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Chapter One
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“OMG!  Look at that cowboy that just came in!”

“Where?  Ooooh! Oh ... my ... God!”  

“That one’s got a yum factor of 10 plus!  Mine!  I marked him!”

[image: ]“You’re waiting on an order!”

“So are you!”

“Bitch!”

“Bitch!”

Anya had been struggling to ignore Joy and Bren and their conversation while she waited for her own pickup.  But the escalating rivalry between them was just too much.  Loading her tray with the drinks the bartender brought, she balanced them carefully and glanced as casually around as she lifted the tray as she could in an effort not to provoke them.

Mistake!

She damned near dropped the tray when she caught a glimpse of the man—she was absolutely positive—that the two witches of The Wagon Wheel, her co-workers, were squabbling over.

He was head and shoulders taller, and broader, than anyone around him.

His raven black hair was slicked back from a hard, angular face that made everything on her abruptly seize.

Up to and including her brain.

“Could you move your fat ass so I can pick up my order?” Bren growled.

Her voice broke Anya’s suspended animation.  Without any real awareness of what, exactly, Bren had said, she glanced at the younger woman a little blankly and then down at her tray and moved away from the section of the bar designated as the pickup ‘window’.  Then, feeling as disoriented as if she’d just woken up, she scanned the floor for her customers—the one’s who’d ordered the drinks.

They weren’t hard to find, luckily.

It was the trio glaring at her and waving.

That goosed her in the ass and she rushed toward the table they were occupying, setting the drinks down one at the time and collecting the money.

Apparently, none of them wanted to get in her pants—no big tips to impress her.

“Keep the change.”

She smiled with practiced ease.  

It was a decent tip even if it wasn’t anything to get excited about.  And they didn’t have to give her a tip at all, she reminded herself.  “Thank you.  I’ll check on you in a little bit.”

‘Big tipper’  ‘accidentally’ stroked a hand over her ass before she could leave.

She didn’t have as hard a time ignoring it as she would have ordinarily and pretending it had been accidental or someone had brushed her walking by—because she was having a real hard time dragging her mind from that ‘cowboy’ Joy and Bren were hassling over.

She was waylaid by the occupants of two more tables on her way to the cashier.

Pocketing her whole $.75 when she’d settled up, she headed down the bar to place the order for five beers on tap—thankfully a simple to recall order.

Which was a good thing since she was still thoroughly rattled from the impact of all that raw male animal attraction in one beautiful package—an event so rare she didn’t recall ever having experienced it before.

She couldn’t resist glancing around to see if she could see where the hunk had settled.

He wasn’t hard to find.

Even sitting down he was noticeably bigger than average.

And Joy was hanging over him—trying to give him a good look at her cleavage, no doubt.

Bren was less than a yard from the pair, trying to pretend she was working by flirting with the men at the next table over.

The hunk was staring straight at her, she discovered.

Startled when he met her gaze, a jolt ran through her, followed almost instantaneously by the impact of another wave of potent attraction that threw her into more disorder when she’d only just begun to settle.

She responded, thankfully automatically, with her practiced ‘friendly waitress’ smile even as her gaze slid off of him.  Struggling to dismiss her discomfort, she tried unsuccessfully to convince herself that he wasn’t actually looking at her while she was searching the place for him.

Or at least didn’t realize she was searching not merely glancing around with boredom or curiosity—or because it was her job to keep track of the customers.

Fortunately, the drinks arrived to redirect her focus.  Grabbing them, she ferried them out to the waiting customers, collected the money and headed back to the bar with a sense of relief.  “I’m going to take a quick bathroom break,” she told the cashier, “... if the boss asks.”

She didn’t wait for a confirmation.  She set her tray on the bar top beside the register and took off across the bar towards the lady’s room.

Heading into the first empty stall she got the chance at it, she relieved herself—more relieved to get the chance to sit for a few seconds and take a load off her feet than emptying her bladder.

Although that was almost orgasmic in and of itself when she’d been running around for hours already.

Moving to the lavatory when she left the stall, she washed her hands and then scooped up cold water to splash it over her face.

