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Introduction



One plus one equals three.

Tiger shifter Hari Daya takes one look at Ambar Patel’s photo and is smitten. Further research heightens his fascination. An arranged marriage would work, except the lady isn’t buying and tells him to take a hike.

Ambar is already involved with human Jake Quinn. Casual pleasure and lovin’ works best for her since she dreams of traveling the world and delving into new experiences. The frisson of heat and desire she feels for Hari is unacceptable. There will be no tiger mate for her.

Jake Quinn has no idea either his lover or his new friend are shifters, but there sure as hell is something weird going on in his head. As much as he enjoys sex with Ambar, he’s thinking about Hari too. Suddenly there’s kissing and togetherness way past his comfort zone. The slide into sinful pleasure with both Hari and Ambar is easy—it’s the relationship dynamics that give them headaches and make them wonder if they’re making a huge mistake.




Chapter One


Hari Daya’s breath eased out in a soundless whistle when he caught his first glimpse of Ambar Patel. His feline part froze, attention fixed on his prey. 
No doubt about it—he wanted her.
One glance at her striking exotic looks, the nubile curves, and he knew he’d been right to stealthily liberate her file from his cousin and travel halfway around the world to locate her.
While she looked attractive in the photo he’d carried with him for the last six months, the flat black-and-white portrait didn’t capture her essence. It didn’t show the teasing sparkle of her eyes or the luster of her long, black hair. It did nothing to showcase her easy manner with the customers who shopped for groceries at the Patel Store or the sensuous way she moved despite her height and robust frame.
His.
A rush of air escaped him, the accompanying rumble sounding like a purr of contentment. After a quick glance in both directions to see if anyone was watching, he lifted his nose and opened his mouth, dragging the breath across his receptors to test the early morning air for scent.
Yeah, she was all tiger.
Satisfaction throbbed in him, even though Hari knew winning her wouldn’t be easy. Marriage brokers arranged matches in the local Indian community in London where he’d spent most of his life. It was a way to ensure wealth stayed in the family, for prestige to remain intact, but one look at Ambar told him everything. He wanted her in his bed and in his life.
And he’d do anything to get her there.
The idea of a stealthy hunt didn’t bother him. Seduction—his feline rather liked the idea. Another purr erupted along with a pleased grin. He had plenty of money and had no need of a dowry to sweeten his bank account. No impediment there.
He’d placed the official things in motion already, applying and receiving the necessary documentation to start a new life in New Zealand. With his computer skills, it wasn’t difficult to obtain work, and he’d covered that angle quickly, signing a contract for freelance design work he could take care of while he set up base in Middlemarch.
City born and bred, the countryside captured his heart—the endless green and open spaces. The mountains and the crisp, exhaust-free air. It was easy to see why the Patels had moved from Auckland to the South Island of New Zealand. The sense of freedom sang through him, enticing his feline to run and play. Other cats lived in the area—he could smell them along with the Patels’ distinctive tiger scent. On one level that pleased him, but it made him realize he shouldn’t dally outside on the street, spying on Ambar Patel like a voyeur. Six months had passed, and he had to make sure no one else had claimed her first.
Time to make his move.
Straightening, Hari switched his laptop bag from one hand to the other and strode toward the store, sighing when Ambar moved out of sight. Impatiently, he waited for a mother and daughter to leave. He pushed the door open, setting off a bell. The tinkle faded seconds after the door closed behind him. The faint strains of off-key humming drifted from behind the scenes, making him smile.
He marched up to the counter, unaccountably nervous because this meeting was so important. “Hello?”
Footsteps sounded, and Ambar came into sight again. He felt his lips curve in the beginnings of a smile and opened his mouth to speak. Nothing came out.
Aghast, he snapped his mouth shut so he didn’t look like the village idiot. That would be a first and a terrible impression on the woman he wanted to spend the rest of his life making happy.
Swallowing, he tried again. “Hi, I’m Hari Daya.” He stuck out his hand and waited for her to take it, desperate to touch even in an innocent way. His breath eased out with a whoosh when she clasped his hand. Soft and feminine, the touch left him with sex on his mind. He couldn’t wait to experience her fingers wandering his naked body.
“It’s nice to meet you, Hari.” Her welcoming smile faded while he stood there like a fool. “I’d like my hand back now.” She tugged to emphasize her point.
“Sorry.” Damn, this wasn’t going the way he’d intended. He released her hand, his heart beating a fraction faster. Who knew he’d turn into an idiot the minute he stepped into her proximity? He wiped his clammy palms on his jeans-clad thighs. A first, that’s for sure. He continued to stare, imprinting her image in his mind so he could recall it later. Belatedly, he noticed the pucker of her forehead, a cute wrinkle between her golden-brown eyes.
