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Welcome to my worlds . . .

In response to fan demand, this is a collection of short stories I wrote for Berkley many years ago. Originally published in three separate anthologies, they are now brought together in one volume and are a sampling of some of my universes.

“Fire and Ice” comes from my League series. Completely rewritten with new scenes, and more pages, it’s the story of Adron, the son of Nykyrian and Kiara from Born of Night. He is, without a doubt, one of my most tortured heroes. Originally written as a novel, I cut it down to a novella just so I could see it in print since at that time no one would publish a full-standing futuristic novel. I’m thrilled to see it included in this collection.

Next is the fantasy piece “Knightly Dreams.” The idea was born on a road trip and looks at my personal belief of where characters come from and what happens to them if writers abandon them. It’s quirky and odd, and completely unrelated to anything I’ve ever written, but I love it just the same and I hope you will, too.

Lastly is “Dragonswan,” which was the first of my Were-Hunter stories to see print. A companion series to my Dark-Hunter world, it explores my clan of shape-shifting dragons and features Sebastian, who’s been mentioned in several of the Dark-Hunter books. I adore my dragons and hope to write a book about Damos one day soon.

If you’d like more information about the worlds and to see character profiles, please visit my website, sherrilyn  kenyon.com. In the meantime, I hope you have a great read and that you’ll come back to my worlds many more times.

 

Hugs, 
Sherrilyn




PRAISE FOR SHERRILYN KENYON AND HER NOVELS

“Kenyon’s writing is brisk, ironic, sexy, and relentlessly imaginative.”

—The Boston Globe

 

“Kenyon’s Dark-Hunter books are changing the face of the vampire novel, making it hip, darker, and all the more appealing to the next generation of readers.”

—Publishers Weekly

 

“Kenyon delivers the goods readers have come to expect and more.”

—Booklist

 

“An engaging read.”

—Entertainment Weekly

 

“Acheron is a must read.”

—The Post and Courier
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ONE

“So you’re a badass assassin, huh? You don’t look like much to me.”

Adron Quiakides paused his drink halfway to his lips. His blood rushed through his veins like lava as he narrowed his gaze on the beefy human in front of him.

His elite military training allowed him to size the bastard up in a nanosecond. Dressed in black because he thought it made him look tough, the man wore an abundance of weapons in plain sight, which said he didn’t know how to use any of them properly. The obnoxious idiot was hoping the sheer number alone would deter anyone from messing with him.

As if . . .

His clothes were two sizes too small to show off the muscles that were out of proportion with the rest of him, no doubt from steroid abuse. He stood with his hip cocked,  blustering and preening for a group of like-minded clingons who were laughing at his braggadocio.

Bully. Trash. Free assassin too incompetent in his trade to pay his own bills.

In short, he wasn’t worth the cost of a blaster charge to eliminate him from the master gene pool. Lucky day for him because in the past, Adron wouldn’t have hesitated to perform that public service.

Adron knocked back his drink with one gulp, then poured himself another. “You have three seconds to evaporate or I’m going to spray your brain matter all over your crew behind you.”

The man laughed, then sneered at Adron’s black silver-tipped cane resting against the table. “You’re a pathetic cripple. What can you do besides get drunk and glower? I’m surprised they even let something like you in here with the rest of us.” He turned to his friends. “Help me, guys. Help me. You have to protect me from the drunken waste. I’m so scared. Please don’t hurt me,” he mocked. “Look, I’m crying like the little bitch I raped last night.”

Adron’s fury fled as that old familiar cold seized him. Without hesitation, he kicked the table over, knocking the man back. Even though his body screamed out in agony at his movements, he rose, yanked one of the blasters from the bastard’s belt, and aimed it between his eyes.

One shot. One kill.

That was the assassin’s creed, and true to his promise he dispatched one more piece of vermin out of this plane of existence.

Too bad he hadn’t done it one day sooner before the trash had found his last victim.

Screams erupted as several patrons ducked for cover or ran for the door. Others merely looked on in curiosity at the blood splatter. Typical Crona behavior.

Adron chucked the blaster at the man’s body, then calmly retook his seat and adjusted his coat around him.

Edsel, the owner, who was a man in his late twenties, came forward with a heavy sigh as he looked over the body. He picked up the cane from the floor and handed it to Adron. “I would ask what happened, but I’ve got a pretty good idea.” He returned the table to its previous position. “How anyone with even a single brain cell can mess with you is beyond me. Not like you don’t telegraph to the world that you’re only one step this side of crazy—looking for someone to kill and alleviate your boredom.” He glanced back at the body. “Then again, he has no brains at all . . . now. Impressive shot, by the way.”

Adron held out his card but didn’t speak. He didn’t like wasting breath, and Edsel knew the card meant he’d cover all damages and buy drinks for anyone disgruntled over the bloodshed. Not to mention the small fact that it seriously hurt to speak. So he’d learned to keep his comments to the bare minimum when dealing with people.

Edsel took the card and kept bitching. “Thanks.” He held the card up between his thumb and forefinger. “This is the only reason why I still let you in here—’cause you always make good on the messes you make, unlike the other drunken bums. Though why every few times you’re in here some asshole has to challenge you, I’ll never understand. Stupid dregs. If they can’t tell you’re lethal, they’re too dumb to live. Hell, I consider this a public service. You probably do, too.” Edsel stepped back as a waitress brought  another bottle of Tondarion Fire and set it down in front of Adron.

