouth, and on instinct, I sucked, drawing him deeper into my mouth. We groaned in unison.

      As I drank, my tongue worked its way along the underside of his tentacle, stroking the edges of his suckers. Cerulean reacted by thrusting the tentacle between my thighs deeper into my heat.

      The rest of his tentacles moved across my skin, his suction cups leaving hundreds of kisses on every inch of my body. And with each pull of blood into my mouth, Cerulean responded with a thrust of his tentacle in my heat.

      His blood tasted nothing like the blood I’d sipped from blood-bags or wine glasses. That had been like drinking a healthy smoothie that you knew your body needed, and it didn’t taste awful, but it wasn’t something you particularly enjoyed.

      Cerulean’s taste was like the sweet spiced chai I loved sipping in the evening while reading through spreadsheets.

      Moaning, I sucked harder, rocking against him.

      “That’s it,” Cer rumbled. “You’re so, so beautiful.”

      This made no sense. I’d made it clear to Cerulean that I would take care of his needs whenever he desired it, but the stubborn man was more focused on pleasuring me.

      He was a man, and in my experience, they thought with their dick more than they did with their brain.

      Cerulean wanted me. I’d felt his erection pressing against me when he was in his human form, and I’d scented the pheromones on his skin that signaled arousal.

      So why hadn’t he taken me up on my offer?

      Because he wants your heart more than he wants your body.

      In my mind, it was as though a key was being turned in the lock of a door I’d kept closed.

      Mentally, I scrambled away from the door, not ready to find out what lay behind it.

      I ignored my inner voice, and I gave my full attention to the delicious liquid sliding down my throat. But each time his tentacle sucked against my clit, my lust grew, and that dang key turned a fraction more.

      My belly grew heavy, and my need clawed at my insides, fighting for release. The pleasure mixed with pain until I couldn’t tell them apart and a tear leaked from the corner of my eye.

      Still, I fought against my impending climax. I knew the moment I let go of control, the mental door would swing wide open and I was terrified to face what was behind it.

      Cerulean’s thrusts became rough, creating a friction that drove me wild and pushed me toward the edge of a cliff. His tentacle around my throat tightened, and the one between my thighs ground hard against me.

      “Stop fighting it.” Cerulean’s voice turned harsh and demanding. “Come for me.”

      I was used to giving the orders, but there was something thrilling about being told what to do… at least in my current position. And without stopping to ask my opinion on the matter, my body gave him what he wanted.

      I came hard.

      My body jerked with each wave of orgasmic bliss that ripped through me. Cerulean held me as my world shattered and my vision blurred.

      The door in my mind flew open with enough force to nearly rip it from its hinges. An avalanche of raw emotion slammed into me.

      Emotions were something I’d avoided like a wooden stake after realizing they severely complicated everything and eventually led to heartache.

      But suddenly, I was drowning in them. I gasped, sucking in harsh gulping breaths.

      As the emotions swirled, another unfamiliar thing paced in my chest… and with his body supporting me, I faced it head on.

      My heart tripped over its beat as I recognized it.

      Love.

      A tiny seedling of love had taken root.

      It wasn’t the mighty oak it would grow to be after spending years together… but it was there.

      Its warm glow radiated through me, beginning the work of dismantling the walls I’d built to protect myself from hurt and disappointment.

      A second strange emotion followed on the heels of the first.

      Passion.

      Sex had been a means to satisfy my hormones. And since I always left my partners begging for more, I knew I didn’t suck at it. Pun intended.

      But passion had never been a factor in my bedroom romps.

      Now it was surging through me with a hunger that rivaled the strength of my lust for Cerulean’s blood.

      My nails dug into his skin. Raising my chin, I stared into his worried blue eyes. I could tell him what I felt, but I’d finally realized he was a man who preferred acts of love rather than words.

      So I was going to show him.

      “On the bed,” I panted, my body struggling to cope with the effects of his blood in my veins.

      Overwhelming emotion pounded inside me like a battle cry.

      But I was a warrior ready for war… even if that battle was against the self-imposed rules I’d forced on myself.

      Cerulean surprised me by shifting to his human form. Then, without a word, he lifted me in his arms and carried me to the bed.

      He sat, resting his back against the headboard. I wrapped my legs around his waist and locked my arms around his neck.

      His erection bumped against me, and my breath caught. If I shifted even a fraction, he’d be pressing against my entrance.

      “Mmm. I like this,” Cer murmured, making no move to take advantage of our position.

      With my vampiric instincts and emotions roaring out of control, I knew this was the calm before the storm. I either gave in and let my instincts take over, or I needed to climb off his lap and lock myself in an ice-cold shower.

      I brought my mouth toward his, but stopped just before our lips touched. “Cerulean, I want—”

      “Do it. Whatever you desire.” His blue rings flickered. “Beryl, your eyes, they’re—”

      “What about my eyes?” I asked, tightening my legs around him and licking my lips.

      “They’re black with tiny flecks of silver. It’s like looking at stars in the night sky.” Cerulean caught my chin, angling my head so he could study them closer. “It’s mesmerizing.”

      My blood was scorching hot, but a chill licked down my spine. If my eyes had gone dark, then the stakes had just been raised.

      I was in predator mode.

      “You should run.” I hardly recognized the husky voice that came from my mouth.

      “I’m in danger.” Cer gave me a cocky smile and pulled me tighter against him. “And I like it.”

      Well, I’d warned him. Whatever happened next wasn’t my fault, right?

      My lips found his in a searing kiss that stoked the flames of my desire to a temperature on par with the fires of hell.

      His hands trailed across my skin, exploring every part of my body.

      Releasing his mouth, I slid down his body. Rather than leaving a trail of kisses, I left a path of tiny pinprick fang marks. I tasted and teased… and marked his body as mine.

      Cerulean didn’t make a sound, but his blue rings danced across his skin. I knew in nature it was a warning of impending death, but it only served to send a thrill of excitement sizzling through me.

      We were both paranormal species known for our skills as predators. It was like fire playing with gasoline, which made this an exhilarating dance.

      Right now, Cerulean was happy to let me have my way, but if he lost control, things could become dangerous.

      Another chill traveled down the length of my spine, and I licked my fangs. Why did that sound like fun?

      I was partial to Cerulean’s split form, but there was no denying his human form was equally impressive. Shimmying my way down his body, I didn’t stop until my mouth was inches from his hard length.

      “Last chance,” I whispered, running my tongue around the head of his cock. “You really should run.”

      Cerulean propped an arm behind his head, watching me. “Not a chance in Hades of that happening.”

      Sifting to my human form so my fangs would disappear, I took him deep, swallowing hard once he hit the back of my throat. Cer must have been expecting more teasing, because his entire body jerked at my sudden movement.

      He released a long hiss, but not giving him a chance to recover, my mouth devoured him. I sucked and swirled my tongue as I bobbed on his cock. Each time he slid down my throat, I’d swallow hard, squeezing his length.

      “Beryl!” he growled, his hand tangling in my hair. “I don’t know how much I can take—”

      I snorted and shifted back to my vampiric form.

      Silly boy.

      I was just getting started.

      My body flushed from head to toe. Once. Twice.

      I sniffed and was unsurprised to smell the intoxicating scent of vampire pheromones… an alluring fragrance that was far more effective than a witch’s love spell.

      “What’s that scent?” Cerulean gasped, his breathing becoming ragged. “Oh, frick.”

      His cock swelled, becoming impossibly hard in my hand.

      Cerulean might as well have been an insect caught in a spider’s web… He couldn’t leave if he wanted to now.

      I licked my tongue up the length of his rigid erection, barely resisting the urge to take a little taste from the hot blood pumping beneath his skin. A pang of lust-filled hunger seared through my stomach.

      Enough teasing.

      I wanted him inside me.

      With vampiric speed, I slid up his body until my hips straddled his. Rising on my knees, I gripped his length and prepared to impale myself on him.
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      With painstaking slowness, I slid down his length.

      “Beryl.” Cerulean drew out my name on a groan.

      I couldn’t respond, because my lungs had ceased to work as his erection stretched me.

      I paused, fighting the powerful need that demanded no talking and more action. But there was something I needed to make sure Cerulean understood.

      “Cerulean?” The head of his cock was pressing against my heat, making it hard to think.

      “Yes?” His breathing was harsh and his eyes burned with a desire that matched my own.

      “I’m not good with emotions, but I need you to know I want you.” My whisper was barely audible. “Your body and your heart.”

      He opened his mouth, then closed it, his throat working as he tried to speak.

      My legs trembled. I’d said what I needed to say, and I could no longer fight the instincts driving me.

      We moaned as I slid down his length. My body stretched to fit him, and I was thankful I was already wet, otherwise he might not have fit.

      When our pelvises pressed together, I took a second to breathe. After a moment, Cerulean began a gentle rocking of his hips and his thumb rubbed between our bodies, sending little ripples of pleasure rippling through me.

      I moved on top of him, grinding down and enjoying the tiny shocks of pleasure that zapped through me.

      My hips rocked faster and faster, my release building and coiling like a living thing. My breath came in little gasps as I rode him toward the edge.

      “You’re the most beautiful woman I’ve ever seen.” Cerulean’s soft compliment gave me the final push.

      Collapsing on top of him, I let him hold me as my orgasm stole the air from my lungs. My relief lasted for about twenty seconds before fresh hunger pangs cramped my stomach. I wanted—no, needed—more. So much more.

      I grabbed his shoulders, rolling onto my back and pulling him on top of me. Hooking my legs around his waist, I pulled him deep inside me.

      Cerulean needed no further encouragement and slowly slid back until he almost slid free, before burying himself deep.

      “Oh…” I moaned, my eyes rolling back in my head at the exquisite sensations he was causing.

      “I knew you would feel amazing, but this is beyond my wildest dreams.” Cerulean’s voice held an awe that did weird things to my chest and stirred up the new emotions I was still coming to terms with.

      He continued his torturously slow pace until I was writhing beneath him. “Cerulean, we have many years to have slow, passionate sex. Right now, my vampiric nature wants to claim her mate… and we aren’t known for our gentleness.”

      Sucking my bottom lip into my mouth, I sliced it with my fang. It took all my control not to gag at the taste and was again surprised that Cerulean enjoyed it.

      I caught his mouth in a kiss, letting his tongue stroke the small injury. I knew the instant he realized what I’d done. Cerulean’s chest rumbled with a growl, and my body responded by coating his length with more wet heat. Which was good, since he thrust into me with a force that caused my teeth to rattle.

      I squeaked in surprise, but the rest of my words were devoured by his mouth on mine. He sucked and licked as his body pounded into me, driving me into the bed.

      It was about fanging time! This was what I’d wanted. Wrapping my arms around him, I clung to him as his thrusts became frenzied and our bodies became slick with sweat.

      Blood roared in my ears, and my heart galloped in my chest. He pushed us higher and higher until I was dizzy and slightly terrified of letting go.

      Needing to anchor myself, I bit down on his chest. The moment his blood touched my tongue, my orgasm tore through me like a wild thing, seeking freedom.

