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Аннотация
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.
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Chapter One

Cougar Falls, Montana
�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 see 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?

Gabby dried her eyes, caught her breath and convinced Burke Grady hadn�t been molesting her. A prankster like his brother Dean, Grady had seen fit to welcome her into the pride with open arms. He teased, he flirted and he made her feel special. Her worries that she and her family would be ostracized for being part cat and part fox had faded as if they�d never been.
Her older sister Julia walked in and laughed. �I don�t know, Gabby. I like your theme song. �Foxy Lady� is catchy.�
�The first five times, maybe.� Gabby handed Julia the glass she motioned for. �But every time I enter a room, Monty or Dean is playing it. It�s like they sit around waiting for an excuse to screw with me.�
Julia hugged her. �Just think of them like the brothers you never had.�
�And never wanted,� she muttered and left the room.
The guys waved at her, laughed and continued their poker game.
She blew a stray hair out of her eyes. Of all the males in the pride, Grady was the one she didn�t think of in a brotherly fashion. The minute he�d learned she was a cat, he�d been all over her. Possessive and territorial. She would have been flattered if she hadn�t sensed he was only drawn to her animal spirit, not to her. And then she realized Grady had a protective streak in him, like Burke. He hadn�t been possessive as much as he�d been taking care of a pridemate.
When she�d officially left the Silver Fox Clan and joined the pride three months ago, he�d been like her shadow. This past month he�d gradually pulled back. He teased her the way he teased Julia and Rachel and Maggie�one half of the bear couple in the pride. But the three of them were happily married. She wasn�t.
She sighed. All the attention she�d been getting from the other single men of Cougar Falls was actually turning her off dating, period. Before, when she�d been a simple fox, she hadn�t been good enough for anyone. Oh she�d had a few boyfriends, but no one serious, no potential mates. Then everyone learned she had another animal spirit and bingo, she became Ms. Popular.
As she moved through the living room, she tossed a fallen pillow back on the couch, grabbed her jacket and pulled it on, and went outside to take in a breath of fresh air. Gabby would never admit it to anyone else, not even Julia, but she liked Grady a lot. He was smart, funny and incredibly sexy. Whenever he brushed up against her, her entire system went into overdrive.
Like other Ac-taw, Grady had little modesty. He walked around naked from time to time after a shift, but no one made a big deal about it. Then again, before she�d arrived, the only women living at the Catamount Pride�s ranch were happily married. No one here used to give a thought about a naked pridemate.
Ty, Gabby�s new brother-in-law, had become especially prickly where Gabby was concerned. She�d overheard him threaten to lock Dean and Grady up if they didn�t watch their step around her. As if Gabby was some tenderhearted young girl afraid of her own shadow.
She snorted. Tenderhearted? Not at all. Gabby had toughened over the years. Being told she wasn�t good enough, a freak of the first order, had forced her to be strong. What made it worse was that it hadn�t been the town bully verbally abusing her, but her own relatives. Her guardian aunt and uncle didn�t like her and never would. The same tainted bloodline that now earned her so much fame had been shunned by her relatives for years.
Ironic. Yet because of it, she now lived with people she actually liked. Her sisters had married the men of their dreams, and Gabby had a brand new life just waiting for her. A lonely, sexually frustrating new life.
She wondered, not for the first time, what Grady would do if she actually accepted one of his many invitations. If she hadn�t heard Julia ask him to treat her kindly and make her feel better about herself, she might almost have believed his sincerity.
Julia, for all her meddling, meant well. But knowing the man Gabby lusted after thought of her as a pity project was just too humiliating.
She kicked a rock out of the way and walked deeper into the woods, wondering what a girl had to do to get a little bit of honest attention around here.

Chapter Two

The next few days passed in relative peace. Grady focused on work in Whitefish, where Chastell Tours had picked up a steady clientele. With the weather finally breaking, folks were starting to seriously fish. Hiking had slowed due to the rains, but as the weather warmed, the campers appeared in droves.
�Somebody shoot me.� Dean sighed and plunked his ass in a chair. �Sometimes I really hate tourists.�
�What�s wrong? Did Diana Do-Me not give you enough attention?�
Dean grinned. �Jealous? Who knew a woman could look that hot in waders? She and I went a few rounds yesterday and the day before. But now I�m bored, and she�s not getting the hint.�
�Just suck it up. She�s heading back to Florida in a few days.�
�I know.� Dean studied him with piercing brown eyes. His expression so eerily mirrored Burke�s that Grady blinked. �Grady, Grady, Grady. You�ve been pining for weeks�hell, months�and it�s starting to become embarrassing.�
�Fuck off.� Grady hung up his hat and jacket and moved to sit near the vacant fireplace. The office served its purpose, but the fireplace and seating area made it a favorite of Grady�s when he just wanted to relax and get away from the pride. Though Cougar Falls was only a half hour away, most Ac-taw never left town. Only he and a few other Shifters held down jobs on the outside. At the thought, he asked Dean about the schedule.
Dean checked the book on the desk. �Yeah, Monty will be out tomorrow. A business group he�s taking out on the boat. The Johnson party. They�re regulars, so it should be an easy one.�
�Lucky bastard. He�s a real pain in my ass, you know that?�
Dean laughed. �You�re just pissed because Sophie seems to like him but your wannabe girlfriend won�t give you the time of day.� When Grady tried to deny it, Dean cut him off. �Look, I have eyes. I see how you look at her. Hell, we all know you�re not joking around. Well, all of us but Gabby.�
�What can I do?� he moaned and shook his head. �Aside from asking her to fuck my brains out, I don�t know how to get her attention.�
�Well, that would surely get mine,� a husky voice said as a Shifter he hadn�t seen in years stopped in the doorway.
Grady stood, surprised and not a little wary. �Stacey Bermin?�
�In the flesh, sugar,� the cougar purred as she walked into the room like she owned it. On her tail came her sisters, Joy, Melissa and Amy. All in all, a welcome visit from sexy cats he knew and liked. Except if the women were here, their brother wasn�t far behind.
�Please tell me you finally saw the light and ditched that asshole you call family.�
�No such luck, Grady.� Miles Bermin strode into the room and glanced around, a polite smile on his face. �This is what you do for a living? How�quaint.�
�Day-um, Miles. What a fancy word for nifty.� Dean played the fool to a science when this idiot came to town, which thankfully wasn�t that often.
Joy, Melissa and Amy coughed to hide their laughter, but Stacey sniffed in disdain. A carbon copy of her brother, she thought everyone not a Bermin was someone to be pitied.
�Let me guess. You�re slumming and you decided to grace us with your presence,� Grady said sarcastically.
Amy sighed and her sisters exchange worried looks.
�What�s wrong?� Dean�s hick accent disappeared. �I smell worry.�
�It�s not a big deal.� Yet Miles frowned. Normally nothing impacted his perfect little world.
�Spill it, Vermin.� Direct hit. Miles�s old nickname still annoyed the shit out of him, and Grady wasn�t too proud to use what had once worked in grade school.
Miles clenched his jaw. �We left the pride.�
�What? Why?�
Stacey answered. �I�ll tell you why. Because a bunch of rogue Ac-taw came in and started demanding special favors.�
Dean sighed. �Being nice isn�t exactly a favor, Stacey. It�s called common courtesy.�
She glared at him. �Look, you overgrown hick, being told you have to spread your legs and keep your mouth shut while the new pride leader has his way with you exceeds common courtesy by a country mile.�
�Did he hurt you?� Dean growled.
Stacey blinked at the menace coming off Dean in waves. �N-no. Miles took care of him. But we weren�t willing to hang around and find out what else he��
�You�ve said enough, Stacey,� Miles interrupted, his voice like ice. �The Chastells don�t care about our problems.� He turned to Grady. �We just thought we�d stop for a visit on our way to Oregon. We have some family out there we�re thinking of joining.�
Grady noticed the unhappy expressions on the females� faces. He wanted to know what the hell had really happened down South, but he�d wait until later to confront Miles, once the females had settled. �I�ll call Rachel and let her know to expect five more for dinner.�
Melissa smiled. �Thanks, Grady.�
�That�s awful nice of you,� Amy said softly. Joy nodded.
Even Stacey gave him a warm nod of thanks.
Four sexy females. Four cats. The answer to his celibate existence, and he still couldn�t stop thinking about Gabby. He forced a smile and tried to find his cell phone.
A few hours later, as he and the rest of the pride sat around the long dining table in the main house to eat a late dinner with their guests, he came to the realization he�d lost his fucking mind. Inviting the Bermins�inviting Miles�had been a huge mistake.
If the bastard touched Gabby one more time, Grady wouldn�t be responsible for his actions. Why the hell couldn�t they have seated Miles between Joel and Monty? Just as the idiot leaned closer to Gabby to ask her to pass another dish, Rachel grabbed Grady�s arm and forcibly tugged him from the table. He thought about pulling away, but annoying his brother�s mate�a breeding feline at that�might get him seriously hurt. It wouldn�t score him any points with Gabby either.
He had to clear his throat so as not to hiss in Miles�s direction. �Yes?�
She dragged him several steps before she answered. �I need your help for a minute.� She waved Burke back. �I�m fine, honey. I just need an extra set of hands to carry something I forgot.� Once in the kitchen, she turned on the faucet and pulled him with her right by the sink. Even for Rachel, this was odd.
�Ah, Rach? You okay?� He glanced at her barely rounded belly. �The kitten giving you problems?�
Rachel tugged him close by the ear, ignoring his small yelp, and whispered harshly, �Your brother is driving me crazy with his constant worry. I don�t need your shit too. What�s wrong with you? You�ve been giving Miles dirty looks all through dinner. Cut it out.�
She let him go and he rubbed his ear, annoyed but knowing better than to take it out on his sister-in-law.
�I don�t like Miles. Never have. He�s an arrogant prick�ah, jerk.�
�He�s in trouble. He and his sisters need our help.�
Grady counted to ten in his head. �I know.�
�So stop being such a jerk yourself and help him. Burke�s so clingy lately it�s giving me fits, so he�s not going to be much use. Joel and Maggie are going on a trip to Florida for a few days to get away. We�ll make sure Dean and Monty are occupied in Whitefish with the tours next week. It seems to me helping Miles�who will be staying here at the ranch�will give you an excuse to be near Gabby.�
He blinked. He hadn�t expected Rachel�s help. �Thanks?�
�Sure. But if I could give you some advice? If you�re serious about her, don�t let her see you dance again. And don�t wear a hat or bow tie. Not a great look on you, Grady.� She shook her head, grabbed the pot of leftover vegetables sitting on the stove and left him standing by the sink.
Grady took a moment, turned off the water and walked back in a much calmer cat.
He did his best not to react to Miles. The way the bastard flirted with Gabby, complimented her sister and flat-out impressed Rachel with his knowledge of totems and antiques was enough to drive him insane. He deliberately turned to Stacey.
She toyed with the food on her plate, sneaking glances around the table. No doubt making snide remarks to herself about the hillbilly Chastells. The woman was a beauty, but such a cold thing. Not like Gabby, who could warm a room just by smiling.
�You okay, Stace?�
�It�s Stacey, with an E-Y. And no, I�m not.�
�What exactly did they do to you down there?� He thought he�d kept his voice low enough, but the entire table quieted.
�Time to share with the rest of the pride what�s been going on, Miles.� Burke and Rachel shared a glance. �We don�t run things like the Florida pride. We�re family here, all of us. The wolf, the bears, the foxes and the rest of us.�
�Rest of us superior cats,� Dean tacked on.
Monty�s lip curled. �You wish.�
�Well said,� Joel, the lone bear, added. His wife, Maggie, laughed.
Stacey and her sisters glanced at each other with worry.
Miles folded his napkin. �I do appreciate you letting us eat before delving into the unpleasantness.�
Christ, could the cat ever talk without sounding like he had a stick shoved up his ass?
�Most of you don�t know this, but we have�or I should say, had�a large pride down in Florida.�
�In the Everglades,� Stacey corrected.
�But our family kept apart, running a lucrative business in Miami.�
�Doing what?� Julia asked. The clever fox looked good sitting next to her husband. She glowed with her new pregnancy, and Grady had a sudden thought that Miles and his family being here might not be safe for the pride if their troubles followed them.
Stacey answered her. �Designer fashion. I design upscale clothing. Joy, Melissa and Amy sew. Miles is our financial whiz.�
Dean whistled. �Didn�t know you were into lady clothes, Miles. �Course, as prissy as you are, it kinda makes sense.�
Rachel glared at him; Grady and Monty shared a grin.
Miles ignored Dean. �It�s a very successful venture, and not the only one I deal with. But that�s beside the point. To make a long story short, my pride leader mysteriously disappeared just after his two sons returned to town. In the span of a few months, they turned the pride inside-out. Lex is the oldest, with Ronnie a few years his junior. They�ve gone through money and resources like they�re water. Then they set their sights on us.�
Stacey scowled. �And not just for the money. We told them to forget it, but they don�t like to be told no.�
Monty�s smile faded. �How many cats are you talking about?�
Miles rubbed his jaw. �Maybe a little over a hundred?�
Burke whistled. �That�s a lot of cats. I didn�t know you�d reached those numbers. �Course, it�s been a while since I talked to Michael.�
Grady stared at Burke. �I didn�t know you knew Michael Gates.�
�All the pride leaders keep in touch. Internet mostly. Michael was a good guy. Kept to himself. I never realized he�d had any kids.�
Stacey explained, �Neither did he. Apparently, the females he encountered were more like their animals than human.�
Gabby looked confused, and Burke explained, �Use �em and lose �em. Female cougars tend to spread themselves around. Once they get what they want out of their males, they leave.�
Rachel raised a brow. �Oh? Is that my cue to clear out?�
Burke had the grace to flush. �Hell no. I was talking about actual animals and you know it.�
�Many Ac-taw are like the ones in Miami,� Monty said quietly. �There are a lot of places with Shifters more animal than man.�
Grady considered his friend. Monty, Burke, Ty and Joel had been best friends growing up. But something had happened, and Monty had disappeared. He�d returned a year and a half ago, but he�d never told anyone where he�d been. Comments like these made Grady wonder just what the gray wolf had been through.
Miles continued, �Lex and Ronnie are Mike�s, but they come from different mothers. And they�re both very, very unstable. One of them attacked Stacey. I took care of him. Then Joy and Stacey stepped in and made a mess of things.� He frowned.
Joy piped up, �What Miles means is we tore the hides off a few of Ronnie and Lex�s thugs. After that, we kind of had to leave.�
Ty turned to Burke, sounding very much like the sheriff he was. �You need to report this to the town council.�
Burke nodded. �I know. But this can hold until tomorrow. We�ll settle all of you in the cabins. We also have a spare room or two in the house. Then tomorrow, Miles, you, me and Ty will head into town, okay?�
�Really?� Rachel had that look in her eyes. �And what if Stacey or Amy wants to go too? Why is it you assume the big, bad menfolk have to take care of this? Did you even ask them?�
Burke took a deep breath and let it out slowly. Grady knew that expression. He�d watched his older brother wear it throughout his and Dean�s high school years. �Honey, I�m just trying to make this as painless as possible.� He turned to the Bermin sisters. �If any of you would like to go into town and tell the council your version of events, I�d be happy to take you with us.�
Stacey tilted her chin as if considering it. The others said no, and she finally agreed to stay home.
Miles nodded. Conversation returned to who did what around town, who�d gotten married or moved away since the Bermins� last visit four years ago, and who had odds to give birth first, Rachel or Julia.
�I�m betting on my sister.� Gabby smiled. �No offense, Rachel, but foxes can be sly when there�s money involved. No doubt that kit in there is already planning on beating your kitten to the punch.�
The group laughed. Grady felt his insides twist when Gabby looked at her sister with such affection. Hell, everything the woman did made him want to touch her. Just watching her pick up a spoon made him hard. How the hell could he make her see him?
Trust Miles to ruin the mood. The pussy smiled at her. �At least there are two good things to come out of this mess�the outstanding meal I just had, and all the pretty women at this fine table.�
�Here we go,� Dean muttered.
�I�m not exactly seeing anything good about your mess.� Grady emphasized the your. �The pride usually takes a vote on things. But I don�t recall anyone inviting you to stay.� The tension around the table thickened. �Not you ladies,� he hurried to ease the females. �You�re more than welcome. I�m talking about Miles.�
The Bermins smiled, familiar with Miles� and Grady�s enmity. Monty sighed, Joel and Maggie shook their heads. Dean added a �hear, hear� while the foxes look confused. Gabby frowned at him, but too damn bad.
Miles raised a brow in that arrogant way that set Grady�s teeth on edge. �What�s wrong, Grady? Afraid of the competition?�
Gabby turned to him with narrowed eyes, the first negative response she�d shown the conceited cat all night.
Good. Show the woman how egotistical you really are, he silently encouraged.
�What, you�re the competition? Please.� He snorted. �Find a pair of big boy pants and we�ll talk.�
�I�ve been wearing big boy pants since you were still wetting yours.�
Grady laughed. �Right. I�m not the one who wet himself after a date gone sour the summer you visited after your grand graduation from reform school.�
�It was not a reformatory,� Miles said through gritted teeth. �It was Highlakes Academy Preparatory, and I was class valedictorian.�
�So you�d have been eighteen, then. Kind of old for accidents at that age. I�ll bet Renee Duquet could tell a few stories.�
Miles scowled. �There was nothing accidental about you punching me in the face and throwing me in the river. My pants were wet because you tried to drown me, asshole. But every time you tell that story, you make it sound worse.�
�Oh right. I remember that. Nice one.� Dean grinned and shoved a hunk of meat into his mouth.
Monty didn�t even try to hide a smile.
Burke chuckled. �I�d forgotten how much fun you can be, Miles. Imagine someone more annoying than Grady and Dean. Boggles the mind.� He glanced at Monty. �Make that, someone more annoying than my brothers and Monty.�
�Hey. Let�s not gang up on the wolf.� Monty shot a sly glance at Gabby. �Besides, it�s not Miles that Grady has a problem with, it�s��
�One more word from you and you�re cat food, canine.� Grady ignored the others and refused to meet Gabby�s gaze. He hoped his ears weren�t turning as red as his face probably was. �Great meal, ladies. Thanks.�
He took his dish from the table before he said or did something foolish. He knew better than to react to Miles. God, it was like summer camp all over again. He could only hope the asshole did nothing to screw up his chances with Gabby. Because if he did� The need to mark something, preferably Miles�s forehead, surged hard, stirring his cat. He left the house in need of a good fight. And maybe a drink or two, since he wouldn�t be tasting Gabby any time soon.

