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      Lucky him, he found his mate. Just one teensy, tiny problem. She was already married to someone else.

      

      Meeting the woman of his dreams would have worked a lot better if she didn’t already belong to another man. But Chris wasn’t about to let something like ‘until death do us part’ keep him from claiming his woman. He’ll do anything to win his mate, including throwing his attractive cousin at the pesky husband.

      Despite the danger, and her marital status, Jiao can’t help falling for a handsome wolf. Honor says she should stay away, but her curious inner cat is flexing her claws and demanding they claim their man.

      But Jiao isn’t the only one falling in love. When her husband finds himself head over heels with a she-wolf, will Sheng do the right thing and end the marriage sham? Or will the past catch up first and bite them?

      
        
        Have you read the entire Freakn’ Shifters Series?
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      Somehow, when Jiao pictured her death, it didn’t involve drowning, bone crushing impact, or a heart attack caused by fear.

      Eyeing the sheer drop, laced in darkness due to the late hour, she could too easily picture the several hundred feet of empty space, a scary chasm, bordered by ragged cliffs that funneled into the raging river below.

      Jiao bit her lip. “You can’t seriously expect me to jump? I’m a cat not a bird. What if I hit a rock? Or get eaten by a fish?” Or die of fright on the way down? A distinct possibility given the way her heart pounded, her palms sweated and her stomach roiled.

      “To the first, you’ll bounce. As for the second, you’re too scrawny for most predators. Are you done making up excuses? We don’t have much time. The guards will be making their sweep in less than four minutes.”

      Ah yes, the guards. Getting caught outside their cell, no matter the excuse they used – we were taking a midnight stroll, looking for fishing worms, going for a pee – would mean at least a week’s worth of punishment. But still… Suicide versus scrubbing the communal bathroom on her knees? Tough choice.

      “I haven’t swum in years. What if I don’t remember how?”

      Clasping her hands, Sheng faced her, his dark gaze intense. “I promised to never let anything happen to you. That includes drowning, no matter how crazy you make me. I know you’re scared, but you need to push your fear aside, just like we do in the ring and the woods. We’ll survive the jump. You’ll remember how to swim. And we will escape. We don’t have a choice, jiā zǐ. Or would you prefer the alternative?”

      Just the reminder of what awaited her if they didn’t escape was enough to give Jiao a shiver and bolster her resolve. There are worse punishments even than death. Taking a deep breath, Jiao stepped onto the thick stone parapet. The wind tugged at her, whipping strands of her hair free from her ponytail.

      “Will you hold my hand?” she asked, with just the slightest quaver. At sixteen, she didn’t quite have the courage to do it alone.

      “I will so long as you promise not to drown me,” Sheng quipped, as he laced his fingers through hers.

      Despite the situation, Jiao’s lips curved in to a smile. “Of course I won’t. I might need to use your meatier frame to save me from a hungry fish.” Hand clutching his, she turned to face the edge and the very scary drop. Will we survive the fall? Did it matter? Sheng was right. Now or never. The opportunity might never present itself again. Freedom awaited if she could locate her courage – hiding really deep inside, underneath the panic and fear.

      Easy. All she had to do was leap. A giant, freakn’ leap of faith.

      How bad could the plunge be?

      Before she could take a deep breath and prime herself to jump, the scuff of footsteps broke the stillness of the night. Oh no! The guards arrived, earlier than scheduled.

      Forget counting down, or having second thoughts. Sheng lunged forward, legs pedaling, one arm outstretched as if he meant to grasp freedom. Tethered by the hand, Sheng yanked Jiao after him.

      Biting her lip, hard enough to draw blood, she halted the shriek threatening to spill from her lips – I mustn’t let the guards know we escape – but she couldn’t stop her heart from pounding a mile a minute as they plummeted in the darkness.

      Down. Down. Down. The cool air whistled by her ears, but did nothing to slow her fall. Nor did she miraculously sprout wings. Or reverse the law of gravity despite her fervent wish. As for Superman? He was probably busy saving Lois Lane again.

      The impact when she hit the river stalled her rapidly beating heart and she lost her grip on Sheng. Closing her mouth and eyes against the water trying to rush in and fill her orifices, she kicked until her head broke the surface and she drew in a gasping lungful of air.

