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Introduction

Three shifters walk into a bar…

After a few drinks, the black leopard shifter says, “I met my mate at the Middlemarch Ball. She wanted a one-night fling—one perfect night of passion, she said. One look was all I needed to know she was my fated mate. My Emily is a human, and she had no intention of taking a second chance on love.”

“That’s nothing,” the dragon shifter retorted. “I had only one use for women, but my human mate had a long-term crush on me. Talk about determination. We ended up working on an investigation together—a fake engagement thing—and haven’t been apart since.”

The leopard and the dragon turned to the polar bear.

“I met my lady at a train station,” the bear shifter shared. “She came for a vacation in our small town, and she never left.” He grinned. “She calls me her alpha male, and I call her my fish-out-of-water.”

You’ll love this paranormal shapeshifter romance box set because it contains sassy women who know what they want and strong, alpha men who will protect them to the end. Oh, and a little humor, a few secrets, and some danger and suspense to keep things interesting.

Shifter Shenanigans contains:

My Scarlet Woman, Middlemarch Shifters book 1

Blue Moon Dragon, Dragon Investigators book 1

Fiona’s Mates, Churchill Polar Bears book 1
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Shelley Munro
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Introduction

Emily Scarlet’s husband left her for his secretary and died in a car accident—all on the same day. Now, six months later, Emily has emerged from her chrysalis of painful memories. And to prove she has what it takes to attract a man, she’s determined to experience one perfect night of passion.

Feline shapeshifter, Saber Mitchell has a problem with his four boisterous younger brothers. They’re out of control, causing trouble and dragging him into the mire. It’s too late for him, but he hopes to get his brothers mated and settled, and the inaugural Middlemarch ball is the place to introduce them to marriageable women.

Unbridled sex is the last thing on Saber’s mind, but one glimpse of the bubbly Emily Scarlet in her slinky red dress changes his mind. Sex with her is a necessity. They dance. They laugh. They make love—passionate, intoxicating and satisfying.

One thing is clear—a single night isn’t enough. Saber must have her for his mate, but Emily isn’t so easy to convince…or trust.


Note to Readers

Writers receive inspiration from many sources. One of my favorite places to look for interesting story ideas is the New Zealand Herald. Several years ago, a small headline caught my attention, Panther sighted again. Evidently, several people living in the Mid-Canterbury area of the South Island had sighted a mystery cat, a large black creature with a tail the same length as its body.

Around the same time, a small town called Middlemarch came to my notice in a blaze of publicity. Middlemarch is a real town, situated not far from Dunedin, in the South Island of New Zealand. It seems Middlemarch had a problem—plenty of men, but a shortage of young women of marriageable age. The men of the area were having trouble meeting potential partners. Their solution was to hold an annual dance to bring women to the district. A train, dubbed the “love train”, runs from Dunedin bringing women to attend the dance and returning them home afterward. Romances have bloomed as a direct result of couples meeting during the Middlemarch singles dance.

Using writer’s license, I moved the mystery cat a little farther south, planting him firmly in Middlemarch and played a little with the geography of the town. Scarlet Woman is the result.

You can visit Middlemarch on the web and read about the dance at www.middlemarch.co.nz.

Happy reading,

Shelley


Chapter One

Mitchell Farm, Middlemarch, New Zealand

Feline Shapeshifter Council Meeting.

Present: Saber Mitchell, Sid Blackburn, Kenneth Nesbitt, Agnes Paisley, Valerie McClintock, Benjamin Urquart

Saber Mitchell glanced around the dining room table, his gut writhing, his lips compressed. The fingers of his right hand opened and closed on the pen he held. He started counting to ten, his store of patience at an all-time low.

Damn it, he wanted action instead of this pained disapproval radiating from each of the council members. He’d done his best. What more did they expect?

The temptation to roar his frustration ate at him, and his feline threatened to bleed through his restraint to growl in concert.

But experience—gained since he’d inherited his Uncle Herbert’s spot on the council—had taught him to remain quiet and wait for the older council members to organize their drinks and help themselves to sandwiches, to wait for them to start proceedings.

On reaching ten, he restarted his count and stared around the familiar room of the house he shared with his four younger brothers. On the far side of the big room—the area his mother had termed the cozy—a heap of farming magazines, in a tidier pile than this morning, covered one side of a sturdy wooden coffee table. One of his brothers, probably Felix, had collected all the strewn change and tossed it into a pottery bowl. It glinted under the bright light.

The net curtain at the sliding door billowed in the breeze, and if he scented in the feline way, the whiff would smell of the coming season. Autumn filled the air.

A cheer came from outside. Leo, by the sound of it, the brother who came after Felix and before the twins, Sly and Joe. Another cheer erupted. Saul, one of their neighbors. Saber grimaced. All the guilty parties present and enjoying themselves while he faced the consequences of their actions.

“Saber, are you ready?” Agnes’s querulous tone jerked him from his fuming.

“Yes,” he said, not caring to modulate the snap in his barked reply. That prune expression from Agnes didn’t scare him.

Sid, one of his uncle’s friends and the feline council member he knew best, slapped his wrinkled hand on the tabletop. “I bring this meeting to order.”

“This is your fault, Saber.” Valerie McClintock glared at him through the smudged lenses of her glasses. Despite her feline genes, age had reduced her eyesight, but her brain remained as sharp as it had been when she’d taught Saber at age six at Middlemarch primary school. The nostrils of her narrow nose flared as he held her gaze, not prepared to buckle under her censure.

“I haven’t done anything.” Saber fought to maintain an even tone. While he spoke the truth, every council member who sat around his dining table knew the facts. He might be innocent, but his younger brothers weren’t, and as ringleaders, they and their friends had brought danger to Middlemarch.

Kenneth, big and hefty yet still handsome in his advanced age, shoved the last bite of a sandwich into his mouth and chewed. He swallowed then produced a copy of a newspaper from his lap. It was folded to a familiar story.

Saber closed his eyes, his heart beating a fraction faster while his feline let out a snarl.

“That’s enough, boy.” Sid placed his hand over Saber’s restless fingers and squeezed briefly.

Fuck. He must be more out of control than he thought. He hadn’t meant that snarl of displeasure to go public.

“Sorry,” he said and inhaled deeply in an attempt to do what the counting hadn’t—reduce his agitation.

“Black panther sighted near Middlemarch,” Kenneth read.

Each of the council members focused on him, and he had to bite back another snarl. “What do you want me to do? I don’t know who was responsible for the prank since my brothers have denied it. Every one of their friends has refuted knowledge of the incident.”

“I will question them,” Valerie said. “I have years of experience in seeing through boys and their lies.”

