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CHAPTER ONE
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Around two hours past midnight, Taylor woke from a deep sleep, restless and edgy. Something was about to happen. Giving up on going back to sleep, she dressed in jeans and a thick sweatshirt. The mid-October wind off the Atlantic was cold. Even in South Carolina, especially in the early morning hours.

Taking a throw with her, Taylor went out on the second-story deck. Wrapping it around her, she huddled on the chaise she positioned beside the rail, so she had a better view. She listened to the rhythmic crash and roar of the waves. Until now, she had found it soothing. At the moment, it only added to her unease. 

She felt the need to listen for—something. Unfortunately, the ocean seemed to be doing its best to prevent her from hearing it.

The moon was full and only a little over halfway through its path. It played peekaboo with the ocean as clouds scudded across the indigo sky. Rain threatened for later; lightning flashed on the eastern horizon; wispy fog danced along the shore like Southern Belles waltzing in gossamer gowns. It was becoming increasingly difficult to see the breakers. Only the whitecaps winked in and out with the flashes of moonlight and intermittent lightning. Still, Taylor watched, waiting, hoping that the rhythmic sounds would once again soothe her.

They didn’t. 

Taylor sat up straight, suddenly on full alert. There was something out there. She could feel the energy. A low thrum that sent her nerve endings jingling. It shouldn’t be possible, but she recognized it. She’d felt it once before. 

Then she saw it—a shape in the surf. Every so often, it broke through the whitecaps. At first, Taylor thought it might be a dolphin, but then she realized someone was swimming.

Who was insane enough to go swimming after midnight in a cold ocean?

Standing, Taylor looked out to sea. Seconds later, way to the south, she spotted the running lights of a boat. As she watched, a spotlight played back and forth across the waves. They were looking for something—or someone. 

Taylor’s gaze swiftly swung back to the surf in front of the cottage. After a few seconds of frantic searching, she spotted what she was looking for. It was definitely a man. He had reached the shore several yards north of her place. However, instead of rising to his feet, he crawled onto the beach. He rose to his knees and then collapsed onto his stomach and forearms.

Bouncing up and down on the balls of her feet, she glanced toward the approaching boat. If they were looking for the man below her, he had little time to get away. She watched him struggle farther onto the beach. Something was wrong, or surely, he would get to his feet and move. But, instead, he behaved as if he were either exhausted or injured. She should know.

Her best move was to go back inside, lock her door, and call the police. Taylor had already had one run-in with dangerous men. She didn’t need another.

The familiar energy she felt wouldn’t allow her to brush the man off so easily. Curiosity supposedly killed the cat. Taylor hoped it didn’t kill her. 

Taylor watched as he stopped again, a dark shape prone on the sand. The tide was coming in, and a wave washed over him. Trying to get away, he raised his head and wriggled further up the beach as she’d seen soldiers’ belly-crawl on television. 

She didn’t see how he could possibly be connected to the energy she knew. Even if he weren’t, she would never forgive herself if he was injured, and she did nothing to help.

Her decision made; Taylor tossed the throw on the chaise and hurried to get to him before the boat got close enough to spot him. When she reached him, he lay on his stomach, his face resting on his left forearm, which was stretched out above him. He sputtered and coughed as another wave surged over him.

Taylor bent to touch his shoulder. “Are you okay?” She inwardly cringed at the stupidity of the question. 

Before she could blink, he turned over, grabbed her arm, and yanked her down on top of him. He rolled again. Taylor was now trapped beneath a solid, muscled male. To top it off, he pressed the blade of a large knife to her throat. She couldn’t see it, held as she was, but she could feel the edge stretching completely across her neck. So far, it wasn’t slicing into her skin, but Taylor figured it was only a matter of time. For a few seconds, it plunged her back to the attack on her that had left her with a gunshot wound as well as a stab wound. She didn’t want another knife cut.

Her doctor wouldn’t approve of this. It wasn’t at all conducive to the rest she was supposed to be getting. She had come to the South Carolina shore to recuperate from an attack, and here she was being attacked again. At first, it made her angry. However, the entire situation was so absurd she laughed. Okay, so what if there was an edge of hysteria to it? What did it matter if she was going to die?

“You’re not going to die,” a deep voice rumbled above the sound of the surf. The knife disappeared back to wherever it came from. “I’m not going to hurt you. You just startled me. I could use some help.”

