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        Prepare to be ensnared…

      

      

      The fada.

      Shapeshifters created during Dionysus’s infamous bacchanals from a mix of fae, human and animal genes.

      They’re ruthless, untamed—and when they love, it’s forever.

      The Rock Run River Fada (a clan of river-based shifters)

      Stealing Ula: A Fada Shapeshifter Prequel (Book 0.5—Nisio & Ula’s story, set in the Shannon Sea Fada world)

      Seducing the Sun Fae: A Fada Novel, Book 1 (Dion & Cleia’s story)

      Claiming Valeria: A Fada Novel, Book 2 (Rui & Valeria’s story)

      Tempting the Dryad: A Fada Novel, Book 3 (Tiago & Alesia’s story)

      The Baltimore Earth Fada (a clan of land-based shifters)

      Saving Jace: A Fada Novel, Book 4 (Jace & Evie’s story)

      Coming soon: Books 5 & 6—Marjani and Adric’s stories!

      Fada Shapeshifter Short Reads

      Lir’s Lady: A Fada Shapeshifter Story (Book 3.5—Lir & Isleen’s story, set in the Shannon Sea Fada world)

      Shifter’s Valentine: A Fada Shapeshifter Story (Book 3.6—Jenny & Chico’s story, set in the Rock Run River Fada world)—available soon

      Sea Dragon’s Hunger: A Fada Shapeshifter Story (Book 4.5—Cassidy & Nic’s story, set in the Shannon Sea Fada/Rock Run River Fada worlds)

      [image: ]
* * *

      To stay informed and be eligible for special giveaways and sneak peeks of upcoming novels, sign up for my newsletter. http://www.subscribepage.com/i6x3j1
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      They were closing in.

      Cassidy’s entire body prickled with awareness. She dragged a hand over her cropped hair and stared out the grimy window as if she could somehow see them coming.

      A small hand touched her leg. “What’s wrong, Mam?”

      “Nothing for you to worry about, love.” Cassidy swung Rianna into her arms and planted a kiss on her worried little face. “How about a swim?”

      At three, her daughter was still easy to distract. “Yes!” She pumped a fist.

      Setting her down, Cassidy moved swiftly around the room, stuffing clothes and other necessary items into a waterproof rucksack. She’d have to leave whatever didn’t fit behind at the motel, but there was pitifully little, anyway. She and Rianna had been on the run for three weeks, crossing the Atlantic from Ireland and then zigzagging across America from Maryland to California.

      Making their way toward Nic.

      She scowled, because she’d sworn she’d never ask him for anything, but she had no choice. Besides, Nic owed her, damn it. Big time.

      She unconsciously rubbed the scab on her right calf. The center was a starburst with lines snaking around her leg.

      “Let’s go.” She pulled on the rucksack and took Rianna’s hand.

      The motel was a half mile from the Pacific. The two of them trotted down the narrow road toward the beach.  A human child wouldn’t have been able to keep up, but Rianna had a shifter’s strength. She ran alongside Cassidy, her sturdy little legs pumping. When her energy flagged, Cassidy swung her into her arms and continued jogging.

      Her injured calf started to burn, but she ignored it as the sense of impending doom increased. Her heart pounded in her ears.

      Hurry, hurry, hurry…

      She drew a sobbing breath and picked up speed. Their pursuers were closer than she’d realized. Her every instinct told her she didn’t have much time. She raced down the road and darted across the Pacific Coast Highway.

      Above them, heavy gray clouds rolled in—a storm was on its way. On the TV in their room, the forecast had been for a near-typhoon. Between that and the fact that it was Thanksgiving Day—a big American holiday, apparently—she and Rianna had the beach to themselves.

      Cassidy halted on the edge of the sand, her breath scraping in and out of her lungs. But there was no time to rest. Setting Rianna down, she shrugged out of the rucksack and pulled off first Rianna’s clothes, and then her own. She shoved everything into the pack and sealed it back up.

      She donned the rucksack again, and crouched down, her back to Rianna. “Climb aboard.”

      The little girl wriggled into the special straps Cassidy had sewn onto the rucksack for her. “All set?” Cassidy asked.

      “Yep.” Small arms wrapped around Cassidy’s neck as she rose to her feet.

      Hurry, hurry, hurry…

      A jeep screeched to a halt on the side of the highway.

      Cassidy sprinted into the ocean. Icy water slapped her naked legs.

      “Stop them!” someone shouted. A bullet pinged into the surf to their right.

      Rianna flinched and whimpered. A blinding rage gripped Cassidy. She knew it was only a warning shot—they wanted Rianna too bad to shoot directly at her.

      But bullets could go astray, and even if they didn’t, they’d scared her baby. At that moment, if the bloody arse with the gun had been any closer, Cassidy would’ve ripped his throat out.

      At least it wasn’t a fae ball. They’d hit her with one of those in Ireland; Cassidy still bore the mark on her right calf. Normally fada shapeshifters healed quickly, but the fae ball had left an angry scab that still hadn’t healed.

      A chill blue wave towered above them.

      “Take a breath,” Cassidy shouted to Rianna—and dove into the wave’s center.
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      Nicolau do Rio gazed out at the ocean from the sea caves he called home.

      The Pacific was in a wild mood this afternoon. A storm was blowing in from the west, whipping the waves to an icy froth. It called to his animal. Nic dropped his head back and howled, long and mournful, letting the power of the coming storm wash over him.

      Behind him, his motley crew played cards in the high-ceilinged cavern they used as a combination kitchen/dining hall. All three men rejects—like Nic.

      Marlin and Joe were both water fada like Nic, Marlin’s animal the blue marlin that was his namesake, and Joe a mako shark. The third man was Ben, a burly Navajo earth fada whose animal was a cougar.

      Marlin appeared at Nic’s side. “Going for a swim?”

      “Thinking about it.”

      Marlin nodded. Tanned and wiry, with dreadlocks halfway down his back, he’d grown up in a California sea fada clan, but had been eking out a living as a Ventura bartender when they’d met. Marlin hadn’t told Nic why he’d been kicked out of his clan, and Nic hadn’t asked.

      A week later, he’d arrived in a kayak at Nic’s hideaway on an uninhabited island off the California coast.

      Nic had snarled threateningly. Marlin just laughed and spread his arms wide. “Kill me, then. What do I fucking care? I’m tired of living with humans.”

      Nic had stared at him, baffled. Then he’d turned back to the fire where he was roasting fish. “You have to catch your own damn fish,” he said in a voice rusty from disuse. “I’m not sharing.”

      Marlin had dragged his kayak onto the cavern floor and unloaded his belongings into one of the half-dozen caves that honeycombed the island. By then, the tide had come in, and the entrance was underwater. Marlin dove into the ocean, returning a half an hour later with four spiny lobsters.

      He roasted them in the fire and cracked open a bottle of red wine. “Here.” He handed Nic a metal cup and a lobster.

      Nic had taken it with a curt nod of thanks.

      The wine slid down his throat, reminding him of home. In Maryland, his clan—the Rock Run River Fada—owned a large, successful vineyard. And the lobsters were a welcome change from the fish.

      Despite what he’d said about sharing, Nic had reciprocated by cracking open a can of corn and another of black beans. Mixed with onions and chili peppers, they made a tasty side dish.

      The two of them had been friends ever since. If Nic was the alpha, Marlin would be his second.

      But Nic wasn’t the alpha. He didn’t even have a clan, just three men who were outcasts like himself.

      Outside the caverns, the wind rose to a howl. Marlin stirred. “This is going to be a big one.”

      “Yeah.” Nic’s grin was ferocious.

      “But you’re going out into it anyway.”

      “Yeah.”

      “Have I told you you’re one crazy amigo?”

      “Not today.”

      “Enjoy.” Marlin clapped him on the back. “I’m going to win the rest of Joe’s cash.”

      “You can try, mofo,” the shark shifter called back. Joe was a lean, mean, ukulele-playing sea fada from Hawaii whom Nic had met when they were both in the Merchant Marines. Joe had shown up on the island one day not long after Marlin. Joe’s only explanation was that he’d tired of the human world, but his scarred body told a different story. Nic suspected that after the Merchant Marines, he’d become a freelance assassin. Those scars could only have been left by iron knives, and fada frequently hired themselves out as assassins and mercenaries to the fae.

      And then there was Ben Nightwarrior. Nic wasn’t sure how or why a desert-born half-Navajo shifter had ended up on the island, but he suspected he’d lost a dominance fight and left his clan. The big, soft-spoken man was a world-class cook, and so was welcome to stay as long as he wanted.

      Nic stepped out of his shorts and stowed them on one of the shelves carved out of the walls for that purpose.

      All day he’d been restless. He’d blamed it on the coming storm, but it was growing worse. His Irish mother had been a powerful Seer. Nic couldn’t see the future like his mom, but he’d learned to trust his premonitions.

      Trouble was on the way.

      He dove into the water. The tide was low enough that he could stay on the surface as he passed under the archway to the open sea.

      Out here, the ocean was a seething mass. A wave crashed over Nic’s head. Even in his man form, he could hold his breath much longer than a human.

      But his animal wanted out.

      Nic dove deep and let the shift take him. Energy rippled over his skin. For a few seconds, his body was a cluster of incandescent lights—blue, purple, green—then it shaped itself into the powerful body of his sea dragon.

      Nic arced in and out of the waves, reveling in the slide of salt water over his skin. He had rudimentary wings and could fly in short spurts, but the ocean was his element.

      A school of common dolphins scattered at his approach, chittering anxiously to each other. In this form, Nic measured twenty-five feet from nose to tail, and he had the teeth and claws to match.

      Nic ignored them. He might be a half-savage dragon, but he drew the line at eating something as intelligent as him.

      In the sky above, lightning flashed, followed by a crash of thunder. Rain slashed down, pelting his dark gold hide.

      He dove beneath the waves. The ocean here reached depths as much as eight hundred feet, but he stopped a couple hundred feet down. Above him, the storm still raged, but this deep, the sound was muted, the black waters calm.

      He glided through the midnight liquid, the premonition riding him like an itch that couldn’t be scratched, teasing at a part of him buried so deep, he could go weeks without thinking about it.

      Trouble.

      Cassidy O’Byrne.

      Pain sliced through him, fresh as the day he’d left Ireland—and her. He gritted his teeth and bore it.

      Then his spine prickled. His dragon was racing for the surface before his mind caught up.

      Cassidy was here—and she was in danger.
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      Cassidy knew where Nic was. She’d always known where he was—approximately, anyway.

      The two of them shared a bond, even if Nic had blocked it from his side.

      As she dove beneath the waves, she shifted to her bottlenose dolphin. The shift took longer than it should have, but she was exhausted from the last few weeks on the run. On edge and snatching sleep when she could. Eating less than she needed because her money was running out and her daughter came first.

      Behind her, Rianna let out a gleeful yip and shifted. Tiny claws dug into Cassidy’s back. She focused on her own shift, wrenching herself with grim determination into her dolphin form.

      Ah, that was better. She rose to the surface and the two of them sucked in another breath as the straps adjusted to Cassidy’s new shape, and then she jackknifed in the water and went deep.

      She opened herself to the mate bond. It existed, whether Nic wanted it to, or not. Slender as a thread, but still alive.

      Cassidy’s heart constricted at its beauty—a shimmering spiral of rainbow colors. With it came the familiar hurt that Nic could deny this beautiful thing between them. But the mate bond only came into full flower if both members of the pair accepted it—and Nic had refused.

      Cassidy shoved the hurt back into the corner of her heart where it lived and turned in his direction. She swam hard, her powerful tail propelling her through the water.

      Above them, lightning bolts lit up the sky. Cassidy kept swimming and prayed the bolts wouldn’t strike the surface near them.

      But Nic was farther away than she’d realized, and Cassidy was weighted down by Rianna and the rucksack. They passed through the Channel Islands. Cassidy had expected to find Nic on one of the islands, but the bond tugged her onward.

      She’d traveled another mile past Santa Cruz Island when a rogue wave scooped them up like a monster hand and slammed them back onto the surface.

      Rianna whimpered, her excitement gone. She flopped limply in the straps on Cassidy’s back.

      Cassidy had no choice but to shift back to human. She shrugged out of the rucksack and grabbed Rianna. “Hang onto my neck, baby.”

      The rucksack sank out of sight as Rianna gamely obeyed. The little girl was dangerously exhausted. Her eyes closed and she shifted back to her human form.

      Where the bloody hell was Nic anyway?

      Anger twisted through Cassidy, followed by despair.

      She should’ve stopped at Santa Cruz, but their pursuers were too close. They might not be able to travel in this storm, but tomorrow, they’d be after her and Rianna again. She needed Nic’s protection. Not for her, but for her daughter.

      But pushing past the Channel Islands had been a mistake. They weren’t going to make it.

      Rianna tightened her grip on Cassidy’s neck. She shook off her despair and somehow found the energy to keep swimming.

      In their human forms, they had to stay closer to the surface. The waves battered them. Water fada didn’t feel the cold like humans, but they’d been in the ocean for over an hour now. Rianna started to shiver.

      Cassidy enfolded her in her arms. “Hang on, baby. We’re almost there.”

      She slid into unconsciousness—or maybe she was dreaming.

      Because it had to be a dream when strong arms enfolded them and bore them to the surface, and a gruff voice said, “I’ve got you safe.”
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      Nic set Cassidy and the girl on the dining hall floor and vaulted out of the water next to them.

      The men threw down their cards and hurried toward him. Ben arrived first. He reached for the little girl, who even semi-conscious was holding onto Cassidy for dear life.

      At Ben’s touch she roused. “Mam!” she cried. The fear in her voice made Nic’s heart wrench.

      Cassidy muttered something and tightened her arms on the child.

      Ben patted Cassidy’s shoulder and murmured in his deep voice, “It’s okay—I’m here to help. Give your daughter to me.”

      “No,” Cassidy whispered, but her arms released.

      Cassidy was a mother? Nic’s stomach sank, even though he had no right to be upset.

      “Come here, little one.” Ben reached for the small, dark-haired girl. “I’m going to wrap you in a warm blanket. How does that sound?”

      The kid’s eyes were big and alarmed, but she didn’t protest as Ben eased her from her mother’s arms and cradled her against his big chest.

      Nic picked up Cassidy again as Marlin stepped forward with two wool blankets. He wrapped one around the girl while Joe tucked the other one around Cassidy.

      “My room,” Nic said. “They can use my bed.”

      He’d claimed a spacious cavern a little way off the dining hall as his quarters. Split into two rooms—a living room and a bedroom—it was big enough for his dragon, although he rarely shifted inside. One end of the bedroom dipped to form a saltwater pool with a tunnel to the Pacific, serving as both a private bathing place and an escape route.

      Thank the gods he’d furnished the place. He’d rented a boat and brought over a couple of futons—a king-size futon for him to sleep on, and another that served as a couch in the outer room. His dragon could spew lava, and he’d used it to form a couple of stools, a nightstand, and shelves to store his few belongings.

      Joe pulled down the covers on the king-size futon and Nic set Cassidy onto the mattress. Ben placed the girl next to Cassidy, and she wrapped her thin arms and legs around her mother like a monkey. Her breath sighed out.

      Nic tucked the sheet and another thick wool blanket around both of them, and then stared hungrily down at Cassidy.

      She was different. Too thin, with her fine red hair cut short so that he could see the shape of her skull. She had dark smudges beneath her eyes and a bruise marring one creamy cheek. One narrow foot peeked out from beneath the covers. He frowned at the wicked-looking wound in the shape of a starburst on the side of her right calf. That wound had been burned into her skin by a fae ball.

      What in Deus’s name was going on?

      But it was Cassidy, the woman who haunted his dreams…and a small girl.

      He turned his gaze on the pup. As her hair dried, it formed dark corkscrews around her piquant little face. She had olive skin, a pert nose and a round chin. She whimpered and pursed her rosebud lips in a worried frown that did funny things to his heart; no child should be so anxious that even in sleep they couldn’t relax.

      Turning back to Cassidy, he stroked the backs of his fingers down her cheek. He couldn’t believe she was really here, that this wasn’t a figment of his imagination.

      He scowled at how chilled her skin was. A water fada’s metabolism ran cool, but Cassidy felt like ice.

      “She’s too cold,” he gritted. He grabbed another blanket and tucked it around the two of them.

      “I’m on it.” Marlin entered with the portable fire pit they used for cooking and set it up near the futon. Joe added a couple of logs, and then the two men stepped back.

      Nic shifted just enough to shoot a stream of fire at the logs. They burst into flame.

      “Damn, that’s handy,” Marlin said. He set the mesh lid over the metal pit and dragged it closer to the futon.

      Joe noticed first. His nostrils flared as he used the incredible sense of smell he’d inherited along with his shark genes. “She’s your mate,” he said in his flat voice.

      “Not claimed,” Nic returned. But the possibility was there. That one night, when he’d said the hell with it and loved Cassidy all night long, they’d both felt the connection.

      His gaze kept going to the dark-haired pup.

      It wasn’t possible. The fada rarely had children outside the mate bond.

      Marlin stepped closer and drew a deep breath. He gave Nic a quizzical look. “You didn’t know?”

      “That she’s my mate?”

      “Not her. The girl.”

      “What do you mean?” Nic asked without taking his eyes from the two females.

      “She’s yours,” Marlin said.

      Nic’s lungs seized. He shook his head slowly from side to side as the truth crashed in on him. Every single one of them scented it. The girl was his daughter by Cassidy.

      “No,” he managed to say. “I don’t believe it.”

      “It’s true,” Joe said.

      “The woman didn’t tell you?” Marlin’s tone held disapproval.

      “No.” He scraped his fingers through his wavy brown hair—hair that the tiny person snuggled up to Cassidy shared. When he’d last seen Cassidy, her hair had been long and red and waterfall straight. “But that’s my fault, not hers. I didn’t stay around long enough for her to tell me.”

      “What’s her name?” asked Marlin.

      “Cassidy. She’s a sea fada from Ireland—the Shannon Clan.”

      His friend whistled. “They’re a long way from home.”

      “I know.” Nic shook his head. “I don’t even know how in Hades she found me.”

      “Through the mate bond,” said Ben.

      Nic’s hand went to his chest. He’d thought he’d shut down the bond, but now it twanged as if to call him a fool.

      Marlin stepped forward to scrutinize Cassidy. Nic was moving before he realized it, elbowing his way between Marlin and the bed. “Stay away from her.”

      He might not have mate-claimed Cassidy, but his dragon wouldn’t tolerate another male touching her.

      “Hey, no problem.” Marlin backed off. “But you should check her for injuries.”

      Nic was no healer, but he had a small Gift—enough to detect anything major, like broken limbs or internal bleeding—and to boost healing. If Cassidy had been able to swim from the mainland, she was probably okay, just exhausted.

      He pulled on a pair of shorts and ran his hands over her. As he’d thought, Cassidy was fine, just at the end of her resources. He sent a pulse of healing energy into her chest where it would do the most good, starting with her heart and lungs and then spreading to the rest of her body.

      “She’s worn out and half-starved, but okay otherwise.” He frowned.

      Why was Cassidy so thin? The Shannon Sea Fada were one of the largest and richest water fada clans in the world, and all shifters cared for their women and children. The males and older females would’ve gone hungry themselves before letting a mother with a young pup go without.

      Marlin leaned in again, and Nic snarled. “I’ve got this.”

      His friend smirked. “You’re fucked, man.”

      The kid chose that moment to open her eyes. Her small mouth trembled at the sight of the four strange men standing in a circle around the futon, staring down at her.

      “It’s okay,” Nic hastened to say. “You’re safe.”

      Big green eyes widened. She stuck her thumb in her mouth and sucked hard as she shook her head, tears leaking down her cheeks.

      “Hell,” Nic said, but that only made her cry harder. He patted her back helplessly. “It’s okay, little one. Don’t cry.”

      Marlin and Joe looked as uncomfortable as him, but Ben said, “Maybe she’s hungry.”

      “Is that it, querida?” Nic slipped for a moment into his native Portuguese. “Do you want something to eat?”

      A vigorous nod. “I’m hungry,” she said around the thumb.

      “I’ll get her something.” Ben slipped out of the room.

      The kid gave another sniff and rubbed her eyes with her fists, but mercifully, she’d stopped crying. Sitting up, she touched Cassidy’s shoulder. “Is Mam okay?” she asked in an adorable Irish accent.

      “She’ll be fine,” Nic told her. “She’s just sleeping.”

      She turned her big eyes on him. “The bad fae won’t get me?”

      Nic’s heart squeezed. He exchanged glances with Marlin and Joe. What the hell was going on?

      “No, sweetheart,” he said. “No one is going to get you. I promise.”

      Her eyes narrowed. “You sure?”

      “Yes. When I make a promise, I keep it.”

      “Mam, too?”

      Nic realized she was asking if he’d keep Cassidy safe, too. His chest tightened even more. “Of course,” he said around the grapefruit-sized lump in his throat.

      Ben returned with a metal plate heaped with leftover fish, a skillet biscuit and a sliced apple. He set the plate on the little girl’s lap. “What’s your name, honey-bear?”

      She looked from the food to Ben, and decided to trust him. “Rianna.”

      “Rianna,” the big Navajo repeated. “That’s pretty.”

      “Thanks.” She popped a piece of the fish into her mouth. The four of them watched while she demolished first the fish and the biscuit, and then started in on the apple slices.

      Ben chuckled. “You were hungry. Do you want any more?”

      “No, thank you.” She popped the last apple slice into her mouth and handed him the plate.

      “Would you like some water?” Nic asked.

      She shook her head. “Milk, please.”

      “I’m sorry, but we don’t have any milk. Here.” He handed her the glass of water that Joe had produced. “Drink this.”

      She crinkled her nose but drained it.

      With the females warm and safe for now, Nic turned to the others. “Cassidy had a backpack. I’m going to get it.”

      They nodded. He was the only one who could retrieve it. The ocean out here was too deep for Marlin and Joe’s animals, and Ben was a cougar.

      Rianna’s small face screwed up again. “No. Stay with me and Mam.” She patted the mattress.

      “It will just take a few minutes.”

      His daughter’s mouth set. She shook her head.

      With a shrug, Nic sat next to her. She crawled onto his lap and he froze. It had been so long since he’d held a child. He’d been on this island for over three years, leaving only occasionally to work one of the fishing boats based in Ventura. When he had enough cash for staples, he retreated to his sea cavern hideaway.

      His dragon craved the solitude.

      And this wasn’t any child. This was his daughter.

      It didn’t seem possible, but it was.

      Rianna laid her head against his bare chest and put her thumb back in her mouth. Slowly, carefully, he lifted a hand to stroke her curls. They were still damp and stiff from the salt water. He should rinse her off, but he was afraid that if he took her from Cassidy, she’d start crying again.

      Rianna’s breath sighed out and her body went limp. She’d fallen asleep.

      In that moment, Nic tumbled head over heels in love with her. He gathered her closer and blinked tears away. He looked up at his men, unashamed.

      “She’s beautiful, bro,” said Marlin.

      “She is.” His chest was hollow with love—and fear. “What in the name of Deus am I going to do with them?”

      Cassidy’s eyes flew open. She struggled up on her forearms, alarmed.

      “You don’t have to do…anything,” she rasped. “We just need…somewhere to hide…for a few weeks, and then…we’ll be gone.”
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      Cassidy fought her way to consciousness. Rianna—she had to save Rianna.

      Her hand touched a small foot. She closed her fingers around it as she struggled to wake the rest of the way up.

      She was in a bed, and Rianna was next to her. And Nic.

      Thank the Goddess. Nic had found them. They were safe for now.

      Then Nic asked what he was going to do with them.

      No.

      Alarm made her force open her eyelids.

      Nic wasn’t going to take over—they just needed somewhere to hide. She told him so, her voice hoarse from swallowing seawater.

      “Cassidy.” Nic met her eyes over Rianna’s curly head. “Take it easy. You’re both safe.”

      Tears leaked from her eyes. She’d been running for so long. Even now, she knew they weren’t safe. Still, maybe, just maybe, they had a fighting chance.

      She knuckled the tears away. “Thank you,” she whispered.

      Nic’s brow furrowed, but before he could act, a big, square-faced man with a long black braid moved into view. “Shh. Don’t try to talk.” He held out a metal cup of water.

      She struggled to sit up, the sheet clutched to her bare chest. Besides Nic and the big man, two other men were in the room, standing at the foot of the bed, eyeing her with varying degrees of suspicion.

      The big man held the cup to her lips and she gulped the water down. It was heaven—cool and fresh, soothing to her scratchy throat.

      “Here.” He refilled the cup from a canteen, and she drank that down, too.

      “More?” he asked, and she shook her head.

      “No, thank you.” Her gaze went to the quartz around his neck. “You’re an earth fada?” She couldn’t keep the surprise out of her voice. Water and earth fada were natural enemies.

      “I’m Ben,” he said by way of reply as he took the cup from her, “and I guess you know Nic.”

      She gave a last sniff and nodded. “I do.”

      “These two are Marlin and Joe.” He pointed first to a wiry man sporting long blond dreads and colorful board shorts, and then to a shorter, unsmiling man with warm brown skin and black hair. “I’ll get you something to eat.”

      “Thanks.” She pushed herself back against the headboard.

      Nic sat cross-legged nearby, Rianna asleep in his arms. His wavy dark hair was longer than it had been four years ago and he’d grown a mustache, but the rest of him was exactly as she recalled. Same hard, sculpted face. Same stormy green eyes, a few shades darker than Rianna’s. Same powerful, rangy body.

      He’d wrapped Rianna in a wool blanket and was holding her as if she were the most precious thing on Earth. Cassidy’s heart turned over. She’d wanted this so badly. Rianna deserved to know her daddy.

      Rianna moved in her sleep and he crooned something soft in Portuguese. He’d been born into Maryland’s Rock Run River Fada Clan, but the founders of Rock Run had been from Portugal and the clan still spoke Portuguese at home in their caverns along Rock Run Creek. Nic spoke perfect English, although with a faint accent. But when they’d made love, he’d murmured to Cassidy in Portuguese…

      His gaze turned to Cassidy and hardened. “What’s going on? Why were you out in the ocean in the middle of the storm?”

      She tucked the sheet closer around her body. Fada were casual about nakedness, but she felt too vulnerable with a group of men she didn’t know.

      Nic wouldn’t let them hurt you.

      She knew that in her bones. Nic do Rio would protect her to the death. It was why she’d run to him.

      “Cassidy?” he prompted. “What are you doing in America? Why would you need to hide out for a few weeks? And why did Rianna ask me to stop the bad fae from getting her?”

      She held up a hand. She was tired and her chest ached from swallowing what felt like half the Pacific, but he deserved answers. “I’ll tell you everything. But first, is she okay?”

      She touched her daughter’s back. She would’ve demanded Nic hand her over, but Rianna looked so comfortable.

      “Yeah.” Nic gathered the girl closer. “I checked her out. She’s fine—just worn out and in need of a few good meals.”

      Cassidy nodded, aware of Nic’s Gift for healing. She moistened her lips, trying to think where to start.

      When she glanced up, Nic’s gaze was fixed on her mouth. A hot, hungry look. Their gazes snagged, but Cassidy jerked hers away. She wasn’t here for that. She needed somewhere to hide with Rianna, and that was all.

      She looked around at the other three men. “Can we have some privacy?”

      Nic held up a hand. “They can stay. If I’m right, you want protection, and we’ll need them, too.”

      Cassidy rubbed her forehead. Her brain felt rusty; she was so damned tired and weak. But she wasn’t sure Nic knew what he was saying. “Do they know about—?”

      “Yes. We don’t have secrets from each other.”

      Cassidy’s brows shot up. The Nic she’d known had been so close-mouthed that even she hadn’t known he was a sea dragon until almost the last day.

      “If you’re sure….”

      “I am. They’ll guard Rianna with their lives.”

      “Hell, yeah,” said Marlin while the other two nodded.

      “Okay, then.” Cassidy glanced at Rianna again to make sure she was sound asleep. The three-year-old knew something was wrong, of course, but she didn’t need to know the nightmarish details.

      “Rianna’s a sea dragon,” she said in a low voice. “And she’s right. Some bad fae are after her.”

      “No.” It wasn’t easy to startle Nic, but his eyes went wide. “It’s not possible. Sea dragons—”

      “Are incredibly rare,” Cassidy finished. “And they jump generations. The odds of you fathering another sea dragon are a million to one. But you did.”

      Nic’s strong throat worked. He smoothed a hand over Rianna’s head.

      “I didn’t know myself until a couple of months ago,” Cassidy said. “She’s young, and she hadn’t shifted yet.”

      The men nodded. Fada rarely shifted before their first birthday, and with some, it took several years.

      “We were playing in the estuary. The Shannon Estuary,” she added for the benefit of the other three men. It was at the mouth of the Shannon, where the big river emptied into the Atlantic. “She likes to ride on my back when I’m a dolphin. She slipped off, but I wasn’t worried. She’s a good swimmer, and I was right there. But a motorboat went by and before she could get back on, the wake smacked her in the face. She got scared and shifted.”

      Ben returned with a plate of food—fish and salad wrapped up in a large piece of fried bread. “Thank you,” Cassidy said as he set it on her lap. It smelled delicious. She eyed it longingly and tried to ignore her growling stomach.

      “Eat,” Nic told her. “We can hear the rest after you get some food in you.”

      She was too hungry to argue. She lifted the fried bread and took a bite. Meanwhile, Marlin passed around cups of red wine, and then took a seat with the other two men on the edge of the futon.

      The food was delicious. Cassidy tried not to stuff it into her mouth, but she’d been hungry for too long.

      While she ate, she took in her surroundings. The cavern was huge, a good forty feet in diameter, with a saltwater pool on one side, and an arched entrance to another cave that appeared to be a living room. The walls were a rough, dark gray basalt except where someone had carved out shelves. Three fae lights floated near the ceiling, casting a soft aqua light over the sparse furnishings.

      Cassidy glanced at the pool. She’d learned the value of an escape route over the past few weeks. “You can reach the ocean from here?” she asked Nic around a mouthful of food.

      “Yeah, but this is my quarters. Our main entrance is down that passageway.” He indicated a door in the outer room.

      Cassidy set down the fried bread wrap. She’d only finished half, but her stomach felt uncomfortably stretched.

      “I didn’t realize it at the time, but the men in the boat must have seen Rianna’s sea dragon. Word got out, and suddenly, it was like that summer you were in Ireland—‘scientists’ were everywhere. Some were human, but I’m sure some were fae pretending to be scientists. A couple of our own people disappeared. The alpha put the Shannon base on lockdown.”

      “Does Gallagan know?” Chas Gallagan was the Shannon alpha—and Nic’s grandfather on his mother’s side.

      “Your granddad? No.” She stared down at her plate. “Not that I don’t trust him, but there are a couple of men I’m not so sure of. You know how people can be about sea dragons.”

      “I know,” came his grim reply.

      “I suppose you do.”

      Sea dragons were universally feared, even by the fada. Very few alphas would tolerate a clan member more powerful than them, and it didn’t help that sea dragons tended to be cold, ruthless creatures.

      Humans were even worse. They hunted and killed dragons on sight—or chained them with iron in secret labs for “study.”

      But worst of all were the fae, who would do almost anything to obtain a dragon’s heart. When consumed, a dragon’s heart increased a fae’s natural magical Gifts by five or ten times. Fortunately, dragons had a natural immunity to fae magic; otherwise none would ever reach adulthood.

