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Description: | went to the Supernatural Resort for protection—and
was immediately claimed by the shifter who owns the place.
Because of what | am, everyone hates me. Humans and
supernaturals alike.

But the Resort needs magic like mine to protect it.

So the owner makes me his.

Which backfires, because now even more people want me dead, and
we're going through an altered version of heat together.

This place is supposed to be paradise... but it's starting to look like
I’'m not going to make it out of here alive.

But hey, if | have to die, | might as well do it on the beach, with a
drink in my hand and a sexy shifter at my side.
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one
SAGE

The smellof smoke clung to my skin as | stepped out of my ancient vehicle in front of
the luxury resort that engulfed the horizon.

It wasn't cigarette smoke—just smoke that accompanied burning plants. Not the
pleasurable kind of plants, either. I’d turned normal weeds and decorative-bush
clippings to ash in an effort to keep my old Slug Bug running on magic alone.

It had failed, of course.

Magic didn’t work on engines.

I’ d been desperate enough to try anyway.

Eyeing the expansive building and pristine landscaping in front of me, | tried to brush
the last bit of ash off my oversized t-shirt. They fell to the parking lot’s fresh-looking

pavement, just as out of place in front of the luxury beach resort as | was.

That ashy t-shirt, a pair of cotton shorts, and a tropical-patterned bikini 1'd purchased
from athrift storewas al | had to my name at the moment.

Other than about five bucks in coins, and the Bug. It was debatable whether or not
she would even start again.



The sun was rising over the resort. It was framed with picture-perfect palm trees,
stunning white sand, and an endless view of the Pacific Ocean. Not to mention the
other tropical plants that had been flown in from around the world.

Lega?

No.

But supernatural beings didn’t follow human rules.

| itched to get my hands on some of those new plants, just to play around with them.

Witch magic was largely dependent on the quality and variety of the plants used to
influenceit.

Filling my cheekswith air, | let it out slowly.

The Supernatural Resort was one of the last places anyone ever hoped to visit. Yes, it
was known for being stunningly beautiful, built on a magic-made island outside
Californiawith aroad that only a magical being could find or drive down.

But it was aso known for being the hiding place of many inhuman criminals.

Which | supposed | technically was, now.

Yikes.

None of the authorities, either human or supernatural, were willing to risk the wrath
of the man who owned the resort. | was pretty sure that was why it remained

protected. | didn’t know anything about him—it didn’'t seem like anyone outside the
resort did—~but obvioudly, he wasn't the nicest guy you’' d ever meet.



Somehow, | was going to have to convince him to let me stay.

The island was full of restaurants, pools, and gorgeous beaches, so | couldn’t have
picked a prettier hiding place.

Then again, if | hadanyother option, | would' ve chosen it over the resort.

Hiding among supernatural beings was never a good idea for witches. We were
universally hated by humans and supernaturals for reasons that were unknown, even
to us. We stuck together, because we were all each other had.

Now | had no one.

Except my mom, but she’'d stayed with the coven. So, our relationship wouldn’'t be
anything like what it had been before.

| was on my own.

It was a miracle that I'd lasted twenty-four years without the coven realizing what |
was, so | couldn’t exactly complain about the turn of events.

L etting out arough breath, | adjusted the tangled mess of wavy brown hair I’d thrown
into a bun on top of my head two days earlier. There were afew pins in it, but they
were sharp at the tips, and mainly there to use with my magic. Helping tame my hair
was just a perk.
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Finally, | forced myself to walk toward the resort’ s big, fancy doors.

The main building looked like something out of a magazine. It was twenty storiestall,
insanely wide, and built entirely of natural-looking wood, bronze, and glass.

I’d done enough research to know it was casually calledthe towerby the residents and
visitors. While a ton of people lived there permanently, there were also more than a
hundred small bungal ows built around the island.

The closer | got to the edge of the parking lot, the more power | could feel resonating
through and around the island to form the wards that protected it. Surprisingly, there
was a definite presence of witch magic. | could smell the coconut that must’ve been
infused heavily in the wards, but that wasn’t the main source of energy.

| couldn’t pinpoint what the main power was. The smell was unfamiliar, and it felt...
warm.

Witch magic didn’t have afeeling, so the warmth was kind of alarming.

| assumed it belonged to the resort’s owner. | hadn’'t been able to find information
about what kind of supernatural he was.

It didn’t take long to reach the sidewalk in front of the tower.
Unlike a human hotel, there were no valets waiting outside the resort. The doors

stood open, letting the salty air inside, but no one occupied the expensive-looking
furniture that decorated the entrance.



My stomach clenched with nerves as | stepped through the open doors and looked
around.

| was waiting for some kind of supernatural to catch a whiff of me, redlize | was a
witch, and try to kill me.

They’ d probably succeed.

My magic was insanely strong, but | wasn’t particularly fast or skilled with it. It was
illegal, and practicing had been difficult to hide.

The resort’ s expansive entryway was lined with pillars along the path as | walked past
potted plants, an empty restaurant, a huge koi pond, and an indoor garden before |
finaly reached the front desk.

There still wasn’'t a soul in sight. Just a couple pens and brochures.

| peered past the desk, trying to see through the doorway. “Hello?’

| heard heavy footsteps a moment later, and a gigantic guy came stumbling out of the
room. | could tell he was a vampire the moment | saw him, thanks to the aura of his
magic.

His nostrils flared, and he scowled as he stepped up to the desk. The nametag on his
flowy, white linen shirt saidCecil. He had pale skin and strawberry blond hair, and
was built thin but strong. “We don’t want witches in the Resort. Fuck off.”

Hiswords were kinder than | expected. At least he didn’t yell. Or insult me.

“1 have an offer for your leader. | just want to have a conversation. Please,” | said.



Thepleasewouldn’'t help my case, considering he already didn’'t like me because of
what | was. But my coven was going to kill me if the resort turned me away, so I'd
beg before leaving.

“They’re not interested.”

“They?’ | was under the impression there was only one leader.

“The Supernatural Resort is owned by Liam Kohin, but we have two others who help
him keep things running. None of them are interested in you.” Cecil waved his hand,

shooing me toward the door. “Leave, or I'll make you.”

It still seemed safe to assume Liam was the supernatural whose warm magic made up
most of the wards.

“Liam didn’t create this place alone,” | countered. “I can smell a witch’s magic, and
there’s only one kind of witch that can make wards as big as these. I’m one of them.
Hewillwant to hear my offer.”

| really hoped so, at |east.

Cecil didn’t look any less annoyed. “Proveit.”

It was my turn to scowl at him, but | wasn't going to ruin my one shot at keeping
myself alive.

| pulled a pin out of my hair and pricked the back of my hand before grabbing a pen
off the desk. Pressing the tip of the pen to my blood, | murmured a few words for the
simple charm before | handed it to the vampire.
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It was such easy magic that even the youngest witches could do it—minus the part
where | used my blood. But the vampire wouldn't believe in the magic unless he used
it himself.

So many kinds of supernaturals were like that. Because witch magic functioned
differently than shifting into a big-ass wolf or drinking blood, they didn't trust it
unless they had no other option.

Cecil eyed the pen suspiciously, but after a moment, grabbed a loose brochure and
put the point to paper. The moment hestarted writing, my charm tugged on the magic
in the drops of blood I'd fed it.

Shock filled his expression as the pen jerked away from his grasp and continued
scribbling across the paper. | knew he was seeing his thoughts written out in his own

handwriting.

He watched it for a solid thirty seconds before he finally lifted his gaze back to mine.
“I'll call Liam. He' s usually in the sky in the mornings, so it’ll probably be awhile.”

“That’sfine.”
What kind of being was he, if he was in the sky?
A dragon? An angel? A demon? Some other kind of rare monster shifter?

“Actually...” Cecil grimaced. “Let me get Harvey and Bailey over here. | don’t know
if they’re going to be happy about being woken up, but for a blood witch, they’ll get



over it. Isyour coven hunting you?’

“1 wouldn’t be here otherwise.”

“Yeah, I'll get them all down here. Give me a minute.” Cecil pulled a phone out of
his pocket and scrolled through it. He lifted the device to his ear and turned away

from me, leaning against the desk.

He lowered his voice. “Hey, Gunner. |’ ve got a blood witch in the lobby. | need you
to quietly get Bailey and Harvey, and find out if Liam is back from hisflight yet.”

There was a pause.

“Yes, I’'m sure. She used her blood to charm a pen.”

Another pause.

“No, I’ve never seen witch magic before, but Harv and Bailey are our best shot at
figuring out whether or not she really isone. And if sheis, Liam will want her. We all
got that text. She says her coven is after her, so we need to figure it out now.”

There was another pause.

“Alright. Good luck.”

Cecil hung up and turned to look at me again. His nostrils flared as he inhaled, and he
grimaced again.

“I can't smellthatbad,” | said.

Actually, on second thought, | probably did stink. It had been three days since | ran



away from my coven, and | hadn't had the cash for a hotel room. Or the time for
more than afew hours of sleep. Showering definitely hadn’t happened.

| had done my best to clean up in a gas station bathroom a few times, but vampires
had sensitive noses. A lot of supernaturals did, actually.

“You smell like pepper. It's not necessarily bad. Just strong. And there’s sweat with
it. Can't say sweat and pepper are appealing together,” Cecil said.

| smelled likepepper?

It was better than smelling like my coven’s gingko trees, at least. They reeked.

The vampire continued studying me, and | casually turned my back to him so | didn’t
have to continue the awkward eye contact. | was used to being disiiked, but that
didn’t make it pleasant.

“You're not going to ask what Liam needs a blood witch for?’ Cecil asked.

“No.” | didn’t elaborate.

“Why not?’

| didn’'t answer.
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My reasoning wasn’t any of his business.

“If you want me to trust you with my resort’s leaders, | need the full story,” the
vampire insisted.

“If Liam genuinely needs a blood witch, you're not going to risk turning me away.
You don't like me because of what | am, and I’'m here because | have no other
choice. You and | have nothing else to discuss,” | said calmly.

The man made a noise that resembled a growl. | couldn’t say I'd ever heard one in
person before. “Everyone who lives here contributes their time and energy to keep it

functioning. It belongsto all of us.”

“The magic that makes it a sanctuary belongs to Liam and a blood witch alone,
actually.”

In aflash, Cecil wasin front of me. | flinched, though I tried not to.
His hand gripped my chin, his eyes it with warning as he bruised my skin.

Silently, | urged him to grip harder. To dig his nails or his teeth in. If my blood was
on his skin or in his mouth, | would have control.

“You're itching for a lesson in who has the most power here, aren’t you? With my
fangsin your throat, you won'’t be the strong one, little witch,” he practically purred.

“What the fuck are you doing, Cecil?’ agravelly male voice asked.



A shiver rolled down my spine.

Something about the voice was... different.

| mportant, somehow.

Cecil stiffened immediately. He didn’t step back or release me, though. “You're here
early, Liam.” He blocked my view of the man who apparently led the resort.

“1 felt the witch’s magic as she reached the wards. Go ahead and bite her if you want

to.

Cecil’s forehead creased, dlightly, and he finaly looked over his shoulder. “You
don’t mind?’

My suspicions rose.

Someone who had worked with a blood witch in the past would know exactly what
was going to happen if avampire bit me.

“No. Shewon't either,” Liam said.

His response confirmed my suspicions.

Cecil looked back at me. “What happensif | bite you?’

| flashed him a humorless smile, the motion making my chin ache under his grip.
“There' s an easy way to find out.”

A large hand landed on Cecil’s wrist, and it jerked the vampire's hand off my skin.
Cecil was immediately ripped away from me,and | came face-to-face with the man



responsible for the wards around the Resort.

He was a few inches taller than Cecil, and much thicker. Tan skin stretched over his
bare, expansive chest. With the pure amount of muscle on display, he looked more
like a boulder than a man. Even the thick, dark hair on top of his head barely swayed
my mind from the boulder category.

Thelook in his hazel eyes was dark in away that made my breath catch.

He was stunning, but not in a conventionally attractive way. He looked more like a
giant than a man.

But the magic radiating off his skin was a perfect match to the power that surrounded
the Resort. Strangely warm and incredibly strong, though without a scent of its own.

| noticed steam coming off his body alongside the magic, which was strange. | didn’t
know of any kinds of supernaturals thatsteamed, though there were a nauseatingly
large number of different types. Far too many to know off the top of my head.

Someone in my coven had spent years researching so she could compile a full list of
them, and she was still looking for more.

“You owe my witch a bag of your blood for marking her skin,” Liam said without
looking away from me. “And you owe me a month’s work in the kitchen for letting
you keep your life.”
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It took me a second to realize that he was talking to Cecil.

And that he’d just called mehis. Which seemed like a very bad sign, though not one |
could actually do something about.

| was completely at the mountain of aman’s mercy.
And he was still steaming.
Also not agreat sign.

Cecil’s nostrils flared, but he jerked his head in a nod and took another step back.
“Bailey and Harv should be on their way. The bitch says she's a blood witch.”

The steam coming off Liam’s skin intensified.

“She definitely doesn’'t smell like a wolf, Cecil,” a woman drawled. “And | know
you' re not stupid enough to insult awitch in front of our fearless leader.”

My head jerked toward the voice, and | saw a gigantic man walking in with a tall,
strong-looking woman at his side. He had dark skin and a shaved head, and she was
pale with a reddish-orange bun that was almost as messy as my own sitting on top of
her head.

Their auras labeled him awerewolf, and her avampire.

Their rumpled clothes made me think they had just rolled out of bed. And the way



their arms brushed as they moved made me wonder if they’d rolled out of
bedtogether.

“This is your last chance to leave here in one piece, Cecil,” the werewolf guy said
flatly. “If | wereyou, I'd take it.”

Cecil’sjaw clenched, and he strode out of the room.

“Areyou sure you're ablood witch?’ the woman asked me.

“Sheis.” Liam answered for me, looking my way again. “How far behind you is your
coven?’

| lifted a shoulder. “I don’t know. There aren’t many places | could go. Even if they
can't track me, they’ Il come looking here sooner rather than later.”

He nodded.

“1s she strong enough to fix the wards?’ the vampire woman checked.

Liam studied me for along moment.

| wasn’t going to let them decide my fate, though.

“If you can guarantee me a safe place to live for the rest of my life, | can fix them,” |
confirmed, trying to sound much more confident than | felt. If | had to guess, I'd
assume that the Resort’s wards were crazy intricate and would require a shit ton of
magic. They were also probably spells, which definitely wasn't my specialty. “It's
going to take a while to figure out exactly what the first witch did, and it’ |l need to be
maintained frequently, but | can handleit.”



Probably.

| wasn't going to bring up the possibility that I might not actually be able to do it. Not
until I made every effort, and established that it really wasn't possible.

| was obviously hoping to avoid that outcome, because it could cost me my life.

“If she can—" the vampire woman began, but Liam cut her off.

His intense gaze was fixed on my face. “If you want to stay, you have to mate with

me.

| blinked, and looked at the vampire woman.

He had to be talking to her, right?

But she was gawking at me.

The werewolf next to her was too.
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| looked back at Liam.

He wasn't seriously talking tome, was he?
But his gazewason my face.

“I really hope you'rejoking,” | finally said.
“l don't joke.”

| looked back at the vampire woman.
“Hedoesn't,” she admitted.

“You can sea a mate bond with me and stay, or you can leave and deal with your
coven on your own,” Liam said.

Given what we'd already discussed, he was well aware that my coven wasn't an
option.

“1 have nowhere else to go. Am | allowed to know why you want to mate with me?’ |
finally asked.

My entire body was tense.

| had never evenconsideredtaking a mate. It usually wasn't an option for witches.
Sealing a bond with someone would cost us everything. It wasn’'t a punishable



offense, but the coven was our entire world, and mated witches weren't allowed to
live with their coven.

Neither were blood witches, of course.

But we just flat out weren’t allowed tolive.

“l need your magic to keep my resort running, and | need you alive to use it. Your
coven won't give up hunting you until you're dead, and unless you mate with me, |
have no way to keep you alive.” Liam’s voice was blunt.

“1 don’t see how a mate bond will protect me,” | said weakly.

“1’m aphoenix. My mate will have access to my magic. She couldn’'t dieif she tried.”
“You're not waiting for afated mate or anything?’

Please let him say he was.

“l make my own fate.”

| looked back at the vampire woman. She had stood up for me, at least a little. She
seemed like my best chance at backup.

And | knew women a hell of alot more than | did men. Only women were alowed on
coven land.

“You could wait until the coven finds her to mate with her,” the vampire woman
suggested. “Or you could ask someone elseto do it.”

Maybe | shouldn’t have assumed she was on my side.



“No. Show her to my room and help her get settled. | need to deal with the wards.”
Liam ended the conversation just like that.

| expected him to leave—but he didn’t.

He strode toward me instead, ignoring the way my body stiffened when he neared. He
took my chinin his hand much like Cecil had, but his grip was much gentler.

A sharp pulse of heat rolled through my skin where he touched me, and | had to close
my eyesas| felt the warmth of his magic swell around us.

| didn't know what he was doing or why he was doing it, but it feltamazing. My
muscles loosened, and my entire body heated.

Liam lowered hislipsto my ear. They brushed my skin as he spoke.
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“If anyone ever mistreats you in my resort again, kill them. If you don’t, | will, and
I’[l make it so slow and painful that they beg for death.”

My throat swelled.

Heinhaled, and his chest rumbled. Almost like heenjoyedmy peppery scent.
But that couldn’t be right.

| reeked. Cecil had made that clear.

After another moment, Liam released me and stepped back. My attention lingered on
his eyes. Was thatfirein those pretty hazels?

| must’ ve been imagining it.
He left as quickly as he had arrived, and the room stayed silent when he was gone.

The vampire finally muttered under her breath, “ Tell me that bastard didn’t just claim
awoman whose name he doesn’t even know and order me to make her comfortable.”

The wolf next to her chuckled. “I can’t.”

The vampire let out a long breath and met my gaze, lifting her voice again. “I’'m
Bailey.”

“I'm Sage,” | said.



If | had any other option, | would already be running back to my Bug and making the
fastest possible getaway | could.

But | didn’t have any other option.

So, when she gestured for me to follow her, | did.

two

SAGE

“1’m notsure how Liam would react to me giving you a tour, considering everything
that just happened, so I’ m going to show you to hisroom,” Bailey explained.

The hallway we were walking down was as elegant as everything else I'd seen in the
building, and visually, equally empty of people.

But the magic | could fedl around me said the emptiness was due to the time of day.
There were an assload of supernaturals around—they were just sleeping.

“That’sfine. | only need a safe place to stay,” | said.

It was true, even if | would' ve preferred to get the tour so | could see exactly where |
was going to be living.

Potentially forever.

Or until my death. Whichever came first. Death was far more probabl e than eternity.

“I"'m sure he'll give you a tour when he comes back. We can hope he comes to his
senses about the mate thing. Obviously, that came out of nowhere for all of us.



| bit my lip. “What’ s the phoenix mating process like?’

“No one knows for sure. He's a hybrid. His mom was a witch. Sperm donor was a
dragon. It Il probably be some aternate version of whatever the dragons' processis.”

“What? The word came out sharper than | expected. “Witches only give birth to
witches.” And we were all female.

“Usually. Hybrids are rare, but they do happen.”

They wereinsanelyrare.
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Some witches were paid outrageous sums of money to attempt to alter a baby’s magic
in the womb. If it worked, the kid would be a hybrid of both parents rather than the
same kind of supernatural as one or the other. It aways failed. And obvioudly, it was
morally questionable.

There were a lot of witches who didn’t mind morally questionable uses for their
magic. Considering how long I'd been hiding my power from my coven—dangerous
power that was despised by al other witches—I supposed | kind of fit into that
category.

But there wasn't any amount of money | would’ ve accepted to try to alter an unborn
baby.

And | was likely the only living witch at the moment whocouldsuccessfully do so.
Which was one of the reasons blood witches were so dangerous.

We reached an elevator, and Bailey hit the button for the top floor.
| was still feeling warm from whatever the phoenix had done to me in the lobby, but |
wasn't against it. The feeling was blissful, even though | was supposed to be on my

toes and ready for anything.

“If Liam doesn’t know what the mating process is like, how does he know he'll be
ableto start it with me?’

She shrugged. “1 don’t understand phoenix magic any more than you do, but I’'m sure
he at least talked to a dragon and got an idea of what it entails.”



“He trusts you, so you obviously know more than me.”

“Trust doesn’'t equal an explanation. | have no idea how he even holds the wards
together with his magic. All | know is that they’ve been crumbling since our last
blood witch died, and he's sort of glued the pieces together with whatever magic he

has.
| considered what I’ d felt.

An assload of warm power, over the top of witch magic.

Yeah... | could agree with the glue description.

“He'll want me to repair the original wards,” | said. “I don't even know if that's
possible with the current state of them. It might be easier to build my own from
scratch, depending on what they are.”

Mainly, depending on if they were complex spells.

And honestly,easierwas relative. 1'd been studying runes since | was a teenager, o |
was pretty good with them, but it would still take alot of effort to create wards that
could protect the wholesanctuary with runes. I’d need at least one spell to anchor

them to, aswell.

“1 don't think he's going to care what you do to the magic as long as you take it over.
He spends all his time keeping them together.”

“Holding crumbling magic would take a lot more energy than maintaining healthy
spells and runes,” | agreed.

She shrugged.



The elevator dinged, and | followed her out. The hallway was decorated similarly to
the bottom floor, though there were rugs over the tile and extra plants and decorations
throughout the space. We headed down the hall, and | turned with her afew times.

“l don't need to be his mate to fix the wards. Maybe you can talk to him and try to
reason with him?’ | asked.

She snorted. “Nobody tries to persuade Liam of anything. He' s the only reason any of
us are here—and most of us would be killed or imprisoned if we tried to leave.
Y ou're not the only one whose family is after them. Y our situation is bad, but most of
us have shitty, dangerous backgrounds.”

We stopped in front of a door at the very end of the hall, and Bailey gestured to it.
“Welcome home, | guess. The code is 8888. It'll go up a number on the first of the
month. After nine, it goes back to zero and starts again. Everyone knows it, so...
watch your back. Until Liam actually seals the bond with you, | don’t know how safe

you'’ re going to be. Cecil seemed to hate you, and he has alot of friends.”

| grimaced. “If my options are letting my coven kill me quickly or letting a vampire
drain me dry, | might aswell go back to the coven.”

“Hopefully Liam will be back before that becomes a problem. I’'ll send someone up
with spare clothes that might fit you. Good luck.”

With that, Bailey padded down the hallway, leaving me to my own devices.

| reluctantly typed the code she had given me.

8888.

A light on the keypad flickered green, and | slipped into the room.



The space was...
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Nothing like | would' ve expected the Supernatural Resort’s owner to claim.

It was the size of anormal hotel room. Everything matched the decor in the rest of the
resort. There were no personal effectsin sight.

The only sign that someone lived there at al were the rumpled blankets on the bed,
and the dry swim trunks hanging over the bathroom door. I figured they must’ ve been
draped there when they were wet.

| did find clothes hanging in the closet. When | checked the drawers of the built-in
dresser and found more, | felt dlightly better.

A quick check of the bathroom proved that there were large bottles of shampoo and
conditioner, as well as body wash, in theoversized shower. There were toiletries
under the sink too. All of that proved Liam was at least living there.

Though | was dying to wash off the grit of three days of travel, and still felt oddly
floaty from Liam’s magic, | wasn't about to get in the shower when everyone in the
Resort had the code to get into my room. There was no deadbolt or child lock or
anything else | could use to keep other people from barging in, so | would' ve been
completely vulnerable.

Instead, | sat down on the edge of my bed and pulled my burner phone out of my bag.
It only took a few minutes to send my mom’s burner a quick message and let her

know |’ d gotten into the resort.

The Supernatural Resort had been our backup plan since the beginning, so she would



know where | was even if | didn't tell her. The burner phone was a part of that
backup plan—the coven would kill her if they knew we were still in contact.

She was busy pretending that she had no idea | was a blood witch, and probably
being questioned intensely. Thankfully, she was well-practiced at lying about my

magic.

If the lies failed, she would join me at the resort because the coven would try to kill
her for hiding me.

Neither of us had expected | would get caught when | did. The strongest witches in
the coven ran surprise checks for blood magic, but I'd never been found practicing.
I’d figured | was safe enough to work on a few small blood runes the day after their
last check, but they came back through again afew hours afterward.

Luckily, I’d been carrying my wallet and keys with me when | heard about the second
check and had to run. Otherwise I’ d already be dead.

Unluckily, the coven had the resources to find me if | accessed any of my accounts. |
stopped at a bank a few towns away from the coven on the first day and withdrew all
of the money I’ d saved, but | didn’t have much.

Because the magic I'd been born with was forbidden, I'd spent my life feigning
weakness. As far as my coven had known since my magic came in, | was nearly
powerless. | could manage to infuse runes with tiny amounts of magic and work
small charms without my blood, but | didn't let myself practice potions or try to
create spells.

| needed blood to make my potions or spells work even somewhat passably.

Unfortunately, selling magic was the best way to make money as a young witch. And



mine just wasn't worth much, hence my lack of money.

I’d had enough to stop at a thrift store after | ditched my clothes so | couldn’t be

tracked that way, though. And to get me across the country, so | could reach the

resort. That was plenty.

Me

| made it safely. They sort of gave me a place to stay

Mom

Thank goodness! But, sort of ?

Me

It'saweird story

I’ll tell you when I’'m alittle more settled

Mom

Alright, be careful

Me

| will

How is the questioning going?

Mom
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| think | made it through the worst of it

Me

Good. Y ou be careful too

Mom

Of course. Love you!

Me

Love you too

| ran a hand through my hair, tugging it out of my face and freeing my eyes.

Just getting inside the resort was a huge change for me. | had never lived anywhere
other than the coven’'s compound. It was basically a small town. We were self-
sufficient in every way, and even made our own clothing and medicine.

In the days since | |eft, I’d had to learn a little about how to maneuver through the
outside world, interact with humans and other supernaturals, and do all sorts of other
thingsI’d only seenin TV shows and movies.

Now | was done traveling.

But there were still a bunch of crumbling wards | was going to have to somehow fix



or remake. A phoenix determined tomate with me, too. A vampire receptionist who
hated me and apparently had alot of friends, on top of that.

And | couldn’'t even lock my new room’s door so | could take afew minutesto cry in
the shower about losing everything I’ d ever known.

What a mess.

| dropped my phone on the bed. Squeezing my eyes shut, | lifted my palms to cover
them as | fought back tears.

| could never go home again.

If | let those tears fall, | wasn’t sure I’ d ever stop crying. So, | warred with them as |
focused on my current situation and tried to come up with something | could do about
it.

The door had no real lock since everyone knew the code. | knew a rune that could
lock it, obviously. And a few charms. If I'd been any good with spells, | could

technically build one to do it too.

Back with the coven, | couldn’'t have used any of them. My magic had been absolute
shit, so anyone could get past it.

But | didn’'t have to hide anymore.

| was far from the weakest, now.

That was aperk. A big one, evenif | didn't quite feel likeit yet.

Lowering my hands from my face, | wiped away the condensation that had gathered



beneath my eyes.

| didn’t have to pretend to be weak anymore.

| didn’t need to hide what | was.

Biting my lip, | stood up and crossed the room. It only took a moment to pull one of
my pins from my hair, cut the back of my hand, and use the blood to draw one of the
simplest runes there was.

Stop.

The scent in the air wavered slightly as my magic set in. It would’ ve been stronger if
| had aplant totieit to aswell, but | didn’t need it for arune as temporary as that one.

Only awitch stronger than me could’ ve broken through without my permission—and
asfar as| knew, there wasn’t one.

Blood magic was the pinnacle. Rune, charm, spell, and even potion witches could do
incredible things. But none of them could craft magic with nothing but their own
bodies. | could.
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And | could do every kind of magic, while most of them could only perform one or
two types with any amount of skill.

Blood witches weren’'t any more dangerous than any other kind of witch. But we
were stronger than them, so they hated us.

Just to make sure the magic worked, | grabbed the handle of the door and tried to pull
it open.

Some of my tension eased when it didn’t budge.
| could shower in safety after all.

| padded into the bathroom, shucking my t-shirt, shorts, and bikini as | went. | paused
when | saw myself in the mirror, taking a closer ook at my chin.

There had definitely been a bruise after Cecil grabbed me. Liam said as much.

The bruise was gone, though.Entirelygone.

Did that have something to do with his magic? Or the warmth I’ d been feeling since
he touched me? He had to have used his power on me when he took my chin in his
hand.

| shook my head.

It didn’t matter.



| had bigger things to deal with than whether or not the phoenix could heal me.
Starting with my lack of clean clothing to change into.

If the spare clothes Bailey mentioned weren’t there when | got out, I’d have to
borrow some of Liam’s or something. If the phoenix really did want to mate with me,
he was going to have to learn how to share his things. Right? Women in movies and
TV shows often borrowed their significant other’ s clothes.

Granted, | wasn't sure if that was real or if it wasfiction.

I’d never actually been around a mated or married couple before. The closest 1'd
gotten to that was when | saw a human guy grab a girl’s ass in a gas station. They
were both wearing rings, so it seemed safe to assume they were married. Hopefully to

each other, given the physical contact.

Anyway, whether or not it was normal, I'd likely end up taking some of Liam’'s
clothing.

| turned on the shower, then took a minute to check a small bathroom closet | hadn’t
noticed before. When | found a stacked washer and dryer, | threw my clothes in with
some detergent and started it up.

