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Аннотация
Joy Bermin�s sweet crush on Quince Castille went sour when he got involved with a psychotic feline who nearly destroyed the pride. That bastard is dead, but now Quince is trying to convince her he had nothing to do with it.
She�s been doing her best to ignore him, but the stubborn panther is always underfoot. When he tricks her into seeing how good things could really be between them, she�s stuck between dismay and desire.
Just when Quince was ready to prove his love for Joy, that mess with the pride shot his credibility all to hell. Trickery is the only way to break her resistance and show her the truth. And holy hell, that woman could melt steel with her heat.
Between trying to pin her down and dealing with upstart cats out to destroy what he�s worked so hard to rebuild, Quince is through playing by the rules. Whatever it takes to make Joy his mate, it�s on the table. And God help anyone who gets in his way. 
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Chapter One

Cougar Falls, Montana
Running fast and furious through the snow-covered mountains of Glacier National Park in freaking September�God, I miss Miami�Joy Bermin screeched a warning to any and all who thought to stand in her way. Currently outracing a black panther in her own four-footed cougar form, she reminded herself that being Ac-taw�a shapeshifter�truly was a blessing, and not the huge pain in the ass she�d been feeling lately.
She stopped in her tracks and listened, then sniffed at a familiar scent in the air. More feral canines. The woods seemed to be filled with wild female wolves lately. Maybe if the Gray Wolf Order would get itself together, the females might take a chance on dealing with the men in Cougar Falls instead of hiding out in the mountains.
As she thought about it, she considered her own circumstances and sighed. Her pride back in Miami had finally �gotten itself together�, yet she ran for her freedom from a stubborn cat determined to take her as mate. Quince. That idiot. That tall, dark, smoking-hot idiot.
She fumed as her libido again lit up over the arrogant cat. If he caught her out here, she�d never hear the end of his superiority. And knowing her shoddy willpower, she�d cave if he kissed her again. God, he had kissing down to an art. Just once, months ago, he�d planted one on her. But she still had dreams about his firm lips, his arousing scent, the feel of his rock-hard body�
A warning growl echoed way too close, and she hurried, swearing at herself for losing her focus. Crap. Quince sounded more than annoyed.
With a leap, she easily crested a five-foot gap and landed with sure feet on a large boulder. Then she clawed her way up a steep incline and caught her breath when she reached the top. Good timing, because she glanced over the edge of the ridge to see Quince glaring up at her.
�Get your ass down here. Right. Now.� He spoke telepathically, as familiar Ac-taw did in animal form. She�d passed wolves during her run but hadn�t allowed them to connect with her that way. Too bad she couldn�t close Quince off as well.
He flashed his fangs, flattened his ears and swished his tail, then added an unnecessary hiss, apparently through playing. Well, too damn bad.
�Screw off. I�m taking a vacation.�
�You�re running from me, the way you�ve been running for months.�
�Hel-lo? Get the message already. I�m not interested.� She paused. �And I�m not running from you. I�m exercising my cat. Get over yourself.�
He had the audacity to smirk at her. It bothered her to no end that she found his feline as fascinating as his human form. He was something of a cross between a cougar and jaguar. The only Florida feline she knew who could roar, and he had a silky black coat. Because black panthers were rare, she could be forgiven her interest in his lethal cat. But even when shifted, Quince mesmerized her with his caramel skin, bright golden eyes and dark good looks. She could stare at him for hours and not look away.
And then he�d open his mouth and ruin the mood.
�Honey, I can smell your heat from here.� Bingo. Quince at his finest.
�Liar.�
He opened his mouth, showcasing pretty white canines, and stuck his tongue out, tasting her scent on the air. Then he closed his mouth and chuckled, a chirp from deep in his throat. �I can�t wait to prove you wrong. Now come home where you belong, Joy. I have shit to do in Miami, and you�re proving a real distraction.�
�You�re smelling anger, not desire, you bully. And I never asked you to follow me. My family is here, anyway. Go home.� You�re not the boss of me was on the tip of her tongue, but she wasn�t five years old anymore. With three of her four siblings in Cougar Falls, Quince had to know she had more than enough reason to stay in Montana. Even if she did miss the warmth of Miami like crazy.
�I�m your pride leader.� Somehow he didn�t sound arrogant, but as if he found the notion distasteful. �You have to do what I say.�
�Oh? Is that right�Lex? I mean, Quince?�
He stopped grinning. Now he looked downright enraged. Their last pride leader, Lex Gates, had been a murdering thug. He�d killed his own father to take over the pride, then used any and everyone to try to get at Joy�s younger sister Stacey. Her older brother Miles had grabbed Joy and her sisters and fled for Montana, needing the space and the time to think of how to handle Lex and his goons. Fortunately, the pride in Cougar Falls had helped take him out. Joy had happily done her fair share of mauling in the cleanup as well.
Quince had supposedly been pretending to work for Lex while he did his best to oust the bastard from the pride. But she wasn�t sure whether she believed him or not�about a lot of things.
�Say what you want, but you know I protected you and your sisters,� he said as if reading her mind.
�You used Stacey as bait!�
�And we took Lex out for good. The pride is stable for the first time in months. Hey, I saved your skin more than once too, if you remember.�
She recalled him taking her aside just last month to save her from falling into an ambush. Again. During Lex�s time as pride leader, Quince had actually managed to show up and whisk her from trouble at the oddest times. Which led her once more to recall that too-brief, bone-melting kiss they�d shared. It wasn�t a big deal. He surprised me is all. But her cat would have none of it. Her animal spirit rolled in the remembrance, loving the stronger male�s take-charge attitude, no matter his reasons for trying to seduce her.
�I think you want me up there with you,� Quince continued when she remained silent. �And God knows I want to be with you.�
She flushed. Why did he have to make that sound as if he wanted to do her? Sure she had a healthy social life. But she usually liked the guys she slept with. Quince�she didn�t know how she felt about him. Especially because she couldn�t be sure he wanted her as anything more than a stepping-stone to get to her family.
Before she could respond, movement flashed to her left, and she turned with a hiss. To her shock, a naked woman with long, tangled hair, smelling like wolf, put a finger to her lips. The woman held out a small dart that looked like a tiny tranquilizer. She mimicked stabbing herself in the throat with it, then mimed sleep. The woman held it out again then motioned to Quince below the ridge.
Joy nodded, narrowed her mental path to the woman and sent out a tentative, �Thanks. That would help.�
�Good. This guy is annoying me too. Men in my woods? Uh-uh. Not acceptable.�
Her woods? No matter. Anything to get Quince off her tail. �I�m Joy. My sisters live in Cougar Falls with the pride.�
�Jenna.� Jenna paused, peering at the edge. Joy didn�t think the woman could see Quince from that angle, but Jenna grinned. �Leave this to me.� She collapsed to the ground and started moaning.
�Joy?� Quince roared.
�Something weird here,� she yelled back.
�I�m coming. Hold on.�
She might have found his protective instincts flattering if they hadn�t been so cloying. She�d been taking care of herself for years. Joy was the independent, snarky Bermin. Miles the rich playboy. Amy and Melissa, twin beauties who got along with everyone and sewed like a dream. Stacey, the stunning designer with supermodel good looks. Take away Joy�s independence and who was she? Just the untalented Bermin sister.
Despite what her brother and Quince, a man who didn�t like the word no, thought, Joy could and had been her own woman for years. Quince�s hints about claiming her had worn thin weeks ago�she blatantly refused to be used. He wasn�t family, and lately, even Miles was annoying on the best of days.
Quince arrived in moments and stormed past her to put himself between her and any perceived threat. When he spied Jenna, he froze. �What�s this?�
�A woman, by the look of those breasts,� Joy drawled.
�Smart ass.�
She almost felt bad for this. Almost. �Quince, I can handle this. Just go home and leave me alone.� Her cat disagreed, but she knew he was too tempting a mistake to stick around.
�Not a chance. With as much trouble as you�re constantly in, you need a damn keeper.�
Fine. That sealed it. �Whatever.�
She watched him warily approach Jenna, sniffing as he went. Then he lowered his head to nudge her seemingly unconscious body.
Quick as a whip, Jenna stuck him in the neck with the tranq. Before Quince could wrap his teeth around her neck, she rolled out from under him and shifted into a gray wolf in seconds.
Laughing at him, she winked at Joy. �Check you later. Feel free to join us out here if you want, Joy. We could use a cougar to shake things up.�
�Thanks. Nice meeting you.�
�You too.� Jenna looked down at Quince and snickered. �Sucker.�
Stumbling and then collapsing to the ground, Quince blinked up at Joy. �Tricked�me?�
She sauntered over and put a nicely manicured paw on the big guy�s chest. She watched Jenna bound away before she turned her attention back to him. �Yep. I told you to leave me alone. I�m still not sure about you and Lex. Yeah, you helped us, but maybe that�s because you wanted us to help you take Lex down so you could take charge. I don�t know. But I do know I�m tired of overbearing males trying to tell me what to do. First you, then Miles. I�m twenty-nine years old, for God�s sake. When I�m interested, I�ll let you know.�
That said, she leaned down and hissed right in his face. Then, unable to help herself, she licked the small scratch along his cheek.
�There. Now I took care of you,� she said, trying to cover her embarrassing streak of compassion. Ugh. Act like a Bermin, you ass. Bring out your inner bitch. �You owe me one, Quince. Now go home.� She stepped off him, turned tail and walked slowly, deliberately, away.
She felt his eyes on her until she climbed back down the ridge. But her dumb cat hissed at her the whole way.

Quince hated the drowsiness overtaking him. He�d come to godforsaken Montana�his least favorite place on the planet�to collect Joy and get back home. He�d barely managed to get a handle on the pride. At any moment he expected to hear from his guys that he�d been supplanted. He had to figure out how to deal with his stubborn mate, wrangle her home and then squash the last of Lex�s followers before they fucked up the pride all over again.
Despite the mess in Miami, he couldn�t stop thinking about Joy. She licked my cheek.
He purred. Joy made his cat happy. Quince wanted her with every fiber of his being. Hell, he�d been in love with her for years. Then the mess with Lex had put a kink in his plans. But damn, his cat loved playing with her. She ran, daring him to chase. Had she not constantly baited him, had he not seen those gorgeous green eyes measuring him, looking at him with banked desire, he might have believed all her claims that she wanted nothing to do with him.
But he�d scented her arousal�like the sweetest perfume. Even moments ago, she�d desired him. Witnessing her laugh and strut with satisfaction�despite it being at his expense�soothed the ache her void had left. Knowing she was pleased and safe and in charge of her life relieved him. Living under Lex�s rule for even a few months had been unbearable. Quince had been on constant alert, worried for Joy and her family. Worried for the state of the pride. But now, all was well. Kind of.
For the moment.
Fuck.
He had to get back home and make sure he�d contained the small faction of Lex�s supporters still vying for power. But first�a tiny nap. He yawned and closed his eyes for just a second.

When he blinked them open, he saw darkness all around, a full moon overhead. How long was I out? He carefully stood and shook his head, clearing the muggy fog over his thoughts. Then he stretched out his forelimbs and bowed his back, loving the gratifying play of muscle and sinew over feline bone.
�Well, well. The swamp cat is back.�
Quince tensed but didn�t otherwise react to that familiar feminine voice. He turned to see a pair of cougars sitting like sphinxes, watching him with amusement. Dean and Stacey Chastell, nee Bermin�Joy�s younger sister. Two more annoying cats he couldn�t imagine. Dean, a prankster and younger brother to the Cougar Falls pride leader, and Stacey, his mate and diva extraordinaire.
Quince ignored Stacey and asked Dean, �Hey there, Hickville. How�s it hanging?�
All the Bermins were beautiful, but Stacey looked like a supermodel and acted like a diva. Ignoring her was akin to insulting her to the extreme. Considering the woman had done her best to make his life difficult while he worked his ass off to save her hide, he figured she deserved to be annoyed. He sure the hell was.
Dean laughed. �I like him. Damn if I don�t.�
�You didn�t think he was so great a month ago when he was dangling me like bait in front of Lex,� Stacey snapped and flicked Dean with her tail.
Dean shrugged. �That was then, honeybunches. Now why don�t you go paint your nails and lady-talk with your sisters while I deal with Castille, here.�
Stacey sniffed. �Watch it, mate, or I�ll �paint my nails� all over your charming hide. I don�t have the time to maul the rat properly anyway, come to think of it. The girls and I are having a spa day tomorrow. I need to pack.�
The moment she left, Dean sighed. �You, buddy, have some explaining to do.�
�I�m here for Joy.�
�Um, right. So why the hell are you passed out on my mountain?�
�Your mountain? Since when?�
�Since forever. We Chastells pretty much run the town and the surrounding Ac-taw lands. We�re cats. Of course we rule the �lesser� Shifters and the world around us.� He grinned, no doubt imagining what his non-feline pridemates would think of that statement.
Quince thought Dean�s arrogance might just equal Stacey�s. Imagine that. �I know we�re superior beings.� How Dean lived with wolves and bears and birds underfoot boggled the mind.
They stared at each other in silence.
�You�re not going to leave me alone about this, are you?� Quince asked.
�Nope.�
More silence.
�Hell. I might as well tell you. I was after Joy when some canine female tricked me into thinking she needed help.� As he told Dean the details, he felt his strength return.
�Oh?� Dean�s eyes widened. �A naked wolf? And you were checking her injuries. Uh, huh.�
�I was.� Quince frowned. Did Joy think he�d been ogling the woman? Sure, the wolf had been easy on the eyes. But Quince only wanted his soon-to-be- mate.
�So you�re here for Joy.�
�Yes.�
Dean stared at him. �You think she believes you had nothing to do with trying to take over the pride?�
Quince scowled. �It�s the truth, damn it. Nothing I can do to prove it now that Michael is dead.� His old pride leader had been wounded and in hiding when Quince had found him. The man Quince had looked up to as a father had died in his arms after making him swear to protect the pride by any means necessary. �Any means� had meant pretending to help Lex while Quince schemed to set the pride free from his oppression.
�You know, I believe you.� Dean rose and walked to Quince.
Quince waited for it. When Dean slapped him across the face but kept his claws sheathed, Quince knew he�d gotten off easy.
�That�s for blackmailing my mate into helping you. Be glad you didn�t hurt her, or I�d have strung you up by your intestines.�
Quince shook off the blow, then returned one of his own that knocked Dean on his ass. �Well that�s from me for screwing around with Joy. Yeah, I knew all about you two pretending to be mates. Not funny, Chastell.�
�Ow.� Dean winced, then twitched his whiskers and wiggled his jaw as he rose to his feet. �That was months ago. And we weren�t doing anything together. Christ, she�s like my sister. We were messing with my brother and��
�I really don�t care. Just don�t do it again.�
�Oh, come off it. I�m mated.� Dean blinked at him, his golden eyes wide. �You really think Joy is yours?�
�I know she�s mine. But the stubborn female won�t come home.�
�You know Miles hates you.�
Another casualty of Lex�s coup. Miles, Quince�s one-time best friend, actually believed Quince had turned against Michael. That distrust and animosity still hurt.
�Yeah, well, I don�t want to mate Miles. He�s not my problem.� At least, not until the cat was firmly settled back in Miami. The guy had been traveling nonstop the past month, moving between Cougar Falls, Miami and New York, working and wheeling deals. But when he returned to Miami for good, as Quince knew he would, Miles would make life difficult, no question.
Dean paused. �Joy�s sisters are here. She likes it here.�
�She loves her family. She hates the cold. She�s just being difficult.�
�That she is.� Dean laughed. �Come on. I�ll help you track her down. Just knowing how pissed off Miles will be seeing you two together is its own reward.� They started back down the mountain, and Dean chuckled some more. �Good luck, Quince. With that female, you�re going to need it.�
Was he ever.



Chapter Two

Quince spent the next day about twenty miles west of Cougar Falls, in Whitefish, avoiding the pregnant females of the pride, dodging the aggravating gray wolf mooning after some woman with the sense not to give him the time of day, and conspiring with Dean. Late last night, he�d quietly spoken with Dean�s older brother. Protocol demanded he deal with the local pride leader while in town. Burke Chastell fit the role easily. Strong, confident, smart.
The way Michael used to be.
Quince experienced another pang of homesickness, wishing for a past that could never be. Better to focus on the now, he thought as he hid in the feminine day spa catering to Ac-taw and humans alike. Thanks to the Hunter�s mist he�d sprayed over himself to mask his scent, he was all but invisible. And if Dean hadn�t totally fucked him over, he might just have a shot at getting Joy under his hot, hungry hands. A glance at his cell phone told him he had another five to ten minutes before she was due to show.
His cell phone buzzed. Noting the familiar number, he swallowed a groan and answered in a low voice, �What now?�
�Easy, big guy.� He clearly heard his lieutenant�s amusement. Quince could imagine Jace Alexander kicked back in his chair, his long legs crossed at the ankles, his feet on the ancient scarred desk in Quince�s office. The big blond was deceptively lazy, but he could move like lightning when prodded. �Just checking in, as ordered.�
�Any problems with Ayers or Watson?�
�Nope. Greg, Darren and their weak-ass posse are keeping quiet. Too quiet, if you ask me, but Ellis and I have it covered. When are you getting a third lieutenant to help out, anyway? This domestic crap is �ber annoying.�
Tell me about it. Just another reason Quince didn�t want to be pride leader. Petty problems annoyed the shit out of him. He grunted. �I�m working on it. But how hard can mediating the mating habits of cougars be? That�s why we pay you the big bucks.�
�Excuse me? Have you raised my salary when I wasn�t looking? �Cause I�m thinking that telling Genevieve she can�t buy a new car with pride money to make Karen jealous and handling Alicia�s pissy attitude about Susan mating her brother should net me some fucking hazard pay.�
Not having the patience to deal with any females other than Joy at the moment, Quince muttered a hasty, �I�m busy.�
�I�ll bet you are. Busy with that fine Joy Bermin.� Jace whistled, and Quince wanted to jack him up by his throat.
�Talk to you later,� he snarled, hung up on Jace�s laughter, then pocketed his phone.
His friends at home thought his plight with Joy was the funniest thing going. Quince knew the bastards had been betting on how long it would take him to nab the sly female. That�s if he could. Odds were in his favor, but that wasn�t factoring Miles into the equation. What a freaking headache.
Joy needed to be wooed. He knew that. Problem was, the woman wouldn�t sit still long enough to let him court her. Date her. Fuck her. Hell, he�d do anything to get her attention. But it seemed nice didn�t work with her. Her older sisters, now they�d be pleasant. Twins Amy and Melissa had never had a bad thing to say to him. Stacey�well, she and Dean deserved each other. Too pretty and arrogant by half, she was a female version of Miles.
And good old Miles. The prick was a stand-up guy most of the time. Had a terrific sense of humor, great luck with the ladies and money coming out his ass. Too bad his head was stuck so far up that particular orifice that he couldn�t see the truth for what it was. Quince had a bad feeling he and Miles would come to blows before the idiot would see how mistaken he�d been about Quince�s part in Michael�s death and the pride takeover.
He pinched the bridge of his nose, sensing a tension headache growing.
The doorknob against the far wall turned, and he froze behind the slatted closet door. The older woman who preceded Joy gave the closet a subtle nod. For a hundred bucks and Dean�s voucher, she�d been more than happy to play secret matchmaker.
�Okay, Ms. Bermin. You can take your robe off and hang it there.� She pointed to a hook on the wall. �Mannie will be with you shortly. Just lie down on the table, close your eyes and let yourself relax.� Crappy New Age music piped through overhead speakers in the ceiling.
He was in hell. Until Joy grinned.
She looked adorable in a white terrycloth robe two sizes too big for her. Though by no means short, she still came to a few inches below his chin. But she had curves in all the right places. So damn sexy. The only dark-headed Bermin amidst so many blondes, she had short, spiky hair, mischievous jade-green eyes and a mouth made for sin.
Just thinking about their one and only kiss aroused him.
�Terrific,� Joy said. �I was stressed out. But I tell you, that mineral bath was amazing.�
The spa attendant smiled and lit a few candles, giving the room an herbal smell. Lavender? Maybe rosemary? He didn�t much care, except that the candles would help cover his scent even more.
�We�re Whitefish�s premier spa. Of course, I�m biased, but when my friends ask what I want for my birthday, I always tell them a gift certificate for this place.� The woman laughed. �Your sister Stacey agrees. I was so excited to learn that the Bermin line was coming to Montana.� She made a bit more small talk about high fashion and Stacey�s new plans to expand her designs, then left Joy with instructions to lock the door behind her, because her massage therapist would enter through the other door. The one right next to the closet.
After the door shut behind her, Joy went over to lock it, then turned and unbelted her robe. She hung it on the wall and let out a deep breath, looking relaxed for the first time in ages.
Good Christ. His mouth dried, and he found it hard to breathe.
She had golden skin, dewy from her bath, and was just�perfect. Full breasts with rosy areolas, a slender waist and a curvy ass. He wanted to taste her like crazy.
He forced himself to keep quiet as she moved to the massage table and lay belly down, putting her face in the donut-shaped pillow. Good for him, because she wouldn�t be able to see him. Then she drew a sheet over her ass and legs, hiding that delectable derriere from view.
He gave it a few minutes, then deliberately opened the door and closed it behind him. He locked the door next to the closet, securing them together. Alone.
�Hello, Ms. Bermin. I�m Mannie,� he said in a much deeper voice.
�Mmm.� Nice. She was almost asleep. According to the woman he�d bribed, Mannie was Stacey�s personal massage therapist, so Joy wouldn�t fret about being in the same room with the striking gay man.
Quince swallowed a curse, not liking the thought of any man, gay or straight, touching his mate�future mate, he reminded himself. Go slow and don�t blow it. Reel her in, slowly. Seduce a yes out of the tricky feline.
Quince would much rather have been honest with Joy, but the woman made it impossible to deal with her on the level.
Even Dean had agreed. �You want to win her?� he�d said last night. �Trick her into saying yes before she can backpedal. Trust me, Joy should have been born a fox. Woman has a thing for always trying to pull one over on a guy.�
Quince cleared his throat and reminded himself not to get naked and mount her yet. He knew they shared chemistry, but she needed to want all of him. Or so he kept telling himself as he stared down at her slender neck and smooth, rounded shoulders.
�Mannie?� she mumbled.
�This will feel good. Just lie there and relax.� He slathered almond-scented oil over his hands and placed them on her back. His dick spiked, so in tune with the rest of him needing to caress her. Touch her. Keep her.
She froze for a moment but soon relaxed under his soothing touch. From her shoulders down to her lower back, he butterfly-stroked the tension out of her. Each time his fingers drew closer to the curve of her ass, and each time he fought the urge to deepen the intimacy and release his scent. His cat growled and paced inside him, needing to scent mark his mate.
Not yet, he warned it, understanding too well the cat�s yowl of denial. Soon. Let�s play with her first. The cat sniffed with grudging approval, but when Quince deepened his touch, kneading her skin, the cat purred in his breast before he could shush it quiet.
�Oh, that feels good,� Joy whispered on a breathy sigh.
Too good. Quince was hard enough to split wood. A bead of sweat trickled down his temple, and he wiped it away with his shoulder. Then he moved to her waist. �I�m going to adjust the sheet so I can get to your hamstrings and calves.�
�Sure,� he heard her murmur.
He slid the soft sheet over her back, keeping it barely covering her ass.
Then he moved to the base of the table, prodded her ankles wider and started rubbing her feet, curling his lips at her barely audible purr. His cat heard it and purred along with her.
Joy�s muscles locked. She�d heard him. He didn�t care.
�Easy. Let yourself go,� he rasped, imaging how beautiful she�d be the first time she came in his arms.
�But��
He stroked her heels, her ankles and higher up her calves to the backs of her knees. Then he caressed the insides of her thighs, moving higher but not high enough to be called on it.
Fuck if he could think past the need to take her.
�That feels�that feels�� She hitched her breath.
�Good?� he ended for her, having a hard time breathing.
�Uh, yeah,� she squeaked.
He ran his thumbs back up the insides of her thighs again, this time skating perilously close to her pussy. He inhaled and scented raw, powerful lust. Oh God.
She squirmed, and his thumb brushed her folds, coated with her arousal.
�Mannie, I don�t think��
�No, don�t think,� Quince growled, making no effort to disguise his voice any longer.
�I knew it!� But she didn�t flinch or try to move off the table. Instead she shivered under him, as caught in the spell as Quince.
He knew better than to give her time to think things through. He yanked the sheet off her back and continued to massage her, this time running his fingers against the slick flesh between her legs before sliding his hands down her thighs. He massaged on an upward sweep again, higher and higher, until unable to stop himself, he slid his finger inside her.
She clamped down on the digit, moaning and surrounding him with heat, and he swore. �Fuck. Let me�� He didn�t want to hear her reject him again, so he took charge. Quince removed his hand, flipped her onto her back and then pulled her ass to the edge of the table, where she dangled her legs on either side of him. The perfect position for him to spread her thighs wider and shove his face into the sweetest pussy he�d ever had.