“That’s what they all say,” she murmured, but he heard her over the roar of the ocean.

“Do you always laugh when someone has a knife to your throat?”

“This is the first ti—” The salty wave that surged over them washed the rest of her words back down her throat. For a moment, Taylor feared she was going to drown, but firm hands quickly rolled her onto her stomach. A broad palm slapped her between her shoulders.

“Stop,” she begged as soon as she got enough air to speak.

He stopped. “Can you get up?”

“Yes, if you can get off. The question is, can you get up?”

She heard a bark of laughter. “Not without help, darlin’. I’ve been swimming for... Well, for quite a while, and my legs are like limp noodles. Not to mention I’m half frozen. Damn! I lost my knife in that last wave.” He rolled onto his side.

“All righty then.” Taylor got to her feet and reached down, taking hold of his arm. She was optimistic that his losing his knife was a good thing. She finally tugged him to his knees. She’d just started to help him to his feet when another wave hit, sucking the sand from beneath her feet.

A powerful arm encircled her waist, pulling her back until she collided with solid muscle. “Whoa there.” He released her at once, helping her keep her footing. 

Taylor grabbed his arm again and tugged. Good grief, the guy weighed a ton. It took a couple of tries to get him to his feet, especially since helping him stand was straining her wounds. When he was finally vertical, his height startled her. He was at least a half-foot taller than she was.

She took the hand she held and pulled his arm around her shoulders, and tucked herself against his side, bracing under his arm. Someone had politely described her as a sturdy woman, so supporting him once he was standing wasn’t that difficult. 

Now that they were vertical, the ocean breeze struck them. Taylor was freezing. Her sweatshirt was soaked and hung heavily from her shoulders. Plastered to her skin, her jeans were clammy. The man whose waist she had an arm around wasn’t even wearing a shirt. Only jeans and no shoes. He had to be freezing, too. 

“This rescue isn’t going as I envisioned.”

He chuckled. “I’m still alive and standing, so I say, yay, rescue.”

“I should have just called the authorities.”

“I’m glad you didn’t.” He settled his arm more firmly around her shoulders.

“Why?” Taylor asked uneasily before thinking better of it. “No, don’t answer. I’m sure I’m better off not knowing. Come on. We need to get inside and warm up.”

“How far?” She heard the weariness in his voice.

“Right there. See the light?” She always left the light on over the sink. The drapes were open to the living room and dining room, too. It was faint, but they easily saw the light in the darkness.

He walked along with her. “Good. I believe I can make it that far.”

Every little bit, he made her turn around and walk backward. She wanted to ask why, but again, she felt it might be better if she didn’t know. Taylor simply went along with it. She finally led him inside through the storage area on the ground floor and then upstairs to the living room. They trailed salt water all the way.

When they reached the living area, Taylor got her first good look at the man she was helping. “You’re bleeding!”

Releasing her shoulders, he made his way to the kitchen bar, pulled out a chair, and dropped into it. “I’d be shocked if I wasn’t, considering they were shooting with intent to kill.”

Taylor took in the bleeding gash on his right biceps, the ugly hole in his left side just above his waistband, and the blood soaking his jeans at his left calf. Raising her gaze from cataloging his injuries, she looked into the most beautiful gray eyes she’d ever seen. Eyes that looked out of a wickedly handsome face attached to a gorgeous body. She really, really did not want him to be the bad guy. He was too mouthwateringly handsome to be on the wrong side of the law.

He shifted, and the sight of a sigil on his back left shoulder blade brought her up short. Except for being more prominent, it was just like hers. What was she to make of that? Every Halfling male she knew had their sigil on their left front pectoral. This was too freakishly coincidental to be a coincidence. 

Though it might explain the force she felt. However, she’d never picked up energy from anyone else with a sigil. 

She needed sleep. Or a drink. Maybe both.

First, Taylor needed to do something with their wet clothing and his bleeding. Maybe not in that order. “Can you make it to the bathroom? There’s a first-aid kit in there.” Taylor looked at the seeping hole in his side and changed her mind. “Better yet, if you can make it downstairs, I’ll drive you to the hospital.”

“No! No hospital,” he was emphatic.

“Your side looks bad. I don’t think I can patch a wound like that.”

