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            Mating Instincts

          

          Rory “Nips” Kilkenny

        

      

    

    
      I’m Rory “Nips” Kilkenny, a brother of the Dark Leopards MC, and I take pride in pleasing the ladies. My inner lynx tells me my whorish ways are gonna get me in trouble someday, but I’m all about my freedom. There’s no chance of failing to measure up if you just take what you want.

       

      Athena Chouteau strides into our club on a mission: Find the one the mating instinct has led her to. But, she finds me with a busty, satiated blonde on my lap, and once again, I’m a disappointment.

       

      My lynx whispers an I told you so, and I realize I’ve got my work cut out for me. Given the chance, I strive to prove my worth to us both, but Athena’s family secrets threaten our unstable foundation.

       

      Fate led us to one another, and I will make her mine—even if lives are lost in the process.
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            Athena

          

        

      

    

    
      I sat back on my haunches, the strawberry field around me fading into my subconsciousness, the ripened fruit I held in my hand forgotten. A tug, a longing, sparked in my breast, the west pulling my focus across the lake separating Louisiana from Texas.

      Go.

      Ignoring my inner black leopard, I considered the feeling growing inside me. Like a fisherman’s slow reel, like a seamstress’s careful pull of thread through the fabric of my life, something drew my mind, my soul, westward. Unrelenting, the feeling swelled, and no matter how I tried to break the mental tether in order to go back to the work before me, I failed.

      I’d never heard a voice inside me other than my inner cat, never felt a need to move beyond what she sometimes prodded me to do, but the sense felt instinctive, as though a part of me reached for something beyond the lake. Something I ought to know, something my inner self wanted enough to speak in my mind.

      A snaking energy rippling across water and land, tying itself to my soul. Caressing, strengthening, tempting me to desire more—

      “Athena?”

      Blinking at the sound of my mother’s voice, I returned to the field, to the scent of earth and sweet berries I’d been picking. A yellow warbler fluttered past my line of sight, and I followed its wings toward Mother in the row beside me. She peered at me with a furrowed brow, concern etched in the skin between her green eyes I’d inherited.

      “Yes, ma’am?” I asked.

      “Where did you go just now?”

      “I-I don’t know.” I turned toward the west once more, the urgency to move, to travel, continuing to roil through me as the strawberry I held in my hand tumbled into the basket in front of my knees.

      Go.

      “Is she telling you something?” Mother asked, her voice low, almost a whisper, referring to my inner cat with great caution when outside where anyone might overhear the secret of what I was.

      “Yes,” I responded just as quietly.

      “It’s happening—how I longed for it to be fable. I should have known better.” Mother let out a slow, steady exhale. “Come, Athena.” She rose, brushing dirt and straw from her pants. “It’s time I tell you more of what you are.”

      I couldn’t imagine more than the truth that had kept me, and my sisters, mostly confined to our small farm for twenty years. Black leopard shifters, all three of us, triplets, and the sole children of our purely human parents. Genes passed down through Mother’s side from our grandfather, Enoch, but that’s all I knew. It’s all she had ever told us.

      “Mother?” I stood and hurried after her, the basket of berries I’d picked left behind, same as hers. That truth, the fact she had left income sitting in the sun, unsheltered, swirled anxiety through my stomach.

      Whatever news awaited me wouldn’t be good.

      “Brylee! Chloe!” Mother called to my sisters, who were weeding in the vegetable patch beyond our one-story house. “Take a break and come inside!”

      Both young women hopped up, giggling and smiling, happy for a distraction from work. Chloe tossed a clump of weeds and dirt at Brylee, hitting her on the side of the head. More laughter came with them as they hurried to follow us toward the house.

      Tightly curled hair and bronzed skin like mine declared our heritage, but we’d inherited more of Father’s white blood than Mother’s black. Mixed herself, she’d taken after our grandfather, a man born in Kenya, a man deceased, one we’d never met.

      I fought to hold still on the kitchen chair as mother poured four glasses of lemonade atop ice, adding an unhealthy splash of vodka to hers.

      Not good.

      I eyed Mother’s glass as she drank deeply.

      Not good at all.