Joy couldn�t breathe as Quince sucked her taut flesh with his devious, scarily talented mouth.
�Quince.� She clenched his soft hair, trying to sound stern but failing miserably. She arched into him, addicted to the pleasure. He was incredible, so strong, holding her down with one hand to her belly while he licked her to an incredibly quick orgasm.
She shuddered and sighed his name as she came, falling fast into oblivion. It had been so long, and Quince felt so right. But he didn�t stop. And the rush of bliss continued, smoothing out before easing into another climb toward ecstasy. Her cat purred with pleasure even as she wanted more.
At first, Joy hadn�t known what to make of Mannie�s massage. What should have been impersonal had turned her on the moment he�d touched her. Much different from what Stacey had told her to expect with the openly gay man. Nothing soft or mildly relaxing about this massage. Joy had planned to protest, but then she�d lost herself in the heavenly touch. To her dismay, she�d superimposed Quince�s face over Mannie�s imagined one, her subconscious making it okay to indulge.
So of course, it had to be the canny cat licking her to another climax.
�Yeah, so good,� he whispered against her. �Need you, baby. So fucking sweet.�
His rough voice and firm yet gentle touch pushed her to the edge of reason. She felt empty, needy. Her cat yowled with pleasure, and with a heat she knew all too well. Oh hell. Not now. She wasn�t due to go into heat for at least two more weeks. But her feline side disagreed. The cat wanted Quince and no other. And she was tired of being denied.
Surrendering to the animal inside her, Joy dragged her hands from Quince�s hair to his powerful shoulders. She gripped him tight, digging in her fingernails.
He sucked harder, and she knew he liked the bite of pain. Kinky cat.
�More,� she moaned, writhing beneath him. �Inside me.�
He stopped and raised his head, his lips shiny with her desire. His eyes super bright in the dimly lit room. �You sure?�
She narrowed her eyes, her cat hissing. �You started this. You finish it.�
Instead of arguing at her sudden demand, he complied with astonishing speed. �You don�t have to tell me twice.� In seconds he unbuttoned his jeans and took himself out. She caught a brief glimpse of a huge cock before she felt him prodding her folds.
With one push, he surged deeply, huge and hot and thick inside her.
He leaned over her, his gaze intense. �You�re perfect,� he rasped. Then he started moving, fucking her with long strokes. Sure and steady, he refused to be rushed, even when she pushed and pulled and demanded he hurry.
�You�re mine,� he said, his voice so low she barely made sense of the feline growls pouring from his throat. He hammered into her, thrusting with enough force to show her he was in charge.
�Oh God. Oh God. Yes, Quince. Yes.� She would have screamed if he hadn�t swallowed her cry.
She came hard around him, sucking him deeper, and felt a snap of psychic connection between them when his cat released a layer of scent and energy. It was the beginning of the mating mark, but awash in so much pleasure, she couldn�t bring herself to care. She could die happily without regret.
He jerked and swore, and her cat returned the marker, accepting and even welcoming the wealth of seed bathing her womb.
�Fuck, yeah. Joy�� he groaned and continued to spend.
She stroked his back, soothing the shudders of his orgasmic throes. As what he�d done permeated, she searched for the anger she knew he deserved. But basking in such bliss, she couldn�t do more than yawn and grip his shirt�he hadn�t even undressed�while he finished.
He blinked down at her, his face a study in carnal ecstasy. �Damn. You�re gonna make me pay for this. I know it. But Jesus. It�ll be worth it.�
She chuckled, surprised at how good she felt. Until he withdrew and his seed trickled out of her. Joy closed her eyes and swore. He�d come inside her. Her cat purred. Stupid cat. To which the feline flicked her tail and replied, Stupid human.
He pressed something between her legs. �It�s okay, baby. I�ll take care of you.�
Quince sounded way too satisfied. But how much blame could she put at his door when she�d begged him to fuck her?
She groaned again. �I�m so stupid.�
�Nah. Just lucky.� He chuckled.
She opened her eyes and glared up at him, prepared to take his head off at the first sign of his familiar smirk. Instead, she gazed up at a gentle smile filled with�affection?
Used to the smug and domineering feline accustomed to being obeyed, Joy didn�t know what to make of this man.
He caressed her cheek with a callused finger. �Don�t think so hard. You can yell at me all the way back to Florida. I promise. I�ll sit there and take it on the plane ride home.� He paused, his gaze searching. �Just give me a chance. That�s all I ask.�
Not all, if he planned on trying to impregnate her at every opportunity. But for once, Quince wasn�t being an ass about things. He�d asked instead of commanded. Her cat liked the strong panther who�d tricked her, then taken her so forcefully. But the woman wanted compassion and care. To be wanted for herself, not because of a connection to her rich and beautiful family.
�I��
�Just hear me out about Michael. Lex. Ronnie. I�ll tell you all of it. But please, don�t shut me out anymore. And come home,� he said again. �I have to go back. Lex�s followers aren�t all gone. I have to make things right for the pride. But I can�t do it if I�m worrying about you. And don�t tell me not to worry. I can�t help it, not when it comes to you.�
His sincerity was palpable, his stare so deep and true she could only sigh as she watched him. �Okay,� she murmured, inwardly making no promises.
His blinding grin almost undid her. Man, he was hot.
�But,� she emphasized and sat up, pleased when his gaze slipped to her breasts and darkened, �don�t think this solves anything. We aren�t mated.�
�Yet,� he said under his breath.
She glared. �What�s that?�
�Nothing. I�ll just let you get dressed.� He stepped back, but before he moved out of reach, she grabbed his shirt and pulled him close.
�Uh uh. My sister paid for a massage. I want the full heel, back and neck rub, buster. But no more sex,� she warned when he grinned. Not until I can shield myself from wanting more of you again.
Now looking pathetically dejected, he cracked his knuckles and motioned for her to lie back down. �I�m so unappreciated.�
She snorted as she turned over to her belly and scooted up the table. �That�s my line. Now stop staring at my ass and rub, Mannie.�
His good mood seemed to have vanished as he snarled, �If your precious Mannie had touched one inch of you, he�d be a mangled heap. I�d have ended him. Slowly.� Yet his hands were gentle as he massaged her already boneless body.
She smiled. Perhaps she could work with this. Quince wanted her, of that she had no doubt. And the sex had been explosive. She�d get some birth control going, enjoy the incredible sex and see just what Quince had rattling in his closet. Then maybe, just maybe, she�d see where this relationship�if she could call it that�might go.

Two hours later, while Quince arranged their flight home, she sat with her sisters in the cabin Stacey and Dean shared while Dean was building a large house for his picky mate. Joy loved her sisters, but Stacey was a pain at the best of times. Younger by two years, she acted like she ruled the roost. Normally Joy let her, because it took too much energy to argue with Miles and Stacey.
But tonight Stacey was on her last nerve. Her prissy sister sniffed and raised a perfectly arched brow. �You hooked up with Quince, baby killer and cat of loose morals?�
�Baby killer?� Amy glanced from Stacey to Melissa.
Melissa shrugged. Though fraternal twins, Joy�s older sisters looked enough alike to be identical to most people. Both blond with green eyes, her sisters had patience and an easy temperament, a total one-eighty from the rest of them, and Joy in particular. Labeled difficult at an early age, Joy took a perverse amount of pleasure in being hard to handle. Anything to stand out from her amazing siblings.
�Stacey�s just being dramatic again,� Melissa suggested. �I like Quince. I never believed the stories that he and Lex were in it together to kill Michael. He was always more than nice to me.�
That had never rung true to Joy either. Quince had revered Michael. The man had practically raised Quince when his mother and sister took off for parts unknown. Personally, Joy had always liked Esmeralda Castille. The older woman liked to have fun, and she never let a male rule her. But she found a lot of trouble, and her daughter followed her example. When they�d left the pride after Quince�s sixteenth birthday, every one of the pride males had seemed to breathe easier. Miles and Quince included.
�I�m not sure what happened.� No longer interested in speculation or Miles�s say-so, she wanted to know the truth. She�d come to understand that her older brother had a blind spot when it came to Quince. He refused to believe anything good about his ex-best friend. Joy didn�t understand why, especially after the way Quince kept treating her like spun gold.
�You still smell like him.� Stacey grimaced and stared at her manicured nails.
�Shut it, Stacey. You smell like that mongrel Dean all the time.� Joy sneered, though she thought of Dean as her own twin. He got into more trouble than she did, on a regular basis. �And I�d know. Remember? I banged him back in June.� Actually, she�d pretended to have an affair with Dean in order to trick Dean�s brother Grady into making a move on his current wife. A female who, at the time, didn�t seem to know Grady was alive. A convoluted scheme, but Grady now had a wife he couldn�t live without. Joy�s doing, naturally.
�Liar.� Stacey glared at her. �As if. Dean would never��
�You used to call him a man-whore.� Joy started to have fun.
Amy grinned. �And Jethro. Gomer.�
�Boy-toy, flavor of the month,� Melissa continued.
�Oh, all right. I was peeved with his whorish ways, I admit.� Stacey sighed. �But at least his loyalty has never been in question.�
Stacey had a point. Still� �Maybe it�s time to stop seeing Quince through Miles�s perspective. Quince did help us finish Lex.�
�Technically, he forced me to distract Lex while Burke and our pride�� meaning the Cougar Falls pride Stacey had recently adopted as her own ��finished them off.�
�But Quince helped too,� Joy insisted, bemused to find herself wanting to defend the arrogant cat. �Without him, we�d never have dealt with Lex, always waiting for him to make a move. Quince was an ass about it, but he got the job done.�
Her sisters stared at her in silence.
�You know,� Amy said slowly. �Reports I�m getting from our friends down South do hint that Quince is doing a good job rebuilding. Sharing the wealth, divvying up resources. He�s appointed lieutenants again to keep the peace. And he�s got legitimate pride accountants tracking down the money and restoring it to the group.�
�That does look good for him.� Melissa nodded.
�Well I don�t care,� Stacey said flatly. �The proof is in the doing.� She narrowed her eyes at Joy. �You don�t seem to care about his troublesome history. Fine. I�ll give you this bit of advice though. You want to stay a step ahead of him? Act like you despise him. Men love that.�
�Seriously?�
Stacey nodded. �But don�t work your wiles on him. Stay just out of reach, Miss Easy.�
Joy blinked. �You think I have wiles?� Oh wow. Did she? She had the Bermin genes. Men seemed to love her sisters. Maybe she had a buried ability to attract men she�d never known about. She could grab them for sex but never seemed to hold on to her dates after the fact.
�The point is moot. You can�t have a relationship with him. Remember what he did to me.�
Joy frowned. �What, exactly?�
�The man held a knife to my throat and threatened to hurt Miles if I wouldn�t help him. I was devastated. Scared for my life.�
Joy rolled her eyes. �Please. I should enjoy him for that alone.�
�Bitch.� Stacey flipped her hair back and gave Joy her infamous death glare, her light blue eyes like lasers.
�Thanks. Back at ya, Your Highness. Honestly, I don�t know how poor Dean endures you.�
When Stacey screeched back an insult, Joy fired one back for fun and decided it was past time she returned to Miami. She�d enjoyed keeping one step ahead of Quince, but now she was tired. She wanted to relax, like she had earlier that afternoon.
Her belly fluttered, and she knew exactly what she needed. Some fun in the sun with Quince to see what the hell was really going on in the pride, and some distance from her perfect sisters. Even snarling, Stacey radiated beauty and poise, which was annoying all the way around.
Melissa and Amy exchanged sympathetic looks while Joy finished packing up to go home. When Dean entered on the end of Stacey�s diatribe about how much she�d given to the poor backwoods people of Cougar Falls while Joy went off to God-knew-where, he took one look at his mate, one look at the rest of them, and advanced.
�And then I�Dean? What are you doing?� Stacey gasped when he yanked her to him and hefted her over his shoulder. But it didn�t take her long to start swearing like a sailor.
He turned to wink at Joy. �Good luck. Allow me to translate for your sneering sister. �Keep your legs closed, you hussy, and think of your poor little sister and what she suffered� actually means �I�m going to really miss you and I love you dearly. But don�t worry about me, because I married the perfect man.��
Stacey smacked him on the ass, pushed up off his back and twisted around to be seen. She shoved her hair aside to glare. �And you, you spiky-haired cretin. Big sister or not, I�ll kick your sorry ass all the way to��
Joy cut her off. �Yeah, I�ll miss Your Royal Bitchiness too.� To Dean, she gave a kiss on the cheek. �See you, man-whore.�
He gave her the one-finger salute, chuckled, then turned on his heel with a slap to his mate�s ass and a warning to tone it down. To their surprise, Stacey sputtered then grew silent and flashed them a grin and a wave goodbye.
Joy and her sisters stared at one another in the sudden silence.
�Embarrassing,� Amy said.
�Such a spectacle,� Melissa agreed. She paused, then added, �Especially because she loves when he manhandles her like that.�
�I don�t even want to think about where he�s taking her and why.� Amy cringed. �Those two have sex on the brain��
�Twenty-four seven,� Melissa ended.
Her little sister and Dean, a more perfect couple Joy couldn�t imagine. �And you all wonder why I want to remain eternally single.� She shook her head and finished packing, alarmed at the excitement she continued to feel whenever she thought of joining Quince again. �Do me a favor. If I ever get like that,� she paused to nod at the door, �shoot me.�
Her sisters said as one, �Done.�



Chapter Three

Quince stared through the window of the plane, uncomfortable at being in an enclosed space, one that could fall out of the sky at any given moment. At times like these he understood why raptors thought they had an edge on land dwellers.
�Okay. Lay it on me.� Joy sipped a rum and coke, slouched in her seat as if enjoying herself at a four-star resort. She cocked a brow. �Well? I�m not getting any younger.�
She sat close and�considering that even the first class seats seemed miniature for him�they continued to brush against each other, which made the trip almost bearable. That and he�d left Montana far behind. Thank God.
He glanced around them and noted that with the late hour, few passengers remained awake. Those that were listened to music or watched their electronic tablets. The rumble of the plane gave him added assurance he�d be hard to hear if he lowered his voice.
Speaking in a voice too low to be heard by humans, he explained what he�d been wanting to tell her for far too long. �Michael was like my father. You know that.�
�You loved him,� she said quietly.
�Yes.� He paused, his heart still aching from the loss. It seemed like only yesterday and not five months ago that his mentor and friend had been killed. �I found him bleeding to death in the Glades. I did my best to help him through, you know, to peace. But it was hard. Lex hurt him bad.� He knew she saw his anger, but she didn�t do more than nod. �Before he passed, he made me promise to infiltrate Lex�s command. The only way to take him down, because Lex had become too powerful, luring the others with promises of wealth, women, sex, anything they wanted. And he could and did deliver.�
She frowned. �He was such a prick.�
�Yeah.� He sighed. �I gave Michael steady progress reports for that last week he lingered. Then he died.� Quince tried to shrug off the emotional wound. �I made a promise, and I kept it.� He prided himself on always keeping a promise.
�But you didn�t tell Miles.�
�I couldn�t. Your brother is�was�my best friend. I know him as well as you do. He�s a hot head, and he has no patience unless it involves dollar signs. Yeah, he�s brilliant at business�not so great when it comes to dealing with stupidity. And Lex was a dumbass. Strong and mean, but deep-down stupid.�
�You got that right,� she muttered. She looked at him with what he hoped was the beginning of trust. �I still don�t understand why it took so long to break Lex down.�
�Your family was never that tight with the inner workings of the pride. You focused more on business and blending in with Miami society. Lex had his select circle so tight and twisted that they wrestled control of our finances before I could intervene. We need that money to survive.� Especially in Miami, where life didn�t come cheap.
She took another sip. �So what happened then?�
�I spent most of my time finding others like me, loyal to Michael. Guys like Jace and Ellis. Rain, Dana, Willow, Oliver. Between the seven of us, we started gathering others in secret. Trying to take back control. It took a while, because Lex had been planning his takeover for a long time before he actually did it.�
�I didn�t realize.�
�Not many did. He seemed like a good guy at first, remember?�
Charming, handsome, popular with women and men alike. And then he�d shown his true colors when anyone dared question him.
Quince continued in a low rumble, �To make a long story short, I did my best to prevent him and his idiot brother from raping and hunting humans in the swamps. That took time and effort away from corralling him. So much energy spent on damage control until two months had passed with Lex still in power. Then I had to make my move. I got in thick with him, and yeah, I had to do some things I�m not proud of to show my loyalty.�
She narrowed her eyes. �Like beating up Mr. Jeffries and nearly scaring Maya Shields to death?�
�Yeah.� He blew out a breath. Two of his biggest regrets�public spectacles of clear abuse. But it had been either push them around or see them killed. They�d healed from the few bruises he�d landed, and they�d since accepted his apologies.
�So what about you trying to put a move on my sister?�
He frowned. �What are you talking about?�
�Miles told me you wanted Stacey, and when you couldn�t have her, you decided to push her at Lex to punish her.�
�That makes no sense. For one, I hated Lex. I didn�t wish any poor woman on him. And two, your sister annoys the shit out of me. No way I wanted her.�
�She�s pretty.�
�So?�
Joy just looked at him.
�Fine. Every guy who sees your sister wonders�� He cleared his throat. �But I got over that years ago. Stacey�s so�Stacey.�
A smile curved her mouth, and he breathed an inaudible sigh of relief.
�Anyway, so now you know.�
�Do I? What about you showing up when they shot Miles and kidnapped Gabby? Or when they nearly got Stacey and Dean?�
�I just told you. I was trying to put out fires. Do you have any idea what Lex almost did? He sent me to spy on you guys for him. Hell, I could have taken any of you from Cougar Falls before you knew what had happened. As it was, I fed what information I could to sources in town. How do you think so many Shifters arrived to help you guys out at the ranch? Or how there wasn�t a total massacre before you saved Stacey? Lex wanted to use Hunters and rogue Ac-taw to kill the Chastells and that wolf living with them. I slowed him down.�
She had to remember him and his group arriving at Chastell Tours to prevent an all out war on the Chastells and their gray wolf just a month ago.
�Oh yeah. You did, didn�t you?� She gave him a look he couldn�t read. Did she believe him or not?
Parched, he took the drink from her hand, downed it, then handed the plastic cup back.
�Better?� she drawled.
�Yeah. Thanks. That�s it.�
�Not exactly.�
He groaned. �Ask. I�m an open book.� After that incredible time together in the spa, he�d do whatever she wanted for another shot at her.
�So now, going home. You said Lex�s guys are still making problems? I hadn�t noticed that the last time I was back.�
�For all of two seconds,� he added under his breath. �We routed most of the idiots. A bunch died the last time they tangled with Hunters.� Hunters�humans who knew of Ac-taw and wanted nothing more than to kill them. �Right now, Greg Ayers and Darren Watson are making the most noise about wanting me out of the picture.�
She nodded absently. �You know, technically, we shouldn�t even have a pride. None of us are lions. Panthers are solitary creatures.�
He chuckled, glad she referred to them as panthers. A good sign. Though their species of Ac-taw had a lot of different names�cougar, panther, catamount, puma�the Miami pride often referred to themselves as Florida panthers. Unlike the cougars in Montana. �Don�t be too literal. Pride is just a term that applies to cats. God forbid we call ourselves a pack.�
She scrunched her nose and stuck out her tongue. Joy was beautiful and funny. Damn, she made his heart race. Wondering if he�d be pushing it, he nevertheless covered her hand on the seat rest between them. Mine, his cat snarled, and he inwardly agreed.
She blinked down at it, then at him. But she didn�t pull her hand away. �What do you want from me, Quince?�
He thought about the ugly little bracelet she�d given him when she was sixteen, the one he�d kept all these years because it had been from her, snug in his front pocket. How much he loved her, wanted her. And he realized the truth wouldn�t set him free at all. He�d spook her away if he moved too fast. He needed to seduce her into accepting his claim. Slowly. Like easing a wild bird with calm words before he pounced.
�Honestly, Joy?�
She nodded.
I love you. �You�re sexy, smart, and when you aren�t trying to go for my throat, you make me laugh. I thought we could try dating, maybe. And I�d like you to be a strong presence in the pride. We need worthy females to rebuild.� At her dark look, he hastened to add, �Not for breeding. I mean, to show others we have a solid team of cats down South. That we�re not all assholes but good people.�
She stared at him. �Oh.�
Was that a pleased Oh or a disappointed Oh?
He gripped her fingers, conscious of her smaller size and softness as compared to him. �Well?�
�Dating, huh? I guess we could try that. See how it goes,� she said, sounding cautious. �Don�t get your hopes up for a commitment though. I�m too young to mate. Too much to see and do before I settle down.�
He swallowed his disappointment, more determined than ever to show her how ready she could be�with the right cat. �Sure. So why not come back home to stay for good, where it�s nice and warm? To the ocean, to the nightlife, and to the rest of your extended family?�
He�d missed his fellow cats when running all over the place dealing with Lex. Now that he had a chance to rebuild those ties, he wanted to do it with Joy at his side. The females were nutty without Michael�s strong arm to lead them. He�d served as a father figure for many, but a strong woman would be even better to settle nerves. The pride needed her as much as he did, he realized.
�You think I can help the pride?� she asked softly.
�I know you can. Besides, weren�t you doing something new with Bermin Beauty? Some new design project you were heading up, right? You have work to do at home yourself, slacker.� Her brother had started the fashion company and turned it into a million-dollar venture. All the Bermins had a hand in running it.
�You know about that?� Her eyes widened.
�Honey, I know everything about everything.� He smirked, pleased when she scowled at him. He loved that fierce look in her eyes. The one she leveled on him right now that made him hard and aching.
�You wish. You�� she trailed off with a sniff and gazed at his lap. �Are you kidding me?�
He squirmed, uncomfortable with jeans too tight around his crotch. �I wish. Just being around you gets me this way,� he admitted and leaned closer to scent at the light marker he�d left earlier. He still smelled himself there. That she hadn�t tried to mask his scent with another perfume or soap pleased him considerably. Then he caught her desire and nipped her neck, licking the sting away. He whispered into her ear, �You know, we could see how big the bathrooms are in first class. I bet we could fit you over my cock in no time and��
�Shut up,� she hissed, her eyes bright with arousal. �You�ve shared enough. No more talking until we touch down.�
He grinned but kept hold of her hand.
The trip home didn�t last long enough.

