
	Regret has always been Romeo’s constant companion. Will he add to his own pain and let his chance for love slip through his fingers?

	 

	 

	If pride goeth before a fall, what does bitter and nasty get you? If you’re Romeo Gatti, you end up a lonely recluse with no friends and no love life to speak of. He might be part of the Wildcat Hills Pride, but with his prickly personality, he’s not going to be a candidate for pride mate of the month anytime soon. A nasty break-up has hardened his heart and also his resolve to never be hurt again. That is, until Jules Armitage breezes into Wildcat Hills.

	Politics might be the art of the possible, but diplomacy can be a balancing act, even at the best of times. Which these aren’t. As ambassador, Jules finds himself walking a dangerous tightrope. One misstep can spell disaster. When he finds himself tossed off pride lands by Alpha Xander himself, Jules has no choice but to leave his unclaimed mate behind, to both their chagrins.

	Behind the smoke and mirrors lies truth. But will Jules ever get the chance to tell Romeo the reality of his situation, and will the other man even be willing to listen? Sometimes honesty can get you killed, if it falls into the wrong hands...
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	To everyone brave enough to take a chance. Because in the end we only regret the chances we didn’t take.

	 


Chapter One

	 

	 

	“It’s time for you to leave my pride. You’ve worn out your welcome. Gather your stuff.”

	Romeo forced his face into a mask of bored indifference as he leaned casually against a cluttered bookshelf in Malcolm’s living room. He was glad he’d always been able to hide his true feelings when he saw Jules flinch at Xander’s harsh words. Romeo refused to feel bad for the slender wren shifter who looked as though he’d fallen out of the glossy pages of a GQ magazine.

	Jules Armitage was Romeo’s mate. That didn’t mean shit, though. There would never be a happily ever after for them. No words of love. No claiming. Nothing.

	Because not only was Jules a traitor to his own race and a spy sent by the Council to dig up dirt on Alpha Xander, but Jules had also never made a secret of his dislike for Romeo. Oh, and Romeo was sure something had happened between Jules and Malcolm.

	“Alpha—” Jules stopped when Xander held up his hand.

	“Come by my office as soon as you’re done.”

	Malcolm grunted. “Means I don’t have to babysit him any longer. Good.”

	Romeo wasn’t fooled. Of course, Malcolm would mourn his loss. There wasn’t a twink in a twenty-mile radius who Malcolm hadn’t lured into his bed. Romeo was sure Malcolm had made his move as soon as Jules stepped foot onto pride lands. Not that he knew for sure or could even find out. Romeo wasn’t on speaking terms with either his mate or his ex.

	“You’ll watch him pack, Ro,” Xander said in his usual, commanding manner.

	Romeo pointed at his chest, eyes wide. “Why me?”

	Jules glared daggers at him. “Don’t bother. Go and play with Malcolm. I bet you’re glad I’ll be gone soon.”

	Xander snarled. “Quit the jealous bitching. All three of you.”

	Turning on his heel, Jules stormed up the stairs. A door banged upstairs. Then they heard Jules stomp across the floor.

	“For a tiny bird, he’s got one hell of a heavy foot. And a temper.” Malcolm smirked, waggling his eyebrows.

	Romeo contemplated shifting so he could scratch out the enforcer’s eyes. He didn’t want to know how Malcolm knew about Jules’ temper. “Whatever. I’ll check that he doesn’t steal something.” With some luck, he’d get through this without strangling Jules. He followed the wren shifter’s path up the stairs and entered the guestroom. As soon as he’d closed the door behind him, Romeo found himself with an armful of twink.

	They fell against the wall with a thud. Romeo had never been interested in men of his own stature, so Jules clinging to him felt odd. He liked big, beefy, muscled guys.

	Like Malcolm, the cheating fucker.

	But no, Romeo had to get a mate who was slight.

	“Jules,” he said, his voice ringing with annoyed impatience. After a moment, Romeo lost the battle against Jules’ alluring scent. He wrapped his arms around Jules and hid his face against his neck.

	Jules smelled good. Too good. Romeo’s damn ocelot purred because Jules’ scent reminded him of the electricity-laden, heavy air right before a storm.