It didn’t exactly settle her jumping nerves, but it was soothing.

Grabbing a couple of paper towels, she dried her hands and patted her face.

Not that she was particularly worried about her makeup.

She didn’t wear much to start with—because she had a ‘thing’ about washing her face and hands and no makeup lasted long with that OCD issue—not even the water proof stuff.

In any case, she wasn’t looking for a man—at all.

And she damned sure didn’t want to hook up with one that frequented a bar if she had been looking.

Not that she saw drinking, per se, as an evil.  Everybody needed to unwind.  It was just impossible to tell who was just unwinding and who was an alcoholic.

Well, except for the ‘regulars’ who came in every weekend and drank until they staggered out the door at closing time.  Or passed out on the floor.

And then there were the ones who only came in to stalk pussy.

They drank sparingly and just used their drink as a prop, mostly, or to gather their courage, and scanned the ‘available’ pussy in search of likely prey.

She wasn’t interested in those either.

They were looking to get laid—period—not looking for a relationship.

Not that she was looking for one, but she didn’t need to get laid.

She had her trusty vibrator and it never lied to her, cheated on her, or smacked her around.

Not that that was anything she had allowed to get to be a habit—any of those things.

Anybody she’d dated that even made noises that suggested they might be into that sort of thing was somebody she put in her rearview mirror as fast as she could.

“Pep talk,” she muttered to her reflection in the mirror as she smoothed her hair and resolutely headed for the exit.  

He was really stunning and she was as totally awed as if a movie star heartthrob had just walked in the door—he had just that much ‘presence’—but she wasn’t looking even if there was a chance in hell he would ever notice her!

He was standing right outside the lady’s room when she left and she damned near had a heart attack.

And that was before he raked her with an ‘I could eat you alive’ once over and smiled at her.

Then he opened his mouth and his rich, deep ... ungodly heavily accented voice washed over her like ... liquid orgasm.

“You fuck me, yes, wench?”

Anya blinked up at him rapidly—all at sea while her brain slowly worked at ‘translating’ the sounds that had emerged.  “I’m sorry ... what?”

Something flickered in his eyes.  “Want date.  You go wid?”

She blinked at him some more—realizing, suspecting she hadn’t misunderstood him the first time.

She was torn.

She shouldn’t have been.

On the one hand—up close—she discovered she felt almost a desperation to get closer as she found herself caught up in his aura, every nerve ending sizzling with stimulation his proximity alone had prompted.

His obvious difficulty with language shouldn’t have charmed her, but did—even before the smile—which was sweet and sexy at the same time.

She thought, though, that she should be insulted by the question, not considering whether to take him up on it or not.

And really she wasn’t.

“I’m ... uh ... working.  Sorry.  I can’t leave.”

She gave herself a mental smack when she’d stammered that much out—like a ninny!  Way to tell him off for insulting you, Anya!

He glanced around, caught her shoulders, and moved into the darkened corner between the door of the lady’s room and the side wall.  Slipping his hands from her shoulders to cup her head, he lifted her to her toes and leaned down to match his mouth to hers.

Shocked and disoriented by the move, it didn’t even occur to Anya to object until she felt his heated breath on her face an instant before he matched his lips to hers and laid waste to every brain cell she possessed—sucking all of the starch out of her entire body at the same time.

The feel of his hard mouth, the taste of him, lit her up so fast she completely lost awareness of her surroundings—everything except the hard body pressed so intimately against hers.

“Want you be mine,” he said hoarsely when he broke the kiss.  “After done wid dis, you take me wid you?”

Anya had trouble prying her eyelids up.  Finally, she lifted them and stared up at him, struggling to gather her wits.

She couldn’t.  “Uh ....”  She swallowed convulsively, fighting the urge to instantly capitulate.

Somebody punched her on her shoulder, jarring her from her waking coma.  “The boss said get your ass out on the floor or he’s going to fire your ass,” Joy growled.

Anya stared at Joy for a long moment and glanced up at ‘handsome stranger’, smiling with an effort.  “Sorry!  I have to get back to work or I’ll lose my job.”