      What do you know? I survived the fall. Uninjured too, or so she assumed, considering she felt no pain. Felt nothing in fact but cold; a bone chilling, teeth-chattering misery as the river took her and swept her toward liberty – or death.
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      Years later …

      Drumming his fingers on the steering wheel to the hard bass of an AC/DC song, Chris cruised up the street towards his next job. A doozy of one, too. The guy who called, Asian judging by the accent on the phone, wanted an estimate on turning his basement into a veritable jungle gym with climbing ropes, wall pegs, balance beams, gymnast rings and more. Why he’d build one at home when he could just get a monthly membership to a gym for less wasn’t something Chris concerned himself with. As a handyman-slash-contractor, he took whatever jobs came his way, anything to help him sock away for the time he’d leave home, which he didn’t intend on doing anytime soon.

      While his sister couldn’t wait to leave the family nest, Chris found it quite comfortable. Sure, he needed to do his part keeping his own room tidy, helping out with the house and lawn work, but the home cooked meals and laundry – folded and ironed – totally made up for it. Oh, and you couldn’t beat the cheap rent. Despite his father’s wishes – grumbled loudly and often – his mother insisted Chris and his brothers only chip in enough to cover groceries. They were supposed to put the money they saved on rent aside for a down payment on their own home.

      And Chris did that, most of the time. But, who could blame him for going on that trip to Cuba when he got such a smoking deal. Or the UFC tickets he’d bought, front row seats, for him and his buddies.

      Yeah, so his nest egg suffered a few minor depletions, he was now determined to get his act together and start putting some dough away. The big screen, 3D television he’d seen in a flyer had nothing to do with it.

      Arriving at his destination, a sprawling ranch style home – which meant a ridiculously large basement, ka-ching – Chris parked at the curb and swung out of his truck. He ambled his way to the back of his work vehicle and pulled the squealing tailgate down so he could heft out his toolbox. Clients liked it when he looked prepared, even if all he needed sometimes was a screwdriver.

      Slamming the gate shut with another metallic scream begging for the lubricating miracle of WD-40, Chris grimaced at the noise. Of all the things he spent money on, the one he kept neglecting was his vehicle. Somehow, he didn’t think his dad would very well handle him arriving home with a big monster truck. But then again, Chris could justify it as a work expense. Unfortunately, he could too easily imagine what his dad would say – ahem, yell.

      Trudging up the front walk, comprised of builder grade, two-by-two concrete squares and unattractive stairs, he inhaled the crisp, clean air. The afternoon sun waned, the chill of autumn hard at work on turning the leaves. Some people loved summer for the sunshine and heat. Others loved winter for the crisp snow and skiing. Chris, however, would take the fall anytime. The brisk breezes which rifled through the colorful foliage. The crunch of leaves when he dove into the pile his brothers made when it was their turn to rake. Screwing outside without fear of bug bites on the ass. Football season. Oh, and his favorite holiday – Thanksgiving, with juicy turkey, savory stuffing, mom’s fluffy mashed potatoes, delicious pan gravy, and whipped cream topped pumpkin pie.

      Only two weeks away and already his stomach rumbled in anticipation.

      Of course, fall also meant shorter days, cooler weather, and the grasshoppers of summer, a.k.a. his clientele, suddenly deciding they needed work done, NOW. Look at his current case. Called out on a service call by an intense gent who didn’t want to wait, and expected a quote yesterday. Chris tried not to sigh as he thought of the lacrosse game he’d probably miss out on tonight because of this last minute job. What’s the point of having brothers-in-law who give me free tickets if I can’t use them?

      Dammit, there weren’t that many games left, the lacrosse season now in the final round of playoffs. But then again, he couldn’t complain too much. He’d gotten to see more than his fair share of sporting events lately because of his sister’s mates. He wondered if they had some pull when it came to getting cheap – or even better, free – hockey tickets.

      And why the pessimism? Maybe he’d get done taking measurements quicker than expected. After all, the neighborhood was brand spanking new. How much work could there be? Chances were the basement wasn’t yet finished leaving him with a clean slate. Piece of pumpkin pie. He’d get a list of what the guy wanted, take some measurements, and promise to fire him off a quote within a day. Then, race out of here and see if he could still make it in time for the game.

