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            About This Book

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        PRISONER OF FATE

        Twisted Fate Trilogy Book 3

      

      

      

      
        
        Lily never knew she had a thing for bad boys.

      

      

      

      
        
        She’s a shifter, a virgin, the last of her kind, and she’s been hiding out on a desert island for her entire life. Now that she’s joined the real world she resents her responsibilities to her species: To choose the right mate and get to work repopulating the world with Light Ones who will protect all of humanity.

      

      

      

      
        
        Which is the very last thing she wants to do.

      

      

      

      
        
        And then she meets Matteo, a Rakshasa—those shifters who like to eat humans as snacks. Her sworn enemy.

      

      

      

      
        
        He’s been a prisoner of the Fates for a thousand years, and she has no business befriending him. Or worse, giving him her most precious commodity: her innocence.

      

      

      

      
        
        It’s the exciting conclusion to the Twisted Fate Trilogy!

      

      

      

      
        
        Twisted Fate Trilogy, in reading order:

        Of Love & Darkness

        Prim and Proper Fate

        Prisoner of Fate

      

      

    

  


  
    
      Thank you, Sheila & Jennifer, for Matteo’s name.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter One

          

        

      

    

    
      “Mate with me, Lily.”

      Lily’s eyes flew open and she bolted into a seated position in the bed, clutching the sheet to her breast, her heart hammering in her chest.

      What a nightmare. She swore she recognized that voice, yet the idea of taking a mate...

      Shudder.

      “Is that a yes?” A hand stroked down her bare arm.

      She let out a yelp and pulled on her Chala magic to bathe her bedroom in light. Blinking rapidly, she waited impatiently for her eyes adjust to the sudden brightness. When she was finally able to focus, she saw a man kneeling next to her bed. Correction: a shifter. A Light One.

      “Ricky,” she snapped, “you scared the heck out of me. I thought I was having a nightmare.”

      He was one of the good guys. One of the hundreds who had come together to form a pack when they discovered her friend Sydney was a Chala. But Sydney was mated to the cursed Rakshasa, Gavin Rowan, and was in fact carrying his child in her womb.

      Which left Lily as the last remaining unmated Chala in the entire world. And like the song claimed, everybody wanted her.

      “It’s no nightmare,” he crooned. “I’m your dream come true.”

      She placed her hand on his face and gave him a shove, using her Chala magic to add a bit of oomph to the action, so that he went sprawling on the rug on his backside. He sat there, propped up by his palms pressed to the floor, looking up at her like a puppy waiting for his master’s next command.

      “Ricky, what are you doing in my bedroom in the middle of the night?” Now that she realized she hadn’t had a nightmare after all, she wasn’t remotely afraid, but she was fully annoyed.

      Ricky scrambled onto his knees and placed his hands on the mattress, reinforcing her puppy analogy. “Light Ones are programmed to seek out Chala,” he said, and Lily groaned because she knew what he was going to say next. “It’s a great honor to have a Chala choose you to be her mate.”

      Yeah, yeah, yeah. Based on the look he gave her, she wondered if she’d said those words out loud, instead of in her head. Or perhaps he caught her exaggerated eye roll.

      “It’s your destiny, Lily. You have to pick one of us. You have to birth babies. Give us more Chala. Save our species.”

      It’s your destiny, Lily. She’d heard that phrase so many times in the last four months, she was surprised she hadn’t developed a superhero complex.

      “So let’s mate,” Ricky suggested, as if he were asking if she wanted a piece of pie.

      Pie actually sounded good right about now, but mating?

      Nope.

      She supposed she should give him points for bluntness. No, wait, all the other Light Ones who were wooing her were blunt, too. “You think that’s going to work? The other guys have been trying everything from flowers to diamonds to new cars. Did you know Mike bought me an Audi last week, even though I can barely drive? And you decide invading my personal space in the middle of the night is the answer?”

      Ricky shrugged. “All that other stuff isn’t working, and I don’t have a lot of money anyway. People are vulnerable when they’re sleeping. Their defenses are down. I thought maybe you’d be more reasonable if you were half-asleep.”

      With his shaggy, light-brown hair, thick, yet manicured beard, and solid muscles, Ricky was as attractive as the next Light One. Despite his unorthodox way of expressing his interest, she knew he would adore her to the end of her days, which would never come, so long as they kept the Rakshasa at bay, whether she mated with him or not.

