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      Aidan McLeod wiped the counter that didn't need wiping, ensuring everything was perfect. The coffee machine was ready to go for her latte. Oscar Peterson played softly from the speakers hidden behind the potted plants in every corner of the café. Jazz, she'd told him the first time she came into his coffee shop, was her favorite thing to hear in the morning. He'd never played jazz before then. That morning's music had been Billy's choice. Aidan preferred something with a rock edge, rough guitar and a driving bass, but if jazz was what Fleur loved, then nothing but jazz would play on his stereo.

      Aidan checked his watch. Eight twenty-five. She wouldn't be more than five minutes away. He imagined her coming down the elevator of her apartment building. She'd be checking something on her phone, her head lost in whatever complex work she was stewing in that morning.

      She hadn’t come in last weekend. Aidan had missed her. It was strange for her to skip her standard eleven o'clock Saturday brunch–poached eggs and avocado on dark rye. After their usual chat, Fleur would sit reading a chunky paperback, never the same book, alone in the corner lounge. He'd waited for her all day, and then again on Sunday, but she hadn't shown up. Missing her was like a hole in his chest.

      Are you going to tell her today?

      The cat wasn't happy this morning. Aidan could tell by the way his voice grated inside his mind, feeling his tail twitch as his yellow eyes narrowed in contempt.

      It isn't right for us to be so timid.

      Aidan was a shifter, a cat-sith. In his animal form, he was a large black cat with a white patch on his proud chest. He was sleek and strong, lean muscle built for the speed and stealth of their former military life, not so much their new existence as barista, baker, and everything else being a café owner brought them.

      "I'll tell her when it's right," Aidan muttered. Billy, the cook and the only other person who worked in the café with him, was used to Aidan talking to himself. Aidan kept the fact he was a shifter a secret from most, so trying to explain he was actually talking to the black warrior cat who lived inside him was a conversation he preferred not to have.

      I've warned you. If you don't tell her today, I'm taking matters into my own hands.

      "You don't have hands," Aidan whispered.

      Shut up.

      The front door bell chimed, and Aidan's heart wrapped in a golden glow. She had arrived.

      Fleur Jones moved into the café. Her eyes, bright aquamarine, found his, and she smiled pure radiance and joy. She wore a camel coat, open at the front to show off a dark dress of red and purple flowers smoothing over her perfect curves. Her maple colored hair flowed freely. She always carried a heavy leather satchel filled with papers and books over her shoulder, and brought with her a reusable pink paw print mug.

      "Hey, Aidan," she said, her voice like an angel's chorus.

      She is more stunning than ever after these long days without seeing her.

      "Morning, Fleur," Aidan said.

      Their greeting was the same every day.

      For all her beauty, Fleur looked tired. Her eyes were shadowed, and there was a stoop to her shoulders that Aidan had never seen before.

      "You look like you need a coffee," he said.

      You dare insult her by saying she looks anything less than perfect?

      Aidan rolled his eyes at his cat, but immediately feared the feline might be right. Had he said the wrong thing?

      Fleur sat at the counter stool as she did on weekdays, her bag falling with a heavy thud beside her.

      "Caffeine is probably the last thing I need. I'm already jittery and stressed." She pushed her mug toward him. "But make it a double shot, anyway."

      "Coming right up," he said. He reached for the cup and their fingers brushed. Electricity fired between them.

      Fleur laughed.

      "Why does that static zap always happen between us?" she said.

      He shrugged, trying to ignore his cat yowling inside him. "Just happens, I guess."

      He watched her checking her phone as he started up the coffee machine, a slight crease between her brows and a definite tension in her jaw.

      "Is everything alright?" he said, pouring the dark brew.

      Fleur sighed and smiled. "How is it you can always read me like an open book?"

      The same reason for the electric spark! Because we are fated mates!

      Aidan cleared his throat and shrugged again.

      The cat-sith was right, as always. He and Fleur were fated mates. He’d known it from the first instant she walked into his café in the week he’d opened, almost a year ago. It wasn't just her beauty that drew him in. Their fingers had brushed as she handed him her cup and the electric intensity was undeniable. He'd seen Fleur had felt it too. Her eyes had lit up, their gazes lingering on each other. A shifter waits for their mate—that one soul they are destined to share their life in love with—sometimes for a short time, sometimes an eternity. At almost thirty-seven, Aidan had given up on finding his fated mate, so he was more than shocked when she simply wandered in one day, as if it was the most casual thing in the world.

      Fleur was everything Aidan could have dreamed his mate to be. Not only was she beautiful in more ways than he thought it was possible for a woman to be beautiful, she was wonderfully kind and smart. Smarter than smart. Fleur was a veterinary science researcher at the university, and the things she told him about her work, the advances in animal medicine she was single-handedly developing, made Aidan's head spin. She was too good for him. All that, plus she was the only heir to one of the richest families in the country. Not that money mattered a single thing to Aidan, but it took Fleur another step up the ladder of life away from him.