Stepping under the water, | finally relaxed and closed my eyes.

Physicaly, | was safe.

That was what mattered.

| could figure out everything else over time.



The warmth 1’d been feeling since Liam touched me melted into exhaustion as |
scrubbed myself clean. When | finished rinsing conditioner from my hair, | stumbled
out of the shower and grabbed the nearest towel off the hook. It was massive, and |
sighed as it engulfed my body. The smell that clung to it was delicious, and it
somehow relaxed me further.

| squeezed some of the water from my hair with a second towel that smelled like the
first, then grabbed a t-shirt from the closet and slipped into bed. It wasLiam’ sbed, but
| was drained enough not to care who the mattress belonged to.

And the blankets smelled so good, | don't think | could’ve cared if | tried.

three

LIAM

The curtain rustled lightlyover the window as | sat across the room from my witch,
studying her.

She looked good in my bed.

Really fucking good.
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Of course, that was probably heat speaking.

I’d been attracted to her before | ignited heat, though. The moment | caught the
woman'’s scent, I’d known exactly what magic was going to connect us the first timel
touched her. Heat was instinctual for dragons, and while | lacked most of their
instincts, | had enough to know when I’ d found the woman meant to be my mate.

Most dragons avoided a bond at all cost, of course. They preferred not to take mates
at al. | had understood the desire for freedom, until I met my blood witch.

She wasmine.
There was no way around it.

And even if fate hadn’'t intervened, |I'd be doing whatever it took to seal a bond with
her for her protection. Regardless of fate's interference, | needed her help to keep my
resort running.

My witch slept soundly, despite the flush on her cheeks and the thick scent of her
desire in the air. She had one leg on top of the blankets, and the t-shirt she'd taken
from my closet had ridden up to the top of her thigh, barely concealing the slickness |
could smell from my view.

The dragons had mentioned their mates being in physical pain when they weren’t
touching them during heat, but mine seemed completely fine with the distance.

Well, maybe notfine.



But she clearly wasn't hurting.

Just intensely horny.

Which was obviously preferable to her being in pain.

I’d have to figure out exactly what our version of heat was while we went through it.
Though | would'’ ve rather had a plan and an idea of what to expect, I’ d adapt.

The drier buzzed as it finished, and the woman sat up suddenly. Her brown eyes were
bright with concern, and sweat glued a few strands of her natural waves to her face.

Her gaze landed on me, then jerked to the door she' d locked with magic.

“It'sstill locked,” | said. “I came in through the balcony.”

Dragons couldn’t fly without their mates on their backs, hence their choice to avoid
mate bonds. I'd wondered if the sameproblem would affect me—and when I'd
plunged from the sky an hour after starting our bond, | had my answer.

Luckily, I’d managed to glide to the balcony.

We' d need to move to a different room. Being trapped on the top floor without being
able to get in and out with my wings was going to drive me mad.

She let out a harsh breath and peeled some hair off her face.

Then fanned it.

“Isit dwaysthis hot in here?’



“No.”

| considered how to explain what was happening without panicking her. Like most
witches, she seemed entirely unprepared for a mate bond or romantic relationship of
any kind. The woman had been absolutely stunned when | touched her chin. | was

going to have to take things slow with her.

She dlipped out of bed and disappeared into the bathroom. When she emerged a few
minutes later, she was pulling her own shirt on over her floral bikini.

| didn’t bother trying to stop my cock from responding.

That fucker had been hard since before | touched her in the lobby.

As soon as her top was on, she was fanning her face again. “Do you think that
vampire could’ ve infected me with something? | feel weird. Also, did you switch my
laundry?’

“1 did. And it wasn't the vampire.”

She blinked.
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Her forehead creased.

“My sperm donor was a dragon, so my mating process will follow adragon’s, at least
loosely. When | touched you, it ignited heat,” | said.

11 H em?!

| dipped my head. “There' sfirein my eyes. If | was adragon, your body temperature
would rise over the next few weeks. You'd bein pain if we weren’t touching, and you
would slowly be overwhelmed by sexual need until we fucked to seal the bond. The
longer we fought it, the more pain you would be in. | would be mindlessly lost to the
need to ease your suffering.”

The look on her face was ailmost comically horrified. “Please tell me you’ rejoking.”
“1 told you, | don’t joke.”

She lifted her hands to rest on top of her head, panic parting her lips. Her top rose,
showing me afew delicious inches of her abdomen.

“That can’'t be right,” she finaly said. “I’'m a witch. I’ve never even... we can't... |
don’t...”

“You're avirgin. I'm aware. We can, and I'll ease you into it slowly. It seems like
there may not be any physical pain for you, which is good. But you shouldn’t want
me as much as you currently do, so our heat will likely progress in a different way
than the dragons’.”



Her face flushed redder. “I didn’t agree to this. Y ou can’t possibly want this with me.
| don’t know what game you' replaying here, but I'm well aware that | reek, and my
magic makes me unappealing, and?—"

| stood up and crossed the room. She cut herself off when our chests nearly met.

| took her chin in my hand and tilted her head back, so she had no choice but to meet
my gaze. “l felt your magic the moment you crossed through my wards—and |
wanted you the moment | felt it. Thisis not agame. Your lifeis at risk, and this bond
ishow | keep you aiveto fix the crumbling magic I’ ve been holding together through
willpower alone.”

“But | smell like pepper,” she whispered.

“You sméell like cloves, and it’s fucking delicious.”

“Say | agree,” she said.

“You agree.”

“No, that’s not—" she huffed. “Pretend | was agreeing. Which I’'m not. Just pretend |
was. What would happen next?’

“1 would show you the wards, and you would develop a plan to fix them. When heat
bothers you enough, | would take the edge off for you.”

“1’m going to need a better description of that second bit.”
| lowered my lips to her ear, and her hand wrapped around my forearm. “When you

can’t handle the need anymore, I'll slip my hand between your thighs, and you'll ride
my fingers until you’ ve soaked them with your pleasure.”



She let out a strangled noise, squeezing the hell out of my arm.

| couldn’t resist the urge to push her, just alittle more.

“The next time heat swells, you'll strip your clothes off for me so | can feast on your
pretty little cunt until you’ ve climaxed so many times you can’t get out of bed.”

The sound she made was something between a breath and a moan.

“When you can’'t handle heat’s pressure anymore, I'll finally fill you with my cock
and make you minein every way thereis.”

“You don’'t even know my name,” she gasped out.

“l don’t need to, Clove. Y ou belong to me. That's al that matters.”

Finally, she used her grip on my wrist to shove my hand away from her face.
Releasing her hold, she stepped back and pointed a finger at me. It would' ve been
more threatening if it hadn’t been trembling.

“You don’t touch me again unless | ask you to.”

“Sure. But youwillask meto.”
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She made a sound of frustration, but the scent of her desire softened it. “ Show me the
wards. If I’'m going to lose my mind to your fucking mating process, | need to get to
work.”

“Alright, let’s go.”
four
SAGE

| foughtlike hell to ignore the dlickness between my thighs as | followed Liam
through the resort.

He gave the world’ s least informative tour as we went. When we passed a monstrous
pool connected to alazy river that seemed to wind around the entire resort, he waved
toward it with a grunt of, “pool”. When we passed a restaurant, he gestured toward it
with another one-word label.

| wasn't even sure where we were going, but aslong as | wasn’t trapped in a bedroom
with him while he whispered dirty words in my ear, | was in better shape than | had
been.

And what was with him switching my laundry for me?

Y eah, | appreciated it, but that wasweird. Wasn't it?

Movies and TV shows were really letting me down as far as teaching me what to



expect from aman.

| definitelyhadn’t expected anything he' d whispered in my ear.

Liam gestured toward the beach as we passed it, and | watched a group of
supernaturals surfing just past it.

I’d never tried surfing before. I'd never even been to the beach before, and | was
itching to take a shoeless walk on the sand just to see what it felt like.

Instead, | followed Liam down a paved trail that led through an overgrown jungle.

A few minutes down the trail, Liam stopped at a large wood and metal bench that
faced directly into a cluster of a bushes. He waved me after him as he went around it
and took a seat.

| was dlightly suspicious, but followed anyway.

When | sat down, the tingle of magic washed over my skin, and | realized why he'd
stopped there.

We had reached the wards anchor. The spot wouldn’t mean anything to anyone who
wasn't a witch, but an anchor was basicaly the physical location for the magic a
witch created. A hearty plant was usually a good place to put an anchor, and it was
safe to say one of them in the cluster in front of me was doing that job.

“1 might not be able to repair the wards,” | warned Liam. “ There’s a good chance I'll
need to rebuild them from scratch in my own way. It'll depend on what the other

witch did, how she did it, and whether or not | can repair her magic.”

“l don’t care how it’s done. The magic’'s so weak at this point, I'm barely holding it



together.”

| focused on the shimmering spot just in front of us that anchored the wards, and
studied it.

Within the blazing fireball that was Liam’s magic, | could see an intricate web of
glittering witch spells in the shape of a sphereabout the size of someone’s head. The
scents of a dozen different plants melded with the power, and blood tangled with it.
He wasn't kidding about having a blood witch in the past.

Most of the spells looked like very specific, altered forms of complicated magic.

“These are realy complex. Who was your last blood witch?” My forehead was
creased as | tried to visually separate the parts, to figure out where | should even start.

“My mother. She was well-known as one of the world’'s best spell witches. No one
realized she was using blood magic until | was born. By the time | came, she was
hidden safely within these wards.”

My eyebrows lifted. “ She made the resort to give you both a safe place to live?’

He nodded. “We lasted about a century here before her old coven managed to pay
someone inside to kill her. I’ve been holding the wards together for the last century
and a half myself, but they’ ve been breaking down since she passed.”

No wonder they were failing.

That was an insanely long time for someone who wasn’'t a witch to maintain magic.
Especially magic as complicated as what | was looking at.
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“I’'m not going to be able to rebuild these spells if we let them fall. Most of my
training is with runes,” | admitted. “I’ll have to focus on repairing them instead, and
it’s not going to be fast.”

“That’sfine. We have time.”

He didn’t sound worried, but | could see the state of the magic. Time really wasn’t on
our side.

When my coven started sending spell witches, it wouldn't take them long to destroy
the wardsin their current state. Even with Liam’s magic in the way.

| leaned closer to the anchor, carefully placing two fingers on it and using them to
slowly turn the sphere around.

Studying it, | watched for something familiar. A common spell that hadn’'t been
altered too much, or?—

There.

| leaned in until my nose nearly touched the magic.

The innermost layer was the most structured. The most whole.
And thank fuck, Irecognizedit.

“This one' s a bubble spell.”



“Okay.” Liam clearly had no idea what that meant.

“It's basically a shield that surrounds a person, place, or thing. Your mom’s is only
altered atiny bit, and it’s in better shape than most of the others. It’s the center of the
wards, too. It looks like...” | trailed off, squinting. “It's mostly being used for
detection. And maybe keeping people out.”

“Anyone who wants to harm someone in the resort is prevented from coming in,”
Liam agreed. “And we do have a circle of detection around us. It ensures that | know
who enters and leaves the resort at all times. A lot of the other spells are tied to that
circle.”

Relief rolled through me. “I should be able to repair it fairly easily, and since most of
the others are connected to it, the fix should take alot of the pressure off you.”

“Alright. What plants do you need?’

“I"'m not sure. Hold on.” | studied the bubble, carefully nudging the anchor with my
magic. If it was healthy, | wouldn’t need to be careful. But it was covered in cracks,
holes, and patches made of flame. Everything was held together by phoenix fire, but
Liam clearly couldn’t heal the magic.

About twenty minutes went by before | finally knew what | needed. | didn’'t have a
name for it, or any ideawhat it looked like, but | would know its aura.

Without another word, | hurried into the jungle before | could forget what | was
looking for. Going back to the anchor if it slipped my mind was going to be a pain.

“l can find whatever plants you need,” Liam growled, following me through the
jungle. “We have a greenhouse. | knew I'd eventually need awitch’s help again.”



“I won't know what | need until | seeit. Where's the greenhouse?’

He grumbled, but led the way.

My stomach growled when we reached the entrance of the building.

Liam didn’t acknowledge the sound, so | didn’t either.

Guess I’d eat after | fixed the bubble spell.

We spent half an hour going through the monstrous greenhouse before | finally found
the leafy plant | needed. | was careful asl took multiple clippings, then snapped a
picture of the plant with my phone before heading back to the bench. I’d need to put
together a grimoire to keep track of all the spells and plants used for the wards, or 1'd
be in the same situation again in afew months when they started to age.

Someone intercepted us on the path.

| didn’t recognize the woman, but she smelled like a demon.

“l have a delivery order for you, Liam,” she said with a coy smile, holding out a
paper bag with handles.

He grunted a thank you and took it. She put a hand on his shoulder, not even trying to
conceal the fact that she was feeling up his muscles. He stepped away from her touch,
and she took a step closer to him.
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| tried not to glare at her as a strange feeling swelled within me, but | failed.

She noticed me glaring, and lifted alip in what looked a hell of alot like athreat.
| didn’t know what had come over me, but it was ridicul ous.

| strode away from the demon and the phoenix, heading back to the anchor.

The last thing | needed was to start feelingpossessiveof the flaming bastard who ran
the resort.

He claimed we were going to be mates, but that didn't mean it was really going to
happen. And | sure as hell wasn’t going to seal a mate bond with someone who flirted
with other women right in front of me.

| didn’t even want a mate bond.

Even though | was still slick between my thighs—and ignoring that fiercely.

Liam caught up to me on the path in the jungle so quickly that he couldn’t have had
time to talk to her or make out with her or anything. “Elizabeth has never touched me
before, and she isn’t going to touch me again, Clove.”

“My nameis Sage.” | didn’t look back at him.

If | did, he was going to realize that | was pissed, and | didn’t want him to know that.
| would've much rather been fixing the wards in exchange for my safety, not mating



with him for it.

“Word hasn't spread yet that I’ve chosen a mate. It will, and the people here will
respect that,” Liam added.

| bit back a retort and picked up my pace. With his insanely long legs, he had no
problem keeping up with me.

“1’m going to need spellbooks,” | said. “As many as you can get your hands on. I'm
going to have to train myself, since your mom’s magic is so complicated.”

“I’ll get asmany as| can.”

Thankfully, we reached the bench before he tried to take the conversation back to the
mating thing.

Unthankfully, he set his hand on my arm to stop me from reaching for the magic.

“You need to eat before you continue, Clove.”

| bit back another snapped retort about my name. He obviously didn't care.

When he handed me a paper box of food, | opened it reluctantly. lwashungry, but he
hadn’'t asked if | was vegetarian like most witches—and | was.

To my surprise, | found stir fry within the box. There was no meat init.

| blinked down at it for amoment before looking over at Liam'’ s food.

It matched mine.



“Areyou vegetarian?’ | asked.

“Y eah. Half witch, remember?’

Right.

That was difficult to come to terms with, considering how big he was and the fact that
he was a dude—but | did understand.

“Did your mom know what she was turning you into?’ | wondered.

“I never asked.”

| supposed | could understand that.
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We atein silence.

When | was finished, | handed him the paper box and refocused on the magic. “Are
you opposed to me using runes to strengthen the spell as | repair it? | can use them
directly on the bubble. It'll take longer, but it should make everything a lot more
stable.”

“Do whatever you think is best.”

| nodded, grabbed a sharp pin out of my hair, picked up my plant cuttings, and went
to work.

Hours passed as | fixed the bubble, then slowly covered the newly-repaired spell in
runes. It was painstaking work, but giving up on it wasn’t an option if we wanted to
keep the framework for the rest of the wards. Which we did, because | couldn’t even
identify most of the spells. Let alone remake them myself.

The sun wasn’t beating down on me while | worked, but sweat still dripped down my
back and between my breasts.

My slickness coated my bikini’ s bottoms. My body still wasn't getting the memo that
| wasn't interested in Liam’s heat, even after he left me on the bench for a bit when
he went off to deal with something.

The sun set.

My entire body was coated in sweat. My clothes were wet with it.



Swesat, and desire.

Fucking heat.

Liam put a hand on my thigh as the sun finished setting, interrupting me gently. | had
vaguely noticed him return afew minutes earlier, but | was buried in the magic.

“Y ou need food and rest, Clove.”

“I need to finish this,” | mumbled.

“No. You need a break.” His voice was cam, but he didn’'t leave any room for
arguing. “Heat is hard on your body, and you need to rest.”

“I"m almost done.”

He growled, but | ignored him.

Lowering my pin back to the wound I’d created on my arm, | started to dip it in my
blood—and stopped abruptly when alarge hand plucked it from my grasp.

Said hand landed on my arm a moment later, and fire blazed over my cut. The wound
closed immediately, the blood vanishing.

| gasped out a curse as liquid pleasure rolled through me with the burst of his magic.
“You can't do that.”

“Sorry.” There was a beat of silence. “The wards are aready in much better
condition. | can feel it. You can finish what you're doing in the morning. You need
food and rest,” Liam repeated, nowhere near as apologetic as | would’' ve hoped.



“Fine,” | gritted out, holding a hand toward him for my pin.

He looked at me warily, but returned it.

| stuck it back in my hair and stood up. Everything swayed around me, and | had to
grab the bench for support.

Slickness rolled down my inner thighs.

More sweat dripped down my back and between my breasts. My hair was soaked
with it.

| waited for the world to stop swaying.

And waited.

And waited.

Finaly, I let out a huff and closed my eyes.
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It wasn't going to stop.

A strong arm went around my waist.

Another dipped below the backs of my knees.

In one smooth motion, Liam scooped me up and hauled me into his arms.

| made a sound of protest, but everything was still swaying, so | couldn’t exactly tell
him to put me down.

“Y ou pushed yourself too hard.” He sounded pissed.

“| fixed the bubble.”

“Your health isthe priority,” he snapped.

“1I"m a blood witch. My health isameansto an end.”

“Like hell itis.”

| squeezed my eyes shut as everything swayed some more while he carried me.
“1s she okay?’ someone asked.

“Whoisthat?’ someone else snarked. “ She reeks of witch magic.”



“Insult my mate again and you'll have to find yourself another resort,” Liam said in a
low voice.

Silence fell for afew blissful minutes.

“Technicaly, I’'m not your mate yet,” | mumbled.

“1 don’t give a shit about technicalities, Clove.”

“Liam is mated to a witch named Clove?’ someone whispered.

“The least you could do is use my real name if you're going to force me to mate with
you,” | said.

“I’m not forcing anything.”
“1 never said you could start heat.”

“Nature insisted you were mine. Fate would’ ve intervened if | hadn’'t taken
initiative.”

“Sounds like bullshit to me.”

“My magic is exactly the bullshit you need to survive your coven when they show up,
Clove. If you want to live, you need to learn how to embraceit."

| made aface.

The noise around us grew louder, and | heard someone else talking to Liam as he
picked up more food. They were asking about me, and he was calling me his mate

again.



Which was lovely.

Just lovely.

The noise faded as he made his way up to the top floor. | heard a keypad beep, and
the door shut behind us a moment later.

He set me up in his bed as | tried to wrestle my eyes open again. My body was
insanely hot, and now that | wasn't focused on the bubble spell anymore, need had
me aching between my thighs and in my lower belly.
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“Drink this.” Liam dlipped a straw between my lips. | didn’'t bother asking what it
was, just taking deep swallows.

A glorioudly-thick chocolate milkshake flooded my mouth, and | couldn’t suppress a
moan of pleasure.

Liam made a sound that almost resembled a chuckle, but that couldn’t be right. He
didn’t joke, which probably meant he didn’t laugh either.

| basically inhaled the ice cream. When | reached the bottom of the cup, | was already
feeling much better.

He warned, “Next time, I'm stopping you sooner.”
| was too busy reaching for the food to argue.

We silently devouredveggie burgers and fries. | watched Liam finish up while |
licked my fingers clean, eyeing the few friesin the bottom of his box.

He held it out to me, and | made a noise of protest.

When he didn't move to eat them, | snagged the rest of the fries and downed them
too.

“lI think 1 used more energy than | realized,” | admitted, relaxing against the
headboard of the bed. | didn’'t even have the energy to care that there was probably
salt or crumbs on the mattress after our meal. Or that Liam was sprawled out next to



me.

It had been an insanely long day.

“I"ll feed you more tomorrow,” Liam said.

“1t’ s not your job to feed me.”

The look he flashed me said he disagreed with that statement.

| wastoo tired to argue.

Closing my eyes, | let out along breath. I'd figure out the heat thing in the morning.
Something told me my body would force meto.

“If the magic makes it difficult to sleep, wake me up,” Liam added.

| made a noise of agreement, though | had absolutely no intention of following
through. If heat woke me up, I’d try to deal with it myself.

| managed to doze off pretty quickly, despite the sweat coating me and the slickness
between my thighs.

five

SAGE

The few hoursof sleep | got were plagued with dreams of Liam.

He was making good on his promise to touch me and taste me, and it was glorious.



| woke up panting, with one hand between my thighs.

Yikes.

| bit back a groan and grabbed a pin out of my hair, pricking the back of my arm and
scribbling out two quick runes next to the cut.

| waited for relief, and when it didn’t come, | really did groan.

“What happened?’ Liam’s voice rasped. “Why are you bleeding?’

“1 tried to ease heat with a pair of runes.”

“You can't satisfy magic with more magic.”
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“Apparently not.”
“Come here.” Liam put an arm around my waist and pulled my back to his chest. His

skin felt so good against mine, | could’ ve cried. “Let me take care of you so you can
get some sleep.”

“You don’'t even know my name,” | protested, though it was aweak argument.

There was no way around letting him ease heat for me—and the sex dreams I’ d been
having made it pretty clear that my body didn’twanta way around it.

“Sage.” Hislips brushed the side of my throat, and it felt so good my eyes stung. “Let
me help.”

“Okay, fine.”

His hand dlipped beneath the hem of my bikini bottoms, and | moaned when the pads
of hisfingers brushed my clit. His erection throbbed against my ass, and | pressed my
backside against him harder.

He growled, pushing my bikini bottoms and shorts down with his free hand. He
dragged his fingers over me again, and my hips jerked.

Liam slowly worked my clit until | came harder than | ever had before. My cries
flooded the air, my hips jerking with the waves of pleasure. He kept touching me,
dliding his fingers through my slickness and dragging out my pleasure.



| leaned the back of my head against his bare chest as | panted, catching my breath.

The heat and tension that had gathered were gone entirely, leaving pure exhaustion in
their place. “Thanks,” | whispered, my eyelids lowering.

“Of course. Sleep well.” Liam’s lips brushed the side of my throat. His hand was still
between my thighs, but it felt nice there, so | didn’t ask him to moveit.

Heat’ sintense dreams woke me up again a while later. A glance at the clock showed
that 1I'd slept nearly twelve hours, and a peek down at my thighs showed that Liam
was still holding my core, while my bikini’s bottoms and shorts were around the
middle of my thighs.

He was breathing steadily against my back.

| moved just slightly, and his grip tightened. | sucked in a breath, and his lips brushed
my throat.

“That feel good?’ The rough growl in his voice made my toes curl.

“Really good.”

He rumbled, and he pressed the heel of his palm against my clit.

My hips rocked.

More moans of pleasure escaped me, entirely out of my control.

One of his fingertips brushed my entrance, threatening to fill me, and | climaxed
hard.



My breathing was desperate as | came down from the high, trying to recover from the
intense pleasure.

“That was—wow,” | panted, pushing his hand away.

“Better?”’

“Yeah. Thanks.”

“Anytime.”

My face flushed. “1 need to go back to my bubble spell.”

His grip tightened for a moment before he finally released his hold. | eased myself
away from him.

He let out a long breath. “Bailey left a bag of clothes outside the room yesterday. |
brought it in when we got back last night.”

That was good, considering my only outfit stunk thanks to heat.
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| tugged my shorts back into place as | got out of bed, padding across the room. There
was agrocery bag just inside the door, and | crouched down in front of it.

Inside, there was a pair of sweats, two t-shirts, and two bikinis. There was no normal
underwear, and all of the clothes were preowned, but that was fine. | didn't need

anything fancy.

Taking one of the bikinis and a t-shirt into the bathroom with me, | slipped into the
shower.

The door didn’t lock, so | just had to hope Liam would give me privacy.
Unfortunately, that hope didn’t last long.

He rapped on the bathroom door after a minute, and | held an arm around my tits as
he poked his head in. His gaze moved slowly over my figure before he cleared his
throat.

“1 need to check in with Bailey and Harv. It shouldn’t take long.”

“Great. Have fun.”

He hesitated for a moment before finally leaving the bathroom. | heard the door shut
aminute later, and let out along breath.

Everyone still knew hisroom’s code, so | had precisely zero security at the moment.



| scrubbed my skin and hair in thirty seconds flat, drying off and getting dressed in
another thirty seconds.

When | was done, | padded back out of the bathroom while | dried my hair with a
towel.

| had no ideawhen Liam was going to get back, so there was no point in sitting in his
room. He said it wouldn’t take long, but | had work to do.

| didn’t think we needed to spend every minute of the day together, either.

And | really didn't want to be a sitting duck, waiting for Cecil or one of his many
friendsto attack mein Liam’s room.

My stomach rumbled with hunger, and | could clearly visualize my bubble spell.

| still had at least a full day of work to do on it, to finish strengthening it. Hopefully
by tomorrow, Liam would have a spellbook | could use to try to tackle whatever the
next biggest one was after that.

So, | might aswell get going.

Liam would figure out where | went when he got back. Probably. Assuming a certain
vampire receptionist didn’t eat me while | was gone.

| slipped out of the bedroom after sliding two of my sharp hairpins onto the straps of
my swimsuit top, so | wouldn’t lose them.

Even getting attacked by Cecil outside the room was far easier to stomach than just
sitting on Liam'’ s bed and waiting for someone to try to kill me.



Especialy when | was still sweaty, and | couldn’t stop remembering the way his hand
felt between my thighs.

Y eah. Leaving was definitely the best idea.

The hallway was empty, and | waited in silence for the elevator to rise. When the
doors opened, there were two women standing inside. Both of their magical auras
told me they were shifters, though the power was unique enough that | had no idea
what they could shift into.

Both were tall and athletic-looking, like all shifters.

One had light skin and long blonde hair. The other was tan, with bright red hair. They
were both leaning against the wall of the elevator, their gazes fixed on something in
front of them. Since they stood somewhat close to each other, it seemed fair to
assume they knew each other.

Though | didn’t want to make small talk, | wasn't about to walk down twenty floors
of stairs, so | slipped inside with them. | hoped that because they were shifters, they
weren't friends with Cecil.

“Areyou Liam’switch?’ the blonde asked, as the elevator descended.

“Um, | guess. | don't particularly want to belong to him, but that does seem to be the
situation I've landed myself in, so...” | trailed off.

The redhead snorted. “In our world, that’s a common problem to have.”
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“No kidding. That's why I'm here.” The blonde gestured to the elevator. “But |
imagine it's more of a shock to go from living with a coven to trapped with a
phoenix, than it is to be claimed by some asshole as afemale shifter.”

Relief rolled through me. “Y ou have no idea.”

“Have you ever been away from your coven’s compound before this?’ the redhead
asked.

“No.”

“1 bet you' re enjoying the beach, then.”

“1 haven't even been on the beach yet,” | admitted.

“Seriously?’ the blonde checked.

The doors opened on the main floor, and the women stepped up to my sides.

“Serioudly. The wards are in bad shape, and | need to get them fixed before my coven
triesto kill me.”

“Witches won't attack the resort without a plan. Even the supernatural government
uses this place to get away when they need a break,” the redhead said.

“Come have breakfast with us. One of the resort’s restaurants is on the beach—we
can kill two birds with one stone,” the blonde offered.



“Alright.” 1t didn’t take much convincing. | was hungry, and | didn’t know where the
restaurants were anyway. “Do | need money, or...”

“You'realifer, so no,” the redhead said.

“A what?’ | probably should ve known what that term meant in the resort, but |
didn’t. My tour guide hadn’t exactly been helpful.

The blonde explained, “There are two types of currency in the resort. Cash, and work.
Vacationers pay cash, lifers pay with their time. I'm Vera, by the way. This is
Madison. We met afew days ago, and we' re both vacationers.”

“I’'m Sage. | didn’'t know anyone came here on vacation.”

“Most sane supernaturals don’t,” Madison agreed. “But for the rare and powerful, this
place is an escape that can save your life.”

| wanted to ask what they were escaping from, but that didn't seem like an
appropriate question two minutes after we met. And since they hadn’t known each

other either, it seemed safe to assume they led very different lives outside the Resort.

We all headed down a path | hadn’t taken before. It was the middle of the day, and
there were tons of people around. Many of them stared at us.

“Are they looking at you guys, or me?’ | asked, as we turned down another path.
Madison snorted. “ Definitely you.”
“The lifers have their own society and culture,” Vera put in. “We matter so little here

that we're basically invisible to them. Because Liam claimed you, you're one of them
now. | think they’re still trying to decide how they feel about it.”



“Well Cecil and his friends, whoever they are, aready want me dead. And no one
likes witchesin the first place.”

“Witches do their own thing, and no one knows what it is, so | think you guys are
didiked for that. If you're fixing the resort, no one here will hate you. We did hear
about the Cecil thing, though. Even the vacationers are gossiping about you right
now,” Madison said.

| grimaced.

Lovely.

