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CHAPTER ONE
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Caitlin McGregor’s hand shook so badly she could barely push the speed-dial button on her kitchen wall phone. She bounced up and down on the balls of her feet as she waited for someone to answer. Even though she was expecting it, Cait jumped when a starchy voice said, “Somerset County Sheriff’s Office. Norma Ann speaking. Make it quick.”

Quick was exactly what Cait wanted. “Is Beau in? It’s important.” Cait didn’t feel up to tracking him down if he wasn’t.  

“Cait? Is that you, hon?” Norma Ann Jenkins was the secretary to the sheriff, as well as being an assistant 911 operator as often as she could. Cait was certain the woman knew everyone in the county and what they were doing at any given moment.

“Yes, ma’am. Is he in?”

“Just came in. Hang on, hon. I’ll connect you.”

Two clicks were followed by a familiar voice. “Hey, Cait. What’s up?”

“There was a b-box by my g-garage.”

She heard a husky laugh. “A present from a new secret admirer? It’s about time. What’s in it? Chocolates? At least it’s cold enough they shouldn’t have melted.”

Cait fought down bile as she relived her first look inside the box. It was a couple of seconds before she could speak. “No. Not an admirer. It’s awful. There’s b-blood and—”

“Are you home now?” Beau cut in. At the mention of blood, her cousin was all business.

“In my kitchen.” She didn’t mention that her back was pressed as tightly to the wall as possible without becoming one with it.

“Are your doors locked?”

“I think so.” Cait always locked her doors behind her. Though she couldn’t swear she’d done so this time in her haste to call her cousin. She wasn’t about to leave her position to make sure, however.

“Stay put. Don’t move until I get there. Because I’m bringing some Pure deputies with me, I can’t translocate, but I’m going to put Norma Ann back on the phone. Stay on there with her until I get there.” He referred to people who, unlike the members of their family and most of Somerset County, South Carolina, had no fairy blood. “If anything happens before I arrive, telecommunicate with me. You can do that now, remember?” 

“Yes.” Cait remembered now. It was the first of her Sidhe talents to manifest. However, she wasn’t used to communicating with other Halflings telepathically. 

Norma Ann, who kept up a running commentary while Cait waited, replaced Beau. 

It seemed ages, but it couldn’t have been over eight or ten minutes before two sheriff’s cruisers screamed up her driveway. She jumped when, moments later, her cousin banged on her door. 

That answered one question. She had locked it.

“It’s me. Open the door, Cait.”

Saying goodbye to Norma Ann, Cait started for the garage door into the utility room. Before she got there, her cousin appeared in the utility room. Beau crossed to her, looked her over from head to toe, gave her a quick hug, and then opened the door to the other deputies. Sending Cait into her living room, he oversaw the evidence collection by another deputy and the crime scene tech who accompanied them.

A long time later, Cait placed a pimento-cheese sandwich and a glass of iced tea on the kitchen island in front of her cousin. It might be February, but they always offered sweet tea in the South. Getting a second glass and a bag of potato chips, she sat next to him. Hoping the salt would help her stomach settle, Cait nibbled the chips and sipped her tea.

“What does it mean?” Cait asked after allowing Beau a few bites of food.

Beau had polished off half of his sandwich and a fistful of chips, which he’d washed down with three-fourths of his tea. “What it means, little cuz, is someone or more than one someone has it in for you. It’s those damned relics Aunt Izena left you. All this mess began right after that necklace was delivered.” He indicated the necklace she wore with a tilt of his glass.

Getting up, Cait retrieved the pitcher. “If you’re suggesting that I sell what this leads to, you know exactly why I can’t,” she stated emphatically. After refilling both their glasses, she set the pitcher on the table and resumed her seat. “You know the history. After all these years, I will not be the one to screw things up. Besides, I love that sword.”

And she did. 

It had been a couple of months since she’d seen it, but its image was burned into her brain. Even though it was centuries old, it was the most beautiful thing she’d ever seen. The craftsmanship was exceptional. More than that, when Cait picked up the large broadsword, it spoke to something in her soul. She wasn’t going to give it up until she had to. And she would have to soon enough because she was only the protector, the guardian, until its rightful owner showed up in person.

Since her great-aunt had passed, Cait became the Sword Maiden. After touching the weapon, she knew what the owner looked like. Not only that, she began to have dreams of him—vivid dreams of a so-handsome-he-was-almost-painful-to-look-at, dark-haired knight with the most beautiful gray eyes she’d ever seen.

