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Though she’s moved on with her life, Zuri
Buhari has never forgiven Rome for choosing his career over her. So
when a situation in her pride turns deadly, the last person she
expects to come flying to the rescue is her long, lost mate. He
promises to neutralize the threat, but when the danger has passed,
will history repeat itself?

Sheriff Rome Barrio’s been watching and
waiting for an opportunity to claim the mate he left behind fifteen
long years ago. When Zuri’s life is endangered, he drops everything
and rushes to her side. Now that they’re together again, can he
convince Zuri this time he wants forever?
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Prologue

 


Present day… Costa Rica

 


Zuri Buhari stood motionless, her naked body covered
in bloody gouges and scratches. Shifting had healed most of her
life-threatening injuries. Still her lungs heaved, struggling to
bring in enough oxygen. Her heart hammered in her chest, and her
body was one huge ache. At her feet lay a bloody, mangled carcass.
A small group of worried and scared women and children surrounded
her.

“He’s dead.” Zuri spit on the corpse.

“What will we tell the authorities?” Nyala asked,
specks of red drying on her too pale features.

Her question caused a reaction from the others as
this new danger registered. They stirred uneasily and glanced at
each other before doing what they’d always done, looked to Zuri for
guidance.

Though the image was imprinted on her mind for all
time, Zuri once more gazed at the tableau before her. A large male
lion shifter in human form lay dead at her feet. Only the truly
observant would see through the gore of exposed muscle and tissue,
looking like so much raw meat, to notice the beginnings of a mane
growing from the top of his head with its crushed skull and mauled
throat. Or see that his nails were too long and sharp to be
human.

A few feet away lay another male lion shifter in his
animal form. The younger male was positioned on his back, feet in
the air. Necropsy, the animal equivalent of human autopsy, would
reveal the official cause of death to be suffocation. Investigating
officials would see the deep puncture wounds at his throat, his
tawny hide full of teeth and claw marks, and hopefully come to the
most obvious conclusion.

Zuri wouldn’t—couldn’t—look at the other bodies. Not
yet. She needed to keep it together. There was no time for
hysterics or grief. She returned Nyala’s worried gaze, holding it.
“I’ll deal with them. Take the children and go. Remember,” Zuri
paused to make sure she was the focus of their complete attention,
“speak of this to no one.”

They nodded and left. All but one.

Manny came and stood beside her, allowing his body to
lean into hers, silently offering his support. Her slender frame
trembling as reaction set in, Zuri gratefully placed her arm around
his shoulder.

“What will we do now?” he asked.

Zuri stared into brown eyes so like her own. “We will
do what we’ve always done—survive.”

 


 



Chapter One

 


Fifteen years earlier…Refuge, NC

 


Rome sat on the porch rail of the Cock & Bull
Saloon, sipping a bottle of brew. Around him stood or sat his crew.
Guys he’d known since middle school who still lived in the small
town of Refuge, or like himself, were home for a brief visit.

He was laughing at a comment Mike made when
Sam nudged him. “You’re being watched, mi amigo.” Sam gestured
toward the parking lot with his bottle.

Rome glanced over his shoulder. At first he
didn’t see what Sam had observed. Then the headlights of an
arriving pickup swinging into the small parking area pinpointed the
golden glow of a cat’s eyes, fixated on him from the surrounding
woods.

“That your woman?” Mike
asked, humor in his voice.

“She’s not my woman,” Rome
denied. Zuri was too young to be anyone’s woman. She’d only turned
seventeen a month ago.

Sam smirked. “It’s certainly not for lack of
trying. Why don’t you put her out of her misery and claim her
already?”

Rome pinned him with a glare, knowing Zuri,
with her shape-shifter senses, could hear every word. “That’s not
funny.”

“Who’s joking? She’s a hot
piece of ass. If you don’t want to tap it, there are more than
enough guys around here who will,” Sam assured him.

“Most of you losers are
wolves. Wolves and cats can’t mate,” Rome reminded him.

“Who’s talking mating?
That’s one ripe female. I’m more than willing to play with her for
a while. Show her what a good lovin’ man can do while you’re out
playing GI Joe.”

