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Lara was late,
and damn it, she hated being late. Her stiletto’s rapid staccato
seemed too loud across the marble floor of the grand entrance of
Harold Enterprises. She groaned under her breath, seeing the throng
of people waiting for the lift.

As if it
hadn’t been enough torture to be sardined into the subway on this
unseasonably warm summer’s day. Her blouse clung to her skin, and
she itched to ditch the suit jacket, but this was an important
proposal. Jamison Harold was only in the country for a few days,
and she had been lucky to secure this appointment. Her fledgling
interior design firm should by rights not even be in consideration
for this job, but by some minor miracle he had granted her an
audience.

She glanced at
her watch and swore—five minutes ago.

She should
have given herself more time, but who could have predicted that the
current heat wave would mean London’s transport system would grind
to a halt. Several trains had been canceled, meaning she was not
only hot and crumpled beyond repair, but also the scent of a
thousand passersby had lodged in her nostrils and made her feel
sick.

The door
pinged open, and Lara joined the throng entering the lift. A fresh
scent broke through the cloying mist of sweat and cologne, one so
enticing that her heart galloped. It couldn’t be—not now—not here.
Her skin heated and she squirmed under the quiet regard of the
stranger, who smiled at her and stepped backward to give her
room.

The man had
close-cropped hair, strong eyebrows, and his impossibly broad
shoulders strained the expensive cloth of his designer suit. His
piercing blue eyes seemed to see straight into her soul, and pulled
her closer into his overpowering presence.

Lara shut her
eyes and let her senses take over. The crowded elevator drifted
away, until it was just her and this handsome stranger. With people
pressed in all around them now, his hands slid round her waist to
steady her. A profusely sweating, obese man bundling into the lift
inadvertently bumped into her, and she lost her footing on the
sticky floor.

“Steady there,
I’ve got you.” His deep voice settled in the pit of her stomach and
her skin tightened in response. He pulled her closer, until her
breasts pressed into his chest, and one of his hands strayed to her
ass, settling her legs between his thighs. Cocooned in his embrace,
the assault on her senses proved too much, as his clean, earthy
scent permeated her consciousness.

He lowered his
head to sniff her neck and his growl matched her own. Their
heartbeats synchronized and she inhaled the scent of home.

The drop-dead
gorgeous stranger licked the sensitive skin over her pulse point,
and the friction his rough tongue created sparked darts of
electricity along her nerve endings. Moist heat pooled between her
thighs at the growled whisper into her ear.

“Mine.”

She curled her
fingers into the lapels of his jacket and stood on tiptoes to get
closer, needing to imprint his scent on her, to get as close as she
could with their clothes still on. Clothes that chafed her
sensitized skin, as her tiger prowled and itched to be set
free.

“No, you’re
mine.”

He smiled into
her neck, and his grip on her grew painful. The repeated coughing
of the businessman behind them finally got through to Lara. The
doors pinged open and cool air rushed in. She shivered in the
stranger’s arms. What was she doing? She had an appointment to get
to. She couldn’t afford to let this stranger distract her. Too much
was at stake here, more than the instant lust that had sprung up
between her and this shifter.

He wasn’t her
mate, no matter what her prowling tiger growled in her ear. She was
just stunned to find another of her kind here in London. That was
all. The heat had frazzled her brain. Yes, that was it.

The small
space emptied as people left on the various floors, and she forced
herself to step away from temptation. The lift shuddered to a stop
again, and she glanced across at the display. This wasn’t her
floor, but she needed to get away from him, lest she’d jump him
right here and right now. And she couldn’t do that. She dropped her
chin and murmured her excuses, dimly aware of his amused smile as
she fled from the elevator. The doors pinged shut and she sagged
against the wall. Her whole body tingled. Every pore seemed
awakened and ready to shift. She had to get herself back under
control.

The sign for
the ladies’ room was like water in the desert, and she scrambled
toward it. Once safely inside a cubicle she calmed her breathing
and willed her tiger to stand down. She did so grudgingly, her tail
flicking in annoyance, and despite the situation Lara had to smile.
She loved her tiger, she really did, but the beast was the bratty
to her sensible, the reckless to her cautious, and had gotten her
teenage self into more trouble than she’d care to remember.

However, Lara
was a woman now, and in charge of her destiny. She would forge her
own path, destiny and hormones and mating bonds be damned. Once she
had herself back under control, she exited the cubicle, smiled at
the young woman refreshing her makeup, and groaned at her
reflection in the mirror. So much for presenting a cool and
professional persona. Her hair had come out of its carefully
constructed bun, her makeup was smeared, and her skin was so
flushed she looked as though she had run a marathon, and she
glanced at her watch again—she was now half an hour late.

Shit, shit,
shit.

