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Ever fall in love with the wrong man?

With a body to make a young girl sigh and a voice like black velvet, Mathin is definitely the wrong man. He's not safe, he's not stable...he's not even human. He's a shapeshifting alien warlord with golden eyes, a war-ravaged citadel to reclaim, and a biological need to claim Andrea as his mate.

Andrea doesn't know what she's getting into when she agrees to visit her granny—or that Granny has been plotting this "visit" for months. Swept away to another world where triple moons light the sky and living symbionts bond to human flesh, she can't decide if it's a dream come true or a nightmare.

Because Andrea isn't just human. She's a charmer—a woman whose pheromones drive the alien Haunt males wild. And the bond between charmer and Haunt is permanent. One night in Mathin's arms, and she'll be his forever.

Romanced by the light of the triple moons, entranced by Mathin's fiery kisses, and falling harder than she ever expected, Andrea faces an impossible choice: Will she give up her home on Earth in exchange for something wild?

A hot but not explicit romance novel.

[image: ]

​Perfect For Fans Of...

●  ALIEN ROMANCE (SHAPESHIFTERS)

●  Portal to a dangerous fantasy world 

●  Fated Mates (biological bond) 

●  Found family that becomes everything

●  Romance with permanent consequences 

●  Political intrigue and assassination plots

●  Culture clash and witty banter
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PROLOGUE
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Lightning flashed and thunder rolled. White-barked birch and budding spruce whipped in the wild wind, groaned under the onslaught of frigid rain. Willows rustled in protest as massive trunks popped and groaned. Some fell under the force of the brewing storm. It was winter's last gasp for control before relinquishing its seasonal reign.

Nothing living moved.

A violent flash of lightning split the night, illuminating a clearing on the side of one of the forested hills. In that instant of light, two men appeared.

Thunder boomed.

The tallest, a blond warrior with brilliant green eyes, lifted his face to the wind. His nostrils flared as he tested the currents. Finding only the scent of wood pitch and damp earth, he relaxed.

"So this is where we came from," said his bemused companion, a warrior as dark as he was light. "Earth..." He frowned as he took in the naked birch limbs and dead tundra. "No wonder we left. Barren sort of place, isn't it?"

Fallon laughed. "Their winter ends, Mathin. They have snow and seasons, remember? And not all of us chose to leave." He studied his companion's appearance. Mathin had taken well enough to the comfortable denim pants and soft cotton shirts of the locals, but was visibly uncomfortable in the leather jacket that protected him from the dripping spruce boughs. Such heavy clothing was never needed on their world, but it was better than being wet.

Fallon looked down and grinned. His companion had chosen to wear his own boots instead of the hiking boots he'd been offered. No doubt he had a knife sheathed in each one. At least they wouldn't be flying on this journey. He'd be a nightmare to get past airport security.

The guns holstered on each of their thighs would be no problem. Many of the locals wore them as protection against wolves and bears, at least in the untamed areas, but the dagger sheathed at Mathin's waist made him frown. His companion already knew the risks of the blade falling into the hands of others, yet he'd chosen to bring it.

No doubt because any thief intent on taking it would be cut to shreds for his effort. Mathin the Mad was no one to toy with.

"The house is some miles from here. Are you ready to run?" Fallon asked, already looking in the direction of the trail that led to the highway.

Mathin grinned, eager to explore this new world, and changed, taking on the shape of the Haunt.

With one last glance at the empty countryside, Fallon joined him in the shift that made their race so feared by man, and so much stronger.

Together they began the long run.
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CHAPTER 1
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"Yes, Grandma, I know."

Andrea rolled her eyes at Zoë, who was picking all the almonds out of the nut dish. "Not you, Grandma! Zoë, knock it off."

Zoë smirked and kept hunting, safe behind the fact that Andrea was busy piping meringue mushrooms for her half-assembled Yule log.

Andrea's one-room apartment was still mostly boxes and a pile of blankets in the corner. Between work and her last semester of culinary school, she hadn't had time to breathe, let alone shop for actual furniture. In two more days she'd take her finals, and then she could finally call herself a chef.

"Um, hmm," she mumbled into the phone, realizing she'd missed half the conversation. Not surprising—half of Grandma's calls were local gossip and personal advice that had nothing to do with Andrea's life.

"Oh, I'm so glad to hear that. When shall I expect you?"