Gabby stared after Grady in astonishment. She�d never seen him so angry before, not since he�d helped her and her sisters deal with Hunters several months back. The bane of Ac-taw existence, humans who knew about Shifters and hunted them down were always a threat to the town�s way of life. The mystical totem Rachel protected, an ancient magic courtesy of their Ac-taw forefathers, kept them safe. When in the town, it made Cougar Falls invisible to anyone not connected to the Ac-taw. Which wouldn�t protect them from cougars like this Lex or Ronnie.
She turned to Miles. �Do you think your pride will follow you here?�
The handsome Shifter shook his head. �We�re not that important in the grand scheme of things.� But the gaze he settled on Stacey said otherwise. Engaged with her sisters and Julia, she missed his worry.
�Good to know,� Gabby murmured and turned back to her plate.
Once they�d finished and cleared the table, Rachel put on coffee. They all sat around the table, taking the time after a meal to relax together. Contrary to what she�d expected when she�d first joined the pride, the cats liked to connect. Burke kept them close, informed of decisions and treated like family. No wonder they were the tightest-knit clan in town. They actually enjoyed being with one another.
She gave Grady�s chair a surreptitious glance, missing his laughter and teasing. He always made her feel right, as if she belonged here, which made little sense. No one had ever told her to leave. Hell, she�d been invited to join the pride. But he, for some reason, made life brighter. Weird.
She caught Ty telling Miles about some stir he�d recently calmed down in the raptor clan. Then the foxy sheriff mentioned how the bears and wolves were currently not getting along. He gave Monty a few knowing looks, to which the wolf shrugged and put on that innocent face that made her want to laugh. He was like a wolfish version of Grady, just not as handsome.
Stop it, girl. Quit thinking about Grady. Good Lord, he went for a walk. Give him some space!
�And Gabby? How did you and your family come to be part of the pride?� Miles asked her. �Burke mentioned you were cat and�fox?�
Before she could answer, Ty did. He�d been doing that a lot lately. Answering for her, protecting her, making sure everyone played nice around her. Though she appreciated his concern, he�d become aggravating in the extreme.
�We left the Silver Fox Clan when Julia and I mated. Her father was cat. Her mother fox. Lot of prejudice over with the foxes. Prejudice Burke and our pride don�t tolerate.� The warning couldn�t have been more obvious.
Miles smiled. Though annoyed with his line of questioning, Gabby was woman enough to appreciate his beauty. Dark blond hair cut short and neat. Light green eyes that looked savage in his civilized face. For all that the man wore sophisticated like a second skin, something about him screamed danger. Had Gabby not been in an off-men phase of her life, she might have given in to the many smiles and subtle glances aimed her way over dinner. Instead, she found him pretty to look at but nothing more.
Unlike Grady, whom she�d had to forcefully ignore so as not to stare at him through the meal. She�d never been taken in by his charm and good ol� boy mannerisms. Gabby had seen him at his most lethal, and she couldn�t�wouldn�t�forget it. So sexy, and so incredibly wild.
Miles shrugged. �I couldn�t care less about pedigrees. Despite what Grady thinks, I�m all about family. It�s easy to see that this is a good one.� His gaze included everyone at the table. Then it settled on Burke. �I want to protect my sisters, but I�m not about to put you and yours in jeopardy. This is a nice breather while we decide where we�ll settle. Like I said before, we have a few distant relatives in Oregon, which is where we�re still headed.�
Burke nodded. �If that�s what you really want. But why don�t we at least give you some time to relax and think about it? We�ll talk to the council tomorrow, and maybe they can help you feel out some ideas about how to handle the situation.�
�Sounds good. But let me ask you, what would you have done?�
Burked scratched his chin. �Me? In your place, I�d probably have done the same. You don�t seem too attached to Miami, and I hate friggin� cities. Not enough space to roam. And it�s too goddamn hot down South.� He grinned and winked at Rachel. �Besides, my mate would never let me hang out around all those bikini-clad women. She�s jealous like that.�
�Please.� Rachel rolled her eyes. �As if anyone else would have you.�
The others laughed. Gabby watched the interplay with a strange yearning. She coveted the affection, the warm way Burke treated his mate. Like the loving tenderness Ty gave Julia while still respecting her enough to share decisions.
Gabby hated to admit it, but trying to cut men out of her life hadn�t been helping. She wanted to find someone special. A mate. A male who would make her scream in bed yet cuddle her when she needed it. He�d sit with her through a chick flick and suffer, knowing she�d indulge him during football season.
Every fantasy in her head put her on a couch next to a cat, not a fox, and she had a bad feeling she knew why.
She glanced at Grady�s chair again. When she looked away, she saw Dean watching her with an odd expression.
She tilted her head, waiting for him to say something.
He just smiled and turned to Burke. �You know, all this talk about running and rogue Ac-taw is making me hungry.�
Burke snorted. �Dean, everything makes you hungry.�
�Which is my cue.� Maggie stood and left the table, returning with a tray of dessert. �Now who wants the first piece of my famous cherry pie?�
Dean�s eyes sparkled. Before he could answer, Miles did. �My favorite. I can�t wait to taste it, Maggie.�
Maggie blushed. �I hope you like it.�
�Well, I hope he doesn�t,� her husband said. �Then there�s more for me.�
�I made four of them. One just for you, Joel. My bear has an appetite,� Maggie teased.
�But I always get the first piece of pie,� Dean whined. �I�m the youngest cub here, Rachel. Please?�
Rachel grinned. �Good try. But you look older than Joy and Melissa.�
�Nope. They�re old, just real, real pretty.�
The women shook their heads.
�But I�m a guest,� Miles argued, mischief in his gaze. �Right, Gabby?�
She nodded. �Guests do come before family. It�s only polite.�
She swore she heard Dean mutter, �Vermin,� as he narrowed his eyes at Miles. He caught her looking at him and shot her a bright, overly innocent smile.
�Oh relax, Dean.� She rolled her eyes. �You can have my pie if you�re that hungry.�
�You�re the best, Gabby.� He blew her a kiss.
To her bemusement, Miles glanced between her and Dean with speculation.
Burke sighed. �If you�re done sulking, baby brother, can we please have some dessert?� He raised his voice. �And everyone knows pride leader gets the first piece. What is it with you people?�
Gabby laughed with the others, but her eyes kept straying to Grady�s empty chair.

Chapter Three

After putting in a full day teaching a camp full of grade school kids the art of fly fishing, Grady finished some paperwork in the office, then returned to Cougar Falls tired and worn down. He didn�t exactly look forward to returning home.
He hadn�t seen Gabby in two days. She�d been visiting a few of her fox friends and had stayed off the ranch. Miles and his family had decided to give it a good week before they made a decision about staying or going. So everywhere Grady walked, he found himself tripping over a Bermin. He hadn�t had a chance to �help� Miles with anything, either. So much for Rachel�s grand plan of getting everyone else gone while he and Gabby bonded. Although not putting his fist through Miles�s face should count for something. He thought he�d shown remarkable restraint.
Pulling his truck past the main house, he noted Burke�s, Rachel�s and Dean�s vehicles. Maggie and Joel were on vacation, and God knew where Monty had holed up on a Saturday night. Probably sniffing around that pretty she-wolf he�d taken a liking to. Grady continued down the winding dirt road over their land and passed several cabins now belonging to Monty, Ty�s brood and a few of their new guests. Most of the felines had chosen to remain in the big house, but Stacey and Miles preferred the cabins. No doubt they wanted to get away from the unsophisticated members of the Cougar Falls pride.
His attention lit on Gabby�s cabin. His heartbeat sped up when he noticed the lights on inside. Part of him wanted to drop by to see her, but he wasn�t in any condition for company just now. He needed a shower, some food and to get laid. Not necessarily in that order, but since the third option was out, a shower sounded doable.
Continuing not even a quarter mile down the dirt road to his place, he slowed when he saw Gabby approaching from the opposite direction. She must have been out for a walk. The direction from which she came was nothing but grassy fields and a stream that cut through the property. A few trees bordered the area, but the larger grouping of them sat behind Gabby�s cabin. He faced mountains when he looked out his back window. She saw trees.
Her attention seemed fixed on his cabin. Had she been going to meet him?
And then she saw him in the truck and hurried toward him. At the same time, his cell phone rang.
�Yeah?� he answered it and slowed the truck to a crawl.
Dean spoke in a rush, breathing hard. �Oh man. Look bro, you�ll thank me for this later. Just play along with whatever Gabby says, okay?�
�Huh?�
�Gotta go.� Dean hung up.
Grady disconnected and put the phone on the seat next to him. When he reached his cabin, he parked the truck. He took a step outside and had just slammed the door closed when Gabby plastered herself against his chest.
�Whoa.�
Her strong arms wrapped around his waist, and he felt every inch of her curves, from her full breasts to her long, toned legs. Good Christ, was he dreaming?
His erection rose and refused to quit.
She drew in a soft breath when she felt it but didn�t move. What to make of that?
�Not that this isn�t great, but Gabby? You okay, honey?�
She squeezed him hard once, then let him go. �Could you walk me home? There�s something I need to say to you, and it would be best away from here.�
Confused but knowing his idiot brother had something to do with this, he let Gabby lead him away from his cabin. She held his hand, her smaller, softer fingers entwined with his. Dope that he was, he felt waves of affection roll through his body. Her scent whispered to him of belonging, sex and hunger. He wanted to purr and had to forcibly concentrate to stop himself.
�What�s going on?� he asked when he could catch his breath. A loud moan and a male bellow of satisfaction broke the quiet around them.
He stopped in his tracks. The sound had come from his cabin.
�No, no. Come on.� Gabby increased her pace, all but dragging him with her as the moans continued�noises magnified by Ac-taw hearing. By the sound of her, the female making those sexy noises was having a damn fine time.
They reached Gabby�s cabin but didn�t stop there. She pulled him inside and closed the door behind them.
Curious as to the changes she�d made in the short time she�d been living there, he glanced around and smiled. �This place looks like you.� The comfortable, three-bedroom cabin had a generous bathroom, a small kitchen and a living room with a fireplace. Simple yet functional. But under Gabby�s hands, the place shone like a designer showplace. Light fabrics framed the two large windows in the front of the cabin. The kitchen had been done in white and apple green, which made the whole space look bigger. His own kitchen had dark, wooden cabinets and looked tiny.
Her living room had a few throw rugs, a comfy-looking couch and a small television. Neat and organized, the whole cabin even smelled fresh. Did the woman not know how to make a mess?
He turned to tell her how much he liked it when he noted her sober expression.
�What�s wrong? It�s okay, you can tell me.� He needed to ease her worry, to make everything better. She felt like his to protect, as if he�d already claimed her. Knowing something bothered her made the hairs on the back of his neck stand on end.
�Grady, I think we should sit.� She sat on the couch and patted the space next to her.
Not one to let an opportunity go by, he hurried to join her.
�There�s something you should know.� She paused and bit her lower lip. So fucking sexy, those lips. He�d seen them wrapped around his cock in dreams for months. �It�s about someone you care about.�
He wondered if she�d been with a lot of guys. To his shock, he didn�t care. So long as she was only with him now. No one else but him from here on out. His gaze fell to her breasts. Would her nipples be rosy or pale pink? Would she be sensitive there when he sucked her?
�It�s Joy. She�s found someone else.�
�Joy, right.� God, he could almost taste her. He imagined kissing those breasts, then licking the smooth skin down her belly to her pussy. Man, he�d�
�Grady, listen to me,� she snapped. �This isn�t easy, and I shouldn�t have to be the one to tell you this. But Joy isn�t yours anymore.�
�Not mine. What?� He stared at her, not sure what the hell she meant. �What are you saying?�
She blew out a breath. �I know you and Joy have real feelings for each other. That you were going to ask her to consider staying instead of moving on to Oregon.� She swallowed hard. �Dean told me all about it. But Grady, I think she�s found someone else.�
He wondered what the hell kind of story Dean had fabricated. And why.
Gabby patted his knees. Commiserating with him about Joy?
�So you�re saying Joy isn�t mine anymore. If she ever was,� he said slowly. She nodded. He started to piece the puzzle together. �That moaning I heard earlier, from my cabin.�
Gabby blinked and he saw the sheen of tears. �That was her. She was probably waiting to tell you herself, but then he came.�
�Who?�
She took his hand in hers and squeezed. �Just remember, family is what matters in the end.�
He suddenly understood. �Oh hell. Dean and Joy?� He could just imagine how Burke and Miles would feel knowing Dean was screwing Joy. The feisty little cat had made a few overtures toward him the last time she�d been in town, but as a joke. He�d never thought of her as anything other than a little sister, and she�d never treated him as anything more than a platonic friend. Trust Dean to hook up with her. And only a few days after the tourist in waders. His brother was turning into a whore.
�Are you okay?�
�I don�t know.� How the hell was Dean hooking up with Joy supposed to help him? Then again, Gabby was finally paying him real attention. Touching him, holding his hand. Okay, right. The sympathy card. It had worked for Dean before.
Maybe Dean wasn�t the dumbest one in the family after all.
He looked away, gently pulled his hand from hers and stood. Needing to show some reaction to the thought of his beloved Joy with his asshole brother, he paced away from her and stared out the window. He had to get the right balance of sadness and anger so as not to blow this. Then he had to beat feet and find Dean and Joy. What the hell were they thinking having sex? Or was this all an act for Gabby�s benefit?
He felt a small touch on his back, and his body flared to life once more.
�It�ll be okay, Grady. This happened to me once. It sucks, but you move on. I don�t think Joy and Dean meant to hurt you. Sometimes love just happens.�
He turned around and looked down at her. �You think?� Would that explain why he had trouble eating and sleeping? Why he couldn�t think about another woman, not when she was so close, yet so far from him? Why the sight of dark red hair turned him on like nobody�s business? �You ever been in love, Gabby?�
She shook her head, and he felt worlds better. �No, but it still hurt when the guy I was with found someone else. I found out the hard way, kind of like you just did.� He found the sudden flush on her cheeks entrancing. �Dean had told me they couldn�t meet in the main house, where he and Joy are staying. So they were going to use your place to talk.� She cleared her throat, obviously remembering the moaning they�d both heard. �He�s planning to tell you about them. He�s just trying to find the right words.�
Her sympathy made him feel like a real shit for lying to her, even though it hadn�t been his lie to start with. Then he remembered Miles leering at her, the foxes and other assholes in town constantly bothering her for dates. All�s fair in love and war, he told himself. Besides, the woman was part fox. They were just as shifty and tricky as coyotes. If he didn�t find a way to corner her and tie her down, he�d lose her for sure.
�Thanks for being here with me, Gabby.� He paused. Would he be pushing it? Hell, he didn�t care. He wanted to touch her again, so he reached for her hand. �I�d really appreciate it if you didn�t mention this to anyone. It�s kind of embarrassing.�
She clenched his hand tight, then let him go. �I swear, I won�t say a word. And since you and Joy were keeping it a secret anyway, no one will know she went with Dean after you.�
The little shit. �Right. Dean. He�s my brother, and I love him.� But right now he�s making me look like an ass. Like he could steal a woman from me.
�But he hurt you. I get it. Well, not like that. Julia and Meghan and I never had the same taste in men. And now with both of them married, it�s just me.�
�Guess you�re not angling for Ty.�
She looked horrified.
He grinned, and she smiled with him. �It�s good you can laugh now. Trust me, the pain of this will go away.�
He smothered his laughter. �Right. I hope so.� He coughed and turned away, calling on his acting skills. He couldn�t dance worth shit, but he could lie like a champ. When he turned back to her, he had tears in his eyes. �Gabby? Does it make me a dumbass if I ask you for a hug?�
�You poor thing. Not at all.� She hugged him tight, and he sighed into her embrace. She fit him perfectly. It was heaven and hell at the same time.
When she withdrew, he wanted to cry for real. �Better?�
�I will be, I suppose.�
�Let me get you a beer. You look beat. You worked all day, didn�t you?�
He nodded.
�Go sit down and relax. I�ll be right there. And Grady? You can stay here tonight if you want. I don�t mind.�
He nodded. �Thanks. You�re the best, Gabby.� He turned and found the couch, a huge-ass smile on his face. He composed a mental note to thank Dean tomorrow and made himself comfortable.