Rome lurched to his feet, scowling furiously.
“She’s still a kid. I find out any of you jackasses touched her
while I’m gone and I’ll neuter you.”

He stomped angrily down the stairs, ignoring
the hoots and jeers of his friends behind him. Damn fools were
always jerking his chain. Rome knew he shouldn’t let them get to
him, but he had no sense of humor when it came to Zuri.

He strode across the loose gravel parking lot
to the waiting lioness. “Go home, Zuri. This is no place for
you.”

A blank stare greeted him before she gazed
past him to the building, her tail swishing idly.

Rome placed his hand on his hips. “What are
you doing here? Does Josiah know where you are?”

One slow blink, then a wide jaw-popping yawn
that showed lots of sharp teeth.

“Zuri, go home,” he
rebuked sharply. No one got under his skin the way she did. He
pulled out his cell phone. “Screw this. I’m calling your father.
Maybe he can talk some sense into you.”

Rome flipped opened the phone and hit speed
dial. Before the call could connect, Zuri leapt up, snatched the
phone in her mouth, and with her front paws, pushed off his chest
and loped off. He staggered under the unexpected attack. “Damn it,
Zuri. Bring my phone back.”

He took off after the stubborn cat, ignoring
the hoots and laughter of his friends. “If you break it, you’re
buying me another.”

Zuri stayed one step ahead of him, taunting
him. Since she was on four legs and he was only using two, she
could have easily left him in her dust. She could have climbed a
tree, which would have forced him to shift to catch her. She’d
obviously wanted his attention and she’d gotten it.

As a jaguar shifter, he was faster than a
human male. In his animal form he could run over sixty miles per
hour. As a man, he couldn’t reach those speeds but he was tall and
his stride was long. Suddenly he stopped. “I’m not chasing you all
over this mountain. Give me the damn phone and go home.”

Zuri turned and trotted back to within three
feet of him. She sat and bared her teeth. The black metal of his
phone glinted in the moonlight. Her manner dared him to take it
from her.

Rome sighed. “Why are you doing this,
Zuri?”

She shape-shifted. He averted his gaze but
not before he got an eyeful of plump breasts, lean muscles, and a
triangle of neatly groomed, curly black hair hiding the gate to
paradise. His cock immediately hardened and lengthened. A reaction
he was having more and more around Zuri.

She closed the gap between them, placing her
small hands on his shoulders. “You’re avoiding me.”

“I saw you this morning
before you left for school.” Rome fought to keep his hands off her.
This unwanted sexual attraction he felt for Zuri had grown stronger
the older she got. When he looked at her, his jaguar didn’t see a
child still in the schoolroom. It saw a mature, ripe female, ready
to be fucked.

She pouted. “Exactly. I was on my way out the
door. You’ve been home a week, and you’ve barely spoken to me.”

“We’ve both been busy. You
have your school activities,” he said to remind them both of her
age.

“I would have made time
for you, had you given any indication you were interested.” She
eased close enough that her erect nipples brushed his
chest.

Rome caught her by the waist. A few inches
more and she’d feel the effect she had on his dick. “Why would I
want to spend my time home with a little girl?”

Zuri narrowed her black eyes at him. “You
used to like spending time with me.”

“I was a boy then. Now,
I’m a man.” He was being a bastard, but it was for her protection.
Zuri had no idea the things he wanted to do to and with her. She
was too young, and Josiah would kill him. Hell, he’d kill any man
who even thought about doing to Zuri what Rome wanted to do to
her.

She grinned and as her eyes slid over his
body, they held a sensuous expression no girl her age should be
able to manage. “I’ll say.”

The scent of her arousal drifted to his
nostrils and his cat clawed his insides, demanding they take what
she clearly offered. Rome gritted his teeth, and his hands
involuntarily clenched on her sides. He should snatch his cellphone
off the ground and leave this enticing bundle of jailbait standing
here alone in the woods. She’d eventually give up and go home where
she belonged.

“What do you want?” Damn
it, that’s not what he meant to say.

“You.”