One more connection and four hours later, standing outside the Miami terminal in the humid light of day, Joy couldn�t wait to slide under the covers of her bed again. The plane ride had seemed to last an eternity. She�d been taunted by Quince�s delicious scent the whole way. It didn�t help that Mr. Sexy had picked up the attention of first a flirty flight attendant and then a pretty passenger at the baggage terminal.
Ellis Minor picked them up in a large blue SUV. After stowing their luggage, he slid behind the driver�s seat. A decent enough guy who�d always treated her with respect, he cast Quince a sidelong glance and grinned. Pleading exhaustion, she decided to let them talk up front while she did her best to crash in the backseat. But she wasn�t so tired that she missed the shock on Ellis�s face before she entered the vehicle.
Quince let out a growl.
She shut the door behind her and buckled in. �Something wrong?� she asked as Ellis pulled away from the curb.
�N-nothing.� He coughed and wouldn�t meet her gaze in the rearview mirror. �Just happy to see you both back in one piece. I thought for sure Quince would have come back a broken shell of a man. Everyone knows better than to screw with the Bermins.�
Silence descended, and she caught Ellis�s innocent remark about screwing, realizing the double entendre. Quince would no doubt pick up on it. She didn�t have to see him to know he�d be smiling right about now.
�Shut up, Quince.�
He snorted. Ellis coughed again but couldn�t smother the grin caught by the rearview.
Ignoring the flush on her cheeks, she closed her eyes and feigned sleep. But she couldn�t stop thinking about all she�d heard since leaving Cougar Falls.
What she�d learned on the plane had surprised her, though it shouldn�t have. Lex had been a devious jerk, but she hadn�t realized why he�d been so firmly entrenched in the pride. For a long time, she�d thought Quince�s claim that he�d done his best to stop the egomaniac a half-assed excuse for not trying harder. Kill Lex, save the pride. Miles wanted to take Lex out himself, but he�d had his sisters to protect, and he took his role as head of the household seriously.
But if Lex had seized control of the pride�s finances�
The pride lived as individual families scattered around the Everglades, though most had settled in and around Miami. Like their animal namesakes, the Florida cats liked their space. To a degree. Their social structure kept them tight, spending weekends, holidays, and usually their free time partying together, either at the pride estate or in the swamps at the House. Running on all fours, seeing the world through a panther�s perspective, absorbing the unique scents of the world as a cat�nothing beat it.
She could understand the group in Cougar Falls. They lived among their own kind, protected by that magical totem that kept non-Shifters out. They could shift whenever they wanted and run free without fear of capture. But they were so closed off.
Joy loved the sun and the sand, and living out in the real world. She had to keep sharp, constantly aware of the true humans and possible Hunters around her. The attention to detail and need to play pretend-human appeased her cat, though. It was like playing with prey. She considered anyone not her friend or her kind a potential enemy. It kept her instincts sharp. Sharper than the Chastells�, at any rate.
Smug in her confidence as a feline, she wished she had as much assurance about her feminine traits. Oh, she knew she was cute. But in a family of gorgeous and talented people, cute didn�t cut it. Stacey was a knockout. Amy and Melissa could do anything with poise and perfection and had their share of admirers. Heck, before she�d left, she�d caught a few wolves talking about dying for a date with one of the Bermin twins. And Miles, of course, could do no wrong. Or so everyone else seemed to think. Personally, she thought her rich, handsome, charming brother needed to unwind. His beef with Quince was starting to look a lot less based on fact and more on emotion.
They�d been so close once. Growing up, he and Quince had been inseparable. Bad news for Joy, because she�d been crushing on Quince something fierce, and he�d never noticed her�just one of Miles�s little sisters. She�d done her best to ignore the attraction until it faded to a gentle admiration. Miles had become so busy with business the last few years, he was at home as much as he was gone. And Quince had become integral to the workings in the pride. It made sense they�d drifted apart.
Then Michael had disappeared, his two previously unknown sons had arrived to take over the pride, and everything had gone to hell. Factions of bullies rose up out of nowhere. The money started to disappear into limos for Lex, all-night orgies and expensive properties they didn�t need. Females� rights disappeared, and �might makes right� became the pride�s new motto.
Fast forward five months, and she was supposed to believe life had changed because Quince, with Michael�s blessing, had assumed command.
She wanted badly to trust what he�d told her. All the rumors, the beatings and the thievery she�d heard that Quince had been a part of�all a ruse? Yet she couldn�t deny that her recent time spent at home, while dodging Quince in between trips back to Cougar Falls, had shown her that life indeed had returned to a normal state. Kind of.
The females still bristled if told to do anything. The males still wandered around on guard, snarling at each other while expecting the women to roll over and do whatever they wanted. No, come to think of it, they�d always been like that. Miami cats tended to be very good looking, and they took grooming to an all new level.
She sighed against the seat, wishing she could understand why her cat had never seen Quince as a threat. Because he wanted her? Because he had a fortitude her feline could respect?
And could she really forget that amazing sex with the big guy? Good Lord, but she�d seen stars with him. So generous, so wonderful. Even now she might be pregnant� Her cat purred with satisfaction, but Joy panicked. She was too young to have babies, not when she hadn�t yet made her mark as a Bermin.
So she didn�t have terrific design ideas. She couldn�t sew that well, and she had no head for business. She did like to have fun, and she�d been toying with some concepts for the junior market. Young women who wanted to be sexy, not slutty. A concept Stacey wouldn�t understand, she thought with a sneer.
Her sister had nothing to complain about. She was beautiful, with a great guy at her side, and had the admiration of everyone around her. No one had ever tried to single her out to get at one of her sisters. Or asked where her coloring came from in a family full of blondes. Or what exactly she contributed to the design business. But Joy had dealt with men using her to get at Stacey and even Miles for years. She was the only black-haired girl among golden siblings. And though she wanted to be a part of the family business, she didn�t think she had it in her to be great, merely good.
Now Quince supposedly wanted to date her. She�d wanted him forever, and he�d never seen her. But maybe, because Stacey had mated and her sisters had moved to Cougar Falls, she was the only one available. Might he be using her to get into Miles�s good graces?
She believed Quince hadn�t liked Lex. Reviewing how many times he�d warned her and tried to help her and her family stay safe from Lex�s men, she didn�t think he�d been in league with Lex. Not really.
But a guy like Quince, now head of the pride, could have any female he wanted. He�d always been handsome, so women had never been his problem. He said he wanted her. Well, he�d had her. Now she�d see if he meant it about dating her, or if he had another agenda. She might not be business savvy, but she was the top predator in her family. Of that she had no doubt. If Quince thought he could use her to further some goal of his, he had another think coming.
Right upside the head.



Chapter Four

�If you don�t get out of my face in the next two seconds, I�m going to rip your claws out one by one,� Quince snarled at Leonard Silas, a whiny, ungrateful sycophant wanting more than his share. As usual.
Leonard took an immediate leap back, then turned and raced from the room, muttering under his breath as he did.
�Ah, Quince? Maybe not the best approach,� Jace cautioned.
�Fuck that. The asshole is still trying to steal from the pride. Bad enough when he was sucking up to Lex. He doesn�t bring in what everyone else does, he doesn�t get more than his fair share.� The little creep wanted the new apartment complex in South Beach. Like Quince didn�t know the asshole would take kickbacks and skim rent off the top.
�Sure, right.� Ellis and Jace exchanged a glance.
Oliver, a CPA with a brain like a calculator, took a step inside the office, took a good look at Quince, then turned around and left the room, shutting the door behind him.
�What?� Quince growled. �Who�s next?� He normally disliked the open office time on Wednesday afternoons, when the pride could bring him their concerns and requests for assistance. But lately it seemed no one wanted their due, just more than they needed. How the hell could he get the pride back to running smoothly if the same selfish dickheads wasted his time on trivial matters? �And why the hell aren�t you two dealing with this shit instead of me?� he asked Ellis and Jace, who continued to stare at him in concern.
�See, we�re thinking you need a break,� Jace said.
�I need to get us back on track. Where�s Dana with the spreadsheets? I need to see how our real estate assets are sitting. Is Rain out there?�
Ellis shook his head and spoke calmly, slowly. �Rain is probably in his office handling the stuff you gave him to work on last night. And Dana and Willow are with Joy, remember?�
He glared at Ellis. �I�m not senile. I just forgot.� Not that it should be any great surprise Joy wasn�t around.
Jace snorted.
�You have something to say?� he asked, more than ready to tear someone apart. Quince wanted to hunt something down and kill it. For the past week, he�d seen Joy sparingly while she watched him from a distance. She�d spent time with his lieutenants and Dana and Willow touring the pride, seeing it from the inside out, gauging the politics and dithering that normally soaked up all his free time.
So much for the grand seduction he�d had planned. The woman continued to steer clear of him, even sitting ten feet away at last night�s dinner in the estate commons where he and his council took meals.
�Joy has been asking questions and listening to everything we tell her,� Ellis said.
�Yeah. And?�
�And I get the impression she�s still not too sure of you,� Jace answered. �I thought you had this handled.�
By handled, Jace meant securing the woman�s attention. The pride leader was expected to take a mate. Michael�s had died years ago during his tenure as leader, so he�d been excused. Now that Quince had returned and the pride seemed in order, there�d been noise about having a more stable influence in charge. Namely, a pride leader with a female by his side.
On the one hand, not having a mate would solve his problems. He didn�t want to be in charge. But not having a suitable replacement nixed that idea. He�d step down in a heartbeat if a better candidate appeared. Instead, he had Lex�s groupies and sniveling idiots like Leonard who wanted the position. And none of his lieutenants had asked for the job. No, all the smart ones knew how thankless and time-consuming being pride leader actually was.
Yet, needing a mate gave Quince the perfect opportunity to approach Joy. He�d intended for her to realize how wrong she�d been about him and Lex. See how stellar a job he was doing, then be seduced by his manly prowess in bed. He knew he could thrill her body, but the stubborn woman had eluded him to such an extent he wondered if she even remembered their lovemaking. Or had it just been incredible in his mind?
He snarled, experiencing a deep need to turn feline and rake the palm trees in the courtyard once more, as he�d done last night.
�Easy there, oh great pride leader.� Trust Jace not to back down when he should. �I�m just saying maybe you need to step it up a notch. You need a mate, and the one you apparently want isn�t around enough to get things started.�
�I thought you�d nailed it.� Ellis�s eyes grew large when Quince stood from behind the desk and advanced on him. �Nailed it. Nailed it, Quince, not her.�
Jace laughed until Quince swung a vicious glance his way.
�I caught your scent on her when I picked you guys up from the airport,� Ellis explained. �She had the mating scent on her. But it�s faded. Are you keeping her or what?�
Quince dragged his hand through his hair. �The woman is running me ragged. I told her I wanted her to be an important part of the pride, and she�s taking this new position of Female Liaison to heart. I can�t get her to stop moving long enough to mate her.�
Jace shook his head. His blue eyes looked sad. �Dude. Come on, Quince. Use your head. Trick her into some alone time. Take her out to the House.�
The pride�s meeting place in the Glades was a hidden gem. A huge house off the grid, solar-powered and large enough to accommodate all the pride at once, the wooden structure had enough niceties that close to a hundred cats could mill around and laze to their hearts� content. Just forty minutes away, but once out in the pine forest, it felt like another world entirely. The pines, salt marshes, canals and flat land all around were resplendent with wildlife and vegetation. God, he needed to run.
�Take her out to the House?� he asked on a huff. �When? Every five seconds around here someone has a new problem. Then the Rochert deal went bust, and I spent two days patching that.�
�Which is holding, by the way.� Ellis gave him a thumbs up. �So Jace and I think you should take Joy away. The House is a perfect escape. We�ll put the word out to everyone to steer clear of it for a few days for maintenance issues. Between Jace, Dana, Willow, Rain, Oliver and I, we�ll hold down the fort. You go work your magic.� Ellis wiggled his brows.
Quince sighed. �I get within scent of her, and she�s gone. I don�t know how she does it, but she�s fast.�
Jace shook his head. �What dumbass meant but didn�t say��
�Hey!�
��was that she�s a Bermin. Joy�s too smart to fall for �nice�. Tie her up, kidnap her, whatever it takes. But you need to do something about fixing your unmated status pronto or you stand to lose the pride.�
�Shit. I know that. But I don�t want��
�What?�
He didn�t want to mate Joy to grab the pride. He wanted the woman to come to him because she couldn�t do without him. Except she wouldn�t let herself talk to him, let alone make love to him again. It just figured she�d be a pain in the ass about everything.
He groaned. �Damn. Fine. Just watch things for me tomorrow. Joy and I will be busy as of tonight. But not a word, I�m telling you. The woman hears and sees all. It�s a little scary.�
�Yeah, she�s a sharp one.� Ellis nodded. �Come on, Jace. Let�s get his schedule to Willow so she can reroute meetings.�
�Okay. And I�ll take the northern run. Got a few felines I need to double-check.�
�Right. I�ll grab the immediate coast. We�ll put Oliver and Rain on as leads.�
They left discussing pride business, and he knew they�d take care of things in his absence. Quince loved the guys. After Miles had immersed himself in work, Ellis, Jace, Rain and he had found common ground working for Michael. Watching over the pride, fixing problems, reporting any and all issues. They�d grown tight, so when Michael had gone missing, they�d known something was wrong.
While Quince had gone undercover acting like Lex�s trusted lieutenant, the guys had publicly snubbed him while secretly keeping him in the loop about goings-on in the pride. They�d helped protect the weaker members while he did his best to smother Lex�s efforts when it came to those who fought back against him.
Because they�d had his back and supported him taking over the pride, many of the others had accepted his return. Then too, with Dana, Willow and Oliver�s help spreading the word about what had really happened with Lex�as well as recovering nearly fifty million dollars in pride funds�he�d found himself welcomed back wholeheartedly�except for Lex�s friends.
Ayers, Watson and a handful of others continued to raise discontent. He had to stop fucking around and take a mate. As distasteful as he found the notion of running the pride forever, he believed in sacrificing his wants for the good of the many. Besides, he wanted Joy like he needed his next breath. Time to stop letting her lead him by his nose and show her who was in charge.
Hell, what did he have to lose? He�d told her the truth about the past and thought she believed him. But maybe she didn�t realize how serious he was about dating�claiming�her. They�d had sex only once. He needed to reaffirm how much he desired her, and no time like the present.

Quince waited to pounce until later that night. He drove to Joy�s house, a nice place in Pinecrest. Quiet, suburban and upscale enough that she didn�t need to worry about an onslaught of break-ins. He parked in her driveway and walked to the front door as if he belonged there.
Before he had a chance to knock, she opened the door and peeked her head out, frowning. �Quince?�
�Good. You remember my name,� he drawled, wishing the woman would smile at him once in a while.
�What are you doing here? Slumming?� She smirked.
Considering he�d taken over Michael�s five-million-dollar spread in Palmetto Bay, her neighborhood could technically be considered a step down. But the house he resided in currently housed a dozen cats. The property was on a private compound nearly six acres large, offering plenty of room for cats to roam under secluded trees and behind a secured gate. Yet it had never felt less like a home without Michael�or someone special to share it with.
Keeping to the plan, he lowered his voice. �I need to pull the SUV into your garage. There�s something I need to show you.�
�What?� She pushed open the door and stood with crossed arms over her unbound breasts. Which made him take a good hard look at what she was�or wasn�t�wearing. Talk about good timing. He�d caught her ready for bed in a pair of thin cotton boy shorts and a light blue tank. Even better, she smelled like soap, all clean and fresh. Ripe for the plucking.
He swallowed and willed his dick to behave. �Look. This is pride business, and I can�t chance anyone seeing. This is important.� And it was. He needed her like crazy.
She stared at him, and he prayed she couldn�t read the lie in his eyes. His cat chuckled at his female trying to out-think him, pleased she liked to keep him on his toes. But this time his prey was within reach, and he had no intention of letting her go tonight. Not until he made himself clear.
�Well, okay.� She turned and headed toward the kitchen. �I�ll meet you in the garage.�
He hurried back to his vehicle. The garage door opened and he pulled into the deep garage, next to her sleek coupe. The car fit Joy. Fast, tight and beautiful. He let himself out of the SUV and then closed the garage door. In one hand he held the restraints he knew he�d need to make this happen. He shoved them in his back pocket just as she entered, now unfortunately wearing a short robe.
�It�s in the back,� he murmured.
She looked from him to the SUV, her curiosity roused. As he�d hoped.
She moved behind the SUV and opened the back hatch. As she rose on tiptoe to look in, Quince made his move. He jerked her arms behind her and put the slip tie around her wrists. Then he knelt and did the same to her ankles while she kicked and swore.
Trussed up good and tight, she wouldn�t be able to shift and break free once he gave her a good taste of her own medicine.
�You son of a��
He rose and gagged her before she could finish and tied the scarf behind her head. �Uh, uh. No talking. And relax. You know I�m not going to hurt you.� He pushed the robe aside to bare her left breast clad in thin cotton.
Alarm widened her eyes.
�That�s right. Time for a reminder of where you belong. Time to stop avoiding me.� He lifted her tank and sighed at her beautiful body. Then he kissed her breast, sucking on the nipple with a gentle hunger.
When she moaned, he smiled and let her go. He pulled her tank back down and covered her up with her robe. Then he moved her aside to fully open the back door of the SUV. He gently positioned her on the blanket on the floor, curling her knees to her chest to make her fit. She didn�t fight him, but he was more than aware of the rage in her eyes.
Then he withdrew another treat from his pocket. �See this? It�s the same dart you tagged me with in Montana. I had a friend give me a light sedative that won�t hurt you, but it will make you groggy for a few hours.�
She tried to yell at him behind the gag and managed to flail in place. But when he just stood there staring down at her, waiting, she ceased.
�Yeah. This isn�t the fun part. Well, it is for me. I mean, I was dying to get you back for what you did to me a week ago. Sorry. This might sting.� He inserted the tranq quickly, not wanting to hurt her. If the woman hadn�t been so stubborn, he might have cajoled her into accompanying him into the forest. But she seemed to want nothing to do with him, and he was tired of it.
Her eyes started to droop, and he leaned down to kiss her cheek. �I�ll take care of you, baby. It�s time we had a real heart-to-heart anyway. Don�t worry. When you wake up, you�ll be free to claw and yell at me. But we�ll be away from everyone, just the two of us.�
Then he straightened and moved with real purpose. After grabbing her garage remote from her car, he made sure to lock up her house. Then he opened the garage door, pulled the SUV out and down the driveway, and closed her garage again.
He turned up the music and grinned as he shot out of the driveway. Part one accomplished. Now time to seduce a yes out of his mate, the fun way.

Joy wanted to punch him. He�d let her avoid him for an entire week, making no real move to come after her. Apparently he�d wanted a fuck, had gotten it and no longer had any interest. He didn�t ask about Miles or her sisters, so she didn�t think he wanted an in with her family, at least. His moves must have been to bring her back home to help with the pride. Those brief references to dating or mating�bullshit. Even worse, according to rumor, Alissa Roberto was the leading contender to being Mrs. Castille. Sure. Why take Joy when he could have Stacey�s stand-in? Alissa was beautiful, rich and scheming. Perfect for a man who apparently wanted the best the pride�s females had to offer, now that Stacey, Amy and Melissa were unavailable.
What the hell did he think this kidnapping would prove? Fuming, because she�d known he shouldn�t be trusted, she gave in to the drug and fell into a deep sleep. When she woke, she found no trace of a headache. A little dry mouth, but when she moved, no other aches or pains.
He�d removed her restraints, as well as her clothing, and watched her sleeping from a lazy pose on the floor. Once again fully cat, his glossy black fur shone under the spill of moonlight filtering through a skylight in a bedroom.
She immediately recognized her surroundings. The pride�s central meeting area in the Everglades�what they called the House�was like a cabin gone horribly huge. Full of smaller rooms for privacy, the place had an expansive, open main area complete with a full kitchen, fireplace and entertainment area large enough to satisfy the pride.
And speaking of the pride� A short moment of silence alerted her to the fact they were alone. No scents or sounds of anyone nearby.
Good. When she tore him apart with her bare claws, there�d be no witnesses.
She sat up and deliberately ignored the way he stared at her breasts. Ac-taw were casual about nudity. She never minded, unless it was Quince doing the looking.
She drew in a deep breath, then exploded. �What the hell do you mean by kidnapping me? Isn�t it enough I came back to handle the female problems you stupid males started with the pride?�
He grinned at her, showcasing sharp teeth.
�Oh no. Don�t even try charming me.� She ignored his loud purr. �And quit staring at my breasts,� she snapped.
To which he grinned wider and chirped his amusement.
�I don�t think Alissa is going to appreciate you ogling me.�
He cocked his head. �Alissa?�
�You know, your fianc�e? Alissa Roberto?� she said nastily, wishing the woman�s hair would fall out. She was a bitchy woman who�d done her best to create tension in the pride from the time she�d hit puberty. It didn�t help that Alissa�s beauty rivaled her ego.
�I don�t know what the hell you�re talking about.�
�You know. Your future �mate�. The one you need to secure your position as pride leader.� With Alissa by his side, no one would think to question him. Not even Lex�s supporters. Her family money nearly matched Bermin money for sheer power.
He groaned and lowered his head to the floor, covering his nose with his paws. She hated that he looked so cute in his misery. A predatory cat she wanted to pet and hug and�hit hard. She told her inner cat to back off and let her handle this mess.
�Yeah. Her. So if Alissa isn�t your new squeeze, did you bring me back here to mate, so that you can stem the doubters wondering about your ability to financially manage the pride? Or am I just back to fix the female problems you asshats created in the first place with all that, �Mine is bigger than yours� posturing? Which is it?�
He dropped his paws to the ground, rose and roared at her with such violence she took a step back, then scowled because she�d let him intimidate her.
His tailed whipped back and forth. His whiskers twitched, and he glared at her. �You are the most difficult, annoying, aggravating woman I know.�
�Aggravating and annoying mean the same thing.�
�Fuck. I know that!� He snarled and scratched at the nearby wooden bedpost, gouging the wood with his lethal claws. �I�ve been trying to get you to spend time with me. To see I�m more than a dickhead who once helped Lex. But anytime I get close, you run away.�
�Bull.� Okay, he had a point. She�d needed distance from the sexy male to build her resistance to his lethal charm. Her poor history with men wanting to use her had soured her on relationships. Especially considering her one-time crush on Quince had returned full-force since they�d had sex, when he�d looked at her with affection that made her think�hope�he might feel something more. So foolish to hope. You know he�s just playing you. She swallowed hard. �I�m here, aren�t I?�
�Yeah, because I drugged you.� He hissed his irritation.
�I meant in Miami. I came with you because I wanted to help the pride.�
�But what about me?� He shifted back to six feet four inches of man, throwing her for a real loop. Quince was huge, angry and sporting a mouthwatering erection. �Why couldn�t you be here for me?�
�Right back at you,� she yelled, more than irritated because she wanted to jump into bed with him all over again. Stupid, and Joy prided herself on her intelligence. �Why can�t you be here for me?�
He closed the distance between them but stopped when she held up a hand. �What the fuck does that mean?�
All her frustration with her position in her family, the pride, Alissa, Quince and men in general came rushing out. And it felt righteous. �It means where were you thirteen years ago? Why did it take you this long to realize you want me? Because I�m convenient?�
�Convenient?� He snorted. �Please.�
She talked over him. �Why did you never once ask me out before my family left the pride that first time? You show up, Lex�s right hand man, talking about how you want to save us. Well, where the hell were you when I was right here not even a year ago? I don�t remember you knocking on my door then.� She planted her hands on her hips, furious with him. �No, you were dating Linda. Then sleeping with Gloria. Or was it Karen?�
He blinked. �I wasn�t��
�Save it. You want me to believe you all of a sudden want to date me? Hell, mate me? Do you love me?� she asked boldly.
When he goggled at her, she hissed and stepped forward so she could smack him on the chest. �Of course you don�t. You just want another fuck. Couldn�t get Stacey or my sisters, so you chose me. I mean, I have the Bermin fortune at my back. That will surely help with the pride�s resources.�
�Hell no. Don�t even think of accusing me of using��
�Miles hates you. You think dating me might soften him up? I hate to break it to you, but it won�t. And for you to think fucking me while you�re doing every other woman in heat is going to work, no matter how big that cock is, you�re out of your��
He dragged her into his arms and kissed the mad right out of her. Anger transformed to desire in a heartbeat, and she couldn�t think as he sucked the breath from her.
The kiss turned hotter. His hands were everywhere. Over her breasts, pinching her nipples. Down her belly and between her legs. Rough and fierce and hot. Then he was backing her against the wall, lifting her up and over him. He speared her in one deep thrust, and she screamed her pleasure as he fucked her. His kiss returned, and as he hammered into her, he stabbed into her mouth with his tongue.
She didn�t need any more stimulation than his huge cock and pelvis grazing her clit with every push. She stiffened as her body seized in an earth-shattering climax, more than satisfied when he pulled his mouth away and shouted while he slammed home one final time and came hard.
After several moments of embarrassing panting, she squeezed around him and had the gratification of hearing him moan her name. He moved again, sliding easily in their shared passion.
Shit. He�d come inside her again. Just what she�d been trying to avoid. But when he started to layer his scent over her, to renew that blasted mating call, she pulled her animal spirit back. Her cat hissed and spat its displeasure, but she wasn�t ready for anything more from the big fat liar, no matter how good he felt inside her.
�Not again,� she complained as she tried to move away from him. Oh God, he�s still hard. She bit her lip, not wanting to move and stir her body into another ripple of pleasure.
�Yeah, and again and again. What are you going to do to stop me? I want you, I�ll have you.� Quince had the audacity to grip her ass and squeeze as he rocked into her again. �You�re so easy.�
Like that, he tripped her rage switch. But before she could do him serious harm, he withdrew, danced back from her, and shifted into his panther form. �You want a piece of me? Try and catch me.� He snorted. �Lightweight.� Then he darted out of the room with a scornful laugh.
�Lightweight? Lightweight?� She shifted into her cat without thinking and yowled her fury. Time to hunt down a man needing gelding.
She spotted the restraints he�d used on her and scooped them into her mouth. It was so on.