      My body clamped around his cock, milking him and bringing him over the edge with me. Cerulean shouted my name, his hand curling around my lower back to cradle me to him as we convulsed.

      Pulling my fangs from his chest, I lunged for his neck. My fangs sank deep, and I released the fire burning in my chest into him. A normal vampire bite would heal like any other animal bite and rarely leave scars.

      But the claiming bite was like a brand burned into the skin.

      A permanent sign that he had been claimed.

      He is mine.

      If I thought that by claiming him, the fire inside me would ease or that my vampiric nature would be sated… I was sorely mistaken… in all the best ways.

      My hunger tripled. And it wasn’t just me who was struggling. Cerulean groaned, and the muscles in his jaw clenched.

      “I can’t hold my shift back.”

      “Stop holding back,” I snarled. “Take me.”

      Cerulean closed his eyes. “I can’t. My beast is pushing and I’ll hurt you. Let me gain control.”

      Cerulean shifted, and his tentacles slid across my skin. I caught one of his tentacles and sucked the tip into my mouth, stroking my tongue along the row of suckers.

      “I don’t want you in control.”

      A shiver traveled through his body, and the inky black of his beast’s eyes pinned me. “You don’t know what you’re asking… what you’re risking.”

      I bared my fangs. The primitive drive to have him complete our mate bond was stealing all thoughts from my mind.

      No one had told me claiming could be like this… with pleasure verging on pain. It was becoming harder to breathe, and my stomach spasmed.

      More. I needed more from him.

      “Let your beast out to play.” My seductive purr caused his rings to flicker and darken to a navy blue.

      “Beryl…”

      Later, I would wonder where I’d found the boldness to do what I did next.

      Grabbing one of his tentacles, I guided it between my legs and ground myself against. I was so sensitive I nearly came.

      Cerulean’s face had taken on sharper angles, the gentleness gone. Heat rushed between my legs when I realized a predator was staring back at me.

      “If you are afraid to take care of me, I’m sure I can do it myself…” I slid my heat against his tentacle and moaned, purposely goading him.

      “Behave.” His voice was an order and a plea. The man and the beast were sharing his body, and the man still wanted to save me, while the beast wanted to…

      I wasn’t sure, but I had a guess and couldn’t wait to see if I was right.

      “Make me.” I guided the tip of his tentacle inside me and ground against it. My breathing came in tiny gasps. I was getting close…

      The lines of strain disappeared from his face, leaving only raw hunger. He’d accepted my challenge.

      A tentacle wrapped around my waist and lifted me off the bed. Cerulean caught me in his arms and carried me to the pool.

      I clung to him, slightly dizzy from his speed, which was saying something since I was a vampire.

      “Where are we going?” I murmured, licking and sucking up his neck.

      My tongue teased across the two indentations left by my fangs, and Cerulean’s chest made that adorable clicking sound.

      “The pool. You’ll need the water to take my mating tentacle without being injured.”

      My legs were clenched around his waist, eager to find out what that meant.

      We sank beneath the water, and Cerulean pulled me toward the deeper end. He stopped when the water reached his shoulders… which meant it was over my head.

      I’d thought he would do more kissing and talking, but apparently Cerulean’s beast was more into doing—something my impatient vampire nature appreciated.

      A tentacle wrapped around my wrists, pulling them over my head and lifting me from the water.

      “What—”

      His mouth pressed between my thighs, and his tongue slipped inside me. I twisted in his grasp, my overly sensitive body threatening to burst into flames.

      “Be still.” He growled out the order.

      I shivered in excitement. How far could I push him with his beast at least partly in control?

      Not bothering to hide the challenge in my eyes, I squirmed harder.

      A tentacle wrapped around my waist. It coiled around my middle and the tip rested over my breast. When the sucker attached to my hardened nipple, I whimpered.

      Lowering me, his mouth found my other breast and lavished attention on it.

      “Cerulean!” I cried out his name, arching and bucking as he fanned the flames inside me.

      My legs kicked out as I tried to get away… or was I trying to get closer? I didn’t know because the man was driving me crazy.

      A tentacle wrapped around each of my ankles, and I sucked in a ragged breath.

      He slowly turned me in his arms, kissing his way across my ribs to my back. Goosebumps skated across my skin.

      Slowly, but with an unyielding grip, he parted my legs.

      The tentacles coiled and placed suction kisses up my legs, while the one around my breast continued to knead and stroke.

      Even with the breeze and the cool pool water, sweat dripped from my body. I was overheating, my need for release and his claim reaching a boiling point.

      He slowly lowered me a few more inches and something teased my slit. Desperate for stimulation, I rocked my hips.

      His hands dug into my thighs, holding me in place. “This is going to feel strange, and I don’t want to hurt you. You need to hold still.”

      “I don’t know if I can. My body is too sensitive,” I whimpered between breaths.

      “We can stop. You don’t have to do this.” Cerulean sounded like he was speaking through a clenched jaw. Was his need driving him insane, too?

      “I want this. Please,” I begged, my eyes blurring with tears at the thought of him stopping.

      “Then I can force you to be still, but you need to tell me you want it.” His mouth sucked and nipped my neck.

      “Yes. Yes.” The idea of him holding me and taking me sent a fresh wave of arousal rushing south. “Hold me. Pin me. Take me.”

      His tentacles tightened on my body, and another tentacle slid up my back and curled around my throat. The tip slipped down between my breasts, finding the breast that had been neglected since he’d turned me around.

      “If you say stop, I’ll stop,” Cerulean swore, even as the thing between my legs pushed upward.

      “Don’t you dare stop,” I snarled, snapping my fangs.

      Without a word, he slowly lowered me onto his mating tentacle while simultaneously pushing it upwards.

      Inch by slow inch, it pressed inside me. He hadn’t been kidding. It was a tight fit. His hand slid between my legs, and his finger stroked me.

      “You need to be relaxed. Come for me.” His husky words, combined with the friction I’d desperately craved, were all it took.

      I cried out, my muscles spasming with my release. With each spasm of my muscles, Cerulean pushed deeper inside me.

      He wasn’t done. I was still riding the waves of the last climax when he resumed stroking. “Again.”

      “You’re going to kill me.”

      “Maybe,” he chuckled. “Now show me you want me. Come for me.”

      My body obeyed, and I closed my eyes against the fireworks sparkling in my vision.

      “Good girl,” he praised, his tentacle slipping deeper. “Almost there.”

      Almost? He was going to split me in half if he kept going. “I don’t think you’re going to fit.”

      “I will. And you will love it.” He held me still, letting me catch my breath before he moved again. “I could make it easier for your body to accept me, but it is dangerous.”

      “Do it.” I was tired of waiting. My body longed for the finale where he would claim me.

      “If I bite you and give you a touch of my venom, it will relax your muscles. You’ve kissed me and have been getting the broken-down version of my venom. So your body should be able to handle a bit.”

      I heard little after the part where he mentioned biting me. Someone should have told him to never threaten a vampire with a good time.

      “Bite me. Please.” I could barely breathe past the new desire he’d unlocked in me.

      His teeth sank into my neck. They weren’t sharp like mine, so there was a prick of pain. It was followed by the sharp burn of his venom.

      I hissed in pain, and he started to pull away.

      “Don’t you dare,” I growled.

      It took only a matter of seconds for a warmth to travel through my limbs, and with a sigh, I relaxed in his hold. My body was still screaming for release, but my muscles were no longer tense.

      With one last thrust, the bulbous end of his tentacle nestled inside me.

      “Ready?”

      For what? I wanted to ask, but couldn’t.

      He rocked the appendage, and the texture of the skin rubbed against erotic zones I didn’t know I possessed.

      “Oh…” I moaned.

      Was it just my imagination or was the tip growing bigger? Swelling to fill me?

      “Claim me. Please.” I was desperate to know I was his. It had become more important than anything else in my life. “Make me yours.”

      Cer sighed. “I want to claim you. But if I do it now, it will leave a mark everywhere a sucker is touching your skin. They will be like invisible ink that is visible only beneath a black light. Black lights and my venom are the only things that will make them visible.”

      “I love that. I want to remember how you claimed me for the rest of our lives. Mark me as your mate,” I purred.

      And so he did. His mouth found my neck again and the burn of venom moved through my blood once more. There was a wave of nausea, but it was quickly forgotten as I felt the kiss of each sucker teasing my skin.

      The pressure inside me eased as my vampire was finally satisfied the bond was complete.

      Cerulean’s finger moved to stimulate my clit as the mating tentacle heated me from the inside out. I couldn’t take much more without passing out.

      “Cerulean,” I panted, “I need…”

      He ground his palm against me, and I screamed as a final orgasm flipped my entire world upside down. Cerulean stiffened behind me. With a roar, the mating tentacle I was impaled on began to pulse and my mate joined me in erotic bliss.

      “Mine,” I whispered, my mouth dry.

      “Mine,” he answered, his tentacles cradling me to him.
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      We spent the next two days devouring room service… and each other.

      My laptop remained closed, and I tossed my phone in my bag. Rather than leaving me to swim in the ocean, Cerulean used the pool, and my body, for his morning stretch.

      Sitting on the patio swing, I snuggled against my mate, relaxed and content. I knew I should check in with Sara, but I struggled to pull myself away from his side.

      He was the octopus shifter… shouldn’t that make him the clingy one?

      Cer made a strange choking sound, and I twisted my neck to look up at him. “Are you okay?”

      “Yes, fine,” he wheezed. After a minute, he pulled himself together. “I was thinking we should eat in the restaurant tonight.”

      “That means we’d need to find clothes,” I whined.

      I’d spent years in restrictive business suits, uncomfortable heels, and tight buns… now I was enjoying the freedom of being naked and not worrying about what I should wear.

      Maybe we should join a nudist colony?

      Cerulean coughed again.

      I pressed my hand to his forehead, checking for a temperature. “Are you getting sick?”

      Catching my hand, he brought it to his lips for a kiss. “Stop worrying. I’m fine. Just thinking about amusing things.”

      I side-eyed him. He was being evasive, but why?

      “So, dinner?” he prompted, running his fingertips down my bare leg and completely distracting me.

      “We could stay in and have the restaurant bring the food here. We don’t have to go there,” I pointed out.

      Cerulean’s tentacles wrapped around my body, pulling me against his chest. “Maybe I want to show off my beautiful mate.”

      I was shocked to find my cheeks heating. How could we do everything we’d done in the last two days, and yet I could still be embarrassed around him?

      “Okay. Let’s do dinner. I’d like to show you off, too.” I kissed his cheek. “But I better get ready. It’s probably going to take two hours to get the tangles from my hair.”

      “If it’s okay, I’d like to take a quick swim.”

      “You don’t have to ask for permission, Cer. Enjoy your swim!”

      I tried to push out of the swing, but his tentacle wrapped around my waist and pulled me back. Catching my face between his warm palms, he kissed me until I was breathless.

      “What was that for?” I brushed my hand across his cheek.

      “Just wanted you to have something to think about while I’m gone.”

      I was ready to cancel our plans and eat him for dinner instead, but Cerulean’s tentacle lifted me to my feet. “Stop looking at me like that and go enjoy your shower.”