“I"'m surprised Liam let you out of his sight,” Vera added. “Most male shifters are
pretty overprotective of their mates.”

“1 don’t think he' s that protective. He' s only mating me with me to keep me alive so |
can hold the resort’ s wards together.”

Madison made a noise of surprise. “ Seriously?’

“Did he actually watch you leave?’ Vera checked. “Because I'm telling you, | know
male shifters pretty well.”
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“Technicaly, no. He left me in our room and said he'd be back soon. | wasn’t
comfortable waiting, considering everyone in the resort knows the code. That’s true,
isn'tit?’ | asked.
“Yeah, it's 8888,” Madison agreed.

“But when he gets back and finds you gone...” Veratrailed off.

“I'll figure it out.” |1 waved her worry off as we reached a restaurant that sat on the
edge of the beach.

“At least one of usis confident about that,” Vera murmured.
“Can we get atable on the beach for three?” Madison held up three fingers to the man
in front of the podium of the busy building. He was looking down, so he couldn’t

have seen her fingers. “ Two vacationers, one lifer.”

“No problem. | just need the lifer's... oh.” The man finaly looked at me, cutting
himself off. His nostrils flared as he stared.

Madison waved a hand. “Hello?”

The guy’s attention snapped to her, and he cleared his throat. “She doesn’t have a
Resort ID yet.”

Madison didn’t bat an eye. “Just put it on her mate' s account.”



He hesitated.

“Sage is supposed to spend all day fixing the wards that keep everyone in this place
safe, so I'd recommend feeding her,” Veraremarked.

The guy nodded. “Follow me.” He led us into the restaurant, around a few tables, and
out under alarge canopy.

| stopped in my tracks to take in the view. The ocean was a gorgeous shade of blue,
its waves rolling lazily onto the pristine white sand. Further out, the waves must’ve
been better, because | could see afew people on surf boards.

Veraand Madison were already sitting down when | joined them at our table.

“We can walk on the beach after we eat,” Vera suggested. “Unless your mate shows
up to lecture you for disappearing.”

| grimaced.

Hopefully his meetings or whatever took a while.

We chatted about the food as we looked at the menu, and both of the women gave me
advice about what they liked the most. It was technically lunch time, but | couldn’t

resist ordering the macadamia nut pancakes they both raved about.

The conversation was surface level, but laid-back while we ate. They asked me
guestions about the coven, and | asked them about their lives.

Veramentioned the water afew times, so | figured whatever she could shift into liked
to swim. | was drawing a blank on what she could be, though. Madison mentioned
climbing a tree, so whatever she was could climb. If I’d known more about animals,



maybe that would' ve told me something, but al | really knew was plants and runes.

When we finished eating, we walked out onto the beach.

The sand was insanely soft, sliding between my toes as we walked in the direction of
the wards' anchor.

A gigantic dude came jogging up the beach straight toward us. | barely glanced at
him, but Veramade aface. “ Alphawerewolf, twelve o’ clock.

| looked back, and realized who he was.

The werewolf from the lobby. Harvey.

“Sage!” he called out.

“We can distract him while you run if you want,” Madison whispered.

“Thanks, but | should probably find out what he wants.” Theycouldtechnically still
kick me out of the resort. And if they did, | was toast.

Although, maybe that would end the heat thing...
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That was tempting.
Death was | ess tempting, though.
If | had to choose between dying to taking a mate, there was an obvious answer.
| waved, and Harv reached us quickly. His phone was already to his ear.
“Yeah, | found her. She's fine. Made some friends.” There was a pause. “No, they
look pretty female to me. Want to confirm?’ Another pause. “Of course you do.
Here.” Harvey pulled the phone away from his ear and put it on speaker. “Alright, say

hi to your mate' s new boyfriends.”

“Hi, Liam. Great resort you have here,” Madison said aloud. “Y ou should’ve given
Sage a better tour. She's never even been on the beach before.”

“For the record, wewouldmake great lovers,” Vera teased. “Even if we're both
currently unwillingly engaged to asshole men.”

“Technically, Sage istoo,” Madison pointed out.
Liam growled, and | pointedly ignored his sound of complaint.
“I'm heading to the anchor to work on the wards,” | told him. “I’'ll need the

spellbooks by tomorrow, and | need a blank grimoire too. And pens and pencilsin a
few colors.”



“I"ll take care of it,” Liam said.

“Great.”

“She needs underwear too,” Veracaled out. “And new bikinis. All of hers have been
on someone else’ s vagina before.”

“They were washed,” | protested, my face reddening.
It wasn't fun to leave everything | owned behind. Not having anything to really call
mine was shitty. But, much like the mate decision, it was that or death. So | was

dealing with it, and | was doing just fine.

“Do you know how much we're paying to stay here? Your fiancé can afford a few
bucks to make you comfortable while you save his resort,” Madison said.

“I'm leaving,” | called, stepping away from the group before the conversation got any
more uncomfortable.

“Don’t forget the surf lesson tomorrow morning,” Verareminded me.

“l won't.” | waved goodbye on my way down the beach.

Harvey caught up to me quickly, no longer on his phone.

“He's on his way, isn't he?’ | asked, my gaze trained on the horizon. It was so hot
that | was itching to dip my shirt in the water to cool myself off, but | refrained.

13 Y up-”

“How pissed ishe?’



“Twelve out of ten.”

| grimaced.

Fantastic.

SiX

SAGE

Harvey stooda few feet away while | sat down on my bench and went back to my
bubble spell.

At some point, | felt the space behind me grow hotter, and knew Liam was there. He
didn’t interrupt me, but there was no doubt he was pissed.
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He stiffly sat down beside me an hour or two later with a box of food in his hand. |
finished up what | was working on, and he handed me the box.

When his arm came into my sight, my eyebrows lifted.

“You're steaming again.”

Liam grunted.

| was silent as | ate the fruit and pastry from the box. He was too.

| set the empty carton down next to me. “If you want to say something, just say it.”
“1 can’t fly without you,” Liam gritted out.

| blinked.

That wasn’t what | expected to hear. At all.

“What do you mean?’ | finally asked.

“Dragons have the same problem. It's why they avoid taking mates. After heat starts,
they can't fly without their mate on their back. | can’t either.”

“Okay...”

“Imagine if you couldn’t use your magic without me holding your hand. It would



make you paranoid when | wasn’t near, wouldn’t it?’

| considered it. “ Probably, yeah. | can imagine it would be frustrating.”

“Very. You vanished. Yesterday, | could ve tracked you down myself in a few
minutes or less. Today, | was fucking helpless. Cecil could've had
you.Anyonecould’ ve had you. You're my mate, and there's nothing | could do to

make sure you were aright. | don’t even have your fucking phone number.”

“1 don’t have a phone, actually. Unless you count my burner. | tossed the old one so
the coven wouldn’t be able to track me.”

“We'll fix that tonight. What happened this morning is not going to happen again.”

“Okay. I’'m going to hang out with Vera and Madison again, though. We're taking a
surfing class tomorrow.”

“That’sfine. I’ll go with you.”

| flashed him a narrow-eyed look. “No. It’s not a date.”

“| never said it was.”

“1f you want to go, you’ re staying on the beach.”

“How am | supposed to prevent you from drowning if | sit on the beach?’

“You'renot. That's the point. Y ou started a bond with me, but I'm still me. | get to be
who | want and do what | want.”

“To an extent,” he said.



“That extent includes taking classes with my friends without you hovering next to
me.”

“You barely know them.”

“1 know them better than | know you, and I’'m on my way to becoming yourmate. |
don’t think you want to start getting into the semantics of this situation. Ultimately,
you need me if you want to get these wards fixed, so you're going to have to accept
that you don’t get to make all of the decisions here.”

Liam’s entire body was tense, but after a moment of silence, he jerked his head in a
nod. “I have a bungalow that | use for storage right now. We're going to need to
move there. If | can’t fly all thetime, | don’t want to be trapped on the top floor of the
tower.”

“A bungalow sounds nice. Is it closer to here, too?’ | needed to ease up on the sass
and stubbornness now that he hadn’t tried to argue against my personal freedom.
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“Yeah, it's one of the closest buildings to the anchor. | lived here when my mother
was still aive.”

Ah.
It was emotionally charged, then.

“If living there would be uncomfortable, we could move to a different one. | don’t
care how close we are.”

“It'sfine. Therest are occupied, anyway. I'll start cleaning it out after dinner.”

S0 he could stay with me until | was done working.

He reallywasparanoid.

| couldn’t complain about having him there to protect me while | was lost in my
work, though. Especially when there were a bunch of vampires who theoretically
hated me because Cecil did. And the fact that Liam had brought him up told me the

vampire was areal threat.

“Sounds good.” | would help clean it out, if he let me. Probably. Depending on how
exhausted | was after dealing with the wards.

| refocused on the bubble spell | was reinforcing. While | worked, Liam typed on his
phone.



My body grew warmer as the hours passed, like it had the day before. Sweat slowly
soaked my t-shirt and bikini. Need did, too.

| really needed to get an arier swimsuit coverup, because it was extremely
uncomfortable.

Exhaustion setin faster than it had the day before. Between heat’s overwhelming
pressure and the intensity of stretching my magic so much for the first time in my

life, | was wiped out before the sun started to set.

Finishing up the last reinforcement rune that was really necessary, | leaned back
against the bench and closed my eyes, panting.

The back of Liam’'s hand met my forehead, and he swore under his breath. “1 don’t
think you should be this hot yet.”

“I’'m—fine.” | had to take a deep breath between the words. | was getting dizzy, too.
“Don't lieto me.”

“Not—Ilying.” My protest didn’t exactly come out right. Or believably.

“You can't push yourself this hard during heat.” His hand left my forehead, and | felt
more than heard him stand. | didn't need to look to feel him towering over me,

probably glaring down at me too.

“The wards—are—shit. Slowing—down—would be—bad.” | was sucking in deep
breaths when | finally finished talking.

| needed water.



And food.

Soon, preferably.

Liam grabbed me by the waist and hauled me into his arms. The world swayed and
spun as he strode away from the anchor, holding me tightly in his arms.

“You'retoo fucking stubborn,” he gritted out.

“Should’ ve—realized—that—before you—claimed me.”

“1 need to be feeding you more.”
“Watering too.”
He tried to scoff, but it came out a snort. “I’ll plan on more food and drinks

tomorrow. Unless you're ready to seal the bond, so you don’'t have to keep putting
yourself through this.”

“That’'s a hard—pass.” | was finally starting to catch my breath a little, though
everything still felt like it was spinning.
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“You're going to wait aslong as you can, aren’'t you?”’

“Obvioudly.”

Liam grunted. “There’' s no reason to draw it out pointlessly.”

“It’ s not pointlessto me.”

“The longer it takes, the more intimate things will get between us.”
“1 don’t think it gets more intimate than having sex to seal the bond.”

“You don’t think letting me eat you out is more intense than just fucking fast and
hard?’ he asked.

It was a good thing my entire body was aready flushed, or | would’ ve blushed hard
core. “l think al of it is more intimate than | want it to be. And I’'m not ready for
more.”

Liam grunted again.
| could hear people’s voices getting closer, so | opened my eyes. Everything was still
spinning alittle, but | could see that we weren't headed straight for a restaurant or the

tower, like |I'd assumed we were.

Instead, Liam carried me toward a bungalow on the beach. It was small, but not tiny,
and done in acoastal style. Surrounded by plants, it looked like atropical getaway.



Though it was identical to most of the other bungalows I'd seen on the island, the
way Liam headed toward it told me it was the one he used for storage.

He typed a code into the door’ s lock—it definitely wasn’'t 8888—and opened it.

When he did, the smell of cleaning supplies made my nose itch.

| looked around, expecting to see boxes and tarps everywhere, but nothing was there.

Just comfortable-looking furniture, making the small living area and kitchen feel cozy
and spacious.

“1 decided to pay someoneto cleanit,” Liam said, closing the door behind me.

“You let someone else go through your stuff?”’

“Harv offered to move it up to my room in the tower.”

“You trust him.” It wasn’t a question, but an observation.

11 Y%.”

“You know he's sleeping with Bailey, right?’

“Of course. It’ s the worst-kept secret on the island.”

“Then why are they keeping it a secret at al?’

“They think 1’1l worry they’re going to try to overthrow me.”

My eyebrows shot upward. “Willthey try to overthrow you?’



“You know aswell as| do what will happen to this place if someone kills me.”

He was the one holding the wards together, so... yeah. Trying to take the leadership
position from him would be a terrible idea. The resort would cease to be safe
instantly.

“Right.”

“Besides, killing me at all would be nearly impossible. My magic heals me as soon as
I’m injured.”
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“Won't people try to use meto get to you after we' re bonded?’

“Probably.”

“Then you shouldn’t be trying to jump into the mate bond either.”

“Clove, if they kill you, it doesn’t matter what happens to me. The resortwillfall. Y ou
saw the state of the wards. We only had a few weeks left when you got here. Losing

you isn’t an option, and a sealed mate bond is the best way to prevent that.”

He didn’'t want to lose me. Not because | was his mate, but because | was a blood
witch.

That kind of sucked.

But at the same time, it wasn't surprising. He hadn’t ever pretended to want me for
anything but my magic.

The mediatold some big-ass lies about romance. | still hadn’t seen a single flower or
chocolate, or heard a heart-shattering monologue about how much Liam burned for
me.

And | still barely liked the guy, so... yeah.

Romance was bullshit.

But | did need to repair the wards, or we were both going to be toast. Maybe Liam



didn’t burn for me, but the Supernatural Resort would if | didn’t fix it.
Liam set me down on the bed in the house's single bedroom. It was a large bed, the
same size as the one in his room in the tower. The bedding was white and soft,

looking more expensive and modern than the rest of the coastal-style décor.

“Tomorrow, | want you to put your own wards on the bungalow. | need a place where
| know you'll be safe when we're apart,” he said.

“Nice to know you think | can protect myself,” | drawled.

“It has nothing to do with your power level. | already told you that you're my
weakness now.”

He sure as hell hadn’t put it like that before.

Guessyou’ re my weaknesswas going to be our version ofl burn for you.

Yay.

“1 can runeit in the morning. Until | have a spellbook, | probably won't be able to fix
any of the other spells anyway. Unless you have your mom’s grimoire laying around

here somewhere.”

He grimaced. “No, she told me on her deathbed to burn it. She thought my magic
could keep the wards alive and healthy indefinitely.”

Considering his magic could heal him physically, assuming he could keep magic
stable and running didn’t seem like a stretch.

It didn’t work that way, though.



“1’m going to order food while you shower,” Liam said, stepping out of the bedroom.
He closed the door behind himself, leaving me alone.

| must’ve smelled truly horrible, because he didn’t make the shower sound optional.
A quick sniff of my pits nearly made me gag.

| Definitelysmelled horrible.

| didn’t waste any time before peeling my clothes off and going into the bathroom.
When | saw the gigantic bathtub, | basically dived into it.

L eaning back against the tub, | sighed.

The water | was filling it with wasn't hot at all, and the chill of it helped ease the heat
| radiated.

| relaxed for awhile, dozing on and off in the tub.
| wasn't sure how long I’d been asleep when someone tried the doorknob. My body

was much hotter by then, and | was having dream-flashbacks to what happened in
bed the night before. Heat’ s effects always seemed to get worse when | slept.
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“Clove?’ Liam called out.
“Still Sage,” | mumbled back. “Just a minute.”
| dunked my head beneath the water to rinse the sweat from my hair. There was no
shampoo or any other soap on the ledge of the tub, so | gave up on washing my hair

and unplugged the drain.

Everything spun some more when | slipped out of the tub, so | sat on the edge with
my eyes closed for a minute.

Liam knocked again. “What’ s going on?”’

“Just drying off,” | lied.

He waited while | sat for another minute. After | grabbed the towel and finaly
wrapped it around myself, | opened the door. I'd been able to see into the empty
closet from the bathtub, so the towel was all | had. | wasn't putting sweaty clothes
back on.

“You're steaming again,” | murmured, slipping past him.

My entire front brushed his arm, but the towel prevented skin-on-skin contact. He
was shirtless, and though | wasn't sure why, | wasn’t about to ask.

He muttered something like, “Usually am when it comes to you.”



| ignored the comment. Mostly because | was absolutely exhausted, and not positive |
hadn’t imagined it.

“Did Harvey bring the clothes Bailey gave me?’ | asked.

“No. | need to make atrip for them.”

| walked into the kitchen. When | saw the two boxes of food sitting on the counter, |
plopped down in front of one of them, still holding the towel.

“Here.” Liam put a bundle of fabric on the counter beside my food before taking the
seat next to mine.

Unfolding the fabric, | stared down at the t-shirt he'd been wearing earlier. Unlike
mine, it wasn't damp.

“You don't sweat,” | said.

“NO-”

Because he steamed.

Lucky bastard.

| pulled the shirt over my head and let the towel fall to my hips. The shirt would
cover me completely, but | was already sitting on the towel, and far too lazy to lift my
ass at the moment. “Thanks, Steam.”

13 Yeah.”

| opened my box and dug into my food, but Liam’s stayed closed. When | was



halfway through mine, | finally looked over at him.

His ears were dightly red, and he was steaming much more than usual.

“What?’ | asked, holding afrench fry halfway to my mouth.

“Nothing.”

| gave him a dead-panned stare and popped the fry in.

He watched me chew.

His ears went redder, and he shifted dlightly in his seat.

“Areyou always like this?’ | asked.
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“Like what?’

“Like you don’'t say what’s on your mind unless someone bugs you repeatedly.”
“No one has ever bugged me repeatedly to find out what’s on my mind before.”
Oh.

Well, that was kind of sad.

“Not even your mom?’ | asked.

“No. She always said that if someone doesn’t offer you their thoughts freely, they’'d
like to be left to them.”

“My mom likes to say that people are like eggs. They don't taste good unless you get
inside the shell.”

Liam snorted. “Is she till alive?’

| nodded. “1f the coven realizes she knew what | am, she’s going to come here.”
“WEe'll have room for her, of course.”

“Thank you. She can help with the wards or something.”

“Is she a spell witch?’



“Oh, fuck no. She's a potion witch. They’re known for their supreme friendliness and
lack of a filter. They're horrible gossips. Spell witches are more like your mom
sounds. Quiet. Secretive. Content to do their own thing. Potions are perfected with
the help of other witches, unlike spells.”

“1 didn’t realize there was a culture around the different specialties.”

“Mmhm.”

“What are rune witches like?’” Liam asked.

| eyed him. “Y ou’re trying to crack me now?’

“Like an egg.”

| couldn’t hide a smile. “Rune witches, like charm witches, are between the extremes
of spell and potion witches. Charm witches are usually more fun though, and rune
witches are usually more laid-back.”

Liam studied me.

| ate afew morefries.

“You never told me what you were thinking,” | pointed out.

His ears reddened again. “Yesterday, when the femae demon touched me. You
walked away.”

| nodded, popping ancther fry in my mouth.

“l just wanted to make it clear that she's never touched me before. None of the



women in the resort have. Any time a dragon touches a woman at all, he risks
creating a mate bond. So he doesn’t. | didn’t know if the same rules applied to me,

but | was never willing to risk it. That's what | was thinking. That | hoped you
knew.”

“I didn’'t. Thanks for telling me.” | popped another fry into my mouth. “Y ou seemed
pretty experienced last night.”

His ears reddened again.
More steam came off his arms.

“The concept isn't difficult. Neither is the anatomy.”
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“So my anatomy is what you were thinking about when you had your hand between
my thighs?’

His eyes narrowed. “What would you rather | thought about, Clove? The weather?’

| shrugged. “l don’'t know. It was the heat of the moment. Emphasis on theheat.
Maybe | imagined you wouldn’t be thinking at all.”

“1 had your wet, silky clit on my hand for the first time in my life. | was trying my
damndest to make it good for you while fighting like hell not to fill your hot little
cunt with my fingers or cock. Every part of me was very much aware of every part of

your anatomy.”

My cheeks went red with his words. | was still working on ignoring the slickness
between my thighs, and it got much more difficult when he said things like that.

| ate another french fry. “Guess that’swhat | get when | try to crack you.”

He barked out alaugh.

An actual laugh.

It was rough and gritty in away that said he didn’t make the sound often.

“Guess so.” Liam finally opened his box of food. “I had someone from the tech team

set up a phone for you, and | sent someone else to the store for new clothes. We can
return whatever you don’'t want. They should be delivering everything in the next



hour or two. Think you can stay up that long?’

| was pretty sure that if | went to sleep, heat was going to get worse. But staying
awake would bereally, really difficult.

So... we'd see.

“I’ll try. You can just wake me up when they get here, if | crash. It would be nice to
figure out the clothing situation tonight.”

Liam nodded.

“Does slegping make heat worse for you?’ | checked.

“Not really. In general, the magic doesn’t seem to affect me the same way it affects
you. | just feel an intense need to take care of you,” he explained.

“That doesn’t make sense.”

“It's amagica mating process made to end with you accepting me as your partner for
therest of our lives. | don’t think it was designed to make sense.”

| made aface.

“Isit worse for you at night?’ he asked.

“Maybe.”

He narrowed his eyes. “Don’'t hide the truth from me, Clove.”

“It's still Sage,Steam. And it’s not nighttime that makes heat worse. Not that | can



tell, anyway. Sleep seems to be a much bigger trigger.” | ate the last of my fries.
Interest lit his gaze. “Y ou dream of me?”’

“1 think I've shared a lot more than you tonight, don’'t you?’ | stood up, ignoring the
warmth on my cheeks as | took my empty box to the trash bin. The kitchen wasn't
new or luxurious, so there wasn't adrawer or cabinet or anything to conceal the bin.
“What do you want me to share?’

“I don’t know. | don’t really know you.”

“I’ve spent most of my energy for the last few decades trying to hold the wards
together. It hasn't left much time for hobbies,” he admitted.

“What did you do before they started falling apart?’

Liam shrugged. “ The same things everyone else does for fun on this island. Surfing.
Swimming. Water sports. Eating good food. Playing cards.”
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“Sounds like adream,” | admitted.

“Feels like one these days.”

“Do you like to stay busy, or relax?’ | checked.

“Relaxing isn’t an ability | possess.”

“Should' ve guessed.” | leaned over the countertop, resting my weight against it. |
realy needed to sleep. “I guess youcouldcome surfing tomorrow. As long as you
don’'t act like aweird, jealous boyfriend.”

“Mate, not boyfriend.”

A yawn stretched my lips.

“You should sleep,” Liam said, looking slightly concerned.

“Probably.” | eyed the couch. “If | sleep there, maybe heat won't hit me as hard.”

“Maybe.” Liam didn’t look any more convinced than | felt. “I can wake you up when
everything gets here.”

“Sounds good.”

| shuffled toward the couch. Liam met me afew steps away, slipping my arm over his
shoulders and wrapping his around my waist.



“1 don’t need help,” | mumbled.

“You're exhausted because you' re repairing the wards and going through heat at the
same time. Both of which are my fault. Theleast | can do is help you to the couch.”

“When you put it like that...”

He eased me down to the cushions. “Do you usually refuse to let anyone else help
you?’

“Obvioudly. I’'m arune witch.”

“Clove, you' re abloodwitch. Y ou can choose which stereotypes apply to you.”

“Except being mated to a phoenix.”

“That’ s going to keep you alive.”

“Soyou say.” | closed my eyes, rolling onto my side in an attempt to get comfortable.
“If 1 make weird noises, just ignore me. And don’t touch me.”

“You drive a hard bargain.”

“It' s not abargain.”

“If | play by your rules, you'll play along with the mate bond. Correct?’

| sighed. “Maybe it’sabargain.”

He brushed a few damp strands of hair off my face. “Get some rest. I'll let you know
when the clothes get here.”



His fingers brushed my face again, lightly, before | fell asleep.
seven

SAGE

My body was flushed againwhen Liam woke me. | couldn’t remember my dreams,
but when | opened my eyes and unintentionally met his gaze, there was no denying
that he had been the star.
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“The clothes are here,” Liam murmured. “Y ou wanted me to wake you up.”
“Mmhm.” The noise came out sounding more strangled than anything else.
“Comeon, Clove.” He sat next to me and eased me to a seated position.

| Slumped against him, sweaty and hot al over. “I’ll try them on tomorrow.”

“Alright.” He helped me stand, lifting my entire weight and basically carrying me as
we moved through the bungalow and into the bedroom.

When he lowered me to the mattress, | clung to his arm. “Come to bed with me.”

He smoothed hair out of my eyes. “I need to put things away. It’ s still early.”

“Do it tomorrow.”

My eyes closed, but my grip didn’t loosen. Liam waited a moment before he finally
eased his body over mine to take the space next to me without removing his arm from
my grip. The bed was small enough—or he was big enough—that we had no choice
but to be pressed up against each other.

His presence didn’t ease heat’ s intensity, unfortunately. But he did still feel good.

| closed my eyes and let out along breath.

“Hot?’ he murmured.



“You have no idea.”

He pulled me closer. “Let me know when you want me to take the edge off. Wake me
up if you need to. | don’t mind at all.”

“Glad you don’t mind touching me,” | grumbled.
“You want the truth?’ His lips brushed my ear. “I fucking crave it. | deep like shit
because I’'m so eager to have my hands on you again. | look forward to the day that

touching doesn’t satisfy the bond, and you tell me | can taste you.”

My body flushed hotter. “You can’t say things like that while | already want you this
much.”

“1 can, and | will.” He nipped my earlobe lightly, and | swear, it went right to my clit.
“Sleep well.”

“You're an asshole,” | breathed.

“Never said | wasn't.”

| pushed lightly on his arm, but he didn’t move it.

Instead, he pulled me closer, so my body was flush against his.

“The closer | am to you, the sweatier you' re going to get,” | warned.

“l like your sweat.” He leaned down to my throat and slowly licked a bead of it off
my skin. His chest rumbled in satisfaction, and | couldn’t stop a quiet groan.

“You can't do things like that.”



“I’m your mate, Clove. If | want to taste your sweat, you can be damn sure | will.”
“Such a bastard.”

He made a noise of agreement.

| closed my eyes again with another groan. “Fine, just touch me so | can sleep.”

“Can | get aplease?’
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“Fuck you.”
He chuckled, the sound low and rumbly and ridiculously sexy. His hand was
smoothing up my inner thigh a moment later, and the relief was so strong, | could’ve

cried.

Liam’'s entire hand dlid over my core, my body so dick that there was barely any
friction. He dragged his palm lightly over me, and | pressed it harder against my skin.

He got the memo, and when he ground the heel of his palm against me, it felt so good
| had to suck in a breath.

“You like it rough, Clove?’ His voice was so low in my ear, it sent goosebumps
down my arms.

“Guess so0.”

“Want to take my fingers rough tonight?’

“Don’t even think about it.”

He nipped my earlobe again, and his fingers finally brushed my clit.

| came instantly, gasping as my hips jerked with pleasure. Liam continued working
my clit through my climax. When | pushed his hand away, he set it on my inner thigh.

“That’ s enough,” | panted.



“You're going to be up again in an hour or two,” he warned.

“I'll befine.”

His hand stayed on my thigh, pulling one of my legs over the top of his knees as he
settled me against his chest. The motion left me with my legs parted, but | needed the

arflow at the moment.

“We're not sleeping like this every night,” | warned him, my energy giving way to
exhaustion quickly as heat died down.

“Alright, Clove.” He licked another bead of sweat off my throat. “ Sleep well.”

“1’m going to keep calling you Steam if you don’t give up the terrible nickname.”

“Go ahead.” He kissed my throat, where he had licked it. The spot was sensitive to
his breath thanks to the small, damp patch he’ d | eft there.

| fell asleep quickly, feeling warm, comfortable, and safe.
Liam was right.I was up again two hours later, swearing and panting as | sweated
through another sex dream. When | put his fingers on my core, he got me off twice

before letting me fall sleep again.

Three hours after that, | was waking him up yet another time. When | apologized, he
growled. And bit my throat lightly while he got me off.

The sun wasn't even rising yet when | woke up for what felt like the dozenth time, a
little before 5 AM.

| rolled out of bed with a huff of frustration and padded into the bathroom.



Liam’ s footsteps were silent as he followed mein, but | could feel him behind me.

He didn’'t say a word while | turned the shower on, stripped my clothes off, and
stepped beneath the water.

“Whatever you have to say, just spit it out,” | grumbled at him.

“1 thought you' d prefer alittle time with your thoughts.”

“If you want me to have time to keep being pissed with you for starting this mate
bond, sure. I’d lovetime.”

He studied me while | grabbed soap off the side of the shower. Someone had stocked
the toiletries after my bath yesterday. Probably Liam.

Screw him for being thoughtful.
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Instead of speaking up after afew minutes, he stepped out of his shorts and boxers.

| glowered at him and his ridiculously massive cock and his perfect body. “What are
you doing, Steam?”’

“Spitting it out.” He stepped into the shower with me.

| took two big steps away, but he covered them in one large stride.

His legs were stupidly long. And strong. And sexy.

But dammit, | wasn’t supposed to be checking him out.

“The bond doesn’t just want you to orgasm, Clove. It wants you with me. In my arms,
Connecting with me.” He closed the rest of the distance between us. | sucked in a
breath, plastering my breasts to his chest as he pinned me to the shower’s wall with
his body. His hands cradled my face, pulling my forehead to rest against his bare

skin. My arms wrapped around him of their own vaolition.