Gabby stuck her head in the refrigerator, trying to cool off. Offer comfort, idiot. Stop thinking about what his body feels like. Easy to say, but not so easy to do. Her damn cat wanted to rub up against him, while her fox wanted to curl around him, as close as possible. All this while knowing he had a thing for another woman.
Feeling like a fool but a slave to her libido, she reminded herself Grady wasn�t to blame. The poor man had just learned the cat he�d had feelings for liked his brother better. He�d been hit harder than she had, when she�d walked in on her boyfriend of four months screwing his real estate agent against the wall. So much passion, but it had never been directed at her. She�d been more angry than hurt. And she�d gotten over him pretty fast.
But even then she�d known Clint would never be her mate. From what Dean had told her earlier today, Grady was attached to Joy. They�d spent summers together when they were younger, when the Bermins would visit the Catamount Pride, keeping in touch and making closer bonds. Even though time had passed and Joy didn�t often visit, she and Grady kept in touch. Apparently, so did Dean.
She couldn�t imagine how Grady must feel. She brought the beer to him and stopped in her tracks. He�d taken go sit down and relax to heart. He�d stripped off his boots, socks and shirt and sat back on her couch, his head thrown back, in nothing but jeans.
She had to force her mouth closed and swallowed around a dry throat. She�d never seen a man better put together than Grady Chastell. Though she�d seen him naked enough times�because hell yeah, she�d ogled him like crazy while pretending not to look his way�seeing Grady in nothing but jeans reminded her what was under them.
With his head back, the strong cords of his throat lay bare, and she wanted to sink her canines into the juncture of his throat and neck, to put a mark there for other females to see. For Joy to see.
A low growl eddied within, and she froze. What the hell did she care if he�d had designs on the female? He�d never come on to her, not until Julia had encouraged him to make her feel like a part of the pride.
But maybe she could offer him comfort. A friendly woman who wouldn�t take advantage of his weakened emotional state. Someone not her, apparently, because it was a struggle to make her cat back down. And her fox came up with a dozen devious ways to trick the male into claiming her as mate.
As mate?
�Oh thanks, honey. I appreciate it.� He took the bottle from her stiff fingers.
She followed the motion of his forearm and biceps as they bunched, the muscles sure, strong. He brought the bottle to his lips and guzzled, and his throat worked as he swallowed.
What would his lips feel like against her, she wondered, and frantically slapped her lecherous self for thinking of sex when he was clearly hurting.
He put the half-finished beer on a coaster on her coffee table. Considerate as always. Then he patted the space next to him. �Sit with me, Gabby. You�re good at making me feel better.�
Oh boy, I could make you feel so much better. She eyed his crotch, unable to look away from what seemed like a long, thick erection beneath the denim.
�Gabby?�
Her cat purred at the thought of tasting him there, and the sound vibrated through her chest. How embarrassing. She threw herself onto the couch next to him but gasped when he dragged her onto his lap.
Then he did nothing but hold her tight, his flesh warm and hard beneath her. God, he even smelled good. Her purr grew louder.
�I like that.� He chuckled and tucked her chin under his head. Bad move, because it put her face closer to his throat, and he smelled like every fantasy she�d ever had about sweets, sex and need combined. �So what exactly did Dean tell you about me and Joy?�
Mention of Joy�s name should have dampened her ardor, but it only made her cat and fox that much more determined to erase the woman from his memory.
�N-not much. Just that you two have always been close. Great friends for years, and that seeing her again now, you just knew she was it for you.�
His arms tightened, and she cursed herself for being so tactless. �I don�t think I�d say I knew she was it for me. I like Joy. Hell, I like all the Bermins.�
�Except for Miles.�
He snorted. �That ass�ah, particular cat is not my favorite, no.� He paused. �What about you? Do you like Miles?�
�He seems nice. And you can�t miss how handsome he is, but I don�t know him that well.�
�To anything female, he�s a paragon. But God forbid you don�t wear the right shoes with your pants. He�s a frickin� woman when it comes to clothes.�
She felt him take in a deep breath, his chest rising and falling beneath her.
�Sorry. I mean, you�re not like that. You�re sexy and beautiful, but not into labels. Not like a lot of women I know.�
�You know a lot of women?� she teased. His crack about Miles being like a woman didn�t bother her because he�d called her beautiful. I�m such a moron. Her fox echoed the sentiment. But her stupid cat preened.
Grady chuckled, and she wished she could have seen his face. �Gabby, don�t listen to everything you hear. Sure I�ve dated women. I�m no saint. But I�m ready to settle down. My cat wants to mate a cat. Funny thing is, not just any cat. She has to be right for me.�
She felt so bad for him. She just wished her body would heed his feelings and stop thinking about ways to get those jeans off him. �Maybe Joy wasn�t right for you. I�m not saying she�s a bad person or anything,� she hurried to add. �But sometimes things happen for a reason.�
�Yeah? What about you? I still don�t get why you�re available. I�ve never met anyone like you before.�
�Thanks, I think.�
He shifted and rubbed his chin over her head. �That�s a compliment. I�ve told you a thousand times, but you never believe me. You�re beautiful. All the guys want you, and it has nothing to do with you being able to take on two animal spirits.�
Didn�t it? Where had all her supposed suitors been before?
�Yeah, well they never bothered me before Julia spilled the truth about our family.�
�Maybe because they�re men, and all men are by definition assholes.�
She laughed hard and pulled back to look at him. The sly smile made him that much more handsome. Her fox loved mischief, and Grady had enough in him to have made a fine silver fox. �Aren�t you the one in need of a pep talk?�
His smile faded. �Not really.�
Not really?
�I mean, I do, but this is helping a lot.� He stared at her, looking at her with an intensity that brought her attention to the stiff part of him growing stiffer under her bottom. �I�m sorry I had to dance for you the other night. �Foxy Lady� isn�t one of my better tunes.�
�Um, that�s okay.� She wanted badly to move, but she didn�t want him to think she was paying attention to his arousal. What if she�d reminded him of how he normally held Joy, and that�s why he was hard? Physical stimulation could get most guys off�partners didn�t matter.
�I think Monty and Dean cheated. I lost a bet.�
�Right.�
�Yeah.� He sighed. They continued to stare at one another, and she wasn�t sure, but it felt as if Grady really looked at her. �You�re so nice to me, Gabby. Thanks.�
�It�s okay,� she said, sounding way too breathless. Her nipples hurt, aching to be touched, kissed. God, it had been nearly a year since she�d last had sex. Had to be the reason why she couldn�t think of anything but his mouth right now.
�I want to thank you back. Will you let me?�
�You don�t need to thank me. I�m your friend.�
He frowned.
�What�s wrong?�
The frown faded as quickly as it had appeared. �Nothing. It�s just, I don�t want to piss you off, but I want to� I need to� Hell.�
Before she could ask what was wrong, he kissed her. Three long months of unfulfilled Grady fantasies pushed her cat and fox in front of the woman. They refused to be denied a moment longer.

Grady wanted to punch Dean for putting him in this position as he much as he wanted to thank him. Gabby had comforted him, offered him her home. He loved the damn woman, and she smelled so fucking sweet. The scent of arousal mixed with feline and fox was driving him absolutely crazy.
He wanted nothing more than to thrust up inside her and come, to fill her womb with his seed and let everyone know she belonged to him. But doing it under false pretenses was wrong. So wrong.
Yet the kiss couldn�t be more right. Damn it. He wouldn�t fuck her. But he could do a lot else. Her lips softened under his, but she didn�t relent from pursuing his tongue with her own. Aggressive and demanding, she made his pulse race. His cock throbbed, and he feared losing it right in his pants.
Her hands against his chest and arms rocked his entire world. That she participated in the kiss, that she wanted him, stoked him to new levels of hunger. And then there was the purring. She�d started it, but now he couldn�t stop himself. His chest vibrated, his entire being content now that he finally had this woman in his arms.
But it wasn�t enough. He wanted to feel her need, to taste it.
She moaned when he caught her lower lip in his teeth and nipped. Then he trailed his lips over her cheek to her chin and back, toward her ear. He shifted her silky hair out of the way, all too aware of the need to wrap his hand in the stuff and draw her down his frame. To watch her suck him off while he dominated her body and laid claim to her heart.
�Thank you,� he whispered into her ear before he thrust his tongue inside.
She cried out and rubbed those hard nipples against him. She might as well not have been wearing a top for all the protection her clothes gave her breasts. Heat blossomed between them, and he couldn�t wait.
He shifted her over him so that she straddled his waist. Her position gave her some room, enough for him to push his hands between them. One hand went immediately under her shirt to her bra. He pulled it down and ran his thumb over her nipple, gratified when she growled low and shoved her breast harder into his palm.
�Oh yeah. Touch me. Please.�
�Whatever you want, honey. This is for you. All for you.� I�m for you. Grady withdrew his hands to quickly unfasten her jeans, then returned one hand to her breasts. The other delved down, past her jeans and panties into the heat of her.
He found her slick and hot, and he couldn�t help thrusting up, wishing nothing separated them. But he knew lies stood between them, so he contented himself with pleasing her, hoping she�d forgive him when she found out the truth. He slid a finger over her clit, rubbing the hard nub as he returned to her mouth. Her lips, her breasts and her pussy, all his, finally.
Moaning his pleasure, he thrust a finger inside her and began fucking her with it. She rode him hard, so he added another finger. Her nipples taunted him, her lips tugged at him, and he wanted nothing more than to yell out his feelings. Gabby Easton responded to him as if made for him. Her cat purred and growled. Her fox sniffed at him too, curious and surprisingly accepting. His cat welcomed the attention, which told him what words couldn�t.
Gabby was truly his�she just didn�t know it yet.
Wanting to give her something to remember, to show her he had more than a pitiable situation going for him, he centered his attention on her. All for her.
Grady pulled back from her mouth and watched her face while he excited her. �I want you to come, Gabby. That scent is driving me wild. So hot and spicy. Sexy. Cat and fox. You�re so fucking beautiful. Come for me, baby.�
She opened eyes that had been closed, and he stared into pure gold surrounded by thick lashes. Fucking perfect.
�Yes, Grady. Oh yes. More. Harder.�
He added more pressure to her clit and continued to stab his fingers inside her. It was awkward with her jeans in the way until she rose on her knees, which put her breasts at eye level.
Giving her what she needed had never been more enjoyable. Without asking, he took her nipple in his mouth, clothes and all, and bit down while at the same time he rubbed the heel of his palm over her clit.
She bucked and cried out his name, clamping down on his fingers as warm cream covered his hand. He was on the verge of coming. But something about it seemed wrong. He couldn�t take joy from this� Joy.
Fuck.
He watched her finish, totally, helplessly in love with the woman. His future mate, the cat he�d just brought to orgasm, the same one he�d lied to in order to get here. Oh man.
Hurting and knowing he deserved it, he held tight to his desire and refused to let himself come while he withdrew his hands from her.
�Grady. Oh my God. That was incredible.� She pressed soft kisses over his face. �But you�re still hard. Let me help you.�
�This was for you, Gabby. I�m okay. Really,� he rasped, trying like hell not to look as desperate as he felt.
�No, you�re not. But you will be.� Her eyes were kind, and he felt like the worst type of heel. Until she leaned back and unsnapped his jeans. �I can see your cat, Grady. He�s so hot. So hungry.�
He groaned. He could almost feel her touching him. Christ, he�d come in two seconds. How would that impress her?
The buttons undone, his fly parted, she pushed her hand beneath his jeans and underwear and gripped him.
�Oh fuck,� he whispered and his eyes rolled to the back of his head. �Gabby, I�m gonna come so hard. Take your hand away, baby. It�s okay. This was for you.�
She refused to listen to him as she pumped his thick cock. He watched her watching him teeter on the verge of climax. �Do it, Grady. Come for me.�
For her. Anything she wanted, he�d do. And then she rubbed the underside of his cockhead and licked her lips, and he lost his mind.
�Oh yeah. Gabby, baby. Fuck.� He came hard, thick jets of come shooting over his belly and her hand. His orgasm lasted for what felt like forever, the release more than welcome, a testament to the power she held over him. She milked him dry and then let him go. But he didn�t want her to wipe him off.
He grabbed her hand and shoved it under her shirt. �Wipe it into your skin,� he commanded, his voice low and gravelly, his cat more than ready to come out and claim the hell out of her. �I want to smell me all over you.�
Her eyes wide, she let him wipe his semen over her belly. And then he remembered where his fingers had been. He held his hand up and opened his mouth. He sucked his fingers clean, memorizing her taste.
When he finished, he wiped his hand on his belly, mixing faint remnants of her scent and his come into his own skin. �Thank you, Gabby.� I love you, Gabby.
She nodded and rose on wobbly legs. She didn�t speak but cupped his chin with her hand. The tender moment lengthened between them. Then she left and closed the door of her bedroom behind her.
Trying to gather his thoughts, he stared down at his still semi-hard cock and wondered if he�d made things between them better or worse. Better, because she knew how good sex could be between them, or worse, because she�d learned on a lie.
Tired and too sated to care, he staggered to the bathroom, hastily cleaned himself and found her couch once more. He closed his eyes and dreamed about Gabby. But this time he knew her by scent and taste, and he carried her with him into tomorrow.

Chapter Four

The next morning, the clock continued to tick. Gabby had been dithering by her bedroom door for an hour, wondering if Grady was still out there on the couch. She drew in a deep breath and let it out, knowing she had only herself to blame for the awkward situation in which she now found herself. That�s what you get when you take advantage of a man who�s just been dumped by the woman he loves, idiot.
Though he�d been with her every step of the way, she remembered how vulnerable she�d been when she�d gone through the same thing. Like she didn�t matter, wasn�t good enough. She�d have jumped at the chance for a handsome man to make her feel better, then lamented it the very next day. No, she didn�t fault him for being with her. If anything, she wanted to slap herself for not being a better friend, someone for him to lean on, not screw into oblivion.
She shivered, remembering how hard he�d been, how great those magical fingers and mouth of his had felt on her skin. How the hell could Joy choose Dean over Grady?
Knowing she couldn�t keep putting off the inevitable, she pushed open the door and braced herself, praying she could make it through the morning without going up in flames in embarrassment, or worse, dealing with an aggravated catamount with huge claws. Grady made one impressive, deadly feline.
But instead of the moody/angry/sad man she expected to find on the couch, she saw her pillows neatly stacked and a blanket folded over the arm of the sofa. On the kitchen table, the vase she kept under the sink was filled with wildflowers that made the room smell fresh and sweet. By the vase lay a piece of paper covered with Grady�s masculine scrawl.
Dear Gabby.
I wanted to talk to you in person, but I have the early shift at work today and didn�t want to wake you. I can�t thank you enough for last night. You�re such a generous, caring, beautiful woman. I�m sorry you had to be involved with my mess with Dean. But please don�t regret what happened last night. I don�t. I would have made you something to eat for breakfast, but I can�t cook. I hunt. And I didn�t think a deer carcass on your counter would go with the neat theme you have going on in this place. So accept the flowers and my sincere friendship. And don�t be upset about last night. Really. Because I want to do it again. Just you and me, and for no other reason than we both want to.
Grady
Warmth unfurled, her heart full at the fact Grady not only wasn�t going to be weird about things, but that he wanted to explore more with her. She reread the note several times, lingering over one specific detail. He�d mentioned his problems with Dean and not Joy. She wanted to take that as a good sign. Had Dean been wrong? Perhaps Grady liked Joy a lot, but the thought of permanence had scared him. Gabby had never sensed Grady to be less than an honorable man, and to just jump into bed with her after catching the love of his life with his brother? It didn�t make sense, considering he hadn�t shown any regret about it in his note. Or had she been wrong about him? Was he just another jerk out to get laid and used his breakup with Joy as an excuse? She didn�t want to believe it. Not of Grady.
In any case, not having to face him took a load off her mind, and she readied for work humming under her breath, the scent of wildflowers and the faint reminder of Grady lingering in the air.
Grady Chastell, hunk, incredible lover and wordsmith. Who knew he had it in him?

Grady shoved Dean against the wall again. �Fuckhead. I don�t know whether to thank you or fucking kill you.� He didn�t spare Joy a glance as she watched him pound on his brother. The woman sat on his couch in his living room, dressed in one of his T-shirts, her legs bare, her spiky hair framing a sultry face and lively eyes. But from the look of things, she�d slept alone last night. He didn�t scent Dean on her at all. One problem solved, at least.
�Let go. You�re strangling me.� Dean tried to pry Grady�s fingers from around his throat. �Can�t�breathe��
�Oh geez. Grady, ease up, will you?� Joy sighed. �As entertaining as this is, I have enough problems with crazy cats down South. Another dead body is going to put me in the proverbial doghouse with Miles, big time. I�m only allotted one kill a year according to big brother.�
Grady eased off Dean. They both looked at Joy in surprise. She was normally the easiest to get along with of all the Bermins. Not as shy as Amy, as stuck up as Stacey, or as businesslike as Melissa. She was sexy, friendly and stirred as much desire in Grady as his pregnant sister-in-law now did. He didn�t know why, but he�d never thought of Joy as anything more than a sister.
She rapped on a side table. �Now that I have your attention, listen up. Grady, this is partly my fault. Dean told me how pathetic you�ve been, and I wanted to help.�
�Thanks,� Grady growled at his brother.
�Um, sure. No problem.� Dean squirmed to get free, but Grady locked onto his shirt and didn�t let go. �Come on, bro. I can smell her all over you. It worked, didn�t it?�
�Only because I had to lie to her for some sympathy. Christ, I really am pathetic.� He groaned and released his brother, then slumped against the wall. �When she learns I lied to her, she�s going to hate me. There�s no way this won�t blow up in my face. And she was so sweet. So great.� The thought of losing her made his animal spirit hiss in agitation. Now that he�d had a taste of his mate, he had no intention of letting her go. What a mistake to trust one of Dean�s�Joy�s�schemes.
�Now, now.� Joy eased off the couch and sauntered to his side. �We�ll keep this quiet, just between the three of us.�
�Four,� he corrected, unable to forget Gabby�s participation in this mess. The only bright spot in their harebrained plot.
�Four of us.� Joy nodded.
Next to her, Dean did the same. �I swear, Grady. This will work. The woman is into you. The other night at dinner, after you left, she stared at your empty chair for the rest of the meal. And whenever you�re around, she sneaks glances. Right, Joy?�
�Yeah. Even I noticed. I don�t know why she hasn�t gone out with you. Although that dance number I heard about might have thrown her off.�
Grady glared at his brother, who wisely stepped behind the smaller female. �Who the hell hasn�t heard about my bet from hell?�
Dean snorted. �Not my problem you suck at cards and can�t dance.�
Grady nudged Joy aside and leaped at his brother, who swore but couldn�t move fast enough to dodge Grady. He had Dean in a headlock and was about to smash his face into the ground when his cell phone rang.
�Shit. What time is it?� he asked, panting.
�Eight-thirty,� Joy answered, too perky for words.
�Hell. I�m supposed to cover for Monty today.� A stellar idea popped into his brain as he rubbed Dean�s face into the rug. �But since you put me in this mess, you�re going to help me out of it. You cover for me for the next few days. I need time to fix this.�
�Fix what?� Dean asked. �This setup couldn�t be more perfect.�
�I have to try to convince Gabby I�m not such a dick that I�d jump into bed with her after finding you doing my soulmate.� He sneered. �Could you have come up with a worse story to get us together?� He included Joy in his distaste.
She had the nerve to look sorry.
�I�ll do it,� Dean mumbled against the braided rug. �Swear.�
�And you�ll stop interfering. Say it.�
�I�ll stop interfering. Joy too.� Dean turned his face and gasped. �Just trying to help, you big pussy.�
Joy�s muffled laughter didn�t improve Grady�s mood, but the idea of having time to be with Gabby soothed his annoyed cat.
He moved off his younger brother and stalked away. �I�m hitting the shower. You two make sure you both steer clear of Gabby. I don�t need you telling her more lies and getting me in more trouble with her. And for God�s sake, don�t let Miles hear you�re having sex.� He stopped and turned to face them. �That was something you made up, right?�
The horror on their faces relieved him.
�He�s like a brother. No offense, Dean, but gross.�
�She�s like an annoying little sister. Ew.�
�Annoying?� Joy turned on Dean and proceeded to chew him out.
Although they�d created a major hurdle to overcome, Grady finally had the opportunity he�d been dying for�to mate the woman he loved. The future he wanted seemed suddenly within reach.
With a smile, he headed for the shower and tried to figure out where to go from here. Flowers. Check. A note explaining how much he still wanted her. Check. Hmm. Now how to get in bed with Gabby and not look like a rebound guy or an asshole just out for sex. That would take some real planning�

