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      Was that a werewolf?

      Betty, Alison’s beat-up old VW, started to drift in the direction of her gaze, and Alison quickly snatched her eyes away from the furry male in the blue flannel shirt strolling casually down the sidewalk and concentrated on the road.

      “Werewolves,” she muttered. She knew that Fairhaven Falls was populated by the Others—monsters and creatures of legend—but she hadn’t expected to see one so soon.

      Of course, that was one of the reasons she had moved here. After getting her heart broken one too many times by good-looking, worthless men, a town full of monsters seemed like a much safer bet.

      On the surface, Fairhaven Falls looked like any other small southern town. Nestled in the foothills of the North Carolina mountains, it boasted a mixture of small cottages and larger Victorians. A wide main street lined with a variety of shops and restaurants led down to the river, sparkling peacefully in the summer sun.

      But there was one big difference between Fairhaven Falls and most other towns—here the Others were not only accepted, but welcomed, and as a result most of the population was not human.

      The werewolf disappeared into a pretty little coffee shop. She gave it a longing look, but she didn’t have time to stop for a shot of caffeinated courage if she was going to make her interview. Her GPS told her to turn right at the bottom of the street, but when she pressed her foot on the brakes, nothing happened.

      “Oh no. Come on, Betty, don’t let me down now.”

      She pumped the break frantically as she approached the stop sign, but nothing happened. She downshifted, wincing as the engine groaned, but it wasn’t enough. Time seemed to slow to a trickle as the car kept moving, rolling into the intersection just as a huge black truck with blue flames on the side entered from the cross street.

      She watched in slow-motion horror as Betty drifted across the intersection and straight into the side of the truck.

      Crunch!

      The shock of the impact threw Alison forward, her forehead slamming into the steering wheel. As she sat dazed and confused, a massive figure stepped out of the truck. A tight white tank smudged with grease revealed acres of muscles covered with pale blue skin. A shock of green hair added another three inches to his already impressive height as he stomped towards her. A troll?

      “What the hell is wrong with you?” he demanded. “You don’t believe in stop signs?”

      Still dazed, Alison fumbled for the door handle but the door refused to open.

      “I… I’m sorry…”

      His face softened as he studied her, his angry expression replaced with an unexpectedly charming smile.

      “Are you all right?”

      He yanked at the door, which responded easily to his grip, and offered her his hand. She hesitated, then very tentatively placed her hand in his. Strong, warm fingers curled around hers, oddly comforting as he helped her out of the car.

      Dizziness washed over her as soon as she stood and he tucked her against his side, supporting her as she swayed. Mmm, he smelled good—warm and musky with a slight metallic undercurrent. No. The last thing she needed to think about right now was that delicious scent—or the strength in the big arm holding her upright.

      “You should take more care, sugar,” he murmured in a deep, rumbling voice.

      Alison blinked up at him. Sugar? Was he flirting with her? It’s probably just a southern thing, she told herself firmly, then gave him an apologetic glance.

      “It wasn’t my fault. My brakes just didn’t work.”

      She looked at the crumpled front end of her car and fought back the urge to cry. What was she going to do now? After Alan had cleaned out her bank account, she’d barely managed to scrape together enough money to rent the small cottage on the edge of town. How was she going to raise the money to fix her car? Money… Oh no!

      “Where’s Elm Street?” she asked urgently.

      “On the other side of the town square. Why?”

      “I have an interview at two o’clock. I have to be there.”

      He put a gentle finger on her forehead and she winced, despite the careful touch. He quickly pulled his hand back, but showed her the bright red streak of blood on his finger.

      “I think you need—”

      The buzzing in her ears drowned out his words as she gave the blood a horrified stare and swayed again. His arm tightened around her, then he lifted her off her feet and carried her over to his truck.

      She squeaked and clutched at his shirt.

      “Put me down. I’m too heavy.”

      “You think I can’t carry a little bit of a thing like you? I’m insulted, sugar.” He grinned again as he placed her carefully on the front seat of his truck. “But I think you’d better forget about that interview. I’ll take you to Doc—”

      “No, you can’t. I really need that job.”

      “I’m sure whoever it is will understand. Can you call them and explain? Or do you want me to call? I know everyone in town, unfortunately.” A shadow crossed his face with the last sentence.

      She sighed. “Maybe. Do you really think Flora will understand?”

      “Flora?” He sighed. “She probably already knows, but I’ll call her. What’s your name?”

      “Alison, Alison Tremmel.” Her head was starting to clear and she gave him a hopeful look. “Do you have some water? Maybe I can just wash it off.”

      “Doctor,” he said firmly, and held out his hand.

      She sighed again, then fumbled her cell phone out of her pocket and handed it to him. His call was answered almost immediately.

      “Flora? This is Will. I’m afraid Alison’s had a little accident.”

      She winced as she heard the exclamation from the other side of the phone, but Will gave her a reassuring smile as he listened for another minute, then passed the phone over to her.

      “Hello?”

      “Alison? Are you all right, dear?”

      “Uh, yes. I mean, I hit my head, but…”

      “Hit your head?” There was a muttered curse, then Flora continued briskly, “I’m so sorry, dear, but I’m sure it will all work out. Just let me know when you’re feeling better, and don’t worry about that interview. I know Will will take good care of you.”

      Flora hung up before she could answer, and she stared blankly up at the big, blue-skinned male standing in front of her.

      “She didn’t seem very concerned.”

      “Oh, I doubt that. She’ll probably be on your doorstep with cookies—or a bottle of wine—when you get home.”

      “When I get home?”

      Home to the darling little cottage she wouldn’t be able to afford without a job? Her throat threatened to close, but she refused to cry.

      “Yes. Right now, I’m taking you to Doc Jekyll.”

      The name penetrated her depression.

      “Dr. Jekyll? Like in Jekyll and Hyde?”

      “Not exactly. And his name is really Dr. Jackson, but everyone calls him Dr. Jekyll.” He grinned at her horrified look, and flicked her nose with a teasing finger. “Don’t worry, sugar. I’ll keep you safe from the monster.”

      Her heart skipped a beat at the warmth in his eyes, an unmistakable little pulse of attraction washing over her. Oh no. He might keep her safe from the monster, but who was going to keep her safe from him?
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      Will fastened the seatbelt around the curvy little human, trying not to notice how warm and soft she felt beneath his hands.  Beneath the coppery scent of blood, he could detect her intoxicating sweetness. His shaft stiffened, but he did his best to ignore it as he took a step back.

      “I’m Will, by the way. Will Grayling.”

      “Hi, Will.”

      Her shy little smile was utterly adorable, and he fought down a sudden urge to kiss those pretty pink lips. Doctor, he reminded himself.

      A honk sounded to the right, and he tore his eyes away from Alison long enough to see a small blue-haired woman waving impatiently from a vintage Eldorado.

      “Hello, Mrs. Carter,” he called out, waving. “How’s it going?”

      “Just fine, dear,” she called back, her eyes flicking from the truck to the crumpled VW and back again. “But I have to get to the Piggly Wiggly. They’re having a sale on ribs, and you know how fast they sell out. Can I get past?”

      “Yes, ma’am.”

      He smiled down at Alison. “Be right back, sugar,” he promised, and closed the truck door.

      The bumper of the old Beetle was wedged under his running board but he pried it loose without much trouble. Once it was free, he pushed the car across the street and into the back parking lot of the café. He’d bring the tow truck back for it later.

      “Thank you, dear.” Mrs. Carter waved again as she drove slowly, very slowly, past his truck.

      He didn’t miss the way her sharp little eyes studied Alison, and he fought back a groan. This would be all over town in an hour—which was precisely why he’d left Fairhaven Falls in the first place. Only the fact that his mother desperately needed his help in the garage after his father’s stroke had brought him back—and he had no intention of hanging around.

      Which meant that the little human, no matter how sweet and enticing, was off limits. He’d just have to keep his distance. He pushed aside his regret and returned to the truck. Big brown eyes gave him a shocked stare.

      “You moved my car. All by yourself.”

      Her obvious admiration delighted him, but he only shrugged, noticing the way she watched his muscles ripple with the movement.

      “It’s not a very big car, sugar—I mean, Alison.”

      He started the truck and drove to the end of the block, but then had to stop as a group of tourists wandered across the street, their eyes wide as they looked around. One of the women looked at him, then whispered something to her friend and both women giggled.

      “Do you get a lot of visitors?” Alison asked.

      “A lot more recently,” he growled, then tried to control his irritation.

      He knew the town council’s efforts to draw people to the town were good for the local economy, and he didn’t usually mind the tourists, but the last thing he wanted was to be stuck here with those women ogling him when Alison was bleeding. Her sweet scent filled the truck, and he wanted nothing more than to lay her down across the wide bench seat, flip up that pretty little skirt, and taste that sweetness until she cried out his name.

      Yes, his inner troll growled.

      Fuck. Not only would that scare the crap out of her, it would be a disaster on several levels. To begin with, he had a feeling that if things went that far, his troll side would never let her go. And it certainly wouldn’t help the fact that the town already thought he was a reckless womanizer.

      He forced himself to think about something else. Anything else. He glanced over at Alison’s worried face and sighed.

      “So where are you from, sugar?”

      “Chicago.”

      “You’re a city girl?” Maybe that meant she wasn’t planning to stay long.

      “I was. Now I’m a small town girl,” she said firmly, dashing his hopes.

      “Pretty big change.”

      “City life didn’t really work out for me. Not in Chicago. Or Denver. Or New York.”

      Her small shoulders slumped, and he couldn’t resist reaching out and covering her hand with his own. Her fingers felt so tiny and fragile in his that he had to remind himself not to hold too tightly.

      “It’ll be better here, sugar. We don’t put up with much foolishness.”

      “I hope so,” she murmured, and gave him a weak little smile.

      “Doc will have you fixed up in no time. Just don’t let him give you any soup.”

      “Why? What’s wrong with the soup?”

      “Oh, nothing. Nothing at all,” he added quickly as her eyes widened. “Just... don’t drink anything he gives you, okay?”

      “What?”

      “Trust me. Just don’t drink anything.”

      She stared at him, obviously trying to decide if he was serious, and he couldn’t resist smiling at her.

      “I’ll take care of you, sugar.”

      Her cheeks turned pink, but then she lifted her chin.

      “I don’t need anyone to take care of me. Although…” She bit her lip. “It may take me a little while to pay for the damage to your truck.”

      “Don’t worry about it—it’s just some minor body work and a paint job. I was getting tired of the flames anyway.”

      “But—”

      “I said don’t worry about it. I’m a mechanic. I can do the work myself.  Which reminds me, once Doc’s taken care of you, I’ll tow your car back to the garage.”

      “You don’t have to do that. I can take care of my car. And your truck.”

      “I’m not letting anyone else touch Bertha.”

      He patted the dashboard, and she suddenly smiled at him.

      “I named my car Betty. But you don’t have to repair her.”

      “My family runs the only garage in town—small town, remember? I’ll take care of it,” he said firmly.

      She looked like she was about to argue, but instead she leaned back and closed her eyes.

      “Are you all right?” he asked.

      “Just a little tired.”

      “Close your eyes and rest, sugar. It’s just a short drive.”

      A few minutes later, he pulled the truck up outside Doc’s house and looked over at Alison. Her head was lolling against the window, and he cursed silently. Hadn’t he read something about not falling asleep after being hit on the head? Humans were so fragile. Yet another reason not to get involved with one, he reminded himself, but it didn’t help the worry eating away at his guts as he hurried around to the passenger door.

      As he lifted her limp body carefully into his arm, the front door of the big Victorian house opened and an elegant dark-haired man dressed in a white lab coat stepped out.

      “Flora called. Bring the woman inside.”

      He followed Doc back into the house. The parlor on the right has been converted to an office but it still retained the high ceilings and dark floral wallpaper of its Victorian origins.  He carefully placed Alison on a leather-covered chaise as the doctor opened a cabinet and began pulling out supplies.

      “You can wait outside,” Doc said as he came over to the chaise.

      “Oh, hell no,” he growled.

      A dark shadow stirred behind the doctor’s eyes. “I beg your pardon.”

      He crossed his arms and glared at the other man.

      “I’m not leaving her alone with you.”

      “Why did you bring her here if you don’t trust me?”

      “I’m not saying I don’t trust you. It’s just…” Will sighed. “I promised her I’d take care of her.”

      “Well, well.”

      The doc raised an eyebrow, and Will glared at him.

      “It’s not like that. She just moved here, and you know I’m only in town to help Mom while Dad’s recovering. The point is, I don’t want her frightened.”

      “Frightened?”

      “By the house. The lab. By you.”

      The doctor’s face flickered and Will tensed, but then the other man took a deep breath and nodded.

      “Very well. You may remain.”

      He took another breath as Doc turned away and began to clean the wound. Doc really was an excellent doctor, but it was difficult to forget his more dangerous side.

      Alison stirred and made a little whimpering sound.

      “Shh, sugar. It’s okay,” he murmured, taking her hand. “I’m here.”

      Her eyes fluttered open, and she stared up at him, a sweet, sleepy smile curving her lips.

      “Will. Hi.”

      “Hi, sugar.”

      Her pretty little mouth trembled. “I don’t feel so good.”

      “I know, but Doc’s going to make you feel all better.”

      “Oh.” She blinked, looking around the room.

      “I’m Dr. Jackson,” the doctor said, as he discarded the bloody gauze. “I understand you were in an accident.”

      “My brakes didn’t work.”

      The doc shot him a quick look, and he nodded.

      “I’ll take care of it.”

      “I told you that you didn’t have to do that,” she mumbled

      The doctor smiled as he picked up a syringe.

      “Don’t worry, my dear. Despite his barbaric appearance, Will is an excellent mechanic. I’m afraid you’re going to need a few stitches so I’m going to numb the area first.”

      Her fingers tightened around his, but she nodded.

      “Just look at me,” he ordered, and she obeyed. “Good girl.”

      Her cheeks flushed at the praise, and she licked her lips with a little pink tongue.

      Oh, fuck. He was in so much trouble.
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      Alison carefully closed the door of her tiny cottage behind her, then leaned against it with a loud groan. Could things possibly be any worse? She’d missed her job interview, she was almost out of money, and her beloved Betty was a crumpled wreck. And then there was Will—tall, gorgeous, and commanding. Her stomach fluttered as she remembered that deep voice telling her she was a good girl.

      Another shiver went down her spine at the memory of how he’d touched her hand, his strong fingers holding hers gently, as if she were something precious, and the heat that had flared between them as their eyes met. It had been so unexpected and so… so…

      Hot.

      The image of his broad chest flashed through her mind, the tight white shirt doing little to conceal the impressive muscles underneath, and the thought of all those hard muscles and that big, blue-skinned body hovering over hers, filling her, was so delicious she pressed her thighs together, fighting the sudden pulse of arousal.

      No. She wasn’t going to let herself think about that. Not when he was just being kind. After all, he’d been a perfect gentleman when he drove her home and walked her to the door. As soon as she was inside, he’d turned around and left with a promise to let her know about the car.

      Unfortunately, a traitorous little voice whispered, but she resolutely pushed it aside.

      She had moved here to get away from men and the trouble they caused, not to get all hot and bothered about the first one who paid any attention to her. Of course, he’s not exactly a man, the same voice insisted, but she ignored it as she crossed the small living room.

      Everything about the cottage was small, but it suited her perfectly. None of the furniture matched but it was spotlessly clean, and somehow it all came together in a harmonious whole. The big window in the living room looked out over the town to the river below, and the minuscule kitchen had French windows opening onto a patio surrounded by flowers. Even the bed was deep and comfortable, rather than the usual thin rental mattress.

      Although it’s probably too small for Will’s big body…

      Dammit. She had to stop thinking about him. She had more important things to worry about, like rescheduling her interview. If she didn’t get a job soon, no one would be sleeping in her cute little cottage, including her. Ignoring her throbbing head, she pulled out her phone.

      Before she could dial, the doorbell rang.

      When she opened the door, she was greeted by a tiny old woman with short white curls. Her green skin made a striking contrast to her bright purple tracksuit.

      “Hello, dear.”

      “Uh, hello.”

      The woman gave her a friendly grin, revealing disturbingly sharp teeth. “I’m Flora.”

      “Oh. Oh, yes! I’m so sorry about this afternoon and the interview and… everything.”

      “Not at all.” Flora slipped past her, sharp eyes taking in the small living room. “I trust Will took good care of you?”

      Dammit, she knew she was blushing, but she managed to nod.

      “He was very kind.”

      “He always was a good boy. A little restless, of course, but he just needs the right… encouragement to settle down.”

      There was a knowing twinkle in the woman’s eyes, and Alison ruthlessly fought down the little pang of hope.

      “In my experience, most men don’t want to settle down.” Her voice sounded a little more bitter than she’d intended.

      “Have you known a lot of trolls?” Flora asked innocently.

      “Well, no.”

      “They’re very devoted—once they find their true mate. Very well-endowed too,” she added thoughtfully. “Which probably explains why their females are equally devoted.”

      The heat flooded her cheeks again, but she lifted her chin.

      “I’m not interested in Will’s—in anyone’s—endowments.”

      “Pity.” Flora held up a bright pink shopping bag. “Here. This is for you.”

      “Thank you,” she said politely. “But you didn’t have to bring me anything.”

      “Nonsense. I have to take care of my employees, don’t I?”

      “Employees? But we didn’t even have the interview.”

      Flora waved an airy hand. “It was just a formality. You don’t think I would have encouraged you to move here if I wasn’t going to hire you, do you?  Of course you have the job.”

      She fought back a sudden wave of tears.

      “Oh, thank you so much.”

      “Nonsense.” Another sharp-toothed smile. “I have a feeling this is going to work out exactly as I planned.”

      “Excuse me?”

      Her head was starting to throb and she wasn’t quite sure what Flora meant. Ignoring her question, the old woman tutted and guided her over to the big chair by the window.

      “Here I am wittering on after the afternoon you’ve had. Now you just sit yourself down, dear, and I’ll take care of everything.” Flora dug through the shopping bag, then triumphantly pulled out a small pot filled with lime-colored cream. “Here we go. This will soon set you to rights.”

      “What is that?” she asked suspiciously.

      “Some of Gladys’s lotion. It’s just magic on all kinds of wounds.” Flora laughed and winked at her. “Put some on.”