      “But—”

      He cut me off with a soft swat on the butt. “Be a good girl and go shower.”

      Biting my lip, I reluctantly headed for the shower.

      I was going to need a cold one.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Ninety minutes later, I stared at the full-length mirror. I hardly recognized myself. After years of downplaying my looks, this was the first time I’d taken the time to enhance my features.

      A bit of contouring, highlighting, and a touch of blush showed off my high cheekbones. I’d gone with a smokey cat eye makeup, and it had done wonders to make my green eyes pop. The final touch had been the brilliant red lipstick for a pop of color.

      I was wearing a floor-length, skin-hugging gown with a sweetheart bodice… except there was nothing sweet about it. Nope, this dress practically screamed ‘take me to bed for a good time.’

      The dress was low-cut, and by low, I mean the fabric had a cutaway strip that traveled between my breasts, down my stomach, past my belly-button, down to my pelvic bone and only missed showing my privates by a mere three inches. Instead, it curved over to my right thigh and down to the floor.

      I’d need to keep an eye on it to make sure it didn’t ride up throughout the evening if I didn’t want to flash anyone accidentally. Sparkling sheer mesh covered the exposed areas, but somehow that only seemed to draw the eye more than the bare skin would have.

      The dress was sucking on to me with the ferocity of a starving vampire with their fangs in a vein. With it being so tight, I couldn’t wear any undergarments outside of pasties to cover my nipples.

      A slit traveled from the floor to the top of my left hip, this side without the mesh covering. This allowed my black heels, with the thick black ribbons tied around my ankles, to play peek-a-boo when I moved.

      It was the type of dress I never would’ve bought, and the only reason I owned it was because of the designer’s stubbornness. She created my tailored business suits and was constantly sneaking various garments into my wardrobe, hoping I’d wear them to the high-profile events I attended for business.

      Never in a million years did I think I would wear this gown, and I’d laughed until my sides ached when I’d first found it in my closet.

      But when I walked from the bathroom into the bedroom, Cerulean’s jaw dropped, and I was glad I’d impulsively packed it at the last minute.

      “I have no words.” Cerulean’s voice was deeper than the Mariana Trench.

      He must have showered on the patio, because he was dressed in a black tuxedo with a royal blue silk shirt beneath it. The color made his blue eyes pop… at least until they turned black and he stalked toward me.

      The top two buttons of his shirt were undone, and his blonde hair was dry, but he’d left it down. He looked like he’d walked straight out of a high-end perfume ad.

      With each slow step he took toward me, my heart banged harder against my ribs. I stepped backward, unable to stand still while a predator was coming, but came to a stop when my butt hit the wall.

      Cerulean closed in on me, his body pressing hard against mine, crushing me between him and the wall. Catching my wrists with his left hand, he lifted them above my head.

      I was pinned, and although I was strong, he’d already shown he had more than enough strength to restrain me if he wanted. He pressed his erection against my belly, letting me feel the effect I’d had on him.

      “Maybe we should stay in after all.” Cerulean’s lips teased their way from my neck down toward my breasts.

      I whimpered as his right hand slid up my bare left thigh and slipped beneath the dress. When his finger slowly pressed inside my entrance, my legs trembled and Cer’s left hand tightened around my wrists to help hold me upright.

      “You’re so wet,” he purred, stroking and teasing.

      When his finger disappeared, I whimpered. He’d left me aching and empty. I lifted my eyes to his face, only to find him licking the evidence of my arousal from his finger, his tongue working with a dexterity that should be illegal.

      “Ohh… Cerulean,” I breathed, unable to take my eyes from his mouth.

      “I have something for you.”

      I was hoping it was his mating tentacle, and was slightly disappointed when he reached into his pocket. He pulled out a thin black box.

      “I have something for you too,” I murmured, still working to get my galloping pulse under control.

      “You do?” His eyebrows rose.

      “Yes, but you can go first.”

      Releasing my wrists, Cer caught me around the waist and sat down on the nearby sofa, pulling me down so I sat sideways on his lap. There was no way I could have straddled him without pushing the dress up over my hips.

      Cerulean held out the box. “Open it.”

      Lifting the lid, I found a three-strand pearl necklace on the black velvet. But these pearls were unusual. Each pearl glowed as though it were under a black-light.

      “Cerulean! It’s beautiful. I’ve seen black, pink, and white pearls, but never pearls like these.” I tilted the box to the side, watching how the colors shifted.

      “They are from the Deep. There are many things there that are hidden from land-dwellers. Aurora pearls, like these, are one of my favorites.” Cerulean took the necklace from the box and placed it around my neck.

      “Aurora? Like the aurora lights?” I asked, lifting my cascading hair out of the way so he could latch the tiny hooks.

      “Exactly.” Cerulean pressed a kiss to my throat.

      I fingered the pearl necklace, blinking hard to keep my tears at bay. The man had turned me from a shark to a woman who cried at romantic gestures. Oh, how the mighty had fallen.

      And I liked it more with each passing day…

      Clearing my throat, I whispered, “Okay, my turn.”

      I opened my tiny black clutch and pulled out a gold ring.

      “The yellow of the gold reminds me of the golden hue of your tentacles, and the ring of sapphires circling the band represents your blue rings.” I reached for his hand and started to slip it on his ring finger, but paused. “May I, husband?”

      Cerulean swallowed hard, his rings flashing wildly. “Yes.”

      He watched me push the ring onto his finger, then lifted his hand to the light. “You brought it with you? How could you have known about the gold and blue if you didn’t know what I was?

      “I didn’t know. I’d brought a standard wedding band I’d intended to give you, but I decided I wanted something different—something personal.”

      A flush traveled across my skin at my admission. “I acquired a company a few years back from a sweet gentleman who has tried to make me custom jewelry for the past year. When I contacted him, he was delighted to rush this for me. He finished this morning and gave it to the courier I’d hired to fly it down to me. It arrived this afternoon.”

      “Beryl! If I didn’t know better, I’d think you’ve turned into a romantic.” Cer wrapped me in a hug, squeezing until I was laughing and begging to be released. “I love it, darling.”

      “Maybe.” I placed a chaste kiss on his lips, knowing that anything more and we’d never make it to our dinner reservation.

      Cerulean’s eyes sparkled. “What are we waiting on? I can’t wait for the world to see that you put a ring on it.”

      Without giving me time to respond, Cerulean stood, steadied me on my heels, then rushed us out the door.
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      We arrived five minutes before our reservation time. Our table was ready, and the smiling hostess seated us immediately.

      I’d have preferred a private booth, but we sat at a four-seat table in the middle of the restaurant. Thankfully, the restaurant wasn’t overly crowded, and they spaced the tables apart to give some privacy to guests.

      Cerulean pulled out my chair and bent to kiss my cheek as I sat down. As he stood, his gaze fixed on the partially obscured bar area on the other side of the restaurant.

      “Darling, I see someone I need to speak with. Do you mind excusing me for a moment?”

      “You’ve been overly patient with my business needs. Take your time.” Picking up the leather-bound beverage menu, I perused the list. “I’m going to order a glass of wine.”

      “Sounds good. Order a bottle and we’ll share.” He brushed his fingers across my bare shoulder and strode away.

      I watched his gorgeous butt until he disappeared between the monster-sized ferns that created a barrier between the bar and the restaurant. My eyes drifted around the room, noticing quite a few women were staring at the spot my husband had disappeared through.

      Husband.

      When I’d signed up for P-Harmony’s services, the word husband had held no special meaning to me. Now, just thinking the word caused my chest to warm and my belly to quiver… because Cerulean meant the world to me.

      The server appeared at the table, startling me from my inner musing. I ordered a nice bottle of red wine. A few minutes later, the server reappeared and opened the bottle. After handing me the cork, he poured a little in my glass to sample. Once I’d approved, the server poured more in my wineglass and disappeared.

      Sipping my wine, I leaned back in my chair. I stared out the large glass windows that looked out over the sea. Glowing lights from various fishing boats bobbed on the ocean’s surface, reminding me of fireflies dancing on warm summer nights.

      I was so lost in my thoughts, I jumped when a voice whispered near my ear. “Hello, sister. Fancy meeting you here.”

      Instincts kicked in, and my body responded to the threat. I straightened my spine, pushed my shoulders back, and lifted my chin a fraction.

      Most importantly, I squashed the happy glow that had warmed my body and lit my eyes since Cerulean and I had completed our mate bond.

      Within the blink of an eye, I’d reverted to my cold, indifferent business exterior.

      Taking on a bored attitude, I sipped my wine, watching as he took the seat across from me. To no one’s surprise, my father appeared beside him and sat down as well.

      Those two were rarely apart, and they were always scheming together. If they were here, something sketchy was going on, and I needed to figure it out as quickly as possible.

      “I don’t recall inviting either of you on a family getaway.” I swirled the wine in my glass, studying their faces for tells.

      “We were worried about you, Be.” Stefan was using my childhood nickname he used when teasing me or trying to make me cry.

      It meant he believed he had an ace up his sleeve he could blindside me with. If that was the case, I couldn’t allow my senses to be dulled with alcohol.

      “I find that hard to believe,” I laughed.

      Setting my wineglass down, I began inspecting my long, black french-tipped nails. From the corner of my eye, I caught the twitch of Stefan’s mouth. He always wanted to be the most important person in a room, and by acting as though my nails were more interesting, I was riling him.

      Good. His quick temper would help me get the information I needed.

      “Batty-Bee, he’s right,” said my father, speaking for the first time.

      Clustersuck!

      I’d loved when he’d called me that back when I was an innocent child who believed her daddy would always have her back. He hadn’t called me that in years. Not since my company’s success had grown to heights that no other Latos vampire had achieved.

      If both my brother and father were using the names they’d used back when they felt superior to me, they really must think they had something to use against me.

      But what backdoor did they think they’d found to gain a footing in my business?

      They didn’t make me wait long.

      My father straightened the silverware in front of him. “Everyone who is anyone in Boston has been talking non-stop about Chiroptera’s acquisition of Tenser Enterprises happening this month. It is the deal of the decade—and one you’ve worked yourself into a coffin for.”

      I raised a brow. “I doubt you traveled all the way here to tell me something I already know.”

      My father continued. “Then, poof! You vanish into thin air. Your brother just happened to see a photo of friends on Fangbook playing volleyball on a beach, and you’re in the background. You never take a vacation, so I was worried someone had kidnapped you. We immediately booked a flight down here to see for ourselves that you are okay.”

      My mind dropped the pieces into place, and before my brother opened his mouth, I’d already figured out their plan.

      “Imagine our shock to find you here taking a vacation!” Stefan grabbed the bottle of wine and poured himself a full glass before handing the bottle to my father.

      I rolled my eyes, keeping my unruffled exterior in place. “For the record, the acquisition is none of your business. However, everything is finished and simply waiting for a final proofread from the attorneys. We can’t sign until the end of the month, so yes, I took a trip to clear my head and take care of some other matters.”

      A surge of anger threatened to break through my stoic facade. Why couldn’t I have a normal family?

      A family who showed up to check on me and were happy I’d finally taken a vacation.

      No, my family was here to harass me and dig up dirt so they could blackmail me.