“No,” Benjamin said with finality. His piercing, green cat gaze studied each of them in turn, staying Agnes, Kenneth and Valerie’s protests before they restarted. “What is the point in casting blame and castigating the culprits once we find them? It won’t change the outcome. We need to find a solution to fix the problem.”

“The Mitchell brothers are the trouble,” Agnes snapped.

“They incite the other youngsters into making rash decisions.” Red bled into Kenneth’s face until even the tips of his ears wore his condemnation.

Valerie jabbed her finger in Saber’s direction. “They’re out of control, and you’re responsible.”

Saber bristled at the attack on his family. “You—”

Sid squeezed his hand again, and Saber broke off. His nostrils flared, the scent of acrimony a nasty stench polluting his house.

“Benjamin is right,” Sid said. “There is no point in arguing about what should have happened. We need to find a way to steer our younger shifters to a stable way of life. They need responsibilities and a way to channel their high spirits.”

Agnes jutted out her chin. “They shouldn’t get away with this type of misbehavior.”

“I’m not saying that,” Benjamin said, green gaze flashing again. “We should hold a meeting with compulsory attendance to everyone over the age of ten. All of those who can shift to feline and those who are on the cusp of shifting. We should stress the danger they are putting us in, our community. We should explain the reasons we left Scotland and came to New Zealand. The world is a smaller place now. There is nowhere left to start over should we run into problems.”

Agnes sniffed. “We should force the Mitchells from Middlemarch.”

“We were one of the original families who came from Scotland,” Saber said in an icy tone. “My ancestors helped build the town, and we’re not going anywhere.”

“Enough,” Sid said. “There will be no more talk about drumming out the Mitchell family. Saber is right. His family have roots in this town.”

“None of the boys are bad,” Benjamin commented. “They have high spirits. Agnes, you weren’t exactly a well-behaved youngster. Admit it. The Mitchell boys and their friends are merely following in our footsteps. The difference is the modern ways of living make hiding our existence much more difficult.”

Saber leaned back in his chair and folded his arms across his chest. “What sort of things did you do when you were younger?” He watched color crawl across Agnes’s cheeks. Valerie wore the same high pink when he glanced at her, and Kenneth squirmed on his chair, his discomfort clear.

Sid grinned, pleasant memories shining in his countenance. “Point taken. None of us should cast stones.”

“What do you suggest?” Kenneth asked.

Some of the angst in Saber faded as the hostility left their features. In his usual way, Benjamin had managed to disperse the anger and frustration amongst the council.

“Well, for a start,” Sid said. “Keeping the youngsters busy in their free time will help them stay out of mischief. I believe the town would benefit from a spruce-up. Some of the public buildings require minor repairs and are due for repainting, the children would benefit from a playground and I thought it would be good to have a sports area. A rugby field and a netball court for the upcoming winter. We can use them for volleyball or tennis during the warmer months. My hope is that the exercise will redirect the energy of some of our youngsters.”

Saber held his breath and waited, not willing to attract attention to himself, but he thought this might work. It would help to instill a sense of pride, tire out his brothers and have the added bonus of keeping them out of mischief.

“That is a good idea,” Valerie said in clear surprise.

Agnes tapped her fingers on the table. “We need more young women. Get them mated. A good woman will help them settle.”

Sid barked out a laugh, and Saber couldn’t restrain his own grin. Was Agnes suggesting they should act as pimps? Could be interesting.

“How are we going to do that?” Kenneth demanded. “Most of our young women leave to go to university and don’t come back. Or they leave Middlemarch to get a job.”

“Not only the young women,” Valerie said. “The Garrett twins left for Wellington last week. They both have jobs in the capital.”

“If we had sports fields, we could organize a rugby team and play neighboring towns,” Saber said. “Have a social afterward.”

“What about a market or a town festival?” Agnes asked. “Involve all ages. Tug-of-war challenges, egg and spoon races for the kids. A dance in the evening.”

“A dance,” Kenneth mused. “Remember the socials we used to have when we were teenagers? People used to come on the train from Dunedin.”

“That’s it. That’s perfect,” Benjamin said. “All the ideas are good, but don’t you see? A dance that brings young women into the town. If we talk with the railway people, they might agree to put on a train to bring people to the dance.”

“The Love train,” Kenneth said, his beefy face split in a grin.

“Good marketing angle,” Valerie commented. “I think we could do this. I think it could be good for the town and keep our youngsters busy.”

“When would we hold the dance? And where?” Agnes asked.

Saber considered the available time and space. “We could hire a marquee and pitch it on the open ground near the railway station. If we organized things soon, we could hold the dance while the weather is settled and before we get into winter.”

The others nodded.

“We’ll need the long grass cut back,” Valerie said. “We’d want the area around the marquee clean and tidy, so visitors can spill outside if they want to on the night.”

“I can organize my brothers and their friends to do that,” Saber offered.

“No time like the present, lad. It sounds as if all our culprits are here. Everyone agreed?” Sid asked. “We arrange a dance and clean and repaint as necessary. A town can always use a bit of a spruce up. Undertake these first, and keep the other ideas in reserve.”

“Aye,” Benjamin said, and the others repeated his affirmation.

“Yes.” Saber stood. “Is there anything else to discuss?”

“No, lad,” Sid said. “I think we’ve covered the basics. I’ll investigate the cost of the marquee. Oh, and a band. We’ll need a band. Anything else?”

“Refreshments—food and drink,” Valerie said. “I’ll sort out options and report back.”

“Advertising and printing of the tickets. I’ll obtain pricing for this,” Agnes said.

“Maybe some seating,” Kenneth added. “I can organize quotes for seating.”

Saber nodded, more relaxed now that they weren’t verbally attacking him and his brothers. “That leaves me in charge of clearing the reserve ready for the marquee and tidying up the town. I’ll go and inform my brothers and their friends of their punishment—while everyone is here together.”

Saber strode to the sliding door and disappeared outside.

“He’s a good lad,” Sid said.

Agnes nodded. “He’s never caused any trouble. Not that he had a chance with Herbert’s illness forcing him into adulthood.”

“That’s true,” Valerie agreed. “He was a good pupil, willing to learn. Once Herbert started displaying signs of cancer, he stepped into his uncle’s shoes. He’s never had a chance to participate in the same hijinks we did at his age.”

“Aye,” Sid said. “Maybe we can do something about that. Let’s make sure that we introduce Saber to some of the young women who attend the dance. He deserves a chance at happiness.”


Chapter Two

Inaugural Middlemarch Singles Ball

“Please stop staring at me.” Emily Scarlet grimaced at Maggie, her sister-in-law and best friend. She scanned the faces in the line leading to the marquee, concentrating on the male ones before turning back to Maggie. “I checked my makeup in my compact mirror five minutes ago. I know I haven’t colored outside the lines so quit with the bulging eyes. It’s not attractive. Don’t you want to catch a man?”

