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      Anya Masenti is a passionate, curvy white tiger shifter bodyguard nicknamed the Ice Princess.

      Bryson Courtland is a leopard shifter billionaire who needs a specific bodyguard.

      Problem?

      Anya wants nothing to do with the job.

      Problem escalation?

      Their sexual attraction could be the death of them.

      That’s not even mentioning the secrets that follow Anya from Bear Canyon Valley.
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      Once. Just once, Anya would like to be in America for Christmas.

      Not that Christmas was a big deal for someone who had no family. Anya Masenti, a white tigress shifter, half-Puerto Rican, half-Italian, raised in America, was in Monaco. Yes, all the way across the big ocean, on assignment. She hadn’t been back to the good ole USA since she was a teen.

      She stopped the Peugeot and stared at the white villa in front of her.

      No Christmas decorations.

      She blinked her wishful and wistful thinking away and reassessed the villa.

      Gated entrance. The villa was not atypical for one in Monaco, though there was a large range in types of villas here. Some were newer and techier looking, and some were of the older, more sophisticated generation. Either way, there was a lot of money in Monaco.

      Why didn’t Cas find someone more familiar with Monaco to send for this assignment? There are more experienced agents not far away.

      She opened the file and read the details again, although she felt she already had them memorized, she’d studied them so much, and they were sparse.

      Client: Bryson Courtland.

      Client bio: An American who’d spent a decade in Europe. A shifter. Leopard.

      Mission: Personal security.

      There were no more details than that. Was she doing a threat assessment? Was she his personal bodyguard? A male agent would have been better suited for this, considering the client. She glanced at Bryson Courtland’s photo, paperclipped to the paperwork. Heat traveled up her chest to her cheeks, warming them. She didn’t need to look into the mirror to know her pale complexion had a red glow to it. She chastised herself for the blush.

      It’s not like I’m a virgin.

      Her tigress growled.

      I know, I know! It’s been forever since I’ve kissed a man. Or felt anything for a man. I get that. What am I supposed to do, randomly sleep with men because I get horny?

      Her tigress roared this time.

      Anya wasn’t sure whether her tigress had roared in agreement or disagreement, so she tuned her out because she wasn’t interested in getting into a snarling debate right now. She didn’t need to be late for her appointment.

      She glanced at the file again. Studied the photo. The man in the photo—Bryson Courtland, she reminded herself—was striking.

      Maybe striking didn’t quite cover it.

      He was hot.

      Sex-a-stick hot.

      Dark haired and blue-eyed, a combination she hadn’t seen much of. She drank in the planes of his face, her gaze staying on his full lips far longer than it should have. His cheekbones were well defined, his hair wavy and thick—the kind of thick you wanted to run your fingers through.

      God, yes, hot. Totally hot. Sex-on-a-damned-stick hot!

      Her tigress chuffed in appreciation.

      Oh, hell to the no. We do NOT sleep with clients. Ever.

      The tigress snarled in Anya’s head, but she did back off.

      Thank goodness.

      It didn’t list his marital status or if he had any children. All it said was he was an American. Cas was usually much more thorough in creating a dossier for a new assignment. She hefted the file. Yes, definitely lighter than typical client files.

      She took a deep breath and put the car into gear. Time to head into the villa to meet the client. She nosed the car toward the wrought iron gate. The driveway was so immaculate, someone certainly manicured and swept it daily. Hell, maybe twice a day.

      I guess that’s what this kind of money gets you.

      Not that Anya wasn’t used to clients who had money. Tons of money. But not this kind. Not Monaco-kind. What the hell did the man do for a living? And why didn’t the dossier cover that?

      I’m going to chew Cas a new one for this. It’s bullshit, sending me in here half-prepared. You don’t send your people into battle ill-equipped.

      She lowered the window and pressed on the silver button.

      “Yes?” a feminine voice said.

      Wife?

      Housekeeper?

      Secretary?

      Anya would find out soon enough.