      Joe turned his cold black eyes on her. She’d bet good money he was a shark. “How do you know they’re after her?”

      “I’m a Gifted tracker,” she told him. “But my Gift is a wee bit unusual—instead of tracking others, I can sense danger to me or the clan. The Shannon alpha uses me as an early-warning system. I knew those ‘scientists’ were really fae.”

      She turned a stark look on Nic. “They’re wanting my baby’s heart.”
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      “What?” Nic snarled, anger a live wire in his veins. “The devil they do.”

      The other three men made shocked sounds. “Like hell,” Marlin growled.

      Nic’s grip tightened on the small, trusting weight in his arms. Everything in him revolted at the idea of anyone harming a little girl.

      His little girl. His daughter. He was still trying to wrap his mind around the idea that he had a child.

      Cassidy regarded him with shadowed eyes. She had dark blue irises, the color of the deepest ocean. That summer with her, Nic had believed he could drown in her eyes, and die a happy man.

      “I can’t protect her,” Cassidy said, “and she’s too young to protect herself. Yes, she has a dragon’s natural immunity to magic, but you know that if they get hold of her, they’ll just kill her. They don’t need magic to do that. They can put her in an iron cage and starve her.”

      Iron was poison for the fada and fae. An iron cage would weaken Rianna and steal her ability to shift. Once Rianna died, they could cut out and preserve her heart.

      Nic felt his eyes flash a dragon-gold. “Over my dead body.”

      Marlin crossed his arms over his chest. “And mine.”

      “And mine,” echoed Joe and Ben.

      “We’re all in this together,” Marlin added. “Nic’s ours, which means you and your daughter are, too.”

      Cassidy bit her lip. “Thank you. I’m so sorry to bring this on you.” She gave the three men a wobbly smile. It wasn’t lost on Nic that she didn’t include him, but then, he didn’t deserve her smiles.

      “Who is it?” He wanted names. As far as he was concerned, they were dead men.

      “That’s just it. I don’t know.” She passed a hand over her face. “There are four of them. They have the scent of a fae, but I can’t tell which kind. They’re disguising their scents somehow, and using a glamour to hide their true faces. They could be sun fae or ice fae, or even night fae. If I had to guess, though, I’d say ice fae.”

      A chill slid down his spine. “They followed you to California?”

      “Yes. My first stop was Maryland. I was hoping you’d be at Rock Run, but once I got to the States, I could tell you were further west.”

      “You saw my family?” Nic’s oldest brother Dion was alpha of Rock Run, and his younger brother and sister still lived there as well.

      Cassidy shook her head. “I remembered what you said—that no one at Rock Run knows about your sea dragon. Once I knew you weren’t there, I kept going. We took a bus.”

      “From Maryland?” That would’ve taken days, cooped up with smelly humans.

      “We didn’t come straight here. I was trying to lose them. A couple of times, we hitchhiked. By the time we got to California, we were worn out—and Rianna had gone too long without being in the water.” Cassidy finished her wine and set the cup on a nightstand. “We went up to Chicago first, and then across to Denver and then Utah and Nevada. It was so dry—we barely made it to Lake Tahoe in time. We spent a few days in the lake, but like me, Rianna needs sea water, so as soon as she was strong enough, I set out again. When we finally reached the coast, I realized you were somewhere out in the ocean. I just didn’t have the strength to keep going, so I checked us into a motel in Ventura.”

      “I wish I’d known you were that close. I would’ve come to get you.”

      “Yeah?” Her head tilted in disbelief.

      He scowled. “Of course I would’ve.”

      She shrugged. “Well, I didn’t have a way to contact you.” Water fada couldn’t use cell phone except for brief periods—something about their bodies shorted out small electronics. Most clans had a landline installed in their base, but there was no way Nic could run a landline ten miles offshore.

      He grimaced, accepting the blame. If he hadn’t ruthlessly cut off all contact with Cassidy, she could’ve left him a message at the fada bar in Ventura.

      “Anyway, they found us this morning.” Her hands curled into fists. “Thank the Goddess I sensed them coming. We barely got away. They shot at us, the bloody bastards—the bullets went right by us. Scared the shite out of Rianna.”

      Nic’s claws pricked at his fingertips. With an effort, he willed them back. He was coldly furious, but he had to save his anger for the men who dared hurt what was his.

      “And your leg?” he prompted Cassidy.

      She rubbed the rough red scab. “A fae ball. That was in Ireland. They almost caught us the night we sneaked out of the base. That’s when I knew for sure the fae were behind—"

      Rianna chose that moment to wake up. She tensed until she saw Cassidy. “Mam!” She leapt off Nic’s lap.

      He itched to hear the rest of the story, but he couldn’t help smiling as Cassidy wrapped Rianna in a hug.

      “You’re okay?” she asked.

      The little girl sniffed. “I was a-scared.”

      “I know, alanna. But you’re safe now.”

      Nic exchanged looks with his men. From their frowns, they were as outraged as him.

      Outside the storm still boomed. From time to time, a lightning bolt hit the island hard enough to shake the caverns. It was fixing to be one of California’s rare but powerful storms.

      “Even if they knew where your woman and the girl were headed, there’s no way they could get through this storm,” Joe said to Nic. “A boat wouldn’t get a hundred yards in this, and no one but you could swim in it now.”

      Cassidy looked up from where she was murmuring to Rianna. “They can’t know where we are. Even I didn’t know. I just followed the bond west.”

      Joe nodded. “As soon as the storm dies down, I’ll change to my shark and patrol the perimeter of the island. No one will get close without me knowing it.”

      “Thank you,” Nic said gratefully. He’d gotten to his feet and was pacing the cavern floor.

      Cassidy shivered, and he swore under his breath. “You’re still cold.” He grabbed two sweaters from his shelves and handed them to her. “Put these on—both of you.”

      Cassidy nodded her thanks and pulled the smaller sweater over Rianna’s head. It was light green and the pup looked adorable, even if Cassidy had to roll up the sleeves multiple times.

      Rianna smoothed a hand down her front. “It’s pretty. Thanks, mister.”

      Cassidy pulled on the other sweater, a thick blue wool that set off her eyes and made her hair appear even more red. “I’m guessing our things are at the bottom of the ocean.”

      “You’re welcome to the sweaters,” he told her. “But I saw where your pack went down—I’ll get it in a minute.”

      Cassidy blinked. “You can dive that deep? And even if you saw it go down, the current could’ve carried it a mile along the bottom by now.”

      “I’ll get it,” he assured her.

      The sweater covered Cassidy to her thighs. Nic felt a primitive satisfaction at seeing her in his clothing, his scent all over her. He fisted his hands to keep himself from reaching out. He wanted to pull Cassidy onto his lap, cuddle her as he had Rianna.

      Rianna scrambled back onto her mother’s lap, and Cassidy made a face at Nic. “She’s not usually so clingy, but the poor things had a rough few weeks. And you men are strangers…”

      “It’s all right.” Nic’s voice was gruff, and Cassidy flinched.

      But he wasn’t angry at her. He was pissed off at himself—because damn it, he shouldn’t be a stranger to his own daughter.

      Rianna perked up. “Can you find our rucksack, mister?”

      Nic’s eyes met Cassidy’s. He ached to ask Rianna to call him Papa, but he wouldn’t. That was for her mother to decide.

      “Nic,” he said at last. “Call me Nic.”

      “Thank you, Mister Nic.” Rianna put her mouth to Cassidy’s ear. “I want my Annie-doll,” she whispered.

      Nic raised a brow, having heard her perfectly well with his shifter’s enhanced hearing. “Her Annie-doll?”

      “It’s her ragdoll,” Cassidy explained. “My aunt Maire made it for her.”

      “It’s in the pack?”

      Cassidy nodded, and Nic crouched next to the futon so he was at Rianna’s level. “I’ll get your Annie-doll.”

      The little girl lifted her head from where she’d buried it in her mother’s neck. “Promise?”

      “Promise,” he replied gravely.

      Rianna nodded, satisfied.

      Cassidy frowned. “If he can find it,” she added with a warning look at Nic.

      Nic knew what she was thinking—that he shouldn’t make a promise to a child that he might not be able to keep. But then, she didn’t know that a sea dragon could pretty much find a needle in a haystack.

      “I’ll find it,” he repeated as he rose back to his feet. “Tell me something. These men who are after you—do they have a teleporter with them?” Teleporting was a fae Gift, although fortunately, a rare one.

      “I don’t think so. And even if they did, they can’t know where I am.” To ’port, a fae needed an exact location.

      The other men stood up, too. “As far as they know,” Marlin said, “you two could be anywhere off the coast of California. The storm should help. No one could’ve followed you in that. Even another fada would’ve had a helluva time.”

      Cassidy briefly closed her eyes.

      Nic touched her cheek. “You’re safe, querida.” Sweetheart.

      They both felt the electricity. Cassidy jerked away.

      Nic’s jaw tightened. She couldn’t have rejected him more clearly.

      “I’ll go get that pack.” Without waiting for a reply, he turned and strode out of the cavern.

      As soon as he was out of sight in the tunnel that led to the main entrance, he halted and bent over, hands on his thighs, sucking in breaths. Seeing Cassidy had been a kick in the chest, but finding out they had a daughter had gutted him.

      When he’d left Cassidy behind in Ireland, a huge part of his heart had remained with her. He’d known he’d never mate, never have a child.

      To see Cassidy would’ve been a shock in itself, but he could’ve handled it. But to meet his daughter for the first time was too much—and to know they were both in danger was his fucking worst nightmare.

      He pushed himself back to standing and continued down the tunnel.

      Rianna. He had a daughter, and her name was Rianna.

      He strode through the dining hall and dove into the water at the other end. Even as a human, he was a powerful swimmer. Three strong stokes took him through the ten-yard-long tunnel to the exit—and then he was slicing through the Pacific for the second time that afternoon.

      He remained in his human form, relishing the fight against the heaving waves. It beat the hell out of thinking.

      Because when he let himself think, regret threatened to swamp him. He’d left Ireland because he’d known it would never work with him and Cassidy. Or maybe it would’ve, but he couldn’t do that to her. If they’d mated, her whole life would’ve changed. She’d have been in constant danger of kidnapping.

      The fae couldn’t harm or glamour him with their magic, but grab his mate, and they knew Nic would do anything to rescue her.

      And Cassidy O’Byrne had been a free-spirited, laughing soul, with a loving family and friends of every age. If they’d mated, she would’ve had to leave all that to come with Nic. She would’ve ended up on this barren rock in the middle of the Pacific with only him for company, because at the time, he hadn’t even known Marlin, Joe and Ben.

      Hell, he wouldn’t do that to any woman, but especially not to a woman he loved.

      He’d tried to do the right thing. He’d kept away from her, but she’d persisted, so he’d tried warning her off. “I’m not looking for anything permanent.”

      She’d tossed her red hair and said, “And what makes you think I am?”

      Fada lived a long time, and Nic was already in his eighties. At thirty-two, Cassidy seemed so young and naïve, especially to a man who’d hid his dragon-self from everyone, even his own clan.

      So when she’d said, “I still have a lot of living to do before I mate,” he’d taken her at her word.

      He’d been so hungry for her. So very, very hungry that he hadn’t been thinking straight. He’d told himself it was just sex. A summer romance, as if he’d ever indulged in one of those in the past.

      And then that last week, his sea dragon had broken the leash, and Nic had barely escaped from Shannon with his hide intact.

      Now a pod of dolphin raced past, hot on the trail of a school of fish, and Nic’s internal GPS alerted him that he’d reached the place where he’d found Cassidy and Rianna. He shifted to his dragon and dove deeper, sweeping the depths with his sonar.

      The current had dragged the backpack a half mile south, but Nic found it within ten minutes. He snagged it with one huge claw and headed back to the surface.

      His dragon’s heart was normally cold, but it warmed, picturing Rianna’s smile when she saw her Annie-doll.

      A dragon pup—and a woman to mate with.

      Because Rianna changed everything.

      Nic would do anything to keep Cassidy with him now. It was what he wanted with his whole body and soul anyway.

      As far as the dragon was concerned, it had been a very good day.
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      Rianna bounced off the bed. “Let’s go s’plorin’, Mam.”

      “Good idea.” Cassidy smiled down at her daughter, thankful she seemed recovered from their desperate swim. Cassidy, on the other hand, felt bruised and battered, as if she’d been tossed around in a human’s washing machine. At least her belly was full.

      Marlin crouched down at Rianna’s level. The other two men had gone about their business, but the wiry California sea fada had stayed to see if Cassidy needed anything. “I can show you both around,” he told Rianna, “if that’s okay with your mom.”

      Rianna’s gaze swung to Cassidy. She nodded, although if it were up to her, she’d spend the rest of the day in bed. “That would be nice.”

      Marlin gestured to a door at the opposite end of the cave from the pool. “This is Nic’s bathroom. Joe knows some plumbing, so he helped Nic put in a composting toilet and a shower. If you want a bath, we have a freshwater pool further back in the caverns.”

      He opened the door. Cassidy blinked at the small but beautiful space chiseled out of the gray basalt. The toilet and sink were a shiny black porcelain, and a chest-high glass block wall divided the small shower from the rest of the room.

      “Wow. It’s lovely.”

      Marlin’s smile lit his blue eyes. “I have my own bathroom now, too, and Joe is next on the list.”

      Cassidy grinned back. Nic’s friend was easy to like. “Sounds like you plan on staying.”

      “Yep. But it’s up to Nic. If he leaves, I’ll go with him.”

      “So you’re okay with him being a sea dragon?”

      He shrugged. “I’ll admit it was a shock, but hell, he took me in when I was fed up with living as a solitary. He’s clan now, even though the ass won’t admit it.”

      Her smile faded. “That sounds like him.”

      She’d known Nic was a loner. He might be the alpha’s grandson, but he’d acted more like a visitor than an honorary member of the Shannon clan. He was a dark, brooding man—and for some damn reason, she’d found him irresistible.

      She could scent his desire for her. Her animal felt the same, so why not act on it? They were both unmated adults. It drove her mad when he kept his distance.

      But even Cassidy’s best friends said she was stubborn. Like an arse, she kept at him, sitting with him at meals, inviting him to dance at the Saturday night ceilidh. When he’d finally gifted her with a smile, she’d felt like she’d won the lottery.

      “Mam, look!” Rianna had been exploring the bathroom, peeking into the shower, tracing a finger over the glass blocks. “I can see myself!” She gripped the edge of the sink and pulled herself up to peer at her reflection in the shiny black porcelain.

      Cassidy snatched Rianna up before she cracked her head on the stone floor, and caught sight of herself in the mirror.

      Holy blue seas. When they’d left Ireland, she’d hacked off her hair to change her appearance. Now it was coated with salt water and sticking up all over her head like a newly-hatched chick’s.  She looked like a sea hag, especially with those dark smudges under her eyes.

      She wrinkled her nose. It figured that after four years apart, Nic’s first look at her was as a scared, thin victim…which she was, if you thought about it.

      She sighed and set Rianna on her hip.

      “Let’s go, Mam.” Rianna tugged on her shoulder. “I wanna see the pool for taking baths!”

      “The freshwater pool?” Marlin asked.

      The little girl nodded, curls bouncing.

      “This way.” The dreadlocked shifter led the way out of Nic’s quarters.

      Cassidy set Rianna down, and they followed him into a natural tunnel, all three of them barefoot. Fada rarely wore shoes in their dens. They were too confining and slowed you down in a shift. The tunnel floor was uneven, but Rianna had a shifter’s grace. She easily kept up with Marlin as Cassidy brought up the rear.

      “These islands are honeycombed with tunnels and caves,” Marlin explained. “We each have private rooms. We’re over a fault line, and when the rock splits, the ocean usually finds a way in. Eventually it carves out passageways. And this is the main cavern.”

      They’d entered a large, high-ceiling cavern about the size of Nic’s. The fae lights had followed them and floated near the ceiling.

      “Welcome to the dining hall.” Marlin gave a self-deprecating grin. “As you can see, we’re a small den, but we have room to expand.”

      The middle of the cave was taken up by a plastic table with four mismatched chairs. One side held a rudimentary kitchen with a sink, a butcher block counter, a few shelves for dishes, cups and other utensils, and a firepit surrounded by four shiny black stools. Four kayaks were stacked against the opposite wall, and to their right, a red ukulele hung by a shoelace from a hook.

      “If you feel like socializing,” Marlin added, “this is where to find us.” He indicated the plastic table with a stack of playing cards tossed carelessly down in the center. The four chairs around it were shoved back as if the men had jumped up quickly.

      “What’s that?” Rianna pointed to a tunnel at one end that was half-submerged in water, the ocean surging in and out. Red algae covered the damp lower walls, and Cassidy could just make out a thin strip of stormy sky at the other end.

      “That’s the main entrance into the caverns,” Marlin explained. “Mister Nic brought you and your mom in this way.” He glanced at Cassidy. “It’s underwater at high tide, and even at low tide the tunnel has just a few feet clearance, so it’s easy to keep the humans out. They tend to stop at the Channel Islands anyway. Out here we only see working boats, not tourists. If anyone gets too close, Nic drops a rock over the tunnel entrance. The humans don’t even know we’re in here.”

      Rianna tugged on the leg of Marlin’s board shorts. “Where’s the pool?”

      He did a sweeping bow. “This way, princess.”

      Rianna chortled. “I’m not a princess!”

      “To me, you are.” He headed toward a second tunnel at the back of the cavern. “This passage leads straight to the pools. There are three, actually. Me and Joe have rooms down there”—he pointed to a tunnel branching off to the right—“and Ben is down that tunnel to the left.”

      He led the way into the second tunnel. This time, the fae lights remained behind, but their eyes went night-glow, allowing them to see in the dark. The tunnel tilted uphill and narrowed, the coarse gray basalt changing to a smooth black. For a few yards, they had to turn sideways and inch their way along, but soon enough they were back in a wider passage again.

      “Almost there,” Marlin said.

      They entered another high-ceiling cavern to stand on a ledge ten feet above three stunning turquoise pools. Cassidy’s breath hitched. It was a scene out of a storybook. A misty silver light streamed through slits in the ceiling to illuminate the pools, and a waterfall spilled down the wall to the left, filling the cavern with its hushed murmur. All the scene lacked was a mermaid perched on a rock combing her hair.

      “It’s brilliant,” she breathed.

      Marlin grinned at her. “The pool on the left has fresh water for you to bathe in—the one with the waterfall. The other two are saltwater pools.”

      Steps carved out of the rock led down to the middle pool. Rianna hopped up and down. “Can I go swimming? Please?”

      “Go ahead,” Cassidy said. “Just stay where I can see you.”

      “I will.” Rianna dashed down the steps, tugging off the green sweater as she went. She dropped the sweater on the last step and jumped into the water. Her head went below the surface, but she’d been swimming since before she could walk, and she popped right back up. “It’s warm, Mam!”

      Cassidy and Marlin had followed at a slower pace. Cassidy picked up Rianna’s sweater and set it on a nearby ledge before dipping her toe into the water. “It is warm.”

      “Yep,” he said. “We’re on top of a volcanic vent here—that’s how these islands formed. You didn’t see when you came in, but this is the middle of three islands. Anyway, the vent heats the water to a nice temperature, and the sulfur and other minerals from the volcano give it that intense blue-green color. Go ahead—get in.”

      Rianna was happily splashing around in the water. She waved a hand. “Mam! Come in and play.”

      Cassidy took off her sweater and set it next to Rianna’s. Marlin politely averted his eyes until she was in the water.

      “If you’re busy,” she told him, “you don’t have to stick around. We can find our way back.”

      “I don’t have anything better to do. Mind if I join you?”

      “Of course—go right ahead.”

      He stripped off his board shorts and got into another of the pools, tactfully giving her space.

      The short walk here had drained her meager amount of energy. Cassidy leaned back and floated, letting her feet dangle. The pool would’ve felt lukewarm to a human, but to a water fada, it was like soaking in a hot tub. Her sore, exhausted body reveled in the pool’s healing warmth. As the tension eased out of her muscles, she gave a little sigh of contentment. Even the scab on her leg felt better.

      Meanwhile, Rianna flitted from pool to pool, trying them out like a water-based Goldilocks. She did a running jump into the pool where Marlin floated with his eyes half-closed, splashing water on him. He gave a mock-growl and splashed her back, inciting a fit of giggles in the little girl.

      Cassidy’s heart clenched. Her daughter was a naturally cheerful, cheeky child, but the journey from Ireland had taken a toll on them both. It had been weeks since she’d heard Rianna laugh in that uninhibited way.

      Marlin and Rianna chased each other around in the pool for a few minutes. The game only ended when Nic appeared, the missing rucksack in his hand.

      “You found it.” Cassidy’s mouth dropped open. She’d heard that sea dragons had a sonar ability that far surpassed a dolphin’s, but she still couldn’t believe Nic had located it in the middle of the Pacific—and during a storm, yet.

      He shrugged as if it were no big deal.

      Marlin got out of the pool and pulled on his shorts. “Everything okay?”

      Nic nodded. “Joe’s right—nothing’s out in this storm. I didn’t even see any tankers. They either headed into port or are riding out the storm further offshore.”

      “Good. I’ll see you both at dinner. Bye, princess.” Martin waved to Rianna, and then with a wink at Cassidy, headed back in the direction of the dining hall.

      That’s when Cassidy realized he’d been guarding them.

      Nic set down the rucksack and descended the steps. His seal-brown hair was wet and curly, his only clothing a pair of loose cotton shorts. He looked down at her, feet braced apart, all smooth olive skin and hard muscles.

      Her stomach gave a funny flip. She moistened her lips. “Thank you.”

      His eyes darkened. “Cassidy…”

      But whatever he might have said was lost as Rianna pelted across the pools toward them. “Mister Nic! Mister Nic! You found Annie?” She scrambled onto a strip of rock separating two pools and trotted around the edge to Nic.

      “There’s the pack.” He pointed to the steps. “Do you want me to get your doll?”

      “I can do it.” Rianna dashed up the steps and rooted around in the rucksack until she found the ragdoll. “Here she is.” She gave Annie a hug and then ran back down and held her out for him to admire.

      Nic fingered the doll’s worn blue dress. “She’s…um…beautiful.”

      Cassidy pressed her lips together, trying not to laugh. The doll had been sewn by Cassidy’s aunt. Annie’s red yarn hair was ragged, and Cassidy had already had to repair her seams, but Rianna wouldn’t go anywhere without the doll.

      “Thanks for retrieving her,” Cassidy said. “I would’ve had a hard time getting her to sleep without her Annie.”

      “If it makes her happy, then I’m happy.” He turned to look at Rianna, who had crouched down a few feet away to croon to the doll.

      Cassidy took in his broad shoulders, the way the muscles of his back tapered to two dimples right above the shorts. He had a swimmer’s body—big shoulders, lean hips. One evening, she’d spent long minutes exploring that broad, hard back. Massaging the tension from his body. And then Nic had rolled over and pulled her down for a searing kiss…

      Cassidy dragged her gaze away. Because these days, she wouldn’t touch Nic with a ten-foot pole.

      Liar, taunted a voice in her head.

      Nic turned and caught her looking. A slow smile curled over his mouth. Mortified, she ducked under the water, but he shucked his shorts and joined her in the pool.

      Cassidy jackknifed in the water and headed down. The pool was deeper than she’d expected; she descended a good twenty feet before reaching the bottom. She turned and looked toward the surface. The sun had momentarily broken through the storm clouds, sending light streaming through the ceiling slits into the pools. A shaft of gold touched Nic as he followed her down, haloing his body so he looked like a primitive water god, beautiful and unattainable.

      Something hot and sad lodged in her chest. Everyone knew sea dragons weren’t like other fada. They had a coldness deep inside. Hell, the man had been able to ignore their bond as if it didn’t exist, while not a day had passed that Cassidy hadn’t thought of him.

      Eejit woman to love a dragon.

      But then, she hadn’t known Nic was a dragon when she’d fallen in love with him. He’d been careful to hide it. Cassidy had thought he was a river dolphin for weeks. Not that it would have made a difference—Nic had fascinated her from the day he’d arrived at the Shannon base.

      Nic halted beside her. The water was crystal-clear. She could see his brooding green eyes and the occasional bubbles that came out of his nostrils as he gradually released his breath. His dark hair floated around his face like a living frame.

      He touched her cheek.

      Cassidy stiffened, but that was all he did. Touch her cheek, as if she were a rare, precious thing.

      Awareness zinged through her. Her entire body tightened with longing.

      He only wants you because of Rianna.

      Goddess, she was hopeless, if even knowing that, Nic’s touch could still make her want him.

      She twisted away and arrowed back to the surface.
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      Nic allowed Cassidy a minute before following her back to the surface. Rianna was still crouched with her ragdoll, babbling about how everything was all right now, and that they were safe with Mister Nic and his friends.

      Deus, she was adorable. Nic’s chest tightened with unfamiliar emotion. He’d keep her safe no matter what.

      And Cassidy, too. He glanced at where she stood waist-high in the pool, checking on Rianna. Now that she wasn’t covered in blankets, he could see how thin she really was—her stomach hollowed out, her ribs prominent. Her hips were less rounded than he remembered, but her breasts were still nice and full.

      And he was a sick bastard for lusting after a woman who was hurt and exhausted, but then, Cassidy had had that effect on him from day one.

      “Hey, sweetheart,” Cassidy called to Rianna, ignoring Nic as if he weren’t treading water a couple yards away. “Do you want to swim some more or should we go back to the dining hall?”

      “Swim!” Rianna carefully placed her ragdoll in a niche in the stone wall, and then bounded down the steps to take a flying leap into the water. Cassidy caught her and they both submerged to reappear a short while later in the center of the pool, giggling.

      A smile tugged at his lips. Cassidy was so good with the little girl. It was clear she was a great mother.

      He wished his own mom could’ve seen her granddaughter, but his parents had disappeared more than fifteen years ago somewhere in the North Atlantic. They might be dead, or maybe they’d been captured by the ice fae. His parents had a history with Sindre, the ice fae king, and they’d been near Iceland when they disappeared.

      Not knowing was the worst. Nic and his brothers had searched for months, until his oldest brother Dion had called off the search. Their father had been Rock Run alpha, so Dion had reluctantly declared himself the new alpha.

      Nic hadn’t stuck around for long after that. He was too strong to live as a subordinate to his brother.  And his sea dragon had become a constant itch—wanting out more and more, until Nic feared someone at Rock Run would discover his secret. Water fada could take more than one form, so as far as the clan was concerned, Nic’s primary animal was a river dolphin.

      Nic had waited long enough to see his brother established in his new role and then shipped out with the Merchant Marines, who were always eager to hire water fada. The clan was hurting, so he’d sent half his money back to Rock Run until he’d heard Dion mated with the sun fae queen and turned things around. Nic had stopped back to congratulate his brother and meet his mate, then finished his stint with the Merchant Marines and struck out on a tour of the world’s oceans.

      He’d ridden the waves for a couple of years before ending up at Shannon, where he’d met Cassidy the first day. Orphaned as a young girl, the pretty red-haired shifter had been raised by an aunt and uncle, and had a passel of cousins who treated her like a sibling.

      But Nic knew Cassidy wanted a family of her own. Something a sea dragon couldn’t give her—except he had. His gaze slipped to Rianna.

      “Mister Nic!” The little girl swam to him. “Want to see my dragon? Oops.” She clamped shut her mouth and darted a gaze at her mother, treading water nearby.

      Cassidy sighed. “It’s okay, baby. He’s a dragon, too. But don’t forget. No one but Mister Nic can see your dragon.”

      “You’re a dragon?” Rianna’s big green eyes widened as if he were some strange species—but then, he was.

      He tapped her cute little nose. “I am—just like you.”

      “What color are you?”

      “Mainly gold, but I have some blue and green, too.”

      Nearby, he was aware of Cassidy’s interest. He’d never shown her his dragon. His beast had wanted to shift in front of her, but Nic had resisted. He’d been afraid he’d lose Cassidy if she learned what he really was. He couldn’t bear the thought of her smiles turning to loathing. And even if she’d accepted his dragon, it was too dangerous a secret. He couldn’t do that to her.

      “That’s a nice color,” Rianna told him. “Guess what color I am.”

      “Hm.” He pursed his lips. “Pretty pink?”

      A gurgle of laughter. “No.”

      “Purple with yellow polka dots?”

      A shake of her wet curls. “No!”

      “Then what color are you?”

      “I’m a rainbow!”

      She dove beneath the surface. Light shimmered in the depths below, and then a little sea dragon shot out of the pool, her blue hide overlaid with opalescent pinks and purples and greens. She arced over his head, tiny wings flapping, and dove back into the pool before resurfacing in front of him, a toothy grin on her face.

      He smoothed a hand over her hide. “You’re the prettiest dragon I’ve ever seen.”

      She trilled, a happy dragon-sound that made him smile.

      Cassidy’s eyes met his over Rianna’s head. “That’s what I tell her. She can’t understand why she can’t show her dragon to everyone.”

      “It was easier for me to hide it,” he said as Rianna left them to loop through the water in excited figure eights. “My dragon didn’t appear until I was eighteen turns of the sun. Everyone thought I was a dolphin until then. I didn’t tell anyone but my father, and he advised me to keep it a secret.” His jaw worked. “I’m sorry.”

      “Don’t be. She is what she is—and I love her exactly the way she is. I’m just sorry the rest of the world won’t leave her in peace.”

      He’d been apologizing for giving Cassidy a dragon for a daughter, but now he stared at her, arrested.

      “You’re right,” he said slowly. Because Rianna was a beautiful little person, and a gorgeous dragon. If the world couldn’t handle that, then the world needed to change, not his daughter. “Still, there’s one thing I’m sorry for—getting you pregnant and then leaving without letting you know how to find me.”

      She glanced away. “I hated you for that.”

      He nodded, accepting that. It hurt, but it was what he’d expected. What he deserved.

      “I don’t blame you.”

      She blew out a breath. “But you weren’t to know I was carrying her. In the end, I didn’t hate you for that—I got Rianna, after all, and I wouldn’t give her up for a roomful of gold. But—” She shook her head.

      “What?” They’d drawn closer as they both tread water so that now they were only a foot apart. He could see water droplets on the dark lashes framing her intense blue eyes, and the smattering of copper freckles across the bridge of her nose.

      “What I couldn’t forgive,” she said in a voice harsh with pain, “was that you rejected the mate bond. Me, in other words.”

      “I’m sorry.” He swallowed. “I thought that if I didn’t accept the bond, you might mate with another man.”

      “You could’ve lived with that? Me mating with another man? Because the thought of you with another woman about kills me.”

      No. Never. His claws pricked his fingertips. “I would’ve wanted to rip his fucking intestines out.” He hesitated, then added, “If it makes you feel better, there’s been no one since you.”

      Her eyes narrowed. “Hah.”

      “It’s true—I swear on my grandmother’s grave. You know fada can’t lie.” The fada’s touch of fae blood meant that even a white lie made you nauseous, and a flat-out lie could make you as sick as a dog.

      “Goddess,” she said between clenched teeth. “I don’t understand you.”

      “And you?” He had no right to ask—and it wouldn’t make a difference even if she had—but he couldn’t help himself. He had to know. “Have you been with another man?”