“You never should have touched the thing. It would be best if you had left it alone until you could hand it over,” Beau stated, yanking her back to the present.

“The note Aunt Izena left with the necklace told me that I had to touch it. So I did.” Cait was convinced that if she hadn’t, she wouldn’t know what the prince looked like. 

Or that she thought she might already know him. Or at least of him. Cait was a librarian, so she often saw newspaper headlines. Even if she seldom had time to actually read the articles. 

“Fine. I’m going to call a friend of mine. We’re going to get you some protection until we can catch whoever is doing this.”

“Don’t be silly. I just became head librarian seven months ago. I can’t afford a bodyguard or security person on my salary. Nor am I spending what little savings I have on some guy who will probably sit around eating me out of house and home.” Cait once more filled Beau’s glass with tea. She was going to have to make more.

“Uh-huh.” Her cousin pushed the remaining half of his sandwich in front of her. “Eat that while I make some calls.” As usual, he totally ignored her arguments. Being the oldest of not only his brothers but all the McGregor cousins obviously left him with some bad habits. Like believing he knew what was best for all of them.

“Beau!” It was too late. Her cousin stepped out her deck door and pulled it closed behind him with a solid thud.

Infuriating for all of them, he was usually right.

* * *
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ROANE PENDRAGON SIPPED his rum. 

He wasn’t drunk. Far from it, but he wished he was. 

It had been four years since the fiasco of a mission with his older brother, Brenn. Two of Brenn’s friends had been killed. They’d tried to get out, but the attack came before they could. The only one they’d managed to save was the couple’s infant.

Roane still had nightmares of holding the baby girl in his good arm (his other shoulder had been dislocated) while terror rained down around them. He’d shielded the baby with his body as best he could as a third explosion rocked their compound. An explosion he’d feared had killed his brother.

It wasn’t until he’d awakened in the hospital that he learned the baby survived with only a few scratches and bruises. Brenn had survived, too. However, his brother had psychosomatic blindness for a while.

Brenn had been twenty-seven during that mission. Roane turned twenty-seven a little over a week after his latest FUBAR mission.

They’d lost another Pendragon Alliance employee who had also been a friend to many of them. Roane hadn’t been in charge of the mission. Shawe Torrens had. Nor had he been near Shawe when his friend was killed. None of that eased Roane’s guilt over being unable to save him. Now Shawe’s wife was left to raise their toddler son, alone.

* * *
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CAIT WAS THE NEXT-TO-last person to deplane.

She didn’t want to leave the jet at all. However, she didn’t have a choice. She still could not believe that her cousins had gotten her on the plane in the first place. From the time she called the oldest about the decapitated rabbit left in a box at her back door, he had steamrolled everything. Cait had barely had time to breathe. She hadn’t even had time to call her two female cousins until she was in the car on the way to the airport.

All no doubt her eldest cousin’s plan.

It worked. Cait was about to walk into an airport on a Caribbean Island that she’d never dared dream of visiting. 

What made it stranger was that the second person Beau spoke to made it sound as if Cait would be doing him a favor. From what she overheard, the man’s son, whom Beau was acquainted with, had recently gone through some sort of crisis and was now in a self-destructive mood. For whatever reason, the father believed she could help.

After that, Cait couldn’t say no. Especially when he told Beau that her shaking his son up would be payment enough. The desperation and love she heard in the father’s voice secured her cooperation. 

Cait wanted to help if she could. She had no idea how to accomplish it, but she would give it a shot. It seemed anything she did would be okay with the father. He told Beau he didn’t care how she did it.

She watched the passengers ahead of her deplane. The stewards were now looking at her and the man behind her with frowns on their faces. If she didn’t exit, Cait could imagine them calling security to report potential terrorists. Putting her cross-body bag on, Cait got a death grip on her carry-on. The man behind her made noises of impatience. Uneasy, she walked after the other passengers.

Cait expected to be met, though she wasn’t sure how she would recognize the person. In hindsight, her cousin should have been more forthcoming with that information. And she should have asked when he wasn’t.

Scanning the large room, Cait noticed a tall man with dark skin around fifty to sixty years of age, smartly yet casually dressed in a royal blue t-shirt tucked into crisp, white cotton shorts. The only hair on his otherwise bald head was a neatly trimmed mustache. 