He shifted away from her, but he grasped her arm before she could escape.  “I Bastian. What you name, sweeting?”

The internal debate was a short one—should I tell him?  Should I not?  “Anya.”

* * * *
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Bastian watched Anya as she rushed off and then transferred his attention to the woman who’d interrupted his attempt at convincing Anya to accept him, noting the smirk on her face before she could wipe the expression.

“Sorry,” she purred in feigned regret.  “The boss sent me to get her.”

His lips tightened, but he found himself struggling with anger that seemed, even to him, excessive and barely under control.

Without a word, he turned and strode from the building in search of calm before he could bring disaster down upon himself by yielding to the primitive side urging mayhem.

Contrary to what he’d expected, the cool night air did little to tamp the heat and less to diminish the strange sensations swirling through him.  

The desire—or rather the magnitude of it—confused him, truthfully unnerved him just a little.

It had been an intoxicating drug pumping through his blood that was welcome to him since he had begun the transition from youngling to maturity, that had become very familiar to him in the time since so feeling that was not new to him.  That need to appease the maddening itch was what had finally driven him to evade his watchdogs to search for relief despite the warnings they had drummed into him from his earliest memories with them.

The new was the magnitude of it—the excessive anger at being thwarted.  He did not recall ever being more than vaguely irritated if someone or something thwarted his hunt for a willing female to ease himself on.

He was almost ready to dismiss the roiling emotions.

Eluding his guards was no easy task.

He had had no chance to slake his needs with a female in longer than he liked.

And yet ....

It wasn’t that.  He knew, instinctively, that it wasn’t.

Just as he finally acknowledged that the strange, unidentifiable sensations that accompanied his anger weren’t actually unknown.

It was his beast stirring.

That was what had nearly slipped his control, he decided, not his temper.

Or perhaps just that it was both at the same time?

Or the anger had roused the beast?

An odd mixture of fear and intense excitement went through him at that realization.

It was a part of him that he’d barely glimpsed, but he knew instinctively that it was a far more powerful side of him than he was in his current form.  But he was leery of even considering allowing his true self free rein because he also knew instinctively that he would have less control over his emotions.  And, beyond that, the humans would throw everything they had into wiping him out as quickly as they spotted him in that form.

If unleashed—which he hadn’t experienced even though he’d felt it stirring, awakening, from the time he had begun the transition from youngling to adult.

He’d been thwarted from taking the woman and that had brought his beast forward, given him the sense that he was right on the verge of being overtaken by it.

Why now, though?

It would have made sense, he thought, if it had appeared during his transition because of all of the other things—chemical changes—happening within his body.  But he had passed that milestone annums ago ... and his beast had never come close to surfacing before, let alone ... escaping his control.

It wasn’t just that he was needy of sexual release.

It was mating fever, he realized with sudden clarity.

He dismissed it, glancing back toward the door of the mating temple.

He had always thought of such places as mating temples since he had found his way into the first, because it seemed obvious even though he knew little about the natives that this was the place they gathered for mating rites.

He swallowed with an effort as an image of Anya arose in his mind’s eye, bringing everything he had felt when he had touched her to the forefront of his mind again.

Anya had captured him the moment her delicate scent had drifted to him seductively—before he had even managed to sort it from the multitude of other scents pelting him from every direction—before he had ever actually seen her.

In point of fact, although that hadn’t occurred to him then, he had never chosen a bedmate with that criteria before—the scent alone.

They were alien.

They were not of his tribe.

It was sufficient to capture his interest if their scent didn’t repel him. 

He only wanted the females to expend his needs on—to give him relief for a short time.

One day, he would return home, take his rightful place, and then his advisors would look about for a suitable mate for him.

That was what his guardian, Nryn, who’d been one of his father’s advisors, had always told him.

He had believed that—or at least not questioned it—because it seemed to match the little he recalled from his life before.

He could still taste Anya’s scent, though, on his lips and tongue, in his nostrils, feel her inside of him.

The hunger was for her.  It was not merely a desire to feed.  It was a call to breed.

She had awakened his beast.