“It looks worse than it is. The bullet was through-and-through. Luckily for me, it’s so near the edge that it missed all my vital bits. Between the two of us, I’m sure we can put me to rights.” He caught her right hand in his left and stroked his thumb over her knuckles. 

There was that familiar tingle again.

“Honey, I realize that you don't know me from Adam, but I swear to God that I’m one of the good guys. I can prove it. I work for a private investigative firm called the Pendragon Alliance. My name is Iain Pendragon. Call them and describe me. They’ll verify my identity.”

“It’s hours after midnight,” Taylor informed him, wondering if this was some sort of con. Too bad for him; she was familiar with the Pendragon Alliance. Her father worked for them. “Who is going to be in an office at this time of night? Except maybe a janitor.”

“You might be surprised.”

“Don’t you have any ID?”

“They confiscated it before I jumped ship. Just do me a favor and don’t tell the woman who answers I’m injured.”

“How do I explain why I’m asking if you are who you say you are?”

He exhaled, closing his eyes. When he reopened them, he smiled. “Tell them I’ve asked to stay with you, and you just want to verify I am who I claim to be.”

That didn’t seem a plausible reason to Taylor, but she nodded and retrieved her cellphone from the bar. 

Besides her father working there, Taylor was familiar with the name Pendragon outside the company. Being a bookstore-slash-café owner, she had easy access to multiple newspapers. She also knew Alexandra Pendragon from storytime at her shop. She often brought her young son. In early summer, she’d brought her sister-in-law, Grace Pendragon, with her toddler. And recently, Grace’s new baby. Even if she hadn’t recently met Alex’s husband, Connor, the name wasn’t at all common. This man strongly resembled Connor. It was apparent they were related.

Taylor tapped in the numbers as Iain rattled them off. Not expecting an answer, it startled her when it was picked up on the second ring. 

“Pendragon Alliance. How may I assist you?”

Taylor was so surprised, she froze.

“Hello?”

“Ah, yes, uh, one of your employees is requesting to stay in my home.” Taylor ignored the raised eyebrow and accompanying grin of the man in question. “I just need to verify his identity.”

“Can he not provide you with ID? All our people carry photo cards identifying them as Pendragon Alliance employees.”

“Uh, no. He lost his wallet. He says his name is Iain Pendragon.” Taylor put her thumb over the speaker to tell him, “She’s transferring me to someone named Phaedra Owens.”

He nodded. “My father’s P.A.. She’s a dragon,” he said with affection.

“This is Phaedra Owens,” a cultured feminine voice spoke in her ear. “How may I assist you?”

“Could you describe Iain Pendragon for me?”

“I could—if I was certain that it was actually Mr. Pendragon requesting that I do so.”

“Hold on a moment.” Taylor held her phone out.

Amusement twisted his mouth as he took it. “Hello, darlin’. Would you please tell this lovely lady what I look like so that she’ll allow me to spend the rest of the night in her house without fear that I’ll murder her in her sleep?” He handed the phone back.

Taylor put it back to her ear. “Yes?”

“Iain will shortly be twenty-seven. He stands six-four and is possessed of a muscular build. He has a head of curly black hair and gray eyes. Does that describe the man before you?”

It certainly did. “Yes. Thank you.”

“Perhaps you will now do me a favor and answer a question for me.”

“Of course, if I can.”

“How is he? Is he injured in any way?”

Before Taylor could answer, Iain took the phone. “Don’t try the interrogation on her, dragon lady. I’m fine. Just exhausted and in need of a place to crash. ...There is no need to call Bear. This is the first vacation the man’s taken in years. I promise to check back in tomorrow once I’ve gotten some sleep. I promise. Now you do me a favor. Go home and get some rest yourself. ...Yes, I will. Bye.” Hanging up, he laid the phone on the countertop. “Now we’ve established my identity. May I have your name?”

“Taylor.”

“Taylor,” he repeated. “That’s almost as lovely as you are. Do I get a surname?”

Though she wanted to, Taylor wasn’t falling for his charm. “Not yet.” It might be silly, but she wasn’t ready for him to make the connection with her father just yet.

“Okay.” He inclined his head. “I can wait.” He smiled as he pushed to his feet. “Before you patch me up, would it be possible for me to get a shower?”