"What?" Andrea blinked. "Sorry, what did you say?"

Zoë wandered over to the counter, eyeing the leftover chocolate ganache.

Andrea snatched the spoon and whacked her hand.

Zoë licked the chocolate off her fingers with a look of pure bliss.

Then Grandma said, "Oh, thank you, dear! It means so much that you'll come visit. And do bring Zoë."

"B-but Grandma!" Andrea sputtered. "You live in Alaska!"

"Don't they have igloos?" Zoë asked.

Andrea glanced over to find the brat had stolen the ganache bowl. Zoë dipped the spoon in and licked it, eyebrows raised in challenge.

"I'll buy your e-tickets right away," Grandma said. "I've got the Internet, you know."

"I can't take your money! Besides, I need to find a job, and there's tons of stuff—"

"If you haven't found a job, there's no problem. You can find one here just as well." Something chimed in the background. "Oops! Jeopardy's on. Got to go, dear. Love you."

"I'm not going to Alaska!" Andrea yelled, but the line was dead.

She slammed the phone down, grabbed the bowl from Zoë, and smacked it on the counter. "Granny bought us tickets. On the Internet." She shook her head and popped the meringues in the oven. "And since I don't have a job and your job is mooching, there's no problem, is there?"

"Sounds fun," Zoë said, moving to lean against the fridge. "I've always wanted to see penguins."

Andrea closed her eyes. "They don't have penguins at the North Pole."

When she opened them, Zoë had reclaimed the bowl and was back at the table.

Andrea sat down across from her. "I'm not going to Alaska." The sight of the disappearing ganache made her cranky. "Can you see me living with Granny all summer? She'll ask when I'm getting married every five minutes."

"How is Rob, anyway?" Zoë asked around the spoon.

"History."

"Already?" Zoë actually removed the spoon. "I figured you'd at least keep him around long enough to pop your cherry."

"Zoë! Maybe some of us like to wait for someone worthy. Two months was plenty to know he wasn't it."

She was twenty-three with exactly four guys in her dating history. Zoë called her picky. Andrea was starting to wonder if she was too demanding. But she wanted more than cold slobber and garlic breath. She wanted love. Magic. Was that too much to ask?

"It doesn't mean anything," Zoë said.

"Anyway," Andrea waved it aside, "I'm not going. I'll call her back and make her listen."

Zoë blinked slowly. "This is your Granny. The guilt will eat you alive."

"I'm not going."

"Care to bet?"

One week later, Andrea was in a cab heading into the hills outside Fairbanks.

Zoë had simply told Grandma she'd take a rain check. Andrea had no such luck.

The house caught her by surprise. Built of stone blocks and nestled into the hillside, it looked like a small castle, complete with octagonal towers and a slate roof. The diamond-paned windows gleamed, and the thick wooden doors were banded with elaborate ironwork. Rich enough to afford a caretaker meant rich enough for this.

"Nice place," the cabbie said as she paid. "What's it like inside?"

"Don't know. First visit."

He glanced at her bags. "Need help?"

"No, but wait until I'm inside? Nobody answered when I called from the airport."

Her breath fogged in the May chill as she grabbed the wolf's-head knocker. It was almost 10:30 PM and just getting dark. This midnight sun thing was going to mess with her head.

The door opened to reveal Grandma beaming at her.

It took Andrea a moment to recognize her. She'd shrunk since their last visit—granted, Andrea had been a child then. Her hair had faded from gray-shot red to pale tangerine. They'd only talked on the phone over the years, and Andrea was shocked by how much she'd aged.

A dog bayed in the distance.

Grandma pulled her into a hug that smelled like roses. Andrea fought not to sneeze. "Hi, Grandma."

"Oh, darling, it's so good to see you!" Grandma held her at arm's length. "Look how you've grown."

"Yeah. Just look."

This is going to be a long visit.

"You look just like your great-aunt Virginia." Grandma led her into the sitting room. "Or was that Winifred? I never could keep them straight—they were twins."

"Identical?"

"Oh no, dear. They looked nothing alike."

Andrea's eye twitched. She looked around and winced.

The wood floors were beautiful underneath the violently clashing hooked rugs. The room had rough-hewn beams across the ceiling and birch wainscoting on the walls. Iron lantern fixtures completed the lodge-like feel. The underlying design was elegant, and someone had clearly spent money here.