Emily’s hips swayed in time to the catchy beat of the song the band played and mentally checked off the faces while eagerness built. No. No. Possibly…

“I can’t help it. You look so different.” Maggie’s expression radiated confusion as she checked out Emily’s radically changed appearance.

Emily knew she looked different. Better. Her reflection in the bedroom mirror this evening still had the power to surprise her. The sexy, layered haircut and the new golden highlights that shot her from mousy to head-turning. The figure-hugging red dress that ended mid-thigh and showcased her recent weight loss. The strappy black heels that made her legs appear long and toned. The blue contact lenses to correct her shortsightedness, and the breasts that the incredible bra she wore pushed up and out to greater prominence.

Maggie’s brow crinkled in distress. “You’re not the Emily Scarlet I know. I don’t think Michael—”

“Michael is dead.”

Pain darkened her sister-in-law’s face. “It’s been six months. Don’t you think you should take more time before you make changes?”

Emily bit back the cutting reply that leapt to the tip of her tongue. Michael had cheated. He’d lied. The morning of the car accident, he’d had told her he intended to leave her for his secretary. Boring little Emily didn’t compare favorably with the glamorous Tessa. Too frumpy. Too predictable for Michael’s taste. He hadn’t even given her a chance!

Impotent anger grew as she replayed the painful scene. She gripped her black clutch bag so tightly the box of condoms inside buckled beneath the pressure and the cellophane wrapping gave a telltale crackle. She relaxed her grasp and inhaled, trying to push away the ugly past.

Bottom line. He hadn’t loved her.

Emily fixed a smile on her mouth. She didn’t want to argue with Maggie or blurt out the truth about Michael in a burst of temper—not after keeping quiet and protecting the family’s illusions. They had loved Michael, and she refused to hurt the people she cared for even if their son and brother was a dirty, cheating scumbag. She’d suffered enough for them already.

After mentally jerking herself back to the present, she spied a tall, dark-haired man standing with a group just inside the flower-bedecked marquee. Her gaze strolled the length of his body, coming to rest on a very touchable butt. She sighed in appreciation and wished he’d turn around so she could check the whole package. He remained standing with his arse pointing in her direction. Delectable.

She put him on her list and glanced back at Maggie. “Coming to Middlemarch is about having fun.”

The line moved forward and Emily tugged two tickets from the depths of her clutch bag then draped the long strap over her shoulder.

“It’s all about sex,” Maggie snapped. “They have a shortage of women in Middlemarch. I’ve read the papers. This isn’t a dance. It’s a meat market.”

“Yeah, great, isn’t it?” Emily chuckled, attracting the attention of the same group of men she’d just ogled. She winked at them and turned back to Maggie. “You didn’t have to come with me. I told you I was happy to come on my own. I promised to turn into a pumpkin at midnight, catch the train back to Dunedin and stumble into a taxi at the other end, tired and danced out like a good Cinderella. But you insisted on coming. The least you can do is enjoy yourself. Come on, you know you love to dance.”

“I don’t know you in this mood. You’ve changed.”

Laughing, she gave Maggie a quick, reassuring hug. “I’m just the same. And tonight we’ll dance the night away with some cute country boys before heading back to the big, bad city. Okay?”

She handed over their tickets to the elderly woman sitting behind the wooden desk at the entrance to the marquee, offering her a bright smile. Maggie was right. She had changed. She wasn’t the same doormat Michael had walked over and discarded. No longer the little homemaker. The drudge.

This Scarlet woman planned on having a little fun.

“Oh, man. Look at the tits on her.” Felix made kissing noises deep in his throat. “I’ve died and gone to heaven. Oh, man. She winked. Yep, heaven.”

Sly thumped his older brother on the back. “Don’t think it’s heaven, bro. Can’t be with all that sinful lust shining on your face.”

“Enough.” Saber attempted to scowl his boisterous younger brothers into obedience. Despite laying down the law this afternoon, the four were out of control. He had to get them settled before one of their harmless pranks boiled over into something that threatened their shifter community.

“Yeah, gotta remember, this is punishment,” Leo chided, humor etching into his features.

“Leave me out of this,” Sam, their cousin, said. “I was at home in Canterbury. I’m innocent. Ah, I see someone I know. I’m off to grab a dance before any of you lot get ideas.” He strode away, determination etched into his features.

Joe let out a low whistle. “I vote the lady in red administers my punishment.”

Saber relaxed a fraction at the reactions from his brothers and cousin. Good. The plan was working already. If he managed to get each of them mated, they’d cut out the mischievous shenanigans and settle to raise a child or two. And he wouldn’t have to stress regarding articles in the paper like the one he’d read last month.

Black panther sighted again.

At least the article had lit a match under the council elders.

Finally. Agreement that they needed to do something to help the younger males settle. Saber’s mouth firmed as he recalled the heated meeting, the digs against his family. The council had discussed the lack of females of marriageable age. They knew the causes—the feline families tended to have male offspring while the human females seemed to enjoy the lifestyle offered in the city of Dunedin or farther afield. They attended high school and university in the city and never returned to their birthplace. The human males left too, but they tended to return after exploring the world outside Middlemarch.

Until the reporter’s story had appeared, no one had tried to solve the problem of a lopsided gender ratio. The article in the paper had been the catalyst. After the council meeting they’d swung into action to organize a dance they hoped would benefit both the young shifter and human males living in Middlemarch. The task they’d called impossible suddenly became imperative.

Saber eyed Felix and Leo, the brothers standing closest to him, the tension brought about by responsibility coalescing into a solid lump in his chest. They both strenuously denied taking part in the prank, but he wasn’t so sure. He knew his brothers—where there was fun, they were in the thick of the entertainment.

Felix nudged Sly. “Big bro’s looking serious. He’s got Mission Mate on his mind again.”

Joe leaned closer and whispered, “Can’t have shapeshifters roaming around Middlemarch for the humans to see.”

“Enough,” Saber snapped. His brothers sobered, knowing they’d pushed him far enough tonight. Dammit, he had to find them mates. It was too late for him. But not for them. None of his brothers remembered how it had been between their parents. They’d been too young to die, but Saber recalled how they’d laughed and played together, how they’d made everything seem like a game, even the work on the farm. Yes, he remembered the intimacy between his parents, and that was what he wanted for his four brothers. He scanned the dance floor and saw Sam with a woman in his arms, a smile of contentment on his face. Exactly what he wanted for his brothers.

“Look, we said we’d go along with this plan,” Felix said. “We’ll give it a shot. Me first. Introduce me to the lady in red.”

The lady in red.

The second brother to mention her. Curiosity piqued, he turned to check out the view. His breath stalled until the tight vise around his lungs reminded him to breathe. Saber inhaled sharply, his nostrils flaring, feline genes kicking in.