Edsel motioned to the patrons who were staring at them. “Go on, everyone. Just a little misunderstanding. The fire-works are over. You’re all safe now.” Then added under his breath, “As long as you don’t screw with a pissed-off assassin. Morons.”

He motioned for his security to come over. “Guys, get this cleaned up. I don’t want to see it, and I know no one else does either.” Then louder, he spoke to the crowd again. “Free drinks for anyone who has brain matter on their body or clothes. Sorry for the frayed nerves and inconvenience. What can I say? This is an exciting place.”

Edsel shook his head as he turned to Adron. “I’d ask if you have a permit for that killing, but I don’t want to be laying next to him on the floor. Don’t worry. Any authorities come in, I’ll tell them you ran for the door after the shooting.”

Adron scoffed as he knocked back another drink. He ran from nothing, which was exactly why he was here tonight.

Damn fucking bastards.

Edsel and the others faded into the crowd.

Adron narrowed his gaze on the dead man’s friends who’d been laughing earlier. Their faces were pale as they tried to come to terms with what had happened and the speed with which he’d eradicated their sick buddy from their putrid lives. They might have wanted to avenge the dead man, but their common sense prevailed, and one by one they walked over to the bar to claim their free drinks.

The waitress cast one last terrified glance at him, then  scurried off to what she perceived as a safe distance. Once upon another life, he could have tracked her to the farthest corners of infinity and killed her.

But those days were gone.

Adron poured himself another drink and savored this one a little slower than its predecessors. His pleasures in life were minimal, and consuming buckets full of the yellow-orange liquid gave him the solace his battered soul craved.

Because tonight, more than ever before, his memories hurt.

He glanced at his chronometer and winced. This very hour marked the eighth anniversary of the night he’d made the “noble” decision he would spend the rest of his life paying for.

Fuck all of you.

But in the end, the only one who’d been really screwed was him.

Adron gripped the bottle tight in his right hand, unable to believe it’d been so long since he’d last walked without a pronounced limp. Moved without pain. Spoken without his throat aching from the effort of it.

Eight years since he’d experienced any comfort or peace whatsoever.

He’d lain in bed for hours trying to sleep. Trying to forget, and finally he’d realized the only way to silence his demons was to drown them out. And nothing worked better than Tondarion Fire, which he’d been out of at his place.

Forgetting the glass and the manners his mother had drilled into him, he tipped the large bottle to his lips and let the fire pour down his throat.

“Hey, baby,” an attractive redhead said as she sauntered over to him and propped a thin hip against his table. “You want some company?”

He tried to wave her away, but she didn’t take the hint. Angry over her stupidity, he cleared his throat and braced himself for the pain of speaking. “I have company.” His deep raspy voice grated on his ears. “Me, myself, and I.”

She raked a hungry look over his body, then leaned across the table to show him her ample breasts. “Well, there’s enough of me to make all three of you happy.”

There had been a time, once, when he wouldn’t have hesitated to take her up on that offer.

But then life was nothing if not ever-changing, and usually it altered on the hairpin of a second.

She licked her lips. “C’mon, handsome, buy me a drink.”

Adron glared at her. She wasn’t the first woman to proposition him tonight. And in truth it mystified him that any woman would bother, given the vicious scars on his face. But then, the women in the Golden Crona weren’t all that discriminating, especially not when they sensed money.

“Sorry. None of us are interested.”

She sighed dramatically. “Well, if any of you change your minds, you let me know.” With one last wistful look at him, she headed back into the human and alien crowd that drifted through the packed bar.

Adron shifted uncomfortably in his seat as a bone-deep pain shot through his left leg. Clenching his teeth, he growled low in his throat.

One would think the amount of painkillers he lived on, when combined with the alcohol, would squelch any amount of ache or kill him. But it barely numbed his physical hell.

And it did nothing for the burning agony in his heart.

“Damn it all,” he snarled under his breath. He threw his head back and finished off his drink.

He grabbed a passing blue-fleshed waitress and held the bottle up with two fingers to let her know he wanted more.

A lot more.

As he waited for her to return, he saw another woman headed his way. The fierce glare he narrowed on her sent her fleeing in the opposite direction.

He was through playing around. Tonight he intended to get fully flagged, and he pitied the next fool stupid enough to approach him.

Unless they came bearing more alcohol.
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Livia typpa Vista had lived the whole of her life in protective custody. More hostage than princess, she’d long grown weary of everyone’s dictates for her behavior, and at age twenty-six, she’d had enough.

She was not a child.

And she was not going to marry Clypper Thoran in two weeks. Not even if he were the last male in the universe.

“You will do as you are told and you will not question me. Ever.”

She winced at her father’s imperious command. High Eminence he might be, but she, not her older brother, had inherited his stubbornness. No matter the cost, she refused to marry a Territorial Governor sixteen years her father’s senior. The very thought made her flesh crawl.

Since Clypper had demanded a virgin for his bride, she knew a way to thwart them both.

After tonight, she would be a virgin no more.

