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			Chapter 1

			Nash didn’t bother buttoning his pants when he pulled them on. Leaning over, he reached for his shirt and didn’t bother with trying to make it look presentable either as he pulled it up and over his head. Standing, he made his way to his shoes and sat down on the only clean surface in the room. Christ, had he had a look around before going to her bed, he might well have gone on home and jerked off.

			“Hey, big boy. Why don’t you come back to bed? I’ll make it worth your while to be late to work.” He didn’t bother saying anything. His temper, always so close lately, had gotten him in trouble with more than one hooker of late. Not to mention his family. “Come on. We can make another go of it.”

			“No.” Standing after pulling on his shoes, he reached for the cash he had in his pocket. Tossing another fifty on the top of her nasty dresser, he decided it was well past time for him to get out of here.

			“You’re not too terribly friendly, are you?” Again, he didn’t answer. Sometimes, it was best to keep his mouth shut. Or so everyone in his family had been telling him lately. “Yeah, I can see you don’t even think of me as a person. Don’t bother coming back either.”

			“All right.” As soon as he leaned over to pick up his coat, he felt something fly over his head. Looking at the naked woman in the bed, he glared at her. “You’re getting emotional on me? That’s why I go to your kind and not humans. Less said, no drama and certainly no feelings hurt because I want it done and over with.”

			“My kind? What the hell is that supposed to mean?” He told her shifter and hooker. “I’m not a hooker, you fuck. I’m a prostitute. Where do you get off calling me—get out of here before I call in Mason. He’ll show you the difference between my kind.”

			He didn’t have any idea what the fuck that was supposed to mean, but he did get the last of his things and left. Nash was more than happy that he paid at the beginning of his night rather than at the end. It tended to be cheaper, and he didn’t have to linger around trying to figure out what she deemed to be a good price.

			Once he was out on the street, he made his way to downtown. It was nearly six in the morning, so he didn’t have to worry about too many people on the sidewalks. Even having someone touching him of late would send him into a rage that he couldn’t imagine someone living through if he were to unleash it.

			Going by his apartment, he showered and then put on a suit. Might as well get himself to work before anyone else. He wouldn’t have to explain himself, nor would anyone bother him unless his door was open. Keeping it closed and locked had saved his family a lot of wars. All he’d been able to share with them was his anger and more anger.

			Nearly turning around and going back home when he saw who was in his office; his mom stood up and told him to have a seat. He could tell that she was in as bad a mood as he was, so he didn’t push her buttons by telling her that he didn’t want to talk to her today. Or any day, for that matter.

			“How many people do I have to pay off that you pissed off on the way in today, Nashville?” He just sat at his desk and looked at her. “In the event you didn’t understand that. It was a question that I want an answer for. Who have you blistered with your temper this morning?”

			“Since I know for a fact that you are aware of when the staff comes in, then I’m not going to answer that since it’s just after seven. And unless you want to add yourself to that list you seem to be wanting to add to, then I want you to know that I’m in no mood to fool with anything you might have to say to me today.” He knew, just as soon as the words slipped from his lips, that he’d pissed off the one person in the world that wouldn’t have a bit of trouble taking him on. Verbally, of course, but there would be no fewer wounds than if it was one of his brothers. “What is it you want, Mother? I’m not in the mood for anything.”

			“No, everyone that is around you can see that. Feel it, too. You and your brothers have been peeling the skin off of every person who dares to come near you. Yesterday, I had to beg Archie’s secretary not to quit. Then, this morning, I had to handle a very personal call about you. Did you really call someone a hooker?” He wasn’t going to be embarrassed about his mom knowing about his sex life. If she didn’t want to know, then she should keep her nose out of his business. “Well?”

			“One, you knowing that I did that boggles my mind. Why would you even care that I’m fucking anyone, much less someone that I have to pay? Two. Where the hell do you get off coming in here and giving me grief because I got my rocks off?” When she stood up, so did he. He could see the anger in her eyes and hoped to Christ, she’d back off. “Go home, Mom. I’ve got a great deal of work—”

			The hand to his face hurt. Not the pain of it, though, that did sting, but the fact that he’d driven his mother to slapping him. When the other side of his face exploded in pain, he took a step back from her. 