      “I can’t, Ricky. I’m sorry.”

      He sat back on his haunches, his shoulders slumping. “Why not? Why won’t you take anyone to mate? You’ve been with our pack for four months, driving us all crazy, not giving us an inkling of what you want, who you’ll choose. We know it’ll be one of us. Why are you dragging this out?”

      Lily crossed her arms and lifted her chin. She would not be bullied into this decision, even if it was her destiny to save her species. “Of course I’m dragging it out. I lived on an island with no contact with the outside world for almost two hundred years. Practically since birth. Seven months ago was the first time I’ve had any experience whatsoever with the fun that comes along with living here, in this place where there is something interesting to be done around every corner. And you can’t figure out why I’m dragging out the decision to be barefoot and pregnant for the rest of my existence?”

      That was the crux of it, and she was surprised she’d admitted as much out loud. No doubt the entire pack would know her true reasons for not committing by the end of the day, if not by dawn.

      “It’s true,” she said, figuring she now had nothing to lose. “That’s my problem. I realize I am almost two hundred years old, but really, I’m more like a twenty-one-year-old who’s just finished college and feels as though she has her entire life ahead of her, waiting to be lived. I’ve been on that desert island for my entire life, Ricky. There were three brownies and Prim to keep me company⁠—”

      “Brownies? You mean those tiny people you and Prim brought with you when you joined our pack? The ones who are always cleaning or cooking?” Ricky interrupted. “They sure are cool. I didn’t even know they were a thing.”

      “Yes, well, anyway, on the rare occasion when Prim had visitors, I was forced to hide away, so no one would know I even existed. I swam in the ocean, I played with Prim’s makeup, and I read her romance novels, over and over and over again. That was my entire existence, until Gaya took me to New Orleans in February.”

      Her first experience with the mainland involved spending the night in a second-story apartment overlooking Bourbon Street the weekend before Fat Tuesday. Despite the fact that an uncursed Gavin attacked them in the middle of the night and very nearly killed Brandon Haines, who was mated to her Fate, Prim, and who was like a father to Lily, the experience had been second to none. One all-night party and she was supposed to become a baby-making factory?

      Not if she could help it.

      “It’s too dangerous for you not to take a mate,” Ricky said. “The Rakshasa could show up and kill you at any moment.”

      “Which they could do after I’m mated, too,” Lily countered. “If being mated was the solution to our Rakshasa problem, we wouldn’t have a problem. As I understand it, back before we practically became extinct, most Chala wanted to be mated. My ancestors were perfectly content hooking up with the first able-bodied Light One and getting to work popping out pups. Except the Rakshasa managed to keep on killing them, despite their mated status.”

      “Yes, but you’re protected here. Gavin’s our leader now, and he used to be one of them. He’s the baddest-ass shifter I’ve ever met. And he’s turned us all into a well-honed fighting machine. We can fend them off now. The rest of them will keep the Rakshasa away while you and I get busy making those babies. We need more Chala in the world, Lily. You don’t have a choice. You need to choose one of us and start us on the path toward saving our species. And the humans.”

      Save our species, Lily. Save the humans, Lily.

      But how?

      By laying on your back and letting some guy ram it into you until you get pregnant.

      Gee, that sounds delightful.

      Of course, she didn’t really think that was how it was done, especially given her experience was strictly from the pages of Prim’s steamy romance novels. The Fates knew that wasn’t how it happened in books.

      “I haven’t even properly kissed a guy,” she blurted, her filter once again letting her down. Ricky eyed her like he was willing to be her first, and she stared back, wondering if she should just do it. Get it over with.

      “Not the mating,” she murmured, chasing her own thoughts. “But the sex.”

      “Huh?”

      “They don’t have to be intertwined, do they?”

      “Sex and mating?” Ricky shook his head, but she suspected that was more confusion than acknowledging her question. “Are you saying you want to sleep with me?”

      “Not necessarily you, no. I mean, if we have sex, you’ll assume I’ve chosen you to mate with, when, really, I just want to lose my virginity. I’m not ready to take a mate.”

      She glanced at the window, at the darkness beyond.