Chapter Five

Quince ran like hell into the woods, skirting a flock of egrets and an unhappy alligator. He�d finally had Joy again, and like before, she took him to heaven and back. Not an exaggeration that she�d lit up like a firecracker while he rode her hard. Fuck, but the woman fit him like a glove. He wanted her all over again. In any and every way.
How the hell could the idiotic cat not sense how much he wanted her? He�d been infatuated in his youth and lost, head-over-heels in love, for years. He hadn�t had the time to pursue her seriously while helping stabilize the pride for Michael. And when he�d wanted to date her, she�d been with some other douche bags. First Colin, then Riley. The relationships never lasted, thankfully, or he�d have killed some cats despite the rules not to.
Then she�d gone out with human guys, and he figured he�d let her sow her oats. But this nonsense about him wanting her sisters? How could she be so glaringly oblivious to the truth? Hell, he�d just fucked her silly against the wall in like two seconds. He obviously desired her. Stubborn female.
He startled a bear and made a wide detour around him. He needed to slow down and think. But he couldn�t get over the woman�s pique. Was she really mad that he hadn�t declared himself years ago? That question about where he�d been thirteen years ago� Hell, she�d been all of sixteen and his best friend�s little sister. Of course he�d ignored her.
But she wasn�t too young now. Not at all. Twenty-nine to his thirty-three. He purred, wanting inside her again. Twice now he�d filled her up. But he hadn�t smelled a change in her body chemistry since the first time. Not pregnant yet. His cat might be disappointed, but Quince was relieved. Honestly, he wanted to mate her without the complication of young. Hell yeah he wanted cubs with her. But he needed her to be comfortable with him before welcoming children into their lives.
He heard a screech not far off and grinned as he raced across a bed of sawgrass and back into the woods. The full moon didn�t help him go incognito, but being black definitely helped blend into the shadows.
After losing his mind earlier, unable to keep himself from touching the hot, spitting-mad woman, he�d known she�d be upset about the unprotected sex. Hell, he wasn�t that happy about it either. He didn�t want to see her withdraw again, but truly his cat was to blame about the desire to impregnate his mate. Especially since the hard-headed female kept rejecting the mate scent.
So he�d decided to use her weakness against her. The woman couldn�t resist a challenge. Daring to call her a lightweight�as if she could ever be less than Quince�had nailed it. She would want payback. Now how to turn that into another roll in the hay?
He crisscrossed his tracks, listening and watching. Panthers had amazing eyesight. He could track anything that moved, though he did his best work during dawn and dusk. He wasn�t a normal cougar shifter, though. Mountain lions couldn�t roar, but he could. And he had better stamina. While cougars could sprint with those powerful hind legs, great distances drained them.
Not Quince. Not usually one to boast, he agreed with his animal spirit that they were no doubt genetically superior to the typical feline Ac-taw. Hell, his sister was one of the best hunters he knew. But like their mother, her cat was golden, not black.
He stopped for a breather under a large tree providing a nice shadow over soft grass, rejecting the moonlight. As his cat reminded him of their supremacy again, he thought of his sister and wondered when she planned to come back. Would their mother be far behind�
He hissed as a solid weight hit him hard in the side, shoving him down. �Shit.�
He would have struggled when he caught her scent, ripe with rage, lust and challenge. Giving a feigned fight, he let her clamp her sharp teeth over his throat, then stilled. Actually she�d moved a lot quicker than he�d thought she might, nearly overwhelming him on her own.
�Don�t move, asshole, you got that?� To emphasize her point, she dug a sharp-clawed foot perilously near his precious family jewels.
He didn�t breathe. She�d scored the perfect threat. �I�m still as a stone.�
�A blockhead, more like,� she muttered. �Now shift back, slowly.�
He did and soon found himself lying under an irritated feline. She had to be close to a hundred and forty pounds, a large female, but all muscle.
She squeezed her jaw and he choked.
He heard her laugh. Then she shifted to human and flipped him onto his belly. Before he knew it, she�d tied his wrists together, then shoved him onto his bound hands on his back.
�Ow. Shit.� Fortunately, the uncomfortable position did nothing to stem his arousal.
She knelt by his side, sneering at him. �How does it feel now, lightweight?�
�Fine, you caught me. So what?� He tried to act like he didn�t care, but his dick gave him away. She�d caught him and tied him up. A personal fantasy that involved her tongue, breasts and definite oral action.
The temptress didn�t miss a beat. Seeing his arousal, she wrapped her hand around him, and he hissed out a breath.
�Oh my. Big bad pride leader has a problem.� She snickered and gripped him tighter.
Blessed torture. �Joy.� He sucked in a breath when she ran her other hand between his legs, cupping his balls. �Fuck. Fuck. Fuck.� His eyes crossed when she stroked him.
�Well now. Seems to me like you don�t have as much control as you thought.� She smiled, the cat that ate the canary. With Joy, probably literally.
�I�oh man. Please. Do that again.� He arched his hips off the ground, his cock like a steel post, as if he hadn�t recently come inside her.
�What�s that?� She let him go, and just as he was about to plead with her not to leave, she straddled his waist on her knees, so that he could feel her wet heat above him but not surrounding him. �Tell me, Quince. Who�s in charge now?�
The little sadist was getting a kick out of this, but because it was his deepest wish that she finally show him what she could do, he fed her ego.
He clamped his lips shut tight, goading her.
And she responded beautifully. God, he loved her. Her green eyes sparkled with�well, with joy. He wanted to laugh at the thought, but he groaned instead and closed his eyes when she lowered herself to rub that sweet cream between her thighs over his erection. He pumped against her. Just a little bit more and he could get the tip of himself in her and thrust�
�No. I don�t think so.� She raised up off him and leaned down, so that her breasts were close to his face.
He felt sweat run down his temple. �Come on, baby. You know you want me,� he forced himself to say, even knowing how he�d pay for it. God would he pay.

Joy smirked at him. He looked to be in serious sexual pain. His dick was rock hard. And his eyes about rolled up in his head when she�d been holding him. The power trip had to be going to her head, because she felt something deep inside her break free.
He could have hurt her earlier. He hadn�t. He�d annoyed her, patronized her, then dared her to come after him. Was he crazy? Did he not think she�d have her revenge?
She saw the sweat trickle down his forehead into his hair. Mine. So warm, her cat purred.
He blinked up at her when he heard her purring. And she smiled.
The raw lust in his gaze�for her�set her off. She had to have him again, but this time, on her terms. How he�d hate that, that she�d taken charge. Even better.
�You know. There are a lot of ways to make a man beg.� She lowered her pussy over him and lightly rubbed over his cock.
He gasped and then clenched his jaw.
�Yeah. Ways to make you feel so good,� she whispered and licked his ear. He jerked under her, and she laughed softly. �And so hungry.�
�Joy,� he growled.
She nipped his earlobe, then pulled back to stare into his eyes. So golden. So pretty. Her cat wanted to rub all over him, so Joy did. Gyrating so that she touched him all over, flesh to flesh, smothering him in her scent. Time she took charge, for once. That he was turning her on like crazy was a bonus. Even helpless, he looked wild, raw.
�Please. Fuck me. Come on. Put me inside you.� His guttural plea overjoyed her cat.
�What will you give me if I do?� She scooted up his body and leaned her breast over his mouth. �How about a treat?�
He latched onto her nipple and sucked and licked, moaning his pleasure. When she started to lose her focus, she pulled away and made him give her other breast the same attention.
She pulled back, both aroused and amused at how hard he was breathing. �Did you like that?�
�Yeah,� he rasped and licked his lips.
She could just imagine what else he wanted to be licking. Soon. But not yet. Not until she had some answers.
�Tell me, Quince. Are you and Alissa engaged?�
�Fuck no.� The outrage in his tone reassured her.
�Why did you really trick me back in that spa in Whitefish? To get to my family?� She leaned down and kissed a trail toward his nipples.
�I wanted you. Hell, I still want you.�
Good answer. She licked his nipple, then bit him.
He jolted off the ground as if struck by lightning. �Jesus. Fucking kiss me.�
�Do you want to mate me?�
When he said nothing, she looked up from his chest to see his intense eyes blazing at her. They glittered like gold in the shadows, and his pupils enlarged as his cat stared out at her before ceding to the man once more. She nibbled her way to his other nipple and sucked hard, lost in the taste of him.
He groaned. �Please. Joy. Put yourself over me. Let me inside.� His ragged breaths warned her he couldn�t take much more.
�Answer me.�
�God, yes. Okay? I want to mate you.� He swore.
�Why?�
�Shit. Why not? You�re fucking sexy as hell. You�re smart. I like you.�
�And you want to rule the pride.�
�Actually, I don�t.�
The blunt words froze her in place. �What?�
He swore again. �Damn it, Joy. I�m going to die if you don�t ease me. My balls are blue, and my dick is so hard it might break. Give me something.� He licked his lips again. �Sit on my face.�
She wanted to, badly. �Tell me the truth first.�
�I want you. Period,� he said through gritted teeth. �Pride be damned. And screw your family. I want you.� He bucked again, but this time she decided to give him a reward before he broke out of those restraints and issued some payback.
She scooted up his body and settled her knees on either side of his head.
He stilled. �Please, baby. I�ll make you feel so good,� he breathed.
Needing more, she eased over his mouth and moaned when he immediately started licking her. He sucked and played until she found herself riding his lips. But not wanting to go over without him, she rose and turned around before he could protest.
�Oh fuck, yeah,� he rasped when he saw what she intended, then started licking her again.
When she put her mouth around him, tasting the seed at his tip, he jerked and pumped his hips faster. His hands had to hurt like hell behind his back, but he didn�t seem to care. And soon, neither did she.
Joy couldn�t think past the need to swallow him down, to take him into her body and soul. He wanted her. Not the pride, not her sisters. Just her. She believed that much out of him at this moment. Because his struggling desperation for satisfaction couldn�t be feigned.
She eased her hand around the base of his shaft and squeezed while she drew more of him into her mouth. He sucked her clit and licked, and she readied to come. But not before him.
She angled her hand between his legs, and he spread them wider. As she drew him to the back of her throat, licking the thick shaft stretching her lips, she cupped his balls and squeezed.
He drew on her taut nub and shattered her at the same time he jetted into her mouth. She swallowed him down, lost in her own climax. Their animal spirits merged, and the glorious touch of his soul prolonged her pleasure.
He finally ceased spending, and she released him from her mouth and carefully lifted off him. Drenched in sex and blessed peace, she moved to his side and stared down at him, not surprised to see his eyes shuttered, his lips slick with desire.
He sounded like gravel when he garbled, �Jesus. Am I dead?�
She laughed at him and sat on her haunches, still trying to catch her breath.
�Not dead then. Can we do that again?�
She shook her head. �Aren�t you mad that I got the better of you?�
�Honey, you can take me down any time you want. You have the sweetest pussy and tits I�ve ever tasted.�
�Tits?�
He flushed. �I, er, I mean breasts. Melons. Mounds?�
She laughed at him.
�So if you�re done having your wicked way with me, can you remove the ties at my wrists?� He rolled onto his side.
�Hmm. I don�t know� Say, �Joy is great�.�
�Are you kidding me?�
�Say it.� She just looked at him.
�Joy is great.�
She hummed with happiness as she untied him.
Then he added, because he was Quince, �At fucking. Joy is great. At making me lose my mind. Joy is great. At sucking my��
She punched him in the belly and took comfort in his oomph.
�Neanderthal.�
He sat up rubbing his wrists, a glint of humor in his eyes. Before she could blink, he tackled her to the ground, their positions now reversed. He leaned over her, caging her wrists together, holding her down with one hand.
�Now, kitty. Maybe we should try this my way. Say, �Quince is great�. No, wait. Say, �Quince is my master. The great and mightiest man ever to lie between my golden thighs�.�
She laughed out loud, then couldn�t stop when he started tickling her. He released her wrists and put her hands on each of his shoulders.
She clutched him tight, falling for this Quince, the man with the incredible body, happiness in his face and a sense of humor.
�Yeah. That�s my favorite part of you,� he said with satisfaction.
�What?�
He kissed her tenderly, and her cat rolled over and purred like crazy. �That. That sparkle of joy in my Joy.�
Her heart raced. He sounded possessive, and she surprised herself by liking that. �You�re such a comedian.�
�I try. Let me say it again. Joy is great. At being a huge pain in my ass.� He narrowed his gaze. �And speaking of ass, have you ever let anyone take you there?�
She blushed. Stupid, because they lay naked together, and she�d just blown him, but still. �Um, not yet.�
His gleaming pleasure stole her breath away. �Good answer.� Then he stood and pulled her to her feet. �What do you say we hunt for a late night snack, then head back to the House so you can use and abuse me some more?� He ran a hand over her ass. �And maybe I can tempt you into something�different.�
She wanted to say something obnoxious, to dare him to catch her, but when she met his gaze, her mind blanked.
�Joy?� He smiled.
She fell hard. The scent between them intensified, and to her dismay, she couldn�t fault him for it this time. She wanted him for more than sex. For more than a dare. Joy Bermin wanted Quince Castille to mate. Horrified, she pulled back, but she feared he�d caught an inkling of what her cat really wanted.
Quince�s eyes narrowed and he inhaled deeply, then chuckled. �Oh yeah, we�re definitely going to hit different.� He stepped back and shifted into a jet-black panther. �But if you don�t want Alissa to get a crack at this fine body, you�d better catch me first. This time I won�t make it so easy.� He laughed at her before darting away.
She sputtered as she turned and raced after him. �Easy, my ass. Nothing easy about you, you big pussy!�
She followed his laughter all the way back, feeling as if she�d just found something new and beautiful. Something she was determined to keep.



Chapter Six

Miles Bermin ran a weary hand through his hair. Damn, he was tired. Tired of flying to New York because Jerome Stanton couldn�t understand what condensed distribution meant after three times of explaining it to him. Tired of darting to Cougar Falls every five seconds because Stacey needed financial help, and God forbid she explain herself in person. Though to be fair, expanding their line on the West Coast and in Montana did need a bit of finessing. But Stacey acting so demanding annoyed him to no end. As did his future brother-in-law.
Especially since the last time he�d been in Cougar Falls seeking investors, Miles�s hair had been blue. Fucking Dean Chastell and his stupid pranks. Jesus, Miles needed a break from Cougar Falls already. He�d learned to tolerate Burke, but the other males� His head throbbed. At least Melissa and Amy seemed to be thriving in the far north.
His taxi pulled into a section of drive not blocked by the security gate. Miles left the cab, accepted his bags from the trunk and paid the driver, including a generous tip for the man�s blessed silence on the way home from the airport. His house sat just down the road from the pride�s estate�Michael�s house. He refused to consider it Quince�s.
After inputting the code, he waited until the gates opened, then strode through and up the drive. He didn�t mind the walk. He needed it to clear his head. He hated being cooped up in airplanes. Maybe it was time to invest in a private jet. But that would mean more time away from home.
He sighed with indecision and let himself inside, not surprised to find a layer of dust on everything. Time to call the cleaning service again. Like most of the others in the pride, Miles used an in-house service as often as possible. Supporting the pride financially made sense. He�d call the Lorenz sisters tomorrow.
After tossing his coat and briefcase on the couch and leaving his bags behind, he decided to stop putting off the inevitable and checked his personal cell phone messages. As usual, nothing from Joy, even though he�d left her six messages since last week. At this rate, she was neck-and-neck with Stacey for most annoying sibling of the year.
He swore to himself then paused at the next message on his phone. Alissa Roberto? Hell, he hadn�t talked to her in months, not since the last time he�d shot her down. He wasn�t looking for a quick hook-up with a woman whose ego rivaled his own. He knew his worth, and he would pick and choose his mate on his terms. Not that he was interested in mating, not yet.
He figured at some point he�d feel the urge, but he had too damn many things to do to spend time with just one woman on a regular basis. Sex was all well and good, but he could get that easily enough. At the thought, he wondered if Willow was currently unattached. A pretty cat with a good head on her shoulders, she never asked for more than he wanted to give. Like him, she didn�t want to settle down. Just a bit of fun every now and then.
Miles listened to Alissa�s message with half an ear, not intending to call her back or get together with her, until she mentioned how Quince had been hounding his little sister. How the man continued to stalk her, going so far as to force her to spend time with him, or else.
�Or else what, motherfucker?� Miles set down the phone and stalked to his side bar. After pouring himself a straight vodka, he downed it in one gulp. Not sure if he should deal with Quince now or later, he decided to give himself a break. Joy could handle herself, for the most part. After a good night�s sleep, he�d find the bastard who�d made his family�s life a living hell the past few months. Then he�d pound some sense into him. And if Quince thought about running Joy or any other Bermin into the ground, Miles would gladly disabuse him of the notion.

Quince drove them back to the pride�s estate the next evening in the best mood he�d been in ages. Talk about a hell of a party. He and Joy had spent quality time together. He�d once again explained how everything had gone down with Lex, and this time she acted as though she believed him. Even better, she�d willingly shared stories of her time in Cougar Falls with him.
But even knowing that she and Dean Chastell had never fooled around, he still wanted to beat the smooth-talking cat to a pulp. Then again, the poor guy was stuck with Stacey for life. Punishment served.
�What�s that smirk for?� Joy asked. Her hand lay on his thigh as he drove. Since they�d made love that first time, they hadn�t stopped touching each other. As if worried this new, fragile peace between them might be severed, he kept in physical contact. And she accepted it.
�Oh, just thinking about Dean�and your sister. Such a perfect pair.�
�I know, right?� Joy chuckled. �I�m not sure which one of them they consider prettier.�
He grinned.
�Amy and Melissa are doing fine up there. I�m just worried about the wolf rumors.�
�Oh?�
�I think the dogs are taking a look at my sisters. Man. Can you imagine wolves as family?�
He gave a mock shudder. �Thank you, no. My dealings with Monty GrayClaw were enough to scare me for life. How the hell is a wolf in a pride, anyway? Cougar Falls is a weird place.�
�True.�
The closest wolf order to Miami was in Texas, a place Quince had no inclination to visit. Ever. If he wanted sun and sand, he had plenty of it in Miami. And no thick drawls, thuggish canines or ten-gallon hats to contend with.
�So what now?� he asked, loath to bring it up, but not wanting any misunderstandings. He�d have confessed his love earlier if he hadn�t thought he might completely freak her out. Mating was one thing. Animal spirits and humans in tune with the whole package. She hadn�t seemed to overly care about his cat wanting her, since it was a biological imperative she would have as well. But that freaky emotion�love�tended to alarm even the most stalwart of felines. It made them vulnerable. If he hadn�t had years to adjust to the idea, he might have been terrorized himself.
�What do you mean, �What now�?� she asked.
�Don�t give me that look. I�m done playing.�
Her soft mew of disappointment had him fighting a grin.
�Okay, fine,� she sighed. �I guess this�you know, our going at it like cats in heat�qualifies as serious dating.�
�Monogamous dating. Just you and me. No other males.�
�Or females,� she added with bite. �Especially not Alissa friggin� Whoreberto.�
He laughed. �Catty much?�
�Shut up.�
�Whoreberto.� He chuckled. �She�s been a thorn in my side for years.� The woman refused to understand he wanted nothing to do with her. She was cold, wanting only to use him for whatever she could wring out of him before she�d no doubt cut him off when he�d served his purpose. He�d seen her do it time and time again to the men in the pride. Jace had been brave enough to dip his toe in the water once. According to him, the woman gave a mean blowjob. But Quince wasn�t desperate enough to put his dick anywhere near Alissa�s mouth.
�She�s done bothering you. I promise.�
�Now don�t go starting trouble.� What am I saying? The woman�s middle name is Trouble. That�s like asking her to stop breathing. �I mean, just think about the harm you could do with the females in the pride. They look up to you, even the ones counting Alissa as a friend.� He�d been impressed with the headway Joy had made in the little time she�d been appointed Liaison.
�Yeah, well. She brings it, I�ll finish it.�
He fought down a smirk at her possessive tone. His cat loved her jealousy. But he also knew showing his satisfaction would be a sure way to piss the woman off. The trick to handling Joy was to act unconcerned until he wanted something. Then he had to act the opposite to get what he wanted. He�d studied the contrary woman enough to know that she�d step into a trap just to spite an opponent.
They continued to tease each other the rest of the short trip back. Since she still wore her sexy pajamas, he needed to swing by her house to pick up a change of clothes for her. And maybe, if he were lucky, they�d spend some quality time together in his comfortable bed for once. He hadn�t mentioned their living arrangement yet, but he wanted her spending her nights with him. And he wanted everyone to know it.
Except when he pulled into her driveway and keyed the remote to open the garage, he saw a familiar car parked in front of her house. Quince stopped the SUV, not yet ready to have his perfect time with Joy ruined.
She glanced at the car as well, and they watched together as the driver side door of a sports car worth five of Quince�s SUV opened. Miles unfolded from the seat, dressed in trousers and a silk tee-shirt�his war wear. To say he looked less than pleased to see Quince�s SUV in the driveway was an understatement.
�Shit,� Quince and Joy swore at the same time. They glanced at each other and snickered.
�I�ll handle this one,� Joy said.
�You sure? I don�t want him giving you a hard time. You know how he feels about me,� he ended brusquely, still bothered that his best friend didn�t seem to know the real him. How the fuck could Miles believe Quince had ever tried to hurt Michael?
Joy�s eyes softened. �He�s stubborn. You know Miles. He digs in his heels, especially when he thinks he might be mistaken. I think the world might end if Miles ever admitted he was in the wrong.�
�You got that right.� He covered her hand, still on his thigh, and squeezed it. �You handle him however you need to. But I won�t let him take his dislike of me out on you.�
She squeezed his hand back, then left the SUV. Quince knew the shit would really hit the fan once Miles took a good look at Joy�s clothing. Or lack of clothing. Though the boy shorts and tank might be able to pass as thin casual wear, maybe, it seemed too obvious to Quince that Joy had just been fucked seven ways from Sunday.
He couldn�t forget their merged scents, or the fact that for just a moment, Joy had initiated what felt like the beginning of a true bonding.
�Well, look at this.� Miles opened his eyes wide with mock surprise as he stopped a few feet away from Joy. �My dearest sister wearing next to nothing. Is this what you�re considering for our new junior line?�
Quince left the vehicle to stand behind Joy, at her back.
The frost descending over Miles�s face was almost visible to the naked eye. Light green eyes flashed with loathing as he scowled at Quince. �Slumming, honey?� he sneered. �I know your taste in men is deplorable, but even you can do better than this.�
�Excuse me? Even I can do better than this? What the hell does that mean?� Joy planted her hands on her hips, her tone one Quince knew to steer clear of. If Miles possessed an iota of sense, he�d back away and return later for a confrontation. Joy in a rage might turn Quince on, but the woman was lethal. Her brother should know better.
Miles gave him a contemptuous onceover. �Please. It�s obvious. This cat isn�t worth your time. He�s gutter trash. Come on. We�re going home.�
Quince would have loved nothing better than to give Miles that fist in the mouth he seemed to be begging for, until he realized what a blessing this might turn out to be. Miles telling Joy not to date Quince. It was like a higher power coming down to order Joy to love him forever. At this rate, he and Joy might be mates by tomorrow.
He could scent the musk of rage settling over her, a deep perfume that turned him inside out and always had, and had to stifle the wide-ass grin threatening to overtake his face.
She fired back at her brother, �You know what, Miles? You can go fuck yourself. I�m happy here. And I�m happy with Quince.�
His cat sneered at Miles, needing more taunting, more play, to set off this potential obstacle to mating Joy. Although Quince liked finally getting one over on his old friend, a part of him mourned that it had come to this. Why the hell had Miles believed�continued to believe�such bad things about him?
�Please. You�re happy with what? A pride leader who�s not as bad as Lex used to be? I understand you�re glad to be home. I admit, I�m not a fan of Montana. Or those Chastells,� Miles muttered.
Quince decided to stir the pot. �I don�t know. Personally, I kind of liked Dean.�
Joy crossed her arms over her chest. �Yeah. He and Grady are like the brothers I wish I had.�
Miles�s eyes narrowed. Score a hit for Joy. �Too bad. I�m the only brother you have down here. Your only family.� He took a step forward.
Quince wanted to let Joy handle him, but he couldn�t deny his instinct to protect. He stepped to meet Miles, putting Joy behind him. �Back off. You won�t hurt her.� Not while I�m still breathing.
Miles gaped. �You�re protecting her from me? I�m not the one who tried to kill her!�
�Yeah, well neither is he,� Joy defended him, bringing warmth to the cold spots in his soul. �He did what he had to for the pride. Michael wanted him to do it. Quince saved us. More than a few times.�
�You can�t believe his shit?�
�Why not? You believe all the lies told about him. I did for a while too. But Miles, things are different now. There�s no king of the mountain here.� Joy tried to reach out to her brother, but Miles wasn�t in the mood.
He stepped back from Quince and snarled.
Quince reached for Joy�s hand behind him. �Let it go. He�s not ready to listen.�
She came to stand next to him.
Miles stared at their clasped hands, and his face went blank. �So you�re choosing him over your own brother? He�s a liar and a cheat.�
�Miles, you�re wrong,� she said softly.
His eyes gleamed, an enraged panther staring out at them. At Quince. �I hope to hell I am, Joy. You�re a grown woman, so you keep telling me. Fine. Do whatever you think you need to. But I�ll be here when he fucks you over. That�s what Quince is good at. Playing the part of a friend until he stabs you in the back.�
Quince shook his head. �What the hell is your problem? What did I ever do to you to make you act like this?�
�Save it.� Miles stepped closer, until he stood a foot from Quince. Close enough to reach out and throttle. �You hurt my sister, you even blink at her wrong, and I�ll be right here. Ready to turn your world upside-down. I�ll take you out, Quince. Just like you took out Michael.�
Then Miles turned on his heel and strode back to his car. He tore away from the house in a screech of tires, and Quince and Joy watched him leave in silence.
When Quince turned back around, he saw Joy looking at him. He�d been making such progress. Miles warning her off had been a good thing. But acting the defensive big brother, bringing up Michael yet again. Had he ruined Quince�s recent strides?
�So.� Joy just stared at him.
�So.�
�Should I pack, or are we spending the night here?�
He blinked at her, then grinned with relief. �I was thinking we could try out your bed first. Then compare it to mine later.�
�Hmm. Okay.� With a grin and a whoop, she raced into the garage.
He took his time, determined to make every moment last.

