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      Forget taming their cougar. These young studs want her as is, even if she scratches.

      

      Someone’s killing shifters in prison, and Patricia needs help catching the culprit. The cougar enlists the help of Stu and Ricky, a techno geek and a reformed criminal, a mismatched pair, who turn out to also be her mates. But Patricia’s already loved and lost one man. Does she dare allow herself to care again?

      Older isn’t just wiser, it’s sexier, or at least that’s what a socially challenged wolf and a bad boy panther think. Forced to work together to catch a killer, Stu and Ricky soon find out they’ll have to learn to do more than tolerate each other when they realize a hot, almost forty feline is their mate. Can they find a way to work together and make their cougar purr?

      
        
        Have you read the entire Freakn’ Shifters Series?
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      Sunday was family dinner night. For most people this would mean a loving gathering of close relatives around the supper table, exchanging news and exciting gossip over home-cooked food.

      But his was no ordinary family. With the exception of one new addition, all present were shapeshifters; large cats, wolves, and even one big-ass bear. As for Stu, one of the lupine diners, he was related, in an unfortunate twist of fate, to all of them.

      To one side of him sat Chris, younger brother, pain in his ass, and newly married chump to the lovely and delicate Jiao. On his right, he had the entertaining Alejandro, his other brother Mitchell—whom he lived to tease—and feisty Francine, their mate as well as his sister’s best friend.

      Across the table sat his loud-mouthed, bratty sister Naomi with her mates Ethan and Javier, accompanied by his adorable baby niece and nephew—who currently took turns spitting out food and chortling. Then there was his other brother Kendrick, his best bud Joel, and their human mate, Ruth, a plump and juicy morsel. Not that he said that aloud—he preferred to not bleed all over his favorite Despicable Me minion T-shirt.

      His oldest brother, Derrick, was the only one of his siblings missing because he was off on some mission to save the world—he always had been an overachiever and champion ass-kisser.

      Toss in his mom and dad at the heads of the table, and the noise level currently underway probably exceeded local bylaw levels. Not that anyone would dare complain. Their neighbors were shapeshifters too and would more likely pee on the leg of a ticketing bylaw agent than complain about one of their own.

      Seeing as how the whole family was pretty much accounted for, it made the ringing of the doorbell surprising. What insane person would show up at dinnertime on a Sunday at his house? Then again, the table still had one empty seat, a seat his mother enjoyed glancing toward at least once a day before shooting him a pointed stare, a look that plainly said, “And when will you be settling down with a mate of your own?”

      As if he’d be filling it anytime soon. He still intended to sow many more oats before settling down. Of course, the whole sowing thing required him leaving the house and going to places where he could meet girls. Stu wasn’t the social type. At least not in person.

      While comfortable around close friends and family, Stu lacked a suave tongue when it came to conversing with women. Tongue-tied, shy, and awkward tended to strike whenever he tried to flirt. So he mostly stuck to online dating personals, which would work a lot better if most of the profiles didn’t belong to lonely old men getting their jollies. Stu still woke in a cold sweat every so often when he remembered the video of the last so-called woman he’d virtually dated. Needless to say, she turned out to be a very hairy he who enjoyed masturbating for an audience while wearing a bunny rabbit suit. It took a week for the blindness to wear off.

      Before the chimes could ding a second time, his father excused himself to answer, not that anyone paid much attention. The various conversation threads flowed fast and furious as everyone caught up on the week’s events. Naomi and Francine gushed over the newest thing the wonder twins had accomplished while the guys all discussed the most recent roster changes on the Ottawa Senators line-up.

      Stu paid little of it any mind. He just came down from his room to scarf down a plateful, inhale some of mom’s pie, and store some energy for the World of Warcraft attack he’d planned with a group of other online gamers for the evening. His level seventy-six mage had acquired some new spells and armor that he was dying to test out.

      But, judging by his stirring wolf, those plans might get cancelled.

      Something smelled good, and for once it wasn’t Ma’s homemade peach cobbler pie. Leaning back in his seat and ignoring the noise around him, Stu inhaled deep, sifting the various scents.

      No doubt about it. A shifter had entered their home. Someone he’d never met, in person at least. A female. Sniff. Sniff. Feline. And coming this way.

      Stu opened his eyes and saw her as she stepped into the dining room, a trim, thirty-something blonde with bobbed hair and vivid blue eyes. Damn, talk about hot! She looked like a man’s stripper fantasy in her perfectly pressed RCMP uniform, which, while stern, did nothing to hide her athletic build, softened by very womanly curves. But it wasn’t just her looks that caught his attention, more the fact that judging by the way his inner beast sat up and took notice, along with a certain body part, he’d just found his mate.