He wanted the lady in red.

But that wasn’t the purpose of this shindig. Saber consciously relaxed, telling himself she was too obvious. The invitation a little blatant for his taste, but she might spark the urge to mate in one of his brothers. “Fine. We’re next in line for introductions anyway.” He watched one of the elders walk up to the lady in red and offer his arm.

The woman smiled, and Saber adjusted his thoughts. A touch of vulnerability flitted across her pale face as she answered a question posed by the elder. Wistfulness. Hope. She treated the elder with courtesy and respect, earning points from Saber. He’d noticed the impatience of some of the other women waiting to enter the marquee. Excitement jumped in him. This plan would work. The lady in red would make a fine sister-in-law.

The elder led her toward him and his brothers. Saber indicated Felix with a jerk of his head, but the elder stopped in front of him.

“May I present Joanna Scarlet?” the elder said. “This is Saber Mitchell.”

“Just call me Jo,” the lady in red murmured, her voice a low, sensual hum that speared through him, winding his stomach in knots of desire and lust and uncharacteristic possessiveness. Her attractive floral scent reminded him of old-fashioned flowers and herbs. Maybe a touch of vanilla. It seeped deep into his lungs, drawing him in like a helpless insect.

Saber sighed. His Scarlet woman. If his brothers didn’t stop with the leering, he was going to smack some manners into them. Whoa…his?

She studied them with frank interest and nodded when the elder introduced his brothers. Shock finally yielded to common sense and the voice of reason.

Saber saw Joanna—call me Jo—was chatting to another elder and a plump dark-haired girl who had stopped at their side. “Okay, boys. You’ve had your joke. How much did they pay you, Sid?”

The elder offered a gentle but determined smile and spoke in a low undertone so the lady didn’t hear. “Lad, you need a mate. This one is for you.”

A protest formed in him. He didn’t have a destined mate, and he’d accepted his fate to travel through life alone when his search during his younger days had turned up nothing but entertaining sexual partners. The elder was wrong. Wasn’t he?

He glanced at Joanna Scarlet and battled the bolt of lust that zapped the length of his body again. Beneath his trousers, his cock stirred with definite interest. Every sense jumped to hyper-alert. He smelled her delicate floral perfume and the underlying feminine scent specific to her. Heard her slow, steady breaths. He could practically feel her body pressed against his. She called to him on every level.

Pushing aside the panicked, out-of-control sensation writhing through him, he aimed for nonchalance. Oh, yeah. He couldn’t deny he was interested, but what if it was a false alarm? What if he was disappointed again?

Saber answered his own question with a silent grunt. He’d pick himself up and carry on. That was what he’d do. That was what he always did.

“Not frightened of the little lady, are you, Saber?” A clear taunt colored Felix’s whispered words.

When Saber glanced at his other brothers, he saw amusement and unholy glee.

Ambushed.

In his own trap.

Saber turned to Jo, accepting the hand fate and the elders had dealt him. “Would you like to dance?”

“I’d love to,” she murmured, tucking her hand in his. Her fingers were cool to the touch, but Saber knew instinctively this was a façade. The lady possessed hidden fires, flames as hot as her Scarlet name. Suddenly he wanted to tend and stoke the blaze until it flared out of control. But not here. Not with everyone looking.

Emily moved into his arms, her heart giving an excited blip. A slow ballad started, and she moved automatically across the grass dance floor. Her heels sank into the grass so she danced on tiptoe, balancing easily in his arms. Her bag swayed against her hip with each move, its contents a silent reminder of what she wanted to achieve tonight.

Call me Jo.

She had no idea what had possessed her to tell everyone her name was Joanna. Cinderella syndrome? Perhaps. Because tonight she felt like a fairy-tale character. The lure of fun and mischief called, enticing her to outrageous thoughts of a one-night stand. Her mouth firmed with determination. Thoughts she intended to carry to their conclusion.

Emily tipped back her head to study the man—Saber Mitchell. About six inches taller than her, the man had short, black hair and intense green eyes full of sensual promises. She shivered with longing. The touch of a male. Sex.

It had been so long.

Touches of humor lurked, tiny fans of lines indicating he smiled often. Put together, his features were attractive and pleasing. The muscles beneath her fingers were strong and his tan, along with his callused fingers, told her he worked outdoors. Although the man was difficult to read, she sensed a wide vein of integrity ran within him. She’d watched Saber with his brothers while they’d waited to enter the marquee.

Yep, he was perfect in his tight black trousers, the white cotton shirt and contrasting red tie.

The exact opposite of Michael.

A few more subtle tests would tell if he’d qualify as the man. Was he married for one? She wasn’t about to break up a marriage, not since she’d been on the receiving end of a triangle. Ditto any serious relationships. Once she cleared these matters to her satisfaction, it was full-steam ahead.

Emily knew it was irresponsible, foolhardy, a few other things as well but she wanted to feel a man’s body wrapped around her, she wanted the closeness and the intimacy even if it was for just one night. Heck, she plain wanted sex. Playing alone didn’t cut it any longer. She needed to know she was attractive, that a man desired her.

Tonight was the night.

A box of condoms sat in her bag, and since she’d continued with her birth control after Michael’s death, she was as protected as she could be against an unwanted pregnancy. Now all she needed was the man…

She moved closer to temptation and inhaled his scent. “You smell good,” she murmured. Wow, great start. Scintillating conversation.

Saber chuckled, his chest moving beneath her hand. And a very nice chest it was, too. Her fingers flexed on his white cotton shirt, her nails digging into the resilient flesh beneath.

The man made a dark sound deep in his throat, one that resembled a purr. A delicious tremor swept the length of her body, pooling blood low in her belly. Oh, yeah. Tonight.

He held her loosely within his arms. His hands slipped across the silky fabric of her dress to hover around her hips. “Did you come from Dunedin on the train?”

“Don’t you mean the ‘love train’?” she asked with a wide grin, remembering the silly surge of exhilaration when she’d read the ad in the paper. Catch the love train to Middlemarch. Something had urged her to buy a ticket, so here she was—one impulse and a train ride later.

“Yes, I’m a city girl.” The warmth of his hands through her dress hiked her pulse rate. A bit difficult to concentrate when they were so close. Yet, contrarily, she didn’t want to move an inch.

His dark brows rose in challenge. “Slumming it or interested in marrying a country boy?”

Slumming it implied slut while marriage sounded a whole heap worse. After the disaster with Michael, she wasn’t willing to tie herself to another man. Michael had blown her trust right out of the water, and his behavior had left pain that went soul deep. She’d thought they’d grow old together, surrounded by their children and grandchildren.