      She eyed the pot doubtfully, but a quick look at Flora’s face gave her the uneasy impression that she wouldn’t be happy if Alison refused—and she was her new employer. With a sigh, she twisted off the lid. Despite the bright green color, it had a pleasant citrus and mint scent and she put a tiny amount on her finger and very cautiously stroked it across her wound. There was a brief, shockingly cold sensation, then it faded to a soothing coolness as her head stopped throbbing.

      “Better?” Flora asked, eyes twinkling.

      “That’s amazing—this stuff really is magic.”

      “Of course it is. Gladys is the best witch in town.”

      Flora disappeared into the kitchen, leaving Alison staring after her with an open mouth.

      Witch?

      There were witches in town? Of course there are witches. Because why wouldn’t there be witches in a town full of trolls and dragons and werewolves and vampires? And a witch who created magic healing potions sounded pretty handy to have around.

      “This isn’t going to make me turn into a frog or anything, is it?” she called.

      “Don’t be prejudiced, dear.” Flora popped her head around the kitchen door and grinned at her. “If Gladys wanted to turn you into a frog, she wouldn’t be nearly so subtle.”

      And she was back to staring as Flora disappeared again.

      The old woman returned a moment later carrying a tray with a bowl of soup, a plate of slightly overdone toast, a glass of water, and an enormous chocolate cupcake. Her stomach gave an enthusiastic rumble.

      “You didn’t have to do this,” she protested weakly.

      “No trouble at all.” Flora’s eyes twinkled. “I only opened a can of soup.”

      “Thank you,” she mumbled, then picked up the spoon and took a cautious taste. The thick broth was rich and delicious, and her stomach rumbled again.

      “So,” Flora said, taking the seat opposite her, “now that you’ve had some soup and you’re feeling better, let’s talk about Will.”

      Her face grew warm and the other woman’s eyes twinkled as she nodded.

      “You two would be good together.”

      “I don’t think that’s going to happen, Flora.”

      “Why not? He’s kind, smart, and an excellent mechanic.” Flora winked. “And from what I heard, he’s got plenty of stamina.”

      “The last thing I want is a man—male, troll, whatever—with that kind of reputation,” she said firmly, ignoring a tiny spark of excitement at the thought.

      “He’s a troll.” Flora shrugged. “He likes women. But he was never as bad as his reputation.”

      “It doesn’t matter. I’ve sworn off men. I’m determined to make a new life—” The words disappeared in a yawn as a wave of tiredness washed over her.

      To her surprise, Flora dropped the argument. Instead, she picked up the tray and disappeared into the kitchen. When she returned, she took the throw from the couch and draped it over her.

      “You just get some rest, dear. I’ll check back on you tomorrow.”

      Panic washed away her tiredness.

      “But I was planning on starting work tomorrow.”

      “That isn’t necessary.”

      It was for her bank account.

      “I really want to get started.”

      Flora gave her a speculative look, then nodded.

      “All right. If you’re up to it, I’ll meet you at the inn tomorrow at nine. But only if you’re up to it.”

      “I will be,” she said quickly, and gave the other woman a hopeful smile. “You said this was a magic lotion, right?”

      “You have no idea,” Flora muttered, then gave a decisive nod.

      “Fine. I’ll see you tomorrow. You just rest now. Don’t worry about anything.”

      It sounded like a command, and her eyes started to droop again. She heard the door close and was vaguely aware that Flora had left, but the warm sun coming through the window and the lingering scent of the lotion eased her into sleep.

      She was still curled in the chair when she woke a few hours later, feeling a hundred times better. She decided to take a quick shower, then pick up a few things so she’d be ready to work tomorrow. She was halfway to the bathroom before she remembered her damaged car. Damn.

      “I’d better check on Betty first,” she decided.

      And it certainly wasn’t the thought of seeing Will again that made her pulse skip a beat. Or that made her decide to put on a cute sundress instead of her usual jeans and tee before setting off to find her troll.
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      “Hello? Anyone here?”

      Will looked up and grinned as his pretty little human poked her head around the open garage door. The late afternoon sunlight caught golden sparks in her hair and silhouetted her lush curves beneath the summer dress. It almost made up for the fact that he was working late—again—because his mother had guilt tripped him into it—again.

      “It’s just with your father still in the hospital…” She’d given him a pitiful look, her mouth trembling. “I just don’t know how to handle all these bills…”

      “I’d be happy to look at the accounts, Mom.”

      “Oh, no, I can’t ask you to do that.”

      Of course she hadn’t hesitated to ask him to complete “one last job” before going home. He’d reluctantly agreed, and his sister had rolled her eyes at him as soon as their mother fluttered away.

      “Why do you let her do that to you?”

      “I know she’s upset about Dad. And I did come home to help out after all.”

      “There’s a difference between helping out and being Mom’s toy poodle.” Nichola jumped down off the counter and shook her head. “See you later.”

      “You’re not staying?”

      “No. I have a life.” Ignoring his sputtered protest, she grinned at him before sauntering towards the door. “And I’m not a toy poodle. Woof!”

      He’d growled at her, but she only laughed, waved, and abandoned him. He’d sighed and started work on the old Chevy. He actually enjoyed the intricacies of mechanical work, but he was still delighted when Alison interrupted him.

      “Oh, there you are.” Her eyes trailed down over the open neck of his jumpsuit to his exposed chest before the pretty pink covered her cheeks and she quickly looked away. “I wasn’t sure if you would still be open. Is this a bad time?”

      “Not at all. What can I do for you, sugar?”

      Her cheeks flushed and he hid a grin. It wasn’t an innocent question, not the way his eyes were devouring her in return, but her reaction was adorable.

      “I was wondering how Betty was.”

      “She’s doing fine,” he assured her. “It’ll be a few days before she’s up and running again, though.”

      Her face fell and she bit her lip.

      “What’s wrong, sugar? Did you have somewhere important to be?”

      “N-no. It’s all right. This is a small town. I can probably walk to the grocery store or anywhere else I need to go.”

      Fairhaven Falls might be small, but he couldn’t stand the thought of her walking all over town by herself.

      “I’ll loan you a car,” he said quickly.

      “You don’t need to do that.”

      “It’s not a big deal. We always have an extra car around. It won’t be anything fancy, mind.”

      “I don’t need fancy,” she said quickly. “Are you sure?”

      “Of course.”

      His sister didn’t need that car anyway, not like his little human. He frowned as he realized she must have walked here.

      “Are you sure you should be up and walking around so soon?”

      “I’m fine.” She frowned. “Really fine. Flora gave me this lotion, and when I looked in the mirror after my shower, I could barely even see the stitches.”

      “She gave you some of Gladys’s healing lotion? She must really like you.”

      She blushed again.

      “I’m sure she just wants me ready to work.”

      “She gave you the job?”

      A brilliant smile lit up her face.

      “Yes! Isn’t that wonderful? It means I’ll be able to pay for the repairs as soon as I get paid—although I’m not sure exactly when that will be.”

      “I told you not to worry about it,” he growled.

      “But—”

      “No.”

      Her stubborn little chin came up, and he grinned.

      “Tell you what. If you’re that worried about it, you can pay me another way.”

      “What?” Her eyes narrowed. “You’d better not mean what I think you—”

      “By having dinner with me,” he said innocently. “Did you have something else in mind?”

      She blushed, glared, and started to sputter a response before she took hold of herself. Taking a deep breath—which did amazing things to those magnificent breasts—she did her best to look down her nose at him.

      “I’m afraid that I have—”

      “Other plans? When you don’t have a car? Or groceries?” He smiled at the frustrated look on her face and took her hand. “Please, sugar. I hate to eat alone.”

      She bit her lip, then nodded.

      “I suppose it would be okay.”

      “Good. I’ll close the doors and wash up, then we’ll head down to the café. Unless you’d rather go somewhere fancier?”

      “Oh, no. The café sounds perfect.”

      He pulled down the big garage door, doing his best not to think about what his mother would have to say in the morning, then guided her towards the office. She suddenly came to a halt, staring at the sign on the door.

      “Bridge Mechanics? The garage is really called Bridge Mechanics?”

      He sighed. “My father thought it was funny. It gets worse.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “My apartment is in the walkout basement at the back of the building.”

      Her eyes widened as she picked up on his meaning.

      “You mean you actually live under the Bridge?”

      She laughed so hard she lost her balance, reached for the nearest surface to catch herself—which happened to be his tool bench—and sent all his tools clattering to the ground. He grabbed her before she could follow them, yanking her into his arms. His cock immediately stiffened at the feel of all those soft curves pressed against him.

      “I’m sorry,” she whispered, her eyes wide and her pretty lips parted.

      His inner troll urged him to kiss her, but he could feel her trembling under his hands—and it had been a hard day for her. He compromised by brushing his lips quickly against hers before stepping back.

      “Don’t apologize, sugar. It will give Nichola something to do in the morning.”

      “Nichola?”

      Her voice sounded dazed, and he hid a smile. He wasn’t the only one affected by their closeness.

      “My sister. She works here too.”

      “Your whole family works here?” she asked as he led her into the office.

      “Normally it’s just Nichola and my dad, although my mom does the books. That’s why I’m here—my dad’s in the hospital so I came home to help out.”

      “I’m so sorry.”

      “Thank you,” he said as he started stripping off his coverall. “Fortunately, the doctors think he’ll make a full recovery, but Nichola couldn’t handle all the work by herself.”

      Her eyes widened again as he removed his shirt and started lathering up. He might have taken a little extra time, enjoying the way she was watching him, but she suddenly frowned.

      “You mean you don’t really live here?”

      “No, I lived—live in Charlotte,” he amended firmly. He might have given up his apartment in the city, but he had every intention of moving back as soon as his dad was well enough to resume work.

      “I see.”

      She moved over to the desk, flicking unseeingly through a stack of papers. He wanted to demand that she tell him what she was thinking, but he reined in the impulse, rinsed off quickly, and pulled on a clean T-shirt.

      “Ready?”

      “I’m really not sure this is a good idea.”

      She was still staring down at the desk.

      “Alison,” he said firmly.

      She jumped, but finally looked over at him.

      “We’re going to dinner. All right?”

      For a moment he thought she was going to refuse, but then she nodded.

      “All right.”

      “Good girl.”

      He saw the pulse on her neck jump, and the scent of her arousal made his cock jerk, but he simply held out his hand. Another pause, and then she placed her small fingers in his. Satisfaction filled him as he led her out the door.
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      He isn’t staying in town?

      The knowledge kept replaying in Alison’s head as they made their way down the quiet street towards the town square. She’d suspected it was a bad idea to get involved with him all along, and this was just another nail in the coffin. She didn’t do well with casual dating. She tended to fall hard and fast—and foolishly. Just because Will had kind eyes and a ridiculously muscular body and a commanding voice that made her shiver every time he said she was a good girl…

      None of which makes him a good date, she told herself firmly, ignoring the fact that her nipples were still tingling from being pressed against him.

      Except he was a good date. The big café opposite the town square was packed with a startling variety of Others, all of whom seemed to know Will. Every time he stopped to talk to someone who hailed him, he introduced her and made sure she was included in the conversation.

      After the first few, it was surprisingly easy to forget that the people in the café were different. Even the werewolves didn’t bother her—not even the tall, red-haired one who gave her a friendly, hungry grin and asked Will to introduce them.

      “You have a beautiful friend, Will.”

      “This is Alison. Alison, this is Aiden. He’s a forest ranger.”

      “Hi.”

      “Pleasure to meet you.”

      She couldn’t help noticing the possessive arm Will put around her waist as they turned away, or the low-voiced warning.

      “Watch out for him. He’s a werewolf and they have a reputation.”

      “So do trolls, apparently,” she said, remembering Flora’s earlier comments.

      His face darkened.

      “Don’t believe everything you hear—”

      “Sorry we don’t have a table in here, Will,” a blue-skinned waitress in a pink diner uniform called as she rushed by. “Why don’t you and your date take one of the tables on the deck? I’ll bring your food out in a few minutes.”

      Will laughed as they began threading their way through the tables to be big doors opening onto the riverside deck.

      “But we haven’t even ordered,” she protested.

      “Don’t worry. Rona will bring the perfect thing.”

      She gave him a skeptical look, but decided it wasn’t worth arguing about. Outside, the last rays of the sun sparkled on the wide, peaceful river. The deck had a wide bench around the edge and umbrella-covered tables scattered between planters overflowing with flowers. There were a number of people out here as well, but Will found them a table in a quiet corner overlooking the river.

      She sat down with a happy sigh, her head and her feet both aching from the afternoon’s adventures.

      “Are you all right, sugar?”

      “Just a little tired,” she admitted.

      “That’s no surprise, considering everything that’s happened. Maybe we should forget about dinner.”

      “It’s not so bad. I mean, it was pretty horrible at first, but then Flora showed up and I got the job, and now…”

      “Now you’re having dinner with me,” he finished, his eyes gleaming.

      “In a town full of monsters—I mean, Others,” she amended quickly, relieved when he didn’t look offended.

      “The term monsters doesn’t bother me. Growing up here, you learn that it’s what’s inside that counts.”

      “I just wish it were easier to tell what was inside.”

      She could hear the bitterness in her voice and shook her head. That was in the past. The present was this pretty deck with a new... friend.

      A light breeze drifted past, redolent with the smell of honeysuckle, and she took a deep breath as she looked around. A pretty blonde human was lecturing a huge green orc who only looked amused. A minotaur was leaning against the bench, drinking a beer, while two older ladies with glittering wings gossiped over their knitting.

      “I thought I knew what to expect when I moved here,” she murmured. “But I really didn’t understand.”

      “Understand what?”

      “That it would be so… normal.”

      Even as she spoke, a dark green head popped up out of the river and a long tentacle reached up on the deck and snagged a beer. Then the beer, tentacle, and head disappeared back into the water without a sound. She laughed.

      “Okay, maybe not entirely normal. Werewolves, I expected. River monster, I did not.”

      “Ssh,” he said. “You’ll hurt Sam’s feelings.”

      “Sam?”

      “The kraken. He has excellent hearing, even under water.”

      “I didn’t mean to hurt his—wait, are you teasing me?”

      “Only a little. Sam can probably hear you, but he’s very laid back. Not like the werewolves,” he added. “They can be touchy bastards.”

      “Really?” she asked, remembering the big wolf’s appreciative gaze. “They seem pretty friendly.”

      “They can be,” he conceded, and his mouth suddenly tightened. “Especially if you’re female. Unfortunately, they don’t get along as well with anyone outside their pack. And I’ve seen some terrible fights even within their packs.”

      “Why do they do that?”

      He hesitated, obviously debating how much to tell her, then shrugged.

      “They tend to be ruled by their instincts. The instinct to dominate. The instinct to mate.”

      “To mate? That sounds so… primitive.”

      And exciting. She fought the urge to squirm in her seat, but his eyes heated as if he knew what she was feeling.

      “That’s the way it is for many Others,” he added.

      “Including trolls?”

      “We’re not as aggressive, but we still have those instincts.”

      She licked her lips, and his eyes dropped to her mouth. Her stomach fluttered, but the arrival of the food saved her.

      “Here you go,” the waitress said, depositing their food and drinks before hurrying off again.

      Her plate was piled with golden brown fried chicken, potato salad, and slow-cooked green beans simmered with bacon. Will had been right—Rona had brought her exactly what she wanted. The rich aroma of the chicken made her mouth water as she gave Will’s plate a curious glance. He had an enormous steak, a huge baked potato, and a big pile of broccoli. He sighed, then gave her a rueful smile.

      “Rona might always know what you want, but sometimes she decides you need something else.”

      “You didn’t want steak?”

      “No, I didn’t want broccoli. But I will eat it anyway or that will be the only thing she brings me next time.”

      He looked so despondent that she laughed.

      “You mean you’ll be a good little boy?”

      His eyes heated again, and he leaned towards her, warm breath brushing across her ear and sending a shiver down her spine.

      “Sugar, there’s nothing little about me.”

      Oh my. Her nipples were like hard little pebbles under the thin summer dress. His eyes flicked to them before he sat back and picked up his fork.

      “Eat up, sugar.”

      A delicious sense of anticipation ran through her, and she suddenly felt ravenous. She took a big bite of chicken and groaned with pleasure. The crispy outside was expertly seasoned, and the chicken was moist and delicious. The potato salad was creamy and tangy, a savory contrast to the smokiness of the green beans, and the buttery white wine was the perfect accompaniment. She had taken several enthusiastic bites before she realized Will was watching her rather than eating his own food.

      “What?” she demanded.

      “Nothing. I just like watching you eat.”

      Suddenly feeling self-conscious, she started to push her plate away, but he put a big hand over hers.

      “It was a compliment, sugar. Eating is a sensual activity—it should be savored.”

      Her pulse started to race at the promise in his voice, but he released her hand and finally picked up his own fork.

      “Why did you decide to move from Chicago to Fairhaven Falls?”

      “I thought a smaller town would be a better place to start over.”

      “Start over?”

      She shrugged.

      “I used to work for a big hotel chain.”

      “And?”

      She pushed a piece of chicken around the plate, suddenly reluctant to admit how badly she’d messed up.

      “It’s a long story.”

      “I have time. Tell me,” he commanded.

      She sighed and gave him the abbreviated version.

      “I got involved with the wrong guy. It wasn’t the first time, but it was definitely the worst.” Alan’s betrayal still hurt. “I had to have emergency surgery, and he promised he would take care of everything for me. I had some complications and had to stay in the hospital longer than normal. When I finally got out, I discovered that he had not only cleaned out my bank account, but he’d failed to notify my boss that I was in the hospital and he’d fired me.”

      Will’s fist clenched on the table, and his eyes darkened.

      “Was he the reason you were in the hospital?”

      “He never laid a hand on me,” she assured him. “I was in the hospital because of my appendix.”

      “But…”

      “But he pretty much left my life in tatters.”

      “That slimy bastard.”

      His anger on her behalf made her smile.

      “I agree. I thought about trying to get my job back, but I wasn’t that happy in Chicago anyway. I decided it was time to settle down in a nice small town. Fairhaven Falls sounded ideal, especially when Flora told me there might be a job available.”

      Something flickered in his eyes when she said settle down, but it was gone too quickly for her to read.

      “What are you going to do for her?” he asked suspiciously.

      “Didn’t you know? She’s opening a bed and breakfast.”

      “A bed and breakfast?” He frowned. “Where?”

