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When Fiona's boyfriend breaks up with her,
he doesn't just leave, he cleans out her bank account, leaving her
no choice but to go crawling back to her rich father. Now in her
father's debt, she's practically forced to work at the Jameson Wild
Life Rescue and Preserve taking care of animals.

Cade is a catshifter content to live out his
day in cat form at the preserve. Besides, it's easier for him to be
in charge of security if he's always on the grounds. But, when one
of his new 'caretakers' can't seem to stop making jokes at his
expense, he's determined to show her just how much of a man he can
be.
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Chapter One

 


“Oh, like I care how much protein you
consume in a day,” Fiona LaSalle mumbled, glancing up from her
clipboard through the fencing that kept the lion on his side of the
cage. What was she doing here? She didn’t belong in a job that
required her to take care of animals. The only pet she’d ever had
was a goldfish when she was five. The poor thing only lasted a week
before she found it floating at the top of the fishbowl. It was
only later that she learned goldfish didn’t eat pancakes and
powdered sugar.

Fiona sighed, unenthusiastically checking
boxes on her sheet. The bright sun shone overhead, beating down on
her until she could feel rivulets of sweat working their way down
her spine. She’d give anything for a cooling breeze. The polyester
uniform of the Jameson Wild Life Rescue and Preserve was chafing
her delicate skin and the sunshine was really starting to take its
toll on her creamy white complexion. So much so, she’d found
freckles starting on the bridge of her nose that very morning.
Fiona hated freckles, but they were the curse of the redhead and
both she and her sister had it. Just like their mother, the two
LaSalle sisters had dark auburn locks. Their green eyes were from
their father.

A long concrete clearing made up most of the
lion’s den and it was populated with only two cats. Mia, the
lioness, didn’t move. In fact, the female cat always ignored her.
The virile male lion was a different story. Almost as if he could
understand her disgruntled comments, the lion lifted his head and
made a grumbling sound. His bushy hairdo shifted as he kept his
eerie yellow eyes on her. Fiona shivered. If she didn’t know
better, she’d say he understood every word she said to him. Every
time she came near his cage, he looked at her like that and every
time she spoke, he stared at her--studying her so intensely she
wondered if he was getting ready to pounce.

Making a few notations on the clipboard, she
continued, “They need a ‘lazy’ check-box and a ‘smells funny’ one
too. And no offense King, not that you would really care anyway,
but you’ve got this so ugly you’re cute thing going on. I think
it’s the hair. Care to tell me how the hell you get it to look that
good?”

King lifted his head and shook it slightly,
sending his bushy locks rippling. Fiona made a face at the lion.
“Show off.”

The lion seemed to be smirking at her, its
yellow eyes shining. Either that or he was still hungry.

“Great, the sun’s starting to get to me,”
she mumbled, half heartedly looking over the den. The fact she
thought a lion could smirk was not a good sign. Seeing King still
eyeing her like she was the next piece of meat on the menu, she
grumbled, “I know how you get your hair so shiny. It’s from basking
in the sun all day licking your balls. Guess I’ll just have to
stick with deep conditioning, won’t I?”

Well, she thought, shrugging. It
isn’t like he’s going to tell anyone I’m being mean to him and it’s
not like the preserve has security cameras installed. No one will
see me teasing the lion.

Not that it mattered about the cameras, even
she wouldn’t strike an animal. Verbally goading an obnoxious one
was an entirely different story. Besides, King started it--always
growling and acting weird whenever she did her rounds.

Okay, she wasn’t being completely fair. Her
bad mood had nothing to do with the lion staring at her, or the
fact that she was wearing polyester, or the fact that she had to
work out in the sun. She was mad at herself. However, since
berating herself on a daily basis for being a trusting fool had
gotten old, she’d taken to venting toward the lion. The way she
looked at it, it was good therapy. She got the aggravation out by
grumbling at him and no one got hurt by her comments. Besides,
there was just something in the way he looked at her, all cocky and
knowing.

Fiona took a deep breath. Life really was
depressing. Her ex, James, had cleaned her out--bank accounts,
trust fund, jewels, cash, furniture, even some of her clothes. What
did the man need with her high school prom dress? She didn’t even
really like the awful pink thing.

He’d even thrown her vibrator in the trash!
What kind of man got rid of a woman’s vibrator when he was dumping
her? Hell, when he was robbing her blind? His lazy ass had spent
three months on her couch whining about backaches and all the time
he was scheming to take her to the cleaners.

“I’m such a fool,” Fiona whispered. She knew
she was in a funk, but she couldn’t help it. Life really sucked
right now. She’d had to go crawling back to her father for help
after James left. As if the ‘I told you so’ wasn’t bad enough, she
had to get a job of his choosing before he’d even think about
helping her get out of the credit card debt James had run up under
her name. Apparently, her ex had applied for every card that came
in the mail without telling her. Her credit score was in the toilet
along with her life. “I am such a fucking idiot.”

Feeling feisty and definitely needing to
vent today after receiving another bill for nearly six thousand
dollars at twenty seven percent interest, Fiona looked at the lion
and added, “You’re as bad as my ex-boyfriend, you know it? He also
had a thing for lying around and pretending to be the boss. From
what I remember being said about male lions in elementary school,
you’re the laziest of the cat breeds.” She dropped her voice into a
condescending tone as if she were talking to a child. “Aren’t you?
Yes, you are. You’re a lazy little bastard, aren’t you? Just like
James always bitching about how his back hurt. Oh, oh, poor me, my
back hurts.”

The lion lowered his head and snorted. He
didn’t look too amused. Fiona chuckled at him, unable to stay mad.
She was taking her bad mood out on a cat, but she couldn’t help it.
Whatever she said to King wouldn’t hurt his feelings.

“Ah, I’m sorry, boy,” she mumbled, eyeing
the lion. The creature tilted his head and slowly stood. He took a
step forward and she lightened her tone. It was the first time he’d
ever approached her. “That’s not fair to you, is it? I didn’t mean
it, honest. You are so much better than James. Snakes are better
than he is. Horse dung is better than he is. And you’re much
prettier. You really will have to tell me how you get your hair so
silky. I’d make a fortune selling whatever it is to women. Maybe
then I’ll get out of debt.”

When she said ‘prettier’ the lion snarled as
if offended by the girly word, but continued to make his way
forward. Fiona clutched the clipboard to her chest and kneeled down
to his eye level.

“All I wanted was to be appreciated, you
know? And James really seemed to do that.” Fiona shook her head,
thinking more about the past than looking at the wild beast coming
toward her. “He said he believed in me. No one had ever said that
to me before but my mother. I just thought if I gave him time and
believed in him that he would change, you know, get better.” She
snorted. “Stupid, huh?”

It had been two months since he left and
even some time before that since they’d had sex. Only afterward,
did Fiona’s very attractive female neighbor confess to the cops
that James had been fucking her as well--apparently with no back
problems holding him back. By that point, Fiona could believe just
about anything. James was definitely not the man she thought he
was. Or maybe he just wasn’t the man she’d hoped he was.

“I’m tired of being alone. My problem is
that I give people the benefit of the doubt--trusting them blindly
first only to get hurt in the end.” She continued, looking deep
into the creature’s yellow eyes. They were so calm, almost
understanding as they looked at her. She felt herself melt a
little. “You know what I think my deal is? I need to get laid. I
need to go out tonight after work and screw the first man I come
across.”

The lion stiffened at her words and she
giggled.

“You won’t tell anyone, will you, King?” she
asked, grinning. “Man, it’s been so long and I hate to admit it,
but that’s one of the things I actually miss about being in a
relationship. James was far from being a saint, but he was
definitely good in bed. You know what I mean?” The lion growled low
in the back of his throat. She took the sound as an answer and
continued. “The sex was great, not phenomenal, but really good. It
was the only time he didn’t seem to be complaining about his back
and his fake illness did give me the advantage of always being on
top.”

All of a sudden, the lion roared viciously.
The sound sent chills of dread down her spine, startling her. There
was something in the beast’s eyes. He was angry. No, not just
angry. He was outraged, pissed to the point that he wanted blood.
Lunging at her, the lion crashed into the cage. Fiona screamed as
the chain link swayed under his great weight. The clipboard dropped
from her hands as she struggled to get to her feet. The lion
continued to attack the fencing as if he wanted desperately to get
at her. She screamed again, loud and long as she ran from the
lion’s den as fast as her feet would carry her.

* * * *

Fiona looked at the floor in shame before
staring desperately at Dr. Eve Matthews from the woman’s office
door. “I’m really sorry, Dr. Matthews. I didn’t mean to scare the
kids by running and screaming through the preserve. I promise it
won’t happen again.”

Eve was the veterinarian who ran the
preserve with her Russian-born husband, Viktor. They were newly
married and in the process of building their dream home on the
preserve. Viktor was dark and mysterious and so tragically cute. He
was also very much in love with his wife.

The doctor was moving her stuff into her new
office--a room cluttered with piles of books and stacks of boxes.
It was part of the newer complexes just built by the preserve’s new
owner, Finn O’Conner. Finn was a friend of her father and it was
because of that relationship that she was even considered for this
job. Her father wanted her to learn the value of manual labor—or so
he said. Fiona knew he just wanted to punish her for striking out
on her own against his wishes.

“But please take a moment to listen to my
side, doc. I’m telling you, there’s something wrong with King. I go
by to do my checks every day and every day he watches me with
those... those intense eyes of his and then today he actually
charged the fence. I think he wanted to kill me. I saw death in his
eyes. I wouldn’t be surprised if he’s gotten loose. We should send
out a search party for him. There are kids still on the grounds.”
Fiona took a deep breath, well aware that she sounded like a
madwoman. She couldn’t help it. Picturing the look on the lion’s
face gave her chills.

“Actually, the kids have all been taken
home. They were too shaken by your performance to stay and finish
the tour.” Eve took a deep breath. “And I’ve sent Fletcher out to
check on King. He assures me the lion is in his cage, sleeping
peacefully.”

“Dr. Matthews, please, if you had security
cameras installed, you’d know that I—”

“I have no doubt the lion got a little...”
Eve paused as if struggling for the right word. “Ah, rowdy, but I
can assure you he wasn’t trying to kill you. I’ve had King here for
five years. Trust me when I say I know him well. His diet’s been
changed and he’s probably just temperamental because of it. I’m
sure that’s what you’ve been noticing.”

“I want to change assignments again,
please.”

Eve studied her, her gaze calm.

“Please, Dr. Matthews, I know I’ve asked for
several changes in assignment, but I swear this time it’s...” Fiona
paused. Eve quirked a brow. “Please. King’s got it out for me. I
know it. And didn’t you say you didn’t want to stress the animals
out? If he doesn’t like me, doesn’t that count as me stressing him
out by going by there?”

“Fiona,” Eve said, taking another long, deep
breath. It was clear the woman was put off by her, but Fiona
couldn’t help that. They were just different people with very
different personalities. This place was Eve’s life. To Fiona it was
just a job she was forced to endure until her father picked a new
one with which to torture her. “You know, working with animals
isn’t for everyone. There’s nothing wrong with that. Now, when I
hired you, you said that you didn’t scare easily and that you were
up to the challenges we face here every day. I gave you a chance,
but—”

“No, please,” Fiona interjected. She knew
what was coming. Eve had the ‘I’m so sorry, but I have to fire you’
look on her face. Unfortunately, Fiona couldn’t blame the woman. “I
need this job, Dr. Matthews. I can’t lose it. If I lose another job
my father will disown me. I’m not complaining. I promise I’m not.”
She took another deep breath, trying to calm her nerves. “I just
want to put in for a transfer to a different section of the
preserve. But only if one happens to come up.”

“Everyone helps everyone here,” Eve said.
“You go where you’re needed. Now, I already excused you from
dealing with tour groups—”

“They asked too many questions I couldn’t
answer,” Fiona interrupted. “I thought it might look bad for the
preserve.”

And I was tired of looking stupid—being
shown up by second graders when it came to big cat knowledge.

“And I excused you from working in the lab,”
Eve said.

“I already said I’m sorry for fainting. I
had no idea there would be that much blood involved.”

“It was a surgery,” Eve said dryly.

“You know what? Can we just forget I was
here? Please.” Fiona slowly backed out of the office. She cursed
silently to herself, knowing she couldn’t lose another job—not
after the strings her father had pulled to get it for her. Was it
her fault she hadn’t found her calling yet? “I’ll stay where I’m
needed and you won’t hear another peep out of me on the subject,
okay? And I’ll never, ever, ever scream again in the preserve. Even
if I’m being eaten alive by one of the tigers. Promise.”

Eve sighed and opened her mouth.

“I promise.” Fiona drew an X over her heart
in the childhood gesture of really promising, and said,
“Cross my heart.”

“Fine,” Eve said, though she sounded
reluctant. “One more chance. Just... don’t get eaten, all
right.”

Fiona nodded eagerly and hurried out of the
office before the woman could change her mind. To herself, she
mumbled, “Good going, Fiona. You being a fraidy-cat almost got you
fired.”

* * * *

“Okay, Cade, what’s up?” Eve asked, looking
in at the lion. Her husband Viktor was by her side, paying more
attention to the way the setting sun reflected off her shoulder
length blonde hair than what she was saying. Viktor was a cat
shifter—half man, half black panther. Eve was his human turned
immortal wife who ran the preserve. The woman had a kind heart and
was loved by all the shifters and non-shifting big cats under her
care.

Cade let his body begin to shift from lion
form so he could stand before Eve and talk with his human voice. He
preferred to spend his days lazing around in the sun at the
preserve. Human life was much too complicated for his liking.

Besides, he thought, glancing back at
the lioness with whom he shared the cage. Mia needs me. I can’t
abandon her now.

Tan fur rippled into waist length blond
hair, automatically blowing forward over his naked chest. Eve
averted her eyes. He thought it funny, the way she got embarrassed
by their nakedness. After centuries of changing form, all the cat
shifters had gotten used to walking around naked. Besides, being
half cat kept them trim and lean and most looked damned good in the
buff. They had absolutely nothing to hide.

“Howdy, doc,” Cade drawled, grinning widely
as he crossed over to her. He put his hands on his hips, standing
proudly, his cock nestled between his thighs.

“Uh, Cade, do you mind, buddy?” Viktor
asked, pointedly. “You’re embarrassing my wife.”

“Can’t help it,” Cade laughed. “She’s so
cute when she’s red.”

“Cade, get dressed,” Eve said, her face
turning a darker shade. “Or so help me I’ll shave you in cat form
just to see if those pretty locks of yours fall off.”

Viktor looked down at Eve’s blushing face.
The pheromones he was emitting were potent enough for the whole
preserve to smell. His voice dipped and his voice became husky.
“Yeah, she is cute, isn’t she?”

“Eh, come on,” Cade grumbled, waving his
hand in the air in a feeble attempt to get rid of the pheromones.
“Give us bachelors a break, would you?”

“One of the girls who works for us says that
King’s been intimidating her,” Eve interrupted their teasing.
Viktor chuckled lightly, but kept quiet. “Care to tell me why
you’re harassing the help?”

“Oh, her.” Cade frowned and crossed over to
the small cave. He was still angry when he thought about the woman
telling him how she’d slept with another man. Pushing on a
fabricated rock, he waited for a secret compartment to open. The
preserve was closed and he felt like getting out of the cage.
Taking the clothes he found inside the compartment, he pulled on a
T-shirt. Tight blue jeans were soon to follow.

“Yeah, her,” Eve said, tapping her foot.
“Care to explain?”

“I hope you fired her.” He shook his head.
That woman was annoying as hell, putting him down one minute as if
she actually knew him and then talking about fucking another guy
the next. It didn’t help that just seeing her walk near his cage
made his body tight with desire. Everything about her was a
distraction. His cock twitched, wanting to rise to full length. He
was glad he’d dressed, not wanting Viktor to mistake the reaction
for Eve. Eve was beautiful, but she was also very much taken.
Catshifters respected each other’s territory.

“Well, no, I didn’t,” Eve said. Cade
wondered at the relief he felt at her statement. “I know Fiona is a
handful, but Finn’s been insistent that we keep her on. He says
it’s a matter of great importance and the truth is I have nowhere
else to put her. I’ve tried everything. She can’t cook so the small
café’s out, she’s useless in the lab and all the other cats aren’t
as patient as I know you can be. I put her in this section because
I thought you’d be nice to her.”