Tomorrow, her father would kill her for it. But better to die than to be married to a cruel, goat-faced ancient who groped her with cold hands every time he got near her.  That will not be my future. The one thing she had control over was her body, and as of tonight, she was taking charge of it.

As the cold rain poured over her, Livia stared at the sign above her head. The Golden Crona. Her maid, Krista, had told her about the club. Inside it held all manner of heroes and villains, and though she would rather give her virginity to a hero, she honestly didn’t care. So long as he was passably attractive and gentle, he would be good enough for the night.

Gathering her courage, she opened the door and stopped dead in her tracks.

Never had she seen anything like it. A sea of aliens and humans danced and bobbed through the smoky bar that smelled of sweat from many species and of cheap alcohol. The obnoxious music was so loud, it made her ears throb.

A big, orange reptilian male frowned at her as she hesitated in the doorway.

“In or out,” he snarled. “Make a choice quick. I ain’t got all night and it’s cold outside—so close the damned door.”

She took a deep breath to fortify her courage. That, and she mentally conjured an image of Clypper’s fat jowls and beady, lust-filled eyes. Shuddering, she stepped inside and let the door pulse closed behind her.

The reptile man blocked her from entering. “Twenty-five credits.”

What was he talking about? “Excuse me?”

“Twenty-five credits. You pay or I toss you out on your ass.”

Livia arched a brow at him. It was on the tip of her tongue to put him in his place, but then she remembered he had no idea who she was.

And she must keep it that way.

If anyone learned she was a Vistan princess, she’d be sent back to the hotel where they were staying and her father would beat her just for having left without proper escorts and chaperones. For that matter, he’d beat her for being in public dressed like she was.

Not to mention the fact that her time was short. She had to find a man before someone missed her and started a search.

Pulling out the money she’d stolen from her brother, she paid the fee.

The alien put an iridescent mark on her hand before he allowed her access to the bar.

Her heart pounding in fear, dread, and a dash of excitement, she surveyed the large room full of people. “It’s time to find him.” She walked through the crowd and flinched as several unwashed humans eyed her with interest. They definitely weren’t any better than Clypper.

Most appeared worse.

Livia quickly amended her list of qualifications to include a man who bathed.

A tall, dark human male smiled at her, displaying a set of black teeth. Okay, she would also add one who knew how to use a toothbrush.

As she crossed the room, she saw a brunet at the bar who looked like a hopeful prospect. She headed for him. But as  soon as she drew near enough to see his face clearly, she froze.

It was her father’s personal runner.

If she knew how to curse, she would definitely curse at her luck.

Just don’t let him see me.

Falling back into the crowd, Livia kept an eye on him while trying to scan the beings around her for her target. Surely, there was someone here who could . . .

A commotion at the entrance caught her attention.

Livia turned to look.

No! She panicked at the sight of her father’s royal guard swarming into the bar. Immediately, the gray-clad soldiers began questioning patrons as they spread out to cover as much of the bar as they could.

Fear tore through her. For them to be here in force and that grim meant Krista had volunteered her location, and no doubt her intent as well. She groaned at the very thought.

Father’s going to kill me.

How could Krista betray her? Her maid had been so helpful in the planning and execution of her escape.

But then for some unknown reason, Krista lived in fear of Livia’s father, and one scowl from him would have easily caused her maid to tell everything.

Right down to the grittiest of details.

She cringed at the thought of her father’s reaction. But at least Krista, unlike her, would be spared his wrath. Krista was protected by their laws. Only a male of her own family could punish her, and since Krista had no living male relative . . .

Livia was not so fortunate, and there was no telling what her father would do to her for this.

Chastity was one of the highest virtues any woman could possess on her world. In fact, men and women were allowed to mix only during meals, at chaste royal functions, and when married couples performed conjugal duties. For a woman to seek out a man not related to her was strictly forbidden.

And punished severely.

Publicly.

She shook the fear away. She’d known the consequences before she set out. Either way, she was going to pay for her indiscretion, and if she had to pay, then she was going to make sure she completed the deed.

Clenching her teeth, she scanned the room for a hiding place. At the back of the club were a line of booths. She headed for them.

Unfortunately, all of them were occupied.

Drat!

“Hey, babe.” A rough-looking man stopped her as she tried to move past him. “You want some company?”

She considered it until he reached out and roughly grabbed her arm. He pulled her toward him, his hand biting fiercely into the flesh of her upper arm. “C’mon.” He gave her a slick smile as he roughly ran his hand though her wet hair. “What say you and me head to the back?”

She jerked away from him before he hurt her any more. “No, thank you.” Turning, she saw the guards heading her way as they skimmed the crowd.

Her heart hammering, she ran to the last booth and sat on the empty bench before the guard saw her.

“What the hell are you doing?”

She shifted her gaze from the guard to the man who sat  across from her. Livia’s breath caught in her throat as her gaze focused on his face.

Oh . . .

My . . .

He was more than passable.

In fact, she’d never in her life seen a man so incredibly handsome. His features were sharp and aristocratically boned. His dark-blond eyebrows arched finely over the most piercingly blue eyes she’d ever seen.