	What the hell am I doing? Cuddling with the enemy?

	“What are you doing? I thought you despised me?” Romeo felt Jules shudder in his arms, and closed his eyes. Their mating was doomed. What the fuck had fate been thinking? Jules was somehow tangled in the shit happening at the Council, or Xander wouldn’t be tossing him out. If Xander didn’t trust Jules, Romeo wouldn’t trust his mate either. As an ambassador, of course Jules had to know about the Council’s inner workings. Romeo found it hard to believe Jules had never had doubts about their work ethics.

	“I’m so sorry,” Jules whispered and held him tighter. His grip was a tad uncomfortable, even with Romeo’s shifter strength.

	“What for?” Sleeping with my ex? Leaving me? Betraying us?

	“I don’t despise you. This is so complicated.” He licked his lips, shooting him a look from underneath ridiculously long lashes. “We can’t bond before I leave.”

	“That’s no surprise. But I wouldn’t want to bond with you anyway.” Romeo placed one hand on Jules’ chest and pushed, trying to free himself. He heard Jules swallow thickly. “You’ve been hostile since we first met. And I can see the way Malcolm looks at you.” He crossed his arms over his chest. “The jealous fit downstairs was proof enough he means more to you than I do.”

	Jules rolled his eyes. “God damn. Be serious for one fucking second. When we met, I thought you were still in love with Malcolm. I lashed out, and I was mad at you. Then I was even madder because you implied I’d have sex with the guy.”

	“Are you trying to tell me this is all a big misunderstanding?” When Jules nodded, Romeo pressed his lips into a firm line. “Fine. Tell me why you don’t want me as your mate.”

	“I can’t risk it.”

	Although Jules looked honestly sorry, Romeo knew his mate was hiding something from him.

	Jules hung his head. “I... It’s... You’ve heard Xander. I’m no longer welcome here. I need to return to the Council before my superiors grow suspicious. If I return bonded to a cat...” He grimaced. “They’ll scent you right away.”

	Romeo frowned. He didn’t know why those words hurt so much. He’d all but given up on their mating days ago. “Of course your birdy friends wouldn’t appreciate you bonding with the enemy.”

	Jules gasped. His gray eyes were round and wet.

	“Quit with the fake tears. You’re a spy for the Council,” Romeo snapped. “Do us both a favor and tell it like it is. You didn’t just keep me at arm’s length because of Malcolm.”

	Jules ran his fingers through his hair, messing up the perfect style. “I admit I could’ve handled meeting you a little better. But I have to return to the Capital. There are things I need to take care of. I can’t give up everything I’ve worked for because I found you.”

	“Those things you need to take care of wouldn’t be a conspiracy, or another guy, would they?” Shit. Why was Romeo jealous? They weren’t in love. They didn’t even like each other. There shouldn’t be any feelings involved, not with how they’d treated each other right from the start.

	“Of course not. There is no guy,” Jules whispered, right before he closed the distance and brushed a soft kiss over Romeo’s lips.

	God, this would take some getting used to. Jules was so careful, so gentle. This wasn’t what Romeo was used to or usually liked. However, this sweet kiss had made his heart skip a beat.

	“You didn’t deny the conspiracy.” Being eye-to-eye with his lover was a new sensation as well. Romeo skimmed his knuckles down Jules’ soft cheek, following the thin, neatly trimmed line of blond stubble along his jaw.

	Jules closed his eyes and leaned into the touch.

	“I don’t trust you.”

	Jules’ eyes snapped open. Romeo saw not only regret and sorrow, but acceptance in the gray depths. “That’s something I have to live with.”

	“No, you don’t. Tell me what’s going on,” Romeo pressed, cupping Jules’ face in both hands. He hoped Jules would give him something, anything, to assure Romeo he wasn’t one of the bad guys. As foolish as that idea was, he held onto that last straw of hope.

	Jules yanked out of his hold and started pacing. “Don’t do that.”

	“What?”

	“Use our connection to weasel answers out of me,” he snapped, glaring daggers at Romeo.

	Romeo snarled. “If you think I’d sink that low, you’ve clearly spent too much time with your Council friends.”