      “Me?” Her chin jerked up as if he’d struck her. “What do you think, you bloody arse?” She whipped around and swam for the steps, calling to Rianna. “Come on, love. Let’s wash our hair and then go back to the dining hall.”

      The little blue dragon looked from him to her mother and then shifted back to a girl. Cassidy got a bar of soap from the rucksack. They washed in the freshwater pool and then Cassidy toweled them both off. She pulled on a T-shirt and jeans, dressed Rianna in a miniature version of the same outfit, and with a stiff nod in Nic’s direction, gathered up their things and disappeared with Rianna into the tunnel.

      He growled under his breath in Portuguese. “You ass.”

      What devil had made him ask such a stupid question? He knew damn well Cassidy hadn’t been with another man. A mate could sense these things. Even thousands of miles away, he’d have known if Cassidy had taken a lover.

      Which meant she was his. He just had to woo her.

      He’d done it once—surely he could do it again.

      Getting out of the pool, he grabbed his clothes and followed them back to the dining hall. Cassidy, Marlin and Joe were playing cards. In the kitchen, Ben was searing striped bass in an iron skillet.

      He returned the firepit to its place at the center of the four black lava stools and realized Cassidy and Rianna needed their own seats. Happy to do something for them, he faded back into the tunnels and shifted to his dragon. As he formed the stools, the patter of small feet made him turn his head.

      Rianna looked up at him fearlessly. “You’re big.”

      “Mm,” he rumbled.

      “Wow.” She touched the smaller of the stools, her mouth round with awe. “How’d you do that?”

      He shifted back to man and pulled on his shorts. “Only big sea dragons can breathe lava.”

      “Will I be able to when I’m all growed up?”

      “Probably. I only know one other sea dragon, but he could do it.”

      She nodded sagely. “Mam says dragons are special.”

      “Yeah, we are.” He crouched in front of her and took her hands. “Don’t let anyone tell you different.”

      Wiry arms wrapped around his neck. “I like you, Mister Nic.”

      He stilled. A shock of emotion swept over him. “I like you, too,” he managed to say. “Very much.”

      Cassidy appeared in the tunnel. Their eyes met over Rianna’s head. At the yearning on her face, his heart punched in his chest.

      Then her eyes shuttered.

      Rianna released him to run to her mother. “Look what Mister Nic made.” She tugged Cassidy over to admire the stools.

      “Very nice,” she said.

      “They’re for you and Rianna.”

      “Thank you,” she said in a polite tone that made him want to shake her. “Ben says it’s almost time for dinner. I wondered where we should put our things.”

      “In my quarters.”

      Her chin raised. “I’m thinking that’s a bad idea.”

      Nic hefted the stools in his arms and tried not to growl. Patience. Don’t rush her.

      But it was damn hard not to.

      “We don’t have any spare beds. You two can have my bed. I’ll sleep on the futon in the outer room.” Before Cassidy could object, he added, “You’ll have your privacy, but I’m not letting you two out of my sight.”

      Her mouth compressed, but she said, “Okay. I suppose it’s for the best.”
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      Dinner was oddly festive. The storm had slackened to an intermittent rain, but the ocean still heaved wildly. No one but another water fada would come out in this weather, and Nic’s dragon could handle anyone who dared invade his caverns. With Cassidy and Rianna safe for now, he could relax. Cassidy was coolly polite, but he could tell her fear had eased as well.

      The other three men clearly enjoyed having the females around. In fact, Nic wasn’t sure who they enjoyed more—Cassidy or Rianna. Now that the pup’s shyness had worn off, she chattered happily to whoever would listen.

      Ben had prepared a big meal to welcome their guests. Marlin handed out cups of wine to the adults, with water for Rianna; and they sat on stools around the firepit, gorging themselves on striped bass, biscuits still warm from the pan, and salad tossed with walnuts and goat cheese.

      “We have a herd of goats on the island,” Ben explained to their guests. “They’re wild, but I’ve convinced them to let me milk them in exchange for a few pounds of hay in the winter.”

      Rianna bounded off her stool and around the firepit to Ben. “Can I help feed the goats? Please?”

      “Sure, honey-bear.” He smiled down at her. “Tomorrow, after the storm passes, I’ll take you up top to show you.”

      Cassidy made a small, negative movement, and Ben said, “Don’t worry. I’ll make sure no one is within a mile of the island when I do.”

      “Most of the time I have a bit of warning that they’re close,” Cassidy said, “but a couple of times, they were almost on top of us before I sensed anything.”

      The men nodded. Magical Gifts could be erratic.

      As usual, Joe had said little, but now he rose and headed for his room, returning with a fuzzy white hat with felt horns. “Here.” He handed it to Rianna. “Wear that. If anyone sees you, they’ll think you’re a little goat.”

      “Thank you, Mister Joe.” Rianna beamed and clapped it on her head.

      Nic quirked a brow. “Where in Hades did that come from?”

      Joe shrugged. “Found it on Anacapa.” He named one of the Channel Islands. “Figured it might come in handy someday.”

      Rianna dropped on all fours and bleated, to everyone’s amusement. She clowned around until Cassidy took both their plates and set them in the sink.

      “Bedtime, alanna.”

      “You two go ahead and get ready,” Nic said. “I’ll be in later.”

      Cassidy nodded. Rianna gave a big yawn, and then insisted on kissing all of the men. Nic held his breath as she touched petal-soft lips to his cheek.

      She chuckled. “You’re whiskery, Mister Nic.”

      He rubbed his chin with a rueful grin. “I have to shave.”

      Cassidy took her hand and the two headed down the left tunnel to his quarters. He frowned at Cassidy’s limp—why wasn’t the wound healing? But fae-inflicted injuries could be tricky.

      Marlin waited until they heard the door to his quarters click shut, and then shook his head. “You left that behind?”

      The other two men murmured agreement, even the normally silent Joe.

      Nic scowled. “Was I wrong? Now I have a daughter being hunted by the fae.”

      “But you left your mate behind to face it. Dude, I know dragons are cold, but you’re fucking ice.”

      “Damn it, this wasn’t supposed to happen. I didn’t accept the mate bond.”

      “You’re saying she got pregnant with your pup without the bond?”

      “Yeah. At least I think so. Hell, I don’t know.” Nic rubbed his chest. He knew he’d screwed up—he didn’t need Marlin to point it out. “Look, let’s talk strategy. I’ll deal with Cassidy.”

      “Sure, man.” The dreadlocked shifter smirked. “But you better prepare to grovel.”

      They rose to clear the dishes. Joe had rigged up a system where they washed the metal plates and utensils in ocean water and then rinsed them with fresh water before placing them on a dish rack to dry. That done, they took their cups of wine to look out at the dark water sucking in and out of the exit tunnel.

      “Fucking fae.” Marlin narrowed his eyes in the direction of the mainland. “No way in hell will they get close enough to hurt that little girl—or Cassidy. We’ll make sure of it.”

      “Thank you.” Nic looked round at the other men. Their faces mirrored his determination, and he knew that they’d die protecting Cassidy and Rianna. “And I’d do the same for you.”

      “We know you would,” Marlin replied. “We’re clan.”

      Nic shook his head like he had every other time Marlin had said that. Then he dragged his friend into a hug. “We are.”

      He gave Ben a hug, too, and he and Joe shook hands.

      Marlin grinned. “This calls for a toast. And none of that wine.” He pulled up a twelve-pack of beer dangling in the water to chill, and handed them each a can.

      Setting their cups on the cavern floor, they lifted the cans in a toast to each other and then drank.

      The four of them turned as one to gaze out at the water swelling in and out of the cavern again. “We could use a fae ward,” Nic said.

      Marlin took a thoughtful sip of beer. “Or even a look-away spell.”

      Fada couldn’t create their own wards and spells, so had to buy them from the fae. Wards didn’t come cheap—and dealing with the fae was tricky—so Nic hadn’t seen the need. No clan wanted to claim this arid piece of rock so far offshore, and even if they had, one look at Nic’s dragon and they’d have left in a hurry.

      “I can start patrolling now,” Joe offered.

      “No. The storm’s still enough to keep them away.” Nic scrubbed a hand over his lower face. “But I wish I knew if they have a fada tracker with them. Cassidy seems to think they’re all fae, but then how come she couldn’t lose them?”

      “Good question,” Marlin said.

      Joe finished his beer and got his ukulele from a hook on the wall. Taking a seat beside the firepit, he strummed a cheerful Hawaiian song at odds with his grim expression. The three of them drifted over and took seats around the fire again.

      When the song was over, Joe spoke as if there had been no interruption. “We should search her and her backpack. They could’ve planted a tracking device on her.”

      Cassidy appeared in the dining hall in time to hear him. She was ready for bed in baggy gray sweat shorts, colorful patterned socks on her narrow feet, and Nic’s wool sweater over her T-shirt. He wondered—hoped—that she wanted to be wrapped in his scent.

      “I thought of that,” she said. “I’ve gone over everything multiple times—the rucksack, our bodies, even Rianna’s ragdoll. We’re clean.”

      “Then how are they following you?” Nic asked.

      “I wish I knew.” She rubbed her upper arms. “But they’re still on my trail. I can feel it.”
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      For the past three weeks, Cassidy had been focused on reaching Nic. He was a sea dragon, a fire-and-lava-spewing shifter. Even the fae didn’t mess with an adult dragon.

      She hadn’t expected he’d have other men with him. He was a lone wolf. At Shannon, he’d pitched in with anything that needed doing, and he’d contributed fish to the kitchens, but he’d shrugged off the other men’s attempts at friendship until they left him alone. Some weeks, he’d spent more time in the ocean than at the base, exploring Ireland’s wild western coast.

      Now her stomach sank as she gazed around at the four men. She’d heard enough to know Nic and his men intended to fight for her and Rianna, and she hated that in coming here, she’d endangered not just Nic, but the other men as well.

      But it was the way of their kind; the fada treasured their young. Even her own clan would’ve protected Rianna, but Cassidy would’ve had to explain why the fae were after Rianna, and she’d been afraid to let anyone know that she was a dragon.

      Besides, the only way to protect Rianna would have been to keep her behind the base’s wards for decades until she was a full-fledged adult. The fae wouldn’t have given up—Rianna’s heart was worth too much. Cassidy couldn’t condemn her daughter to a childhood hidden in Shannon’s caverns. A pup needed to play in the sunshine.

      So she’d taken Rianna and run, but the damn fae had dogged her every step of the way.

      “Rianna’s asleep?” Nic asked.

      “Yeah.” She jammed her hands in the back pockets of her shorts. “I owe you an apology,” she said to Marlin, Joe and Ben.

      They gazed back, clearly mystified.

      “For what?” Marlin asked.

      “For dragging you into this.”

      Marlon grunted. “Hell, we could use some excitement.”

      Nic rose from his seat to wrap an arm around her. “You did the right thing,” he said as the other men murmured agreement.

      Cassidy stiffened, but Nic pulled her closer. She resisted, but the temptation to lean against him tugged at her. She was so tired, and he felt big and warm and comforting.

      He blew out a breath and released her as Joe hung his ukulele on its hook.

      “With your permission,” he said, “I’d like to check you for a tracking device anyway.”

      “Joe’s a mako,” Nic said. “He can detect things we can’t. It’s worth it to let him check you over.”

      She moved a shoulder. “Be my guest.”

      “The rest of you step back,” the lean Hawaiian said. “This works by sensing electrical charges in the body. Anyone nearby can cause interference.”

      The other men nodded and stepped back to give them space.

      Joe approached Cassidy. “Stand with your arms a little away from your body.”

      When she obeyed, he raised his hands to her head. Eyes half-closed, he moved them over and around her skull, always keeping them a few inches from her skin, and then continued down her body.

      When he reached her injured leg, he drew a sharp breath. “It’s here.” He tapped the jagged starburst on her calf. “I sense something pulsing.”

      Cassidy twisted her leg so she could see the scab. “Are you sure? It itches sometimes, but I figured it wasn’t healing because I was so stressed.”

      “I’m sure.” Joe straightened up. “How did it happen?”

      “The bastards hit me with a fae ball. In Ireland.” Her mind churned. “So they’ve been tracking me the whole time? That thing has been in me since Ireland?”

      “Looks like it,” he replied.

      Her heart pounded in her ears. “Oh my God.” She gulped and met Nic’s eyes. “I led them straight to you. I—”

      “Sit down.” He guided her to a stool by the firepit. “You’re white as a sheet.”

      “Holy mother.” She sank onto the stool.

      “Take it easy.” He sat down beside her and rubbed her back, his big hand making slow circles. “We’ll figure this out.”

      “But how? The fae ball—how the bloody hell did they get a tracking device into it?”

      Joe took the stool on her other side, while Ben and Marlin hovered worriedly nearby. “Probably a magical dart. They’re similar to fae balls. Same bright light, and they hurt like hell. The tracking device is in the point.”

      Nic frowned. “So it was a sun fae then?”

      “Could be ice fae.” Joe crossed his arms over his chest. “In fact, they’re more likely to use darts. The sun fae usually stick to fae balls.”

      Cassidy examined the starburst wound with a sick disbelief. They’d hit her at an angle, so the injury was to the muscle on the calf’s right side. She felt violated—that the fae had inserted something in her without her knowledge and then used it to track her across the country…

      “Get it out,” she gritted at Nic. “I don’t care how you do it. Just get the bloody thing out.”

      Sympathy flickered across Joe’s hard face, the first emotion she’d seen him show. “We don’t know how deep it is.”

      “I don’t care. Take my damn leg off, then—before they follow me here.”

      Nic squeezed her shoulder. “Calm yourself, querida. We’ll figure this out.”

      She shook him off. “Don’t you understand? They may already be on their way. You’re all in danger—especially Rianna.” Her voice broke.

      “I understand. Now, let me have a look. I have a small Gift for healing, remember?”

      She took a deep breath and nodded. Nic was right, she had to calm down. Panicking wouldn’t help. But it made her skin crawl to think the fae had been tracking her the whole time.

      In fact, why had they let her get this far? Were they toying with her—or had they hoped she’d lead them to Nic?

      She hissed and grabbed his arm. “What if it’s you they’re after, not Rianna? Or the both of you? And I played right into the bastards’ hands...”

      Nic’s face hardened. “Then they’re in for a surprise.”
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      Nic ran his hands over Cassidy’s injured calf, his dragon coldly enraged. The fae had attacked both his mate and his daughter, and inserted some bizarre device into his mate. As far as he was concerned, they’d signed their own death warrants. They had no idea how powerful his dragon had grown.

      Cassidy’s too-thin body trembled. “What have I done?” She dragged her fingers through her cropped hair, leaving it sticking up wildly.

      “Hey,” Nic said. “I’m an adult dragon. They try and take me, I’ll fucking incinerate them.”

      Her throat worked.

      “Cassidy.” He cupped her face in his hands. “You came to me for a reason—because you knew I could protect you and Rianna. Right?”

      She jerked her chin in assent.

      “Then trust me to do the job.”

      “All right,” she whispered.

      He released her face to look at her calf again. “First, we have to get this dart out of your leg.”

      “Please.” She glared at the offending limb, her fine features twisted with revulsion. “I want the bloody thing out—now.”

      He hovered his palm over the scabbed-up wound, wishing his Gift was more powerful. A strong healer could probably remove the device by magically manipulating the cells, but he’d have to physically dig it out. He looked at Marlin. “I need a scalpel.”

      “Got it.” The dreadlocked shifter retrieved their first-aid kit from a shelf over the kitchen sink and set it next to Nic.

      Meanwhile, Ben left the dining hall to get a sleeping mat, which he placed on the floor near the firepit. “You’ll want to lie down,” he told Cassidy.

      Before she could move, Nic lifted her in his arms. He needed to hold her for a few seconds. She gave him a startled glance and then let her head rest against his shoulder.

      Heart full, he squeezed her to him. He wanted to say something, but couldn’t think of the right words, so he pressed a kiss to the top of her head and then set her on the mat. Cassidy rolled onto her left side so he could operate on her calf.

      Ben sat cross-legged on the floor near Cassidy’s head, his powerful body radiating calm. He fingered his quartz crystal. “I can put you under so you barely feel it,” he told her. “But you have to trust me.”

      Her brow furrowed. “What do you mean?”

      Earth fada had a mystical connection with their quartz, drawing on the tiny crystals inside for life-energy. Ben wore his day and night, even when he shifted to his cougar. Nic didn’t know exactly how the quartz worked, but he did know that if you somehow got it away and smashed it, Ben would be hurting—bad.

      “It’s a type of hypnosis,” the Navajo shifter replied. “But I promise, I only want to help you. Okay?”

      Nic set his hand on her hip. “Ben’s been with me for over a year. You can trust him. If he says he can help you, then he can.”

      She gave a hard swallow but nodded. “All right.”

      Ben removed his quartz and dangled it near her face. “Look into my quartz,” he told her in his deep voice. “Good. Now relax. Breathe in and out. Slow, even breaths. You’re relaxed and calm. Nic’s going to take the dart out of you. You may feel a pinch, but it won’t hurt.”

      Cassidy stared into the pyramid-shaped gray-and-white stone. The center glowed with a pale purple light that Nic had never seen before. It was strangely mesmerizing. He swayed forward to get a closer look.

      Ben cursed under his breath. “Nic, Marlin, Joe—don’t look at the quartz.”

      Nic dragged his gaze away, and gave a shake of his head to clear it. The other two men did the same thing.

      “Nice trick,” Marlin muttered while Joe’s customary scowl deepened.

      “It is,” the big earth fada replied tranquilly. He continued murmuring to Cassidy until her breathing slowed and her eyes drooped shut. “Nic,” he said in even tones, “you can start now.”

      Nic had been running his hand up and down Cassidy’s calf, instinctively trying to soothe her pain. His Gift awakened, and he sensed the wrongness an inch deep in her flesh. Small, but buried in her muscle. He’d have to work with a delicate touch.

      He removed her sock and placed a folded up towel beneath her injured calf. Taking a scalpel from the first-aid kit, he sterilized it in the fire. “Here I go,” he muttered, and sliced into her flesh.

      She tensed, and his chest squeezed. Deus, he hated hurting her, but it was better than leaving that fae-spawned device in her. He steeled himself and went deeper.

      “Breathe,” Ben crooned. “It’s only a pinch. You’re relaxed…sleepy.”

      “Okay,” Cassidy said in a sleepwalker’s voice.

      Blood spurted around Nic’s fingers. Marlin soaked it up with a wadded-up cloth, while Joe sterilized a pair of tweezers for Nic.

      “Thanks.” Nic held the flesh open with his thumb and first finger and aimed for the wrongness. There—a shimmering object about the size of a small pearl with a hook on one end.

      He closed the tweezers around it and gave a tentative pull.

      “Steady now,” Marlin murmured.

      Nic nodded without taking his eyes from the wound. The damn thing resisted, but Nic gritted his teeth and continued pulling gently but steadily. “Come on, you S.O.B.”

      It released with a tearing sound that made them all wince. Cassidy moaned and went limp.

      Nic’s heart wrenched. All he seemed to do was cause her pain.

      “You got it, dude.” Marlin placed a clean cloth on top of the wound to absorb the blood while Joe held out a metal cup. Nic dropped the device into it.

      “It’s fae-made, all right,” Joe growled.

      They all peered into the cup. The hooked pearl appeared more light than substance. It darkened for a moment and then started growing brighter—white with a hint of cobalt blue. They watched, open-mouthed, as it retracted the hook so it was a perfect sphere. Then it jerked into motion, rolling from side to side. With each pass, it moved higher up the cup.

      “Get a lid,” Nic rapped out, “before the damn thing escapes.”

      “Here.” Marlin grabbed the empty wine bottle from dinner. “Put it in the bottle.”

      Joe took the bottle and tipped the tracking device into it, and Marlin popped a cork on it. The object pulsed several times and then went dark. They let out a collective exhale of relief.

      “Keep an eye on it,” Nic told Joe. “As soon as I finish with Cassidy, I’ll take it out to sea.”

      He turned back to his patient. She was still unconscious, her skin paper-white, her breathing short and shallow.

      “Almost done, minha querida,” he murmured in case she could hear him.

      He removed the cloth covering her wound and hovered his hands a half-inch above it as he pictured a warm golden energy infusing her calf. Closing the deep cut taxed his small healing Gift to the max, but he tightened his jaw and kept it up until the blood clotted. He did what he could to heal the rip in her muscle and then closed up the wound.

      Drained, he sat back and examined his work. Cassidy would have to take it easy for a few days, and she’d probably always have a scar, but fada healed fast. Now that the tracking device was out, her body should be able to do the rest.

      Ben rose from the floor. “Good work.”

      “Here.” Marlin set Nic’s beer in his hand. “You look like you could use this.”

      “Hell, yeah.” Nic gulped the rest of the beer.

      He bent over Cassidy. Her cropped hair was so fine, his breath ruffled it.  The color—a sun-streaked red—had always fascinated him. He fingered a short gold strand that stood out among the red.

      Her eyes fluttered open. “Did you—?”

      “Yes. It’s out.”

      She heaved a relieved breath. “Thank you.” She struggled up on her forearms.

      “Take it easy.” He pressed her back down on the mat. “I just closed up your leg. You need to stay still for now.”

      She gripped his arm. “I want to see it.”

      “Let me help you then.” He placed an arm under her shoulders and lifted her high enough so she could see her calf. “We got the device out, and your leg is healing nicely.”

      “Where is it?” She looked around.

      “Joe has it.” Marlin pointed at the Hawaiian shifter.

      Joe held up the wine bottle. The device started glowing again, as if sensing Cassidy’s interest, and Joe hurriedly clapped his hand over the glass to cover the light.

      Cassidy’s mouth dropped open. “What in bloody hell is that?”

      “Exactly what we thought,” Nic said grimly. “A fae device. It has to be how they were tracking you. It had a hook on one end to keep it in your leg.”

      “Holy blue seas.” She passed a hand over her face. “I thought there might be a chance the gobshites had done something to keep it from healing—to slow me down, you know—but I never suspected they’d planted a feckin’ device in me.”

      Nic slid his hands under Cassidy’s shoulders and legs. “Let’s get you to bed.”

      “Do you need any help?” Ben came to his feet.

      “Just bring her some water.”

      Nic lifted Cassidy as smoothly as possible and headed into the tunnel. In his bedroom, Rianna was curled into a tight ball on the futon, thumb in her mouth. Something moved in his chest. His sleeping daughter looked so small and defenseless. How in Hades could anyone want to harm her?

      He eased Cassidy onto the mattress next to her, careful to keep Cassidy’s injured leg on the outside so the little girl wouldn’t accidentally bump it in her sleep.

      Cassidy pushed herself up so her head and shoulders were supported by the pillows.  Rianna turned over and without opening her eyes or taking her thumb from her mouth, fitted herself like a barnacle against her mother’s side.

      “Hush now, alanna.” Cassidy patted her back. “It’s only me.”

      Rianna murmured sleepily and subsided.

      Nic slipped a pillow under Cassidy’s right calf to keep it elevated, and then tucked the covers around them both. Ben arrived with the water and handed it to Cassidy. She drank it down and handed back the cup.

      She smothered a yawn. “I’m so tired.”

      “Rest. It’s the best thing now.”

      “It’s truly out? You got the whole thing?”

      “Yes. I’m sure of it. Don’t worry, sweetheart.” He ran the backs of his fingers over her soft cheek.

      She caught his wrist. “Can we talk—alone?” She glanced at Ben, standing at the foot of the bed.

      “Of course.” The earth fada turned to go.

      “Wait!” Cassidy let go of Nic’s hand to smile at Ben. “I didn’t thank you yet.”

      He inclined his head. “I’m glad it helped.”

      “I don’t know much about your quartz, but I bet you drained its energy for me.”

      He shrugged a massive shoulder. “It will replenish itself.” He nodded to them both and left, shutting the door behind him.

      Nic pulled up a stool next to the futon. “What is it, querida?”

      “That.” She waved a hand between them. “You calling me sweetheart…touching my face. I don’t see you for almost four years, and you act like nothing has changed. Well, it has, Nic. You made it clear you don’t want me. My being here doesn’t change that.”

      “No?” He flicked a glance at Rianna, curled up with her head on her mama’s shoulder. Like hell things hadn’t changed. But he wanted Cassidy to stay willingly, and for that, he needed time to court her—and if he had to use their daughter for leverage, he would.

      “I can protect you from the fae this time,” he said, “but are you willing to risk taking Rianna home to Shannon? Next time, you might not get away from the fae.”

      Her full mouth compressed. “Damn you, Nic do Rio.”

      He took her hand. “Would it be so bad? Rianna needs me for more than protection. If her sea dragon showed itself so young, she’s going to be powerful. I can help her tame the dragon so that she’s in control, not it.”

      “Fine.” Cassidy pulled her hand from his. “I’ll stay until I can figure out something better—but no touching. I want your promise.”

      He blew out a breath. “I’m not going to make a promise I can’t keep. Because you’re wrong about one thing, Cassidy. I do want you.”

      Her brows flicked up. Good, he’d surprised her.

      She shook her head. “It’s too late.”

      Panic clutched his heart, made his next words a growl. “The hell it is.”

      Her chin jutted. “Your promise.” She crossed her arms over her chest.

      He scowled. “I can make you want me.”

      “I already do,” she shot back, “but that’s not the point, is it?”

      Confusion roiled in him. “Then what’s the problem? If this is about punishing me, then I deserve it. But I’m sorry, and I’ll do anything to make it up to you—and Rianna.”

      She glanced away. She chewed her lip, looking forlorn and exhausted.

      Nic cursed himself and immediately backed off. “Sleep.” He made to smooth the covers around her, and then halted and brought his hands back to his thighs. “I have to take the tracking device out to sea before this storm ends. We can talk later.”

      “It’s not that I don’t want you,” she said, each word a hard little stone. “It’s that I don’t trust you.”

      “I see.” He drew back, reeling. A vise squeezed his lungs. For a few seconds he couldn’t speak. “I’ll leave you alone then,” he finally managed to say. “No more touching.”

      Cassidy’s eyes looked huge in the dark. “Thank you,” she said in a barely audible voice.

      He rose to his feet and walked blindly toward the exit. His heart physically hurt. He pressed the heel of his hand to his chest, trying to rub away the ache.

      When he reached the archway between the inner and outer room, he paused and said without looking at her, “I’ll be gone for a few hours getting rid of the tracking device. If you need anything, call out. One of the men will come.”

      “I won’t need anything.”

      His claws pricked at his fingers. “Even so. Promise me you’ll call them. You shouldn’t walk on that leg.”

      “Okay,” she whispered.

      He jerked his chin and strode out of his quarters.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            12

          

        

      

    

    
      The minute she spoke, Cassidy wanted to take the words back. But it was the truth, and Nic needed to hear it.

      His chin jerked back as if she’d struck him, and then his face smoothed out. “I see,” he said in a cool tone that rasped against her skin. “I’ll leave you alone then. No more touching.”

      And then he was gone.

      Her hands balled into fists. She’d felt his hurt through the bond—and then worse, she’d felt him slam the connection shut. He’d been opening up to her, and the temptation to reciprocate was strong. But she’d changed in the last four years. She wasn’t so easy to win over.

      Nic had denied the bond between them for too long. She might have come to him for help, but she hadn’t forgiven him.

      But he was wrong about one thing. She wasn’t punishing him. She was protecting her heart.

      She scooted down on the bed and curled herself around her daughter. Rianna murmured and snuggled closer, and Cassidy kissed the top of her head. “You’re safe, baby.” Because in the end, that was all that mattered.

      She must have fallen asleep then, because when she opened her eyes, her internal clock told her it was around two a.m., but Nic still wasn’t back. And yet, she felt him somewhere nearby. Relief washed over her. She told herself that was only because they needed his protection.

      Rianna had sprawled across the mattress so that Cassidy was hugging an edge. Now she whimpered in her sleep, her head moving restlessly against the sheets.

      “It’s okay.” Cassidy scooped her back to the middle of the bed and drew her into the curve of her body. “Just a bad dream.”

      Rianna’s eyes popped open, glowing gold in the dark. Her breath sobbed in. “I don’t want…the bad fae to get me.”

      Cassidy’s heart constricted. “They won’t, alanna.”

      “Are you sure?”

      Light shimmered in the black pool. So that’s where Nic was. The surface rippled and he walked out of the pool. He shook himself off and padded across the stone floor. “What’s the matter?”

      “She had a nightmare.”

      “Come here, garotinha.” He gathered Rianna in his arms. Cassidy expected her to object, but she burrowed into him like he was her last hope.

      “Please don’t let the bad fae get me, Mister Nic.”

      His lip curled in a snarl, but no trace of anger leaked into his voice as he sat on the mattress with her. “I won’t, little one. You’re mine, and no one harms what’s mine. I’m a dragon, remember?”

      She gave a tearful sniff and nodded against his chest. “Mam, too?”

      “Yeah.” Nic’s eyes met Cassidy’s in the dark, his irises the same gold as his daughter’s. “She’s mine, too. No one’s going to hurt either one of you.”

      Cassidy swallowed over the lump in her throat. She’d thought resisting Nic would be easy, but it wasn’t; he was doing all the right things, saying all the right words.

      Then she remembered how she’d ached for him and hardened her heart.

      “Promise?” asked Rianna.

      “Promise.” Nic smoothed a big hand down her narrow back.

      Cassidy leaned closer and kissed her tear-stained cheek. “It was just a bad dream.”

      Rianna gave another hiccupping sob, and then put her thumb in her mouth and subsided, Nic rubbing her back. She twisted in his arms so she could see Cassidy.

      “I’m thirsty.”

      “Here.” She reached out her arms. “You probably need to go to the loo, too.”

      “I’ll carry her,” Nic said. “You need to stay off that leg.”

      Cassidy ran a hand over her calf. “It’s much better—I can barely feel the scab. And the damn itching is gone.”

      “It’s no trouble.” Nic rose and carried Rianna to the loo, with Cassidy limping behind.

      “I’d better take over,” she said. “She doesn’t know you.”

      He went stiff. But if he didn’t know his own daughter, that was his fault, wasn’t it?

      “Of course,” he said flatly and set Rianna down.

      After the little girl finished, Cassidy gave her a cup of water and sent her back to Nic while she took care of her own needs. Back in the bedroom, she found Nic in the bed with Rianna cuddled up next to him.

      “She insisted I sleep with you two.” He made a helpless grimace at Cassidy, but she could tell he was pleased.

      “Please, Mam?” Rianna begged.

      Cassidy massaged her forehead. But she was too tired to argue, and if having Nic nearby was what Rianna needed to feel safe, then Cassidy could deal with it.

      “Fine. But she stays between us.”

      “As you wish.” He gathered the little girl closer.

      Cassidy burrowed under the covers and turned on her side, facing away from them. But even with Rianna between them, she felt Nic along her back, his lean, powerful body giving off heat and comfort.

      She lay tense and unhappy. She was not going there.

      His voice was a low vibration in the dark. “The leg’s better?”

      “Yes.” She waited a beat and then reluctantly added, “Thank you.”

      “I’d do anything for you, Cassidy. Just ask.”

      “I don’t—”

      “Hush,” he murmured. “You don’t have to answer. I just want you to know.”

      Rianna yawned, and she heard him shift their daughter to the crook of his arm. He started singing in Portuguese, low and off-key.