      My sisters sat, still chatting, complaining about the heat, their frizzy hair, and boob sweat, something I’d never experienced. Tall and willowy, the eldest of us three by mere minutes, I always felt I didn’t belong. Were it not for our identical faces, I would have thought we’d never shared a womb.

      “Mother?” I turned my focus off my silly sisters who owned all the womanly curves I’d coveted since our hormones woke.

      She passed out the remaining lemonade and sat, eyeing us one by one. The usual softness that flared in her eyes when she gazed at my sisters didn’t lighten her stare, didn’t lessen the furrow deep in her brow.

      I didn’t vocalize my fear but clasped my hands tightly atop my cut-off shorts from jeans that had worn at the knees the winter before.

      “Athena, tell your sisters what you're experiencing.”

      Chloe slurped her lemonade while Brylee picked dirt from beneath her fingernails.

      I considered the somewhat muted feelings still deep inside me, but couldn’t find adequate words to explain. Going for simple, I used the fisherman’s reel simile.

      Chloe choked on a laugh.

      “What’s this got to do with us?” Brylee asked Mother, her tone bored.

      “It’s the mating instinct,” Mother whispered.

      Yes.

      Another burst of giggles from Chloe enticed Brylee to join in. Their laughter faded as Mother stared sternly, no evidence of joking on her face. They quieted and stared back.

      “Mother?” I questioned in the stillness, my muscles tense but breaths controlled.

      “It’s part of the shifter blood curse I’d heard about when I was younger but never experienced.”

      “Because you’re not a shifter,” Chloe said, still surprisingly serious.

      “I assumed it to be fiction.” Mother turned toward me. “What does she say?”

      Mate. Go.

      I swallowed, light headedness attempting to pale my bronzed skin. “Mate. Go.”

      My sisters didn’t laugh.

      “I need to make a phone call,” Mother said, her voice shaking and thin, twisting anxiety in my stomach. “We can decide on a course of action later when your father gets home.” She got up, poured another splash of vodka atop her lemonade.

      “Mating instinct,” Brylee said, watching Mother. “What does it mean?”

      “You’ve attained the age when the soul of your fated mate is able to reach out to you.” Her hand shook as she lifted her glass to drink deeply.

      “We’re all the same age,” Brylee needlessly reminded Mother. “I don’t feel anything.”

      “Me neither,” Chloe chimed in with a pout, without a doubt jealous I might find myself a man before she did. She’d always been crazy over boys, flirting with any who happened to stop by our farm stand.

      Mother swallowed down the last of her drink, the ice cubes clinking loudly as she set the glass atop the counter. “It’s not a year age. It’s maturity age.”

      Chloe snorted a laugh. “Then Athena should have felt that mating instinct at twelve. She’s never been anything but reserved and dependable her whole life.”

      “Talk about an old soul,” Brylee added, snickering.

      As usual, Mother didn’t admonish either of them for making fun of my quieter character.

      I feigned indifference, bottled up the hurt, and tossed it away from my mind, into my soul’s lake of suppressed emotions. The metaphoric body of water lay deep inside me, a vast, unfathomable recess of uncomfortable feelings I didn’t wish to deal with.

      “You’ll stay until your father gets home?” Mother asked me.

      “Of course.” She knew I didn’t act or speak without careful consideration, unlike my sisters. Did she fear the instinct’s intensifying? Would it eventually consume me? My glass of lemonade sweated, and I promptly picked it up with a steady hand and drank it down until brain freeze pounded my temples.

      Trouble awaited.

      I had no doubt.
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      I sat on the porch waiting for Father, the steady pull westward drawing my focus off the crossroads on the other side of the railroad tracks.

      Mating instinct. I wasn’t sure what to think about what I’d learned, and I certainly didn’t know how to feel about it. Fate had the perfect mate awaiting me. One who would fit me like a puzzle piece, like Father did with Mother. Both quiet and reserved like me, they got along splendidly.

      The desire to smile twitched my lips, butterflies fluttering in my belly. He would be tender and kind like the man of my dreams. Faithful and true. Sensitive, without the silliness I’d lived with my whole life.

      Go.

      My cat urged, but I held onto control, same as always. I wasn’t about to take off on a whim with no direction other than an instinctive need to move. One needed to plan, set out a path, before heading into the unknown. Physically and emotionally.