“Vik, tell your wife to turn off the
flattery and batting eyelashes,” Cade said, even as he felt himself
softening to Eve’s dilemma. She really was a good person and he
hated to see her so upset—especially in her so recently delicate
condition. “You should talk to Finn and tell him her attitude is
all wrong for this place.”

“I will,” Eve promised, “just as soon as he
gets back from Europe. So, can you do me a favor and put up with
her until then? Please? For me, Cade?”

“Well…” He hesitated, his resolve crumbling.
Damn, but he was weak when it came to his female friends. “Okay,
I’ll stop harassing her.” He paused, giving a meaningful look down
to her flat belly. “But only if you name the baby you’re carrying
after me.”

Eve looked confused and Cade knew Viktor
hadn’t told her yet. She turned to her husband in surprise. Viktor
shot him a look of slight annoyance, but Cade didn’t care as he
gave an insolent grin. With a light jump, he hopped over the tall
fence with ease and strolled down the path. As he walked away, he
heard Viktor say, “I was going to tell you, my love, but there
wasn’t time. It just happened this morning.”


Chapter Two

 


Cade shifted his motorcycle into gear.
Riding was almost as nice as running free on all fours through an
open plain. He loved the feel of the wind in his long hair, the
freedom of the cool night as he rode through the countryside. Only
tonight, he wasn’t headed to the countryside. He was going into
town.

For some reason, he was drawn to find some
female companionship. Shifting his hips, he suppressed a growl. His
cock was so hard that he could barely straddle the big bike without
feeling the discomfort of it vibrating throughout his entire frame.
He knew damned well who the reason was, even if he hated to admit
it.

Fiona. Her name was Fiona. He hadn’t known
until he heard Eve say it. The woman didn’t wear a nametag like the
rest of the staff at the preserve. It didn’t stop him from staring
at her shirt though, especially her round breasts.

Cade liked aggravating the woman, because
she aggravated him. Unfortunately, it wasn’t just his temper that
she provoked, but his libido. Every time he was near her, he’d
smell her sweet perfume and it was all he could do not to shift and
throw her up against the chain-link fence just to fuck her delicate
little body until neither of them could walk straight. She was so
tiny, with wide green eyes and beautiful auburn hair. Oh, and her
breasts. Man, they would fill his hands to overflowing. She had
dark, round nipples too. He knew because he’d splashed her one hot
day when she’d taken off her work shirt. The damp white undershirt
had molded very nicely to her upper body.

He growled, loud and long into the wind as
he sped up, hunching forward on the bike. His stomach was tight
with pent up need. Already he could smell her in his head. He was
going to find her tonight and he was going to purge the aggravating
woman from his system so he could think straight.

Damn those green eyes of hers!

Mm, and her mouth. Cade forced the
motorcycle to go faster until he soared over the dark pavement.
That woman had the kind of full lips a man paid big bucks to have
wrapped around his cock. Damn, but he wanted to fuck her sweet
little mouth. Already he could picture it in his head—had been
picturing it since first seeing her at the preserve.

Hell, while he was at it, he might as well
fuck her firm little ass, too. No reason to leave any part of the
woman untried. The carnal instinct inside him was strong and
bursting to get out. He’d suppressed his animalistic human nature
for too long and it was suddenly letting loose with a
vengeance.

“Fiona,” he whispered, knowing that tonight
was about so much more than sex. This was his future. Their future.
He was a cat, used to trusting instinct. And every instinct told
him he’d found the one. His mate. The aggravatingly annoying
beautiful Fiona.

He didn’t want to admit it, but there it
was. Fiona was his mate.

When desire was this hot, there was only one
way to cool it. He needed to feed the flames until they were spent.
Only then would the fire burn itself out. Only then would she
belong completely to him. Cade took a deep breath. He only hoped
she felt the same way.

* * * *

Fiona sat alone in the corner booth, eating
her grilled chicken on a bed of salad. Sighing, she thought, I
really need to get out of this depression…

Almost regretfully she thought about work.
Her father had really picked a doozey of a job for her this time
and she’d have to do it until he told her where to go next. He was
punishing her for disobeying his will to begin with. Fredrick
LaSalle had wanted her to marry the right man, get the right house,
have the right babies. When she didn’t do it, forsaking his desires
to live her own life, he’d been livid. Crawling back to him hadn’t
been easy, but she had no choice. It was either she lived up to her
responsibilities and paid for her mistakes by honoring her ‘debt’
to creditors, or she declared bankruptcy and took the easy way
out.

Fiona was not the kind of girl to take the
easy way out. Besides, doing things this way was also a form of
self-punishment. She’d been such a fool for trusting James!

Taking a sip of water, Fiona forgot the
salad and slumped down in her seat, losing her appetite. What she
needed was a diversion. She needed a man—some drifter coming
through town who wouldn’t be averse to having a one-night stand.
She hadn’t been lying when she told King that she needed to get
laid. Her pussy ached with need, even more so now that she didn’t
have an eligible partner with whom to slake her desire.

Apparently the lion didn’t think it was such
a good idea. Good thing she didn’t need his approval to go through
with her plan. She’d always been a sexually charged person, but
since starting at the preserve, her lust had gotten worse. It was
probably just a coincidence, but it didn’t make her life any more
tolerable. Unfortunately, she needed a willing candidate and she
had no clue where to get one.

Just then, like a sign from above, a single
headlight shone into the restaurant’s front window as a motorcycle
came to a stop. Her heart nearly exploded in her chest as the rider
cut the engine. The light shut off and, in the soft glow of the
streetlamps, she saw a man like no other. He had incredibly
chiseled features, a broad muscular body, and long blond hair that
flowed to his waist.

Her eyes traveled down over his body as he
lifted a leg over the bike. He was trim, fit, lean. Tight denim
hugged his thick thighs and outlined his perfect hips. Now this was
what she needed. A man that looked this good would definitely know
how to treat a woman in bed. Heck, at this point Fiona would gladly
let him take her anywhere, just so long as he took her.

Feeling slightly reckless and knowing she
had little to lose at this point in her life, she met the man’s
eyes boldly as he stepped into the restaurant. His wide frame
seemed to fill up the tiny dining area and his vivid green gaze
found her instantly. When he looked directly at her, it was as if
the whole world faded away. Lightning pierced her soul at his
attention, making her shake all the way down to her toes. He didn’t
move for a long time, appearing just as stunned as she was.

Carnal, primitive fire had never consumed
her like it did when she looked at him. A silent understanding
seemed to pass between them. Fiona reached blindly for her purse to
find her wallet. The man stepped toward her, his chin lowering some
as he neared. There was something very predatory in his gaze, the
primal fire of a hunter on the prowl. Her heart sped in her chest,
thundering in her ears. This was insanity, but she didn’t care.
She’d prayed for a gift like this.

He stopped at her table and glanced over
her. Men like this just didn’t exist, did they? Everything about
him radiated potent male. His eyes flickered to her hand still
stuck in her purse. A slow grin curled the side of his face as he
reached behind his back and pulled out his wallet. Without looking,
he grabbed a bill and tossed it down on the table. Then, he offered
her his hand.

Fiona gripped her purse, shaking slightly as
she slipped her fingers into his warm ones. He turned, leading her
from the restaurant. Her eyes drifted down to the tight fit of his
jeans. The denim hugged his perfect ass. Everything but the man was
a blur and inside her body every nerve seemed to whisper, This
is meant to be. Go with him. Be with him.

He led her out the door to his motorcycle
and let go of her hand to climb on. Fiona watched, wondering what
she should do. His large thighs straddled the seat and she
swallowed to see the obvious bulge of his cock pressing against his
jeans. Unless he stuffed his crotch with a sock or something, the
man was incredibly well-hung.

“Where are we going?” she asked, trying to
come to her senses, trying to ignore the pull he had on her. The
strange, animal magnetism was too potent to disregard. It was like
part of her soul knew this man, knew that she’d be okay with him.
Strange thoughts whispered in her head.

Go with him.

Be with him.

He’s yours. Claim him.

“For a ride,” he answered, his tone husky.
His silky voice was almost as gorgeous as he was. A brow arched on
his chiseled face. “Why? You got somewhere else to be?”

“No,” she answered, before she could think
to stop herself. Why did she say that? Why was she even out here?
This was crazy!

Claim him.

“Worried, then?” There was challenge in his
words, but also a light teasing. When he looked at her in such a
way, he became so familiar. A nagging thought pulled at the back of
her mind, but she couldn’t quite place where she would’ve seen him
before.

Yeah, in your dreams, silly. Now go and
claim him!

Fiona smiled as she looked deep into his
green eyes. He had kind eyes, soft and affectionate. She trusted
those eyes. Regrettably, she wasn’t so sure she had the best
judgment. She had trusted James, after all.

This is a mistake. Don’t trust your
instinct. He’s a stranger. This is crazy.

Fiona opened her mouth to politely thank him
for the offer and decline, but the breeze pushed his masculine
scent over her and she got a deep whiff of it instead. It was like
he emitted a pheromone she couldn’t resist. Instantly, her body
numbed and all she could think about was having sex with the
delicious man in front of her. Nothing else mattered but the need
building in her stomach. Her nipples budded against her shirt,
begging to be freed.

A soft moan passed her lips. Slowly, she
climbed on the back of the bike and put her purse between them to
keep her sex from rubbing up against his firm butt. Just the idea
of it made cream gather between her thighs, dampening her panties
even more.

Fiona didn’t care. She couldn’t resist,
didn’t even think to try. Every fiber inside her body told her that
this was right. This was the man she was meant to be with.

“No, I’m not worried, but you should be,”
she said, answering his question, her tone husky as she slipped her
arms around his firm waist. The man chuckled softly. His heat
soaked into her as did his delicious smell. Wantonly, she pushed
her chest along his back. Her breasts instantly swelled at the
contact, sending fire through her blood. His long, gorgeous hair
was crushed between them, lifting to tickle her bare arms. The man
glanced over his shoulder and grinned, his expression saying he
knew exactly what her reaction to him was.

“Do you believe in fate?” she asked, not
knowing where the question came from. She never would’ve said that
out loud to a man. It sounded so girly.

“I believe in destiny,” he answered, moving
to turn the key. The bike roared to life, vibrating between her
thighs. It took all her willpower not to wiggle against the tight
leather seat until she orgasmed.

“Then let’s go.” Fiona held him tighter.
Maybe she had met him before in a dream. Or maybe she was just a
fool.

He nodded once, not turning back around as
he revved the engine. Resting her head on his back, Fiona hugged
him tightly and took a deep breath. Again the smell of him invaded
her with its heady lust.

Oh, yeah. This is definitely the only place
I have to be.

* * * *

Cade couldn’t believe that Fiona had
followed him from the restaurant without question. Part of him was
angry that she’d merely walk off with a stranger without so much as
asking his name. Another part of him was elated that he didn’t have
to waste time trying to convince her to go with him. His cock hurt
too badly for him to be charming and smooth at the moment. If he
had to seduce her later, fine, but right now he needed release.

Feeling her arms tighten around his waist as
he purposefully sped up the motorcycle, he decided to be mad at her
later. Besides, it was quite possible she felt and understood their
destiny just as he had. She did ask about fate, after all. Was that
her way of saying she knew and she accepted him as her mate? Cade
gave a small smile. He’d have thought mating would be a lot more
difficult than a couple of sentences.

This whole thing might turn out easier than
he first pictured. The way her thighs curved around the back of his
made his cock lurch to be free of his jeans. Maybe her aggravated
behavior at the preserve was because she’d been waiting for him to
shift and make a move. It wasn’t completely unheard of for humans
to know of his kind and accept it. Maybe Fiona knew he was a
shifter. Though, he wasn’t about to shift and find out until she
said something first. Her small body felt too good pressed along
his back and it had been way too long since he’d been with a woman.
He didn’t want to scare her away.

I’ll show you who’s lazy, he thought,
remembering her words to him at the preserve. The idea held no
malice, just pure intention. When I’m done with you, you won’t
be able to walk and hopefully neither will I.

There was just something about her that made
him forget every thought in his head. He looked at her and all he
understood was desire. She wasn’t his normal type—sure, pretty was
his type and she was way beyond pretty—but she knew nothing about
animals, or at least about big cats. By the way she walked and
acted at the preserve, she was a little on the prissy side. Cade
was an outdoorsy type of guy, which wasn’t too surprising being
that he was a shifter. He liked camping, hunting and hiking. He’d
bet his right testicle that the preserve was the closest Fiona had
ever been to the wilderness.

Despite these superficial differences, he’d
wanted her from the first moment. The little look of fascination
she sometimes got when she watched them was adorable and he could
tell by her gentle movements that she was kind hearted under her
wounded exterior. Cade would’ve loved to have met James, just so he
could kick the man’s ass for hurting her.

The pull between them was strong. It invaded
him to the point that he actually waited for her to walk by his
cage. His eyes took in every movement of her body when she was near
and he thought about her when she was gone. The restaurant was the
first time he’d looked at her with his human eyes, but the
attraction between them could’ve set the room on fire. She’d felt
it too. He could smell that she did. Her longing was a fragrant
scent in his head—calling to him, urging him to ride faster. He
did, slipping her away into the night.

Knowing he couldn’t hold his desires back
much longer, Cade finally slowed the bike and turned onto a narrow
dirt road. Fiona purred like a kitten, rubbing her face along his
back. He knew she was too far gone to even worry about where he was
taking her. The pheromones he was giving off probably had her
nearing the throes of passion. Good thing the pheromones only
affected his destined mate or the whole restaurant would’ve rushed
him.

* * * *

Fiona took a deep breath of air as the man
pulled the motorcycle to a stop in front of a lake. The dirt road
stretched along the banks and the night sky reflected off the
glassy water. She climbed off the back of his bike as he cut the
engine.

Now that they were stopped, she began to
shake. It was peaceful around the water and only the hum of insects
filled the air. They really were isolated out here in the country.
He got off the bike and turned to her. His body was large, easily
towering over her slighter form. She felt small, delicate, weak
next to him.

What am I doing here? I must have been
insane to get on this man’s bike.

The green in his eyes seemed to glow in the
moonlight as he stared at her—confident in himself. Fiona shivered.
There was nothing sexier than a confident man and the hint of
danger only added to her arousal.

“I’m Fiona,” she said, realizing she didn’t
know what to call him. He stepped forward, his hand brushing along
her cheek.

“Cade.”

As the soft word passed his lips, he leaned
in, opening his mouth to hers in an instantly deep kiss. She’d
never felt so much passion in another person as she did when Cade
thrust his tongue into her mouth. He explored her depths, groaning
into her as if he couldn’t get enough. His hands slid down her
arms, only to pull her shirt up.

Fiona couldn’t reason beyond the feel of
him. A carnal instinct welled inside her, forcing her to succumb to
an animalistic side she didn’t know she had. Cade’s smell
overwhelmed her, driving her passions to the boiling point. Part of
her felt as if she really knew him in her soul—on a very base
level. Before she realized what was happening, he broke the kiss
just long enough to yank her shirt over her head. He then tore her
bra free with a mighty rip.

Cade stood, staring at her breasts as they
both gasped for breath. Then, his movements purposeful, he reached
forward, watching her reaction as he touched her chest. He weighed
the globe in his palm before flicking a thumb over the nipple. A
shockwave hit her stomach and she leaned into him, wanting
more.

She gasped as his long hair tickled her
flesh, surrounding her as the breeze pushed over them. Cupping her
breasts with his warm palms, he again kissed her. His tongue teased
her mouth, until she was so crazy for him that she aggressively
sucked it between her teeth.

“Ah, kitten, you taste so good,” he moaned
into her mouth.

Cade tore his lips from hers only to lean
over and smother his face in her chest, groaning and breathing
deeply as he pinched her nipples. She couldn’t pull away—not that
she wanted to. Fiona gasped, forced to take a step back at his
forceful persistence.

A low growl sounded in the back of his
throat. It was seductive, yet raw and possessive. His hands slid to
her hips, stopping her from backing away as he sucked a nipple into
his mouth. Cade was so strong, holding her captive as he did
wickedly delightful things to her breasts. Primitive grunts sounded
in the back of his throat as if he would devour her whole.

Yes. Oh, yes...