The tension in my shoulders finaly began to dissipate just a little. “Heat is
ridiculous,” | mumbled against his skin.

“Itis. And it’s happening faster than it should. Faster than it does for the dragons.”
| sighed. “Of courseitis.”

“That could just be fate, though.”



“You said a bond would start with anyone you touched.”

“Theoretically.”

“What do you mean, theoretically?’

“I’'m the only phoenix shifter. Who's to say that there’s more than one female fate
would be willing to let me pair off with?’

| scoffed. “If the dragons don’t have fated mates, | don’t see how you could.”

“1 know a dragon who does have a fated mate. And | told you, | knew the moment |
felt your magic that you were mine. Even if | hadn’'t touched you, the mate bond
would’ ve eventually found away.”

“It’s easy to say that now.”

“Maybe. I'm right about the touching, though, aren’t 1?7’

His hugwashel ping. But | was awake, which usually seemed to help too.

“Too soon to say. And wehavebeen touching. Clearly.” | wouldn’t be forgetting the
way it felt to have his hand between my thighs any time soon.

“Only where necessary. Y ou always stay clothed.”

“To avoid making it any more intimate.”

“Right. But it seems like the bond can only be satisfied with intimacy.”

“Fuck that,” |1 grumbled against his shoulder.



“Just keep an open mind. If we take things further next time, | think it will help.”

| lifted my middle finger against his back, but he didn’'t respond. Must not have
noticed.

He finally nudged my ear with his nose, and my head tipped to the side without
hesitation. “ Are you feeling better, or do you want me to touch you again?’

My face flushed. “I’'m fine.”

It was only half true. His hug was helping, but it wasn’t fixing me. Not enough.
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But if today worked like yesterday, the worst of heat’s effects would fade as | woke
up completely.

“Let’sjust get out of here and start our day,” | said against his chest.

“Alright.”

When | pushed him lightly, he took a step back. | slipped out from beneath him,
fighting like hell not to look at his gigantic erection while | rinsed shampoo from my

hair and dathered it with conditioner.

Liam grabbed some soap and ran his hands over his chest and arms. | tried not the
watch—and drool—but mostly failed.

Maybe | should’ ve taken him up on the offer.
That had to be heat speaking, though.

“Will you fly with me today?’ Liam asked, breaking me out of my filthy thoughts.
He must’ ve noticed me staring at him and decided not to comment on it.

“Um... | guess. You could fly meto the surf lesson.”

He nodded. “We can grab breakfast afterward, unless you have plans with your
friends. The spellbooks should be delivered by the time we're done eating.”

“ Sounds good.”



We finished showering pretty quickly, and | wrapped a towel around myself before |
dried my hair with an extra one. Liam returned to the room with a pair of massive
clothing bags as | stepped out of the bathroom.

He leaned against the doorway, his towel tied around his waist. The man was so
attractive, it should’ ve been a crime. It took everything | had to look away after |
snagged the bags from him.

“Thanks for the clothes.”

“We can return whatever doesn't fit. If you don’t like any of it, I’ll send for a new
batch.”

“I’m not that picky.”

“You can be. I'll buy you whatever you want. Y our friends were right, | can afford it.
My mate isn’'t wearing second-hand clothes.”

| rolled my eyes. “It’s not that serious.”
“1t makes a statement. I’ ve hired the best security our world can offer, so making sure
you have something decent to wear is a necessity. Otherwise it looks like | care more

about my resort than | do about my mate.”

| opened the bag and peered inside. “I didn’t realize you were that particular about
your image.”

“I’m not. Bailey isin charge of that shit.”

“So Bailey isthe one who sent someone out after these clothes.”



There was a beat of silence.

I’d nailed the truth on the head.

“l paid for them,” Liam finally said.

| bit back a snort. “Well, thanks.”

He didn’t say anything.

| organized the clothes by what they were—underwear, swimsuits, coverups, shorts,
and tops. All of the coverups were mesh, which was much preferred while heat was

going on.

“Areyou just going to sit there and watch me try clothes on?’ | asked, shooting him a
dirty look over my shoulder.

He met my gaze without a shred of embarrassment. “Can’'t think of anything I'd
rather be doing.”
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“1 could just go into the bathroom for privacy.”

“You could. But you'd miss your chance to make me as horny as heat has been
making you.”

| studied him for a moment before finally looking down at the swimsuits again.
“Touché, Steam.”

| grabbed the first bikini off the pile. It was a skimpy little floral thing that was like
the new and improved version of my thrift store find. | immediately loved it, and the
sizetold meit would probably fit.

| dropped my towel and stepped into the swimsuit bottoms, facing away from him.
“What would you have done if you hadn’t felt drawn to me when | stepped beneath
the wards?’

He didn’t answer.

“Liam? Hello?’ | looked over my shoulder as | pulled the bikini top on.

“Hmm?" He peeled his gaze off my ass, looking like he hadn’t heard a single word |
said.

Maybe he liked looking at me as much as | liked looking at him.

“What would you have done if you hadn’t felt drawn to me when | stepped beneath
the wards?’ | repeated.



“|1 always planned on mating with a blood witch, if one showed up at my door. | was
in the process of trying to find a powerful spell witch to proposition, because | didn’t
think I'd find someone like you. | wasn't sure a spell witch could fix a blood witch’'s
wards, though.”

“No, she couldn’t.” | paused, putting what he'd said together silently. “So even if you
weren't drawn to me, you would’ ve tried to mate with me anyway?’

“Mmhm.” His eyes lowered back to my ass.

“Romantic.” | grabbed a swimsuit coverup off the pile and walked into the bathroom
so | could see how the clothes looked.

He followed me. “For what it'sworth, I’'m glad it was you.”

“It’s not worth much. Y ou don’t know me.”

“You don't know me either.”

“Which iswhyldidn't say I'm glad it’syou.”

He made a noncommittal noise. “It looks good. The swimsuit.”

“1 could tell.” The tent in histowel would ve given it away if hisface didn’t. And his
face did.

| tugged the coverup over my head and looked at it in the mirror. It was nice. | liked
how it looked, but | probably would’ ve kept it even if | didn’t, purely for the airflow.

| pulled it off as | went back to the bed, and grabbed the rest of the coverups. Might
aswell try them on with my new favorite swimsuit.



Liam stopped at the bed and grabbed another piece of fabric before following me into
the bathroom again. “Y ou’ll want this for surfing.”

| took the fabric and opened up the cropped, long-sleeve swim shirt. “Isthere arisk of
my tits popping out?’

“Inthat?Yeah.”

“What will you do if that happens?’ | countered.

“| don't think elther of uswant to find out.”

It was avalid point.

| pulled the dark teal top over my head and checked it out.

Kind of sexy, in asporty way. Too bad | wasn't sporty.
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“1 might only try surfing once,” | said.
“l don't care. Keepit.”

My gaze met Liam’s in the mirror. He was steaming again. “How does it look?’ |
asked, just because | wanted to know how he'd respond.

“Really fucking hot.”

It went back over my head, but | left it on the countertop so | could put it on before |
|l eft.

Four of the five swimsuit coverups worked, and | put the one | didn’t want back in
the bag.

| tried on the rest of the bikinis too, and most of them were fine. None were as cute as
my floral one, and the fabric on most of them was simpler than | preferred, but
beggars couldn’t be choosers. | kept four, only returning the two that didn’'t even
somewhat fit.

Liam made a noise of irritation when | put the plain bikinisin my keep pile.

| ignored him—>but he was at my side amoment later, pulling them out.

“You clearly don't like these,” he said.

“They fit me.” | tried to take them back, but he lifted them out of my reach. Since he



was so freaking tall, that wasn’t difficult for him to do.

“If I’'m buying the clothes, I'm buying shit you actually want, Clove. We're not
keeping them just because they fit.”

| huffed. “Fine.”

He tossed the bikinis back into the bag from the store.

| was pickier when | went through the rest of the things, only choosing the ones |
really did like. | put back one of the swimsuit coverups, too.

When | was done, | pulled my single new bikini on and grabbed both a coverup dress
and the swim shirt. My hair was still damp, hanging tangled around my shoulders. |
hadn't seen a brush, so | grabbed my one remaining hair tie off the bathroom
countertopand threw the strands in a quick bun at the base of my skull. Two of the
pins | needed to work my magic went in, too.

Liam had the same pair of shorts on that he’d been wearing earlier when | stepped
out.

Guess we needed to stop at his room in the tower before we went to the beach. | still
had two hours until the surf lesson Madison, Vera, and | had signed up for, so |
wasn't in arush anyway.

We spent thirty minutes outside the front of the bungalow while | runed the place to
keep everyone else out, tying the magic to our blood and the plants around the
building. Liam didn’t flinch when | wove his blood into the runes too. It felt good to
use magic | was actually good with—unlike spells.

I’d need to hold onto the feeling when | started comparing spells in a book to the



intricate ones Liam’s mother had created.

eight

LIAM

“Are you sure this is safe?’ Sage asked for the second time, as she adjusted her
position on my back. Her hands were buried in my feathers, and her thighs were

squeezing the hell out of my shoulders.

The dragons I'd spoken to said that flying with their mates on their backs feltright,
but so far, | didn’t agree.

| nodded again.

She gripped tighter. “ Alright. Let’s get this over with.”

| grimaced inwardly.

While | could adjust to pretty much anything as far as a mate bond was concerned, |
didn’'t think | could adjust to rarely flying.

Or to dragging my reluctant mate onto my back whenever | wanted to be in the sky.

I’d just have to deal withit.
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Sage’ s grip was painful when | took off.
Thankfully, it was a short flight to the tower.
| landed on the balcony, and she let out arelieved breath before dliding off my back.

“That could’'ve been worse,” she said, forcing cheerfulness into her voice as she
clung to the balcony’ s railing.

| shifted back, squeezing her hip lightly before | stepped past her.
| probably should’ve come up with something supportive to say, but | didn’'t have a
damn clue how. Particularly when | was trying not to get frustrated about spending

the rest of my life on the ground.

Harv had left a couple empty duffel bags near the door for me, so | grabbed one and
started filling it. Sage joined me, taking another into the bathroom.

It wasn't long before we were done packing my things and the duffel bags were
sitting on the balcony, ready to be carried down.

Sage stepped back out on the balcony, eyeing the drop.
“We can take the elevator,” | forced myself to say.

| hated the fucking elevator.



“Oh, no. | can handle the heights.”

“l don’t want to scare you.”

“I’m not scared of flying. | don’'t loveit, but | can handleit. | wasjust thinking.”

“ About what?’

She lifted a shoulder. “It sucks that the mate bond won't let you fly on your own. |
might be ableto fix it.”

“What do you mean, fix it?’

“Well, | know you think magic can't change magic, but that’s not necessarily true.
Yes, witch magic can’t actually prevent you from shifting, or heat from making me
horny. But there might be aloophole for flying.”

“Spit it out, Clove.”

She flashed me alook. “It’s still Sage.”

“What do you have against nicknames?’

“Nothing, | just—" She huffed. “Do you want to hear my idea or not?’

“Yes”

“With a combination of runes, | could basically enchant something with enough of

my blood to trick the bond into thinking I’m with you all the time. That should make
it possible for you to fly without me.”



| had no idea how she would pull that off, or if it was possible, but the concept made
sense.

“1f you can make that happen, | know a bunch of dragons who will pay you aton of
money,” | said.

“Then why haven’t they asked anyone to do it before?’

“That would require admitting their secrets, which dragons don’t do.”

“Ah. Would they even let me do it, then?’

“Being my mate brings you into the fold, so yeah. You're probably the only witch

they would go to for anything other than forcing each other to keep their secrets.” |
stepped up behind her.
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“1 can start sketching out a few ideas for runes over the next few days, but | need to
repair some more of the wards before | get to it.”

“Of course. The wards are the priority.”
| shifted, and she climbed on my back dlightly easier than she had the first time.
Her grip was still just astight, though.

We dropped the duffel bags off at the bungalow before going back to leave the
shopping bag of clothes to be returned at the front desk. Cecil was off duty—I’'d
moved the bastard to custodial for being an ass to my mate—and the current
receptionist was polite.

“l got a message during the night that the demons are on their way. We expected
them about twenty minutes ago, so they should be here any time now,” the
receptionist said.

“Thanks. We have afew minutes to wait for them.” | headed toward a couch near the
front desk, and Sage walked with me.

“The demons?’ she asked.

“The Villin brothers are a family of demons that protect humans from asshole
supernaturals,” | explained. When | took a seat, she sat with me. “I let one of them
stay here for a few years a couple decades ago when they got in trouble with the
Supernatural Government. When | got word that your coven is headed this way



yesterday afternoon, | called in afavor with them.”

Sage’ s eyebrows shot upward. “The coven is aready coming here?’

“Guess they checked everywhere else off their list.”

“Fuck.” She shoved a hand through her hair, pushing it off her face. “Y ou should’ve
told me right when you found out.”

“Y ou were asleep in the bathtub.”

She opened her mouth to protest. Then closed it and nodded. “1 need to focus on
repairing the most important protective wards as soon as possible. Runing them to
make them stronger will have to wait. Surfing can wait too.”

“There s no point in postponing your lesson. The spellbooks aren’'t here yet.”

“Tell me as soon asthey are,” she warned.

“I will.”

Without a sealed mate bond, | couldn’t protect her completely, so she could be damn
sure | would tell her. We needed all the help we could get.

| felt aripple of magic asthe Villin brothers entered the parking lot.

Rafael’ s magic was unmistakable.

“The Villinsare here,” | said.

Sage and | crossed the lobby and met them out in front of the resort.



“Just so we're clear, they know they were hired to protect a blood witch, right? And
that what | am puts all of us at risk of being hunted by a whole coven?’ Sage
murmured.

“Yes. They're staying for free as long as they want after everything's over. And |
agreed to let their mates take over one of the island’s coffee shops. Guess they want
to sell candy there too.”

“Candy?’ She frowned.

“Demons can't get enough of it. Their mates sell it in their coffee shops. There was a
longer explanation, but most of it didn’t process.”

Sage snorted. “1 should ve figured you wouldn’'t be a candy person. Or sugar in
general, huh?’

“1 have nothing against it, | just don’t usually want it. | do eat pastries on occasion.”

“Like what, once ayear?’

“Twice. Christmas and Easter.”
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“Should' ve guessed. Well, I'll try their candy. I’'m not afraid of sugar.” She flashed
me a playful look.

“Liam,” a familiar voice called, and | turned to see Rafael approaching. He had his
arm draped over the shoulders of his mate. They’'d been together a few years, from
what | had heard.

| nodded at Rafael, wrapping an arm around Sage' s waist. Though we weren’t used to
the contact, | felt an urge to claim her physically in front of the other male.

“After fifty-two years of friendship, | still get this stone-faced welcome,” Rafael
teased. He had dark hair and light brown skin,and thankfully, he was smart enough
not to go in for a hug. | wasn't hugging that bastard. Particularly while | was
steaming because of heat’s magic.

“This is my mate, Tatum.” Rafael gestured to the woman under his arm. She was
average height and size, with dark blonde hair, light skin, and an expression much
more laid-back than her mate’'s. She gave us aquick smile.

“Tater-tot, thisis my old pal Liam, and his mate, Sage.” Rafael introduced us to his
mate like he knew my witch personally. It irked me, but | didn’t let it show.

“Holy shit, | could see your lust from the parking lot!” a cheerful, curvy blonde
woman with tan skin called out. She was holding hands with a grumpy-looking guy
who was amost identical to Rafael. “Are you going through heat? You're half
dragon, right? I’ve never seen anyone burn like that except my brothers and their
mates when they were going through it.”



My eyes narrowed.

“Thisis Brynn. She's August’s sister,” Rafael explained. “I’m sure you’ve met him.”

| had. He was my only real contact with the dragons.

“I didn’t know he was mated,” | said.

“It’s pretty new,” Brynn offered. “This is Bash, by the way. Don’t take it personally
if he glaresat you.” She winked at Sage, who managed a small smilein return.

| was fairly confident my witch was in relationship overload. She'd never been
around mated couples before.

“$0... heat?” Brynn checked.

Sage’ s cheeks reddened dlightly. *Y eah, unfortunately.”

A tiny, pale woman with a ton of curly black hair and another guy who looked like
Rafael came walking up behind the others.

The small woman was coughing. “What is that smell?’

My arm tightened around Sage as she stiffened.

“Heat,” Brynnteased. “It'sin the air.”

“1 smell horrible to vampires. And al other supernaturals,” Sage explained quickly.
11 &rry.”

| barely suppressed a growl. The woman smelled fucking delicious—why didn’t she



believe me when | told her that?

“It's not horrible, just strong.” The tiny woman coughed again. “Like... pepper.”

| was going to fucking kill the woman.

“Let’s maybe not discuss how the phoenix’s mate smells while he' s steaming, Miles,”
Rafael’ s newest brother said under his breath.

“It wasn't an insult. Everyone likes pepper in small quantities.”

Rafael cleared his throat. “This is Zander and Miley. They’re going to stop talking
before they end up dead.”

“Right. Sorry.” Zander gave us a quick salute. “We're going to check in with your
tech team and get to work.”

“I’m starting on the shop,” Miles reminded him.

“ After we check in with the tech team, Sweetheart.” He walked her toward the doors,
hands on her hips as he called out, “Nice to meet you! Pepper is great!”

Tatum snorted. “Sorry.”
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“It's fine. I’ve already got a bunch of vampires in the resort wanting to kill me, so
what’ s another one?’ Sage’ s voice was tight, though she tried to sound upbeat.

My mate couldn’t lie to save her life. | had no idea how she’d hidden what she was
from the other witches for so long.

“Mileswon’t kill you with anything but math and sarcasm,” Tatum said. “And no one
is better with the tech side of security than Zander. He won't let any vampires get to

you. Including his mate.”

“She’s addicted to his blood anyway,” Brynn added. “All of us smell and taste bad to
her too.”

“We'll get to work aswell,” Bash said, leading his cheerful mate away.

“So will we. There's chocolate to make and people to threaten,” Rafael agreed.
“We'll have to hit the waves together one of these mornings.”

| made a noncommittal sound as he and his mate walked away too.

Thank fuck they were all getting to work, because | couldn’t handle any more idle
chitchat.

Particularly not while my mate was both uncomfortable and in danger.

nine



SAGE

| distinctly remembered invitingLiam to join my surfing lesson—after making it clear
that he wasn’t invited—but he sprawled out on the sand on his ass instead. His scowl
was trained on the ocean as | struggled through my first class.

Vera was basicaly a professional, and she did her own thing away from our class
during the lesson. Madison was as new as | was, so | figured we'd be at the same
level, but the woman was a freaking beast. She picked it up fast while | crashed over

and over again.

After a particularly bad fall where | smashed my head on the board, | took a break to
catch my breath.

Liam waved me toward him, and relief rolled through me.

The spellbooks must’ ve been there.

| had an excuse to end the lesson early.

Finaly.

| apologized to the instructor, who didn’t look like she gave a fuck that | was leaving.
She told me to have Liam teach meeverything else. | was pretty sure she hated my

smell as much as the vampire chick I’d met earlier.

Deciding not to let myself be offended, | waved to my friends on my way out of the
water.

“The spellbooks are here?’ | called out, retying my bun at the back of my head as |
crossed the sand.



“They were just delivered, but that’s not why | called you over. The first witch was
spotted outside the wards.”

The blood drained from my face. “Who?”’

“The Villins are till trying to identify her. Your people aren’'t exactly open with their
information.”

“What does she look like?”

“Pale skin, white hair, extremely unhappy.”

“Hattie. Fuck.” | ran a hand over my forehead, then started walking quickly toward
the anchor. Guess the time for fun was over. “ She'll be scoping out the wards, trying
to figure out how difficult it will be to get through them. Thisis bad.”

“We should seal the bond.”

“No, that will take time we don’t have. They’ll definitely get through the wards if we
do it. What we need are the spellbooks, and coffee. A lot of coffee. I’m going to have
to fix the existing spells as fast as possible. Reinforcing them will come later, but if |
can get more of them repaired, we'll be safe for at least a few weeks.” We wove
down the path through the jungle as we spoke.

Liam dipped his head. “Someone’'s on the way with the books and breakfast. What
else do you need?’
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“Small clippings of all of the plantsin the greenhouse. I’'ll need to send someone for
more after | identify which ones | need for each spell.”

“I’ll get it done. What else?’

We reached the anchor, and | sat down. “We need paper, too. | can draw afew spells,
and you can help me search the books.”

He sat down beside me. “Alright. I’ll send a message.”

The spellbooks and food were in our hands a few minutes later. By the time we were
done eating, the pad of paper was too, and we got to work.

We spentthe next fifty-two hours straight comparing his mom'’s unique, tailored
spells to the ones we found in books while consuming obscene amounts of food and
coffee. Slowly, | got amost all of the crumbling wards back into a strong, healthy
condition.

The few | couldn’'t fix had disintegrated to the point of no return. We couldn’t
identify them at all, but they were so much thinner than the others that it was clear
Liam’s mother hadn’t put much effort into making them strong.

They couldn’t have been important, which made me feel dlightly better about not
being able to recover them.

When | finally sat back against the bench with a sigh of relief, Liam’s arm went over
my shoulders. My body felt like a freaking heater, and | was coated in both dried and



fresh sweat along with the saltwater that still clung to my skin after my horrible
surfing lesson. My hair was tied up in abun | couldn’t remember fixing,and my heart
raced from the ridiculous amount of caffeine I’ d consumed.

Thankfully, | didn't burn through caffeine it at anywhere near the same speed a
shifter would’ ve.

“Done?’ Liam asked, though he had to know that | was. The man had been beside me
through every minute of the spellwork, only dozing for the last few hours while |
finished up.

“Yeah. Findly.”

Liam tucked a few escaped strands of my hair into my bun.

Guess | knew why | couldn’t remember fixing it.

“You arereally fucking impressive, Clove,” he said quietly.

“1 know.”

He almost smiled, and my lips curved upward.

| was joking, and we both knew it. I’ d reminded him repeatedly over the last few days
that | was clueless about spells, and any real spell witch would be able to do what |

was doing in afraction of the time it took me.

Without him finding the spells while | worked, we would' ve been sitting there for a
lot longer.

But on the other hand, the spellsdidall require blood magic. So technically, | was the



only witch who could fix the magic. Anyone else would' ve had to take down Liam’s
mother’s magic and remake it in their own way. Even Hattie couldn’t have touched
the wards.

So maybe | was impressive after all.

| could think about it after | had time to sleep. Assuming | could calm myself down
after all that caffeine. | felt like alivewire. An exhausted, sweat-soaked livewire.

“Alright, come on.” Liam lifted me off the bench, hauling me into hisarms.

| made a noise of protest, but it was a weak one. | wasn't sure | could walk on my
own anyway.

| fell asleep against his chest on the way to the bungalow.

He woke me up long enough to make me eat a quick meal, then dragged me into the
shower. | didn't complain when he stripped my clothes off me, or when his huge,
rough hands scrubbed the salt and sweat off my body.

His fingers felt incredible on my scalp. I'd successfully ignored heat while | worked
on the wards, but the magic flared painfully in my lower belly while he massaged my
head.

| fought like hell to ignoreit. And won, for afew minutes.

Liam’s lips brushed my ear when the need was growing unbearable. “1 feel your hips
rocking, Clove. You're not going to be able to sleep if you don't let me take care of

youl.

“I'mfine,” | whispered, but the lie was stupidly obvious.
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“So you don’t want my hand between your thighs?’ He nipped my earlobe.

A groan escaped me, my arms tightening around him. “No. Just want to get out of the
shower.”

“Alright.” He started to slowly walk me toward the wall, his erection against my
lower belly.

“What are you doing?’ | asked.
“The water shutoff is over here.”
Right.

He turned it off, gathering my hair behind my head and gently squeezing water out of
it.

My legs were shaking.

Maybe my whole body was.
Liam was much steadier than me.
Maybe he was right.

...o0kay, fine.



Hewasright.

Heat was messing with me, and it wasn’t going to stop when | went to sleep.

| wasn’t sure how to admit that, though.

Liam grabbed a towel and dried my body slowly. The dlickness between my thighs
wasn’t going anywhere. He squeezed more of the water from my hair before dropping

the towel and walking me across the bedroom.

“You'reright,” | finally admitted, as he untucked the blankets on the bed and helped
ease me beneath them. “Heat’ s not going to go away.”

“It's not,” he agreed, sitting down beside me on the bed. | was propped up on a
pillow, lying down on the mattress. “But you know | won't force you to do anything.”

“No, but heat will.”

“Eventually.”

| let out along breath and closed my eyes. “I don’t want to wait for the magic to take

over.

Liam brushed a few strands of hair off my face. “That’'s not a decision you should
make while you can barely hold yourself up, Clove.”

“Well I’'m not going to be able to sleep if we don’t sedl it.”

“Let me handle that.”

| met his gaze.



His eyes were hot, and it didn’t pass my notice that we were both naked. Naked, and
turned on.

He was asking for permission to have his way with me—without taking it all the way
and sealing the bond.

After amoment’s hesitation, | nodded.

“1’m going to need you to be clearer than that,” Liam said.

If | wasn't already burning up, | would've flushed. “Do whatever you want to me,
Steam. Just make the heat go away.”
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His chest rumbled in satisfaction, and he pulled away the blankets he'd just tucked
me beneath. My abdomen tensed as he lowered himself between my thighs, his face
just above my core.

Liam stared down at me intensely, taking me in before he lifted his gaze back to
mine. “Last chance to change your mind.”

“1’m not changing my mind,” | said.

He inhaled deeply, giving me another rumble before he finally dragged his tongue
slowly over my clit.

| sucked in an unsteady breath at the sensations.

WEet... hot... smooth...

“Fucking hell, you taste even better than you smell,” Liam growled against me.
| buried my fingersin his hair, dragging his mouth back down to me.

He licked me again, and my back arched.

Again, and my toes curled.

Again, and | finally shattered, gasping and swearing as | came down from the fast,
hard climax. “Holy shit.”



He growled against me, circling my clit with his tongue. “We can do better than that.”

| swore again as the tip of hisfinger met my entrance. “I’ve never...” | trailed off, not
wanting to finish the sentence.

His eyes met mine again. “Not even with atoy?’

| shook my head.

Thefirein his eyes blazed brighter. “I' [l go easy on you.”

| swatted his head, and he grinned.

Then did hisfinger inside me.

My humor faded, and | sucked in a breath as he filled me with it. There was atiny bit
of pain before he reached the back, but hegave me a moment to adjust before he

pulled his finger out and added a second.

My toes curled as he worked my clit with his tongue and slowly fucked me with his
hand.

| swore, arched, and gasped. My toes curled before | came again, squeezing his
fingers with the force of my pleasure.

He feasted on me, bringing me back to the edge and shattering me again and again,
until 1 pushed his face away weakly. Exhaustion had me closing my eyes as he settled
beside me on the bed.

Liam’s lips brushed the side of my throat, and he murmured something | didn’'t quite
hear as | dozed off.



ten

SAGE

| managedto sleep eighteen hours before hunger and the need to pee woke me with a
vengeance. Liam mumbled a complaint as | pushed his arm off of me so | could get
out.

After astop in the bathroom, | grabbed a pair of panties and a tank top before making
my way into the kitchen.

| checked in with my mom really quick—she was fine, and no one suspected that she
knew about my magic anymore—then glanced at the phone Liam had given me.
Madison and Vera wanted to meet up before their vacations ended. | texted back that
I’d figure it out soon and let them know.

A peek at Liam’s phone told me that the Villins had secured the perimeter, and there
hadn’t been any more signs of Hattie or any other witches in the past twenty-four
hours.

Also, Bailey and Harvey needed to talk to Liam about some vampires looking into
witches. | was fairly sure Cecil had something to do with that.
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Even though 1I’d learned the code to Liam’s phone while we were working on the
wards, | didn’t want details, so | didn’t typeitin.

Everything could wait until after breakfast. Err, dinner. The sun was already setting.

| could’ve just stopped at one of the restaurants for food, but | was craving pancakes.
The homemade kind.

So, after | finished rubbing my eyes, | dug around for ingredients.
And came up empty-handed.

Liam shuffled into the kitchen and sat down at the table while | was searching the
cabinets. “What are you looking for?’

“Pancake ingredients.” | glanced over my shoulder. “Any chance you know if we
have anything? The only food item | found was an expired can of beans.”

“Beansdon’'t realy expire.”

“They definitely do.”

He leaned back in his seat. “We don’t have anything. | don’t cook.”
“You don't like to, or you don’'t know how?’

“The latter.”



My eyebrows shot upward. “Y ou can’t be serious. Y ou’ re ancient, aren’t you?’

“Notancient. And | live in a resort. There's good food in the restaurants. | never
needed to learn.”

“The restaurants are good, but it’s nice to cook for yourself sometimes. If we pick up
some ingredients—or if someone doesit for us, | guess, since I'm kind of being
hunted—I can show you.”

“I'll arrange it.”

“Thanks.” | dragged a hand through my hair. It was a tangled mess, but it would’ve
been much worse if Liam hadn’'t washed it for me. “And thanks for helping me
shower last night. | was pretty wiped out.”

“You don't need to thank me for that.” His ears went red.

| was starting to like it when he was embarrassed. “Well, | did anyway.” My stomach
rumbled loudly.

“I"ll order food.”

“1 should see if Madison and Vera want to meet up for dinner instead. They’ re both
leaving in afew days.”