Dressed all in black, he had long white-blond hair tied back into a neat queue. Clean-shaven and washed, he was gorgeous. An air of refinement and power clung to him.

But his eyes were cold while he watched her. Guarded. They warned her that he was lethal in nature. And by the set of his jaw, she could tell he didn’t want company.

He tugged at the black gloves over his hands as he eyed her with malice.

She should get up and leave, especially since he had a fierce scar that ran across his cheekbone to his hairline and then down along his jaw. It looked like someone had intentionally carved it there, which made her wonder just what kind of man he was.

What had he done to deserve such a wound?

Biting her lip in indecision, she glanced back to the guard who was steadily headed this way.

What should she do?

Adron arched a brow at the woman, who had yet to leave him. He was drunk, but not so drunk that he didn’t realize the wet little mouse sitting across from him didn’t belong in this dive. He could smell the innocence on her.

And it turned his stomach.

Her dark-brown hair was loose, spilling over her thin shoulders in waves.

She had large, angelic eyes. Brown eyes that had no past haunting her. They were completely guileless and honest.

A shiver ran over him. Who in this day and age had eyes like that? And what right did she have looking at him with them?

“I’m hiding from someone,” she confided. “Do you mind?”

“Hell, yes, I mind.” He gestured to the door with his bottle. “Leave.”

Livia frowned at the stranger. His angry tone set her back, and if it weren’t for the fact that one of the guards was scanning the booths, she would have left.

Think of something. Because if she didn’t, she was sunk. The guard stopped two booths up and held out a small digital palm frame she knew had to contain her royal portrait to the aliens sitting in it. “Have you seen this woman?”

Her plan in ruins, she knew only one way to thwart her father. She got up from her seat and sat next to the stranger.

He scowled at her.

Before he could say anything, Livia leaned forward and kissed him.

Adron sat in stunned silence as she placed her tightly closed lips over his. It was the most chaste kiss a woman not related to him had ever given him.

By the way she held his head in her hands, he could tell she thought this was the way a kiss should be given. But  worse than the innocence he tasted—he hadn’t kissed a woman in over eight years, and the feel of those plump, full lips on his was more than his drunk mind could handle.

And her smell . . .

Gods, how he’d missed the sweet, intoxicating smell of a woman. The warmth of a warm body pressed up against him. The feeling of a gentle hand on his flesh . . .

Closing his eyes, he let go of the bottle and cupped her face in his hands as he took control of the situation.

Livia trembled as he opened her lips and slid his tongue into her mouth. She’d seen people kiss like this in plays and movies, but no one had ever dared such insolence with her before. She tasted the sweet, fragrant alcohol on his tongue, smelled the warm, clean scent of him as he ran his hands over her back and held her so gently that it made her shiver. Her body burned from his gentle kiss.

He’s definitely the one. This was the man she would give her virginity to. A man with tormented blue eyes and a tender touch. A man who made her breathless and weak, and at the same time hot and strangely powerful.

In his arms, she truly felt as if she had control of her life. Her body.

And she liked it.

Adron had never tasted anything better than her mouth. He felt her inexperience as she hesitantly met his tongue with hers. His body roared to life with a long-forgotten heat that demanded more than just her lips. The fact that she could arouse him through his pain . . .

That in and of itself was a miracle.

No, it was heaven, and he’d lived in hell for so long that he’d forgotten the taste and feel of it.

“Excuse me,” a man said as he stopped in front of them. “Have you seen this—”

Adron broke away from the kiss only long enough to pass a lethal glower at the newcomer. “Go away or die.”

Fear flickered deep in the man’s eyes. It was a look Adron was used to.

Without another word, the man left them.

Adron returned to her lips.

Livia moaned as he deepened his kiss. The guards and her fear forgotten, she sighed in pleasure. Foreign emotions tore through her as he buried his lips against her neck and sent white-hot chills through her. His arms tightened around her waist as her breasts swelled.

What was this deep-seated hunger she felt?

This unbearable ache?

He made her light-headed and breathless. And she wanted him desperately. “Would you make love to me?”

Adron pulled back in surprise. Had he been sober, he would have sent her away, but there was something about her that called out to him in a way he’d long forgotten. It’d been an eternity since he’d last slept with a woman. Years of bitter, aching loneliness and pain.

And here she was offering herself to him.

Don’t even think about it.

But for once he didn’t listen to that inner voice. Instead, he found himself getting up from the booth and leading her through the crowd.

Livia didn’t know where they were going, but she made sure none of the guards saw her as they left the bar. In the back of her mind, she was terrified. She didn’t know anything about this man.

Not even his name.

Never in her life had she done anything so compulsively foolish. And yet she instinctively knew he wouldn’t hurt her. There was pain in his icy blue eyes, not cruelty.

Even so, had she not been so desperate, she would never have done this. Not even for him.

He kept a possessive arm draped over her shoulder as he walked by leaning heavily on a silver-tipped cane. She wanted to ask him what’d happened to his face and leg, but didn’t dare lest it cause him to reconsider, something that would spell the end for her.

He led her outside the club, to a transport.

After they got in, it took them to a high-end apartment building that wasn’t all that far from her hotel. At least that would make it easier for her to get home once this was over with.