      “Darling, I leave you for five minutes and you start attracting people to you like sharks to blood.”

      Cerulean’s voice spread across my frayed nerves like molasses, and for a beautiful moment, my anxiety eased and I could breathe.

      Then I realized my brother and father were eyeing Cerulean with keen interest.

      Stefan didn’t bother to hide the evil smirk that spread across his face. “Wow, sis. This wasn’t just a vacation, was it? Looks like the other business you needed to do was a married man. Dad, I wonder what Timothy would think to find out the person handling his entire livelihood is down here fanging a married guy while everyone else is stuck in Boston, working to make sure everything is perfect?”

      Cerulean’s laugh was harsh. “Why would this Timothy care? He isn’t married to me.”

      I choked on a laugh.

      Stefan’s eyes shot daggers at Cerulean. “And how would your wife feel about you banging my sister?”

      Cerulean pursed his lips as though seriously thinking it over. “Hmm. I’m not sure. Let me ask her.”

      Cer’s hands circled my waist and lifted me onto his lap. I couldn’t help but notice several people at the surrounding tables were darting curious glances our way.

      “How do you feel about me keeping you up all night having wild, passionate sex, Wifey?”

      I forgot about my brother, my father, and the strangers in the restaurant.

      Only Cerulean mattered.

      “It feels great,” I murmured, brushing a kiss across his lips.

      The jerk of his cock beneath me made it clear how he felt about it.

      “Beryl? You’re married?” My father’s voice cracked.

      “I think they’re lying so they can cover it up. He’s wearing a ring, but she isn’t,” my brother hissed, a challenge in his eyes.

      There was no denying I had more than my fair share of faults—one of which was my inability to back down from a challenge. What could I say? I liked to win.

      Turning slightly on Cerulean’s lap, I faced my family with my back to Cerulean’s chest.

      “I wear his rings.” Brushing my hair to the side, I presented my neck to my mate. “Show them.”

      Cerulean’s breath caught. “Are you sure?” he whispered, no doubt worried I would experience the side-effects again.

      I didn’t care if it killed me; I wanted there to be no doubt who I belonged to.

      Cerulean didn’t argue. Leaning forward, his mouth pressed to my neck.

      There was a sharp pang, and fire slowly spread through my veins. It hurt like hellfire, but my anger burned far hotter.

      As his venom spread through blood, his mating marks appeared on my skin as small, royal blue rings.

      Gasps sounded around the restaurant. Everyone was openly staring, no longer keeping up the pretense.

      I knew what they were seeing. Cerulean had marked me during an act of sexy dominance and the pattern of the rings on my skin reflected that.

      A trail of sucker rings circled my neck before trailing down between my breasts. The mate marks looked a lot like a collar and leash.

      Lifting a hand, I stroked Cer’s jaw as he languidly sipped my blood and trickled his venom into me. I rested my right hand on the table, allowing everyone to see the claiming marks that circled my wrists like blue ringed bracelets.

      Even without being able to see the line of blue rings that trailed from my hip to my thigh, the rings wrapping around my ankles, or the marks he’d left in far more intimate places… it didn’t take a genius to understand that I’d been restrained and at his mercy when he’d marked me.

      I hadn’t been in control… and I’d loved every second of it.

      Cerulean had bound and marked not just my body, but my heart, too.

      My hips wiggled on his lap at the memories, eager to have him do it again.

      “Cerulean, if you’re done showing off, maybe you could introduce me?”

      A stranger settled in my vacant chair.
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      Reluctantly, I pulled away from Beryl’s neck. I kept my arms tight around her waist, holding her against my body and nuzzling her neck.

      I fought to steady my breathing. It wasn’t just the taste of her blood that was driving me insane. The fact she’d wanted to show her rings—the marks I’d left on her while claiming her as mine—had me painfully hard.

      My beast wanted us to push her dress over her hips and breed her right there, and I was having a hard time remembering why that was a bad idea.

      Beryl seemed unsure of what to do, but allowed me to continue holding her while I tried to calm my pacing beast. This wasn’t how I’d wanted our first outing as a mated couple to go.

      “Forgive my brother. He’s always been on the clingy side—it’s an octopus thing.” I rumbled a warning as he shook Beryl’s hand a fraction too long. “I’m Lapis.”

      My brother would never make a move on my wife, but he loved to get a rise out of me. He knew I was newly mated, and therefore slightly unstable, so he was going to see how far he could push me.

      “Well, this is turning into quite the family reunion,” Beryl blurted out.

      I snickered, but she’d cringed in my arms the moment the words left her mouth. Pressing a soft kiss to her shoulder, I tried to ease her discomfort.

      Beryl was the type to think her words over carefully before speaking, but I’d noticed in the last few days she was speaking more freely, and not overthinking every word before she said it. I loved her open honesty.

      Lapis laughed and leaned back in his chair. “I like her, brother. It’s a shame you met her first.”

      It wasn’t until Beryl squeaked that I realized I’d tightened my arms around her middle a little too tight.

      “Sorry, darling,” I whispered, easing my grip.

      “It’s a pleasure to meet you, Lapis. Cerulean didn’t tell me you would be visiting.”

      Beryl’s smile was genuine, but she’d switched to the same cool, professional voice she’d used with Timothy. No doubt because of the two men seated across from us who watched her every move like wild animals waiting to attack.

      Beryl was ignoring the vampire men, so taking my queues from her, I ignored them as well.

      Everything was perfect.

      Why did they have to ruin it?

      Her thoughts drifted into my mind, and my heart ached. I’d wanted this evening to be wonderful for her, and the vampires’ appearance was threatening to ruin it.

      I refused to allow that to happen. If Beryl didn’t want them here, then they weren’t going to stay. I opened my mouth, preparing to tell them they needed to leave, but the older vampire spoke first.

      “Married? He’s your husband?” His green eyes darted between Beryl and me.

      Beryl lifted her chin. “Yes, he’s my husband.”

      “Why haven’t I met him? You haven’t even mentioned him to me, and I’m your father! Don’t you think I should know about these things, Beryl?” The older vampire smacked his palm on the table.

      Beryl didn’t even twitch at his sudden move. “Apologies, father,” she said, emphasizing the word. “Maybe if you’d actually taken any interest in my life or tried to see me outside of New Year’s dinner, I would have remembered I had a father to share the good news with.”

      “Talk about a mic drop, sis!” Lapis barked a laugh, but tried to cover it when he caught my sharp look.

      I knew him well enough to know this situation was highly entertaining for him.

      “Sis? She’s not your sister,” the younger vampire hissed.

      “She married my brother, so yeah, she’s my sister. It’s the way these things work.” Lapis raised an eyebrow.

      I could count on one hand the number of times in our lives that Lapis had been rude to someone. Between the two of us, he was the conversational genius. He could read situations and navigate sensitive topics with a skill politicians would envy.

      My brother was also quick on the uptake. He no doubt sensed the animosity the vampires radiated toward Beryl, and he was showing support for her… while also goading the vampires into reacting and giving him whatever info he was looking to weasel out.

      It still irritated me he’d flown to the opposite side of the world just to stick his nose in my business, but I couldn’t deny the joy I felt at the reminder that my brother always had my—and now my mate’s—back.

      “Who do you think you are?” Stefan’s eyes flashed black as his anger mounted. He turned to glare at me. “And who are you to claim a vampire of our family and mark her body?”

      I made a move to shove to my feet, ready to throw the vampire out of the restaurant myself, but stopped at the touch of Beryl’s hand on my thigh.

      “I’m Lapis.” Realizing I was struggling with my agitated beast, my brother answered for both of us. “And that’s my brother, Cerulean.”

      Lapis waved down the waiter and ordered a second bottle of wine since the vampires had finished the bottle Beryl ordered.

      “No last name?” Beryl’s father raised an eyebrow.

      “Should we know you? I don’t recognize either of you from social events or business meetings.” Her brother, Stefan, crossed his arms.

      He’d dismissed us as unworthy of his time.

      “Oh. You don’t know?” Lapis’s eyes widened in feigned innocence as he looked between our faces.

      I sighed, knowing we were seconds away from Lapis dropping a bomb.

      Three…

      Two…

      One…

      “Thalassa.” My brother leaned back in his chair, a cheshire grin on his face.

      He was enjoying this far too much, and I was tempted to kill him later for it.

      That one word seemed to suck the oxygen from the room, leaving everyone at our table and the tables close enough to eavesdrop, gaping like fish out of water.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Thalassa.

      Cerulean Thalassa.

      Why didn’t he tell me?

      Why didn’t I bother to ask him?

      To my shock, Beryl shifted on my lap to look up at me, with tears shimmering in her eyes.

      “I’m sorry,” she whispered, her voice pitched so low I doubted even the vampires across the table heard her.

      For the past few days, I’d imagined multiple versions of what her response might be when she found out who I was… but I’d never guessed this might be her reaction.

      “You have nothing to apologize for, but we can talk about this later.” Catching her chin between my fingers, I placed a soft kiss on her lips.

      “Thalassa?” Stefan and her father croaked in unison like bullfrogs. “Like the Thalassas who own Trident?”

      “One and the same!” My brother swirled the wine in his glass.

      “Cerulean and Lapis Thalassa?” Stefan repeated, as though still trying to process the information.

      “Yes, those are our names. Don’t wear them out.” Lapis winked at Beryl.

      He’d reverted to grade-school comebacks? I fought the urge to pinch the bridge of my nose.

      Stefan sipped his wine, all the cocky confidence wiped from his face.

      Her father was the first to recover. “Well done, daughter. You’ve made me proud.”

      Beryl laced her trembling fingers through mine beneath the table, seeking comfort and showing me her vulnerability. On the outside, my mate appeared unaffected. Her posture hadn’t changed and her breathing was steady.

      “I’ve spent years building my business from the ground up, using the money I earned while working under one demanding boss after another, to fund Chiroptera. Then I spent years re-investing every dime of my profits back into the company. All because I believed in myself when no one else did.”

      Beryl took a breath and continued. “You offered Stefan a large financial gift when he turned eighteen to get his company off the ground. Most of which he squandered because he cared more about partying than work. Since then, you’ve poured thousands of dollars into his company every year to keep it afloat. All so he doesn’t have to face failure. And so you can parade him around, bragging to the vampire community, friends, and various business associates that your son is talented and takes after you.”

      Unlocking her finger from mine, she flattened her palms on the table, and her voice rose. “Yet year after year, when I’d excitedly tell you of a promotion or award, you’d shrug it off as unimportant. I’m a vampire. Do you seriously think I couldn’t hear the laughter and comments you two made behind my back? The jokes about how many people I must have slept with to move up the ladder?”

      Beryl rose to her feet, leaning toward her father as though staring down an opponent. She was breathtaking in her fury.

      “And all because you couldn’t be bothered to recognize my talents or acknowledge my hard work. For years, I dreamed of the day I’d become successful, and you’d say those five little words to me: I am proud of you. Eventually, I realized I didn’t need your validation to feel worthy.”

      Stefan made a move to speak, but shut his mouth at the warning glare I shot him. Or maybe it was the dark rings flashing on my neck and the back of my hands that scared him.