      “Anya Masenti. I have an eleven o’clock with Mr. Courtland.”

      The gate glided open, swinging wide with a low mechanical whir.

      Anya pulled in, passing columns garnished with stone lions. Then she heard the voice on the speaker at the gate giving her directions. All she could hear was a voice, unable to make out the words since she’d driven too far past the speaker, even for her supersensitive shifter hearing. She’d figure it out when she got inside.

      She pulled up behind a Lamborghini.

      A Lamborghini, for Pete’s sake.

      She refrained from shaking her head. Yes, this Bryson Courtland had way more money than any other client she’d worked with.

      God, I hope this doesn’t make him an asshole.

      No matter how hot a guy was, if he was an asshole, then his hotness couldn’t make up for it. She braced herself mentally, preparing for the inevitability of his assholeness.

      She put the Peugeot in park and got out, smoothing her business slacks, making sure the 9mm in her holster wasn’t creating too much of a budge.

      She heard the sound of the front door opening and looked up, expecting the housekeeper.

      Only this wasn’t the housekeeper.

      Her breath was trapped in her lungs, which were unwilling to work. She stared.

      Bryson Courtland stood in the doorway. Well over six foot, probably six-four, if she had to guess. His wide shoulders filled the doorway, dropping to a broad chest with muscles that flexed beneath a casual golf shirt. The chest tapered down, the shirt hugging his abs. An arm on the door pulled his shirt tighter, showing off those abs, emphasizing each segment in a six-pack. The pants flared into his thighs, quads that had definitely seen a gym, possibly even a soccer field.

      Her tigress roared, definitely interested in Bryson and his leopard.

      Anya gulped down the lust coursing through her, pushed her tigress away, and stepped toward the staircase leading to the front door.

      “Ms. Masenti? Anya Masenti?”

      His voice. God, that voice. Deep. Sexy to the extreme. A vibration rushed through her like the first tremors of an earthquake.

      “I’m Anya Masenti.” Her voice held the same quiver coursing throughout her veins.

      Jeez. Really?

      Anya mentally smacked herself around.

      Quit acting like a teenager in front of a pop idol.
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      Bryson Courtland froze. He couldn’t drop his arm from the doorjamb; he couldn’t coax his legs to take a step toward the stunning redhead in front of him. Hell, he couldn’t take a step backward, either, if he wanted to.

      She was dressed in a black pantsuit that hugged her curves in all the right ways, emphasizing an hourglass figure demurely covered in a white top and the black slacks. Her long red hair hung loose, waves begging for fingers to go exploring. The gaze she sent his way, those green eyes offset by fair skin the color of cream, made his pulse kickstart.

      His leopard snarled in his mind.

      Bryson shook his head, pushing the leopard away.

      He might have been shoving his big cat aside, but he was feeling the same sentiments. Why hadn’t Cas told him about her?

      Why didn’t he mention she’s—?

      His leopard growled.

      Like this—

      His leopard snarled.

      All that?

      Bryson and Cas went way back. When Bryson had told Cas about his problem, Cas’s reply had been, “I know the perfect person for this. Her name is Anya Masenti. I’ll send her immediately.”

      But Cas hadn’t said she was—

      Again, his leopard interrupted with a roar.

      Bryson wanted to ignore the leopard. God, did he ever. But that wasn’t the nature of their relationship, not by a long shot. Bryson and his leopard were tight and always had been. And when the leopard told Bryson something, there was no doubt it was true.

      The leopard was giving him a single message right now, and all Bryson could think of was, How did Cas know?

      The leopard kept insisting, She’s the one.

      She was staring at him.

      He swallowed what felt like a lump of fine sand in his throat.

      Then an emotion washed over her face, so quickly, so fleeting, he couldn’t catch it. She veiled her feelings and became the stoic professional Cas had assured Bryson she was.

      Lump gone, he attempted to talk. “Ms. Masenti? Anya Masenti?”