Livia relaxed a tiny bit as they entered the grand lobby. Thank goodness she wouldn’t be taken in a dark, filthy back room somewhere. Krista had well prepped her on what to expect. Right down to an estimation of how long a man would take before he let her go.

Taking a deep breath for courage, Livia figured she would be back in her hotel room by midnight. There would be questioning, and eventually her father would learn the truth.

God have mercy on her then.

But she’d made her decision, and once her mind was set on something, that was it. She would not be swayed.

Without a word to each other, they took a lift to the top floor.

Once it opened, he led her into an opulent apartment that  was almost the size of her palace wing, which was huge. And as soon as he closed the door, he pulled her into his arms.

This time his kiss was fierce. Demanding. And it stole her breath as he pressed her back against the wall. Her head swam at the powerful feel of his hands roaming over her.

What are you doing? You can’t go through with this. You don’t even know him.

Shut up, conscience. She had no time or patience for it. This had to be done. It was her life, and she was going to claim it. No one would tell her what to do with her body again. And she wouldn’t allow her first time to be with an old man who made her skin crawl.

With that thought in mind, she started unbuttoning his shirt.

Adron sucked his breath in sharply at the feel of her hand against his bare chest. Her touch seared him. He could only vaguely recall someone other than doctors, nurses, or therapists touching his flesh in more years than he wanted to account for.

To her credit, she didn’t cringe or comment about the multitude of scars that bisected his body. She didn’t even seem to notice them.

That was why he hadn’t been with a woman since that long-ago night. He hadn’t wanted to explain the scars. To recount where they’d come from and relive the horror and agony of it. To have to face his lover in the early morning light where the scars stood out against his skin like nauseating beacons. He was thoroughly repulsive, and he knew it. He didn’t need to see his own disgust mirrored in the eyes of someone who regretted touching him.

Perhaps that was why he’d chosen a stranger tonight. He owed her no explanation. Owed her nothing at all.

He never wanted to see pity or repugnance on another woman’s face when she looked at him. If he lived forever, he’d never forget the sight of his ex-wife when she saw him in the hospital right after he’d been wounded. My God, they turned you into a freak. You’re revolting!

But there was nothing in Livia’s dark brown eyes except curiosity and hunger. She didn’t seem to judge him in any way, and that he needed more than anything.

Livia bit her lip as she ran her hand over the taut muscles of his stomach and torso. She’d never seen a man’s bare chest before, at least nowhere other than in movies. Fascinated by it, she ran her hands over the smooth, tawny skin that was stretched tight over hard muscles. Like velvet over steel. The contrast amazed her, and she had a strange urge to place her mouth on his skin to taste it. Her cheeks warmed over that thought.

How extremely inappropriate . . .

“You feel so wonderful,” she breathed.

Adron pulled back to look down at her. There was a peculiar note of awe in her voice, a gentle hesitancy in her touch. And in that instant, a feeling of cold dread consumed him.

He was drunk, but he wasn’t that drunk. “You’re a virgin.”

Her face turned bright red.

“Shit!” he snarled as he stepped away from her. His hard cock ached and his entire body burned. Leave it to him to find the only virgin he was sure had ever set foot inside the Golden Crona.

Gripping his cane, he limped his way to the bar and  poured another drink. But the watered-down alcohol did nothing for him except piss him off more.

Suddenly, she was behind him, leaning up against his back as her slender arms wrapped around his waist.

He shook all over from the sensation, from the feel of her small breasts against his spine as she laid her head on his back. And in that moment, he was lost to her.

Damn it to hell.

She stood up on her tiptoes to whisper in his ear. Her breath scorched him and sent chills skimming over his entire body. “I want you to make love to me.”

“Are you insane?” He turned to look at her.

She shook her head. “I want to give my virginity away. I don’t want it taken from me.”

“Taken by whom?”

She dropped her gaze. “Fine. If you don’t want me, I’ll go find someone who does.”

A strange wave of jealousy stung him as he thought of someone else inside her.

What do you care?

And yet for some unknown, stupid reason, he did. He didn’t want someone else taking what she’d offered him. The thought of another man . . .

It called out the assassin in him and made him want to kill anyone who even looked at her.

He caught her hand as she moved away from him. “What’s your name?”

“Livia.”

“Livia,” he repeated. It suited her and those guileless doe eyes that stung him soul deep. “Why would you give yourself away so cheaply to something like me?”

Livia paused as she saw the self-loathing in his icy eyes. He hated himself. It was so obvious, and she wondered why. “Because you seem nice.”

He laughed bitterly at her answer. “I’m not nice. There’s nothing nice about me.”

That wasn’t true. He had yet to be mean to her. He was hurting, she knew that. And it made him snappish.

But it didn’t make him cruel.

“I need to go,” she said quietly, regretting that he wouldn’t be the one after all. “There’s not much time before I have to return, and I have to take care of this by the morning.”

“Why?”

She bit her lip as she felt her face flush again. In the morning, she’d be inspected by Clypper’s doctors. If she didn’t find a man tonight, she was doomed and bound for the altar.

“I just do.” She let her gaze wander over his lush body. He had broad shoulders and a lean, firmly muscled frame. His white hair contrasted sharply to the black he wore.

He was gorgeous.

But he didn’t want her.

So be it . . .

