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Introduction

Never let an opportunity pass by…

Feline shifter Lisa Jordan lost her husband two years ago and now it’s time to start living again. At the Middlemarch singles ball, she’s attracted to a sexy shifter, but his identity comes as a huge shock. A big, big shock since the man she’s ogling is one she knew as a teenager.

Sam Mitchell has harbored a crush on Lisa for years. A relationship was impossible then, but now he’s eager to stake his claim. A few dances turns into a one-night stand full of exciting, satisfying sex. Sam wants more, but first he’ll need to persuade Lisa to his way of thinking.

Back at home in Christchurch, Lisa’s life takes a different turn when she attracts the attention of a mystery stalker. Juggling her safety and a romance with the gorgeous Sam is certainly spicing up her life. If only she lives to enjoy the rewards.


Note to Readers

Welcome to the second book in my Middlemarch Shifters series. My Younger Lover started life as a short story called Lightning Strikes Twice. I’ve always liked Lisa and Sam, the main characters, and decided they deserved better than a short 7000-word romance. After pondering for a few weeks, I came up with a suspense plot to weave through their romance. I hope you enjoy Lisa’s and Sam’s journey as much as I enjoyed writing it.

Happy reading,

Shelley


Chapter One

Outskirts Christchurch, New Zealand

“I’ve found one.” James Silcock, advertising bigwig, watched his twin closely, his breath easing out at his brother’s flicker of interest—immediately controlled, but a reaction, nonetheless.

Tyler Silcock ambled over to the picture window to peer outside. He remained silent, staring at the lights of the suburbs that stretched toward the sea.

“Looking for paparazzi? You won’t find any around here, not even for a famous mystery author like you,” James teased his brother.

Tyler snorted and wheeled away from the view to face him. “Another game?”

“If you agree Lisa is worthy.”

Tyler dropped into a comfortable leather chair and stretched, lifting his arms, elongating his torso like a pampered cat. It was like staring into a mirror. Same features. Same hazel eyes. Same dimple. These days Tyler wore his chocolate-brown hair short, yet still long enough to express his individuality. At present, his charcoal-gray suit jacket gaped open, and as James watched, his twin tugged at his red tie, loosening the knot for greater comfort. As usual, he’d arrived without fanfare and worn a disguise—now discarded—to prevent recognition by friends and acquaintances. By fans. Maybe he needed the game as much as James did—a sense of challenge and renewed purpose instead of the normal day-to-day drudgery.

“Want a drink?”

“Yeah. I could do with one after mother’s lectures. My ears are still ringing from her tirade last night. I couldn’t wait to complete my publicity for the new book and leave Auckland. She rang Allison and plunged into full matchmaking mode.”

James chuckled as he wandered to a sideboard and pulled a decanter of brandy from a cupboard with a pearl-inset design. Now that Allison knew of Tyler’s arrival back in New Zealand from the US, she’d spread the word. No wonder his twin had turned up here. “At least you managed to escape to Christchurch. We have miles between us and Mother.” He poured two measures of brandy into crystal balloon snifters and handed one to his brother. “I wish I could’ve seen the look on your face.”

Tyler grunted. “I know I’d see unholy delight on yours. I wondered why you’d decided to move south. Now I understand.”

“It’s good to see you. Glad you had time to come to see me.” James dropped onto a black leather chair that faced his twin and sipped his brandy, waiting for Tyler to make the next move. “How long are you staying?”

“Tell me about this woman.” Tyler tapped his forefinger against the sparkling surface of his snifter.

“She’s a graphic designer and runs her own business. Her husband died a couple of years ago, and as far as I know, there’s no man in her life. She’s tall. Great figure. A sense of humor. Hard worker.”

“Have you slept with her?”

Ah, Tyler sounded interested. He hadn’t asked about her hair or eyes yet. A good sign. “Not yet. I met her through work at a design conference.”

“She intelligent?”

“She’d make a worthy adversary.”

“What about family? Friends? Anyone to get in our way?”

“Her husband was an only child. Lisa’s family lives in Dunedin and some farther south in a country town called Middlemarch. She has gone to visit in Middlemarch this weekend. She told me when we ran into each other in the city center. We had coffee together.”

“Have you done any research? Photos?”