      “On Elm Street. I think the house number is fourteen twenty-eight. Why?”

      He groaned and buried his head in his hand.

      “I should have known. Only Flora would open a bed and breakfast in a haunted mansion.”
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      A haunted mansion?

      Alison knew her mouth had dropped open again and hastily closed it.

      “You don’t really mean haunted, do you? I mean, not real… ghosts?”

      “Isn’t a real ghost an oxymoron?” he asked, grinning at her. “Don’t worry, sugar, there’s nothing there that will hurt you.”

      That was not a no. But in the end, what choice did she have? Not only did she need the job, but Flora had been very persuasive in their initial phone interview, waxing lyrical about the character of the old property.

      “I’m sure it will be fine.”

      Even she could hear the doubt in her voice and his grin widened.

      “I’m tempted to tell you a few of the ghost stories we made up as kids, but I’ll take it easy on you.”

      “I’m not that gullible,” she said tartly, then quickly held up her hand when he opened his mouth. “But maybe another night.”

      She blushed when she realized that she’d just implied they would be doing this again, but he didn’t seem to mind.

      “Any time, sugar.”

      While they’d been eating and talking, most of the other customers had gradually disappeared. They were practically alone on the quiet deck, and the music from the jukebox inside the café drifted past them.

      “Dance with me, sugar,” he said.

      “Here?”

      “Right here.”

      “But—”

      He didn’t give her a chance to finish her protest. He stood up and pulled her gently to her feet, then drew her into his arms, and began to sway slowly to the music. He moved easily, and she rested her head against his chest, savoring the feeling of his big body wrapped around hers. She’d danced with her fair share of men, but never with one who made her feel so safe.

      As the song ended, she reluctantly lifted her head and found him watching her. His eyes were focused on her mouth and her heart suddenly started to pound. His arms tightened around her, and the heat between them intensified. She could see the same desire reflected in his eyes.

      “Kiss me, Will,” she whispered.

      He growled and bent his head to hers. Their lips brushed together lightly, and a wave of warmth flooded through her, settling low in her stomach. He growled again, and then the kiss deepened and the world went away.

      He tasted like the coffee he’d drunk with his dinner, dark and rich and enticing. Her arms slid up around his neck, and her fingers tangled in the shock of hair, surprisingly soft to the touch. He pulled her more tightly against him, his arms hard around her waist. She could feel the length of his erection pressing into her stomach, hot and heavy, and a fresh wave of arousal coursed through her.

      His lips left hers and began to trail down the side of her neck, his breath hot and rough against her skin. She shivered, dizziness washing over her.

      “Will…”

      “Hush, sugar. Just let me take care of you.”

      Her knees went weak and her head fell back. Her eyes were closed but she could feel the night breeze against her skin and knew they were exposed out here, yet she couldn’t seem to make herself stop him. And then his hand covered her breast and all coherent thought disappeared.

      His large hand stroked the soft flesh, his calluses catching her dress and her hardened nipple, sending a shock of pleasure through her.

      “You’re so perfect, sugar,” he rumbled, his thumb brushing across her nipple, and her body arched helplessly.

      “I—we—”

      Her fingers clenched on his shoulders as he nipped the hardened tip through the fabric, and the heat between her legs grew unbearable.

      Then a burst of laughter sounded from inside the diner and the real world came rushing back. What was she doing? Making out with him in public? As heat flooded her cheeks, she pushed against his chest, knowing she had no chance of forcing him to release her if he didn’t want to comply. He immediately dropped his hand, although he kept his arm around her waist, and gave her an abashed look.

      “I’m sorry, sugar. I let myself get carried away.”

      Both the fact that he had released her so quickly and his apology made her feel better, and she smiled shyly up at him.

      “I was the one who asked you to kiss me.”

      “Yes, you did. And very prettily.” He ran a finger across her cheek, and she shivered. “But this isn’t the place for kisses.”

      “You’re right,” she agreed, ignoring the tiniest pang of disappointment.

      It’s for the best, she told herself firmly. She needed to think about what seemed to be happening between them—and it was difficult to keep a clear head with him standing so close and smelling so good.

      “Let’s get you home, sugar.”

      “All right. I’ll just freshen up first.”

      She hurried back through the café, doing her best not to blush, but she saw the amused look on Rona’s face. Had she seen that kiss? At least she couldn’t have seen anything more. Will had kept his big body between her and the rest of the deck.

      As she was washing her hands, she caught a glimpse of herself in the mirror. The flushed face, the sparkling eyes, the curve of her lips—when was the last time she had looked that happy?

      The door to the washroom opened and a tall redhead came slinking in. She was wearing a very short, very tight black dress that complemented her pale skin and slender figure, but it seemed more suited to a nightclub than a small town diner.

      “Hello,” she said politely, but the other woman didn’t respond. Instead, her eyes trailed down over Alison with amused contempt.

      “So you’re the flavor of the month.”

      “Excuse me?”

      “The latest notch on Will’s belt. He always likes first dibs on the newcomers.” Another disparaging glance. “Even the less desirable ones.”

      Her shock at the woman’s comments was replaced by a terrible ache in her chest, but she refused to give her the satisfaction of seeing her upset. Instead, she took refuge in anger.

      “Who the hell do you think you are?”

      The woman shrugged, her eyes gleaming maliciously.

      “Just trying to give you a little friendly warning.”

      “I don’t believe that for a minute.”

      “You should. Will and I were lovers, and I know him very, very well.”

      The woman smiled at Alison, revealing two long, pointed fangs, and left. Alison clenched her hands on the sink to keep them from shaking as she looked bitterly into the now pale face in the mirror. She should have known. Once again, she had placed her faith in the wrong man—troll—male. Whatever. Time to slam that door shut and focus on what really mattered. Her new job and her new future—one that didn’t include a male of any kind.

      

      “Infuriating female,” Will growled as he stomped into his apartment.

      “Something wrong, brother, dear?” Nichola asked from where she was sitting on his couch reading, and he jumped.

      “What the hell are you doing here?”

      “Mom was still up when I got home. She started lecturing me on how I was living my life, so I thought for the sake of family harmony I’d leave before I said something I regretted. I was planning on sleeping on your couch. Unless you’re expecting company…”

      “No, I’m not,” he growled as he stalked over to the refrigerator to grab a beer.

      It wasn’t as if he’d planned on bringing Alison home with him. In fact, he’d been busy lecturing himself about taking things slowly when she came back outside, and it had become painfully clear that she had no interest in taking things any further. She clearly regretted what had happened between them.

      The flushed, happy woman who had entered the café had been replaced by a cold, unsmiling female who had consented to let him drive her home but spent the entire trip pressed as far away from him as possible. She’d bid him good night in the stiffest voice imaginable and vanished into her cottage.

      He’d been half-tempted to follow her in and demand to know what was going through that pretty little head—but he wasn’t entirely sure he wanted to know. Instead, he dropped the keys to the loaner car through her mail slot and walked home, fuming the entire way.

      Had she decided that a troll was a little too different for her? There hadn’t been any hint of prejudice in the way she kissed him, but she wouldn’t be the first woman to decide that an Other wasn’t an ideal dating candidate.

      He tossed another beer to Nichola, then joined her on the couch, staring moodily at his own bottle.

      “So how was dinner?” his sister asked, a suspiciously innocent look on her face.

      “How the hell—Ermengarde.”

      He’d seen the pixie earlier, and since she was one of his sister’s closest friends, she’d no doubt told his sister everything. Had she still been there when Alison was giving him the cold shoulder? He couldn’t remember.

      “How much did she tell you?”

      “Not a lot. Just that you and your little human were having a very… friendly time.”

      His sister’s eyes sparkled with mischief, and he groaned. Damn. He knew better—it would be all over town in the morning. If only Alison hadn’t looked so pretty and been so soft and sweet in his arms. Despite his frustration, his body reacted to the memory.

      “Great,” he muttered.

      “Apparently not that great, since she didn’t look happy when the two of you left and now you’re acting like a thundercloud.”

      “Are you enjoying this?” he demanded.

      “I’m sorry. I shouldn’t tease you.” Nichola gave his arm an apologetic pat. “Especially since I know something you don’t know.”

      “What’s that?”

      “Vivian was also there tonight.”

      Fuck. He had briefly—very briefly—dated Vivian after high school. It had not ended well. Vampires were notoriously possessive, but Vivian took it to extremes. She’d managed to poison half the town against him before he left. He groaned, and Nichola patted his arm again.

      “Ermengarde was going to try and talk to your little human and warn her about Vivian, but the two of you left in such a hurry.”

      “I should have known.”

      And he should have made Alison tell him what was wrong. Given her history, he could only imagine how Vivian’s lies had messed with her head.

      “Maybe I should go talk to her,” he added, starting to get up, but Nichola yanked him back down.

      “Don’t be ridiculous. It’s almost midnight, and she’s starting a new job tomorrow. The last thing she needs is a big, emotional scene.”

      “I guess you’re right,” he said reluctantly. “Did Ermengarde tell you about the job too?”

      “Yep. Flora told Grondar about it this morning.”

      She’d told her grandson this morning? Before Alison was even supposed to have met with her? He sighed.

      “Flora is a very dangerous female.”

      “We all are, brother dear.” Nichola grinned, then shoved him with her foot. “Now go to bed. My guess is that Mom will be here bright and early in the morning.”

      His sister was undoubtedly right, but although he did get up and head for the bedroom, he had no intention of sleeping. He was determined to come up with a plan to get his little human back in his arms where she belonged.
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      Alison stared in disbelief as she turned the loaner car into the driveway of what was soon to be the Fairhaven Inn. She’d heard Will drop the keys through the mail slot after she’d escaped into her cottage, but she’d had no intention of actually using the car. Unfortunately, she’d tossed and turned all night before finally falling into a restless sleep right before dawn and almost missing her alarm. Trying on six different outfits hadn’t helped, and by the time she’d dashed out the door, it was either take the car or be late.

      “I guess I didn’t need to worry about being underdressed,” she muttered as she stared at the huge old house—what she could see of it behind the overgrown trees and bushes.

      A wraparound porch, overhung with vines, surrounded the first floor, and the walls were covered with faded white paint. Despite its neglected appearance, the proportions were good. The tall windows on the second floor had graceful lines, despite the sagging shutters, and the dormers on the third floor indicated additional space above.

      She grabbed her purse and got out, making her way through the waist-high grass and weeds that filled the circular drive. As she approached the front steps, she realized they were cracked and beginning to sag, and the porch floorboards were also damaged and splintering.

      “A little work? What was Flora thinking?” she grumbled as she cautiously stepped up onto the porch.

      “Good morning.”

      She let out a startled shriek and spun around to find Flora behind her, dressed in a white tracksuit with a purple stripe down the arms and legs.

      “I was thinking that it was mainly cosmetic work,” Flora added, waving at the building.

      “Cosmetic?”

      She poked at a floorboard, and it groaned suspiciously.

      “You don’t need to worry about the outside, dear. I have that all arranged. Let me show you around inside.”

      Alison eyed the boards dubiously, then took a deep breath and carefully followed Flora across the porch, wincing every time a board creaked ominously.

      “Welcome to my inn,” Flora announced, and pushed open the massive oak door to reveal a hall that ran the length of the house.

      The front half of the hall was two stories tall, the ceiling painted with a faded mural of nymphs and satyrs frolicking among the clouds. The floor was black and white marble tile, and a grand staircase curved gracefully up to the second floor.

      “Oh my.”

      “Isn’t it wonderful?” Flora asked, beaming.

      “It’s amazing.”

      “Of course, it needs a bit of repair.”

      A bit? Her eyes went to the holes in the plaster on the walls and the cracked paint on the wainscotting. At least nothing here appeared to be structural.

      Flora led her into the spacious parlor on one side of the hall, which opened into an equally large dining room. Both rooms had faded but elegant wallpaper and a few pieces of furniture. A butler’s pantry with beautiful built-in cabinets that simply needed polishing separated the dining room from a surprisingly open kitchen. The white Shaker cabinets were new, but consistent with the period of the house, and windows lined the back half of the room.

      “The appliances will be delivered sometime next week,” Flora assured her. “I plan to put tables in the dining room, of course, but I thought a few more back here?”

      “That could work. Or maybe you could make it more of a casual seating area—with wicker chairs perhaps—and add some plants so it feels like an old-fashioned conservatory.”

      “An excellent idea.” The old lady’s eyes twinkled. “I knew you were the right person for the job. Let me show you the rest of the house.”

      A matching set of double parlors opened onto the other side of the hall. Flora had already added a luxurious bathroom and planned to turn them into a suite. A compact office and a modern laundry room completed the first floor. Upstairs were four more bedrooms, along with and additional two on the attic level. Each of the rooms had a new bathroom, once again in keeping with the age of the house.

      Random pieces of furniture still occupied some of the rooms, but most of it could be put to good use. She could envision the older pieces mixed with white linens and colorful art, and by the time they finished the tour, her enthusiasm had returned.

      “It’s going to be beautiful.”

      “Yes, it will,” Flora agreed. “And very necessary.”

      “Necessary?”

      The old lady waved a casual hand, but her eyes were sparkling with mischief again.

      “You know. For visitors.”

      Alison frowned at her. “Do you have that many tourists?”

      “Oh, I didn’t mean tourists, dear.”

      Before she could ask any more questions, Flora pulled a selection of catalogs out of her tote bag like a magician pulling a rabbit out of a hat.

      “Shall we decide on some additional furniture?”

      

      By the time Flora left, Alison’s head was spinning, but in a good way. There were so many decisions to make and so many things to order, but other than giving her a budget and a few general suggestions, Flora was leaving it all up to her. She went through all the rooms again, compiling an inventory, then sat down in the front parlor to start making lists. She was concentrating so hard on her work that she didn’t hear anyone behind her until they spoke, and an undignified squeak escaped as she whirled around.

      The woman who had entered laughed and held up her hands.

      “Sorry, I didn’t mean to scare you. I’m Sylvie.”

      Sylvie was tall and slender, with long graceful arms and legs. She had soft brown skin, and her hair was a deep mahogany with green highlights when the sun hit it. Somehow Alison didn’t think it was the result of a dye job.

      “I’m working on the gardens,” Sylvie added with a cheerful smile. “They’re as neglected as everything else around here.”

      Alison sighed as she remembered the tangle of vines surrounding the front door.

      “I think you have your work cut out for you.”

      “So do you.” Sylvie shook her head as she surveyed the cluttered room. “Did Flora tell you what you were in for?”

      “Not exactly.” Not that it would have made any difference considering her financial situation. “She did say it needed work.”

      “And an army of cleaners,” Sylvie muttered, then grinned. “Maybe you could get Will to help out.”

      “Will?” She knew her voice had gone stiff, but she couldn’t help it. “Why would I ask him?”

      “Maybe because you two were all hot and heavy at the diner last night?” The girl’s grin faded as she took in Alison’s expression. “I’m sorry. Did I say something wrong?”

      “Not at all. I’m sure everyone in town already thinks I’m just another notch on his belt.”

      “What? Why would they think that? He hasn’t even dated anyone since he moved back to town…” Her expression suddenly hardened. “Vivian. Let me guess. It was a skinny redhead dressed in black who told you that.”

      “Well—”

      Sylvie sighed. “Let me give you a little history. Will and Vivian dated for a while after high school. None of us thought it was anything serious—except Vivian. When Will told her he didn’t want to go out with her anymore, she lost it. Anytime he’d go out with someone, she’d show up. She started spreading all these rumors about what a playboy he was and how he went around breaking women’s hearts.”

      “That’s terrible.”

      “It was. And the worst part was that people started to believe it. He couldn’t even look at a girl without the rumor mill firing up. It’s one of the reasons he left town.”

      “I didn’t know.” She bowed her head as shame washed over her. “And I didn’t give him a chance to explain. I didn’t even tell him what happened. He must think I’m a total bitch.”

      “I doubt that. I suspect the reason Vivian went all Fatal Attraction on you in the first place is because you’re the first person he’s shown any sign of interest in since he’s been back.”

      “Really?”

      She couldn’t stop her lips from curving up.

      “Really. Now, what do you say we see how much we can get done this morning? Then maybe you can take a long lunch and go… talk to him.”

      Sylvie waggled her eyebrows expressively, and Alison couldn’t help laughing, suddenly feeling much better.

      Despite her best efforts, it quickly became clear that she didn’t have time for a lunch break, let alone a long one. She found a protein bar in her purse and kept going. By the time she had all the preliminary lists made, it was mid-afternoon. Sylvie had left to make arrangements for some pavers to replace the cracked stones on the back terrace, and she decided a quick trip to the café wouldn’t hurt.

      She was halfway to the car when the skies suddenly opened, drenching her to the skin.

      Damn. Where had all this rain come from? It had been clear as a bell a moment ago. She fumbled for her keys, but they weren’t in her pocket. She was about to go back inside and search for them when she saw them—inside the locked car.

      Now what was she going to do? She dashed back up on the porch, then took a deep breath and called Will.
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      “Call for you, Will!” Nichola yelled.

      “Tell whoever it is I’m busy!” he yelled back, tugging at the stubborn bolt.

      “I think you’re going to want to take this.”

      Her voice acquired a sing-song note that made his head snap around to see her grinning at him. Alison. It had to be.

      Grabbing a rag to wipe the grease off his fingers, he hurried over to the phone just as his mother came out of the office.

      “Are you making personal calls during work hours?” His mother’s lips pursed as she shook her head. “You really don’t have time—”

      “Mom, I need you to look at this invoice,” Nichola interrupted, guiding their mother back towards the office.

      He shot her a grateful look as he picked up the phone.

      “Hello?”

      “Hi, Will. This is Alison. Listen, I’m sorry about last night. I think it was a stupid misunderstanding. On my part, I mean, and I know I should have talked to you about it, and I really am very sorry, but I also need your help, although I was going to call you anyway and—”

      “Slow down, sugar,” He found himself grinning as he interrupted the tumbled mass of words. “Just tell me what you need and we can deal with everything else later.”

      “I’m really sorry, but I locked the keys in the car. I could have sworn they were in my purse, but I guess not.”

      “No worries. I have a spare set. I’ll run them on up there.”

      “Oh, thank you so much. I really appreciate it after I was so hateful last night.”

      “I’m sure we can think of some way you can make it up to me.” He grinned again at her little gasp. “I’ll be right there.”