Adron saw the steely determination in her eyes. She was going to find herself another man to sleep with. He knew it.

He should let her, and yet . . .

Why not me? Don’t I deserve something after all I’ve been through?

One tiny, fucking moment of happiness?

Ever since he’d lost his agility, he’d avoided women. He’d been afraid of embarrassing himself with his stiff clumsiness  and pain. But Livia would have no one to compare him to. She wouldn’t know if he completely sucked in bed.

Adron gripped his cane. He remembered a time when he could have scooped her up in his arms and run with her to his room. A time when he could have made love to her flawlessly for hours and left her begging him to stay.

But those days were lost to him forever, and he was trapped inside this broken body.

One night . . .

Was that really too much to ask?

“My bedroom is this way.” He grabbed a bottle of light alcohol and headed down the hallway.

Livia hesitated as she realized he was inviting her to join him after all.

Excited and terrified, she followed him down the elegant marble hallway and into a room at the end of it. The master bedroom was every bit as large as her own at home. A king-sized bed was set against the far wall, looking out over the city below them where the lights twinkled like fallen stars.

He set his bottle down on the nightstand, then moved to a chair by the bed. His features stern, he sat down slowly. Pain made his jaw rigid as he bent his leg and moved to take off his boots.

She wanted to know what had happened to him but didn’t dare ask for fear of making him angry again.

So she went to him and took his foot in her hand.

He looked up at her, his eyes startled as she pulled the boot free.

“You know, I’ve never done anything like this before,” she whispered.

“Seeing that you’re a virgin, I would think not.” Licking her suddenly dry lips, she removed his other boot.

Adron could feel her nervousness, her uncertainty, and he wanted to soothe her. “I won’t hurt you, Livia. I promise.”

She smiled a smile that wrenched his gut. How he wished he’d met her before that fateful night. Then he could have been the lover she deserved. He would have been able to take her all night. Slowly. Teasingly.

He had no idea what he’d be like now. But he would try to pleasure her. Do his damnedest to make sure her first time was at least a decent memory.

His groin tight, he pushed himself up and moved slowly to the bed. He sat on the edge and leaned his cane against the wall where he could get to it in the morning.

Before he knew what she intended, she sat in his lap and kissed him.

Adron inhaled the sweetness of her breath as he ran his hands over her back. He’d never expected a virgin to be so bold. And she was a quick learner. She deepened her kiss and teased his tongue with hers.

Oh, yeah, this could be fun.

He unbuttoned her shirt to expose her lacy bra. She moaned as he ran his hand over her satin-covered breasts and squeezed them gently in his hands. Gah, how he’d missed the way a woman felt in his arms. He was all but drooling at the thought of tasting her breasts.

Livia shook all over at the foreign throb between her legs. And when he released the catch behind her back and her bra fell open, she shivered. No man had ever seen her naked before, and it took all her courage not to run away.

He stared at her bare breasts as he ran his hands over the taut peaks. He traced slow, simmering circles around her, sending chills all over her body. “You are so beautiful,” he breathed. Then he dipped his head down and took her breast into his mouth.

Livia sucked her breath in sharply as his tongue swirled around her flesh, teasing, licking. Never had she felt anything like it. With every lick, her stomach fluttered. She leaned forward, cradling his head in her hands. Her body was on fire. He trailed his hands over her bare back, down her hips, and when he cupped her between her legs, she groaned.

He looked up at her, his eyes dazed and hungry as he breathed raggedly. Then he rolled her over, onto the mattress, and shut the curtains, He turned the lights off with a control he had on the nightstand.

She heard him remove the rest of his clothes in the darkness, but she couldn’t see anything at all.

Adron ached to see her naked, but he didn’t want any light whatsoever for her to see his damaged body. She might change her mind if she realized what an ugly monster he was. His cock hot and heavy for her, he unfastened the stiff, prickly brace on his left leg and let it fall to the floor. Next, he removed the one on his hand and arm.

Then, slowly, carefully, he pulled her clothes from her.

He ran his hand over her smooth, hot skin, delighting in her murmurs of pleasure. He’d never taken a virgin before, and the knowledge that he was her first lover added even more excitement to the moment.

No man had ever touched her.

No one but him.

Even with his wings broken and clipped, he soared at that knowledge.

Livia moaned as he covered her with his long, hot body. She’d never felt anything like all that lean, hard strength spread out evenly against her bare flesh. He kissed her fiercely as he separated her thighs with his knee. Then he pressed his thigh against the center of her body, the hairs on his leg teasing her intimately.

She ran her hand over his back, feeling the rugged terrain of scars, muscle, and skin.

“My name is Adron,” he whispered a second before he traced the outline of her ear with his tongue.

“Adron,” she repeated, testing the syllables. It was a strong name that suited him.

He stroked her with his thigh, his tongue, and his hands. Arching her back, Livia welcomed his touch. It was so wickedly erotic to feel him all over and yet see nothing of him. It was like a vivid and yet surreal dream.

Reaching up, she freed his hair and let it fall around his face, then buried her hands in the silken strands of it. He leaned down and placed his lips in the crook of her arm where he suckled her flesh.