Liam’s expression changed. | had no idea what he was thinking or feeling, but he was
clearly thinking and feelingsomething.

“Okay,” he said.

“That’s not anokayface.” | turned toward him, folding my arms over my chest. His



eyes lowered to my breasts, and | knew my transparent tank top was giving him
plenty to look at. Considering how things had gone the night before, it definitely
wasn't anything he hadn’t seen before.

Liam didn’t respond.

“Crack the egg, Steam,” | said, bringing up our conversation about sharing your
thoughts.

Helet out aquiet breath. “It doesn’'t matter.”

| stared at him, eyes narrowed.

Liam waited another minute before he grudgingly admitted, “1 was hoping we could
talk about the bond over dinner.”

| blinked. “Like a date?”’
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“No. Just like... two people talking.”
Wow.
Maybe he was even less interested in romance than | thought. Or even worse &t it.

Or my perspective was just realy freaking screwy after spending so much time
watching human TV shows and movies. Itwouldmake sense if most relationships
weren't like romcoms or dramas.

“Okay. We can do that,” | said.

Liam ordered food—he convinced them to make me pancakes for dinner—and led
me out onto the bungalow’ s back porch to wait for it.

I’d known it existed and seen alittle of it on our way in and out of the place, but | had
never been out there before. The front of the bungalow faced the resort, and the back
faced the ocean. My runes worked just fine on the front of the house, so we hadn’t
bothered walking around.

My jaw nearly dropped at the sight of the large patio that was aimost as big as the
building itself. There was a nice firepit, a gorgeous outdoor sectional, and a stunning
view of the sun setting over the ocean. A wooden pergola was built over all of it and
wrapped in twinkling lights.

“Damn. | can understand why you picked this place,” | said, staring at the waves.
“Did you sit out here alot?’



“Yeah. With my mom, sometimes. She would sit on the beach just to think for hours
every morning. | always wondered what she was thinking,” he said. “Guess |
should’vetried to crack her.”

“She was probably thinking about spells, at least a lot of the time. Spell magic is
really complex, and you can’'t learn it through trial and error in alot of situations.”

“Why not?’

“Did she ever tell you about the differences between the types of magic?’ | asked.

He shook his head.

That was alot to keep from her own son.

| couldn’t help but wonder why. He might not have magic in the way witches did, but
the man was a powerhouse, and witch magic was his heritage too. A smple
explanation wouldn’t hurt anything, or anyone.

| took a seat on the sectional, and Liam sat across from me.

He was definitely uninterested in romance.

“Do you want me to explain it?’ | checked.

“If you're comfortable.”

| rolled my eyes. “If we're going to be mates, you're going to need to understand
witches.”

“Alright.”



“S0, you know the four types of magic. Potions are pretty self-explanatory. Y ou add
the ingredients in specific ways, at specific temperatures. It's a science. Runes are a
simplified version of that, though they’re complicated in their own way. The tiniest
change of a symbol can result in an entirely different effect, or no effect at all.”

Liam nodded. “Makes sense.”

“Well, spells and charms are entirely different. Creating a spell is like building awall.
You have to put everything in the right place, and you have to know exactly how
you're going to do it before you start or the whole thing will fall apart. It's an art, and
one most people fail at. If | had to create your mom'’s spells from scratch rather than
just repair them, we would’' ve been screwed,” | said matter-of-factly.

“But you could achieve asimilar effect with runes?’

“Yes, and no.”

His forehead creased.

“There’ s no rune to create a bubble spell like the one around this place.” | gestured to
the sky. “I would need to build one of those in spell form if | was making my own
wards, but it would be doable. Using the bubble as the base, | could achieve similar

effects to your mother’ s wards with my own runes.”

“What about charms?’ Liam asked, his forehead creased.
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“Oh, that's easy. A spell islike a brick wall, but a charm is like a ribbon tied around
an object. You can't build a charm without a physical item to wrap it around and
anchor it to, and they have to be compatible. Charms and runes are sort of sister
magics, though runes can be used on people and charms can't.”

“What drew you to runes?’

| smiled. “They were the easiest kind of magic | could do without blood. | could
make weak runes much easier than | could make weak potions or spells. | could ve
gone with charms, but | knew if | ever wanted to use my blood, kickass runes were
more useful than kickass charms as far as protecting myself and other people.”

Liam studied me. “What were you most interested in?’

“Potions,” | admitted. “But potions only affect people, so mastering them wouldn’'t
help me stay alive. Runes were my second choice anyway. | have fun with them.”

Someone showed up to drop off our food, temporarily pausing the conversation. We
ate in peaceful quiet, with the sound of the rolling waves keeping us company.

Liam finished his food before | did, leaning back against the couch’s cushions. His
gaze was focused on me, which was a little confusing considering his apparent
disinterest in sitting close to me.

When | was done with my food, | set the box down beside me and followed his lead,
resting against the back cushions of the couch more comfortably. Meeting his gaze, |
waited for him to bring up whatever he wanted to talk about.



Was | excited to discuss our bond?

Not redly.

Which iswhy | was making him take the lead, even though talking about his thoughts
and feelings was clearly not something he' d had much practice with.

Oranypractice with.

A long moment passed.

Then another.

His ears reddened again.

Finally, he cleared his throat.

I’d totally won our stare-off.

“We need to talk about the bond,” he said.

“You already said that.”

“Right.” He cleared his throat again. “I may have left a few details out when |
described heat.”

| lifted an eyebrow. “Like what?’

His ears reddened more. The color spread to his cheeks, too. “I wasn’t sure which
aspects would apply, given that I'm not afull dragon.”



“Liam,” | warned. “If you're dancing around the truth again, | swear on the wards
that | will walk away right now.

“I’'m not trying to dance around it. | just—I don't know exactly what’'s going to
happen. Most of the dragon stuff doesn’t seem to apply to us. But | do need to warn
you that the longer heat goes on without being sealed, the more it usually affects the
dragons.”

“The dragons, meaning the men.”

He dipped his head.

My eyes narrowed. “What happens to them, exactly?’

“They sort of ... lose their minds.”

| blinked.

He watched me warily.
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“Lose their minds how?’ | finally asked.

“They didn’'t explain the details, but | guess it grows more difficult to think as your
mate’' s pain gets worse, and harder to ignore the sexua need as well. With you being
turned on instead of in pain, | imagine my need will continue getting worse. | don’t
expect I'll lose my mind, but | doubt anyone does.”

“1 thought you didn’t feel the same need | did,” | said, staring daggers at him.

The red of his blush spread to his cheeks. “| don’t expect anything from you.”

“So you do fedl it.”

He dipped his head in anod.

| tilted mine back against the couch cushions, letting out a long breath. “Do you ever
admit how you feel about anything, Steam?’

His lack of an answer was the only reply | got.

Nope.

“So if we keep fighting it, you' re going to go crazy and just what? Attack me?’
“It usually doesn’'t get that far before people givein.”

A bitter laugh escaped me. “That’s justgreat.”



“1’m not saying we have to seal the bond,” he began, “But?>—"

“That’ s exactly what you' re saying. Don't bullshit me.”

There was a moment’s pause. “Alright, that’s what 1I'm saying. We should consider
sealing the bond before it gets much worse.”

| lifted my head, and found him red-faced.

He was embarrassed.

Or uncomfortable.

Or... maybe he' d realized he didn’t want a mate any more than | did.

“Do you even want this?’ | asked.

Liam looked surprised by the question.

“Do you even want this?’ | repeated. “Me? A mate bond? If we do this, we're going
to be stuck together for the rest of forever, whether we like each other or not. If you

don’t want this, we need to fight it. We can at least try to resist heat. We?—"

He leaned forward, his forearms resting on his knees. “Why the fuck would you think
| don’t want this?’

“You just told me this wasn’t a date. You didn’t try to sit by me. You're possessive,
but you said that’ s just instinct. Y ou only wanted a mate to save your resort. Y ou?—"

“1 want this,” he growled. “And | didn’tonlywant a mate to save the resort. | was tired
of being alone all the time. | wanted someone to take care of. Someone to spend time



with.”

“Y ou could accomplish both of those things by adopting a dog.”

“I’'m a fucking phoenix. | wasn't adopting a dog. | wanted a mate. A partner. And |
wanted it badly enough to claim you even whenyou were completely uninterested and
against me. That’swhy |I’'m sitting over here.”

He gestured between us. “And | don’t consider this a date, because that would imply
that we're testing the waters. We're not. Wearegoing to be mates. Only one dragon
has ever successfully made it through heat without giving in, and he only did it
because his mate’ s life was on the line if he didn’t. They fell in love aong the way.”

“But do you even want us to be in love?’ | countered. “I’m sure mates can be just
friends, but | don’'t want that. If we're going to be bonded, | don't want a half-assed
relationship. | want love. And dates. And a mate who sits next to me because he can’t
stand not to.”

Liam’'s nostrilsflared. “ Y ou think | don’t want to?’
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“You're as far away from me as you can be right now.”

He stood and crossed the distance between us, kneeling in front of me and taking my
face in his hands. “Clove, | want you so badly | can hardly breathe. I'm trying to be
patient. I’m trying to stay in control. I'm trying to give you your fucking space.” He

dragged my mouth down to his, kissing me roughly.

The sudden lip lock caught me off guard. When his tongue parted my mouth, |
opened for him.

I’d never kissed anyone before.
It was... soft.

Warm.

Wet.

Blissful, honestly.

| forgot to breathe when | kissed him back, and had to pull away to suck in a few
deep breaths. Liam’s hands were on my face, his eyes scorching.

“Youwant me,” | said.

“Hell yes.”



“I don’t know where we go from there,” | admitted.

“I don't either.”

| bit one of my lips to fight a smile. “You should ve picked someone with
experience.”

“1 don’t give afuck about experience, Clove. Just you.”

He kissed me again. It lasted longer, because | forced myself to breathe through my
nose while our tongues got to know each other.

| hadn’t realized how intimate it would feel. Kissing. It had always been one of those
romantic movie things, but I’ d never actually considered how it would affect me.

I’d never expected to be kissed at all.

It wasn't a bad surprise, though. Not at all.

Maybe | liked it.

Hell, maybe Ilovedit.

My fingers buried in his hair as | pulled Liam closer. He dragged me to the edge of
the couch cushion, tugging me to his chest and holding me fiercely as we made oui.

When | pulled away again, | had to suck in deep breaths. His chest was rising and
falling rapidly too, which made me feel better about my own lack of air.

“We should probably make some kind of aplan,” | said.



“We're going to be lost in each other for at least a few days when we seal the bond,
so it would be better to do that sooner rather than later. Dragons barely come up for
air for two weeks.”

“l have a few days worth of work on the wards to really make them solid. They’'re
healthy now, but they’ [l be much stronger when | add runes to them.”

“Are runed spells harder to break through?’

“Much. They should become impenetrable. | can add some more runes in other places
to lock the island down even better afterward.”

“So we'll take the next few days to work on the wards. I'll work on the dates when
there’stime,” Liam said.

“Y ou don'twork ondates.”
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“Then what do you do with them?”’

“1 don’t know. | think you just go on them.”
He dipped his head. “Then we'll go on dates.”
“We don’ thaveto.”

“Of course we don’'t. But if it's what you want, | want to.” He kissed me again, and |
kissed him back.

Without hesitation, thistime.

Eventually, the makeout session ended with Liam and | sitting together on the couch,
staring out at the ocean. His side was pressed against mine, his hand on my thigh.

It was nice.
Peaceful, even.

| hadn’t expected to find peace in the Supernatural Resort, but | was glad to have
been wrong.

eleven

SAGE



We sleptin the next morning, finally leaving the bungalow when it was almost time to
meet Madison and Verafor lunch at the restaurant on the beach.

“1 can get my own table,” Liam said, as we walked down a stretch of sand. His hands
were in the pockets of his board shorts, and he was shirtless.

We' d been more comfortable since our conversation and makeout sessions the night
before. And since he got me off on his mouth and fingers again in the middle of the
night.

But there was still some uncertainty. Which Liam seemed to deal with by putting
physical space between us.

| was planning on taking a dip in the ocean before going back to the wards, so | was
wearing a bikini and a coverup. | felt hotter than | had the last few days, but | was
ignoring that. We'd figured out some things, but not everything. Not to the point
where | would tell him every time | was horny.

The beach was fairly busy, but we both wanted to walk next to the ocean rather than
taking the paved paths, so we braved the crowd.

After so much time spent on a bench while we worked on the wards, the beach was
glorious. The breeze was nice, and the water felt amazing every time it washed over
our feet.

“Why would you get your own table?’ | didn’t flash him the look | wanted to. The
one that would tell him he was crazy.

| had learned enough about Liam to realize that his line of reasoning usually made no
sense to me, but there was logic behind it.



Logic | didn’t agree with, but still. Logic.

“S0 you have space to talk to your friends,” he said.

Ah.

Actually, that did make sense.

It just wasn’'t necessary.

“Thanks, but it’s fine if you come with us. Y ou probably know more about them than
| do.”

“That’sunlikely.”

“Do you know what they shift into?’ | countered.

“Of course. | wouldn’t let them into theresort if | didn’t.”



Page 52

Source Creation Date: July 18, 2025, 5:57 pm

“Then you know more than me. All | know about them is that they’re both hiding
from their fiancés. Apparently both of their families agreed to arranged marriages for
them when they were kids.”

“I’ve heard that happens for rare breeds of shifters. Particularly the females. The men
offer alot of money for a mate that’s like them, and there are always alot more male

shifters than females.”

“Arranged marriage is bullshit,” | said, but gave him a side-eye. “1 bet you would’ve
been worth alot of money on that mating market.”

“Probably. Hybrids are nearly nonexistent. Unfortunately for you, it’'s too late to try
to sell me to another woman. Our bond isn’t going anywhere.”

| snorted. “Did you just make ajoke?’

“No. | don't joke.” Hislips were curved upward, though. Just slightly.

“Bullshit.”

“I’ll admit to nothing.”

| rolled my eyes. “Can you tell me what kind of shifters they are, or would that go
against some kind of rules? They’d probably tell meif | asked, but | don’'t know the

etiquette, and | don’'t want to be rude.”

“Shifters aren’'t usually secretive about what they are. They probably assumed you



could tell because of your magic. No one knows much about witches.”

“Good point.”

“The blonde one is a kelpie. The redhead is a kitsune. As far as | know, they’re both
the only living female shifters of their breed. The kelpie was born to a shocked pair of
wolf shifters. Thekitsune’'s father was like her, and | think her mother is or was
human.”

My eyebrows shot into my forehead. “Vera s akelpie? Aren’t they water monsters?’
Liam lifted a shoulder. “Aren’t all supernaturals monsters?’

“Good point.” | let out a puff of air. “Guess that’s why she's so good at surfing.”

“Probably has something to do with it. Are you going to sign up for another class?’

“Oh, no. The lady teaching the class totally hates me. She thinks | reek. And she kept
looking at you, so she probably has athing for you.”

Liam’s eyes flashed. “How many times do | have to tell you that you smell fucking
incredible?’

“For the rest of our lives, probably. If you really want to be my mate.”

A pair of surfer guys came out of the water in front of us. Their eyeslit up when they
saw Liam.

“Hey, man. You finally hitting the waves again?’ one of them asked.

He was avampire. | could tell by hismagic.



The other guy was awolf shifter.

“Not today. Headed to breakfast with my mate.” Liam flashed me a look that said he
had absolutely emphasized the “mate” part for areason.

“You could go surfing while | eat with Madison and Vera,” | said.

Liam glanced out at the ocean.

He totally wanted to. Keeping the wards running had been his whole life for so many
years.

“| can Sit at one of the tables outside. Y ou would be able to see me the whole time,” |
pointed out.

“We're having breakfast,” Liam said after a painfully long beat of silence.
“No, you're not. You're going surfing.” | pushed him toward the water. He didn’t

budge, of course. He was definitely strong enough that | couldn’t move him unless he
let me.
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“Clove,” he warned.

“Your first lover’ s spat,” the werewolf teased. “How romantic.”
“Go.” | pushed Liam toward the ocean.

“1 don’t have my board,” he grumbled, but | could tell | was winning.

“Take mine. We've got similar preferences. I'll go grab yours while you guys head
out. | need a break anyway,” the vampire said.

“Fine.” Liam agreed reluctantly, looking at me. “Sit in my line of sight.”
“No problem.” | gave him a quick smile.

He hesitated before pulling me in for the world’s shortest hug. His lips brushed my
forehead too, before he released me. “Have fun.”

“You too.”

| padded down the beach, waving when | saw Madison and Vera aready taking a seat
at a table you could see from the sand and water. There was a pillar next to it, giving
them alittle shade.

| took a seat in the sun and made eye contact with Liam. He held my gaze for a
minute before dipping his head toward me and turning to the ocean, finally leaving
the beach.



“You look happy,” Verateased. It was still weird to know that she was a kelpie. And
Madison being a kitsune... well, that was crazy too, but not as crazy to me as the
kelpie thing.

| dragged my hair out of my eyes. “I guess arranged marriage does that to some of

us.

Madison snorted. “Don’t include mein that.”

“Or me. In aperfect world, | meet my fated mate in the next two days,” Vera agreed.

“Isthat when you’ re headed home?’ | checked.

“Yep. The day after tomorrow.” She sighed. “It’ s going to be hell.”

“When are you leaving?’ | asked Madison.

“Tonight.” She made aface. “Back into the belly of the beast.”

“How did you guys get stuck in these situations?’ | asked. “We all know how it
happened to me.”

Someone came by to take our order and fill our water glasses, temporarily pausing
the conversation. Madison and Vera both went with mimosas, and since my life
wasn't in ultimate danger at the moment, | did the same.

The acohol would affect me more than it affected them, thanks to their shifter blood,
but I’d drink mine slowly.

“My dad promised me to the bastard when | was a kid,” Vera said bluntly. “He had
been terrorizing the pack for years. Everyone thought my mom slept with him, but a



DNA test proved | was their kid. After he nearly killed one of the teenagers in the
pack, my dad finally offered me to him to keep the peace. He hasn't attacked anyone
since.”

“At least your dad hesitated. Mine had already promised my hand in marriage before
| was born. The moment he found out | was female, he traded me for power. He's
been buddy-buddy with our skulk’s leader since.” Madison leaned back in her chair,
folding her arms.

| assumed a skulk was a group of foxes, since she was a kitsune.

“How long until you're officially mated?’ Vera checked.

“Only afew weeks. Thisisbasically my last hoorah.”

“What would happen if you refused and ran?’ | wondered.

Veralaughed. “You d have to be stupid to run from a shifter, Sage. Nothing thrills us
more than a hunt.”

“And when a shifter catches you, he bites. Hard,” Madison agreed. “My skulk is
ancient and has resources. They could find me no matter where | tried to go. There's
no way out—I’'m well and truly fucked.”
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“My fiancé has my scent. My pack told him | was headed here, but he would be able
to find me anywhere. The only way out of my bond is by finding my fated mate,
which iswhy I’ ve been flirting with everyone on theisland,” Vera added.

“How long do you have left?’ | asked.

Vera smiled humorlessly. “A few months. I'll be visiting cities that are heavy on
supernaturals before then, but | already told my mom to start planning my funeral.
She wasn’'t amused.”

“Fuck him,” Madison grumbled.

“Yeah. Fuck your fiancé too,” Veraagreed. “In a not-fun way.”

Madison slouched back in her seat. “That bastard can go straight to hell for al |

care.
Someone dropped our drinks off, and we all took sips.

“At least your situation isn’t as shitty,” Vera said, forcing herself to be upbeat as she
looked at me. “ And your mate can surf. That’s cool.”

| looked out at the ocean, and watched Liam catch a wave like a pro. Or whatever it
was called.

“1’m sure yours can surf too,” Madison pointed out.



“You would hope.” Veradrained the rest of her glass and cleared her throat. “Alright,
we need something less depressing to talk about. No more forced fiancés. Or mates.
We can?—"

The single empty chair at our table was suddenly filled by atall man.

| stiffened when | recognized him.

Cecil.

He dropped a bag of blood in front of me on the table.

| looked back at the ocean to see if Liam had noticed the intrusion, and realized a
problem immediately.

Cecil was completely hidden by the pillar.

Liam wouldn’t have any clue that the vampire who hated me had joined us for lunch.

“Why isthere abag of blood on our table, mosquito?’ Madison drawled.

“I'm just paying my debt. The resort’s fearless leader told me | owed his blood
witch.” Cecil gestured toward the bag, leaning casually against the back of his chair.

“Which required coming here and doing this whole manspreading thing because...”
Veratrailed off, waiting for him to finish.

“Because the phoenix’ s blood witch needs me,” Cecil said simply.

“How do you figure that?’ | asked, my eyes narrowed.



“We've al heard about the witch who was outside. I'm sure she's still out there
somewhere. We aso know that the wards are now fixed, which means we have at
least another century of security,” he said.

“$S0...” Madison prodded.

“So it’s in the best interest of everyone in the resort to get rid of Sage now. Before
she and Liam seal their bond.”

Shit.

“How do you figure that?’ Verawondered.

“Without the sealed bond, Liam goes back to being his absent, uninterested self and
consistently patrols the island. The resort remains his first priority. The witches don’t

break down the wards. We?>—"

“l getit,” | said flatly, cutting Cecil off. “What do you want?’
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The bastard had me, and he knew it.

Madison and Vera's silence told me they knew it too.

“Nothing big,” Cecil said.

“That sentence is aways followed by something big,” Vera pointed out.

Cecil gave me a humorless smile, all wicked-sharp teeth. “Just a few bags of blood.
I’ ve been reading up on witches, and | hear you taste better than you smell.”

My eyes narrowed. “No.”

“Wait, why not?” Madison leaned toward me. “That’s actually not a big ask from a
vampire.”

“I"'m a blood witch. My blood has power in it. Which is why he wants it.” | gestured
toward Cecil. “And if Liam finds out you asked, I'm pretty sure he’'s going to kill

youl.
“Changepretty suretodamn confident,” Vera said.

“That’s fine. You don’t have to agree.” Cecil stretched his arms out behind his head.
“But I’ ve got more than a dozen vampires positioned throughout this restaurant.”

| looked around, and found multiple sets of eyes trained on our table.



The magic they all possessed confirmed what he said.

They were vampires.

“At this point, you can give me your blood willingly. Or we can take it, and hand you
to the witches afterward,” Cecil finished.

“After you' ve had my blood, you won't hand me to a witch. You'll be addicted,” |
said bluntly.

“You can hope,” Cecil said confidently.

“Fine.” | had to grit the word ou.

He was right; what other choice did | have? Even with a bag of his blood, | couldn’t
take down a dozen vampires. I’d need a hell of a lot more than the ten seconds I'd
have to craft any kind of magic.

Sometimes, being a witch fucking sucked.

“Don’t do it. We can handle them,” Vera urged.

Madison coughed, clearly taken aback by the kelpie's statement. “Uh, yeah.”

Maybe Vera could fight, but Madison clearly couldn’t. Neither could I.

Cecil ignored them straight-up. “My phlebotomist is going to set up right here and get
the first few bags. At the first sign of any of you trying to flag Liam down, we take
Sage to the witches.” He stood, flashing me another grin. “Pleasure doing business

with you. If any of you tell Liam anything, we'll hand you back to your coven in a
heartbeat.”



“Fuck off,” Madison growled.

Veramet my gaze as Cecil strode away. “Y ou don’t have to do this.”

My gaze tracked him. “I think | do.”

There was no way around giving him my blood. Not at the current moment.

But if Liam was going to keep running things, and if we were going to seal a mate
bond, | needed to make it clear to everyonein hisresort that | could protect myself.

Not in afight, obvioudly. | lacked those skills completely.

| had other gifts, though.
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Magical ones.

I’d have to be smart about how | used them, but if there was one thing you learned as
awitch, it was how to think outside the box.

Or to be extremely creative insideit, | supposed.
Vera and Madison glared at the man who sat down in the seat Cecil had taken
moments earlier. The phlebotomist had a bunch of equipment—needies, blood bags,

and so on.

It didn’t take long before he was wiping my inner elbow with alcohol and pulling out
aneedle.

| casually dslipped a pin from my hair. The moment he dlid the needle into my skin, |
pricked asmall cut on my outer thigh, away from everyone's view.

His nostrils flared at the scent of my blood, but | knew I’d timed it right.

Vampires were experts when it came to blood, but | had plenty of my own
experience.

While he slowly filled a bag, | sketched a careful rune on my leg, anchoring it to the
dlice of orange hanging on the glass of my barely touched mimosa. Edible plants

were rarely used as anchors, but they did work.

The parts of the rune were simple, but together, they created complex magic.



Most witches would never even consider needing to achieve what | was crafting.

| finished the final aspect of it just before the man sealed the first bag, handing it to
someone who came over to takeit.

He filled another bag.

And another.

And another.

Every vampire who worked with Cecil was going to have a very rude awakening,
because | was pretty damn sure he wouldn’t be keeping al of the blood for himself.
Not on an island that was full of people running from both human and supernatural
law enforcement.

Whether or not they had ever been criminals, they wanted to use me and hand me
over to the other witches. That would literally cost me my life. So, | didn’'t feel bad
for the karma that was about to hit them.

| could barely see straight when they finally walked away with all of the bags of my
blood. | felt drunk—super drunk—and was leaning heavily against the armrest of my

chair.

One by one, the vampires in the restaurant slipped away. As soon as they were gone,
Madison and Verawere both at my sides, holding me up.

“I"ll get food and water,” Verasaid. “Can you keep her steady?’

“Of course.”



Verarushed away.

Madison’s forehead creased as she saw the rune on my leg. “What’ s that?’

“The vampires will find out soon,” | mumbled.

Madison barked out a laugh. “Fuck, yes.”

Verawas back with a massive plate of food pretty quickly, and afew glasses of water
and juice.

They went back to their seats when | slowly started eating, though they both watched
me closely.

“Canwetell Liam?’ Veraasked.
“Nah. He'll find out.” | sagged against the back of my chair, unable to finish even
half of the food she'd brought out. When | dlid it across the table, the other women

gave me a minute to change my mind before they dug in too.

| fought off sleep, waiting quietly in my chair.
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Soon enough, every vampire on the island was going to know exactly who they
shouldn’t mess with.

twelve
LIAM

My nostrils flaredwhen | took the empty seat at Sage’' s table. I’d spent too long in the
water, but it felt great, and I’ d been able to see my mate every minute | was gone.

“Why the fuck do I smell your blood?’ | inhaled again. My sense of smell was horse
shit next to adragon’s, but still better than any human’s. “And... Cecil?’ | was on my
feet again in a heartbeat, but Sage caught my wrist.

She gave me atired smile. “Don’t worry about it.”

“Like fuck am | not going to worry about it,” | snarled. “What happened? Why do
you look like you're about to fall over?’

“Cecil showed up and took a bunch of her blood after threatening to give her to the
witches outside the wards,” the redheaded shifter said bluntly.

“What?’ | nearly roared the word.

Giving her to the witches would be signing her death sentence. | would’ ve seen him
take her—but | may not have gotten to her in time. Not without my wings.



The fucking mate bond was going to get my female killed, and there was nothing |
could do to stop it except stay by her side for every minute of every day.

“1 handled it,” Sage said calmly.

Too camly.

| opened my mouth to say something else, but my attention caught on a small smear
of blood extending over the side of her thigh. Leaning over, | took in the rune. “What
did you do?’

“Plenty.”

“Clove,” | growled. “I am not in the mood for secrets.”

“They were willing to kill me, so | returned the favor.”

“Give me thedetails, woman.”

She rolled her eyes. She looked so wiped out, the gesture made my stomach clench.
“I made my blood incompatible with vampires for awhile. They can drink it, but it’ll
poison them. How much it affects them will depend on how much they drink.” She
watched me closely for a reaction. “A few of them will probably die, but | wasn't
going to let them think they can attack me whenever they want. If I’'m going to live
with criminals, | have to make it clear that I’ m as dangerous as they are.”

My chest rumbled.

As much as it pissed me off that my mate had to protect herself, | was really fucking
relieved that she could.



“You shouldn’t have had to do anything... but it was agood call,” | said grudgingly.

She smiled.

Then tipped sideways, just alittle.

| grabbed her to keep her upright. “How much blood did they take?’

“Too much,” the blonde shifter said. *Y ou should probably take her hometo rest.”

“1 don’t need any more sleep,” she mumbled.

“You can at least spend the day watching movies on the couch or something,” the
redhead pointed out.

Sage waved a hand, dismissing theidea. “I’'m fine.”

“You clearly aren't.” | lifted her out of her chair.
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“At least et me hug them goodbye. They’re leaving soon,” she protested.
| obliged, and after afew hugs, was finally hauling my mate down the beach again.

If | saw any of Cecil’s vampires on the way, 1'd kill then before my mate's magic
could finish the job.

Sage fellaslegp on the couch while | was turning a movie on. A knock at the door had
me crossing the room, absently wondering where I’ d left my phone.

Anyone who knew me well was awarethat | lost it as often as| didn’t. I’d been trying
to hold on to it so | could stay in touch with the security team, but with the wards
healthy again, | hadn’t bothered to bring it with me that morning.

A glance out the window showed Harv and Bailey on the doorstep together. They
rarely spoke to me at the same time. I suspected they were worried I’ d catch on to the
relationship they thought they were hiding if | saw them together very often.

They took a quick step away from each other when | pulled the door open.

“What happened?’ Bailey asked. “We have a dozen vampires crowded in the medical
room, and no idea why they’re so sick. The most coherent one said they drank magic
blood.”