�I followed the credit cards, like you said.� Ronnie Gates sniffed at the waitress who passed him by and winked at her, pleased to see her flush. He�d just taken her up against the wall in the closet. A hard fuck for that little gal would more than serve as her tip. Not a bad ride, but he�d had better.
The chuckle at his ear pleased him, and he smiled into the phone, wishing his brother could see him. �He�s in Cougar Falls,� he continued in a low voice, �with those asshole Chastells, no doubt.�
Lex, his pride leader, brother and the man he idolized like no other, agreed. �Burke is a favorite of Dad�s, so he won�t be easy to deal with. Bermin and those sluts will have been crying about running away, so the cats will be forewarned. If we have to take them in Cougar Falls, we�ll need to slip inside and smuggle them out. I want the women unharmed, mostly.�
�But not untouched,� Ronnie corrected.
�Just Stacey. The others are fair game.�
Ronnie grinned, and a young man sitting nearby quickly looked away. Good to know some people had respect for the top predators in this world. �When are the others coming?�
�I�ll have Quince and a dozen cats on a plane in a few days. I want you to wait and watch. With any luck, Miles and the girls won�t stay. He has family scattered around the Northwest, and we know the fucker is all about family.� He sneered, no doubt remembering how fiercely Miles had fought to free his siblings from Lex�s grasp. �If we don�t have to rip them out of Cougar Falls, we won�t. The fewer Ac-taw involved in this, the better.�
�Yeah.�
�If they move out sooner, call me. I�ll give them �til the end of the week before we nail them. Whatever you do, Ronnie, don�t let them see you.� The deep growl over the phone sent shivers down Ronnie�s spine. Even though he and Lex were brothers, there was a definite pecking order in the pride. Lex was king, and he never let anyone forget it.
�I won�t. I swear.� Ronnie ran a hand over his brow, tracing the scar he�d had since the day he and Lex had first met. The scar was a reminder to obey without question. That or face sure death.
�I know. I trust you, brother mine. That�s why you�re in Montana and Quince is here helping me with the rest of the dickheads who think they can tell me no. Fucking Miles stirred up a heap of trouble he�s going to pay for.� Lex spoke to someone else then returned to Ronnie. �Don�t fuck it up. I need those females. Just remember, Stacey Bermin is mine.�
As if Ronnie needed to be told that. When hadn�t his brother lusted after the high and mighty bitch? �Sure thing. No worries. I got this, Lex. And if the Chastells stick their noses in too far, we�ll cut them off, right?�
Lex chuckled. �Right. Good to know we think alike.�
No words could have made Ronnie prouder. �I�ll keep in touch. I�m just finishing breakfast, then I�ll set up watch near Glacier National Park.� He caught the waitress�s eye. He had time for another fuck, especially if he simply had to wait and watch. No way would Miles and that harem of pussy move with speed, not with the asshole�s sisters dragging their fine asses.
And speaking of asses� He gave the waitress a nod and glanced at the back of the diner. Wouldn�t she be a lucky girl? As fortunate as Stacey and her pretty little sisters were going to be once he found them and dragged them back home, where they belonged.
�Good luck.� Lex disconnected, and Ronnie tucked his phone away.
He ordered another omelet and headed for the restroom. Before he reached it, he ducked into the utility closet where the hot young blonde waited for him. He glanced at her nametag. Right. Becky. When Becky smiled and opened her blouse, he smiled back. What a beautiful day.

Monday evening, Grady found Gabby downtown at her shop on Main Street. Gabby�s Greats, a sewing place that seemed to thrive, catered mostly to folks�women�needing curtains and alterations. But men generated a bit of her business as well. He nodded to a few male foxes leaving the store with frowns and did his best not to grin. She�s mine, assholes. Get lost.
One of them curled his lip at Grady. Instead of returning the sentiment, Grady winked and let him pass.
�Lousy cats,� the fox muttered.
Grady knew the bastards were jealous Gabby had gone to live at the pride. If the foxes hadn�t been so snooty, she probably would have stayed with her clan. But too many of them preferred full-blooded foxes to half-breeds. Burke didn�t give a shit what you were, so long as you had decent sense and a backbone to defend the pride. In that he truly respected his brother.
He stepped through the front door and caught her scent without even trying. The moment his feet hit the tile, she swung from a customer to face him. Her face turned a pretty shade of pink before she smiled down at the older raptor fingering a bolt of fabric on the counter between them.
�There you go, Millie.� Gabby�s husky voice aroused him every time. Sex and sin all wrapped up in a redhead with a smile to die for. �Now remember, I give you this, I get free ice cream through the summer.�
Not a bad deal. Millie owned the local ice cream parlor, and with the weather finally heating up, it was a bitch fighting all the kids to get a cone. He cleared his throat and nodded in Millie�s direction.
Gabby didn�t quite smother a smile. �Oh and a free cone for Grady too.�
Millie turned to look at him, no doubt remembering all the trouble he�d caused when younger. Damn Dean. As usual, he�d have gotten away with a helluva lot more if his little brother hadn�t been tagging along all the time.
�Grady Chastell, eh? This big galoot hasn�t been bothering you too much, has he?� The old bird had a twinkle in her eye that meant trouble.
He gave her a wide smile and sidestepped a few older she-bears with big ears and roving hands. Fortunately they seemed to be leaving, so only Millie remained. �Now, Millie. Is that any way to talk to a man who�s had a crush on you since he could walk?� He took her frail hand in his, kissed it and pressed it to his heart, aware of Gabby watching him with wide eyes. �You gave me my first peppermint stick. How could I not love you?�
Millie flushed and shoved him away, but not before squeezing his hand in hers first. �Oh please. Boy has less sense than looks, I can tell you that. But those looks, whooee. Gotta love those cat eyes, eh, Gabby? And he�s got that strong Chastell blood.� She turned to Gabby and in a conspiratorial tone said, �Everyone thinks Burke is the dangerous one, but Grady�s the one to watch. He�s tricky, like a fox. He�ll ease his way into your confidence, then pounce.�
�And then it�s too late.� He wiggled his brows and had both women laughing. �You need help with that, Millie?� He pointed to the fabric.
She shook her head. �No. I�ll leave it here and have someone pick it up for me tomorrow. You kids have a nice night. Grady Chastell, behave yourself.� She gave him a stern frown, but the smile in her eyes took a great deal of the sting from it. �Bye, Gabby.�
�Millie.�
He and Gabby stood in silence, watching Millie take her sweet-ass time leaving the store. Grady had to grin. He�d seen the older woman move like lightning when she wanted to, despite her advanced years.
When she finally departed, he turned to see Gabby watching him, that blush still riding her cheeks.
�So you�� he said just as she said, �How was your�� They laughed together.
God, could she get any prettier? Gabby wore her silky hair pulled back in a ponytail. Wisps had escaped the band and framed her face, making her look like a tired pixie who wanted to have mischief on her mind but hadn�t the energy to do much. He swore he could see her fox sizing him up, then her cat taking his measure. He wanted to go hunting with her, racing through the woods as cats and then watching her shift into her fox form, all sleek and silver and red.
�You first,� she said softly.
�Oh um. Yeah.� He felt like a fool, unable to think of anything else to say but, �You�re pretty.�
�Thanks.�
They stared at one another. He wondered if she remembered how good it had been between them. If only that was all he could remember, he could have chalked up his attraction to chemistry. But everything about her made him soft inside. Hearing her laugh, seeing her interact with Millie, watching her eyes light up with joy when she pleased others�
�What�s wrong?� She frowned. �Are you okay?� Gabby glanced away from him, then back. �Is it Joy?�
Joy. Fuck. The truth swam between them, an ugly reminder that he had the situation with Joy to make right. Gabby had just handed him an opportunity to wipe the slate clean.
But as he stared into her whiskey-brown eyes, he couldn�t do it. Not yet. Not until he�d made them strong enough as a couple to withstand the small fib. �Ah, no. Not at all. I just don�t want to screw up my chances with you.�
She raised a brow. �Chances?�
�For a movie and dinner. That�s all.� He put on his best smile. �I swear. That�s all.� Unless you want more. �I was thinking we�ve been living in the pride together for three months but we don�t know each other too well. And I owe you for Saturday night.�
�Excuse me?�
Christ. Every time he opened his mouth around her, he insulted her without meaning to. �Gabby, I�m usually pretty good with words. Just give me a minute.�
�Your note yesterday morning was nice.�
�Yeah, well, maybe I should go outside and write you another one. Then you could read it and we could go out. On a date. Together.�
She said nothing, probably waiting to see how far he could shove his foot in his mouth.
�I�d like to get to know you. In bed, sure. I�m not stupid.� He chuckled. �But out of bed too. I think we�d like each other if we knew each other better. And about the other night�� He had to get this right. �Let�s just forget all about Joy and Dean and everything, okay? Pretend they don�t exist. Because you and me, that was never about them. It was about us. You were there for me when I needed you, and I�ll never forget it.� He gently rubbed her shoulder, constantly amazed at the delicate grace of her build and the strength of muscle within.
She coughed into her hand but didn�t step away from him. �I� So you�re not upset about what happened at my place? I felt really bad that I�d taken advantage of you.�
The woman had to be joking. �No way. I didn�t want you to think I took advantage of you. You know, you being all generous and then I make a move. Joy isn�t�� What you think she is. She�s a conniving feline like my devious brother. �She�s not important, Gabby.�
What looked like relief flitted over her features. �Okay then.� She stepped back, and he regretfully let her go. �I�ll get my purse and jacket and we can head to dinner.�
�My treat,� he promised.
�With that offer, how can I refuse?�

This is so, so bad. In the raptor-run restaurant a block down the street, Gabby smiled and tried to focus on Grady�s words, not the firm lips shaping them. If anything, the distance from him the past two days had made her need even worse. It was like he�d awakened an inferno of lust inside her and she needed him to put out the flames. She hadn�t paid any attention to the men who�d come to visit her today. Even Miles, who�d stopped by her store to check out the new places in town, hadn�t turned her head.
Knowing how Grady tasted, how he felt in her hand, made it hard to do more than sigh at him. And then to watch him flirt with Millie, to tease her yet treat her with respect, to witness him gracefully sidestep the aggravating she-bears with ease without making a scene. She liked him more and more. There had to be something wrong with him�aside from the fact he couldn�t dance.
�Why are you looking at me like that?� He sounded wary.
�You�re awfully nice.�
He nearly choked on the swallow of beer he�d taken. �Nice?�
�Yeah. I�m trying to match this version of Grady with the man who taped a honk if you want me to make you purr note to the back of Burke�s pickup last week. Or the man who left his inebriated baby brother, naked as a jaybird, in front of Sonia Daly�s house.� Sonia was an older raptor who liked her men young and handsome. And drunk.
�I have no idea what you�re talking about.� He struggled to hide a grin and stared at his half-eaten plate of food.
�And last month. Who was it that dressed a stuffed animal�a dog, not even a wolf�in Monty�s sunglasses, covered the thing with his clothes and scent, and sent him to Sophie?�
�Sophie who?�
�She told me the note promised hot nights with Scooby if she played her cards right.� Scooby. She grinned at the remembrance. Monty had been more than pissed at the time, while Sophie had thought it hilarious.
�Gabby, I�m hurt. How could you think I would do any of those horrible things?� The snort of laughter gave him away.
She joined him, and they laughed so hard they annoyed the wolves, bears and raptors trying to have a romantic dinner nearby.
A waitress came over to see what the fuss was about. Gabby started to apologize but stopped when she saw who�d come to inquire. �Sonia Daly?� she squeaked.
�Yeah.� She looked Grady up and down. �Hey Chastell, you tell your brother I�m still waiting on that date he promised me.�
�Yes, ma�am.� They waited until she left, looked at one another and burst into laughter again.
Grady didn�t wait for management to kick them out. He plunked some cash onto the table, grabbed her hand and dragged her out of the restaurant, still trying to catch her breath.
They stopped a few stores down from the restaurant. She turned to say something when their gazes caught. That tingle in her belly turned into an outright flutter of something special. Something warm and happy and right. Then he sighed her name and took her in his arms.
With the shared press of their lips, she fell headlong into love.