Joy woke the next morning in her bed, a heavy arm across her middle holding her down. She carefully lifted his arm and settled it on the spot she vacated. Quince frowned, looking softer, but no less masculine, in sleep. He spread his fingers on the bed and shifted his hand, as if searching for something.
For me. She didn�t doubt he desired her. And after all their talking and time spent together, she tended to believe he didn�t want her sisters or a connection to Miles, at least, not through her.
She leaned down and kissed him on the cheek. �Shh. I�m here.�
His frown eased, and he sighed into the pillow, still asleep.
From what he�d said, he needed it. Quince had been cleaning up Lex�s messes for months. Now that he had the resources and the leadership he�d needed to finish fixing the problems in the pride, he could tackle the issues head-on.
He wouldn�t have left Miami to drag her back with him unless he meant everything he�d said. Quince wanted her. He could easily have tried to persuade Amy or Melissa to return with him. They liked him. But he hadn�t even said �boo� to either of her sisters.
She entered her bathroom and took care of her morning needs. After a hasty shower, she dressed in casual shorts and a tee-shirt and moved into the kitchen to cook them breakfast.
�Damn. I�m becoming a domesticated cat,� she muttered and grinned at herself. She was way too pleased about life lately, and it had to do with that big-ass man in her bed.
Her cat purred, and she let it, knowing the feline deserved the pleasure. After making a quick phone call to see a doctor�because it was past time for birth control�she fixed some eggs and bacon, then brewed a pot of coffee.
They�d have to return to reality today. Joy sighed, wishing they could spend more time together, dating, just the two of them. Screw Alissa and the rest of the females still posturing to become Quince�s arm candy. As pride leader, he now commanded even more attention than he�d had as Michael�s head lieutenant. Like Jace and Ellis now, Quince had been a problem solver in the pride, concerned with an area of southern territory. The pride normally had three lieutenants to watch over the group, but after Lex, it seemed they now had just two. She herself had her hands full simply addressing the female needs among her kind.
Normally, marriage had to be approved by the pride leader. Mating and breeding occurred organically between Ac-taw. But marriage was a legal commitment in the eyes of the public, and Michael had often demanded those in want of legal ties to state their case before him. The females�Joy included�used to appreciate the sentiment. Mostly because Michael would thoroughly vet the males under scrutiny before allowing them to marry. Females were to be protected, treasured and deserved a steady, loving male.
Then Lex had come with his demands, raping and pillaging, taking whatever the hell he wanted. Females lost all rights. It was no wonder they were hesitant to trust again, even though most of them loved having Quince in charge.
�Do you want to rule the pride?� she�d asked him.
�Actually, I don�t,� he�d responded.
What the hell did that mean? And why wouldn�t he want to take charge after he�d fought so hard to make a difference? She had questions to ask him, but she didn�t want to rush him. Now that he�d seemed to ease into being with her, she wanted to sate herself on sex. To get under his skin and poke and prod at his secrets. Once she had the answers her way, then she�d think about where her resurging feelings and their relationship might take them. Because her friggin� cat wanted nothing more than to get pregnant and take him as mate.
The thought of babies made her shiver. She had no intention of missing her doctor appointment later that afternoon. Take that, feline.
�Hey. Is that bacon?� Quince entered the kitchen yawning, his eyes sleepy, his face smooth. He scratched his bare chest, the fine male dressed only in a pair of jeans.
Her mouth watered, and she had to force herself to concentrate on the bacon. A sizzle of grease spattered onto her hand, and she jerked it away. �Damn.�
�Hey, easy.� Quince pulled her back and took the pan off the burner. Then he kissed the spot where she�d been burned.
She literally quivered, confused at how much she wanted more from this man. God. Amazing sex was one thing, but this desire to mate, breed and live happily ever after scared the crap out of her.
Quince smiled into her eyes. �Better now?�
�Yeah,� she croaked and tugged her hand back.
He slapped her on the ass. �Good. Now quit screwing around and feed me, woman. You wore me out last night.�
She glared at him, doing her best not to laugh at the arrogant feline now lazing at her kitchen table. He looked so damn cute with his hair sticking up, his eyes still sleepy.
He blinked at her. �Joy is great.�
She didn�t know how to respond to that without hugging him.
�At making bacon,� he added with a smirk. He dodged the tongs she tossed at him and made a sad face. �Joy is great�at pouring her man some coffee?� he asked hopefully.
She let out a put-upon sigh but grinned as she fetched him a cup. When she took it to him, she paused before handing it over. �Don�t get used to this. I�m simply rewarding you for that nice work you did last night.�
�Yes, dear.� He reached for the cup.
Their hands met and their eyes locked. The pleasure radiating in his entire being couldn�t be ignored. Nor could hers.
He took the cup to his lips and drank, never looking away from her. �Ah. Joy is great.�
A great big pushover, she muttered to herself even as she danced away to finish making him breakfast.
�You know,� Quinn said, �when you sleep over at my place, I make a mean omelet and coffee, and I promise a full body massage at your leisure.�
�Oh?�
�Yeah. But that�s after I get to make love to you for hours the night before. Just sayin�, so you know what to expect tonight and tomorrow.� And the night after that, his satisfied smile told her.
She couldn�t find it in herself to argue what she wanted too. �Hmm. Well, as long as it�s full service, I guess I can agree to that.� She paused. �Only if I can rub it in Alissa�s face that I�m fucking you and she�s not.�
He choked and spattered coffee all over his chest, then stood to reach for a towel to dry himself off. �Damn, woman. Nice mouth.�
She smirked at his blatant erection, once again pleased to have the upper hand. �I know.�
He only groaned and sat back down. �I don�t suppose we have time for a little fun in your bed before my morning meeting?� At her look, he sighed. �I didn�t think so. But tonight, I promise, you�ll make it up to me.�
�Oh I will, will I?�
His leer should have annoyed her. Instead, his interest complimented her abilities as a woman. As a mate, her cat reminded her.
�Hell, yeah, you will.� He cleared his throat. �And uh, we haven�t exactly talked about it, but, well��
�Spit it out, Quince.�
�You taking any birth control? Not that I wouldn�t mind having cubs with you, but this is kind of soon for it, you know?�
She grew warm and fuzzy thinking about kids with Quince. �You could always wear a condom.�
He groaned in misery. �If I could think past getting inside you, maybe. But I get near you and all I can think about is sucking those tits and shoving hard up into that fine pussy.� He grinned at her blush. �Yeah, you know it�s true.�
�Okay, okay. As a matter of fact, I already set up an appointment for today. By tonight, I�ll be good to go.� A pride doctor would alleviate her worries. Special birth control would protect her from conceiving right away.
�Good.� He blew out a breath. �Because if you don�t get that shot, I�m afraid I�m going to knock you up sooner than later. And I won�t be sorry about it at all.�
She didn�t know how to respond to that. �So you want bacon and eggs then?�
�Sure.� He ran a hand through his hair, and she turned so that she wouldn�t see that bunched strength in his arms and be tempted to give him a quickie for breakfast. �Make that a pound of bacon. Because it�s either I eat this, or I eat you. And I won�t stop until I fill you up again.�
She glanced over at him and saw his cat staring at her hungrily from Quince�s golden eyes. �Right.� She cleared her throat. �Dead pig coming right up.�
No babies on the menu this morning.
Not yet, her cat corrected. But soon.



Chapter Seven

Monday morning, Quince stared at the records Dana had handed him and turned to Rain. �Does this make sense to you?�
Rain, a tight-lipped male at the best of times, shook his dark head. �No. We should be square on resources. But according to those files, we�re invested in a shell corporation being funneled into one of Lex�s old accounts. Except with Lex dead, who the hell is collecting that money?�
A definite problem Quince�s brain couldn�t handle. �I need you and Oliver to work this out.� Between Oliver�s knowhow and Rain�s incredible mind, the pair should be able to smooth things over before the rest of the pride got wind of more financial problems. Damn it. He thought they�d taken care of these issues.
Rain paused, and his cautious demeanor alerted Quince to pay attention to what the man wasn�t saying.
�What, Rain?�
�Nothing.�
�Not nothing. Say what�s on your mind.�
Jace entered the office without asking. Rarely did he have to knock, because Quince trusted him and Ellis like he used to trust Miles. Like he believed in Joy. At the thought of her, his tension eased a bit.
�Bad time?� Jace asked.
Rain shook his head before Quince could. �No. Actually, you should hear this too.� Then, to Quince�s surprise, Rain moved to the door and locked it.
�Rain?� Jace frowned. �What�s up?�
�We have a problem.� Pulling answers out of Rain was normally like pulling teeth, so for the taciturn feline to speak willingly said volumes.
�Go on.� Quince leaned forward on his desk and watched with Jace as Rain paced back and forth.
�I�ve had my suspicions for a while, but this nails it.� He scowled. �Dana and Willow have been working hard with Joy to deal with the females. Jace and Ellis are too busy putting out fires in their divisions to handle the financials. Plus I just don�t think they have a head for numbers.�
�Thanks, I think,� Jace muttered.
�Quiet,� Quince said, understanding without wanting to what Rain was getting at. �But�?�
�But Oliver fits the bill. To a T.� Rain stopped pacing and swore. �Fuck. I�ve been trying to ignore the obvious, but I can�t any longer. Dana might have been screwing with the numbers. She�s smart and she�s sly enough not to get caught. But she�s solid. She likes things better now. Hell, all the females do. But Oliver� You don�t realize it, but he was in thick with Ronnie.�
�Ronnie Gates?� Quince started. �Lex�s younger brother? He was a stooge.�
�Yeah, but he had access to pussy and drugs. I think Oliver is addicted to meth.�
�No way. I�d be able to tell. We�d be able to smell it on him,� Jace protested.
�Not if he used Hunter�s mist.� Quince had used the spray any number of times when trying to avoid detection.
�And where would he get that?� Jace quieted, then answered his own question. �From Lex and the Hunters he was consorting with. Shit.�
�Are you sure?� Quince had to know.
Rain looked miserable. �I don�t want to be, but it has to be Oliver. And this account isn�t the only one he�s fucking up. He�s started on our West Coast efforts. The joint account.� They had a few investments out West, but the joint account funneled money to their sister pride in California.
�Oh shit.�
�Yeah. I nailed down that one with Dana�s help, but it�s all I can do to plug the holes he�s creating. He�s good. Really good. And since we�ve been struggling to rebuild, I haven�t paid as much attention to online security.� Rain swore under his breath. �I�m sorry.�
�Fuck.� Quince stood.
Jace shook his head. �I hate to say this, but I told you so.�
�What?� Quince spun to face his lieutenant.
�You haven�t solidified your claim as pride leader. Until you do, or until you take out the opposition, you�re going to keep having these problems.�
�He�s right, Quince,� Rain agreed. �I can help with the security issues now that I know what to look for. But Oliver and the others aren�t going away. And the rumors��
�What rumors?�
Jace answered, �Talk has it that you and Joy are planning to mate. Alissa�s been spreading lies about you blackmailing Joy into sleeping with you to grab Miles�s attention and support. You have to know she�s backing Ayers.�
�Great. That�s all I need. Miles Bermin up my ass again.� Miles had been surprisingly quiet the last few days, giving Quince and Joy more time to learn each other.
�Thing is, it�s not just Miles you need to worry about,� Rain told him. �Michael�s mate died, but he was already pride leader at the time. The truth is, there�s a clause in the mandate of rule. You have to be mated to officially take over. Lex ignored it, although he was planning to claim Stacey Bermin, so maybe he just thought he could take leadership then mate after the fact. But after what he did, the elders are sticking closer to the rules. Recent talk has it that you�re not fit to rule, because you�re both a cheat�thank Oliver�and a single male.�
Quince stared at Rain. �Are you serious?� He turned to Jace. �I thought that clause was just a maybe. But you were serious about me wanting to mate to get control. Not just for looks, but because on paper, I have to.�
Jace shrugged. �I know you�re planning to mate her, so I didn�t want to put more pressure on you. But the rumors are growing in strength. We�ve all been struggling to put a lid on them.�
�And it�s not working,� Rain said. �I heard a few females just today talking about Greg Ayers looking prime to mate Alissa Roberto. He�s going to make a play to rule. I can feel it.�
�Fuck.� Reduced to one word responses, because Quince didn�t know what else to say.
�Yeah, you�re fucked unless you step things up.� Jace moved to Quince and put a hand on his shoulder. �I�m with you man. You don�t want to rush the little lady, but if you don�t, we�re going to war again. I�ll be damned if I�ll let Lex�s cronies ruin the pride a second time.�
Rain nodded. �He�s right. The thing is, Quince, we can�t afford another civil war. The pride is barely recovering from before.� Quince knew the shit was getting serious when Rain suddenly turned into a chatterbox. He�d never heard the guy say so much in one sitting before.
Jace added, �If this keeps up, we�ll turn into a Cougar Falls pride. They have what, four or five cats, foxes, bears and a wolf? And I have to tell you, I�m not keen on sharing with other shifters. Miami is cat territory.�
�You�re damn right it is.� He hated to think he�d have to rush things with Joy, but maybe she might have some answers. It was time he relied on her intelligence to help them all. �Let me talk to her.� He paused in thought and asked his men, �Are we sure it�s just Oliver?�
He still had a hard time believing his friend would have turned on them. But knowing Oliver�s penchant for women and a good time, he could see how the guy might falter. Yet he knew how it felt to be falsely accused. Fucking Miles and his never-ending mistrust�
Miles.
�Hey guys. I have a few ideas that might help us. But I need to know we�re good�the three of us.�
�Four,� Jace corrected. �I�d bet my life on Ellis.�
�Six,� Rain said. �Count Dana and Willow in too. Dana helped me with Oliver�s missteps. And she and Willow want nothing more than to fix what�s broken. They know Ayers is a bad play. Watson too.�
�Okay.� Quince had to trust someone. He couldn�t do it all alone. �So how many do you think we need to deal with, all in all?�
Jace and Rain looked at each other before Jace answered, �Just shy of two dozen. Ayers and Watson are the big names. And Alissa. Her push is going to be hard to beat. A lot of the females like her, and her money definitely puts her in a power position in the pride.�
�Unless you had, say, the Bermins backing you,� Rain suggested.
�Yeah, I get that.� Quince made up his mind. �I need to talk to Miles.�
�Not Joy?� Jace sounded worried.
�Her too. But this needs to happen fast, and Miles has a finger on the company. She doesn�t.� And she was his woman, not someone to be used. Now Miles on the other hand� He intended to use Miles�s animosity to further his gain. �Tell me, Rain, does that old provision about the Pride Fight still stand?�
Both males gaped at him before Jace rasped, �Oh, hell no.�
�Yeah, it does.� Rain narrowed his eyes at Quince in what looked like understanding. �Think about it, Jace. Quince can take Ayers and Watson out without a problem if we do it officially. This might be our answer.�
�No, you idiot,� Jace snarled. �He�s planning on fighting Bermin, not Ayers. We talked about this before. He won�t do it.� Meaning Miles didn�t want to take over the pride. But Quince didn�t much care what Miles wanted. The more he thought about it, the more he thought Miles was the answer to his problems.
�You�re going to get Miles to fight you, aren�t you?� Jace prodded.
Rain paled. �What?�
�Yeah.� Jace huffed. �As if Ayers and Watson weren�t bad enough. I know you can beat them. But Miles wants your blood, man. Don�t do it. He wants to kill you. And unlike the others, he�s the one guy who might have a shot at it.�
Quince smiled through his teeth. �That�s just what I�m hoping. Keep this quiet, get Ellis and the others up to speed, and Jace, be ready to move when and where I tell you once this starts speeding up.�
�Fuck. Don�t listen to me or anything. Fine.�
Quince had known Jace wouldn�t like the idea. �Rain?�
Rain rubbed his neck. �I don�t like it either, but I think I see where you�re going with this.�
�I�m glad one of us does,� Jace said nastily as Quince left the office in a hurry. He had to get to Miles before those rumors did. The cat was smart enough to see through a ruse if Quince couldn�t suppress some information while making up the rest.
He�d just made it to his SUV when he noticed Greg Ayers, Alissa Roberto and a half dozen scraggly looking cats waiting for him.
�Are you kidding me? In broad daylight?� On pride property? He crossed his arms over his chest, prepared to beat them all to a pulp. The glare he shot Alissa had her scowling back even as she stepped behind Scott and Bill, two of Ayers�s buddies.
Ayers grinned. The smug bastard. �I�m here with a word of warning. And a little tussle to remind you that you�re not as strong as you think you are.�
The men moved closer, none of them smiling anymore. Ayers, the dickhead, remained some distance back.
Quince refused to make this easy. He relished the idea of bashing some heads in. �I can�t thank you guys enough.� He uncrossed his arms and cracked his knuckles. The morons. He�d been bare-knuckle fighting for years while these pussies had been licking their daddy�s asses for trust fund money. Yeah, he recognized the spoiled bullies rallying behind Ayers. And he couldn�t wait to show them what they could expect from the new regime in town.

Joy stared glumly at her brother, wishing she�d delayed their meeting another few days. The weekend spent with Quince had been more than she�d hoped she might enjoy. The sex kept getting better. They�d played miniature golf, sunbathed on their private stretch of beach and had beaten a score of others in a volleyball tournament that guaranteed her bragging rights among the overly tanned Miami cats.
She�d reacquainted herself with a few women she hadn�t hung out with since before Lex�s days running the pride. Willow was a trip, and Cari had made her laugh so hard she�d cried. But her nights spent with Quince� To her bemusement, Jace, Ellis and Rain acted as if she and Quince were a foregone conclusion. The three lived in the estate house and shared meals together. Quince, his lieutenants and Rain were a tight group.
Throughout the laughter and talk during meals, though, Joy imagined Quince remembering the many times he and Miles had shared stories and swapped smiles. Quince even admitted to her later one night that he wished Miles might have been with them, for all that her brother was still acting like a schmuck.
�So this is what you designed for next year�s collection?� Miles asked, his voice subdued as he stood over her drafting table in the company warehouse, where Bermin fashion often came to life.
�Yeah, go ahead. Critique it. It sucks. It�s too juvenile for the junior crowd. Too colorful, too expensive to produce. Go ahead. I�m ready.� She stared morosely at her portfolio, wishing she�d kept her mouth shut and her designs hidden from Stacey. She never would have had the courage to branch out on her own line if Stacey hadn�t been snooping through her sketch book and convinced her to take a shot at it weeks ago.
Miles traced a finger over the laminate-covered sketch of her favorite�a black suit with a jaguar print, but styled to provide more coverage while alluding to the sexy, female shape. It still amazed her that two scraps of fabric could be designed to show off the female form in so many different ways.
�I like this.�
�What?� Surely she hadn�t heard him correctly.
Miles lifted his gaze to hers. �I said I like it.�
She watched him, waiting for the other shoe to drop. �But��
�But nothing. How soon until we can get these into production? And I like the alternate colors, the bright purple and vivid teal especially.�
She nodded, not believing him. �Uh, well, if you�re good on it, we can have a few hundred ready to go in a month. I figured we�d get just a few made up, then set up some test beds in our boutiques along the strip.� Bermin Beauty had three stores devoted to their collections, but many of their clothes were sold in high-end boutiques in the southern states, where beachwear and high style were sought after.
They owned their own sewing contractor business, complete with a small collection of expert sewers, to do the actual labor of creating their clothing. Stacey, Amy and Melissa typically fashioned the patterns. Joy would nail down the materials, on Stacey�s say-so. Once everyone was satisfied with the overall product, depending upon its popularity, Miles might make the decision to hire a few other contractors. But the key to their success, thus far, had been that one couldn�t purchase a Bermin item from just anywhere. Not in a Target or Macy�s or Nordstrom�s. Only independently run businesses that could afford a bigger price tag met Miles�s and Stacey�s standards.
�Okay, do it.� Miles lifted his hand from her book and glanced around at the small space they had leased in North Miami to complement their main store in the Miami Design District�a primo spot they paid through the nose for, but which advertised their wares to the clientele that kept them in the black.
�I could get it done sooner if I wasn�t the pride�s new FL,� she said, pushing her luck.
�The what?� He frowned.
�Female Liaison. My job is to make sure we females aren�t getting screwed over, like when Lex was in power.�
He nodded slowly. �That�s not a bad idea.�
�It was Quince�s.�
At his name, her brother scowled. �Let�s talk about him, since you brought him up.�
�Oh, let�s.� Time to stop dancing around her big brother�s distaste. Joy liked Quince. Hell, her cat loved him, and to her anxiety, she thought she might be falling in love with him too. And so what if she was? Did she have to have Miles�s permission to date the guy? Hell no. But it bothered her that he didn�t like Quince. Though Miles acted like he disdained Dean, Stacey�s mate, he�d secretly confided that he thought Dean was the best mate Stacey could have chosen. That he didn�t mind her sisters living so far away from them, protected by another pride, spoke to his trust for the Chastells and the Catamount Pride in general.
�You can�t trust Quince.� He stepped closer to her and took her hand in his. �Honey, I love you. I don�t want to see you hurt.�
She didn�t understand his insistence Quince would harm her. �He�s a good man, Miles.�
�He�s a backstabbing traitor.�
�He didn�t side with Lex.� She knew that for a fact. �Michael was his idol. You know that.�
�Which is why I had such a hard time believing Quince might have harmed him. Or that he�d raped then killed Alissa�s cousin.�
�What?�
�Yeah.� His lips thinned and he let Joy go. �I held Belinda in my arms, watched the light fade from her eyes. She told me what had happened, what Quince had done. Hell, I saw him flee the scene.�
�No. No way.� Joy knew to her bones Miles was wrong about this. �Quince might be a lot of things, but he�d never resort to rape. Geez, Miles. He�s hot. He doesn�t have to.�
�You�re a woman. You know a man don�t rape because he can�t get the girl. It�s a power trip. A violent, evil rush he gets from abusing others. And you know Quince bullied Maya and Norton Jeffries. He broke the old man�s wrist, for Christ�s sake.�
�I know. He had to hurt them so Lex would leave them alone. But no way he hurt Belinda.� Yet Quince had never mentioned her to Joy. Why not? Even as doubt plagued her, she forced it away. One thing she knew to her soul�Quince had been raised to respect women. His mother, sister, Michael�they�d all had a hand in grooming him to be a fine man. He made mistakes. Who didn�t? But rape a woman? No way in hell.
Miles grimaced. �I admit I�m on the fence about him raping Belinda. That just seems so out of character� But then, I never would have imagined he�d side with Lex either. What do I really know?�
�Apparently, not much.� Hell, he didn�t even trust her to know her own mind.
�And what about your sister?�
�What about her?�
�Quince wanted Stacey. When she wouldn�t have him, he pushed the idea at Lex to claim her. That�s why Lex was so fixated.�
�Who the hell told you that?�
He shrugged. �It doesn�t matter.�
�It sure the hell does.� She gripped him by the sleeve of his designer polo. �Who?�
�Alissa told me, okay? She might not be your favorite person, but it was her cousin who died. And Lex almost killed her too.�
�Really? When? Because from everything I�ve heard about the bitch, she was nearly Mrs. Lex Gates until Lex caught sight of Stacey and blew her off.�
�She�no. Alissa�s self-centered and yeah, at times petty. I know that. But she wouldn�t lie about something like that.�
�Wouldn�t she?� Joy snorted, pissed off at her close-minded brother. �You just can�t admit you�re wrong about Quince, can you? Because maybe Belinda lied. Maybe she was in with her best buddy, Alissa, the woman who was nearly a sister to her. Remember them? Thick as thieves lording how beautiful and wonderful they were over the rest of us poor slobs.�
�They did?�
�Oh please. Don�t look surprised.� She shouldn�t be talking bad about the dead, but Belinda had been nearly as bad as Alissa with her vanity. �Neither you nor Quince would give those women the time of day. Then all of a sudden, Lex is here with his bullies, and the Roberto women happen to be drawn to power. My bet is Belinda tried tangling with the wrong cat and unfortunately paid for it. Then to screw with you and Quince, she lied about what happened.
�Honestly, until Lex arrived, had you ever had reason to suspect Quince of anything that heinous?�
�Well, no.� He frowned. �But I saw Belinda� She was so hurt, Joy.� Miles looked pained.
�I hate to say it, but you�re a bigger sucker than I�d thought.� Time for some tough love, big brother. �Those felines were always trying to scam you. I knew you�d never fall for them, but I can�t believe you had no idea what a backstabbing bunch of witches they were. Are.�
�I know there are issues among the females. Women in groups tend to go for the jugular.�
She rolled her eyes. �Please. Most of the women in the pride actually get along. We�re not all horny teenagers and desperate singles trying to catch a man. A solid ten percent are bitchy shrews. And guess what ten percent Alissa and her dead cousin belong to?� She felt badly for what had happened to Belinda, but that was no excuse for dragging Quince down with her.
Miles looked undecided, a first for her brother. �No. I�m sorry. I can�t believe a woman would lie about something like that.�
�Idiot. Women lie about shit all the time. About being pregnant, about their ages, weights, finances. We�re human�well, kind of. You know what I mean. The felines around here might be prettier and stronger than human women, but we have the same flaws. God, get your head out of your ass and think about it. Quince was your best friend nearly your entire life. So you got busy with business, and he started doing more for the pride the last few years. You know Quince. Would you really take Alissa�s word over his on something like this?�
Miles seemed troubled. He looked away from her and glanced back at her portfolio. �I want you to add the cover up and the matching skirts to the order as well.�
She gripped her hair and pulled on it so she wouldn�t wrap her fingers around Miles�s thick neck. �Did you hear anything I said?� Don�t you trust me to know the man I�m with?
�I don�t doubt all of Miami Beach heard you,� he snapped. �I don�t have time to dwell on the past. Just on the now. I have business matters to straighten out here. Since Lex is no longer a concern, I can take the time to reestablish our presence in the boutiques. I have people to see, things to do��
�Argh. You are such an asshole.�
�Joy.� His disapproval made her want to smack him.
�Stop avoiding the fact that you�re wrong about him. And about me.�
�If this is so you can keep seeing him with my permission, I��
�Fuck your permission. This is about making the pride strong again. Lex�s followers aren�t exactly gone, you know. And I�m tired of you treating me like I don�t have a brain. You�re my older brother, not my father. I love you, Miles, but you�re pissing me the hell off.� That felt so good to finally say. �Either you trust me to make my own decisions or you don�t. Which is it?�
He opened his mouth to retort when a loud knock was followed by the door crashing inward.
Miles immediately put himself between Joy and the threat. To her astonishment, Quince stood inside the door, bloodied and bruised, his shirt in tatters.
�I have something to say to you,� he growled at Miles. To her he said offhandedly, �Oh hey, baby.�
She saw her brother stiffen and sighed. �Miles, would you relax, already?�
�Why don�t you say what you came to say?� her brother asked Quince, ignoring her.
�How about this? Fuck off.� Quince stepped up to her brother and punched him in the jaw with such speed and force that her brother toppled and would have fallen like a sack of potatoes if Quince hadn�t caught him. He lowered him gently to the floor while she watched, trying to collect her thoughts.
�What was that for?� Joy stared from her unconscious brother to Quince. �I was making slow progress with him about you. But now it�s all shot to hell. Great going, bonehead.� She poked him in the chest and tried not to feel sorry for him when he flinched. He really did look like death warmed over.
�Come on. I need to talk to you. I�ll leave him a note so he won�t worry.� Quince hurried to her drawing table, grabbed a pen and paper, and drafted a message. Then he folded it and put in on Miles�s chest.
Joy bent down to read it, but before she could, Quince yanked her with him and hauled ass out the door.
She glanced over her shoulder. �But Miles��
�Will be fine. Trust me. Dickhead has a forehead like granite.�
�Would you quit tugging me?� She glared at him, worried at the over-bright glare in his eyes. She put her hand on his forehead. �You�re burning up.�
�Healing is all.� He grimaced when she dragged her hand away and accidentally grazed his swollen cheekbone. He stuffed her in his SUV and then jumped behind the wheel. After starting up the vehicle, he pulled away from the parking lot just as her brother ran out of the building clutching the crumpled note in his hand.
�You bastard,� Miles roared.
�What the heck did you write down?� she asked, staring at her brother.
Quince whipped the SUV around and tore down the street. �We have a lot to do and not a lot of time to do it. I need your help to fix our problems in the pride.�
�You�re asking me?� Flattered he thought she could help�such a change from her brother who apparently knew everything�she nevertheless didn�t trust the fever in his eyes. �Are you sure you�re up for a conversation?�
�Honey, I�m up for a healing blowjob to make me feel better. I�m definitely up for some conversation.�
She blushed but grinned at him. �Then speak freak, and speak freely.�



Chapter Eight

�I don�t like it.� Joy scowled at the big baby lying helplessly in his king-size bed, his arms stretched out on either side of him as she treated his wounds.
�It�s the perfect solution.�
�No, it�s not,� argued Jace from the doorway to Quince�s bedroom. Ellis followed him inside, with Rain, Dana and Willow not far behind.
Quince�s council. Except for Oliver. That weasel.
�I still can�t believe Oliver turned on you. Man, I�m going to have a serious talking to him when I see him again.� Joy frowned down at Quince, who was looking none too happy at his council.
�Hey, I�m wounded. Why don�t you guys take a break for a while?� He nodded to the door.
�No.� Ellis sat in a chair while the others alternately stood or sat on the bed with them.
�This is like a big sleepover,� Willow said with a grin.
Only the fact that the pretty cat had never slept with Quince kept her free from Joy�s territorial feline. The way Ellis eyed Willow told Joy she didn�t have to worry about Willow being free forever. But Dana�
Joy shook off her cat�s low growl of warning and concentrated on Quince�s idiocy. �As I was saying, offering the pride to the winner of a death match�knowing your opponent will lie, cheat and steal to win�is dumber than dirt.�
�Yeah, what she said,� Dana agreed and frowned at Quince. �I mean, come on. Ayers had the nerve to ambush you outside your own home while he distracted the rest of us with bullshit. You can�t possibly think he means to play fair?�
�Of course not,� Jace retorted. �He�s not stupid. With us at his back, and impartial elders acting as witnesses, we�ll be able to end the rebels for good.�
�Don�t call them rebels,� Willow complained. �That makes them sound like they�re up against the Empire. And we�re the Empire.�
Ellis blinked. �Dear God, did she just geek out and reference Star Wars? Now I�m really in love.�
Willow blushed. Ellis grinned, and Jace made a sound of disgust Dana and Rain echoed.
Quince groaned and closed his eyes. �You�re all giving me a headache.�
�So are you going to mate him or not, Joy? Because that would help a lot,� Jace said, and the room grew still.
�How would that help?� she wanted to know. She glanced back at Quince and saw him open his eyes wide.
�It won�t,� he barked.
�Dumbass.� Jace�s insult showed the difference between Quince�s rule and Lex�s. Quince tolerated what Lex would have killed upon hearing. �Of course it�s the answer. You mate Joy, the only woman you seem to want anymore, and you�re looking stable as pride leader. So that�s one more step to qualification. Plus, you annex the Bermin name and everyone else settles down about you having a real powerhouse in your corner, even if Miles does still hate your guts.�
Joy stared at Quince, wondering why he hadn�t pushed that agenda. �Makes sense.�
He glared at her, and to her shock, a flush darkened his cheekbones, even under the bruising. �No.�
She couldn�t catch her breath at his flat out rebuff. �Well I didn�t ask you to mate me, so don�t do me any favors,� she snapped. So embarrassing, being rejected in front of everyone.
�That�s not the way I want it to happen,� he snapped back, and she realized no one spoke or moved. The entire gathering sat as quiet as church mice.
�How do you want it to happen then?� she asked and tried to stand, wanting the advantage of looking down on him for once.
But Quince wouldn�t let her. He rolled onto his side on a groan and refused to let go of her hand. �I�ll take you out for a nice evening. Romance you, wine and dine you, we�ll come back, have fantastic sex and annoy everyone with you screaming my name.�
�God.� Embarrassed that he�d admitted all that in front of the others, she also couldn�t stop her joyous need to jump up and down with excitement. He really did want to mate her, not to take over the pride, but because he wanted to.
�Yeah, you�ll be all, �God, my God�, and screaming for more.� He grinned around a fat lip. She heard the others laugh but couldn�t look away from Quince, who seemed to have their mating all mapped out for them. �Then I�ll layer you with scent. Your cat and you will accept, and I�ll give you my grandmother�s necklace to seal the deal.� His eyes were so warm, so loving.
She blinked away sudden moisture, totally moved by his declaration of intent in front of his friends.
�And if I say no?�
He shrugged. �Then I�ll keep asking until you say yes. I figure I can wear you down, eventually.� His easy attitude vanished. �But we�re not goddamn mating for the pride. For once, I�m not going to martyr myself and my future for everyone else. Sue me.�
Silence reigned, until Dana whispered, �Oh, that was just beautiful.�
�Yeah,� Willow agreed.
�Dumbass,� Jace disagreed.
Joy knew she�d been handed her future on a platter. Quince wanted her, and he refused to use her to become pride leader. Proof, if she hadn�t known already, that he would never sink to such despicable levels as rape and bullying to achieve his own ends, even to help the pride.
�I don�t get it.� Jace shook his head. �He loves her. She loves him. But they can�t mate to save the pride? Fucking emotions give me a headache.�
�I think I want to throw up,� Ellis added. �Hell, Quince. You�re meeting with him tonight. Why don�t you just hand him the pride and be done with it?� Ellis sounded disgusted. �Quit being such a pussy and just ask her to mate you.�
�Shut up.� Rain shocked them all. �Everyone, out. Let�s give them time to talk.�
While the others scurried out the door, Joy watched Quince, unable to look away from the man she�d come to love against all odds. He glared at her in anger, though why he should be mad at her she couldn�t fathom. She heard the door shut, giving her and Quince the privacy they needed.
�Quince��
�No.�
�No?� He was so cute when angry. That frown line bisected his smooth forehead, and he had a hank of tangled hair obscuring one bruised eye from view.
She pushed the hair aside and heard his breath catch. A subtle glance at his body showed his nipples hard and his jeans stretched tight across his groin. She had to love a man she could turn on despite him being in abject pain. Joy felt powerful, loved and strong enough to do the right thing. Not the Bermin sister lost in the shuffle, but a woman of independence and fortitude who would claim her mate not if�but when�she was ready. Which was right now.
�No, I will not allow you to sacrifice yourself for the pride. You either mate me because you love me, or we don�t mate, period.� He tried to sit up, but she shoved a hand on his chest and held him down.
�I don�t think that�s your call to make,� Joy said quietly, keeping her face expressionless. Her cat rolled and hummed with pleasure. The woman she wanted to be was in full control. She�d found a man to love, a cat to mate, and she decided she wanted what he had to offer. Truth be told, she loved the big guy and always had.
Wondering about his involvement with Lex had put her off men for months. Even her forays with other relationships, years before, had been a litmus test, to see how her feelings fared for them against what she tried desperately to stifle for Quince.
With gentle fingers, she trailed her hands over his shoulders and chest to toy with his nipples.
He sucked in a breath. �Joy, don�t��
�Don�t tell me what to do,� she said, infusing her voice with anger. Then she slid her hands lower, down his tightly corded abs to the snap of his jeans. She unbuttoned him and pulled the denim apart. Then she slid her hands inside his boxer briefs and tugged them down, showcasing his thick, hard cock. �Don�t tell me what to feel.�
�Joy,� he choked. �I, oh, baby, fuck. Don�t��
She lowered her head slowly, teasing him, and then sucked his cockhead with a tight grip. She slowly eased the rest of him into her mouth and to the back of her throat, conscious to breathe through her nose as she took him in.
�Joy,� he moaned and palmed her head.
She bobbed over him, wanting him to lose control.
�Fuck, baby. I love you so much,� he moaned as she cupped his balls and put more pressure on his dick, running her teeth against the underside of his crown. �Shit. Oh man. I�m going to come.�
She sucked harder, moved faster and ran a hand up his chest to pinch his nipple.
He bucked up and cried out, coming down her throat.
She dimly heard the door open then close in a rush while she was swallowing her mate�s seed, laying her scent marker over the male with a surety she felt to her bones. That he returned the affection, his animal spirit completely in tune with hers, told her without a doubt she hadn�t made a mistake.
He moaned her name repeatedly and stroked her hair while she finished swallowing him and licking him clean. Then she raised her head to smile down at him with tears in her eyes that she saw reflected in his own.
�I�ve been dreaming about this for years,� he admitted. Then he laughed. �But I never would have imagined I�d be the one on the bottom while my mate stole my sense with a killer blowjob. I thought I�d be the one proving my worth.�
She grinned. �There�s plenty of time for that, Quince.�
�God, I hope so.� He drew her down on top of him and kissed her. �I know it�s probably weird to hear, but tasting myself on your lips is a huge turn on.�
�Yeah, like after you go down on me then kiss me. I like it too.�
He and she stared at each other. �We�re gross,� they said at the same time and laughed.
Quince sobered. �You heard me admit I love you.�
�I did.� She said nothing more until he glared up at her. �Oh fine. I love you too. Happy now?�
He smiled, and the pleasure in his entire body, animal and man, took her breath away. �Yeah, I am. I�ve been waiting for you forever.� He sighed. �I�d prove it to you, but I had to give it to Miles.�
She blinked. �Huh? You gave what to Miles?�
�Remember that ugly little bracelet you gave me years ago? When you went through that jewelry phase?�
She frowned then stared at him in amazement. �Oh my gosh. You kept that?�
�I did. You gave it to me. Honey, I loved you back then. But you were my best friend�s younger sister. If I�d looked at you the way I wanted to, your brother would have kicked my ass. Besides, you were too young for me then. I was twenty and you were still a teenager.�
�But I�m not now.�
He grinned and ran a hand down her front to snake under her shorts and panties.
�No, you aren�t.� He found her wet and swollen and played with her, stroking her to the edge of a killer climax in no time. �You�re so fucking pretty,� he said on a sigh. �Nothing I like better than to watch you while you come. Come for me, baby. All over my hand.�
His animal spirit stroked her as well, settling into her bones and rubbing all over her feline. The dual pleasure rushed her past enjoyment into cathartic rapture, the physical and emotional needs so long denied now satisfied. Together.
Loving her mate made all the difference in the world, and it made her strong and proud and delighted at the same time.
When she came down off her high, Quince pulled his hand away and cuddled her into his side.
�Easy,� she whispered, not wanting to hurt him any more than he�d been.
�Nothing easy about you. Just the way I like you,� he teased. �I love you so much. I don�t want anything but you.�
�You really don�t want to be pride leader.�
He hugged her tighter and groaned. �No. But no one else worthy wants the job, and I refuse to leave it to someone as bad as Lex. There�s really only one guy I can think of that would do a stellar job, and he hates my guts.�
�Miles.� She dragged her hand over his side, petting him, and heard him purr. �He thinks you raped and killed Belinda Roberto.�
His purring ceased and he rolled over her, staring down with shock. �What?�
She repeated what Miles had told her, about how Alissa and Belinda had painted Quince as the villain.
�That�s not how it happened at all.�
�I know.�
He searched her expression, then seemed to ease. �I found her dying, Joy. In the days when everything was going to hell and Lex�s regime on a rampage, I found Belinda lying in the middle of the estate. She�d been abused by a half dozen of Lex�s men. And one of them had tried to end her. But she had enough anger in her to curse me for it all. Said if I�d just accepted her or Alissa as mate, none of it would have happened.�
�I�m so sorry.� She rubbed his arms, hating the grief she saw in his face.
�I wanted to stay with her, but the guys had returned. She told me to go after them, so I did.� He paused, and anger brightened his gaze. �I finished them. But I returned to see Miles with her, and there were others to help. I left Belinda to his care. As to Alissa�s claim, I never told Lex about Stacey. As soon as he saw her, he kicked Alissa to the curb, and I don�t think she ever forgot it.�
�You think?�
He frowned. �What did Miles say after you told him he was dead wrong?�
�Called him an ass too,� she added. �Nothing. He changed the subject to my designs, which he actually likes.�
�Don�t sound so surprised. You�re good.�
�Yeah, but not great.� She pulled him next to her and rolled onto her side to see him. They entwined hands, and she confessed her burdens, feeling lighter and freer because of it. �I�ve been the other Bermin sister for so long. Not one of the talented, beautiful twins or the sexy, blonde diva. I�m not the amazing financial wizard Miles is either. I�m just Joy.�
�Nothing �just� about you, baby.�
She smiled at him. �You see the real me.�
�I always have.�
�Yeah, but now I�m seeing it too. I�m the best hunter in the family. I know that. But my cat is only half of who I am. It�s taken me a long time to see that I have more to offer than crappy design ideas.�
�Crappy?� He lifted a hand to stroke her cheek. �Honey, you�re amazing. In and out of bed. Joy is great, remember?�
She chuckled and melted under his sincere affection. �Yeah, I am. I have a mate I love. And I�m sneaky enough to guess what you put in that note to Miles.�
�Now now. Let�s not change the subject.�
�You�re going to trick him into challenging you for the pride, aren�t you?� She had to hand it to him. Quince had devious down to a science. �If that�s what this is really all about, I�m in.�
He blinked. �You are?�
�I�m going with you to this fight. You�re going to kick Ayers�s ass. I�ll make sure his cronies don�t jump in and try to kill you while you�re maiming Greg. Then we�ll let Miles do his thing. I assume you gave him a time and place to meet you?�
Quince smirked. �Maybe I did.�
�Yeah, if that punch to the face didn�t annoy him all over again, the note probably will. I assume you wrote something offensive to get him to meet you tonight?�
�Don�t worry. He�ll be there.�
�So that part�s done. Now we just have to make sure he doesn�t kill you.�
�Thanks for your confidence, mate.� The twinkle in his eyes distracted her.
�Well, you two are so evenly matched. And that�s not counting injuries. You�re going to have to handle Ayers, his bunch, and Miles.�
Quince kissed her. �That�s why I�ve got you and my guys. To help me out. I�m not wanting to run anything solo. I trust you, the way I trust them.�
And that meant the world to her. �Then don�t get dead, or I won�t be responsible for what I do to your corpse.�
�Right.� He snuggled with her again, but Joy had other ideas.
�You know, we have a little time. How about I lock that door, and then you can prove to me what a great decision I made, accepting you and all.�
His wide grin was all the answer she needed.

Miles sat inside the warehouse and did his best to calm down. He�d never been so fucking angry, not since learning of Michael�s murder and Quince�s betrayal.
Joy had almost had him convinced that he�d been wrong about Quince. Of course he�d questioned how a man he�d known for three decades could turn a one-eighty. Quince used to laugh, joke and pal around. They had fun together going after the girls and hunting in the Glades. They�d gone to school, graduated in the same class, played the same sports. It had been a natural separation when Miles attended college and business school while Quince worked closely with the pride, with Michael, their surrogate father.
Like Quince, Miles had also lost his dad at an early age. But by that point he�d been heavily involved in helping to raise his teenage sisters and attending school while Quince had worked under Michael.
So to hear that Quince had killed Michael so Michael�s bastard sons could take over the pride had been a shock. But Quince hadn�t denied his involvement with the dick back then. They�d been tight. And Miles had seen with his own eyes the damage Quince had done to several members and organizations within the pride. All that, on top of what Alissa had told him and finding Belinda torn up� He�d believed the worst.
He scowled down at the note Quince had left him while fingering the soft bracelet in his other hand. Joy�s bracelet.
�You want your sister back in one piece, fight for her. If you even remember how to. Be at the House at nine. Come alone. I win, you leave the pride for good. Joy is mine. You win when I�m dead and gone.�
Miles rubbed his jaw, wondering how Joy could be so blinded to the kind of man Quince really was. He kept seeing Belinda in his mind�s eye, and then he imagined Joy reaching out to him, so hurt, so lost.
Dead and gone? So be it. He pocketed the bracelet and left the office. He had a fight to get ready for and a corrupt dictator to end. Once and for good.



Chapter Nine

Quince couldn�t believe Ayers had the nerve to invite not just two supposedly impartial elders�judges who by their very natures observed with neutrality�and three witnesses, but his entire band of loyal shitheads as well. In the fighting ring behind the House, a cleared area in the middle of the pine forest the size of half a football field, Quince and Ayers stood barefoot and bare-chested over matted grass. On either side of the ring stood members of the pride, while a small raised platform with six mounted chairs oversaw the activities.
Normally they held contests and sporting matches in the ring, while those who supervised or judged watched from the platform. Where the new pride leader might stand the next time they held the pride games. God willing it wouldn�t be Ayers or Quince.
Behind him, Jace, Ellis and Rain�his witnesses�stood waiting and watching. He�d forced Dana, Willow and Joy to stand by in secret. Females could be deadly, but by not having them present, he would appear as if trying to protect them. Actually, he had them watching from the woods, masked by Hunter�s mist so they wouldn�t be scented, waiting in their feline forms, armed with claws and teeth and muscular grace. And guns, if need be.
Quince was no fool. When Ayers made his play�and he would�Quince needed to be one step ahead of him. He had no doubt that if left to Greg Ayers, Quince and his guys wouldn�t be leaving this fight alive. He wondered if the judges would support Quince�s side, or if they�d been bought. He glanced at the three older men.
Alan Danville, the oldest member of the pride and their current European Liaison, would and had remained loyal to the pride. During Lex�s chaos, Danville had been in France dealing with obnoxious lions. But when he�d learned of Michael�s passing, he�d sent Quince condolences by way of secret correspondence. That the sly older man had known not to trust Lex showed him to be a keen ally.
Yet Quince also knew that Danville would turn on him in a heartbeat if he tried to hurt the good of the pride. Danville was the pride�s conscience, and a good one they couldn�t afford to lose. Despite wanting him in attendance, Quince had had second thoughts about inviting him tonight. But when he�d warned Danville of the possible danger, the elder had ignored good sense and insisted on being present. As one of the only judges old enough to have witnessed an actual Pride Fight, he at least knew how to run the thing.
Rumblings behind Ayers from two dozen pride members, to include Alissa and Darren Watson, Ayers�s right hand man, alerted Quince to pay better attention. What was supposed to have been a private fight had apparently turned into the evening�s entertainment.
�So much for this being between you and me,� Quince mocked and raised his hands while Judge Nettles looked him over and patted him down.
�He�s clean.�
Judge Everton did the same to Ayers. �Him too.�
Nettles and Everton walked back to the raised platform at the head of the clearing, where Danville stood waiting.
�Danville?� Nettles blinked in surprise, not having seen the old man take his place as head of the proceedings. �Hadn�t heard you were back in town.�
Danville, a cranky old bastard by anyone�s standards, scowled. �Didn�t know I needed your permission to come back to my own pride.�
�No, sir.� Nettles flushed. �Welcome back.�
�Gee, thanks.� Danville jumped onto the platform with the spry grace of a man several decades younger than the ninety-two he was purported to be. �Well, get on with it. I have things to do before I die, you know.� Then he and the other two judges took their seats.
Ayers gave Quince a crafty look. �Danville doesn�t matter. Neither do the others. You�re going down, one way or the other.�
�Dream on.� Quince wondered when Ayers would make his move. Physically, Quince outweighed and outmuscled him. Sure, Ayers could use his guys to try to attack Quince�s group, but none of them were armed. Quince had personally looked them over while Ayers had done the same to Jace, Ellis and Rain.
Would Ayers try to kill Quince and his men in front of impartial witnesses? Unless Nettles and Everton weren�t legit. Yet of all the judges that could have been present, Nettles and Everton seemed the cleanest and most sincere. Quince�s decision to involve Danville in pride politics had been made some time ago, back when he�d finally started to make progress cleaning up Lex�s mess. Just his luck the old cat had decided to return to the states when Quince needed him most.
Danville spoke. �Shake hands, then prepare to fight.�
Ayers held out his hand. Quince eyed it warily, but he didn�t scent or see any sign of foul play. With the judges waiting for him to take Ayers�s hand, then step back and prepare to fight, he reached out.
Ayers clasped his hand tightly, and a burning sensation struck Quince�s palm. He wanted to pull back, but Ayers refused to let him go.
�You fucker.� Quince snorted in derision. �I�m not surprised you cheated.�
�I don�t know what you�re talking about.� Ayers grinned, yanked his hand back, and then crouched, prepared to fight. �Quit whining and fight me, Quince.�
�Stop all the chit chat.� Danville ordered. �You fight first as human, then as feline.� The judge sat between Nettles and Everton, watching. �Winner rules the pride. We three judges will decide the outcome in the event no one dies. Somehow, I don�t see that being an issue with you two.�
�You got that right,� Quince growled.
�Hell, yeah,� Ayers agreed.
�Unfortunate, but there you have it. Now get it on, boys.� Danville nodded.
Quince wanted to see Joy again before he fought, but he didn�t have the time. Already he could feel himself changing, his animal spirit hissing at the wrongness invading his system. What the fuck had Ayers done to him?
No matter. He had to draw this out. If he�d gauged his timing right, he had a good twenty minutes before Miles showed up. He had to clean up Ayers now.
Launching himself at Ayers, he knocked the pussy down. Ayers�s wide eyes made it seem as if he�d expected the toxin he�d infected Quince with to knock him out or weaken him, so Quince worked fast. Tired of dealing with the shitty cats day after day, of knowing he might lose Joy if he didn�t end Ayers�s threat, he used every ounce of his waning strength to knock Ayers off his feet.
Blow upon blow against the man�s head, chest and side. He heard bones crack and felt blood trickling through his fists. He hadn�t felt Ayers�s impact, but apparently his opponent had dealt him a few good hits to the face.
Quince blinked past the blurriness obscuring his vision. Shadows, then light, yet the moon lit up the area like a spotlight.
A bell rang. �And now, fight as felines,� Danville ordered in a booming voice. �Damn fine battle as men, though. You do our ancestors proud.�
Quince distantly heard commentary from the sidelines. His guys yelling at him to hold on. Just five�or was that fifteen?�more minutes. Alissa shrieking for Ayers to stop playing and kill him. Watson and the others shouting their encouragement as well, that Ayers end him now.
Ayers staggered as he shucked off his pants and shifted. Quince tried to hurry as well, but he had trouble coordinating his movements.
Claws ripped into his skin as he swore and finally got his pants off. It took him a few tries to find his animal spirit, and then he felt Joy inside him somehow, ragging on him to man up and shift already.
He shook his head and turned into his cat, a hybrid cougar and jaguar that wanted nothing more than to kill the cheater currently wrapping his teeth around Quince�s throat.
He would have had more trouble if Joy hadn�t been nagging his ass to quit pussying around. She actually had the nerve to threaten to leave him if he didn�t prove himself worthy.
Confused, awash in weakness and a murderous rage at the thought of his mate leaving him, he roared his fury and attacked Ayers with a vengeance. Around them, everyone went quiet, the sounds of enraged cat and Ayers�s gurgling the only things to be heard.
He clawed through Ayers�s belly and finally managed to grip the cat�s throat between his powerful jaws. And then he ripped his head back and tore out Ayers�s throat.
Ayers sagged, dead, a threat to Joy and Quince no more.
�What the fuck is this?� Miles�s shout drew his attention.
He wavered on his paws and meowed his confusion, then found himself tackled by someone from behind.
Before he could move, he heard yowls, screams of enraged female panthers and gunfire.
Quince tried to shake off his dizziness, wondering if he�d been badly injured or if Ayers�s drugs were to blame. Before he could figure it out, a large yellow paw slapped across his face. He managed to blink his eyes open and focus.
Miles sneered at him, his golden coat thick and unblemished, his ears back and his mouth opened in a hiss. Dickhead had a mouth of really big teeth.
�I don�t know what the hell this is all about, but if you think you can use my sister and��
�So we have a new challenger?� Danville said.
�Challenger?� Miles looked behind him at Danville. �What is this�?�
Before Danville answered and ruined everything, Quince forced himself to concentrate on the plan. �I accept,� he snarled and knocked Miles on his ass.
So he�d had to fall on the big cat to make his move, but it worked.
�Get off me. You�re bleeding. You stink, and you smell�like you mated my sister!� Miles clawed him across the face and struck out with his hind legs, raking them across Quince�s belly.
Quince didn�t fight back. At all. �Pussy,� he said with bravado, smothering a groan. He needed Miles to engage, to make the fight look real. �Fuck, Miles. That�s a fifth grade move, if that.� Then, because he wanted no one to doubt that Miles had beaten him without question, he added slowly, so that he wouldn�t slur, �Your sister moves better than that. You should see her on her knees��
Miles�s next assault knocked Quince down and left him unable to move.
As he went down, he saw Willow holding a gun, Dana and Joy in feline form watching Ayers�s people, and heard Joy shrieking his name as she bounded to his side.
Then he closed his eyes as blackness descended. They�d won, and his mate was safe. That was enough.