      It wasn’t until after he hung up that he realized that was easier said than done. His truck was up on the rack and Alison already had the loaner. He could borrow Nichola’s car but not without alerting his mom. The two were still bent over the desk in the office, so he shrugged, grabbed the extra keys, and took off.

      The sky had been clear at the garage, but by the time he reached the inn it was pouring and he was completely soaked. So was Alison, waiting for him on the porch. She looked adorable with her wet hair slicked back from her face, her eyes huge and worried as she watched him jog up to the house.

      Adorable—and sexy. The white blouse she was wearing had turned translucent in the rain, and he could see the lace of her bra and the shadow of her nipples beneath the wet cloth. His cock immediately responded to the tempting sight, but as much as he wanted to pull her into his arms, he could still see a shadow of hesitation on her face.

      “Thank you for coming so quickly. I know I had a lot of nerve—”

      “You can always call me for help, sugar,” he interrupted, hoping she could hear the sincerity in his voice.

      She gave him a tremulous smile, and he reached for her hand to drop the keys into it, then frowned.

      “Your hands are cold.”

      A flash of her previous spirit reappeared. “That’s what happens when you get wet.”

      “You need to go home and take a hot shower, then dry off. Right now.”

      “Yes, sir.”

      He was quite sure she’d meant the words sarcastically, but it didn’t stop his body from responding to them. And from the way her pupils dilated when she realized what she’d said, he suspected they had affected her as well. She bit her lip, then nodded and headed for the car. Halfway there, she stopped and looked around.

      “Where’s your car?”

      “I didn’t bring one.” He shrugged. “It was faster just to run.”

      “No wonder you’re all wet. You need to take a shower and dry off too.”

      “Sugar, there’s nothing I’d rather do more than shower with you, but I suspect that’s not an option right now.”

      Her cheeks pinkened and she ducked her head, and his inner troll growled possessively. He would be showering with her soon enough, but he had to admit it was fun making her blush.

      “That’s not what I meant. But… but you can take a shower at my place. If you want.”

      Fuck, she was sweet. Unfortunately, he had a feeling that being naked at her cottage wouldn’t help him slow things down.

      “How about we get you home and stop worrying about me? I’ll take a few towels, if you insist,” he added when her lips parted.

      “All right. Hop in.”

      Her cottage wasn’t far, but he found himself pressing against his door almost the same way she had the previous night. In his case it was a vain attempt to control his arousal. He hadn’t realized how much the sweet scent of her arousal would perfume the small space or that the hard points of her nipples beneath the wet cloth would be so unbearably tempting. By the time they arrived, he was harder than he’d ever been in his life.

      Following her to the door and watching the way the damp cloth clung to her enticing ass didn’t help one bit. Nor did the way her hands trembled as she opened the door or the shy smile she flashed at him over her shoulder.

      “I’ll just grab the towels.”

      The bathroom was off the tiny hallway, and he followed her down to it, unable to tear his eyes away from her delectable ass. She flipped on the light and reached for the towel. He caught a glimpse of a large clawfoot tub, but she was already turning around.

      “Here.”

      Her face was pink, but her hands were steady as she handed him a towel, and he sighed.

      “I should probably head back to work. And you need to take a hot shower and warm up.”

      “I’m not cold anymore.”

      The temptation was too much. He reached out and feathered his thumb across a hard nipple. Her breath caught, and the tempting little bud stiffened even more.

      “It seems like you’re cold,” he murmured, lightly circling the taut peak.

      She shivered. He couldn’t tell if it was from cold or desire or perhaps both, but it reminded him that she was still soaking wet.

      “Shower, sugar. Now. Or I’ll put you in there myself.”

      “I thought you said that wasn’t an option?”

      “It’s not.” He groaned and took a step away from her, his hand falling reluctantly to his side. “Go on.”

      “All right. But… will you wait? I want to talk to you.”

      “I’ll be here.”

      His hand actually shook as he closed the door behind her. Shaking with lust—and something much deeper, although he didn’t want to examine it too closely. She was going to drive him insane, but the idea of losing her was unbearable.

      He peeled off his coveralls and dropped them to the floor. His shirt followed, but even though his damp jeans were clinging to his erection, he wasn’t about to remove them.

      The faint sound of running water reached him, followed by the soft rasp of cloth as her clothes hit the floor. Would she leave her bra and panties on or take them off? Did he even want to know? He groaned and went to the kitchen to make her some hot chocolate.

      She emerged a short time later, her skin once again pink and glowing, wrapped in a fuzzy blue robe that was far too adorable. She gave him a grateful smile as she took the hot chocolate.

      “This looks delicious.”

      “I’m a whiz with a boxed mix,” he said dryly.

      She giggled, then looked surprised at herself.

      “I appreciate it anyway. Can we sit down?”

      “I’m still damp.”

      Her eyes ran down over his bare chest to the damp jeans. He was all too aware that his erection was clearly visible, but she didn’t comment.

      “I don’t mind. The couch has a slipcover.”

      He shrugged and followed her to the couch—the very small couch that left her temptingly close.

      “I’m really sorry about last night. I listened to gossip when I shouldn’t have and worse, I didn’t even ask you if it was true.”

      “I suspect that after your last experience, it was easy to believe the worst.” He hesitated. “And there is some element of truth to the gossip.”

      “I don’t understand.”

      “I like females. I like the way they look, the way they taste, the way they smell…”

      “Oh.”

      Her eyes dropped to her hands, but not before he saw the shadow of doubt in them.

      “But I’m not a bad person, Alison. I’ve never lied to anyone or promised them something I didn’t intend to deliver. I honestly don’t believe that any female I have been involved with has regretted it.” He sighed. “With one exception.”

      “Vivian?”

      “Exactly. I didn’t lead her on, Alison, but she didn’t want to believe what I told her.”

      She raised her eyes back to his face, studying him for a moment, then nodded slowly.

      “I never should have listened to her. You’ve been nothing but sweet to me.”

      Tears glimmered in her eyes, and she looked so distressed that he couldn’t help himself. He reached over and pulled her onto his lap.

      “I don’t think sweet is exactly the right word, sugar.”

      She let out a muffled squeak of surprise, but then relaxed into his embrace, one arm coming up around his neck as she smiled.

      “Fine. You’ve been… nice.”

      “Nice?” he protested.

      “Very nice.”

      He stroked her cheek and her lashes fluttered. His hand continued to her shoulder, brushing against the robe.

      “Are you wearing anything under this?”

      Her cheeks turned pink as she shyly shook her head.

      “Then let me show you just how not-nice I can be.”
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      Despite the alarm bells ringing in his head, Will bent down and kissed her. She responded with gratifying enthusiasm, her mouth opening beneath his. Fuck. She tasted even better than he remembered. Her tongue shyly played with his as her arm tightened around his neck.

      He trailed his hand down over her collarbone, and the robe parted to reveal a tempting glimpse of her sweet curves.

      “Are you still cold, sugar?” he asked.

      “I—”

      “Allow me to warm you up.”

      His hand slid into the opening and closed over one soft breast, her stiff little nipple thrusting against his palm. She sighed, her eyes closing.

      “Will.”

      “Hmm?”

      He kissed his way across to her ear and nibbled on her earlobe. She shivered, her nipple stiffening even more as he tugged at it. His erection throbbed beneath the lush softness of her ass, but he was determined not to rush things. In spite of her response, he could feel the tension in her body, and he reluctantly lifted his head.

      Her pretty face was flushed, her eyes wide and vulnerable, and he sighed.

      “I think I’d better go.”

      “Go? But—”

      “Sugar, I’d like nothing more than to carry you back into your bedroom and bury myself inside this sweet little body.” His cock jerked as her eyes widened even more and the sweet fragrance of her arousal increased. “But I don’t think you’re ready yet.”

      And despite the throbbing ache in his cock, he wasn’t sure that he was ready. His inner troll was already demanding that he claim her.

      “Maybe not,” she admitted.

      “Let’s wait and see how things progress. In the meantime, I’ll be a perfect gentletroll,” he promised, then kissed her again and left.

      

      A week later, he was seriously regretting his promise to behave.

      They had talked every day, and seen each other on most of them. They’d had dinner at the café one night, and he’d driven her into Asheville another night for a fancy meal. She’d offered to cook for him, but he’d refused, not sure how well his good intentions would stand up to the intimacy of being together in her cozy little cottage—or how hard it would be to leave.

      He’d taken her canoeing on the river, enjoying the contented look on her face as they paddled down the wide, lazy river. That same evening, he’d bought her an ice cream as they sat in the town square listening to quartet of sirens singing show tunes.

      The square was full of people out enjoying the warm summer evening. An imp dashed by, chased by his cousin Ronald’s son, both children laughing. He was aware of the speculative glances they were receiving, but for the first time he thought it was driven more by friendly curiosity than maliciousness.

      Gladys Cravets, the head of the town coven, stopped by to check on his father and introduce herself to Alison, and Alison gave her a grateful smile.

      “Thank you so much for the healing cream. It worked wonders. I don’t even have a trace of a scar.”

      “Excellent. I’d hate to see any scars on your pretty face, dear.”

      Mrs. Cravets beamed as Alison blushed, then adjusted her witch hat to a jaunty angle on top of her tight silver curls and headed for the group of teenagers sitting on the wall next to the river.

      “This is such a nice town,” Alison said happily. “Everyone is so friendly. I’m really glad I decided to settle down here.”

      Settle down here. He looked around at the town square, at the familiar streets and the familiar faces, at the wooded slopes rising up behind the town. For the first time in a very long time, the idea of remaining here didn’t horrify him.

      Alison popped the last bit of her ice cream into her mouth, then snuggled against his side. Contentment filled him as he held her close and listened to the music.

      But despite his happiness with how things were progressing, his body was far less satisfied. Although he did his best to limit their physical interactions to kissing, he was in an almost constant state of arousal around her. And when she kissed him back, so sweet and shy and responsive, he had to keep reminding himself to take it slow.

      Things came to a head later that evening. He’d finally succumbed to his mother’s nagging and agreed to work late. Alison came by to bring him dinner and when he’d thanked her with a kiss, it escalated rapidly. She was squirming against him when he came to his senses and gently eased her back, and she gave him a frustrated look.

      “Why are you stopping?”

      “I promised to be a gentletroll, remember?”

      “Is that it? Or do you not want me?”

      She turned on her heel and stomped off, making it as far as the open garage door before he recovered from his shock.

      “Stop right there,” he ordered. She hesitated, then obeyed. “Now press that big red button.”

      The big door shuddered down, turning the garage dim and shadowy as she turned to face him.

      “Good girl. Now come here.”

      “What?”

      “Come. Here.”

      She took a tentative step towards him, then another, until she was right in front of him, her scent making him dizzy with need. He held himself still as she looked up at him, her pretty brown eyes wide with a mixture of excitement and nervousness that went straight to his cock.

      “Does this look like I don’t want you?” he asked, fisting his shaft through his jeans.

      She bit her lip, then shook her head. When she reached for him, he reluctantly intercepted her hand.

      “We agreed to wait.”

      “I know, but—”

      Her frustration was easy to read, but the doubt hadn’t entirely vanished. He wasn’t going to break his word, but he had every intention of relieving her frustration.

      “Do you want me to touch you, Alison?”

      “God, yes,” she breathed, and he tugged her closer, his big fingers curled around her much smaller ones.

      “You have such delicate hands. I’ll have to be careful not to hurt you.”

      “Hurt me?”

      “I’m a lot bigger than you are.”

      She looked like she might faint, but the arousal filling her sweet scent was stronger than the fear.

      “But not now.”

      “No?”

      Her voice was disappointed, and he smiled.

      “No. Because right now, I’m not touching you.”

      “Yes, you are.”

      “I’m holding your hand, sugar, but that’s not where you want me to touch you, is it?”

      “No,” she whispered, and licked her lips.

      “Show me.”

      She lifted her head, big brown eyes staring into his, then her free hand moved to her breast and he groaned.

      “That’s my girl.”

      Her fingers stroked the soft curve, then squeezed, and his hand tightened on hers as he fought the urge to yank her dress down and suckle her hard little nipple.

      “That’s good. Play with your pretty nipples for me, sugar.”

      She hesitated, then unbuttoned the top of her dress enough to reveal a lacy white bra. She pushed the cup down to reveal the pale swell of her breast. The rosy pink tip was erect and begging for his mouth, but he stayed where he was.

      “Pinch it. Just a little.”

      A tiny squeak of shock escaped her, but she obeyed, twisting her nipple lightly.

      “That’s a good girl. Is it nice and hard now?”

      “Yes,” she whispered.

      “Then pinch it harder. Pinch it while I’m looking at you.”

      She was panting now, and her scent was filling the air with her need. Her hands were moving rapidly, and the way she was breathing was making the sweet mounds of her breasts jiggle in the most enticing way.

      “Are you all nice and wet for me, sugar?”

      “I don’t know.”

      “Touch yourself and find out.”

      “But… I…”

      “Do it.”

      Her hand crept down, raising the hem of her dress and slipping inside her panties, and her breath hissed.

      “Good girl. Tell me.”

      “I’m… I’m all wet.”

      “You’re all hot and wet and swollen and waiting for me, aren’t you?”

      “Y-yes.”

      “Take your fingers out and show me how wet they are.”

      A moan escaped her as she slid her hand back up, but she obediently showed him her fingers. They were glistening and his cock throbbed.

      “Lick them clean.”

      Her head jerked, and he waited, holding her gaze. After a moment, she put the fingers in her mouth, her cheeks hollowing as she sucked, and his control nearly snapped.

      “Do you taste good, sugar?”

      “Yes,” she moaned around her fingers.

      “Show me.”

      This time, she didn’t hesitate, her hand disappearing under the dress and her eyes drifting shut.

      “Look at me.”

      Her lashes fluttered up and the arousal burning in her eyes nearly drove him mad.

      “Good girl,” he crooned. “You can come for me now, sugar.”

      A whimper escaped her, and her knees started to buckle. He quickly pulled her into his arms, cradling her against his chest, and a moment later he felt her shudder and stiffen in his arms.

      “Will!”

      “Good girl,” he crooned, rubbing her back as she rode out the waves of her climax.

      When she finally stopped shaking, she lay against him limply, her head resting on his chest.

      “How do you feel, sugar?”

      “Oh, God. That was amazing.”

      “I’m glad.”

      “I’m sorry, I don’t usually… I mean, that was…”

      “I like a girl who enjoys herself.”

      “But I… we haven’t even…”

      “No, and we’re not going to until you’re ready.” He nuzzled her ear, then bit it gently. “But I think that was enough for tonight.”

      “Oh. Okay.”

      “We agreed to take it slow, sugar.”

      “I know,” she said, sounding disappointed.

      He laughed and kissed the top of her head.

      “You’d better go home now. We’ll see each other tomorrow.”

      “All right.”

      She smiled up at him, and his heart skipped a beat.

      “Thank you, Will.”

      “You’re welcome, sugar.”

      She gave him one last, shy smile, then turned and left. He groaned and headed into the restroom. His cock was so hard that three quick tugs and the memory of her face as she came made him explode. As he cleaned himself up, he came to a decision. His little human was about to be claimed.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER 10

          

          
            
              [image: ]
            

          

        

      

    

    
      “He’s been a perfect gentleman,” Alison told Sylvie with a sigh the next morning.

      They were sitting on a stone bench beneath an arbor that had been revealed when the overgrown bushes were cut back, watching a trio of very large orcs replace the worn-out flooring on the porch.

      “Don’t you mean a perfect gentletroll?” Sylvie teased as she reached out her hand.

      One of the vines that had been trained around the arbor curled down far enough for Sylvie to pluck a cluster of grapes, then tucked itself back in. Sylvie handed half of them to Alison, and she didn’t even blink. This past week had been a revelation. Everyone that Flora had hired to work on the inn had been uniquely gifted in some way, from a plumber who could charm a clog out of a pipe to an old gnome who had the updated HVAC system purring like a kitten.

      And of course, there was Sylvie herself. She’d told Alison she was a dryad, and she had an amazing ability to get plants to behave.

      “How perfect?” Sylvie persisted, and she blushed as she remembered the previous evening. She’d never done anything remotely like that before, but it had been amazing—and he’d made her feel so safe the entire time.

      “Well, not entirely perfect,” she admitted. Or even more so.

      “And are you ready for more?”

      Her cheeks heated even more, but she nodded. As much as she’d enjoyed the game—and her climax—she did want more. She wanted to touch him. To have him inside her…

      “Yes. I… I trust him.”

      “Good.” Sylvie patted her hand. “He really is a nice guy. And I think the two of you are perfect for each other.”

      “Really?”

      “Really. So now you just have to seduce him.”

      She gave the other female a doubtful look.

      “I’m not very good at that.”

      “Just take your clothes off,” Sylvie said dryly. “That usually works.”

      Even though she laughed, she wasn’t quite sure that it was that simple. He was very good at remaining in control. If she hadn’t seen his very obvious erection last night, she would have been a lot more embarrassed. But although she had been grateful for his restraint, maybe Sylvie was right. Maybe it was time to seduce him.

      She was still trying to come up with a plan when Sylvie sighed wistfully.

      “Maybe I should follow my own advice and seduce one of those orcs.”

      Alison followed her gaze and smiled. All three of the orcs were enormous, and there was a lot of very impressive muscle on display.

      “Oh no, dear. I’m afraid my grandsons are quite out of the question,” Flora said from behind them, and they both jumped. How could someone in a bright lime green tracksuit appear out of nowhere?

      “Grandsons?” Alison asked, looking from the tiny little old lady to the three huge workers.

      Despite Flora’s green skin and disconcertingly sharp teeth, she’d never realized she was an orc. It certainly didn’t seem possible that she could have grandsons three times her size.

      “Of course. Well, technically, only Grondar is my grandson. Trogar and Holdar are my grandnephews, but I think of them like my grandsons.”

      Sylvie frowned at Flora.

      “I know Grondar is taken, but what do you mean that Trogar and Holdar are out of the question? I didn’t think you were that prejudiced. Your great-grandmother was a fairy!”

      Flora sighed.

      “It’s not prejudice, Sylvie. But Trogar is so determined to live alone, and Holdar is, well, difficult. I have my work cut out for me with those two.”

      “Your work?” Alison asked, but Flora ignored her.

