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      Abducted by a pair of hunky, tribal warriors, Carlie doesn’t think things can get any stranger until the first time she purrs.

      Everyone’s heard of the mysterious Moon Ghost Jaguars, supposed shape-shifting men who steal women as their brides. What they forgot to mention was that half-naked, ripped and oh so delicious, they always came in pairs – and turned into really big freakn’ cats! But Carlie’s not about to let these furry Tarzans dictate her future, even if they seem to have conquered her body.

      Acat didn’t think he wanted a mate until he came across the outspoken American with golden hair. Making her his bride is only part of the battle. With the help of his best friend, Chaob, can he find a way to convince this strong-willed woman to follow the traditions of his tribe? Or will this reluctant jungle bride get her lovers to accept the fact she’ll never be a classic barefoot and pregnant mate?

      Warning: Hot, steamy threesomes, chauvinism, and more are running wild in the jungle. Can you handle the heat?
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      “The gods have spoken to me.”

      The gods, or a particular ground root that a certain somebody liked to smoke in his pipe? “And what are they saying this time?” Acat asked, not actually caring as he fixed his grandfather’s roof, thatching some of the more barren spots.

      “They say your bride awaits.”

      The news shook Acat, and despite his usual grace, he lost his balance. The embarrassment at reacting was worse than the fall off his ladder. He managed to twist his body at the last moment so his feet hit the ground first. The impact still proved jarring – and not just to his knees. Straightening, he eyed his elderly relative who regarded him sagely while puffing away on his ever-present pipe. “The gods said that, did they? Or is this wishful thinking on your part? Are you getting that desperate for great-grandbabies you can corrupt?”

      “Does it truly matter?” Grandfather smiled, his crinkled face creasing even further. His eyes sparkled with mischief.

      Acat didn’t let the jovial expression sway him and he shook a finger. “The others might fall for your tricks, old man, but you can’t fool me.”

      “Who says I’m trying to fool you? You’re well past the age when most of our men settle down. You had to expect this to happen sometime. I’m sure Chaob will be glad to hear it.”

      Ah yes, Chaob, his warrior brother and the other male he’d share his bride with. “You do know what you’re proposing will create difficulties given our role within, or should I say, outside the tribe.”

      With a wave of his hand, Grandfather relegated what he considered a minor issue to non-importance. “I’m sure you’ll figure something out. The gods have spoken. On a bride quest, you shall go.”

      Acat sighed and looked to the sky, or what he could see of it through the thick branches and leaves covering this part of the jungle. The gods grant him the patience to deal with the rituals his family clung tightly to, rituals he might in part mock, but couldn’t completely eschew. “Let’s say, hypothetically, I believe you. Exactly where is this supposed bride? Did the gods give you a name? Maybe a coordinate on a map? Some riddle of a quest?”

      Grandfather clenched the bit of his pipe as he puffed away furiously. “Mock me all you want, boy. Laugh you will not when you see I’m right.”

      “We’ll see about that. First I have to find this supposed perfect female.”

      “How did you end up such a skeptic?” grumbled his elderly relative.

      Acat arched a brow. “You really have to ask?”

      A chortle shook his grandfather. “You are more like me than you want to admit.”

      Gods, he hoped not. Acat held back a shudder. He changed the subject to something only slightly less pleasant. “How am I supposed to find this woman who will birth the next generation you’re so eager for me to create? Or am I supposed to roam the jungle aimlessly, sniffing the crotch of every female of child bearing years that I find?”

      “No need to be crude, boy.”

      “But it’s true. Wasn’t it you who said you smelled my grandmother from several miles away?” Despite how many times his grandmother slapped the old man in the back of the head. Grandfather did so enjoy riling her up.

      “Yes. I smelled her from more than a day’s journey away. And so will you.”

      “Why, has Grandmother stopped bathing?”

      Acat snickered as his grandfather went almost cross-eyed with annoyance. “You are so damned impertinent. Just like your father.”