She watched him sway on his feet and grab the chair back for support. “Do you think you can manage that without falling on your face?”

“Yes. I know I appear shaky, but I can manage. I’ll make it quick. First, I need to wash off the saltwater and sand. It’s making my skin itch as it dries. It’s also not going to be conducive to bandages.”

His skin did need to be cleaned. Though she still doubted, Taylor reluctantly agreed. “Okay, but let me help you in there. You need to hurry. We need to get the hole in your side bandaged.”

Iain put an arm around her shoulders and let her help him into the bathroom. Luckily for them both, it was a short walk off the kitchen into the master bedroom, and it’s a connected bath.

“If you’ll toss out your clothes, I’ll do a quick wash and get the salt out of them, too.”

“Thank you, Taylor. I’ll hurry so you can get a shower and warm-up, too. You’re shivering hard enough to rattle your bones.”

“Don’t worry about me. I can use one of the downstairs bathrooms.”

“No. I mean, I’d rather you remain nearby. I’ll hurry. Five minutes or less, and I’ll be done. In the meantime, make sure all the doors and windows are locked. Curtains closed. Blinds down. If you have a security system, arm it,” Iain said as they entered the bathroom.

“I know the people who shot you are looking for you, but do you think they’ll look here?”

“How do you know someone is looking for me?”

“Because there’s a boat sailing up the coast, searching the shore with a spotlight,” she told him. “They’re still a good ways south. I’m sure they didn’t see us on the beach.”

He nodded, leaning against the wall while she turned on the water in the shower, adjusting the temperature. Then, as she pulled a washcloth and several towels from shelves, he unzipped his jeans and shucked them off.

“They’ll keep looking, but I’m sure you’re right. I swam a long way with some help from the currents. Plus, there are a lot of houses along this beach. They won’t expect me to be in an occupied house. If we’re lucky, they’ll conclude they killed me, and I’m fish food at the bottom of the Atlantic.” Hooking his thumbs in his boxers, he barely moved when she gasped.

Glancing up, she met his gaze, sure that her cheeks were crimson. His wet underclothes left little to the imagination. “I, ah... Here are the towels and a washcloth.” She shoved the items at him. As soon as he accepted them, she fled out the door. “I’ll get your clothes later,” she said as she closed the door behind her.
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CHAPTER TWO
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Iain stood holding the towels and staring at the door in bemusement. If he didn’t believe it was impossible, he would think that Taylor No-name-yet was an innocent. But, at her age, and with those Rubenesque curves—especially with those curves—he was sure it couldn’t be true. Hopefully, he’d have time to find out.

Putting the towels on the commode lid, holding onto the washcloth, he kicked off his boxers and stepped into the shower.

The hot water felt wonderful. At least until he added soap to the mix, then it stung like blue blazes when it came in contact with his wounds. The alternative was to chance infection. To distract himself, he thought of the lovely Taylor. Long, thick blond hair that he wanted to bury his fingers in; beautiful eyes, a cross between sage and moss green that changed with her moods; luscious, Cupid’s bow lips he wanted time to savor; and a tall, curvy body that he wanted to get up close and personal with.

More than that, she was unlike most women he knew. Nothing seemed to throw her. Not that he had seen. She jumped in to help him when most women would have run in the other direction. 

A wave of dizziness struck him, forcing his thoughts back to the problem at hand. Iain quickly finished showering. He used the first towel to get the extra moisture out of his hair and then dry himself. He finished with the second towel before securing it around his waist.

There was a full-length mirror on the back of the second door. Iain looked himself over. All in all, he’d come through in decent shape. Especially considering the zeal with which the enemy had tried to end him. 

“Taylor, I’m done,” he called. “You can come patch me up and then get your shower.”

The door eased open a couple of seconds later, and Taylor entered cautiously. She had changed into a thick, ankle-length robe in a deep red that brought out the creamy perfection of her skin. 

“I’m decent.” He shrugged, grinning. “At least I’m decently covered.”

She shot him a glance from the corner of her eye to verify it even as she grinned at his joke. She carried a large plastic box labeled ‘first aid supplies’ and set it on the vanity beside where he sat on the commode lid. Opening the box, she stared at him.

Iain smiled gently at her worried expression. “Don’t let it overwhelm you. Start with the gash in my arm. We’ll work our way down to the good parts. Okay?”