      “Anyway, the reason I’m here is to tell you both to take the afternoon off. I appreciate everything you’ve done this week, but you need a break.” Sharp blue eyes twinkled at her. “I already dropped by the garage and told Will you’d be free this afternoon. He’ll meet you at your cottage.”

      Before she could respond, Flora waved at another older lady coming up the driveway. “There’s my friend. Have to dash.”

      “Who’s that?” she whispered to Sylvie.

      The new arrival was a head taller than Flora and wearing a long, fluttering grey dress that seemed to float around her.

      “No one I recognize, but I’d heard Flora had a friend staying with her this week.”

      “There certainly aren’t any secrets in Fairhaven Falls, are there?”

      Sylvie laughed.

      “Nope. Which means I’d better abandon my plan to seduce an orc.” Her friend gave the three males a wistful glance. “I know better than to cross Flora.”

      Alison couldn’t blame her. Despite Flora’s sweet, fluffy little old lady act, there was something dangerous about her.

      “And I suppose I’d better go and meet Will.”

      “Just remember—take off your clothes,” Sylvie advised, then walked off into the garden and disappeared.

      She laughed and headed home.

      An hour later, she was wishing she’d taken Sylvie’s advice. Will had been waiting for her, but he’d suggested that they go for a picnic by the falls that gave the town its name. She’d agreed, not realizing that visiting the falls meant a drive into the mountains, then an uphill hike through the forest.

      “How much farther?” she asked breathlessly, eyeing the incline ahead of them with a mixture of appreciation and dread.

      The woods were beautiful, glowing green and gold as the summer sun filtered through the leaves. The rich scent of damp earth filled the air, along with a subtle sweetness from some hidden flowers. But despite the beauty surrounding her, she’d never been the outdoorsy type and this hike was proving more challenging than she’d anticipated.

      “Almost there.”

      His deep voice came from behind her, and she glanced over her shoulder.

      He was carrying a basket and a blanket, and she was struck, as always, by how big he was. Bigger than any human male. He looked wild and elemental and so handsome, her breath caught in her throat.

      “You’re doing very well, sugar,” he added.

      “Liar,” she accused, but his praise made her feel a little better.

      She trudged up the hill, grateful that she’d chosen sneakers over the cute little sandals that had been her first choice. She was so busy focusing on the path and trying not to pant too loudly that she didn’t realize he’d stopped at first.

      “Here we are.”

      She turned around to see him standing off to one side next to a massive rock. Beyond him, the sparkling waterfall tumbled down the mountainside, and her breath caught again.

      “Oh my.”

      He spread out the blanket and put down the basket. Then he held out his hand and drew her down beside him.

      “I’m glad you like it.”

      His expression was very serious as he spoke, and her heart did that odd little flip again.

      “It’s beautiful. Thank you for sharing it with me.”

      She reached up and pulled his head down for a kiss. He started to respond, then sighed and lifted his head.

      “Sugar, if you keep doing that, we won’t eat.”

      Sylvie’s suggestion flitted through her mind. Did she have the nerve to just whip off her clothes and suggest another type of meal? Before she could gather up the courage, he’d turned back to the basket, pulling out a container of fried chicken, another one of potato salad, and two bottles of cider. Her heart skipped another beat.

      “That’s what I had for dinner our first night in the café. You remembered.”

      “Of course I did.”

      The heat in his eyes warmed her all the way down to her toes. Arousal hummed through her veins, but it was more than just simple desire. It was the same warmth she always felt with him—as if they belonged together. Her fingers went to the top button of her blouse, but he was already filling their plates.

      They talked a little as they ate, but much of the meal passed in a comfortable silence, despite the ever-present undercurrent of attraction. She found herself stealing little glances at him and knew that he was watching her as well.

      The food was soon gone and he packed the basket away, then came back to her side.

      “I thought we might take a swim, sugar.”

      “Swim?”

      Her voice came out breathless, and he gave her his irresistible grin.

      “There’s a pool at the bottom where no one ever comes.” His voice deepened. “I won’t look if you don’t want me to.”

      She took a deep breath.

      “What if I want you to look?”

      His eyes heated, glowing as green as the sunlit leaves.

      “Are you sure?”

      She bit her lip, and his gaze went to her mouth.

      “Well, I was thinking about seducing you, and Sylvie said the best way to do that would be to get naked, and I really, really want to be with you, but I’m still kind of nervous and—”

      She knew she was babbling, but he put a gentle finger over her mouth.

      “Hush, sugar. You know I want to be with you too, but there’s no rush.”

      “There’s a little bit of a rush.” Her voice came out breathless, and his lips quirked.

      “Do you trust me?”

      “Yes,” she whispered.

      “Good girl.”

      Damn. Why did it turn her on so much to hear those words in that deep, rumbling voice?

      “Then why don’t we just start with a swim and see where it goes? I’ll take care of you, sugar.”

      A shiver skated across her skin as she remembered the previous evening in the shadowy garage. He brushed his thumb across a suddenly taut peak, and she shuddered. He started to lean towards her, then shook his head and rose to his feet before reaching down to pull her easily up beside him.

      “Slowly,” he said, and she thought he was talking to himself as much as her.

      Maybe I just need to hurry him along, she thought, and smiled.
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      “We need to go back down a ways,” Will said as he gathered up the blanket and empty basket, then smiled at her. “You’ll enjoy the walk.”

      She gave him a skeptical look, but he was right. The path led downhill, which meant she could relax and enjoy the beautiful afternoon, even though she could feel her arousal simmering beneath the surface.

      Will kept her hand firmly in his, and she could feel the tension radiating from him, but he made no further moves and she tried not to let her impatience show. The forest gradually darkened around them as the canopy thickened until only small shafts of sunlight penetrated the branches, and the sounds of birds and animals were muffled by the leaves.

      “Where are we going?”

      “This is the way. Trust me.”

      His voice was deep and husky, and the words sent a little thrill through her.

      “I do.”

      The trees opened up a moment later and he dropped her hand to gesture at what waited below. Part of the waterfall had separated off from the main flow, falling into a small pool surrounded by mossy rocks. The moss extended out to form a small glade, with the orange spark of wild lilies tucked along the edges.

      “This is so beautiful.”

      “I’m glad you like it. It’s a very special place. I’ve been coming here since I was a boy.”

      “I can see why.”

      In her eagerness to reach the pretty spot she didn’t pay close enough attention to where she was going. Her foot hit a muddy patch and slipped out from under her, sending her sprawling flat on her back in the middle of a muddy puddle.

      “Alison!”

      “I’m fine,” she muttered. “Just embarrassed. Where did that mud come from? It’s been dry since I locked myself out of the car.”

      His shoulders suddenly started to shake.

      “What? Are you laughing at me?”

      “N… no,” he choked.

      She glared up at him, then grabbed a handful of mud and threw it at him, managing to catch him right across the chest. His laughter died away, replaced by shock, and then he grinned.

      “Is that how you want to play, little girl?”

      He didn’t wait for an answer, but reached down to scoop up his own handful of mud. As he did, his own foot slipped and he slammed down next to her.

      “Are you all right?” she asked anxiously.

      He nodded, then gave her a wicked grin.

      “I’m fine. You should worry about yourself.”

      She squeaked and tried to wiggle away, but he caught her easily. He plopped the mud he was still holding down on her chest, the coolness making her shiver—and turning her nipples to stiff little points. He noticed, of course, grinning at her.

      “Are you cold again, sugar?”

      “No. I’m not cold.”

      The husky note in her voice made his nostrils flare. His eyes glowed hot and hungry, and his hands came up to cup her breasts, his thumbs teasing her sensitive nipples as he rubbed the thick mud over her skin. She arched up into his touch—and stuffed more mud down the neck of his T-shirt.

      “You little devil.”

      He stripped off his shirt and tossed it aside. Her breath caught at the sight of his broad shoulders and muscular chest, the dark mud a shocking contrast to his pale blue skin.

      “You’ve got a little something right here,” she purred, and swirled the mud down over the ridges of his abdomen.

      He growled and grabbed for her, but his hands and her body were both slippery with mud. They wrestled playfully in the slick mud, his hands sliding over her breasts and ass while she seized the opportunity to touch as much of him as she could. He growled again when she gripped the massive ridge of his cock through his jeans, and he flipped her over, pinning her arms over her head, his body pressing her down.

      “Mine,” he said fiercely, his eyes glowing. “Say it.”

      “Yours,” she whispered.

      He lowered his head, and she waited eagerly, her pulse racing in anticipation, but he stopped with his mouth a breath away from hers.

      “We should clean up first.”

      “I don’t know. I kind of like it dirty.”

      His lips quirked again before he brushed his mouth very lightly over hers.

      “Me too. But there are some places where mud doesn’t belong.”

      He climbed to his feet with suspicious ease, taking her with him.

      “I only have one question—fast or slow?”

      “I’ve had enough slow,” she muttered, and he grinned.

      “If you insist.”

      And then she was flying through the air as he tossed her casually into the pool. The cool water closed over her head, masking her gasp, and she spluttered her way back up to the surface. Her feet found the sandy bottom as she glared at him.

      “You know that wasn’t what I meant—”

      Her protest died away as she realized he was undressing. His jeans slid down to reveal an absolutely perfect ass and thick muscular legs. Then he turned towards her and her mouth went dry. She’d felt his erection often enough to know that he was big—she just hadn’t realized how big. And how not human.

      The thick dark blue shaft sported a set of ridges down each side and an unexpected flare just below the head.

      “Sugar, you look a little scared.”

      “I’m not scared,” she said immediately, but the words came out as a squeak and he frowned.

      “Maybe we should wait—”

      “No. Just get in here and clean up first,” she said. “Then I can… examine you properly.”

      “Examine? Do you want to play doctor, little girl?”

      He laughed and climbed down into the pool, the water rising around him as he came to join her. Her breath caught as she looked up at him—so big and so different. And so important to her. The knowledge made her heart pound, but she tried to continue the game.

      “Did you bring your stethoscope?”

      His expression suddenly turned serious, and he lifted his hand to stroke the side of her face.

      “I don’t want to hurt you, sugar.”

      She knew he was talking about his size, but she was far more worried about her heart. But I trust him. I trust him to be careful with both of them.

      “I know,” she whispered.

      His hand dropped lower, tracing the curve of her breast. Her nipples were hard again, almost painfully tight, and she shivered when his hand cupped her breast, tracing her nipple through the wet cloth.

      “Let’s get you out of these wet things.”

      “It’s all wet,” she teased, then gasped as he unfastened the first button of her blouse, the warmth of his skin a shocking contrast to the cool water.

      Unable to speak, she stood patiently as he slowly opened the rest of the buttons, then slipped her shirt down her arms and tossed it over on the moss. Her bra followed, leaving her breasts completely exposed to the water swirling around them and his hungry gaze.

      “So pretty. I think my good girl deserves a reward.”

      Big warm hands closed around her waist, and then he lifted her up out of the water so he could tug her nipple between his lips.

      Her breath escaped in a low moan, and his growl was pure masculine satisfaction.

      “Delicious.”

      He switched back and forth between her nipples until they were throbbing and so sensitive that even the brush of air across the damp flesh made her quiver. The sound of the waterfall filled her ears, matching the pounding of her blood.

      “Will…”

      He carried her back over to the bank, laying her down on the moss as he ducked under the water to wash off the last of the mud. As he rose up again, flinging off the water, she thought he looked like some strange fantastic god—and she was his willing sacrifice.

      His thick, heavy cock jutted up out of the water, and her mouth watered at the sight. She reached for him, but he was fumbling with her shorts, the wet denim resisting his efforts. He growled impatiently, and then ripped them open with terrifying ease.

      “I’ve been dreaming of doing this all week, sugar.”

      His deep voice was husky as he parted her thighs.

      “So beautiful,” he said as he stroked his fingers through her swollen folds, and she could feel the slickness easing his way.

      He bent down and his tongue swiped the length of her slit, wide and thick and hot. Then he raised his head and grinned at her.

      “I should have known,” he said, his fingers teasing the sensitive little nub at the top of her cleft. “I should have known that a good girl would taste as sweet as honey.”

      She whimpered as his fingers continued their erotic exploration. A thick finger found her entrance, thrusting slowly into her aching channel while his thumb circled her clit. The combination of sensations was overwhelming and her body shook, her head tossing wildly as she tried to find some relief.

      “Easy, sugar. Let me make it good for you.”

      A second finger slid into her and found a spot inside her that sent sparks shooting through her. Her entire body shuddered. She moaned and he did it again, then his mouth replaced his fingers, licking and sucking her clit.

      “Come for me, sugar.”

      The order was accompanied by a thrust of his fingers and his tongue swirling over her clit, and her world exploded. She screamed his name as the release ripped through her, her hands clutching at his broad shoulders.

      She was still quivering and gasping for breath when he shifted up on the bank, covering her body with his.

      “Sugar?”

      His voice was rough with lust, his cock hard and hot where it pressed against her belly, but he waited patiently for her to answer him.

      “It’s fine,” she gasped. “I mean, it’s better than fine. I just didn’t know it could be like that.”

      He grinned, his teeth white against his blue skin.

      “Oh, sugar, you have no idea.”

      The tip of his cock was probing at her entrance and her hips rocked, trying to take him inside her. He held back, his eyes intent as he slowly pressed forward. The thick ridge below the head stretched her, filling her with an unfamiliar sensation, but he didn’t stop.

      “Fuck,” he groaned. “You’re so tight. I don’t want to hurt you.”

      “You’re not. It’s… it’s good. Don’t stop.”

      He swore again, and his hips flexed, driving him deeper. She moaned, her head thrashing, and he stopped.

      “Sugar?”

      “Don’t stop,” she repeated. “Please.”

      His body shuddered, and he buried his face in her neck, his lips brushing against her damp skin.

      “You have to tell me if I’m hurting you.”

      “You’re not.”

      He pushed further into her, filling her completely, and her whole body quivered. His cock was pulsing inside her, the strange ridges stroking her inner walls, and she could feel her pleasure beginning to rise again.

      “I can feel you, sugar. Your pretty pussy is getting tighter and tighter. Are you going to come on my cock, sugar?”

      The words pushed her over the edge, and she came with a long wailing cry.
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      Will swore as Alison climaxed, her channel convulsing around him as her body shuddered. He didn’t want this moment to end, but he couldn’t resist.

      “Fuck, sugar. I can’t hold on. You’re too fucking tight. So hot. So wet.”

      His words dissolved into an incoherent groan as he drove forward, burying himself in her sweet body. He wanted to roar his claim, mark her so everyone would know who she belonged to.

      “Alison.”

      The name was torn from his throat as he came, and his flare began to swell. Her eyes flew open, and he could see the shock in them.

      “I can’t—”

      “You can,” he growled. “You were made for me.”

      She moaned as he swelled even bigger, but the sound was a mixture of pleasure and pain and his heart clenched.

      “I’ll take care of you,” he promised, and lowered his mouth to hers.

      The kiss was gentle, a contrast to the wild need racing through his body. He didn’t stop kissing her until her moans had turned to gasps of pleasure and the tight clutch of her sheath softened around his cock.

      “There’s my good girl.”

      He stroked her hair, holding her close as his flare slowly eased. When he was finally able to slip out of her body, he rolled to the side and drew her with him. Her lashes fluttered, her eyes sleepy and sated.

      “Are you all right?” he asked softly.

      “Of course. I feel wonderful. I’m just not sure I’m going to be able to walk tomorrow.”

      “No problem. We can stay here. I’ll just make love to you until you’re sore in other places.”

      She smiled sleepily.

      “As fun as that sounds, I’m not so sure Flora would approve.”

      Her eyes closed again, but her words reminded him of the real world that was waiting for them once they left this spot. What was he going to do now?

      His inner troll had absolutely no doubt he’d found his mate. He wanted to carry her off to his den and keep her there until she was ripe with his child. But aside from the fact that he didn’t have a den and would never get her pregnant without making sure she was willing, his situation hadn’t changed. He was still trapped working in his father’s business and living in the basement.

      It hadn’t mattered when it was only a short-term situation. He’d planned to leave as soon as his father was better, but Alison was happy here. He sighed, and her eyes opened again.

      “Is something wrong? Are you sorry we…”

      The adorable pink covered her cheeks as she struggled for words.

      “We made love,” he supplied, and the blush deepened.

      “Yes. That.”

      “Never, sugar. In fact, I intend to do it again soon. And often.”

      She smiled and nestled against him and he kissed the top of her head, his heart heavy. He couldn’t let her go, but how could he stay?

      He woke her a short time later, and the two of them cleaned up and dressed. All of their clothes were damp, but the afternoon was warm enough that it didn’t matter. There wasn’t much left of her shorts so he dropped his T-shirt over her head instead, suppressing a weirdly primitive surge of pleasure at the sight of her in his clothing.

      He helped her back up the slope away from the pool, then kept hold of her hand as they retraced their steps. Despite the beautiful afternoon and the pleasure of having his mate at his side, thoughts of the future kept haunting him.

      “What’s the matter?” she asked suddenly, and he realized he’d stopped.

      “Nothing.”

      “Something’s wrong. Is it… us?”

      He dropped the basket and pulled her against him.

      “Sugar, no. You’re the best part of my life now.”

      She gave him a shy smile.

      “I feel the same way.”

      “Good. Now let’s get moving. I’m hungry.”

      “It hasn’t been that long since we ate lunch.”

      “But I worked up an appetite. And you’re going to need your strength for tonight.”

      She laughed and blushed and hugged him. He dropped a much too quick kiss on her lips, then reluctantly released her and picked up the basket again.

      Unfortunately, once they left the forest and he checked his messages, there were several from his mother, demanding to know why he wasn’t at work.

      “I’m afraid I’m going to have to go back to work for a few hours, sugar.”

      “Do you want me to come with you and keep you company?”

      “As tempting as that sounds, it’s probably better if you don’t. You’re very distracting.”

      “All right.” She darted a quick look at him from under her lashes. “Will you come by later?”

      “Wild orcs couldn’t keep me away,” he promised, and she laughed.

      As he headed back to town, a large golden figure swooped in front of the truck, making him swear as he slammed on the brakes.

      “What was that?” she gasped.

      “Not, what. Who.” He pointed up the mountainside to the huge contemporary house perched on a cliff. “That’s Nakor’s house. This road is a public right of way but he doesn’t like people using it. Damn dragons are so territorial.”

      Her eyes widened.

      “A dragon? Really?”