James hid a victorious smile as he set his brandy on a kauri coffee table and stood. He padded across the thick carpet toward his home office, taking pleasure in the soft luxury of the woolen pile. A new purchase and well worth the expense. In his office, he strode behind his desk and opened a drawer. With a manila folder in hand, he returned to his brother.

He waited while Tyler removed his jacket, then handed over the folder and returned to his seat. He pictured Lisa in his mind, her wide smile, her glittering eyes and her trim, sexy legs encased in stockings. At least, he hoped they were stockings. Much sexier. She’d been relaxed and pleased to see him, accepting his offer of a quick coffee without hesitation.

As he sipped his brandy, he turned his attention to Tyler, wanting to read his reactions to the information he’d acquired to date. Excitement simmered in his belly, but he fought the restless urge he had to pace. He didn’t want Tyler to know how much this meant to him, how much he needed a new challenge and a contest with his brother for a woman would be just the thing to enliven his dull life and drag him from his rut.

James noticed his fingers had turned white from holding his glass too tightly. He eased his grip and continued to study Tyler as he turned the pages. He saw the moment Tyler got to the candid pictures, the photos he’d so painstakingly snapped while he followed Lisa during her day.

“You said she’s attractive. You’re wrong. She’s beautiful. What color are her eyes?”

“Blue. She has clear tropical sea-blue eyes. They’re stunning with her black hair.”

“Does she wear contacts?”

“I don’t think so, but we could find out during a game.” James held his breath, waiting for his brother’s decision. At three minutes older than him, Tyler usually took the lead. It was important to him that Tyler agree to Lisa as their third player in this delicious game of cat and mouse.

“You’ve thought of everything.” Tyler glanced up with a warm smile. “You’ve done well. When does she return from Middlemarch?”

“Sunday evening. She has a client meeting at nine on Monday morning.”

“Did you ask her out?”

“I did. We have a dinner date on Wednesday.”

“Perfect. When and where? I should get my manuscript off to my editor tomorrow. That will leave me plenty of time to play before I start my next mystery. I’ll book a table at the same restaurant, so I can observe. A new disguise, I think.”

James grinned, his restlessness dispersing now that Tyler had agreed. “A side bet to make things interesting?”

Tyler’s hazel eyes gleamed. “First-stage bet—ten thousand for the one who manages to make her noticeably edgy first. Second-stage bet—another ten to the one she turns to once she becomes frightened. And third-stage bet—ten thousand to the first one who gets her in bed. Would that work?”

James scratched his chin and considered the bet. “No physical harm. We’re just scaring her.”

Tyler gave a nod. “Agreed.”

“Looks as if we have a new game. A toast?”

“To the beautiful Lisa,” Tyler said and raised his glass.

James lifted his own glass and clicked it against Tyler’s goblet. “To Lisa and our new game.”

* * * * *

Inaugural Singles Ball, Middlemarch, New Zealand

“You need a man. Do you see anyone tempting? Someone sexy for a naughty fling.”

“I don’t want a man. And I don’t need a one-night stand.” Lisa Jordan scanned the packed marquee while trying not to dwell on her sister’s outrageous suggestion. The band came to the end of a lively Beatles tune and shifted into a slow ballad. “And, I have met someone.”

“You have?” Janice quirked an eyebrow, curiosity simmering off her in waves. Older than Lisa by three years, she took her sisterly duties seriously. Too seriously.

Lisa ignored the silent demand for more information as they both watched friends and neighbors having a good time from the table she, Janice and Janice’s husband Craig had claimed on their arrival. Craig had slipped off to gossip with some of his friends at the bar, leaving them alone.

Janice picked up her glass, took a quick sip, then wriggled it in front of Lisa’s nose. “Where? Who? Don’t make me beat the answers out of you.”

Lisa sighed and sampled her white wine while debating her response. She should’ve known mentioning James was a mistake. “I met him at the design conference I attended and we ran into each other again yesterday. His name is James Silcock, and he seems very nice. He asked me out to dinner.”

“Did you accept?”

Lisa scowled. “I did. Not that it’s any of your business.”

“Good for you, but I still say you need a fling. Think of it as a kick-start into the dating game. Things have changed since you last dated.”

“I’m not that old.”

“Good.” Janice’s smirk held a trace of wickedness. Her blue eyes twinkled in echo of her mindset. “I was beginning to wonder. See, even some of the council members are dancing, and they’re much older than you. You can have some fun.”