The purr in her voice had his penis jerking,
trying to burst out of his pants. He snarled and shoved her away
from him. His eyes had gone cat, making the black cellphone as easy
to see as if it were daylight instead of late evening in the
mountains. He stooped down and picked it up. “You’re a child, Zuri.
You don’t know what the hell you want. For the last time, go—
Umph!”

His back hit the ground, and Zuri’s lithe,
curvy body landed on top of his. She slammed her mouth down on his
and planted a kiss on him that curled his toes and had his jaguar
lunging to the surface. Fuck!

He rolled them over and covered her in one
swift move. One hand tangled in her hair to hold her head still as
he plundered her mouth. The taste of Zuri hit his system like a
drug, and he grunted. The aroma of her need filled his nostrils,
tightening his balls to the point of pain, and he ground his
erection against her hot, slick pussy. Her moisture quickly
dampened the fabric of his jeans.

Needing more, he freed his mouth and trailed
kisses down her cheek. Bypassing her neck, he latched onto her
right nipple—tugging, licking, and sucking. His cat roared its
appreciation when Zuri’s sharp little claws dug into his shoulders.
He switched breasts and gave the left one the same rough
treatment.

The scent of her cream drove him crazy. He
had to track it to its source. Rome worked his way down her body
until his mouth poised over the apex between her thighs and inhaled
deeply. Nirvana. He lapped at her, not wanting to damage the
delicate tissue with his rough tongue.

She squirmed and writhed beneath him,
alternately trying to get away and wriggle closer. A steady stream
of unintelligible words flowed from her mouth. Rome braced his
forearms on her thighs, holding her open for his pleasure. When she
beat on his head and shoulders, he paused long enough to hiss his
rebuke.

“Fuck me, Rome, please. I
need you,” she begged. “Give me your cock. It hurts.”

At her words, the human part of his nature
lifted its head and tried to push through. There was something he’d
missed. Something important. He fought with his beast until he was
once more ascendant. Understanding hit. Zuri was in heat. How had
he not realized it?

Shit!

Rome scrambled backwards, appalled at the
colossal mistake he’d almost made. Zuri sat up and reached for him,
mewling her distress. He slapped her hands away. “Zuri, you’re in
heat.”

He continued scrambling away from her while
she stalked him on her hands and knees.

“It’s hurts, Rome. Make it
stop.”

His cat slipped its leashed and lunged for
the bounty that was Zuri. Rome bitch-slapped it into submission.
No. Not just hell no, but fuck no. He would not spend the rest of
his life stuck on this mountain. There was a world out there with
his name on it, and joining the Navy had been his first step of
many. He had dreams and goals, and they did not include fathering a
bunch of cubs. Nor would he do as his father had done—impregnate
his mother and go on his merry way.

Rome glanced at Zuri, who’d clutched her
stomach and curled into a ball. He couldn’t leave her like this.
Sighing deeply even as he muttered all kinds of threats of what
he’d do to his jaguar if it dared fight him in this, he caught Zuri
around the waist and tugged her back against his chest. Wrapping
his body protectively around hers, he snarled in her ear, “Don’t
touch me.”

Before she could respond, he slid his hand
between her legs and thrust two fingers deep within her sex.
Pressing hard against her mound, he gave her clit the friction it
needed while he finger-fucked her into an orgasm. One climax became
two as his hand ignored his mental commands to stop. She felt so
good in his arms, and her body responded so sweetly to his every
touch.

“More, Rome. I need
more.”

He’d give her more. Giving Zuri his cock was
out of the question under their current circumstances, but he could
do this all night. He rode her hard, licking and sucking her neck
as he ground his denim covered erection against her ass. Rome
caught himself scraping his teeth back and forth over the tendon
between her shoulder and neck, and pulled his head away before he
gave in to his cat’s urge to sink his canines and incisors deep.
There would be no marking, no mating, no binding of his cat to
hers.

It took hours before she collapsed into an
exhausted heap in his arms. His control held by a single claw, Rome
gently pressed a kiss to her forehead before laying her on the damp
earth. Zuri purred and fell asleep.