And then Grandma had been let loose with her decorating.

Loud floral slipcovers covered the furniture. Multicolored crocheted afghans were draped over every surface. Checkered curtains blocked the windows. Knickknacks cluttered every flat space until the wood underneath disappeared.

"Have a seat, dear." Grandma gestured to the couch.

Andrea sat, elbowing aside a purple and red granny square pillow. "Been busy decorating?"

"Oh yes. The winters are very long. Would you like a cookie?"

Andrea remembered the sensation of biting into a carob and prune bar at age seven. "Um, no thanks. I'm on a diet."

Grandma sat back, disappointed, tucking her sweater around her thin frame. Her fuchsia-clad legs were propped up on a hassock.

Andrea blinked and politely looked away. She was wearing mismatched argyle socks with holes in the heels.

"I'm sure you're wondering why I wanted you here on such short notice." At Andrea's nod, Grandma swallowed. "The doctors say I have cancer. I don't have much time."

Andrea could only sit there, stunned.

Her grandma was her last living relative. If she died, Andrea would be alone. No family. No boyfriend. Maybe never anyone to love.

Ashamed of the selfish fear, she knelt and grasped her grandmother's hand. Tears blurred her vision. "Are they sure? They can't fix it?"

Grandma shook her head, eyes misty. "No, sweetheart." She sniffed. "And I'd so looked forward to seeing great-grandbabies."

Andrea flinched. How many times had she dodged those questions?

"Now none of that." Grandma patted her hand, suddenly all business. "You just haven't found the right man yet. But we're going to change that." She leaned in, excited. "I've spoken with my employer, and he's agreed to hire you as his new caretaker—on a trial basis, of course."

Andrea sat back on her heels. "I'm not sure I'm cut out to be a caretaker, Grandma."

"Of course you are! And it will be such a relief to know you're in the capable hands of a man who can take care of you. Wait until I tell him!"

"Whoa, wait." Andrea raised her hands. "I'd be working for him, not marrying him. And I haven't agreed to this. I have things to do in Chicago—"

But Grandma was already talking, fast and furious.

By the end of the evening, Andrea had somehow promised to stay for the summer. She wanted to keep an eye on her grandmother, but she'd rather find her own place and her own job. Grandma would spend all her time matchmaking.

Vowing to sort it out after sleep, Andrea fluffed her pillow in one of the six guest bedrooms.

The scent of roses woke her in the morning.

Andrea groaned. The smell wafted from the lacy sheets. Hunting ducks paraded across her bed canopy. She threw back the comforter and swung her feet onto the shaggy duck rug.

The bedside clock—shaped like a decoy—said it was late morning.

Shocked Grandma had let her sleep in, Andrea pulled on jeans and a ribbed shirt, then quickly rebraided the small braids at each temple. The style made her think of Zoë.

She grimaced. She should've had the guts to stay home like her friend.

But Grandma needed her. As her only family, Andrea had to be here.

She skipped makeup and headed out to find the kitchen.

It was immaculate. Copper pots hung from a rack above the work island. The stainless steel fridge and modern stove formed an odd contrast to the crocheted blender covers and crazy valances. The smell of cooking lingered, but there were no breakfast dishes. Where was Grandma?

A note was tacked to the fridge with a hodgepodge of magnets.

"Dear Andrea, I'm so glad you've agreed to take care of the place. I know you'll make me proud—you're a child of your word. Now I'm off to do something I've always wanted—cruise to Tahiti! If you need anything, just ask Fallon. He's been very good to me and I'm sure you're going to adore him. Love, Grandma."

Andrea let out a string of curses.

She'd been set up. And why couldn't Grandma just buy her a ticket to Tahiti? If she was really dying, wouldn't she want family with her?

This was matchmaking. If Matilda thought there was a man involved, she'd strand Andrea in Antarctica.

"Such harsh words from such a pretty lady," came a man's husky voice.

Andrea froze mid-tirade. Oh, please no.

"At least, I assume the lady is exceptional. The view from behind is certainly promising."

"Excuse me?" She turned, defensive and disbelieving.

The retort died on her lips.

Black hair fell past his shoulders, framing a face that stole her breath. He was muscular without being bulky, and his t-shirt showed sculpted arms and broad shoulders. Long legs filled out black denim, and his wicked black eyes sparked with confidence.