      What an unexpected surprise. Not that she was older than him or a cat, but the fact he even had a mate. Still in his twenties—and, yes, twenty-nine counted—his track record with women wasn’t great. While at ease among friends and family, he turned into a bumbling idiot around women he found appealing. Even when he did manage to speak, his appearance often played against him.

      Stu was into comfort. Well-worn jeans, T-shirts with cartoons and humorous sayings, oh and hair he let his mother trim, usually while licking the mixing bowl for the brownies, her bribe to get him to sit still while she hacked at his uneven locks.

      Don’t get him wrong. While he wasn’t movie star handsome, he also wasn’t butt ugly. Just ask his momma.

      Sitting ramrod straight in his seat, he plastered a smile on his face, wished he’d combed his hair, and hoped nothing was stuck between his teeth. Alas, despite his certainty that the woman who’d entered was his mate, his luck with women held true. Her eyes tracked over him and didn’t linger. So much for instant attraction. On the upside, at least she didn’t scream, gag, or run away.

      “Patricia, grab a seat,” his mom yelled from the kitchen, not at all perturbed by the addition of another person at their rollicking, mismatched dining table.

      His mind automatically began to hum Patricia Delicia. Great stripper song, but not the time for it. He shoved aside the naughty ditty sung by that crooner Chris De Burgh as he tried to concentrate on placing the woman. Why did her name sound so familiar? Surely if they’d met before he would remember.

      With a husky voice that would have done well on a late-night radio show, she replied, “I can’t. I’m here on business. I’m looking for Stu Grayson.”

      Business involving him? Given her attire and the seriousness of her tone, that couldn’t bode well. Had his illegal pirating of movies and MP3s finally caught up to him because, as far as he knew, surfing porn—and whacking off to it—wasn’t illegal. What were the chances he could slink off his chair, hide under the table, and sneak out the back door? Given the fact a Chihuahua wouldn’t make it through the maze of legs and feet, not good.

      Only one thing to do. Man up and hope for the best.

      Stu pushed back from the table, his chair screeching on the battered hardwood floor, and stood. “That’s me. What can I do for you?”

      “Stu Grayson, I’m placing you under arrest.” Patricia dangled a set of metal cuffs, and jaws all over the place dropped. Except for Chris’. He laughed his face off as he shouted, “About time you came for him. Remember not to bend over in the slammer, big bro.”

      Mitchell, not one to pass up an opportunity, muttered to Alejandro, “Guess my geeky brother finally hacked the wrong site.  At least now I know what to get him for Christmas. Lube!” They both guffawed.

      Jerks. He’d get them back later. Photoshoppe was a wonderful weapon. Right now, though, Stu had an important matter requiring his attention; how to impress the sexy cougar.

      Being somewhat of a smartass, when bolstered by an audience that had his back, Stu couldn’t help but reply, “Honey, if you’ve got handcuffs, I’ll go with you anywhere.” The guys at the table snickered. The women didn’t. Especially the woman in question.

      A pursing of her lips was all the reaction he got, not even a blush. Then, again, in her line of work, she probably dealt with stupid come-on lines all the time. Mate or not, I don’t think I’m making a great first impression.

      Thankfully, he had his family around him, ready to make the situation worse.

      “Exactly what do you want my brother for?” Naomi demanded, standing up from her seat, her babies handed off to her mates as she glared at the cougar who didn’t cower.

      Brave girl. Not many in his family liked to get in his baby sister’s way when she got her hackles up. Naomi could throw an evil left hook. And she fought dirty. His testicles still shriveled into pathetic grapes when she turned her ire his way.

      Before Naomi could do any damage, Chris hopped to his feet. “Before you tackle her to the ground and entertain us all with a girl fight, why don’t we let Patricia explain? I’m sure she has a good explanation for why Stu here needs to visit the big house.”

      Patricia. Why oh why did that name sound so familiar? He snapped his fingers. “I know who you are. You’re that RCMP broad who was helping Jiao and her brother out.” While he knew of her, they’d never actually crossed paths, but he’d heard enough of her via Chris and his mate to know she was supposed to be good people. No one had told him, though, what a hottie she was.

      “Correct, and would you mind not referring to me as that broad?”