He flashed a welcoming smile as he extended his hand. “Good afternoon, Miss McGregor. Thank you so much for coming.” After shaking her hand, he took her carry-on bag and slung it over his shoulder.

“Good afternoon,” Cait replied. Though he was dressed informally, he was still somewhat intimidating.

He smiled again, inclining his head. “I’m Braxton Winthrop. Please call me Brax.” He motioned for her to proceed with him to the baggage claim area. “Let’s collect your baggage. Then we’ll discuss your preferred mode of travel to the island.”

Cait wondered what he would say if she told him she didn’t want to go to the island at all. She felt her life spinning out of control, and she had no way to stop it.

Luggage appeared on the conveyor belt just as they arrived. A porter following Brax collected the two cases she pointed out. As they headed outside, Brax explained her options in more detail. 

“The helicopter is out on the pad. We can take it and arrive at Dragon’s Wave in minutes. Or, if you prefer, the launch is here to stock up on supplies. It won’t be ready to leave for another hour. After that, the trip would take about an hour and a half. The scenery is beautiful either way.”

Cait had been on a cramped plane for hours. On the one hand, she would rather choose the shortest way. But, on the other hand, the thought of riding in a helicopter sent her pulse racing, and not in a good way. Also, the slower launch would allow her to postpone the meeting with her host’s son. 

Who was conspicuously absent from greeting her.  

“I’d prefer the launch, if you don’t mind. I think I’ve had enough flying for one day.”

Brax grinned. He led her to a dark blue convertible. The porter quickly stowed her luggage in the trunk. Brax then handed Cait into the passenger seat.

Steel-drum music played on the radio as Brax drove the sports car with competent ease. He finally turned onto Emile Milo Francis Memorial Drive and shortly turned into a parking area at a marina where a large yacht bobbed gently at one of the docks.

The sight of the ‘launch’ had Cait again freezing in her tracks. What she looked at was a yacht. Long and sleek, it was white with marine-blue trim. The name ‘Dragon Song’ was emblazoned on the stern and in smaller lettering at the bow. Brax handed her bags off to a deckhand. He then showed her to a covered area on the front deck, told her to make herself comfortable, and then left to see to the final preparations for departure.

Cait sat on a cushioned chaise beneath the canvas awning. Hardly a few seconds elapsed before a young man wearing a crisp white uniform brought her a tall glass of fruit punch. She thanked him, and with a slight bow, he turned and disappeared around the side of the ship.

Even though they were still in the marina, the view was amazing. Vessels ran the gamut from a few small fishing boats to a couple of yachts, even more impressive than Dragon Song. Overhead, sea birds circled and cried to each other. Gentle breezes blew, causing the scalloped edges of the awning to flutter and snap. The easy rocking of the craft was enough to relax anyone.

At least anyone who wasn’t on their own and about to meet a man who needed the help of a type yet-to-be-determined. That left her with no idea how to begin. Hopefully, it would come to her once she met him and assessed the situation. 

Thirsty because of the dry air on the plane, Cait downed half of the punch. 

Brax returned a few moments later and took a seat nearby. “They’ve almost finished loading the supplies. It shouldn’t be long before we sail. Supper will be prepared and served out here at seven. Unless you’d rather eat inside.”

“Out here sounds lovely. I hate to miss a minute of the view.”

Brax chuckled. “The view will be even better once we leave the harbor. Sometimes we even have a dolphin escort.”

“That would be amazing.” She would love to see dolphins.

Cait didn’t know what to say to the man who kept her company on the voyage. The silence wasn’t awkward, thank goodness. She was on edge enough. Once the ship sailed, she and Brax settled into an enjoyable camaraderie. He pointed out landmarks he thought might interest her. Otherwise, they sat in easy companionship, simply enjoying the view, the sea breeze, and the movement of the ship.

The longer they sailed, however, the more Cait’s stomach roiled. She wondered if this was what seasickness felt like. She hadn’t thought to purchase any medicine used to prevent or ameliorate mal de mer. Having never been on a boat larger than a pontoon, she hadn’t even considered it.

Cait was afraid to drink any more of the punch. Before long, her nausea became so severe; she feared she would embarrass herself at any moment. “Pardon me, but could you tell me where to find the restroom?”

Brax took one look at her face and immediately jumped to his feet. He held out a hand. “Let me take you there. It will be faster.”