	Jules glared. “You know what? Some of them are my friends, asshole! Just because your alpha thinks there’s proof of one big conspiracy, doesn’t mean the whole Council is a club full of criminals. Do you think you’re better than me? Malcolm told me some stories. He told me you don’t socialize, never attend pride parties, and never let anybody close. You don’t have a single friend here. He said that’s why he...” Jules trailed off, averting his gaze.

	Stalking Jules, Romeo growled deeply in his chest. He couldn’t believe Malcolm’s gall. “My mate and my ex-lover have been chatting about me, huh? Very interesting. But let me tell you, Malcolm didn’t leave because I was boring or a recluse. It might have been part of our problem, but Malcolm’s an asshole who can’t keep it in his pants.” Romeo vibrated with barely contained rage as he pressed Jules against the wall. “He said there was no need for us to be exclusive because we weren’t mates anyway. When I found out he was fucking his way through the bars in Gering, I confronted him and he ditched me.” The pain he felt whenever he thought about his ex’s betrayal was still as fresh and raw as it had been six months earlier.

	And now it seemed as though the one man fate had destined for him would betray him as well. Him and the pride.

	“Malcolm and I fit so well,” Romeo murmured, placing his hands left and right of Jules’ head. “The cute twinky bottom and the dominant, strong top. A romance novel cliché. Too bad our personalities clashed so badly.”

	“Ro,” Jules rasped. He laid his palms flat on Romeo’s chest. “I’m so sorry you were hurt. I’m not... I don’t want to cause you even more pain.”

	Romeo barked a harsh laugh. “Don’t flatter yourself. We don’t even know each other. Once you’re gone, you’ll probably forget I exist. You can’t hurt me because I won’t let you.”

	Jules looked pained for a second. But then his face hardened and he pressed his lips into a firm line. “You’re the one who keeps reminding me of my shortcomings and that I’m not your type. Fine. Think the worst of me. Maybe you’ll forget me when I’m gone and you hook up with some leather daddy on a motorbike.”

	Maybe his next words were a mistake, but before Romeo had thought them through, they were out of his mouth. “Sure. There’s nothing better than a big, tattooed biker bending me over his Harley and fucking me into oblivion to get over another guy. I have a favorite bar where I go regularly to find myself some cock.”

	Jules looked devastated. “So, it’s like that? We’ll hurt each other until our relationship is broken beyond repair?”

	“What relationship?” They stared at each other. “You keep secrets from me. You’ve given me no reason to trust you. What the hell am I supposed to think?”

	Jules nodded eventually. “This is good-bye then. Can I... get one more kiss?”

	Romeo hesitated. He looked into Jules’ huge gray eyes and felt his resolve slip. If this was the last time they’d ever see each other...”I hope you’ll get the chance to take a shower after I’m done with you.” With all the frustration he felt, all the fear and confusion, Romeo fisted Jules’ hair and yanked him into a hard, demanding kiss. Between the two of them, Romeo seemed the more sexually aggressive. He’d just never taken the lead before. With Jules, he wanted to. He wanted Jules to submit, felt the driving need to punish him for leaving and being so decisive. Romeo loved Jules’ helpless whimper, and the way he molded his body to Romeo’s as Romeo pushed his tongue deep.

	He grabbed Jules’ tight little butt, yanking him closer until their groins were pressed together. When Jules started rutting, it was Romeo’s turn to moan. Jules’ cock felt slender through his fancy slacks. Romeo was a size queen, but feeling his mate suddenly made size less important.

	Jules tasted like heaven—a mix of sweet berries and chili. Romeo feared he’d become addicted to his unique taste. Obviously, the lack of trust between them didn’t mean he couldn’t or wouldn’t fall under the draw of the mating pull.

	Romeo brushed his tongue against Jules’, growling when his tiny canines extended under Jules’ licking.

	“So sexy.” Jules nipped his bottom lip. They were humping like a couple of randy teenagers.

	And, like a teenager, Romeo was close to coming already. He pushed Jules against the wall and kissed down his neck. His cat snarled in his head when Jules submitted and tilted his head with a groan.