He grinned and looked her over slowly. "As I thought. Very promising." He moved closer.

Her intense reaction threw her off balance. She stepped back and hit the fridge. "I..." Get it together. She licked her lips. "Are you Fallon?"

"No." He planted his hands on either side of her. "I am Mathin. And you are mine."
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CHAPTER 2
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He'd known who she was the moment he entered the kitchen. Seconds after her scent reached him, he knew what she was. A charmer. An unholy, irresistible temptation for a man of his race—a wildcard mutation among humans with a pheromone capable of inflaming the male Haunt, of beguiling his senses until his will became her own.

Once, humans had known his kind and hated them. They'd hunted the Haunt, using charmers to seduce their warriors. Once a man fell under her power, no one was safe. Father, mother, beloved child—he would betray them all at one soft word from her poisoned lips.

Women like this had been used for generations to purge the world of his race until only a remnant remained. A remnant that had finally fled to another world to escape extinction.

A woman like this could be the death of him.

At the moment, he didn't care. Desire roared through his body, carried in by the scent of her unique pheromone. All the proof he needed of her danger.

His blatant statement of ownership didn't impress her. She ducked out of his arms and dashed behind the counter, glowering at him. "Guess again, pal."

He smiled. He could see the rapid pulse at her throat, watch her chest rise and fall with her breathing. His keen sense of smell told him it was more than fear she was feeling. He moved closer, drawn by her scent. It was making him weak, intoxicated. Part of him wanted to resist. He took a deep breath, but that was no help at all. "It would help if you didn't want me, too."

She inched back, keeping the counter between them. Her voice shook. "I'm warning you, buster! Come any closer and you'll regret it."

Mathin planted one hand in the center of the island and vaulted over it, landing gracefully on the other side. "What are you afraid of, sweetheart?" He let his eyes speak his interest, but made no move toward her.

She watched him warily, struggling to hold his gaze. Shy, maybe? "Do you usually accost women before breakfast, or is this an exception?"

Mathin leaned against the counter, showing her with his body that he wasn't about to pounce. Yet. "Normally the women accost me, and more often than not want to become my breakfast. Or dinner, depending on the hour." When she snorted, he added casually, "So did you, before you decided to fear me."

"Get over yourself!" She blushed furiously. "What do you think you are—some kind of rock star? For your information, I have a boyfriend."

"And what does this boy have to do with us?" His faint smile was absolutely possessive. "Children have no place in this discussion."

She gave him a withering look. "What I meant was, I have a man."

"You do now."

Her fists tightened, and she looked like she wanted to hit him. Since that wasn't the direction he preferred to move this, he mellowed. "You're not used to pursuit."

She edged away again. "I don't flirt. I don't like games."

He studied her for a long moment. Inexperienced or shy? It was good to know—it would require a more subtle approach. It had been a long time since he'd had to dust off that set of skills, but he knew that hunt, too.

Pretending courtesy, he stepped back. "I apologize for distressing you." Especially if it will get me what I want, he thought, calculating what it would take to seduce her.

Cautiously, she ventured, "Does that mean you'll quit flirting with me?"

He smiled. "It means I'll be more subtle."

Her expression darkened, but before she could comment, Fallon entered the kitchen. He stopped dead, head snapping up, nostrils flaring as if testing the air. Piercing green eyes flashed her way, dark with indefinable emotion. "Andrea, I presume."

Mathin felt possessiveness flare as he watched her shift uncomfortably. He didn't like the way Fallon stared.

"Yeah. But I think there's been some kind of mistake." Andrea plucked the magnets off the note. One fell, and Mathin caught it. She reluctantly looked at him as he silently held it out.

His palm was calloused and radiated heat. The instant she touched it, an invisible shock of lightning traveled between them, buzzed through the bones of her arm with stunning power, trapped the air in her lungs.

Shocked, her eyes shot to his, searched for answers. The only thing she saw was echoing electricity and a shimmering, golden heat.

"Definitely a mistake," Fallon muttered as he witnessed the exchange. "A moment of your time, Mathin."

It was difficult. Reluctantly, Mathin moved toward him, loath to take his eyes from the woman. His woman. He could almost read the thoughts behind Fallon's grim expression. Already she has him, the look seemed to say. Judging from the bewildered look on her face, she had no idea what to do with him.