“Good idea,” Cait agreed, taking hold of the proffered hand.

* * *
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SEVERAL MINUTES LATER, it was apparent this was more than a case of seasickness. Brax was worried. It looked more and more as if she’d been poisoned. “Have you eaten or drunk anything since getting on the airplane?” he asked.

Cait bit her lip and frowned. “No. Nothing on the plane. Only the fruit punch one of your men brought me after we came on board.”

Now Brax felt ill. Then an icy rage filled him. None of his people would have offered her a drink before he returned. Most of them had been busy readying the yacht for sail, anyway. Somehow, someone had managed to sneak on board without being seen. That person then gave Cait something to make her ill. Brax hoped all it would do was make her sick. He hoped he’d be able to get his hands on the bastard, too.

When Cait came out of the stateroom bathroom, Brax directed her to the bed. “Can you describe the person?”

Cait lay down on her side, facing him. She didn’t want to think about it. Cait had never been in such a luxurious room. She just wanted to concentrate on the view through the large windows behind Brax. She might not be sick again if she could keep her mind on that.

However, she didn’t believe Brax would have asked if it wasn’t important. Something was going on that her mind couldn’t ferret out. “I didn’t pay attention. I remember that he was white with brown hair and brown eyes. Perhaps in his late twenties. Probably not much taller than I am, but I was sitting down, so that may not be right. Why do you ask?”

Brax knew she would realize something was wrong, but it was a chance he had to take. He was well rewarded. Her idea of not noticing was better than most people who paid attention. “Because he wasn’t one of our people. I believe his purpose here was specifically to harm you. I’m going to have a doctor meet us on the island.” 

He went to the door and yelled, “Enrique!” 

A moment later, the second mate appeared in the doorway. “I’ll be right back, Cait.” Stepping into the companionway, he closed the door behind him. “Two things. Call Doctor Richards. Get him on the helicopter and have him meet us at Dragon’s Wave as soon as possible. Second, they have infiltrated us. I don’t know if the man is still on board or not, but we need to find out. I want to know how he got on board in the first place and was able to give a drink to Miss McGregor. I want those answers by the time we reach the island. If you find him, I want him questioned and then dealt with appropriately.”

“I’ll see to it at once.” Enrique was as upset as Brax that someone had gotten on board with no one’s knowledge. If that’s what happened. If they had a traitor, he would be routed and dealt with.

Brax went back into the bedroom. Cait was coming out of the bathroom again. She sank onto the edge of the bed. Pale as death and trembling, she still gave him a weak smile.

“I’m sorry to be so much trouble,” Cait murmured. “Do you mind if I lie down for a while?”

“Of course not. It sounds like a good idea. And you’re no trouble.”

“Would you mind staying with me?”

“Of course not. Anything I can do to make you feel better.” Brax sat in a chair near the side of the bed where she still sat. 

After a moment, she lay on her side, facing him. He could almost see the wheels turning in her head. So it did not surprise Brax when she asked, “Why did you ask for a description of the man? He’s not one of your people, is he?”

The woman was sharp.

“No. Thanks to your description, I’m certain of it. I believe his sole purpose here was to harm you.” 

“You think I’ve been poisoned?” 

It was a statement. Cait didn’t seem unduly shocked by the idea. In fact, she seemed to accept the likelihood with alarming equanimity. “I believe it’s a strong possibility. However, I think it was more to incapacitate you than kill you. Otherwise, they would have been waiting in your house to kill you instead of just leaving you a warning.”

That wasn’t as comforting as he no doubt meant it to be. “It doesn’t make sense.”

But perhaps it did. What if they wanted the sword? Except no one was supposed to know she had access to it. She was unsure about mentioning it to Brax. It wasn’t something one talked about outside of the immediate family. Not unless one wanted to end up in a mental ward.

“Has nothing recently occurred that could explain this? It’s just a suggestion, but could they want something from you?”

Again, the sword immediately came to mind. That’s what Beau was blaming everything on. “Just a bequest from my great-aunt.” She pulled out her pendant and showed him. It was old. Perhaps he’d believe someone wanted it. “I really don’t see how that can be it. I don’t know how anyone would have found out about it.”

“May I ask if she left you anything else?”