Fiona ran her hands through his beautiful
locks, letting him work his magic on her skin. She was so caught up
in the pleasure of his mouth that she was surprised when she felt
the cool night air caressing her naked butt. He’d quickly worked
the pants and underwear from her hips. The warmth of his palms made
her shiver in delight as he grabbed her ass and kneaded the cheeks
hard. The movement parted the folds of her sex, but the breeze
could do nothing to cool the wet heat that built there.

Cade moved his hand to her sex and slipped a
finger up into her tight folds. He watched her carefully, his voice
dipping as he said, “Ah, no wonder I can’t keep my hands off you.
You’re in heat.”

In heat?

She tried not to giggle and failed. That was
an interesting way of saying her pussy was wet for him. At the
sound of her laugh, he thrust his finger up deeper. Instantly, the
sound became a weak moan.

“I can’t wait to feel your tight body
wrapped around my cock.”

Fiona barely heard him through the blood
rushing in her head. When he spoke she got the barest trace of an
accent, but she couldn’t make out what kind.

Southern, perhaps? Definitely not deep
south, but...

His calloused thumb flicked over her clit
and she forgot all about placing his accent. When he touched her
like that, she could barely stay standing. Fiona grabbed his arms,
disappointed to realize that he was still wearing all his clothes.
She’d been so busy just letting him have his way with her that she
hadn’t even tried to undress him.

“Cade,” she moaned, pulling at his T-shirt.
“Please, baby. I want to feel you—ahh.”

He wiggled his finger inside her with expert
precision, hitting the sweet spot buried within. Her hands gripped
his shirt, unable to find the strength to pull it off. A tiny
orgasm exploded inside her.

“Ah, yeah, that’s it. You’re so hot, aren’t
you, kitten?” His voice soothed as he continued to work his hand
along her pussy. Her muscles clamped around him and he only groaned
louder. “Your smell has been driving me crazy. I want to claim you
so badly.”

Fiona merely whimpered as he pushed the
sweet spot harder, fingering it in a steady rhythm.

“You’re primed for me, aren’t you? Your body
knows me, doesn’t it?”

It was true, every word. The lure of his
body had pulled her to him since she first saw the bike stop in
front of the restaurant. Strange as it sounded, their coming
together felt like fate. She could no longer avoid this moment than
she could live without breathing.

He thumbed her clit and growled, “Doesn’t
it?”

“Yes!” she gasped, grasping his strong arms
for support. His forceful nature excited her.

“Mm, that’s a good little kitten,” he
coaxed, sounding very much the dominant male. He pulled his hand
from her sex and she thought she would die if he didn’t put it
back.

“Oh, please, don’t stop,” Fiona begged.
Instantly, she reached for his cock, curious to see if the giant
bulge was really all him or just stuffing. Feeling the unmistakably
hot outline of his shaft through the denim, she trembled. It was
all him.

She rubbed his arousal as he worked around
her to free it from his jeans. He didn’t wear underwear and as soon
as he pulled the zipper down, his shaft sprang forward into her
hand. She gasped. His cock grew in her palm now that it was free
from the confines. Instantly, she let go.

“It’s, ah...” She tried to step back. The
man was ridiculously huge. Too huge. Monstrous!

“Your sweet pussy’s going to feel so good
and tight on me, kitten,” he said, his eyes continuing to glow in
the moonlight as he stroked himself. The orbs mesmerized her and
she stopped her retreat. “But first I want to feel those lips of
yours sucking me until I cum in your mouth. When I do, I want to
watch you drink me down. I’m going to lay claim to every inch of
you.”

Fiona found herself nodding weakly in
agreement.

Whatever you want, Cade.

She watched his fist swallow up the thick
head of his shaft only to pump over the length. Even as she feared
his great size, she couldn’t completely fight the euphoric pull of
his pheromones as they wrapped around her. Fiona told her legs to
run, so she could get away from him and think. They didn’t
listen.

“What’s happening?” she whispered. “Who are
you?”

“I’m the man you’ve been waiting for.”

“How...?” Fiona shook her head, trying to
clear the fog. Here she was standing naked by a lake in the middle
of nowhere.

“Fate.”

Fiona’s lids fell heavily over her eyes and
she moaned as passion continued to well within her.

“Get on your knees for me,” he said, his
tone commanding and imploring at the same time. He was cocky and
confident. She found it an incredibly sexy combination. Everything
about this man was pure Alpha male and she found herself willingly
obeying.

She eyed the thick shaft as she pulled the
jeans lower on his hips. He threw the shirt from his head,
breathing hard in anticipation. Muscles dominated every inch of his
chest and waist. Fiona smiled and peeked up at him from her place
on the ground, feeling very catlike as she licked her bottom lip.
He groaned, his body tensing visibly at the gesture. Fiona’s smile
widened and she had the insane urge to dominate the Alpha.

Oh, yeah, you go ahead and think you’re in
control. We’ll see who claims who.

Purring, she licked the tip of his shaft.
The smell of him only seemed to grow stronger at the brief touch.
The purr turned into a moan. She licked him again, slowly sucking
the tip between her lips. Suctioning her mouth, she pulled lightly.
Salty pre-cum moistened her lips as she slid off.

So good...

Grabbing his cock, she stroked its long
length and sucked the tip deeper. Cade thrust, surprising her as he
hit the back of her throat with his thick length, nearly gagging
her with his great size. She fisted her hands, squeezing him
tighter as she mindlessly began kissing and nibbling the hard
length. Fiona took him as deep as she could as she practically
devoured his hard shaft. She’d never tasted anything like it.

“Ah, damn, kitten,” he panted for breath.
“I’m going to... ahh!”

The words never made it out. His cock
twitched a second before releasing a hot stream of cum down her
throat. It was delicious and she drank down every tasty drop. When
he pulled her off him, she expected him to be tamed. She was wrong.
His large shaft stayed completely erect and the fire in his eyes
burned hotter. He fell to his knees before her and grabbed her
hips. With surprising strength, he spun her around and had her on
her hands and knees before she could think to protest.

Cade positioned his body behind hers and
reached a hand between her legs, sliding his fingers along her wet
sex from behind. Water lapped the shore from the lake and the
breeze did nothing to cool her ardor. The taste of him in her mouth
only strengthened her need for him. She was crazed, mindless, and
she needed him to release her.

She dug her fingers into the moist dirt
road, not caring that they were technically out in the open where
anyone coming by would see them. It only added to the forbidden
danger of what she was doing. Fiona never took herself for such a
wild, primitive lover, but with him she couldn’t seem to help
herself. The carnal need overrode anything else.

She looked down just as Cade flipped over on
his back. He positioned his head between her thighs and pulled her
hips down so she was smothering his face. Fiona tried to let him
breathe, but he only growled, pulling tighter. His tongue delved
into her pussy, lapping up her cream as if she were a delicacy. He
nibbled her clit, sucked it, licked it. Soon she was wiggling
against his mouth, needing to find climax. Her pussy worked along
his chin.

Cade groaned and didn’t let her pull away as
he rubbed her body’s moisture all over his lower face. When the
tension inside her body was to the snapping point, he released her
hips and was poised behind her with lightening speed. She wiggled,
disappointed that he’d stopped before she reached her climax
against his wonderful lips.

But, as teeth grazed her ass, she knew he
only had more pleasure in store for her. Hands spread her thighs
wider and she felt a tongue licking along her slit. A finger
trailed from her pussy, dragging her cream to the tight rosette
buried in her soft cheeks. She tensed as he probed her. When he’d
said he was going to claim her, she never imagined he’d go there—to
a place no man had ever touched her. There was no time for second
thoughts or embarrassment. It felt too good.

Cade’s moans of approval only grew as he
pushed his finger inside her anus. He wiggled his finger in small
circles, hitting nerve endings she never realized she had. His
touch stayed light and gentle on her ass as he rubbed his cock
along her wet slit. Fiona’s body jerked, her pussy still sensitive
from his intimate kisses.

Ah, yeah, fuck me like an animal. Just like
this. Claim me.

Fiona pushed back, curious to feel his
enormous length prying her open. She needed this, needed to be
fucked so badly it hurt. She wanted to feel his big cock pumping
its release inside her.

“Ah, Cade!”

* * * *

Cade couldn’t believe his luck in finding
the passionate woman before him. Her taste was on his mouth,
driving him wild. He wanted to roar, to shift, to let the cat in
him out to play. But, he knew it was too soon. Humans didn’t know
his kind existed and they really didn’t mate for life on the first
‘technical’ date—if that’s what this could be called.

Cade had dated a lot in his time, but he’d
never had a woman as hot as she was. Fiona was a wildcat, secure in
her passions. Her body pressed back in offering, her length
stretching before him. It was a gift he wouldn’t refuse. Pushing
forward, he pried her tight pussy open with his cock. He held his
breath. Her pussy fisted his shaft to the point he nearly
exploded.

He wasn’t sure her tiny body would take all
of him, but when she didn’t protest, he kept going. It was too
much. With a growl, he slammed into her, fitting himself to the
hilt. She gasped, her sex tightening on him as her muscles adjusted
to his size. Cade didn’t have to move. Just feeling her muscles
contract to fit him was pleasure enough.

However, Fiona had different ideas. She
pulled forward, only to thrust herself back onto him. He gasped
when she did it again and again, urging him to take her. The animal
in him wanted to play and he couldn’t stop himself as he grabbed
her hips. With a wild jerk he roughly rode her willing body,
sliding her over his cock.

She bucked as he pumped his hips and watched
her firm little ass. Cade wished he could hold back, could fight
the orgasm building inside him, but it was no use. His body needed
another release and it was going to take it whether he was ready or
not. This time he couldn’t hold anything back. The second her body
clamped in release, he let loose, filling her with a hot jet of his
cum.

“Cade,” she cried, his name heaven on her
lips. She moaned, shaking in her intense pleasure.

Cade didn’t move, as he stayed buried deep.
He felt the beginning connection stirring between them. Fiona was
marked as his woman.




Chapter Three

 


Fiona couldn’t keep the smile off her face,
as she made her rounds at the preserve. After their session by the
lake, Cade had driven her home. She wanted to talk to him, but it
seemed silly to make small talk after what they’d just done. There
was also something very sexy about holding him silently on the back
of his bike.

On her front porch, he gently kissed her and
then rode off into the early morning hours. Part of her was sad to
think he was riding out of her life forever. He’d just have to be
her little secret—a wild thing she’d done one night, something to
fuel her lonely fantasies. She was tired, but her body still sung
in the aftermath of so much pleasure that she wasn’t about to
complain about lack of sleep.

Walking past the cougar, she frowned. The
animal was watching her, his yellowed eyes narrowed as he sniffed
the air. At almost every cage she passed by, the animals within did
the same—especially the males. She frowned, lifting her arm to
quickly smell herself. She’d taken a shower and put on the same
lotion she always wore.

“Huh,” she said, flipping a page on her
clipboard to make a notation. Documenting wasn’t a fun job, but it
beat cleaning cages. Seeing a worker making his way cautiously into
the cougar’s area, she gave a slight wave. The man nodded his head,
but didn’t return the gesture. The animal was new and really
feisty. It scared easily and Fiona backed away slowly so as not to
startle it while the preserve worker was in there.

Taking a path, she found herself skipping
the tigers to go to the lions’ den. For some reason, she wanted to
go see King. It was strange, considering the day before he’d lunged
at her. Finding him on top his usual rock, his head lazily resting
on his paws, she hesitated.

King sniffed, before raising his head to
look at her. For a moment, he just stared. Then, hopping down, he
lowered his head and walked forward. Fiona glanced around and made
her way guardedly to the cage.

“Are you still mad at me?” she asked, her
voice shaking.

King shook his head as if he could
understand her. Fiona couldn’t help but laugh. There was something
different about him—more relaxed. Maybe it was her. Her whole body
was numb from her night with Cade. Her only regret was that he had
ridden off into the sunset—not that she wanted a relationship with
him, but a repeat performance would’ve been welcomed.

“You didn’t happen to tell all the other
cats what I told you yesterday, did you?” she asked, thinking of
how all the cats looked at her funny.

He nodded once. Fiona laughed. It was as if
he was really answering her.

“Shame on you, King,” she scolded playfully
as she moved to mark her clipboard. “Can’t you keep a secret?”

He nodded again.

“Hmm, we’ll see.” Fiona answered, marking a
few more boxes on her form. When she’d finished, she said, “Oh, all
right. I have to tell someone and I guess you’re as close to a
confidant as I’m going to get. I met someone last night.”

The lion tilted his head. Was it just her,
or did it look like he was waiting to hear about it? Who was she to
turn away a willing ear? Fiona smiled. It wasn’t as if she could
tell anyone else. Cade would have to be her secret—hers and King’s.
Besides, she was under her father’s thumb for the time being and
she knew he’d be livid if he caught wind of her wanton actions.
Proper young ladies just didn’t ride off on the back of stranger’s
motorcycles.

“His name is Cade and I know I’ll never see
him again, but last night... oooh!” She shivered just
thinking about it. “It was wonderful. I’ve never done anything like
it and I probably won’t again, but it was just what the doctor
ordered. He was so... so wild, untamed, passionate. Mm, my body is
still sore from...”

Fiona blushed. The lion growled low in his
throat.

“To tell you the truth, King, I’m actually
glad I won’t see him again. You know, I don’t really need the
complication of a man right now and he would definitely be too much
of a distraction.” As she said the words, Fiona wondered if she was
trying to convince King or herself. Even now, with her insides
stiff from his claiming, she wanted him again. “Besides, my father
called this morning and he has this colleague of his he wants me to
start seeing. The man’s probably a bore if he works with my dad. I
guess I don’t really have a choice, do I?”

King’s head lowered and his eyes narrowed.
Fiona quickly backed away, recognizing the look. “Whoa, easy there,
fella. Don’t get edgy, I’m going.” She gave a nervous laugh.
“You’re not much for long conversations, are you, boy?”

King continued to glare at her as she made
her way back toward the tigers. What was wrong with him? Was he
just unstable? Maybe he’d been caged up too long. It was kind of
sad seeing all the animals stuck in cages. Fiona kept a steady eye
on the lion. When she finally turned the corner, she took a deep
breath, glad the lion didn’t charge the fence again.

* * * *

Cade paced the den, angry beyond belief.

How could she? She is mine! MINE!

Fiona planned on going out on a date, did
she? With one of her father’s rich buddies. Yeah, he knew all about
her rich ‘daddy.’ That morning, before going back to his cage, he’d
stopped by to see Eve. She’d filled him in on Fiona’s background,
but only after he begged her for nearly fifteen minutes and then
resorted to whining. Viktor had merely stood behind his wife
grinning like a fool. If he hadn’t been in such a great mood, he
would’ve decked the man for laughing at him.

But Cade wasn’t smiling now. With the rage
forming in the pit of his stomach, he’d be able to tear someone to
shreds in the blink of an eye. And he planned on starting with
Fiona’s date.

* * * *

Fiona smiled at Joe Gutterman, doing her
best to look interested in what he had to say. He worked with her
father and, according to him, was an ‘indispensable asset to the
team.’ He was cute, with a nice body and an easy smile, even if it
was a tad on the smarmy side. His dark brown hair was cut short,
slicked back in a style that befitted his business suit—or a used
car salesman. When she looked into his blue eyes she imagined green
ones, and when she heard him speak she remembered the lower, husky
tone of Cade’s voice.

It was crazy to miss a man after just a
one-night stand, wasn’t it?

Mm, Cade...

“...dropped the account. Oh, man, it was
classic. I can’t wait to see that in the interoffice memo,” Joe
said, laughing heartily.

Fiona blinked in surprise, realizing she’d
been about to fantasize about her motorcycle man while she was
supposed to be pretending to listen to Joe. She nodded at his
expectant look and chuckled politely, but hadn’t heard a word the
man said. All he talked about was work, just like her father. In
fact, the man reminded her so much of her father that it was a
little unnerving.

No wonder dad likes him.

Ugh, no wonder I don’t.

The restaurant he brought her to was nice,
not New York five star nice, but pleasant enough. Music played
overhead, light guitars and harps. Joe had ordered for the both of
them. Why men believed that was a romantic gesture on the first
date was beyond her. Her father didn’t even try to order for her
when they were out—which wasn’t often. Joe didn’t even know what
she liked—proven by the escargot now in front of her.

Ick, snails!