She swallowed the hurt threatening to choke her pleasure in this dance with a sexy man. The ache of betrayal would take time to heal, and she refused to jump into another relationship without a lot of thought and heart-searching. Emily wouldn’t make the same mistake twice.

Saber cleared his throat in a nonverbal prod, but she refused to touch the provocative query so she prevaricated, offering distraction instead. “I’m a widow. My husband died six months ago.”

“I’m sorry.” Regret chased the instant sympathy she saw on his face, warming her starved body and mind. The man intended to back off—if that was what she wanted. Gut instinct told her she’d lucked out straightaway and found the man to make her feel like a woman again. At least she could have that, even if she never had love again.

“It’s okay. What do you do here in Middlemarch? Are you married?” Emily did not intend to discuss Michael. Just thinking about the rotter threatened to smother her good mood.

Desperately wanting to live in the moment, she caressed Saber’s cheek. His sudden smile stole her breath and her touch faltered. Stung by the unthinking intimacy she’d committed, Emily jerked her fingers away as if she’d touched something burning hot.

Saber grabbed her trembling hand and raised it to lie over his heart, a gleam in his gaze. Emily shuddered, the heat traveling up her arm and dispersing through her body until she tingled all over. Oh, boy. This man was good.

“My brothers and I run the family farm.” He continued the conversation without difficulty. “Our family has lived here for four generations. No, I’m not married and no serious relationships.” A slow, sinful grin crawled across his mouth and settled, pulling a return smile from her. “Although that might change. Any other questions?”

“Sheep?” A diversion to help her resettle.

“Mostly,” Saber replied without missing a beat. “A few cattle and crops as well.”

A sharp jolt from an exuberant couple next to them shoved her firmly against Saber’s chest. He drew her tightly against him until they were connected knee to chest, his large erection pushing against her belly. Their gazes met and her breath caught.

He wanted her, too.

His head lowered and he brushed his firm lips across hers. A test, she decided, as he pulled away a fraction, green gaze studying her closely.

“My dance,” a voice said. “Bro, you can’t keep Jo to yourself all night.”

They parted abruptly, the masculine voice a shock to the intimate moment. She frowned at the new arrival with his sexy grin and shaggy black hair. He quirked a brow at her, drawing an unwilling smile despite her irritation at the intrusion. She and Saber were just getting acquainted. This—a kiss—was a momentous occasion. She could do without interruptions. Her gaze drifted from the newcomer to Saber. A brother. Attractive. Good genes ran in the Mitchell family.

“Felix. Go away,” Saber ordered, tugging Emily back into his arms. “Find your own woman.”

Felix persisted. “That woman reporter is here. She wants to speak with you about the panther sightings.” He winked at her. “Very nice flowery scent in the body lotion you use. Smells like a mixture of lavender and herbs. Makes me want to step closer and smell just behind your ear. I think I’d enjoy licking as well.”

Emily’s mouth dropped open.

Saber froze, his hands tightening around her shoulders. His laugh was short and impatient. “Keep away from Jo.” He scowled at his brother. “I told the reporter woman when she rang that coming here was a waste of time. The tourists who reported the sighting had been drinking all afternoon. It’s a wonder they didn’t see talking dogs or purple people eaters with an alien or two sprinkled in for variety. According to Jenny, down the road, they’re big this year. Why the hell won’t the woman take no for an answer? She’s chasing alcohol-induced dreams.”

“She obviously needs the facts reiterated in person. You go and talk to her. I’ll look after Jo.” Felix smirked at his brother.

“I don’t think so. This won’t take long, Jo.” He studied her intently, the corners of his eyes crinkled with silent humor. “Would you like to come with me?”

He was asking her for more than a walk to chat with the reporter. It was evident in the devilish glint in his mesmerizing gaze. Emily never hesitated. “Yes.”

They strolled hand in hand across the dance floor. She caught Maggie’s look of censure as they passed her dancing with one of Saber’s brothers. Emily hesitated, but her friend’s compressed mouth and scowl looked so much like Michael’s she kept walking.

“Changed your mind?” Saber’s lazy drawl sent a shiver racing straight to her core.

“No.” Her gaze traced his firm lips. How would they feel closing around her nipples? Or touching her in a more intimate kiss? Heat suffused her body along with yearning. Between her legs moistened, the dampness making her fidget.

“That must be her over there with Sid,” Saber muttered. “Let Felix cope with her nosy questions. We’ll sneak past while she’s not looking.” With a furtive glance over his shoulder, he hustled Emily from the marquee. He nodded at a man and a woman wearing a blue dress who were also making their way from the marquee. “My cousin has the same idea. We’ll go in the opposite direction to them.”

A gurgle escaped Emily as they slipped past into the growing darkness outside. After the foot-stomping gaiety inside, it seemed quiet. Private. A sliver of disquiet stalked the length of her spine. She was doing the right thing, wasn’t she?

Saber squeezed her hand, seeming to sense her unease. “We don’t have to do anything. Yet.” The light cast shadows across his face but it was difficult to miss the decidedly carnal smile.

Sex. She could cope with that. No commitments. No need to get hurt because there were no promises made. Impulsively she headed for the shadows cast by a stand of poplar trees. Dried leaves crunched underfoot, her heels sinking halfway to China with each step. She yanked free and wrinkled her nose in exasperation. “I didn’t think about walking on grass in heels.”

“How about taking them off?” Saber knelt in front of her, his callused fingers sliding across her ankle. She inhaled and held her breath as he undid the tiny buckle and slid her bare foot from the shoe. She grasped his shoulders to balance, her heart pounding at the knowledge of what she was about to do. A balmy breeze blew, tugging at her loose curls. Saber undid the other buckle, and she lifted her foot for him. Instead of standing, he remained kneeling in front of her. Her heart skipped a beat. Her sex clenched, and she was very aware of the arousal dampening her panties.

Saber smelled her excitement, heard the racing of her heart. She tensed when he massaged the arch of her foot, but he took his time until she relaxed and a whimper of pleasure escaped her parted lips. He continued to massage her foot, noticing the sexy red toenails. Jo was a strange contrast—skittish at times, and yet, strangely forward and wanton at others.

Would the real Scarlet woman step forward?

He slid his palm across a heel and up her smooth calf, savoring the silky skin and the floral scent of the lotion she’d smoothed onto her body. His cock throbbed, large and eager, pushing insistently against his fly, and Saber was right there with his lower brain. Interested. Desperate to bury his cock in her warm, luscious heat. Desperate to taste her natural juices and watch her shatter in his arms.

His hand rose to the sensitive skin behind her knee, surprising a giggle out of her before drifting higher across her warm inner thigh. Slow—when what he craved was hard, fast. Hot and heavy with not an ounce of gentleness involved.