      She gave him an icy look. “I’m Anya Masenti.”

      He tried to glean her scent, to assess her interest, but to no avail. Damn. She’d used hunter’s block. Of course she had; she was paid to be vigilant. No shifter bodyguard worth their salt would want to give their presence or state of mind away.

      He found himself admiring her because she didn’t have to use the hunter’s block; she wasn’t on the job yet, not technically. She didn’t have to take extra security measures.

      “Join me for a visit?” He pushed the door open wider.

      “Certainly, Mr. Courtland.”

      “Bryson.”

      “Bryson.” Her tongue turned his name into a caress.

      He closed the door behind her then gestured toward the sitting room and watched her as she preceded him. He couldn’t tear his eyes from the apple of her ass as her hips swayed.

      She sat in a wing chair, her back straight, her posture as stiff as if she was on guard.

      She probably was. He sprawled out on the sofa.

      “Cas McClellan didn’t give me much information, Mr.—” She paused. “Bryson.”

      He smiled, acknowledging his pleasure that she’d called him by his first name. “What did Cas tell you about the assignment?”

      “Nothing.” She pulled a file from the attaché case she’d carried in. “Was there a reason for such minimal information? Did you withhold it, or did he?”

      “I wanted to see who he sent out first.”

      Her eyes narrowed, she nodded.

      “I’m glad it was you.” Now why the hell had he said that? Damn, he felt like he was in seventh grade, telling a girl he liked her.

      “So why am I here?”
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      Anya studied Bryson Courtland from beneath her lashes. One long leg was flung over the other one, his arms crossed over his chest. He looked the very image of a predator that seemed to be at rest but, in reality, was ready to spring into action.

      A cell phone rang. He pulled it out of his pocket and grimaced.

      “Urgent matter. Please excuse me.” He rose and moved out of the room with that stealthy stride shifters had.

      Which reminded her—he was a shifter, and most shifters took care of themselves and their own security. The McClellan Group mostly served the needs of humans, but also specialized in shifter security—for those special times, special circumstances.

      What are his circumstances?

      She glanced around the room. Not a single Christmas decoration in sight.

      Anya remembered Christmases at Mae’s home. The scent of cinnamon and oranges. A turkey and a ham. Presents.

      A thought came to her, and she tried to push it back, tried to get rid of the living nightmare that still plagued her…

      And the reason she hadn’t had a Christmas in forever…

      Not since that last Christmas, with Astra’s family…

      The tragedy she’d experienced when she was younger haunted Anya’s memories and her nights. She’d watched her best friend, Astra, almost die and Astra’s mother be slaughtered by shifters.

      Anya had been powerless to assist. She’d shifted into her tigress and tried to defend them, but the attackers were full-grown shifters, and she was a young, solitary shifter doing battle with several.

      She shook her head, wishing the memory would go away.

      Doc Evans, Astra’s stepfather, had appeared and saved Astra and Anya from the shifters, but it was too late for Astra’s mother. Then he’d packed Astra up and taken her away to who knew where while Anya stayed behind in Bear Canyon Valley, trapped with the memories and nightmares of her best friend’s mother being murdered.

      Anya had been unable to sleep after that day. Every time she’d close her eyes, just when she’d almost drifted off, she’d sit up, screaming. Her foster mother, Mae Forester, had tried and tried to help her through it, to no avail.

      Then one day, Mae had sent Anya away from Bear Canyon Valley to find peace. She suggested Anya make accord with her tigress and stop blaming her. She sent Anya to see Cas McClellan to learn how to protect herself so she would stop fearing everything, including her own shadow.

      Except there was no relief for Anya, not really. She’d never found out what happened to her friend Astra. Anya had blamed her tigress and hated her for many years because she hadn’t protected them from the shifters.

      Now, years later, Anya was one of Cas’s employees.

      And she no longer hated her tigress.

      A slight footstep alerted Anya to Bryson’s return, and, a second later, he appeared
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