She pushed one of the little things around
on her plate, refusing to put it into her mouth. Did Joe actually
think she’d be impressed by a man ‘sophisticated’ enough to eat
slimy mollusks? She would’ve preferred a greasy cheeseburger and
french fries, but a free meal was a free meal and a broke girl
couldn’t be too picky. Poking a snail with her fork, she
shivered.

Okay, maybe I should just starve.

“I must admit, I was a little surprised when
Mr. LaSalle asked me to take out one of his daughters. I haven’t
seen pictures of you around the office and was actually scared
you’d turn out to be...” Joe’s words trailed off.

“Fat?” Fiona filled in for him dryly,
arching a brow. How superficial could this man be? “Ugly?
Hideous?”

“Well, yeah,” Joe said, laughing louder.

Ugh, did I just think that he was passably
cute a minute ago? Listen, buddy boy, can we skip the flirting and
get right back to you talking about you and your boring job?

“Something wrong?” Joe asked.

Fiona shook her head, tapped her throat as
she took a hurried drink. Choking slightly, she said, “Ah, no, just
something in my throat.”

It was a boldfaced lie, but her father would
be really upset if this date didn’t go well and she really couldn’t
afford to be cut off. She looked at the man, forcing her smile to
widen. It was easy after the years of practice she’d had under the
guidance of her socialite mother.

Damn you, James, for putting me in this
situation.

“Ah, who am I kidding?” she mumbled. “I did
this to myself.”

“Excuse me?” Joe asked. “Did you say
something?”

“Who? Me?” Fiona forced a fake laugh. “No, I
didn’t say anything.”

Joe’s eyes narrowed and he turned to his
plate. It was all she could do not to lose her water as he popped
another snail into his mouth.

* * * *

Cade watched Fiona’s head tip back on her
shoulders as she laughed at something the asshole in a suit was
saying. Just being this close to her made his cock itch to claim
her and seeing her smile at someone else made the animal in him
want to stake his claim right there in the restaurant—right after
he ripped the man’s throat from his weak little neck.

Clenching his hands into fists, he pushed
past the very worried looking maître d' and headed straight for
Fiona’s table. The Alpha in him wanted to show her who was boss,
who her mate was. Did last night mean nothing to her? The man in
him was hurt that she could forget him so easily. The animal was
pissed.

The second she saw him, he knew. Her face
paled and her wide eyes rounded in shock. A waiter charged him and
he thrust out his hand, knocking the insolent man back into a
table. Cade didn’t break stride. Fiona gasped, shooting to her
feet.

“Cade?” she asked. Her voice was weak, but
somehow he heard it through the blood rushing in his head. He
turned to glare at the man she was with and drew up his fists.
Fiona gasped and grabbed his arm. “Cade, no! Joe, stay back.”

“Hey, man, easy,” Joe said, backing
away.

“You think you can just date my woman and
I’m going to let you?” Cade yelled.

“What?” Fiona asked, her jaw dropping in
shock when he looked at her to make sure she was out of harm’s way
before any fighting started.

“Hey, listen, man,” Joe said, backing away
like a coward. Cade’s lips snarled at the man. He reeked of
weakness and cheap cologne. “She’s just my boss’ hard-up daughter.
The girl means nothing to me.”

“Hey!” Fiona said, sounding irritated. She
charged forward and Cade automatically grabbed her arm and pulled
her back to safety.

“I’ll deal with you later,” Cade told her
with a growl.

“Wait, deal with me?” Fiona asked, her voice
rising. “Who the hell do you think you are, buddy boy? I’m not
yours to deal with.”

“I’m the man that fucked you last night,”
Cade answered, just as angry. Her words broke his concentration and
that brief second was all her date needed to slip closer to the
door.

“Hey, I don’t want in the middle of this.”
Joe backed away, holding out his hands. When he was by the door, he
took off running.

Fiona made a weak noise, stopping Cade from
following the man outside. He turned to her, suddenly realizing
what it was he’d said to her. She looked mortified. Glancing around
the silent restaurant, she sniffed back tears and pushed past him,
unable to look anyone in the eye as she ran for the door.

“Ah, damn it! Fiona, wait,” he called.

Without thinking, Cade grabbed his wallet
and threw cash down on the table. He was used to paying for damages
after his temper flared and the gesture was automatic. Following
Fiona outside, he caught her scent easily. She was halfway down the
block when he found her.

“Wait,” he commanded, jogging after her.
“We’re not done here. You have some explaining to do.”

“What?” Hands on hips, she turned back and
charged him. Taking her purse, she whipped it violently at his
face. Cade grinned, watching her breasts bounce under the tight
little black dress she wore. The handbag glanced over his shoulder,
striking him hard but not hurting. “Are you psycho? What do you
think you’re doing?”

“Hey, I wasn’t the one having a date,” he
said.

“What?” Fiona asked in openmouthed surprise,
shaking her head. She pressed her lips into a harsh line and looked
confused. As if she lacked anything better to do, she hit him again
with her purse, swinging it hard. The bag glanced off his arm, not
hurting him in the least. “Get away from me, psycho.”

“Fiona,” he warned. What was wrong with her?
One minute she gets on the back of his bike like she knows what’s
between them, the next she’s pissed when he proved his dominance as
her mate? It made no sense.

Taking a deep breath, Cade had to remind
himself that things were different in human form than in cat. In
the cat world it was simple.

“I forget. I’m sorry,” he said, doing his
best to explain and calm her at the same time. “Things are not so
complex in the wild.”

“The wild?” she asked, backing away from
him.

“Where I’m from,” he rushed, doing his best
to remember she didn’t know about who he was. It was just so hard
to concentrate on his words when his body recognized her scent and
wanted to claim her again and again. His cock pressed against his
jeans. He’d worn looser denim, but it didn’t help. His erection
still hurt with the need to be freed. “Where I come from, it’s not
so complicated. If you are hungry, you eat. If you are tired, you
sleep. If you are threatened, you fight.”

“And just where do you come from?” she
demanded.

Cade frowned. “Ah...”

“Yeah?”

“Texas,” he said weakly.

“Texas,” she repeated in disbelief. “Things
are less complicated in Texas?”

“Yes,” he answered, debating on whether or
not he should tell her the whole truth—or perhaps show her. He
glanced around the busy street. A few people had come out of the
restaurant and were watching them with interest. He lowered his
voice. “And, if you love, you mate for all eternity.”

“Okay.” The words sounded forced and she
edged away from him. “I’m not sure how they do things down south,
but here you can’t act like a Neanderthal. We had a nice time.
That’s all. I’m sorry if you thought it meant more than it did, but
we didn’t even talk—“

“Miss, are you all right? Do we need to call
the cops?” someone yelled.

Cade growled, ready to roar at the gathered
crowd until they went away.

“I’m fine,” Fiona said, only to add in a
softer tone. “I am fine, aren’t I? You’re not going to pull
anything weird, are you?”

“I would never hurt you, kitten.” Cade tried
to control the volatile combination of rage and desire running
rampant in him.

“Listen, Cade, I know we made love, but that
doesn’t mean we’re an item. It was just sex—really good, hot
sex.”

Okay, why did he want to strangle her for
saying it like that? Her tone all condescending and worried. She
took another step back and he tilted his head to the side, watching
her. He felt the shift coming, the animal inside him wanting to
take over.

“You’re mine,” he said, knowing that he
sounded like a caveman about to hit her over the head with a
club.

“I’m no man’s.”

“What about your father? Weren’t you dating
his golden boy in there? Do you honestly think that a passionless
little worm like that could make you happy? I felt the passion in
you. I know what you like. I know what your body needs.” He lowered
his voice, taking advantage of her stunned hesitance to close the
distance. Reaching for her face, he cupped her cheek. Her skin was
so soft, so sweet. He couldn’t resist as he leaned in to kiss her.
Her eyelids grew heavy as his mouth brushed along hers. He took it
slow, making her bring her mouth to his. Lightly running his tongue
over the seam of her lips, he waited.

To his great surprise, Fiona pulled back.
“Stay away from me, Cade. We are not a couple. I don’t even
know you.”

“But—”

“No.”

He watched her walk away. What the hell? How
could she not feel the attraction? He smelled her desire for him.
She was his woman, his mate and soon she’d be his wife. There was
no turning back. He loved her. It wasn’t logical or reasonable, it
just was. He’d seen her and his heart just knew. She was his.

Frowning he stormed after her, feeling a
shallow victory in the fact that he’d ruined her date with daddy’s
golden boy. As he passed the restaurant he growled, letting his
eyes shift to yellow as he stared at the crowd. They gasped in
unison and he stalked off to the sound of them shuffling to get
back inside the building.

What on earth do I have to do to make her
know she’s mine? Pee on her damn leg?






Chapter Four

 


Fiona marched down the darkened street. Joe
had picked her up at her apartment, so now that Cade chased her
date away, she didn’t have a ride. And since she was broke, she
couldn’t call a cab. She’d have to walk the half mile home.

“Stupid... overbearing....” she mumbled,
cursing Cade.

“You didn’t seem to mind me last night,
kitten,” Cade answered, his voice tinged with anger. She stopped.
He was so stealthy, she hadn’t heard him approach. Glancing over
her shoulder, she caught sight of his handsome face in the
streetlight.

“Don’t call me kitten,” she hissed. “You
have no right to be so controlling of me.”

“Can you honestly say you like that man?”
Cade asked, drawing closer to her. Fiona gripped her purse.

“It’s not a matter of what I think,” she
said. “It’s what my father wanted.”

“Do you always do what daddy says?”

“Shut up,” she growled, hating her
situation. Her life was out of her control and she couldn’t do
anything about it. Seeing Cade, she knew that part of the thrill of
their night together had been because she’d chosen to be reckless.
So help her, he was still damned sexy and her body wanted her to be
reckless again. His possessive show in the restaurant turned her
on, even if she’d have preferred he didn’t tell the whole city that
they’d fucked the night before. “You know nothing about anything in
my life. And stop following me!”

“Mm, well,” his voice dipped, causing a
ripple of pleasure to run up her spine, “if you’ll recall, kitten,
I know a few things about some things.”

His hot gaze picked up the light, seeming to
glow, as he purposefully looked over her body, lingering in all the
right spots. She shivered. Cream pooled in between her thighs and
her flesh tingled with desire for him. With just a look he could
get her hotter than anyone she’d ever known.

“Damn,” he murmured, coming so close their
chests touched. He caressed her cheek. “I love your smell when
you’re aroused, kitten. I’ve been thinking of you all day.”

“What have you been thinking?” she asked,
knowing she should push him away. Fiona couldn’t do it. He was a
possessive, borderline psycho, and yet she couldn’t resist. Maybe
she was a glutton for punishment in choosing the wrong kind of man.
Though, when she looked into his green eyes, she instinctively knew
he wasn’t like James. His smell wafted over her, as potent as
before. Her body pulsed, each nerve taut with anticipation of being
claimed.

“How much my cock aches to be buried inside
you again. Of how tight you were around me.” Cade’s chest skimmed
her nipples through their clothing as he took a deep breath. “Of
how I want to fuck you and keep fucking you until you can’t walk.”
Fiona’s knees weakened and she nearly collapsed. Cade caught her
and held her up. Chuckling, he said, “Or perhaps longer.”

Fiona blushed. What was it about him that
made her forget reason and sanity? Looking over his tight body, she
knew the answer. She bit her lip, her mouth watering to taste him
again, to drink down his release.

“Where?” she sighed, glancing around.
Besides the restaurant down the street, most of the businesses were
closed.

Cade grinned, rocking his hips into her as
he touched her waist and held her close. “How picky are you
tonight?”

Fiona felt the heat rising under her skin.
Cade’s fingers worked along her black dress. “There’s an alley over
there.”

Cade chucked. “Mm, I like you eager for
me.”

Taking her hand, he led her into the
darkness. Instantly, he pressed her up against the wall. She
couldn’t see into the alley, but could make out the bricks at her
back and the hard pavement under her feet. The light framed the
entrance to the street so they could see out, but no one looking in
could see them.

His mouth pressed against hers as he made
love to her against the cool wall. Their hard breathing mingled as
they kissed, his tongue warring with hers in passion. Their bodies
were a frenzy of hands and hurried caresses. Cade pulled up her
skirt as she fumbled with his zipper. Urgency overcame them and
before she knew it, Fiona was lifted up against the wall. Her legs
dangled along his waist as he held her by her thighs. She wrapped
her arms around his neck.

His cock brushed her wet slit. Her body
jerked in anticipation of that first thrust. Cade’s mouth
unexpectedly lightened on hers.

“Tell me this is what you want,” he
whispered and for a moment, she thought to see his hot eyes glowing
like a cat’s from the darkness.

“Yes,” she answered just as softly, running
her hands over his bulging muscles. He was so strong, holding her
as if she weighed nothing. “This is what I want.”

His hips pressed into her, claiming her
gently. Even after being together the night before, her body needed
to stretch to fit him. He rocked, keeping a slow, easy pace.

“Ah, Cade,” she moaned, taking deep breaths.
It was almost too much. His body felt too good and his cock was
pressing along her sweet spot.

“That’s it, kitten, come for me.” He nibbled
along her neck. “Ah, your tight body feels so good. I’m going to
fuck you all night. I want you so bad.”

How could she hold off when his gruff voice
was so persistent, so naughtily sexy as he continued to whisper
dirty little words in her ear? Just as she almost came, he slowed
his pace, keeping her on the edge of release. Cade growled in the
back of his throat.

“Oh, please... please... please,” she
groaned with each thrust. “Faster, please, faster.”

An unearthly roar sounded, just like the
wild cats at the preserve. He began to pump hard and fast. His eyes
glinted in the night, the yellow orbs glowing with an inhuman
light. Fiona was shaken by the noise and the look in his eyes. She
was about to push him away when an intense orgasm took over.
Gasping, she came so hard she could barely breathe. The pleasure
ripped through her body, hitting every nerve until it buzzed with
warmth.

For a long moment, she stayed pinned against
the wall, unable to move. Weakly, she hit Cade’s shoulder, her only
defense. The sound of his growl echoed in her head. Humans didn’t
make that kind of noise—at least not that she knew of. And his
eyes...

“What...?” she asked, when she could finally
manage to speak. His body slipped from hers. “What are you?”

His breathing only deepened, coming out in
harsh pants. It was a primal, dangerous sound.

“What are you doing to me?” Fiona pushed him
again. Her panties were torn off. She didn’t remember him doing it.
Her skirt fell around her thighs. “I lose my mind when I’m around
you. It’s your smell... but there’s... more than...”

Fiona shook her head, slipping past him as
she stumbled her way from the darkness into the light.

“I don’t know what you are, Cade,” she
whispered, “but I want you to leave me alone. Do you understand?
Stop whatever it is you’re doing to me. Get out of my head. I don’t
want you there.”

Fiona turned, running toward the street.
Glancing over her shoulder, she was glad when he didn’t try to stop
her.

Get out of my heart, Cade. I can’t be in
love with you.

* * * *

“How exactly did you explain it to her?”
Viktor asked, glancing sideways from where he lounged on his back
in the long, open field. Grasses rolled all around them in the
breeze, blocking out the distance from their place on the
ground.

Cade didn’t answer. He couldn’t. Insects
hummed and white clouds drifted overhead. The south field spread
out around them and even in human form they didn’t mind being so
close to nature. In fact, they preferred it.

“You didn’t explain it to her, did you?”
Viktor laughed, turning his eyes back to the blade of grass he
twined in his fingers.

Cade snarled in Viktor’s direction. His
friend really wasn’t helping his bad mood. Viktor only laughed
harder, completely unaffected by the dark sound.

“What?” Cade demanded. He hadn’t known
Viktor a long time, but they’d become fast friends. Just like in
mating, their instinct also told them who they could befriend and
who they could trust. “I knew it the first moment I saw her. She
should have as well.”

“What? When she first saw you as the lion
she knew as King? You really expect her to fall in love with a
cat?” Viktor shook his head. “Man, for someone so smart, you really
don’t know too much about women.”

“What do you expect me to say? Hey, kitten,
wanna see me change shape?” Cade rolled his eyes. “Please. She’d go
runnin’ for the hills.”

“And you’d enjoy chasing her.” Viktor
smirked.

Cade gave a small laugh at that. “Yeah, I
would, too.”

“If she really is your mate like you say,
you’re going to have to tell her sometime.”