      Beryl wasn’t finished. “Tonight, I finally heard those words I craved for so long. Not because my company made the cover of a dozen magazines in a single year. Not because I was nominated for Woman of the Year. Not because Chiroptera ranked among the top 10 investment firms worldwide. Not because I am mother-freaking-fantastic at my job.”

      She was breathing hard and took a moment to steady herself before finishing. “No. You’re proud because you think your daughter finally took your advice to open her legs and her bed to a rich man… a man who you clearly have more respect for than you’ve ever had for me. You’re a pathetic excuse for a father, and I will never call you by that title again.”

      Every eye in the room was staring in stunned shock at Beryl, and complete silence engulfed the restaurant. There was no sound of silverware clinking against china, idle chatter, or chairs scraping against the wooden floor.

      Nothing.

      At least until Lapis began a slow clap and stood to his feet. Within seconds, the table beside us joined in, and soon the entire restaurant was applauding.

      Beryl jumped in surprise, her glazed eyes taking in the onlookers. She’d been so absorbed in telling her dad off, she’d forgotten where we were.

      “That’s my sister-in-law!” Lapis proudly told the guests closest to him. “Isn’t she magnificent? We’re definitely keeping her.”

      I was tempted to smack him until I caught sight of Beryl’s expression as she watched him. A tear trickled down her cheek as she hiccupped a laugh, and she sagged onto my lap.

      Lapis’ silliness had dispelled her embarrassment at having made a scene, and I was grateful to him. Wrapping my arms around Beryl, I pulled her into a hug.

      “Okay, the show part of the dinner is over. Everyone can go back to eating.” Lapis laughed as he spoke and settled back into the chair beside me.

      The sounds of eating and chatting had barely resumed before Stefan leaned toward Beryl. “Stop trying to distract dad with your tantrum. You’re the issue here. It is you who is slacking, and how do you think your investors will react when they find out you married a Thalassa? I doubt they will believe you truly care about Chiroptera and its assets when your husband has more money than you could ever spend. I think they’ll worry you might become sloppy and take more risks because you can afford to… even if they can’t. It’s going to be a real shame when that news gets out…”

      It wasn’t until that moment that I realized Stefan wasn’t just an entitled brat. His mask had slipped, showing the evil soul beneath.

      I would have my team find every asset this man owned and sink them. Like the arrogant dick he was, he wanted to taunt Beryl with what he planned to do to her company. He was enjoying the perceived power he held over her.

      That was the difference between us.

      He had perceived power.

      I held real power.

      Pulling out my phone, I began texting my assistant with orders.

      Stefan Latos would be bankrupt before his flight landed back in Boston.

      Putting my phone back in my pocket, I stared him dead in the eye. “Why would anyone jump ship once they find out Beryl owns half my shares in Trident? Land-dwellers have tried for years to create deals with us and we have declined. Once they find out she has an in with Trident, I’d imagine she will be overwhelmed with CEOs trying to get in good standing with her.”

      Lapis leaned forward, folding his hands on the table. “Exactly. And it will be worse when the news is announced that Trident is expanding to investment opportunities on land, and Beryl is our only liaison on land. She alone will be in charge of deciding which investments and proposals will be presented to Trident.”

      I stared at my brother’s face. Hard lines of anger were etched on his usually easy-going face. Lapis was dead serious about this. My brother had made the decision without talking to either Azurea or me. But it didn’t matter. When one of the three heads of Trident made a decision, it was fully backed by the other two.

      My brother was defending my mate as fiercely as if she were his blood sister. He had our backs and wouldn’t allow her to be intimidated, blackmailed, or bullied by anyone.

      That took the wind right out of Stefan’s sails, and he dropped back into his seat. His eyes bled to black as rage at losing pumped through his veins.

      When the server neared the table, I caught his attention. “I believe these two have gotten lost and can’t find their table. Could you assist them?”

      “Of course, sir.” The server eagerly escorted the scowling pair of vampires toward the front of the restaurant.

      “Are you going to allow your husband to speak to your family like this?” her father hissed as they moved past Beryl.

      She lifted her chin. “We share DNA, but you are not my family. Until you can understand the pain you’ve caused me, and change, there is no place for you at my table—not in my home or in my business.”

      She kept her spine straight until they were out of sight and went limp in my arms.

      “Are you okay, darling?” I pressed a kiss to the top of her head.

      Beryl blew out a long sigh. “I’ve never been better. You have no idea how long I’ve wanted to say that.”

      Chuckling, I handed her the glass of wine she’d avoided sipping during the confrontation.

      She took a small drink, then gulped several mouthfuls. Scooting from my lap, she carefully adjusted her dress and sat down in the chair her brother had vacated.

      The server returned and cleared away the wine glasses the vampires had used, and placed clean dishes and silverware in front of her.

      Lapis cleared his throat. “Beryl, I flew here after our sister confirmed Cerulean was planning to mate. He’s avoided it for so long I thought he was making a massive mistake or he was planning an epic prank. But nothing could have prepared me for meeting you tonight and I couldn’t be happier to welcome you into our family.”

      He turned to me. “Treat her well. I’ve lived in the sea for a long time, and there aren’t many like her out there. Now, I’m going to leave and let you enjoy your romantic dinner together. I only came over to provide backup if needed… and to make sure my brother didn’t decide to bend you over the table when you showed off your rings.”

      “I wouldn’t have dreamed of—” I spluttered.

      Lapis rolled his eyes. “Brother, I shared a womb with you. It was plain on your face that you’d forgotten you were in the middle of a restaurant. You were ten seconds away from pushing up her dress and taking her.”

      I mumbled a hollow denial, which my brother ignored.

      He grinned at Beryl. “Cerulean wants you to think he’s a cultured gentleman, but his beast is strong.”

      “I know.” Beryl’s cheeks burned a bright red. “But it’s okay. I bite back.”

      Lapis burst out laughing, and I punched him playfully.

      He started to rise, but Beryl stopped him. “Please don’t go. I’d love to have dinner with you and get to know you better… and maybe learn more about Cerulean.”

      I groaned at the sly look Lapis sent my direction. He was absolutely going to dig up every embarrassing childhood memory he could remember.

      “Brother?” Lapis raised a brow, checking if I preferred him to leave.

      I would have liked a romantic dinner with my beautiful wife, wooing her… and then taking her back to our room to ravish her until sunrise.

      But I caught the slight tremble in her hand as she reached for her wineglass and knew that silly bantering and laughter would help to settle her anxiety… even if it was at my expense.

      “My wife wants you to stay, so I guess you can stay.” Grabbing the wine bottle, I poured a bit more into my glass and leaned back to watch my wife.
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      I tapped my nails on the desk and stared at my laptop. Cerulean had gone for his morning swim, and I’d decided to check my emails. But I was struggling to focus, because my mind kept drifting to Cerulean.

      Besides, there was nothing that needed my attention. Sara had everything under control, and had even been handling Timothy’s whiny emails with a patience I envied. I made a note to give her a raise and schedule a long overdue conversation with her about the potential of taking on a new position with more responsibility.

      Opening a new document, I wrote an email to one of the few high school friends I’d remained in casual contact with. I presented an idea that had come to me this morning and explained that I thought it could be mutually beneficial for both of us. I clicked send and received an excited reply less than three minutes later.

      I forwarded the message to Sara, describing my plan and asking her to organize it for the day we returned to Boston.

      Clicking back to my business email account, I noticed a couple of new reports waiting to be looked over, but I realized in a moment of brilliant clarity I didn’t need to read them.

      I’d hired and trained a very competent team who poured over these documents and would send me a summary in a single report with any important things they felt I should see. Maybe it was time I trusted my team a little more and let them do the jobs they were paid to do.

      I looked out at the sea, and my heart ached. Cerulean was out there, and with each day we spent together, I found it harder to be away from him. He was becoming my entire world at a frighteningly fast rate.

      It was confusing, and turning back to my laptop, I pulled up a website I’d bookmarked. A therapist for vampires.

      I’d never wanted to admit there was something broken inside me, and so every time I’d thought about reaching out to the kind-looking therapist, I chickened out.

      This time, I gathered my courage and typed out a lengthy email, giving a condensed version of my life. I finished by asking the question that had been burning in my mind for three days.

      My finger hit send and I closed the laptop. Pacing around the room, I chewed my lip and worked through the chaos of this week.

      The sharp ring of my phone nearly gave me a heart attack, and I quickly checked the screen. Seeing the therapist’s name, I answered.

      For the next hour, she patiently answered questions I never thought I’d find the courage to voice. When the call ended, I stared, unseeing, at the wall.

      My heart felt light, and the confusion had dissipated. Happiness and excitement were bubbling inside me as though I were a shaken soda drink.

      I decided it would be fun to snorkel for a few hours. Who knew? I might even bump into my husband, and could tell him what I’d learned.

      Hurrying to the storage bench on the patio, I pulled out a pair of fins, a mask, and a snorkel. I splashed around in the aquamarine waters, following schools of brightly colored fish and enjoying the sun, when a boat got a bit too close to me.

      Lifting my head from the water, I was surprised to find my father and brother staring down at me.

      “Beryl—” My father began.

      “I have nothing to say to either of you. Leave,” I hissed, flashing my fangs.

      It was the vampire equivalent of throwing the middle finger at another vampire, but I didn’t care anymore.

      Being a good daughter had gotten me nowhere. So I saw no reason to continue to allow myself to be mistreated.

      I put my face back in the water. Ignoring them completely, I swam in the opposite direction.

      CRACK!

      Something smashed into the back of my head.

      My body went limp and darkness swallowed me.
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        * * *

      

      “It’s forty feet here. That should be deep enough,” a disembodied voice drifted into my foggy skull.

      “Do you have the weights attached?” a second voice screamed.

      Oh, wait. He wasn’t screaming, it just sounded like it thanks to the pain jack-hammering my skull.

      I hadn’t been hungover like this since my college graduation. No one had shown up, and I’d watched my classmates take photos with their parents and exchange warm embraces. They’d all left to eat, and I’d retreated to my dorm room to drink tequila and cry myself to sleep.

      So why had I decided to get drunk this time?

      “Dad, I think she’s waking up.” Voice number one sounded oddly familiar, but I couldn’t quite place it…

      “Really? Then we better hurry. You cracked her skull open. It should’ve taken her longer to heal an injury like that. I didn’t know she could heal as fast as a full vampire.” Voice two sounded impressed, which annoyed me, but I didn’t know why.

      Something cool wrapped around my ankles and wrists, and the sound of metal chains hitting metal vibrated through me.

      My head felt as though it was being torn in half. If they didn’t quiet down, they were going to kill me.

      “Once we drop her, how long will it take for her to drown?”

      Oh crap!

      They were trying to kill me.

      Adrenaline surged through my body, sweeping away the last of my mental fog.

      “She will have about fifteen minutes. Maybe less. She lost a lot of blood from that blow. Alright, I’ve got her hands and feet wrapped. You’re going to have to help me throw the weights over, Stefan.”