      “I’m not sure I’ll ever be ready.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Two

          

        

      

    

    
      “What’s wrong, Lily? You seem more annoyed than usual.”

      Lily wasn’t offended by the comment. Sydney had become her dearest and bestest friend outside of Prim, who was really more of a mother than a best friend, and Sydney knew how unhappy Lily was with the prospect of mating to one of the Light Ones and never truly experiencing life.

      They wandered along the beach in front of the massive old farmhouse they shared with the rest of the pack. Hilde, the Fate who owned the home and property, had been thrilled to have the pack join her. She hadn’t enjoyed living a solitary life, but when one was trying to live out an eternal existence in the human world, it was a good idea to not make it so obvious that one would never age beyond their current appearance.

      The lake was busy with humans taking advantage of the warmer than usual September weather. They all knew that soon it would be too cold to be out on the water. Winters in this area, so Lily had been informed, could be brutal. She wasn’t particularly concerned. Shifters, even Chala, had a higher average body temperature than humans. And besides, if everyone in this pack had their way, she’d be sharing her bed with someone else before the first snowfall.

      She shuddered.

      “Cold?” Sydney asked.

      Lily shook her head. “No. Just thinking. Dreading the inevitable, as usual.”

      Sydney touched her shirtsleeve. “I know the idea of getting stuck with one of these guys for the rest of your life bothers you, but if it’s the actual act of mating with him that does, let me assure you, there is nothing to dread about that aspect. Nothing at all.” She placed her hands on her belly and her lips lifted in a dreamy smile.

      She wasn’t supposed to be pregnant. Prim had explicitly told her and Gavin that they should never, ever procreate. Gavin was a Rakshasa, albeit a cursed one, and Sydney was a Chala. Rakshasa were evil shapeshifters. They liked to snack on human bones and generally had no conscience to speak of, unlike the Light Ones, who made it their life mission to protect humans from their malevolent doppelgangers.

      The two species did not coexist. At least they hadn’t, until Gavin saved Sydney from a Rakshasa attack and then declared her his mate. The curse Prim put on him two hundred years ago allowed him to feel all of his malicious Rakshasa urges, but also made him believe he was a Light One. In his mind, he saw no issue with mating with a Chala. At the time, they had believed she was the last Chala left in the world, too.

      And then, in a moment blinded by lust and desperation, they forgot to protect themselves, and now Sydney was pregnant. With a Rakshasa growing in her belly.

      “How are you feeling?” Lily asked, partially to deflect and also because she was truly concerned for her friend’s health—and life. So far, Sydney’s pregnancy had been uneventful, but no one had a clue whether that would continue, or even what she would birth. While Prim had warned them not to get pregnant, she admitted she had no idea what would happen when Rakshasa and Chala genes mixed. This was unchartered territory for all of them.

      Sydney patted her burgeoning belly. “Fine, although the bigger I get, the more nervous Gavin gets about continuing to have sex.”

      “If this were a normal pregnancy, there would be no reason you couldn’t, all the way up until you go into labor.” Lily knew a whole lot of book-based facts. There had been ample time for learning while she’d lounged on her desert island for the past two hundred years.

      “Except it isn’t. But man, other than the first trimester, I have been hornier than ever before in my life.” Her blond ponytail swung back and forth as she shook her head in apparent bemusement.

      “Well, that’s good to hear, I suppose.”

      “For you, because you’ll end up mating to a Light One. And since that’s the way it’s supposed to be, no one will be concerned that you’re hurting your baby by scratching an almost perpetual itch.” The annoyance in Sydney’s voice was as clear as the sun beating down on them.

      Lily winced. “Sorry. I’m being selfish, thinking about my own situation, when I know you are probably scared to death of what is going to happen in the next couple months.”

      Sydney patted her sleeve again. “It’s okay. I’m not, actually. I mean, there’s literally nothing we can do until this little peanut decides to make his or her appearance in the world. No point in stressing until we know what we’re dealing with.”

      “Is Gavin really afraid the baby will come out cursed?”

      The curse, according to Gavin, would drive most people mad. In fact, it had, the first time Prim had put it on a Rakshasa. It was far, far too powerful a curse for a child to handle.