Technically, he was right.

They just hadn’t bothered to make sure it wassafemagic blood.



And they’ d underestimated my mate, which wasn’t going to happen again.

| was fairly confident | could end their suffering and let at least a few of them live by
washing the rune off Sage’s leg, but | wasn't going to do that. If a dozen vampires
died the first time someone attacked her, there wouldn’t be another attack. Period.
Which wasideal, obvioudly. | didn’t want my mate to be at risk in our home.

“Cecil cornered Sage in one of the restaurants. He took enough of her blood to wipe
her out completely.” | opened the door wide enough for the couple to see my mate
curled up on our couch, then angled it to hide her again. “He threatened to give her to
the witches outside the resort if she refused, so she didn’t. She charmed the blood
they took instead.”

Technically, she had runed it. Not charmed it. But they wouldn’t know the difference.

| didn’t want anyone to understand exactly how my mate’ s magic worked unless she
decided to explain it to them herself.

“Your calm little witchpoisonedthem? Harv asked, his expression amost
incredul ous.

She definitely didn’t come across as violent. Or murderous. And she wasn’' t—she was
smart. She knew where she was living and how to protect herself.

11 Y%.”

Bailey whistled. “She's totally badass. | should' ve done that years ago. Y our mate's
going to take out Cecil and his entire inner circle in one go.”

Harv grunted. “We can hope.”



“Some of them might recover,” | said. “Regardless, word will spread that she’s more
dangerous than she looks.”

“We should emphasize that. | can spread the word and get people to start talking
about it,” Bailey offered.

“Good call.” | glanced backward when Sage made a sound of pain. Between
exhaustion, blood loss, and heat, she was in bad shape.

| needed to use my magic to heal her, but | wasn't sure how a dose of my fire would
affect the heat already burning in her veins. The last time, it was intense for her.

“We'll get going,” Harv said, stepping back. | didn’t miss the arm he put around
Bailey’ swaist, gently pulling her back with him.

She took another step away from him quickly, and there was no ignoring the
frustration that crossed his face.

| had no idea how they hadn’t mated yet. They’d been together for decades, so they
had to genuinely believe that | was goingto have issues with their connection.
Considering he was a werewolf, they must’ ve been fated mates or something.

| needed to have a conversation with them about them not hiding their relationship,
but for the moment, it wasn't a priority. My mate was unconscious on the couch, and

that was what mattered.

“Good luck with Sage,” Bailey said, forcing a smile.
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| dipped my head and closed the door.

They could deal with their own shit for alittle longer.

| found my phone in the kitchen and scrolled through the messages from Bailey and
Harv, asking if | was involved in what happened to the vampires. When | was
satisfied there was nothing new to deal with on that front, | checked in with the

demons.

Everything was good with the security team, so | replied to a few messages about
random resort stuff before eyeing Sage again.

She was paler than usual, and definitely still asleep.
| still wanted to heal her... but maybe food would help just as much.

Though | wanted to sit next to her on the couch, | was worried about pushing myself
on her when she was barely conscious, so | didn’t.

| sent in an order for food, and satisfied my need to be closer to her by sitting on the
arm of the couch while | waited for it to arrive. There was a movie playing, but my
attention lingered on my mate.

On therise and fall of her chest.

On the way her hair clung to the sides of her clammy face.



On how fucking gorgeous she was.

My entire body ached for her.

Sealing the bond was the only way to solve that.

When my phone buzzed to let me know the food had arrived, | answered the door
again before going back to the couch.

| had to sit next to Sage to help her in case she was too weak to eat. That was a good
enough reason to take a seat next to her, wasn't it?

Despite my justification, | took a seat across the cushion from her.

Pushing her wasn't necessary. I’ d already taken enough liberties.

| woke her with a hand on her shoulder. Her eyes were bleary when she lifted her
head, her cheeks still intensely pale.

“You need to eat,” | said.

“I’m not hungry,” she whispered.

“Eat anyway. The vampires took too much of your blood.”

Sage sighed, but lifted a hand for her box of food.

Her fingers trembled.

Her palm did, too.



| wanted to turn her down and tell her 1I'd be the one feeding her, but | knew the
outcome of that conversation wouldn’'t be what | hoped.

So | put the box on her lap, opening it up for her too.

“It's too bad you can't fix my blood loss like you healed my bruises in the lobby
when we met,” she mumbled, struggling to hold her fork normally.

“I can,” | said.

Her eyeslifted to mine.

“I"'m not sure how it would affect you,” | explained. “Probably the same way it did
when | healed you on the bench.”
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She nodded. “I need to rune the wards before we risk sealing the bond.”

“That would be ideal.”

If the alternative was risking her life, | could wait aslong as | had to.

She struggled to pierce a vegetable with her fork.

The itch to take the box and feed her myself grew stronger.

“How are you feeling?’ she asked me.

The question caught me off guard. “What?’

“How are you feeling?’ she repeated, meeting my gaze. “1 know the bond is pushing
you, and | haven’'t done anything to make it easier for you. | can’t imagine seeing me
struggling this much is helping anything.”

It sure as fuck wasn't.

“l can handleit,” | said instead. “Don’t worry about me.”

She rolled her eyes. “If we're going to be mates, worrying about you will be part of
the bond.”

“Even when it's sealed, you don’'t need to do that.” | finally snagged the fork from
her shaky fingers and stabbed the broccoli for her. “I can take care of both of us.”



“Sounds lonely.”

“l don’t get lonely.” | lifted the fork to her lips.

Sage studied me for a moment before she gently pushed my arm away. “If | don’'t get
to worry about you, you don’t get to feed me.”

| growled. “Y ou’'re my mate.”

“And you're mine. Right?’

“Yes. So let me feed you.”

“1 haven't touched you,” she said.

| blinked. “I hold you every night. Your hands are on me when | do.”

“Not like that.” She held my gaze.

Oh.

Fuck.

My cock throbbed hard.

“You're so weak you can't lift afork, Clove. That's out of the question.” My voice
came out sounding gravelly. “Just eat the damn food.”

“1 will,” she said, but batted the fork away again when | lifted it back to her lips. “If
you do something for me in exchange.”



“Sure.” | just wanted her to eat, so she could get her strength back.

“Take your shorts off.”

| blinked once.

And again.
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A third time, too.

“Don’'t look so shocked. You' ve seen me checking you out when you’'re naked,” she
said.

| let out a harsh breath. “Clove...”

“Fine, don't do it.” She snagged the fork | was holding and lifted the broccoli to her
mouth, taking the bite herself.

My gaze lingered on her lips, and my cock throbbed again. Harder.

If | did what she wanted, she would see exactly how she affected me. And if she saw
that, | wasn't sure how she' d feel or react.

Staying dressed sounded safer, even if | did enjoy the way she had stared at me the
few times we' d showered together.

Sage tried to spear another chunk of broccoli with her fork, and struggled.

| had to clench my hand in a fist to stop myself from taking it back and doing it for
her.

| just wanted my mate fed and healthy. Was that too much to ask?’

“Stop looking at me like I’'m going to break,” Sage warned. “I'm fine. If | can’t edt,
I’ [l just go back to slegp and recover alittle slower. It'snot abig deal .”



“Itistome.”

She lifted an eyebrow.

The skepticism in her eyes told me she was thinking that if it was abig deal tome, I'd
just strip. It wasn'’t like | was shy about nudity.

With another harsh breath out, | stood and shucked my shorts. Her gaze lingered on
my cock when | sat back down and stole the fork again. | took the box too, and
loaded the utensil with pasta. She needed something more substantial than broccoli if
she was going to get her energy back.

“You're huge,” she said. “Do you think sex between us would even work?’

My cock jerked in response, and she made a noise of surprise. “Yes. You take a few
of my fingersjust fine. It’' |l be astretch at first, but you'll adjust.”

When | lifted the fork to her lips, she took the bite.

Some primal part of me was intensely satisfied while | watched her chew and
swallow. It took me a second to get the next bite ready, because | couldn’t look away.

“Do you mind if | just brush my fingers against you? I've never touched a guy
before.”

| throbbed again. Repeatedly.

The fact that she wanted to touch me satisfied my inner caveman as much as feeding
her did.

“Go ahead.”



Her gaze was on my cock as she took the next bite | gave her. Her fingers brushed my
length, just barely, and | jerked violently.

“Doesit feel good?’ she asked.

“Yeah.”

That was a fucking understatement.

| continued to feed her as she kept teasing my cock, far too gently. It jumped for her
anyway, every fucking time.

When she finally brushed the underside, | had to clench my teeth and abdomen to
stop myself from reacting any further.

She watched me, curious. “1t’s more sensitive here?’



Page 62

Source Creation Date: July 18, 2025, 5:57 pm

| dipped my head in a harsh nod.

She accepted the next bite. She was clearly still weak, but her hand was growing
dightly steadier as she ate.

“Doyoumindifl...”

“I’'m yours.” The words were gruff, but the slight curve of her lips told me she didn’t
care.

She wrapped her hand around my cock, and | gritted my teeth on a curse.

Forcing myself to focus on her health, | continued feeding her while she squeezed
me.

Stroked me lightly.
Watched my expression and reaction to her touch.

My body felt like afucking livewire. | was closer to losing control entirely with every
movement of her hand, no matter how hard | fought it.

We were nearing the end of her meal when | finally gritted out a curse and grabbed
her hand, holding it still on my erection before she could take me over the edge.

“What?" Sage's gaze was on my face. | could fedl it, though my eyes were closed.



“Need aminute.” | had to grind out the words.

My cock was throbbing, and her hand was dlick with my precum. Feeling it on her
skin made me fucking desperate.

“Why do you need a minute?’ Her question was unabashed.

“Going to come.” | barely managed all three words.

“Oh.” She paused a beat. “Do you not want to get off?”

“No. You weren't touching me for that.”

“l wasn't?”’

My forehead creased. | opened my eyes and met her dark, sexy gaze. “You were
exploring.”

“Am | not allowed to explore and make you come at the same time?’

The crease in my forehead deepened. “| guess.”

“You guess| am or am not allowed?’ she countered.

There was something in her eyes. Something almost playful.

It held my attention, and her lips curved slightly.

“How about you just let me do what | want, Steam?”’

| blinked.



“If you' re uncomfortable, stop me,” she added.

| wouldn’'t be?—

“Fuck,” 1 choked out, when she dragged her hand slowly over the head of my cock.
Mine moved with hers, holding her hand to my length.

She'd clearly figured out what | liked during her exploration, because she was no
longer hesitating as she rolled her palm over the slickness at my tip, teasing the
underside of my cock’s head.
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My hips jerked, and | lost control. Squeezing and moving her hand, | took over as |
cursed and gasped, coating her fingersin my cum.

“Fuck,” | said again, panting as my climax ended and | released my grip on her hand.
| had never felt so relieved in my fucking life. “Sorry. | shouldn’t have?—"

“That was hot, Liam. Don’t apologize.” She let go of my cock, lifting her fingers to
her mouth and licking my pleasure off one.

| had to clench my jaw to stop myself from groaning at the sight.
“Tastes alot better than | expected,” she remarked.

Closing my eyes, | forced myself to breathe slower. Slow enough that | didn’'t lose
my shit and pin her to the couch so | could fuck her like an animal.

“So can you only get off once, or...” shetrailed off, waiting for an answer.
“All supernatural men can have multiple releases,” | gritted out.

“Cool.”

Cool?

This woman was going to be the death of me.

| was going to lose my mind and beg her to let me take her long before heat made me



insane.

thirteen

SAGE

Liam mademe eat his food too, after we got cleaned up. He ordered more, and |
sketched ideas for runes that could potentially help him fly without me.

| was fairly confident he didn’t want to let me work on the wards for the rest of the
day. | wasn't going to go along with it, but | figured eating and taking a break on the
couch would be my best shot at convincing him to let me leave the bungalow before
the sun went down.

S0, | brainstormed while casually watching aromcom I’ d seen a dozen times already.

It wasn't as heartwarming now that | knew it was lying to me on the romance front,
but it was still relaxing.

Maybe I’d feel less jaded about that after Liam and | adjusted to each other a little
more, too.

He still left too much space between us when he sat down next to me with his food. |
figured maybe he wanted extra distance while he ate, so | didn’t bring it up. But when
he finished his food and threw it away, he sat back down in the same spot.

The man was clueless.

Completely and utterly clueless.

| was either going to have to be blunt about what | wanted, or clever about getting



himto do it.

That was kind of annoying... but also kind of sweet.

He hadn’t given me the chance to turn him down when fate paired us together, but he
was trying to let me choose how our relationship progressed.

Maybe that counted for something.

Or maybeit didn't.

But if my options were blunt or clever, clever was more my style.

| considered a few possibilities before settling on one. After a few more minutes of
sketching through the movie, | winced dlightly. Moving a little, 1 changed my

positions like | was uncomfortable.

“What'swrong?’ Liam’s question was immediate.
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“Nothing.” | went back to sketching.

“Clove,” he warned.

“I'mfine,” | insisted.

“Is heat causing you pain?’

“No. | told you, I’'mfine,” | repeated.

He growled and scooted closer, until his side was pressed up against mine.
It took everything | had not to grin.

Considering the way he'd forced me to be his mate, a few little tricks to get him to
figure out how | wanted to be treated seemed totally fair.

Especially after our blunt conversation hadn’t changed it permanently.
“Doesthat help?’ he asked.

“A little. Thanks.”

He nodded.

| gave it a few more minutes. He was definitely looking over my shoulder, reading
my messy handwriting and taking in the sketches |’ d done.



“What does that one do? You didn’t label it.” He pointed to the base.

“That ignites the rune. Every piece has it. It's not necessary to label it, because |
don’t need the quick reminder to figure out what I’m missing to make the rest of the
rune work.”

“Hmm.”

Liam kept studying the rune.

| moved a little more, changing positions to make it seem like | was uncomfortable
again.

Liam growled under his breath and leaned closer, draping his arm over my shoulders.

L etting out a soft breath of feigned relief, | refocused on my rune. The movie was still
playing, but | didn’t particularly care.

It was terrible, but | was totally going to train Liam to stop giving me space.

“What isit missing?’ he asked me.

“I'm not sure yet.” | went over the parts slently. “I'll probably need to rune
something to figure out if it works. Like a dog tag on a chain. Do you have anything
like that?’

“1 can find it. You shouldn’t do magic today, though.”

“If 1 don’'t go out and work on the wards, everyone will think the vampires beat me.”

Liam scowled. “ They’re dying. No one thinks they won.”



“1 do. They caught me off guard in arestaurant.”

“That was my fault, not yours.”

“You'reinsaneif you think you can protect me every minute of every day, Steam.”

“I’m your mate.”
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“Not my bodyguard,” | agreed.

His scowl deepened. “1 wouldn’t need to be your bodyguard if | could still access my
wings.”

“Good thing I'm working on that, then.” | tapped my pencil on the paper. “As soon as
we grab a couple of plants and necklaces, | can start testing it out. It wouldn’t be the
end of the world to work on that today and save the runes for tomorrow.”

Assuming | didn’t give in to what I’ d been thinking about and just seal the bond with
him.

After getting him off earlier, | wasn't nervous about sex anymore. | was actually kind
of excited.

But | did need to work on the wards a little more before we could get to that. So, my
excitement was going to have to wait. Maybe | could get Liam used to sitting by me
before we took our bond to the next level, too.

“How likely isit to work?’ he asked.

| flashed him alook. “I might not be the best witch, but | know how to work runes.
It's going to work. Maybe not the first or second try, but still soon.”

“1 wasn’t suggesting your runes wouldn’t work. | just don’t know what the chance is
that your magic can actually fool the mate bond.”



Oh.

Thatwasa better question. Especially from a shifter point of view, because their magic
was innate and always worked properly.

“Mate bonds are unbreakable, but not infallible. I know witches who've been paid
multiple fortunes to charm blood to taste like a fated mate’s for a vampire who was
trying to wean themselves out of a blood addiction. They pay, because it works.
Tricking your side of that should be simpler than that, because you're not actually
consuming anything.”

Liam nodded slowly. “But it might not.”

“Well yeah, nothing is guaranteed with magic. I’d say there's about a ninety-five
percent chance it’ [l work though, given everything else.”

He eyed me. “Did you just pull that number out of your assin an attempt to make me
feel better?’

| shrugged. “Maybe. Want meto roll over so you can check?’

He snorted.

| bit back agrin.

His sense of humor might have been hard to reach, but it did exist. I’d keep teasing it
out, slowly but surely.

“Do you know what plants you want?’ he asked.

“Mmhm. Want to go find them for me? You know I’'m safe in here, thanks to the



shitload of runes on the building.”

“Yeah. | can find the dog tags, too.”

| flipped to a blank page and tore it out, taking a minute to sketch the plants out for
him. | added their names and their locations in the greenhouse, just to make his
search easier.

After | handed it over, he dlipped out.

He was excited about the possibility of the runes giving him access to his wings
without me again, and we both knew it.

“Want me to bring back anything else?’ Liam asked on hisway oui.

“Fancy coffee from the demons’ shop?’ | checked. “And chocolate?’

He nodded. “I’ [l make it quick, so you don’t get too uncomfortable.”

My forehead creased.

“Heat.” He gestured to me. “It was causing you pain.”
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Oh.
Right.

“You'll probably have to sit by me when you get back, but I’'m sure I'll be okay,” |
said.

He agreed, and dlipped out.
| was definitely terrible... but it was working, so who the fuck cared?

| sketchedand watched the movie for half an hour or so. Though | was still swesty,
the air conditioning was blasting—rpretty sure my mate was to thank for that—so |
was fine. | ended up trading my bikini for a loose tank top and a pair of comfortable
shorts, and life was even better afterward.

The movie ended right before Liam got back, and | turned another one on just so |
had something playing in the background. | had a few good ideas as far as the runes
went, so | figured I'd just go with the best option first and the others it if it didn’'t
work.

Liam stepped inside the bungalow with atan fabric bag full of plants on one shoulder,
a mostly-empty tote hanging from the inside of his elbow on the other arm, a coffee

cup in one hand, and a box of chocolatesin the other.

“Stop right there,” | said, grabbing my phone.



He froze, his eyes scanning the house for threats. “What? What happened?’
“Nothing.” I lifted my phone and snapped afew photos.

Hisforehead creased. “ Are you taking pictures of me?”’

“Yeah. | need this evidence for the next time | wonder why you're not romantic
enough. Note to self: he will bring chocolate and dessert drinks if requested. Cannot

read minds”

His ears reddened. “Dragons can usually communicate mentally with their mates
when they seal their bond.”

“Oh, wow. Redly?’

“Yeah.” He handed the drink and chocolates over and set the bags down on the coffee
table. “I doubt it will apply to us though. | tried reaching out to you mentally when
we flew together, which works for dragon couples, but | don't think you heard

anything.”

“Nope, but I'd rather not have anyone in my head. It’s loud enough in there asitis.” |
took a sip of the drink and nearly groaned.

Chocolatey bliss.

Questions about calorie counts would not be asked.

“Did you try this?’ | checked.

“No. How are you feeling?’ He eyed the seat next to me on the couch.



The big, sexy dummy wasstillnot sure where he should sit.

“Totally fine,” | said honestly. He wouldn’t expect me to tell him the truth, though.

He scowled and sat down right next to me, draping his arm over my shoulder.

“Here. Try it.” | handed him the cup.

He took it reluctantly. “It’syours.”

“And | offered to share. Just taste it.”

He grumbled, but lifted it to hislips. When he took a slow sip, he actually did groan.

“Fuck. That’sincredible.”

“Right?”
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He tried to hand it back, but | waved him off. “Drink some. | told you | was sharing.”
Though he seemed a bit reluctant, he took another sip.
“What’ s their shop called again?’ | asked. “| feel like |’ ve heard of it.”

“Coffee and Toffee. The cheerful blonde said one of their locations is calledCoffee
and Toffee and Cake. Guess they bought out a bakery in Wildwood.”

“Isn’t Wildwood full of wolf shifters?’

“Mmhm. And a couple of blood wolves, | guess.”

“Holy shit, really? Who made them? Does the supernatural government know?”’

“One of them is mated to the Alpha, so I’'m sure the government knows. | don’t know
who made them, though. | can’t imagine the demons have heard who created them
either.”

“Probably not.” | stole the cup and took another sip before | handed it back.

Making blood wolves was a horrible process. Only the worst witches would be
willing to try it, and only the extremely powerful could actually accomplishiit.

| pulled out a couple of plants and the first of the dog tags. The resort’s logo was on
one side, but the other was empty. A small, sharp tool was at the bottom of the bag,
and | assumed it was for engraving.



“Making hybrids of any kind is considered unethical, isn't it?’ Liam asked.

“Oh, yeah. Some are definitely worse than others, though. You can’'t make a blood
wolf in the womb.”

“What would my mother have had to do?’ Liam asked.

| eyed him sideways as | sat up with al of the stuff I'd gathered. Or that he'd
gathered, | supposed. “I thought you didn’t want that information.”

“1 didn’t want to ask my mom.”

“She probably didn’'t share things like that anyway, did she?’ From what he’'d told
me, the answer was aloudno.

He shook his head and took another sip. “What the fuck did they put in this?’

He was changing the subject for his comfort.

| was totally figuring him out.

“Chocolate, cocaine, and lust magic probably,” | said. “ Theyaredemons.”

“Since when is lust magic transferrable?’

“Pretty much anything is transferrable if you have the right tools.” | wiggled my
fingers, then focused on setting the plants out on one of my thighs. The dog tag went

over my other one, and | checked out the thing I’ d be using for engraving.

Liam held the cup toward me, and | took along sip before | handed it back.



“How many tags did you bring?’

“The shop had a dozen, so | grabbed al of them.”

That was probably a good call. | was used to drawing runes on weird surfaces, but |
wasn't sure how long it would take Liam to get more if | blew through the supply
without any success.

“Sweet.” | pulled a pin out of my hair and pricked the back of my hand, absently
picking up a piece of each plant so | could dab blood on each of them to tie them into
the magic. The runes would be bound to the plants they originated from, so aslong as
some of the plants were alive, they could help keep the rune stable.

“How draining will thisbe?’ Liam asked.

“I’m not going to pass out again, if that’s what you' re wondering.”
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“Did you pass out last time?’

“It was close, in the restaurant. But no.”

He let out arough breath. “I think you’ re determined to drive me insane, Clove.”
“Probably. Just drink your chocolatey lust.”

“Yourchocolatey lust.”

“If we're mates, what’s mine is yours.” | finished with the plants and set them down,
picking up the dog tag and eyeing the rune | was trying first.

| traced the tag and set to work sketching it out in the size I'd need it, so | had a
reference. It was quick, mindless work.

“Are you sure you want me to tell you about hybrids?’ | asked.

“Yeah. About me specifically, if you can.”

“1t would only be an educated guess.”

“That'sahell of alot more than | have to go off of.”

| nodded. It was afair point. “The easiest explanation would be that your mother was

in love with a dragon and wanted her son to be a combination of both of them. But,
considering what you know about dragons ending up mated to anyone they touch or



sleep with, that seems extremely unlikely.”

“It’s not a possibility. My mom was complicated, but she wouldn’t have left someone
she loved. The dragon would’ ve definitely been mated to her in that situation, too.”

“Right. So outside that, the only real conclusion isthat she paid or traded a dragon for
his semen.”

Liam took a long sip of our drink. “I'm going to need to buy you another one of
these.”

“l can stop talking about it if you're not comfortable.” | finished the sketch and
looked at him.

He shook his head. “I’d like to know.”

“Witches get lonely. We live apart from other supernaturals, but we're still people.
Some of us want kids, even if we don’twant mates. And even when we have mate
bonds, we're not very fertile, so most of us who want children go through fertility
treatments. We usually use human sperm, for a bunch of reasons. But the main reason
Is that when a witch gets pregnant with a male embryo, she amost always miscarries.
Only two male witches have ever existed, and they were really weak.”

Liam’s eyebrows shot upward. “Why?’

“We're not sure. It seems like they’'re not compatible with our magic. It's
heartbreaking, so we usually use IVF to avoid the possibility. We have plenty of
magic to trade with the human doctors who do the procedures, so the treatments

aren’'t ahuge deal despite the long, arduous process.”

“Then how do | exist at all?” Liam asked.



“If | had to guess, | would imagine that your mom either didn’t test the embryos for
gender—which seems unlikely for a spell witch, considering they are extremely
detailed planners—or you were her only viable embryo, and she wanted you
desperately. Desperately enough to do whatever it took to make sure you made it.
Including creating a new species of hybrids, knowing she would expose herself as a
blood witch and put a price on her head.”

Liam let out aslow breath. “ Are you sure?’

“No. Maybe she had an affair with a mated dragon and wanted to keep it a secret.”

“Not apossibility.”

“I'm as sure as anyone can be without having a conversation with her. It isn’t
anywhere near 100%, but it's alot higher than zero.”

Liam gave me the cup for a moment. After he took it back, he stayed quiet while |
slowly engraved my first attempt with the runes. They were detailed, so the drain on
my energy wasn't slight, but | didn’t let Liam see how they affected me.

If he did, he'd make me stop.

When | finished, | set my tool down and studied it closely, turning it to check every
angle.

“I hopeyou'reright,” Liam said, when | finally looked up from the rune.
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| gave him a small smile. “Would it hurt anything to decide that’s the truth, even if
I’m not?”’

He studied me for amoment before finally shaking his head.

“Here you go.” | handed it over. “I’ll need you to describe how your magic interacts
with it when you try to shift.”

He helped me to my feet and handed me our nearly-empty cup before we headed
outside.

fourteen
SAGE

Liam let outa long breath and stretched his shoulders. | drained the rest of the sugary
drink, watching his muscles flex.

He was insanely strong.

“Stay there. | have to move further so you don't interfere with the magic,” he told me.
| gave him athumbs-up, and watched his ass move as he walked away.

The warmth | was feeling grew worse when he went farther.

Probably because | was checking him out. And thinking about touching him again.



Liam stopped a few yards down the beach. There were a couple of other people
around, but they didn’t try to talk to him.

He turned toward me, and | watched closely as a burst of fire magic rolled through
his body. His shift was as sudden as the blaze of magic, and his thick, muscular body
was replaced quickly by a massive bird. His feathers were red, orange, and gold, and

fire dripped off of them constantly.

He'd been able to turn off that fire when he flew me to the tower, but now he had no
reason to.

He squawked at me, and | figured a loose trandation was something along the lines
of, “STAY THERE".

| gave him another thumbs-up, and he spread his monstrous wings.

They were gorgeous, and dripping flames wildly.

It was fascinating to see.

And it was areally good thing I’ d factored afireproofing rune into the dog tag.

With one fierce motion, his wings propelled him into the sky. Sand blew everywhere,
and | closed my eyes against the barrage.

At least I'd finished the drink. | wouldn't have been able to stop sipping the thing
evenif it was full of sand. It was that good.

| looked up at the sky as soon as the sand died down, and a wave of pride hit me
when | saw Liam soaring over the island.



I’d doneit.

My runes worked.

lwasn’tas weak as everyone always said. Fuck them for making me feel bad about it,
and fuck me for letting them make me feel bad.

Liam was on the sand again two minutes later. His clothes were gone when he shifted
back, but | should’ ve expected that.

He strode toward me as soon as he landed, capturing my face in his hands and kissing
me hard.

| clutched his arm with my free one, returning the kiss just as passionately. He tasted
like smoke and chocolate, and | doubted | could ever get enough.

Liam lifted me off my feet as we made out, taking the coffee cup from my hand and
tossing it aside. He wrapped my thighs around his waist and walked me back toward
our bungalow.
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We had bigger things on our minds than littering.

Like his cock, pressed against my center.

Fuck, | wanted him inside me.

My back met the bungalow’ s outer walls lightly, and Liam tilted my head back so he
could kiss me deeper. With his body against mine and his tongue ravaging my mouth,
| had officially found heaven.

Screw romance.

Screw flowers and dates.

| just wanted Liam.

| had no idea how long we' d been making out when he finally tore his lips away from
mine, his chest heaving and his eyes blazing.

“Thank you,” he said. There was a ton of emotion behind the words. | knew he liked
flying, but | couldn’t understand what it was like to be grounded after spending so
much of your lifein the sky.

“No problem.” My chest rose and fell even faster than his.

He kissed me again, but didn’t drag it out. “| need to let you rest.”



“I"'m fine, Steam.”

“You're shaking again.”

“It's because I'm horny,” | lied.

He shook his head at me, but | saw the tinge of humor in his eyes.

Heliked it when | teased him, even if hedidn’t want to admit it.

After letting me down and making sure | was steady, he went back for the coffee cup
and carried it back inside the bungalow when he led me in again.

It tooka massive amount of convincing to get Liam to let me leave the bungalow so |
could get alittle work done on the wards that evening. He only agreed if | was going
to drink a full cup of the chocolatey coffee myself, so he didn’t have to worry about
me running out of energy and passing oui.

| agreed to the huge sacrifice of drinking an obscene amount of sugar. And | enjoyed
every minute while we walked back to the anchor of the wards with our cups of
chocolatey lust. Plus a few plant clippings that corresponded with the wards I'd be

working on, of course.

“If the candy is as good as these drinks, | can see why the demons mates have so
many shops,” | remarked, as we reached the bench.

“No kidding. | don’t even like sugary drinks,” Liam grumbled.

“You just needed alittlemoresugar to convince you.”