      Shock froze the blood in my veins. My father and brother were going to kill me. I’d stupidly believed they could never hate me enough to kill me, and I’d turned my back to them.

      My chest tightened with panic and I fought back tears. This week had been so perfect, and I’d thought it was the beginning of a new life with Cerulean. And it was about to be taken from me.

      I pulled at the chains around my wrists, trying to free myself, but they wouldn’t budge.

      “What’s wrong, sister? I thought you liked being bound?” Stefan laughed, watching my struggles. “You won’t be able to break those, Beryl. They are pure silver.”

      Ignoring him, I yanked harder, using my full strength in my effort to free my wrists. If I could get my hands free, I just might have a chance of surviving this.

      “Why? Why would you do this to me?” I met their cold eyes.

      “Because your husband is right. When word of your marriage gets out, you’ll be the most sought-after investment firm in Boston. With you gone, I can offer assistance to your clients. I’ll finally get the success I deserve.”

      Stefan was willing to kill me for his greed, and my father was willing to go along with it to keep the image of his successful son intact.

      Their greed and pride were going to cost me my life. The unfairness of it all tore at my insides. This couldn’t be the end of my story. It just couldn’t be.

      “Any last words?” Stefan squatted in front of me.

      I wished I had something meaningful to say, but at that moment, I didn’t feel particularly inspirational. I felt furious.

      “Go gargle garlic,” I snarled.

      Garlic might not bother us, but the insult was still a wonderfully low blow.

      Lunging forward, I sank my fangs into the hand that rested on his knee. Stefan screamed in pain and sent a retaliatory kick into my stomach.

      I doubled over the best I could while confined by chains, but refused to cry out. Watching the blood pouring from his hand made the pain worth it.

      The two vampires bent and slowly lifted the cement block. Two chains led from it to me.

      “The witch wasn’t joking about her spell making it heavy,” Stefan hissed.

      “I’m relieved the full spell doesn’t activate until it hits the water. Otherwise, it would have sunk our boat,” my father groaned.

      They’d hired a witch to ensure I couldn’t escape my death. Go figure the first time they put actual work into making something happen, it would be my death.

      They hefted the weight over the side of the boat. Turning quickly, they grabbed me from the bottom of the boat and flung me over the side after it.

      My body was airborne for a few long seconds before hitting the surface of the water and immediately being yanked downward.

      The pressure changed, and my ears ached. Unable to clear them, the pressure continued to build until dizzying pain tore through both ears as my eardrums ruptured.

      No! I couldn’t pass out.

      I needed to stay conscious if I hoped to escape this alive.

      The boat overhead roared to life as my father and brother left me to a watery grave.

      When the weight hit the seafloor, it sent a billowing cloud of sand into the water surrounding me.

      The temperature had dropped, and combined with my blood loss, I struggled to keep my body heated.

      If I were a full vampire, this wouldn’t kill me. Very few things could kill a full-blooded vampire. I’d grow weak, but I wouldn’t die. And if I caught a few large meals, I might have found the strength to break the chains. To be fair, catching anything without hands would have been next to impossible, but if a vampire stayed down long enough, it might happen.

      But I was only half vampire, which meant I was half human. And pretty much everything could kill a human.

      I could go without breathing longer than a human, but only if I slowed my thundering heart. Otherwise, I was going to burn through my air in less than five minutes.

      Closing my eyes, I imagined Cerulean’s arms were wrapped around me. Strong, reassuring, and full of love.

      My heartbeat slowed until it was beating only once or twice per minute. The downside was my movements were now sluggish, but until I formed an actual plan, it was my only option.

      For ten minutes, I worked the chains, desperately trying to bend the links or break the lock. It was useless. The chains were invincible and were probably going to be around at the apocalypse.

      I was running out of time. Pulling myself down the chain, I felt for the screw that had to be anchoring me to the concrete. To my horror, the chain had been embedded through the concrete slab. There was no anchor or screw for me to pull loose.

      My lungs screamed for air and tears of hopelessness leaked from my eyes to merge with the salty sea. This couldn’t be how I died.

      I’d just found Cerulean.

      I’d just learned what love could be like.

      Refusing to give up, I continued trying to pull my wrists free. When my wrist cracked, I bit down on my lip to keep from screaming in agony. I couldn’t afford to lose what little oxygen remained in my lungs.

      Even with my wrist broken, I couldn’t work it free.

      Despite my determination to live, I was going to die.

      And there was nothing I could do about it.

      I closed my eyes as dizziness turned my vision black. My temperature had continued to drop thanks to my blood loss, and I couldn’t feel my fingers or feet anymore. How long did I have? Two minutes? Three?

      As I waited for death, I thought of all the things I wished I’d done differently. I’d lived an amazing life, but I’d gotten in my way of happiness at every turn.

      My biggest regret was that I hadn’t been brave enough to tell Cerulean how I felt.

      The current shifted, and water surged into me. I would have been pushed away if not for the heavy concrete slab holding me down.

      A pod of dolphins darted through the water around me, their smooth bodies looking like silver bullets. They were beautiful, and as my vision continued to darken, I was happy they would be the last thing I saw.

      Suddenly, Cerulean materialized in front of me, his hands cupping my face and his terrified eyes searching my eyes. He thought I was already dead.

      I blinked. The movement was slow, but it reassured him I was still among the living… or at least I was only half-undead.

      His eyes and rings began to glow.

      Breathe out.

      How odd. I’d heard his voice, but his lips hadn’t moved.

      Beryl, trust me and breathe out.

      I was too relieved to have him with me to question the sanity of hearing his voice in my head, or blowing out the last of my precious air.

      Relaxing into his arms, I released the air from my lungs in a flurry of bubbles.

      As the last of the bubbles left my cool lips, Cerulean’s warm mouth sealed over them.

      My lungs inflated with air.

      Good girl.

      My mind was still sluggish, and I wasn’t entirely sure if he was a hallucination or if he was really there. I smiled at him.

      He moved to wrap his tentacles around the cement block, testing its weight. My father had been right. The spell had worked, and it was unnaturally heavy.

      Cerulean’s tentacles moved to coil around the chains binding my wrists. Lapis appeared at Cerulean’s side. Each shifter quickly attached his suckers along the chain, and with muscles straining, they swam away from each other.

      The chain’s groans were loud in the quiet of the sea, and I watched in shock as the links bent and stretched before finally snapping apart.

      The chain from my wrists to the weight had been broken, but the chain around my ankles was still intact.

      Cerulean moved in front of me a second time, his arms pulling my body into the heat of his.

      Blow out again.

      I didn’t question him, and immediately blew the air from my burning lungs.

      His mouth sealed on mine a second time, and air filled my aching lungs.

      Unable to resist, I darted my tongue out to slide against his. I wasn’t out of the woods yet, and if I was going to die, I wanted to do it with his taste in my mouth.

      I love you, Cerulean.

      Even if he couldn’t hear me, I needed to say the words.

      Cerulean’s muscles went taut, and he held me, his body frozen.

      Lapis moved behind him, a tentacle pulling him away from me. He motioned to the chain running from my ankles. Moving into position, he gripped the chain and waited for Cerulean to help him.

      Cerulean eyes met mine.

      Then he focused on the chain anchoring me. Wrapping his tentacles around the chain, he pulled against it.

      I almost blew out my oxygen on a dreamy sigh while watching his gorgeous muscles flex.

      Sure, I might be about to face a watery grave if his efforts failed, but I wasn’t going to let that keep me from stopping to smell the roses… or, in my case, devouring my man’s sinfully sexy body with my eyes.

      The chain complained, fighting against the two powerful shifters, who were determined to rip it apart with brute force. Despite the chain’s best efforts, it was no match for the brothers and, with a loud crack, it broke.

      The moment it snapped, Cerulean’s tentacles wrapped around me.

      With my limp body tucked against his, he spun up toward the water’s surface.
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      We burst through the water, and I sucked gulping breaths of air into my sore lungs.

      Cerulean’s mouth moved, but his words were soft. He continued speaking, but it was as though I were trying to hear him over the static of a TV.

      “I can’t hear you,” I panted, still struggling to catch my breath. “Eardrums. Ruptured.”

      Under the water, I’d been able to hear the wrenching of metal, but only because it had been loud.

      I’ll kill them.

      The words were in my mind, and this time I was confident that I hadn’t imagined it.

      I decided to test him.

      Cerulean was holding me against him as he swam toward shore, so I focused on his face and thought, if you can hear me, stop swimming.

      He stopped.

      Huh. Maybe that had been a coincidence. And he’d stopped swimming because I had a weird look on my face?

      I needed to confirm. Stick out your tongue.

      Cerulean’s tongue slid across his bottom lip before he stuck it out.

      Kiss me.

      The last wasn’t a test, it was a plea.

      And while we bobbed in the ocean, Cer cupped my face and kissed me until I was dizzy all over again.

      I wanted to touch him, to feel his skin under my palms, but my hands were still chained behind my back.

      We’ll get them off once we reach land. I don’t want to try ripping them off, for fear of breaking something.

      Too late. My snort turned to a cough.

      Cerulean stopped moving again. What do you mean, too late? Did they break your bones?

      No. Well, yes. But only if you count the piece of my skull that is still fusing back together. I meant my wrist is broken, but I did that to myself when I tried to break free.

      Cerulean’s jaw clenched, and without another word, he surged forward.

      My blood was warming as my heart pumped it through my body, but there was no way I could fully heal until I fed. That would have to wait.

      My eyelids grew heavy. Trusting Cerulean to protect me, I fell asleep.
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        * * *

      

      I awoke to Cerulean lowering me into a bathtub filled with hot water. I touched his stubbled jaw and then gasped.

      Dark bruises still circled my wrists and ankles, but the chains were nowhere to be seen. “How?”

      “Lapis beat us to shore since I was trying not to jostle you. He found the tool I needed and left it on our patio. You were so exhausted you didn’t even wake up.” Cerulean caught my less injured wrist and kissed it.

      It was difficult, but I could hear his voice, although it sounded like he was whispering from across the room.

      Cerulean washed my body with a tenderness that had my eyes blurring with unshed tears. I’d been on an emotional roller coaster over the past twenty-four hours.

      My family had tried to kill me, and the man who’d just come into my life had saved me. I knew without a doubt I would not return to Boston as the same woman who’d left it less than a week before.

      Cerulean lifted me from the tub and carried me to the bedroom. His hand brushed along my body, gathering the water droplets to him. By the time we reached the bed, I was completely dry.

      Pulling back the covers, he settled me on the mattress before joining me. His strong arms wrapped around me, cuddling me against his chest.

      I wished I could give in to my body’s need for sleep, but there was something I needed more.

      Feeling embarrassed, I cleared my throat. “Cerulean? Could you call room service and have them send several vampire blood bags here?”

      Leaning his head back, Cerulean stared down at me, his brow creased in confusion.

      “I’m a vampire. I lost a lot of blood when my skull cracked and burned through my reserves trying to stay alive,” I tried to explain. “Until I get blood, I’m not going to be able to finish repairing the damage to my body.”

      “You could have fed while I swam. I’m sorry, I didn’t realize.” Cerulean looked devastated.