      “Not anymore. Prim has convinced him that the curse will not have passed from his system to mine to the baby’s. So now he’s worried it will be a Rakshasa, and how do we raise a child that is programmed to kill its mother?”

      How indeed?
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        * * *

      

      When Lily stepped into the kitchen later that day, Sydney’s Fate, William, stood at the counter, doing some sort of food preparation, which tended to encompass a large portion of his waking hours. Feeding several hundred hungry Light Ones was a full time job in and of itself.

      In his white with navy-blue polka dots halter dress, navy-blue high-heeled sandals, and his favorite curly blond wig, he was a football linebacker dressed as a fifties housewife, a fairly standard look for William.

      “Lily, my luscious white flower,” he greeted, mocking one of the Light Ones who liked to compose poems and recite them at the most inopportune moments in an attempt to win Lily’s heart. “You look positively miserable.”

      Lily groaned and threw herself onto a stool at the island in the middle of the kitchen. “I really need to work on my acting skills.” Leaning her elbows on the countertop, she propped her chin in her hands.

      William placed a wineglass in front of her and then pulled a pitcher out of the fridge. Berries and cut fruit floated in the red liquid.

      “What’s that?” she asked.

      “Sangria.” He half-filled her wineglass. “I just made it. Tell me how it tastes.”

      She took a sip. Tart and sweet and perfect. “Divine,” she assured him.

      He filled another glass before returning the pitcher to the refrigerator and then resumed chopping vegetables at the counter. “So are your woos different today, or are they the same ones you’ve had since we discovered your existence?”

      “Same old, same old,” Lily admitted. “Although I’m not sure how things will change now that I had true confessions with Ricky in the middle of the night last night.”

      William glanced over his shoulder and arched one painted-on eyebrow. “You spent the night with Ricky last night?”

      She appreciated that his tone was not remotely hopeful. In fact, it bordered on disbelief, with a touch of disapproval.

      “No, not at all. It wasn’t anything like what you’re thinking.”

      “That makes me deliriously happy. While I will support your decision with whomever you choose to share your existence with, I cannot lie and say I believe he is the best option, of all the choices you have in this pack.”

      Lily cocked her head to the side. “Who do you think would be the best choice?” She trusted William’s opinion explicitly. In this situation, even more than Prim’s. No one was good enough for Lily in Prim’s eyes. William wanted her to be both happy and to repopulate the world with Chala and Light Ones.

      He turned around and waggled his finger at her. “Uh-uh. That’s for me to divulge only if he is the one you ultimately choose. Otherwise, I take that information to my grave.”

      “You’re immortal. In fact, you literally cannot die. While shifters are immortal unless someone kills us, you can’t even be killed. If you are, you just go off to some secret place and regenerate and come back as hale and whole as you were before.”

      “Exactly.” William grinned. “Although the place isn’t secret. It’s the First’s villa, which is in this incredibly boring bit of desert in a remote area of New Mexico.”

      “I admit, I’m surprised the leader of the Fates lives in the desert. I would have expected her to live in the middle of LA or New York or someplace far more glamorous.”

      William shook his head. “She would bring too much attention to herself, even in a place like LA. And while our duty is to protect you so you can protect the humans and ensure their species continues to thrive, she doesn’t enjoy actually mingling with them.” His gaze darted from side to side, as if he were reassuring himself they were alone, and then he said, “Do you want to know something truly outrageous about the First?”

      “Yes. Distract me from my own life. Although your boss is pretty crazy, so I cannot imagine anything you say will surprise me.”

      He leaned forward and whispered, “She has a pet.”

      Lily blinked in bemusement. “Well that’s disappointing.”

      “He’s a Rakshasa.”

      “What?”

      William nodded and primly sipped his drink. “The First parades him around whenever one of her Fates goes to visit. Truthfully, it’s really quite sad, knowing the man has had to live like that for the last thousand years.”

      “Wait a minute. I was envisioning a dog. But you’re saying she has a Rakshasa, in human form, as a pet?”

      “Yes. She managed to capture him over a thousand years ago. Shortly before I became a Fate. And instead of killing or cursing him, she secured him with a collar infused with ancient magic, so he cannot shift or use his brute strength to break free. She keeps him chained in the main room of her villa.”

      “That’s horrible.”