      “I thought I was like you?”

      “You’re a tricky boy.” Grandfather said it with pride.

      “It’s a gift.”

      “One your bride will hopefully cure you of.”

      “Ah yes. My bride. And where is she again?”

      Teeth clenched tight around his pipe, Grandfather stabbed a finger outward. “Southeast, toward the outer edges.”

      And in the opposite direction he needed to travel for business – great.

      “You, Chaob, and the other warriors born during the time of the blue moon –”

      “Hold on a moment. Are you telling me the gods are predicting we’ll find more than one female on this bridal quest?”

      His grandfather continued to speak as if he’d not interrupted. “—you’ll find your brides. By scent alone, know her, you will. Crave her, you must. And you’ll finally stop your infernal disbelief in fate. To the village, bring them you shall, then submit yourself to the test of worthiness. If the gods favor you, which I am beginning to doubt more and more, then mated you shall be.”

      “I don’t suppose the gods mention if she’s a simpleton or bucktoothed hag?”

      Grandfather waved his concern away. “Looks do not matter.”

      “Says the man who married a gorgeous woman,” Acat muttered.

      An evil grin momentarily tilted his grandfather’s lips. “I am favored by the gods. Now, if you’re done questioning, I, that is, the gods, have spoken. On thy way shall thee get, young warrior, returning not empty handed.”

      “Never saw Star Wars, my ass,” Acat muttered.

      Puffing his pipe, Grandfather smirked as he winked. “Sage am I, young one.”

      Before Acat could antagonize his grandfather further, his father arrived in all his bellowing glory. “Acat! Where are you, boy?”

      “Here, as you well know, fixing Grandfather’s roof because it’s not like I was busy taking care of tribe affairs and having a life.”

      “You can have a life later. I hear you’re about to finally fetch your bride.” The wide grin on his father’s face made him sigh.

      “Does everyone know?”

      “I might have let it slip,” Grandfather chuckled.

      “Are you that eager to see me shackled?” Acat made a moue of distaste.

      “It happens to every man, sooner or later. Besides, it’s high time you began your line. Ixtab and I are the only ones of our generation still without a grandchild. And you know how your mother is anxiously waiting her turn. You mustn’t let her down!”

      The curse of being an only son. The burden to procreate and carry on the family line was something he heard about all too often. “I guess you’re going to hassle me until I get going.”

      “Your mother is already planning the bridal feast.”

      By the gods, couldn’t a man have a moment to process the concept he’d soon lose his freedom? Apparently not. “I don’t have anything packed, or the bride price. I’ll leave in the morning.” Acat shrugged as he stalled.

      His father thrust a jingling woven sack – heavy with the dowry – at him. “Already done. You wouldn’t want to waste time. We all know what happened to your uncles when they delayed.”

      Everyone knew that sad tale. Uncle Chac and Ekahau thought to make the gods dance to their tune and took their time collecting their bride only to discover her already married and pregnant by someone else when they finally arrived. Some said you could still see them haunting the village in cat form in the hopes one day the husband would die and they could claim their lost bride. Personally, Acat would have made the inconvenient husband suffer an accident, a deadly one. He always did believe in acting instead of moping.

      “I’m going. Just let me gather a few supplies first. If I’m fetching my bride, then I’ll need some extra items.” Such as a jug of the fermented wine that only his aunt Emetaly brewed strong enough. He’d need it to deal with whatever hysterical female the fates chose for him. Sometimes tradition sucked, an American expression that totally suited the situation.

      Striding through the village, the raucous shouts of young boys trailing him, he reflected on the rituals still taken so seriously by his people in this modern day and age. Raised to believe in gods and tradition, it took modern schooling to open Acat’s eyes to the fact a whole different world existed outside of the village – a world very different from what mattered in the jungle. A world based on science and an explanation for everything, explanations that didn’t use the words magic or belief.