      “Cer, you had no way to know. Drinking from you during sex is one thing. It’s erotic. But I’m not going to use your body to feed.”

      “Why? I want to provide for all your needs, whether they are sexual, emotional, or physical. Plus, surely my blood is better for you since it is fresh.”

      I hesitated. It would be easy to drink from him… and so much more enjoyable. The thought of gagging down bagged blood made my bruised stomach ache.

      “Where would be the easiest place for you to feed? My wrist? My neck?” Cerulean was already scooting down in the bed, lining my mouth up with his neck.

      “Cer…” I whispered, still fighting the urge to accept what my mate was offering me.

      “Please. I wasn’t there when you needed me today and I’m struggling to deal with that. Let me take care of you.” Cerulean’s voice cracked, and his eyes shimmered. “Let me feel needed.”

      I’d been so focused on what I’d gone through, I hadn’t thought of what he’d experienced.

      With a nod, I pressed my fangs to his neck and pierced his skin with surgical precision. I couldn’t stop my moan of delight when his sweet, spiced blood poured into my mouth and ran down my throat.

      While I fed, Cerulean rubbed soothing circles on my back. Snuggling deeper into the heat of his body, I closed my eyes and tried to commit every sensation, scent, and taste to memory.

      As his blood mixed with mine, my body began to heal at a startling speed. The static in my ears quieted, and within a few minutes, it had disappeared. The throbbing fire in my broken wrist eased with each delicious gulp of Cer’s blood.

      I wasn’t ready for the feeding to be over, but I didn’t want to take too much from my mate. When the pain eased from my body, I slowed my sucking. Just enjoying being with my mate and taking the love, heat, and blood he was offering me.

      Tears burned my eyes before sliding down my cheek to drop on his arm tucked under my head. I’d worked hard for every good thing in my life, but Cerulean had walked in and accepted me without question.

      He hadn’t made me earn his love.

      He’d freely given it.

      “Let it out. Crying is good for the soul,” Cerulean rumbled.

      Pulling my fangs from his neck, I licked the wounds to clot the blood. He held me close while I buried my face against his neck and sobbed.

      I released all my pent-up anger, terror, and betrayal. My heart grieved for the family I no longer had, and the nightmare I’d just lived through.

      Once I drained all the negative emotions, I clung to Cerulean and wept. I cried over his tenderness toward me even when I’d been cold. He’d come to the resort to fall in love, and I’d treated him like he was little more than arm-candy.

      “I never asked your last name,” I said between sobs.

      “It wasn’t important,” Cerulean reassured me.

      I leaned back so I could see his face, not caring that I was an ugly crier. “Cerulean, it should have been important to me. I should have asked your siblings’ names and your favorite color, if you like music and if you have a hobby, but I was so focused on my needs, I couldn’t be bothered. I was selfish.”

      “Stop being so hard on yourself. You are a survivor and have learned to take care of yourself. Beryl, you’re strong, and that is nothing to be ashamed of! You knew what you needed from a partner and tried your hardest to be overly generous in return.”

      “But we claimed each other, and I still didn’t know your name until Lapis said it in the restaurant!” I covered my face, filled with shame.

      Cerulean chuckled. “Because I was keeping your body busy with things far more important than last names.”

      He wasn’t wrong about that. I might not have known his last name, but I’d already figured out how to drive him wild with just a touch.

      “And you arranged for my beautiful ring to be created.” Cerulean held up his hand to admire his wedding band. Then his heated eyes locked with mine. “And you let me put my rings where I wanted them. You let me mark your body as mine.”

      I blushed, remembering how it had felt to be bound and bred… and wondering when we could do it again.

      Cerulean stroked my cheek. “Beryl, I left the sea to find someone who wouldn’t care what my family name was or the name of my company. I wanted someone to want me for me, not for my money or social standing. I never have to wonder what you wanted, because you claimed me as yours before you knew any of that.”

      I hooked my thigh over his hip, loving the feel of skin pressed against bare skin. “I love you.”

      Cerulean caught his breath. “I thought you said that out on the sea, but you were on the verge of passing out and I thought maybe you hadn’t meant it or maybe I misheard.”

      “When I thought I was dying, it was my biggest regret that I hadn’t told you. I don’t want to waste any more time.” I pressed a hand to either side of his face and pulled his lips to mine. “I love you, Cerulean.”

      “I love you, Beryl. I’ve loved you since the moment you opened those beautiful green eyes that very first night.”

      Our lips met in a kiss that had my blood and body burning with a different hunger. I wanted his body…

      I’m yours. Take what you want, Cerulean’s husky words brushed through my mind.

      Curiosity temporarily distracted me from my lust. I’d wanted to ask him when we’d been in the ocean how the mind thing worked, but I’d been too exhausted.

      “How can I hear your thoughts in my head?” I asked between placing kisses along his jawline.

      “Octopus shifters have telepathic abilities that allow us to communicate underwater. We have to exchange blood, usually by cutting a tentacle and pressing them together, and the link isn’t permanent.” He pressed a kiss to the tip of my nose. “I didn’t expect it to work with you, since it has never worked outside our species before.”

      “So exactly how long have you been able to hear my thoughts?” I asked, memories of his random coughs and barks of laughter flashing through my mind.

      “Since you first tasted my blood. Your thoughts are adorable and made me feel closer to you, but I know I should have told you sooner.” Cer’s eyes looked everywhere but at me. “Only some things slip through, so I haven’t heard everything. And with time, I can teach you how to control what I can hear.”

      I should have been upset, but he couldn’t control what he overheard. Maybe it was good he’d been able to pick up some of my inner thoughts since I’d struggled to open up to him about my feelings.

      Which reminded me…

      “Cer? Since we’re confessing things… there is something I need to tell you.” I blurted out everything I’d suspected and had confirmed by the therapist.

      “I’m not sure if you already know this, but vampires don’t have fated mates—at least not by the traditional shifter standards. And by that, I mean there isn’t one single fated soulmate out there that we need to find, and if we don’t find them, we miss out on love.”

      Cerulean nodded, but his brow was creased as he tried to figure out where I was going with this.

      “A vampire can claim anyone they want as a mate, but we also have a type of mate called a bloodmate. Sometimes, if a vampire shares blood with a partner, the blood will decide the match is good, and the vampire’s instincts will be driven to complete the bond. When a vampire finds a bloodmate, they can choose to claim the mate, or they can fight their instincts and walk away. If a vampire walks away, it is possible they will find another bloodmate in the future.”

      “I’ve never heard of that. It’s very interesting, but I’m not sure I understand what this has to do with us?”

      “From what I understand, even though there may be two or three suitable bloodmates for every vampire, it is rare to actually find a bloodmate. It’s almost unheard of to find a bloodmate outside the vampire species.” Pushing him onto his back, I tossed my leg over his hips, straddling him.

      “Cerulean.” I rocked along his length.

      “Hm?” he groaned.

      “You’re my bloodmate.”

      His eyes flashed open to lock with mine. “What?”

      “I couldn’t understand the odd hunger that you stirred in me. And frankly, my inability to be away from you was worrying me. So I spoke with an expert on vampiric nature and instincts today. She confirmed what I already suspected.” Leaning down, I pressed a kiss to his mouth. “Not only are you my claimed mate, but you’re my bloodmate. It gives us a unique connection. I think that’s why your telepathy ability works with me.”

      “I was a perfect match for you?” Cerulean’s voice was thick with emotion.

      “Yes.” I ground my hips against his length, causing us to moan in unison.

      Our mouths met in a kiss filled with a passion we couldn’t put into words.

      Sliding my hand under the blanket and between our bodies, I wrapped my hand around his thick erection.

      I lined him up with my entrance…

      Only to freeze in horror at the masculine cough coming from our patio.
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      I turned my head to find Lapis and a woman standing on the patio. Two large duffel bags lay at their feet.

      The blanket covered all my private bits, but from the smirk on Lapis’ face, and the grin on the female’s… they knew exactly what was going on beneath the blanket.

      “Seriously, bro? You couldn’t have come back in thirty minutes?” Cerulean growled.

      Sitting up, he pulled me onto his lap and tucked the blanket around me.

      “We can come back.” The female’s voice held a lyrical quality that reminded me of a songbird.

      “No, we need to take care of things.” Lapis placed a weird emphasis on the words.

      “Then let’s at least give them a chance to dress in privacy.” The woman stepped inside and pulled the curtain across the patio doors.

      “Thank you, Azurea,” Cerulean called.

      “No problem, brother. Now get dressed, so I can properly meet my new sister.”

      “She’s your sister?” I whispered as I rushed from the bed and tried to find something to wear.

      “Yes. Azurea is the nicest Thalassa sibling.” Cerulean slid a hand across the curve of my butt as I bent to grab clean clothes from my suitcase.

      “Stop that!” I hissed. “Or we’ll never make it outside.”

      “Hey, Beryl?” Lapis called from the other side of the curtain. “How do you feel about your brother?”

      “I have no brother. He’s dead to me and I hope he rots in hell,” I snarled and viciously pulled my shorts over my hips.

      “Perfect.” Lapis’ footsteps walked away from us.

      There was a shout and a thud.

      “Are they being attacked?” Pulling the shirt over my head, I followed Cerulean. We burst through the curtain to find Lapis standing on the patio with my brother motionless at his feet.

      They hadn’t brought duffel bags. They’d brought my father and brother.

      “You killed him?” I yelped, staring in shock at my almost murderer.

      “You said he was dead, and you wanted him to burn in hell…” Lapis scratched the back of his head, confused.

      “You did say that,” Azurea winced. “We figured we’d just help tidy things up.”

      “He was almost dead anyway,” Lapis offered, as though that made things better.

      “How did you even find them?” I sagged into a chair and rubbed my forehead.

      “We were with Cerulean when he smelled your blood. By the time we got to the bay where you’d been swimming, you were gone.” Lapis rested his hand in the water, splashing it around.

      “It was amazing, Beryl. You were bleeding so much in the boat that little drops were leaking into the water. It should have been too diluted for a shifter to follow, but Cerulean was able to scent it and the boat.” Azurea sat on the edge of the pool, her feet gently splashing the water.

      “How did you catch up?” I looked at Cerulean.

      “He called the sea!” Azura grinned at me. “The dolphins answered his call and the current bent to Cerulean’s control over water. I knew he could do party tricks, but I’ve never seen an octopus shifter with that strong of an ability.”

      “You caused the current?” I asked, in awe of my mate’s strength.

      “Yes.” Cerulean squatted beside my chair and caught my hands. “I have never been so scared or so angry in my life. I knew I needed to get to you fast. The dolphins were happy to pull us through the water faster than we could have gone ourselves, and I bent the current to push them forward faster.”

      “The dolphins are still chattering in the bay. You gave them the ride of a lifetime, cerulean. I have a feeling they will follow you around for a while in hopes you will create another current to ride.” Azurea laughed and turned to me. “Dolphins are such adrenaline junkies.”

      “Once we knew you were in the water, we split up. Azurea and several dolphins followed the boat, and I went to help Cerulean.” A dark shape moved to bump Lapis’ hand.

      Was that one of the dolphins?