      “That’s the First for you.” William shrugged and then turned around and resumed his task of preparing dinner. “So, tell me about your nocturnal visitor. Or rather, the reason for the visit. No, don’t do that. I already know. Tell me what confession you felt necessary to share with one of the most gossipy shifters in this pack.”

      With a gusty sigh, Lily admitted, “I told him I wanted to experience life before I settled down to become a baby-making factory.” Probably not a good idea to admit she told Ricky she wanted to lose her virginity, too.

      “That doesn’t sound like such a terrible confession. In fact, I am reasonably certain we all already knew this.”

      “Well, if you do, everyone keeps ignoring it. And you know what’s worse? To the lot of them, it isn’t even about mating with me. It’s about getting to claim the very last available Chala in the world. I’m a prize. I’m not even a privilege.” She lifted her glass and drank deeply of the crimson liquid. When she opened her eyes, William had turned fully around again and watched her with a thoughtful look on his face.

      “I wish I had a solution for this problem. All I can say, unfortunately, is I do believe that if you choose wisely, he will eventually come to love you for you, not just for the prize he’s won.”

      “Thank you, William. If you want the truth, I’ve mostly come to terms with that. I mean, even though I’m pretty sure Prim never really intended for me to leave the island and take up my Chala duties, she still taught me about our species, about my responsibilities to the world. Plus, Sydney said when she and Gavin met, he only wanted her because she’s a Chala, and now he’s so in love with her he’d die for her.”

      “But?” William lifted his wineglass and peered at her over the rim while he sipped.

      “I just want to have fun before it happens. That’s all. And please don’t tell me I’ll have plenty of fun after I’m mated. I’m sure I will. But it won’t be the same kind of fun. I won’t be able to let loose, to do what we did in New Orleans. Remember how fun that was?”

      Instead of the grin she expected, William’s lips turned down and he dropped his gaze to the tile at his feet.

      “What’s wrong?” Lily asked.

      “Mardi Gras was fun. Too much fun for me, I’m afraid. I ruined my relationship with Quentin because I had so much fun.”

      Lily winced. She’d forgotten about that. William and Quentin, one of the Light Ones in their pack, had been an item before William, Prim, Sydney, and Brandon had gone to New Orleans to rescue Lily and Gaya.

      “Why did you cheat on him?”

      He refilled their glasses before speaking. “I was human a thousand years ago. Back then, in the society in which I lived, men slept with women, period. My marriage was arranged. I grew to love my wife, more as a friend than someone I was attracted to, but still. And we managed to produce a daughter together. The two of them knew my preference for men, and neither judged me for it, a rare occurrence in those days. When I died and became a Fate, I still struggled to fit in. The First accepted me, of course, but then again, I think we’re all fully aware of how eccentric she is.”

      Still thinking about the woman’s pet Rakshasa, Lily said, “Yeah, the leader of the Fates is anything but normal.”

      “Yes, well, no one else quite knew how to take . . . me.” He waved at his dress, custom-ordered to fit his large frame. “On the rare occasion I met someone who accepted me, they were almost always human, and I always fell utterly and madly in love. And then they would die. Humans have these ridiculously short lifespans.” He drank, blinking rapidly.

      Was he thinking about one of his lost loves? She had never experienced the emotion, nor had she lost anyone dear to her, save her parents. But she had no memories of them. According to Prim, they died almost immediately after she was born. She could not fathom how he must feel, to have loved and lost more than once.

      “I learned to protect my heart by deliberately sabotaging my relationships. I either took up with partners I knew would do me wrong or would never, ever care for me in the way I wanted, or I did something foolish to cause my partner to break it off with me.”

      “Like you did in New Orleans. Oh, William, I’m so sorry.”

      He shrugged. “We are certainly a pair, aren’t we?”

      Lily gave him a sad, watery smile. “We are.”

      Abruptly, he straightened and pointed at her with the hand holding his glass. “I think I have an idea. It’s a temporary fix, but still . . . Sometimes, a girl’s gotta do what a girl’s gotta do.”

      “What is it?”

      “I’ll let you know if I can work it out. Now, why don’t you run along and find Sydney, tell her I need to speak with her. But tell her to come to me, not summon me to her, or else dinner will never be finished on time.”