      In spite of herself, Cassidy’s lips quirked up. But something about that tuneless croon was soothing. It reminded her of her own dad, a fisherman and musician who was rarely without his fiddle. She’d often fallen asleep to his soft playing while her mam hummed along.

      She felt a rush of longing for her parents. Sometimes it seemed like they’d died only yesterday, even though they’d been gone for close to two decades. She missed them both so much.

      She turned over and placed an arm around Rianna. Nic moved his hand so that her hand lay on Rianna’s waist above his. Cassidy’s breath sighed out and she relaxed.

      The next thing she knew it was morning, and Rianna was standing next to the bed shaking her shoulder. “Wake up, Mam! It’s time for breakfast.”

      Cassidy opened an eye. The storm had passed, and sunlight streamed through slits in the cavern’s ceiling. Nic stood behind Rianna, dressed in a pair of loose cotton shorts, his chest bare and his hard jaw covered with black stubble.

      Desire curled through her belly. She smiled sleepily up at him before she remembered how they’d left things last night, but he gave her an easy smile in return.

      “Guess what, Mam?” Rianna hopped up and down. “Mister Nic helped me get dressed all by myself.”

      Cassidy smothered a grin. “Did he now?”

      Rianna’s hair had been pulled into a pigtail on the side of her head, and she wore a pink polka-dotted T-shirt and her favorite orange-and-blue striped leggings. The crowning touch was Joe’s felt horns. She looked like a tiny, demented jester.

      “You look beautiful,” Cassidy said. “Very…colorful.”

      “Thank you!” Rianna gave a happy bounce that set the pigtail waving wildly. “Mister Nic said not to wake you up, but I knew you’d want to see me.”

      “Of course I would.” She held out her arms, and Rianna scrambled onto the bed to give her a sloppy kiss, while Nic looked on, a fond curve to his mouth.

      Their eyes met over Rianna’s head. The hunger on his face made Cassidy’s breath catch.

      He wanted them—both of them. She could see it in his eyes, feel it in the tension vibrating between them. The mate bond quivered—and this time, it was Cassidy who slammed it shut.

      She moistened her lips and said the first thing that popped into her mind. “Thanks for getting her dressed.”

      “You don’t have to thank me. I’m her—” He halted with a glance at Rianna.

      Oblivious to the undercurrents, the little girl hopped to the floor. “Mister Nic’s going to take me to see the goats after breakfast!”

      “That’s nice, baby.” Cassidy threw off the covers and sat on the edge of the futon. “Come here, Rianna. I have something to tell you.”

      She tilted her head. “Is something wrong, Mam?”

      “No. Nothing’s wrong.” Cassidy took her hands. “I just want you to know something. Something important.”

      She took a deep breath. When she’d fled Ireland, things had seemed so simple—reach Nic, and save Rianna from the fae. She’d been too panic-stricken to think things through. But it felt wrong, hearing Rianna call her own father Mister—and she deserved to know the truth. Cassidy had never meant to raise her without a father.

      “Mister Nic—he’s your daddy.”

      Rianna’s brow creased. “A real daddy? Like Seamus’s daddy?” She named her best friend’s father.

      Behind her, Nic had gone as still as a statue.

      Cassidy looked at him over the top of their daughter’s head. “Yeah. A real daddy. Like Seamus has.”

      Rianna pumped her fist. “All right!” Then she twisted to peer shyly up at Nic. “So I can call you Daddy?”

      His strong throat worked. “You can.” He ruffled her ponytail. “I’d like that—very much.”

      “Okay.” Rianna grabbed his hand and reached for Cassidy with her other hand. “Let’s go to breakfast, Mam and Daddy.”

      “You go ahead,” Cassidy said. “I have to go to the loo.”

      “We’ll wait,” Rianna decided.

      And so Cassidy and Nic entered the dining hall with Rianna between them. The other three men were already assembled.

      “Hey, men!” Rianna said. “Mister Nic is my daddy.”

      They all grinned at her, even Joe.

      “Good for you,” Marlin said from where he was presiding over a griddle balanced on metal stakes over the firepit.

      The mouthwatering scent of sizzling batter filled the air. Cassidy’s stomach growled. Suddenly she was starving. “You have drop scones?”

      “We call them pancakes,” Marlin said, “but yeah.”

      “We even have butter,” Ben added, “thanks to the goats.”

      Rianna gave Nic’s hand a tug. “Come on, Daddy. Let’s eat the pannacakes.”

      The look Nic gave her could only be described as besotted. “Sounds good, garotinha.”

      “What’s that mean?”

      “Little girl.”

      “’Cause I’m your little girl?”

      “That’s right.”

      Cassidy’s heart tugged as he let their daughter lead him to the plastic table. She hadn’t expected him to be a good father. Even when she’d been falling in love with him, she’d recognized that he was a hard, reserved man.

      But Nic was gentle and attentive with Rianna, and their daughter was eating it up. Cassidy watched as he helped her onto the black lava stool and got her a plate of drop scones from Marlin. Nic even cut them into bite-size pieces for her as Cassidy took a seat across from them.

      “Do you want some butter?” he asked.

      Rianna dimpled up at him. “Yes, please.”

      The goat’s milk butter was almost pure white. Rianna narrowed her eyes at it, but when Nic dribbled some honey over top of the hot buttered scones, she eagerly dug in.

      “Yours will be right up,” Marlin said.

      She nodded while Ben asked, “Do you drink coffee?”

      “Yes, but you don’t have to wait on me.” She made to stand up, but he set a big hand on her shoulder.

      “Sit. We don’t have guests—ever. Especially female ones. You don’t know how nice it is to have you and Rianna. Besides, you need to rest that leg.”

      “All right.” She slanted him a smile as he filled a thick ceramic mug and set it in front of her. “And thank you.” At home, Cassidy drank tea, but she’d developed a fondness for the dark, bitter brew on her way across the States.

      “Milk?” Ben asked.

      “No, thanks.” She wrapped her hands around the warm mug and inhaled deeply. “This is perfect.”

      He sat next to her. “I can see your leg is better. You’re barely limping.”

      “Thanks to you and Nic.” She grimaced. “I can’t believe that feckin’ thing was in me for three weeks.”

      “It’s in a spiny lobster now.”

      “What?” Cassidy and Ben said at the same time.

      Nic’s mouth took on a wicked curve. “I took it to the other side of the island and fed it to the poor bastard. He was hiding in the rocks about two hundred feet down. They’ll have a devil of a time retrieving it.”

      Marlin snorted from where he was presiding over the firepit, and despite herself, she burst out laughing.

      “Smart,” said Joe. “They’ll think Cassidy is hiding in the ocean.”

      “It should buy us some time,” said Nic. “Meanwhile, we’ll set a trap for them.”

      “A trap?” Cassidy’s fingers tightened on the mug. She should’ve guessed Nic would do something like this. They couldn’t hide on this island forever, and Nic wasn’t the type to wait for the fae to come to him. But he intended to take on four fae? “I thought you intended to take it out to sea.”

      “I did, but this is better. Sooner or later they’ll find you. This way it will be on our territory—on our terms.”

      The other men murmured agreement, but Nic’s eyes were on her. “It’s the only way, Cassidy. But”—he glanced at Rianna—“we’ll talk about it after breakfast.”

      She forced herself to take a sip of coffee. “All right.”

      “Here you are, love.” Marlin set a plate in front of her.

      “Thank you.” She wasn’t so hungry anymore, but she knew she needed to eat.

      The dreadlocked shifter squeezed her shoulder in silent sympathy and sat down on her other side.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            13

          

        

      

    

    
      Nic watched with satisfaction as Cassidy and Rianna downed the pancakes. This much he could do: keep them safe and well-fed.

      When he’d left the caverns last night, his heart had been heavy. He’d shifted to his dragon and disposed of the tracking device, then swum far out into the ocean, chest tight and his tail dragging.

      His dragon didn’t understand the problem. She’s the mate, it hissed. Take her.

      She has to choose us, Nic had shot back. According to tradição—the fada system of law—the female had the right to accept or reject the bond.

      The dragon had snarled. She did. And you left her behind.

      I fucked up. You think I don’t know that?

      The dragon huffed, but subsided. Nic had appeased it by chasing a school of fish. If they couldn’t have sex, at least they could fill their bellies.

      But the long, hard swim gave him time to think. By the time he returned, he’d known Cassidy was right. The problem was deeper than her forgiving him for leaving four years ago. He’d rejected the bond between them and he had no idea how to fix things.

      He’d entered the caverns through his secret entrance, so many fathoms deep that only a marine animal could bear the pressure, and followed the tunnel through the center of the island to the pool in his quarters. There he’d sought out his treasure, a teak chest filled with precious jewels and coins salvaged from shipwrecks. Over the years, a fortune had been lost off the coast of California and Mexico.

      If Nic wanted, he could live like a king, but things meant nothing to him. It was the beauty of the gold and jewels that his dragon’s soul craved. He’d curled his body around the chest and nudged it open, sifting a claw through the glittering contents—rubies, emeralds, diamonds…semi-precious stones…heavy Spanish doubloons.

      But for once, he took no joy from his hoard. He was too aware of Cassidy and Rianna, sleeping in the room above him. For them, he’d trade the entire contents of the chest in a heartbeat.

      He amused himself by selecting jewelry for them. For Cassidy, a delicate gold anklet. For Rianna, a showy tiara.

      He let the jewelry drop. Someday, he would adorn them with his treasure, but right now he suspected Cassidy would merely sear him with a scornful look and ask if he was trying to buy her love.

      Then Rianna had whimpered and he’d had an excuse to go to them both. Sleeping beside Cassidy without touching her was a special kind of torment, but he’d gritted his teeth and born it.

      And then, this morning, she’d stunned him by telling Rianna to call him Daddy.

      Joy had flooded him. She trusted him with Rianna, her most precious possession. That was huge, something he could build on.

      Now he watched the pair of them, trying not to hover while they ate.

      Cassidy finished her pancakes, and he picked up the platter in the center of the table and urged her to have some more.

      She held up a hand, laughing. “I’m good, thanks. You’ll be making me fat.”

      He shrugged and set down the platter. In his opinion, she could use a few pounds, but he wasn’t stupid enough to tell a woman that.

      “I’m done!” Rianna hopped off her stool, leaving half her food untouched.

      Nic frowned. “Did she eat enough?” he asked Cassidy.

      Cassidy nodded. “She has a tiny stomach. That was a lot for her.”

      Rianna raced to the cavern’s edge and stared into the ocean water surging in and out of the exit tunnel. The sun had come out, and a sliver of blue sky was visible at the tunnel’s other end.

      Nic rose to his feet and strode after her. She was a good swimmer, but the tunnel had a dangerous current at times. A small pup like her could be sucked into the Pacific before they knew it.

      “Don’t go into the water without an adult,” he told her. “The ocean is too strong for you.”

      “Okay,” she replied with a sunny smile. She pointed at the gold kelp strands that the storm had pushed through the tunnel. “I see something pretty.”

      His mouth quirked. The little girl was a dragon through and through, with their animal’s love of bright, shiny objects. “That’s kelp. It’s gold here in the islands. Lots of animals live in it—fish, shellfish, even otters.”

      Her mouth rounded.

      Cassidy came up on Rianna’s other side, and he explained about the current. “Why don’t you take her to the pools?” he said.

      “While you men plan this thing without me?” Cassidy set a hand on her hip. “I don’t think so. You need my input. Don’t forget, I’m the one who outran them for the past three weeks.”

      Behind them, the other men busied themselves cleaning up, but he knew they were listening. Frankly, he was relieved Cassidy had gotten her spunk back. That exhausted, weepy female of yesterday wasn’t the woman he’d known in Ireland

      “I know, and anything you can tell us would be helpful. But no way in hell you’re going out with us.” Rianna turned to look at them, so he lowered his voice to subvocal levels so she wouldn’t overhear. “Your job is to guard Rianna—if things go wrong, you can hide her in the tunnels. I’ll show you a couple of places.”

      The little girl tugged on her mother’s arm. “Daddy said a bad word.”

      Nic grimaced. “Sorry.”

      Cassidy concealed a grin. “He’s an adult. He can use those words if he wants.”

      She folded her arms over her small chest. “Why?”

      “Because. He’s big and you’re not. Now, why don’t we go swimming?”

      “But Daddy promised to take me to see the goats after breakfast.”

      “I will,” Nic said. “I have to speak to my men first, and then we’ll go see the goats. Okay?”

      Rianna’s lower lip pushed out in a pout.

      Cassidy started to say something, but Marlin stepped up. “If he doesn’t, I will. Okay, princess?”

      “I’m not a princess,” she said, but the pout disappeared.

      Cassidy shook her head. “Someone’s going to be spoiled if we stay long.”

      “She could use a little spoiling,” said Nic. “You both could.”

      Cassidy ignored that to set her hands on her hips. “I want to know everything you decide, got it?”

      “I will. That’s a promise.”

      She searched his eyes and then gave a satisfied nod. “Don’t be forgetting about my tracking Gift. It’s like an early-warning system.”

      He had forgotten. He made a mental note not to overlook it again. “Can you sense anything right now?”

      “No—I would’ve told you. I have my Gift amped up, though. I’ll stay on it.”

      “Good.” He watched as she and Rianna entered the center tunnel. Her limp had almost disappeared, and there was a sway to her hips that hadn’t been there yesterday. She might not want to admit it, but her animal was reacting to his.

      Ben and Marlin gave him knowing smiles, while Joe just raised a single black brow.

      “Better work on that groveling,” Marlin said.

      He snarled. “When I need advice on how to handle my woman, I’ll ask for it.”

      His friend just chuckled.

      The four of them drew up stools by the firepit, the site of all their serious discussions. The embers still glowed from cooking breakfast. Nic stared into the flickering red-and-orange light, gathering his thoughts. Fire always settled him.

      Around him, the other three sat in various positions: Ben relaxed and easy, big hands resting on his thighs, and Joe straight-backed, arms crossed over his chest. Marlin slouched, his right foot tapping a rapid rhythm on the cavern floor—the man couldn’t sit still to save his life.

      “So,” Nic said, “this is what we’re up against—four fae of unknown origin. We don’t know what their Gifts are, or even if they’re all fae. They could have a fada tracker with them, for example. But at least one of them is powerful—that tracking device was created by someone with a strong Gift. And as we know, at least one of them is capable of making a fae ball.”

      They nodded.

      “When I left here, I intended to drop the device somewhere far out in the ocean where they could never retrieve it. But sooner or later, they’d realize it wasn’t in Cassidy anymore. And I want these S.O.B.s.”  He gave them a toothy grin. “I vote we set a trap—on our own territory.”

      Marlin gave him a thumbs up. “We’re with you, bro.”

      “Thanks, but I want to hear from everyone.” He looked at Ben and Joe. “You’re welcome to leave. As my dragon, I’m immune to fae balls, but the rest of you…” He didn’t have to say more. They all knew a fae ball could incinerate a man.

      “You have to ask?” Ben’s soft voice was dangerous. “You took an earth fada in when I had nowhere else to go. That makes you my brother. My cougar is itching to rip out their fucking throats.”

      Joe had produced an iron dagger with an ivory handle from somewhere and was honing the already sharp blade against a whetstone. An iron blade to the heart was one of the few ways to kill a fae.

      “I’m in.”

      Nic’s chest warmed. He’d been a loner for more than a decade. It had been his own choice—his brother Dion had asked him to stay at Rock Run, but Nic knew he could never live under the rule of another man.

      He’d thought he couldn’t trust anyone, but now he realized that he trusted all three men with his greatest treasure—Cassidy and Rianna. If something went wrong, they’d keep his family safe. Somehow, these men had become his friends, and he was grateful.

      “Thank you,” he said gruffly. He took a charred stick from the fire and drew a rough map of the island on the floor. “The device is on the north side of the island about two hundred yards offshore.” He tapped the approximate spot.

      “In that rocky section,” Marlin said.

      “Exactly. I attached it to a spiny lobster twenty-five fathoms down.” Spiny lobsters preferred deep waters with hidden crevices where they could hide during the day. “You don’t need to know exactly where it is, just keep an eye on that area.”

      Marlin guffawed. “Genius. The lobster will move around, so—”

      “—they’ll think that it’s Cassidy underwater. It won’t fool them for long, but it will buy us some time once they arrive.”

      Joe’s eyes were the unnerving coal-black of his shark. “I’ll take surveillance duty. I can patrol the area as my mako. They might be expecting a dolphin or even your sea dragon, but they won’t be expecting a shark. I can sleep with half an eye open. And other than you, I’m the fastest swimmer here. I can be back around the island in minutes to warn you.”

      Nic nodded. He would’ve liked to take patrol himself, but he intended to stay close to Cassidy and Rianna in case the fae didn’t take the bait. And Joe was right. Sharks were rare in the fada world—a fae would never suspect that a solitary mako was actually a shapeshifter.

      “I’ll send someone for a report every day at dusk,” Nic said.

      “That works,” the shark replied.

      “But,” said Marlin, “the real question is, what do we do once they’re here?”

      Nic lifted the stick and with a short exhale, set it on fire. He tossed it into the firepit and bared his teeth in a predatory smile.

      “They know the rules. If you can’t stand the heat, don’t fuck with a dragon.”
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      “Mam! Watch me!” Rianna cannonballed off a ledge five feet above the pool to where Cassidy stood in waist-high water, drenching her in the process.

      “That was fun!” Rianna popped up, beaming at Cassidy before heading back to the wall.

      Cassidy laughed and swiped the water out of her eyes. She could bear almost anything—even the torment of being near Nic without touching or being touched—if it allowed her daughter to be happy and carefree.

      Her nape tingled. As if summoned by her thoughts, Nic appeared at the top of the steps, his only clothing a pair of drawstring shorts. Her gaze moved from his broad shoulders to the wiry curls on his bare chest, and down the dark trail of hair that bisected his hard-muscled abdomen.

      A memory flashed: Cassidy licking her way down that sexy trail to Nic’s groin.

      They’d swum up the Irish coast as their dolphins and then shifted to human after entering a sea cavern. His skin still held a hint of the Atlantic, salty and good. She pressed a lingering kiss to his navel before continuing her way to where his cock stood, iron-hard and gorgeous.

      He groaned something in Portuguese and speared his fingers into her hair.

      She gave a secret smile. She knew what he wanted—and she intended to give it to him. First, though, she’d tease him a bit…

      But even though they’d pleasured each other, he hadn’t taken her that day, and when she’d asked why, he’d cupped her face and explained that he had to leave soon. “I’m sorry, querida. I never meant to stay this long.”

      But he’d stayed another day, and then another, and she’d allowed herself to believe he would never leave…

      Now, Nic’s eyes snagged hers and she had the uncomfortable feeling he knew exactly what effect he had on her. She inhaled and dragged her hands through her hair, but that raised her bare breasts.

      His gaze zeroed in on her nipples, pink and wet from Rianna’s splashing, and the blasted things perked up. His green irises sparked a gold that seared her to her bones. Then he shuttered them just as quickly.

      That was good, right? He was keeping things platonic like she’d asked. But she sank into the pool so the water covered her up to her neck.

      “Hi, Daddy!” Rianna waved from the base of the wall.

      “Hello, little one.” Nic watched as she scrambled like a crab up the wall. “Hold on.” He leapt to the ledge above her, graceful as a big cat, and lifted her the last few feet.

      “Thanks, Daddy!” Rianna gave him a smacking kiss before jumping back into the water.

      Nic’s expression was wry as he returned to the steps. “She didn’t need my help, did she?”

      “No. She’s been up that wall ten times already this morning.”

      He shook his head. “Reminds me of my sister Rosana as a pup—always moving.”

      “Me, too. Mam used to threaten to tie a rope to my waist so she’d know where I was. She never did, though.”

      They shared a smile before Cassidy jerked her gaze back to Rianna.

      Nic expelled a breath. “I’m here to tell you what we planned.”

      She nodded and left the pool to pull on her T-shirt and shorts. No way was she going to remain naked with Nic sending those hot looks at her. She could swear she felt his gaze on her ass, but when she glanced over her shoulder, he was looking at Rianna.

      Cassidy zipped up the shorts and sat on the bottom step where she could keep an eye on her swimming daughter, and Nic dropped down next to her.

      Above, the sun streamed through the slits in the ceiling, painting the aqua water with gold highlights. Cassidy trailed her toes in the pool at the base of the steps, her whole body throbbing with the awareness of Nic’s strong frame just six inches away, his spicy male aroma filling her head. Inside, her dolphin rubbed up against her skin, reminding Cassidy it had been a long time—almost four years, to be precise.

      Her stomach did a funny little dance. Would it be as good as it had been back then?

      Nic’s nostrils flared, and she knew he scented her arousal. But when she glanced at him, his gaze was on her injured calf. “It’s healing okay?”

      “Yeah.” She rubbed the starburst. “It still itches some, but it’s much better.” The scab had healed and faded to a shiny pink. “You should be a healer.”

      He shrugged a shoulder. “It’s a small, untrained Gift.”

      “You didn’t train with anyone?” Cassidy pursed her mouth. That was almost unheard of. In the fada world, healers were highly respected and sought after. Even a healer with a small Gift could find work as an assistant to a more powerful healer.

      He set his hands on his thighs. “I wouldn’t have been accepted. A healer is at the heart of the clan.”

      She felt an unwilling tug of sympathy. “Because you’re a sea dragon? But I thought no one knew.”

      He gave her a stark look. “Sooner or later, the dragon wants out. I can’t live like that, with no one knowing who I am at the core.”

      “So that’s why you’re here on an island in the middle of nowhere? Don’t you miss your clan? Your family?” Me?

      “Of course. But I visit my clan every few years, and my dragon loves the wide-open spaces here. I can swim for miles without seeing anyone except the fish and the dolphins and the seabirds.”

      She nodded. Inside, her heart sank some more at the further evidence that Nic didn’t need her. His nature was to be a solitary, a fada without a clan. He’d made that clear enough four years ago. The fact that he’d apparently formed a small den with the other three men didn’t change his basic nature.

      They watched Rianna move from pool to pool, exploring every nook and cranny. She dove beneath the surface of the saltwater pool to the right and came up waving a strand of gold kelp.  “Mam, Daddy! Look what I found!” She hurtled around the rim of the pools to show them.

      Cassidy was happy to turn her attention to Rianna. “That’s lovely,” she said a bit too enthusiastically.

      “It’s a necklace.” She wrapped the strand around her neck and spun in a circle like a miniature fashion model.

      “Beautiful,” Nic said.

      “Stunning,” Cassidy agreed.

      Rianna showed them all the ways she could wear the kelp, from a crown on her head to a bracelet wrapped around her upper arm. When she tired of the game, she set the kelp on a ledge and clapped a hand on each of their backs.

      “Let’s play!” She gave them a winning smile.

      “In a minute,” Cassidy replied. “First your daddy and I have to talk.”

      Rianna tilted her head. “About the bad fae?”

      “Yes.”

      Her lower lip protruded. “I don’t like them. They’re mean.”

      “I know, love. That’s why we have to make sure they won’t bother us anymore. Why don’t you go swim and we’ll join you in a minute?”

      “Promise?” She waited until they both agreed before hopping back into the pool.

      Nic leaned back, elbows propped on the step behind him.

      “So?” Cassidy prompted. “What did you decide?”

      She half-expected Nic to stonewall her—the man was alpha of this small den, his animal dominant to hers, and even in Ireland, he’d been closemouthed—but he kept his promise to share the plan.

      “Joe volunteered to keep watch near the tracking device as his shark. The rest of us will stay with you and Rianna until they arrive. Joe will shoot back here and let us know, and then me, Joe, and Marlin will go to meet them. You and Rianna will stay here with Ben. His cougar is damn good protection, and besides, he wouldn’t be any good in a water fight.”

      She turned sideways, her back to the stone wall so she could see his face. “But what will you do?”

      “I’m a sea dragon.” A cold-eyed look from beneath hooded eyelids. “I’ll incinerate them. Or encase them in molten lava.”

      She blinked. “I see.” She’d grown up with hard, ruthless men who stopped at nothing to protect their families and their clan, but she couldn’t help a shudder.

      A reptilian chill infused his voice. “They’re threatening my daughter and mate. I don’t go looking for trouble, but if a man enters my territory hunting my family, then I’m not going to give him a fucking tap on the shoulder and send him on his way.”

      “You’re right. I’m sorry.” She looked at the little girl splashing happily in the pools. “I just want Rianna to be safe.”

      “It’s all I want, too—for both of you.” He exhaled. “They followed you this far. They’re not going to give up.”

      “No.” She rubbed her upper arms. “They hunted us, Nic. Like bloody animals.”

      His body went rigid. “Tell me everything. From Ireland to here—any details you remember.”

      “All right.” She stared down at her hands. Part of her still couldn’t believe they’d made it to Nic. She’d been terrified for so long, sure the fae would find them first.

      “That night, I packed whatever I could carry in my rucksack and left. The only people I told were Aunt Maire and Uncle Fergus. They didn’t like it, but when I told them I was going to you, they let me go.” She rubbed the scar on her calf. “They always thought I should tell you about Rianna.”

      “They were right.”

      She lifted her chin. “We did just fine on our own. My aunt and uncle and cousins all helped with the raising of her. And you were clear about not wanting anything permanent, weren’t you? Why was I to think you’d be overjoyed about hearing you were a father?”

      His jaw tightened, and then he surprised her by apologizing. “I’m sorry. Even if you’d wanted to tell me, you would have had a hard time finding me. I rode the waves for the first year after I left Ireland.”

      She acknowledged his apology with a curt nod. “I thought they’d be watching the main entrance, so I went out the back way. You recall the door that lets out on a cliff above the Shannon River?”

      “Yes.”

      “They were waiting for us—two of them, both fae. I don’t know if someone tipped them off or if they had people stationed at each entrance. It was like a game for them. They let me run, but stayed a hundred yards behind me.” She shuddered. “I was so sure they’d catch us. I still have nightmares.”

      Nic’s hands fisted on his thighs. Then he cursed and wrapped an arm around her. “Let me hold you, Cassidy. As a friend. Por favor?”

      She felt his anguish, so strong that all she could do was nod against his chest.

      “Did you get a good look at them? You sure they didn’t have a fada with them?”

      “I don’t know.” She pressed a fist to her mouth, stifling the sobs that wanted to tumble out behind it. She hadn’t let Rianna see her cry once the whole time they’d been on the road, and she didn’t intend to start now. “Like I told you yesterday, the bastards were using a glamour to hide their true forms.”

      He rubbed her back. “Go on.”

      “I did everything I could to shake them off. I wondered myself if they’d hired a fada tracker, because how else did they seem to know what I was doing almost before I did? But it must have been that fecking device in my leg.”

      “This was the first night?”

      She nodded. “We swam down the coast, but they found us at dawn when we left the water to find somewhere to sleep. That’s when they hit me with the fae ball. I could barely walk, but somehow I got us back into the ocean, and this time, we stayed there. We got to Dublin without seeing them again.”

      “They could afford to fall back. They had the device in you by then.”

      She compressed her lips. “Anyway, we caught a flight out of Dublin. I thought we’d finally lost the bastards, but when we landed in New York, they were waiting in the terminal.”

      A tear squeezed out of her eye in spite of herself as she recalled the unrelenting terror of the past weeks. The frantic race to the Dublin airport, and then the relief when they’d landed safely in New York, only to find the fae still on their trail.

      Nic stroked her back. “How did you get away?”

      “I gave them the slip in the crowd, and caught a subway into Manhattan. I got on one of those cheap buses, and for a time, I thought we’d gotten away for good. But they found us again in Indiana. It was like that the whole way. Them breathing down our necks like bloody wolves.”

      “I’m sorry.” His hand followed a soothing trail up and down her spine. “This is why I left Shannon. I’d have done anything to spare you this.”

      Anger made her snarl. She got her hand up between them and thumped his chest. “It should’ve been my choice, you arse. Not yours.”

      He caught her fist in his larger one. “You told me yourself you wanted to stay in Ireland.”

      “Because you’re the alpha’s grandson. I thought it was what you wanted, too.”

      “I wanted to be with you.” His eyes held hers. “But a dragon needs space. And even if I’d brought you with me, this is the life of a dragon’s mate—hunted, forced into hiding. Is that what you want?”

      The anger drained from her. She looked at Rianna. “I don’t know,” she admitted. “If I’d known then what I know now…” She trailed off before she said something she’d regret.

      Nic briefly closed his eyes, and for the first time, she saw things from his point of view. If she were him, would she have wanted someone she loved to be forced to change their entire way of life to be with her?

      But then, she wasn’t sure that for Nic it had been love.

      He still held her fist in his hand. He brought her knuckles to his lips. “I’m hoping you can find it in you to forgive me—and trust me again.”

      “I’m not sure I can,” she whispered. But the bond between them flared, tugging on her heart.

      Nic tensed, and she knew he felt it too. “Cassidy?”

      She shook her head. “No. I…need time.”

      Disappointment flickered across his face, but he released her and leaned back against the step again. “These four men—you said they have the scent of a fae?”

      “They do.” She inched to the other side of the step. “They can’t hide that whiff of silver. And I caught a hint of decay, but not enough for all of them to be night fae, which makes me wonder if it might be different fae working together.” All the fae had a telltale silver scent, but in a night fae, the metallic odor of silver was mixed with the noxious taint of decay. “But since when do the fae work together?”

      Nic’s mouth flattened. “It could be a mixed-blood.”

      “What do you mean?”

      He dragged a hand over his dark curls. “On my way to Ireland, I stopped in Iceland. You know my parents disappeared somewhere in the North Atlantic.”

      She nodded. “Nisio and Ula, the alpha’s daughter. It was the talk of Shannon when it happened.”

      “So you’ve heard the stories about how they were ensnared by the ice fae king”—Nic was careful not to say Sindre’s name so as not to draw his notice—“back in the 1850s. My brother Dion believes they’re dead, but we never found their bodies. I’ve gone to Iceland three times in the last decade, hoping I’d get some clue.” His right fist clenched on his thigh. “But nothing.”

      “I didn’t know.” Cassidy frowned. “But what’s this about a mixed-blood?”

      “There’s one in Iceland. The king has a cousin who is half night-fae, half ice-fae.”

      She shot him a startled glance. “But the night fae and ice fae hate each other. I’ve never heard of them mating.”

      “Well, apparently two of them did, and they had a daughter. The woman’s young for a fae, which is why no one’s heard much from her before. But she’s powerful, and somehow she’s worked her way up in the ice fae king’s court. She’s one of his top advisors now.”

      “A woman? But I’ve been thinking it was four men.”

      “Are you sure?”

      “No. They’ve never let me have a proper look at them.” Cassidy’s stomach lurched. “If this mixed-blood were to get her hands on a dragon’s heart,” she said slowly, “then she might even have enough power to overthrow the king.”

      Nic’s eyes met hers. “Exactly.”
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      Lady Blaer. Nic’s dragon hissed deep within him.

      He had a bad feeling she was the fae behind this.

      Long-lived and powerful, the fae were at the top of the magical world’s food chain. To them, fada and humans were little better than animals—servants, even pets—who lived to do a fae’s bidding. If the fae had their way, the other two races would be their slaves.

      But fortunately, the three fae rulers—King Sindre of the ice fae, Prince Langdon of the night fae and Queen Cleia of the sun fae—were more concerned with jockeying for power amongst each other than worrying about the fada. And shapeshifters had their own ways of fighting back, so the fada and fae had come to an uneasy truce.