He struggled with wooing her instead of demanding, taking, because the closer they came to consummation, the more he thought Sid might be right. After all this time, his mate had sashayed into his life, and she’d almost escaped because he hadn’t noticed. He’d become used to being alone.

His Scarlet woman.

He fingered her through her panties. Intimately.

Her gasp was loud in the still evening, disturbed only by the throb of the band and the wail of the female lead singer.

“I want you,” she whispered. “Here. Now.” Her blue eyes glittered in the half-light beneath the trees. Anyone could see, but she didn’t seem worried. Her bag slipped off her shoulder and she let it fall to the grass. “Please,” she repeated.

The relentless throb at his groin countered Saber’s relief at her request. God, he was desperate to grab her offer and plunge inside her tight channel, taking her hard and fast until they both burned. But he wasn’t so far gone that he forgot about privacy.

The woman investigating the panther sighting would hunt them down if her previous behavior was any indication. She was certainly tenacious, firing letters off to several of the council members asking for information. Delegated with the chore to communicate with her, he’d answered the initial politely worded letter with one of his own, refuting the idea of mystery cats near Middlemarch. The woman ignored his reply and followed her letter with persistent phone calls and now a visit, despite his assertions she was chasing nonexistent ghosts. Still, she kept pushing. He refused to give her material to publish in the tabloid press—about black panthers or the modern sexual techniques of a closet shifter. She might pretend she was researching a book, but it had been her byline attached to the newspaper article. Despite his assertions she was chasing ghosts, the woman remained resolute and, given her tenacious nature, he didn’t expect that to change.

Saber stood abruptly, lifted Joanna into his arms and strode toward the next stand of trees across the other side of the paddock.

“My shoes and bag.”

“You won’t need them.” When she opened her mouth to argue, Saber paused to kiss her, tempted by the sexy curve of her bottom lip. Just one quick taste—enough to make them both crazy. Minutes later, he let her balance on her own feet. They were farther away from the marquee and possible interruptions.

The hoot of a morepork drowned out the band, and when the echo of the lonely cry died, only silence remained. A gentle breeze ruffled the leaves. They responded with a placid song, a serenade for the sensual dance to come. Jo slid against his body, arching against him with a sound that reminded him of a contented purr.

Apt. Very apt.

Saber buried his face against the crook of her neck, breathing in her scent. Without warning, the ripple of awareness preceding the shift to cat slid seductively across his skin. Goose bumps prickled on his limbs. A faint glow emanated from his hands. He hissed in alarm and fought, battling the change with everything he had.

“Are you all right?”

Shit, this had never happened before. His father hadn’t mentioned the strange phenomenon during their sex talk. Their Uncle Herbert, who’d taken on the guardian role after his parents’ deaths, hadn’t discussed the oddity either. Maybe it was something peculiar to him?

Saber gritted his teeth, resisting the shift toward feline with all his might. He inhaled sharply, struggling to remain in control, to remain in his human form. Pity Uncle Herbert wasn’t there to offer advice—the elderly man had passed away two winters ago. Exhaling slowly, he kissed and nibbled at the soft skin beneath her ear while he wondered what to do. There wasn’t anyone else to ask, not without suffering an incredible amount of embarrassment.

“Turn around,” he ordered, trying to hide his panic. “Put your hands against the tree.”

“Why?”

So you can’t see me. “I want to touch your ass. Besides, this will be easier. I’d hate to get grass stains on your dress.” And I want to take you in the traditional way from behind, he added silently, every particle of him wanting to dominate, to seize her by the scruff of the neck and exert his power. He wanted to mark her with his scent, his teeth, and make sure no other male dared to approach his woman. Because she belonged to him, whether she knew it or not. It was just a matter of time…

“Oh.” Uncertainty shaded her reply, but to his relief, she followed his order, turning her back to him and placing her hands palm down on the tree trunk.

Saber didn’t delay, not wanting her to change her mind. He slid his hands beneath the short red dress. Warm skin. Temptation. His skin prickled all over again, and when he slid his fingers beneath the elastic of her panties, a fine tremor swept him. Saber tested her readiness, dipping his fingers beneath the crotch of her panties. She was wet for him, he realized with relief. As ready for this as he was. He could hurry the process and stop the surge of feline genes. Or not. The temptation to hover in between pulled at his willpower. It would be so good fucking her with his feline senses engaged. Slowly, he trailed his fingers the length of her cleft, stopping just short of her clit.

Jo cried out, gripping the trunk tightly. “Don’t tease me. Please.” Like a tree in a fierce storm, her slender form shook violently.

Intrigued, he repeated the move before yanking her panties. The flimsy lace tore and he tossed them aside, leaving her bare and accessible to his touch. A feral grin spread and with it, his canines lengthened.

“Bend forward a little more,” he ordered, cupping her bottom. Beautiful, firm globes filled his hands. He swallowed, forcing aside his urge to bite, to mark her as his own and let their enzymes mingle to seal the bond. It was too soon, and she wouldn’t understand. The human woman needed wooing…

He made do with licking carefully, running his tongue across the firm, fragrant flesh and delving between her legs, pushing the tip of one finger into her pussy.

Her spine arched and she pushed her butt back, driving his finger deeper into her clinging womb. “I want to touch you,” she protested. “Kiss you. I need you to touch my breasts with your mouth.”

“Soon,” Saber promised, biting back a chuckle. Demanding wee thing. “You want me to touch your breasts?”

“Yes. Please. And you could bite me,” she added in a thick voice. “I think I’d like that.”

“That could be arranged, kitten.” He’d love to bite her. In fact, his feline genes demanded he do a little biting. But he didn’t think she was ready for a display of his feline preferences, despite her verbal urging, or the sharpness of his teeth.

Instead, Saber played, testing his willpower. Part of him wished they’d taken the time to find a bed so he could unwrap her like a parcel and kiss each luscious body part revealed. He ran the tip of his finger across her clit in a brief, teasing foray, intending to give her what she wanted. Another circling pass of his finger around her swollen flesh brought a gasp. She trembled, her soft cry of pleasure filling the evening.

Saber’s breathing quickened. His balls tightened until they ached. Increasingly urgent hunger forced him to hurry. She was tight but so wet for him already. They’d barely started. It was going to be good between them. He knew it.

“So sweet,” he murmured. Teasing her slippery folds nudged his need higher. The deep sound he issued was throaty—close to a dull roar and when he checked, he saw his forearms were more densely furred than normal. God, his change was out of control. Maybe if he fucked her quickly and gained release, he could stop. Changing now would screw up everything. He’d terrify her and, with the large number of strangers around, someone was bound to witness a black leopard stalking near the marquee. With his luck, it would be the reporter, and he’d never hear the end of it from his brothers.

“Touch me again,” she whispered, thrusting her butt against his groin.