      Aidan was nothing next to Fleur. He was smart enough for everyday stuff, but nowhere near the level of stratospheric intelligence she was. He had no money, having poured everything he had into getting his café up and running after he had left the Shifter Protection Force in pursuit of a quieter, easier life. Running a coffee shop, the daily baking and endless espresso was a relief from the relentless action of being on the Force. A life that would not get him blown up or chewed apart from whatever danger his old work threw him into from week to week. It was a good change of pace, the right change, but he still needed something more. Something else to take away the ragged edge that his previous lives had worn into him. He used to think about leaving the city for good, but now he had found his mate, he was bonded to her. He could never leave, even if he could never tell her a single detail of their truth.

      Aidan was too simple, too ordinary for someone like Fleur. While they had shared a year's worth of wonderful conversation and become good friends, he wasn't about to ruin that by telling her she was destined to be his true love.

      Aidan had known other shifters who'd found their mates in humans. It didn't always go well. Humans had their ideas of love at first sight and The One, but not everyone believed in it. For shifters, the fated mate was a natural part of life. What if he confessed his shifter nature to Fleur, told her that their hearts were bonded, and she ran? No, she was too precious to lose. If they had to be just friends to keep her close, then that's what he had settled to do. Except that the cat-sith didn't agree.

      "I've been at the lab all weekend," Fleur continued. "And I'd love to say it was because I'm working on something new."

      "Oh?" Aidan said, leaning on the counter in front of her.

      "Truth is, I was avoiding one of my family's infamous beach house weekends. I told them I had to work so I couldn't come."

      By beach house, Aidan knew she was talking about her family's waterfront mansion, the one her parents kept just for weekends away.

      "That's normal, isn't it? Heaps of people avoid hanging out with their families. I know I do."

      "But it's easier for you. Your family is in Scotland."

      "True," he nodded. "So what happened? You shirked your clan and they're mad about it?"

      "You could say that. My phone has been going crazy all weekend with texts and calls from them. I had this weird sense that the whole thing had some ulterior motive behind it, and I was right."

      "How so?"

      "You remember I told you my family has partnered with this other family for something like forty years?"

      "Yeah, the neighbors when you were growing up?"

      "And a matching beach house next door, too. The Greysons. It's creepy how in each other's pockets my parents and the Greysons are. Anyway, my parents have always had this idea that their son and I would, you know..."

      Aidan's stomach tightened. The cat-sith hissed, his ears flattening against his head.

      "Oh," Aidan said, trying to keep his internal anguish off his face. "And is that likely?" He coughed.

      "Not in a million years," Fleur said.

      Aidan relaxed a little, but the cat's muscles remained locked tight, as if he were ready to pounce.

      "Well, that's not quite true. We did date last year."

      "Oh?" Aidan said again, coughing again as he tried to suppress the cat-sith's disdain.

      "Not dating dating. We went out twice. I just did it to shut my parents up. Honestly. It was nothing. I thought if I went to dinner with him a couple of times, it would get them off my back."

      "But no?"

      Fleur shook her head and sipped on her coffee. "Not even close. They'd designed the entire last weekend as a setup."

      "Well, lucky you trusted your instincts then, right?"

      "It gets better. This guy—his name's Paul, by the way—he's in the family's medical science business. Now they're telling me he's offering me a job in Greyson Labs."

      "But you've already got a job," Aidan said. "They know that, right?"

      "It's not a good enough job in their eyes. My father keeps asking why would I want to waste time with animal research when I could be in on some cutting edge human science and actually make a difference? Besides the fact I love my work, my father seems to not care Greyson has been burned in all kinds of ethical hot water before."

      "You make a difference in the world. That thing you were telling me about with the 3D printing prosthetics and the AI control interface thing. I don't pretend to understand it, but I know that's wild. It's going to help a lot of animals. And people too."

      Fleur sighed again. "It makes me feel good to hear you say that, Aidan. Thank you."

      Aidan smiled, and his cat sat up, purring.

      Praise from our mate. We have helped calm her heart. Now is the time you must tell her we are destined for love.

      It's not right yet, he thought inwardly to the cat.

      Fleur checked the time on her phone. "Shoot. I've got to get to work. I'm going to be late for a meeting. I wish I could stay here and talk to you all day, Aidan. It honestly feels like I could tell you anything. Do you know how rare a good friend is?"

      Aidan smiled, waving away her card as she tried to pay for the coffee. "My treat," he said. He watched

      
    

  

OEBPS/images/image-1-kissing-kitty---ebook---2026-final.jpg





OEBPS/toc.xhtml

  
    Contents


    
      		Cover


      		
        Title Page
      


      		
        Contents
      


      		
        Chapter 1
      


      		
        Chapter 2
      


      		
        Chapter 3
      


      		
        Chapter 4
      


      		
        Chapter 5
      


      		
        Chapter 6
      


      		
        Chapter 7
      


      		
        Chapter 8
      


      		
        Chapter 9
      


      		
        Chapter 10
      


      		
        Chapter 11
      


      		
        Chapter 12
      


      		
        Chapter 13
      


      		
        Epilogue
      


      		
        Get The Next Fairbright Falls Book
      


      		
        About the Author
      


      		
        Books By Kate Krake
      


      		
        Copyright Information
      


    


  
  
    
      		Cover


      		Title Page


      		Contents


      		Beginning


      		About the Author


      		Books By Kate Krake


      		Copyright Information


    


  


OEBPS/images/sylvan-star-press-logo-with-text.jpg
Svivax Stax
Press