      A truce that was frequently broken. Could Blaer be behind this?

      Cassidy touched his arm. “What’s the fae lady’s name? Write it down for me. I want to know.”

      He dipped his finger in the pool and traced the name on the step between them.

      Blaer. Cassidy’s mouth formed the word without speaking it aloud.

      “I met her at the May Day ritual the spring before I came to Shannon.”

      Four years ago, Nic had bought a glamour so he could attend the ice fae’s May Day celebration in the hopes that he could finally get some answers about his parents’ disappearance.

      It had been spring, the time when an ice fae’s power wanes. May Day was their last large gathering before they went underground for the summer in their cool caverns. Much of the fae world took part in the May Day ritual and party that followed. It was one of the few times that Sindre’s court was open to outsiders.

      Nic had slipped in disguised as a human, a little shorter and broader, and his face changed enough to make him unrecognizable. A fada would have sniffed him out, but the ice fae didn’t allow fada into their inner court.

      The party was held in a huge, hexagonal ballroom festooned with ropes of frozen flowers. Silver and blue fae lights floated above the crowd, shedding a silvery light on the dancing, glittering fae. Tall stone statues of various animals presided over each of the ballroom’s six corners—a polar bear, a giant bird, a narwhal with its spiral tusk.

      He spent a couple of hours snooping around the edges of the court, but hadn’t learned a damn thing about his parents. Then Lady Blaer had asked him to dance. He’d been flattered, even though he’d known it was a bad idea. Blaer was tall and curvy with a night fae’s black eyes and an ice fae’s blond hair, and a fae’s glittering charisma. No unmated male would’ve turned her down.

      When Blaer invited him to her sumptuous bedroom, he’d smiled and followed her through the ice fae castle’s long white halls like a dog on a leash.

      “I see,” Cassidy said in a flat voice, clearly reading between the lines. After all, May Day was a fertility celebration.

      “I didn’t know you then. Trust me, you have nothing to be jealous about.” It had been the most soulless sex he’d ever had, like making love to your fantasy woman and then waking up to find she was actually a doll. “It was a one-time thing. The next morning, I left.”

      He grimaced, recalling how he’d slunk out of the castle with his tail between his legs and headed straight for the Atlantic Ocean. He’d swum as his river dolphin until he was far enough north that no one would see his dragon, and then ridden the waves of the North Atlantic for several weeks. When he felt clean again, he’d headed to Ireland and his granddad.

      And there, he’d met Cassidy. She was the anti-Blaer, witty and fun-loving, the kind of woman who drew others to her like bees to honey. A woman open-hearted enough to try and warm even a dragon’s soul.

      “Truly?” Cassidy replied. “I’m surprised you even noticed me after sleeping with a fae.”

      “You’re twice the woman she is. Once I saw you, I never wasted another thought on her. You made me happy, Cassidy.” He reached for her and then clenched his fists on his thighs. “You’re warm and funny and special. I never smiled so much as I did that summer. My heart was yours from the first week.”

      She hmphed. “You did a bloody good job of hiding it.”

      “Because I was trying to do the right thing, damn it.”

      Her look would’ve set a lesser man on fire. “You thickheaded arse. You don’t get to decide what’s right for me. I do.”

      He glanced at Rianna, playing in the pools. He was coming to see that he’d treated Cassidy like a child who couldn’t make up her own mind. “I know. I’m sorry.”

      Her mouth flattened, but she gave a short nod. “Just so you remember in the future.”

      Hope sparked in his chest. Maybe, just maybe, she was starting to forgive him.

      “So this Lady B,” Cassidy continued. “Are you thinking that she figured out you’re a sea dragon?”

      “I don’t know.” He scrubbed a hand over his face. “I was a hundred miles off Iceland and fifty fathoms deep before I shifted to my true form. And don’t forget, this was four-and-a-half turns of the sun ago.”

      “Which isn’t long to a fae.”

      “But why would she turn up at the Shannon base? I used a glamour. She didn’t know I was a fada, and even if she did, no one would guess I was part-Irish.” His accent was American with a touch of Portuguese, and his glamour may have changed his looks, but not his coloring, leaving him with a Latino’s dark hair and olive skin.

      She shrugged. “Could be it’s a coincidence then.”

      “It must be.” But he couldn’t shake his uneasiness. Had Blaer guessed he was a sea dragon? But how? He’d had a few shots of Reyka vodka, but not enough to make him drunk—and even hammered off his ass, he wouldn’t have shared his deepest secret with a fae.

      Cassidy stirred at his side. “I’m sorry about your parents. If I thought there was a chance that my mam and dad were alive, I’d do anything to find out for sure, too.”

      “Thanks.” He looked down at his hands. “It’s the not knowing that drives me insane.”

      “I know.” She nodded at Rianna, backstroking her way across the center pool. “I wish my parents could’ve met her. That’s the hardest thing about having them gone. They’d have doted on her. Aunt Maire and Uncle Fergus are the best grandparents you could ask for, but it’s not the same.”

      “Same here. My pai was a gruff, old-world Portuguese, but the pups loved him.”

      Rianna dove underwater and surfaced at their feet. “Can we play now? Please?” She flashed her dimples.

      “Of course, menina.” Nic stood up. The pup was adorable. Even if she weren’t his, he’d be tempted to spoil her rotten. But for a man who’d thought to live out his life as a solitary, the idea that this incredible little girl belonged to him was heady stuff.

      She tilted her head. “What’s that mean?”

      “Menina? Little girl. It’s Portuguese.”

      “How do you say princess?”

      “Princesa.”

      “Preen-say-za,” she repeated.

      “That’s bom. Good.” He stepped into the pool. “Last one to the other side of the pool is a rotten egg,” he said, and then gave her a head start so that she tapped the other side just before him, chortling with glee.

      The three of them played in the water for another hour, and then got dressed and went up top to see the herd of five goats, Rianna proudly wearing her felt horns.

      The island was covered in brush and tufts of wiry grass. The only source of fresh water was the pool Nic had discovered, so humans had never tried to colonize it. But the goats were happy to browse on the woody shoots and scrubby grass. Ben supplemented their diet with alfalfa hay, and the occasional handful of grain.

      The goats were friendly enough. When they heard Nic’s voice, they trotted into the cavern where Ben had built a shelter for them. Nic filled a pail with grain for Rianna to feed them, and she was thrilled when they crowded around her, not caring when a white-and-tan female almost knocked her off her feet.

      Nic jumped to steady her but she just laughed. The girl was fearless.

      When the pail was empty, the goats nibbled on her clothes, looking for more, and she giggled so hard, Nic couldn’t help joining in.

      Cassidy stared at him, arrested.

      He gave her a wink. “What, you never heard me laugh before?”

      She just shook her head.

      After making sure the surrounding area was clear of boats, they let Rianna run around in the sun with the goats for a half hour before heading inside again. On the way back, Nic showed Cassidy a couple places where she could hide with Rianna if necessary.

      “The best place is probably the pool in my quarters,” he added. “That way you have the option of escaping to the ocean.”

      She nodded, eyes shadowed.

      “But it won’t come to that,” he hurried to say.

      “I hope not.” She rubbed her nape. “But I know they’ll come. I feel it.”

      In the dining hall, Ben had a tasty fish stew waiting. This time, Rianna ate her entire portion before hopping off her seat. She leaned against her mom, rubbing her eyes and yawning.

      “Naptime.” Cassidy scooped her up and started for Nic’s quarters.

      “I’ll take her.” He eased Rianna from her arms, pleased when she came without a protest.

      In his quarters, he set her on the futon mattress next to her ragdoll. Rianna threw a skinny arm over the doll’s smiling embroidered face and closed her eyes.

      “She’s tired,” Cassidy murmured—and smothered a yawn.

      “So are you.”

      “I am at that.” She stretched like a sleepy kitten, her T-shirt riding up to expose her creamy belly.

      Nic’s whole body went taut. He yearned to pull her into his arms. Not to make love—she was still recovering from her ordeal—but just to hold her.

      But he’d promised not to touch her.

      “Go ahead, take a nap,” he said a little hoarsely, so that Cassidy’s brow furrowed.

      “Maybe I will.”

      But neither of them moved. She gazed at him with that perplexed expression until Nic’s heart slammed in his chest.

      Cassidy moved first. “I’ll see you later, then.” She took a step toward the bed.

      He jerked his chin in assent. “I’ll be in the next room if you need me.”
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      Cassidy awoke from her nap to find Rianna curled into her, utterly limp. Cassidy stroked her back, heart full.

      It had been so long since her daughter had felt safe enough to sleep that deeply.

      She said a silent prayer of thanks—that they’d made it safely to Nic’s den, that she and Rianna weren’t alone anymore. Whatever was to come, they’d gained some powerful protectors—and not only Nic, but the three other men as well.

      She turned her head. Nic stood at the edge of the saltwater pool, hands in his shorts pockets, staring into the indigo-blue water.

      His bleak expression stabbed at her. She’d seen that look before. That summer in Ireland, Nic had always seemed alone, even eating dinner along with the other men in the crowded Shannon great hall.

      She’d pushed that image down deep. Tried to forget how her heart had hurt for him. Now it welled up, along with other memories from that summer.

      Nic with his soft dark hair and soulful eyes. His sinewy warrior’s body and blunt-fingered calloused hands. The impression he gave of taking everything in, even if he didn’t talk much.

      Nic with his granddad Chas Gallagan, the Shannon alpha. People said the Gallagan could charm the birds out of the trees, but even he hadn’t been able to draw many smiles from his quiet, watchful grandson.

      The women muttered that Nic was standoffish, and then made a play for him anyway. He was the alpha’s grandson, after all—and besides, he had an arse that made your mouth water.

      Only with Cassidy had he opened up.

      Oh, it had taken a few weeks, but she’d persisted. In the end, she’d made him smile—and been struck dumb at how it transformed his lean, saturnine face.

      After that, he’d sought her out. They’d talked about everything—their families, his clan in America, how much they both missed their parents. They’d taken long swims in the Atlantic—but only as their dolphins. She’d never seen his sea dragon.

      She hadn’t even known the dragon was his true animal until that last night, when he’d come to say he was leaving. His dragon had been spotted in the Atlantic, and the clan was in an uproar. The warriors armed themselves with long iron spears. Meanwhile, the old folk muttered about the last dragon, the one who had brought the humans out with torches and pitchforks, demanding the fada’s blood.

      Everyone agreed they had to hunt and kill the intruder. Sea dragons were so strong that you didn’t ask questions when you spotted one this close to your base. You attacked first, before it could attack you.

      Nic had dragged Cassidy into the small room he’d been allotted in the visitors’ quarters to tell her he was leaving, and why.

      Her jaw had unhinged. “You’re the dragon? But how?”

      He shrugged.

      “Sorry, stupid question. But—”

      He slid a hand down her red braid. “I shouldn’t have stayed this long.”

      Her mind had raced. Things were moving too fast. Just that morning, she’d walked with Nic in the green hills north of Shannon, and now he was leaving.

      She gripped his shoulders. “Tell the alpha that it’s you. He’d never attack his own grandson.”

      “Maybe not. But next the fae will come, and if they suspect I’m hiding at Shannon, your whole clan will be in danger.”

      Tears rolled down her cheeks. “Then take me with you.”

      He cupped her face and wiped the tears away with his thumbs. “Ah, minha linda. My pretty one. Trust me, you don’t want to mate with a solitary. It’s a lonely life.”

      She swallowed hard. She loved Nic, but he was right. She’d grown up surrounded by a large and loving clan. When her parents had died during an influenza-like epidemic which swept the base, her aunt and uncle and cousins had been there for her, as well as the rest of the clan.

      “But why would we have to live alone?”

      “Because this follows me wherever I go.” He waved a hand, encompassing the near hysteria that had swept over the clan at the news a sea dragon had entered their territory. And it wasn’t just the fada. The mayor of Shannon had confronted the alpha on a village street, demanding he do something about it.

      “Can’t you keep the dragon hidden?”

      Sorrow filled his eyes. Sorrow, and disappointment. She bit her lip, but let the question stand.

      “Could you live your life without ever letting your dolphin out?”

      Shame washed over her. “No,” she whispered. “I’m sorry.” She rose on her toes to kiss him.

      The kiss turned into something hard and deep and heartbreaking—and then they were on the bed, tearing at each other’s clothes. They’d made love, sweet and wild.

      Cassidy had murmured over and over how much she loved him. He’d thrust into her like a man who’d found home.

      She’d believed he understood that she’d go with him anywhere.

      Neither of them had thought of protection. Fada didn’t get sexual diseases, and pregnancy was rare, even for mated couples. And pups were welcomed with open arms, with plenty of hands willing to pitch in, so that a single mom had all the help she needed. By morning, Cassidy was carrying Rianna—and Nic was gone, along with a large piece of her heart.

      Now he turned and strode to the bed. “What’s the matter?” His gray-green eyes searched hers. “Is it the fae?”

      “No. Just thinking.”

      “About what?”

      She moved her shoulders in a tiny shrug. “About you and me, and why you left. You broke my heart.” She’d meant to state it calmly, but her voice cracked on the last word.

      “Cassidy.” He crouched next to the bed. “I thought it was the only way. I—”

      She held up a hand. “Hear me out. I just want you to know that I understand a bit better now. My aunt and uncle—they love Rianna like she was their own granddaughter. But when they found out she was a sea dragon, even they thought it might be best if we left.” She grimaced. “Uncle Fergus said no one would want her as a mate. That she had to learn to hide her dragon.”

      “I’m sorry.” His big fist clenched on his thigh. “So sorry.”

      “And the worst thing is, a part of me agreed.” She gave him a fierce look, but he just gazed back sorrowfully. “But I don’t anymore. She shouldn’t have to hide, damn it.”

      “She wouldn’t have to if she lived here. Ben, Marlin, Joe—they don’t give a damn I’m a dragon. I thought I was doing them a favor letting them live in my caverns, but I’ve come to see I’m the lucky one.”

      She nodded. “You are at that. They’re good men.”

      Rianna stirred. “Mam?” She gave a big stretch. “Where’s Daddy?”

      Nic stood up and reached for her. “How’s my menina?”

      “Hungry.” She cuddled into him as if she’d known him all her life.

      He chuckled. “Let’s find you something to eat.”

      “And then I want to do some more ’splorin’!”

      “Okay.” He met Cassidy’s eyes over Rianna’s dark curls. “After that, we’ll do some more exploring.”
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      A couple of days passed with no sign of the fae, although no one thought they’d seen the end of them. Still, Nic enjoyed the chance to spend time with his mate and daughter, playing in the water and exploring the caverns. He made sure both of them knew a couple more places they could hide in an emergency.

      Rianna had an uncanny ability to know exactly where she was at all times, even when they were deep in the tunnels. She was too young for her Gift to have manifested yet, but he suspected she’d grow up to be a hunter—rare for a woman, but with her dragon genes, it wouldn’t be a surprise. He’d challenged her to lead them back to the dining hall from a cave deep in the island’s center, and she’d skipped her way back through the twisting tunnels without missing a beat.

      Each day at dusk, Marlin swam out to check in with Joe, but he confirmed there was no sign of the fae, as did Cassidy’s tracking Gift.

      After dinner, they sat around the firepit and told stories to a rapt Rianna. Ben shared Navajo tales, and Marlin had a store of fairytales about a fish that turned into a handsome prince—or a world-famous surfer. Nic dredged up a couple of Portuguese folktales, and Cassidy kept them all on the edge of their seats with her retellings of Irish myths and legends, including the story of Fionn and the salmon of knowledge, a favorite with water fada clans everywhere.

      It reminded Nic of his days as pup when he’d sat squeezed between his older brothers Dion and Joaquim while the clan elders told stories.

      Each night, Nic bedded down in the outer room. He lay on the futon, head in the crook of his arm, listening to Cassidy and Rianna breathe in the next room.

      On the third night, he felt a warning tingle in his spine: The fae were coming.

      It wouldn’t be long now. His dragon swished its tail, eager to eliminate this threat to its mate and child.

      But even though Nic put on a confident face for Cassidy, he knew it wouldn’t be easy. There was a hell of a lot that could go wrong.

      In a straight fight, a fae was more powerful than a fada. But the fada were far from helpless—more than one fae had been eliminated by a fada assassin’s iron dagger. In fact, Nic suspected Joe had been one such assassin.

      The sun fae—those fae who got life-energy from the sun—were some of the most powerful fae, but fortunately, they tended to live and let live. Besides, now that his brother Dion had mated with Queen Cleia, the sun fae were actively helping the Rock Run Clan. It was possible a rogue sun fae was after Rianna, but Nic doubted it.

      That left the night fae and the ice fae. The night fae were creatures of the moon—tall and black-haired, with generally pale skin. They fed on negative emotions—anger, jealousy, despair.  The only way to hide from them was to freeze, slowing your heart rate and breathing, so that they couldn’t track you.

      The ice fae were the smallest, most secretive group of fae. He and his brothers had been trying for over a decade to discover if Sindre’s clan had something to do with the disappearance of their parents, and yet were no closer to finding out anything than when they’d started.

      Ice fae fed on the energy of motion. An ice fae drew life-energy from the surrounding molecules, turning liquid water into ice or mud into a rock-hard wall. A powerful ice fae could suck the energy out of your body’s molecules, literally stopping you dead in your tracks.

      Nic couldn’t even imagine how the two might combine in a woman like Blaer who was half ice fae, half night fae. He would just have to trust in his own abilities. His dragon hide would deflect fae magic, and he could spew lava and short bursts of flame in return. The only way to kill a dragon was to stab an iron blade into the soft spot at the base of his throat. But Nic didn’t intend to let anyone get that close.

      We can take them. Inside, his dragon curled up and went to sleep.

      Nic blew out a breath. The dragon was right—there was no sense worrying about it. He’d have to trust that the fae would walk into his trap, and that together, he and his men could take them.

      Because failure wasn’t an option.

      He rolled on his side and drifted off to asleep, his head full of all the hot things he’d like to do to Cassidy, only to be jolted awake in the middle of the night at her moan.

      “Nooo,” she said. “By the Goddess, spare her. Take me instead.”

      Rianna whimpered, a tiny, hopeless sound.

      In two seconds flat, Nic was off the futon in the outer room and in the bedroom.

      Cassidy sat stick straight on the bed, staring into space. Next to her, Rianna curled into a tight ball.

      He flicked his fingers at the fae lights, and they glowed on, a low, soothing green. He approached the bed. “Acalme-te, querida. Easy now, sweetheart.”

      “No!” Cassidy’s screech raised every hair on his body. She flew off the bed, clawing at his face.

      He caught her wrists. “Cassidy, love.” He gave her a shake. “Calm yourself. It’s me, Nic.”

      “No.” She writhed in his grip, eyes frighteningly blank.

      Rianna woke with a wail. “Mam, Mam.” She launched herself off the bed and wrapped her arms around Cassidy’s left leg. “I’m a-scared.”

      Cassidy’s breath sucked in, and then to his relief, her eyes focused on him. Her brow furrowed. “Nic? What’s happening?”

      “Everything’s okay.” He smoothed his hands up and down her arms. “You had a nightmare, that’s all.”

      Her gaze jerked to her sobbing daughter. “Rianna.” She scooped the little girl into her arms. “Everything’s fine, baby. Don’t worry. Mama’s here.”

      “You scared me,” Rianna said against her neck while Nic looked on helplessly.

      “I know.” Cassidy patted her back. “But it’s okay now.”

      Marlin and Ben appeared. His dreadlocked friend raised a blond brow. “Wassup, dude?”

      Cassidy sank down on the bed with a weeping Rianna on her lap. She smoothed the little girl’s tousled curls back from her face.

      “Just a bad dream,” she muttered without looking at the other two men. “Sorry to trouble you.”

      Nic jerked his head in the direction of the door, silently telling his friends to leave.

      Ben stepped back first. “Looks like you’ve got everything under control.”

      “Yeah.”

      “Give a shout if you need us,” Marlin added, and the pair melted back into the tunnel.

      Nic sat next to where Cassidy was murmuring to Rianna.

      “It’s all right.” He pressed his side against hers, offering the comfort of touch in the way of their animals. The hell with that promise not to touch her—she needed him. He stroked a soothing hand down Rianna’s small back. Gradually, the pup’s sobs subsided.

      Cassidy released a tired sigh.

      Nic plumped up the pillows. “Why don’t you two get under the covers, and I’ll get you both a cup of water.”

      Cassidy obeyed in an apathetic way that worried him as much as her nightmare. Rianna settled herself on her mother’s lap, arms locked around Cassidy’s neck. He tucked a blanket around both of them and went into the bathroom for the water.

      When he returned with two cups, Rianna’s eyes had closed, but she roused enough to take a few sips of water before slipping the rest of the way into sleep.

      “Thank you.” Cassidy finished her own water and handed the cup back to Nic. “For everything.”

      He set both cups on the nightstand and sat on the edge of the mattress, facing her. “You’re embarrassed. Don’t be.”

      “Easy for you to say. You’re not the sniveling coward who wakes the whole den in the middle of the night.”

      “Haven’t I told you how much we all admire you? You should be proud of yourself for getting both of you here safely.”

      She nuzzled Rianna’s cheek. Even in sleep, the little girl clung to her. “It tears me up, seeing her so afraid.”

      His heart twisted. “It’s not your fault. You did the best you could.”

      “Yeah? Maybe I did exactly what they wanted. The pricks were herding us to you.”

      “That’s their mistake, then.” His voice dripped with ice. “Because as far as I’m concerned, they’re dead men. I told you I’ll keep you safe, and I will.”

      She glanced at Rianna. “It was the fae,” she whispered. “That’s what caused the nightmare. They’re coming.”

      “Your Gift?”

      She shuddered. “My nape feels like a snake slithered over it.”

      “We’re ready for them.”

      “Goddess, I hope so.” Her gaze went to his cheek. She sucked in a breath, horrified. “Did I do that?”

      He touched the cheekbone. “It’s just a scratch. I didn’t even notice it.”

      “I went for your eyes?” She scraped a hand over her cropped red hair. “I’m not to be trusted.”

      “It’s nothing.” He got off the futon and waited while she lay down, then tucked the covers around her and Rianna. “Sleep. We can talk in the morning.” He stared down at the two of them, his chest aching with love, before turning to go.

      “Nic?” Cassidy’s voice stopped him.

      He swung back to her. “Yes?”

      “Don’t go.”

      He stilled. “You want me to sleep in your bed?”

      “I do.” Her chin lifted. “Just to sleep, mind—like the other night.”

      “Of course.” He slid under the covers.

      Cassidy turned onto her side facing him, Rianna’s head on her shoulder.

      Nic pressed a kiss to his daughter’s soft cheek. Her scent was sweet, innocent. It wrapped around his heart, and he felt himself fall even more in love with her.

      “Sleep,” he told Cassidy. “I’ll keep you both safe.”

      Cassidy’s swallow was audible in the quiet cavern. “I don’t think I can.”

      “Would you like me to hold you?”

      An infinitesimal dip of her chin. “I would.”

      “Come here, then.”

      She turned over and rearranged Rianna so the little girl was on Cassidy’s other side, Nic’s arm around them both. Nic slid closer so that her back was up against his front. His head swam with her scent, a tangy female spice that he’d never forgotten.

      He was careful to keep a small space between them, but his cock twitched anyway. He couldn’t help it; the position tantalized him with possibilities. She was bare under the oversized T-shirt. He could push it up, shove off his shorts and slide into her from behind. Tease her with his fingers, bringing her to pleasure, and then make her come again while he stroked into her, slow and deep.

      He clenched his teeth and reminded himself that his daughter was on the other side of Cassidy, just a couple of feet away. Not that it mattered—Cassidy had made it clear that sex was off the table.

      For now, his dragon added with a brash swish of his tail.

      Cassidy’s breath slowed. The tension in her shoulders eased.

      The fae balls dimmed and went out, but Nic stared into the darkness for a long time. Wanting Cassidy, yes—a want that was an ache in his gut.

      But he couldn’t help think that this was exactly what he’d feared if he ever mated—that his mate would be hounded by the fae.

      He’d tried to save Cassidy from that fate. But it was too late. She and Rianna could never leave, even if he could’ve borne to let them go. They were marked as his—a dragon’s mate and daughter.

      If they were to have any future, he’d have to guard them both.

      He just hoped Cassidy didn’t hate him when she realized the truth.
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      The next morning, Cassidy awoke to find she’d turned in her sleep and was curled into Nic, her head on his shoulder and her leg flung over top of a hairy thigh. She inched closer, drinking in the closeness, until she noticed Rianna wasn’t in bed—or even in the room.

      Heart pounding, she lifted her head and looked around, until she heard her daughter’s childish voice in the dining hall.

      Relieved, she pushed away from Nic. Her knee brushed an impressive erection and his eyes opened. Green irises flecked with hot gold stared at her.  Then he lowered his thick black lashes.

      “Sorry,” he said with a matter-of-fact shrug. “I can’t help it when I’m this close to you.”

      Her hand was on his waist. His skin was warm, the muscles taut. Some imp made her stroke her hand over his hip. She tilted a brow. “Is that so?”

      A quick intake of breath. “Cassidy?”

      Then Rianna pelted in the door, followed at a slower pace by Ben. Cassidy pulled away from him and sat up. Fortunately, Rianna didn’t notice anything odd, but Ben gave them a knowing grin that made Cassidy’s cheeks heat.

      “Guess what, Mam?” Rianna scrambled up on the bed. “Mister Ben’s gonna take me to feed the goats!”

      “What about breakfast?”

      “I already ate.”

      “It’s after nine o’clock,” Ben said.

      “We let you sleep in,” Rianna said proudly.

      Cassidy glanced up at the sun streaming through the ceiling slits. And was that coffee she smelled?

      She blinked. “I never sleep in.” Hell, for the past few weeks, she’d barely slept at all. If Rianna simply murmured in her sleep, Cassidy jerked awake.

      “Your body is still recovering,” Nic said.

      Cassidy nodded. That was part of it, but she knew it was also because like Rianna, she’d finally felt safe enough to sleep deeply.

      “Can I go feed the goats?” Rianna asked. “Please?”

      Cassidy looked at Ben. “She won’t be in the way?”

      He smiled down at Rianna. “It would be my pleasure. The goats like the company. She can help feed them.”

      “All right.” Rianna pumped her fist in the air and leapt back to the floor.

      “That’s kind of you,” Cassidy told Ben. “Bring her back if she’s any trouble.”

      “We’ll be fine.” The big earth fada hoisted Rianna onto his shoulders and winked at Cassidy and Nic. “Take your time getting up. There’s no news from Joe, but Marlin swam out to make sure everything’s all right.” He left with Rianna chattering happily in his ear, closing the door behind them.

      Cassidy sat back on the pillows, cheeks hot again. Nic rolled onto his side and propped his head on an elbow, hair tousled, the sheet draped over his hips so that he was just barely covered.

      He gave her a slow, just-woke-up smile, and suddenly, the air was charged with electricity. She moistened her lips. “Thanks for staying last night.”

      “It was no hardship, believe me. I like waking up with a Cassidy-blanket to warm me.” The sheet twitched as if for emphasis, telling her he was still hard and ready—and reminding her that the door was shut and they were alone in his quarters.

      She turned on her side to face him.

      “Cassidy?” He searched her face.

      She set a hand on his chest. This was her lover. Her mate.

      She thought of that summer in Shannon, when Nic had seemed so alone. The man needed her, if he was too thick to know it.

      Fate had gifted them a second chance. She’d be an idiot if she threw it away.

      Nic’s throat worked. “You said no touching.”

      “I meant it.” She teased one copper-colored nipple with her thumbnail.

      “Then what—”

      “You know what you said about me punishing you?”

      A look of utter bewilderment crossed his face, and a very female part of her enjoyed it. “Yeah?” he said cautiously.

      “I think maybe I should.”

      “What do you mean?”

      Pushing him onto his back, she straddled him in one lithe move and pressed his wrists to either side of his head. “I mean that I’m going to touch you, and you’re going to lie there and take it. No touching back.”

      He rocked his hips up so that his cock brushed her wet folds. “You think that’s a punishment?”

      “Yes.” She raised herself higher so he couldn’t reach her. “Because I’m going to drive you mad, Nicolau do Rio. You’re going to be begging before I’m done. And maybe I’ll give it to you and maybe I won’t.”

      His brow furrowed.

      The man was confused. Good.

      “Torture.” She curved down to murmur in his ear. “Me taking you close, and then not letting you come. Me touching you anywhere I want, and you lying still and taking it.”

      His eyes glinted gold. “Do your worst, querida.”

      “I intend to.” She brushed her mouth over his. He tried to kiss her back but she pressed down on his wrists. “And it starts now. Don’t move.”

      He licked his lips. “Okay.”

      She nibbled her way across his cheek, his night-beard rough beneath her lips. When she reached his ear, she traced the whorls with her tongue and then sucked his lobe into her mouth.

      His breath sped up. Between her thighs, his cock twitched, but he held still.

      Her lips curved. “You like that.”

      “Sim. I mean, yes.”

      She played with his earlobe for a while, and then moved to the stubble beneath his jaw. His scent was strong here, an earthy masculine spice that made her a little dizzy. His heart gave a jagged thump beneath her mouth.

      She smiled and worked her way across the strong column of his neck to his other side. Licking him. Kissing him. Absorbing him into her every nerve cell.

      A harsh groan vibrated through his throat. “Cassidy. It’s been so long…”

      She let herself down until her breasts were pressed to his chest, her thighs on either side of him so that the tip of his erection brushed her belly.

      “Beg me.” She nipped and sucked his other earlobe.

      Big biceps flexed as he started to reach for her and then caught himself. “You think I’m too proud to beg?”

      “I do.” She rubbed herself sinuously against him.

      His pelvis strained toward hers, his erection sliding over her folds. He was incredibly hard, but then she was dripping wet.

      She sat up and placed her hands on his chest. Sliding up and down him so that his tip teased her clit. The corner of his mouth edged up in a satisfied smile.

      “Let me touch you, Cassidy. I’ll make it so good for you.”

      She narrowed her eyes. “You call that begging?”

      “What do you want me to say—please?”

      The man still didn’t get it. She moved lower on his thighs and took his cock in her hands.

      “Stay still,” she ordered.

      His body tensed. He gave a jerky nod.

      Her mouth curved. By the gods, she loved having this powerful, dominant male at her mercy.

      She moved her hands up and down him, playing with the cap, lightly stroking his balls. The slit seeped and suddenly she had to taste him. She bent down to swipe her tongue over him, taking his salty taste into her mouth.

      “Cassidy.” A raw moan.

      “Hmm?” She gave him a hard suck and his hips bucked. She released him long enough to say again, “Stay still.”

      His chest heaved, his eyes half-closed with pleasure. “Anything.”

      She returned her attention to his erection. He was big and hot. She encircled the base with one hand, squeezing and releasing while she drew him as deeply as she could into her mouth. He gazed down at her from beneath hooded lids but held himself still.

      She licked her way down to the base, tonguing the bulging veins, and then gave him another hard suck.

      He groaned and she smiled to herself—and started sucking him in earnest, taking him as deep as she could. Drunk on his taste, his feel, his scent.

      His breathing grew ragged, his hands clenching and unclenching, and his balls drew up tight. She cupped them in her fingers.