      Outside the jungle, it wasn’t gods or a smell that led to people getting mated. Love brought a man and a woman together, or lust or friendship initially. Then, if true affection endured or developed, a couple made the commitment to stay together in something more permanent. At least, that was how the movies and books portrayed it. Acat rather liked the simple concept of it, though, enough that he dated every chance he got. Not his fault none made his inner jaguar sit up and take notice. But he kept trying. And trying …

      How men and women got married in the modern world was not the only eye opening difference. The biggest shock was in the villages and cities, women mated with only one male at a time. One. Not two like the curse demanded of his people, a curse no one could deny.

      Long ago, or so legend claimed, the jealousy of a pair of warriors led to the death of a maiden, which in turn, invoked a curse on their people. From that moment on, for any hope at happiness and children, matings required two males and a stolen bride. Sometimes, Acat wondered if there was a scientific explanation for why his people were cursed in such an odd way, but his questions were met with shocked stares.

      His people clung to archaic traditions, senseless rituals that claimed the gods alone chose who tribal members would join with. They let something as superficial as a smell decide their fate. It didn’t always turn out well. Acat knew firsthand of some friends who’d initially entered the mating game, happy and smug, only to grumble about the demands of their brides, the restrictions placed on them, and in some cases, the harangues they put up with. And yet in spite of their complaints, Acat could grudgingly admit they didn’t seem discontent with their lot. But he didn’t dare ask if they loved. Men just did not ask other men about that. Love wasn’t supposed to matter, only the good of the tribe and the will of the gods.

      Outside the jungle, though, Acat found it hard to hold onto the tenets he grew up with. Outside the village, women didn’t just exist to serve their husbands. They worked and lived independently. They owned property. Voted. Had opinions. Choices.

      Raised in a male-oriented society, the adjustment in thinking proved jarring and Acat didn’t always succeed in hiding his misogynistic views. Odder, some women enjoyed his chauvinistic ways – usually to his erotic delight.

      However, he would never marry a modern woman. Such a female would never fit in with the tribe. He’d seen what the ladies in the city expected out of life and their men. Living in a rustic village with little contact to the outside, it was a recipe for disaster.

      But forget other women. If, and that was a big if, Grandfather proved correct, and he actually found a woman to marry – his supposed bride – then his roaming days were over. He and Chaob would share one woman for the rest of their lives.

      Some might question his willingness to obey, to let something like a vague proclamation from a man who smoked an interesting blend of herbs decide the course of his life. It never occurred to him to do otherwise.

      Despite his fascination with modern society, Acat would never sever ties to the tribe, nor go against tradition. I am Luunnaa Xtaabay, a moon ghost, and I will do as the gods command. With his father acting as his alpha, his other father his beta, and his grandfather as shaman, they wouldn’t let him eschew his responsibilities, and Acat didn’t want to let his friends and family down. Still, though, there were times when superstitions and ancient ritual drove him ape-shit. Like now.

      While he couldn’t deny Grandfather’s uncanny ability to find brides for the tribe males, Acat had to wonder how much of it was the gods speaking and how much just an eagerness on the part of warriors to find a woman and settle down. Because of some kind of genetic problem –he didn’t necessarily believe in the ancient stories of a curse – something in the air, water, or their very genes, ensured their tribe didn’t birth females. Or hadn’t until recently. But that single girl child was only one in the hundreds of years since the problem first manifested.

      Acat tried to argue that perhaps modern science could locate a reason why. He didn’t get far with that argument. Besides, even he couldn’t deny that marrying outside their population was probably best given he’d studied enough to know inbreeding was not something anybody wanted. Still, though, to send warriors on a quest to find mates, women strong enough to handle them and their alter egos? It seemed crazy. This kind of decision was for life. ‘Til death do us part. How could anyone want to leave that choice to chance or something as ephemeral as smell?