      Icy blue eyes met his, and was it stupid of him to feel a touch of disappointment that they didn’t regard him with any kind of warmth or interest? His wolf whined in his head. Was he mistaken about the mating bond? Could he just be suffering from good ol’ fashioned lust?

      “Sorry, honey.” He tried to adopt an apologetic mien but failed miserably judging by his brother’s snicker.

      “That’s it, bro, keep shoving your foot in your mouth,” Mitchell said in a low breath.

      “How about we stick to ma’am.”

      Mmm, take-charge kind of woman. He could handle that. A broad grin stretched his lips. “Yes, ma’am.”

      Perhaps that came out a little more fervently than it should have, or worshipful, still though, it didn’t merit her forbearing sigh and slight shake of her head. And did he hear a muttered, “Pup,” spoken in a derisive tone?

      Pup? Why, he was in his late twenties, practically middle-aged. So what if he still lived at home and had both an Xbox and a PlayStation in his room? Plenty of grown men did nowadays. Nothing wrong with being young at heart.

      His dad offered Patricia the empty seat while his mom served her up a plate of pie.

      She tried to wave it away. “I really can’t stay. I’m here on official business.”

      “You can explain it over a cup of coffee and dessert,” his mother said, pushing Patricia into the chair. Patricia wisely didn’t fight, else it might have gotten interesting. His mother expected people to obey her edicts and wasn’t above force-feeding a guest if she thought they needed some more meat on their bones.

      “I guess I can spare a minute. It’s the least I can do given I’m about to arrest your son.”

      “What did he do this time?” His dad didn’t even give him the benefit of the doubt.

      “Hey, I resent that,” Stu protested. “It’s not my fault I’ve gotten in trouble a couple of times with the law.” Misunderstandings in his mind for the most part. How was he supposed to know that the fact he could easily hack his high school’s website and post an image of the principal making out with the kindergarten teacher was wrong? They were doing it on school property. Didn’t that make it school news? And as for the time he’d gotten arrested for indecent exposure for peeing in the alley? He wasn’t alone in using that spot as a public urinal. He’d just been the slowest to zip and too drunk to run without bouncing off a brick wall right into the arresting officer’s arms.

      “What are the charges?” his dad asked.

      In the midst of taking a bite of Mom’s famous apple pie, Patricia took her time answering. “I can’t really say.”

      “What? Why not?” Naomi posed the query everyone was surely thinking.

      “I’m with her, and not just because we’re married. Since when do you arrest someone and not give a reason?” Ethan asked in a rumble that cut through the noise.

      “Would you accept the fact this is classified shifter business and leave it at that?”

      The emphatic “No” followed by laughter answered that.

      Patricia squirmed in her seat, glanced around the table, and sighed. “I told my bosses you’d have questions. Listen, what I say can’t leave this room. Can I count on you all to keep quiet?”

      Curious glances abounded, but one by one, his family nodded, and Stu found himself more interested than ever in what the hot cougar had to say, and not just because he enjoyed her gravelly voice. He smelled a mystery.

      “As far as the outside world is concerned, I’m arresting Stu. I’m not one hundred percent sure on what grounds, other than the fact it’s going to involve him pleading guilty and getting sent to a federal penitentiary.”

      No one could stop the tsunami of questions that statement caused. Stu didn’t add to the cacophony, but he did catch the blonde’s eye and raise a single brow in query. This time she held his gaze, her brow wrinkling slightly as if puzzled.

      It was his mother with a quietly, but firmly, spoken, “Explain,” that killed the hubbub and broke their staring match.

      “It’s complicated and supposed to be hush hush.”

      Jiao placed her hand atop Patricia’s. “You can trust them to keep a secret.”

      “I hope so because the last thing we need is for this to get out and send the person we’re really hunting underground.”

      “Sounds serious.”

      “It is. We have a series of crimes that have been happening all across Canada in federal jails.”

      “And this concerns us how?” His dad leaned forward in his seat, pie forgotten, as he waited for an answer.

      “Shifters are being killed.”

      “Prisoners?”

      “Yes.”

      “In jail?”

      “Yes.”

      “So why do we care that sentenced criminals are getting offed, and what does this have to do with Stu?” Mitchell asked what most of them were thinking. In their world, they tended to view things rather black and white, and not just because of their wolf genes. If you did the crime, you did the time.

      Back in the old days, before the laws and civilization became mainstream, shifter packs used to live by the motto of an eye for an eye. Literally. Killers were executed. Thieves lost everything, including their thieving hands. Rapists … well, let’s just say they never committed the same crime twice.