Adron swallowed as he pulled back, wanting desperately to see her face. Instead, he lifted his hand to trace the contours of it. He could feel the tiny cleft in her chin, imagine the small oval face overwhelmed by large brown eyes that tugged at a heart he’d thought was dead.

She was breathtaking. And for tonight, she was his.

All his.

Closing his eyes, he moved himself down her body, then  cursed as a wave of fierce pain lanced up his leg and across his back.

She tensed beneath him. “What’s wrong?”

Adron couldn’t answer. The pain in his leg was so intense that it instantly quelled his desire. He rolled over onto his back and struggled to breathe.

“Adron?”

The concern in her voice ate at him. Gah, he was a pathetic waste of humanity.

“My leg,” he said between clenched teeth. “I need the painkillers on my nightstand.”

“Which leg?”

“Damn it, get my medicine.”

“Which leg!” she insisted.

He groaned out loud, hating himself for the fact he couldn’t keep it in. But the pain was just too much. “The left one.”

She took his knee into her hands.

He cursed as even more pain tore through him. “Stop!” he snarled.

“Just relax . . .” She massaged the joint.

A strange warmth came from her hands, seeping deep into his skin. He frowned as the ache began to diminish.

Suddenly, it was gone entirely.

For a full minute he lay there, tense, waiting for it to return.

It didn’t.

In fact, nothing hurt. Not his chest, not his arm, not his knee. Nothing.

“What did you do?”

She placed her hand against his chest. “It’s only temporary. But for a few hours, it won’t bother you at all.”

Adron couldn’t believe it. He’d learned to live in a state of constant, unrelenting pain. Physical agony so severe that he couldn’t sleep for more than a couple of hours at a time.

Until now.

The absence of it was unbelievable. His heart swelled with joy. He was free. Even if it was only temporary, he still had a moment to remember what he’d been like before his body had been cruelly, vengefully taken from him.

And it was all because of her.

He pulled her into his arms and kissed her precious lips.

Livia felt his heart pounding under her hand, and she heard the laughter in his voice.

“Thank you.”

She smiled. Until he moved down her body with his kisses. She moaned as fierce pleasure tore through her. His hands and mouth felt incredible against her bare skin.

This was so much more than she’d expected. Krista had told her that a man who didn’t know her would be quick with the deed, then let her leave.

But Adron was taking his time. He seemed to actually savor her body.

It was as if he were really making love to her. And she wondered, if he was this tender with a stranger, how much more so would he be if they actually knew each other? If he actually cared for her?

But tonight was all they’d ever know. When it was over she’d leave, and this moment would be nothing more than a treasured memory she’d carry with her the rest of her life,  which would probably be really short once her father found out what she’d done.

That was tomorrow.

Tonight, there was just the two of them.

And she would revel in it.

Adron drank in the smell and taste of her skin as he nibbled the bare flesh of her hip. Her taste was addictive, and her smell . . .

He could breathe in the sweet floral scent forever.

Her soft hands caressed his hair and neck in a way that made him burn. He’d never thought to have another night like this.

A night with no demons. No memories.

She engulfed him, and he gladly surrendered himself to her. She was his angel of mercy, delivering him from his sins and darkness. Delivering him from his loneliness and solitude. He would treasure this peaceful moment for the rest of his life. It would warm him and keep him company when his body returned to being hateful.

His heart tender for her, he spread her legs and placed his body between them.

Livia bit her lip, expecting him to enter her.

He didn’t.

Instead, he kissed a small path down her thigh while he buried his hand at the center of her body.

She groaned from the pleasure of his touch. It was sweet, pure bliss. And he took his time circling her with his fingers, delving, stroking, caressing.

“That’s it,” he breathed against her leg as she rubbed herself against his hand. “Don’t be embarrassed.”

She should be, and yet she wasn’t.

At least not until he took her into his mouth.

Blind ecstasy ripped her asunder. “Adron? Are you supposed to do that?”

He gave her one long, deep lick. “Does it feel good?”

“Oh, yes.”

“Then I’m supposed to be doing it.” Without another word, he returned his mouth to her.

Livia writhed in his arms as his tongue tormented her. And when he slid his finger inside her, she thought she would perish from the pleasure. Krista had told her to expect pain, but there was nothing painful in his touch. Nothing but heaven. She threw her head back as he swirled his finger inside her, around and around, matching the rhythm of his tongue. Assaulted by fierce, fiery sensations, Livia felt her body quiver and jerk as if it had a mind of its own.

Her ecstasy mounted until she could stand no more, and then just as she was ready to beg him to stop, her body ripped apart.

She screamed out as her release came hard and fast. Still he toyed with her. His finger and tongue pleasured her until the sensitive flesh couldn’t bear his touch any longer.

“Please,” she cried. “Please, have mercy on me.”

Adron laughed at her tone and was amazed at the foreign sound. He couldn’t remember the last time he’d laughed.

He pulled back, but kept his finger inside her for a moment longer. He could feel her maidenhead still intact. His body burned, demanding he take her. But he couldn’t do that. He hadn’t done any real damage to her yet.

Once he broke that barrier, there would be no going back. No second chances.

It would be like when he decided to . . .

He flinched at the memory. His life had been completely ruined by one impulsive act. He wouldn’t let her ruin hers the same way.