�Damn it. Leave him alone.� Joy threw herself at her brother just as he�d stopped himself from going for the final blow sure to end Quince�s life. She landed hard on top of him, but he didn�t try to move her.
He was breathing hard and staring past her at Quince, confusion making his whiskers twitch. He flatted his ears then raised them. �Joy?�
�We have a winner,� Alan Danville said with enthusiasm. For an old cat, he moved with the speed of a juvenile in his prime. In seconds, he leapt from the platform and reached them in four strides. �Congratulations, son.�
�Uh, thanks?�
Beyond them, Willow stood naked holding a weapon on what remained of Ayers�s groupies while Jace, Ellis and Rain pushed through the dead and injured. Dana remained a feline, hissing at the others until they stopped trying to escape into the woods. Maybe ten of Ayers�s people remained alive. And of course, Alissa happened to be one of them.
While Quince had been fighting the drug in his system and Ayers, Joy�d kept her spirit glued to his, giving him the strength to see past the fog in his mind and the lethargy in his body. But the poor baby had given his due. Especially to her brother.
�Joy, can you get off me now?�
�Oh, sorry.� She stepped off Miles and moved back to Quince. Danville had his hand on Quince�s neck and his eyes closed. �Is he okay?�
�He�s in pretty bad shape.� Danville opened his eyes, then smiled. �But he�s a fighter and he�s newly mated. He�ll survive.� He turned to Miles. �Well, pride leader? What do we do with them?� Danville nodded at Ayers�s group.
�Wait. What?� Miles blinked at the judge.
�Good thinking.� Danville nodded and said over his shoulder, �Nettles, secure Everton. He colluded with Ayers to cheat. Jace and the rest of you, handle these idiots.� He pointed to the group Willow watched over. �Put them in the cells underground.� The judgment cells located under the House, where offending felines went while waiting judgment. It had been a long time since Michael had imprisoned anyone. But she supposed the time had come to totally clean house, so to speak.
�Well, young lady. Do you want to explain things or should I?� Danville asked her, his voice gentle.
�I�� She looked down at Quince and had to work not to cry. He looked so still, so vulnerable lying there. �Could you, please? I have to see to my mate.�
A rush of voices and the scent of more cats poured through the woods. She leaned down to lick Quince�s injured face, remembering it wasn�t so long ago that she�d done the same in Cougar Falls. Then she sat by his side and waited for Doctor Hicks to reach them.

Miles stared in confusion at the chaos around them and shifted back to human. �What the hell is going on?�
From Quince�s provoking note and that fight, to Greg Ayers lying dead in cat form, to the battle he�d stumbled over tonight, nothing made sense. What were three judges doing presiding over this mess, and in the challenge ring no less? And why was his sister licking that bastard like he belonged to her? Fuck, that scent. They�d mated. Yet Joy looked proud to be by Quince�s side. And Jace, Ellis, Rain� They�d all been loyal to Michael and remained protective of Quince, keeping a watchful eye over him and Joy.
�Well, son. It�s like this,� Alan Danville, one of the most respected members in the pride�and with Michael gone�probably the most respected, answered. �You beat Quince in a Pride Fight. That makes you pride leader. Did you or did you not win? You�re standing. He�s not, correct?�
�I, well, yes. But I didn�t know it was a Pride Fight.� Those antiquated battles for supremacy still happened? �And now that I think about it, something wasn�t right with Castille. It wasn�t a fair��
�Nonsense. You won. I witnessed it. So did Nettles. Ignore Everton.� In a lower voice, he whispered to Miles, �Everton overlooked Ayers�s cheating. My guess is Ayers drugged Quince somehow, because the boy doesn�t smell right. And he didn�t fight at top speed either. A little sloppy, if you asked me.�
�Huh?�
In a louder voice, Danville continued, �You see, Ayers has been pushing to take over where Lex left off. Quince, naturally, wasn�t having any of it. So he asked me to settle the score by watching over a Pride Fight. An old tradition we rarely use anymore. Mostly we vote as a council, of course. But our council�s been pretty messed up since Michael died, I�m sorry to say.� Danville sighed, then smiled. �But hey, we�re good now, aren�t we Miles?�
�Good?� As reason returned, he started to make sense of it all. And he realized Quince had never been or done all those bad things of which he�d been accused.
He glanced at the group of Ayers�s supporters moving past him. Alissa scowled at Joy as if she wanted nothing more than to wipe her off the face of the planet.
�You lied to me,� he said softly to Alissa, but she heard him because she looked his way.
Alissa smiled through her teeth. �Hey, Miles. Welcome home.�
He glanced back at his sister, who kept a paw on Quince�s torso, protecting what she obviously considered hers.
�See? She�s standing where her loyalties have always been�with the enemy.� Joy sniffed. �You owe me and Quince a big apology. Oh, and I want my bracelet back. I gave it to Quince. It�s his.�
�Nice looking couple, aren�t they?� Ellis asked as he joined Danville and Miles. �I�m thinking we�ll be back to three lieutenants again. And boy, am I glad about that. So Miles, we�re going to take the guilty into the cells. Dana and Willow are drafting a notice to all the pride. We need a meeting, big time. But I think we should hold it in the House once Quince is on his feet. You need him and us for solidarity, but I don�t see anyone protesting your appointment.� He glanced at Danville. �That sound about right, sir?�
�Yes, yes.� Danville waved him away. �I�ll pass the word to the other judging council so we can at least tell everyone that there�s been an official change. �Course, the others will spread the rumor.� More cats filled the area, everyone talking at once. �And boy,� he said to Miles. �You�re going to have to move into the estate. With Jace, Ellis and Quince working for you, you�ll have the pride whipped into shape in no time.� He slapped Miles on the back. �Now I�d best be going. Talk to you tomorrow at two in the conference room. Don�t be late.�
Miles watched, dumbfounded, as Danville walked away whistling. The field was abuzz with cats and people staring at him, nodding and smiling. Ellis and the others rounded up Ayers�s group, dragged the dead away and tended the wounded.
A few cats had gathered around Quince and carried him back to the House while Joy trotted by his side. Miles changed back into his cat form and hustled after her, full of questions needing answers.
Quince had told Miles to meet him here, knowing he�d be involved in a Pride Fight. Was Miles there to defend Joy in case things had gone sour? Then why had Quince egged Miles on with all that smack talk about Joy?
Had Miles actually inadvertently become pride leader? The others acted like he had, but it made no sense. He followed Joy into the House, scenting Quince�s blood and that odd taint that didn�t belong on him. A poison or sedative of some kind.
Miles felt guilty for having smacked around the half-conscious asshole, even though Quince had asked for it. For so long he�d thought Quince guilty of awful crimes, only to find out it had been a lie.
Yet, would his sister, the smartest of them all, if truth be told, really stay with a male who raped and killed to rule? No way in hell. Joy had a temper and a definite idea about right and wrong. Like the rest of his sisters, she wanted to be treated with dignity and respect. And love.
He wondered about the bracelet Quince had left with that letter. The bracelet was old. He remembered Joy trying to foist one on him years ago, before he�d tossed his in the trash. But Quince had his still. What did that mean?
He followed his sister and Quince into the room that Michael had used. Now it belonged to Quince, the pride leader. Past pride leader, according to Danville. Shit.
�Joy?� She sat in the corner, still as a statue, watching the doctor and two assistants cleaning Quince�s wounds.
He remained a large black cat, but his chest rose and fell evenly.
�He�ll be fine, Joy,� Doctor Hicks assured her. �A lot of bloody cuts, but they�re pretty superficial. Well, except for the one on his abdomen.� The one Miles had made. �I�ll stitch him up. He�ll need a few days to rest.�
�And that drug in his system?� she asked, sounding nervous.
Miles moved to sit next to her, not saying anything. Just for support.
�Myron?� Doc asked his assistant. �Smell like Forissol to you?�
Myron nodded. �I tasted a bit of his blood. Yeah. Forissol. Crappy-ass Hunter sedative. He�ll be out for a good twelve hours, but it�ll slow his system enough to heal better, actually.�
�Okay.� Joy sounded relieved.
�You stay with him,� the doctor ordered her. �He�ll be out of it for a while. I�ll be here tending the others. Myron�s going to hang around for the next few days to check on him. I�d stay, but I�m needed for Annabeth. She�s due to give birth any day now.�
�I know.� Joy nodded. �Thanks, Doc, and tell Annabeth I�ll be seeing her soon.�
�I will. Anytime you need help, just ask.� Doc Hicks glanced at Miles and nodded. �Pride leader.� Then he left with Myron close behind and shut the door after him.
Joy walked to Quince�s side and put her head next to his. She licked his nose, then rubbed her cheek against him, moving slowly and gently.
The obvious love between them humbled Miles, and he lowered to his haunches to sit and wait without speaking. His questions could hold. While Joy looked over her mate, he�d look after her.
That�s what big brothers were for.



Chapter Ten

Five days later, Quince sat up in his bed in his own bedroom, tired of lazing around�which was saying something for a cat�and swore at Miles, glad Joy wasn�t around to hear him. �Look, shithead, I accept your apology. You�re on my last fucking nerve. Get over it already. I have.�
Miles sighed. His humility had been fun the first two days, but Quince couldn�t handle it any more. He wanted the arrogant, annoying, fun-loving Miles back. The guy he used to be able to pal around with. Not this sap.
�Okay, I�m sorry. I just hate that I believed something like that about my best friend.�
Best friend. Inside, Quince was overjoyed. God, he�s missed Miles more than he�d thought. �Yeah, well, I�ll guilt you about that for years. But you�ve played out the �I�m sorry� card. Get lost so I can bang your sister when she gets back, would you?�
Miles stared down at him, still with the sad eyes, then socked him in the gut, right above where the bastard had left his mark days ago.
�Ow!�
�Watch your mouth,� Miles growled. �She might be your mate, but she�s my little sister. You treat her right or I�ll reopen that cut and strangle you by your intestines.�
Finally. The real Miles Bermin had returned. �Yeah, yeah. You know, Dean Chastell gave me the exact same warning not too long ago.� Miles�s scowl delighted him. �Come on, bro. Joy is hot. And she�s finally mine.� He wiggled his brows.
�I can�t believe you�ve had that scraggly thing for so long.� He glanced at the frayed string bracelet beaded around Quince�s left wrist. �Just don�t tell anyone it�s a Bermin design. That�s embarrassing.�
�Okay, Nancy.� He flipped Miles a finger and chuckled. �Now remember, you can�t over-task my fianc�e.� He and Joy were going to make it super official. Mated and married in another six months. He didn�t care what she wanted, as long as she loved him. �Between her job as liaison and working with that new bathing suit crap for your lady line of clothes, she�s barely taking care of me like she should.�
�Please.� Miles snorted and sat across from him in a leather reading chair. �She�s been by your side for the past week. I�ve never seen her coddle anyone the way she�s been taking care of you. It�s a little sickening.�
�Yeah.� His smile left him. Sickening sweet. The woman wouldn�t respond to his more amorous overtures either. �I�ve shifted a few times, even hunted a wild boar. But she just won�t believe I�m totally recovered yet. Who knew she had that mother hen instinct?�
�She�ll be a good mom.� Miles smiled wryly. �You as a dad� yeah. Between your protective instincts and her mothering, your kids are set.�
Quite a compliment.
�And of course, with me as his or her uncle, the child will be blessed beyond anything.�
�Of course,� Quince said wryly, knowing Miles meant it.
�So onto more important things��
�Meaning you.�
�Meaning me,� Miles agreed. �How the hell do I get out of being pride leader? You were doing such a great job.�
�No. I stepped in because Michael asked me to, but I never wanted the position. I�m perfectly content being your lieutenant.�
Miles cringed. �Danville keeps arranging meetings. I�m having to talk to lions in France, Burke in Montana and some assholes in San Francisco. They want a big pow-wow next summer. Hell, I have businesses to take care of. They don�t run themselves.�
�Too bad.� No way in hell would Quince ever go back to being in charge. �Hire more employees. The pride needs you. Trust me. I tried to find someone suitable months ago. There is no one better suited to run things. You�re not on a power trip, you don�t need money and you won�t let the fuckheads in the pride ruin the good thing we have going. Everyone�s happy again. Did you see everyone at the House the other night?
�All that hunting and purring and laughter? This is the way life is supposed to be.� Quince smiled.
�Alissa didn�t look too happy.�
�She won�t be unless you decide to mate her. Woman wants power.� At Miles�s disgust, Quince chuckled. �Yeah, that�s what I thought. Ellis and I will keep an eye on her. You need to figure out how to manage things without me next week, though. Joy and I are taking some alone time.�
�She didn�t mention it to me.�
�Mention what?� Joy asked as she entered the room. Dressed in a pair of faded jeans and a bright red tee-shirt, her hair wild and her eyes bright, she looked absolutely beautiful to him.
�Our vacation, baby. We need time alone.�
�Oh. Okay.� She smiled and punched her brother in the arm. �How�s it going, pride leader?�
Miles groaned. �You keep telling me I owe you, but you owe me. Not nice to trick your wonderful brother into the position from hell.�
She laughed.
�Speaking of the position from hell�� Quince patted the bed next to him and said in a deep voice, �Come here, Joy.�
Miles grimaced. �I have work to do. Somewhere far, far away.� He walked to the door, then stopped and turned to smile at his sister. �Happiness looks good on you, Joy.�
�That�s because I�m great,� she said.
�And a true Bermin.� Quince snorted. �It�s like the whole family was born with giant-sized egos.�
�That�s about right.� Miles�s smile deepened. �It�s good to have you back, Quince.�
�Yeah, you too, bud.� Quince watched him leave and close the door behind him.
Without pause, he hurried from the bed, locked the door and stripped out of his clothes. Joy�s gaze went immediately to his lower abdomen, where the scar had nearly faded. He�d always been a fast healer, but apparently that Forissol crap wasn�t just a sedative, it had healing properties. Doc Hicks was going nuts trying to figure out how to manufacture the stuff without the sedative part.
�Quince?� Joy had that sly look on her face that he loved.
�Strip. Now, woman.�
�Make me.� She fingered the bottom of her tee-shirt, and he pounced.
Between laughter and breathless sighs, he had her naked and under him in seconds. And then he slid inside her wet heat. Home. Where he belonged.
�I�m yours,� she pledged and kissed him.
He kissed her back, sliding his tongue in time with his cock, plunging into the woman he couldn�t do without. It had taken persistence, patience and a lot of grunt work to get in her good graces. But damn, it had been worth every hardship.
He pulled out of her and kissed his way down her body, not wanting to end things too soon. �I�ve been out of my mind wanting you,� he said between kisses.
She moaned. �Me too. Oh God, that feels so good�� He kissed past her mound and lingered over her clit, licking up the sweetness pooling there for him. He angled a finger inside her and grazed the spot that set her off. Then he sucked her clit into his mouth and gently teethed her.
Joy lit up like a firecracker and cried out as she came. Loving how her cat purred and rubbed against his, he felt that indescribable urge to join fully with her again.
�Oh yeah, that�s it,� he said on a breath and glided back up her body and into her. He thrust in and out with deliberate slowness, then ceased moving, embedded deep inside her. �How about something different?� he whispered and rotated his pelvis, hitting her hot spots.
She arched into him. �Yes. More. Fuck, you�re good.�
He laughed, then groaned when she clamped down on him. �Shit. Easy, or I�ll come too soon.� As it was, he nearly spent inside her when her clever hands reached for his chest. She stroked and petted him, and he pumped inside her a few more times.
�Witch,� he rasped and hurriedly withdrew. Then he reached into the nightstand and took out a small tube of lube. She�d made him wet, but he wanted nothing to impede her pleasure. After oiling himself, he dragged her ass to the edge of the bed, pushed her legs wider, and angled her hips up.
�Oh, yeah. In me.�
He positioned himself against her anus and slowly pushed. Deeper, slower, the heat enveloping him while he circled her clit with his thumb, stirring her to orgasm once more.
She whimpered and begged him to fuck her while he rubbed her taut bud, and then he was moving with her, faster, harder, his strokes impossibly deep.
�I�m coming. Oh, fuck. Yes,� he hissed and shoved hard one final time. He came just as she shuddered and bore down on him, lost in her own ecstatic release.
After he lost his mind and found it once more, he withdrew, then left her to hurry to the bathroom. He returned in moments to clean her up, loving the fact that each and every time with Joy their scents entwined and grew stronger, deeper. A commitment of love and affection that nothing would change. His cat purred along with hers, and after cleaning himself up as well, he joined her in bed.
�I�d say you�re feeling much better,� she growled in a sexy voice and fingered his belly.
�Yeah. This is exactly what the doctor ordered.� He sighed and hugged her close. �I fucking love you, baby. So much.�
�Nice mouth,� she chastised.
�Didn�t hear you complaining when I licked that orgasm right out of you.� He grinned at her blush. �That�s so sexy. I like when you get all pink. Like when you come and get me all slick, that flush on your breasts makes me want to eat you up.�
�Stop it.� She rubbed her pelvis against his. �Oh my God. You aren�t getting hard again?�
�Hey, it�s your fault. Remember? Joy is great� At taking it up the ass.� He snickered when she smacked him. �Man, I�ve been dying to use that one. But I have to admit, you�re good either way. Ass, pussy, that mouth. I really love your mouth.�
�Flatterer.� She kissed his chest, right over his heart�which clearly belonged to her. �So we�re good now. We�re happy. You and Miles are girlfriends again��
�Joy.�
�And after we get married, we�re going to try for some cubs of our own.�
He froze. �Really?�
�Well, maybe not right after. I want to play with you for a while, just you and me. But I�d love to have a tiny black kitten with your eyes. I love your eyes. But my temperament and intelligence. I am a Bermin after all.�
�Not for much longer. Then you�ll be a Castille,� he said, the satisfaction in that statement impossible to miss. �Oh, we�ll have to call my mom. Zoe too. She always liked you.�
�I love your mom and sister.� Obviously remembering some of the stunts she�d pulled with Zoe in her teens, she grinned. �Zoe�s a trip.�
Quince leaned down for a kiss, which changed from exploratory and lazy to deeper, more passionate.
And then his cell phone rang.
�Do you have to get that?� Joy asked between kisses.
�Probably.� He sighed and rolled over her to grab his phone.
�Well, hurry up. My pussy is hungry.�
�I love when you talk dirty.� He tensed when she gripped his semi-hard cock then stroked him. �Oh, man. I�m going to make you pay for that.�
�Can�t wait.�
�Hello?� he said into his cell, breathless. He wouldn�t have answered, except everyone knew not to bother him, only in case of an emergency. Miles�s and Joy�s orders.
�Hey big bro! Congrats. I heard you�ve taken over the pride.�
�Zoe?� He sat straighter and swallowed hard when Joy ran her hands down his shaft to cup his balls. �I was just talking about you.�
�All good, right?� She laughed. �Well, I�m coming home. And don�t worry about running the pride anymore. I�m ready to take over.�
�Take over?� He was losing his train of thought as Joy slithered down between his legs and followed her hands with her tongue.
�Yeah. I�ve learned all I needed. I�m prepared to run the pride now, just like Michael said I�d be.�
�Huh?� He silently groaned when Joy engulfed him. Definitely not time to be talking to anyone right now, let alone his sister. �Can�t talk.�
�Cat got your tongue, eh?� She chuckled. �Tell the guys I said hi. Can�t wait to see everyone again. I�ll be there in a few weeks. Mama too. Love you.�
She disconnected, but Quince couldn�t focus past the need to bury himself in his mate once more. �Oh my God. If I haven�t said it enough, I�ll say it again.� He groaned and ran his fingers through her hair as she laved him with her tongue. �Joy is great.�

Zoe, Esmeralda Castille�s pride and joy, turned to her and nodded. �Yep. Past time we went back. You were right. Big brother needs me, Mama. All that crap with Michael passing and then that asshole Lex must have worn him thin. He didn�t sound right on the phone.�
�He�s a protector, you know that.� Esmie adjusted the strap on her deep-green bikini and lazed next to her daughter, conscious of the male attention focused on them. Rio was by far the most beautiful beach they�d visited, but as she�d known for a while now, it was time to go home. Time to visit her boy�s new mate. Time for the future to come to pass.
Esmie knew things. The way her mother and grandmother had. Like Quince, her daughter had a destiny just waiting for her. In Zoe�s case, a big, blond-haired destiny with an attitude and a need for the right woman to fix him but good. She smiled at her daughter, proud and a touch arrogant that she�d had a part in creating such a beautiful feline with such style. Such power.
Problem was the girl had too much energy for most men to handle. But not him�the one Esmie had been dreaming about for months. She�d known their time neared. Now she just had to get the two of them together and watch the fireworks explode. Time for a few grandchildren. She might look thirty, but truth to tell, Esmie was beginning to feel all of her fifty-three years.
�Honey, there�s something I need to tell you.� She would miss this time with her daughter, but Zoe had the training and knowhow to do what needed to be done. With the encroaching raptors flying close to Miami�s shores, the pride would need a strong leader. Someone different than those who�d come before, to lead them in a fight that would either end the pride or make them twice as strong.
�Yes?� Zoe rolled to her back, and Esmie noticed another man not too far away nod to his friend before pointing at Zoe. Not a bad looking human. But still, he wasn�t Ac-taw.
Esmie sighed. �Nothing. Enjoy yourself while you can. I have a feeling that when we get back home and settle down where we belong, you�re going to have your work cut out for you. You know they won�t easily accept a woman taking charge.�
Typical, Zoe shrugged away her mother�s worries and eased into her lounger, basking in the sun. �Too bad. I�m not taking no for an answer. It�s my destiny, Mama. You know that.�
Esmie shielded her eyes against the glare of the water and grinned. �And so is he.�
�What?�
�Nothing. Enjoy the sun, chica. And let your mama dream about fireworks.�
�Whatever makes you happy,� Zoe mumbled and dozed while Esmie watched the men watching her daughter and thought about the dream she�d had of Zoe�s blond-haired babies in Miles Bermin�s strong arms.
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When a cat tries to outsmart a sexy fox, only love can save him.
Outfoxed
� 2012 Marie Harte
A Cougar Falls Story