Taylor smiled. “Okay.” She rummaged around in the box, pulling out antiseptic, a box of bandages, a circle of tape, and a pair of scissors. She put them all on the counter beside her. Opening the tube of antiseptic, she put some on the tip of her finger and carefully dabbed it along the bloody grove on the outside of his arm. She washed her hands and then handed him the scissors and tape roll. She unwrapped a square bandage and pressed it over the wound. Iain cut the tape to the lengths she’d specified, handed them to her, and soon she finished dressing the wound on his shoulder.

During his shower, Iain discovered a cut on his left wrist. It wasn’t deep, but it was ragged. He held out his arm for Taylor to look it over. She treated it and covered it with a bandage before pulling out a roll of gauze. She wrapped that around his wrist several times before tying it off. 

That left his side and his leg. He knew the one on his side concerned her, but he couldn’t go to the hospital. He moved his arm to give her better access to the bullet hole in his side. An inch to the left, and it would have missed him completely. A little farther to the right and it could have struck something vital, and his attackers would have gotten their wish.

Taylor had kneeled at his side to get a better view. She looked at the dark hole and then at him. “I have no clue how to fix this.”

“Do you have some spray antiseptic?”

She nodded, pulling a can from the box. She jerked back as he reached for it. “This is going to burn like blazes.”

“I know. But it’s got to be done. I can do the front, but you’ll have to do the back.”

“I’ll do it all,” Taylor stated. “Ready?”

Iain nodded, hoping he wasn’t lying.

“Bloody hell!” Surging to his feet, he closed his eyes and sucked in a breath as it set his side on fire. Before he could take a breath, Taylor sprayed the back side. Putting his hands against the wall, Iain pushed against it. 

He watched Taylor use a clean, dry washcloth to wipe off the seeping blood and excess antiseptic from his skin before dabbing the cream around the two openings.

When he could speak once more, he told her, “That’s good. Now just slap a pad over each hole and tape ’em down good. The bleeding has nearly stopped.” Mostly because he’d learned he had some healing power. “At least it was a twenty-two. Small hole. Could have been worse.”

Taylor could easily imagine ‘worse.’ She had personal experience with gunshots and worse herself. Hers had been a through-and-through, too. It still hurt like the dickens. It had healed remarkably well on the outside, but it took longer internally. After all the tugging and pulling she’d done with Iain, it ached like a sumbitch.

“Don’t you want to see a doctor about this?” she asked hopefully. “I know one who’s very good with gunshot wounds.”

Iain looked over his shoulder and frowned. “Why do you know a doctor like that? Who are you, Taylor?” Was he a fool to trust his Florence Nightingale? Was she Dubh Sidhe? Or working with them?

“I work at a bookstore slash coffee shop in Caledonia, South Carolina. Actually, I own it. The store, I mean.”

Iain’s frown deepened. He didn’t trust coincidence. “What’s the name?”

“Cup of Words,” she answered hesitantly.

“I know it. I’ve driven past it on numerous occasions.” He relaxed fractionally. He’d never gone in, but he was familiar with it. 

“You know Caledonia?”

Iain nodded. “Several members of my family live in and around there. You probably know some of them. Clark, my eldest nephew, just turned six. He loves books.”

Taylor nodded. She knew Clark and his mother, Alex, and had recently met his father, Connor. She’d been correct in thinking they were related. “He especially loves books on dragons and knights. Lately, he’s discovered mysteries for kids. I had wondered. Pendragon isn’t a common name.”

Iain smiled at that. If only she knew. “No, it’s not. As surnames go, it’s rare.” The smile faded. “Now, back to my first question. I’m even more curious. How is it you know a doctor who handles gunshot wounds?”

Without realizing it, she reflexively touched her left shoulder. She visibly shuddered.

Iain turned, catching her right hand in his left, gently rubbing his thumb across her knuckles. “Tell me,” he urged.

“It’s... I was robbed at closing a little over two weeks ago.”

“The bastard shot you?” Iain stared at her in disbelief. An unholy rage filled him at the thought of a cold, metal projectile tearing through her tender flesh. If he ever got his hands on the perpetrator, he’d kill him.