      Knocking on the door, Chris bounced on the balls of his feet, surveying the neighborhood still under construction. He remembered it from Francine’s house warming party a few weeks back. God, the fun he had bugging the hell out of his brother Mitchell when, on the tour of the house, he caught sight of the king-size bed in the master bedroom. The broken nose was well worth the ruddy-cheeked embarrassment on his big brother’s face, though, when Chris asked him who slept in the middle.

      What bad luck Mitchell had to share his woman with another guy. Not that Chris disliked Alejandro, Francine’s other mate. On the contrary, he found Javier’s brother, Alejandro, highly entertaining, especially since he excelled at driving Mitchell nuts. But still, while the threesome thing sounded kind of kinky, Chris wasn’t the type to want to share, especially not his mate and for life. No way, not him.

      Hopefully, with two polyamorous pairings in the family, chances were good they’d hit their quota and if he was really lucky, fate would hold off a few years before introducing him to his lucky lady wolf. He still had quite a few oats he wanted to sow and one was a blonde who’d given him her number yesterday. Maybe he’d give her a shout if he couldn’t make the game, and see if he could salvage his evening partaking in a different kind of sport.

      No one answered his knock, so Chris pounded harder, wondering if the guy who’d seemed so anxious to get him over here changed his mind.

      The clicking of tumblers as locks disengaged told him someone finally answered the door. He didn’t immediately turn, not wanting to appear too eager beaver or in their face. Like his dad told him, a hundred times or so, before it sank in, ‘If you look too desperate for a job, people will either think you’re incompetent, or try to pay you less.’ Sound advice, much as he’d never admit it out loud to the old wolf.

      The door swung open and the smell hit him first. Flowers of some sort with a hint of animal, cat he’d wager, but blended into something exotic he’d never scented before. It tantalized, but not as much as the underlying musk of the woman to whom it belonged. Toe-curling, cock-hardening woman.

      Damn, that’s one freakn’ delicious aroma. Not just his man side reacted to the smell, his wolf did too, stirring in his mind with a rumble of excitement. Lick her. Bite her. His wolf had a list of things it wanted to do to the as yet unseen woman, most of them naked.

      Uh-oh. That could only mean one thing.

      Whirling, Chris gaped at the petite female in the doorway. His mate. Or so his yipping wolf seemed to think. Not even reaching his chin, she appeared of Asian descent, with dark, slanted eyes, high cheekbones, black hair twined atop her head in a bun, and rosebud lips, rounded into an ‘O’ of surprise.

      Welcome to the club. Of all the things Chris expected to encounter today – hard to please client, a naked blonde, a late night burger at Al’s – he didn’t count on meeting the woman he’d spend the rest of his life with.

      Inhaling her scent, Chris fought an urge to gather her in his arms and taste her mouth. Would she think him presumptuous if he pinned her against a wall and devoured her luscious lips? Or even better, dropped to his knees and worshipped her with his tongue. Or … Damn, the list of things he wanted to do went on and on. Best to find out her name now so he knew what to yell later when he got her into bed. Girls really hated it when you called them by the wrong name.

      “Who are you?” Chris asked, pairing his query with his often used, panty dropping smile. Some guys opted for come-on lines. Chris preferred a naughty grin. And it worked every time.

      “Taken,” growled a male sporting the same Asian complexion as he came up behind the woman and placed a hand on her shoulder possessively. Chris noted the glint of gold on the man’s finger and inwardly groaned.

      Ah, freakn’ hell. She’s married. That would make things complicated.
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      Jiao blinked at the imposing figure in front of her. Reeled actually, as his scent, a masculine thing comprised of wild animal and a sharp soap, tickled her nose. Roused her senses. Made her feline stir with ear pricked interest.

      Who is he? What’s happening?

      Through the cacophony in her ears – caused by her inner cat, which yowled in excitement and clawed to get out – she thought she heard the stranger ask who she was. The smile he bestowed in her direction brought a tingle to parts south of her waist and she fought an urge to purr under his admiring gaze. Her cat, not restrained by human habit, didn’t hesitate, flopping down in her mind to contentedly rumble and roll in pleasure at the attention.

      Who am I? he asked. Yours, came to mind as a reply, but thankfully didn’t pass her lips. Luckier, she managed to stifle the meow of her cat before it left her lips. Before she could recover from the overwhelming presence of the stranger, or think of something intelligent to say other than ‘Um’,  Sheng’s heavy hand came down on her shoulder and he rumbled, ‘Taken,’ as a reply. She tucked her hands behind her back lest she give in to her wild side’s impulse to swipe at Sheng for his rude answer.