Grady Chastell, Shifter extraordinaire, wants to take a mate�the delectable Gabby Easton. She�s sexy, kind, and has the extraordinary ability to shift into two animal spirits, cat and fox.�There�s just one problem.
Gabby won�t take him seriously.
He�s at his wits� end trying to convince her to give him a chance when trouble comes knocking at his door.�Before he knows it, he�s unwittingly party to one whopper of a lie that finally has Gabby where he wants her�but will she feel the same when she realizes she�s been duped?
It will take all his cunning, the help of the pride, and a good bit of mutual trickery to convince his foxy lady to forgive and forget.�And more, to love him�the cat born to be hers.
Warning: Arrogant cats who think they can outsmart the slyest of foxes. A cat war, devious siblings, hijinks with consequences, and the threat of sexualized danger as a foxy feline turns the tables on a man who likes to tell tales

Enjoy the following excerpt for Outfoxed.
�You guys aren�t taking that bet seriously.�
�As a heart attack.� Monty nodded to the full house on the green, felt-covered table. �Read �em and weep.�
Grady Chastell stared at his pridemate with alarm. Monty wasn�t budging. �Dean?� Surely his brother would have his back. Dean knew how badly he needed to not screw up his chances�any more than he already had�with the delectable Gabby Easton.
�Sorry, bro. All that smack talk last week and the best you can come up with is a pair of eights? You lost the bet�time to pay up.�
The other Ac-taw around the table watched with expectant curiosity, more than willing to watch Grady make a fool of himself in front of the only woman who mattered.
Annoying shapeshifters. Not a one of them had a decent sense of humor except Dean. But after this, even he was starting to look suspect. �Come on. Guys, don�t do this to me. Please?�
Dean�s golden eyes glinted, his inner cat more than amused at playing with his older brother�s feelings. �It pains me, it really does. But a bet�s a bet. Can�t have it said the Chastells welsh, now can we?�
Grady cursed the lot of them under his breath and ignored the new bets being placed. Somehow, Thursday night poker had been replaced with let�s see how miserable we can make Grady night. �Course, winning a friggin� game might have alleviated his run of bad luck when it came to Gabby Easton.
He stripped down to nothing and shifted into his animal spirit, his bones and sinew reshaping into the form of a large, tawny catamount. King of the mountain, he was a savvy hunter with extraordinary senses�and an asshole of a younger brother.
He grunted his displeasure at Dean, who grinned at him. Then he hissed at the rest of the table.
The birds and wolf flipped him off. The bear grunted back. The lone fox tipped back his hat and waited for the fallout. Too bad the fox happened to be the sheriff, or Grady might have chewed on the others before spitting them out.
�Oh Gab-by,� Dean called out in a singsong voice. �Honey, could you come here for a minute?�
The predators around the table waited with bated breath. Monty slipped an elastic bow tie around Grady�s thick neck and shoved a top hat on his head, then poised a finger over his MP3 player, all-too-coincidentally plugged into portable speakers.
Grady caught the scent of her before she walked in. A new addition to the Catamount Pride, Gabrielle Easton was the hottest thing on two feet or four. He�d seen her around town for years, of course, but he�d never gotten close to the fox Shifter. The pride tended to keep to themselves. But then came the news Gabby could shift into not one, but two animal spirits�fox and puma�and his cat had fallen in complete and utter lust.
The man had too, but it was more than that�Gabby captivated him. The grace of her movements, the sheer excitement that glowed on her face during a hunt, the pleasure she had just being near her family� The woman had somehow found a place in his heart, and he worked like a demon to conceal that fact from his family. Bad enough they knew he wanted the woman. If they found out he was falling for her, they�d try to help, end up interfering and screw up his chances for good.
Not to mention he�d find himself the butt of too many jokes. In a family of pranksters, he knew better than to let his guard down. Unfortunately, the worst joke happened to be on him, because for some reason, Gabby didn�t take him seriously. Him, Grady Chastell, the Great Spirit�s gift to women. He wanted her, and she laughed at him. He didn�t understand it.
Gabby walked in without making a sound. Thick strands of her wine-red hair curled around her breasts, which emphasized the flat plane of her stomach. The faded jeans she wore clung to her luscious ass and those long, toned thighs. A low growl eased from his mouth.
�Down, boy.� Monty snickered and turned on the music.
Jimi Hendrix�s Foxy Lady played through Bose speakers, and Gabby stopped in the middle of the room, looking less than pleased. She groaned. �Not again. It�s been three months, guys. Honestly, could you get a little more creative?�
�We could and did.� Dean beamed and pointed to Grady.
He glared at his brother and slowly walked over to meet Gabby, so she could see him make a fool of himself without the table in the way. Trust Dean to include full view of the dance in the bet.
�Go on, boy,� Monty encouraged. �Gabby, to go with your personal theme song, a magnificent serenade.�
The wolf had to have set him up. After his loss, Monty had produced those speakers awfully quick. And really, when had the wolf swallowed a dictionary? Magnificent serenade? He glared at the canine, who lifted a brow and motioned for him to begin.
To his mortification, Grady was forced to shake his feline moneymaker. Talk about a show�a cougar dancing to Hendrix in front of the woman he wanted to make his mate. She started laughing hysterically, which brought the rest of the pride�s sharp-eared women, his older brother and pride leader, Burke, and a few more visiting birds into the room.
Why the hell had they merged movie night with poker night, anyway? So more witnesses could watch him make a giant ass of himself as he grooved to �Foxy Lady�? Sure as the good Lord had gifted him with a tail, whiskers and fangs, Grady couldn�t dance a lick.
Everyone was talking and laughing, so Grady shook off the top hat and smoothly separated Gabby from the pack. He nudged her into the kitchen, away from the dining room, before he shifted back.
�Please, Gabby. Marry me and take me away from all this.� He meant every word, but as usual, the stubborn woman refused to take him seriously.
�Thanks, I needed the laugh.� She chuckled and tried to escape, but he pressed forward until he�d backed her against the counter and put his arms on either side of her. �Julia keeps renting these god-awful dramadies. This one is about some woman looking for love with a mannequin who comes to life and leaves her. Ech.�
�Hmm.� He loved the way she smelled. Wild, a mixture of fox and feline his cat found fascinating.
She flushed, and he knew she wasn�t as unaware of him as she seemed. He stepped closer, wanting nothing more than to show her how he really felt.
His brother Burke entered and covered his eyes with his hand. �Jesus, Grady. Stop molesting Gabby in the kitchen. What is it with you? I�m really tired of staring at your lily white ass.�
�So I should molest her in another room?�
Gabby looked anywhere but down. Most Shifters were casual about clothing, so her discomfort gave him hope. He thought he scented the faint perfume of desire and would have pushed her for more, regardless of the others just a room away, when Burke grabbed him by the scruff of his neck and pulled him back.
�Shift back, now,� Burke growled.
Grady swore but changed back into his cat, frustrated, horny and heartsick that he couldn�t seem to control himself when it came to Gabby.
She glanced at his neck and bit her lip. If her face turned any redder, she might explode.
He meowed his apology, but she shook her head.
Burke touched her shoulder, and Grady wanted to claw the offending hand away. �Gabby, honey, I�m sorry if��
She burst into laughter, so loud that a few of the poker players drifted into the kitchen to see what was going on, again. �I can�t help it,� she gasped. �That bow tie is killing me! I can�t believe he was dancing to �Foxy Lady�. A great big cat with no rhythm.� Tears streamed down her cheeks.
Fucking Monty and his stupid bets. And fuck Dean too. Grady snorted and snapped his tail before slinking away. He walked into the adjoining mudroom and clamped his teeth around the modified door handle specially crafted for them when in shifted form. Exiting into a brisk June night, he morosely wondered where to go from here.
Stretching out his limbs, he decided to run, in the mood to kill something.
Gabby didn�t seem to realize he was courting her. Ever since Burke had mated and married Rachel, Grady had been feeling the urge to settle down. But his animal spirit called out for a kindred soul, a cat. The only pride in Cougar Falls was theirs, made up of the Chastell cats, a bear and his wife, a few foxes, and a wolf. The Catamount Pride were few but tolerant of others. If you were a respectable Shifter, Burke had a home for you.
Grady couldn�t complain. He liked those in the pride. Well, except for Dean and Monty. And lately Burke had become a huge pain in the ass, watching over Gabby like he was her fucking father.
With a snarl, Grady scared a trio of foxes deeper into the woods and clawed a nearby tree to mark his passage. My territory. My pride. My female, he wanted to yell.
But no one was out here to listen, and the only woman who needed to hear it didn�t take him seriously. Burke had warned him that heavy-handed wouldn�t work with Gabby. Then he�d overheard Gabby tell her sister how tired she was of all the grabby males in town wanting her now that it was known she could shift into two animals�a trait that gave her celebrity status among their kind. Not wanting to be like all the others, he�d tried the light approach.
Hell, he�d even gone so far as to politely ask her out on an honest-to-God date, but she�d patted him on the head like a dog and told him it wasn�t necessary. A thanks but no thanks he didn�t understand.
He needed to change his strategy with the female before some other hungry Shifter snapped her up. But except for tying her down and forcing her to accept his sincerity, he didn�t know what the hell to do. How could he find a future with her when she sure as hell wasn�t seeing him as anything but a comedian, an embarrassing feline no better than a dancing bear?



Pride goeth before his fall.
A Matter of Pride
� 2012 Marie Harte
A Cougar Falls Story

Dean Chastell has a reputation for being a troublemaker and something of a lady�s man. It�s not his fault he�s attractive, funny and hell on wheels between the sheets�or that his pranks often leave his victims smarting. But not even he deserves to get saddled with Stacey Bermin for his sins. There�s no denying the woman is gorgeous. She�s sexy as hell and aggravating in the extreme. She�s also prideful, pampered, calls him hillbilly and needs a swift kiss�err, kick, in the pants.
And she�s in grave danger.
He never thought they�d manage to spend a few hours, much less a few days, alone without going for each other�s throats, but when trouble comes calling, Dean finds he�ll do anything to keep her safe. She�s not nearly as cold as she seems. In fact, the princess brings out the prince in him he never knew existed. And he�ll move heaven and earth to keep her safe, out of danger�and in his arms, no matter the cost.
Warning: A trickster cat finally meets his match in a proud feline used to getting her way. Hunters, hijinks and danger abound as the pride comes together for one heck of a battle.

Enjoy the following excerpt for A Matter of Pride:
A door slammed. Swearing, snarls and spitting hisses pierced the early morning quiet of what promised to be a beautiful summer day. Life in the pride was never dull, but today looked to be especially interesting.
Whistling, Dean Chastell grabbed a cup of coffee and reveled in the comfort of having such a close-knit, loving extended family.
�Son of a�! I�m going to kick your ass, Chastell!� Miles Bermin, fellow shapeshifter and current Catamount Ranch guest, had been using the shower upstairs because the water heater in his cabin wasn�t working.
At least, not since Dean had tampered with it.
�Miles?� From upstairs, Burke�s deep voice sounded rusty. �What the hell? It�s not even seven yet.� Great, now Burke would be in a bad mood. Dean�s oldest brother and pride leader wasn�t exactly pleased with him lately. Not after yesterday�s mess with the gray wolves.
The mangy bastards.
Dean decided it might be prudent to leave�and fast�before he was discovered, and bumped into a troublesome gray wolf on his way out the back door.
�Where are you off to so early?� Monty GrayClaw, the only wolf in the pride, yawned and stretched as he entered the house. �I thought today was your day off.�
Dean shrugged and put down his coffee. �Just thought I�d get in a few��
Burke�s laughter echoed through the house. �Holy crap. Is your hair blue?�
Monty blinked. �Your brother�s up early. This can�t be good. And who�s he talking to?�
�Yeah, it�s blue,� Miles roared. �I have business to attend to today, not to mention a date later this evening. And blue hair?�
Monty�s grin stretched across his lips. �Nice.�
Like Dean, Monty didn�t particularly care for the snotty cats visiting from Miami. They tolerated the females well enough�mostly�but Miles was a huge pain at the best of times. It didn�t help that the women in town thought he walked on water.
Dean did his best to look innocent, and failed miserably when Monty started laughing. Loudly.
Footsteps pounded overhead. Miles�s scent drew closer, robust with the heat of rage. Considering the dude had a few inches on Dean, as well as a surprisingly muscular frame under the stupid designer suits he often wore, Dean decided to make haste. He inched past Monty toward the door.
�I�d hurry if I were you.� Monty nodded for him to go.
Deciding avoidance made sense�because who wanted to fight so early on a gorgeous Friday morning�Dean slipped outside and into his truck. He turned the key and shifted into reverse when the passenger door opened.
Christ, wasn�t one of them enough to deal with today? He stared in dismay at the most beautiful�and annoying�woman he�d ever had the misfortune to know. �Not now, Stacey. I�m late for work.�
�You have today off.� Miles�s sister just stood there looking finer than fine.
�Come on. I have things to do. Shut the door and move away.�
He inched the truck back. Any second now Miles would be out the door�
�I need a ride into town.� She glanced behind her at the back door and frowned.
Fuming because he had two choices�give in to the princess�s demands or suffer Miles�s wrath�he leaned across the passenger�s seat. �What did you say?�
When she leaned closer to respond, he grabbed her by the collar and yanked her inside. She yelped as she tried to right herself, while he gassed the truck and lurched back just as Miles Bermin tore through the back door of the house, dripping wet and wearing nothing more than a towel and blue hair.
�Get back here!�
Stacey swore as the car door slammed, barely missing her pricey skirt. She stared out the front window and gasped. �Oh my God. Is Miles�s hair blue?�
Miles had made one too many comments about Dean�s love life at dinner last night. It was one thing for the rest of the pride to joke about him being the last standing Chastell without a mate, but when Miles said it, he sounded insulting. A lot like his sister. Dean regarded Stacey out of the corner of his eye, wishing he could turn off his attraction to her.
Whipping the wheel to turn the truck around, Dean jumped on the gas and tore down the dirt driveway. He kept his gaze half on the drive and half on the rearview, making sure Miles didn�t decide to go for broke and hunt him down. But all the while he remained painfully aware of the woman next to him.
He�d dated his share of women. Had never hurt for girlfriends or a companion on a Saturday night. But none of them held a candle to Stacey Bermin. Part of the Miami pride temporarily staying at the Catamount Ranch, Stacey represented every fantasy of feline perfection he�d ever had.
Long golden hair�not blond or brown, but white spun with gold�lay in soft waves over her shoulders. A strand curled above her breast, drawing his attention to the generous swell cupped by what was no doubt an expensive lacy bra under her blouse. The woman designed clothes for a living and looked like a professional model. Today she wore spiked heels with some kind of leopard print�which he hoped to hell was fake�a short khaki skirt and a silky shirt that brought out the blue of her eyes. Like her brother, she had looks that attracted attention no matter where she went. And when she dressed like that, people stopped to stare. She was that hot.
�Problem, Jethro?� she asked in that haughty voice that set him on edge and got him hard in a heartbeat.
He thickened a hick accent to annoy her. �It�s Gomer, darlin�. Just wondering why you�re out of the house without protection.�
�It�s been a month. If Lex was going to pull something, he�d have done so by now.�
�Maybe.� Then again, with what they�d heard about the Ac-taw down South, the shapeshifting scum might be lying in wait, just itching for a chance to kidnap and torture the Bermins one at a time.
�Besides, I�m with you.� Stacey sniffed. �No doubt if there�s a problem, you can call Burke or Grady for help.�
As if Dean couldn�t handle a few scraggly Florida cats by himself. He forced himself to ignore yet another insult. �So here�s another question for ya. Why are you dressing like a hooker on a Friday morning? Got a hot date over eggs and bacon at the Fox�s Henhouse? �Cause that�s where we�re headed.�
�Not that I agree with you, but really, hooker? If anything, I�d go with high-class call girl.� She frowned. And even that turned him on, the way her light-colored brows furrowed, wrinkling the baby-fine skin of her siren face. �I thought you were going into Whitefish.�
�Nah. Grady�s got that covered.� His older brother had this morning�s tour group because he�d switched with Dean for the weekend. Now that Grady had mated his own spirited cat, he�d turned into a real homebody. Of course, if Dean found someone as nice and pretty as Gabby Easton, he�d have done the same.
He gave Stacey another discreet once-over, wondering what she might be like if she could keep her mouth closed, or at the least go for ten seconds at a time without saying something mean. He counted silently to eight before she parted her lips. He sighed.
�Any reason you can think of that my brother�who has a meeting in another three hours with an investment firm interested in expanding our designs out West�would have dyed his hair blue today?�
Inwardly, Dean cringed. Okay, so it hadn�t been the best time for a little revenge on the snot staying with them. Temporarily, he kept reminding himself. Although Stacey�s sisters seemed to have settled in right nice, Stacey and Miles acted like they�d rather be anywhere but Cougar Falls.
�No idea. Maybe he wants to impress Juneau Jacobs? Heard he has a date tonight.� Juneau was a sweet bear who could do so much better than Miles.
Stacey�s lips thinned.
�What? Hell, if something as stupid as blue hair will kill the deal, then do you really want these investors in the first place?� Great. Now he was feeling guilty about giving Miles what he deserved. Trust Stacey to ruin a great prank.
�I thought you and Juneau were an item. Or is it Reggie you�re catting around with lately?�
At least she wasn�t worried about Miles, which meant he hadn�t screwed up their chance to nab investors. He frowned. �Juneau and I dated over a year ago. Reggie�s a nice girl. A friend. You have a problem with her?� He left the dirt road leading to the ranch and headed into town.
�Not at all. It�s not the poor girl�s fault she�s been tempted by the town slut. The women around here have pitifully little to work with.�
He gritted his teeth and clenched the wheel. He reminded himself she was under the pride�s protection, that the skirmish in Miami wasn�t quite over, and that danger could be stalking her just around the corner. But damn, it was hard to remember all that with her smug expression daring him to give her a taste of her own medicine.
At the word taste, he immediately wondered what her lips would feel like under his. Oh hell. Not going there. Not with this one. He just wished he didn�t always have to remind himself of that fact.
He pulled into the parking lot of the crowding diner, turned off the engine and faced her with a forced smile. �Sweetheart, if I�d known how interested you were in my love life, I�d have made sure to save you a night.� He leaned closer, entranced by the lingering smell of her perfume and by the heady scent of anger roiling from her pores. �I can pencil you in on a Sunday afternoon if you�d like.� He trailed a finger down her forearm to her hand and did his best to ignore the heat licking through his body.
He thought for a moment her pupils dilated, that he caught the spike of arousal in the air. Until she gave him one of her trademark sneers, which annoyed him to no end, because even her disgust turned him on.
�You could only be so lucky.� Stacey left the truck with the grace of a feline in her prime. After shutting the door, she leaned in through the window and gave him a tantalizing glimpse of cleavage framed by a blue lace bra. �Sorry, sweetheart, but my tastes run higher than the five �n dime.�



Who�s afraid of the big bad hybrid?
A Love Worth Biting For
� 2013 Roxy Mews
Hart Clan Hybrids, Book 1

Amber Paulson�s wolf has chosen a mate for her, but Amber is not amused with its pick. Jake Meyers might look amazing in a wet T-shirt and have the cheekbones and strong jaw that artists drool over. Too bad he is missing a pulse.
Jake is a vampire, well, mostly. Then a tall, curvy redhead pops up on his radar and something awakens in him. Even though he tries to stay away, Amber gets under his skin, and his vampire/werewolf heritage starts to become more bark and less bite. For the first time, he feels the call of the moon, and he knows it�s all because of Amber Paulson.
Amber�s trying to stay away, and Jake�s trying to not turn furry. They both fail miserably�and with a lot of sweaty and enjoyable property destruction.
By giving in to her mating call, Amber finds out more than she ever wanted to know about herself, her family, and the rogue wolf who took so much from her so long ago. As her past comes back to bite her, she�ll have to decide what she�s willing to give up for her mate. Her home? Her pack? Her�heartbeat?
Warning: This book contains a snarky shifter heroine who could give Sookie a run for her money, a hot hunk of a vampire with a soft (and furry) side, and sex so sizzling that even an inter-species war can�t get in the way.

Enjoy the following excerpt for A Love Worth Biting For:
I wasn�t prepared for it. That�s what everybody says when they meet the love of their lives. But I�m not everybody. Hell, most of the time I�m nobody, or at least I try to be. I was given the name Amber Paulson for crying out loud. A name like that does not a rock career make. Daddy always told me that the urge to mate is something you can�t control. That you would just find yourself smacked upside the head one day. If you were lucky.
I didn�t know anyone in my Pack who was mated. That�s not to say we are virgins. Hell no! Everybody that uses the expression �Fuck like bunnies�? Well, those people obviously haven�t met a werewolf. Me and the rest of my Pack get furry on occasion, but for the rest of the time we rocked a decidedly human form. Those forms just have libidos of epic proportions.
Anyway, I was walking through the latest campus we had moved to. It was some little rinky-dink town in Indiana of all places. Land-locked, but lots of places just outside the city for a wolf to run. Big enough to get lost in, small enough to get away from everybody when you needed to. The campus was walkable, and I took my time, because if I hurried, I could outrun an Olympic medalist. And I still had plenty of time until my next class.
Mary called and reminded me not to be late. Mary Fields was my best friend these days. I liked humans, but I loved Mary most. I met her on my first day of orientation, and somehow she puts up with me. I threw her a quick text to let her know I�d see her in class.
Did you know the average werewolf lives for four hundred years after turning? I�ve been around for fifty as my wolfy self, so the American History class was one I have repeated often. From the complete lack of effort needed this time through, either I was radically expanding my brainpower or society was expecting less and less intelligence from the general student body. Which brings me back to me not being prepared. I was walking slowly to class, when one student body in particular caught my attention.
There always seems to be an impromptu game of football being played on the practice field outside the cafeteria that involves guys taking their shirts off and trying to impress the co-eds in hopes of getting the chicks� shirts off later. Personally, unless you�re taking down a twelve-point buck with your shirt off�while covered in hair�I am not usually impressed.
That day was different. For some reason, my feet stopped moving when they hit the spray-painted white line on the field. Guys and girls chased the pigskin in the sunshine. The temperature was a degree below fried eggs, and not a cloud was in the sky. I heard a bottle pop open, and what should have been a glance turned into full-on ogling. He still had his shirt on, but had begun pouring the open bottle of water across his chest in an effort to cool off.
My increased hearing picked up the sighs and elevated heart rates from the women around me as the thin fabric of his shirt clung to his body and drops of water cascaded down. Deep tan skin began to peek through. His chocolate-brown nipples puckered. The water must have been cold. Thank you Jesus for whoever had those puppies in a cooler.
I could see a slight smattering of chest hair sandwiched between his skin and tee. Then he pulled up the shirt to wring it out, and I caught the brief glimpse of his six-pack and a trail of body hair that drew my attention down to his black shorts. I swear it was like an arrow directing me where to go. Boy, did I want to follow it.
The healthy dose of yum shook the water from his head and hands. The shirt fell, and I pulled my jaw up off the ground just in time to not have my tongue loll out the side like a freaking German Shepherd.
He looked up and waved. My hand waved back on instinct. When his eyebrows drew together and he began jogging back toward the game, I looked around to see a petite blonde behind me, with her hand also up in greeting. I gave her the �I�m an idiot, never mind me� salute and started off toward campus. What the hell was wrong with me? He wasn�t even Pack. Why was I ogling him like I was headed into my first heat?
�Hey! Wait up!� A feminine voice called from behind me.
I slowed my pace to about half my pulse rate. I had learned that to step below my pulse rate was a great way to appear more human. The fact that I was still speeding through campus told me my pulse was hammering like a hippie playing bongos.
�Sorry, I�oh. Were you talking to me?�
The blonde from the practice field jogged to catch up with me. Her little perky boobs bobbed with her ponytail, but nothing else on her jiggled. I hated her instantly.
�Yeah. Damn you�re fast.� A smile broke her face, and not even a drop of perspiration dotted her brow. I really hated her. �Do you know Jake?�
�Who?�
�Jake�s my brother. You know, the guy who put on a water show at the practice field.� She knocked her elbow into me.
Little tip from a werewolf�don�t touch us. It�s considered a confrontational act. Lucky for this chick, it was pretty obvious to my wolf that her little five-foot-nothing frame was no match for my five-feet-ten-inches of overgrowth. When my instincts settled, I noticed she smelled different. She wasn�t from the area. For some reason, everyone here smelled faintly of earth and plants. Okay, they smelled like corn, but I don�t want to sound prejudiced. This little waif smelled empty. Like, clay or wood. You know that smell you get when you open a really old box or jar? Not moldy or musty, just�empty.
�So I saw you looking at my brother.�
�What? No I wasn�t. I was watching the game.�
�They were taking a break.� Her voice shifted from upbeat to dead serious in a second.
�Yup. I noticed that. Why I left. Have a good one.� I turned and tried to pace my steps. Then an image of Jake filtered into my brain, and I found my steps increasing their tempo. I tried to slow them, with the old standby of listening to the closest pulse. My feet stopped midstride when I realized the closest pulse wasn�t inside my little cling-on. I couldn�t hear the small blonde chick�s pulse. She didn�t have one. Fuck. Vampires.
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