			His mother wasn’t a typical mother. Beautiful, she was tall, nearly as tall as he was at six feet four inches and slight. But she was a shifter, the same as he was, and she could, if she wanted, release as much of her cat as she deemed necessary. It appeared that she thought this was one of those times to release a great deal of her.

			“I don’t know who you think you’re talking to, but if you ever use that tone or language with me again, I will end you, Nashville Peterson Sheppard. I won’t regret it nearly as much as you will when I stand over your bleeding throat and watch you die.” His cat, usually right out there ready to do battle, curled back and away from his mother. “If you think that I’m the least bit warry of doing it, then you just try me.”

			Stretching his neck, it popped. When he bent his head to do the other side of his neck, he heard the distinguishable sound of claws unsheathing. Taking another step back from his mom, he looked at her claws. Even with the light shade of pink nail polish she had on them, he knew them to be lethal. And that she was finished with fucking with him.

			“This is me talking to you in a low, somewhat calm voice. Gather up what you need from this office and go home. Don’t you dare set foot across the threshold, or so help me, I will do as I said to you. You’re not to be here, not even to call in, until I grant you access to this building. Do I make myself clear?” He said yes through clinched teeth. “This, whatever this is that you’re doing or feeling, myself and the rest of the staff here have had enough.”

			When she turned on her heel, it was on the tip of his tongue to speak again. He knew as well as he was standing there that it would not end well for himself, but Nash couldn’t stop himself. As his mother paused at the door, her claws still out where she could use them if necessary, she looked at him once again.

			“I don’t know who you are anymore. None of you. For the last several months, more I think, it’s been a war between the six of you, and I’ve had enough. Don’t push me, Nashville. If you do, I swear with all that is holy that there will be no saving you. I’m finished with you.”

			When she left, closing the door quietly behind her, Nash stood there for several long minutes, trying his best to get his temper under control. There was nothing he could do. So, wiping his hand over the top of his desk, he roared along with the sound of breaking glass, computer equipment, and whatever else was atop his desk.

			His apartment wasn’t any place he wanted to be, either. After tossing what was left of his briefcase and laptop in the back seat of his truck, gunning the motor, he left the parking garage and drove. Nash didn’t care if he hit someone, got a ticket, or anything else happened on his way out of town, but lord help the person or persons that decided that they wanted to speak to him.

			At noon, he pulled off the highway to get himself something to eat. He wouldn’t have bothered, but his head was slightly off, and his cat felt like he was chewing at his insides. Pulling into the first place, he saw that there weren’t that many cars in the lot. He got out and went inside. As soon as he was told to seat himself, Nash knew that he should have left and used one of the million-and-one drive-thru places rather than having a face to face with anyone right now.

			When he was handed a menu, Nash didn’t bother looking at the person but stretched his neck, popping it several times before glancing at the water-stained menu and handing it back to the person.

			“Don’t speak to me. Ever. Just bring me two number ones and a pitcher of water with a glass of ice. No talking. No questions.” He looked at his options. “Scrambled eggs, bacon and sausage, and hash browns.” 

			The menu was snatched from his hand, and a few seconds later, a set of silverware wrapped in a paper napkin was slammed on the table in front of him. The glass of ice was next. Several of the slippery chunks went slithering across the table when two large pitchers of water joined the glass. He might have found it funny, but he got what he wanted and didn’t care how the person’s feelings were crushed.

			Not bothering to look around, he sat at his booth and contemplated his mother’s threat. There was no doubt that she would do as she said. When their father had slapped her around one night, they found his body cut to ribbons in the field next to the baseball field where he and his brothers had played ball. There was no doubt that he had suffered and badly. His father had been a bastard all their lives. But that night, he’d not taken his temper out on them but their mother.

			The food arrived just as he was thinking that the waitress had decided to cut her losses and leave him to starve. He could only stare at the amount of food that was on both platters. There were several more, too, little bowls of fried apples and grits, as well as what smelled to him like apple butter. When he looked up to see if the waitress was going to give him anything else, she was already gone. While Nash was enjoying the first good homecooked meal he’d had in a decade, another pitcher was set in front of him, as well as two more glasses of ice. All delivered without word one spoken from her.