That wasn't a problem. He was an excellent teacher.

"She goes," Fallon told Mathin the moment they stood in the hall, out of earshot. "Had I known what she was, I never would have agreed to this."

Mathin crossed his arms casually, as if unconcerned. "Is that wise? There are several Haunt due to arrive very soon for the summit. Should they meet her away from our protection..." He trailed off meaningfully. "You know how much some of us still hate charmers."

If their people saw one of the hated mutants used to track and destroy their families, they would kill her. It didn't matter if she was innocent or not.

It wasn't only the Haunt who were a danger, either. There were still humans out there who knew about the Haunt and thrived on hunting them. They didn't balk at kidnapping women to do it.

Appealing to Fallon's gallantry never hurt.

Fallon blew out a breath of exasperation and sent a peeved look toward the kitchen.

Seeing that his logic was taking effect, Mathin pressed his advantage. "You know what the Black Charmers would do with her. And if she refused to become a huntress..." They both glanced toward the kitchen. "At least being murdered by a vengeful Haunt would be quick."

Fallon folded his arms and stared at Mathin. He might not like it, but he was a practical man. "Very well. I suppose you're volunteering to guard her?"

White teeth flashed in a wolfish smile. "Night and day. After all, who knows more about guarding charmers?" He'd spent weeks rescuing his friend Keilor's wife from scheming Haunt and hauling her out of the swamps. Compared to that, guarding this little charmer would be child's play.

Fallon snorted and rocked back on his heels. "Jasmine was mated—to your friend, no less. Besides, she would never have allowed you to touch her. You and Raziel wore nose filters for the entire journey. We have none here."

"Would it matter?" Mathin's gaze was speculative as he looked toward the doorway. "She's an attractive woman. I would have noticed regardless."

"Do you think so?" Fallon said repressively. "I hardly noticed. But I did notice her scent. What man wouldn't?"

Fallon became silent with remembered sensation, then shook his head as if throwing off an unwanted thought. Impatiently, he continued, "If she's to be here, she will remain in your company, not mine. I can't afford to be distracted just now. The applicants for Dark Land crossovers will be arriving very soon."

He began to pace, his boot heels clicking over the parquet floor. "For that matter, I can't have her here with a houseful of unattached males. The elders are disapproving enough already. They still feel that leaving Earth was the same thing as running from our troubles. Having a charmer here will only light the fire at the stake."

"You worry too much," Mathin said mildly. "None of the males here are a match for either of us. Certainly not these young ones. She couldn't be safer. Besides," his eyes gleamed, "I don't intend to leave her unattached for long."

That would certainly solve Fallon's problems. Once focused on a single man as a sexual outlet, the charmer's production of pheromones dropped sharply. Mathin's headaches, however, would be just beginning.

"Think it over carefully first," Fallon urged. "The pheromone can be addictive. You might be tempted to make the union permanent."

Mathin raised a brow. "Some things are foreordained, my friend. Now stand aside before you're trampled." Before Fallon could object further, he led the way into the kitchen.

A current of warm air brought her musky spice to him, rousing instant desire. It was the stuff of silken sheets and moonlight, of soft skin and a lover's cries. The scent of legend.

Completely unaware of her allure, Andrea watched them warily from her perch on a barstool.

"Forgive me for neglecting you earlier," Fallon said politely, coming no farther than the doorway. "I was distracted, but it was very rude. You had some problem you wished to discuss with me?"

Her face set in determined lines, she slid off the stool and handed him the note. "Yes, definitely. I think my grandma's up to some sort of trickery. Last night she made me promise to stay for the summer, telling me she was dying of cancer. She practically begged me to take over for her. Today I found this."

He took it with two fingers, almost visibly holding his breath. "Hmm." He scanned it quickly, then moved toward the counter and placed it on top. "I knew of no illness. It was my understanding that she was calling you in as a temporary replacement while she went on vacation."

"Ha! I knew it." She whacked her fist against her thigh, vindicated. "She's up to her old tricks again."

Fallon edged discreetly away, earning a bemused frown from Andrea and a smirk from Mathin. "And those would be?"

"Matchmaking," she all but spat. "The woman is determined to run my life. If she'd had her way, I would have been married at seventeen and pregnant with my fifth child by now." She looked away in disgust. "The only thing that's kept her from setting me up before was a few thousand miles. Why was I stupid enough to change that?"