The pressure of his erection against his trousers became painful. Saber ripped open his fly and let his cock spring free. Thank goodness, he’d dispensed with underwear tonight. Less clothing to remove. He leaned forward and bit the soft skin beneath her ear. Not too hard as to alarm her or draw blood, but enough to give her pleasure along with the nip. Keep her interested. Keep her concentrating on the sex so she wouldn’t think about wanting to see the man who fucked her from behind. He held his erection in his fisted hand and pumped once. A drop of seminal fluid formed at the tip of his penis.

Saber bit her lightly again, reveling in the taste of her—the sexy moan that issued from deep in her throat. He pondered her reaction if he claimed her at the same time, pinning her down and forcing her to submit. God, he wanted to so badly, despite common sense telling him to wait. Stepping close, he dipped slightly, aligning his cock at her entrance.

Jo groaned and pushed back in silent demand. Saber let out a snarl and surged deep. Hard and without warning. He savored the silken feel of her inner walls clinging and clutching at him. Heat, hotter than he’d ever experienced before, scorched him, eroding his restraint. He withdrew until just the tip of his penis rested inside her pussy then drove back into her liquid heat.

They both groaned.

“Again,” Jo muttered. “Harder.”

“My pleasure.” Saber pushed inside again, gritting his teeth at the tightness. He trembled, wanting to pound into her over and over but held back, not wanting to hurt or scare her despite her demands. He had to be sure.

“I won’t break,” Jo protested. “I need more.” The pleading note in her voice pushed past his restraint.

Saber hammered into her, splaying a hand over her taut stomach to hold her in place. She gripped the tree trunk as hard as her channel gripped his cock. He shuddered, helplessly caught in the moment.

The soft murmur of voices jerked him up. Jo froze. They stood listening, both panting and poised on orgasm.

“I saw her come this way. She shouldn’t be alone. She doesn’t know what she’s doing.” The woman sounded as if she was on the verge of panic.

Saber hesitated before continuing in an instinctive rhythm, but slower and more quietly. Jo relaxed, moving with him and stoking the need that burned both of them.

Then he heard his brother Joe’s voice. “No, I bet they’ve gone for a walk by the river.”

With his superior sight, Saber caught Sly’s wicked grin as he diverted the dark-haired woman away from the copse of trees where Saber stood with Joanna. Silently he thanked his brothers.

“Joe’s right,” Sly murmured. “The ground is very rough this way. They would have walked down the path.”

“If you’re sure,” Maggie said. “My friend has acted very strangely this month. I’m worried about her. She’s not herself.”

A whispered curse from Joanna lifted Saber’s brows. A smile quirked his lips as the voices faded away in the opposite direction.

“Make me come. Please make me come before they come back,” she pleaded.

Saber set up a steady rhythm, each surge and retreat pulling him closer to release. He slipped a finger between her legs and stroked her clit. Jo bucked against him, shuddering violently. Her pussy clenched hard, the tiny nubbin pulsing beneath the slide of his finger. She gasped. Her slim body tensed.

Saber thrust deep. Hard. His breath loud to his own ears, his whole world focused on sensation and the way this woman felt in his arms, surrounding and milking his cock in her tight grip. Another thrust and semen exploded from him in a blaze of pleasure.

He collapsed against her back, breathing hard, his cock still pulsing. The hovering feline retreated, appeased by his release with Jo. The darkening under his fingernails that indicated the imminent arrival of claws receded, and his skin and teeth appeared normal once again. Saber inhaled deeply, dragging in their combined scents and the fresh Middlemarch air.

This was not going to be a one-time-only fling. He wanted more than a single night with her. His jaw firmed in determination and he licked the fragrant skin behind her ear. All he had to do was persuade this woman to stay…


Chapter Three

Saber pulled out of her, feeling instantly bereft. He tucked himself back in his trousers and tugged up his zipper. Producing a hanky from his pocket, he handed it to Jo. “Here. Use this.”

“Thanks.” She glanced about them and sashayed over to a small leafy bush. She tugged a pair of red panties free from the leaves and surveyed them with a rueful smile. “Looks as if I’m going without.”

“I’ll buy you some more,” Saber said, pleased with her matter-of-fact acceptance. Most women of his acquaintance would have acted pissed and taken it out on his bank account. “But I’m going to enjoy knowing you’re bare beneath your dress.”

Jo laughed. “I have a bra on.”

“I dare you to take it off.”

“What will you give me in return? Bare skin? Will I get to see your butt? Full frontal sex?”

“Oh, yeah.” Saber gave a big, bad feline smile. Shit, if he could have her again, he’d promise anything. “A tough assignment, but I’m man enough for the job.”

A gurgle of laughter escaped. “You think?”

“Yeah. Do you want to go back to the dance or would you like to go home with me for a few hours? I’ll bring you back to catch the train. A soft bed. Comfort. Great sex. What do you think?”

Jo shrugged a red shoestring strap off one shoulder then repeated the move with the other. She flicked the closure of her red bra open, holding his gaze the whole time. The bra lifted away, revealing creamy curves. Silently, she handed it to him, still warm from her body heat. “Yes.”

“Yes, what?” Saber heard the hoarse note in his voice as his hand fisted around the lacy bra. He swallowed his apprehension, aware of how important it was to him for her to stay. He’d successfully fought the change, and he hoped his explosive release would prevent a reappearance of the problem. Jo hadn’t noticed a thing, so he was confident he could do it again—should the need arise. Oh, yeah. He definitely wanted her to stay.

Jo laughed as she righted her dress. “I’d better tell Maggie where I’m going then I’m all yours. Oh, and I’ll need my shoes and bag.”

“No problem. We’ll collect them on the way to my vehicle.” His night was looking better and better.

* * * * *

Emily glanced across at Saber, a trace of unease sitting awkwardly in her gut. Equal parts of worry and out-of-control excitement eddied through her. “Are you sure your brother will give Maggie the message?”

Saber took one hand off the wheel and placed it on her knee, squeezing in reassurance. “Felix is reliable. He’ll give her the message. Don’t worry.”

A tension-filled silence fell between them. Emily stared straight through the SUV windscreen at the pitch-black surroundings. The headlights cut through the immediate darkness, lighting the road, but not one street lamp illuminated the way. It made her wonder if she was making a mistake driving off into the countryside with a relative stranger. Then she thought about the way Saber had made her feel earlier. Feminine. Desirable.

Wanted.

Not like Michael.

She shifted her weight on the seat, her breasts peaking against the silky fabric of her dress. Each little move seemed to make the material drag against her sensitive nipples. She allowed her mind to wander, to fantasize.