Cait hesitated a moment before deciding she felt comfortable enough telling him. After all, Beau trusted these people with her life. “This pendant is a key to a cemetery vault. My Aunt Izena left both the pendant and the contents of a box in the vault to me. The box contains a large broadsword.” She did not add her long family history of women guardians. He would think she was bonkers. “I just don’t see why they would want to frighten me. They could have just taken the pendant when they left the box. I wasn’t wearing it then.” She’d only put it on after finding the cardboard box.

If it had been stolen, she would never have forgiven herself. Cait had worn it ever since. She was so glad she hadn’t already removed the sword from the vault. 

“Who knows why some people want certain items? If we look into who might want your sword, perhaps we can determine who is doing this?”

Being a librarian, Cait knew about research. At least some research. “I don’t know how to go about finding out who this person or persons are.”

“Don’t worry about that. It’s what we at the Pendragon Alliance do for a living. Didn’t Beau tell you?”

Cait shook her head. She was still miffed with her cousin. “No. He told me nothing except he had a friend who would help. Just dragged me to the airport and put me on a plane to St. Thomas.”

Brax’s white teeth flashed in his dark face. “Our firm is an investigative and protection agency. It’s part of our job to discover information—of all kinds. We also protect people. Which is why Beau sent you to us. I’ll make a call to some of our people. I’m sure they’ll figure it out in no time.” It was probably why Emrys Pendragon was so eager to get her within reach of Roane. Brax would lay odds that it was Roane’s sword she possessed.

“That’s what Beau said. He’s worked with you all before. He trusts you.” Which was the main reason she trusted them. Her cousin didn’t trust easily. He called it an occupational hazard.

Cait couldn’t continue to look at Brax. Or at anything, for that matter. At least not without becoming sick once more. She eased down on the mattress. Closing her eyes, Cait tried to relax into the lush mattress. To try to help stave off nausea, she clutched the pillow tightly. “I think I’ll rest awhile now.”

“I’ll be here if you need anything.”

Cait probably should have allowed him to leave, but she couldn’t. It was comforting having Brax nearby. Strangely, he felt like family. It was like having one of her uncles with her.

Before they reached the island, Cait fled to the bathroom twice more. She wasn’t so ill that she failed to notice the opulence of the master bath. Plush carpet, marble countertops, and towels so soft they felt like kitten fur. It was so beautiful she hated to be sick in it, but it wasn’t as if she had a choice.

If they weren’t trying to kill her, whoever had done this was taking it to the limit. Cait felt as if she was dying. She felt so bad that she thought she might have preferred it. 

When they reached the island, a large golf cart with four rows of seats met them at the dock. Brax helped her onto one of the benches and sat beside her. He held her as the driver drove them to the main house. Cait would have told him she could manage but feared she’d fall out if he weren’t holding her. 

The trip couldn’t have lasted long. But, to Cait, it felt like at least an hour. Even with Brax holding her steady, the ride was challenging. Her silver lining was that she hadn’t embarrassed herself.

Brax led her to a rambling, two-story house of conch-shell pink stucco with lots of windows and doors. It glistened atop a hill. They went through a set of French doors into an enormous exercise room, and then into a vast bathroom. From there, he led her into a spacious bedroom. It was light and airy, done in sea tones of marine blue, aqua, sea-foam green, cream, and white. A king-sized bed that’s headboard served as a sort of room divider sat near the middle. It faced a wall of floor-to-ceiling windows that looked over the corner of a pool area and then across a lush lawn sloping down to the ocean.

It was magnificent. But Cait barely had time to take in the scene before dashing back to the bathroom they’d just come through. 

When she finally felt capable of returning to the bedroom, her suitcases were on a bench at the foot of the bed. Brax stood at the open windows watching the ocean, and a matronly woman was just putting a tray with food and drink on the nightstand at the side of the bed where the covers were already turned down.

Brax turned, though Cait’s bare feet shouldn’t have alerted him to her presence. She’d left her shoes in the bathroom.

“This is Agnes. She’ll help you. There’s an intercom phone on each nightstand. If you need anything, just call.” With a nod, Brax walked behind the headboard, out the door, and disappeared down the hall.

“Here, luv. Let’s get you in a gown and tucked up in bed. I took the liberty of bringing you some soda crackers and ginger ale.”

“Thank you.” With the woman’s help, Cait got changed into her nightgown. She nibbled a cracker and sipped a little of the cool soda. Finished with all she felt capable of eating, she was tucked beneath a soft cotton sheet.