"I can sympathize," Fallon murmured from the far side of the room. "My mother is much the same. However, as you gave your word and I'm still in need of a caretaker, this changes nothing."

"What are you talking about?" she demanded. "You said yourself it was a mistake."

"Actually, I was referring to something else entirely. This arrangement will work well enough. I do have one request, though." He glanced at the vivid curtains and winced. "If you could pack away your grandmother's decorations while she's gone, I would appreciate it. She seems to have been busy since last I was here." He looked her over speculatively. "You don't have an affinity for bright colors, do you?"

She smirked. "It is pretty awful, isn't it? But—"

Visibly relieved, he nodded at Mathin. "He'll be glad to assist you in any way you require. Just take him shopping with you and he'll see to your purchases." He grinned at Mathin's scowl. "Mathin adores shopping." When the scowl turned positively lethal, he added, "He'll also be available to answer any questions you may have, since I don't plan to be home much. This is somewhat of a vacation for him, so he might as well make himself useful. Do you drive a stick?"

Distracted from her list of objections, Andrea nodded.

"Good. Take your pick of the cars in the garage for work or pleasure. Mathin knows where the keys are." And with that, he was gone.

"Wait!" Andrea ran to stop him, but Fallon was quick. "Where'd he go?" She took a step into the hall, looking determined.

To distract her, Mathin asked, "Where would you like to start?"

She turned and scowled at him. "I didn't agree to stay, in case you didn't notice. I was lured here under false pretenses. Tricked. Why should I stay?"

His gaze became very serious. Measuring. "Because you gave your word?"

She stilled. Stared at the floor. For a long moment she examined the tile, looking mutinous.

Finally, she glared at Mathin. "Fine, I'll stay, but let's get something straight. I'm not into you. You lay a finger on me and I'll bite it off."

He relaxed, leaned a shoulder against the doorframe. She was staying. "I understand 'no' very well." His eyes dropped to the rapid flutter in her throat. "And 'yes' even better. Care to wager you'll be saying, 'yes, Mathin,' very soon?"

"Give it up!" she muttered.

He came off the wall. "You want it?"

She made a growling sound in her throat and turned her head to survey the hall, ignoring him. After a moment, she mumbled, "I guess I ought to start with the sitting room."

He regretted that last push. Granted, her pheromones were keeping his testosterone hiked, but he could work a little harder not to alarm her.

As penance, he helped her dismantle the garish decorations in the sitting room. As long as she was close, he didn't care what he was doing. Just being near her, close enough to breathe her in, was worth any amount of housekeeping.

Andrea felt a grim satisfaction as she yanked off her grandmother's slipcovers and pulled down drapes. In a way, she couldn't help feeling some sympathy for her grandmother's attempts to hide the starkly masculine leather beneath, but at least that was tasteful. Andrea felt more comfortable with the simple lines than with her grandmother's flowered flounces. It was the only comfort she found in the situation, though.

Much to her surprise, Mathin actually helped—and silently, too. After his macho display earlier, she would have pegged him as too "manly" to ever do anything as mundane as housework. Yet there he was, standing on a chair as he took down curtains for her, letting in the light that flooded through the diamond-paned windows and revealed the elegant bones of the room beneath.

It was hard not to notice how his muscles flexed as he reached over his head for the rod, the way his black hair shifted across his broad shoulders with each movement. No wonder the man was so confident. Everywhere he went, women no doubt spoiled him. And who could blame them? Just look at the way the light haloed his body, outlined those long legs in the black denim that fit him like a second skin...

"Was there something you wanted?"

Andrea looked up, straight into a pair of knowing dark eyes. Unable to think of an excuse, she blurted, "Um...I was wondering where you got your accent. I don't recognize it." Nice save, Andrea.

He glanced at his backside, then slanted her an amused look. "Did you think my country was written on my pockets?"

Unable to look at him, she glanced around the room, her cheeks on fire. Desperate to save face, she continued, "So where is it? Denmark? Holland?"

"A bit farther than that." He dropped the curtain he was holding to the floor, replaced the rod and stepped down from the chair. He moved toward her with a predator's grace, smiling at the way her eyes widened and her breath quickened as he approached. "If you like, I could take you there."