      If shifters were in jail, especially federal jail, then it was because they’d done something serious. If they were getting killed, it was probably tragic to their families, but a blessing to the victims they’d left behind.  It still didn’t explain why Patricia had business with him. Stu certainly hadn’t done anything that merited federal jail time and he certainly had nothing to do with shifters getting killed. The only killing he did was virtually, usually with a kick ass spell.

      “We all should care, despite the fact they’re outlaws, because whoever is doing it is making it look like accidents, or suicide. And they’re only targeting shifters, no matter what they’re doing time for. The last one killed was only in there for tax evasion. The one before for owning a marijuana grow op. Actually, none of the shifters killed were in for anything violent. The shifter council prefers to take care of those cases themselves, as you well know.”

      Because a psycho killer or raping sentient animal was not just a menace to the public at large but a threat to them all. A shifter who lost respect for their laws and others often didn’t care about exposure.

      “Could it be a vigilante at work? Someone who is worried that the close quarters of prison will reveal our secret?”

      “A theory we pondered, except, in some cases, the prisoners had been there more than ten years without anyone catching wind of their secret. No matter their reasoning, they don’t have the right to kill.”

      “How come we haven’t heard of this?” Stu’s father broached.

      “It only recently came to light. The deaths were spread out among various institutions and took place over the past two years. As well, most were classed as accidents or suicide. It wasn’t until recently that we caught on to the pattern.”

      “How many have died?”

      Patricia’s lips flattened into a straight line. “More than thirty-seven by our count.”

      Chaos once again erupted as shouts of “How could no one notice?” and “Who’s responsible?” fired at the cougar from all directions.

      Stu ignored his mother’s awesome pie to mull over the little they’d learned so far. The one thing Patricia had yet to explain was how he tied into the whole affair. Stu certainly wasn’t the killer they were seeking. Nor was he a victim or related to one. As the yelling continued all around him, he mulled Patricia’s presence until he had his “Aha!” moment.

      “Am I getting paid for you to use me as bait?” His query arrowed through the din and resulted in utter silence, a few dropped jaws, and shocked, wide-open eyes.

      Of course, the quiet didn’t last more than two seconds before the noise got even worse than before with Naomi practically crawling over the table determined to rearrange Patricia’s face and thinking. In Naomi’s world, only she was allowed to abuse her brothers. It was nice to be loved.

      But Naomi wasn’t the only one weighing in on the situation. Chris shouted advice about not dropping the soap while his mother declared they’d use him over her dead body. As for his dad? From under bushy brows, he just glared all around.

      Given the varying opinions and shouting, was it any wonder Stu found himself desperate to escape so he could think? On second thought, why couldn’t he?

      He slunk from the room and exited to his backyard. Hands in his pockets, he peered at the stars, which shone brightly in the clear night sky.

      Despite Patricia not getting a true chance to answer him, dangling him as bait or using him to ferret out information from the inside were the only things that made sense. They needed Stu to catch a killer. Why or how they expected him to help, he couldn’t have said. He possessed no training that would aid in an investigation, nothing legal at any rate. But, if they were looking for someone who knew how to hack a firewall or dig up information on a computer hard drive, intel thought deleted or buried, well, he wasn’t known as the sneaky wolf in hacking circles for nothing.

      But why the arresting ruse? Why not just come out and ask him?

      His absence from the dinner table didn’t go unnoticed; however, it wasn’t his family who came looking for him. Her scent enveloped him, and awareness spiked through his frame, tingling along his nerve endings and making his heart race faster.

      She’s here. His wolf practically pranced in delight. Out here in the fresh air, he could inhale her sweet aroma and know without a doubt that, yes, she was meant for him. But how did one broach that topic with an almost virtual stranger? Somehow, saying, “Hey, honey, my wolf wants to take a bite,” seemed a tad forward. He’d gotten enough slaps over the years to know most women did not appreciate the honest and direct approach. Unlike his brothers, he sucked at flirting. Was it any wonder he preferred to spend his time in front of a computer screen?

      “I wondered if you’d run,” she said, breaking the silence.

      “I thought about it.”

      “Why didn’t you?”

      He shrugged. “I don’t understand what you want me for, but that doesn’t mean I’m going to take the cowardly route and bolt before I find out.”

      “You know enough by now that if you want me to walk away, I will. No one, not even the shifter council, can force you to lend a helping hand.”

      “Walk away?” He snorted. “Have you met my family? I’d never live it down. Beside, I’m curious.”