      Lily wanted to press, but William refused to tell her more, so she finally huffed out a sigh and left to seek out the other Chala.

      Still, she couldn’t help but hope that whatever William had planned, it involved something more fun than fending off horny shifters all day, every day.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Three

          

        

      

    

    
      Now I’m surrounded by horny humans as well as horny shifters.

      Lily wasn’t altogether disappointed by the situation.

      William’s plan, as it turned out, was to convince Sydney to convince Gavin to let them go to a human tavern located about ten miles from Hilde’s farmhouse. A cozy place, a bar ran the length of one wall, with a chipped Formica dance floor in the corner, and a handful of tables and booths taking up the rest of the floor space. The laid-back establishment served Canadian beer on tap and cheap wine from boxes. The top shelf whiskey was Jack Daniels.

      Located just off the main interstate running the length of the state, the place survived on summer weekend tourist traffic and hunters who preferred to belly up to the bar than sitting in the cold and dark in the woods, waiting for Bambi to make an appearance. Every once in a blue moon, so William had discovered, a karaoke DJ came into town and hung around for a few nights, encouraging the patrons to sing their favorite tunes on a makeshift stage set up next to the dance floor.

      William loved karaoke.

      Lily sat at a table with Sydney, Gavin, Prim, and Brandon, staring up at William, dressed in a black leather vest and matching leather pants, the rest of his meaty, pasty flesh exposed to the world—or at least the patrons of the bar. Red platform heels and heavy red lipstick completed the outfit. And he belted out Whitney Houston songs like a pro.

      He had a curly blond wig on his head and fake lashes with sparkling gems glued onto his eyelids. He’d left the fifties housewife look at home for the night. And he hit the high notes almost better than Whitney had.

      Lily glanced to her right and then to her left. She was surrounded by Light Ones. That had been the only way Gavin would allow her and Sydney to come here tonight.

      Quentin sat at the next table, looking up at William like a dog staring at a juicy steak that’d been placed just out of reach. Maybe this had been William’s actual plan: to win back his love.

      Glancing over her shoulder, she noted the handful of humans sitting at the bar staring at William, every one slack-jawed. He probably made a hell of a picture for someone who wasn’t used to a two-hundred pound man walking around in long-haired wigs and women’s clothing. One guy with short, wavy, brown hair tore his gaze away from William, and when he noticed Lily looking at him, he smiled and winked and then lifted his drink in salute.

      She smiled back. He was cute. And human.

      He motioned with his head, indicating the short hallway leading to the restrooms. Did he want her to meet him over there? Every single member of her pack would disapprove.

      But she wanted to live a little, right? With a quick nod to let him know she understood, she turned back around in her seat and waited a few moments before leaning forward and whispering to Brandon that she had to pee and would be right back. He didn’t even look at her before nodding his approval. A quick downward glance told her Prim’s hand was busy under the table, which certainly explained his lackadaisical attitude about letting Lily wander off on her own, even if it was only to the restroom.

      Standing, Lily smoothed the front of her simple red sundress and patted her long dark locks. She’d set them with hot rollers so that fat curls dripped down her back and over her shoulders. Her chocolate-brown eyes were lined with smoky, sultry makeup, thanks to a hundred years of practice with Prim’s makeup. She licked her shiny, cherry red lips and hurried across the dance floor, red stilettos clicking against the Formica.

      “Hey there,” the human guy said when she stepped to the end of the hall. The doors to the men’s and ladies’ room were to her left, and there was another door marked ‘employees only’ to her right. While he lounged against the wall, she noted he wasn’t nearly as large or bulky as most of the men in her life. But then again, most humans didn’t need to train incessantly in order to potentially save the world. Still, he was attractive, and the glint in his eye told her he knew exactly what he was doing.

      “I’m Lily.” She thrust out her hand to shake.

      He didn’t take her hand, instead grinned and said, “I’m Devon,” before slipping his arm around her waist and pulling her toward him. In one deft move, he twisted them ‘round so that her back was against the wall, with his body pressed against hers.

      “Oh. You certainly move fast.”

      “Yeah. You like to play, Lily?”

      “I-I . . . Yes.” She heard the breathiness in her own voice. This was happening so fast. She had no idea humans were so forward. She supposed it was a good thing Light Ones weren’t. The way her body was humming at the moment, if she’d been in this position with one of the members of her pack, she’d probably be mated by now.