Andrea laughed awkwardly. She didn't know him well, but she'd swear he was dead serious. "Why would you want to do that?"

She didn't see him move, but suddenly he held one of her braids in his hand. His attention fixed on the silky skein, he gently looped it around his finger, the callused pad of his thumb brushing against the sensitive skin just below her ear. His eyes closed as he drew the sable tip across his lips. She could feel his warm breath on her cheek, smell something spicy and masculine that made her pulse kick.

She made a small sound—protest or invitation, she couldn't tell.

His eyes opened, and he allowed the braid to slip between his fingers, setting her free.

It was only after he'd left the room that Andrea discovered he hadn't answered her question. She stood there, watching an empty doorway with vision gone hazy. A sharp jerk of her head brought the world back into proper focus. Angry with herself, she flopped into a chair and gave the discarded pile of slipcovers at her feet a good kick. Tricky male.

It would help if he weren't so confident.

She wanted to yell at her grandmother. Things had been going so well before she'd gotten slammed by the Matchmaking Diva. She should be in Chicago right now, hunting for her dream job. Instead, she was sequestered in the frozen north, and it might be weeks before her grandma showed back up. Meanwhile, she had to deal with Mathin's attempts to romance her.

The thought of Mr. Confidence soured her mood enough to get her up and cleaning again. He probably slept with every woman who caught his eye. She yanked off a slipcover with more force than necessary. She had higher standards than that.

Safe. Steady. Dependable. The words rang like a mantra in her head. There had to be a million guys out there with those qualities. There was no need to compromise with a man who'd break her heart when he inevitably got tired of her. Men like him didn't settle for ordinary girls of no special beauty. Why would they when they could turn heads everywhere they went?

He was probably a model. She could see him getting love-struck fan mail by the sackful.

Not that she cared. He could do whatever he wanted as long as she wasn't around to see it happen. She wouldn't be here that long, and his vacation might even be up in a matter of days.

Maybe Zoë could pick up some applications for her so she could start job hunting. In the meantime, it wouldn't hurt to wow Fallon with her cooking. Surely he'd be willing to write a letter of recommendation for her resume?

It couldn't hurt to be listed as a private chef—a well-paid private chef. Her grandmother had mentioned the generous salary she'd received, a lavish sum that had gone a long way toward soothing Andrea's sensibilities. Would Fallon pay her the same?

He'd better, she decided, sending a dark look toward the door. Especially if she had to put up with his friend in the interim.

As if conjured by her thoughts, Mathin appeared in the doorway with a steaming plate that filled the air with an intoxicating blend of spices. "I thought you might be hungry."

"Thank you." Surprised by his thoughtfulness and intrigued by the tempting scent of curry, she followed him back to the kitchen. Another plate sat at the breakfast bar. Mathin set down the one he carried and moved around behind her. She twisted around to look at him suspiciously.

"It's traditional to give thanks in this way," he said, forestalling her questions. "We always say a blessing before meals."

"I wouldn't have taken you for a religious man," she said skeptically.

His answering silence was that of a man who had nothing to prove.

Chastened, Andrea grudgingly obeyed his gesture and turned around to allow him to place his hands on her shoulders. His hands were very warm, the heat of them seeping through the thin fabric of her shirt.

Mathin intoned a blessing in his low, rough voice—words she didn't understand but that resonated in her chest nonetheless—and moved around the island to take his own seat. He said nothing as he picked up the silver chopsticks beside his plate and began to eat.

Disconcerted to find chopsticks at her own place setting instead of more familiar utensils, Andrea nevertheless chose to use them instead of seeking out a fork. By the stony look on Mathin's face, she'd offended him with her religious remark. She didn't want to make it worse by scorning his selection of silverware.

The first bite of curried chicken and vegetables took her by surprise, and she opened her eyes wide at the sublime combination of coconut and heat, the way the flavors built on each other in layers. "This is really good!" she said, astonished. "I've never had anything like it."

"Glad to have pleased you," he answered without inflection.

She chewed her bottom lip. Okay, religion seemed to be a touchy subject with him. Who would have thought a flirt like him would put much stock in it? Still, wars had been fought for less, so she attempted to make peace. "It was thoughtful of you to cook for me. After all, it's supposed to be my job."

He gifted her with a cool stare and returned to his meal.