Chapter Five

Gabby dreamed about that kiss in the days that followed. She�d gone to a movie with Grady after that perfect peck. They still laughed about Sonia, and she thought it just one more point in Grady�s favor that he could love his brother after what Dean and Joy had done to him. How incredibly unselfish to put love and his sibling ahead of his own wants and needs.
But from what she�d seen, Grady�s wants included her. Now all his compliments and sly come-ons intrigued her, because she knew they were sincere. Her brother-in-law didn�t like them one bit, so she knew Grady wasn�t doing her family any favors by showing her so much attention. They didn�t spend much time together in front of the others, wanting to keep their new relationship special, just between them. She hadn�t seen much of Dean or Joy either but chalked up their absences as fortunate happenstance. Though Miles had given her and Grady a few odd looks, the rest of the pride ignored them in favor of the danger plaguing the Bermins. Apparently the threat in Miami might well follow them here.
Miles wanted to leave with his sisters, but Burke and the others�Grady too, to her surprise�rejected the idea. Miles and his sisters, they�d argued, would be safer among the Ac-taw at Cougar Falls. Gabby agreed, though she�d talked to Julia privately about making sure to stick close to Ty and the others. It didn�t need to be said Gabby would defend her unborn niece or nephew with everything she had.
Which reminded her�Ty and Julia had gone out on a date, leaving her free to meet Grady for a run tonight. Their first time running together in animal form.
In the four days since their first big date, they�d done coffee and played board games, which had been much more fun than she�d expected. Grady didn�t like to lose, and neither did she. They�d had a few rounds of miniature golf the night before last, followed by free ice cream at Millie�s. Last night they�d taken a break, because she had a few orders she had to work on. And now, Friday night, the weather cool yet not cold, Gabby rejected her old friend, the television, in favor of a run with a sexy Shifter due to meet her at any moment.
Excited yet nervous, she didn�t know which form to take. Both her animal spirits longed for freedom and to feel the earth under their paws. For years she�d exercised her fox but had to hide her cat, not wanting others to know of her dual nature. With the truth now out, it shouldn�t matter. So why did she worry what Grady would think?
Would her differences, seen up close and personal, put him off? Worse, would her fox try to make a move on the cat she already considered her own? He�d seen her as a cat a few times since she�d moved in with the pride. But they�d never turned together, naked flesh into fur.
She had goose bumps just thinking about seeing Grady�s finer-than-fine body again.
A faint noise startled her as she moved deeper into the woods, to the spot he�d shown her the day before, a good distance from the cabins but clearly still on the Catamount Ranch. She lifted her nose but didn�t smell anything off, unless an intruder stood upwind. Yet she heard nothing more and chalked up the noise to a curious rodent.
The sun had just begun to set, and shafts of warm gold filtered through the trees, lighting up paths of green and brown. A shimmer of magic settled on the air, as if the very earth knew tonight would be special. Gabby wanted Grady. She�d always liked him, but these intense feelings for the man grew stronger the more time she spent with him.
A rustling from behind alerted her to company. Grady walked free of the trees and held out a pink rose. �I�d have gotten you red, but I know how much you like pink.� He handed it to her and kissed her lightly on the lips.
The frequent touches and kisses impacted her on so many levels. She knew it was only a matter of time before they made love. Not quick gratification or a coming together mired in desperation, but a long, leisurely time spent exploring one another. If she had anything to say about it, tonight would be the night.
She smiled and stepped back. �You seem to know an awful lot about me, Grady Chastell.� The rose smelled sweet, and she inhaled its fragrant perfume.
�You like to read, watch chick flicks, and you�re really into the color pink, which is odd considering you�re not a girly girl. But I have to admit, you look good in it.�
�Not a girly girl? What does that mean?� Was she not feminine enough?
He grinned. �Remember, honey, I�ve seen you maul Hunters. Does that make me a weirdo that it turned me on?�
She flushed.
�See? There�s that pink I like so much on you. Maybe it�s my favorite color too.�
�Shut up.�
He chuckled and started unbuttoning his shirt. Mesmerized, she watched those long fingers release each button, exposing a broad chest corded with muscle. No chest hair on him, like most of the Ac-taw.
The wind blew his sandy brown hair, which looked in need of a cut. But she liked it a bit long. Wild, like the cat before her.
�Don�t make me get naked all by myself,� he said in a deep voice. �I�ve been looking forward to this all week.� His amber eyes glinted with heat. �Besides, nudity is no big deal to our kind.�
�Right,� she drawled and tried not to let her hands shake as she gripped the bottom of her long-sleeved henley. �And that�s why you have no problem flaunting your ass around the ranch. Because you�re so comfortable letting everyone see your manly parts.�
�Hell, Gabby. Nobody cares what I look like. The other females are mated, and the guys are just guys. It�s not everyone I want to see me. Just one stubborn, foxy feline who�s spent the past few months ignoring me.�
She would have asked exactly what he meant by that when he shucked off his shirt, toed off his boots and dropped his jeans. He wore nothing underneath. As before, when around her, he seemed perpetually hard. And God, what a sight. Grady Chastell naked was a walking piece of temptation.
�Oh yeah. I definitely need to not be the only one naked right now.� He winked at her, finally catching her gaze when she glanced away from his cock.
�You�re enticing me on purpose.� She wanted to be annoyed at his flagrant attempt to discomfit her, but she liked looking at him too much.
�Why? Is it working?�
She shook her head, laughing, and took off her shirt. Like him, she removed her shoes and pants but remained standing in her underclothes.
�Gabby.� He swallowed as he studied her from head to toe. �You are without a doubt the most beautiful woman I know.�
�Grady.�
�Seriously.� He took a deep breath and let it out. �But I�m trying to be a gentleman. And it�s really, really hard.�
�I can see that.� To her astonishment, his cheeks turned pink. �Grady, you�re blushing.� Delighted, she laughed. �You�re right. Pink is my favorite color.�
�Woman, quit making fun of me. Get naked and shift before I forget myself and we get busy right here, right now. You can see I�m up for it.� He inhaled and his grin widened. �From the scent of things, I�d say you�re more than ready as well.�
She couldn�t control her arousal around Grady, and knowing he knew it only made it worse. �Well? Are we going to shift or what?� She quickly stepped out of her panties and unhooked and dropped her bra.
�I�m for or what. God, I want you, baby. So much.� His eyes shifted, the pupils slit, as his cat took prominence. His fingernails sharpened, and the hint of fangs showed when he opened his mouth to better catch her scent. Then he seemed to bear down on the shift and forced himself to return to human.
�L-let�s run first.� She paused. �Does it matter which one?�
He frowned. �Which one�? Oh.� Interest blazed. �I�ve seen your cat and your fox. Both are amazing to me. You pick. We�ll run enough that you can exercise both.� He said something uncomplimentary about her aunt and uncle. �Hiding who you are was a terrible thing for them to do.�
She agreed. It had taken her years to ignore what her relatives said about her ability to become not only a fox, but a cat as well. Feline like her father, vulpine like her mother. Gabby wasn�t cursed. According to the town, she�d been blessed. Trust her obnoxious aunt and uncle to try to ruin a good thing for her.
�Okay. Here goes.� She let her animal spirits decide. The cat won out, only because she�d been closeted for far too long. Now the animal took every opportunity to show off her lean lines, the reddish coat a shade darker than Grady�s golden pelt. She felt the change overcome her and eased onto the ground on all fours. A blurring, warmth, and then her claws dug into the ground. The rich earth welcomed her roughened paws, while the scent of wildflowers, animal spoor and verdant evergreens encouraged her feline senses to explore. But all of that paled in comparison to the ripe, masculine scent of a male she intended to mate�make love to, she corrected her cat.
�Man, I love seeing that.� Grady grinned and followed suit, moving to his hands and knees. A shimmer of fur covered him in seconds, and he blinked those large, golden eyes at her.
�Ready to run, beautiful?� he asked in the way of the Ac-taw. When shifted, Ac-taw spoke to each other with their animals� nonverbal cues, augmented by a telepathic ability. If the bond between Ac-taw was strong enough, they could telepathically communicate from human to animal as well. Gabby wondered if she and Grady could manage that. And if they could, what it might mean.
She flicked her tail, her whiskers twitching as the scent of a deer beyond the trees found her. �See if you can keep up, hot shot.� She darted into the woods, his low growl of laughter close behind.
The stretch of sinew and muscle felt amazing. She used every rock and tree root to her advantage, pushing off with her strong legs to maximize speed. The deer drew her, a prize to be won when�not if�she beat Grady to the animal.
She heard him close by and changed her angle to cut him off. When they hit an open area, she jumped over him to avoid knocking him over. Talk about fast. She thought she�d had an edge over him, having started first.
�Did I mention the winner gets the loser to dance for her?� she teased.
He showed his teeth before disappearing between the hemlocks and cedars once more. Loving the chase, she ran with abandon, determined to outdo her competitor. She wanted to show him just what she could do, her feline instinct to make him work to beat her as strong as her human compulsion to impress the man.
They didn�t use stealth when approaching their prey, so it was no surprise when the deer fled before they�d reached where it had been grazing. But having so much fun, Gabby didn�t care. She and Grady panted and took a short rest, eyeing one another in challenge.
Gabby pretended to stretch, but when Grady would have pounced, she darted away, running headlong into the trees once more. �Race you to the sunning rock.� A small, flat boulder the cats used to take in the overhead sun, it was a favorite spot of Grady�s he�d shared with her after she�d moved to the ranch.
�You�re on. I want that dance.� He threaded his way behind her, most likely keeping himself deliberately behind.
She liked that Grady could be devious. His pranks, his sense of humor, his need to win�all of it suited her. But she wanted more. They�d danced around each other long enough. She wanted to feel him inside her, to join with her completely. Her cat loved the idea, so she increased her reach, racing like the wind until she could no longer hear Grady behind her, intent on reaching the sunning rock first.
Except when she leaped up, she saw the cocky cat lazing on the rock, his head on his paws, completely at rest.
�Bastard.� She panted, still unsure how he�d beaten her. Gabby liked to think of herself as fast. Only Julia could beat her in a race, but that was fox to fox.
He yawned and blinked up at her. �Oh Gabby. Didn�t see you there.� His eyes glinted with mirth.
She compared herself to him, her smaller size, her reddish color, which complemented his tawny coat, and knew the time had come. She jumped up and stretched out next to him, then rubbed her body against his, less for companionship than because she wanted to spread her scent. This desire she had for Grady hadn�t abated. If anything, it had grown.
His lazy attitude vanished from one heartbeat to the next. The large male rubbed back against her, encouraging the contact. They rose to their feet. Her tail grazed him. He circled behind her. The feline inside her rumbled her pleasure. And then Grady rose over her.
The animal mating ended in moments, the physical copulation quick and repetitive�a fact her cat acknowledged before letting the satisfaction ease her firm grip on Gabby�s psyche, allowing the human aspect of her to regain control.
After Grady eased from her body and lay back on the rock, panting, she turned and regarded him with a woman�s need.
In tune with one another, they shifted back to human.
�Sorry. I meant to take my time, but my cat didn�t want to wait.� The man didn�t intend to wait either, if his growing erection was anything to go by. Though he�d just come, Grady, the man, seemed ready to go again.
She lay next to him on the warm rock. �That�s okay. I don�t think mine wanted to wait either.�
He pulled her into his arms so that he lay on his back, and she draped over him like a blanket. Where they touched, heat flared between them.
�This is what I�ve been waiting for.� He pulled her down for a kiss, his mouth taking charge and fogging her brain with unwavering lust. His hands stroked her back, then cupped her breasts.
He pinched her nipples and toyed with her until she couldn�t stand it. And all the while he teased with his tongue, his lips.
�Yeah, that�s it.� He gripped her hips and ground her over his cock. �You�re nice and wet. All for me.�
She couldn�t think, enrapt in his scent, his taste, the feel of him hot and hard beneath her. Grady, all hers. And only hers. Gabby lost herself in the hold of her own possessiveness and nipped him hard on the shoulder.
�Shit. Oh fuck. That�s good.� Trust Grady not to cry out but accept the rough gesture as she�d meant it. While she licked at the spot she�d unintentionally left, he positioned his cock at her entrance and pulled her down onto him.
So thick, so full. He impaled her with his shaft, which felt bigger than it had before. And he didn�t stop. Once seated inside her, he lifted her hips and urged her to ride him.
�Lean up, Gabby. Let me see you,� he rasped.
She couldn�t stop even if she�d wanted to. The desire to have all of him consumed her, and she made love to him with a passion she�d never before felt for anyone.
He palmed her breasts while she took him deep, increasing the speed of their joining until she had what she wanted. When he let go of one breast to reach between them, she moaned his name, praying for relief from this unending ache.
�So beautiful. Come for me, baby. Come hard.�
He put pressure on her clit at the same time he pinched her nipple, and she clamped tight around him as she came. Her orgasm took her to a new plane of pleasure, the scent of her lover mired with hers, a mating dance leading to a permanent bond that should have scared her, but only encouraged her to continue until no part of him remained unclaimed.
Grady swore and let her go, only to grip her hips with bruising fingers as he arched up and filled her once more. �Oh yes, yes. That�s it. Squeeze me, Gabby. Fuck.�
The sight of him in ecstatic agony imprinted onto her mind�he was so handsome, so innately wild and raw beneath her. The play of sunlight and shadow over his muscles entranced her, and she stroked his chest and biceps with the pads of her fingers, pleased at the way his nipples remained hard, like the thick shaft inside her�
�You came inside me.� She should never have had sex without protection, and she knew it. Though Ac-taw were immune to most diseases, pregnancy was always a risk. Yet she didn�t care. She�d claimed this male. He�s mine.
Gabby blinked down at him, caught by his and her mutual purring. �Oh wow. We�re�purring.�
�Content, eh?� He smiled at her and eased his hold on her hips. �Sorry. I lost my head.�
�That�s not all you lost,� she murmured, wondering when she�d start to feel upset that they might very well have made a baby. He�d taken her as an animal, and now as a human. Their scents mixed, a unique smell that would signal to one and all they�d joined in the most elemental and revered of ways.
�You�re finally mine.� The satisfaction in his face gave her pause.
�Yeah, well, you�re mine too.�
Instead of showing worry that he could no longer tomcat around town, the canny male winked at her. �Honey, I�ve been yours since you took a bullet for your sister.� He rubbed her left thigh, where not even a scar remained to indicate she�d been injured. �That kind of courage, inside that gorgeous cat, got my notice.�
He didn�t let her go, but continued to remain inside her.
She leaned down and kissed him again. �You just wanted a cat.�
He frowned when she pulled away. �Bullshit. I could have had any of the cats who are right now sitting around the pride. I wanted you.�
She knew the moment he remembered Joy, because his expression grew shuttered. Before she could say something to ease his pain, he rolled her over and proceeded to love her until she couldn�t move. The man shouldn�t have had the stamina, but he did. Lord, did he.
When he�d wrung another orgasm out of her and had made a real mess again, filling her up, she pleaded for mercy.
�Okay, okay.� She tried to catch her breath, feeling completely boneless. �I give up. You win.�
He grinned down at her, his face flushed with spent passion. �Honey, I�d say we both win.� He sniffed the crook of her neck, then licked her there. �Oh yeah. No going back now.� He opened his mouth to say something else, then froze.
�Grady?�
In seconds he�d pulled out of her and shifted into his cat. �Someone�s out there.�
Gabby turned into her fox without thought, the need for speed and cover overriding her concern about size. �Go. I�ll watch your back.� If they encountered real danger, she�d shift into her larger, more lethal animal.
�Be careful.� Then he screamed in warning at whatever awaited them and took off like a shot.
She followed, relying on her sense of smell and hearing, as her vision wasn�t as good in this form. When Grady stopped a few moments later, she stopped with him. He turned his head and opened his mouth to taste the scent on his tongue.
�Feline, but I don�t know him.� Grady shook his head, his ears back, alert. �He�s gone now, whoever he is. I didn�t detect aggression in his scent, though you never know. I�ll let Burke handle this. We have more important things to do.�
�Like what?� she teased.
�Let�s get back and finish this discussion.� Then his eyes widened when he took a good, hard look at her. He grinned. �You are so cute.�
�Cute? I�m vicious.� As a cat she would have bared her teeth at him, but as a fox, she lacked the facial muscles to do so. Instead, she pounced on his tail and gave him a warning bark.
He chuffed at her and flicked his tail away, but not before she�d nipped it.
�Ouch. Okay, Rambo. Let�s head home.�
Home. With Grady. She liked the sound of that. She trotted next to him, preening as she accepted his flattery and appreciative study. Her fox liked the nimble-tongued feline. And speaking of nimble tongues�
She whispered what she wanted to do with him when they returned, and he nudged her to hurry. She smiled. She couldn�t wait.

From some distance away, he watched them turn and leave, glad he�d had the foresight to roll in the carcass and entrails of the deer he�d killed earlier to mask most of his scent. Stupid to have gotten too close. But he�d wanted to see if the rumors he�d heard were true. Another feline, but one that could shift into a fox as well? Intriguing, and she would definitely be of interest back home. If he planned on telling.
Because Quince had no intention of helping the jackass currently ruining the pride with anything other than dying, and only after he�d seen to his own future�one that included a sexy cat with claws.
He needed to report something though, especially since the female had been claimed by a Chastell. Which brought him to a particularly sore point�Chastell�s bastard younger brother. Now what to do about him�and Joy? He climbed down the tree he�d been hiding in and ignored the urge to mark the spot as his. Instead, he wandered back into the forest, debating how far to take things. Initiative was a wonderful thing, but too much of it could get him killed.

Chapter Six

They spent Saturday making love and having the time of their lives in an upscale bed and breakfast in Whitefish. Grady had gone to great expense to treat Gabby to a romantic weekend away from everyone and everything but him. It had been a magical time he�d never forget, and it had forced him to confront his feelings. He�d decided to tell her the truth�he loved her. The big L. The issue with Joy and Dean could wait. It bothered the hell out of him he had to deal with it, but as soon as he reasoned a way to tell Gabby without looking like a horse�s ass, he�d do it.
There was no way they could hide the mating scent from the others. The thought of flaunting his relationship in front of Miles excited the immature competitor within. �Stupid,� he muttered, wishing he and Gabby could have spent forever sequestered and in love.
But was she in love? He thought so. The way she looked at him, the way she�d loved him with her entire being. He compared her glances to the ones Rachel gave his brother�a pair of cats totally enamored of one another. Gabby never seemed annoyed with him. She got him. She liked that he worked in Whitefish, away from town. She appreciated his close ties to his brothers and that he planned to live in the pride until the day he died. With any luck, they could convert his or her cabin into a place big enough to raise cats. Kits. Whatever.
He hadn�t brought up the question of babies, and he wouldn�t until he confessed how he felt and heard it returned. Sweat covered his brow. What if this was all just fun to her? Some hot sex and light-hearted play? Foxes were devious creatures, after all. Yet he�d scented a deeper bond, hadn�t he? Or was he just overwhelmed by their chemistry? Would their mingled scent fade in time?
Fuck. He needed to talk to Burke, to figure out what the hell he and Gabby really had. He knew what he felt, but the time had come to determine what she felt as well.
Sunday afternoon, he pulled his truck up to her cabin to drop her off. �I�ll meet you back here in an hour, okay?�
She kissed him with a lingering desire that only sparked brighter when they touched. �Sure thing, hot stuff.� She giggled. Actually giggled and flushed that pretty pink. Then she left the truck and entered her house.
Their joined fragrance lingered after, appeasing the feline inside him.
He still worried about her avoidance of anything serious and pondered what that might mean as he drove back home. He�d parked before he realized he wasn�t alone. Unable to avoid him, Grady left his truck and lugged his travel bag onto the porch.
�Well, well. Bad kitty finally comes home.� Monty took a long drag on a beer bottle and pushed himself away from the front door.
Monty. Work. The fishing tour he�d been supposed to take out on the boat this weekend, when he�d been with Gabby instead. �Shit.�
�Yeah, shit. When you didn�t show on Saturday and refused to answer your cell, Dean and I covered for you. Look, I appreciate that you�re finally getting a piece of ass��
Before the wolf could finish his sentence, Grady had him by the throat against the door. �Do not, I repeat, do not ever refer to my mate as a piece of ass.�
Monty choked out an apology and sucked in a breath when Grady dropped him.
�Fucking cat claws.� He winced at the cuts at his throat.
Grady would have felt bad at losing control if Monty hadn�t insulted Gabby, so he said nothing.
The wolf had the grace to know he�d been in the wrong. �Hell. I�m sorry, okay? I didn�t mean anything by it. I like Gabby. You, on the other hand, are a pain in my ass.� Monty braced himself against the wall and stood, fingering his throat. �I was this close�� he put his thumb and forefinger together �� to having Sophie accept an actual date without laughing. From me, you asshole, not Scooby.�
Grady smothered a grin.
�But instead of going out to dinner, I spent my weekend entertaining businessmen fly-fishing.� He sneered. �I hate fish.�
�The Watson group. Sorry about that.� He so wasn�t. �But Gabby and I�we mated. She�s mine.� I think.
�Good God. You mean it. So that scent all over you isn�t just sex. I thought it smelled deeper.�
And if Monty could smell it, the others definitely would. Miles included.
�Well, I�m off. Dean will be by soon enough to tear you a new one.� Monty punched him in the arm. �Next time, dickhead, just call to let us know you�re busy doing whatever with that delightful vixen.� He paused. �For the record, foxes are more dog than cat. Wolves, jackals, foxes. We�re canids, dude.�
Grady grinned. �Please. She�s a fox, a cat and mine. Not a dog, Scooby.�
Monty shot him the finger and walked away, looking awfully graceful for a gray wolf, though Grady didn�t think he�d like knowing that being in the pride was rubbing off on him.
Thinking he�d survived the worst of it, he entered and took a quick shower, wanting to be perfect for Gabby while avoiding his brother at the same time. But when he exited the shower, he found an irritable Dean waiting for him. To make matters worse, Joy stood with him, looking equally annoyed.
He gripped the towel around his waist tight and faced them. How bad could it be?