“I’ll bring the doctor in when he arrives. It shouldn’t be too long. Until then, try to get some rest. No one will bother you here,” Agnes said enigmatically. She left, softly closing the door to the hallway behind her. 

The bed was comfortable. Smelling of flowers and the sea, a gentle breeze blew through the open windows. The only noise was the call of birds and the muted sound of the ocean kissing the shore.

It wasn’t long before she was asleep.

And dreaming of her knight.
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CHAPTER TWO
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Brax sent some of the staff to search for Roane. He was soon informed that he and most of his guests had gone to St. Thomas on one of the smaller boats. The way Roane behaved lately, it wouldn’t do Brax any good to try to track him down. No doubt his charge and his so-called friends were in one of the many bars, well on their way to getting blind drunk.

After conferring with Agnes on Cait’s current condition, he contacted Emrys Pendragon, Roane’s foster father, to apprise him of the situation. 

The doctor arrived about ten minutes later. He examined Cait, took some blood samples, left some medicine for nausea, had her drink a nasty charcoal concoction, and gave her a shot to counteract the effects of the poison. He informed Brax that she would definitely live, but she might not feel like it for a while. With his work done, they flew the doctor back to St. Thomas.

Brax waited about an hour before sending Agnes to check on Cait. She reported that she was sleeping. Though she remained unnaturally pale, she seemed to be resting peacefully.

Darkness blanketed the island when Brax personally checked on Cait. Before leaving her room, he turned on one of the bathroom vanity lights. It was far enough from the bedroom not to bother her, but close enough to provide illumination should she need it. Between that and the faint light from the pool below, he felt she wouldn’t be frightened by waking in a strange place and unable to get her bearings.

With Cait settled as well as he could make her, Brax held an emergency meeting with the head of island security. He wanted extra guards placed around the island, and everyone put on alert. If these people were brazen enough to give her spiked punch on the Pendragon’s own yacht, he expected them to have another go at their earliest opportunity.

Next, Brax needed to intercept Roane. Brax had been forced to put Cait in the room Roane was using since Roane had filled the guest rooms with people he’d invited to the island. 

His other reason was that, aside from his own room, it was the only bedroom on the first floor in that section of the house. It should keep her from being disturbed by the drunken lot Roane currently had surrounding him.

With the island warded by the Sidhe against things of their ilk, and the extra human security seen to, Brax headed for the dock to wait on Roane and his companions to return.

* * *
[image: ]


ROANE PENDRAGON HAD Enrique dock the large cigar boat at the smaller dock on the other side of the island from the main dock. Though, he deserved it, Roane didn’t want Brax to read him the riot act again.

The rest of Roane’s group was sober enough to find their own way to their rooms. Roane wasn’t stone drunk, but he was close. Angel, yet again, wanted to follow him to his room, but he swiftly put the kibosh on that. He wasn’t that drunk. The woman didn’t appeal to him, and he wasn’t in the mood to deal with her.

Enrique helped him up the hill and into the exercise room. Roane might have been able to make it on his own. Or he might have fallen flat on his face. It was fifty-fifty.

“Gracias, hermano,” Roane said in a stage whisper. “I can take it from here. Get some sleep.” Closing—and locking—the door behind him in case Angel hadn’t gotten the message, he headed for the bathroom.

Someone, probably Agnes, had left a vanity light on. 

Roane took a quick shower to get the stench of the bar off his skin. He felt slightly more human, though he was still drunk in addition to being exhausted. He could barely put one foot in front of the other. He didn’t see whatever was on the floor that made him stumble. Roane barely caught himself on the doorjamb to keep from falling as he went into the bedroom.

The breeze coming through the open windows felt like heaven against his naked body. Walking around to his preferred side of the bed, Roane tossed back the sheet and got in. He was asleep almost instantly.

Roane did not know how much time had passed when someone curled next to his right side. He shivered as a small hand glided gently across his chest and shoulders to cup his neck. A moment later, a bare leg slid across his. The only thing separating Roane from a woman’s hot core was a pair of cotton panties.

Something wasn’t making sense. The women he’d invited to the island all seemed eager to bed him. Roane couldn’t imagine any of them wearing underwear, let alone cotton. He was pretty sure they were more into thongs and G-strings. Not that he knew personally. He’d turned down the few who’d offered.