Peripherally, Iain recognized his overblown and out-of-line reaction, considering he didn’t even know her last name. She should mean nothing more to him than any random female, but already Taylor was more. Iain couldn’t explain it. She just was. At the moment, he wasn’t prepared to figure out why. 

“Where?”

“Where what?”

“Where did the bastard shoot you?” Iain demanded. Even he could hear the rage in his voice. Of course, it wasn’t his business, but he wanted to know anyway. 

For a second, Taylor looked at him in stunned silence. Then she shook her head and was once more the remarkable woman who’d come to his aid on the beach. 

“It’s doesn’t matter,” she told him. “Right now, we need to get you patched up since you’re disinclined to see an actual doctor.”

“Disinclined,” Iain repeated. The word would have amused him if he didn’t feel that he was on the trail of something significant. “Yes, I’m definitely disinclined to have some medical person poking and prodding me.”

Taylor only half listened. She had no way of knowing how much blood Iain lost during his swim, but the wound was still oozing from the back. Pulling her hand free, she moved to where she had better access.

As she opened an alcohol swab, she warned, “This may hurt more than the spray.”

“Holy hell!” Iain sucked in a breath, grabbing for the wall once more as she cleaned the opening and wiped the fresh blood trail from his skin.

“I’m sorry,” she apologized as she quickly pushed a thick bandage against it. Then she brought his hand down and pressed his palm against the pad.

Iain bided his time while she taped one bandage to his back. If she thought he’d forget about her injury or was going to let it go, she was mistaken.

At her urging, Iain turned around. When she unwrapped another large gauze pad, he caught her wrist before she could apply it. “Do you have any whisky?”

She looked up and shook her head. “No, I’m sorry. All I have is some Woodchuck.”

“What the heck is a woodchuck? Besides a large rodent.”

Taylor laughed.

The sound did strange things to his insides. 

“It’s a brand of hard cider. I don’t like beer. Wine’s not much better, so I get them instead for when I want something alcoholic.”

“Uh-huh. Just how much alcohol is in one?” Iain was betting little.

She shrugged. It caused her robe to gape slightly. From Iain’s standing position, it afforded him a mouthwatering view of cleavage. He needed Taylor to finish quickly before he became any more aroused. Or rather, before it became more noticeable. 

“All done,” Taylor said after wrapping a bandage around his waist to hold both pads over his injuries and bandaging the gash on his calf. She stood.

Iain helped her return the unused supplies to their box. The faster the items could be put away, the sooner she could get her shower and get to bed. She looked as exhausted as he felt. He waited as she put the box away. There was one more thing he wanted. When she turned around, he was right in front of her. She took a quick step back and bumped into the vanity.

“There are two bedrooms downstairs. They’re both ready,” she quickly stated.

“Thanks, but for tonight at least, I’m going to sleep on the large sectional in the living room,” he said pleasantly, but his expression was determined. “I want to see where you were shot.”

Taylor frowned at him. “Why? It’s healed. It can’t possibly matter to you.”

“Well, it does,” Iain admitted. “I need to see it.” Then, when she just frowned at him as if he was nuts, he added, “I will strip you if I have to.”

Taylor’s eyes widened. He watched her as she went from believing he was bluffing to realizing he was serious. 

“Taylor,” he gave her one more warning.

“Fine.” With the knot of the belt in her left hand, she pulled her robe away from her hip with her right. It let him see the puckered skin just above her panties.

A large hand curled around her hip, turning her toward the brighter light over the sink. Angling her further away from him, Iain shoved the robe higher until he found the exit wound. Like his, it had been a small caliber. He cursed under his breath. “You said this was two weeks ago. This looks like it happened last week. And it’s not healed. Not by a long shot. Let me see the other.”

“What other?”

“You keep touching your shoulder.” Not waiting for her to accommodate him, Iain caught the neck of her robe and pulled it to the side. “Holy hell, this is a knife wound. You didn’t say they knifed you.”

Jerking her robe back into place, she held it together. “The holes have closed.” 

Barely. And the trauma certainly hadn’t. She was shaking. “You sweet idiot. You had no business tugging me about. I hope you haven’t pulled it open inside.”

“I’m fine.”

“I hope so.” Iain stroked his hand over her uninjured shoulder before stepping back. “I’ll go on to bed and leave you to get your shower. But if you hear anything strange during the night, I want you to promise you’ll come get me.”