      Lapis stood and grabbed my brother’s arm. “After you were in Cerulean’s arms, I rushed back to the resort to find the bolt cutter. Then I went to help Azurea with your family.”

      Lapis dragged my brother’s limp body to the edge of the patio and toed him with his shoe. I watched in shock as my brother rolled into the ocean.

      The dark shaped smacked the water and then surged away from shore with my brother in its jaws.

      “Did you just feed my brother to a shark?” I asked, incredulous.

      “No muss, no fuss, no coconut butts,” Lapis shrugged.

      “At least his body didn’t go to waste?” Azurea offered, trying to help me see the positive side of things.

      Standing on shaking legs, I made my way to the other body.

      “We knocked him over the head so he could see how it felt, so he’s still out.” Lapis scratched the back of his head.

      kneeling down, I rolled him over.

      Inky black eyes met mine. My father lunged upward. His hands reached for my throat and his fangs lengthened… a trick only full vampires could do.

      I reacted on instinct. Grabbing his arm, I threw myself to the side and out of his way. My fangs sank into his arm, and it surprised me when my gums ached.

      Cerulean flung him away from me as I gagged on the rotten vampire blood.

      “What the—” Cerulean stood over my father’s convulsing body.

      A few moments later, he went still, his muscles unmoving.

      Three sets of blue eyes turned to me.

      “What are you looking at? What happened to him?” My chest tightened and my heart pounded.

      “I think you used venom on him,” Lapis answered.

      “I’m a vampire! We don’t have venom, and if we did, my father would have been immune to it!”

      “I don’t know how you did it, but I think your body stored my venom and repurposed it. Many creatures adapt to have this ability. I think you did too.” Cerulean wrapped me in a hug.

      “It would explain why her brother was so weak when we caught up with them. He was complaining she’d bit him. I’m guessing she gave him a lesser dose,” Azurea answered, her voice thoughtful.

      Lapis pretended to trip over my father, and suddenly my father’s body splashed into the water. A dark shape appeared, and with a splash, swam away.

      “Oops.” Lapis held up his hands as though he hadn’t meant for that to happen.

      “Really, Lapis?” Azurea scolded, but her mouth twitched upward.

      “The crime took place in the water, so the ocean law stands. They attacked an ocean dweller’s mate with the intent to kill. That is unacceptable, and they had to pay Poseidon’s price.”

      Azurea stood and made her way to my side. Cerulean stepped back, and she wrapped me in a tight hug.

      “I hope you will come and see us in Boston,” I whispered.

      They were all the family I had.

      “We will!” Lapis gave me a tight bear hug. “Go home and finish your honeymoon… then we’ll visit.”

      We watched them leave, and then continue to watch the sun go down on the horizon. Tomorrow, we would leave this paradise.
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      Three sets of blue eyes turned to me.

      “What are you looking at? What happened to him?” My chest tightened and my heart pounded.

      “I think you used venom on him.” Lapis answered.

      “I’m a vampire! We don’t have venom, and if we did, my father would have been immune to it!”

      “I don’t know how you did it, but I think your body stored my venom and repurposed it. Many creatures adapt to have this ability. I think you did too.” Cerulean wrapped me in a hug.

      “It would explain why her brother was so weak when we caught up with them. He was complaining she’d bit him. I’m guessing she gave him a lesser dose.” Azurea answered, her voice thoughtful.

      Lapis pretended to trip over my father, and suddenly my father’s body splashed into the water. A dark shape appeared, and with a splash swam away.

      “Oops.” Lapis held up his hands as though he hadn’t meant for that to happen.

      “Really, Lapis?” Azurea scolded, but her mouth twitched.

      “The crime took place in the water, so the ocean law stands. They attacked an ocean dweller’s mate with the intent to kill. That is unacceptable, and they had to pay Poseidon’s price.”

      Azurea stood and made her way to my side. Cerulean stepped back, and she wrapped me in a tight hug.

      “I hope you will come and see us in Boston.” I whispered.

      They were all the family I had.

      “We will!” Lapis gave me a tight bear hug. “Go home and finish your honeymoon... then we’ll visit.”

      We watched them leave, and then continue to watch the sun go down on the horizon. Tomorrow we would leave this paradise.

      It would be the beginning of a new chapter.
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        * * *

      

      “Cerulean?” I asked, my cheek resting on his chest and listening to the steady beat of his heart. 

      “Yes?” 

      “I’ve made some decisions, and I’d like to talk them over with you before I go through with them.” 

      He placed a kiss on the top of my head. “I’m pretty sure that contract you had me sign said you would be making decisions for your life without my input unless it directly concerned me.” 

      He was teasing, but my cheeks burned. “We are shredding that thing as soon as I get home.” 

      “Are you kidding? I’m framing it. It’s proof of my status as your sexy arm candy. Face it, I’m a kept man.” 

      Why did the crazy man sound proud? I shifted positions and straddled his lap. “Cerulean! You’re one of the wealthiest men on earth. I can’t afford to keep you!”

      “No takebacks. The contract says so.” His arms wrapped around me and he rested his forehead against mine. “You’re stuck with me.” 

      I laughed at his ridiculousness, feeling lighter and happier than I’d felt since I’d been a carefree child. 

      I knew I should feel sadness about my father and brother, but I didn’t. They’d broken our relationship years ago… and tried to kill me. It was a relief to no longer have to worry if they were lurking around.

      “A friend from high school is a reporter for a national newspaper. That paper has tried to interview me for years, so I offered her the scoop on our marriage if she’d print it right away. If you are okay with it, she will interview us as soon as we get back.”

      Cerulean leaned back to study me. “I don’t understand. Why would I care?”

      “I wanted to do the interview because I wanted the gossipy investing community to know I’m happily married. Everyone is used to me being single, and therefore available. I wanted to put a stop to that by making sure everyone knows.” I paused. “Since few people on land know what you look like, we can just use your initials if you prefer people to not know your business.”

      Cerulean kissed me, slow and deep. 

      “What was that for?” I asked, my eyelids growing heavy.

      “Because you want to shout from the proverbial rooftop that I’m yours, and it has nothing to do with my last name.” Cerulean ran his fingers through my hair. “I love you, Beryl Thalassa.”

      Tears blurred my eyes.

      “I know you wanted to keep—” he began.

      I threw my arms around his neck. “My family was awful and I don’t want to be tied to them anymore. I want to be part of your family.” 

      “You already are.” His chest rumbled with laughter. “I wouldn’t be surprised if my siblings haven’t already bought the building next to yours in Boston. They’re clingy, runs in the species.”

      “There’s something else,” I whispered into the crook of his neck. 

      He stayed quiet, his palm rubbing soothing circles on my back. 

      “I love my work, so I’m not ready to retire.” 

      Cerulean started to laugh. “I kind of figured that out already.”

      Shushing him, I continued. “I’m going to speak with my assistant about taking over most of my day-to-day business. If your family does want to invest in land, I will oversee that. Otherwise, I will let my well-paid and well-trained staff do what I hired them to do. I’ll spend my time considering potential acquisitions, and then speaking with the owners. But my team will handle the details.”

      “But why? You made it very clear that your work is important to you.” Cerulean was genuinely confused. 

      “It was. And Chiroptera still is.” I absently brushed the backs of my fingers on his stubbled jaw. “But you are more important. By reducing my responsibilities, I should be able to work from home most days. Besides, I’m not sure I could stand to be away from you for ten hours a day while I work.”

      “I could go to work with you,” Cerulean offered.

      There was no stopping my laughter. “Cer! We can’t be alone together for more than half an hour before we’re breeding like bunnies.” 

      “Which reminds me…” Cerulean rose to his feet and carried me toward the bedroom. “It’s definitely been over thirty minutes since I last tasted you.”

      Butterflies took flight in my stomach, and my breathing hitched. 

      Maybe early retirement isn’t such a bad idea…
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        Want more tentacle fun? Check out Krammin' with a Kraken. 

        Read it Here

      

        

      
        Ever been tickled by a tentacle? Neither had he…

        I’m a kraken, but that’s a secret between you and me, okay? 

        Don’t go betraying me or I might blame you for slaying me. 

        Well, you and whichever trophy hunter thinks they can take me down.

        I’m just on land to graduate from Slaymore Academy with honors—how hard can it be?

        Turns out… really, really hard.

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
        I’m looking forward to getting to know y’all!

      

        

      
        Please follow and join at the links below to share your opinions,

        keep up with new book releases, giveaways, and for sneak peeks!

        I cannot thank each of you enough for all the support and the wonderful reviews!

        Thank you for helping to make this girl’s dreams come true!

      

        

      
        Facebook Page

        Sedona Ashe Reader Group

        TikTok

        Instagram

        Newsletter

        www.sedonaashe.com

        www.darciracula.com

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            ABOUT DARCI R. ACULA
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      Darci R. Acula is Sedona Ashe's not-so-secret pen name. Sedona's books tend to focus on Reverse Harem relationships, while Darci's books feature only MF relationships. 

      Darci (aka Sedona) doesn’t reserve her sarcasm for her books; her poor husband can tell you that her wit, humor, and snarky attitude are just part of her daily life. While she loves writing paranormal shifter reverse harem novels, she’s a sucker for true love, twisted situations, and wacky humor. 

      Darci lives in a small town at the base of the Great Smoky Mountains in Tennessee. She and her husband share their home with their three children, adorable pup, five cats, pet arctic fox, chickens, several crazy turkeys, two chubby frogs, and over a hundred other reptiles. When she isn’t working, she enjoys getting away from the computer to hike, free dive, travel, study languages, and capture images of places and animals through her photography. Darci has a crazy goal of writing a million words in a year, and spending six months exploring Indonesia. 

      You can find more information about the author and her books here: 

      www.authorsedonaashe.com

      www.instagram.com/sedonaashe

      www.facebook.com/sedonaashe
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SHIFTER PASSION

THIS RECIPE WAS CREATED SPECIFICALLY FOR
LAST SHOT AT LOVE BY SEDONA’S DEAR
FRIEND, AND EXPERT MIXOLOGIST, JOSE

APONTE.

30Z OF SPARKLING WINE
10Z OF DRAGONBERRY RUM FLAVOR
20Z OF PASSION FRUIT JUICE
1/40Z OF GRENADINE

SHAKE AND STIR METHOD

COMBINE THE RUM AND THE PASSION FRUIT IN
A SHAKER WITH ICE AND SHAKE FOR 15
SECONDS. STRAIN INTO A GLASS FLUTE

WITHOUT THE ICE.

POUR IN THE SPARKLING WINE AND VERY
SLOWLY ADD THE GRENADINE SO IT CAN SINK
TO THE BOTTOM.

CUT THE STRAWBERRY IN A SLICE AND IF
YOU'RE FEELING EXTRA ROMANTIC, USE A
COOKIE CUTTER TO CUT OUT A HEART SHAPE
FROM THE SLICE

IF THE STRAWBERRY SLICE IS SMALL, DROP IT IN
THE GLASS. IF IT'S BIG, MAKE A CUT HALFWAY
THROUGH AND SLID IT OVER THE RIM OF THE

GLASS.

ENJOY!
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