      His troll growled at the look of awe on her face. Just because Nakor had wings didn’t make him special.

      “He’s an annoying bastard who thinks he’s too good for the rest of us. He just sits up there and writes his books and counts his millions.”

      He realized too late that he probably shouldn’t have mentioned the other male’s wealth, but that wasn’t what caught her attention.

      “He’s an author too? What does he write?”

      “I don’t know, and I don’t care. If he ever decides to grace the town with his presence, you can ask him,” he snapped.

      She looked at his face, then slid over next to him on the bench seat.

      “I was just curious.” Her fingers danced up his thigh, hovering dangerously close to his rapidly stiffening cock. “I’m far more interested in you.”

      He groaned as she ran her fingernails over the denim covering his shaft.

      “I have to go back to work, sugar.”

      “I know.” She glanced along the deserted road. “Does anyone else come here?”

      “Occasionally, but mainly on the weekends. Why?”

      “Because I don’t want you to drive into anyone.”

      Nimble fingers worked the top button of his jeans and dragged down the zipper, his erection springing up between his legs, already thick and swollen. He groaned as she wrapped her fingers around as much of the shaft as she could.

      “Sugar…”

      She circled his flare, still sensitive from the earlier expansion, and he shuddered.

      “Does this always expand when you, um, climax?”

      “No, only when I’m inside my…” Inside my mate, but he wasn’t quite ready to tell her that. “Only when I’m inside.”

      “Good, because I don’t think I could handle that. I’m not actually sure I can handle this, but I’m willing to try.”

      She grinned at him and then her sweet, hot little mouth closed over the head of his cock. He barely managed to avoid driving off the road into a ditch. He started to brake, but she raised her head and gave him a teasing smile.

      “Don’t stop. You have to be somewhere, remember. You keep driving, and I’ll keep doing this.”

      Fuck. He clamped his hands on the wheel and did his best to keep his eyes on the empty road as she took him back into her mouth. She was right—she couldn’t take very much of him, but he didn’t care. Her enthusiasm and the tightness of her pretty mouth were enough. His hips started to rock upwards as he risked taking one hand off the wheel and tangling it in her soft curls.

      “I’m going to come, sugar,” he warned her.

      “Good.”

      Her voice vibrated around the head of his cock as her teeth scraped delicately over his flare and he was lost. He’d thought the earlier encounter had drained him, but endless jets of seed erupted into her mouth as she swallowed eagerly.

      The truck shuddered to a halt as his body went limp. She gave one last lick to his sensitive flesh and sat up, smiling as she wiped her reddened mouth with a delicate finger.

      “That was fun.”

      “Did I say you were a good girl? That should be best girl. Ever,” he said fervently.

      Her cheeks turned pink, but she gave him a smug smile.

      “I will be happy to return the favor tonight. Much later tonight,” he added as he glanced at the time and swore.

      “That’s all right. I don’t mind waiting for my best boy.”

      She squeezed his thigh, and it took every bit of self-control he possessed not to pull over right then.
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      Nichola looked up and shook her head when Will returned to the garage.

      “Woof!” she said softly.

      He was already regretting leaving Alison, and his sister’s teasing didn’t help.

      “What’s so damn urgent?” he growled.

      “If you ask me, nothing. But you know Mom.”

      He did, unfortunately, so he sighed and picked up the list of job orders.

      They worked steadily for a few hours, and he was beginning to think they would make it through unscathed when the door burst open.

      His mother stormed into the garage, anger tinting her blue skin an unflattering shade of purple.

      “Why the hell did you turn off your phone?” she demanded.

      “Because I’m not a fucking answering service,” he snapped.

      “Language!”

      “Mom, I’m thirty-five years old. You can’t tell me not to swear.”

      “Oh, yes, she can,” Nichola muttered and he glared at her. Fortunately, his mother hadn’t heard her and kept ranting.

      “I can, and I will. You’re my son. What’s wrong with you?”

      “Nothing,” he muttered. “I just have other things to do besides run the garage.”

      “Other things? Like what?”

      He really didn’t want to discuss his relationship with Alison with his mother, although he was actually shocked she hadn’t already heard. Everyone else in Fairhaven Falls seemed to know.

      “Did you just come here to yell at me or was there something you actually wanted me to do?” he asked, avoiding the question.

      Her lips pinched together, and the purple hue intensified.

      “I need you here and working. What’s your father going to think when he gets home and finds his business in shambles?”

      “He didn’t seem worried when I visited him last night in the hospital.”

      He tried to visit every day, even if it was just for a few minutes. His father always seemed to be in good spirits, although he was still having issues with his speech. The doctors had warned that the problems might linger, but he was recovering well from the stroke.

      “And how would he know?” she snapped. “He’s too busy watching game shows to pay any attention to his business.”

      “Mom, he’s just fine.”

      “Well, I’m not.” Her voice rose. “I don’t know what I’m going to do without him.”

      He sighed.

      “Be grateful that you’re not without him. But if Dad isn’t up to running the business, you’re eventually going to have to take over. Maybe even hire a new mechanic.”

      His mother gasped, her hand fluttering to her chest like a typical Southern belle.

      “Hire a stranger? This is a family business.”

      But it wasn’t his business, and that was the crux of the matter. He was too old to spend his life subject to his mother’s frantic demands.

      “I’m sorry, Mom, but I’m not staying.”

      “What about me?” his mother asked, her voice trembling.

      “Of course I’ll help you out,” he said quickly. “I’ll even work here for a few more months.”

      “A few more months? I need you here indefinitely. Do you really think I can run this place? Your father was the one who was good with engines. I never even changed the oil in our car.”

      Nichola rolled her eyes impatiently, but he understood why his mother was worried. His parents had a very traditional marriage, and their dad had never encouraged her to take an interest in the business. Even though she kept the books, the actual workings of the garage were a mystery to her.

      Her fear affected him a lot more than her anger, and he walked over and put his arm around her shoulders.

      “I’m sure everything will be fine. Dad will be home in a few more weeks, and things will get better. You’ll see.”

      “But you’ll stay?” she asked anxiously.

      “For a while.”

      He had no intention of telling her that he might remain in town indefinitely. Even if he did, it wouldn’t be working at the garage.

      “So you’re not going to leave?” she pressed.

      “Not immediately,” he agreed.

      “And you’ll stay here and work? No more time off?”

      “Mom, I’m not your slave. Neither of us is.”

      She clearly wasn’t satisfied with his answer, but for once she let it drop. She gave an abrupt nod and headed into the office.

      “Are you really going to leave?” Nichola asked softly. “I kind of like having you back in town.”

      “I don’t know. It’s been better than I expected, but I can’t keep being Mom’s poodle, as you put it.”

      “I would tell you to just stand up to her, but I know it’s not that simple. You’re too nice.”

      He shrugged uncomfortably. “I know she’s worried.”

      “Hmph.” His sister clearly didn’t agree, but she changed the subject. “And what about your little human? Does she want to stay?”

      “I think so. She loves Fairhaven Falls—and that’s another reason to stay.”

      “Her opinion matters that much?”

      His sister’s eyes were uncommonly penetrating, but he met them squarely.

      “Yes. I think she’s my mate.”

      “I see.”

      He braced himself for a barrage of questions, but instead Nichola simply bent back down over the engine she was working on.

      “Then we’d better get busy so you can spend some time with her.”

      He should have recognized her lack of comment was too good to be true. Five minutes after he arrived at Alison’s cottage that night, his sister appeared at the door.
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      Alison stared up at the strange troll female outside her door. She was very pretty and very tall, and her heart suddenly skipped a beat. Was she here for Will?

      “What the hell are you doing here?” Will snapped.

      “Oh, I just came to make the introductions.” The female grinned at her. “You must be Alison. I’m Nichola.”

      “I… I don’t understand.”

      “He didn’t tell you about me?” Nichola flashed a sharp-toothed smile, and Alison’s heart skipped another beat. “I’m so disappointed.”

      “I didn’t want to frighten her off with my annoying family.” Will came to her side and put a reassuring hand on her back as he glared at the other female. This close she could see the resemblance between them and the light suddenly dawned.

      “Oh. She’s your sister.”

      “My annoying little sister,” Will grumbled.

      “I’m very happy to meet you. Won’t you come in?”

      Will growled, but Nichola’s grin widened as she brushed past him.

      “I’d love to. What an adorable little cottage.”

      Despite her obvious sincerity, Alison was suddenly aware of how small her cottage was—especially with two trolls in her living room.

      “Can I offer you some tea or coffee?” she asked. “A glass of wine?”

      “Actually, I’m not staying. I just came to make the introductions, as I said. But I thought maybe we could go out for a drink tomorrow night. Just the girls,” she added, grinning at Will when he growled again.

      “I’d like that.”

      “Great. I’ll get Sylvie to come as well and text you the details tomorrow.” Nichola hesitated, then gave her hand a quick squeeze. “I really am very happy to meet you. Now don’t keep my brother up too late. He has obedience classes in the morning.”

      Nichola gave her a quick smile and left.

      “She seemed nice.”

      “She seemed annoying,” he snapped, then sighed. “Sorry, sugar. I should have expected something like this.”

      “I don’t mind. What did she mean about obedience classes?”

      “Nichola thinks she’s funny.  We just have… different approaches to dealing with our mother.”

      “At least you have a mother.”

      Her chin suddenly threatened to wobble, and he put his arm around her.

      “You don’t have one, sugar?”

      “She died when I was twelve. My aunt raised me after that, but we were never really close.”

      That was an understatement. Aunt Joan had done her duty, but she’d made it quite clear that that was all it was—her duty. Once Alison had gone off the college, she’d considered her job done. These days their only contact was an exchange of Christmas cards.

      “I’m sorry.” He pulled her closer, his big arms reassuringly warm and strong. “Families are complicated.”

      “You can say that again. But I’m glad I met your sister. And that she invited me to go out with her.”

      His body immediately tensed, and she gave him a questioning look.

      “You don’t approve?”

      “I’d rather keep you all to myself,” he growled. “But I want you to have fun. I know Nichola will watch out for you.”

      She rolled her eyes.

      “I’m a big girl. I’m quite capable of looking out for myself.”

      His eyes suddenly heated.

      “Are you, sugar?”

      A corresponding pulse of arousal swept over her body, and all thoughts of family disappeared.

      “It’s been a long day. I think it’s time for bed.”

      She took his hand and led him into the tiny bedroom, even smaller with Will looming over her. He kept his eyes on her as she reached up and pulled her top over her head.

      “Sugar.”

      His voice was thick and rough, and it made her heart race as she reached for the top button of her shorts.

      “Keep going,” he growled when she hesitated.

      “Or?”

      “Or I’ll do it for you.”

      A delicious little shiver raced through her at the threat. Her fingers were trembling so much she could barely get the button open, but the thought of him touching her made her frantic to have the barrier gone.

      “Need some help?” he asked innocently.

      “No!”

      The button finally popped and she let out a breath of relief, then wriggled the shorts down over her hips and kicked them aside.

      “That’s a pretty little bra, sugar.”

      She’d chosen the blue lace especially for him.

      “Thank you.”

      Her fingers were shaking so badly she could barely get the hooks undone. Finally, she managed to undo the last one and the fabric fell away, exposing her breasts to his hungry gaze.

      “Even prettier.”

      The heat in his eyes increased as she slipped off the matching panties. He circled around behind her and ran a gentle hand over her back, the heat of his skin searing her, then slid his hands slowly down her sides. She could feel his big body quivering with restraint as his thumbs grazed the sensitive skin on the outside of her thighs, then circled around, the tips skating across the top of her mound.

      When she gasped, he scooped her up and carried her over to the bed, setting her gently down on the mattress, before stepping back and stripping off his own clothes. Her mouth went dry as he lowered his jeans and his erection sprang free. It seemed impossible that something so large had been inside her.

      “See something you like, sugar?”

      “Yes,” she whispered.

      He laughed and joined her on the bed before lifting her onto his lap, keeping her facing away from him as his hard cock pressed against her ass. She shuddered as his thumb flicked across her nipple, sending little sparks of sensation dancing through her.

      “So pretty.”

      His deep voice was husky and he nuzzled her ear, making her squirm, then kissed her neck, licking and nibbling at her throat. His hand caressed her, moving lower and lower, then slipping between her legs to stroke her clit.

      “So beautiful,” he murmured, kissing her shoulder.

      She leaned back against him, surrendering to his touch, and his free hand went to her breast, teasing and tugging at the peak until she was panting.

      “I love how responsive you are.”

      The roughness in his voice told her he wasn’t unaffected and she pressed herself more firmly against him, rubbing her ass against his hard cock. He groaned and a thick finger found the entrance to her body. She cried out and rocked against him, and his other hand left her breast, slipping under her thigh and opening her to his touch.

      “Will,” she gasped as he added another finger.

      “Easy, sugar.”

      But his hands weren’t gentle. She could feel his restraint dissolving as he stroked her, his fingers playing over her slick flesh until she was crying out with every caress.

      “Please.”

      “Come for me, sugar.”

      He pushed a third finger into her and she flew apart, the pleasure overwhelming her. He held her as she slowly floated back to earth, murmuring to her as he stroked her hair. Then he shifted her, lifting her up over his cock.

      “You’re wet and ready, sugar.”

      The thick head of his cock probed at her opening, and she shuddered.

      He kissed her neck, and she could feel the strain in him as he slowly pressed up into her. Despite their time by the pool, his size threatened to overwhelm her.

      “Relax,” he growled, his lips moving to her ear, and then he began to nibble his way down her neck, licking and nipping at her sensitive skin until she was once again lost in the pleasure of his touch.

      His hand cupped her breast, tugging at her nipple, and then he surged up into her, filling her completely. She cried out and clutched at his arms, but he held still, murmuring to her as her body adjusted to the invasion.

      “All right, sugar?”

      “Yes,” she whispered.

      “Good girl.”

      He lifted her slightly, then brought her back down, and the sweet friction drew a soft moan from her lips. He began to move, his rhythm slow and easy, but she could feel the tension in his body, and knew it wouldn’t last long. She pressed her hips down to meet him, her cries growing louder as the pressure within her built.

      The world shrank down until nothing mattered except his body moving against hers. She could hear his deep groan, feel his muscles tensing, and then he drove up into her a final time as his fingers pressed on her clit, sending her over the edge. She was still quivering when the overwhelming stretch of his flare expanded inside her, sending her into yet another climax as the warm rush of his seed filled her.

      His arms tightened around her, and his lips brushed against her head.

      “Are you all right?”

      “Mmm.”

      It was all she could manage, and he chuckled.

      “Good. Rest, sugar. You’re going to need your strength.”

      He’d already begun to stir again, and she gave a breathless laugh.

      “I think we might be done for the day.”

      “Sugar, we haven’t even started. I’m going to show you how not-nice I can really be—and you’re going to enjoy every minute of it.”

      His eyes burned with the intensity of his promise, and her pulse raced with anticipation. He rolled her over on the bed as she abandoned herself to pleasure.
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      “I hear we’re going out tonight,” Sylvie said cheerfully when Alison arrived at the inn the next morning and joined her for a cup of coffee in the kitchen. “That is if you have enough energy. I hear Will spent the night.”

      “Aren’t there any secrets in this town?”

      Sylvie’s eyes sparkled.

      “Nope. So I guess it’s no more gentletroll?”

      “He was still a gentleman,” she said primly, but she couldn’t stop herself from smiling.

      Will had definitely kept his promise, and the slight ache between her thighs was a small price to pay for the best night of her entire life. The morning had started off just as well with his head between her thighs and his big tongue circling her clit. But his phone had rung just after he brought her to a quivering climax and started to move over her. Although perhaps that was just as well, she thought as she winced and adjusted her position.

      “I told you trolls have a lot of stamina,” Flora said cheerfully from behind them, and both women jumped. “Not as much as orcs, of course. Why, the first time my mate and I were together, we didn’t leave the cave for a week. He had to carry me everywhere for the next month, but it was worth it.”

      The thought of tiny little Flora with a full-sized orc made her wince in sympathy, but another part of Flora’s speech caught her attention.

      “The cave?”

      “Yep. Baldric insisted on a formal mating. He was very traditional. Do you know I even had to teach him to use his tongue on—”

      “Gran,” a deep voice growled. “No one wants to hear about your sexual exploits.”

      “You mean you don’t, Grondar,” the old lady said sharply, glaring up at her enormous grandson. “I don’t know how you came to be so uptight about these things. Sex is perfectly natural.”

      “Not when it comes to your grandmother,” he said firmly. “Anyway, I came to tell you that the porch is done. Can I go back to my bakery now?”

      “Yes, dear. Run along. But tell your mate if she needs any tips on mating an orc to come and see me.”

      The tips of Grondar’s ears turned red, but he ignored the comment and kept walking. Flora grinned at them, the picture of an innocent old lady in her bright yellow track suit.

      “He’s so easy to tease. Anyway, as I was saying—”

      “I don’t need the details,” she said quickly. “I was just curious about the cave.”

      “Like I said, tradition. Most of the Others have one, don’t we, dear?”

      Sylvie nodded.

      “Traditionally, a dryad’s first mating occurs under the light of the full moon in a sacred grove. Although Bobby Timball tried to convince me that the back of his truck worked just as well.” She sighed reminiscently. “It did.”

      “Do trolls have anything like that?”

      Flora gave her another of those disconcertingly bright blue gazes.

      “I believe they’re big on dens, but why don’t you ask him?” Before she could come up with an answer, Flora beamed at her. “I hear we’re going out tonight.”

      Sylvie’s eyes widened, and she shook her head frantically from behind Flora’s back. Flora couldn’t possibly have seen her, but she laughed.

      “Don’t worry. None of you young people could keep up with me. See you around.”

      She vanished almost as quickly as she arrived, and Alison gave Sylvie a rueful look.

      “I get the depressing feeling she’s probably right.”

      “I know she’s right. She came to my cousin’s bachelorette party. I don’t remember most of it, but I know it involved a cow and a packet of fireworks. Fortunately, she talked that officer out of arresting us.” Sylvie shuddered. “Worst hangover of my entire life, bar none, and she was as bright-eyed and bushy-tailed as ever the next morning.”

      She laughed. “Her witch friend probably whipped up a cure.”

      “Maybe, but I’m not sure she would have needed it. So what’s on the list for today?”

      “I’m going to start by checking on progress. Do you want to come?”

      “Sure.”