      Disappointment clouded the stranger’s face, a quick lapse that he instantly recovered from, his expression smoothing into a jovial smile. He took the news well. Too well, and it miffed her feline half. Even odder, Jiao found herself somewhat disappointed too. Surely she didn’t crave this unknown’s attention?

      Gently, but firmly, Sheng tugged until Jiao stood behind him. Yet, because of the stranger’s great height, she could still clearly observe him at the door. Towering over her, which really didn’t take much with her short five foot three stature, he possessed sun-streaked brown hair, hazel eyes framed by dark lashes, impossibly wide shoulders, a friendly smile, and a scent she found much too interesting.

      Of course, while she admired all this, Sheng gave the guy, the contractor he’d called for the basement, a hard time.

      “You’re the handyman?”

      “Yup. I’m Chris of Howling Good Reno’s at your service. You called me about getting the basement converted into a home gym.”

      Ah yes, Sheng’s brilliant plan to placate her. Since he wouldn’t let Jiao shift and exercise her cat outside, he’d decided to give her a private option to morph inside. Given the amount of work involved, and Sheng’s ineptness when it came to power tools, he decided to hire outside help. The most highly recommended guy for the job stood at their door. He was also the most handsome man she’d ever met and the first to ever intrigue her cat.

      Jiao’s teeth tugged at her inner cheek. If Chris got the contract, he’d end up at the house every day, working on the basement for as long as it took to complete the job. Weeks probably. Plenty of time to explore the strange reaction he evoked. If it were up to her, Jiao would hire him on the spot, but she said not a word, knowing Sheng would do the opposite if he knew of her interest.

      A frown marred Sheng’s face, a look she caught when he briefly glanced back at her. “I expected someone older.”

      Someone married, Jiao thought with a sigh. Sheng seemed determined to keep her away from men, all men. Single, married, young or old, fat and even human, he did his best to keep her secluded. Protecting her, he claimed. Keeping them both from discovery. He didn’t seem to understand they couldn’t live in hiding forever. Lies could only carry them so far.

      Eventually – sooner rather than later if Jiao got a say – things would have to change. For six years they’d run and hidden from those who would take them back to their cloistered life. Frantic years spent looking over their shoulders, not trusting anyone. Relying only on each other without a friend, other than Patricia, an RCMP officer and shifter they’d befriended during their escape. Jiao tired of the subterfuge. Tired of living under the radar, in the shadows, never experiencing life.

      But Sheng knew best. He’d gotten them this far after all.

      Chris didn’t seem daunted by Sheng’s skepticism in his skills. “I’ve got years of experience. And references too, if you want them.”

      “You did come highly recommended,” Sheng admitted, but grudgingly.

      “What do you say you show me the space? Tell me what you need. I’ll do up a quote and then we can go from there.”

      Sheng appeared torn, something about Chris setting off his radar, but then again, everybody set off his paranoia meter. Placing a hand on Sheng’s arm, Jiao said, “He’s one of us and Patricia approved him.” Sheng trusted Patricia. After all, she was the one who gave them a new life, new identity, and more.

      Lips tight, Sheng shook his head. “Sorry. But I don’t think you’ll do at all.”

      Then, her husband slammed the door in the contractor’s face.
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      What the hell?

      Chris stared at the closed door, his jaw dropping as disbelief froze him. What was buddy’s problem? Did he somehow sense Chris’s interest in his wife? An interest Chris now felt sure was mistaken. He’d specifically requested, in his mind at least, to have a mate all to himself. Surely Fate heard him? Given his adamant stance on the whole subject of ménages – not for me! – it stood to reason, the female – hot and delectable as she smelled – didn’t belong to him. Nope. She was taken. Off the menu. Not his concern.

      If he knew that, then why did his feet refuse to move? Because he had unfinished business, that was why. And no, it wasn’t his wolf’s demand to sniff her again that had him raising his fist to knock. Then pound as no one answered the door.

      I deserve an explanation. Or a valid reason, at any rate, for the dude’s rejection of his services. Services, he might add, buddy asked for. But it seemed Chris wouldn’t get an answer because the door remained shut.