Lara splashed
water on her face and scrubbed the remaining makeup off with a
paper towel. Better to be bare-faced than look as though she had
tumbled out of her lover’s bed. She dragged her hands through her
hair, letting the locks tumble down her back, and grabbing her
presentation folder like a shield in front of her, she exited the
bathroom. The lift seemed to wink at her, but she ignored it and
chose to take the stairs instead. No way would she risk another
encounter with the delicious-smelling stranger. No doubt his
leftover scent in the confined space would set her beast off again
on visions of entwined limbs and joined body parts, and little cubs
playing in the sun.

No, she would
take the stairs to be on the safe side, and she would ignore her
sodden thong and her increased breathing at those visions. She was
not going to follow that faint scent she could still trace
in the air. A scent that seemed to get stronger the closer she came
to her destination.

By the time
Lara stood in front of Jamison Harold’s stern-faced secretary, her
heart was beating so fast she felt faint, and she could barely hear
the woman over the rushing in her ears.

“Can I help
you, Ms.?” the older woman asked.

“Lara. Lara
Butler. I have an appointment to see Mr. Harold.”

Somehow Lara
got her voice to project past the massive lump in her throat.

“Ah, yes,” the
secretary—Ethel, according to the discreet badge on her
desk—said. “Your appointment has been and
gone. Mr. Harold is a very busy man, and a stickler for
punctuality. I’m afraid you have wasted a trip.”

The smile with
which she delivered those fatal words took nothing of their sting
away, and Lara bit the inside of her cheek to stop her tiger’s
growl from escaping. Her beast was all for ripping the woman to
shreds. An extreme reaction, even for her, but then it was hot, and
that damn shifter’s scent was still everywhere. It was enough to
drive anyone insane, let alone a beast as volatile as hers.

“I’m aware of
that, and I fully agree that punctuality is important, but surely
he can make an exception.”

Ethel’s
paper-thin eyebrows rose to her equally thin hairline and this time
Lara did growl. Not that it had any effect on the other woman. She
simply pursed her lips and shook her head.

“Mr. Harold
does not make exceptions. Ever. He has already slotted you into his
busy schedule once, against my advice I might add.” She paused for
dramatic effect and Lara bunched her hands into fists to hide her
emerging claws. “So, I’m sorry, but I cannot help you.”

Another growl
escaped and Ethel just smiled.

“Histrionics
will not help you, my dear.”

She nodded
over Lara’s shoulder with another smile and Lara lost the plot.

“Will you at
least try and see if he will see me? Please.” She ground
that last word out through gritted teeth, ever mindful of the fact
that she had to keep this battle-axe on her good side if she was to
have any chance of seeing Jamison Harold in person. If only her
body didn’t respond to the intoxicating scent in the air and her
brain was not fogged in arousal. The fine hair on her body rose, as
though the owner of that scent stood right behind her, which was
ridiculous. Lara shut her eyes and tried again.

“He did
express an interest in these designs, and surely, he can’t hold the
heat wave and resulting transport problems against me. I bet half
of his office staff was late this morning.”

Mentally she
added even you, but she knew better than to voice that
opinion.

The low,
amused chuckle right behind her stole her breath. Her tiger roared,
and Ethel rolled her eyes.

“As to that, I
wouldn’t know. I am never late, and there is no excuse, but it
seems Mr. Harold will see you after all.”

“Wh … what?”
Lara gasped.

The large warm
hand on her shoulder burned through the fabric of her jacket, and
her tiger roared in joy before she dropped her head in
submission.

“Make sure we
are not disturbed, Ethel, will you? I will be incommunicado for the
rest of the day. Perhaps the rest of the week.” The deep gravelly
tones held an edge of command mixed in with faint amusement, and
Ethel rolled her eyes.

“Certainly,
Sir. I would advise against it, but I know that would be useless.
But, Sir, really, this one, really?”

Lara’s tiger
roared at the hidden insult, and Jamison shifted his hand to Lara’s
neck. His claws left painful pinpricks of awareness in her
sensitive skin, and Lara’s beast quieted instantly.

“You are
forgetting your station, Ethel.” This time those deep tones sounded
annoyed, and Ethel bent her head.

“I’m sorry.
Your private affairs are of course none of my business. I just
thought your choice would be someone…” Her voice trailed off and
her eyes widened when Jamison’s tiger growled.

Lara hung onto
her composure by a mere thread. The vibrations of that growl
traveled right through her and her clit clenched in need. She had
never believed the tales of instant lust and fantastic sex that
came with finding your mate, not to mention this feeling of
belonging that made her want to sink to her knees in front of
Jamison and surrender all control.

“Ethel, you
know enough to not question this. And you would be wise to remember
that I will protect my mate with my life.”

Lara couldn’t
help her sigh at the reverent way he said mate, as though
she was the most important person in his life. They had only just
met. How could this be possible? How could she need this man with
every fiber of her being? How could
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