      He bit out a Portuguese curse and then gripped her head. “No more.”

      She took her time responding, tonguing and sucking him for another minute before releasing him. “You don’t like it?”

      His gaze caught on her mouth, wet from sucking him. “Fuck, yeah, I like it, but it is too much. It’s been too long.”

      “So you’re begging me?”

      “Yes. Deus, yes.”

      She straddled his hips again. “Tell me what you want.” She swirled a finger through the dark hair dusting his pecs.

      “I want to touch you.” His accent thickened. “Pleasure you.”

      Her core clenched, but she kept her voice cool. “But this does pleasure me.”

      A heated look from beneath black lashes. “Let me touch you, querida.”

      Goddess, she loved it when he talked Portuguese to her. But she refused to give in too easily. She cocked her head to one side and lifted a brow.

      He hesitated, and then said, “Por favor?”

      Please. That was better.

      She let her lips curve in a wicked smile. “Convince me.”

      “I need you, love,” he said in a husky tone. “Please. It seems since a century since I had you, but I never forgot. You’re in my dreams every damn night.”

      It was exactly the right thing to say—and he meant it. His scent had the clean bite of truth.

      She shook her head unbelievingly.

      He raised a brow. “Did you think it only went one way? I’ve had no one since you.”

      She swallowed. Nic seemed so self-sufficient, she’d always assumed that he’d moved on, while she’d remained celibate, unable to bear another man’s touch.

      “Touch me,” he said, “and let me touch you. You’re my mate, the only woman for me.”

      She stroked her hands over the cut muscles of his abdomen—and stopped fighting it. “All right.” Because her body craved his touch like an addict did a fix. “But—”

      She never finished that thought. Strong hands gripped her hips and pulled her higher so that his erection rubbed against her clit. He lifted up so he could set his mouth to her breast.

      “I’m going to fuck you so hard,” he muttered and sucked her nipple into his mouth.

      Pleasure speared from her breast to her womb. With a moan, she gripped his shoulders and arched her back. He wrapped an arm around her hips to keep her in place and pulled on her nipple with hot, arousing tugs. Then he moved to her other breast and gave it the same close attention before raising his head.

      His irises had turned almost completely gold, like an old coin, and she knew it was his dragon looking at her. She felt her own irises change, the two animals eying each other with uncomplicated lust. For them, it was simple. They were mates; they’d known it almost from the start.

      The dragon gave a hungry growl that vibrated down Cassidy’s spine. She dug her fingernails into Nic’s smooth, hard shoulders—and smiled, her animal loving that her mate desired her so much.

      It was balm to both parts of her—the dolphin and the human.

      Nic brought his hand between their bodies. He slid his thumb between her legs, wetting it in her juices before rotating the pad over her clit. She dragged in a breath.

      He smiled and kept up the pressure, first lightly, then harder, and then light again.

      She was swollen and needy. “Nic?” Her voice came out as a rasp.

      He slid his fingers around her nape and nuzzled the side of her neck while he continued playing with her. “What, sweetheart?” He dipped his thumb into her moisture and renewed his slow circles. “Do you want me inside you?”

      She nodded against his cheek. “Please.” She was close, so close.

      “I could take you now, but I want it to be perfect. I think we’ll go slow.”

      When had Nic taken control?

      But she couldn’t bring herself to care. She felt too good, his hand caressing her intimately, his lips moving over her neck.

      “You like it slow, don’t you?”

      “Yes,” she heard herself say. “Anything.”

      She felt his smile against her skin. Then he set his mouth to the base of her throat and sucked hard, sending shocks of pleasure through her. He didn’t let up until she knew she’d bear his mark, but both woman and animal liked the idea that Nic’s men would know that he’d claimed her.

      The room swung around her, and then she was on her hands and knees, Nic behind her. He traced a finger down her spine, pressing a kiss to her sacrum.

      “You’re so beautiful. I want you so much.” He spoke in a mix of Portuguese and English, but somehow she understood everything.

      His blunt tip nudged inside her. She hissed and contracted around him. Holy sea goddess, that felt good.

      He forged his way inside until she was filled with him. She arched her hips up to meet him. His hands gripped her breasts a bit roughly. He tweaked her nipples and she moaned with pleasure.

      “Slow,” he said. “Lentamente.”

      Her breath sobbed out. “Nic…”

      “My lovely Cassidy. Minha linda Cassidy.” He rocked his hips against hers. In and out, in and out, each thrust a little deeper, a little harder.  “I’m going to fuck you.” His voice was harsh with desire. “Hard. You’re going to feel me deep inside.”

      “Yes…please, Nic.” She barely noticed that she was the one begging now, all her focus on the wonderful sensations swirling through her body.

      He gave her nipples another hard pinch, and then took hold of her hips and slammed into her, the dominant alpha now. She gave a muted scream and gave herself up to it.

      He thrust into her again and again. She spiraled up, getting closer and closer to orgasm. Small sounds of arousal escaped her throat.

      Nic licked his fingers and stroked her swollen nub. “Come for me.”

      Her whole body tightened. “Oh, goddess, yes,” she sobbed, and spun away on a sea of pleasure.

      Nic gave another few hard thrusts and then groaned as he came inside her.
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      Nic sucked in oxygen. Deus, making love with Cassidy was even better than he recalled.

      Beneath him, she sank onto her forearms on the mattress, reminding him that she wasn’t completely recovered from her ordeal. Pressing a kiss to her spine, he rolled onto his back and fit her into the hollow of his shoulder. He snagged the sheet with his foot and tucked it around them both.

      Cassidy’s sun-streaked red hair was mussed, her creamy skin damp with sweat. He nuzzled her temple, taking her scent on him and marking her in turn as his. She gave a satisfied hum that made his lips curve.

      “You can make me beg anytime,” he said.

      “I’m not sure you begged at all.” Her tone had an amused lilt.

      “I said por favor, didn’t I?”

      “You did.”

      “Next time,” he muttered against her hair, “it’s my turn.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “I’m going to tie you to the bed and tease you for an hour or two.”

      “And why would I let you do that?” But he scented the spike in her arousal.

      He gave her breast a soft squeeze. “Because I’ll make you come harder than you ever have before.”

      Turning so she faced him, she set her hand on his chest. “Will you now?”

      “It’s a promise.” His gaze fixed on her mouth. Soft and rosy from their lovemaking, and so damn kissable.

      He leaned forward, unable to resist, and gave her a leisurely kiss. His cock moved between them, already half-hard.

      Her mouth curved against his. “Again?”

      “Again.”

      He’d tried to go slowly the first time, but they’d both been in a frenzy. This time, he truly went slow, spending long minutes pleasuring every part of her. Tasting her pretty pink nipples. Kissing his way down to her toes and then back up again. Teasing the sensitive skin on her inner thighs and the backs of her knees. Stroking the abdomen that had carried their daughter.

      There was a thin, slightly darker line up the center and the skin was a little looser, but that only made her more beautiful to him. He brushed his lips over her navel and down the line, finishing at the slick, flowerlike folds between her legs.

      “Or,” he murmured, “maybe I’ll tease you here…”

      Her breath caught. Her knees bent up on either side of his head, and her hands reached for him.

      “No.” Keeping his mouth near her clit, he caught her hands and pressed them back to the bed. “I’m in charge this time. Compreendes?”

      Her chest jerked in short, aroused gasps. “Okay.”

      He spread her folds with his thumbs. Her aroma was the ocean on a stormy day, wild and salty and alive. He swiped his tongue up the middle and then slid the tip around the outside. Her thighs tensed, quivering with need.

      He licked her again…and again. Wallowing in the taste and smell and feel of his woman.

      When she started to make sexy sounds of desire, he moved to her plump little clit, sucking it into his mouth, swirling his tongue around it, even giving a soft nip that made her hips jerk.

      He raised his head. “Too much?”

      She inhaled. “No. More.”

      He drew her clit into his mouth and sucked, slow and soft, and was rewarded by another indrawn breath.

      “Holy blue seas, that feels good.”

      He played with her, learning anew what she liked, enjoying her cries of delight.

      Her hands came to his head again, trying to hold him against her clit. “Please, Nic. I’m so close.”

      He smiled to himself. He loved that he could make his woman so needy. It was only fair that she begged—because he’d go to his knees for her.

      “Do you like this?” He swirled his tongue through her folds again.

      Her whole body went taut. “Yes, that—anything.”

      “How about this?” He slid a couple of fingers into her while he worked on her tender bud.

      She was so ready that it just took a few hard sucks before her hips rocked up and her sex clenched around his fingers. He stayed with her, licking and sucking, until she sank back to the bed.

      Then he came up on top of her and thrust inside. Slow and deep.

      She was passive for the first few strokes and then she wrapped her arms and legs around him. “How can I still want you?” she asked wonderingly.

      “It’s the same for me.” He thrust into her again. His balls drew up tight, and he stilled. He wanted this to last.

      “Nic.” A soft rasp.

      “What, baby?” He stroked in and out of her, harder this time. “Is this what you want? Me deep inside you? Tell me.”

      “Please…I want you—there.”

      “Where?”

      “Deep inside—like that.” She moaned as he thrust hard again.

      He cupped her firm buttocks in his hands and started fucking her in earnest. She slipped her hand between them and teased both of them by playing with her clit and the base of his cock. He slowed to accommodate her, loving the feeling of her silky fingers stroking him there at his root.

      She was half-sobbing, half-moaning. Then she groaned his name and her sex clasped around him like a hot, wet fist. She took her hand from between them and sharp nails dug into his back as her sex pulsed rhythmically around his cock, blinding him to anything but the pleasure of being buried balls-deep in her beautiful body.

      Sensation punched up his spine and he thrust, slow and hard until he emptied himself into her.

      When he could think again, he was on his back, Cassidy’s head on his chest. For a few minutes he couldn’t think or move.

      When his breath settled down, he lifted her the rest of the way on top of him so that they touched everywhere—her breasts flattened against his chest, his cock nestled into her belly—and cupped her face.

      “Stay with me—forever. Please.”

      Something flickered deep in her eyes. Disappointment twisted through him. What did she want from him?

      “I don’t know.”

      “Don’t answer right now,” he begged her. “Just promise me you’ll think about it.”

      “I will, but…” Her eyes slid to the side. “I need to know you want me for me. Not just because of Rianna.”

      His mouth slackened. “Is that what you think?”

      “You left. You didn’t want anything to do with me until you realized we had a daughter—a sea dragon daughter. What am I supposed to think?”

      “Oh, my love.” He brought his mouth to hers, throwing his whole heart into the kiss. She kissed him back, and yet he felt her holding back.

      “I want you.” He set his forehead against hers. “Never doubt that. I wanted you four years ago, and I want you now. Hell, I’ll want you five hundred years from now when we’re both old and gray.”

      She pushed off his chest so she could meet his eyes. “Then why is the mate bond so tentative? I can barely sense it most of the time.”

      “Do you think it’s just me? Because it’s not—it’s you, too. I could mate-claim you now, but you’re not ready.”

      When she just shook her head, he said, “It’s true.”

      She blew out a breath. “Maybe you’re right. This has all happened so quickly.”

      He swallowed his disappointment. “Take your time—I’m in no hurry. I’ll win your trust back. All I ask is that you give me a chance. Please, querida. I need you. A chance is all I ask.”

      She scrutinized him another few seconds and then said, “All right.”

      Relief filled him. “Thank you.”

      She hesitated, and then slowly, slowly, brought her mouth to his. They kissed again, and he was stunned and relieved to feel the barrier thin.

      She moved her mouth to his throat. “Nic?”

      He caressed her back. “Mm?”

      “Show me your dragon.”

      He stilled. “You don’t know what you’re asking.”

      “Don’t I?” She lifted her head, her blue eyes knowing and a little sad. “The dragon is your true animal, and I’ve never seen it.”

      “To your dolphin, I’m a predator.”

      “And our mate,” she returned. She tried to roll off him, but he tightened his grip, keeping her where she was. She scowled but laid her head on his chest again. “Don’t forget, I’ve seen Rianna.”

      He snorted. “She’s a cute little creature. I’m five or six times her size with teeth the length of your hand.”

      “Rianna saw you, and she wasn’t afraid.”

      “No. But she’s a dragon herself.”

      “And the men have seen you too, right?”

      He winced. She had him there.

      “Yes,” he admitted. “They’re sworn to secrecy, but I was damned if I was going to hide my true form anymore.”

      “So it’s only me.”

      He grunted.

      She didn’t keep arguing, but he sensed her withdrawal. He felt chilled and a bit panicky. He’d never shown himself to a lover. Too many fada had looked at him with revulsion for him to want to chance it. To them, he was a reptile, although he was warm-blooded.

      “Try to understand,” he pleaded. “To see you afraid of me—it would wreck me.”

      Cassidy pushed off him again. This time he let her go.

      She sat up and gave him a clear-eyed look. “I can’t promise I won’t be…wary, but I need to see you. If we’re truly mates, then we can’t be hiding from each other, can we?”

      He sat on the edge of the mattress. His sea dragon nudged him impatiently, eager to preen itself for Cassidy. It agreed with her—if she was his mate, she had the right to see his animal’s true form.

      And the sea dragon thought itself beautiful. Why wouldn’t Cassidy love it?

      Nic squeezed his nape. “All right.”

      “Thank you.” She gave him a pleased smile and sat tailor-style on the bed, still naked…a soft, white-skinned morsel to a sea dragon, although of course his dragon would never harm a single hair on her head.

      “I hope this isn’t a mistake,” he muttered.

      Moving to the edge of the pool so that he had room to shift, he took a deep breath—and let the change take him.

      Magic swept over his skin, a familiar electric thrill. For a few seconds, he was in-between, neither man nor dragon…and then he crouched on the stone floor and swung his head toward Cassidy.

      His reptilian eyes didn’t see with the same clarity as his human eyes, but he saw colors and light and shadows. His other senses kicked in at the same time—infra-red vision that allowed him to “see” Cassidy’s warm body still on the bed, and a heightened sense of smell and hearing.

      His stomach sank. She’d gone still, her heart beating rapidly, her breath coming in short, frightened gasps.

      Disappointed, his dragon let out a poignant wail and dropped its head onto its paws.

      Nic was about to shift back to man when Cassidy got off the bed. He tensed, waiting to see what she would do.

      Her lips curved into a smile. A smile that trembled, but a smile all the same. “May I touch you?”

      [image: ]
* * *

      Cassidy froze, the primitive part of her brain gripped with terror.

      The sea dragon was terrible—and yet beautiful.

      It crouched on the stone floor, its hide a deep gold touched with blue and green. Leathery wings were folded tight against its body, and its head was large, with bony eyebrows and a mouth as long as her arm.

      The head swung toward her, and she had to fight not to run out of the room.

      As if guessing her thoughts, a mournful sound came from the dragon’s throat, an unearthly howl that was half-wolf, half-whale. It crouched even lower, its belly on the floor, and set its head on its front paws. Large amber eyes with a serpent’s vertical pupils stared unblinkingly at her.

      This is Nic. You can do this.

      Cassidy’s fingers had dug into her thighs. She relaxed them and got off the bed. “May I touch you?”

      Nic-the-dragon’s large lids lowered.

      “I’ll take that as a yes.”

      She crossed the cavern and stood next to the big creature. Even crouched low with its head on its paws, the dragon was almost as tall as her. She set her hand on its hide.

      “You’re warm,” she murmured. “I remember the first time I touched Rianna, I thought she’d be cold.” And slimy.

      But like Rianna, Nic’s hide was smooth and supple as expensive leather.

      “Mm,” Nic-the-dragon rumbled.

      “You’re beautiful. Gorgeous, in fact.”

      The dragon liked hearing that. It rumbled again, an oddly comforting sound that reminded her of a cat’s purr—a very large, very toothy cat.

      She stroked its hide. Powerful muscles relaxed under her touch.

      “You’ll have to spend time with Rianna as your dragon. It would be good for her.”

      A ponderous nod.

      She gave the dragon’s neck a last stroke and then moved down its body. “I want to see the rest of you.” She touched one leathery wing. It was a long, pleated appendage that wouldn’t slow a swimming dragon but was also clearly strong enough to fly.

      “I wish I could fly,” she said in honest admiration.

      Its shoulder moved in a dragon-size shrug.

      She crouched to examine a huge gold-and-green paw. The claws were retracted with just the wicked black tips visible. She was beginning to see why Nic believed he could take on four fae.

      She finished at the tail. It was frankly reptilian—like the end of a huge gold snake—but like the rest of the dragon, warm and supple.

      She walked back to the dragon’s head and slid her arms around its big neck. “You’re gorgeous. Thank you for showing me.” She kissed its leathery cheek.

      The dragon rumbled and gently rubbed its head against hers. They stood there for a long moment, and then lights danced over its hide. She stepped back to watch the shift—and then Nic-the-man stood in front of her, lean and olive-skinned, his eyes a mix of green and gold.

      “Thank you for asking. You really think I’m gorgeous?” The hint of bashfulness in his smile made her heart squeeze.

      She cupped his face. “I do. Scary, but gorgeous. I can’t believe I birthed one of you.”

      He chuckled and then set his forehead against hers. “Amo-te. I love you.”

      Tell him you love him, too.

      But she couldn’t force the words past her lips. Nic had made himself vulnerable to her, and that went a long way toward restoring her trust in him. But a part of her couldn’t bring herself to be so vulnerable to him…not yet.

      She gave him a hard hug, and then released him when they heard Rianna’s happy voice in the dining hall.

      “I’d better give poor Ben a break.”

      “Okay.” He nipped her lip. “You’ll say it,” he said with all of his old confidence. “Because you do.”
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      “Nic?”

      At Joe’s whisper, Nic was awake between one heartbeat and the next. It was the quiet gray hour before dawn, and a misty light illuminated his cavern. He was spooned up against Cassidy, and Rianna was snuggled against her mom on the other side, both sound asleep. They’d finally had a full night’s rest untainted by nightmares.

      “Coming,” he returned in an almost soundless voice. He motioned Joe into the tunnel where he closed the door so they wouldn’t disturb Cassidy and Rianna. “You saw them?”

      A curt nod. “A forty-foot twin-engine powerboat. I stayed long enough to see who was on it. They’re fae—I scented them. At least two, maybe more.”

      Yes. Nic’s muscles tightened in readiness, while inside, his dragon hissed with glee.

      “Tell Ben and Marlin and then get back. I’ll be right behind you.”

      The plan was that Ben would remain behind with Cassidy and Rianna, while Marlin and Joe provided backup for Nic. He didn’t think he’d need them—he was going to torch the boat first, ask questions later—but he wasn’t taking any chances with his family’s safety.

      “Got it.” Joe headed back to the dining hall and the tunnel to the other men’s quarters.

      Nic slipped back into the bedroom. He stopped next to the bed. Love swelled in his heart at the sight of Cassidy and Rianna curled up next to each other, Rianna with an arm around her ragdoll.

      He couldn’t resist dropping a kiss on his daughter’s pert little nose. It scrunched, but her eyes remained shut.

      He touched Cassidy’s cheek. Her eyes opened immediately. She searched his face. “They’re coming?” she mouthed.

      He nodded.

      She rubbed her nape. “I feel it,” she said in subvocal tones. “I’m surprised it didn’t wake me up.”

      “You were both sound asleep. I hate to bother you, but I wanted you to know.”

      She eased away from Rianna and rose from the bed. “I’ve been thinking—maybe we should just hide in the ocean. They won’t be able to find us there.”

      He caressed her shoulders. “What happens when we want to come back to land? Do you want to be running the rest of your life?”

      She sighed. “I suppose not.” Slipping her hands around his waist, she shook her head. “Part of me wants to stand and fight, but another part doesn’t want to take the risk.”

      He trailed his lips along her jaw. She was warm from sleep, and so soft.

      “You were one adult against four fae. This time it will be me, Marlin and Joe against them, and I’m a sea dragon. We’ll take them out, querida. It’s the only way to keep you both safe. If we run away now, sooner or later they’ll find us. I’d rather fight them here on my own turf.”

      She blew out a breath. “Be careful, okay? I know you’re a big scary dragon, but these are the fae.”

      “Don’t worry—I’ll be back before you know it.”

      Their mouths touched, and then they were kissing. Cassidy threw her whole heart into it. Nic felt her love for him. His chest constricted. Damn the fae, anyway. All he wanted was to take Cassidy someplace private and love her for what remained of the night, but instead he released her.

      “Here.” He took a sharp iron dagger from a hiding place high in the wall and handed it to her. “Ben will be here in a minute, but I wanted you to have this. I borrowed it from Joe.”

      She held it by the ivory handle, careful not to touch the iron, and stared down at it.

      “You know the best place to stab a fae?”

      “I do,” she said, still looking at the dagger. Every fada, even non-warriors like Cassidy, had some training with knives. “In the heart. But I’ve never killed anyone in my life.”

      “I hope to the gods you won’t have to this time. If the worst happens, hide. Wait them out. But if they corner you, claws won’t be enough.”

      Her throat worked. “Don’t worry. I’ll use it.” She raised her face and he saw her eyes were the night-glow of her animal, fierce and determined. “They’re not going to get Rianna.”

      “That’s my woman.” He framed her face with his hands. “Eu te adoro.”

      “I love you, too.”

      Their gazes snagged.

      She swallowed. “I wanted you to know.”

      Inside, Nic’s dragon gave a trill of satisfaction. Mate.

      “When I come back, we’re going to have a long talk.” He waited until she inclined her head, and then gave her a hard kiss before striding into the tunnel.

      Ben waited in the dining hall, dressed only in jeans, his square face as severe as his warrior ancestors, his long black hair in a neat braid. He’d armed himself with two iron daggers, one in a holster around his hip, the other in his hand. His quartz hung on his bare chest, and he had a waterproof canvas bag slung over one shoulder.

      “Go with the gods, brother,” he told Nic. “Your woman and pup are safe with me.”

      “I know.” Nic held out his hand, and then changed his mind and pulled Ben into a hug. “Obrigado. Thank you. I won’t forget this.”

      Ben murmured a Navajo blessing in return. They released each other and Nic walked to the edge of the water. The tide was high, filling the tunnel completely. Nic pushed off the stone floor with a long, low dive that shot him halfway through the tunnel. A couple of hard kicks got him the rest of the way.

      Outside, the ocean was dark and wild, whitecaps frothing on the surface. Good. He hoped the pricks who’d invaded his home waters were seasick.

      Shifting to his dragon, he dove beneath the surface and raced along the east side of the island, passing first Marlin, then Joe. As usual, Joe had a narrow waterproof bag cinched around the cylindrical body of his shark. The mako went nowhere without his iron blades.

      Marlin wore nothing, but then his fish had a sharp, sword-like bill that he could use as a weapon. And on land, he preferred hand-to-hand combat—dirty, street-fighting moves that he performed with a deceptive grace.

      As Nic drew near the area where he’d planted the tracking device, he heard the hum of a powerboat’s twin engines. He stopped fifty yards away, watching as a glossy white boat with black racing stripes turned in a slow circle. The fae had clearly located the device.

      On board were two men and a woman, but he couldn’t tell if the woman was Blaer. Their features were blurry, as if he viewed them through a misty wall.

      His friends caught up to him. Joe’s mako shark stayed to his left, and to his right was Marlin’s sleek twelve-foot fish.

      Nic aimed himself at the boat. He could only spew lava about ten to fifteen feet, and he had perhaps ten tries in him before he ran out of energy. He had to get close enough to catch the boat on fire within the first few tries.

      Fifteen feet out, he reared out of the ocean, drew a deep breath—and slammed into an invisible barrier. Energy sparked around him as if he’d run into an electric fence. Dazed, he sank beneath the waves.

      He hung limply a few fathoms down, head ringing. Fortunately, Joe and Marlin had been far enough behind him that they hadn’t hit the energy barrier. They flanked him on either side. Joe nudged him worriedly with his snout.

      He shook himself out of his stupor and backpedaled several yards. Still beneath the surface, he swam cautiously forward to the point where he’d hit the energy barrier and tested it with the tip of his tail. Maybe the barrier was only above water?

      Electricity sizzled through his tail and up his spine. He hurriedly withdrew his tail. So much for that theory. He dropped back a few feet, narrowing his eyes and letting his dragon vision take over.

      The energy barrier was just visible—a fluctuation that curved over and around the boat in every direction like a giant soap bubble. He swam ten yards in either direction, but couldn’t find a way around it.

      Suddenly, the woman brought her hand down and the bubble evaporated, revealing the three tall and beautiful ice fae on the boat’s deck—two men, one at the helm—and a woman, her white-blond hair streaming in the wind to reveal a fine-boned face and a fae’s pointed ears and sharp chin.

      Blaer. Make that two ice fae—and one ice fae/night fae mixed-blood.

      “Dreki.” Blaer breathed the Icelandic word for dragon.  “Or should I say, Nicolau do Rio.” A satisfied smile curled over her full mouth. “We meet again.”

      Fuck. It was never good when a fae learned your full name. It gave them power over you.

      He inclined his head in acknowledgement. In this form he couldn’t speak, and he was damned if he’d change to a man with Blaer just ten yards away. And frankly, he didn’t need to have a conversation with her. The fact that she was here was all the proof he needed—Blaer was the fae hunting Rianna. He only wished he knew how she’d uncovered his secret.

      He drew deeply on his fire Gift and spewed a mix of lava and flame at Blaer.

      She flung up her hand and froze it midstream. The lava turned to chunks of molten black rock and fell into the ocean with a hiss.

      Nic dove under the boat, coming up on the starboard side, where he shot out another flaming stream. This time, he hit his mark. The boat caught on fire, but Blaer was there in an instant, sucking the energy out of the fire. It went out, leaving the hull on that side charred.

      The fae at the helm muttered what sounded like a curse in his language and wrenched the wheel in the direction of the mainland.

      Blaer turned her head. “No. We will stay.”

      “But—”

      Nic didn’t wait to see if the man obeyed. He slipped under the boat again, twisting his body underwater and surfacing at a diagonal that brought him up on the bow’s left. He sent fire at an ice fae male who shrieked and went down, his body in flames. Blaer muttered something in Icelandic that sounded like a curse and went on the offensive.

      Energy sucked at Nic, a hard pull that would’ve frozen anyone else. The air around him grew cold as the Arctic, but his dragon hide protected him. He just prayed that Marlin and Joe were out of range.

      But Blaer was also half night fae. A feeling of hopelessness swept over him as she worked the dark magic of despair. Night fae magic was the hardest to resist, feeding as it did on emotions rather than the physical world.

      You’re losing. Blaer will rip out your heart, and then she’ll go after Cassidy and Rianna.

      “Nicolau do Rio.” Blaer’s tone turned seductive. “You can’t fight me. It’s you I really want.”

      Her power sucked at him. It would be so easy to give in.

      Together, the two of us could rule the magical world. Fire and ice. Your power complements mine.

      Images formed in his mind of the night the two of them had spent together, Blaer pushing all the right buttons until he’d been half-crazy with wanting her, but ultimately, there had been no connection—just rough, soulless fucking.

      He shook his big head from side to side. The idea of sex with anyone but Cassidy repulsed him.

      He snarled. Never.

      Blaer changed tactics. “If I have you,” she murmured, “I promise your daughter will live. Say yes, Nic. You know I’ll get her sooner or later.”

      He opened his mouth to agree. He’d willingly die for Rianna.

      But—“No.”

      The fae were clever at seeming to promise one thing while doing the opposite. When he examined her words—if I have you, your daughter will live—he saw no guarantee that she’d never go after Rianna. If he surrendered, Rianna would live, but for how long?

      A power-mad fae like Blaer wouldn’t stop with Nic. No, she’d kill him, rip out his heart, and then with the power that gave her, go after Rianna the very next day.

      And the gods knew what she’d do to Cassidy. Some night fae kept fada as pets to torment, feeding off the negative energy that the imprisoned fada emitted.

      He had to fight her, or Rianna and Cassidy were dead.

      Digging deep, he found the strength to wrench free of Blaer’s dark magic. With a roar, he reared back and shot flames directly at the silver-blond fae. She fought back, freezing the flames in the air, but it forced her attention from him, giving him a precious few seconds to retreat.

      He dove deep where an air-breathing fae couldn’t follow and came up two hundred yards away, hidden from the boat by one of the rocky crevices that crenellated the shore.

      Marlin and Joe followed, and he shifted to a man so they could talk. They needed to work out a way to deal with Blaer.

      Marlin and Joe completed their shifts, and the three of them tread water within the crevice’s rocky walls. The sun had risen, illuminating a cloudy December sky. A chill wind whipped across the ocean and waves surged in and out of the narrow crevice. They clung to the wall to keep from being pulled out into the ocean.

      He looked at them grimly. “That’s Lady B from the ice fae.”

      “Thought so,” said Marlin. Nic had told them the story of his brush with Blaer one winter’s night around the fire.

      “She’s stronger than I expected.” His jaw clenched. “A mistake on my part.”

      “Something else,” Joe said. He held up a finger. “One down, which leaves two fae—Lady B and that man. But Cassidy said there were four.”

      Nic looked at his two friends, fear a live thing in his stomach. “So where the fuck is the fourth man?”

      They had no time to consider that. The air nearby shimmered, and Blaer appeared on the rocks above along with the other fae. The man held an iron hoop in leather-gloved hands.

      Blaer waved her hand, and all three of them froze. It was the most horrible thing Nic had ever experienced, like a living death. His muscles locked and he sank, helpless to stop himself. His feet hit bottom about ten feet down.

      In his human form, he was more susceptible to a fae’s magic. He had to change to his dragon.

      Shift.

      But something about the magic prevented him. He grunted and tried again, but remained stuck in his human body.

      Blaer peered down at them through the water. Her hold on them wavered, and with a heroic effort, he wrenched free and shot back to the surface. He grabbed her ankle and jerked her into the water.

      Let the bitch fight them in their own element.

      Joe lunged at her, knife out, but the air twisted and she teleported back to the powerboat.

      Nic turned to the other man, but in that instant, he dropped the iron hoop over Nic’s head and leapt back in a move too swift to see.

      Hell. The ice fae male must be a wayfarer, able to move incredibly fast. The iron seared Nic’s neck and shoulders and the scent of scorched flesh filled his nostrils.

      He instinctively tried to pull the hoop off, even though it burned his fingers.

      Blaer ’ported back. She said something in an ancient fae language, and the hoop tightened until it was around his neck like a collar.

      Nic released the collar, his fingers blistered.

      Blaer looked down at him with chill black eyes, her wet blond hair plastered to her face. “Fighting only makes it worse.”

      Joe and Marlin surfaced beside Nic.

      “Holy hell,” Marlin said.

      “Go,” he gritted. “Save yourself.”

      Blaer murmured an incantation.

      Joe immediately sank underwater. Twenty yards away, Nic saw sparkles deep below the surface that told him Joe had shifted.

      But Marlin  lunged for Blaer. A magical net formed in her hands. She dropped it on his head and it wrapped around him.

      Meanwhile, the fae male brought the powerboat as close as he dared to the rocks. Blaer pointed at Nic. “Him first, Jagger.”

      He obeyed, throwing out a writhing magical rope that snagged first Nic, then Marlin.

      When they were both on the boat, Blaer directed Jagger to head around the island. “His lair’s around here somewhere.”

      The tall, golden-haired male nodded. “The last place we tracked the device to. She spent a good ten hours there. That must be where they removed it.”