      He rolled his hips and she felt his erection slide against her belly, while he cupped her chin and held her steady as he lowered his lips and kissed her like no other man ever had before. Not that she had much experience, but thus far, it was the most wonderful kiss she’d ever participated in.

      He tilted his head and thrust his tongue into her mouth, sweeping it along her teeth and then toying with her tongue, which was more than happy to play. Wrapping her arms around his back, she clung to him, and her hips moved of their own accord, creating friction that bloomed into an aching need, right between her thighs.

      “Yeah,” Devon whispered, breaking the kiss and nibbling his way to her ear. She felt his hand on her breast and her nipples puckered. It was the first time a man had ever touched her so intimately.

      She wanted more.

      “Wanna go out to my truck?” he asked while massaging her breast.

      Oh, yes!

      She must have said the words out loud, because he grabbed her hand and pulled her toward the door marked ‘employees only.’

      A hand clamped onto her shoulder before they’d gotten all the way through the door. She glanced behind her and saw Brandon’s face, clouded with fury.

      “What the fuck do you think you’re doing?” he demanded.

      “Having fun,” Lily responded, lifting her chin and refusing to flinch away from the storm brewing in his eyes.

      “With this loser?”

      “He’s a perfectly nice man.”

      “He’s a sleaze who preys on innocent women like you. You wanna know what he was about to do, Lily? He was about to take you around back behind the building and sweet talk his way into your skirt. He was going to fuck you and then when he got his rocks off, he’d turn around and walk away and never speak to you again. Hell, he’d probably go back inside and see if he couldn’t get lucky twice in one night.”

      Lily glanced at Devon. Was that really what would have happened? Was that really how she wanted to lose her virginity, after nearly two hundred years?

      “And even if that wasn’t his intention, which I notice he isn’t denying, it doesn’t matter. We have to go.”

      “Why?”

      Brandon’s gaze darted to Devon and Lily knew instantly it had something to do with the pack, which meant they couldn’t talk openly in front of the human.

      “Okay.” She withdrew her hand from the guy who might have been her first time, had Brandon not found them when he did. And if it had gone down the way Brandon insisted it would have, how would she have felt afterward? Would she have regretted her impulsive decision?

      “Time to go.” Brandon wrapped his arm around her shoulder and guided her back down the hall.

      She saw a crowd gathered near to where she had been sitting earlier, and her heart began hammering in her chest.

      “What’s going on?”

      Brandon glanced back at where Devon still stood near the restrooms before answering. “Sydney. Something’s wrong. She’s bleeding.”

      “Bleeding? Women don’t bleed when they’re pregnant.”

      “Exactly.”
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        * * *

      

      Nearly all Fates had healing powers, to some extent. Some were blessed with significant abilities in that realm. And still others, such as Hilde, took their ability one step further. Hilde had attended human medical school, specializing in obstetrics. So naturally, Hilde was Sydney’s midwife during her pregnancy.

      Thanks to Prim calling ahead and warning her, Hilde was ready and waiting when they pulled the SUV into the driveway a short time later. Gavin carried Sydney and followed Hilde as she led him upstairs to their bedroom. Lily, Prim, and William chased behind them.

      Hilde had striped the bed and replaced the soft blue sheets with stark white ones, along with a pad underneath, to protect the mattress. Just in case. Seven months was too early to deliver the baby, but Hilde was nothing if not prepared. She ushered Gavin, Sydney, and William into the bedroom and smartly slammed the door in Prim’s face. The look of devastation on the Fate’s features caused Lily to reach out and pat her back.

      “Too many people will probably stress her out more,” she commented, hoping to make Prim feel better. She knew Prim carried a great deal of guilt when it came to Sydney and Gavin’s relationship, because she’d been the one to curse Gavin in the first place, and then she’d nearly gotten Sydney killed when she informed them they couldn’t ever formally mate because he was a Rakshasa.

      On top of that, Prim was a natural-born mother. The moment Sydney had announced her pregnancy, Prim had become as protective of the Chala as if she were her own, and Lily had no doubt the Fate would be one of the first to hold the newborn when it made its appearance in the world, even if it was a Rakshasa baby.

      “I might be able
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