      And why do I seem alone in my doubt? Men chafed to reach their twenty-fifth year of life, eager to settle down with a female so they wouldn’t have to travel just to indulge in some companionship of a more genteel variety. Not so for Acat. In his role as liaison between modern and old, he got to enjoy the wares of women any time he liked, any flavor too. But the gods – via the conduit of his grandfather – sought to put that to an end. Sigh.

      Chaob took the news better than he had.

      “Aieee! About time.” His warrior friend since swaddling days slapped his leg in delight. “I was wondering when our turn would come. I was beginning to think the gods would never find a woman who could put up with your ornery attitude.”

      “I am not ornery,” Acat groused.

      “And I’m short and fat.” Chaob snickered. “Cheer up, I’m sure it won’t be as bad as you expect.”

      “No, it will probably be worse. Aren’t you worried we’ll end up with a shrew or a maiden scared of her own shadow?”

      “Nope, because I have faith, my friend. And so should you.”

      Acat couldn’t prevent a snort of derision. “I hope you have enough faith for both of us.”

      Despite his doubts, he didn’t dare contravene a direct order from his alpha, nor did he wish to disappoint not only his family, but his tribe. Misgivings or not, he set off with Chaob and the other chosen warriors on the bridal trek.

      On sleek paws, he bounded through the trees, Chaob his silent shadow. Despite Chaob’s gleeful enthusiasm, Acat wondered if his closest friend shared some of his angst. They had, after all, both tasted the same modern conveniences. Did Chaob lie to Acat and himself in an attempt to pretend all would work out? I should have asked. Or beaten an answer out of him.

      Curious about it, Acat broached it at one of their resting spots while the others hunkered down to rest, leaving him and his beta on watch.

      “Do you think we’ll actually find a bride?”

      “If the gods will it.”

      A light shove to his friend’s arm didn’t budge him. “Don’t feed me that crap.”

      Chaob chuckled. “I think we’ll find some women, chosen by the gods or not, bring them back to the village, fight, fuck, and grow fat as we watch our cubs grow.”

      “You make it sound like so much fun,” Acat replied with a mouse of distaste. “Aren’t you worried we’ll end up with some simple-minded village girl?”

      “You’re next in line as alpha. The gods won’t choose someone weak as our mate.”

      “I hope.”

      “Okay, let me rephrase that. We won’t choose a simple-minded girl.”

      “What happened to the gods’ will?”

      A shrug lifted his friend’s shoulders. “Gods’ will. Free will. Who’s to say they’re not both the same thing? How can we know for sure any of our actions are our own?”

      “You have been talking to Grandfather again, haven’t you?” Acat asked sternly.

      “More like breathing the same air,” Chaob replied with a beatific smile. “Lighten up. I’m sure it won’t be as bad as you think.”

      By the gods, he hoped not.

      They traveled several days, mostly at night when they could blend with the shadows and traverse from treetop to treetop, silent shadows on a quest, their fleeting presence noted and avoided by the smarter prey and predator. And those who got in their way? They made a great meal. Nothing like fresh meat to keep his inner beast happy.

      The smell carried on a faint breeze hit them just over a day’s run from the outer edges of the jungle. He stopped dead and Chaob almost plowed into him. He inhaled deep, and thought himself mistaken when it came to him faintly. He shook his head, yet the tantalizing aroma tickled his nose. Called to him.

      And he wasn’t alone. Without pausing to confer, he and his other tribe mates loped through the darkness, following the enticing scent, a perfume that grew stronger, more delicious. He’d never experienced anything like it. Never smelled anything so delectable, so right, so … mine.

      I will know her by smell. Crazy. Unbelievable and still an uncertainty. He couldn’t be sure the odor came from his supposed bride. Perhaps it belonged to something else, but his feline knew and headed straight for it. For her.