Grimacing, Rome absently palmed his aching
cock. He refused to give into the urge to relieve the pressure. It
would give his cat too much control. Besides, he had enough to
explain to Josiah, Zuri’s father and his foster father. They were
both drenched in Zuri’s scent. Rome didn’t think he’d ever rid
himself of the smell. It sank down into the very marrow of his
bones, becoming an intrinsic part of him. If he added his cum to
the mix, Josiah would never believe his account of tonight’s
events.

Rome tilted his head toward the Cock and Bull
where he’d left his vehicle. His enhanced hearing didn’t detect
anything but the sounds of nature, and the occasional vehicle
rumbling along a back road. No telling what the guys thought of his
disappearing act. Sam had probably spread the word that Rome had
run off to take Zuri up on her offer.

Thoughts of Sam reminded Rome of the comments
he’d made about Zuri and what he’d like to do with her. His cat
slashed at him and both man and beast agreed. The male who dared to
touched Zuri would be missing a few vital body parts when Rome
caught up with him.

Sighing, Rome shook his head. He knew he was
being an asshole. He didn’t want Zuri, but was possessive enough
not to want any other male to have her either. He excused his
behavior by telling himself Zuri was too young. She hadn’t even
reached eighteen, the legal age of adulthood in most of the known
countries of the world.

He was twenty. Three years her senior but
years older in terms of maturity. Zuri was like a little sister to
him. His jaguar grunted his objection, and Rome grimaced. Okay,
that was stretching it a bit, but they had been raised together
since he was a wet behind the ears twelve-year-old with more
attitude than sense. It was natural he’d feel protective of
Zuri.

Rome tugged his t-shirt over his head and
knelt to put it on Zuri. She grumbled but cooperated. She was sleep
again before he had the shirt smoothed over her curves. He scooped
her up in his arms and stood. As he strode forward, his booted foot
struck something and sent it skittering. Recognizing his cellphone,
Rome bent and picked it up, sliding it into his back pocket,
grateful he’d found it. He didn’t have time to replace the device.
His flight left in the morning for the West Coast.

As he carried his precious burden to his
truck, part of him sighed with regret. Zuri was a natural beauty,
and her heart was generous and kind. She was a woman any man would
be proud to call his. If things were different, if his life wasn’t
set on a different course, maybe…

But no, his course was set. He was headed to
SEAL’s boot camp and had no doubt he’d make the cut. Then there was
A-School and BUD/s training to get through. At heart, he was a
warrior, and warriors made lousy husbands.

He knew what it was like to always be left
behind. It was the reason he’d been raised by a pride of lions. His
mother was a famous, international wildlife photographer who
traveled all over the world getting the shots no one else
could.

When he’d first been born, she’d tried
settling down and staying in one place. She’d opened a photography
studio and turned it into a thriving business. As he grew older,
little by little she begun taking small weekend excursions, but
she’d taken him with her. By elementary school, weekend trips had
become every summer and holidays. However, when he reached puberty,
she could no longer fight the wanderlust that drove their kind.

Josiah had offered to take Rome in, and his
mother had agreed. She’d shed a couple of tears and promised to
visit often. For a time she’d kept her word. Gradually her visits
had grown fewer and farther between. Rome hadn’t faulted her, but
he knew the pain of always saying goodbye. He wouldn’t subject any
woman to the demands of his military career.

The parking lot was empty and dark, as he’d
expected. Rome loaded Zuri onto the passenger seat and went around
to the driver’s side. A glance at his phone showed it had gone
dead. He brushed the dirt off and plugged it into the charger. Then
he headed home.

Not surprisingly, Josiah met him at the door.
“I’ve been looking for Zuri. Should have known she’d find her way
to you. What happened?”

“Let me get her to her
room, and I’ll explain,” Rome said, prepared to shoulder his way
past to the stairs.

“I’ll do it. I’m not sure
you taking her is such a good idea.” Josiah took Zuri into his
arms.

Rome bit back the insult he felt at the
comment, no matter how deserved it might be. He followed Josiah up
the stairs and took the hall to the right which led to his bedroom,
while Josiah went to the left. Inside he showered the scent of Zuri
and sex off. No sense agitating Josiah any more than he already
was. His cat mourned the loss, but for Rome it was a relief. No
sense tempting himself with what he wouldn’t allow himself to
have.