      Most of the rooms were still sparse on furniture, but they already looked a thousand times better. Flora had hired a cleaner who also worked part-time for her grandson, and the results were nothing short of miraculous.

      “I can’t believe Annie got these floors to shine like this. I was afraid we’d have to have them sanded and refinished.”

      “Annie is a brownie. They’re marvelous with things like that.”

      “I’ll say. What do you think?” she asked as they returned to the kitchen.

      “I think it’s going to be beautiful. I’ve already started a small cutting garden so you can have fresh flowers in every room.”

      “That will be perfect.”

      A knock on the door indicated a delivery, and the rest of the day turned into the usual whirl of activity. Other than a brief call from Will checking on her, she didn’t have a chance to sit down again until it was time to leave. When Sylvie said she’d stop by and pick her up in an hour, she almost begged off but didn’t want to miss the opportunity to talk to Will’s sister.

      They were meeting at a bar down by the river, and when she and Sylvie arrived, the place was already hopping. The floors and walls were of rough-sawn wood, pitted and scarred, with license plates tacked around the perimeter and Christmas lights dangling overhead.

      “This looks… interesting,” she said, trying to hide her dismay as they were led to a table near the back of the room. “But why would she want to meet here?”

      “Oh, no,” Sylvie groaned. “We’re doomed. She’s already started.”

      She turned and saw Will’s sister over at the bar. Nichola waved and started towards them, and Sylvie sighed.

      “I should have known. The last time I came here with her, we met a couple of orcs and the evening ended up with a trip to the police station.”

      “For what?”

      “Fighting. Not me. They were fighting. And they did most of the damage to the place.”

      “So why exactly are we doomed?” Nichola asked as she joined them.

      “This bar,” Sylvie grumbled.

      “I don’t know. I thought it was pretty entertaining.”

      “That’s because you don’t have to worry about someone accidentally hitting you and sending you halfway across the room.”

      “I can’t help it if you’re such a tiny little thing. Learn to duck.”

      Nichola’s eyes glinted with amusement as she turned to her.

      “What’s your drink?”

      “Uh…” This didn’t look like the kind of place that was going to have wine. “Gin and tonic?”

      “Good choice. You too, Sylvie?”

      Sylvie hesitated, but nodded. Nichola flashed them a smile and headed to the bar.

      “Are we really doomed?” she whispered to Sylvie.

      “Nah. I think she just likes to pretend to be a troublemaker. She’s a bit like her brother. She acts all tough, but inside she’s a marshmallow. Don’t let her fool you.”

      “Oh. Good.”

      Before she could ask for more details, Nichola returned, accompanied by a pretty pixie with pink hair and glittering pink wings. The pink was offset by a black leather miniskirt and matching combat boots.

      “This is Ermengarde. Ermengarde, this is Alison. She’s dating my brother.”

      “Ooh, really?” The pixie’s eyes sparkled. “I heard he hasn’t gone out with anyone since he returned, even though half the females in town have tried. Nothing like that bad boy reputation to get them interested.”

      Her heart suddenly sank.

      “Bad boy reputation?”

      Nichola shoved Ermengarde’s shoulder, then hastily caught her before she went flying.

      “An undeserved reputation, spread around by that bitch, Vivian,” Nichola growled and Ermengarde nodded hastily.

      “I didn’t mean he was really a bad boy, honest.”

      “But she’s right that a lot of females have tried to find out if there’s any truth in it,” Sylvie said softly. “You’re the only one he’s even dated. And the way he looks at you? No wonder Vivian has her undead panties in a wad.”

      All four of them burst into laughter. Alison took a big sip of her drink and almost choked.

      “Something wrong?” Nichola asked innocently.

      “It’s kind of strong,” she gasped.

      “Don’t be silly. I told Almat to only make it half as strong as he makes mine.”  Nichola gave a flirty little wave over her shoulder at the werewolf bartender, who gave her a besotted stare in return.

      “Maybe you’d better make it a quarter next time.”

      “Sure. Drink up and I’ll get you another one.”

      “I don’t think that’s exactly how it works.”

      “You could tell us all about my brother instead,” Nichola suggested, her eyes gleaming.

      Alison decided to drink up.

      The three other females turned out to be very entertaining, and she had a marvelous time as they talked and laughed and gossiped. Her head was spinning by the time they left the bar and walked back along the river path. Sylvie and Ermengarde were singing “Me and Bobby McGee” in loud, off-key voices when Nichola came up next to her and tucked her hand in her arm.

      “I think I’d better hang on to you. My brother will never forgive me if I let you fall into the river.”

      “And get eaten by Sam,” she giggled, remembering their first night at the diner.

      “Especially then.” Nichola’s expression turned dreamy. “That male has some serious skills.”

      “The river monster? With the tentacles?”

      “Don’t knock it until you’ve tried it. Although I don’t suppose you’ll get a chance. I doubt Will is going to let you go any time soon.”

      She couldn’t stop herself from smiling.

      “Really?”

      “Really. But you’d better not be playing with him, Alison. I’d hate to have to break your arm after we’ve had such a nice time tonight.”

      “Are you serious?”

      “Yes. No one hurts my brother and gets away with it.”

      Tears sprang to her eyes, and she threw her arms around Nichola.

      “You are the best sister.”

      Nichola sighed and patted her back.

      “I guess we’d better make it one-eighth strength next time. You do realize I was threatening you, don’t you?”

      “Yep. Best. Sister. Ever.” She giggled. “I told Will he was the best boy.”

      “And I don’t think I need to hear any more on that subject. Come along, slowpokes,” Nichola called. “I can see I’m going to have to take you all home.”

      Alison was the last one to get dropped off and she found Will sitting on her doorstep. She immediately burst into tears and flew into his arms.

      “I can’t believe you were waiting for me out here alone in the cold.”

      “Sugar, it’s the middle of summer. It’s never cold.” Will patted her back as he glared at Nichola. “You let her drink too much.”

      “She’s not the boss of me,” Alison said indignantly, but both of them ignored her.

      “I forgot humans were such lightweights. I cut her off as soon as I realized. She’s perfectly fine.”

      “I’m wonderful,” she agreed. “And your sister is wonderful. Although she wouldn’t let me dance with that nice doctor.”

      “Jekyll was there?” Will growled.

      “His name is Jackson, and you know as well as I do what a hard time he’s had,” Nichola said defensively. “He was just being nice, but I didn’t think you’d like it.”

      “He was nice. And Nichola is nice. But you’re the nicest of all—until you’re not nice and that’s even better. Can you take me inside and be not-nice to me now?” she asked hopefully.

      “I’m not sure you’re up to that tonight, sugar,” he said gently, then glared at his sister. “You and I are going to have a serious discussion tomorrow.”

      “Yeah, yeah. Stop lecturing me and take care of your little human. I have a date.”

      “Is the monster in the river going to eat you?”

      She giggled, and Nichola sighed as Will’s glare intensified.

      “Sam? You have a date with Sam?”

      “Gotta go. Good night, my indiscreet little friend.”

      Nichola disappeared so quickly that Alison’s stomach churned and she swayed dizzily.

      “I don’t feel so good.”

      “I’ll bet. Come on, sugar, let’s get you to bed.”

      “Are you mad at me?”

      “I don’t think I could ever be mad at you.”

      “Me neither.”

      He carried her inside and made her take two aspirins and drink a glass of water before he put her to bed.

      “Are you going to stay with me?” she mumbled.

      “Yes, sugar.”

      He climbed into the bed and curled around her and she sighed happily.

      “Will?”

      “Yes?”

      “Do you have a den?”

      His body stiffened.

      “No, why?”

      “That’s too bad. Flora said you needed one in order to mate me.”

      There was a long silence.

      “I think we’re way past that now,” he finally said softly, but she fell asleep before she could ask him why.
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      Damn Flora’s meddling ass, Will thought as he stared into the darkness. He had absolutely no doubts that she’d deliberately brought up the subject of dens and mating, although he wasn’t sure if it had been for Alison’s benefit or his.

      It wasn’t that he didn’t want to claim her in the traditional way, of course, but he didn’t have a den. Perhaps it was just as well. If he did have one, he wasn’t sure he would be able to stop himself from carrying her off to it. As soon as the thought formed, his inner troll growled.

      Mine.

      No. Not until he had figured out a future for them. A troll couldn’t be without his mate, and she was so damn sweet and perfect that he couldn’t bear the thought of leaving her.

      She stirred next to him, and he kissed her head, inhaling her delicious scent. His cock surged against her ass, but he ruthlessly ignored it. She’d had too much to drink, and he wasn’t going to take advantage of her. It didn’t help that she kept wiggling against him all night. Between that and his worries about the future, he barely slept.

      He had to leave for the garage before she woke up, but he left her a note and a glass of water on her nightstand. By the time he returned that evening, his mood had not improved. His mother had been at the hospital all day, but she’d called him twice with additional demands. Nichola had been in a rollicking mood, which only annoyed him further.

      When he pulled up at the cottage, he found Alison outside, kneeling in front of the little herb garden. She smiled up at him and some of his tension immediately started to fade.

      “Sugar? What are you doing?”

      “Planting rosemary. Did you know it’s a symbol of remembrance?”

      “Yes, I do. But why are you planting it?”

      She sighed and sat back on her heels, looking up at him.

      “Because I want to remember this. You. Us.”

      “Do you think you’re going to forget?”

      Her lips parted, but before she could speak, his phone rang. He growled as he looked down and saw his mother’s name on the screen.

      “Dammit. I’m sorry, sugar. It’s my mom and she’s at the hospital.”

      She nodded and went back to her work as he answered the call.

      “What is it now, Mom?”

      “I need you to promise me you’re going to stay. If you don’t, the place is going to go bankrupt. And what about your father?”

      He sighed and rubbed his eyes, trying his best to be patient.

      “Dad will be fine. He’s coming home soon, isn’t he?”

      “But you know he’ll have trouble communicating. He’s going to need all of us.”

      “I know, and I’ll help out as much as I can. But that’s all I’m promising.”

      He ended the call before she could say anything else.

      “How can she not realize that her own unhappiness is making Dad and everyone else unhappy?” he growled.

      “She’s probably afraid.” Alison stood up and came over to him, wrapping her arms around his waist. “Afraid that she won’t be able to cope.”

      “I know, and I know how much she relied on Dad, but I can’t take his place.”

      “I know.” Her hands ran up and down his back in a soothing rhythm. “Why don’t we go inside and have some dinner and see if we can figure something out?”

      He sighed, but then his stomach rumbled and he smiled at her.

      “Dinner sounds good. And I know just what I want for dessert.”

      He ran his finger down her body and she shivered.

      “Me too. Come on.”

      She took his hand and led him inside, her sweet little ass swaying as she walked, and suddenly everything felt right.

      “What’s for dinner, sugar?”

      “Just grilled cheese sandwiches.” She gave him a rueful smile. “My stomach still hasn’t settled. Remind me of that next time I go drinking with your sister.”

      “Is there going to be a next time?” he asked as he followed her into the tiny kitchen.

      “I hope so—I like her. I like everyone I’ve met here. Some more than others,” she added with a shy smile.

      He wanted to ask if it was more than just like, but decided it wasn’t fair to ask her until he was ready to reveal his own feelings. Despite that, the stress of the day melted away as he watched her move gracefully around the kitchen after refusing his help. After she finished making the huge plate of sandwiches, they carried them out onto the tiny back patio and ate as they watched the sun set over the river.

      “How are things at the inn?”

      “Good. It’s coming together much faster than I expected. I asked Flora about setting up some social media accounts, but she got all mysterious.”

      “Mysterious how?”

      “Oh, you know—those who need it will find it, that kind of thing.” She grinned and shook her head. “Of course, I would be surprised if we’re full the day after we open. I’ve learned not to underestimate her.”

      “Never,” he agreed fervently.

      He pushed the empty plate aside and drained the last of his beer as a wave of tiredness washed over him. The quiet garden, the gathering dusk, and above all, the presence of his mate wrapped around him in a soothing blanket. He reached over and took her hand.

      “I’m really tired. Can we make it an early night?”

      Her pretty lips parted and her nipples beaded beneath her summer dress.

      “Don’t you want to talk about your mother?”

      “Not now. I just want a nice peaceful night with you in my arms.”

      “All right,” she whispered.

      They gathered up the few dishes and he washed them while she went to get ready for bed. When he joined her a few minutes later, she was wearing a pretty white nightgown that should have looked innocent. Instead, the sight of her lush curves beneath the thin cotton went straight to his cock.

      “Come here, sugar,” he growled.

      “I thought you were tired,” she protested, but she came anyway.

      “I’m never too tired for my good girl.”

      He smiled when she shivered and carried her off to bed.

      The next morning he woke up with a smile on his face. He proceeded to wake Alison up with his mouth on her sweet little pussy, then slid into her while she was still gasping out her pleasure. His own climax followed much too quickly, but he smiled down at her as his flare locked them together.

      “I can’t think of a better way to wake up.”

      “Me either. I wish we could—” A shadow crossed her face before she gave him a too-bright smile. “What are you doing today?”

      He tacitly accepted the change of subject, although he too wished they could wake up like this every day.

      “I’m going to go by the hospital this morning before I go to the garage.” He hesitated. “I’d like you to meet my dad. Do you mind going to the hospital with me?” Hopefully when his mother was not present.

      “Of course not. I’d love to meet him.”

      His flare subsided, and he carefully pulled free.

      “Maybe tonight after work, if you’re not too tired.”

      “I’m never too tired for my best boy,” she teased, and he growled in mock anger.

      “You know my sister is never going to let me live that down, don’t you?”

      “Hmm. Maybe I need a new nickname for you.” She reached between them and trailed her fingers along his softened cock. “How about big boy?”

      “Not something I ever want to hear my sister say,” he said firmly.

      She giggled, her face so flushed and pretty that he couldn’t resist kissing her again, and his cock decided it wasn’t so tired after all.

      As a result, his visit to his dad was shorter than he intended, but he was smiling when he walked into the garage. Nichola opened her mouth, and he immediately held up his hand.

      “I don’t want to hear it. Just give me a few peaceful hours before you start in again.”

      “Sure thing, best boy.”

      She grinned when he growled, but she did leave him in peace for the rest of the morning while he finished working on Alison’s car.

      Just before noon, he took a step back and nodded with satisfaction. Betty was once again gleaming. He’d fixed up as many of the dents as he could, and painted her the soft blue that was one of Alison’s favorite colors. More importantly, he’d replaced all four tires and her engine purred smoothly once more. He loved taking something that was broken and making it work properly again.

      Time to show her what he’d done, he decided and climbed carefully into the driver’s seat. Despite his size, he fit better into the VW than into many small cars because the shape of the roof allowed more headroom. It still wasn’t the most comfortable vehicle, but he could stand it long enough to drive it to her.

      She was outside when he pulled into the inn grounds, talking to Sylvie, and she came running over to meet him.

      “Oh my gosh, how did you do this? She looks brand new!”

      “Not quite,” he said dryly, then grinned at her. “But I did tell you I was the best mechanic in town.”

      He meant it as a joke, but he was surprised by the rush of pride he felt in the statement. Pride and satisfaction. Before he had a chance to think about it, Alison threw her arms around his neck, her eyes filled with tears.

      “Thank you! You don’t know how much this means to me.”

      “I’m glad you’re happy, sugar.” He’d do a lot more if it meant keeping that smile on her face.

      She released him to dash back over to the car, studying it from all angles as she praised every single fix. Sylvie came over to join him, smiling as he watched her excitement.

      “You’ve made her very happy,” she said quietly.

      He rubbed his neck, suddenly embarrassed.

      “It’s just a car. It’s what I do.”

      “I didn’t mean the car.”

      His chest suddenly ached, and Sylvie smiled at him before Alison dragged her off to show her the car as well. Then his phone rang. His mother.

      He sighed as he picked up the phone.

      “What is it—”

      Her hysterical voice interrupted him, so garbled that he could barely make out the words. A chill swept over him as he finally deciphered them, and he dashed for the loaner car.

      “I have to go. My father’s had another stroke.”
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      Alison’s happiness vanished as she stared after Will as he disappeared down the driveway in a cloud of dust.

      “Oh, how terrible. Do you think I should go after him?”

      Sylvie hesitated.

      “Maybe give it a little while. I’m sure he’s going to have a lot to deal with just handling his mother. Let’s get some coffee while we wait to hear.”

      “You don’t like his mother, do you?” she asked as she followed Sylvie back into the inn.

      “I wouldn’t say that. She does a lot of charity work, and she’s the first to volunteer if something needs to be done. When things are going well, she’s very charming.”

      “But when they aren’t?”

      Sylvie shrugged as she put the kettle on.

      “She breaks down, although I’ve never seen her this bad before.”

      “I told Will I thought she was afraid.”

      “I think you’re right. Marcus, Will’s dad, always encouraged her to lean on him. Without that support, she’s falling apart.”

      Alison sighed.

      “I hate to think of him going through that alone.”

      “I know, but I’m afraid that if you were there, he’d be even more worried about how she was treating you.”

      As much as she hated to admit it, she suspected Sylvie was right. It wouldn’t surprise her if his mother lashed out, and she was sure that Will would insist on jumping to her defense. She did her best to concentrate on her work, but as the afternoon wore on with no word, she became more and more anxious.

      “I can’t stand it,” she said finally. “I’m going over to the hospital.”

      Sylvie gave her a sympathetic smile.

      “I understand. Do you want me to go with you?”

      “I appreciate it, but no. I just want to make sure Will is okay. I won’t stay unless he wants me to.”

      “All right.” Sylvie gave her a quick hug. “Call me if you need anything.”

      “Thank you.”

      Tears threatened to fill her eyes as she drove away. It seemed like a long time since she’d had a close friend—one she could really count on.

      The small hospital was located on the outskirts of town. It was a converted cotton mill, but the inside had been beautifully and restored. The town had obviously put some money into the building.

      “May I help you?” a pleasant green-haired nurse asked from the reception desk.

      “I’m, umm, looking for Will Grayling.”

      “Down that corridor. I believe he and his mother are in the family lounge.” A flash of exasperation crossed the nurse’s face. “Poor male.”

      She bit her lip, then nodded and headed down the corridor. The family lounge was a large L-shaped room and she didn’t see Will at first, but then she heard his voice. He sounded weary and defeated.