“Can we just get her to accept me as a man
before we work on me as a lion?” Cade took a deep breath. This
whole wooing a mate thing wasn’t going as easy as he’d first
expected. Sure, he’d gotten her marked, but what good was it if
plain humans couldn’t sense the mark and if she herself didn’t
accept or want it?

“Yeah, that’s probably a good plan.” Viktor
nodded. “Let me make sure I’ve got this straight. So, you both had
dinner and then you mated.”

“Ah.” Cade grimaced.

“What? You didn’t mate?”

“We didn’t have dinner. The first time, she
was eating. There was an understanding when I walked through the
door and looked at her. I paid. She got up and followed me. Then,
we mated. The second time, she was eating with that man I told you
about. Ah, I’m pretty sure I paid again. She was upset but then we
reached an understanding. Then, we mated... again.” Cade sighed,
his body heating with the memory of it. It had been two days since
he interrupted her date and he hadn’t seen Fiona since. She’d been
off work and he missed her terribly. Short of stalking her, he knew
there was no way but to wait until she had another work shift if he
wanted to see her. Not that he hadn’t done just a little bit of
stalking. He was part cat, after all, and it was in his nature to
guard what was his.

“But you did talk first,” Viktor
insisted.

“Um, not really. The second time there was
some yelling. Damn, she has a fiery temper.” Cade nodded in
approval.

“Then afterwards you talked?”

“No, not really.”

“What did happen afterwards?” Viktor sighed,
concentrating on the blade of grass in his hands.

“The first time I took her home.” Cade
frowned. “The second time she took herself home. Why? What are you
getting at? I told you we had an understanding. No words were
needed.”

“You have been in the wild more than I
realized,” Viktor said. “This isn’t a one-night stand. You have to
tell her how you feel. You have to romance her. You have to listen
to her when she talks.”

“I did listen. Her pheromones have been in
my head and her body language said she wanted me—”

Viktor’s laughter cut him off. “Uh, yeah,
you do realize she’s not a catshifter, don’t you? Women need actual
words. I swear, you’ve been hanging with Mia too much.”

“There is nothing between Mia and me. She’s
just a friend. You know we don’t mate with cats,” Cade
defended.

“Whoa, someone’s a little touchy.”

Yeah, because I have a mate and a hard on
and the two are not on speaking terms.

“Besides,” Cade said. “Eve can sense you
just fine. Why should my mate be any different?”

“Yeah, now she can, but it wasn’t always
like that. That bond had to grow. Listen, if you want my advice, go
to Fiona. Be charming, attentive, but most importantly try and keep
your hands off her.” Viktor smirked, as if really enjoying himself
at Cade’s expense. “And tell her how you feel. If she really is
your mate then she’ll accept what you are.”

“Thanks, Dr. Vik,” he drawled.

“Now, on to actual business,” Viktor said.
“Some of the shifters have said they sense a new scent on the
premises, but they can’t tell if it’s shifter or just a wild cat.
Eve doesn’t have any new arrivals or incomings listed. If it’s a
shifter, it’s possibly just a tramp. If it’s a cat, someone
could’ve dropped it off on preserve property and run, leaving us to
take care of it. Unfortunately, that happens a lot. Humans take
wild cats as pets and then wonder why they can’t handle them or why
they turn on their owners.”

Cade sighed. He knew all about the
tendencies of humans. It was why Mia was so messed up. Her last
owner had beaten her senseless. She’d grown up in captivity and
didn’t know what a real lioness was supposed to be like. “I’ll see
what I can find out.”

“Thanks,” Viktor said. “I’ll start in the
north section tonight. Eve’s worried about the animal spreading
disease to the rest of the cat population or even attacking one of
the workers. Can’t say I blame her.”

“Yeah,” Cade agreed. “Tell Eve not to worry.
Her new preserve security team is on the case.”

“She’ll worry anyway.” Viktor chuckled,
rolling up to stand. He reached down to help Cade. “It’s what wives
do.”

* * * *

“Fiona, darling!”

Fiona smiled at the enthusiastic greeting
her mother gave her as she came through her parents’ front door.
The woman had dark hair and pale, ageless skin. She always thought
her mother looked like a fragile porcelain doll. Her pretty
wardrobe certainly attested to the image.

The old Gregorian-style mansion sat high on
a hill, overlooking the town below on one side and a long stretch
of forest on the other. There was about seventy acres total,
including the forest and a small stream in the woods. Six of those
acres were the old gardens in the back. Several paths wound through
them and Fiona had explored them often as a child with her older
sister, Darcy.

The house was several thousand square feet
with well over sixty-five separate rooms. A large marble staircase
stretched before the front door in the reception area. The
craftsmanship of the surrounding woodwork was just amazing—from
paneling to some of the house’s original furniture. There were also
some outbuildings, including an old coach house from the late
nineteenth century that had been converted into a garage that
housed her father’s classic cars. She used to tell Darcy that the
1950 Chevy Fastback Sedan was their long lost brother. The way
their father babied the thing was borderline ridiculous.

To anyone looking in, she’d lived a fairy
tale life. But it was all glitter and mirages. What couldn’t be
seen were the security systems and the hidden guards who monitored
every movement. Though handy when it came to cheating at hide and
go seek, it was more than annoying when they were teenagers just
trying to live a normal life. In the LaSalle household, normal
really wasn’t a part of the everyday routine. Just walking in the
front door made Fiona feel suffocated. It’s why she’d left. Darcy
had stayed, making her their father’s favorite.

“Mom,” Fiona said, giving the woman a
genuine hug. Teresa LaSalle could be a little flighty and was a
hopeless socialite, but she had a kind heart and giving nature.
Since she’d never really had a job, she spent most of her time
volunteering and holding benefits for a local hospital, Mercy. “Oh,
I’ve missed you!”

“Well, if you’d come home more often...” her
father said behind her.

Fiona stiffened as her mother let go. She
turned to her father and nodded, not greeting him as
enthusiastically as she had her mother. “Dad.”

“Hmm.” He thrust a newspaper under his arm
and looked her over. “You’ve lost weight.”

“Starving will do that to you,” Fiona
quipped.

“Don’t be so dramatic,” Fredrick answered,
his face blank.

“Oh, darling, if you need to eat you should
just come home,” Teresa said, looking helplessly at her
husband.

“Don’t worry about her, my love,” Fredrick
said. “She’s exaggerating.”

At her father’s meaningful look, she said,
“Yeah, I’m just in a foul mood. Ignore me. I’m eating plenty.”

Teresa smiled, completely put at ease. She
was so trusting, Fiona almost felt bad that she and her father took
advantage of her nature like they did—even if it was for her
mother’s own peace of mind.

“So, Fiona, Joe tells me your date was
interrupted,” Frederick said. Fiona cringed.

“Well, I’ll just leave you two alone to
talk,” Teresa said, backing out of the reception hall. She looked
uncomfortable at the sudden strained vibe in the room. Fiona wasn’t
surprised by the woman’s retreat. Her mother had never been really
strong when it came to her father. “Fiona, darling, come have tea
with me when you’re finished. I’ve missed you so much and I miss
our little talks. I want to hear all about your work at the
wildlife rescue place. I think it’s so great that you volunteer
there.”

“It’s a job, Mom,” Fiona answered, raising a
brow in her father’s direction. He grimaced back.

“Oh, well, I didn’t realize. Still, I’d love
to hear all about it.” Teresa smiled, unfazed.

“Sure, Mom,” Fiona said.

When Teresa was gone, Fredrick motioned his
daughter to follow him. She did so, going past the marble staircase
to the door at the end of the reception hall. It was her father’s
office. Thick fur rugs lined the floor before a giant dark wood
fireplace. Bookshelves were built so high a ladder had to be used
to reach the top. Darcy had spent her entire life trying to read
through the collection. Fiona hadn’t touched a one—except those
which were required of her growing up.

“Is Darcy still in Europe?” Fiona asked,
moving to an oversized leather chair before her father’s desk. She
didn’t know why she felt the need to make small talk with him. As
if delaying the inevitable conversation would make it easier in the
long run.

Her father threw the paper on the thick
piece of oak furniture and took a seat behind the desk. He studied
her for a moment before nodding. “Yes, she is. Last I heard she was
touring Tuscany.”

Lucky her.

“Oh.” Fiona knew she sounded unenthused. She
glanced around the office, feeling very much like a little girl
about to be yelled at. There was just something about her childhood
home that made her forget every independence she’d learned as an
adult.

“So, who’s this mystery man of yours?”
Fredrick asked, leaning back in his chair, arms crossed.

Fiona didn’t answer.

“Joe told me everything, but I’d like to
hear it from you.”

Fiona tried to read her father’s face, but
it was impassable. It’s what made him such a great businessman.
Unfortunately, she’d been trapped like this before. It was his way
of getting her to confess things which he didn’t know and confirm
the things he did. Only question was, how much did he know?

“His name is Cade,” Fiona said. “He’s just a
friend.”

“He stormed in and declared you were his
woman,” Fredrick stated bluntly. “I’d say this Cade believes you’re
more than friends. Wonder what gave him that impression?”

“I’m not sure,” Fiona said.

“Hmm.”

“We only had one date.”

“Mm.” Her father’s eyes narrowed.

Fiona took a deep breath, knowing she was
about to start babbling and confess everything—well, not
everything. “He’s, ah, very nice.”

“I’m sure,” Fredrick said. Fiona was glad
when he continued, saving her from embarrassing herself with a full
confession of having had a one-night stand with a complete
stranger. “Tell me, is it serious?”

“No.”

“Hmm.”

She really hated when her father hummed like
that. “Are we done? Mother’s expecting me for tea.”

A slow smile curled the side of her father’s
mouth. “You know, dear, someday you’ll understand my position.”

And someday, daddy dear, you might
understand that your life is not mine. I want freedom. I want my
own life. I like sleeping without guards pacing the halls. I like
going and doing what I want without having a ‘family schedule’ to
check in on first.

Fiona only nodded as she stood. Her body
stiff, she walked out of his office in search of her mother in the
back gardens for afternoon tea. The day was warm, but not so hot
that it was uncomfortable. The back gardens were a little
overgrown, but that only added to their rustic charm. Shrubs
spilled over onto the pathways, creating hidden nooks that were
perfect for escaping the nosy security guards.

Fiona had actually lost her virginity to her
high school sweetheart in the back section of trees. It had been a
horribly disappointing experience which only turned to a mortifying
one when she was discovered sneaking back in by one of the guards.
The jerk security director had called her father down. As if the
dreadful sexual experience wasn’t bad enough, her father’s
disappointed look had topped the evening off. It was that night
when she knew she would never stay under her father’s thumb.
Several years later, she’d moved out of his house and never looked
back—until James’ betrayal forced her to.

“How was it?” her mother asked, glancing
over her fine china cup. A small smile alighted on her lips as she
studied her daughter. “Did he mention James?”

“Ahhh,” Fiona answered, the sound caught
between a sigh and a groan. “Actually, he didn’t, which is
surprising.”

“Mm, that’s good. I told him if he did, he’d
be kicked out of our bedroom for a week.”

“Ugh, Mom.” Fiona rolled her eyes, only to
stop and add, “Hey, why only a week?”

Her mother laughed. “Trust me, dear, that’s
punishment enough.”

Replaying her groan, she repeated, “Ugh,
Mom!”

Teresa smiled. “You know the problem is
you’re just as stubborn as he is. When you get together, it’s a
wonder either of you talk about anything productive. It’s like
watching two bulls about to charge each other.”

Fiona laughed, taking a decorative seat
across from her mother. The cushion underneath her was soft,
contrasting the hard wrought iron at her back. An umbrella shaded
the patio set. Automatically, Teresa leaned forward to pour her
daughter a cup of tea. Fiona took it, adjusting her body to sit
like a lady--a habit drilled into her head by her mother growing
up.

“Mm,” Fiona nodded, taking a sip of the hot
brew. “My favorite. Just a hint of the hot stuff.”

Her mother winked. “It’s like I told you,
dear, what men don’t know, won’t hurt them. We women are allowed
our little secrets.”

Fiona smiled. Her mother was cleverer than
she sometimes gave her credit for.

“Besides, how do you think the tradition of
afternoon teas have lasted so long?” Teresa laughed softly.

“Mom, can I ask you something?”

“A question that starts like that can’t be
good.” Teresa set down her tea, instantly serious.

“Why’d you marry Dad?” Fiona always wondered
how her parents got together. They never talked about it, except to
say they met when they were young and fell instantly and madly in
love. The fact that the hardheaded Fredrick still openly called his
wife ‘my love’ after decades of marriage said a lot.

“Because I love him,” her mother answered.
Fiona frowned slightly. Teresa took a deep breath. “Because the
first moment I saw him I knew we were meant to be together. I just
looked at him and I knew.”

“Just like that? And you’ve had no regrets?”
Fiona thought of Cade. He’d been in her head, but she didn’t know
what to do about it. At night, she dreamed of him, her body so hot
she barely had to touch herself to orgasm. During the day, she
caught herself searching the crowds for him. He wasn’t there, at
least not that she saw. Sometimes she thought she felt him watching
her, but if he was he never approached.

“Well, we’ve had our share of fights to be
sure, but I have no regrets,” Teresa said. Fiona quirked a brow,
wondering what her mother would consider a ‘fight.’ The
mild-mannered woman hadn’t lifted her voice a day in her life.
Teresa laughed. “What? We have.”

“Oh, really.” Fiona smirked. “When?”

“The last time was the day you moved out,
Ms. Smarty Pants, if you must know.”

Fiona wiped the look off her face. “Anyway,
as you were saying, you love him and have no regrets.”

“You tend to make things so complicated,
just like your father.” Teresa shook her head and picked up her
tea. “Sometimes, darling, life is what you want it to be. The women
on our side of the family can just feel our soul mates. It’s an
instinct inside us, a pull we can’t ignore. If you think you’ve
found him, then why fight it? Life can be so short and so cruel.
You have to grab the things you know you want and just hold tight
no matter the cost. And, if you find your soul mate, then you grab
onto him and never let go.”

“And if he doesn’t feel the same?”

“If he’s your soul mate, he will.”

Fiona studied her mother. “You’re deeper
than you let on, you know.”

“What?” Teresa winked. “Did you think all I
knew how to do was throw parties?”

She didn’t answer.

Teresa sighed, motioning her hand to the
side. “Now, tell me what you think of my new lilies. Aren’t they
beautiful? I just love lilies.”

Fiona dutifully turned her head, knowing her
mother was ending the serious conversation. She eyed the pretty
little white buds and nodded. Lily of the Valley was one of her
favorites and her mother had always had a way with flowers. “Yeah,
they really are beautiful.”

 


 



Chapter Five

 


Cade ran through the dark fields on all
fours searching for the intruder. He’d picked up an unfamiliar
scent about an hour before and the stronger the smell got, the more
sure he became that the cat was a male shifter. And the way his gut
clenched assured him that the shifter was up to no good. Besides,
had he been friendly, the man would’ve shown respect and introduced
himself to those at the preserve. It was simple etiquette to say
hello before coming into someone’s home and Jameson Wild life
Rescue and Preserve was home to many.

Slowing his pace as he neared the tree line,
he sniffed. He was getting closer to the man’s hideout. Cade
crouched on all fours, silently moving into the dark woods. His cat
eyes saw easily in the night, but he knew the shifter he tracked
would most likely see him with just as little effort.

Cade tensed, ready to pounce. His ears
twitched in warning and his hair stood on end. A low growl sounded
in the woods, near some dense brush close to the path.

“What do you want?” an old voice yelled,
after a long silence. “Leave me be.”

The cat had shifted to his human form. Cade
did the same, keeping his senses keenly alert for an ambush.

“I said leave me be,” the man repeated. “I’m
not doing anything wrong. Go away.”

“You’re on private property, shifter,” Cade
said.

“You know where I am?”

“Show yourself,” Cade demanded. An old man
appeared from behind a tree, standing as naked as the day he was
born. Instantly, Cade saw his white eyes. The man was blind. His
guard relaxed some, but an uneasy feeling still resided in the pit
of his stomach. In his centuries of living, he’d never met an old
shifter. And, over time, the man’s body should’ve been able to
restore his eyesight. Something was unmistakably wrong with this
situation. “Who are you?”