      When he finally found the source of the tantalizing aroma, he just about fell out of the tree he landed in. He thanked the gods he couldn’t laugh while in his jaguar form, because while grandfather might have been right about them finding their brides, he could have never predicted this. Never in his wildest imaginings did Acat anticipate the gods’ love of celestial jokes.

      I wonder what Grandfather will say when he sees my bride. His very American, white-skinned, blonde-haired bride. Feline lips curling into an approximation of a smile, he couldn’t help but hope someone took a video of the event.
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      Somewhere in the Lacandon jungle, a few days before Christmas …

      

      Nothing screamed “Wake up, dumbass!” like regaining consciousness to the fluttery warmth of something breathing moist air into her face. A living, breathing entity, which smelled both earthy and spicy – covered in tickly fur. In other words, something that didn’t belong in the shelter with her.

      Panic took complete control of her body. Despite knowing it was the middle of the night and pitch black, Carlie’s eyes flashed open to see the intruder. In retrospect, she perhaps should have feigned slumber, given she now stared into a pair of glowing eyes – one golden, the other a clear blue. Had she forgotten to note they glared – probably with murderous intent – a few paltry inches from her face? Not a good distance when it came to wild animals, especially with no bars to separate them.

      Should she freak? There’s a plan. Scream my face off, get eaten, and become a tiny blurb in the paper. On to option two – call for help. Sure, because high, piercing shrieks won’t piss it off and send it into a murderous frenzy. Skipping that route seemed prudent. What did that leave? Peeing her pants? Seeing that Carlie held the control to her bladder only tenuously at the moment, it was almost a foregone conclusion. As for closing her eyes and pretending nothing stood over her eyeing her like a tasty tidbit? No way am I letting that creature out of my sight.

      Choices. Choices. To act or not to act? Maybe later she’d choose a route of escape. For the moment, it didn’t truly matter what she wanted to do as terror froze her from head to toe. She couldn’t utter a sound, not when her vocal cords refused to co-operate.

      Paralyzed by fear, she just concentrated on breathing – without any whimpering or reciting of Hail Mary. Funny how staring death in its mismatched eyes could make a girl find religion. Lying like a wax statue seemed best considering any sudden motion or sound might startle the jungle cat staring intently at her.

      How did she know a giant kitty hovered over her? She’d watched enough documentaries about the Lacandon jungle region to recognize those distinctive orbs of what she’d wager was a jaguar. The massive golden eye and round pupil shape gave it away, even if the fact the cat also possessed a blue one was an anomaly.

      How did I not hear it enter the tent? How did it get in? She’d drawn the zipper tight and snapped it shut so nothing could sneak in and snuggle with her. It only took waking to one fist-sized, hairy spider – with a scream to wake the dead – to realize the merit of making her sleeping area as secure as possible.

      A damp nose nudged her cheek. Carlie bit a threatening shriek into submission.

      Did the how-it-got-in matter? Only one simple fact mattered. A big ass cat stood over her, and judging by the glint in its narrowing, mismatched eyes, the feline was damned hungry. A raspy tongue emerged and swiped across her cheek, then back, leaving a wet trail.

      Oh, dear God. She waited for the jaguar to follow with a great big bite, and held her breath as her whole body tensed. It rubbed a furry head against the wet spot. Soft, silky fur did not distract her from the fact this wild creature wasn’t a domestic pet. Out came the tongue again, trailing over her cheek to her chin and then across her lips. Oh, no way.

      “Gross!” she exclaimed, finding her voice. “That was so uncalled for. If you’re going to eat me, then just do it already. No need to torture me with slobber and bad breath.” She wanted to slap herself for the outburst as soon as she uttered the last syllable. So much for staying calm in the face of death.

      Expecting to get her face chewed off, she waved her hands around for a weapon – didn’t find one of course, unless her hand lotion counted. She did locate the small pencil flashlight she used at night if she needed to visit a bush for a late night pee. Brandishing it, she flicked it on, the feeble beam reflecting off the eyes of the predator.