	As Romeo scraped his teeth down the smooth pale flesh, Jules’ breath hitched, his hips snapped forward, and the warm scent of cum filled the air. The musky odor pushed Romeo over the edge as well. He groaned into Jules’ neck, filling his jeans with spunk.

	Romeo slumped against Jules’ body, glad for the gentle hold Jules had on his shoulders, or he’d have melted to the floor. Just the same way his brain had obviously melted out of his ears. He couldn’t believe he’d just humped the hell out of a mate he didn’t dare to trust.

	“I want you,” Jules murmured into his ear, as though he’d read his mind. “I want us.”

	Romeo stemmed his hands against the wall, boxing in his mate as he gazed into his glassy eyes. Damn, but Jules looked good all flushed. “That doesn’t mean shit as long as you’re loyal to the Council.”

	Jules smiled wistfully. He grabbed the open plaid button-down Romeo wore over a sleeveless white shirt. “Sometimes there are more important things than our personal happiness.”

	Romeo didn’t agree. He wasn’t altruistic. He wasn’t one to deny himself so others could indulge. He thought about himself first, because there’d never been anyone to put Romeo first. Seemed his mate wouldn’t put him first either. And that, above all else, hurt like a bitch. He hadn’t needed more proof that life and fate sucked.

	Romeo squinted, then pushed off the wall. “I need to get out of here. Away from you. Malcolm can take you to Xander’s office.”

	“Romeo!” Jules sounded so needy and small.

	Before Romeo allowed his mate to make a fool of him—again—he rushed out of the room and ran down the stairs. He ignored Malcolm’s shout and left the enforcer’s house through the back entrance.

	Fisting his hands on his hips, he looked up into the twinkling night sky. His breath left his mouth in little pants. The weather was unusually cold for September. All his tension, his frustration at being merely second best once again left his body in a furious scream that split the calm night air.

	A flock of birds fled a scrub to his side. Romeo’s ocelot twitched its ears. A nice hunt would be perfect to distract him from the growing pain in his chest. Romeo was good at ignoring pain. He undressed, left his clothes on the ground in a messy pile, and shifted. Then he vanished into the dark of the woods.

	 


Chapter Two

	 

	 

	One month later

	 

	Jules stared sullenly out his tiny office window. His view of the vast gray expanse of parking lot was as dismal as his life. One month into his assignment and he hadn’t gotten far with his investigation.

	While his hopes of finding hard evidence for the Council’s wrongdoings dwindled, Jules’ feeling of paranoia intensified with each day at the office. His boss had given him a dressing-down for fucking up his job in Wildcat Hills. Jules had cowered and apologized—of course.

	Jules felt like a failure. He’d promised Xander to be his eyes and ears in the Council headquarter. He wanted to kick his own ass for not telling Romeo that Xan hadn’t really tossed him out. To make matters worse, he hadn’t told Xan how much harder his job would become because Romeo was his mate.

	And Jules’ boss, blessedly, knew nothing about his connection to both Xander and Romeo. Jules was nothing if not dedicated to his job, but he wasn’t the most adventurous or brave guy. Stress was taking its toll on him. He didn’t want to be tortured or killed. With the way things had gone south between Xander, Hector, and the assassins, Jules had no doubt someone would put a bullet in his head if he poked his nose where it didn’t belong.

	Jules was walking a fine line at work. The only excuse he had for sniffing around the assassin training program was his investigation of Xander. And that was a more than flimsy excuse. Jonathan had looked at him suspiciously when Jules had brought up the topic of elite soldiers three weeks ago.

	“I need a way to sneak into the secret archive.” He hoped he didn’t have to suck someone’s cock to get in. His only chance to get into the archive was stealing the key card of a valid person. Jules even knew what the card looked like because he’d seen it on Jonathan and Raine, his brother’s partner. He guessed some other officers of the Department of Security had them, too.

	However, he and Jonathan didn’t get along because of the whole gay thing. Raine Cosworth, though, was very gay, very deep in the closet, and a very sleazy asshole who always leered at Jules behind his brother’s back. So, in his desperation, Jules had started flirting with the creep last week. Nothing had come of that so far.