He dressed in a clean pair of jeans and
pulled on a t-shirt before heading barefoot downstairs. While
waiting on Josiah, he went into the kitchen and made a
sandwich.

“Make me one of those
while you’re at it,” Josiah said as he entered the
kitchen.

Rome immediately started another
sandwich.

“I got worried when Zuri
didn’t come home, and I couldn’t reach either of you on your
cellphones,” Josiah said. He leaned his body against the island and
crossed his arms over his chest, his manner patiently expectant.
Rome knew he could wait like that all day. It was the cat in him.
It knew when to lie in wait, and when to pounce.

“I was at the Cock &
Bull with the guys when Sam spotted Zuri. I tried to send her home,
but she snatched my phone and ran with it. Of course I gave chase.”
He nailed his foster father with an angry look. “Did you know she
was in heat?”

Josiah gave an abrupt nod.

“And you didn’t lock her
in?”

Josiah arched a brow. “For what? Knew she’d
come looking for you. One way or the other, you’d handle the issue.
Was I wrong?”

Rome slapped a piece of bread on top, closing
the sandwich, and slid the plate to Josiah. “I didn’t fuck her, if
that’s what you’re asking.”

“Much obliged.” Josiah
lifted the sandwich and took a bit. After he swallowed he said,
“Never thought you would, though you could do worse than
Zuri.”

Rome shook his head. “You know marriage is
not in my future.”

“Man’s got to settle
sometime. You won’t be a SEAL forever.”

“I may get killed in the
line—”

Josiah snorted. “Doubtful. You’re a cat.
Those shifter reflexes of yours will keep your hide in one
piece.”

“Regardless,” Rome said
determinedly, “I’m not leaving some woman sitting home, waiting and
worrying, wondering if the next time she sees me will be the
last.”

Putting the food down on the plate, Josiah
laid a hand on Rome’s shoulder. “This is about your momma.”

“No, it’s about me and
what I want out of life. I like the military lifestyle. It suits
me, never staying too long in one place. Jaguar males aren’t meant
for home and hearth. We’re good for fucking and leaving.” Rome took
a savage bit of his sandwich.

“The cat might like the
idea of roaming now, but eventually the man will tire of it,”
Josiah predicted and returned to his food.

They ate in companionable silence. As Rome
washed up the few dishes they’d used, Josiah said, “You know Zuri
thinks you’re her mate.”

Rome felt his jaguar go still. He turned to
look at his foster father, knowing his eyes had gone the gold of
his cat. “That’s not possible. She’s lion, I’m jag.”

Josiah shook his head. “You know better. Even
in nature a jaguar and lioness will mate, if the urge takes them.
Are you feeling the urge?”

“Doesn’t matter what I
feel. My course is set,” Rome said, ignoring the ‘knowing’ that
settled in his gut. “Zuri’s too young.”

“She won’t always be
young, and you won’t always roam. You willing to lose
her?”

Rome stood quiet as memories flooded his
mind. Countless scenes of his mother walking away with a careless
wave and a cheery goodbye, until one day she hadn’t returned. He
glanced at his foster father. “I could do worse than Zuri, but she
can do much better than me. Somewhere out there is a man who’ll
make her happy. She’ll be his priority. Unfortunately, that man
isn’t me.”

“Don’t you think Zuri
should have a say?” Josiah asked.

“He’s made his choice,
Daddy. The almighty Rome has spoken.”

They both spun around at the sound of her
voice. Zuri stood in the entryway to the kitchen, still covered in
his t-shirt. Neither questioned how she’d managed to sneak up on
them.

Rome saw, hell, could feel the hurt she tried
to hide behind a brave front. Now that he knew who she was to him,
what she was, it tore him up inside. He wanted to soothe her pain,
tell her he’d be anything she needed him to be. But it would be a
lie.

Josiah excused himself and left the room,
leaving them staring at each other.

“I won’t be a revolving
door in your life, Zuri,” he finally said.

“Like your momma was to
you,” she said.

Inwardly he flinched, but continued to meet
her gaze full on. “Yeah, the way my mom was to me.”