She imagined him removing her dress, unzipping it and letting the red silk fall away from her body. Emily squirmed, almost panting with the need that spiraled through her veins. Once was not enough. She was desperate to make love with him again, and this time she planned on seeing skin. She’d lick his lips and work her way down his muscular body, torturing them both. Her fingers itched to touch his cock and feel the power of him beneath her fingers. Then taste. She’d rain kisses the length of his erection then take him in her mouth and love him.

Emily licked her lips and risked a glance across at Saber. Nothing but his profile was discernable. Yes, sucking his cock and teasing him until he climaxed in her mouth worked for her. She’d swallow his essence.

Emily gave a muffled groan. She felt rather than saw Saber glance at her. Heat stained her cheeks at the thought of the intimate act. A reality soon since she didn’t think Saber would refuse her overtures. The heat filtered down her body, frisking her breasts and collecting low in her belly.

The SUV slowed, and Saber turned up a driveway. They jolted through potholes, the gravel crunching beneath the tires. Saber passed one house without slowing and pulled up outside a second, larger, rambling home. He yanked on the handbrake and switched off the ignition, hesitating then opening his door and jumping out. Emily climbed out too, fighting an unwanted attack of nerves.

He extended his hand. “Having second thoughts?”

“No.” She placed her hand in his, letting their fingers lace. A single night of pleasure before she returned to Dunedin and attempted to rebuild her life, her sense of self-esteem. God knows, after Michael’s betrayal, there was room for improvement. In hindsight she recognized her weaknesses, the way he’d used her and controlled her every move, how she’d obeyed him without question. She shook from her troubled thoughts and looked Saber straight in the eye. “No second thoughts.”

“Good.” He led her up a narrow concrete path to the front door of the single level stone building. She caught the scent of lavender as he opened the door and stood back to let her enter.

“Don’t you lock your door?”

“This is the country,” Saber said, closing the door. “That’s why I knew it was safe to leave your shoes and bag until we went back for them.” He flicked on the light and led her along a carpeted passage. “I promised you a bed.”

“So you did.” Emily strolled into the large, masculine room. A king-size bed dominated the space. A farming magazine lay on a bedside cabinet along with a pile of change. A painting of the Southern Alps in the summer hung on the wall while a trio of paintings of lakes and snow-capped mountains adorned another. Queenstown, Lake Wakatipu and the Remarkables, she decided. He walked up behind her, his arms curling around her waist before she realized he’d moved. “You’re very tidy,” she said to cover her embarrassing squeak.

“A woman comes in to do the cleaning twice a week. I’ve been thinking about you naked in my bed for the entire drive here.”

The hoarse note in his voice told her he spoke the truth. It gave her the confidence to admit to her thoughts. “I’ve been fantasizing too.”

“Yeah?”

Emily turned in his arms and grinned up at him. “Why don’t I show you?” She drew his head down and flicked her tongue across the seam of his lips in a move of pure provocation. He gathered her closer and kissed her, deepening the contact and taking over. She opened her mouth, ready to protest, but he stilled her with the slow slide of his tongue into her mouth. His hands dropped to knead her bottom while he explored her mouth with increasingly urgent hunger.

Emily forgot to argue about control and went with the flow. The warmth of his hands seeped through the thin silk of her dress. Her sex felt moist and aching. She moaned, hungry for the pleasure she knew awaited her. Finally, needing to breathe, she pulled away and rested her forehead against his.

She smiled and ran a lazy hand through his thick, black hair. “Can I undress you? With the light on.”

His green eyes widened slightly. He hesitated and gave an abrupt nod. “Don’t tease me too much. I don’t think my poor body can take it.”

“Oh, I promise not to push too hard,” she whispered, pulling away to study him. Although he appeared in control, his erection tented his black trousers and his chest rose and fell noticeably. “I’ll tease you a little—for the perfect length of time, a fraction before it becomes too much.”

“That’s what I’m afraid of,” he muttered. “Have at it. Where do you want me?”

“The possibilities are endless.” She grinned, enjoying the verbal teasing. Sex with Michael had consisted of furtive groping on her parents’ front porch, and once they were married, they’d made love in the bedroom with the lights off.

Quick. Painful. Boring.

There was so much she wanted to try. There had to be more to making love than Michael had shown her. The memory of her release with Saber brought a shudder. Now she knew. Emily was positive there was more to come. Oops. Unfortunate choice of words. Her lips quirked in sudden amusement. Come. Yep, she fully intended to do that.

“Like to share the joke?”

“Um, no. Let me see. I think I’d enjoy you stripping for my viewing pleasure.”

Saber gaped but recovered quickly. “I can’t strip without music.”

“No problem. I’ll provide the music. I’ll sing,” Emily said, neatly sidestepping his objection. She started to sing the first song that came to mind—something about believing in miracles.

Tanned fingers yanked at the red tie and sent it flying through the air. It landed on top of a bedside lamp. He practically ripped off the pearl buttons on the white shirt as he tugged them free of buttonholes. Emily’s singing faltered the instant the cotton shirt parted to reveal his chest. He stood there, devilishly handsome and disheveled, driving her to distraction. His chest rose and fell with each breath.

The soft clearing of a throat made her remember she was the backing band. She hurriedly recommenced her singing, this time about a big spender. Her tone was soft and flirtatious, designed to tease and taunt. A wave of heat suffused her skin while Saber waggled his lower body and did a rather indecent hip grind. He shrugged off his shirt and let it drop to the floor. She wouldn’t have been a card-carrying adult female if she didn’t scrutinize his waggling, sexy butt with close attention to detail, so she moved to a better vantage point.

Ooh, decadent. Nice. Bring it on. She devoured him with her gaze, resisting the urge to fan her face. Lord, the man was fine. Heat converged in her cheeks, only to deepen when he pumped his pelvis like an agile rock star.

Thrust. Bump. Grind.

Her gaze remained glued to the strip show, in particular to his flexible hips and developing groin area. Oh, no, she didn’t want to miss a thing. Working in the great outdoors had developed his muscles, giving him a strong, toned appearance that beat gym-made muscles any day. Her gaze darted up to his face. To her chagrin, he appeared calm and cool while inside she was a mass of nerves and desire. Desperate, reckless hunger.

Oops! Sing, Emily. Sing. “Hey, big spender!”

His hands went to the fastening on his trousers. His hips shimmied, drawing her attention to the bulge. Ooh, yeah. An erection especially for her viewing and touching pleasure. Very nice. Her singing faltered again and died as she watched him peel his black trousers away from his engorged cock. It sprang free, pointing in her general direction.

Her tongue darted out to moisten dry lips. Their gazes met. Held. A message passed between them, one of promises and passion. Saber stopped undressing and prowled across the bedroom, closing the gap between them, his trousers riding low on his hips.

A kiss. She needed his touch so badly. She raised her head, her soft
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