Lisa followed her sister’s line of sight and saw Sid Blackburn waltzing with Valerie McClintock. Both were members of the ruling feline council that had organized this function. A success. They must be pleased.

Groups of men and women laughed and chatted and danced together on the makeshift grass dancefloor. The sweet scent of carnations and roses drifted from the floral arrangement on their table. She caught a whiff of spicy perfume with amber and patchouli undertones as a woman wearing a tight black dress with a slit up the thigh sashayed past, her left hand encased in Leo Mitchell’s right. At least Lisa thought it was Leo. They headed for the dance floor and once there, claimed a spot to sway together.

Rumor said the Middlemarch elders hoped the ball would attract women to the district. They wanted the female sex to distract the male feline shifters from mischief. If the gossip ran true, the plan was working because everywhere she turned, smiles and flirtation abounded.

Her right foot tapped in rhythm with the band. David had loved to dance. A pang shot through her—bittersweet rather than agonized as it had once been.

Sweetheart, you have to move on. Janice is right—you do need a fling.

Lisa forced a smile as she continued scrutinizing the area, searching for childhood friends and familiar faces. David’s ghostly voice had become increasingly pushy, urging her to move on after his unexpected illness and death. And she would—in her own time. She had a dinner date. A new start.

Why do I need a fling? I have the vibe you bought me. It works perfectly well. Besides one-night stands are tacky.

David’s sexy chuckle echoed through her mind. But they feel good. Remember how we met?

Oh yeah. She remembered. Heat flooded her cheeks as she recalled leaving the party two hours after initial introductions. They’d gone straight to her apartment and spent the rest of the weekend in bed. Their one-night stand had led to love and marriage. Lisa scowled. Point taken, but lightning never strikes in the same place twice.

A husky, masculine laugh snared her attention, and she let her gaze drift in that direction. A muscular body clad from head to foot in black. Her eyes scanned his length and came to rest on a tight butt. A tingle sprang to life, sinking downward in time with her gaze to settle between her thighs.

She shifted her weight, aware of her blue dress and lacy panties clinging to her skin. “Wow, I’d like to sink my teeth into his butt. Clothing optional.” The words popped out of her mouth unbidden and she gasped in consternation.

The ghost of David sniggered along with Janice.

“I could introduce you.” A mischievous note entered Janice’s voice, alerting Lisa to a pitfall.

“He’s married. There’s something wrong with him. That look on your face is a giveaway. His rear end is false advertising. He’s old with buckteeth and dyed hair. A toupee.”

“The front view is just as sexy,” Janice reassured her.

The man turned and Lisa slapped her hand over her open mouth, but not before an eep of shock escaped. “Sam Mitchell. Oh my god, I feel like a dirty old woman.”

“He’s grown up fine.”

“Not for me,” Lisa said firmly while she ordered her mutinous body to get a grip. Sam and his tantalizing butt fell into forbidden territory. “I used to babysit Sam and his sisters before the family moved to Christchurch.”

“Which makes you not much older,” her sister pointed out. “What are a few years if you’re flat on a mattress in the dark?”

Heat bloomed in her face. “Janice!”

“I loved David too, but he’s been gone for almost two years. It’s time for you to have some fun.”

Janice is right, sweetheart. You need to spread your wings and soar again. Brush off your widow’s weeds and fly like a butterfly in your sexy blue dress.

“He’s heading this direction.” Janice lifted a hand in a wave, and seconds later, he stood in front of them.

Seated, she felt at a disadvantage, so she stood to greet Sam.

Tall—at least six inches taller than she—with short black hair, strong features, dominated by his compelling sea-green gaze, broad shoulders and… Oh boy. Eyes front. No. Higher! He was not a prize bull for purchase. She did not need to study anything apart from his face and his sexy eyes.

Lisa smiled and concentrated on holding her ground. She’d been mistaken. There was nothing wrong with his front view. One glance at his sinful body and her feline sat up and purred approval. Lisa agreed wholeheartedly with her feline’s assessment. Sam… He stole her breath and made her mind focus on sex and those tingly good feelings that came with horizontal togetherness. Her conscience told her she’d accepted a date with another man, but the thought seeped away when faced with Sam.

“Lisa, it’s great to see you. Janice told me you were coming to the singles ball. You look just the same.”

“You’re taller.”