			He was just finishing up his last biscuit. They seemed to endlessly appear on his table, and the check mysteriously appeared. Nash picked it up and looked at the total. There wasn’t any kind of bastard fee, something that he’d had tacked onto his bill lately. No nasty remarks about taking his business elsewhere from now on. Just the cost of two of the platters, tax, and nothing else. Picking it up, he made his way to the cash register. 

			Full, he did seem to be in a much better mood, but nothing that wouldn’t flare up again if provoked. And by provoking him, it would only take one misplaced word, and he’d be set off again. As soon as he reached for his wallet out of his back pocket, he knew he was going to be fucked. And with the way his temper was now at full force again, so would the person who was going to give him grief about him having to go to his truck to get his wallet. The woman who waited on him only took the bill from him and glared.

			“I left my wallet in the truck.” Before he could tell her that he’d go out and get it, she reached into the sunshine yellow apron she had on, pulled out twenty-five bucks, and rang him out. When she walked away, his rage made him nearly blind. “I have the fucking money. I said I left my wallet in the truck, not that I didn’t have…where the fuck are you going? Come back here.”

			“Mister.” He turned to look at the person behind him. “I don’t think you should be talking to her like that. Sunny is a good girl, and she doesn’t need you to be—”

			“She paid my fucking bill.” The elderly man backed away from him. “I didn’t tell her that I didn’t have the money. She had no right to pay it off when I was going out to get it.”

			“I heard you talking to her when you came into the restaurant. You just be glad that she didn’t dump that water over your noggin. Get on out of here.” He looked around the restaurant and could see that the odds were still in his favor because of him being a jaguar. There would be a lot of human deaths if he didn’t leave right now. Even as he backed to the door, his temper getting hotter and hotter, he didn’t say another word. Damn it, he was going to pay his bill.

			Leaving the lot, he had to pull over again about a mile down the road. Nash couldn’t see his head was so hot. Getting out of the truck, he made his way to the tree line and shifted. Mother fuck, whatever got into his path right now was going to be in trouble if they didn’t stay the hell away from him.

			~*~

			“Sunny? You out here?” Sunny didn’t answer Doris but stayed behind the dumpster where she’d been for the last half hour. Her shift had ended twenty minutes before the man had shown up. Once he spoke to her when she handed him the menu, she knew that he would have eaten alive anyone else that was around him. So she stayed to keep the peace.

			The doors to the dumpster opened, and she was glad to see that it was Wayne, the busboy. He would dump the trash and not say a word to anyone so that he’d not have to use up any of his time right now to smoke. Why people still did that, even with all the reports going around about how bad it was for you, was beyond her. 

			Keeping hidden, she looked at the pitiful amount of money she still had in her hands after paying the man’s bill and cried again. Her power was going to be turned off again. There was no hope for it. Even with her keeping everything off and not even using enough to cook herself a hot meal, her bill kept going up and up. The fourteen dollars that she’d made today, plus the extra ten that she’d been counting on to get eggs and milk, was all gone. Sunny hadn’t a clue what she was going to do now but gathered up her things and left the little closed-off area where the large dumpster was locked in.

			Walking home wasn’t all that much of a hardship for her. She’d been walking since she’d gotten the job, and now was no different. Tomorrow, it was supposed to rain, so she’d been watching sales on umbrellas now but at the moment, she couldn’t have afforded a newspaper had they been only a nickel.

			Cutting through the trees to cut about three miles off her way home, she didn’t bother looking around at the trees and other undergrowth. Sunny had worn a path through the trees and knew this way better than she did her own mind. As she was coming up to what she considered the halfway point, she felt herself being hit from the side and go tumbling ass over end deeper into the trees knocking her head against something hard.

			Opening her eyes, she nearly screamed, finding a large black spotted cat standing over her. She knew that it wasn’t a house cat. There wasn’t any way that this sucker was anything but a jaguar. A wild cat had found her. His saliva was dripping off his long fangs and onto her face when she tried to scramble away from him. His large paw digging into her shoulder had her crying out and stopping when she hit her head again. 