Gabby decided to surprise Grady. She couldn�t wait to be with him again. No one around here locked doors or windows, so she figured she�d sneak through his bedroom window. When he came out of the shower, he�d find her naked and waiting�and ready to confess. She took a deep breath and let it out slowly. She was going to do it. To admit how she felt, but only after making him say it first. Her fox yapped at her to get on with it already, while her cat wanted to take her time, to play with her prey before going in for the kill.
She took care to be silent as she approached. With any luck, she�d be in bed when he walked back into the room, hopefully sans a towel. Without clothes, the man was a virtual god.
Movement from within showed Grady in the bedroom. She slowed as she approached the window, content that from this angle and half hidden by the curtain that fluttered in the wind, he couldn�t see her. Added to that, she stood downwind, like any smart predator would. A familiar scent hit her. Joy. A female near the man Gabby considered hers. Her hackles rose and she took a step closer when she scented Dean as well. Oh hell. They meant to confront Grady now, on the day she�d planned to pledge her undying love and loyalty? She�d have to do it tomorrow then. No way did she want anything to mar this mating.
She took a sniff of her shoulder, sure there was more to the blended smell than mere sex. Like Julia and Ty, she and Grady had bonded. Hadn�t they? She felt emotionally tied to the man, and physically, well, that was a no-brainer. But he hadn�t said he loved her. To her, that would seal the deal, scent or no scent.
�What the hell do you two want?� Grady asked.
Oh boy. The poor guy. But he had her now. He no longer needed Joy, not since he had a prize like Gabby for the taking. So why did that niggle of jealousy refuse to go away?
�How did it go?� Dean asked.
�I�m not giving you details, Dean. Really.�
�Good, because I don�t want them. Really. What I want is an apology for leaving me and Monty to clean up your mess this weekend. We almost lost the Watsons to those idiot McKindrick tours.�
He�d left work for her. She shouldn�t feel so good about him getting in trouble because of it, but that he might have forgotten his work because he was infatuated pleased her to no end.
�Fine. I�m sorry. It slipped my mind.�
�And?� Joy asked.
�And what?� Grady snapped. �Look. You two have done enough. I�m meeting Gabby soon and��
�And how about an I�m sorry I didn�t trust your judgment, Joy.�
Gabby didn�t understand.
�I don�t trust it.�
Dean snorted. �Please. The only reason Gabby even gave you the time of day was because of us.�
From her vantage point, Gabby could see Joy nod and cross her arms over her generous chest. Joy agreed with Dean, apparently. �She felt sorry for you, because of me.�
�Because of us,� Dean corrected. �I told you mooning after her wouldn�t work. And that dancing, that almost sunk you.�
�You did that to me, dickhead.� Grady snarled and took a step but Joy interceded.
Gabby didn�t know what to think.
�You lost a bet, dumbass. But Joy and I gave you Gabby. We want something in return.�
�I don�t have her yet,� Grady mumbled. �I haven�t told her the truth.�
�Why not?� Joy asked.
Truth? What truth? What the hell were these three talking about? And why did she have the sinking feeling she�d been the butt of a nasty prank?
�Because I�m afraid she�ll hate me,� he said through gritted teeth. �Yeah, your story about Joy dumping me got me close to her. Great. But she�s not going to like knowing I lied to her.�
�True.� Joy buffed her nails on her shirt. �Women don�t like being lied to for sex.�
Gabby saw red. The bastard!
�It wasn�t just for sex, damn it.� Grady�s anger took her aback. �I love her, have loved her. But she wouldn�t take me seriously.�
Dean nodded. �And again I say, where�s the thanks?�
�Look, fuckwad, you lied to her. Then I lied to her. She�s going to be madder than a�fuck. She�ll be madder than Burke when you crashed his car in high school.�
�That was your bad influence and you know it,� Dean protested.
�So what, Grady?� Joy sounded exasperated. �You want me and Dean to pretend to be into each other in front of the others? She�ll never have to know we weren�t in desperate, romantic, passionate love.�
Dean scoffed. �Christ, Joy. That�s a mouthful.�
�Shut up, Dean. Maybe if you had those deep feelings for a female, you�d be more than a man-whore. You�d be a romantic like Grady.�
�I prefer man-slut, thank you very much.� The two bickered like siblings while Gabby tried to gather her wits.
Grady had lied. She�d made love to him thinking him a poor, cheated-on lover while in truth, he�d been scheming to get into her pants.
Yet he said he loved her, and he sounded miserable and guilty about fibbing.
Part of her wanted to claw his eyes out. The other part wanted to hug him tight and never let him go. The cat didn�t like being played for a fool, but she�d gotten sexual satisfaction�and then some�from the handsome feline. The fox loved this game, pleased at finding a mate that could best her. But then, the fox had loved his pranks and conniving ways from the beginning.
She needed time to think things through. At best, she had another half an hour before he returned to her house. What could she do? Slinking away from the fighting and hissing in the cabin, she returned home and made her own plans.
Trick her into loving him, would he? Well, two could play at that game.
Once at home, she dialed a number off the business card she�d received last week. �Miles? Hi. This is Gabby Easton, from the pride. Oh sure. Of course you know who I am.� She cleared her throat, full of nerves. �I need a favor��

When Grady arrived forty minutes later, he could feel his palms sweat. He�d dressed in his best jeans and button-down shirt. He�d brushed his hair until it gleamed and held a bouquet of Rachel�s freshly picked daisies, wishing he�d had time to buy a ring. But he couldn�t wait. Especially not after dealing with his idiot brother and ditzy Joy. If Gabby thought he�d played her for sex, he�d lose her for sure. And that didn�t bear thinking about.
He knocked and waited.
And waited.
And waited.
�Gabby?�
She answered wearing ratty shorts and a cute top that enhanced her curves. No problem. He didn�t need her in a fancy dress to tell her what was in his heart. Then again, he did his best work on paper. Maybe he should have written her a note.
�Hey Grady.� Her smile was wide and toothy, and made him pause.
He suddenly felt like a wild hare trapped between a cat and a fox with nowhere to run. �Gabby?�
�Oh are those for me?� She drew him inside and put the flowers in a vase.
Her warm thanks relieved him. He must have been imagining things.
She returned to the living room and crossed to kiss him. The moment their lips met, he lost what he�d wanted to say. They broke the kiss, both panting with need.
�I want you, Grady. Right now.�
He had things to tell her, but his protest died under the warm hand curled around his cock. She had an uncanny way of getting around his clothing in no time.
�Oh baby. Whatever you want.�
�I want you to go down on me. I want to watch you lick me.� The dark mischief in her gaze entranced him, as did the sultry vixen looking out at him. He hadn�t seen this side of her before, and he wanted more.
�Good, because I love eating you out.� As much as I love you, he felt with all he had inside him.
She blinked at him and smiled, and there was a softening around her eyes. �Let�s go to my bedroom.�
He hefted her over his shoulder and fireman-carried her into the bedroom in a rush, ignoring her shriek of surprise. He tossed her on the bed and stripped her bare. Then he parted her thighs and settled in for a meal.
She was sweet, so ripe under his tongue. The slick glide through her pussy told him without words how much she wanted him, and he reveled in it, in the possession and awe of having such a strong, sexy woman to call his own.
�Grady, please.� She writhed under his tongue, pushing for more while he intentionally held back, determined to make it last.
While he worked her clit with his tongue and teeth, he used his thumbs to stroke the sensitive inner flesh of her thighs. He rubbed circles in her skin, moving his thumbs closer to her folds, over them, then between them. He parted her and inched a finger inside her, captivated by the musky heat he�d brought out of her. Pushing his finger deeper inside, he soon added another and stretched her, loving her with his hands while he kissed the sensitive bud firming under his mouth.
He was so fucking hard, turned on by her scent and her response. Had he been naked, he�d have mounted her and come by now. The thought of taking his sweet vixen everywhere prodded him to push her to the extreme. Grady used his thumb to rub a good bit of her cream along the seam of her ass toward her hole.
She tensed and shivered. Her clit was taut, her nipples stiff, her pussy wet with need. And then he rimmed her anus with his thumb before edging just the tip inside her as he sucked her clit.
She cried out and clamped around his fingers, her body hungry for his. Her fingers latched onto his hair and held tight as she ground into his face, no shy kitten but a hungry lioness out for what she deserved.
So it was no small shock when she pushed him off and rolled him underneath her on the bed. She dragged his pants down his legs in seconds and engulfed his cock with a skill that made him love her all the more.
�Oh Gabby. Gabby, I love you so much,� he babbled. Not sure of anything but the wicked tongue snaking along his glans, the fingers rubbing his balls as she sucked away his will to do anything but lie there and accept whatever she gave him, he said whatever came to mind�the truth itching to be set free.
He wanted to see her naked, to watch her mouth surround him. But he couldn�t function past the need to jet down her throat. Tension burned at the base of his spine. His balls drew tight, and his cock throbbed as she grazed that tender part of his shaft, under the head of his cock. Prickly nails ran over his bared upper thighs, the tiny bites of pain making it hard to breathe beyond the pleasure.
�I�m coming. Oh Gabby. Yes, yes, now,� he shouted as he arched off the bed and surrendered to the redheaded seductress, climaxing into an ecstasy that made him see stars.
He felt every touch of her tongue, every puff of her hot breath against his body as she sucked him dry. That such a tender female could make him lose control astounded him. That she could turn him into so much of nothing without her scared the hell out of him.
While he tried to catch his breath, she scooted off him and winked. After disappearing into the bathroom, she returned moments later wearing different clothes. Jeans and a pretty pink blouse, one of his personal favorites. A pair of leather sandals covered her feet, exposing sexy toes sporting red nails.
Gabby fluffed her hair and smiled that toothy grin that should have made him nervous. But he could barely function past breathing. �You are so sexy. And hung. I don�t know if I told you, but you are one seriously hot cat.�
Her tone alerted him that something was off. The shy smiles she�d given him all weekend no longer existed. Now he looked at the predator under those long eyelashes and feminine charm.
�Uh, Gabby?�
�Shoot. I wanted to spend more time with you, but I have to run. A client needs a favor.� She shrugged, then walked to his side and stroked his chest. �Thanks, Grady. You�re the absolute best. The weekend rocked. I�ve been needing this for far too long.�
Wait. What? This? What the hell was this?
�I mean, last week was great, but I kept expecting us to knock boots a lot sooner. Took a bit of persuading to get you to finally come to me,� she teased. �But it makes sense, you not wanting to piss off Burke and Ty. Don�t worry. I won�t say anything if you don�t. And heck, we can even do it again, you were so good.� She pecked him on the cheek in approval. �I might have next weekend free. But now I�ve gotta scoot. Business won�t run itself, you know.�
She left the room and called over her shoulder, �Let yourself out when you leave, okay?�
He didn�t believe she�d actually leave him with his dick hanging out until he heard a car pull away. He didn�t know how to feel. So she hadn�t commented on his admission of love. She might have thought he�d meant it in the heat of the moment. But to just leave him there like that? Wham bam, thank you�man? And what the hell had she meant by persuading him? Maybe next weekend? The pieces of this puzzle settled into a surprisingly painful picture.
To his mortification, he had the odd sense the last few days had just been a much-needed booty call. But that couldn�t be right. After their week together? The way their gazes had met, the subtle touches, the bedroom eyes? Their mingled scents?
He stared at the ceiling, confused, angry and too boneless to think straight.
�This? What the fuck is this?� he hissed and resolved to find out where the hell he�d gone wrong.

Chapter Seven

The next day, Gabby made sure to get Grady�s schedule by hinting to Rachel she might need his help fixing up her place. Since she knew Grady and his sister-in-law were thick as thieves, it figured Rachel would do whatever she could to help Grady win her over. Yet she didn�t get the sense Rachel knew about Dean and Joy.
Doused in a chemical compound to dull her scent�one she�d found, ironically, from a source her mother used when she�d go to visit her father�Gabby didn�t worry about being outted as Grady�s mate. Not only had the bastard lied to her, he�d mated her without asking. Okay, so she�d wanted him. Still, he should have asked before scent-marking her.
She completely ignored the fact she�d claimed him first.
She sat with Miles at the table in the dining room of the main house. Everyone else had already eaten and gone out, though she thought she heard a few of Miles�s sisters in the kitchen. Grady had yet to return from Whitefish, which made it difficult to rub his nose in her new relationship. Gabby turned to Miles and murmured, �Don�t overdo it.�
�Darling, I�m as good out of bed as I am in it, don�t you worry.� His green eyes sparkled with amusement. He draped an arm around her chair and blew into her ear. �He�s at the door right now. And I guarantee he wants to shove this arm I have around your shoulders somewhere very inappropriate up my person.�
She chuckled, as he�d no doubt meant her to, and turned at the roar that followed.
Accompanied by surprised shouts, a struggle and several men to hold Grady back, Grady�s shout of fury satisfied her inner bitch. Good. Let him feel an inkling of what she�d been through. Sheer, unadulterated rage, and a crap load of hurt, because thinking he hadn�t loved her had nearly brought her to her knees.
Apparently not even a silver fox, a cat and a gray wolf could bring Grady to his knees. His rage was a thing of beauty. Not because she took immense gratification from his show of emotions�though she did�but because Grady Chastell did angry better than anyone she�d ever seen. His eyes gleamed like gold, his muscles strained and bulged, and his scent made the entire room smell like heaven covered in chocolate and drizzled in caramel sauce. Positively yummy.
�Fuck it all, cat. Settle down. What the hell crawled up your ass to pitch a fit?� Monty ducked a fist and growled at her brother-in-law. �Ty, man up and hold him down.�
�Shut up, Monty,� Ty growled back. �Dean, his legs. He kicks my nuts, I�m kicking yours. Grady, what the hell?�
�Problem, Grady?� Miles asked cheerily and rubbed her shoulder. �We saved you some dinner. Don�t get all hissy about it.�
Grady nearly tore free before Burke darted from the study and intervened. It took four of them to drag Grady outside.
�Holy crap. What�d I miss?� Amy asked. She, Joy and Melissa stood stock-still just inside the dining room, glued to the byplay outside the front door.
�Just like I was telling you,� Miles said to them, disdain clear in his frosty tone. �Grady Chastell is as lowborn as they come.� He raised his voice to amend, �No offense Burke.�
�None taken,� Burke yelled back before lowering his voice. �Stubborn bastard, quit swinging.�
Gabby could hear the muffled swearing and grunting outside. A pinprick of guilt pierced her heart before she recalled how sweet Grady had been to her that night she�d tried to protect him from Joy and Dean. How she�d given him her sympathy�and an orgasm. The sexy liar.
She hardened her resolve to teach the tomcat a lesson and swung her gaze to another guilty party. Joy. �I�m sorry you had to see that,� she said gently, then blinked, wide-eyed, feigning innocence. �I mean, I�m sorry all of you had to see that. Grady�s usually very nice.�
Miles played his part to a T. �Why�d you direct that at Joy?�
When she didn�t answer, he turned her cheek to face him. �Gabby, what�s going on?�
Aware of her fascinated audience, she lowered her gaze. �I�m sorry. It�s not my place to say anything� But true love should never be denied. Miles, Dean is in love with Joy. You should know you can�t keep them apart.�
�What?� He swung accusing eyes to his sister, who looked like she�d rather be anywhere else. �Joy? You and Dean�Chastell�intend to mate?�
�What the fuck? Dean?� Burke�s voice could be heard from three counties away.
Rachel and Stacey entered from the back door and froze at the sight of Miles and Gabby, nearly arm in arm.
�What�s going on? What�s all the yelling about?� Rachel asked, then added, �What did Dean do now?�
Gabby sighed. �You should know, Rachel. It�s not a secret any longer, though they shouldn�t have had to hide their feelings for so long. Joy and Dean plan to mate. They�re in love.� Gabby knew she�d nailed it when Joy stammered and turned red, trying to answer.
Dean raced into the house with Burke hard on his heels. �Wait, it�s not like that�� He faltered when he saw Gabby sitting with Miles so close. �What the hell is going on?�
�That�s what I�d like to know. Joy Bermin?� Burke shook his head. �Nothing against you, Joy. But I always thought you and the boys were close, like kin. Brother and sister.� He looked baffled. �You�re in love? With Dean?� He took a whiff of his brother.
Her only weak spot in their charade. Joy and Dean didn�t smell mated.
Not like I do.
Joy was flustered, no two ways about it. The fox in Gabby snickered with delight when Joy obviously wanted to deny it but couldn�t in front of Gabby. �Ah, yes. Totally, utterly in love.�
Dean couldn�t take his gaze from Miles�s arm around her shoulder.
Burke frowned. �That true, Dean?�
�Huh? What? Uh-huh.� He blinked up at Burke then let his gaze meet the other astonished faces in the house. �Shit. Yeah. True love. All the way.� He turned back to Gabby, his expression suddenly inscrutable. �You know what they say. Love conquers all.�
She nodded at him. �I�m so glad you came out with the truth, Dean.�
His gaze narrowed. Maybe she shouldn�t have emphasized truth so hard.
Rachel intervened, thankfully. �But if Dean and Joy are an item, why is Grady freaking out outside?�
Gabby sighed and wondered if she�d made a mistake not majoring in theater. �Grady loved Joy before Dean stole her away from him. But Dean�s in love. It�s not his fault.� She drummed up a tear, encouraged when Miles squeezed her shoulder.
�Dear God. This sounds like something the raptors deal with on a daily basis. All the drama. It�s like a soap opera gone bad.� Burke squeezed the bridge of his nose.
�Very bad.� Miles took charge of the situation, bless him. �I don�t know why Joy thought she had to hide her affairs from me, but if she�s in love, I�m happy for her.� He gave her a loving smile, and Gabby thrilled at seeing the conniving cat flinch at such affection. �I�m no fan of Dean�s, as you well know, but I love you, Joy. I wish you all the happiness you deserve.�
Gabby choked on hysterical laughter and coughed to cover her mirth.
Miles continued. �Well, if the drama is over and the psycho cat outside taken care of, Gabby and I have plans.�
�Like friggin� Peyton Place,� Rachel muttered, looking around the room in confusion.
�We�re going to a movie. Don�t worry, Ty,� he interrupted just as her overprotective brother-in-law opened his big mouth. �I�ll be with her all night. Don�t wait up.� No one could mistake his grin as anything but carnal.
Julia chose that moment to enter through the front door. �Why is Monty holding Grady in a headlock out there? Because they don�t look like they�re playing.�
And end scene. Gabby stood with Miles and linked hands with him. �I have a date, sis. Don�t wait up.� Then with a gleeful twist of the proverbial knife, she walked with him past a stunned Monty and Grady to his BMW X5 and drove off into the sunset.