She didn't like being rebuffed, but it occurred to her that it was one way to get him to stop flirting with her. Maybe it was for the best.

She took another bite, hoping to break down the flavors so she could try to replicate them later. A little sweet, savory. Pleasantly salty with an undertone of something she couldn't quite identify—lemongrass, maybe? He sure could cook. Too bad it was the only thing praiseworthy about him.
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CHAPTER 3
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"Here."

Fallon handed Mathin a small packet. Inside were several sets of nose filters—the best defense a male Haunt had against a charmer, short of walking around changed. Only in his other form could a Haunt be unmoved by the pheromone. A changed Haunt had no sex drive. "I went back to get some today. Jayems and Keilor were amused to hear of my dilemma."

They'd had an interesting time dealing with Jasmine when she was still an unmated charmer. Fortunately, she'd married Keilor soon after she'd stumbled onto the Dark Lands, putting them out of their misery. While still alluring, she was nowhere near the menace she'd been.

"And how is your fearless leader?" Mathin asked dryly, pocketing the packet. No doubt Fallon had already inserted the unobtrusive device, even though Andrea was nowhere in sight. Nor was she likely to invade Fallon's private study.

Not that it looked much like a study, save for the laptop computer on the desk and the rows of books lining the shelves. With its numerous sheer red curtains and golden accents, the room appeared fitted for more pleasurable pursuits. The impression was only reinforced by the red velvet chaise lounge positioned between the diamond-paned windows.

It was a vivid reminder that although Fallon might appear stuffy due to the distractions of this visit, he was still a sensualist at heart.

The 'your' did not go unnoticed by Fallon. "Still unwilling to admit formal allegiance, are we? It's fortunate that Jayems takes your actions as fealty enough." He settled back in his chair and inclined his head, watching Mathin with wry amusement. "You might be a lord, Mathin, and unarguably one of our finest warriors—"

Mathin raised a brow. "One of?"

Ignoring the interruption, Fallon continued, "But even you have to admit that Jayems is the Lord of the Darklands sometime."

"Have I challenged him?" Mathin countered. So long as he didn't, he could happily go his way, never having to admit to anything. It had never been his way to make commitments, no matter what he felt. Any fool could give mere words. Actions were his way.

"Are you planning to give a filter to every male who comes calling, then?" He ran a finger over the bird's-eye maple that formed the top of Fallon's desk and the matching bookcases. "They won't enjoy the loss of scent and taste." He grimaced, remembering the weeks he'd spent escorting Jasmine through the swamps, unable to taste a single thing. "Better for them to remain in Haunt the entire time."

"And frighten Andrea senseless?" Fallon half-grinned, picturing it. "Or are you hoping she'll run to you for protection?" When Mathin didn't answer right away, he cocked a curious brow. "What is this? Has time spent away from her cleared your head? Or are you still planning on claiming her?"

A muscle in Mathin's jaw ticked. "I might have spoken too soon."

Concerned for his friend, Fallon leaned forward. "Did something happen while I was gone?"

He was silent for a moment, then admitted, "She said I didn't strike her as a religious man when I wanted to bless the meal." He grew furious again just thinking about it. On his world, men were measured by their strength of will and by their honor. For believers, that also meant a test of allegiance to the Deity.

Besides all of this, he was a man of rank who'd earned his place. It was considered a great honor for him to share a blessing with a woman, especially one of no special status. Another man might have become enraged at her slight, but he had endured it in silence. Still, even though he had never been a stickler for tradition and the privileges of rank, coming from her the insult stung.

Fallon blinked. Then he chuckled. "No, she wouldn't, would she?"

Mathin's scowl grew darker. One knuckle began to rap on the wood.

"Wait!" Fallon raised a hand for patience. "Hear me out. Religious men are not warriors in her culture. She would not recognize a man who boldly acts on his desires as spiritual. The words don't even exist together, according to this culture." His gaze grew sly. "Not that our religion encourages sex before marriage, either. But she wouldn't know that, would she? Not with you as an example."

"As if you're any better," Mathin retorted, but accepted Fallon's point. She had not intended to insult him, and that was what mattered. Maybe he could












































































































































































d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





d2d_images/cover.jpg
He's not safe, he's
not stable...he's not
even human.

Autumn Dawn





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





d2d_images/image000.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png
-

-

-

7O