She nodded. “I promise.” Taylor pulled a bottle of Tylenol from a toiletry bag on the back of the bathroom door. She tossed it to him. “Here. You’re going to need these. Glasses are in the cupboard above the dishwasher. A pillow and linens are in the closet beside the stairs. If you need anything else, just call me.”

Iain surrendered to temptation. He slipped his right hand around the nape of her neck beneath her heavy fall of wet hair. Then, pulling her forward and leaning down, he pressed his lips to hers.

Iain loved her lips—soft and plump. He ran his tongue over the bottom one before gently sucking it between his teeth. At her surprised murmur, he took advantage. Cradling her cheeks in his palms, he held her still, feasting on her sweetness. He wanted to shout with satisfaction when her hands settled on his ribcage after fluttering like birds’ wings. When her arms tentatively slid around him, her palms pressing against his naked back, Iain’s entire body came to attention. Backing her against the wall, he let her feel his arousal. 

The moment she pushed against his chest, Iain knew he’d moved too quickly. Once Taylor got the hang of kissing, it was marvelous. It didn’t take a genius to figure out she was pretty much a novice at it. Yet instead of giving her time to adjust, he’d gone at her like a man just released from solitary confinement.

Iain didn’t understand his actions. There was no way he could explain it to her, but it was the effect she had on him. He could try to blame it on the letdown after the adrenalin rush. Still, he’d been in this type of situation before and never wanted the nearest woman. He could and would use it as an excuse if need be. Taylor might even believe it.

He eased back. Luminous green eyes stared up at him thoughtfully, her palms still flat against his chest. Dropping his hands to her shoulders, he held her steady. “I apologize.” Iain changed his mind. “No, I don’t. I’m not at all sorry for kissing you, just for the timing. I would blame my lack of restraint on the circumstances, but I honestly can’t. I just badly needed to taste you.”

Taste her? Taylor looked up at him, trying to get her brain to function. As a result of Iain’s mind-numbing kiss, however, she was incapable of getting her synapses to fire. To him, she probably resembled some sort of love-sick, brain-dead idiot, but she couldn’t think of one thing to say. What could she say after a remark like his? Thank you would be a stupid response. Taylor had no experience with a man like Iain. It would be better for her if she didn’t respond.

She swallowed. “You know where to find what you need. I, ah, need to get my shower.”

Taylor watched his gray eyes darken and heat with an emotion she wasn’t about to try to identify. She almost wished he frightened her. The fear she could deal with. Perhaps it was foolish, but she wasn’t afraid of Iain Pendragon. On some level, she recognized that he would never harm her—at least not physically. 

“Alone,” she added when he didn’t move, just in case he thought she was issuing some sort of invitation. It had crossed her mind, which was out of character for her. Plus, she knew she would end up in over her head. 

Taking another step back, Iain released her. He grinned. “Yes. More’s the pity. If you need me for anything, like washing your back, you know where I’ll be.” With that, he turned, leaving her in the bathroom and closing the door behind him. 

Taylor sagged against the wall Iain had leaned against earlier. She touched her fingers to her lips. Holy cow, the man could kiss. Which led to speculation as to what else Iain excelled. She thought she knew. 

A violent shiver shook her entire body.

She needed to hurry and shower so she could get into bed and get warmed. Taylor already turned up the heat. Due to the near hypothermia her guest probably had from his midnight swim in the cold Atlantic, he wouldn’t be comfortable with anything to sleep in but his wet skin. 

That sent Taylor’s thoughts skipping happily down a trail she didn’t need to be on. 

Taylor hurried through her shower, washing the saltwater from her hair. After drying off and wrapping her damp tresses in a dry towel, she went into the master bedroom and put on a thigh-length flannel nightgown and a robe. Returning to the bathroom, she gathered Iain’s discarded clothing. Tiptoeing past him, where he slept on the oversized sectional couch in the living room, she went downstairs and put his clothes in the washer. She would put them in the dryer in the morning.

Taylor then went back to the bedroom, got in bed, and pulled the covers over her shoulders. She considered pulling them over her head, but it wasn’t that bad.

She feared it would take her a while to fall asleep with all the excitement. But, instead of the presence of a virtual stranger making her feel uneasy, Iain’s company made her feel safe. She fell asleep almost as soon as her head hit the pillow.