	He might have a chance to pilfer Raine’s key card if he managed to get close enough to him. However, Raine was six-foot-four and two hundred and fifty pounds of chiseled harpy shifter. Jules would have no chance to fight him off if Raine saw his flirting as an invitation up Jules’ ass.

	He shuddered violently. Even if he hadn’t met his mate, he wouldn’t touch Raine with a ten-foot pole. Jules had heard from an accountant working on the second floor that Raine liked it rough. Very rough.

	Jules drummed the rubber end of his pencil onto his desk. He’d planned wisely over the past weeks. He knew he’d have to leave his job—and Sioux Falls—soon after he broke into the archive. The only missing puzzle piece was...

	At a knock at his door, Jules scrambled in fear. His pencil clattered to the floor, and Jules quickly slipped out of his chair. He fell onto all fours and grabbed for it.

	“That’s a sight I wouldn’t mind seeing more often.”

	Jules jumped up, banging his head into his desk. He yelped and grabbed his head when stars danced before his eyes. Looking over his shoulder, he saw Raine leaning against the doorjamb. His gaze was pinned to Jules’ upturned ass. His smirk made Jules sick.

	If Romeo had been here, he’d... probably not care at all. Romeo had made it clear he didn’t want to mate with Jules, and that he’d find someone else to warm his bed. Jules had nobody to blame for that but himself.

	He pushed the hurt away and slipped back into his cheap, squeaky chair. Clearing his throat, he straightened the pens and papers on his desk. “How can I help you?”

	“Your brother sent me to ask if you were okay.”

	Jules felt his eyebrows climb up his forehead. Jonathan never cared how he was doing. “Huh?”

	“He’s worried. Said you’ve been acting strange since you returned from your latest assignment in Nebraska.” Raine smirked. “Or should I say stranger?”

	What a prick. Jules smiled thinly. “Well...” How should he react? Raine hadn’t really asked a question, and Jules didn’t want to say anything Raine could use against him. After all, Raine was a trained officer who knew how to weasel answers out of people.

	Raine grinned. “I told Jon he was overprotective. Let’s forget this crap. I was just using this errand to come by.”

	Jules swallowed. He felt beads of sweat roll down his spine. Had Raine found out why he was back at the office? Did he know about Jules’ deal with Xander? How? He tugged nervously at his blue waistcoat, muttering a nonchalant, “Oh?” that he didn’t feel.

	“I’d like to take you out to dinner.”

	Jules blinked. Even though he’d worked toward going on a date, uneasiness rushed through his body. So, Raine was finally ready to admit he wanted a piece of Jules’ ass. “Um...” Wow, aren’t we eloquent today?

	“I’ll pick you up tomorrow at seven.”

	“Commanding much?” Jules winced when Raine frowned. Angering the harpy wasn’t wise. And the invitation played into his plans to steal the key card nicely. He still wouldn’t sleep with the creep to get it. He’d never sink that low.

	Raine still frowned. “I know what I want. Don’t tell me you’re a cock tease. You’ve been throwing yourself at me for days.”

	Jules coughed. He grudgingly admitted that Raine was sexy as hell with his black, slicked-back hair, blue eyes, and tanned skin. Too bad he was an asshole or he’d be most gay men’s wet dream.

	Jules swallowed the bile rising at Raine’s hungry look. “Okay.” He hated that the word came out as a squeak. Oh God, what was he getting himself into? He wasn’t cut out for this spying shit. The movies had it all wrong. Being a spy wasn’t exciting at all. Being one might even have cost him his mate.

	“Great. See you tomorrow evening. And”—Raine flicked his hand—”Wear something nice. It’s an upscale restaurant. No weird, flashy colors.”

	What an asshole. Jules gave a fake smile until Raine left, then he grabbed his waste basket and fake-barfed into the thing. He dropped the basket back on the floor.

	“I’ve had many bad dates in my life, but at least I didn’t despise my dates before we went out,” he grumbled as he swiveled his chair.

	Damn, but he missed Romeo. The ocelot shifter was a grumpy, jaded, distrustful sourpuss, but he was Jules’ sourpuss.

	If Raine touched him, Jules would peck his eyes out. Or kick him in the nuts.
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