She crossed her arms over her chest. “And if
I said I’d rather have a little of your time than not have you in
my life at all?”

“I wouldn’t do that to any
woman, but especially not you. Never you, Zuri.”

She sucked in a breath and her eyes grew
huge. “You know.”

He nodded.

Her eyes narrowed, and he could see the fury
rising. “How long have you known?”

Rome ran a hand through his hair. “Don’t look
at me like that. I had no idea until just now when Josiah said what
he did. I tried to dismiss it, but inside it was like something
said, ‘Of course she’s my mate. What else would she be?’”

Zuri came closer, not stopping until she was
in touching distance. “And still, knowing what you know, you’re
going to leave?”

He closed his eyes and fought both the cat
and the man’s need to touch, to taste, to claim. “Yeah, I’m gonna
leave.”

She stamped her foot. He heard the smack of
it on the wood floor. Rome opened his eyes to see Zuri glaring at
him, but the sheen of tears sparkled in her eyes. “I won’t wait for
you.”

“I don’t want you
to.”

“I’ll find me a man and
give him lots of babies,” she threatened.

Though the thought of it twisted him up
inside, he said, “You do that. Make sure he treats you right.”

She pounded on his chest. “Oooo, I hate you,
Rome Barrio. I hope you drown. I hope the Navy turns your body into
a target and fills it full of bullet holes.” Then sobbing, she
turned and ran out of the room. He could hear the sound of her feet
running up the stairs.

“Oh, Zuri, I hate me too,”
he said to the empty room.

 



Chapter Two

 


Present day… Refuge, North Carolina, USA

 


Sheriff Rome Barrio brought his county issued
SUV to a halt in front of the massive log and stone edifice he
called home. He turned off the engine, leaned back in his seat, and
simply stared through the windshield. After a few minutes of
blessed silence, he rubbed weary hands over his face. The stubby
bristles made a scratching sound.

He felt and smelled like he’d just come off a
weeklong bender. Three months of deep undercover work were
complete. The multi-agency, multi-jurisdictional drug task force
he’d been requested to join a year ago, had temporarily made a
major dent in the drug trade in Knoxville. Over one hundred
suspects had been arrested and two major supply lines closed. They
hadn’t won the war on drugs, but this battle had been successful.
Sometimes it was all you could ask.

Now that he was home, Rome wanted a hot meal,
a shave and a haircut, and twelve hours of uninterrupted sleep. He
just needed to find the energy to drag his exhausted body out of
the vehicle. Should’ve stopped for something to eat on the ride
home, but the food might have tipped the edge and cost him the
concentration he needed to drive.

Sighing, he opened the door, swung around,
and placed one booted foot on the ground. His phone rang. Cursing,
he snatched the phone out of its clip and lifted it to read the
display. The name had his adrenaline surging, and he answered
quickly. “Barrio.”

“Your woman just stirred
up a shit storm of trouble.”

Rome’s blood ran cold. “What happened?”

He listened as Logan gave him the
rundown.

“What do you want me to
do?” Logan asked.

“Sit tight and watch your
six. I’ll be there as soon as I can.”

“See you when you get
here. I’ll have transport waiting for you at the airport,” Logan
said.

Rome disconnected the call and immediately
dialed another number. As the phone rang, he was on the move,
taking his gear out of the car and striding toward the house. The
other line answered as he walked through the front doors.

“Rome, how can I help the
Bradford County Sherriff’s department?”

“Sam, got a situation. I
need to borrow the Cessna.”

“Sure thing, Rome. It’s
not booked. Tell me when you need it, and I’ll have it gassed and
ready.”

“I’ll need it for a couple
of days,” Rome warned. “I’m headed into Costa Rica.”

“So I’m guessing this
isn’t police business, unless you’re on a manhunt I haven’t heard
about,” Sam said.

“No, it’s personal. Zuri’s
run into a bit of trouble. I’m going to retrieve her.”

“Zuri? I haven’t seen her
in years. How is that foster sister of yours? Costa Rica, huh? I
guess that explains why she hasn’t been around. Don’t worry about
the plane. I
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