* * *
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PHAEDRA OWENS KNOCKED twice on the heavy, eight-paneled oak door to the inner sanctum of her employer’s office suite. She went through at the gruff ‘enter,’ closing the door behind her. 

Emrys Pendragon, known in another place and far distant time as Merlin, looked up from the book he had open. He sat in an oversized leather chair behind an enormous oak desk with dragons carved into each corner. His dark eyes were watchful. “You’ve heard from him.” It was a statement. His personal assistant wouldn’t have interrupted him unless she had news of his fourth son.

“A young woman phoned. She requested I describe Iain. When I refused, unless he agreed, Iain took the phone himself. He said he was fine. However, when I asked the young woman if he was injured, he again took her phone. There is something Iain doesn’t want us to know.”

Emrys leaned back, steepling his fingers together, elbows on his armrests. “Stubborn lad. Do we have a location?”

Phaedra appeared affronted by the question. “Of course. I immediately initiated a trace on her phone.”

He smiled. “I apologize for doubting you.”

Ignoring that, she continued, “I traced the call to a house on the South Carolina coast south of Myrtle Beach. I have GPS coordinates. I suggested sending Bear to him, but Iain refused.”

Emrys nodded. “Bear still has four days of vacation left. He’ll return on Sunday. There is no need to cut short the first time off the man has taken in years. For now, we abide by Iain’s request. I’ll check on the lad myself. Just in case, I’ll take Haldis with me.”

An instant later, Phaedra was the only one in the room. 

* * *
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IAIN CAME AWAKE WITH a start. 

He didn’t think he’d been asleep long because he was still bone tired. Something had awakened him, though. He sat straight up when he saw the two people in the room, one sitting at the other end of the short portion of the sectional. He recognized the man staring out the sliding doors toward the ocean. “Damn it, Dad. You scared the hell out of me.”

“You should have informed Phaedra, or me, of your injuries. Perhaps then I wouldn’t have been forced to make this impromptu visit and awaken you from sleep you so obviously need.”

Keeping the quilt bunched around his waist and over his lap, Iain swung his feet to the floor. “As you can see, I’m fine. Mostly bruised and battered. Nothing serious. I lost my weapons and wallet, though. And cell.”

Emrys slashed his hand through the air as he stalked toward his son. “Those things mean nothing. They can all be replaced. As to nothing serious, I call bullet wounds extremely serious. If you had advised Phaedra of the situation, we could have translocated you home and seen to your injuries.”

Iain blinked. Hell, if he’d thought of that, he could have translocated himself home after the first shot. This happened when one only recently learned they were capable of translocation.

“Taylor bandaged my wounds just fine. I worked a little of my own healing mojo on the worst one and slowed the bleeding way down.”

Outdoor lights at each corner of the ocean-side deck sent a soft glow through the closed drapes. Between that and a dim nightlight near the kitchen sink, Iain could see his foster father’s eyes narrow. “Taylor is the young lady with whom Phaedra spoke?”

“Yes. She pulled me out of the surf and offered me a place to spend the night. Taylor has some experience with gunshot wounds as well, so she knew what to do.”

“What does that mean? Is she a trauma doctor?” 

“No. She owns a bookstore and café. Cup of Words in Caledonia.”

“What?” There was surprise as well as recognition in Emrys’ voice. “I remember Connor mentioning the attack. Alex was terribly upset by it. She often takes Clark there. And Grace has begun taking Caela for storytime. You say this is the same woman who helped you?”

“Yes, I know. I don’t believe in coincidence either. Certainly not growing up with you as my teacher.”

“Perhaps it’s a sign that another sword has surfaced. Have you seen one?”

Iain swallowed as wave after wave of emotion and buried memories crashed over him. Like a powerful riptide, they threatened to drag him under. “You believe Taylor may have my sword?”

Emrys nodded. He felt it. “It would explain why she was drawn out to find you at such an indecent hour of the morning. I take it you haven’t seen it.”

“If—and this is a big if—Taylor does have one of the swords, it’s hardly going to be lying around for anyone to find. Not that I would look. I won’t abuse her trust by searching. She has to give it to me freely, anyway.” Iain sat up straighter. “The robbery at her place, could they have been after the sword? If she is a Sword Maiden, she’s in a world of danger.”

“If she is indeed
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