“Apparently.” He took a swig of the drink and shook his head. “It’'s a fucking liquid



orgasm.”

“When you let a demon make your coffee...” | sat down on the bench, and Liam sat
next to me.

“I’m only giving you two hours,” he warned. “Then you need food and sleep.”

“Yessir.” | gave him aquick salute with the hand that wasn't on my coffee cup.

After | finished my drink, | pulled up the anchor and got to work adding runes to the
weaker parts of the second biggest spell.

| was exhausted and ready to call it quits about the same time Liam scooped me up
off the bench and carried me away.

Instead of hauling me to the bungalow, he headed down the path. Toward the tower.

“Where are we going?’ | checked.
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“I’m taking you on a dinner date.” He didn’'t stumble over the words, though | could
see alittle uncertainty on hisface. “We can't leave the resort, but | don’t think you’'ve
eaten on the rooftop restaurant.”

“I haven't.”

“It has a nice view and the best chefs. Only a few vegetarian options, but they’re al
good.”

“Sounds like fun.”

He made a noise of agreement.

“1 can walk there,” | pointed out.

“1 can fly usthere,” he countered.

“(Guess you can carry me.”

He chuckled. “Really not afan of the sky, huh?’

“It'sokay. | just prefer to feel the ground beneath my feet.”

“1 think most witches do. Y ou need nature to perform magic.”

“l don’'t reallyhaveto have it, but using it makes my magic more powerful. | think
growing up in the coven’s compound makes being away from plants and nature feel



sort of wrong.”

“It's normal to dislike anything that makes you weaker. |I've been uncomfortable
beneath the weight of the wards since | took them over, and I’ m half witch.”

“Technically, you're not half anything. Y ou're afull phoenix.”

“What would our kids be, if we ever wanted them?’ he asked.

“l don’'t know.” The answer was honest. “If it was a boy, he'd be a phoenix. It could
probably go either way if the baby was a girl. Unless the magic in your genesis crazy
strong, which is apossibility. If that’ s the case, she’ d definitely be a phoenix too.”

Liam nodded.

He set me down on my feet when we reached the elevator, and | leaned against him
asit carried us up.

Exhaustion and heat had me craving his touch.

He didn’t hesitate to wrap his arm around me and pull me close.

“Maybe we should make this a quick date,” | murmured.

He eyed me. “We can just take the food back with us. Y ou look like you're going to
pass out again.”

“1 never actually passed out, remember?”’

Liam made a noncommittal noise.



“Maybe we should just eat and run?’ | suggested.

“Agreed.”

When we reached the top floor, we were immediately tucked away in atable as far
from everyone else's as possible. They were probably trying to avoid putting too
many eyes on us, but it failed.

Everyone stared.

“Do you think the word spread about Cecil?’ | whispered.

“Yup.” Liam actually looked kind of pleased about that.
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“Ishe dead?’

“Yeah. All but two of hisinner circle, too.”

| whistled. “Don’t tell me how many of them | took out.”

“Alright. You did well, though.”

“1 did what | needed to. | wish | didn’'t have to, but that’s just life.”
“Especidly here”

| nodded. “It's basically the wild west of the supernatura world. Minus a few
tumbleweeds, plus a bunch of gigantic palm trees.”

His lips curved, just the tiniest bit.

Someone came to take our orders, and | went ahead and got a fancy mixed drink.
Might as well, right? | was too wiped out to care what | ate, so | had Liam pick the
meal for me since he knew what was good.

“Do you like alcohol?” he asked me as the waiter walked away.

“1 don’'t know. Haven't tried much,” | admitted. “Do you like it?’

His leg brushed mine, and remained resting against the side. “I don’'t have any real
feelings about it. My system burns through it too fast to feel any effects.”



| supposed being a creature of fire would make that happen.

“It must be weird to have fire burning through your veins alongside the blood,” |
remarked.

“It must be weirdnotto have fire burning through yours.”

“That's fair.” | leaned back in my seat, looking out at the resort. The sunset bathed
everything in golden light, making it look magical. “I guessif I’m going to be trapped
somewhere for the rest of my life, it could be alot worse than here. And with you.”

“You were basically cursing my name aweek ago.”

“I'm adapting.” | flashed him a smile, and the softness in his expression made me
warm.

Then again, that could’ ve been heat. | was usually warm.

We were both quiet as they brought out our drinks, followed quickly by the food. |
knew the kitchen would consider us their first priority, given Liam'’s status. And the
rumors that were undoubtedly spreading about what I'd done to Cecil and his
buddies.

We ate quickly. Feeling all those eyes on us wasn’t incredibly pleasant, but it was
nice to watch the sunset.

Liam’s arm went around my waist as we made our way down to the hotel’ s lobby,
then out toward our bungalow. There weren’tmany people on the paved paths, but the

ones we passed gave us plenty of space.

“l haven’t seen that demon woman again since she flirted with you,” | remarked as



we neared the house.

“She was removed from the resort.”

| blinked. “Wait, what?’

“She knew what would happen when she touched a mated male without his
permission. Particularly me. | did the same thing the one other time it happened,
before | met you. Both women were lucky | didn’t burn them to a fucking crisp.”
Wow.

“That’ sintense.”

“Clove, if you hadn’t killed Cecil and his friends for what they did to you, | would've
done it myself. Mated pairs are off limits—and even if they weren’t, that shit doesn’t

fly in my resort.”

“The wild west has a sheriff,” | murmured.
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He snorted.

Didn't that make twice in one day that I'd made him laugh? Or three times? |
couldn’t remember, but it had to be a new record.

When we reached the bungalow, | tugged Liam toward the patio wordlessly. The sun
was about to disappear completely, and | wanted to watch the last shred of it fade into
the horizon.

Not in the mood to tease him into sitting next to me, | just pulled him down with me
when | took a seat on the couch. He didn’t protest, sitting down right beside me. |
curled up against him, draping my legs over his thighs, and he pulled me closer.

We sat quietly and watched as the world was slowly bathed in darkness. With the
steady sound of the waves acting as white noise, my eyelids grew heavier.

| was vaguely aware of Liam carrying me to bed and curling up on the mattress with
me, but | was so comfortable that sleep came quickly.

It was a major sacrificebut | survived another night of being woken by
heat—twice—and having Liam’s face and hands on my body to take care of the need.

When morning came around, we headed out bright and early to work on the wards.
There was still no sign of the other witches, thankfully.

| took it easier than | had when death was imminent, but made a ton of progress.
Though I’d already said my official goodbyes to Madison and Vera, we texted a few



times on and off throughout the day.

Things were more comfortable between me and Liam, too, which was nice.

The next two days passed similarly, until | was finally done adding runes to the
wards.

Harv stopped by the bungalow the night | finished. He needed to talk about
something related to the resort, | guess.

Liam and | were curled up on the porch together with drinks we had ordered in
celebration. He was shirtless, wearing just a pair of swim trunks, and | had on my
usual floral bikini and a mesh coverup. A box of chocolates from the demons shop
sat on the couch beside us, completely empty.

After checking to make sure | was good with it, Liam waved Harvey closer.

My runes caught him off guard when he tried to step through them.

“Just walk slowly,” | called out. “And think peaceful thoughts. If you want either of
us dead, the magic will kill you.”

Harv’s eyebrows shot upward. “I think I'm good out here.”

| rolled my eyes.

Liam waved him forward. “It’s fine. Sage’ s magic isn’'t going to kill you.”

“Cecil and hisbuddies didn’t think so either.”

“They wanted me dead,” | pointed out.



Harv took a slow, reluctant step forward.

When the runes didn’t electrocute him immediately, | knew he didn’t want to kill us.
That was good.

He shuffled through the magic, letting out a breath of relief when he finally reached
the edge of the sectional and plopped down on it. “Y our power packs a punch.”

“1’m sure yours would too if we could feel it,” | said easily.

He was an aphawerewolf, after all.

He made a noncommittal noise.

“Where' s Bailey?’ Liam asked casually.

“On the beach.” Harv’s response was instant, and his recovery was terrible. “1, uh,
assume. She said she usually spends her evenings watching the sunset.”

“You guys don’'t need to lie about your relationship,” | said. “Liam doesn’t care.”
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Harv blinked once.

Then again.

And athird time.

Hefinaly looked at Liam. “Y ou know?’

“Of course | know. I’m not blind. Y ou’ ve been together for decades.”

Harvey dragged a hand through his overgrown hair. “I told her you wouldn’t mind.
She was convinced you'd be worried that we wanted to take over the resort or
something.”

Liam lifted an eyebrow. “How would you keep the wards going?’

“That'swhat | said.” Harvey gestured toward Liam. “Are you opposed to us sealing a
mate bond?’

“Why would | giveadamn? It’syour life.”

“Thank fuck.” Harv stood up abruptly. “She’s going to want to hear it from you. I’ll
bring her back.”

He moved through the wards much faster on his way out. His mind was obviously
more occupied with what we' d discussed than it was with my magic.



| yawned. “How far do you think sheis?’

“Probably afew minutes down the beach. Or less.”

Sure enough, they were back two minutes | ater.

Bailey looked nervous, but Harv was holding her hand firmly.

After we rehashed the fact that Liam didn’'t care about their mate bond twice, just to
convince Bailey, the couple took off. His arm was around her waist, her side pressed
tightly to his as she leaned against him.

“Think they’ re going to be mates by tomorrow?’ Liam asked me.

“Definitely.”

“Thinkwe regoing to be mates by tomorrow?’ There was something almost playful in
his voice.

| loved it.

“Depends how you play your cards.”

“Does it?” He pulled me closer, and | leaned against him. With his arms wrapped
around me like that, | felt blissful.

“Mmhm.”

He pulled me onto his lap, his arms still around me as he held me close. His nose
brushed my throat as he pressed hisfaceto it, and | closed my eyes.



Between the ocean and the man behind me, | didn’t think life could get any better.
“Which card should | play?’ Liam asked. “The one where | kiss you until you're
dizzy?’ His lips met my throat lightly. “Or the one where | slip my hand under your
swimsuit so | can feel your slickness on my fingers?’

He ran his hand lightly over my core, with the bikini bottoms still covering me.
“Maybe | should go with the one where | kneel in front of you and eat you while you
come over and over again.”

Yes.

Just yes. To everything.

“Maybe you should play all of them,” | said.
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“1 could.” He kissed my throat again. “But out here, anyone could see us.”
Thrill and nerves raced down my spine. “Y ou know, I’m pretty uncomfortable in this
coverup. Let me just...” | maneuvered it over my head and tossed it aside before

sitting down on Liam’s lap in my bikini. “That’s better.”

“Much.” He dragged a hand over my bare abdomen before grabbing my hips and
pulling me backward.

His bare skin felt amazing against mine, one of his hands resting on my abdomen and
the other on one of my thighs.

| tilted my head sideways, giving him better access to my throat as he kissed and
licked hisway down it slowly.

“If | was adragon, I’d bite you here,” he murmured.

“Do you want to try it?’

“No. | don’t have that instinct.” He nipped me lightly. “I just want to fuck you.”
“We' re on the same page there.”

He dragged a hand over my core again, touching me lightly through my swimsuit.
“Think you can be quiet?”’

11 Y%.”



He dlid his fingers beneath the waistband and dragged them over my clit.

| bit my cheek to stop myself from moaning at his touch.

“You're fucking soaked,” he said into my ear, his forehead pressed to the side of my
head.

“It's because of heat,” | breathed.

“I’ll make you thiswet daily.”

“Isthat a promise?’

“Fucking count on it.”

My hips rocked, and | sucked in a breath as he dragged his fingers around my clit
slowly.

“Easy, Clove. Anyone could walk by, and your pleasure isfor me alone to see.”

“Maybe we should go inside.”

“ After you come on my hand.”

| hissed out a breath, biting my cheek on another moan. “Thought | was going to do
that on your cock.”

“Many times.” He nipped my throat again, then sucked lightly. “After I’ ve gotten you
ready.”

“You say that like I'm a—Steam.” | choked on his nickname as he filled me slowly



with three of hisfingers.

It was more than I’ d ever taken before, and it was fucking huge.

Almost as big as his cock.

Getting me ready suddenly made a lot more sense.

“Are you going to sgueeze my cock like this?” He sucked my throat again. The skin
was so sensitive there it might’ ve been bruised, but | didn’t give adamn.

His thumb teased the side of my clit lightly, and a strangled cry escaped me.
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“Stay quiet or this ends, Clove.” Liam kissed my throat lower. “And neither of us
wants that.”

| made a desperate noise that might have resembled an agreement.

With a hand on my hip, he lifted me off his lap so my weight was on my knees. The
motion changed the angle of his fingers, giving him more space too.

My knees trembled a little, and he slowly pulled out before filling me again while he
continued rubbing the side of my clit lightly.

| gasped out a curse, hips rocking as a soft, sudden climax rolled through me.
Fuck, that felt good.

| sat back down on hislap, panting as | recovered from the pleasure.

It wasn’'t enough.

| wanted more.

“Let’'sgoinside,” | said, chest still rising and falling quickly.

Liam rumbled, dliding his hand out of my swimsuit bottoms slowly. “Y ou sure?’

“Definitely. Come on.” | stood up, and he moved with me, hands on my hips.



A surprised laugh escaped me when he scooped me up honeymoon-style.

“What are you doing?’

“The guy did thisin your romance movie.” He flashed me asmall grin.

He was so freaking sexy.

And he wasmine.

I’d never wanted a man before... but now that | had one, | was going to enjoy the hell
out of it.

“Y ou watched that?’

“On and off.”

He pushed the door open with his elbow and arm, hauling me in. It shut hard behind
us, but my ass was aready on the edge of the mattress, my thighs parted and my
swimsuit bottoms below my knees.

| gasped as Liam’s mouth met my clit, licking me slow and rough.

My fingers tangled in his hair, my grip desperate.

He dragged me slowly back to the edge—then met my gaze from between my thighs.

“Ready, Clove?’

“Just fuck me,” | breathed.



His expression was wicked as he stood up, dropping his board shorts and reaching
back to undo my bikini top. “After | take you, we'll be insatiable for at least a few
days. It could last two weeks.”

“So | can finally get you out of my system?’

“Not likely.” He pushed me lightly, and | dropped to my back on the mattress. My
legs were still dangling off the ledge, but | didn’t care.

Liam positioned himself over me, his eyes blazing. The fire that had been flickering
in them since we met would go out after our bond was sealed, and | looked forward to
seeing him without it.
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“You might not believe me, but lamglad it's you,” Liam said, dragging his fingers
through my hair as he lowered his mouth to mine and kissed me hard.

| kissed him back, tasting myself on his tongue before pulling away and meeting his
gaze again. “| believe you, Steam.”

His eyes blazed, and the head of his cock met my entrance. My mind went silent as
he lined himself up with me and thrust lightly.

My lips parted as the tip of his erection stretched me. | went still, and he did too. Our
eyes were still locked.

“You okay?' Hisvoicewas low.

“Perfect,” | breathed.

Liam gave me afew more seconds to adjust before thrusting in deeper.
My head tipped back, my breathing shallow.

He was huge, and hot, and... incredible.

The feeling was surreal.

“Clove,” he growled awarning.

“I’m good. Really good.” | hooked aleg around his ass and tried to pull him closer, to



take him deeper. He didn’t et me move him, though.

“It’ stight but feels amazing. Stop waiting,” | said, trying again to drag him closer.

Hedidn't let me, but after afew more seconds, thrust alittle deeper.

A moan escaped me, and that must’ ve encouraged him because he filled me the rest
of the way in one smooth, slow motion.

My grip on himwasiron as | breathed through the sudden fullness.

Liam was everywhere.

He was everything.

And he wasmine.

He wasn’'t what I'd wanted when | came to the resort, but he was what 1'd needed,
and more.

Emotion swelled in my chest, and when my grip loosened, Liam finally pulled out a
little and thrust back in.

| gasped.

Arched.

M oaned.

The sensations were insane, and | never wanted them to end.



Pressure built inside me with every slow, shallow motion until | came with a scream.
Liam lost control completely, driving into me harder and rougher as he went over the
edge with me. The way his cock throbbed inside me with his climax dragged my
pleasure out for what felt like forever.

Magic blazed through me, and | felt the bond between us click into place asif it was a
real, tangible chain.

Thefirein my veins had been ssimmering since heat started—~but now, it was at a full-
blown boil. Desperate need took me over completely, and it did the same to Liam.

As soon as our pleasure ended, he was thrusting slowly again, his eyes burning into
my soul.

We didn't speak, but we didn’t need to.
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The passion and magic between us said plenty.

fifteen

SAGE

An entire weekpassed in a blur of heat.

There were endless amounts of intense sex.

Delicious chocolates, drinks, and food were delivered to our doorstep.

In the moments we weren’t screwing or eating, we were showering together.

Or cuddling on the couch, with me on Liam’s lap while | sketched out ideas for runes
that would make the resort even more secure.

Or making pancakes together.

Liam really did suck at cooking, but he tried. | gave him points for that, at |east.
It was bliss.

But honestly, when the last of hisfire finally left my veins, | felt better.

| was still warmer than | remembered being before, but | was chalking that up to the
fact that we lived on an island. What was the aternative?



“1t feels so good not to be sweating,” | said as we made our way down the beach. It
was my first foray out of the bungalow in a week, and it was nice to get out. Liam
had gone flying for an hour that morning, so he'd already been outside, but | hadn’t.

Hopefully, we could maintain some of our bliss even without heat to boost it. Liam
hadn’t acted any different since the magic faded, so that seemed like a good omen.

“l canimagine.”

| flashed him alook. “No, you can’'t.”

“Alright, 1 can’t. But when your magic got me back in the sky, | probably felt
similarly.” He gestured to the chain around his neck.

“Fair point.”

“ Any response from your mom yet?’ he asked,

My stomach clenched. “No. It's only been an hour since | texted her though, so I'm
hoping she’sjust in the middle of something.”

It had only been two days since we last messaged each other, and everything had
been fine then.

Now, | was trying not to worry.

Despite our planning, my mom and | had always known that the coven might try to
use her against me when the truth about what | was came out.

“If they threaten her...” | trailed off.



“We'll kill them,” Liam said simply.

| knew him well enough that | should’ ve expected that answer.

It wasn't that ssmple for me, though. | had always known the witches would want me
dead for what | was, so | kept some distance between us, but they had still been
family to me before they knew.

But if they were willing to hurt my mom...

Well, the situation was a nightmare.
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I’ d figure something out, though. | would have to.

Liam and | spent the rest of the morning in the water. He was trying to teach me to
surf, and though | was absolutely shitty at it, we had a good time. We both ended up
laughing far too much.

The worry about my mom lingered, but | pushed it aside.

She was going to be fine.

| had to believe that.

| still hadn’t gotten a message back when we made it home that night.

“Any word from the security team?’ | asked, curling up on the couch. My hair hung
over my shoulders, damp from our shower. Though it was slowly soaking my tank
top, | couldn’t have cared less.

“They still haven't seen any sign of the witches.” Liam pulled me onto his lap,
holding me close. There was nothing sexual about the contact, and | appreciated it
more because of that.

Hejust didn’'t want meto feel alone.

“If they have her, we'll hear from them soon,” | said quietly.

“We'll wait up aslong as we need to.”



“Thank you.”

“Don’'t thank me for being your mate, Clove. | didn’'t exactly give you much choice
in the matter.”

My lips curved upward just atiny bit. “I’m glad you didn’t.”

“Soam|.”

Liam and | waited on the couch, talking quietly about the possibilities until
exhaustion won out around 3 AM.

The ringingof my phone woke us up.

My eyes were blurry as | grabbed it, taking in the unknown number on the screen.

| looked at Liam, meeting his hazel eyes in the room’s darkness. He gently took the
phone, putting it on speaker as he pressed the button to answer.

He didn't say hello.

We both knew that wasn’t necessary.

“We have Tess,” Hattie said into the phone.

My stomach clenched. I'd been amost positive that was the case, but it was still
awful to hear.

“What do you want?’ | asked.

We al knew the answer.



Me.

They wanted me.

“Destroy the resort’s wards, and we'll let her live. You have thirty minutes,” Hattie
said, before the line went dead.

My throat swelled.

“They know | won't be able to rebuild them,” | whispered. “If | take the wards down,
they win. They’ll kill me.”
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“They won't get to you. I’'m here,” Liam said firmly. “My magic will keep you alive,
and you' |l rebuild your own version of the wards.”

“You don't know that.” | squeezed my eyes shut, leaning against the couch cushions.
“1 don’'t know if they’ll evenredlly let her go.”

“l can ask Harv or Rafael to meet the witches. They're both strong and have
connections. If the witches killed either of them, there would be massive
consequences.”

“lI can't risk someone else’s life to save mine, Liam. They have mates. Friends.
Families.”

“And you have me.” Liam’'s voice was low, but there was no room to disagree. |
couldn’t, even if | wanted to. Our mate bond may have started in a strange way, but it
was real. We had each other, no matter what el se happened.

“I'll meet them at the edge of the wards,” Liam finaly said. There was no question
that he didn’t like the idea. Hell, maybe he even hated it.

“You don't haveto do that,” | said quietly.

“Clove, you're mine. That makes her family. I’ll get a security team to protect you.
We can stay on the phone while you takedown the wards and they free your mother.
Assoon as| have her, I'll fly her into the resort. | can get to you faster than any of the
witches could.”



| bit my lip. “I don’t know.”

Liam took my face in his hands. “We're going to make it through this.”

“You can’'t know that.”

Instead of arguing, Liam kissed me hard and fast.

If we were going with his plan, which was our only real option, we needed to get
moving. Immediately.

“Don’t kill them unless you haveto,” | warned Liam, standing up.

There was no time to change, so I’ d be breaking the resort open in my pajamas.

Yay.

At least | wasn't sweating anymore.

“lI won't. You'd better watch your back. If anything happens to you...” The way his
eyes darkened as he trailed off told me there would be carnage.

Or ash, at least.

| nodded.

On that subject, there was no point in trying to change his mind. If the other witches
hurt me, they would burn.

Everything else might too.



Liam made a quick call to the security team. The Villin brothers were sleeping, so
whoever was in charge of their overnight team answered, and promised to have
protection meet me at the anchor in ten minutes.

It wouldn't take me that long to get there, but | needed to wait until Liam met up with
the witches before doing anything permanent anyway.

My heartbeat picked up as Liam threw his phone and his shorts in a bag. | knew he
would abandon both after my mom was safe, so he could get to me as fast as possible.

Until then, he needed a way to stay in contact.

He gave me one more hard, fast kiss before warning, “Keep your phone on, and don’t
leave the bungalow until you hear from me.”

| nodded.

“It might be too early, but | love you, Clove. Be careful.” After a final kiss, he
disappeared out the door.

My heart was officially pounding.

Lovewas... alot.
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But | was going to have to think about it later, because right now, that was the last
thing | needed on my mind.

| was about to risk our lives to save my mother, and the witches could still kill her.

The next fiveminutes passed slower than | ever could ve imagined. Eventually, my
phone rang again.

| didn’t breathe as | answered Liam'’s call.

“Hey, Clove. I’'m with your mom and five other witches right now. I’'m sure there are
others sneaking around, but she’sfine,” he said.

My eyes stung. “Can you put her on the phone so | know it’s her?”’

“Sure. Sage wants to make sure it's you, Tess.” There was a quiet noise of motion
before my mom’s voice met my ears.

“Hey, sweetie. I'm okay,” my mom said calmly. “You don’t need to take down the
resort’swards. I'd rather make sure you?—*

The stinging in my eyes morphed to burning at the sound of her voice, even though
someone took the phone from her to cut her off.

“You're down to fifteen minutes, Sage,” another woman said flatly. It was Jill, the
coven's most powerful charm witch. She was our unofficial leader, though she was
too abrasive to be well-liked.



More motion sounded in my ear, and Liam was the one who spoke next. “It's me
again. I’m ready whenever you are.”

“Ready for what?’ one of the other witches demanded, her voice muffled with her
distance from Liam.

None of them would dare try to steal the phone from him. They were far too smart for
that, and he was far too big.

“I"'mon my way.” | said, dlipping out of the bungal ow.

My gaze scanned the resort around me, looking for anything abnormal or out of
place.

For once, the ocean’s consistent roll felt foreboding, not relaxing. Every sound had
me on edge, waiting for something to go wrong or someone to jump out at me.

“Where are you?’ Liam asked.

“Just reached the path,” | said softly.

“Good. Anyone outside?’

13 NO_”

“She had better be taking down the wards,” Jill snapped.

“Bitch,” | whispered.

Liam gave a rumble of agreement. To anyone who didn't know him, it would've
sounded threatening.



“1 see the security guys,” | said. “Three of them. They’re wearing the usual uniform.
One of them just waved at me. | recognize him, so they should be legitimate.”

They looked threatening, as usual, but that was kind of the point.

“Give the phone to whoever isin charge. Please,” Liam said.

| put the call on speaker and looked between the guys. | didn’t feel like it mattered
who | picked, so | handed the device to the guy who had waved. The one |
recognized.

“I’m starting now,” | told Liam. “It won’t take long. Let me know if | need to stop.”
“Will do.”

My heart was still pounding as | took a seat in the same bench | had spent countless

hours sitting on. Pulling up the anchor and looking at the sphere full of centuries-old
magic was instinctual .
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The thought of destroying all the work, time, and brilliance that had gone into the
resort’ s wards made me nauseous.

Hell, thinking about destroying al thatlovedid too. Liam’s mother had created those
spells to protect him. She’'d blown up her life and ultimately been killed because of

the love that still existed in those wards.

The magic had history in ways | couldn’t even fathom, and | was just supposed
todestroyit?

Fuck, that would make me fedl like amonster.

“Are you sure, Liam?’ | asked quietly. “Your mom created this magic for you. If |
take it down, there will be no way to recover it.”

“Clove, | don't give a damn about the magic. You're what matters. She would
understand.”

“Alright. Last chance to change your mind.”

“Doit.”

| nodded and took a deep breath in.

| had no idea what was going to happen when | was done, but | was going to find out.

| pulled a pin from my hair and focused on the bubble spell. With the sharp end, | dug



into the skin on the back of my hand.

And findly, | drew asingle rune.

Unravel.

It wasn’t complicated, but it didn’t need to be.

One by one, the magic untied every sealing and strengthening rune I’d placed on the
bubble spell. It picked up speed as it continued, and | felt my nose sting at the sudden,
harsh drain on my magic.

“She’'sbleeding,” | heard one of the security guards say to Liam.

He growled back, “Where? How badly?’

“Her nose. It'sslow.”

| didn’t hear whatever he said next. My gaze was fixed on the magic in front of me.
Thefina strengthening rune on the spell finally vanished, and the bubble popped.

My heart beat in my ears. Sweat dripped down my back as the rest of the spells
followed. They were al tied to the bubble, and without it, my rune tore through them
like tissue paper.

| was breathing heavily when the final spell disintegrated. My mind was fuzzy and
my emotions were a mess as | watched the sphere that had held them fade too,

undone by a simple piece of magic.

Vaguely, | noticed commotion behind me.



Liam was snarling something on the other side of the phone call.

| was once again wiped out by my magic, and my mind wasn't working like it
should' ve been as aresult.

Rising shakily to my feet, | forced myself to push through the exhaustion. Everything
swayed a little, but my heart flew into my throat when | saw two of the security
guards on the ground, unconscious. My phone was on the dirt beside them, the screen
lit up with an incoming call.

The third guard’ s hand landed on my shoulder. When my gaze jerked up and met his,
his eyes gleamed with magic.

One of the witches was controlling him. Probably with a charm.
Fuck.
There would be no reasoning with him or changing his mind. The only thing that

mattered to the witches was the magic literally embedded in my blood, powering me
in ways theirs never would.
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| didn’t register the knife in his hand until it was in my chest, and | was staring down
at the hilt protruding from my heart.

And suddenly, my entire world was engulfed in flames.

Sixteen

LIAM

The momentthe wards came down, the witches exploded into action.

One of them shoved Tess into my arms while another threw her hands up in the air.
Spells burst into being, winding around us.

| shifted, snarling into the phone as one of Sage's security guards yelled something.

Tess grabbed the phone off the ground and yelled something back, but the line was
already dead.

The magic still weaving into place around us was aready really fucking strong.
There wasn’t any time to waste.
| shoved Tess to the ground with one of my talons and channeled every ounce of

energy | possessed into the flames blazing over my wings. I'd never tried to destroy
magic before, but there was no other option at the moment.



At first, the fire just burned.

But when | pushed it harder, it finally started to blaze through the power around me,
slowly destroying and consuming the magic.

“What the hell?’ one of the witches breathed.

“Keep going!” another one screamed.

My fire turned the magic to ash, and | left Tess safely on the sidewalk as | surged
toward the other witches.

Sage had asked me not to kill anyone, but that wasn’t going to happen.

They were fucking dead. Other than her mom, of course.

None of them had made a run toward the resort, so they must’ve had others headed
for my mate. There wasn't time to deal with them the way they deserved, so | just
slammed into them.

Their bodies were ash moments later.

| looked at Tess, but she waved me toward the resort. “Find Sage! I'll go inside!”

Leaving her behind wasn’t the best idea, but | didn’t have time to try to regain control
of the flames blazing over my wings so | could take her with me.

She would be safe in the tower.

That was going to have to be enough.



| launched myself into the sky, my eyes scanning the resort for signs of another
witch.