“Honey, if you don’t stop touching me, I’m going to be inside you. Do you know what you’re doing?” He had to ask for several reasons.

“Umm,” came the husky reply that had his body coming to full attention.

Slipping an arm around her waist, Roane pulled her on top of him. A sexy moan rewarded him. She nuzzled the crook of his neck, kissing his jaw. A cascade of silken hair flowed across his shoulder and arm. Roane felt as if he’d received an electric shock. She was heaven and sin all rolled into one sexy package. Roane wanted to touch her. Skin to skin.

Still, something was niggling at him, but he was too inebriated to grab hold of it. “Honey, are you sure about this?”

Her fingers bit into his shoulders. “Now,” she ordered breathlessly.

“Give me a minute.” Roane rolled, taking her with him. He quickly divested her of her panties and nightgown. As she ran her hands up and down his back, he kneaded one of her breasts as he took the other in his mouth. He trailed his other hand down her curves until he found her center and slipped a finger inside. Her soft moan of pleasure nearly sent him over the edge. She was already wet.

Roane was ready. This woman was ready.

It took him three tries to snag a condom from the nightstand. Then, tearing it open with his teeth, he prepared himself. Roane kissed her as he slowly entered her. She was hot, wet, and tight. Then, fusing his lips to hers, Roane held her hips and drove deep.

She stiffened, releasing a cry as he pushed through something he never expected.

Roane reared up. He tried to pull back, but she gripped his butt cheeks like a lioness. 

He was shaking. His mystery woman was a virgin.

Correction. She had been one. He’d taken care of that. 

What was going on? Who was she? Roane would bet none of the women he’d brought to the island were virgins. Something was wrong, but his alcohol-muddled brain couldn’t make sense of what.

“No. Don’t you dare stop now,” she ordered. “It’s never felt this real before.”

What did that mean? Did she think she was dreaming? 

“Move!”

“Are you sure?” Even in his inebriated state, Roane knew something was way off. But she wasn’t complaining or having hysterics.

“Yes, I’m sure,” she snapped. “Move,” she added once more, frustration evident.

Roane hesitated a moment. But she felt so good, and his self-control was nonexistent at the moment. He began to rock. Slowly at first, until she met him, movement for movement. Roane was pleased he could hold on until he felt the sensations take her. He was right behind her.

When he could move, Roane rolled onto his back, holding her against his side. He didn’t want her to think he just used her. Not entirely sure what had just happened, he felt protective of her. Reaching for the end table, he fumbled until he got the light on. He stared down into the brown eyes of a woman he’d never seen before. 

She stared at him with an equal amount of alarm. Suddenly, she pinched his arm. Hard.

“Ouch!”

“You’re real.”

“Did you think I wasn’t?” Roane asked warily.

* * *
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CAIT COULDN’T BELIEVE it. “You’re supposed to be the dream again. Only you never hurt before. Probably because the dream never progressed that far, but still.”

Between the vomiting, the activated charcoal, the shot, and everything else, Cait was shaky and feeling loopy. Discovering what she assumed was the most vivid of her dreams about him wasn’t a dream, was waking her rapidly.

“You’ve dreamed of me?”

“No. Yes. Well, not you, exactly. Not really. Or maybe it was.” Way to be clear.

“What?” Roane rolled on his side to look down at her.

Cait didn’t blame him for being confused, but she didn’t have time to explain. She was going to be ill again. Shoving Roane in the chest. She unbalanced him enough to leap from the bed and dash for the bathroom without him stopping her. 

Thank goodness someone had left a light on. 

Cait kneeled on the floor in front of the toilet just in time.

She was only partially aware of the sound of bare feet on the stone floor. She was very grateful for the fluffy robe suddenly draped around her shoulders. Cait felt Roane kneel behind her. He gathered her long hair, holding it out of the way and supporting her with one muscular arm around her waist.

A few seconds later, she slumped back against him.

Roane picked her up and carried her into the central part of the master bath. There, he laid her down on a thick rug. Then, as Cait closed her eyes against the bright light he’d turned on, she let him slip her arms into the sleeves of the robe and wrap it around her.

Cait heard running water. The next thing she knew, her face was being carefully wiped with a damp cloth. 

“What’s this?” he asked, sounding upset.

Squinting at the washcloth, she saw a black smear. “Probably the charcoal.”

Roane frowned at the smear on the cloth and then at her. “Why on earth would it
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