      And since I didn’t know how to express my feelings, any emotional paths I had attempted always arrived at a dead end. But my mate would hold my hand and help see me through, growing into a better woman beneath his protection.

      I waved a bee away from my face, the shift of air from my hand cooling enough I continued the action while waiting for Father.

      Mother and I had finished picking strawberries for our garden stand out near the highway, and she’d disappeared into her bedroom, indistinct mumbles letting me know she spoke on the phone.

      Hopefully, Father had more information even though he wasn’t a descendant of shifter blood. My sisters had hounded me for details, but I hadn’t fought to explain my emotions over the tug inside me. I never shared my inner, personal feelings, so why they thought I would about something important enough that Mother drank enough to make her tipsy in the middle of the day—

      The racket from Father’s tied-up muffler sounded before he came into view. A cloud of dust rose behind the rusted-out Chevy as he turned off the main road onto the dirt lane, taking me back to younger years, when my sisters and I would catch sight of him headed home after his shift at the cardboard plant up near Mansfield. They would run to meet him, hopping onto his legs the second he slammed the old truck’s door closed, while I stood back and waited for my greeting.

      Brylee and Chloe remained inside by the oscillating fan, but I stood and moved toward the metal-roofed carport he parked beneath, the hot May sun beating down on my head.

      Father climbed from the truck and glanced beyond me—looking for my sisters—before greeting me. “Everything alright?” he asked, turning to pull his lunch box from the cab.

      “Mother didn’t call?” I asked, my hands clasped in front of me where they’d been most of the afternoon when not toiling in the garden patches.

      “No.” He smiled, slamming the door and tugging on some of my wayward hair. “I can’t remember the last time one of you girls came out to meet me like this.”

      “I felt the mating instinct today,” I blurted, surprising myself. Perhaps the fact Father had always shown me more attention than Mother did, persuaded my subconscious to open my mouth.

      His smile dissolved, similar unease like Mother’s filling his eyes. “Come.”

      Father took my hand, something he hadn’t done since I was a little girl.

      Throat tight and tears watering my vision at the rare display of affection, I squeezed his fingers and followed him into the house.

      We sat down as a family, and Mother shared what information she’d been able to find out over that hour shut up in her bedroom. She didn’t reveal her source, but the words she spoke twisted my insides into a tighter knot, one I feared would never unravel.

      A group of cat shifters lived less than two hours away, over in Nacogdoches, Texas. A motorcycle gang, a vigilante bunch whose means of business lay on the wrong side of the law.

      “They sound more like my type than Athena’s,” Chloe joked while my face once more lost its blood supply. “If her mate’s a part of their club, she’ll get eaten alive.”

      Mother and Father studied me in silence as my sisters continued with their teasing and laughter over my stoic facade.

      “I don’t have a choice, do I?” I asked, my voice reedy, betraying my fear, my smashed hopes of the perfect mate.

      “No,” Mother answered. “Those with the true gene can’t escape the one fate intends for them.” While she often lied by omission, her face, her eyes, spoke nothing but truth. “If you don’t go while you’re fully in control, the cat within will eventually take over.”

      “Then I go now,” I said, the decision I would have agonized over already made for me.

      Mate.

      I acknowledged the inner whisper, hanging desperately onto hope the one fate intended for me wasn’t part of some…ruthless gang. Such a life wouldn’t be a good match for me. I would never fit in, would never be good enough, or perhaps, not bad enough, in such a man’s eyes. Either way, I wouldn’t measure up, same as I’d never done in either of my parents’ eyes when compared to my carefree, happy sisters.

      And a biker certainly wouldn’t be the type of mate I needed, longed for.

      “I’ll leave in the morning,” I said, rising from my perch on the couch’s edge beside a sprawled Brylee, my stomach in knots and hands fisted.

      Father and Mother nodded, knowing I was done speaking. When I made a decision, I stuck with it, even if not allowed ample time to consider all aspects or possible outcomes.

      I didn’t know much about the gene that had skipped a generation leaving Mother human, but I knew the call to head westward inside me couldn’t be ignored—and my inner cat had never led me astray. She said my mate waited for me. What choice did I have, but to accept and hope for the best?
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