      “Get away,” she said in a wobbly voice, pointing it at the feline. “Or I’ll poke you with my stupid weapon.” A human would of course laugh at her threat, but she hoped the words and menacing wave with her object would, what? Make the giant cat suddenly tremble in fear?

      The jaguar, of course, didn’t run away. It cocked its head, and darn it all if it didn’t seem as if it smiled. Wait, could cats smile?

      A paw landed on her wrist, immobilizing her arm. A moment later, her other arm got pinned as well. The tip of its tongue peeked again for a quick swipe at her chin. It tickled. She squirmed, arms held flat, the sleeping bag trapping the rest of her limbs and torso under the caging legs of the cat. Forget escape. The jaguar lowered its body and squished her flat, its weight impressive enough to force the air out of her lungs. The head moved to the side, the disturbing eyes – showing too much intelligence and misplaced humor – left her as the feline sniffed her skin, nuzzling the bare flesh between shoulder and neck, then lower.

      Lower? Wait a second. The damned creature was pulling the blanket in its teeth, the unzipping sound loud in the tent. Carlie wiggled madly to no avail. It seemed Mr. Kitty wanted its food unwrapped. The only good thing was it released her arms, and then her body, as it wiggled back, taking her sleeping bag with it.

      Prey exposed, the jaguar proceeded to sniff its way up her body. The brush of a damp nose, too close to her girl parts made her pull up her legs. “Perv. Stay out of there. I’ve sworn off men for this trip, and that goes for big kitty cats too.”

      It ignored her and leaned forward to smell again. Before she could stop herself, she tapped it on the head. “No. Bad kitty.”

      A low growl rumbled and mismatched eyes flashed in her direction.

      Okay, perhaps she shouldn’t have smacked it. Still, though, it wanted her to lie still while he sized her up for dinner? Not freakn’ likely. Yet, what else could Carlie do? Her pale, human flesh would prove no match to a creature that not only outweighed her, but sported a set of nasty teeth and claws. Doing nothing, though, seemed dumbest of all.

      I am not going to sit here and let the darned thing eat me. Not without a fight. She kept her legs up to her chest when it occurred to her she was no longer frozen, nor did she camp alone in the jungle. If she shouted out, then some of her expedition’s members would surely come to her aid. If they haven’t been mauled already.

      Nothing like optimism to brighten a girl’s night. She opened her mouth, closed her eyes against the possible violence about to erupt, and prepared to let loose the mother of all yells.

      Great plan, except a hand slapped over her lips, stifling any sound.

      A hand? Who was in the tent with her and the cat? How did they all fit?

      She opened her eyes, but even with her flashlight still feebly shining, the shadows were too thick for her to see anything with clarity.

      An arm snaked around her upper body, and she reacted, thrashing against an iron band that didn’t budge. Of the cat, she saw and heard no sign, but at least now she knew how it got in. Someone let the jaguar in my tent. But why?

      The hand over her mouth loosened as her attacker shifted her body. Carlie used his lapse to make her move. Biting down hard, she heard a sharp hiss, and she kicked out, glad for once of her extra size. She broke free and scrambled for the opening of the tent.

      “Help m—” She didn’t finish her yell because a heavy body landed atop her, squashing her flat. Pinned to the ground, just like one of Roberson’s bugs, she could barely lift her head. Her poor vantage point didn’t stop her from taking stock of what she could glimpse. In the moonlight filtering down, what she saw made her groan. A new set of eyes, both golden this time, perused her. A new tongue licked her.

      “What is it with the cats around here?” she grumbled, too annoyed at her aborted attempt of escape to show proper fear. Besides, her mind had already surmised the felines weren’t wild, killing machines, not if they worked with humans. However, she might have preferred a quick, if painful, death to the other possibilities. Slavers. Indigenes who believed in human sacrifice. Cannibals. Why couldn’t she ever imagine something nice, like that Ed McMahon guy and a giant check? Or that cute Ashton fellow and one of his famous pranks?