      “And yet you’re not a cat.” A dryly spoken jest that eased the tension somewhat.

      Shyness wouldn’t let him look directly at her. “I’m surprised my family let you slip away,” he said. “I would have thought they’d duct tape you to a chair and interrogate you until Ma beat them off with a wooden spoon.”

      “Yeah, your sister did threaten to sit on me and tap my forehead with a finger until I confessed everything, but her mate, Ethan, carted her out of the room before she could tackle me. After that little tussle, I told them I needed to use the girl’s room. Given how busy the rest of them were arguing with each other, I figure I have a few minutes before they notice I’m gone.”

      He angled his head slightly so he could see her face in profile. So pretty. So confident. So not the type who usually let him get near them. Fate sure had a sense of humor trying to set him up with someone so obviously out of his league.

      “Was I right? Is that what you’re here for? To dangle me as bait?”

      “Yes, and no. Obviously, we don’t want any civilians to get hurt, but it’s possible, especially given we intend to place you in with the prisoners. So, yes, in one sense, you could be perceived as bait.”

      “Not exactly selling it,” he jested.

      “Just being honest. You should know what the mission entails.”

      “Why do I get the impression you’re telling me more than I’m supposed to know?”

      “Because I am. My orders were to march in here, arrest you, book you, and more or less railroad you into the system then fill you in on the plan.”

      “Why change it?”

      “Because I’ve met most of your family. I like them. Respect them. They deserve better than the secrecy the shifter council seems to think is necessary.”

      “Not to mention, their plan would have seen my family raising a holy stink. At least now, if they think my arrest serves a higher purpose, they’ll raise hell, as folks would expect, but not bust me out.”

      “They’d do that?”

      Stu chuckled. “In a heartbeat. My mother might rule us with an iron paw and sturdy spoon, but no one hurts her babies.”

      “I’m glad I followed my gut then.”

      “So, I’m going to jail. Why me? Why not someone in the RCMP? Or someone working for the shifter council?”

      “We’ve already maxed out those personnel trying to cover all bases. We fell short. We still need someone with not just a tarnished record to make it believable but certain skills. Computer skills.”

      “You want me to hack the prison system? Why not just get me in under the guise of repairman then? Or as a data entry clerk? Why go through the motions of arresting me?”

      “Because we’re not sure whoever is doing this is part of the system. We need someone on the inside, undercover and part of the population. A technician or prison employee isn’t going to hear or have access to the same information.”

      Disparaging or not, he had to say it. “You do realize I don’t really look the part of bad-ass criminal.” While a big guy with his fair share of muscles, Stu was more like the Shaggys of the world. Long-haired, easygoing, hippy dude, not tattooed, scary-looking biker.

      “Trust me. I noticed.” She had? Now why did she make such a moue when she said it? “Which is why you won’t be alone in there.”

      “I’m getting a jailhouse partner?”

      “Yes. He is everything you’re not. Or so my contact on the shifter council claims.”

      “You haven’t met him?”

      A shake of her head sent her blonde bob swinging. “No. He’s already in place, gathering information.”

      “And what’s your part in this, honey?”

      “I thought we’d discussed you not calling me that.”

      His lips quirked. “You demanded. But, given I’m about to become a criminal, I think it’s time I learned how to diss the law.”

      “Diss?” She snorted. “Yeah, more and more, I’m beginning to think you’re the wrong guy for the job.”

      What?

      Before he could ask her why, she spun on her heel and walked away. It took him only a few strides to catch her. He gripped her arm to halt her.

      Awareness slammed into him. Shocked blue eyes met his, and they engaged in a staring match. He leaned in. She didn’t move away. He shuffled closer. Her lips parted.

      “Stu! Get your hairy ass back in here and bring the kitty too!” Naomi shouted.

      The moment shattered.

      Stu sighed as Patricia moved away. “You really should have stuck to just arresting me and saying nothing. In case you hadn’t noticed, my family tends to get involved in each other’s business.”

      “Trust me. I’m kicking myself,” she muttered.

      She might already regret her actions, but he didn’t. On the contrary, Stu found himself the most excited he ever recalled. Even more so than when he’d spent thirty-six hours outside Best Buy waiting for the release of the newest Black Ops game.

      Forget a gaming mission. He was about to live a mission. Be the hero. And, if lucky, get the girl.

      “Stu! Don’t make me drag you in by your long hair,” Naomi screeched.

      He sighed. Yeah, I’ll be a hero and get my cougar only if I can get away from my family.
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