      Nic glared at the two fae from the middle seat. The iron collar didn’t burn as much anymore, but the poison had seeped into his skin. It spread through his body, leaving him feverish and lightheaded.

      At his feet, Marlin lay on the floor between the seats trussed up like a fucking fish, his silver-blue eyes lit with fury.

      Nic mentally kicked himself. He’d dragged his friend into this, and now the other man would die. He had no illusions about that—Marlin was expendable. The only reason he was still alive was that Blaer saw him as a bargaining chip, someone she could use to force Nic to do her bidding.

      At least Joe had escaped.

      At the bow, Blaer and Jagger stared around them as Jagger aimed the boat east around the island.

      There was one flicker of hope. The fae didn’t have a fix on Cassidy anymore. They were going to have to track her in the caverns, where the fada had the advantage. But the seat behind Nic was stacked with scuba equipment, showing Blaer was prepared to search however long it took.

      Still, Cassidy was smart—she’d keep on the move with Rianna. It might be hours, even days, before the fae found them.

      And they’d have to kill Ben and Joe to get to Cassidy and Rianna.

      If only Nic could get this damn collar off before it stole his strength. He tried wrenching it off a second time, but it tightened in response, searing his neck and fingers.

      He cursed under his breath and released it.

      “There.” Blaer pointed at a large bottlenose dolphin spy-hopping on the ocean surface. “Follow Evan.”

      Jagger increased speed, following the dolphin in the direction of the den’s entrance.

      Nic’s stomach bottomed out. They’d found the fourth man, who wasn’t a fae after all.

      “Sea fada,” he mouthed at Marlin. “A bottlenose.”

      The game had just changed—for the worse. A sea fada would be able to track Cassidy and Rianna inside the caverns. This man—Evan—might even be a spy for Blaer, planted in the Shannon base, so could already have their scents.

      Hell, he might even convince Cassidy to trust him.

      Marlin scowled and wriggled furiously in his bonds. To Nic’s amazement, they loosened. His friend was almost free.

      Marlin gave him a victorious grin full of teeth.

      Nic jerked his head at the water, silently ordering Marlin to leave. Even if he couldn’t get free of the net once he was in the water, the magic would eventually wear off and the net would fall apart. Marlin could shift to his fish and survive for several days in the ocean even bound in a net.

      Marlin shook his head, his jaw set in a stubborn expression that Nic recognized. Marlin might be a laidback California sea fada—but only up to a point. He’d clearly decided to stay with Nic no matter what. Marlin stopped his struggles, and the bonds tightened, but Nic could tell they were looser.

      Nic looked back at Blaer. Distract her.

      He stood up. A wave of nausea hit him; the poison was spreading fast. He clenched his jaw and fought to remain upright.

      Blaer whipped around, hand upraised. Beside her, Jagger slowed the boat and looked between the two of them.

      “A bargain,” Nic said before Blaer blasted him with her magic.

      She raised a slim dark brow without lowering her hand. “I’m listening.”

      “You promise that everyone in my den goes free—two females, three males. You will never try to harm them in any way.”

      “And in return you’ll go with me?”

      “Yes.”

      Her lip curled. “Why should I bargain with you, fada? You can do nothing with that iron collar around your neck.”

      He growled and lunged for her, but she slapped her palm on his chest. Cold streaked through him, combining with the poison to create an agonizing pain. Black spots danced in his vision.

      “Attack me again,” she hissed, “and I’ll kill every last man and woman in your den.”

      Nic’s breath shuddered in. “You’re a dead woman.” A cold promise.

      “Perhaps.” Blaer removed her hand and gave him her back, an insult in the fada world.

      Nic’s body went taut, but he couldn’t afford to let his rage rule him. He sank back onto his seat as Blaer pointed at the black arch that marked the den’s main entrance, her face alight with triumph. “That sea cave up ahead.”

      Jagger nodded. “That fits the last known coordinates.”

      They’d found the den.

      Nic’s hunter’s brain made rapid calculations. At his feet, Marlin had nearly freed himself. Maybe he could save his friend and distract Blaer at the same time.

      He struck, lifting the dreadlocked shifter and heaving him over the side of the boat—and then followed him into the ocean, iron collar and all.

      He just hoped that in saving Marlin, he hadn’t doomed his mate and daughter.

      Nic let himself sink. Above he heard Blaer rap out an order, and then he was too deep to hear her. The iron collar helped, its weight dragging him into the depths.

      He clutched the iron collar, trying to pull it over his head, but it tightened until he could barely breathe and his fingertips were burnt to the bone.

      He released it to help Marlin, who was thrashing around a few yards above Nic, trying to slip out of the magical net.

      Joe appeared and ripped at Marlin’s net with his teeth. Nic kicked up to help, but as soon as they got the fucking thing loose one place, it tightened somewhere else.

      Why hadn’t Marlin changed to his fish form? In their human forms, water fada could stay underwater several minutes, but after that, they had to surface to breathe. Both he and Marlin were running out of oxygen.

      Above them the powerboat circled. Blaer and Jagger were probably getting into their scuba gear. It wouldn’t be long before they descended into the water.

      “Shift,” he mouthed at Marlin.

      “Can’t,” his friend mouthed back.

      Nic stared back at him, stunned. The net must be preventing Marlin from shifting. In a minute he’d have no choice but to return to the surface.

      Then Nic had an idea. He grabbed a handful of net and pulled, and when it elongated, touched it to the iron collar. The piece shriveled and disappeared. Marlin saw what he was doing and undulated his body so that he flowed past the collar, while Joe backed off to watch with cool mako eyes. More of the net shriveled, enough that Marlin could finally pull it off. He kicked forcefully away from it, Nic and Joe following.

      Together, they turned and watched as the silvery strands flowed away with the current. Nic only hoped it wouldn’t trap some poor sea creature in the future.

      Abruptly, the adrenalin that had carried him through their escape ran out. The iron collar felt tighter than ever, his body weaker with each passing minute.

      Marlin wrapped an arm around Nic’s chest and swam in the direction of a narrow underwater passage a few hundred yards from the den’s main entrance. The passage led to a small cavern that was underwater during high tide, but fortunately, it was low tide and they were close enough that the swelling waves pushed them into the narrow tunnel.

      Joe came up beneath him, sliding between Nic’s legs so that Nic could ride him. Marlin let go, and Nic wrapped his arms around Joe, light-headed from lack of oxygen, his strength almost gone. Between Joe and Marlin, they got him through the narrow passage, their bodies scraping against the rough basalt. They reached the small, dank cavern at the end and broke the surface.

      Nic and Marlin dragged in a breath at the same time. Marlin found a ledge to stand on and pulled Nic up with him. They were waist high in the water. They sucked in air while Joe swam in tight circles nearby.

      A few feet above was a narrow ledge. Nic forced his leaden arms and legs to obey his will so he could clamber onto it.

      Marlin gave him a shove, and then followed him up. The two of them sat on the ledge.

      The dreadlocked shifter looked at the iron collar. “We have to get that fucking thing off you.”

      Nic spread his hands, showing Marlin his seared, bloody fingers. “But how?”

      The other man inhaled sharply.

      Joe didn’t shift—too many shifts drained your energy—but Nic could tell he was listening.

      “Joe,” he said. When the mako turned in his direction, he continued, “Watch the tunnel. The fourth man is a sea fada. A bottlenose.”

      The shark fada moved his bullet-like head in assent.

      Nic stared down at his bleeding hands. The iron seeping into his skin prevented them from healing. If there were any true sharks in the vicinity, they’d be on him in a flash if he tried to go back into the ocean.

      “We need a pair of wire cutters,” Marlin said.

      “Or one of Joe’s knives.” They looked at each other, and then at the pack strapped to Joe’s back.

      “Iron will cut iron,” Marlin said. “Even fae magic can’t prevent it.”

      Joe shifted to man. “Let me.” He withdrew an iron blade from his pack.

      “I’ll keep an eye on the entrance.” Marlin dove into the water and changed to his fish.

      Joe didn’t so much as climb up to Nic as flow up the rock, the dagger’s ivory handle between his teeth.

      “This has diamond dust to make it sharper.” He angled the blade to show Nic. “I should be able to cut through the iron, but it’s going to take a few minutes.”

      Nic tilted his head so that the other shifter could access the collar. For a dominant fada, exposing his throat to a man lower on the hierarchy was damned uncomfortable, but he clenched his jaw and muttered, “Just get the fucking thing off.”

      Joe slid the blade beneath the collar and started sawing. He had worked for a couple of minutes when they heard thrashing at the other end of the tunnel.

      “What the fuck?” Joe sawed harder.

      “Hurry, damn it.”

      “Doing my best,” Joe snapped back. He stilled. “Hell. Someone’s coming.” He withdrew the blade from beneath the collar and crouched on the ledge, a knife in either hand, scanning the darkness with eyes an eerie night-glow silver.

      The water swelled in and out of the passage. By some trick of acoustics, it made a mournful wail similar to Nic’s sea dragon’s howl.

      Fine hairs arose all over his body. He forced himself into a battle-ready crouch, even though the iron burned like a fire in his veins. If he had to die, he’d take a fae with him.

      A dull thud sounded and a bottlenose dolphin floated into the cavern belly up, blood leaking from its body. It was larger and heavier than a typical bottlenose. Joe’s breath whistled between his teeth.

      “That’s Cassidy’s fourth man,” Nic said, “although he’s apparently a sea fada.” Bottlenoses generally were. “But was he local or from Ireland—or even somewhere else?”

      Joe’s nostrils flared. “Dead,” he said flatly.

      “Good. Saves us the trouble of killing him.” Nic scanned the passageway into the cavern. Marlin must have killed the dolphin—but where was he? If only this damn cavern wasn’t a dead-end, but the water-filled tunnel was the only way out.

      A glimmer of light appeared in the water, and then two scuba divers swam into sight, their way lit by fae lights. Their long, lean bodies and blond hair left no doubt that it was Blaer and Jagger.

      Joe moved like a flash, leaping at the nearest fae, who happened to be Jagger. The wayfarer never had a chance to evade him. Joe wrapped an arm around his neck and slashed his throat in a swift stroke that confirmed Nic’s suspicions that the shark fada was a trained assassin.

      But when Joe turned to Blaer, she disappeared, only to reappear on the ledge next to Nic. She sent a blast into his collar.

      Pain seared down his spine. His back arched—and then he blacked out.
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      Cassidy paced across the stone floor of Nic’s quarters. Ben was stationed by the door to the tunnel, looking ready for anything.

      She fingered the handle of the dagger in her back pocket. In the pool nearby, a subdued Rianna paddled aimlessly on the surface.

      Cassidy’s nape prickled. The fae were almost here.

      She ran over the hiding places Nic had showed them in her mind. He’d made sure she had dried fish, packed in her rucksack, and she’d filled two canteens with fresh water.

      Nic was right. It was time to stop running and take a stand. These sea caverns were a water fada’s natural habitat. The fae would be uneasy in the dark, and with her night vision, Cassidy would see them before they saw her. If they used fae lights, it would make them even easier to locate.

      Even a dolphin fada could go clawed. She’d rip out their throats before they got her daughter.

      Footsteps sounded in the hall. Rianna scrambled out of the water and ran to Cassidy, but Ben said, “It’s all right. It’s just Mister Marlin.”

      Cassidy and Rianna stepped into Nic’s outer room. The dreadlocked shifter sank down on Nic’s futon, breathing hard and bleeding from his right arm and leg.

      “Marlin?” Cassidy crouched next to him, Ben on the other side. “Are you all right?”

      “Yeah.” He inhaled raggedly. “Just had a run-in with a dolphin fada. Don’t let anyone tell you that bottlenoses are all fun and games. That was one nasty mofo.”

      “I know,” she returned dryly. “I’m one myself.”

      He managed a crooked grin. “Right. Anyway, he’s dead.”

      “Dead—a bottlenose fada? What’s going on?”

      “That’s what I came to tell you.” Marlin dragged in another breath and then with an obvious effort, pushed himself up to standing. Ben was instantly there, bracing him with an arm around his shoulder. Marlin looked at Cassidy and shook his head.

      She rubbed her hands down the sides of her jeans. “What is it?”

      “It’s Lady B, like Nic figured—and she bound him with iron,” Marlin told them. “He’s stuck in his human form, in a fucking iron collar. The bitch wrapped me in a magical net, but Nic helped me escape and we managed to get it off. But Nic can’t get out of the collar.”

      Cassidy pressed a hand to her mouth. “How is he?”

      Marlin cut his eyes at Rianna, who had an arm wrapped around Cassidy’s leg and was hanging on their every word. “As good as can be expected.”

      Cassidy lifted Rianna into her arms. “She wants us too, doesn’t she?”

      Marlin’s jaw set. His mouth opened, then shut.

      Rianna stuck her thumb in her mouth and sucked furiously.

      Ice settled in Cassidy’s stomach. She tightened her grip on her daughter. “Tell me the truth. A lie will only harm you, and I deserve to know what’s going on.”

      “I don’t know.” He dragged a hand over his wet dreadlocks. “I didn’t stick around to let her capture me a second time. But I’d say the answer is yes.”

      “Joe?” asked Ben.

      “In the ocean, sticking with the powerboat.”

      Cassidy nodded and set Rianna down. “Why don’t you go back in the water?” She rubbed her wet curls. “The big people need to talk.”

      Rianna’s little brow creased with anxiety. “I want my Annie-doll,” she said around her thumb.

      “She’s in the rucksack. You can play with her next to the pool.”

      Marlin waited until Rianna was seated by the pool murmuring to her ragdoll before saying in a low voice, “The collar burned a line into Nic’s throat. You could smell his flesh. Joe tried to saw it off with his knife, but he ran out of time.”

      Nausea clogged Cassidy’s throat. Gods, she hated to think of what Nic must be suffering. “Where is he now?”

      “She ’ported him back onto her boat.”

      “The bitch is a teleporter?” Ben asked. “Fuck.”

      “Yep.” Marlin’s mouth set in grim lines. “Thank the gods she doesn’t know the caverns or she could ’port right in here.”

      Cassidy and Ben nodded. A teleporter needed a picture or coordinates to ’port to a place they hadn’t seen before.

      “Nic killed a male ice fae.” Marlin held up his index finger. “And then I got the dolphin fada, and Joe took care of a third man, another fae.” He raised two more fingers. “That’s three, which means the only one left is Lady B. I waited to see if she’d leave with Nic, but she anchored the boat near the main entrance. Joe’s in the water keeping an eye on them.”

      “She wants Rianna, too. That’s why she hasn’t left.” Cassidy clenched her fists and stared at the ceiling, stomach knotted at what she had to do.

      But there was no choice. “I have to go to him. She knows that if I’m here, Rianna can’t be far away. I can distract her long enough for the rest of you to rescue Nic.”

      “No freakin’ way.” Marlin held up a palm. “You can’t go—you’ll be playing right into her hands. She’ll capture you, too—and if I live through this, Nic will slit my throat for allowing it.”

      “And what about Rianna?” Ben added in his deep, calm voice.

      “Yeah,” Marlin said. “We can’t leave her here alone.”

      “But if we don’t try,” Cassidy returned, “Lady B will take Nic back to Iceland to the ice fae court, and we’ll never see him again. She might not be able to kill a dragon, but with that collar on him, he’ll wish he was dead.” Her voice broke. “I couldn’t live, knowing he was being tortured by that fae woman.”

      They all looked at one another. Nic would be in pain, but worse―to a fada, imprisonment was worse than death. That alone might kill him, even if Blaer didn’t torment him so she could feed on his negative emotions.

      Marlin scowled and shook his head.

      “I say we try it,” Ben said. “Rianna can hide in the pool as her sea dragon. Nic says it has an exit to the ocean.”

      Cassidy nodded. “He told me.”

      “If the fae lady gets past all of us, Rianna can head into the ocean and back to the mainland. There are sea fada along the coast—they’ll find her eventually.”

      Cassidy bit her lip. “But would they take in a sea dragon?”

      They stared at each other. “Tell her to shift when she reaches the beach,” Marlin said. “The humans will take care of a little kid like her until she’s old enough to return to Ireland.”

      Cassidy’s whole being revolted at the idea of leaving her baby unprotected. “I have a better idea,” she told Marlin. “You stay with her.”

      “Me?” His start of surprise would’ve been comical if this wasn’t so serious.

      “Yes. You can hide with her at the bottom of the pool where Ben can’t. And besides, you’re hurt. You need time to heal.”

      He passed a hand over his face. “I don’t know, Cassidy.”

      “It’s the only way,” she returned.

      Beside her, Ben nodded.

      Marlin shook his head and then gave in. “All right. But when this is over, I’ll have to head to Mexico, because Nic is going to be after my fucking hide.”

      “Thank you.” Cassidy hugged him.

      He blew out a breath. “I can tell Nic’s going to have his hands full with you.” But he gave her a hard squeeze back.

      “So,” she said before he could think of another objection. “How are we going to do this?”

      “You distract Lady B,” Ben said. “Joe and I can free Nic.”

      He laid out a simple plan: Cassidy would take out a kayak. Meanwhile, Ben would swim next to her, using the kayak to block Blaer’s view from the powerboat so she couldn’t see him in the water.

      Ben would be armed with an iron dagger, and presumably Joe would see what was going on and join Ben. While Blaer was distracted with Cassidy, the two men would slip onto the boat.

      “We’ll take care of Lady B.” Ben touched his quartz, and it glowed a soft purple—a sign he was accessing his earth fada strength. “If anything goes wrong, we’ll toss Nic into the ocean. He’s weak, but he should be able to make it back to the caverns.”

      Marlin nodded. “That should work. It’s two against one now, not counting Nic. And Cassidy, of course,” he added when she quirked a brow at him. “The fae bitch is powerful, but she’s drawn heavily on her magic for the past couple of hours. She has to be weakening.”

      Ben showed his incisors, reminding Cassidy his animal was a large, predatory cat. “Easy prey.”

      “Let’s do it. But I’ll be armed, too.” She tapped the iron dagger in her pocket. “Just in case.”

      She glanced at where Rianna played next to the pool. Now for the hard part—telling her daughter she had to stay behind. Cassidy sat next to her and explained what they’d decided.

      Rianna’s lower lip trembled. “But I don’t wanna hide in the pool without you.”

      Cassidy lifted her onto her lap. “You have to, alanna. I need you to be my brave little fada right now, okay? I don’t want to leave you, but the bad fae has Daddy. We have to go help him. Mister Marlin will stay here with you.”

      Two tears squeezed from those green eyes that were so like Nic’s. Her thumb went into her mouth and she gave a few hard sucks, before saying, “Okay,” in a resigned voice that tore at Cassidy’s heart.

      “That’s my girl.” She tightened her grip on Rianna, a hairsbreadth from crying herself. “I love you fierce. You know that, don’t you?”

      Rianna nodded against her shoulder.

      “Hey.” Marlin crouched down on the other side. “It will be fun, princess.”

      “I’m not a princess,” she returned automatically.

      “You’re Princess Rianna of Dragona Island.”

      “Truly?” She lifted her head.

      “You betcha. After we’re done hiding, I’ll make you a crown. Okay?”

      She gave him a tremulous smile. “Okay.”

      “Time to shift, love.” Cassidy rose to her feet with Rianna in her arms. “And then stay underwater with Mister Marlin until I come back. The only time you should come up is to take a breath, and make sure nobody’s around when you do it.”

      Rianna tightened her grip on Cassidy. “Promise you’ll come back.”

      Her stomach twisted. She exchanged a look with the other two men over Rianna’s head. They looked as upset as her.

      “You know I will.” She hugged her daughter tight against her heart. “But if anything goes wrong, head into the ocean, okay? You know how to get back to the mainland—swim east toward the sunrise, and when you get to the beach, shift to a little girl. Got it?”

      “Swim toward the sunrise,” Rianna repeated.

      “And shift when you get to the beach,” Cassidy reminded her. “Remember, no one sees your dragon. Right?”

      She waited until Rianna nodded and then dropped a kiss on the top of her head and set her down. The little girl walked into the pool, shoulders drooping, and changed to her beautiful, iridescent dragon. Marlin slid into the water after her.

      Cassidy swallowed over the rock in her throat. This plan had so many holes, she could drive one of those smelly human buses through it, but she couldn’t stand by and let Nic be imprisoned and tortured without doing anything. Only she could distract Blaer—the fae would kill Marlin or Ben before they reached the boat.

      She touched the iron dagger for luck. “I love you, sweetness,” she called and waited for Rianna to acknowledge her with a slap of her tail against the pool’s surface before trotting with Ben to the main entrance.

      The earth fada stripped out of his clothes and grabbed a kayak for her while she got a paddle.

      Cassidy itched as if a thousand ants were crawling over her skin. “She’s close.”

      Ben’s expression was somber. “Hell, even I can feel her now.” He slid the kayak into the water and held it steady while Cassidy lowered herself into the cockpit. “Ready?”

      “I am.” She slid the dagger under her right thigh. The ocean surged into the tunnel. Cassidy readied the paddle and waited until the water headed back out. “Now.”

      Ben put his dagger’s handle between his teeth and shoved her into the current. She bent at the waist so she wouldn’t hit her head against the low, jagged roof and paddled. The current grabbed her and she shot through the archway and into the ocean, Ben right behind and on the kayak’s starboard side so that he was hidden from the sleek white powerboat lurking thirty yards away.

      One side of the boat was charred. Cassidy smiled. Nic had apparently gotten a few licks in.

      A tall blond woman in a slinky ice-blue gown stood at the boat’s helm—Lady Blaer.

      On the seat behind her, Nic slumped, head listing and his right hand shackled to a rail.

      Cassidy’s breath snagged. She paddled faster.

      Blaer’s gaze fixed on Cassidy, her spooky black eyes lit with an unholy satisfaction.

      “Cassidy O’Byrne. Come here, or I’ll cut out your mate’s heart.” A wicked silver blade seemed to jump into her hand.

      Cassidy stilled, wishing she knew more about sea dragon physiology. As a dragon, Nic was immune to fae magic, but Blaer had him trapped in his human body. And silver had special properties. Could she carve out his heart?

      Nic’s head jerked up. “No! Don’t come…any closer, querida. It’s a bluff.”

      The fae lady flicked her fingers and he jerked, his fingers going to the collar around his neck. The scent of burning flesh wafted toward Cassidy.

      He growled and set his jaw. “Go,” he mouthed at her. “Please.”

      Cassidy’s heart hurt at that please. She knew how hard it must be for Nic to see her heading into danger.

      She put down her head and continued paddling. A hundred feet to her right, a shark’s fin appeared—Joe.

      The fae’s eyes narrowed. “Where’s the girl?”

      When Cassidy didn’t respond, Blaer sent a whip of energy at her. It wrapped around her throat with an icy-hot pressure—and squeezed.

      Panic raced through Cassidy.

      You’re distracting her, forcing her to drain her magic. That’s good.

      But the primitive part of her brain screamed at her to claw at the icy white rope, to get it off.

      Blaer’s spooky eyes flashed red. “I said, where’s the girl?”
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      Nic ached everywhere. Even breathing hurt as the iron continued its relentless march through his system.

      This time, Blaer had made sure he couldn’t escape. She’d tossed him into the boat and ’ported somewhere. He’d tried to make himself move, but he was too weak. By the time he’d managed to pull himself up on the seat, she’d returned with an iron cuff. She snapped it around his right wrist and locked it to the boat rail.

      “Why?” he asked as she anchored the boat near the den’s entrance. “This isn’t about that night we spent together?”

      “No.” Her scarlet mouth quirked. “You were good, but not that good.”

      He grimaced. Thank Deus for small mercies.

      “Then this is because I’m a dragon. But how did you know? I bought the best available glamour.”

      “I didn’t know—not that night. But I sensed you were using a glamour, and I guessed you might be a do Rio. You’re not the only brother who keeps sniffing around, seeking answers about Ula and Nisio.”

      “Because they’re our parents,” he said between clenched teeth, “and the king kidnapped them once and trapped them in one of his damned illusions.” His parents had wandered in a white mist for over a week until they’d gone half-mad from sensory deprivation. “Who’s to say he didn’t do it a second time?”

      The fae’s smile was enigmatic. “You’d do anything to know what really happened, wouldn’t you?”

      A growl filled his throat. Inside, his dragon lashed its tail.

      Blaer leaned back against the console, arms folded over her chest. “I was curious about who you really were. So after you fell asleep, I hid a tracking device in your backpack. I followed you to Ireland, and found out you were the grandson of the alpha, and Nisio and Ula’s middle child. I have a spy or two in the Shannon base. I asked them to keep an eye on you.”

      “The dead dolphin,” Nic muttered.

      “He was young, and easily persuaded.” Blaer moved her shoulders in a tiny shrug. “Then I heard rumors of a sea dragon, and put two and two together. But I lost you when you left Ireland.”

      “The backpack fell apart. I bought a new one from a Shannon seamstress.”

      “So you never found the device. I didn’t think you had—I wove it into the fabric—but I wondered.”

      “But why go after me? Your magic is useless against an adult dragon.”

      She smiled. “I’ll have centuries to study you. I have men constructing an iron cage back in Iceland.”

      The full horror of what Blaer had planned for him slammed into Nic. “Try it, and you’re dead,” he gritted. “I don’t know how or when, but you…will…die.”

      “Then I’ll have to make sure you stay locked in your cage.”

      His nostrils flared. His left hand twitched on his thigh, his fingers itching to wrap around her throat.

      “My spies told me you’d impregnated a Shannon female. It was just possible you’d passed on your sea dragon genes. I’ve been keeping an eye on little Rianna ever since she was born.”

      “Mãe de Deus.” If only he’d known. He narrowed his eyes. “You can’t hold me forever. You’ll slip up, and then I’ll slit your fucking throat.”

      Blaer’s smile was as cold as the Arctic tundra from which her people had sprung. “I won’t have to. You’re going to sacrifice yourself—or your mate and daughter will die.”

      “Like hell I will. They’re safely hidden. If you knew where they were, you’d already have them. And if you go inside the den, you’re dead.”

      He bared his teeth at her. Stalemate.

      Blaer considered him, and then turned to scan the cavern entrance.

      He drew in a breath. He had one last bargaining chip. Like dragons, the fae had a weakness for shiny things.

      “What if I give you my treasure?”

      Her attention snapped back to him. “I’m listening.”

      He knew his dragon was staring out of his eyes. Giving up the treasure would be like ripping off a limb, but the dragon was in full agreement—no payment was too great to ensure Cassidy and Rianna’s safety.

      Blaer blinked, but held his gaze. “Well?”

      “A lot of ships went down in this area. I’ve had several years to comb through the wrecks. I found diamonds, rubies, Spanish doubloons—gold and jewels that would be worth millions in the human world.”

      “Where is this treasure?”

      A cold satisfaction curled through him. He’d hooked her. Now to reel her in.

      “A place where you’d never find it. And don’t bother trying to capture one of my men and torture the information out of him. No one but me knows where it is.”

      The fae considered him, and then shook her head. “It’s tempting, but no. You alone are worth a thousand times that, and if I had your daughter, too…” She trailed off, leaving him to glare at her.

      “Wrong answer,” he advised in his dragon’s chilly rasp. “Take my offer, otherwise you’re dead.”

      “Says the man wearing my collar,” she sneered.

      Their eyes locked. Nic’s claws pricked out of his fingertips. Could he lure her close enough to tear out her throat?

      Then Cassidy appeared in the bright yellow kayak, and Blaer’s attention turned to her.

      A giant fist clamped around Nic’s lungs. What in Hades was she doing?

      He glared at Cassidy—and the mate bond chose that moment to burst fully to life. He felt her love, coupled with a steely determination to save him.

      “No,” he roared through the bond.

      She faltered. Their eyes locked.

      “Where’s the girl?” Blaer demanded. When Cassidy didn’t respond, she asked again.

      She raised the silver blade in her hand and smirked at Nic.

      Could silver cut him in his human form? If only he knew more about a dragon’s special powers. But in the eight decades he’d been alive, the only other dragon he’d met had been an old, bearded Chinese male who’d jealously guarded his territory. He’d tolerated Nic for a day before ordering him to leave.

      But he scented Blaer’s uncertainty. She didn’t know the truth any more than he did.

      “No!” he begged Cassidy. “Don’t come…any closer, querida. It’s a bluff.”

      The fae lady flicked her fingers and the collar tightened around his neck, searing into his flesh like a fiery brand.

      He growled and set his jaw. “Go,” he mouthed at her. “Please.”

      To his despair, Cassidy put her head down and resumed paddling.

      Didn’t she realize that to Blaer she was a fucking pawn? The fae bitch wouldn’t hesitate to torture her to get to Rianna.

      And why was Cassidy in a kayak, anyway? Why not swim to the boat as her dolphin?

      Then he saw the mako fin cutting through the ocean toward the boat.

      He stilled. Could this be some insane rescue attempt?

      A few seconds later, he heard a splash in the water behind him, so quiet only a fada would’ve detected it, followed by the faint scrabble of claws against the hull.

      Ben. He recognized the fada’s distinctive earthy scent.

      So Cassidy was a distraction, and Marlin must be with Rianna.

      What were they up to? His fists clenched. He hated being in the dark like this.

      A wave of nausea hit him. Blaer had loosened the collar again, but it had eaten through his skin, and his right wrist felt like it was on fire. He ignored the pain to gather his last bit of energy. If a rescue attempt was underway, he’d help any way he could.

      Blaer raised a hand and blasted magic at Cassidy. A shimmering noose snaked around her neck.

      His gutsy mate lifted her chin. “Get it off”—she tapped the magical rope as if it were nothing—"or you’ll never find my daughter.”

      Blaer’s mouth curved. “How do you know I haven’t already tracked her?”

      She phrased it as a question, so it wasn’t a lie, even if it wasn’t the truth either. A typical fae trick.

      And Cassidy knew it, too. Her fingers tightened on the paddle. “Don’t play your bloody games with me. If you knew where she was, she’d be shackled next to her dad.”

      Nic’s lips peeled in a feral smile. That was his woman.

      “You’ll tell me.” Blaer narrowed her eyes. Magic shivered in the air…a night fae’s dark magic.

      Cassidy flinched. Nic’s jaw tightened. He could only guess what bleak thoughts Blaer had pulled from her.

      But not even the most powerful fae could draw on their magic indefinitely. Sweat gleamed on Blaer’s forehead, and her mouth pressed into a thin line. The silver knife had vanished.

      His heart gave a hard rap. Blaer was juggling too much. She was heading for a crash.

      Cassidy shook her head. “You’re not a mother, are you?”

      “What?” The fae lady frowned. But Cassidy had clearly pricked her curiosity, and perhaps she was almost out of juice. For whatever reason, Blaer dropped her hand and the magical rope evaporated.

      Cassidy paddled the last few yards to the boat’s port side. Standing up, she leapt for the rail and pulled herself lithely onto the boat. The two women squared off in the cockpit.

      Behind Nic, Joe had shifted and joined Ben. He had a dagger in his hand, and as Nic glanced down, Ben handed him another. Joe put the second dagger between his teeth, and the two of them clung to the stern just above the waterline.

      Then everything seemed to happen at once.

      Cassidy moved like lightning, grabbing Blaer’s long hair and jerking back her head. She set an iron dagger to her throat. “Let. My mate. Go.”