�What the hell did you do?� Burke yelled when Grady stepped through the front door.
Grady had cooled down enough that he�d convinced Monty to release him. He had to hand it to the gray wolf�Monty could hold his own when he had to. The whole loss of control he attributed to his cat. Seeing his mate in another male�s arms had driven him insane with jealousy. Perhaps if he�d been able to cement their bond, he might have been able to handle it better. But one, seeing a potential rival touching her, and two, having that rival be Miles�he�d lost his mind. Totally understandable.
Burke slapped him on the back of the head.
�Ow.� Understandable to everyone but his pride leader.
�What the fuck�excuse me ladies. What the hell is going on?�
Dean, Joy and Grady traded glances. Where to begin?
To everyone�s surprise, Stacey Bermin condescended to step into the thick of things. �Hillbilly,� she said to Dean, �why don�t you tell everyone just what you�re up to?� Her smile showed a lot of pretty white teeth. �There�s no one here to play for anymore. Just spill.� She studied her nails as if she couldn�t have cared less.
Yep. Pretty but cold. Not like his mate� Grady rumbled in the back of his throat, a scream of rage building once more, unable to keep thoughts of gutting Miles from intruding. He took a step back toward the door and found his way blocked by Monty and Ty.
�No going, Grady,� Ty said in his sheriff�s voice. The one he used when you really didn�t want to cross him.
�But��
�Dean?� Stacey asked in a soft voice. �Now would be a good time to confess to being a man-whore.�
Rachel choked. Julia laughed out loud. The Bermins gasped while Ty and Monty shook their heads, apparently not surprised.
Burke groaned. �It always comes back to you, Dean.�
�It�s not my fault. It�s not.� He sounded less sure of himself. �Well it�s Joy�s too.�
�Oh good. Throw me under the bus, why don�t you?�
Stacey smiled, a secretive grin that threw Dean into a lather.
�What the princess meant about me being a man-whore�� he paused to scowl at her ��is that Joy and I only pretended to be a couple to get Grady into Gabby�s good graces.�
Silence filled the house.
�I so need a drink.� Burke wore the same look he�d worn throughout Grady�s high school years.
It embarrassed him to see it now, especially in front of the damn pride. �Stop. You want the truth? Fine. Here it is. Gabby�s mine. The stubborn woman would never give me the time of day. Then the genius and his sidekick over there��
�Hey!� Joy protested.
��decided to help me out without my knowledge. They led Gabby to believe Joy and I had been an item, but that she dumped me for Dean.�
Monty chuckled. �Really?�
�It could happen,� Dean snapped.
Grady talked over him. �Thinking she would give me a shot at a date out of pity.� So embarrassing to talk about, but in a way, it also felt freeing. �She and I grew closer. We mated,� he said bluntly. �Or at least, I think we did. I�m honestly not sure now.�
�I didn�t smell it.� Burke looked thoughtful. He and Rachel exchanged a look.
She nodded. �She�s masking it, but I scented it. And if you pay attention, it�s all over him.�
Everyone suddenly took note of Grady.
�What?�
�She claimed you back, dumbass.� Burke looked at the ceiling as if asking for divine intervention. �Honestly, we had the same parents. I�m not that dense, am I?�
�Not all the time, honey.� Rachel smiled kindly.
Hope unfurled in Grady�s breast, especially when Julia and Ty looked at him with shock.
�Oh my God. She did mark him. What a sneak,� Julia ranted. �I tell her everything, but does she tell me she claimed Grady? No. I have to learn about it from the other pregnant lady in the house. Now I�ll never hear the end of it.�
�Cats rule. Deal,� Rachel taunted. �And I still say my kid comes out before yours.�
�Not that your pregnancy competition isn�t funny in its own odd, little-woman kind of way,� Stacey drawled. �But I�d like to know how Grady can be so clueless. You�re mated, yet you�re letting my brother drag your mate around town? And why the hell would Gabby take another after mating you? Then again, she shows some sense going after a Bermin.�
Joy�s mouth dropped open. �She must have overheard us in the cabin.�
Dean blew out a breath. �Oh man. She pulled a fast one on you, bro.� Then he grinned at Ty and Julia. �Nice one. Score one for the silver foxes.�
Ty nodded. �We�re tricky. Remember that.� He rounded on Grady and slapped him on the back of the head, right where Burke had hit him.
�Ow! What the heck, Ty?� He rubbed his head.
�Treat her right or I�ll skewer you from your dick�um, er, innards�to your throat.�
�Nice save,� Julia murmured.
�What he said.� Burke nodded. �It goes without saying we approve.� By we he meant himself and Rachel. The two were inseparable, and now Grady knew what that felt like. �If I could give you a word of advice, tell her you�re sorry. On your knees, Grady. And mean it.�
�I am. I really am.� He felt like a grade-A fool, and the sympathy on the male faces around him told him he wasn�t alone.
�You�ll never be right again, you realize that, don�t you?� Ty gave Julia a knowing look.
�What?� She frowned at him, looking so much like Gabby Grady had to smile. Those silver fox females were so adorable.
Grady straightened up. �She�s complicated, I�ll give her that. And I deserved all this.� He rubbed his ribs and bruised cheek.
�But let�s not forget Joy and Dean�s part in all this,� Stacey spoke up. �Big sister has a penchant for trouble. Like the man-whore.�
Dean looked genuinely irritated. �Call me that again, princess, and you won�t like the repercussions.�
�Oh big word, Dean. But do you know what it means?� Trust Stacey to pull the lion�s tail.
Before Dean got into more trouble, Burke took him by the back of the neck while Rachel grabbed Joy, saving Stacey, who didn�t seem to realize the danger she�d been in. Then again, predator that she was, she�d have eaten Joy and Dean for dessert.
�Well, seems I have a stubborn mate to find.� And get even with. As much as he knew she�d been entitled to some payback, the vixen had nearly killed him by denying their connection. �I�m sorry for all this.�
Burke sighed and kept a hold on Dean, who continued to try unsuccessfully to get free. �I would say this is your fault, but when it comes to the female mind, we�re all a victim, Grady.�
�No shit.� Monty shook his head. �Poor bastard.�
Rachel, Joy and the other women frowned at him.
Ty and Burke shared a knowing glance and said as one, �Good luck.�

Miles walked with Gabby from the diner, still laughing. �Did you see his face? That cat was fit to be tied.�
She tried to laugh, but darn it all, Gabby had felt terrible ever since they�d left the Catamount Ranch. �Yeah.�
�Oh stop.� Miles rubbed her cheek with the back of his fingers. �He had it coming. Hell, Gabby. The only reason you now know the truth is because you overheard him. Though if Joy was involved, there was no way he could extricate himself from the mess without going down. But he should have trusted you before now.�
She nodded. �Miles? Grady and I�we�re mated. I know that.� She felt it with every pore of her being. �But Ac-taw can be mated and not be in love.� She�d seen enough angst in the silver fox clan to know that love didn�t conquer all. Lust and animal attraction could sometimes be enough to join Shifters as mates.
�So you�re not in love with Grady?�
�Of course I am. I meant him.�
Miles walked her to his vehicle parked way in the back of the lot, sandwiched between two large SUVs. The Fox�s Henhouse was always crowded, but tonight it seemed to be extra popular. She noted the number of SUVs in the lot and wondered what she�d missed. None of them looked familiar.
�Honey, if Grady was any more in love, I�d be dead by now. A good thing you had four Shifters to hold him back.� His grin was genuine, and it turned Miles from an aloof yet fearsome predator into a handsome, caring man. �Honestly? I didn�t know he had it in him.�
�What�s with all the animosity between you two, anyway?�
Miles sighed. �It�s a long story that goes back to the third grade. You see, there was this girl�� He stopped in his tracks and sniffed.
She smelled unfamiliar male cougar at the same time he did.
�Gabby, run.�
He moved at the instant a bullet struck him, hitting him in the shoulder instead of his chest. The noise had been muffled, but with so much going on, no one would think anything odd about a few men fighting. Instead of going down, Miles knocked her between his Beamer and another SUV. �It�s Ronnie, Lex�s brother. I can smell him.� The son of his old pride leader, and one of the men who�d tried to hurt Miles and his sisters. A weak little bastard who didn�t have the stomach, or the fortitude, to fight with honor�or so she�d overheard Miles tell Ty the other night. �He won�t be alone. Get out of here.� He shoved his keys into her hands.
Before she could so much as blink, rough hands grabbed her from Miles and gagged her. Someone shoved a needle in Miles�s neck, and she watched him shift into his cat and try to fight three men before he succumbed to the drugs they�d given him. Then a blindfold dropped over her eyes.
She fought hard and almost managed to get away before more hands stilled her.
�And aren�t you a pretty one,� someone with hot breath said into her ear, just before he handed to her to another set of large, mauling hands inside the vehicle next to them. A set-up from the get-go. Poor Miles. She hoped he hadn�t been overly hurt. If they�d drugged him, they probably meant to do more damage before they killed him. But until they found another place to do said damage, she and Miles would have time to make a getaway.
The Shifter next to her rubbed her ass and groped her breasts when she squirmed to escape, before someone in the front seat ordered him to be patient. Then the bastard sat her down next to him and licked her neck, warning he�d bite if she didn�t stop moving.
She froze, annoyed with his laughter. I�m so going to hurt this one. While they drove away, her fox planned and strategized. Oh yeah. These fuckheads were going to rue the day they�d ever grabbed the wrong girl.

Miles didn�t know how much time had passed before he came to. He remained a cat, his front and back paws tied together, trussed up like a hapless herbivore. Though his shoulder hurt like a bitch, and he had a bad feeling the bullet had lodged in the bone, he forced himself to shift back to human, so slowly, so silently, that no one would know. The dickheads in the car with him were smaller cats, so they wouldn�t have thought about such a size difference when shifting. But his human bones were significantly smaller than his feline ones. A plus when needing to escape.
In the dark of what he presumed to be the trunk of a car, he rode over bumps and gravel. Still dizzy yet finally free of the ropes holding his wrists tight, he ignored the pain and freed his ankles as well. The scent of blood filled the trunk, and he realized he�d been shot in the upper thigh too.
But that wasn�t the worst of it. They�d taken an innocent woman. Gabby Easton. Miles wasn�t happy, but Grady would gut any male that stood between him and his mate. Miles smiled, for once glad of Grady�s tenacity.
Now he just had to escape to help Grady hunt down and kill the pricks responsible. But Ronnie was his. All his�
He found the release for one of the back seats and pushed, not surprised by the laziness of the mountain lion driving the car. His partner had fallen asleep, not keeping an eye on the back as he should have. Miles gritted his teeth and shifted to cat. Oh fuck. The bullet lodged deeper into the bone.
The driver cursed seconds before Miles tore his throat out. Then Miles managed to disarm the now-awake partner before the car crashed into a tree.
He forced himself to stay conscious long enough to restrain their only source of information, but it was touch and go.

He blinked his eyes open to see Grady�s furious face as the great cat loomed over him.
Grady quickly turned back into a man. �Miles?�
�They have her, Grady. Have to�find her. Use him.� Miles lolled his head in the direction of the swearing lion he�d duct-taped to a tree.
�Hold on, damn it.�
Spots danced before Miles�s eyes.
Grady disappeared and reappeared on the other side of him. �Don�t move.�
�C-can�t.� Miles felt cold. Oh crap. He was going into shock. He had to warn Grady. �Ronnie�will hurt her. Find her. Go. No�time. Loves you.�
Grady�s features softened. �I know. The only reason I�m not kicking your ass for helping her is I deserved it. Well, and you look like shit. No challenge in it for me.�
Miles managed a laugh that turned into a weak cough.
�At least you�re not coughing blood.�
Pressure on his leg hurt almost as bad as the throbbing in his shoulder.
�Hell. You shifted with the bullet in you. Bad move, Miles. That�s gonna hurt like a bitch to come out.� Another pause. �Okay. They�re here. You hold on, you arrogant bastard. No way am I standing in as big brother for your troublemaking sisters. You�re not going anywhere yet.�
He heard more voices, then nothing. But he didn�t worry about Gabby anymore, not now that Grady had come to save his mate.

Chapter Eight

Gabby wanted to spit she was so mad. She�d been through shit with Hunters a few months ago. From them she expected callous treatment. But from her own kind? And cats at that?
�This one�s a natural redhead, I�ll bet. Nice rack. And did you see that ass?� one of them said�the one with grabby hands.
Others laughed. Four males, from what she heard and sensed.
�She�ll do,� the leader, Ronnie, commented as if she were of no import. Just something to tide him over until something better came along. �But she�s not the one he wants. Stacey Bermin. You make sure everyone knows not to touch her. Lex is saving her for something special.�
�Sure thing, Ronnie.�
�Radio the others.� He paused. �But make sure they don�t dump Miles. Lex needs to teach the cat a lesson in front of the pride. Rebellion won�t be tolerated.�
�Right, boss.�
Please. If Ronnie was anyone�s boss, she was sleeping with Miles. The asshole had the weakest voice and scent she�d ever experienced. So�mousy.
The fox within twitched with amusement.
She stretched, intentionally arching her back to emphasize her breasts. For once, she thanked the Maker for being generous.
A few whistles told her she�d been noticed.
She couldn�t see much light beyond the blindfold. Considering she and Miles had spent an hour at the Fox�s Henhouse, she knew the sun must have set. Which would have been advantageous if she hadn�t been with Shifters who could scent her and hunted best at twilight.
If she waited much longer to escape, she�d be too far out from Cougar Falls to get any help. Not that she didn�t know the others would come for her, but she�d rather be found sooner than later, especially with these yahoos drooling over her.
Remembering what had once worked for her with Hunters, she used the same distraction now. Namely, her body.
�Look, I don�t know what�s going on, but I�m not a part of it.�
�You are now.� She recognized Ronnie�s voice.
�But I don�t want to be. Let me show you how uninteresting I really am. Once you see me, the real me, you�ll know you�re making a huge mistake. Let me convince you.� She awkwardly unfastened the top buttons of her blouse, her bound hands making it difficult to function.
�Fuck, yeah.� A few of them were loud in their agreement, but Ronnie remained mute.
Then he said, �Fine. But don�t try anything, sweetheart. Blow the boys and we�ll see if we can�t manage to lose you for a while. My brother doesn�t have to know.�
Like she really believed he�d let her go. But she smiled. �I knew you were smart.� She sat, docile, while every bone in her body demanded she tear into the creeps touching her all over.
The blindfold lifted, and she made note of two men behind her in the far back seat. One sat next to her, while Ronnie and the driver were in the front. Five cats, not four. Shit.
�Take it off, sweet thing.�
The dickhead next to her would be the first to feel her wrath. She held out her hands and let him cut the rope from her wrists. Then she removed her clothing, forcing herself not to flinch at the heavy weight of so many gazes on her body, of the rough hands stroking her shoulders, her breasts, her thighs.
Had she not been so angry, she might have feared the worst. But Gabby had too much fight in her not to go down swinging. She sidled closer to the Shifter next to her and crawled into his lap, getting closer to the door.
The driver had slowed, and when she bent lower to nuzzle the idiot�s cheek, she noted her whereabouts. Perfect.
With one hand, she braced against the door near the lock, while with the other she dug between her body and his, reaching for the iron bar beneath his pants.
�She feels good,� he narrated in a thick voice. �Lean back and let me suck your tits.�
�How about you lean back so I can let that monster out of your pants? I think he needs some attention, don�t you?�
The others hooted, and she swore to herself she�d never look at another online porn site as long as she lived if she made it out of here alive. Because this was as close as she ever wanted to get to group sex, real or virtual.
�Good idea.�
Yeah, I�m full of them.
He let go of her and fumbled with the snap of his jeans. The SUV slowed even more as the driver continued to look more in the rearview than at the road. Even Ronnie had turned around in his seat.
Anticipation filled her. The car door remained unlocked. Her hand had reached the handle.
�Suck it, bitch.�
Oh that was it. The B word.
�You bet.�
She started her shift and raked claws over his erection at the same time she yanked open the door and flew out. She fell onto a furry body, a nimble fox that could take a beating and run like lightning. �Suck this, bitch,� she yapped back at the SUV, aware she didn�t have time to dawdle.
The vehicle jerked to a stop, and the door flew open to show four furious Shifters in various states of undress while the fifth howled like a damn dog, crying in pain as he fell out onto the ground. Not too far behind, another vehicle came barreling down after them. Hell, more Miami cats?
�She�s a fucking fox?� Ronnie sneered. �I thought she was a cat. Dumbass. You grabbed the wrong woman!� He smacked the injured man and kicked him in the crotch, adding to his pain.
She only wished she�d smashed his testicles too on the way out. Turning, she raced back toward Cougar Falls, dodging her way in and out of the forest to leave a fox�s scent. She couldn�t wait to shift into her cat. Between the cat, the fox and the woman, she planned to run rings around them. Which would give her rescuers enough time to find her and get her the hell out of Dodge.
She hoped.
Cats screamed, and she ran faster. Grady Chastell, move your ass!