“Name’s Ricard.” The man shook as he leaned
against the tree for support. He hardly looked able to support his
own weight, let alone do anyone harm. Cade kept a keen eye on him,
but relaxed his guard some as he felt no immediate danger. “Are you
the shifter who’s been stalking me?”

“My name’s Cade,” Cade answered. He too was
naked after shifting, but barely paid it any mind.

“Nice to meet you, Cade,” the man said. “I
didn’t mean to trespass. I don’t always know where I am. I haven’t
seen anyone for months.”

“You’re at the Jameson Wild Life Rescue and
Preserve.” Cade took a slow step forward as Ricard reached out a
hand. He took it, shaking it before hooking it onto his elbow to
lead the man out of the trees toward the clearing.

“Then I made it,” the man said, giving a
great sigh. His body seemed to relax with what could only be
relief. “I wasn’t sure. When no one picked me up, I assumed I’d
gotten lost. Word has it there’s a lady here who takes in
strays.”

Yep, that would be Eve all right.

Cade chuckled at the thought. It was no
wonder that her generosity had gotten around the shifter world as
well as the humans. Just as she took in strays left behind by human
pet owners, it would seem she’d now become an infirmary and
homeless shelter to down and out shifters.

Eyeing the man, he still didn’t feel right
about him. There was definitely something off to the whole
situation. But, what could he do? He couldn’t leave Ricard to
wander the woods unwatched and Eve wouldn’t be happy if he even
thought about turning him out of the preserve. The woman really did
have a soft heart.

Though, she’d probably punish me by putting
the birth control back into my food.

Cade suppressed another chuckle. The extra
hormones had made him feel a little edgy at times. She’d added it
in all the shifter’s food. It wasn’t intentional. Eve didn’t know
that they were shifters at the time and had thought she was keeping
them from reproducing with the female cats. The female cats
certainly didn’t hold any appeal to them.

“Come on,” Cade said, as they made the south
field. “You look hungry. Let’s get you something to eat and have
Dr. Matthews check you out. The facility is about a mile from here.
Are you up to the walk?”

“Mind if we shift first?” Ricard asked. “I
tend to do better in my old age when I shift.”

Cade let go of him, letting the form of the
lion instantly wash over his skin. When the fur covered every inch
of him, he growled low in his throat. The old man was slower to
shift, but soon he took the shape of a tiger. His orange and black
fur looked ragged and dull, and he had to take hard, deep
breaths.

They began walking, taking a slow pace to
accommodate Ricard’s weakness. The tiger was exceedingly thin and,
being that he was blind, Cade assumed that he didn’t hunt very
well.

Strange, he thought. Very strange,
indeed.

* * * *

“He was discovered along the south section
last night,” Eve said, pointing at the tiger in the laboratory’s
new arrival cage.

Fiona nodded, eyeing the mangy tiger. The
animal’s head was turned toward the far wall and he didn’t move to
look at them. Eve studied the animal and Fiona took a moment to
study her. The doctor had never spent time with her on her work
shift before and Fiona thought it odd that she would do so now.
They weren’t really doing anything, just talking shop.

Eve really loved her job. It was clear in
every word and every movement. She lived for this place. Fiona
wished she could feel half as much for something in her life. She
thought of Cade and shivered.

The sterile building was nearly empty except
for a few interns checking on the sick cats. A baby cougar was in
one cage and the lioness, Mia, was in another. Eve had told her
that Mia had a cyst on her back that was causing her pain. They’d
just discovered it that morning and had her in to do tests.

“Is he sick?” Fiona asked, turning her
attention back to the mangy tiger.

The tiger whipped around at the sound of her
voice. His white eyes stared blindly in their direction and his
head tilted to the side.

“Huh,” Eve mused, kneeling down to get on
the tiger’s level. “That’s the first he’s moved all morning. I
think he likes your voice.”

Fiona didn’t move, not liking the sensation
that washed over her at the tiger’s attention. “I should probably
get to work.”

Eve blinked, looking up. She stood and
nodded. “Actually, I wanted to ask you to spend some time with King
today. He’s been a little down and I think some company will
actually help him.”

Fiona wondered at the request. Eve gave a
small smile as she said the words.

“All right,” Fiona agreed at last. “You just
want me to sit by his cage today?”

“Pretty much. Just talk to him, let him hear
your voice so he knows he’s not alone.”

“Okay.” The word was slow coming and Fiona
nodded. Suddenly, it sounded like just what she needed. She wanted
to see the lion, even if he was temperamental half the time. “He’s
not sick or anything, is he?”

The tiger growled low in his throat. Eve
glanced at him before saying, “No. Just depressed about Mia, I
think.”

Depressed? Lions get depressed? Fiona
had never thought about it before, but she supposed it would
happen. Mia was his wife of sorts, wasn’t she? He probably did miss
his partner.

“I’m on it,” Fiona said, turning to go to
King’s cage.

“Thank you!” Eve called as she walked out of
the laboratory.

It was a short walk through the preserve,
but she found herself hurrying to see King. She had a lot on her
mind and the lion was the perfect sounding board to get it all
out.

* * * *

Cade watched Fiona as she talked to ‘King.’
She blushed as she spoke of him, whispering through the chain-link
fence about what had gone on between them. The sunlight outlined
her slender body as she sat on the ground, haloing her auburn hair
to perfection.

It was interesting to hear about their
experiences from her viewpoint and he couldn’t help noticing the
unguarded, dreamy smile that crossed her face or shone from her
green eyes whenever she said his name…

Cade.

“Mm, enough about me,” Fiona said, setting
her head against the fence. It was the closest she’d ever come to
him in shifted form. He made no sudden moves, not wanting to scare
her. She’d already seen enough displays of King’s temper, but Cade
couldn’t help it. Whenever she spoke of herself with another man he
saw blood. “How are you holding up?”

He sighed softly. If only he could shift
without her freaking out on him and tell her how he was. He’d been
miserable without her, so lost and lonely.

“It must be hard not having your wife with
you,” she said, eyeing her hands.

What? She knew?

Cade pushed up on his front paws. Fiona
pushed away from the fence at his movement.

“I mean, you and Mia have been together a
long time, huh? You must really miss her.”

Mia? She thinks I’m married to Mia?

Cade didn’t know whether to roar or try to
laugh.

“I wish I had someone like you worrying over
me,” Fiona said, sighing wistfully.

You do, kitten.

“Oh, listen to me, babbling on about Cade. I
hardly know him. He’s arrogant, possessive and probably a stalker.
I wouldn’t be surprised if he rode into town fresh out of a mental
institute. I know I belong in one for even going with him. I just
couldn’t seem to stop myself. I saw him and I was compelled to
follow him. You know, he had this smell to him. It drives me wild.
I don’t think its cologne, per se, because he doesn’t appear to
wear any, but it’s great.”

She likes my smell.

Cade grinned.

But, she also thinks I escaped from an
insane asylum.

His grin fell.

“Want to know a secret? Something I haven’t
told anyone?” she asked him, her voice dropping as she looked into
his eyes. He longed to pull her into his chest and hold her. “I
think I’m in—”

“Cade!”

Cade tensed. It was Eve and she sounded
hysterical. He stood up. Eve would never yell for him in the middle
of the day unless it was an emergency. Fiona looked at him in
confusion before standing.

“Cade!” Eve screamed as she ran straight for
his cage. Blood dotted her white lab coat and she looked pale.
Stumbling slightly as she saw Fiona, she didn’t stop.

“Dr. Mat—?” Fiona began.

“Cade,” Eve said, looking down at him, her
breath coming out in hard pants. “I need you. It’s…”

“Cade?” Fiona whispered. They both ignored
her.

“...it’s Viktor,” Eve gasped. “And Mia. The
tiger. He got loose and—”

“What’s happened?” Fiona asked, sounding
slightly hysterical. Cade was torn between comforting her and
helping Eve—who was obviously distraught. “Did something
happen?”

Not given much of a choice, Cade glanced at
Fiona and began to shift. Time seemed to slow as he transformed.
Fiona paled, her expression of horror burning into him. He could
see her tremble.

“Cade?” Fiona whispered.

“Fiona—” Cade reached for her, but she
jerked further away.

“Cade, I’m sorry, but I need you. Viktor’s
hurt. Ricard jumped him and Mia got loose and tried to help him,
but—”

“I’m coming,” Cade said. Eve took off her
lab coat as he leapt over the fence.

“Ah!” Fiona cried, falling to the
ground.

Eve threw the lab coat at him as he landed.
Glancing at Fiona, he said, “I can explain. Don’t go.”

“Uh,” she whimpered, trembling on the
ground.

“Cade!” Eve insisted.

Torn, he took off into a sprint.

* * * *

Fiona didn’t move as Cade ran off into the
distance, tugging the white lab coat over his arms. Eve turned to
her.

“Fiona, I…” she hesitated, as she stepped
backward in the direction of the lab. Her words hurried, she added,
“I know this looks strange, but I promise it’s all right. Just...
just get into the staff lounge and stay there. This is all under
control. There’s nothing to worry about.”

Eve took off running, following to where
Cade had disappeared. For a long moment, Fiona couldn’t move as she
stared after them.

“King?” she whispered. “Cade?”

No, it can’t be.

Cade?

Fiona pushed to her feet, not knowing what
to do. Cade was a lion? He was King? She looked at the cage. All
this time, she’d been telling him her secrets. Oh, and today! All
the stuff she’d said about having sex with him, of never having
felt so much and never having had such pleasures.

Torn between mortification and fear, Fiona
glanced around the preserve, hugging her arms around her waist. If
Cade was a cat-man, were there others? Her co-workers? Were they
like Cade? Eve? Her husband, Viktor?

“I have to get out of here,” she whispered,
talking to herself. The sound of her own voice brought her no
comfort. Shaking, she tried to make her way to the employee lounge
to get her car keys. There was no way she was staying at the
preserve now that she knew what was here.

Grateful that it was still early evening,
she kept moving, scanning around her as she walked. Then, out of
nowhere, a voice came from behind her.

“Fiona, what a surprise.”

James?

She tensed, suddenly nauseous.

“What? Is that any way to greet the love of
your life?” James said. She would’ve known his deep timbre
anywhere.

“You’re not,” she whispered. Her mind tried
to process everything that was happening. Cats turning into men.
James at the preserve.

“Tsk, tsk, tsk, Fiona,” James’ breath fanned
her neck. She couldn’t run. This had to be a bad dream. “I thought
I meant more to you than that. Had I known your taste ran toward
shifters, I’d have shown myself to you long ago.”

“What?” At that she did pull away and spin
around. Backing up, she shook her head. “I don’t believe you.”

James grinned and arched a brow. He wore a
white lab coat much like the one Eve had given Cade when he turned.
His eyes glowed, turning from brown to green. Other than that, he
looked just as she remembered him—handsome, youthful.

“What are you? What is going on? What do you
want?”

“Sweetheart, don’t get so dramatic on me.”
James frowned and said, as if talking to a child, “Take a deep
breath. Try to relax.”

“You took everything from me. Don’t call me
sweetheart!” Fiona continued to stumble away.

“I am sorry about that, but you see, you
refused to marry me and I had to get your money somehow.”

“James, please, just go away.”

He came for her, drawing nearer. His
movements were confident and he didn’t walk as he once had—like his
back was no longer hurt.

As if it had ever been…

“What are you?” she demanded.

“A shifter. I turn into a tiger. Would you
like to see?” His eyes again flashed, gleaming yellow.

“That was you... Ricard. You’re Ricard.”
Fiona tensed. “What did you do, James? Did you kill someone? What
did you do?!”

“Easy, turtledove,” he crooned. “Take it
easy. I only killed the lioness. You see, I needed her blood. Call
it my own personal fountain of youth. The others just got in my
way.”

“Was she a...?”

“Shifter? No. Shifter blood doesn’t work.
Only cat blood.”

“Are you going to kill me?” Fiona hated
herself for asking, but she couldn’t stop the question from
escaping her lips. Insanely, she thought of Cade. Would he come for
her? Did she want him to? Was one shifter better than another? In
her heart, she already knew the answer. Cade might not have told
her everything, but he wasn’t as bad as James.

“Mm, probably not, my darling.”

Fiona shivered, hating the pet names. When
he said it, they sounded like insults.

“Or, is it kitten now?” James surged forward
with so much speed, she screamed in fright, only to find he was
upon her before she could blink. His hand shot over her mouth,
pressing tight to her lips until she was forced to breathe from her
nose. Her heart thundered in her head. She never imagined he would
strike so fast. “Isn’t that what he calls you? Kitten?”

Fiona shook her head, trying to talk, but
his hand muffled her words. His eyes flashed with a supernatural
light.

“I saw you, kitten,” he spat. “I watched you
spread your legs for him like a whore. Did you like him fucking
you? Was his cock so much more than mine? Did he make your sweet
body come?”

He’s crazy! Cade! Help!

She struggled to be set free, but James
merely slipped his hand from her to replace it with his lips. He
kissed her hard, as if he’d expected her to respond to him. When
she pushed her lips tight, refusing him entrance, he growled.

“What? My kiss not good enough for you?” he
spat. Thrusting his hips to her stomach, he let her feel his
erection. She imagined he was naked under the lab coat. “My cock
not good enough anymore? It was plenty good enough when you used to
ride me every night.”

“James, stop—” It had hardly been every
night.

“I’ll show you, you bitch.” His eyes were
wild, almost insane as he studied her face and pressed a finger
along the seam of her mouth hard. “I want you to act for me like
you did for him. I want you get on your knees for me and suck me
like you did him. Then you’re going to beg me to fuck you like an
animal. Yeah, yeah…”

“No,” she began. He shook her hard. “We
can’t. Not here. Someone will see. Please, James.”

As if coming from an impassioned haze, he
glanced around the open section of the preserve. “You’re
right.”

He took a deep breath and Fiona wondered if
she’d made a mistake. Now she had no idea where he’d take her. At
least here, someone might come and help her. But, she just couldn’t
force herself to give him a blowjob. She didn’t want him anymore,
realized she’d never wanted him. She’d just been lonely and looking
for something James could never give her.

“Come on,” he ordered, jerking her arm and
making her walk with him. “I know a place that’s perfect.”

Cade, Fiona thought. Please, help
me.

 


 


 



Chapter Six

 


Cade pressed his hand to Mia’s throat. It
had been slit open with a claw in such a way she should’ve died
instantly. Rage and sorrow ripped through him. Mia didn’t have much
of a chance in this life. After five years at the preserve, she’d
only started to relax around humans. It was his presence alone that
kept her calm. If he would’ve left, she would’ve gone berserk on
the staff and would’ve had to be put down. So he’d stayed with her,
because she needed him. And, when she needed him most, he’d let her
down.

“She saved my life,” Viktor said, coughing,
“and Eve’s.”

Cade fought back tears and nodded once to
indicate he heard him. His fists clenched over the lioness’ chest.
They were covered with blood. Viktor had a slashed chest, but would
live. Unlike Mia, he had the ability to heal himself.

“Cade,” Eve whispered. “Please. We have to
find Ricard.”

Cade’s head snapped up, his eyes glowing
hot. The murderer was still out there.

Fiona.

His heart dropped. Fiona was still out there
as well.

“Fiona,” Cade growled, turning toward the
door mid-shift. His blood-stained paws hit the floor and he took
off running, the white lab coat fluttering behind him. He picked up
the man’s scent and his stomach clenched as he ran back toward his
cage. That’s where he’d left Fiona.

Please let her have run off. Please let her
have listened to us.

Cade skidded to a stop as he caught her
scent. The smell was light, but he detected fear in it. Was it from
seeing him shift? Or was it Ricard?

Oh, kitten, please be safe. I can’t lose you
too. I can’t lose you. I can’t lose you…

* * * *

Fiona trembled as James pulled her through
the preserve to a part she’d never been to—the forest. Her feet
stumbled as she was dragged over a rope bridge. Wild grasses grew,
rolling in the evening breeze, caressed by the orange light of
dusk. The planked walk was sturdy, but seeing the creek flowing
beneath her feet made her dizzy. James stopped, sniffing the
air.

“We’re alone,” he said, his tone lowering
with meaning as he glanced over her body.

“James, let me go.” Fiona tried to pull her
arm from his grasp, but claws as sharp as knives grew from his
fingertips. They pressed into her skin, drawing blood. It beaded on
her uniform shirt.

“I hated to leave you, Fiona,” he confessed,
his eyes glowing. “You were so good to me.” He smiled, caressing
her cheek. “Taking care of me, feeding me. Mm, and fulfilling my
needs.”