Janice snickered and another blush swept into Lisa’s cheeks. Mortified, she cast about her mind for something to say that wouldn’t make her sound idiotic.

Sam’s casual stance shrieked of confidence, a man sure of his place in the world. “I was sixteen when you last saw me. I have grown since then. Come and dance.” He took possession of her hand and tugged.

“Wouldn’t you prefer to dance with someone your own age?”

A flash of something undecipherable flickered across his face, but his smile never faltered. “I’m twenty-five. Old enough to choose my dance partners.”

“And I’m thirty-two,” Lisa protested.

“For goodness’ sake, dance with the man,” Janice said. “You might even enjoy yourself.”

That was the problem. From the instant she’d caught sight of him her hormones had jumped to attention and snapped a salute, her mind focusing on sin with Sam instead of sparing a thought for James and her upcoming date. Her stomach flipped in a good way and the feline part of her psyche dwelled on closer contact. Touching. Lots of touching. Stroking. Petting. Purring.

She wanted Sam with an intensity she hadn’t felt since David’s death. It was exhilarating and scary and inappropriate as hell. At her age, she should know better. She didn’t get involved with two men at once. She didn’t.

Sam guided Lisa onto the dance floor, not daring to release her trembling hand because he suspected she’d run. His feline stirred, taut and edgy with the need to act. Take control. He’d had a crush on Lisa since age ten. It had taken him a while to get his head around his unwavering desire for her, but he’d finally recognized his feline nature speaking. Lisa was his mate.

And tonight was the night.

He intended to make his move and, if he were lucky, he’d get her into his bed and keep her there. She was as skittish as a wild cat, her unusual blue eyes holding wariness. She’d restrained her black hair in a tight knot at her nape, and he couldn’t wait to release the pins and combs and watch the heavy mass tumble down her back. The sole plus for her bound hair was that it allowed him to appreciate the naked expanse of her back, the curve of her shoulders and neck left bare by her halter-neck dress. Soon he’d touch her golden skin and test it for softness and smoothness. He wanted to make her purr, preferably once he got her out of her tight blue dress.

Glad of the crush and the melodic ballad, he guided her into a dark corner and took her in his arms. Sweet and curvy with an underlying sexiness, her smile laced with mischief, or at least it used to be before her husband died. He wanted her bad.

“You smell good.” And her skin felt warm and silky beneath his fingertips. He trailed his fingers over her naked back again, just because he could.

“So do you.” Her muffled voice barely reached him, but he could smell her arousal, the floral and musky scent of her boosting his hopes. A single night wasn’t enough. He intended to have her future.

A mate.

“Are you looking for a husband?”

Her head jerked up and she stared at him. She caught her bottom lip between her teeth. “No, but I get…lonely sometimes.”

“You miss sex?” Hell, this conversation couldn’t have gone better if he’d scripted the words himself. He hadn’t expected her to answer his question.

She swallowed but monitored his reaction. He let his interest loose, knowing it would blaze in his eyes, stamp the rest of his features. If she agreed, he didn’t want any misunderstandings. He intended to fuck her tonight and into the small hours of the morning until they were both sated and exhausted.

After a long pause, she nodded, a tiny shudder working through her tense muscles. “Yes, I miss having a man in my bed.”

“I didn’t think you’d admit it.”

A laugh burst from her. “Me neither. I’m too old to discuss sex with you.”

“But I’m taller,” he reminded her.

She chuckled, a sultry sound that grabbed his nuts and twisted. Sam drew her even closer, letting her brush against his erection. It wouldn’t hurt her to experience the physical proof of his attraction. “I’m all grown up. I know about sex.”

Something shifted in her then. She stiffened, and he knew she saw him as a mature man. An equal.

“But are you good at it?”

“You’ll have to let me know.” The last of the tension residing in his shoulders faded.

She gave up trying to keep centimeters between their bodies. Her full breasts flattened against his chest, and this time, he shuddered. Her breasts had featured in a few of his fantasies over the years.

“Are you propositioning me?” Despite his openness, surprise shaded her words.

“Of course.”

“Why?” Lisa sounded intrigued.

He laughed. “Simple. You’re sexy.” He’d wait to tell her how much he wanted to taste her mouth. He shouldn’t tell her he wanted to go down on her, lick her pussy and fuck her with his tongue until she came in shuddering release. Nah, he’d spring that on her later.