Grady followed the eagle in the sky, thankful for Sean Whitefeather�s direction. The bird turned after circling and landed on the hood of his truck. �She�s about three miles west. I spotted around ten cats, but there could be more. You want help?�
Having known and been reluctant friends with Sean for years, Grady had no problem hearing him. �You bet your ass. Go back and let Burke know what you found. We�re worried there might be more trying to make a move on the pride.�
�Outstanding. Time to clean up a few naughty pussies. I�ll grab my brothers.� Sean screeched with glee and took off again, his seven-foot wingspan impressive in the extreme.
Not to be outdone, Grady whipped the vehicle back on the road and onto a dirt path that would cut a good mile off the distance.
�Hurry up,� Dean urged from the passenger side and embraced his animal spirit.
Behind him, Ty and Monty sat already shifted, a silver fox and a gray wolf, ready to race to Gabby�s rescue. At times like these, Grady loved the pride more than anything. His family, his blood. Cat or not, all the men in this truck were loyal to the bone. Not to discount the females, who�d stayed on the ranch to protect the more vulnerable, pregnant members of the pride. Grady would have liked them to come along, but they couldn�t afford the distraction. They�d suspected there might be more than the four or five cats Miles had seen. With Burke and Rachel in charge at home, he had no fear Lex�s pride would get their claws into anyone without losing a few limbs.
He hurried to a stop when he came to the point where the SUV could go no farther, at the base of a large hill covered in trees. Already naked, he leaped out of the car, shifting faster than he�d ever shifted before. Then he inhaled and followed his nose�he�d know Gabby anywhere. He yowled for her to let her know he was on his way.
The urge to kill overwhelmed, to protect his mate and warn others never to even think of harming her again.
He vaguely heard the others behind him, his focus intent on the feline scent entangled with his own. It stopped and started in odd places, and he realized he�d crossed her tracks several times. The woods here were thick, but if he ran a mile east, he�d be on flat, visible ground again, away from the trees and hills.
She had to be in here somewhere. Then he realized his intelligent mate was playing with her enemy. Vulpine spoor hit him, a fox�s scent, then a cat�s. The woman�s too, he noted as he saw smaller human footprints near a tree.
He grinned, impressed, though he knew her well enough to expect Gabby to exceed his expectations. A few low rumbles and coughs signaled cats nearby. Without waiting for the others to catch up, he raced forward.
He attacked without warning and ripped out the back tendon of the first cougar. When another jumped at him, a barking fox dove on top of his opponent and nipped through his ear. She jumped away before the cat turned on her. Then Grady was there, screaming and hissing and tearing with claws and teeth.
Furious anyone would try to harm his mate, he sent her a plea to take cover and set to work obliterating the enemy. He annihilated two mountain lions and suffered a few gashes and scratches down his flank, but he had no intention of losing to some flea-bitten losers from Miami. Fucking Everglade felines.
He wondered where the others had gotten to when he heard Monty�s bark and Ty�s yip echoing in the woods, accompanied by throaty roars. They�d encountered more cats. Figured. Dean would be sure to add a few well-needed licks�he was a great asset in any fight.
He continued to battle, annoyed as fuck when a smaller, more cinnamon-colored cat joined him. He turned to yell at her to leave when three cats came out of nowhere and jumped him. One ripped a hunk out of his shoulder while he sliced into the other�s belly. It went down hard when he pulled out a claw full of intestines.
Gabby pulled the third cat off him, suffocating him with teeth around his throat while Grady fought the other. After some time, his foe dropped, severely injured. He turned to see Gabby releasing dead prey. She gracefully walked over the body to Grady, who felt such pride it humbled him.
�God, you�re beautiful.� He let her rub under his chin and against his flank, but stumbled when sudden weakness shook his legs.
Another screech, the high pitch of a baby�s cry�a cat�s warning�sounded close. In the distance, Grady heard Monty, Ty and Dean rounding up the others. But two more cats stalked him and Gabby. How many had come with Ronnie, that scared little runt? And just where had he gone? He blinked away the dizziness when he saw how the two flanked him, ignoring Gabby for the moment.
Which was what he wanted.
He wavered on his feet, and she nudged him to stand up. �Gabby, go up the tree and get to safety while I��
�I�ve been playing with these idiots for hours, Mr. Macho. So don�t even think about telling me to back away. These creeps were feeling me up while you took your time coming to get me.�
He saw red. The weakness that had almost taken over vanished as raw fury consumed him. He screamed and threw himself at the cat closest to him. With claws and fangs, he did a hell of a lot of damage. Yet when he�d finished, he noted Gabby sitting by the other cat, her large forepaw on his chest as he lay panting on his side, bloodied and scratched. His conquering heroine put the concept of smugness to shame.
He smiled at her. Then he laughed through the pain, thinking his mate looked terrific for a bloodied feline who should never have been this close to danger�again.
�Oh hell. Now I have to rescue you too, I suppose.� She sighed and walked over to him with a sway in her hips. Her tail flickered. Her whiskers twitched and her eyes gleamed like golden coins. Such a pretty kitty.
He told her so, then passed out cold, the sight of her bright eyes the last thing he took with him.

Something wasn�t right. She could feel it.
Joy Bermin crept near the barn, aware of the itch at her back. While Amy and Melissa helped Burke watch over the breeders in the main house�and boy, did those women not like that term� she and Stacey had agreed to take a last look outside. Though the ranch had way too much land to patrol, they figured the barn and the cabin closest to the house made the most sense to check.
Her sister hadn�t listened when Joy had ordered her to stay close. Instead, Stacey had given Joy her own orders in that haughty tone she�d perfected at age six. For a younger sibling, Stacey could be annoyingly bossy. A lot like Miles.
Joy frowned. The last update they�d had about her brother hadn�t been good. He�d been shot twice and was unconscious, even though the raptor who�d brought the news insisted he�d recover.
God, she hated Lex and Ronnie. Michael Gates had been the best thing to happen to the pride. Life under his rule had been harmonious. His lieutenants kept things running smoothly, and Quince� She stopped that line of thinking and shoved the handsome traitor out of her mind.
Now instead of sunning on the beach with her sisters or hunting wildlife in the Everglades with the pride, she�d been forced to flee her home. It grated on her last nerve not to attack first. Sitting still while predators circled sucked ass.
She inched into the barn and closed the door behind her. As her eyes adjusted to the darkness, strong hands yanked her off her feet and covered her mouth before she could yell a warning. The giant holding her projected no scent, and he dragged her back with ease. Her struggles didn�t make a dent in the steel frame holding her tight.
Joy�s idiot younger sister outside wouldn�t realize another dozen cats waited for her to make a mistake. Joy still didn�t smell them, so they must have been using Hunter spray to camouflage their presence. But how had no one seen mountain lions hiding in the goddamn barn?
�Stop moving.� A low growl accompanied the warning.
She stilled. Oh God, anyone but him.
Quince, that giant asshole, held onto her like glue as he carried her away from the cats lying in wait in the middle of the barn, behind the stacks of hay. It just figured that in the chaos brewing all around, she�d run into him. The man was harder to shake than hair frizz on a rainy day.
�Cut it out,� he said on a breath and drew her into the tack room, away from the others. He had an iron forearm around her waist and a hand over her mouth. To her shock, she couldn�t break free. Talk about strong. In a voice too soft to be heard by the others, he breathed, �You need to warn your sister that Lex doesn�t just want her, he wants her broken and begging. She needs to stay far away from Miami.�
No shit. Joy tried to tell him she wasn�t stupid when he did something unexpected. The black-haired bully pulled her hair aside and licked the crook of her neck. The smooth feel of his tongue turned her entire world upside-down.
�Mated to Chastell, eh?� He chuckled. �I don�t think so.�
She wanted to turn and look him right in the eye. He was the only black cougar she�d ever met, and the one man whom she�d never thought would turn on Michael, their pride leader. Had she ever been wrong. She wanted to tell him what she thought about him, but then a bunch of eagles burst into the barn and startled the cats. On the other end, the barn doors opened, and her sisters hissed behind Burke, who tore apart their opponents� leader in seconds.
The rest of the rival cats didn�t seem to know what to do. And then her sisters got really pissed. Fur and feathers flew.
She wanted to join in, but Quince wouldn�t let her. �Remember. Warn Stacey. And don�t go getting mated yet, kitten. We have some things we need to talk about.�
He released her mouth, but before she could lambaste him, he stole her breath with a kiss. A hot, melt-your-panties kind of kiss she�d been dreaming about since she�d first learned what men were good for. How unfair for Quince, of all people, to be so incredibly skilled.
�Oh yeah. You�re going to be so sweet.� He held her tightly against his very alive, very erect, lower body.
�In your dreams,� she whispered, not sure why she didn�t just yell for help. But she couldn�t get her lips�or her other parts�to stop tingling.
�Stubborn cat. I like that.� He kissed her again, leaving her dazed and dizzy when he broke it off. �Time to go. See you soon, Joy.�
He faded into the shadows and disappeared, sliding into a crack in the wall that hadn�t been there that morning.
�Well, you planning on daydreaming or kicking some ass?� Stacey asked from the doorway and yawned, licking the blood from her lips. By her feet rested the feline body of what smelled like Ronnie Gates. Oh hell. Had Quince seen that?
�Shut up. I�m coming already.� Joy stripped to her skin and turned, but the fight she�d longed for no longer existed in the whipped cats begging for mercy. The desire to do harm faded under the desire for something else, from a cat she had no right thinking about. The smart thing would be to turn him in to her brother and see Quince pay for his crimes against the pride. But when had Joy ever been accused of being smart?
She sighed. At least she no longer had Dean to worry about. With all this shit going down, no one would care anymore about her stunt with Mr. Trouble. Or as she and Stacey liked to call him, the man-whore. She grinned and slapped one of the aggravating Lex followers on the rump, slowing him down in a hurry when it looked like he planned to escape through a hole in the action. She might have missed all the fun and fighting, but she knew something the others didn�t. They weren�t out of danger yet. She could only hope Grady and Gabby had fared okay.

Twenty-five stitches and some god-awful mewling later�he was embarrassed to admit�Grady lay in a spare bed in the main house surrounded by friends, family and a doctor who should have been drafted by the CIA for her work in torture. She rolled her eyes at him and left after looking down her nose at Ty. Haughty bird.
�Well, at least you�re not afraid of needles,� Dean commented. They all turned to look at Ty, his phobia well-known and always cause for ribbing.
�Fu�screw you.� Ty glared but cast a surreptitious glance at his mate.
Dean, Monty, Julia and Gabby grinned. Grady never tired of seeing her smile. But when she saw him looking at her, her humor fled.
Hell. He was back in the doghouse.
Over her shoulder, he saw Dean pointing to his injuries and making faces. He mouthed, �Use it. You need the help.�
�I don�t even want to know what you�re telling him, Dean.� Gabby slowly turned her head to pin him in place.
He froze. �Oh uh. Nothing. Just wishing him well, Gabs.�
Monty sighed. �Been there, done that. Come on, junior. Let�s see how Burke is doing. With Rachel and the pride so close to danger, I�m sure he about lost his mind.�
�Burke? Nah. Never had one to begin with,� Dean said as they left the room.
Ty stood firm with Julia beside him. �Get to it.�
Grady frowned. �Huh?�
Ty glanced from Grady to Gabby and back again, his brows raised in question.
�Oh uh, right.� Grady cleared his throat, wishing he didn�t have to do this in front of an audience�and that Gabby didn�t look so smug waiting to hear him. But he knew Ty and Julia were showing their support for a reason.
He decided to have a little fun with her. �I�m so sorry, Gabby. For everything.�
�Oh?�
The little witch was going to make this hard. God, he loved her. �I should have told you about Joy and Dean. It honestly wasn�t my idea to make up that stupid story, and I was pissed when I found out. But I never regretted getting to know you, to be with you.�
He saw the love she tried to hide.
�But Gabby, I learned something else after all this. Watching you, seeing how smart you are, how courageous, it taught me something.� Damn. He wished Ty and Julia weren�t staring holes through his forehead. He probably looked like death warmed over. Now he sounded like a grade-A sap and not what his spitfire needed in her life.
�That�s sweet, Grady.� Gabby smiled, her gaze soft and loving. But she still hadn�t told him she loved him, had she?
�Do you accept my apology for misleading you, sweetheart?�
�See, that�s all Grady,� Ty said in an overloud whisper. �Dean could never use a word like misleading without sounding wrong.�
Grady glared at him.
Julia muffled her mirth by pretending to cough into her hand.
Gabby looked completely unmoved. �Did you mean what you said before?�
So the woman remembered. �Yes. I love you.�
She beamed. And still she said nothing.
�So that�s why I have to leave.�
Her face froze.
Ty and Julia stared wide-eyed.
�I don�t deserve you, Gabby. You�re beautiful and strong. You saved yourself, and you saved me.� Bullshit. He�d taken out more than a few cats, but he�d degrade himself to get even. �I lied. I took advantage of your kindness.� He considered shedding a few tears but thought that might be overdoing things.
�What?� Gabby shook her head. �You love me, and you�re leaving?�
�I�m no good for you. I want you to have the best, what you truly deserve.� He made his hand shake as he reached for her cheek and thought he�d done a damn good job when he saw panic in her eyes. �You and Miles, you look good together.� He swallowed hard. Hell. He wanted to wash his mouth out with soap for saying that. �It kills me to think of you with someone else, but I truly love you. You deserve to be happy.�
He turned his head away, wondering what the silence meant. When he turned back, he saw Julia and Ty had left and closed the door behind them.
Gabby remained. She paced back and forth, flailing her hands as she muttered to herself. She stopped and scowled at him. �Where the hell do you get off telling me what I deserve?�
�Gabby?�
Her red hair fanned her face as she turned, and he remembered the feel of such silk over his lap when she�d taken him in her mouth. So fucking good�
��right? I can�t believe you�d say that to my face.�
Uh-oh. �I�m sorry.� When in doubt, apologize.
�Oh no you don�t.� She planted her hands on her hips and stared down at him, like an avenging, flame-haired angel. �You don�t get off that easily. I claimed you, Grady Chastell. You�re mine. My cat, my mate. So you�re going to quit being a martyr and claim me right back.�
He tried to sound weak and did his best to look small in the bed. The bandages on his arms and legs and chest helped. �I told you I love you, Gabby,� he said quietly, beaming inside.
�Yeah, well�� She seemed to run out of steam.
�I want you to have a good man. Not me.� He looked away. And the Oscar goes to�
�You are a good man. You�re handsome and charming. You treat me like a princess, when you�re not trying to lie your way into my pants. I heard you before, Grady.� She sat by his bedside and stroked his face. Her touch had never felt so good. �I see you now. Your anger, your passion, your love.� She blinked, and genuine tears filled her eyes. �I love you right back, Grady Chastell.�
He smiled and knew he�d made a mistake. Too much satisfaction and not enough humility.
�A-ha! I knew you were faking!� But instead of chastising him for it, she squealed with laughter and hugged him tight, bruising him all over again. But this bruising felt good. �You�re perfect for me, you big fat liar.�
�Shit. I do love you, you know.�
�I know.� She kissed him all over his face.
�But if you ever even think about getting near Miles any time soon, I�ll kill him. Then I�ll shave you bald. Every inch of that beautiful red hair will be mine. And I do know that you�re vain about that hair, missy. Julia told me.�
�Okay, okay.� She snickered. �Got you though, didn�t I?�
�Yeah, yeah.�
Her mouth found his, and he was lost to the overwhelming feelings inside him. Passion, lust, love. Everything about Gabby suited him, especially her clever little hands.
�Jesus, Gabby. How do you do that?� he rasped and ended on a groan.
Her hand found its way under the blanket and around his hard cock without him noticing. Then it was just there, priming him to lose his mind and his seed at the same time.
He groaned. �You got me, all right. You always do.� He pulled the blanket away and watched her masturbate him. �I�ve loved for you for a long time, Gabby Easton.�
�Good.� Her smile was full of well-placed confidence.
�Now how about you take off those nasty jeans and climb on? Let�s get to work making some kit-cats.� Grady eagerly awaited holding a few babies with her looks and his temperament. Fox or cat, they�d have some fun-loving, smart-ass kids.
�I can do that.� She left him to lock the door, dropped her clothes, then raced back to him. She straddled him and eased over his erection.
They sighed in pleasure as she slid down until he rested fully inside her.
�I want you, and only you, Gabby.� He helped her move, slowly, up and down, while he rubbed her clit with sure strokes. �Only you bring me�joy.�
She froze for a moment, then leaned down to pinch his nipple.
He sucked in a breath and nearly exploded inside her when she slammed down hard on top of him.
�Bad kitty.� She laughed. �So very bad. I�m thinking we should bring some whips and chains into the bedroom to tame you.� She kissed him until he couldn�t think, his overwhelming need to surge up and climax close at hand. �I guess we don�t have so many�miles to go before we find true happiness.�
�Oh hell. That was just wrong. Not when I�m about to come inside you.� He should have been turned off, but her scent and touch and taste saturated everything. Not even mention of Miles could stop his rushing orgasm when she ground over him once more.
He shouted her name as he poured himself into her. Then he finished her off, rubbing that clit and teasing her breasts until she squeezed him tight, setting off a startling, second climax.
�Grady,� Gabby said between breaths. �I�ll love for you forever.� She panted. �Just promise me one thing.�
�Anything.� And he meant it.
�Never, ever, wear a top hat and bow tie to bed. And lose the �Foxy Lady� soundtrack.�
He grinned. �The song, yeah. My foxy mate? No way in hell.�

Epilogue

Gabby stared from Dean to Stacey, not sure why the two of them continued to argue with one another when it was clear to anyone with two X chromosomes that Dean had it bad for the haughty feline.
She glanced at Grady, who bit his lip to keep from laughing and focused on his cards. Thursday night poker had resumed a month after the incident with the Miami cats. The entire town council had caught wind of it and called a special meeting. Now anyone not already a resident of Cougar Falls had to check in with the council to get permission to visit.
Not a popular ruling with the majority of the town, but it kept Ty and Burke happy. Until their mates had their babies, the men were acting like possessive, protective idiots. Yet Gabby had never seen her sister as content as she was with Ty.
Gabby stood behind Grady and stared at his royal flush. He had a winning hand. Hell, he had her.
She grinned.
Monty scowled at her. �Quit distracting me. All that red hair, those flashy grins.� He grumbled to the others, �Shouldn�t she be in with the women watching that stupid movie?�
The Ac-taw at the table were too smart to answer. Miles said nothing. Burke wisely kept his eyes on his cards, though his lips quirked. Joel�the lone bear�still sulked because he�d been in Florida when all the action had gone down. A few of the raptors sitting in looked from wolf to cat and muttered under their breath about illogical land dwellers.
She ignored the wolf and his bad luck. �Good luck, sweetie.� She kissed Grady on the cheek and sauntered out of the room.
When Monty swore, she knew Grady had beaten him, finally. They�d been working on his game. Sadly, her honey could hunt, fish and track like a pro. He couldn�t cook, dance or�until Gabby�play cards worth squat. But she�d helped him, because Gabby liked a mate who wanted to win.
When the theme song for the old Scooby-Doo cartoon sounded, she dragged Sophie out of the living room to the poker table.
�What�s up, Gabby?� the pretty wolf asked. �Oh no. Not more Scooby-Doo?�
Grady�s laughter reached her before the others. �Quick, Dean,� he shouted. �Grab the top hat and tie and put it on the wolf. Monty, I believe the phrase is, Sophie, to go with your personal theme song, a magnificent serenade. Hit it, wolf.�
Sophie looked perplexed as she watched a wolf with rhythm, wearing a top hat and bow tie, jamming to Scooby-Doo�s theme song. Grady looked so happy she thought he�d burst. He winked at her and mouthed, �I love you.�
She had a smug mate. She was surrounded by friends and family. Gabby patted her belly�in another eight months, they�d have a baby. Yep. She could more than handle this life�so long as Grady didn�t dance.
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