“Yeah, while you took advantage of me!” she
yelled. It was foolish to piss him off, but she couldn’t help
herself. She was so angry with him for what he did to her. “You
took everything I had!”

“It killed me to hurt you,” he soothed,
pulling her to his chest and patting down her hair. “I know you’re
mad at me, but I didn’t have a choice. Once I was better, I was
going to come back for you.”

“What makes you think I’d take you back?”
she demanded.

James stiffened. When he pulled back to
study her, his eyes were hard.

“You would have,” he stated with confidence.
He jerked her close once more. His tone softer, he gripped her
tight. “You would have.”

Fiona’s eyes filled with tears and she
blinked them back. This wasn’t the James she knew—this wild-eyed
man. But then again, had she ever really known him?

His hands rolled down her spine and she bit
back a sob. James moved to study her. She blinked harder, but
couldn’t hide her fear from him. He frowned.

“It’s him, isn’t it? It’s your lion.”

Fiona didn’t answer. The overhead light
flickered on him as the sun started to set. It cast an eerie light
over his features, contrasting them.

“I watched you,” James said, his tone
accusing as his face contorted. “I watched you fuck him.”

“James.” Fiona shook her head. “Please.”

Please, Cade.

“I bet you’re thinking of him even now,
aren’t you?” He lightly touched her jaw. When she didn’t answer, he
stuck a clawed finger under her chin. “Aren’t you?!”

“Only because you keep mentioning him,” she
ground out. It was a lie.

“Get on your knees,” James ordered. “Do to
me what you did to him.”

Fiona took his moment of distraction to run.
She almost made it to the end of the bridge before he pounced on
her back. Growling, she felt his claws ripping into her flesh.

“Ah!” she cried, as the white hot pain tore
through her.

James roared, as she wiggled to be free. A
paw swiped the side of her head, not ripping the skin, but knocking
her momentarily senseless as she rolled on the planked wood. Her
arm struck a post and she heard the babbling creek underneath her.
Staying on her back, she groaned. James snarled and she watched in
terror as a large tiger bared his sharp white teeth.

“James,” she whispered, her body sore. She
struggled to sit up. Pain shot through her back and blood flowed
freely from her wounds. Fiona wanted to cry out, to do something,
anything to get him to stop but she couldn’t. She knew she was
losing too much blood and didn’t want to think about the damage
James had already done.

Suddenly, out of the darkening forest, a
lion leapt through the air, roaring as he struck the tiger in the
side. James fell. The lion looked at her and she saw a flash of
familiar green in the yellow depths.

Cade?

“Cade.” Groaning, she fought to get up. She
fell back on the wood, too weak to try again. Wet, sticky warmth
flooded her back. She was bleeding badly. Her head spun, but she
couldn’t take her eyes away as she watched Cade square off with the
tiger. James slashed with his paw and Cade ducked only to
counterattack with a strike to the tiger’s head.

Cade’s feline body moved with precision,
graceful and fierce at the same time, each movement fluid and
perfect. James’ style was rougher, as he mindlessly and viciously
hacked and growled.

James drew blood as he struck Cade’s
shoulder. Fiona moaned, frightened, as the tiger tried to bite the
lion’s neck. James drew back, looking as if he was unable to bite
through Cade’s thicker mane.

Cade leapt into the air, his body stretching
out. The tiger went down. Cade’s mouth gripped James neck. Blood
bathed them both as James weakened almost instantly. A gurgling
sounded in the back of his throat. Breathing hard, Cade withdrew.
His cat eyes found her.

Fiona’s vision was dimming fast. Her head
swam even as her heart soared. Cade had won. He lived. His body
shifted back to human form. She saw him crawling for her, his body
dripping wet with James’ blood. His fingers reaching for her was
the last thing she saw before passing out.

“Fiona, kitten, hold on…”

* * * *

Cade paced the laboratory as Eve stitched up
Fiona’s back. She might have been a vet, but in her line of work
she’d seen Fiona’s type of injuries before.

“Shouldn’t we get her to a hospital?” Eve
asked, for about the fifteenth time in three minutes.

“Finn’s on his way with a doctor,” Viktor
assured her. “You’re doing fine, sweetheart. Besides, Fiona’s not
the same as other women anymore. She’s like you. She’s special.
Regular doctors don’t know how to deal with it.”

“She looks pale,” Cade said, rubbing his
hands against his temples. They were still covered in blood.

“She’s always been pale,” said a stranger’s
voice. “Just like her mother.”

Cade turned to the doorway. Finn stood with
an older gentleman. The man had Fiona’s green eyes but darker
hair.

“Finn,” Cade said, nodding.

“This is Fredrick LaSalle,” Finn said to the
curious stares. “Fiona’s father.”

“Where’s the doctor?” Cade demanded,
worried.

“She won’t need one,” Fredrick said before
glancing at Eve. “Dr. Matthews, I presume?”

Eve nodded.

“Thank you for taking care of my girl.”
Fredrick instantly went to where his daughter lay stomach down on
the operating table. He stroked back her hair. “I was afraid this
might happen with that bastard.”

“Who?” Viktor asked. “Ricard?”

“James Ricard Hamilton,” Finn said. “He was
part of a small group of men who believed they could harness the
power of the cat.”

“A man made shifter?” Cade asked, not taking
his eyes off Fiona. “There’s no such thing.”

“In the 1930s a group of scientists found a
way,” Fredrick said, standing. “They called it the Feline Project.
Only two men survived. One was fine, taking to the shifting. The
other, Dr. Hamilton, took partially. Whereas the first subject
lived as an immortal, James Hamilton’s transformation was
different. He aged like a man, but could shift into cat. Though,
eventually, his cat body began to show the age his human one did.
As the years passed, he discovered that the way to keep himself
young was to drink the blood of pure blood cats—those who didn’t
shift.”

“Mia,” Cade whispered.

Fredrick frowned in confusion and glanced
around.

“A lioness here that was attacked by
Hamilton,” Viktor answered his silent question.

“I’ve been trying to track him down for
years,” Fredrick said. “He went mad in his pursuit, needing more
and more blood to sustain his youth. Then, when I discovered he was
dating my daughter, I knew I had to act. Only I found out too late.
I wanted to give her independence.” Fredrick touched his daughter’s
cheek as Eve finished stitching the woman’s wounds. “I hoped that
James robbing her blind was the end of it. I see now I was
wrong.”

“And why send her here to work?” Eve
asked.

“To make sure she was protected,” Finn
answered. “Fredrick is an old friend and he came to me for
help.”

“There’s one more of these guys out there,”
Cade said, his lips tight. His heart ached for Mia, but he knew
she’d moved on to a better place. This world had never really been
for her. She was better off. But that didn’t stop him from missing
her terribly. Seeing Fiona laying on the table, he took a deep
breath. He loved her and he would be damned if he’d lose her like
he did Mia.

“Oh, you don’t have to worry about him,”
Finn said, laughing slightly.

“And why’s that? What’s to stop him from
coming here someday?” Viktor demanded.

“Because that man,” Fredrick paused, looking
Cade in the eye, “is me.”

* * * *

Fiona moaned. Her body no longer felt
ravaged by pain and fever and she was glad when she could breathe
without her lungs feeling as if they were on fire. Opening her
eyes, she got a flash of Cade’s naked body covered in blood. The
memory of that moment had haunted her dreams, holding her in its
delirious throes. Sitting up, her body weak, she glanced around.
She was in her childhood bedroom.

How’d I get here? Dad? Cade?

Feeling her waist, she discovered bandages
were wrapped tightly around her midsection. She pulled off her
shirt and slowly began to pull them back as she crossed over to a
mirror. Pajama pants hugged her narrow waist.

“What in the...?” she mumbled as her body
was revealed. There wasn’t a scratch on it. Even her back, which
she vividly remembered being ripped to shreds, was completely
healed. There weren’t even any scars. In fact, she felt
great—strong, alive, powerful.

She looked at her reflection closely. Her
body looked tighter, as if she’d spent every day for a year in a
gym. Slipping her pants from her hips, she found her legs were just
as toned.

Nervous, she pulled the pajama pants back up
and picked up her shirt. As she pulled it over her head, she heard
someone approaching. She watched the door, expecting it to open. It
didn’t. The sound of footsteps got louder and louder until she was
forced to cover her ears. The latch moved and she smelled her
father before he even entered.

“Dad,” she whispered, part in
acknowledgement, part in confusion.

“You’re awake,” he said, smiling.

“What’s happened? I…” Her head twitched as
she heard more footsteps approaching. They stopped and walked the
other way. A servant, maybe?

“Fiona, darling, please try and listen to
me,” Fredrick said.

Her eyes darted to him and she frowned. Had
he been talking? She’d been so busy listening for more
footsteps.

“I said, you’re changing. All you’re feeling
is normal.” Fredrick held out his hand and stepped closer.

“Ch-changing?” Her voice was hoarse with
apprehension and she cleared her throat. “What do you mean
changing?”

“I should have told you a long time ago, but
I never knew if my burden would be yours as well. When you were
born, you and your sister, neither one of you showed signs of it.
After a time, I thought maybe my altered genes had stayed with
me.”

“Altered genes? What are you talking about,
Dad? Signs of what?” Fiona lifted her chin, eyeing her father
carefully. She saw every subtle shift of his features like never
before.

“I’ve been in the lab, but all I can
determine is the near death experience has triggered a dormant part
of you. Your body wanted to survive and so my genes kicked in and
became active.”

“What genes? What lab? You don’t have a lab.
You’re a businessman.” Fiona shook her head. What was going on
here? Was her father mental? Was she? Did she get transported to
some alternate universe where nothing made sense?

“Shifter genes. And I’m a businessman now. I
was a scientist, long ago, years before I even met your
mother.”

Fiona...?

The sound penetrated her brain, making her
stiffen. “Cade?”

“What?” her father asked.

“Sorry, nothing, you were saying?”

“A group of us discovered a rare genetic
disposition that created shifters—cats in particular. We worked for
the government and had unlimited funding. Basically, we manipulated
our own DNA to become shifters. For most it backfired. James and I
were the only survivors.”

“James,” Fiona whispered, hit with a vivid
memory of blood covered hands. “Cade killed him.”

“It’s for the best, darling,” her father
soothed.

Fiona? Can you hear me? Is that you?

“What?” She frowned, glancing around.
Cade?

“It’s probably just some maids talking in
the other room. You’ll get used to blocking it out. Your survival
instincts have kicked in and you’ll need some time to adjust.” Her
father stepped closer. “Cade saved your life.”

“He was King. He’s a lion.” She studied her
hands. They looked the same. Taking a deep breath, she was calmer
than she would’ve imagined being at such a surreal time.

Though, thinking back, there were things
about her father that only made sense with this sort of
explanation. He never got sick. Once, on her fifth birthday, he’d
fallen and broken his leg. She’d seen the bone. A week later she
remembered him at a ball dancing with her mother. The leg had been
all better.

“That’s why we never get sick,” Fiona said.
“Not once have I had the flu.”

“Yes.” He nodded.

“What am I? What are you?”

“We’re a mix. We have immortality, enhanced
senses, but we can’t shift. At least, I can’t and assume the same
for you.”

“But, James shifted. I saw him.”

“His body reacted differently than mine. He
got the ability to change at great pain to himself, but not the
immortality.”

Fiona’s head spun. She took a deep breath,
doing her best to accept all her father said with grace and poise.
It was hard though.

Fiona, are you there?

She heard Cade’s voice but was just sure it
was her imagination.

“What is it?” her father asked, a hopeful
expression on his face.

“Nothing,” she lied. “It’s nothing.”

“Do you hear something? Someone?”

“What do you mean?” Fiona scratched the back
of her head.

“Just, well, I hear your mother in my head
and I thought... well, Cade seemed really shaken when Dr. Matthews
was stitching up your back.”

Fiona took a deep breath. Cade was King.
She’d told King everything, confessed her feelings for him without
censure. She’d told that lion everything—how Cade made her feel,
how he gave her the best sex of her life. How could she possibly
face him after that?

“No,” she answered. Her stomach growled and
she walked toward the door. “We barely know each other.”

“But—”

“I’m starved,” Fiona said, placing a hand on
his shoulder. It was nice not feeling the usual tension between
them. “Let’s go raid the kitchen. I know where mom hides the
cheesecake.”

* * * *

Fiona smiled at her sister. It was so great
to have Darcy home. Biting into a piece of cold chicken, she swung
her legs as she sat on the kitchen counter.

“So, meet anyone special in Italy?” Fiona
asked, eyeing her sister. Darcy blushed. “Oh my! You did!”

The two sisters were nearly identical—from
their red hair and green eyes—only Darcy’s hair was a mess of curls
compared to Fiona’s straighter locks.

“Well, yeah...” Darcy grinned and then
rolled her eyes in embarrassment.

“So, Darcy got herself a little Italian
action, did she?” Fiona teased.

“Actually, he’s American,” Darcy admitted
before jumping up and down and giving a small squeal of
excitement.

“Do tell.”

“I think you know him. Finn O’Conner? He
owns the Jameson Wild Life Rescue and Preserve.”

“Ugh, you’re dating my boss?” Fiona teased,
before stopping to think. Actually, Mr. O’Conner wouldn’t be her
boss anymore, since she had no intention of going back to the
preserve.

“No, he doesn’t even know I like him,” Darcy
admitted, her expression shy. “I never got the nerve to tell him.
Anyway, I want to hear about you. I overheard Daddy talking to
someone on the phone. Something about Fiona and Cade? Hmm?”

Fiona felt the blood draining from her face.
She set her chicken aside and pushed the plate away, losing her
appetite. Hopping off the counter, she washed her hands under the
facet and said, so Darcy couldn’t see her expression, “I don’t
know.”

“What don’t you know?” Darcy asked. Fiona
didn’t answer. How could she? Every part of her missed Cade. It was
insanity, but it was like her soul just knew him. “Sis? Talk to
me.”

“I think I love him.” It was strange to
admit the words out loud, but how could she stop them? She never
lied to Darcy. “But, I hardly know him.”

“Mom always tells me that when you meet the
one, you just know.” Darcy brushed back Fiona’s hair and rested her
head on her shoulder. “If you love him, then what’s the problem?
Who cares if you don’t know him?”

“What if he doesn’t feel the same way?”

“Have you asked him?”

“No.”

“Have you told him how you feel?”

Damn your logic, Darcy!

Fiona frowned. “No.”

“Well, then I think you know what you need
to do.” Patting her shoulder, Darcy left Fiona alone in the
kitchen.

 


 



Chapter Seven

 


Fiona’s stomach was a bunch of nerves. She
took a deep breath, forcing her legs to walk up the slight incline
that would lead her to the lion’s den and to Cade. She didn’t know
where else to look for him and was a little scared of seeing Eve
and Viktor after all that had happened.

Were they shifters too? Were the other caged
animals?

She stopped walking, worried about what he’d
say. The sundress she wore was on loan from Darcy—a dress for good
luck she’d bought while she was in Italy. The blue and cream floral
print set off the red in her hair. Clutching a bouquet of daisies,
she studied them.

Was it stupid to buy a man flowers?
Especially a man like Cade?

“You’re just going to thank him for saving
your life. That’s all. See what he does and go from there. Just go
and thank him.” Fiona’s feet refused to take another step.

Maybe I should just tell him. Cade, I love
you. No, I can’t say it like that.

She bit her lip in thought, trying to
organize her words in her mind.

Okay, Cade, I know we haven’t known each
other long, but I think I’m in love with you. I love you. Do you
think you could love me? Do you think that there is a chance for us
after a few explosive dates and an embarrassing tell-all confession
when I thought you were a lion? Is it crazy that I think I know
you? That I hear you in my head and that I want to always hear you
in my head? I want to spend the rest of my life with you. I love
you. I want to bear you children and grow old. Wait, no, not grow
old. I’m immortal now and won’t do that, but the children part
would be nice. I can’t shift, so maybe you’d consider living in a
house and not in a cage. I don’t know...

Fiona let loose a self-depreciating groan.
“That’s the stupidest thing ever.”

“Really? Because I was just thinking that it
was about the sweetest.” Cade’s warm tone washed over her and she
spun around in surprise. He wore a loose T-shirt and tight blue
jeans. Seeing that his body was already aroused almost made her
blush, if not for the fact that her body was reacting to him in the
exact same way. His eyes roamed over her in appreciation before
stopping on the flowers. “Are those for me?”