She was kind and gentle. A pure heart in a world of corrupt ones.

He wouldn’t spoil that. He couldn’t.

Closing his eyes, he was mystified by what he felt for her. At the fact that he was able to pull himself back and rein in his treacherous body.

It had been years since he’d done anything noble. Years since he’d wanted to do anything noble. And for the first time in almost a decade, he felt like the man he’d once been.

And it felt good.

He reached down for the blanket and covered her with it.

Livia paused as he spooned up to her back and held her close. She reveled in the feel of his arms around her, but he didn’t seem to be making any move to . . .

“Adron?”

“Yes?”

“We’re not through, are we?”

He rubbed his cheek against her shoulder. “I gave you your pleasure, Livia. What more do you want?”

She turned to look at him, but in the darkness all she could see was the vaguest of outlines of his face. “But you didn’t . . . You know.”

“I know.”

“Why?”

“Don’t you think you should wait until you find someone you care about?”

“I care about you.”

Adron snorted. “You don’t even know me.”

She turned in his arms and reached up to place her hand against his scarred cheek. “You’re right, I don’t know you. And yet I’ve already shared my body with you. I want you to finish.”

He pulled away from her. “Livia—”

“Adron. If you don’t, I’ll be forced into marriage with a man I despise. I don’t want him to touch me the way you have. Please help me. If I’m not a virgin, he’ll refuse the marriage. I can’t marry him. I can’t.”

Her words tore through him. An image of Alia flashed through his mind. He’d been forced for political reasons to marry her. And she’d shown him a whole new meaning to the word hell. It was something he’d wish on no one.

Livia skimmed her hand over his chest, down across his stomach. His gut contracted fiercely at her touch as her nails brushed at the hairs between his legs until she held him in her hand. His cock tightened and swelled even more. In that instant, he knew he was lost.

And when she kissed him, his entire world came undone. Livia was unprepared for his reaction. He growled low in his throat and rolled her over, pinning her against the mattress. He was wild and untamed as he kissed her lips, then buried his face against her neck where he licked and teased her flesh, burning her all over. He reached down between them, stroking her until she lost all reason, all sanity. His gaze locked with hers, he spread her legs wider. She felt the tip of his cock against her core.

In a sweet gesture, he took her hand in his and held it above her head. He kissed her lightly on the lips and slid himself deep inside her. As he filled her, she bit her bottom  lip to keep from crying out at the unexpected pain that intruded on her pleasure. He was so large that her body ached at the foreign feel of him.

But at least it was done.

She was a virgin no more.

Adron held himself perfectly still, waiting for her body to adjust to his. The last thing he wanted was to hurt her, but by the fierce grip she had on his hand, he knew what she was hiding.

He also knew better than anyone that a person couldn’t feel pleasure and pain at the same time.

And he refused to hurt her tonight.

Reluctantly, he let go of her hand and raised himself up on his arms to look down at her. He was used to the darkness. So much so that he saw her eyes tightly shut.

“Don’t be afraid,” he whispered, skimming his hand down her body until he touched her between her legs again.

Livia sighed as his hand stroked her nub. The pain receded behind a wave of building delight.

“That’s it,” he said before he slowly started to rock his hips against hers.

Livia arched her back as his hot touch washed away the pain. He felt so good inside her, and every stroke seemed to reach deeper as she clung to his broad, muscular shoulders. She’d never imagined it could feel so wonderful.

Adron watched her face as she surrendered herself to him. He ground his teeth at the incredible feel of her. She was so wet and hot beneath and around him. He’d forgotten the pleasure to be had in a woman’s arms.

Had forgotten the incredible feel of someone just holding him in the darkness.

He lowered himself and took her into his arms, where he cradled her head in his hands as he thrust against her. Her breath fell against his bare shoulder, burning him.

She turned her head to kiss his neck as she ran her hands over his back.

He growled, scalded by the bliss of it. Gah, let me die right here and right now. Before the pain returned. Before he remembered what a worthless piece of shit he was.

Desperate for her, he didn’t want this moment to end.

Livia wrapped her legs around his lean waist. He held her so tenderly that it touched her deep inside her heart. Krista had told her he would use her without any feelings for her whatsoever.

But it didn’t feel like that.

Not the way he held on to her like she was unspeakably precious.

He returned to her lips, and she moaned at the taste of his tongue. He stroked her faster. Deeper. Harder. She held him close as her pleasure started building again. Oh goodness, what was it about him that made her feel like this?

And this time when her release came, he joined her. He growled low in his throat as he delivered one last, deep stroke and shuddered in her arms.

Adron collapsed on top of her. Completely spent, he lay there, holding her as he waited to drift back down from heaven and into his body. So much for meaningless sex. There had been absolutely nothing meaningless about what they’d just shared. And what terrified him most was the fact that he didn’t want her to leave.

He didn’t want to return to the vacant emptiness of his  life. He’d been alone for so long. Had lived without anyone other than servants and family.

But she’d changed that, and he didn’t want to go back.

“That was amazing.” Her breath teased his ear. “Can we do it again?”

He laughed, and was shocked to feel his body already stirring. “Yes, we can.” In fact, he wasn’t going to stop until she again begged him for mercy.
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