			Opening her eyes again, this time, it was darker than she thought it should have been in the woods. Sunny could feel the blood as it poured from the wound. Lifting her chin when he went from beast to man, she looked into the very pissed-off eyes of the man in the diner this afternoon.

			“Mine,” he said as he tugged at her clothing.

			“What the fuck are you talking about?” Sunny tried her best to wiggle from beneath him until he pulled both her hands up and over her head and held them there. The man said she was his mate. She didn’t want to acknowledge it, but she couldn’t deny the attraction either. She was as naked as he was when he ran his hand down her body.

			“You’re not going to scream? Not going to beg me to stop?” Not opening her mouth, not giving him at all what he wanted, she lifted her chin up and glared at him. “Cute. Very cute.”

			His mouth lowered to hers, and she knew that he was going to kiss her. There was no way she was going to make this easy for him, mate or not. Each time he tried to pull her forward, she turn her face away from him. He surprised her by laughing, but when his mouth finally covered hers, she wanted to hate it, but she was lost in that heady kiss. And God help her. She wanted more.

			Without another word, he filled her with his cock. Screaming behind her closed mouth, she felt her mouth fill with blood when she bit through her lips to keep from letting it go. She’d never had sex before. The pain, she knew, was more than normal, her body aching as he began to move in and out of her, and the more he moved, the more she wanted.

			As he took his time with her, slowly fucking her, she tried her best not to move. Not to do anything that would have him thinking she was enjoying herself, too. His mouth suckled at her breasts, her throat, and ears. Sunny wanted to beg him for more, but she’d not give him the satisfaction. She’d not asked for this, and there was no way that she was going to allow him anything. Not a sound from her if she could help it.

			But, like him, her body betrayed her. She came so hard when he lifted her ass up to meet his downward thrusts that she screamed silently again. His laughter, chuckling like he’d won the grand prize, had her turning her head away from him and going limp. 

			When he finished, roaring out when he came, she didn’t move when he let go of her hands and rolled away. As soon as she was free of his weight, Sunny rolled away from him, snatching up her clothing and running as fast as she could away and to the path where she’d been going home.

			It took her several minutes to realize that he wasn’t chasing her. Going back, only close enough that she could see that he was sleeping or unconscious, Sunny got close enough to get the rest of her things. Her apron that had her nametag on it, as well as her shoes. Keeping an eye on the fucker, she dressed quickly and went back to the path. She was standing on the path again when she remembered something about shifters.

			He’d bitten her. Not only that, but she was sure that he’d taken a bit of her blood, too, when he’d done it. Sunny knew that he could follow her with what he had of hers and stood on the path again, trying to figure out how to get away.

			Going back the way of the restaurant. She was still sobbing when the trash truck pulled in. After it emptied the dumpster and put it back in the locked space, she waited until the man was back in his truck, and then she hopped into the back of the truck. It smelled bad, gross really, but she knew, or at least she thought she knew, that if she wasn’t on the ground, there was no way that he could find her. Christ, oh mighty, she hoped that was at least true.

			As she lay there in the leftover food and nasty shit that had gone out in the trash today, she wondered why she’d even bothered. He’d gotten what he wanted, hadn’t he? I mean, she didn’t think he’d gotten a good fuck, but he had at least gotten his jollies. As she watched the sky speed past her on the way to wherever she was headed, Sunny cried harder than she had in a very long time.

			She must have fallen asleep crying, so when she woke up, it took her a bit to remember what had happened. All she had to do was move, trying to get out of the truck to remember how he’d hurt her. How his claws had scrapped over her skin. His teeth had made marks on her. The places at her wrists where he’d held her hands above her head were already turning a deep blue. She couldn’t imagine what her face might have looked like.

			Finding herself outside of her apartment complex, she stood there waiting to cross the street when she saw his big truck pull into the drive to the complex. Backing away, keeping her eye on him, Sunny moved between the two buildings behind her and waited. It didn’t take her long to see him
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