      Blaer set her hands on Cassidy’s shoulders. Cassidy jerked as Blaer muttered something in an arcane fae language—and then froze. Literally. Ice formed in her short red hair and glittered on her eyelashes as a white frost spread over her skin.

      Nic’s heart stopped.

      Joe exploded into action, swarming over the side of the boat with Ben’s huge cougar right behind. Ben leapt over Blaer and Cassidy to land on the bow and spun to face them. Long canines appeared as the cougar roared in Blaer’s face.

      Joe touched the dagger tip to the catch of Nic’s wrist shackle. The shackle released.

      “How the hell did you figure that out?” Nic jerked his hand free.

      “A fae shackled me once.”

      Adrenalin surged through Nic. He vaulted over the seat to reach the two women, Joe right behind him. Somehow Cassidy hung onto Blaer, pressing the blade deeper into her throat, while at the same time, Blaer drained Cassidy’s life-energy.

      “Don’t!” Joe grabbed Nic’s arm. “Every time we get closer, she sucks more energy from Cassidy.”

      Nic gulped and nodded. Ben was still on the bow in his cougar form, his quartz glowing on his furred chest. The three of them formed a tight circle around the women.

      Nic dragged in a breath and managed to speak calmly. “You’re out of options, Blaer. Set her free, and we’ll let you live.”

      The fae lady slanted him a glance, her eyes black holes in her pale face. “Stay where you are.”

      The hell with negotiating. Nic jerked Cassidy away and thrust her behind him.

      Her breath wheezed in. He sensed her sinking onto the seat as if her legs wouldn’t hold her, but his gaze was on Blaer.

      Joe had a knife to her carotid now.

      Unafraid, Blaer stared past him at Nic. “Kill me, and you’ll never know what happened to Ula and Nisio.”

      “I can live with that.”

      “Even if your parents are alive?”

      His heart thumped. “What do you know?”

      She ignored him to stroke a long finger down Joe’s cheek. “Drop the dagger, love. I know who you are. I could use a man like you.”

      The mako’s expression didn’t change. “Then you know I’d as soon kill you as look at you.”

      Her mouth twisted. “You’d die for him?”

      “He’s clan.”

      “It’s your funeral.” Blaer shrugged and removed her hand. “I’ll never understand you animals.”

      Cassidy pushed herself back to standing. Nic wrapped an arm around her, shocked at how hard she trembled. “Are you all right?” he asked without taking his gaze from Blaer.

      “I’ve been better.” She burrowed against him, teeth chattering. “B-but you can’t let J-joe kill her. Not if she t-truly knows something about your p-parents.”

      “They’d understand.” But he hesitated, his stomach roiling at such an impossible choice.

      “Make her s-swear an oath: she g-gives us information about y-your parents and g-guarantees our safety in return for her life. You know she c-can’t break an oath without g-great harm to herself.”

      Blaer raised a brow. “Your mate is smarter than she looks.”

      Nic ground his teeth. They had her. A word from him, and Joe would slit her throat, ensuring Rianna and Cassidy’s safety. And he was expected to let her go?

      But how could he leave his parents trapped in a living hell?

      Cassidy said nothing, simply set a hand on his chest, silently offering support. Joe and Ben waited unmoving. Everyone knew it was his call.

      He growled and gave in. “Swear it,” he gritted at Blaer. “Swear that you’ll leave California and never come near the island again. Swear that Rianna and all the other fada in this den will be safe from you forever. You’ll tell no one that the two of us are sea dragons.”

      “I so swear.” Blaer repeated the words.

      “And take off the bloody collar,” Cassidy said.

      The fae set her jaw.

      “Do it.” Joe pressed the dagger deeper. A drop of blood welled on Blaer’s white throat.

      She snarled and flicked her fingers, and the collar expanded. Nic flung it into the water.

      “I’ll have the same oath from you,” said Blaer. “I don’t want you hunting me down.”

      “Done.” Nic said the words, adding, “Unless you break your oath to us.”

      “And your men.”

      Nic jerked his chin, and Joe swore the same oath. Ben-the-cougar merely nodded his big head, but they all knew he’d be bound by the oath as well.

      “Now tell me,” Nic demanded. “What do you know about my parents?”

      “First, have your man get that damned dagger away from my throat.” It was the first sign the mixed-blood wasn’t as calm as she appeared.

      Nic nodded, and Joe stepped back.

      Her mouth twitched in a tiny smile. “They’re adorning the ice fae court. You didn’t see them at the May Day ritual?” The air around her shimmered.

      Nic’s mouth slackened. “Wait. What the fuck do you mean?” He lunged at her, but the air twisted and his hands closed on nothing.

      The tall blond fae was gone.

      They gazed around at each other.

      “Holy mother.” Cassidy shook her head. “Adorning the ice fae court? Figures a fae would answer with a feckin’ riddle.”

      “They’re alive.” Tears pricked Nic’s eyes. He squeezed Cassidy’s shoulders. “She admitted it. The king has always refused to discuss it. I have to tell my brothers and sister. They’re alive,” he repeated thickly. “I knew it.”

      “And it’s a clue.” Cassidy hugged him. “We’ll figure it out.”

      Nic shook his head, still dazed at the knowledge that his mom and dad were alive. They’d all but given up hope.

      But the fae couldn’t lie.

      “And now that we know for sure,” he said, “we can focus our search on Iceland.”

      Joe stroked the steering wheel of the powerboat. “And we got a sweet boat out of the deal.”

      Nic gave a bark of laughter, and then they were all grinning like maniacs, even Ben-the-cougar.

      Cassidy gave a hard shiver, and Nic swore under his breath. “I’m getting you back to the den.”

      “Put me down,” she protested as he swung her into his arms. “You’re not strong enough.”

      “Like hell.” He leapt into the ocean, shifting to his dragon in mid-air.

      Fada healed faster in their animal forms. The magic of the shift healed the worst of his burns immediately, and helped counteract the iron’s poisonous effects. But Cassidy was right, he was too weak to be doing this.

      He set his jaw and with a dozen powerful strokes, swam to the entrance and through the tunnel where he set Cassidy on the dining hall’s stone floor before shifting back to man.

      He climbed out of the water next to her and stood with his hands on his thighs, breathing hard, while Cassidy fussed over him.

      “Men! Didn’t I tell you that you weren’t strong enough?”

      He pushed himself upright and showed her his injured hands. “The shift healed them over, though.” It would take days until the iron worked its way out of his system, but a thin skin had formed over the raw wounds.

      She took one of his hands in hers and placed a careful kiss on his palm. “Oh, Nic. I was afraid I’d never see you again.”

      He dragged her into his arms. “I’m afraid you’re stuck with me, querida. I’m mate-claiming you.”

      Her ocean-colored eyes were bright with joy. “And I accept.”

      He gave her a quick but heartfelt kiss to seal the deal and then looked around. “Where’s Rianna?”

      “In your quarters.”

      He pulled on a pair of shorts and they hurried down the stone corridor. As they entered the bedroom, Cassidy called out Marlin and Rianna’s names. “We’re back! You can come out now.”

      The navy blue water rippled. Marlin surfaced first and shifted. He turned and waited as Rianna scrambled out of the pool behind him, still in her sea dragon form, a handful of jewelry in her right paw.

      He grinned. His little dragon had sniffed out his treasure chest.

      She let out a trumpet of delight at seeing them. Setting her treasure at the pool’s edge, she shifted to human. “Mam! Daddy!” Her little legs churned as she dashed across the floor. “You’re back!”

      Cassidy swung her into her arms. Rianna twined herself around her mother like a human vine and they both burst into tears.

      “Easy there. Calm yourself.” Nic enfolded them both in a hug and pressed a kiss to Rianna’s soft cheek. “Everything’s all right now.”

      Marlin clapped him on the back as Joe and Ben entered the room, everyone back in their human forms, and it turned into a group hug, their animals needing the reassurance of touch.

      Marlin was the first to step back. “When’s the mating ceremony—and where?”

      Nic looked at Cassidy. “You’ll have to ask my mate.”

      “Here, of course.” Her dazzling smile encompassed all four men. “As soon as we can arrange it.”
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      The mating ceremony was small but beautiful.

      Rianna wore a green cotton dress embroidered with pink roses that Cassidy and Nic had bought her in Ventura. Her dark curls were crowned by a gold tiara with a single emerald in the center, a gift from her father, and her big eyes glowed with excitement.

      Next to her, Cassidy felt almost plain in her own grass-green dress and the gold choker encircling her neck, her own gift from Nic. She tightened her grip on Rianna’s hand.

      While in Ventura, Nic had called Rock Run from the fada bar where Marlin used to work. He’d spoken to his brother Dion, passing on the news that their parents were apparently alive and being held prisoner by King Sindre. Cassidy knew Nic wouldn’t rest until he’d tracked Ula and Nisio down and saw them safely returned to Rock Run, but for today, he was all hers.

      Now his river-green eyes darkened when he caught sight of her, telling her he liked what he saw.

      Her throat clutched. She’d come so close to losing him. He’d taken days to recover, the iron in his system slowly working its way out. Salt neutralized it somewhat, as did spending time as his animal, so he’d spent much of the first week in the saltwater pool in his quarters, sleeping as his dragon.

      She gave him a tremulous smile.

      “You’re beautiful,” he mouthed from where he stood with his three men. “Minha linda.” He looked pretty damn good himself in snug black jeans and a white linen shirt, his feet bare, and a smile on his sculpted face.

      His friends formed a semicircle around him, also in jeans but dressed in black linen shirts instead of white. Marlin and Ben grinned like a couple of bloody matchmakers. Joe, of course, looked on unsmiling, but he gave Cassidy a nod of approval.

      Rianna took a few solemn steps into the dining hall and then broke into a run. “Hey, men! We’re getting mated!”

      Everyone but Joe grinned.

      “Good for you,” said Ben.

      “Come here, princesa.” Marlin swung Rianna up on his shoulders as Nic held out his hands to Cassidy.

      She took them, her mouth dry and an entire swarm of butterflies fluttering in her stomach, but completely sure this was what she wanted.

      Nic squeezed her fingers and, without taking his gaze from hers, called down a blessing from the God and Goddess. Usually that would be the task of the alpha pair, but in this case, Cassidy and Nic were it.

      Cassidy opened her mouth to say her part—and then froze as the air nearby shimmered and twisted.

      Joe’s knife jumped into his hand. Nic and the other men went clawed.

      But it was a beautiful fae with amber eyes and hair the color of sunlight, her arm around the waist of a big man with shoulder-length black hair and startling silver-blue eyes.

      “Dion.” Nic broke into a smile and retracted his claws. “So that’s why you wanted the coordinates of the island. How the hell are you, irmão?” They gave each other a hard hug.

      Nic turned to her. “Cassidy, I’d like you to meet my brother Dion and his mate Cleia,” he said, but the fae had ’ported out, to reappear a minute later with a twenty-something woman who had to be Nic’s younger sister. She shared the family’s good looks, with shiny black curls that tumbled down her back and deep blue eyes.

      “Rosana.” Nic’s eyes teared up. He reached for her but she folded her arms over her chest, her fine black brows drawn into a scowl.

      “Seriously, Nic? You were going to have a mating ceremony without me?”

      “Descuple-me.” His smile was a bit ashamed. “I intended to bring Cassidy and Rianna to meet you in a few weeks. Now give me a hug.”

      He opened his arms and she flew into them. They kissed each other on both cheeks and Rosana clung to him for a long moment before grinning at Cassidy. “Hope you don’t mind us crashing your ceremony.”

      “Of course not. Family just makes it better.”

      They embraced and then Rosana turned to Rianna, still on Marlin’s shoulders. “You must be my niece.”

      Rianna put her thumb in her mouth and shot Cassidy a round-eyed look.

      “I’m your Tia Rosana. Your aunt.”

      Cassidy nodded. “She is, love.”

      Rosana reached up to finger the gold tiara. “Wow, that’s beautiful.”

      Rianna removed the thumb. “Thank you. I like your dress, Auntie Rosana.”

      “Really? I made it myself.” The river fada glanced down at her purple dress. The fitted bodice flowed into a short skirt with pleats that alternated between sky blue and lavender. She beamed at her niece. “We’ll play after the ceremony, okay?”

      Rianna beamed back. “Okay.”

      Meanwhile, Cleia had ’ported out a third time, to return with a tawny-haired woman in leggings and a flowered tunic and a young man who was clearly another do Rio.

      “Tiago.” Nic thumped him on the back. They hugged and then Nic introduced them to Cassidy. “This is my younger brother Tiago, and his mate, the dryad Alesia.”

      The dryad dipped her head shyly at Cassidy. Her mass of curly hair slid forward, revealing a fae’s pointed ears. “It’s nice to meet you.”

      “And you.” Cassidy held out her hands and Alesia squeezed them.

      Cassidy turned to welcome Tiago, a younger version of Dion with the same wavy black hair and silvery eyes.

      And then all the newcomers converged on her. Nic shouldered his way back to her side to set a possessive hand on the small of her back, and she gave him a grateful smile. It took fifteen minutes for things to settle down as they exchanged a flurry of greetings and hugs.

      From her perch on Marlin’s shoulders, Rianna watched everything with wide eyes.

      The mating ceremony began again, this time with Dion speaking the blessing with a smiling Cleia at his side. Cassidy about swallowed her tongue when it occurred to her that the sun fae queen—one of the most powerful fae in the world—was attending her mating ceremony. But Cleia was warm and friendly, and clearly madly in love with her river fada mate.

      When Dion finished, Cleia called down a blessing from the sun. She wore a short peach-colored gown and diamonds glittered in her hair, around her neck, and on her right wrist.  As she turned her face up, all the light in the room seemed to gather around her—both fae lights and the sunlight streaming through the ceiling slits—so that she sparkled as if dipped in fairy dust.

      “May the Goddess and the God consecrate this mating,” she said in a low, carrying voice, “bestowing a long, happy life on you both. And may your union be fruitful.” Her gaze shot to Rianna and her mouth curved.

      Then it was Cassidy’s turn. The words she’d prepared had flown out of her head, so she spoke from the heart.

      “I claim you, Nicolau do Rio, as my true mate, the mate of my heart and the man I want to spend the rest of my life with. I love you”—her voice broke, but she swallowed and continued—“more than I can say.”

      Nic’s strong throat worked. “And I claim you, Cassidy O’Byrne, as my true mate. I will cherish you and our daughter for the rest of my days.” He leaned closer to whisper for her ears alone, “My dragon knows treasure when he sees it, and you are mine. Eu te amo.”

      He clasped a gold chain around her wrist. From it dangled two emeralds and a diamond. “To represent our family,” he murmured.

      He winked at their daughter. “And you, Princesa Rianna. I claim you as mine, to love forever. Eu te amo.”

      She held out her arms, her small face wreathed in smiles.

      Marlin handed her over, and Nic settled her on his hip as if he’d been doing it for years. Cassidy and Nic kissed, their daughter between them. A long, deep kiss, a promise of what Nic would do with her later.

      A sexy shiver went down Cassidy’s spine. It had been almost two weeks since they’d made love. First Nic had been too sick, and then when he’d felt better, he’d decided to wait so that they’d have a special mate-celebration night. That hadn’t stopped the man from driving her half-mad with teasing touches and hot murmurs whenever he could get her alone.

      She was already planning her revenge.

      Ben had prepared a special dinner, and Nic and Marlin had brought back champagne, wedding cake, and assorted hors d’oeuvres from the mainland. They sat or stood around the firepit, gorging themselves on the treats, so that they barely had room for Ben’s delicious grilled salmon and vegetables, but everyone somehow managed to eat a bit more.

      Marlin had even remembered to buy wine glasses, so they clinked glasses as everyone took turns toasting the newly mated pair.

      Cleia was the last to raise her glass. “I’d like to gift you with a ward for the island.”

      Cassidy gulped. Nic had told Dion part of the story—that the fae had tried to kidnap Rianna because she was a sea dragon. But he hadn’t told his brother that he was a dragon, too.

      She glanced uncertainly at Nic. Cleia seemed to be one of the good fae, and she was family now, but after the weeks Cassidy had spent on the run, she wasn’t sure she wanted any favors from a fae. On the other hand, it was never smart to offend a powerful fae.

      Cleia seemed to read her mind. “No tricks,” she murmured. “I have a little one, too, you know.” The sun fae’s striking face was soft with love. She exchanged a private smile with Dion.

      “Nic told me.” Cassidy nodded. The two of them had had plenty of time to talk while he was recovering. He’d opened up about his family, including the fourth brother, Joaquim, whom no one had seen for several years. Now she glanced again at Nic, and at his nod of approval, said, “We’d be honored to accept your gift.”

      “No one will get within a hundred yards without your permission,” Cleia said, “and humans will see a heavy white fog. After a while, they won’t even remember that an island was ever here.”

      She handed her wine glass to Dion and raised her hands to one of the shafts of sunlight that seemed to follow her about the dining hall. Once again, she seemed to sparkle, and her fingertips glowed so brightly that Cassidy had to narrow her eyes against the glare. The sun fae queen spread her fingers and the light streamed out from her in all directions.

      She murmured something unintelligible in fae and brought her hands back to her sides. “It is done.”

      Cassidy impulsively hugged Cleia. “I thank you from the bottom of my heart.”

      “As do I,” said Nic.

      Cleia squeezed her back. “It’s my pleasure. Your little girl deserves to grow up undisturbed—but take care with her if you leave the island. Word may have gotten around.”

      “We will,” Nic assured her grimly.

      The party went late. Cassidy was amused to see the interplay between the three brothers. Dion teased Nic and Nic harassed Tiago—and Tiago took it all in stride, clearly used to being the little brother, even though he was an adult himself and a mated man to boot. All three men seemed baffled by Rosana, whose heart-shaped face concealed a sharp wit.

      It was Rosanna who coaxed Joe to play the ukulele so they could dance. Ben joined in on a conga drum, and Marlin surprised them all by singing a couple of songs in a mellow tenor.

      Rosana twirled happily around the dining hall, face alight, her pleated skirt swirling to reveal long, tan legs. First Rianna, and then Cassidy joined her, and soon everyone but Joe was dancing.

      Nic pulled Cassidy into his arms, his hands rested on her bottom as he moved her easily around the room. She twined her arms around his neck and rested her head in the warm hollow between his throat and shoulder.

      His lips teased her temple. “I remember the first time we danced.”

      “At a ceilidh.”

      He nodded against her hair. “If you’d known what I was thinking, you’d have run away as fast as you could.”

      She nipped his earlobe. “Try me.”

      His tongue traced the shell of her ear. “I wanted to drag you off to a secret cave and keep you naked except for the jewels I gave you. A diamond for your navel.” He slid a hand between them and stroked her belly. “A strand of pearls to decorate those pretty pink nipples.”

      Her breath sped up, but he continued in husky tones, her merciless dragon-lover.

      “Rubies. Emeralds. Maybe I’d blindfold you so you’d feel it even more intensely. I’d balance gold coins on your mound and make you hold still while I licked you. And if you moved and let one drop, I’d turn you over my knee for being a bad girl.”

      Cassidy’s whole body flushed. Her fingers opened and closed on his nape.

      “And now I have you in my secret caverns—and you’re mine.” Hot words against her throat, while below, his erection pressed into her abdomen. “It’s only fair to warn you that I intend to do all that to you and more.”

      She swallowed. “Promises, promises,” she managed to say.

      He groaned. “You’re not helping, Cassidy. Keep that up and the party is going to end right now.”

      The music changed. Nic set Cassidy away from him. “You’d better dance with someone else,” he said in a hoarse voice more animal than human.

      Their gazes locked—and then Rianna tugged on Cassidy’s skirt. “I wanna dance with you, Mam.”

      Cassidy drew a much-needed breath and turned to her. “I’d love that, alanna.”

      She danced first with Rianna, and then with each of Nic’s brothers as well as Ben and Marlin. Finally, Joe set the ukulele aside so he could have a beer. A short time later, Nic, Dion and Tiago disappeared in the direction of Nic’s quarters.

      “They’re going to talk about my mother and father.” Rosana tossed her wavy black hair. “Like I don’t want to know what’s going on. You know what it’s like to have big brothers who still treat you like you’re thirteen?”

      “I do, actually.” Cassidy chuckled. “I’m an only child, but I have three older cousins who treat me like a little sister.”

      “Let them have their conference.” Cleia patted Rosana’s hand. “I’ll make sure you’re part of any planning.”

      “Thank you.” The younger woman fingered the pleats of her skirt. “I barely remember them, I was so small when they were lost. I still can’t believe they’ve been alive all this time.”

      Alesia had been silently listening. Now she moved closer and set an arm around Rosana’s shoulders. “They’ll be so proud to see how you’ve grown up.”

      “You think so?” Rosana sent her an uncertain look from beneath thick black lashes.

      The dryad smiled at her. “I do.”

      “Of course they will,” Cleia said. “If they’re alive,” she continued, “we’ll find them. The king knows damn well that I mated with Dion. I’m surprised he hasn’t set a ransom for them. He must know I’ll pay it.”

      Rosana nodded. It was clear she trusted Cleia. In fact, she seemed to regard the older woman as a mother figure. If Cassidy hadn’t already warmed to the beautiful fae queen, she would’ve right then.

      The men returned, and as midnight approached, Cleia and Dion glanced at each other and rose to their feet. “We’ll leave you to enjoy your mate-night in peace,” the queen murmured.

      “You don’t have to leave,” Cassidy returned, although she itched to be alone with Nic.

      Cleia shook her head. “We have to get home to our little girl. We’ll have to bring her to meet Rianna someday.”

      “I’d love that. Truly.” Cassidy hesitated, and then held out her hands. “Thank you for coming.”

      Cleia pulled her into a hug, and then lifted Rianna for a kiss. “Would you like to meet your cousin, little one?”

      Rianna jerked her chin in a bashful nod and then pressed a kiss to the queen’s cheek.

      “She’s adorable,” Cleia said as she handed her back to Cassidy.

      “Thank you.” Cassidy shifted Rianna to her shoulders and watched as Cleia ’ported out with Rosana first, while the three brothers shared a last hug. Within five minutes, the dining hall was clear except for the six members of the den.

      Her den, thought Cassidy with a rush of affection for Ben, Marlin and Joe. It was hard to believe that she’d known them for less than a month. She slipped her arm around Nic’s waist and he smiled down at her, sensing her happiness through their bond.

      “Guess what?” Marlin announced. “We’re having a sleepover in the dining hall. How about it, Rianna?”

      The little girl clapped her hands. “May I, Mam?” and when Cassidy agreed, she ran to their quarters to get her Annie-doll, too excited to question why her parents were sleeping in their own quarters.

      “Thank you,” Nic told the men. He intended to build Rianna a room off the main bedroom, but for now, she slept with them, although they’d bought her a kid-size futon in Ventura.

      They kissed Rianna goodnight, and she skipped over to where Ben was making a nest of blankets for her near the firepit. The three men set sleeping mats around her in a protective formation, their heads pointing in toward her.

      Cassidy grinned. Rianna had acquired several badass uncles.

      Nic set a hand on Cassidy’s lower back. “Time for bed, querida.” His low tone vibrated down her spine as they left to the chorus of good nights.

      “Don’t stay up too late,” Marlin called. “You need your beauty sleep.”

      Nic lifted his middle finger at him, and the men all chuckled.

      The last thing Cassidy heard was Rianna asking what was so funny, then Nic shut and locked the door to his quarters and steered her into the bedroom.

      Cassidy’s eyes widened. Everywhere she looked were pots of flowers—fat sunflowers, bright daisies, spiky lavender, and other colorful, scented blooms. They surrounded the plain bed and spilled down niches in the wall. Three new fae balls wafted overhead, glowing a soft candlelight-yellow.

      “Oh.” She pressed her fingers to her mouth. “It’s lovely. Cleia must have done it.”

      “Mm.” Nic nuzzled her neck as he stripped off his shirt. “We’ll have to thank her the next time we see her.”

      He turned Cassidy around to slide down the zipper of her dress. Warm lips touched the sensitive spot between her shoulder blades. Her head fell back against his shoulder.

      “Did I tell you today how beautiful you are?” He slid a finger beneath the camisole she wore under the dress and teased her nipple.

      “Mm-hmm. But you can tell me again.”

      “I’ll tell you every day for the rest of our lives. Now, take off your dress.”

      The husky command sent a thrill of heat to her core. She slipped out of the dress and hung it on one of the pegs Nic had installed for her and Rianna, then returned to where he waited, chest bare, legs braced apart. All smooth olive flesh, and he was hers.

      Her man. Her mate. She stroked her hands over the rounded muscles of his shoulders.

      Hot, gold-touched eyes took in her lacy camisole and panties, the same grassy color as her dress. Beneath the camisole, her nipples pricked.

      “Beautiful,” he repeated as he smoothed his hands down her body, playing with her breasts, squeezing her ass. He cupped her face and murmured against her lips. “Sit on the bed, querida.”

      When she obeyed, he took a delicate gold chain from his pocket and knelt at her feet.

      “What’s that?” she asked as he set her foot on his thigh.

      “A private gift.” He clasped the chain around her right ankle, beneath the scar.

      She knew how tightfisted dragons could be with their treasure. That Nic shared his so freely with her and Rianna was huge. She twisted her leg to see the tiny gold heart dangling from the chain.

      “You’re my heart.” He met her eyes. “Meu coração.”

      “I love it.” She set her forehead against his. “I love you.”

      “Yeah?” He smiled until he saw the tear run down her cheek. He touched it. “What’s the matter, love?” He lifted her and sat on the bed, cradling her in his arms.

      “Nothing.” She swiped the tear away and set her hand on his chest over his heart. It beat beneath her palm, strong and steady. “I just never thought we’d get here. You. Me. Rianna.”

      “I’m sorry.” He set his cheek to hers. “I wasn’t there for you when you needed me. I swear I’ll spend the rest of my life making it up to you both.”

      “No.” She stroked her fingers through the soft curls on his nape. “You were right. I didn’t want to go with you four years ago. Not really. I loved you, but…”

      She felt his swallow. “No woman should have to make that choice. I hate that you have to give up your family and your clan for me.”

      “I’m not giving them up. I know they’ll always be there for me. But this is my family now, and you, Rianna, and the men are my clan.”

      He lifted his head to meet her eyes. “It could be a long time until you see them. It’s not safe to take Rianna too far from the ward.”

      “Then that’s how it has to be.” She cupped his face with one hand. “It’s not your fault, love. You didn’t ask to be a sea dragon. I saw how my clan was when they heard a sea dragon was in the area. They practically got out the bloody pitchforks.”

      His mouth twisted. “I’m a throwback, as much reptile as mammal. They can’t help it.”

      “Bollocks,” she returned. “They can learn. It’s prejudice, plain and simple. But perhaps we should give them a chance. Tell them the truth.”

      “I don’t know. It’s not just me anymore—we have Rianna to think about now.”

      She sighed. “I suppose there will always be those who’d sell out a clan member for the fae’s gold.”

      “Or for a fae lover,” he said, and she knew he meant Blaer and Evan.

      She stroked his jaw. He’d let his beard grow while he convalesced so that it formed a neat black line around his mouth. “At least tell Rosana and your brothers—and your granddad. What’s the worst that can happen? They can’t banish you from their clans. You’ve already founded your own.”

      “This?” He made a dismissive gesture. “It’s not a clan.”

      “No? The men treat you like an alpha. Right now it’s a den, but when they start their own families, you’re going to be head of a clan.”

      “Huh.” He pressed his lips together, but she could tell he was pleased.

      “Think about it. That’s all I ask. Your family loves you—they may surprise you.”

      “I’ll think about it.”

      “Brilliant.” That was enough for now. She turned so she straddled him, her panties rubbing over his jeans-clad erection. She framed his face with her palms. “Now, where were we?”

      “I believe I was about to make love to my mate…” He gripped her hips and took her mouth in a slow, sweet kiss.

      Her whole body melted. The only thing keeping her grounded was the strong thighs between hers and his firm hold on her hips.

      He slid a hand between them, teasing her through the lacy panties. “You’re wet,” he said against her mouth.

      She took a breath, senses swimming. “And you’re hard. So very, very hard.” She punctuated the words by pinching each of his flat copper nipples in turn, and then slid a fingertip down the silky black trail to his groin.

      “Raise your arms.” When she did, he pulled off the camisole.

      He palmed her breasts and flicked the nipples with his thumbs. His skin was callused, the roughness exciting against the delicate buds.

      “So pretty,” he said, and switched to a guttural Portuguese.

      He tongued and sucked her nipples until they were wet and rosy. Somehow she ended up on her back, panties off and knees bent, wide open to him.

      He dragged off his jeans and crawled over top of her, his hard face intent on her slick folds. He gripped her hips and swiped a hot tongue over her sex in slow, languorous licks that made her whole body quiver.

      He swirled his tongue around the swollen furl of her clit before moving to the sensitive skin of her inner thighs, nipping and stroking them. He even moved down her leg to the anklet, sliding his tongue erotically under and over it.

      From far off, she heard her own moans of pleasure.

      She stroked her hands over her body, pinching her nipples and fingering her mound, hardly knowing what she did, but desperate for more. “Please, Nic. Touch me…”

      “Here?” He slid his mouth up her inner leg to close warm lips around her aching clit.

      Her lungs seized. “Yes. There.”

      He settled in to suck and nibble her like they had all the time in the world. Taking her close, and then backing off to stroke her thighs or ass or breasts.

      He stopped and rose up over her. She opened passion-dazed eyes to see him break off a stalk of lavender from a pot on the nightstand. He trailed it over her neck, the sweet-sharp scent filling her nostrils.

      She moistened her lips. “Nic?”

      He tapped her throat with the lavender stalk. “Close your eyes.”

      She obediently shut them and stilled as he traced the soft spike down around her breasts. He brushed it over each nipple, then continued down her abdomen to her inner thighs, stroking the flower over her in light-as-air, tantalizing touches. He finished by tucking it into her anklet.

      Then he was back kissing and stroking her again. This time his hands and mouth were sure and steady. Taking her over, controlling her every response. Winding her tighter and tighter until her whole world was Nic and his clever mouth and work-roughened hands.

      “Please,” she begged, and reached for his head.

      “Soon,” he crooned against her slick, tender center. “I want you to remember this.”

      She moved her head against the sheets. “I will, I will.”

      “Shh.” He captured her wrists in his hands and pressed them against the mattress, and something about that sexy dominance sent her hurtling toward the edge.

      Her hips bucked. A cry of pleasure ripped from her throat.

      Nic pulled away and she sobbed out his name, but he crawled on top of her and thrust inside. And that was perfect, exactly what she needed—him stroking hard and fast while she clenched around him and rode the orgasm in a wild arc of joy and need and love.

      He caught her face between his hands and pressed a kiss to her open mouth. Then he stilled and came with a low growl.

      “Mine. You’re never leaving me now.”

      “Yours,” she agreed. Between them, the mate bond had solidified—a shining cord of light and emotion that she could almost touch.

      His eyes flickered and she felt his wonder through their bond…wonder and an ocean of love that swept through her, warming her down to her toes.

      “It’s beautiful,” he said as he settled on top of her, careful to take some of his weight on his forearms.

      “Mm.” His skin was damp with sweat. She licked the side of his throat, taking his taste inside her—masculine, a bit salty, and all Nic.

      Almost, she could thank Blaer for sending her to California and Nic.

      She wrapped herself tighter around her mate’s hot, hard body…and smiled.
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