      Stepping back, Chris flipped a bird in the direction of a twitching curtain. What an asshat. He pitied the guy’s wife. It must suck to live with such a jerk. He also thanked his lucky stars he’d gotten the shaft because given his attitude, working for the dude would have probably sucked large.

      On a happier note, he’d make the lacrosse game after all. Jumping into his truck, toolbox tossed onto the passenger seat, Chris started the engine, the heavy rumble caused less by the dying diesel motor than the exhaust with its fist sized hole. As he shifted into gear, Chris turned his head to look one last time at the house where he’d gotten the rude treatment. A more hotheaded guy would have kicked down the door and beat the crap out of the little prick inside. Chris, though, preferred to think he could handle things in a more mature fashion. Holding the brake pedal down, he hit the gas, revving his engine and spinning his tires. The noise and smoke show, not to mention the probable tire marks, would hopefully annoy the Asian dude.

      Keeping his eyes on the living room window, he hoped buddy would peek out so Chris could give him a single finger salute, but instead, the pretty Asian girl appeared, her head canted to the side. A smile curved her lips and she shook her head, as if chastising him.

      Dammit. He was acting like a child, a petulant one who didn’t get his way. With a growl, he let go of the brake pedal and took off.

      What he couldn’t escape? The dark eyes of the exotic female and her lingering, oh-so-yummy scent. Despite her taken status, his wolf rumbled at him to go back. Ours. Not likely. The woman was married which meant off limits. Out of bounds. No way, no how.

      Despite that, he couldn’t muster any interest to call the blonde who’d so eagerly given him her number. He blamed it on his annoyance at losing the job. Tried to convince himself he didn’t bother offering to pick the woman up because it would make him late for the lacrosse match.

      Liar. Liar. Wolf’s on fire.

      In truth, he couldn’t call the big breasted blonde because a pair of dark eyes kept appearing in his mind, full of reproach. Wait a second. He didn’t owe anything to the Asian girl. Yeah, she was hot. Yeah, he would have liked to tap her. But, that wasn’t happening. Time to move on.

      He scrolled through his contacts and found Brandy’s number. His finger, however, refused to push the button to dial. Even more messed up, his wolf growled at him. Him!

      “I’m in charge here, buddy,” he reminded his canine half. “And I will call whomever I damned well like.” He mashed his finger on the call button. It rang once. His stomach tightened. Rang a second time. His entire mouth went sour. A third time, and at the click signaling she answered, he quickly pressed the red hang up button.

      What just happened? Why did the act of calling someone else make him feel sick? It made no sense.

      I need a beer. Make that a dozen. And a chili dog, too, so he could forget the Asian couple – more specifically the petite hottie with the perfect mouth – and get back to normal. Well, as normal as possible for him considering his shifter status.

      What he wouldn’t give for a full moon tonight and a run through the woods. Nothing like howling up a storm and chasing down a rabbit to make him feel better. But I bet I’d have more fun chasing a certain cat.
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      Watching out the window, long after the handyman left, Jiao visibly jumped when Sheng laid a hand on her shoulder.

      “You scared me,” she admonished, a twinge of guilt assailing her at having gotten caught staring.

      “The immature idiot is gone, so why are you still watching?”

      “A better question is why you acted like such a jerk?”

      The hand slid off her shoulder with the accusation and she turned to regard Sheng as he paced the living room. Sparse, because of their recent move here, it contained a red pleather couch – because no shifter with an ounce of morality would own the real thing – a plush armchair in black crushed velvet – which attracted hair like crazy – and an oval glass table in need of cleaning. Again. She hated the damned thing. Stupid dust collector.

      “I saw no point in wasting his time. I didn’t like him.”

      His response didn’t surprise her. Sheng didn’t like anyone. Jiao rolled her eyes. “Gee, I hadn’t noticed. Still, it didn’t mean you had to slam the door in his face. He showed up at your request.”

      “He wasn’t right for the job.”

      “Why? Because he was young and good-looking?”

      Sheng shot her a dark look. “Exactly.”

      So shoot her for noticing. Hello, I’m married not dead. “So we can only use an ugly contractor, even if he’s not the best option for the job?”

      Lips tight, Sheng glared, but didn’t reply.

      “Wow. Can you say control freak? This is going overboard, even for you.” Throwing up her hands, Jiao stalked out of the room, but not without a parting shot. “Just so we’re clear, if we’re not allowed to have cute guys working in the house, then the same goes for cute girls.”