“Ah.” She glanced down and this time she did
blush. “Yeah. Is that stupid? Buying a man flowers?”

He smiled, shaking his head in denial. “Not
at all.”

The brush of his hand against her cheek was
like heaven. She’d missed him so much.

“I missed you, too,” he said.

Are you in my head?

He grinned and nodded.

Yes, she heard him answer. We’re
connected.

“And,” he continued out loud, “for the
record, you’re not crazy. However, if you are, well then I’m crazy
too. I’ve loved you since the first moment you walked by my cage. I
just saw you and knew that you would always be my mate.”

“You did?” Fiona was so overwhelmed with
emotion, she didn’t know whether to laugh or cry. She started doing
both. “Really?”

Cade leaned over and kissed her lightly,
brushing his lips over her eyelids. “Really.”

“I was so scared you would think I was nuts.
I’m sorry I freaked out on you,” she said.

“You were under a lot of stress. I can’t
imagine seeing a shifter for the first time was easy for you.”

She laughed. “No, not really. But, I’m okay
now.”

“I’m glad.” He cupped her face, brushing his
lips to hers. Suddenly, he stopped and pulled back. “I’m sorry.
Viktor told me I needed to just listen to you and not touch
you.”

Fiona frowned. Huh? “Why in the world would
he say that?”

Not touch her? Why? If he didn’t she might
explode with the need building rapidly between her thighs. Cream
nearly poured out of her at just the thought of Cade making love to
her.

“Well, because as a cat, I act on my
instincts and as a human you need me to—”

“Ah, I see,” Fiona giggled, lowering her
voice into a soft purr. “You see, sweetie, I happen to be part cat
myself and I like a man who acts on instinct.”

“You do?”

“Mm, yeah, definitely.” She licked her lips,
liking the way his eyes darted down to watch. His pupils flashed
with an inner fire, filling with yellow light. “Especially when you
act on your more carnal instincts.”

A low rumbling growl sounded in the back of
his throat, like a lion stalking his prey. Fiona dropped the
flowers and grinned, backing up. She instinctively knew he would
chase her and that he would get pleasure from the hunt. Her heart
pounded in excitement and she wasn’t scared.

Running toward the den, she darted to the
right to a small enclosure of trees. It wasn’t the most private,
but it would have to do. It wasn’t like the preserve was open at
this late hour anyway. Secretly, she’d hoped for the best and knew
her body would demand his attentions, should he be willing to give
them.

Glancing over her shoulder, she saw Cade was
gaining on her. She had no doubt he could’ve overtaken her at any
time, but she enjoyed the game. Fiona ran faster.

Cade caught her just as she made the small
enclosure. He roughly pulled her body along his hard frame, letting
her feel the full extent of his cock pressing along her butt. Warm
lips met her neck, licking a fiery trail to her ear.

Fiona trembled all the way to her toes. “I
love the way you make me feel.”

“I love feeling you,” he whispered back,
nipping at her neck with a dark, seductive chuckle. The dangerous
thrill of his sharp teeth grazed her delicate flesh.

The breeze picked up, shaking the leaves
overhead. Turning, she backed up against a tree, hidden from the
walkway. Slowly, she worked the buttons along the front of her
sundress free, exposing her lacy white bra. When she looked into
his eyes, she felt him inside her. His voice was in her head,
whispering seductive words, urging her to continue. His emotions
were her own. At first, she’d thought that they were hers alone,
but now realized that she’d always felt him inside her—from that
moment he walked into the restaurant. Their instincts took them
where her mind had been reluctant to go.

“I love you,” he whispered, grabbing her
face and kissing her so passionately she couldn’t breathe.

“This is so crazy,” she panted when he let
up. “I never believed in love at first sight, but it happened when
I first saw you. I love you, too.”

He grinned, a look of intense pleasure on
his face. He nipped playfully at her mouth a few times. His hands
glided up to her breasts, kneading them trough the lacy material.
The bra clasped in front and it didn’t take him long to unlatch
it.

Cade slowly kneeled before her, worshiping
her body with his lips. He kissed her breasts, sucking a taut
nipple between his teeth. She heard his pleasure echoing in her
head.

Mm, I love your breasts…

You make me so hard…

I can’t get enough of you…

Keeping his warm palms cupped over her
chest, he continued down. She hadn’t unbuttoned her dress all the
way, but he merely worked around it, licking and kissing her
stomach. Groaning, she grabbed his beautiful hair and pushed him
down. Cade chuckled and slid his hands down her sides to lift her
dress. He pulled the skirt over his head and instantly jerked the
lacy panties from her hips.

Fiona gasped, grabbing onto the tree behind
her head as his mouth brushed over her pussy. His wet tongue probed
her slit, licking at her cream.

Yes, she thought. More! Don’t
stop.

Delicious, he responded.

His teeth grazed her clit, as he pulled the
cheeks of her ass slightly apart. Fiona let go of the tree only to
massage her breasts, tweaking the nipples as Cade’s mouth worked
against her. It felt so good she didn’t want the sensations to
end.

“Ah,” she cried softly, trying to keep from
screaming at the top of her lungs. Mm, Cade, don’t stop. I love
you. Please don’t stop.

His answering chuckle vibrated along her
body, causing a torrent of cream to flood his mouth as she came
hard. Her legs weakened and she would’ve fallen if not for his hold
on her hips. When he pulled her skirt from his head, he had a
victorious grin on his devilishly handsome face. “You like that,
kitten?”

“Mm-hmm.” Fiona clutched his shoulders.

“I have something else you might like
better,” he murmured. Cade kissed her, letting her taste herself on
his tongue. It was highly erotic and it only turned her on more to
sense how he enjoyed her pleasure in it.

Fiona blindly worked at his waistband, eager
to free his hard cock. His hands were everywhere at once on her
body, rubbing and pulling and massaging until she couldn’t open her
eyes. Sensations flooded into her bloodstream, pumping vigorously
though her. She’d never get enough of this man.

“I’ll never get enough of you either,
kitten,” he said.

Fiona groaned, freeing his arousal. Grabbing
it, she massaged the thick length, working her hand
enthusiastically over the shaft. Animalistic noises sounded in the
back of his throat and his eyes lit with the yellow fire of a
shift. The wild cat inside him only excited her more.

Cade growled low in his throat and lifted
her off the ground. Wildly, he worked himself between her thighs,
thrust up into her slick depths with rough intensity. He called out
as he sank all the way into her depths, stretching her tight sheath
wide to fit him. Holding her up with his strong arms, he pumped
into her.

Fiona matched his untamed rhythm, taking all
of him—heart, soul and body. Her life would never be the same, but
that was a good thing. It would be better, because she’d have
Cade.

They climaxed in unison, their bodies
exploding with intense pleasure. Fiona never felt so complete in
her life. Cade held her close, buried deep, as the tremors wracked
through them, only to subside into a mind-numbing aftermath. For a
long time they didn’t move, locked together in a tight embrace.

“I want to make love to you every day for
the rest of our lives,” Cade said, breathing hard. He lightly
kissed her throat.

“Just the day?” She pretended to pout before
giggling. “I’d kind of hoped for nights, as well.”

“Whatever you demand of me, kitten, is
yours.” He moaned, again kissing her neck before letting her legs
fall to the ground. His body slid from hers as he stroked her hair
from her face. Sweat made the locks stick to her. Glancing down,
she saw his long hair was also stuck to her—the blond locks
clinging to her breasts.

“You really have to tell me how you get your
hair so healthy,” she said, picking the strands off her flesh and
studying them.

“Basking in the sun,” he answered. His voice
lowered as he repeated her words back to her. “And licking my
balls.”

“Oh!” Fiona hit his arms. “I’m sorry for
that. I was in a bad mood. If I knew you could understand me, I
never would have said that.”

“I know.” Cade winked, looking audaciously
wicked. “But, also had you known, you wouldn’t have told me all
that stuff about my cock being the biggest you’d ever had and me
being such a wonderful lover.”

“Ah! I never said yours was the biggest.”
Fiona felt her cheeks flame.

“Um, yeah you did. Trust me.” His grin
widened as he nodded emphatically. “I was listening very
closely.”

She laughed, feeling lighthearted and free.
Hugging him close, she asked, “So, you never answered me about the
cage thing. You won’t expect me to live in there with you, will
you?”

“No, no cages. I only stayed in the den
because of Mia.”

Fiona suddenly turned serious. “I’m sorry
about Mia. I know you were with her—”

“Mia was a friend,” he said. Fiona believed
him without question. “I did love her, but I mostly felt sorry for
her. She had a rough life.”

“So what will we do? I’m sorry to say I’m
flat broke. James took everything I had.”

“I don’t care about money,” Cade said. “But
we also don’t have to worry about it. Having lived so long, I’ve
tucked a little nest egg away.”

Fiona laughed. “So where will we go? What
will we do with ourselves?” Seeing his gaze dart down to her
breasts in meaning, she rolled her eyes. “God help me, I love your
one track mind.”

“Technically, I’m the head of security here
at the preserve. Finn’s offered repeatedly to let me build a house
next to Eve and Viktor. It’s what I’d prefer. We do a lot of good
here for both cats and shifters alike.”

“Uh, I’ve been meaning to ask about that.
Are there a lot of shifters living here?”

“Just about half the population.” Cade
kissed her lightly. “So, what do you think? Do you think you could
be happy here?”

Fiona glanced around. “I think I could be
happy anywhere, as long as I am with you. And, as long as you’re
all willing to teach me what I need to know to be of some use. I
really do want to help, but the truth is I don’t know much about
caring for animals.”

Cade nipped at her neck. “Put your hand
between my thighs and I’ll teach you how.”

“Ah! Cade!” Fiona tried to hold the appalled
look, but ended up laughing. “I meant me helping out at the
Preserve. I don’t know what to do, not really.”

“I know,” Cade chuckled. “Eve had to make up
that fake checklist just to give you something to keep you
busy.”

“Ah!” Fiona’s cheeks flamed.

“Don’t worry, kitten, I’ll teach you
everything you need to know. We do have an eternity.”

“Hmm.” Fiona wrapped her arms around his
neck. “It doesn’t feel long enough, but I guess it will have to
do.”

Cade kissed her and there were no more words
as he slowly made love to her again and again, long after the moon
rose high over the preserve.

 


The End
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Roth, visit her website at www.mandyroth.com


Retribution (Ghost Cats) by Jaycee
Clark

 


Life seems full of
promise, for Reya Lynx. With her husband, her pregnancy, and her
career, she knows it’s time to go before The Council to claim
mateship, but keeps holding back. It's been a long time since peace
has surrounded her, and she’s learned peace doesn't last. Detective
Lorenzo Craigen has just about had it with his wife and her
procrastination of the inevitable. In one night, he reminds her who
she belongs to—always has, and always will no matter how many
centuries they had been parted. Yet from her past, comes a wind
demon, Nybras. He's always loved his Reya, his Precious, and he
won't let her belong to anyone else.

 


For more information on
Retribution including excerpts and other great reads by Jaycee
Clark, visit her website at www.jayceeclark.com

 



The Barbarian Prince (Dragon Lords 1) by
Michelle M. Pillow

Futuristic Romance

 


 Breaking up was never so hard...

Going undercover at Galaxy Brides as one of
the prospective mates to these Viking-like barbarians, Morrigan has
no intention of getting chosen to stay. But when Ualan of the Draig
picks her to be his wife with the aid of his mystically glowing
crystal, it is all she can do to say no.

Waking up from a drug-induced night of
torturous and unfulfilling pleasures, Morrigan discovers her
spaceship has left without her and Ualan is claiming she is his
wife. It’s not exactly the story this reporter had in mind. And to
make matters worse, Ualan refuses to take no for an answer.

Being cursed by the Gods was never so
frustrating...

Prince Ualan is like all others of his race
on the male dominated planet of Qurilixen. He is raised to trust
the mystic powers around him and when it comes time to marry, he is
ready to follow those powers to choose his life mate. When the
stubborn, yet achingly beautiful, Morrigan refuses to accept their
shared fate and his supreme authority over her, it is all he can do
not to break her lovely neck.

 


Rating: Contains graphic sexual content,
adult language, and violence.

 


The Barbarian Prince Excerpt

Morrigan stepped forward and the cheers of
rowdy men on the festival ground washed over her. Morrigan blushed
despite herself, feeling almost naked in her ‘sacrificial’
attire.

The grounds were set up with large pyramid
tents. Torches lit dim earthen pathways. Ribbons and banners
floated on the breeze in many brilliant colors. Near the back, the
married men sat in throne-like chairs with their wives firmly upon
their laps. Morrigan was happy to discover that her information so
far seemed correct. By their long hair and tunic style clothing,
they appeared very much like the Vikings. The married women could
be heard laughing as they watched the spectacle of those barbarians
too young to participate in this year’s festival shout and pose for
the prospective brides.

Morrigan swallowed nervously. Some of the
women in front of her modeled before the watching crowd. She had
the sudden urge to walk around them in an attempt to avoid the
direct stage the docking platform had become. Dealing with
slime-dwelling slugs was one thing--but humanoids? And not just any
humanoids--strong, virile, women-starved, healthy, male humanoids.
At the last minute, she remembered to snap a picture of the married
couples and of the campgrounds.

"Oh, my!" exclaimed Gena in a breathless
murmur, leaning forward to peer over Morrigan’s shoulder. "Do you
see them, Rigan? With men like that, who cares if you marry the
gardener?"

Morrigan followed the woman’s eyes,
curiously looking down the docking plank to the ground. The
bachelors, standing below them, were indeed handsome. Although
those behind the men laughed and a few continued to pose their
muscles, the true bachelors held perfectly still. Their bronzed
bodies were like statues, with only their lungs expanding and
contracting to show they lived.

Morrigan wanted to run back inside. Her feet
refused to move. That was until Gena gave her an eager shove to get
her descending down the plank.

The Qurilixian males were every inch the
proud warrior class they were rumored to be, some even seemed to
tower nearly seven feet tall in height. Fur loincloths wrapped
around their fit waists to leave bare their muscular legs and
chests. The fire glistened off their smooth, oiled skin. Golden
bands of intricate design clasped around sinewy biceps. From their
solid necks hung crystals bound with leather straps.

Morrigan’s heart began to pound, partly in
fear and partly in excitement. The sexual tension on the ship had
been potent for the last month. Until that moment, Morrigan had
been able to resist its lurid pull. But there was something to
being at the campground--something erotic in its smell of burning
wood and its rustic, yet colorful, sights. Music played, primal and
earthy in the background, hypnotic, enticing, gyrating in its
rhythms.

Black leather masks covered the men’s faces,
hiding them from forehead to upper lip. Their lustful eyes shone
bright from the eye slits, like liquid metal, or was it her
imagination? Morrigan didn’t know.

Captured by a spell, she suddenly realized
she was walking down an aisle made up of hot flesh on each side.
They were so tall that the crowd behind them disappeared from view.
She glanced to one side and then the other. Her heart continued to
pound. Blood rushed inside her ears, deafening her.

Somehow, her feet managed to keep moving,
propelling her forward in line. The watching crowd had gotten quiet
as the bachelors studied the women, concentrating on them with
their serious eyes and harshly pressed lips. Then her heart--and
time--stopped. Her breath caught in her throat at meeting a solid
blue gaze beneath a mask. The man’s eyes narrowed and a slow,
leisurely smile commanded her attention to his lips. The crystal
about his neck began to pulse and glow with a white light.

Morrigan felt the cool night breeze caress
the tops of her breasts, as real as a hand against her skin. Chills
worked their way over her bare throat and face. Her short, blue
veil fluttered over her dark locks. Her hand lifted without her
commanding it to, as if to reach out. It was held back by the silk
shackles of her belt.

Blinking slowly, the man nodded at her in
greeting. She turned her head to watch as she passed by him. His
smile dropped from his features, replaced by passionate intent and
electrifying promises. Morrigan shivered as her heart began to race
anew.

As she moved forward through the remaining
line of men, she looked around. The others were handsome, but none
caught her notice or returned her gaze for very long. And none were
as spellbinding as the man with the radiant blue eyes had been.

 


For a complete, up-to-date booklist,
visit www.MichellePillow.com
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