Because she was the mate who had been fashioned by nature just for him, and his beast had recognized her before his conscious mind had.

Nothing mattered but that.

Nothing took precedence.

Not Nryn’s plans for him.

Not the need that he had nurtured for revenge for all that was taken from him.

Despite those thoughts, briefly, he debated whether to go or stay, unnerved by the thought of taking such a momentous step. 

She had rebuffed his first efforts, but he found he could not shake the urge to return.

He was as certain as he could be that he had fucked up, that he had not impressed her favorably or awoken the same desires in her.

Because he could not speak her tongue, gods damn it!

It was not that he did not know he sounded like a halfwit even trying to communicate in her tongue!

He wanted her with need that was nigh painful, though, and he had nothing else—no tools to draw upon.

Beyond that, he thought he was in a state that was not conducive to projecting any facet of his personality that might win her over.

He thought he might have frightened her and, if he had, then it was certainly a very bad idea to go back inside and stare at her hungrily

But he needed to.  

He was not going to convince her to accept him by leaving, he reminded himself.

And, beyond that, he feared another suitor might snatch her up and breed on her.

She was fecund.

He had tasted that on her, he realized abruptly, and also that it was very likely that was what had ripped his wits from him and nearly his control.  The instinctive certainty that she was ready to be bred was what had launched him into such a high mating fever virtually the moment he caught her scent that it had awakened his beast when it had been sleeping so deeply he was scarcely aware of its existence.

He had to finish what he had begun or she would be lost to him and he had only to consider that to realize he would be lost, as well.  However tied he was by the boundaries he had no control of.  However badly he wanted to discard all other considerations, embrace his heritage, and take his mate by conquest if necessary, he had to find an acceptable way to win her without terrifying her and driving her away.

He did not think he could live with the consequences of failure.
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Chapter Two
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Anya glanced back to see if Joy had caught Bastian’s interest once the bitch had routed her.  Instead, she was just in time to see him push away from the wall and stride briskly toward the exit.

She was not relieved when she saw Bastian leave.

She wasn’t indifferent.

She was deeply, deeply dismayed.

She felt like she’d just screwed up something that she wanted—really bad.

The crazy urge smote her to rush after him, to stop him—to offer him what he’d asked for—struggled to ask her for in his painfully broken English.

That realization threw her further off kilter when she’d already been struggling to collect herself—because she would never have considered doing anything like that before.  Before Bastian—before the kiss.

She could still feel the pleasure drugs from his touch circulating through her body via her accelerated heartbeat.  

Because her heart was still at high rev, her blood pounding through her veins as if she’d come within a hair’s breadth of orgasm.

And missed.

Or she’d had a near death experience and escaped by the skin of her teeth.

It seemed just that critical to her.  A crossroad that she would regret forever if she ignored the urge to take the path that led to him.

It took all she could do to focus on her job.  It was easier once she’d managed to navigate through several orders successfully.  Not easy, but not as difficult.  ‘Things’ were still beating at the door she’d closed at the back of her mind, but she refused to allow them to fully form into anything recognizable that she couldn’t deal with.

Two beers on tap.  A bloody Mary and a Screwdriver.

A frozen strawberry daiquiri.  Three bottles beer—one lite.  Two slow gin fizzes. 

She felt him when he came back inside.

As totally insane as she thought that was, there was no other explanation for the fact that she looked up the moment he sauntered back inside and paused to scan the bar, his expression unreadable—and yet implacable, purposeful.

He met her gaze for a long, long moment and finally turned his head to study the room.

It crushed the air from her lungs.

He was looking for a willing woman, she thought instantly, struggling with the painful disappointment that hit her center mass, turning away with an effort to collect herself, to catch her breath.

The discomfort was so ... excessive, fear joined it, prompted by the certainty that it was too powerful to be driven by emotion, or at least emotion alone.  It eased, though, when she saw he’d found a table that wasn’t occupied and settled.

Bren made a beeline for him.

She barely reached the table before he spoke to her.  She jolted and then turned, glared at Anya, and stomped off.

Anya watched her in confusion.  When she glanced back at Bastian, she discovered he’d lifted his
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