      “All right, Mom. You win. I’ll stay on in Fairhaven Falls. I know Alison wants to stay, so at least some good will come out of this.”

      She suddenly remembered what he’d told her the first day they met. That he was only in town temporarily. He’d never mentioned it again, and she’d allowed herself to forget. But now he was going to stay in Fairhaven Falls because of her? Which meant he’d have to deal with his terrible mother every day. She had seen how unhappy his mother made him, and she just couldn’t do it.

      The door opened behind her and Nichola appeared in the opening. Alison rushed over and quickly tugged her back out again.

      “Can you give Will a message for me?” she asked anxiously.

      “Why don’t you give it to him?”

      Because she couldn’t tell him without crying.

      “I know he’s busy dealing with your mom right now. I’m really sorry about your dad, by the way.”

      “That’s what I was coming to tell them. It doesn’t look like it was as bad as we thought.”

      “That’s nice,” she said quickly. And all the more reason not to tie him down with her presence. “Just… just tell him I had to leave. And thank him for fixing Betty and, well, everything. I’ll send him money for the repairs as soon as I’m settled somewhere else.”

      “You mean now that you have your car back, you’re just going to run out on him?” Nichola growled, her voice low and dangerous.

      She did her best to smile, even though her mouth was trembling.

      “It’s better this way.”

      “Better for whom?”

      “Better for him. Better for both of us,” she added quickly.

      Nichola growled again, and for a moment Alison thought she was going to carry through on the threat she’d made once before. Then a frown replaced the rage, followed by a long sigh.

      “To paraphrase Shakespeare, oh, what fools these humans be. Go on then. I’ll tell him.”

      She didn’t quite dare hug the other female, but she did her best to smile.

      “Thank you. Look after him.”

      Then she dashed for the entrance before tears blinded her. As soon as she stepped outside, the skies opened, a torrential rain pouring down over her head and mingling with the tears. The noise on the roof of her car was so loud that she could barely hear herself think, but she forced herself to wipe away her tears and put the car in gear.

      Apparently the one thing Will hadn’t replaced was the windshield wipers. She could hardly see as she slowly made her way out of the parking lot. The visibility was so bad that she missed the exit completely and skidded into a huge puddle. The engine promptly died.

      “Oh, please, no, Betty. Not now. Please start.”

      She pumped frantically at the gas as she turned the key but the engine just made the same useless whirring noise.

      Her door was suddenly snatched open, and a very tall, very angry troll glared down at her.

      “What the hell do you mean you’re leaving? You’re mine, Alison, do you hear me? I love you and I am never letting you go.”

      She burst into tears.
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      Will snatched Alison out of the car and hugged her against his chest. She didn’t try and fight him, just wrapped her arms around his neck and sobbed. His anger began to fade as soon as she was safe in his arms again. Thank the gods he’d caught her.

      He’d been doing his best not to snap at his mother’s tearful thanks when his sister sauntered in to join them.

      “I just spoke to the doctor. It looks like it was just a mini stroke this time. He doesn’t even think it will affect his recovery time that much.”

      “Oh, that’s wonderful.” His mother started to dash out of the room, but paused long enough to give him a stern look. “But that doesn’t mean we don’t need you, Will. Remember, you promised.”

      “Woof,” his sister said, but for once the teasing note was absent. “So she got her way after all.”

      “I’m tired of fighting it,” he said wearily. “And besides, Alison loves it here.”

      “So you’re staying because of her?”

      “Partially.” He managed a smile. “I realized that I don’t dislike Fairhaven Falls as much as I thought. I even enjoy working in the garage—when I don’t have to deal with Mom.”

      “I don’t think you made that clear enough to Alison.”

      “What do you mean?”

      Nichola sighed. “Because your foolish, quixotic little mate has decided that she’s tying you to some place where you don’t want to be and she’s leaving for your own good.”

      His ears started to ring and he shook his head. He must not have heard her correctly.

      “She’s what?”

      “She’s leaving. Right now.”

      “What?”

      “You might be able to catch her,” Nichola said sweetly. “If you hurry.”

      He was already running.

      Outside, the rain was pouring down so hard he could barely see. At first glance the parking lot appeared empty, but as the rain started to let up, he caught sight of Betty floating in an enormous puddle.

      And now she was back in his arms where she belonged. He breathed a sigh of relief and hugged her tighter, then realized she was shivering. He lifted her higher into his arms and strode back towards the entrance. The naiad at the front desk gave him an amused glance and nodded at the right-hand corridor.

      “Locker rooms, last door on the left.”

      “Thanks.”

      He was pretty sure that the nurse’s mother was one of Flora’s cronies, but at this moment he didn’t care. He found the locker room and a stack of dry towels, wrapped three around her, and then sat down on one of the benches with her on his lap.

      “Now tell me why you were leaving,” he ordered.

      Tears still sparkled on her lashes, her breath coming in shuddering gasps as she looked up at him.

      “I-I didn’t want you to stay s-somewhere you h-hated, just because of m-me.”

      He sighed and started rubbing a towel over her arms.

      “I don’t hate it here. As much as I thought I did, the more time I spent showing you around, the more I realized how much I liked it.”

      “Really?”

      “Really.”

      “But you hate the garage.”

      “No, I don’t hate that either. I enjoy working on cars and figuring out what’s wrong and making them work again. That all got swept away under the pressure of working for my mother.”

      “That’s not going to change though, is it?”

      “No, not unless my dad recovers enough to come back to work. But maybe she’ll be better now that she knows I’m staying.”

      He hoped his doubt didn’t show in his voice.

      “If you had a choice, would you still stay?” she asked quietly.

      “As long as you were here. I meant what I said, sugar. I love you. If you want to stay, I’ll stay. If you want to leave, I’ll leave. Although I’d rather wait until my dad is out of the hospital.”

      Her eyes were still bright with tears, but her smile was radiant.

      “I love you too.”

      His troll roared triumphantly, but he managed to keep it locked inside.

      Mine.

      His arms tightened around her as she put her hand on his face.

      “And I feel the same way—what matters is that we’re together.”

      “But you want to stay, don’t you?”

      “I do. Fairhaven Falls already feels like home.”

      “Then we’ll stay.”

      Even dealing with his mother wouldn’t be as hard with Alison to come home to every day.

      “Now,” he said, putting her on her feet in front of him. “As soon as you’ve dried off a little more, I’m taking you to meet my parents. But you can’t change your mind after you meet my mother,” he warned.

      “I can’t meet them looking like this. I look like a drowned rat.”

      “A very beautiful drowned rat,” he said solemnly, then laughed at her outraged expression. “You always look beautiful, sugar. Wet or dry, clothed or naked. Although the last is my personal preference.”

      She swayed towards him as he feathered his thumbs across her damp breasts, and his cock jerked, but he reluctantly moved on.

      “I don’t think we should give the nurse anything else to gossip about, do you?”

      “I don’t mind being scandalous with you.”

      “We have plenty of time to get the town talking,” he promised. “Why don’t you put on some dry scrubs and we’ll go see my dad.”

      She nodded reluctantly, and he gave her a quick kiss.

      “My good girl.”

      “Mmm.”

      She swayed towards him again, but he forced himself to turn her around and point her towards the scrubs.

      “Dressed. Now.”

      She giggled. “I bet that’s the last time you ever say that.”

      “Probably,” he agreed, although she did have to strip out of her wet outer clothes before pulling on the scrubs.

      He watched her the entire time, his cock throbbing, and she let him look. By the time she was dressed again, her cheeks were pink and glowing and he could have stabbed a hole in a concrete wall with his cock.

      “Little devil,” he growled as they walked back down the corridor hand in hand.

      “Why, thank you.”

      Once again the naiad at reception gave them an amused look, but she didn’t comment.

      It wasn’t until they were outside his father’s room that Alison’s smile faded.

      “Are you sure about this?”

      “Yes,” he said firmly and pushed the door open.

      His mother was sitting next to the hospital bed, while Nichola sprawled in a chair by the window.

      “Mom, Dad, this is Alison. She’s my mate.”

      His mother gasped, but Nichola grinned.

      “I’m glad you caught her.”

      “But… but she’s human,” his mother stuttered, and he felt Alison tense.

      “Yes, she is—but you will treat her with the respect she deserves, or you will never see me again. Do you understand?”

      His mother gasped again, her mouth opening, but his dad slid his hand over hers as he looked over at them.

      “Welcome.”

      The word was a little garbled, but quite understandable, and Alison gave his father her shy, enchanting smile.

      “Thank you. You have a wonderful son.”

      It was the right thing to say. Even his mother’s frozen expression softened a little.

      His father’s head jerked as he looked over at Nichola, and she rose to her feet.

      “I also have an announcement. Dad has offered to sell the garage to the two of us. We can pay it back in installments—so you don’t have to worry about being old and penniless, Mom—but we will have full control of the business and how it’s run. That is, if it’s what you want, Will?”

      His mother gave another dramatic gasp, but once again his dad’s touch quieted her.

      “What do you think, sugar?” he asked Alison softly.

      She looked up at him and smiled.

      “I think it’s your decision, but it sounds like a good idea to me.”

      “Then yes, I accept.”

      His father’s face relaxed into a twisted smile, and Will realized how much it had mattered to him. Nichola was grinning and his mother still looked dazed.

      “We can deal with the details later,” he said. “Right now I’m taking my mate home.”

      He didn’t wait for a response, sweeping her up into his arms and heading outside. The storm had passed, leaving the sun sparkling on the remaining puddles and a rainbow peeking out across the river.

      “It’s so pretty,” Alison said, but all he cared about was the woman in his arms.

      “Let’s go home, sugar.”

      Home in a town where he once again belonged, because of her.

      She sighed contentedly and nestled closer.

      “Yes, let’s go home.”
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      Six weeks later…

      

      “If this keeps up, we’ll be fully booked,” Alison said happily, but Flora frowned.

      “That’s really not what… Still I suppose…”

      “Flora?”

      “Never mind, dear. Yes, I think it will work out better this way. Just be sure and reserve the front left bedroom for Charlotte Hudson. She’ll be here for at least two weeks, although I suspect she’ll only request a single night to begin with.”

      Alison gave her a puzzled look.

      “I don’t see her name on the register.”

      “You will, dear.”

      Flora hurried away before she could ask any more questions, and she sighed as Will came up behind her. He put his arms around her and she leaned back against him, enjoying the warmth of his big muscular body.

      “I never know what to make of her,” she muttered.

      “I don’t think anyone does, but she means well. Or if she doesn’t, we don’t stand a chance in hell anyway.”

      “True. So what do you think? Are we ready for the grand opening?”

      “It’s perfect. Are you happy with everything?”

      “I am.”

      The inn had been transformed into the vision she and Flora had originally discussed - a comfortable mix of modern amenities and old fashioned charm. The tall rooms were bright and spacious, everything glowed with the warm patina of age, and Nichola had filled the room with sweet-smelling flowers.

      “How long before everyone starts to show up?”

      Flora had invited the whole town to drop by for the opening.

      “About an hour. Why?”

      “That should be just enough time. Come with me.”

      “But…”

      “Come with me,” he repeated in the deep voice that voice that always made her melt, and held out his hand.

      She sighed, and took his hand.

      “Good girl,” he murmured, and her pulse sped up.

      “We don’t have time for this.”

      Even she could tell that it was a halfhearted protest, and he grinned as he led her through the restored gardens to a strip of woodland at the back of the property.

      “Out here?” she whispered, as a bolt of excitement rippled through her.

      Perhaps it was because their first encounter had been outside, but there was always a little something special about making love outdoors. He grinned but didn’t answer her, heading for a half-hidden iron gate in the woods.

      “That doesn’t open.” she began, but as soon as he put his hand on the gate, it swung open.

      “Courtesy of Sylvie. It will only open to you or me or someone we invite.”

      “We need one of those at the cottage,” she sighed.

      Once his mother had reconciled herself to all the changes, and his father was home again, she had become a little too enthusiastic about Will having a mate. She didn’t hesitate to drop by whenever the mood struck her, and while Alison was happy that the older woman was no longer so angry, there was a limit.

      His mother’s latest mission was to convince them that they should start a family. Last night she’d interrupted them just as Will was introducing her to a very interesting new position. He’d informed his mother in no uncertain terms that their chances of having a child were zero if she interrupted them each time they were about to have sex. For once his mother had been struck silent, but by the time he’d ushered her out, the mood had definitely been lost.

      Not that he hadn’t succeeded in bringing it back, she thought with a smile. But still.

      “Or what if we lived here instead?” he asked as he came to a halt in front of a sprawling two story building.

      “What is this place?”

      “The old carriage house. What do you think?”

      “I think it’s gorgeous.”

      The building clearly needed work, but the graceful lines were obvious. The fancy Victorian trim was in desperate need of paint, but it appeared to be mostly intact. Behind the building, the land dropped away, and she could see the river glinting far below.

      “It needs more windows, but the ceilings must be—”

      “Twelve feet downstairs and fourteen upstairs under the ridge line. I wouldn’t have to worry about hitting my head, and we could get a bed large enough that my feet don’t hang off the end.”

      “I thought you liked our cozy little bed,” she teased.

      “I do, sugar, but I’d like to stretch out occasionally. Plus more space gives me more ways to play with your pretty little body.”

      Heat pooled low in her stomach, but she forced herself to concentrate.

      “I don’t understand. Is this part of the inn’s property?”

      “Yes, but Flora is willing to sell it to us. That is, if you think you’d be happy here?”

      “I’d love to live here with you.”

      He sighed with relief, then tugged her over to a wooden case next to the wide doors that led into the carriage house.

      “Then I’m glad I brought this.”

      “What is it?”

      He opened the case to reveal a large rock carved with elaborate symbols, and she gave it a puzzled look.

      “Umm, okay?”

      He smiled at her but didn’t volunteer an explanation as he picked up easily and carried it inside. The building was completely empty, open rafters stretching high overhead and dust motes dancing lazily in the sun streaming in through the clerestory windows, but he strode to the exact center of the building and carefully placed the stone on the ground.

      “There.”

      His satisfaction was obvious, but she still didn’t understand.

      “Are you going to tell me what this is about?”

      “It’s a heartstone. I’ve been carving it for the past six weeks, and when we renovate the house we’ll bury it here, in the middle. And then this house will be our den.”

      Her heart started to pound.

      “I thought a den was a cave in the woods.”

      “No, sugar. Not unless you’re an orc. The heartstone is what creates a den. This is how we claim our mate.”

      She stared at him for another moment, then started stripping off her clothes.

      “Sugar?”

      “I need you. Right now.”

      “I thought you were worried about being late,” he said, but he was already pulling his shirt over his head.

      “Don’t care.”

      “There’s no furniture here.”

      “So improvise.”

      As soon as he shucked off his jeans, she pressed herself against his hard, wonderful body. His erection flexed between them, moisture already pearling on the tip.

      “I love you,” she whispered.

      “I love you too, sugar.” His big hands closed around her waist. “Can you be a good girl and be quiet for me?”

      “Yes.”

      But when he lifted her into the air and plunged her straight down over his huge, swollen cock, it turned out she wasn’t such a good girl after all. She didn’t care—the whole town could hear her cries of pleasure. All she cared about was the thick length filling her so completely and about Will’s arms holding her so tightly as his flare expanded and the sweet warmth of his seed filled her. Her body shuddered helplessly as her own climax swept over her, and when she looked down, the heartstone was glowing.

      People had started arriving by the time they made it back to the opening, but she was too happy to care. Will stayed close to her as she greeted people and answered questions and made sure that the trays of food and drink kept flowing.

      Sylvie was equally busy, but she finally made her way over to Alison’s side.

      “You remember that old lady who met Flora here?” she whispered.

      “The one with the long hair and floating dress?”

      “That’s her. Her name is Beryl, and I heard she’s a weather witch.” Sylvie giggled and rolled her eyes. “No wonder it’s such a perfect day.”

      “Flora thinks of everything,” she agreed, and went back to work.

      It wasn’t until Will put his arms around her a few minutes later that a thought occurred to her. Weather witch…

      “Do you remember when I got locked out of my car and it was raining so hard?”

      “I certainly do.” His eyes heated. “I remember seeing your pretty little nipples beneath that thin, wet cloth.”

      “But it wasn’t supposed to rain that day. And that patch of mud when we went hiking? When it had been dry for a week? Not to mention that rainstorm at the hospital.”

      “Of course I remember. Why?”

      “Because Sylvie said Flora’s friend is a weather witch.”

      He followed her gaze over to where Flora, Gladys, and Beryl were cackling together.

      “You don’t think?”

      “I wouldn’t put it past her.”

      He looked thoughtful for a moment, then grinned.

      “Well in that case, we’ll have to make sure and invite her to the wedding.”

      Her heart started to pound.

      “Wedding? What wedding?”

      “Our wedding, sugar. What happens in the den is for us. The wedding is for everyone else.”

      Her eyes started to fill with tears as she smiled up at him.

      “And then you’ll carry me off to our den?”

      “I’ll carry you anywhere you want to go,” he promised.

      “All I want is to be with you.”

      “Then let’s start right now.”

      He lifted her up in his arms and started striding back towards the gate. She had a brief glimpse over his shoulder of the three old ladies giving each other high fives, but then he was kissing her and that was all that mattered.

      

      Flora grinned as she watched Will carrying Alison away from the opening. It had taken a few extra pushes, but with a little help from her friends she’d made another perfect match. Who was going to be next?
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        Coming up next - Fireworks for My Dragon Boss!

      

        

      
        Charlotte arrives in Fairhaven Falls to wrest an overdue manuscript from brooding reclusive author Nakor Earlsworth. He has no intention of complying - no matter how attractive he finds the annoying female.

      

        

      
        A very stubborn male and an equally determined female are about to find out what happens when an immovable object meets an irresistible force. Sparks are going to fly. Literally.

      

      

      
        
        Click here to order Fireworks for My Dragon Boss!
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        Ready for another cozy monster romance? Then you’ll love Extra Virgin Gargoyle!

      

        

      
        When Angie accepts a part-time job cataloging the library of the vast Gothic mansion on the edge of town, the brooding gargoyle owner turns out to be even more fascinating than his collection.

      

        

      
        Can a curvy librarian tame a grumpy gargoyle?

      

        

      
        Extra Virgin Gargoyle is available on Amazon!
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        To make sure you don’t miss out on any new releases, deals, or updates, click here to sign up for my newsletter!
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