      Although, on second thought, maybe if confronted by an attractive woman, Sheng, her husband these past few years would lighten up. Just because someone was attractive didn’t mean Jiao was going to rip his clothes off and betray Sheng. He should know her better than that.

      Or at least that proved true up until now. Seriously, her instant attraction to the handyman defied all rational explanation. And even now that he’d left, despite his temper tantrum out front, she couldn’t quite shake him from her mind, or quell the reaction of her body. The things she wanted to do… Guilt suffused her.

      I’m supposed to be a married woman. Dissatisfied with her married life or not, though, didn’t give her the right to lust after another.

      It was probably for the best Sheng turned the Chris fellow away. Having him underfoot, his sizzling presence a constant reminder of her attraction … Talk about a sure recipe for disaster.

      Still, she felt bad at how Sheng handled the situation, and felt an even deeper chagrin that she wouldn’t see the handyman again, a fact her cat complained about, loudly.

      But what could she do to change the situation? Or an even better question, how much longer could she keep up the façade?

      Another new town. Another new life. But things still hadn’t changed.

      Where’s the freedom Sheng promised me?

      She understood his caution, but at what point did they stop constantly looking over their shoulders and start living? When would they finally call somewhere home?
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      The whack against the back of his head snapped Chris’s attention back to the arena and the game at hand. Craning his head, Chris scowled as he saw the culprit, his sister Naomi. Wearing a baby in a chest sling, she smirked at him.

      “Hey, little brother.”

      “What was that for?” He rubbed his noggin. Not that her little tap hurt. But still … For a girl who screamed loud and often about her delicate sensibilities, his sister possessed a rough streak.

      “Pay attention to the game. My mates are playing.”

      “So?”

      A moment later the reason became clear as a missile sailed across the partition glass, the white, Indian rubber ball whistling past his head.

      “That’s why.” Naomi grinned as she waved at Javier, number sixty-nine on Loup Garou, Ottawa’s shifter lacrosse team. Chris could see her mate’s answering smile even through his helmet, which the league insisted they wear because it minimized the blood on the floor.

      “He did that on purpose,” Chris growled.

      “Of course he did. I told Javier to snap a ball at you during the last intermission when I saw you staring off into space. And he always listens,” she bragged, sitting herself in the empty seat beside him. She shifted the sling she wore, not that the baby nestled within stirred. Somehow the little bugger snored, a blissful slumber with a thumb tucked in a little mouth, and this despite the screams of the crowd.

      “Where’s the other one?” Chris asked.

      “The other one has a name,” Naomi remarked in an annoyed tone. “Melanie is staying with Francine. She gets too riled up when I bring her to the games.”

      “Too noisy?”

      Naomi snorted. “Nah. Little Mellie gets mad when she sees people hitting her daddies and screams bloody murder, which in turn, upsets Ethan, and he ends up crushing the other team’s defense. Literally. I was asked nicely by the league to keep her away so that the opposing teams wouldn’t run out of able bodied players.”

      “And you agreed?”

      “Only once they hired me to manage the league finances.” Her bright grin at her maneuvering made him smile. His sister might lack the muscle to make people do things, but she possessed the smarts and right leverage to get them to give in.

      “You know you’re evil, right?”

      “It’s a gift. So hey, you never said what had you looking like a slack jawed idiot. Usually, at a game, you’re pressed against the glass screaming advice to the opposition.”

      Yeah, he usually did. He liked doing it because it annoyed his brother-in-law Javier to no end. “Just thinking about a job I lost.”

      “What? Someone didn’t hire you? Why not? Don’t they know you’re the best? Did you quote them too high? Wait, was it another one of those housewife’s wanting work done on their personal plumbing?” She arched a brow suggestively.

      Chris choked. “You did not just accuse me of being a handyman pimp.”

      “If the condom fits …”

      “You have a foul mouth. And to think you kiss your children with it.”

      “According to my mates, my mouth is perfect. And there’s nothing dirty about telling the truth.”

      Damn her, but she had a point. Yes, he did great work, but yes, he often got ridiculous calls from lonely women who needed a light bulb changed, then gave him a tip, usually on their knees. However, he drew the line at married women – most of the time.

      “Well, it wasn’t a wife wanting to hire me, but her husband. And he took one look at me, told me I was too young and slammed the door in my face.”