When | saw one, | dove down and killed her the same way | had the others.
They were here for my mate. They would all fucking die.

seventeen

SAGE

The firearound me faded quickly, and metal clanged against the bench.
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| stared down at the dagger in shock.

There was no blood on it, but it had been in my heart a moment earlier. | knew it had.
| looked at my chest, and found my skin bare.

| had definitely been on fire.

Definitely.

And I’ d been stabbed.

Unguestionably.

Sowhy did | feel fine?

My gaze jerked to the man who had been in front of me. The one who stabbed me.
He was gone.

Dead, on the sidewalk. | looked away quickly rather than taking in the burns on his
sKin.

The wind picked up suddenly, and | looked up at the sky as Liam dove toward mein
his phoenix form. He shifted just as he landed, and surged toward me, grabbing my
face.



“What happened?’ he demanded.

“Someone tried to kill me, and | think | burst into flames,” | said, a little dazed. “Is
my mom okay? Y ou’re steaming alot.”

“I’m still burning, and she’sfine,” Liam growled. “ The rest of the witches are dead.”

“Cool.”

His eyes were narrow as he watched me.

| swayed alittle. “I think | might actually pass out thistime.”

Liam’s magic flared on his hands, and the delicious warmth of his healing magic
licked my skin.

| closed my eyes as a feeling of security and a burst of energy replaced the
overwhelming fear and exhaustion.

“Better?’ Liam asked me.

“Much.” My words were still quiet. “Even if you killed a few of the top witches, the
coven isn't going to back down. | need to start the new wards as soon as possible. |
think | can make a passable bubble spell, with a couple of hours and a couple of
plants. Adding runesto it would be the easiest way to protect theisland.”

“Alright. Where do you want to put the spell?’

My eyes went to the bench.

It had seen alot of magic... and history.



But if | was going to choose to spend a ton of time somewhere, | didn’'t want it to be
on a hard bench in the forest.

| wanted it to be in the comfort of my own home.

“In the bungalow,” | admitted.

Liam agreed.

His arm went around my waist, but | only leaned against him alittle when we walked
down the path and back toward our house.
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“Are you sure my mom’s okay?’ | asked.
“Positive.”
“Alright. Let’s go home.”
Liam kissed my forehead as we continued on our way.
When we made it back, he helped me settle on the couch. Stepping outside, he
grabbed clippings from afew plants around the outside of the building while | tried to
clear my mind. My thoughts were a mess, and exhaustion weighed heavily on me.
Liam’s magic had helped, but he couldn’t create this spell.
| was the only one who could.
Closing my eyes, | focused my magic.
I’d spent so much time with Liam’s mother’'s bubble spell that recreating one the
same size wasn't as impossible as it would’'ve been otherwise. | was definitely
copying her magic, but considering her son was also protected by it, | knew 1'd have
her blessing.

Thefirst brick was the hardest.

It took a serious amount of effort to wrangle my magic, blood, and the anchor plants
to do what | wanted. Building magic in that way was far from my specialty.



But after my past few weeks spent focused completely on spells crafted by an expert,
it was doable.

The second piece of the wall went much faster.

The third was faster than that.

With every additional bit of magic and the spell, it all came together just a little
easier.

Brick by brick, | slowly built a bubble ward like the one Liam’s mother had |eft.

Sweat didn’t drip down my back.

| sipped water when | needed to, and ate when Liam put small snacks in my hand,
wordlessly telling me | needed to eat them.

My mom’s whispers almost brought my entire spell down when my eyes started
stinging.

She was there. She was fine.

And she had a better chance of staying that way if | focused on my magic until my
spell was finished.

So, | built the wall.

Brick.

By brick.



By brick.

It was the middle of the night when | finally slumped against the back of the couch,
panting with the effort of sealing the magic with onefina piece.

It was done.

It wasn’'t going to keep anyone out yet... but it was over.

And for the moment, that was enough.

“That wasincredible,” my mom exclaimed, dropping onto the couch beside me and
throwing her arms around me.

My eyes stung again as | hugged her too. The feeling of her beside me was absolutely
surreal.
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“You'reokay,” | said.

“And you're amazing, sweetie!” Mom sgueezed me so insanely tight. “How did you
learn to make a spell like that?’

“1 had a pretty good teacher.” My gaze met Liam’s over my mom’s shoulder, and |
saw emotion in his eyes. He knew | was talking about his mom. “I'm glad you're

here.

“So am |.” She sgueezed me tighter before finally releasing me and pulling away
enough to give me a bright smile.

“l1 want to hear about everything that happened since the last time we talked, but |
need to make sure the resort is secure first,” | said, looking at Liam again. “Any sign
of the coven?’

“No. | sent them awarning, though,” he said.

“What kind of warning?’

“The video of you being stabbed and my magic healing you. The cameras they had
trained on the bench at the anchor came in handy.”

So they knew killing me wasn't going to be easy. At all.

“Don’t forget the messages,” my mother added.



“What messages?’

Liam crossed the room and picked his phone up off the coffee table. He pulled up a
group text thread, and handed it to me. Other than him, | could see all three of the
Villin brothers in the group. Our demon security team was involved, apparently.
Though | didn’t recognize any of the other phone numbers, | knew the area codes.
Most belonged to my coven.

It wasn't hard to imagine that he could get the numbers for the most powerful of us.
The video of me was the first message, followed by two more.

Liam

If you ever try to kill another blood witch, | will personally hunt you down and end
everyone involved.

Sebastian Villin

We will have our connections watching and listening. There are few things more
disgusting than murdering your own children, and we won't stand for it. Change your
traditions, or we will become enemies. I’'m sure you've heard how well that would
work out for you.

No one had responded, unsurprisingly.
They were probably scrambling, though. Liam had told me that the demons were

known for hunting supernaturals who hurt humans, so it wasn't a stretch to imagine
them trying to protect young blood witches.



My throat swelled at the thought that maybe the next girl wouldn’t have to spend her
life hiding her magic and fearing for her life the way | had.

| set the phone down, and Liam took a seat beside me on the couch. His arm went
over my shoulder, and | leaned against his side.

It definitely didn’t surprise me that he was taking a stand for blood witches. We were
rare, but there was a good chance that any daughter he and | had could be a witch
herself.

And if she was, there was areally good chance that she would be a blood witch.

My mom’ s gaze flickered between us, alook of adoration in her gaze. “Y ou guys are
cute together.”

“Thanks.” | gave her aquick smile.

Then yawned, widely.

“1 can get coffee and more food,” mom offered. “The Villins showed me their shop
when | wasin the tower earlier. It would be fun to go back and talk to them again.”
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My mom was possibly the most social person I'd ever met, so | had to imagine she
was ready to talk to someone other than Liam. My phoenix was great, but he wasn't
chatty.

“That would be perfect. Thanks, mom.”

She smiled. “ Text me what you want.”

“Alright.” | gave her one last hug before she headed out.

When the bungalow’s door was shut behind her, | leaned against Liam’s chest and
closed my eyes. “Are your ears still functioning?”’

“Barely.”
| smiled.

He pulled me a little closer. “You weren’'t kidding about witch stereotypes. She's
more different from my mom than | would’ ve ever imagined.”

“She’d be happy talking and laughing all day every day,” | agreed. “She’ll keep
making potions, but she'll want to find a place to do it that’ sreally social here to keep
her from going crazy without other witches around.”

“1 can find her a spot to work near arestaurant or something.”

“That would be nice.”



Liam kissed my temple. “After watching that video... | think some of my fire
must’ ve stayed in your veins when heat ended. I’ m so fucking glad you' re okay.”

“Me too. Would' ve been shitty to die right after claiming my mate.”

“Is that what happened when we sealed our bond, Clove?Y ouclaimedme?’

“Mmhm.” My lips curved upward at the rumblein his chest.

“Damn, I’'m lucky.”

“Yep.” | closed my eyes. “You're sure there are no other witches in the resort?’

“Positive. | torched too many of them. They’re probably regrouping.”

There was a good chance he was right.

“Do you know where my notebook is?’ | checked.

Liam leaned over the table, picking up both my grimoire and the notebook on top of
it that I’ d been using for brainstorming.

| hadn’t noticed them there, but he'd obviously realized | was going to need them.

I’d have to come up with a hell of alot more rune ideas now that mine was going to
be the only magic protecting the resort, but | could handle it.

Probably.

Hopefully, at |east.



And hey, evenif | couldn’'t handle it, I’d try to have fun with it.

“You can tear out the pages with information about my mom’s spells and start fresh,”
Liam remarked, as | opened the grimoire and flipped through the first few pages.

“Are you kidding? | wasn’t joking about learning from the best. Her wards may as
well have been legendary. I’'m going to need the information from them to come up
with decent protective magic of my own.”

“She was pretty incredible,” he admitted.

“I wish | had the chance to meet her.”
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“Sodol. Though | have afeeling you would’ ve been weirded out by her quietness.”

| smiled. “Nah, I'd get it. Spell witches need peace. Y ou’d totally be one of them too,
if not for all your fire.” |1 nudged his side playfully.

“Probably. 1'd rather have you crack me than deal with any more peace, though.” He
tickled my hip, making me laugh as | jerked away from him.

“Peace gets old.”

“It does.”

| met his gaze, and found his eyes soft. He wasn't smiling, but he was happy. I'd
spent enough time with him to see that loud and clear. “For what it’s worth, I’'m glad

it'syou too, Liam. And | love you.”

Emotion flooded his eyes. “It's worth a whole fucking lot.” He lowered his lips to
mine and kissed me.

Rather than letting it get intense, he pulled away and kissed my forehead too. “What
kind of rune are you going to start with?”’

| turned to a blank page in my grimoire and grabbed my pencil. “A simple one. Any
rune big enough to affect the entireisland is going to cost an assload of energy, which

I’m lacking right now. Complex runes would take more.”

| sketched out the ssmple arches and lines that made up one of the first runes any



witch learned.

Stop.

“That’s the same rune you put on our door in the tower,” Liam said, studying it
closely. “What isit?’

“A command. It stops whatever you apply it to in its tracks. You can use it to lock a
door... or to stop anyone from coming through a bubble spell. And other things, of
course. But that’swhat I'm using it for.”

“So anyone who triesto come in will basicaly hit awall?’

“Yeah. I'll adjust the rune over the next few days, and add others of course, as we
figure out exactly what we want to happen when someone new gets here. | just don't
have the power |eft to make something more complicated.”

“If it'll keep the witches out, that’s all that matters,” Liam agreed.

“What happened when you went to meet my mom?’ | asked. “I don’t think you told

me.

He gave me a quick summary. Though he offered an apology for killing the witches
who' d attacked him, | told him not to feel bad.

They deserved it.

They had literally tried to kill me, and they had to have redized death was a large
possibility when they attacked a phoenix.

After Liam finished his explanation, | showed him the rune ideas I'd sketched out



earlier. He'd seen them before, but now that we were actually discussing necessary
protection for the island, everything was more important.

So, we workshopped my ideas without deciding on anything.

When my mom came back with coffee and food—and a smile that told me she’'d
spent at least a while chatting with someone—we all talked while we ate.

Mom was aways friendly enough that awkward conversations weren't a thing, so it
was a good time.

She told us excitedly that the Villins mates had offered to let her manage their coffee
shop, as well as sell her potions there, after learning about her career with the coven.
They were going to talk about ideas, but they were thinking about calling it Coffee &
Toffee & Potions, which | loved.

It didn’t surprise me in the dlightest that she'd already started forging her own place
in the Supernatural Resort after less than twenty-four hours. My mom was a badass in

her own cheerful, friendly way.

The caffeine helped a little with my energy, and when we were done eating, mom
gave me one last hug before heading to the room she’ d been given in the tower.

| returned to my bubble spell.

It was strange to think of it as mine, but it was.

| wasn't as weak as I'd aways had to pretend—and now, any witch who came to the
resort would see that.
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The rune took hours,but when | finally collapsed against the couch cushionsin relief,
| felt incredible.

The resort was safe again.
And | was completely and utterly exhausted.
Liam lifted me onto hislap, and | rested all of my weight against him.

“Can you have someone check to seeif it works?’ | mumbled. “It should stop people
from leaving from our side, too.”

“Of course.”
He made a quick call to Harvey.

| dozed against Liam’s chest while Harv and Bailey made their way to the edge of my
bubble spell.

| woke up when Liam lifted me off the couch as he stood.
“Is the spell working?’ | asked.

“It’'s perfect. They couldn’'t get through. | had Harv ram it a couple times, just to see
if he could affect it, and it didn’t budge.”

Morerelief had me sighing. “Good.”



And | promptly fell back asleep.

eighteen
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The next fewweeks were a blur.

Liam and | focused on the runes that made up the resort’s main wards. It was a hell of
alot of work, but | enjoyed it.

| decided I’d make a few secondary groups as well, for extra protection. But it would
be months, if not years, before | got to that.

Ultimately, the resort was already safe enough that | didn’'t need to spend all of my
time working on the magic.

Just most of it.

The Villin brothers and their mates stayed on the island as guests, since there was no
longer any need for a security team. We hadn’'t heard a peep from the witches after
Liam and the demons threatened them.

| spent every morning chatting with my mom over sugary caffeine in Coffee &
Toffee & Potions. And every evening on the porch with Liam, watching the sun set
over the ocean. Usually,with fruity drinks. | was developing an affinity for them, and
Liam was happy to join meinit.

| knew he liked sugar more than he had realized.

Everyone did.



Not the healthiest of addictions, but it could've been worse. Thereweresome
dangerous drugs that affected supernaturals, after all.

Weeks turned to months,and | finally finished the main set of runes.

“How’ s your mom?’ Liam asked as he dragged me down the sidewalk and toward the
beach.

“She’ s thriving, as you know.”
He made a noise of agreement.
My mom had admitted to me a few weeks ago that she had a lot more fun living at

the resort with other kinds of supernaturals than with the coven. | had been worried
about her giving up her life, so | wasrelieved to hear that.
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“Now, we just need to get you there too,” Liam said.
| flashed him alook of surprise. “What do you mean? I’ m totally thriving. Have you
seen my wards? They’re fucking gorgeous, Liam. And I'm finally making plans for
the first secondary set, so?—"
“We don’'t need secondary wards right this second, Clove. Y ou need to relax.”
“Did | just hear our resident workaholic tell you to relax?’ Bailey called out. We
stopped to wait for them, and she and Harv caught up to us easily. Their legs were
longer than mine.
They were holding hands, and had been inseparable since sealing their mate bond. |
didn’t blame them. They had hidden their connection for way too long, and had lost
time to make up on.

“Youdid,” | said. “He s going crazy, right?’

“Yes, I'm out of my mind for wanting my mate to slow down and enjoy life a little
more,” Liam drawled.

Bailey blinked.
Harv did too.

| just rolled my eyesat him. “I enjoy life plenty.”



“Did hejust tell ajoke?’ Bailey asked.

“1 think he just used sarcasm,” Harv said. “Pinch me.”

She did.

Then she looked at me. “ Since when does Liam joke?’

| shrugged. “Since me.”

Bailey blinked again. “Damn.”

“If you didn’'t believe in fate before...” Harv trailed off, nudging his mate’'s arm.

“No kidding,” she agreed.

“We're going surfing,” Liam said. “Whether she likes it or not.”

With that, he threw me over his shoulder and carried me down the beach.

“I’'m terrible at surfing!” | protested.

“Y ou were making progress during our lesson before the wards came down.”

“Barely.”

“I’ll teach you. It'll be fun.”

“Promise?’ | checked.

“Yes, Clove.” He sgueezed my ass. “After you've spent a few weeks getting damn



good at surfing, I'll let you think about the secondary wards again.”

“You'llletme?’ | tossed back.

“Yup.” He didn't bother pretending he wasn’'t being bossy.

And | didn’t bother pretending | didn’t like it.

We both knew | didn’t have a problem with him taking charge.
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“1 told the Sky brothers I’d make them necklaces so they can fly without their mates
when they need to. Am | allowed to work on those?’ | asked.

“Nope. The dragons can wait.”
“You're an asshole,” | said with asigh.
| wasn't really disappointed.

Yeah, | wanted to work, but | knew where he was coming from. And | did want to
enjoy life, even though | didn’t want to surf.

“Never said | wasn't.” He squeezed my ass again. “You'll like surfing.”
“You'll surf circles around me.”

“If | was akelpie. My magic doesn’t work that way.”

“1t was afigure of speech.”

“I’ll take it easy on you.”

| sighed again, more dramatically, and he smacked my ass. | couldn’'t help but laugh
at that.

My second surfinglesson with Liam ended up going surprisingly well. | was still
absolute shit at it by the time we made it out of the water, but | didn’t mind.



All of the faling, struggling, and swimming was exhausting in a good way. | hadn’t
realized how tired | was of being wiped out by my magic, and it felt nice to wear
myself out through physical activity and sunshine for once.

“My sunburn is going to be so bad,” | laughed, feeling twenty pounds lighter as Liam
and | walked across the beach, headed for the bungal ow.

“I"ll rub it better.”

| snorted, and he flashed me asmall grin.

“It's a damn good thing supernaturals can’'t get skin cancer,” | said. “And that we
heal fast. Can you imagine being burnt for days like some humans?’

“No. Sounds horrible.”

| made a noise of agreement.

Liam opened the bungalow’s door, and we sprayed our feet off with the hose before
making our way inside.

“I’ll make pancakes after we shower,” he said, locking the door behind us.

“I’ll make them. Y ou can watch.”

We reached the bathroom, and Liam turned the shower on. We were both still
wearing our swimsuits, and definitely sandy. “It aimost sounds like you don’'t believe

in my cooking skills, Clove.”

“l said no such thing... but | don't.”



Liam didn't bother closing the shower door as he grabbed me by my hips and
dragged me beneath the water. | laughed as he nipped and kissed my throat, tickling
my sides with his bare chest to my back.

“Takeit back,” he warned, his voice growly but playful.

“Or what?’

“Or I'll make you.” He grabbed my center with one thick, hot hand, grinding the base
of his palm against my clit slowly.

“I"d liketo seeyou try,” | breathed.
He pressed harder against my clit as he walked me slowly to the wall of the shower,

pinning my front to the cool tile. With his free hand, he undid the double-knot on the
back of my bikini top, freeing my breasts.
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His palm skimmed them before he tugged the fabric over my head, still working my
clit slow and rough through my swimsuit bottoms.

“What are you waiting for?’ | asked, my cheek pressed against thetile.
“You' re supposed to take it back.”
“You know | can’'t do that, Steam.”

“Then | guess we'll stay like this forever.” He nipped my throat again, and |
shuddered.

My body rocked in response to the way he teased my clit and rolled my hardening
nipples between hisfingers.

| couldn’t take it back, of course.

That would put an end to the game.

And though | wanted an end... maybe | wasn’t done yet.

| pushed my ass backward, and he was the one who growled when | ground against
his erection. The motion bought me enough space to turn around, forcing him to

move his hand away from my core.

Sinking to my knees, | untied his board shorts quickly and tugged them down his
gigantic thighs.



He stared down at me with hot eyes when | took the base of him in my hand, leaving
my mouth just a breath away from the head of his cock.

| met hisgaze. “Tell mel’mright.”

“You'reright.”

“What am | right about?”’

“1 fucking suck at cooking.” He slipped his hand into my tangled hair and eased my
mouth closer. “You win.”

“What do | win?’

“ Anything you want, Clove.”

“Hmm.” | pretended to consider it before saying, “I want you on our porch tonight,
while the sun goes down. Naked on the couch, beneath a blanket.”

His eyes blazed. “Y ou want me to fuck you with nothing but a piece of fabric to hide
it?

“Yep.” My lip brushed the head of his cock, and it jerked violently.
“Deal.” He lightly pulled my head closer, and | wrapped my lips around his erection.
The motion earned a fierce growl that made me hot. “Put your hand on your clit and

make yourself come while you suck me off.”

| moaned, slipping my fingers between my thighs and working myself while | bobbed
slowly over his cock, taking him deeper with every motion.



We groaned and gasped together until we both lost control. The taste of his pleasure
flooded my mouth as | went over the edge, and it made my climax so much more
intense.

He cradled my head as | pulled away, both of us breathing heavily. “Y ou’re too good
at that,” he rumbled.

“Guess you taught me too well.”

A sharp laugh escaped him as he helped me to my feet and pulled me to his chest. “I
love you.”

“l love you too.”

He kissed me, not giving a single fuck about the salt of his release on my tongue. |
held him close, though | had to end it quickly so | could keep catching my breath.

Liam cleaned both of us quickly—and when we got out and dried off, | realized why
hewasin ahurry.
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The sun was going down, and I’ d propositioned him.

| pulled one of his shirts over my head, leaving my hair in wet, tangled strands that
fell around my shoulders and over my tits.

He pressed a kiss to my lips before pushing me toward the back door lightly. “I'll
grab a blanket and make our drinks. Wait for me on the couch.”

“Yesdir.”

He smacked my ass, and | laughed as | padded across the bungal ow.

The sunset outside was a masterpiece of bright oranges, reds, and pinks that reflected
on the ocean’s surface. My feet dangled off the ledge of the couch as | leaned back,
taking in the beauty of the island.

| couldn’t leave the Supernatural Resort safely, but honestly?

| had no desire to.

The island was gorgeous. The food was amazing. The people were rough around the
edges, but we respected each other, and the lifers had accepted me into their fold. The

people | loved were there, too.

And how could | ever beat watching a sunset that beautiful on my own porch, with
my mate sitting beside me?



| had never even imagined that life could be so good.
Liam came out of the house in a pair of loose shorts, with a blanket in one hand and
two tall, skinny glasses in another. | took the drinks while he sat down, and | bit my

lip to hide a grin when he dropped his shorts beneath the blanket.

He hauled me onto his lap as soon as he was naked, and | leaned against his chest as
he kissed my shoulder lightly.

“You look good in my shirt, Clove. And you feel even better.”

“1 can make you feel even better than that,” | murmured.

Liam pulled me further onto his lap, his hand finding my core beneath the blanket.
His fingers brushed my clit, and | tipped my head back against his shoulder, biting
my lip to keep myself quiet.

“Already soaked, huh?’ he murmured against my ear.

“Feeling your erection against my ass tends to do that to me.”

He stroked my clit lowly. “1f anyone walks by, say something about the weather.”

If anyone walked by, they’d probably smell exactly what we were doing. But it was
rare for anyone to walk by—and if they did, they’d probably catch a whiff and turn
the other direction rather than approach.

“Mmkay,” | said instead of pointing any of that out.

His lips brushed the side of my throat, then my shoulder, as he dragged his finger
around my clit. “I’m going to fuck you slow tonight, Clove. Through the rest of the



sunset. Y ou can watch the fire in the sky while | drive you insane.”

| barely bit back a moan.

He kept touching me.

Stroking me.

Until | was on the edge of my pleasure—and his fingers stopped moving completely.
“Liam,” | protested.

“You know I'll take care of you.” He sucked lightly on my throat. His free hand went
under my shirt, skimming my breasts. He teased my nipples with his fingers, and my
heartbeat picked up.

“Please,” | breathed.

“You don’'t beg me, mate.”
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| let out a soft curse when he pinched my clit lightly.
He was right.

| didn’t beg him.

We were equals.

| lifted my leg over his other thigh, lining him up where | wanted him before | sat
down.

Slowly.
The blanket was a necessary annoyance, so | held it in place as | took him inside me.

A soft moan escaped me when | sat down on his lap completely, my ass on his thighs
and my back to his chest.

“Quiet, Clove.” Liam’svoice was low in my ear. “You belong to me.”
“You belong to me too.”
His chest rumbled, and he grabbed my hip. “ That’s right.”

| clenched my jaw to stop myself from gasping as he lifted me up and pulled me back
down, taking me even deeper.



My hands went to histhighs as | fell forward alittle, and he lifted my kneesto rest on
the couch cushions so | was kneeling over him instead of sitting.

Liam lifted me again—and pulled me down harder.

| nearly cried out in pleasure.

He stopped suddenly, his hands frozen on my body.

“What are you—" | started, but he shushed me.

A couple walked past our bungalow. They were so far in front of us that | couldn’t

make out who they were, but they lifted their hands in greeting as they walked along

the edge of the ocean, hand in hand.

Liam stroked my clit as | waved back, my jaw clenching harder.

He gritted histeeth. “Y ou havegotto be quiet, Clove.”

“You love that I'm shitty at that,” | whispered back.

“Yeah, but if anyone else sees your face when you get off, | will fucking loseit.”

“I’ll do bett—shit.” | gasped out the curse as he lifted my ass again, slamming me
down on his cock slow and rough.

His teeth skimmed my throat.

He drove into me again, and my body clenched around him. He went still, and stayed
that way until | came down from the edge.



“You'retheworst,” | whispered.

“I know.”

He repeated the motion, and waited while | nearly came once again.

“1’m going to kill you, Steam.”

“Go ahead and try.”
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He fucked me slow.
| swore at him.
Threatened him.
Begged him.

He smacked my ass for that last one, and made me wait longer when it almost got me
off. The man really wasn’'t afan of begging.

The sunset’s colors blended into a fire in front of me as Liam edged me over and
over. He refused to let me come until the last sliver of red was gone, and the sun was
entirely hidden by the ocean.

Finally, he fucked me hard.

His hand covered my mouth when | came with a scream. His snarl of release drowned
out the muffled sound of my pleasure, and we were inside the bungalow before | even
came down from the high.

Liam draped me over the ledge of the bed and pulled out, taking a step back.

“What are you doing?’ | groaned, lifting my chin to my shoulder and trying to see
him.

“Looking at you. Open your legs wider.”



| did what he wanted, and earned a noise of satisfaction that was pure, carnal
pleasure.

| could feel our combined release dripping slowly down my inner thighs, so | was
sure he could see that. Along with everything else. The t-shirt I’d stolen from him
was up around my waist, so my entire lower half was on display.

“Like what you see?’ | asked, though | knew the answer.

He stepped back up to me and smoothed his palms over my bare ass. “You have no
idea how much.”

He lifted one of his hands, and spanked me lightly. A jolt of pleasure raced down my
spine. “1I’'m not done with you, Clove.”

“Y ou'’ d betterneverbe done with me.”

He smacked my ass again, a little harder. The sting made my lower half clench, and |
ached to have him inside me again. “Y ou know what | mean.”

“| don't. Show me.”

His fingers dug into my ass as he drove into me hard.

There would be no taking it slow, thistime.

He would take what he wanted and give me what | needed, hard and fast.

And fuck, | would love every minute of it.

Not just the sex—but our lives.



| had everything | could ever need, and so much more.

epilogue

LIAM—AT SOME POINT IN THE FUTURE

“Don’t make me fire you,” the sassy, four-year-old brunette threatened me, her palms
facing me in warning.

“You would never—aghhh.” | feigned pain as her flames blazed over me, and
collapsed to the sand like | was in agony. Her fire was a few degrees colder than
mine, but I'd never tell her that. “You've killed me,” | rasped. “Tell your mom that |
loved her.”

“Never!” She hit me with another blast of flames, and | closed my eyes, going limp.
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“1 got him, mommy!” Emma exclaimed, and | heard her little feet pound the sand as
sheran afew steps away.

“Nice work, Em.” Sage high-fived our little girl.

“High-five, Hudson!” Emma lightly high-fived Sage's massive belly, turning off her
flames just before she did. Sage was fireproof, but we' d taught Emma to control her
magic from the earliest we possibly could.

“How many days until he’s here again?” Emma checked, stepping back and plopping
down next to the sandcastle she hadsmashed a few minutes earlier. We' d rebuild it a

dozen more times before the day was over.

“Four days until he's due, but he could come at any time,” Mia, Sage’'s adopted sister
said from behind her book. She was sitting in achair next to Sage's.

Mia was a blood witch that the Villin brothers and | had rescued from a coven up
north about fifteen years earlier, after a tip from one of the witches inside it. Sage’s
mom had been thrilled to have another daughter to raise, and Mia had thrived since
she came to the resort.

“1 hope he comes today,” Emma said with a sigh.

Sage ruffled Emma s hair, and Emma pushed her hand away, making a face.

| sat down in the chair next to Sage's, putting a hand on her belly.



Neither of us was entirely prepared to bring another kid into our family, but we were
excited. We loved Emma fiercely, and had done our best to get everything ready for
her.

Sage' s stomach tightened, and | flashed her a surprised look. Her grimace was deep.
“Are you having contractions?’

“Maybe.”

| narrowed my eyes at her.

“Okay, yes. But they’re still five minutes apart, so | don’t need to worry yet.”

| grabbed her phone off her thigh and sent a quick text to our doctor, letting her know
what was going on.

“They’re probably going to stop,” Sage insisted.

“Clove,” | said in alow voice, meeting her gaze as | set her phone back down on her
leg. “He' s going to come soon, and it’s going to be fine.”

“You don’'t know that for sure,” she whispered.

“Surel do. I’'m your mate.”

“That doesn’t make you all-knowing.”

“No one is al-knowing. You just have to trust fate sometimes. Like | did, when |
made you mine.”

Sage snorted, like | knew she would. “It wasn't fate you were following, Steam.”



Shedidn’t have to look at my cock to tell me what she was insinuating.

“Fate speaks in many ways.”

“Sureit does.” Sage winced.

| took her hand. “Now, are we having a baby today?’

“I think we are,” she admitted.

A grin split my face. “I can’t fucking wait.”

| kissed my mate—my whole fucking world—and scooped our daughter up away
from the sandcastle she was building.

| was the luckiest fucker on the planet.