Her eyes widened fractionally. “I should tell you that yesterday I accepted a dinner date with another man.”

“Do you like him?”

“He seems nice.”

“You haven’t slept with him.”

“What kind of question is that?”

“It’s the kind of question a man wants answered, especially if he intends to put moves on a special lady.”

“You don’t mess around, do you?”

“I know what I want.”

“But I’m older—”

Irritated at her for not seeing the possibilities, he lowered his head and smothered her protesting words with his lips. He devoured her mouth, not giving her an opportunity to protest. This was war and he intended to win.


Chapter Two

The instant his mouth touched hers, her inner fight faded. Her hands curled behind his neck even as she wondered what the heck she was doing locking lips with a guy she used to babysit. Hot guy admittedly, but that was no excuse.

Sweetheart, stop worrying so much. You know Sam. You know his family. You’re attracted to him. Give in. You might even enjoy yourself. Have your fling.

Maybe Janice was right. A one-night stand might make her feel alive again. She couldn’t talk to her vibrator, and her vibe certainly never indulged in post-coital cuddles.

Our fling turned into something permanent, sweetheart. You promised me you’d try to open your heart to another man.

Lisa sighed. Mindful of her deathbed promise to David, she kept kissing Sam and opened herself to pleasure. She let her mind drift away, leaving whys and why-nots far behind. She made a shy foray with her tongue. Instantly, Sam took over, driving the kiss and fueling need in her. Their tongues stroked together, with each surge echoing in her pussy, making her needy. Desperate for more.

They were both feline shifters. She knew he’d notice her changed scent in the same way she smelled him. One thing was for sure. This kiss felt good. Really good.

Sam pulled back once the music ceased. “Dance with me again.”

“Yes.”

They didn’t speak. Instead, they allowed their bodies to do their talking for them. A quick brush of lips. His hand drifted down to cup her butt. A whisper of his breath against her ear. The sensations built, layer by layer, the early sizzle in her nipples and pussy growing to a burning ache in her clit.

“Are you staying with your sister?” He broke the silence between them three songs later.

“Yes.”

“Come home with me.”

Lisa frowned against Sam’s chest. “I don’t know.” He was probably staying with his sister, and she didn’t feel right about having a one-nighter in a friend’s home.

“Jocelyn and Martin have gone to the Gold Coast. I’m house-sitting. Come home with me. Stay the night.”

She wanted to say yes, but her mind wouldn’t let go of the fact he was younger.

“Please.”

If he’d shown arrogance or too much confidence, she would’ve rejected him immediately. Instead, she heard a trace of pleading, and his uncertainty loosened her restraint. “All right.”

Good grief. She couldn’t believe she’d agreed to his proposal. When she should have felt fear or maybe shame, elation filled her. A sense of freedom and accomplishment arrived, and another wave of arousal. Her skimpy panties grew damp while her bare breasts seemed heavy and sensitive as they brushed the bodice of her blue halter-neck dress.

Sam took her arm and led her off the dance floor. When someone jostled her, he wrapped a protective arm around her waist. His lime citrus aftershave with its fresh, crisp tones made her want to burrow even nearer. The boy she’d once babysat stood much taller and broader, making her feel fragile in comparison.

They made their way over to Lisa’s sister.

“Janice, Lisa is coming home with me.”

“I see.” No mistaking the laughter in her sister. “Should I leave the back door open for you?”

Lisa scowled and opened her mouth to remonstrate, to say that of course she’d be home.

Sam didn’t miss a beat. “Lock the doors. We’ll see you tomorrow.”

Janice gave her a swift hug. “Have fun.”

Self-consciousness suffused her as she nodded. Sticking her nose in the air, Lisa collected her small clutch bag from under the table.

Janice smirked and whispered in her ear, “Enjoy yourself. You deserve someone sexy like Sam.”

Sam hustled her out of the marquee, keeping his arm around her shoulders. Saber Mitchell wandered out in front of them, a mystery woman wearing a red dress tucked under his arm. They disappeared around the corner into the darkness.

“Looks like my cousin, Saber, has found his own lady,” Sam whispered in her ear, turning her in the opposite direction.

The last of her trepidation faded, and she hoped the mystery woman enjoyed her night as much as she intended to relish hers.

The drive to the house Sam was looking after could have been weird—a chance for her to build a case full of worries and reasons why she should tell him to
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