      “He didn’t.” She almost whispered the words, her eyes wide with shock.

      “He did.”

      “Did you kill him?”

      “I’m too classy for that,” he replied. He almost managed to say it with a straight face too, but Naomi immediately snorted, and he erupted into laughter. “Okay. I’ll admit, I might have clocked him if he’d opened the door back up. I had to content myself with leaving rubber marks in front of his house.”

      “Want to go back after the game and egg his house?”

      A chuckle left him as her suggestion brought to mind some of the pranks they’d pulled in their youth. “No. But thanks for the offer.”

      “Anytime. But seriously, I wouldn’t worry about it. Sounds like the client would have been a freakn’ douchebag to work for. Probably a good thing you didn’t get it.”

      “Tell me about it.” He knew that, agreed wholeheartedly, yet he couldn’t stop the dejection. “I don’t need that kind of hassle.”

      “So why are you mooning about it?”

      It occurred to him to deny her observation, but really, he was kind of gloomy. Without the job, how would he see the woman again? Find out why she drew him and his wolf. Should he tell his sister about his odd reaction to buddy’s wife? Get her opinion?

      Before he could decide, the game ended with a final buzz and a roar from the crowd. The home team won again thanks to Naomi’s mates, or as she affectionately referred to them, ‘my dumb jocks’.

      The baby chose that moment to wake with a stretch of chubby fists. Only a few months old and he looked around with a serenity his sister lacked. His nephew, Mark, inherited his daddies’ genes. Guess who took after their mother most? Chris’s mom liked to cackle that Naomi got just what she deserved in Melanie, a mini version of herself.

      I hope when I finally settle down and have kids, they end up nothing like me. He didn’t think his paycheck could cover the damage.

      But thinking of kids somehow brought his mind back to the Asian girl and his wolf sent him a thought. Pups. His wolf seemed to think she’d make the perfect mother, and damn him if he couldn’t easily picture a girl, a miniature version of her mother that would wind him around her little finger. And a boy, with a gap toothed smile and shaggy brown hair, throwing him a football and –

      Smack!

      The ball hit Chris in the forehead and snapped his head back. Game over or not, his damned brothers-in-law thought he should pay attention. Never mind they saved him from his own thoughts. Chris needed to vent.

      With a growl, he leapt over the row of seats and tackled the player’s door into the arena. The impromptu chase and wrestling match with Javier didn’t really solve anything – the damned jaguar was light on his feet – but at least it changed his focus for a while. A fat lip, black eye and bruises all over worked as a great distraction – until he pictured his Asian lady kissing his booboos better. Naked.
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      Days later …

      The full moon emerged, bathing the backyard and the ravine bordering it in a soft glow. Sitting in the window seat, which spanned the length of the bay window in the family room, Jiao stared mournfully outside, but not as sadly as her cat.

      “Why can’t we go out?” she asked for the hundredth time, unable to mask the plaintive tone. The yard and the shadowy woods edging them looked so tempting. So perfect. The temperature crisp. The smells inviting. The chirrups of night birds taunting. Oh how she twitched to get out and stretch. Run a little. Chase something up a tree. Find some soft grass to roll in.

      “I’ve told you a hundred times. We can’t let anyone see our felines. If word gets back to Kaleb …”

      “Yeah. Yeah. Everyone is a spy. Blah. Blah. Blah. We’ll get kidnapped. Or stuck in a zoo. Or become the main act in a three ring circus. Hey, wait, that’s happened to us before and we survived,” she said sarcastically.

      “You’re not being funny or fair, Jiao. I’m doing this to keep us safe.”

      She knew that. Just like she knew six years ago she would have never joked about their time in captivity, objects brought out to entertain those rich and perverse enough to pay for it. She would never go back to that life. Ever. But freedom, or at least their version of, wasn’t as much fun or liberating as she’d hoped. In many ways, she was more bound now than when she lived in Kaleb’s prison.

      Dejected – and her cat twitching – Jiao sighed and leaned her chin on the sill. “I know you’re protecting us. But I miss running outside. I don’t even remember what it feels like to climb a tree or do my nails, or hunt something.”

      “I miss it too,” Sheng admitted in a low tone, putting his arm around her shoulder. “But, we can’t risk exposure.”