      Hands yanked her body upright, snapping her back to the moment. She staggered at the abrupt motion. The damp evening air kissed her skin, her nighttime attire of shorts and a tank top leaving generous swaths of flesh exposed, an important thing to note because she fully felt the extent of taut, heated skin pressed against her rear. Very naked skin, garnished with an erection that poked her in the lower back, not an easy feat given her almost six foot height, which made the guy behind her pretty freakn’ tall. And horny. Let’s not forget horny.

      Sucking in a shocked gasp, she went to lunge forward, but another bare chest hemmed her from the front, not that she saw it in the pitch dark outside her tent. She couldn’t avoid feeling it, though. Her flailing hands touched a hot and hard male upper body. For a second, she stood frozen but not cold. Not anything close to cold with the naked, heated flesh sandwiching her. Under other circumstances, she might have even enjoyed it. But common sense prevailed, and she shoved at the male in front of her.

      “Get away.” She didn’t think her words would do anything, but she had to try.

      A guttural cough sounded behind her and the body in front took a step back. Spun around, she didn’t wobble as strong hands gripped her upper arms, holding her steady. Carlie peeked up, and things went hazy as soon as she met the impossible gaze of her captor. The blue and gold gaze of a cat, which now stared at her steadily from the face of a man.

      What the freakn’ hell is going on? was her last cognizant thought before she inhaled something powdery and her mind went blank.
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      “Are you sure we should be taking them?” Chaob asked as they jogged back in their human shape, Acat carrying their unconscious bride over his shoulder.

      “The gods have spoken,” Acat replied.

      “Since when do you listen?”

      Acat stopped and whirled to face him, the limp legs of the enticing female dangling down his chest. “Since I can’t deny the evidence. Are you going to try and tell me you don’t feel it?”

      “Oh I feel it alright.” Like a punch to the gut and a jolt to the system. One smell, one touch of the blonde beauty slung over Acat’s shoulder, and Chaob just about drooled for a bite.

      “Even I can admit when I’m wrong. Just don’t tell my father. Trust me, I’m just as shocked as you. But damn, from the moment I scented her –”

      “You felt a need to find and claim her.” Chaob nodded. “I know. Still, though, I don’t think your grandfather expected us to bring back an outsider.”

      Acat shrugged then grinned. “Grandfather said we’d encounter our brides. We did. We’ve left the payment, and now it’s time to take them back for the ritual, whether he likes the choice or not.”

      “Since when are you so gung-ho about the ritual? I thought you didn’t believe.”

      Inhaling deep, Acat’s eyes closed. “I didn’t. I don’t. Yet, even I can’t refute there is something about this woman. Perhaps it’s because she’s exotic. Or uses a special shampoo or something. I don’t know. All I know is just like we’ve been raised to believe – my cat recognizes her. My body craves her. And right now, it’s only the fact I’d face exile that I haven’t already done something about it.”

      “Have you thought about the fact that she won’t be happy when she wakes up?” Unhappy and possibly vocal about it, or so Chaob guessed given the brief glimpse they’d gotten of their chosen one’s feisty spirit when they abducted her.

      “I can’t think of anyone who would enjoy getting kidnapped. But our method has worked for hundreds of years, so, much as it galls me to say it, I guess we’ll have to trust it will also work with her.”

      “Gods, I hope so.”

      Acat rolled his shoulders in a shrug. “If she proves too much of a shrew then we can always lose the trial by battle and let someone else deal with her.”

      Lose? That went against the grain. “Your father is going to be livid.”

      “Very.”

      “You know his policy of not fraternizing with what he considers outsiders.”

      “I know his policy very well, even if he’s not one to follow it.”

      “You know his views on keeping the bloodline pure.”

      Acat’s teeth shone in the darkness. “I do.”

      “But you don’t give a damn.”

      “The gods have spoken.”

      Chaob shook
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