      She gestured out the window where the distant howl of a wolf echoed. “They’re not afraid.” And by they, she meant the shifters who’d claimed the wild strip of forest backing the houses in this neighborhood as their own.

      “They’re also not rare species. Wolves, foxes and bears are common to the area. No one would think twice about seeing them. Clouded leopards, though, are not indigenous to this area, which you already know, not to mention they are rare even in captivity.”

      “Wouldn’t people mistake us for a mountain cat? Or a lynx?”

      “With our coloring?” Sheng arched a brow at her ridiculous hope. “No. We need to stay inside. Just have a little more patience. I know it won’t be quite the same, but I’ll get the basement done as soon as I can. Then you can at least let your cat out to exercise.”

      Ah, yes the basement project. Good for him for diverting her attention. Her arms crossed over her chest. “And how is that coming? Fired any more good looking guys before they even have a chance?” Oh how she loved sweet sarcasm, a girl’s best friend in any fight.

      Sheng’s lip drew into a tight line. “No. And I didn’t technically fire that Chris guy. I just didn’t want to hire him. I have had another shifter in.” An old guy with a belly to outshine most pregnant women. “And I’m expecting his quote any time. I’ve also got a line on a few humans.”

      Her lip curled. “Humans? Really? And how are you going to explain you want a scratching post?”

      “I’ll figure something out,” he mumbled.

      “Did you talk to Patricia about other shifters who could handle the work?” Patricia, the only one who knew their secret.

      “Yes. She again recommended the guy from Howling Good Renos.” Something Sheng didn’t sound happy about at all.

      “You should give him a chance.”

      “But –”

      However, she’d had enough. Not only could she not change into her cat and hunt like she was meant to, she couldn’t stop thinking about Chris. Oh how she wanted to see him again. Smell him. Rub against him until he wore her scent. To call her irritable was putting it too mildly.

      “No more buts,” she snarled, eyes narrowed and her claws extending as her cat rose to the surface. “I need something, Sheng. I can’t live like this. Can’t go on caging my other half. I want to tear my skin off. Gouge the walls. Kill something to stop this horrible ache inside. My cat is going mental. I need that gym. So stop imagining problems that don’t exist and call the guy everyone keeps recommending. Or I swear, dangerous or not, I’m going to strip naked in the yard, shift and run until the sun comes up. Maybe even chase that stupid neighbor’s tea poodle.” Yappy little critter. Worse, a shifter owned the dumb thing. What carnivore named its snack?

      “He won’t come back.” Sheng stated it with a little too much pleasure.

      Men and their pride. Her lip curled. “Oh yes, he will, because you’re going to apologize.”

      “Am not.”

      Jiao planted her hands on her hips. “Are too.”

      “Forget it. Not happening.”

      And that quickly, she snapped. Her body twisted and reshaped as she leapt at Sheng, her nightgown fluttering to the floor. Taken by surprise, she hit Sheng hard and took him down. He recovered quickly, his own cat springing forth until they tussled on the floor in a snarling, spitting, furry tangle.

      Hair flew – probably in a direct beeline to that stupid velvet covered chair. Claws raked – and turned the maple hardwood floors into a distressed version. Teeth tugged, not hard enough to cause true damage, but she got her point across. Despite Sheng’s larger size, Jiao used her annoyance and his inability to harm her against him. While she didn’t manage to pin him, she did get her sharp teeth around his tail. Or as she well knew, his personal Achilles tendon.

      He yowled.

      She growled and shook her prize.

      He tugged lightly hoping to get free.

      Her teeth sank in deeper.

      Beaten, he lay down on the floor and sighed, his spotted fur rippling.

      Releasing his tail, she pranced around the room in victory. I won! Sheng would call. And she’d get to see the handyman again. In person. Not in her dreams or fantasies – and probably wearing more clothes than she’d imagined him in. A shame. But hey, at least if Sheng finally hired him, she’d get her gym. But that came second on the pleasure scale as far as her cat was concerned.

      Excitement made her race around the room. She couldn’t wait to see if Chris still affected her. If what she’d sensed with him before would happen again, or if was an anomaly. If he did make her cat, mind, and body, go haywire again, then what? She’d deal with that hurdle when she encountered it, whether Sheng approved or not.

      I didn’t escape one cage to live in another. It was time to stop hiding from the world. Time to let herself live – and maybe even love.
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