“I’m here to marry you,” he blurted. “I need to speak to your brother.”
For an instant she stared at him, her mouth dropping open. Then her teeth clacked together, her lips pursing in a firm line. Pure fire erupted in her eyes. “Out!” The thrust of her finger indicated the direction.
“Huh?”
Before he could say another word, she was around the counter and shoving on his shoulders, pushing him to the door.
Hari was so surprised and distracted by her touch he didn’t put up a fight. She propelled him outside.
“We’re closed,” she snapped at the elderly man about to enter. Then she slammed the door and shot the bolt, turning the Open sign to show Closed, every line of her body indicating fury.
“What was that about?” the elderly man asked.
“I have no idea,” Hari said, irritation building inside him. Anger at himself. At her. He hadn’t handled that well. It’s true he wasn’t exactly pretty to look at—not like his cousin. The scar he’d received during a childhood squabble zigzagged down the left side of his face. But he had a nice smile. Other women told him that, and he took care of himself. Damn. What the hell should he do now? Surely his scar didn’t bother her? Some women couldn’t get past it, and over the years he’d become used to people staring. It didn’t bother him, not as much as it had during his teen years. “I suppose they’ll open again later?”
The elderly man didn’t seem particularly perturbed. “No doubt young Rohan will come along soon.”
He wandered off, leaving Hari wondering what to do next. A glance up the street showed a café. The number of vehicles parked outside attested to the fact it was open and the food half-decent. His stomach grumbled and that decided him. A cup of coffee and something to eat would do a lot to settle his nerves while he pondered his next move.
Hari pushed the door of Storm in a Teacup open and stepped inside. He ordered a coffee and a cooked breakfast at the counter before checking for a table. All full. That would be right, considering the way his morning had gone already.
The woman behind the counter noticed his dilemma. Feline, he determined after an unobtrusive sniff. “See the guy with brown hair sitting alone at the table in the far corner? That’s Jake. He won’t mind sharing. Just head over and introduce yourself.”
“Thanks.” At least not all the natives were hostile. He navigated past a child’s stuffed toy and an ornately carved walking stick leaning against the corner of a table before stopping where the woman had indicated. “Hi, I’m Hari Daya. The woman at the counter said you wouldn’t mind if I shared your table.”
“Jake Quinn,” the man said, his easy grin putting Hari at ease. Jake registered the scar on Hari’s face, but his behavior didn’t change. “Take a seat.”
“Is the café always this busy?” Hari asked, glancing at the full tables.
“Pretty much,” Jake said. “Emily Mitchell owns the place and does the cooking. Most of the employees are family.”
Human, Hari thought. He sensed curious eyes on him and caught the faint scent of feline. At least they didn’t attack first and ask questions later. In some regions, they didn’t welcome strangers, either feline or human. A little research on Middlemarch had reassured him nothing untoward would occur after his arrival unless he invited trouble.
Most of the shifters living in the community were black leopard, although he understood there were lions and tigers now that the Patels had moved to the area. All the felines lived in secrecy, participating in community activities without their human neighbors suspecting a thing.
“What brings you to Middlemarch?” Jake asked.
“Some of my friends said it was a great town.” Hari didn’t want to say too much and mention the Patels. Small town gossip was the last thing he needed. “I’m actually looking for somewhere to stay for a few months while I do some freelance design work.” And try to court Ambar Patel, he added silently.
Jake glanced at Hari’s laptop bag. “Computer design?”
Hari nodded, far more comfortable talking about his work than his reasons for arriving in Middlemarch. “I’m designing websites for a firm in Auckland. Sometimes I do sites for large companies and other times it’s for a small business or someone who is self-employed. Last month I designed a website for an erotic romance author.” He paused to gauge the other man’s interest before he continued. “I like the variety, and the job gives me plenty of time to work on the game I’m designing.”
“A game? Can you tell me more or is it top secret?” Jake’s blue eyes sparkled with enthusiasm and genuine interest. He didn’t avert his gaze from Hari’s scar or show distaste, instead treating him like any other new acquaintance. Jake’s casual manner put Hari at ease.
“It’s a fantasy game about a horse race on a foreign planet. The players have to catch a hell-horse and train it to race. They have to navigate the local customs and the aliens on the planet, face the weird hell-horses and all sorts of dangers before they get to race their horse. It’s a race to the death and the hell-horses eat each other. The first over the finish line or the last one standing is the winner.”
“Sounds gruesome. Gamers will love it. What are you calling the game? Do you need someone to test it for you?”
“I’m calling it House of the Cat because one of the main characters is a feline shifter.” Hari paused to study Jake and saw he was serious. Interest sparked to life in him, one Hari would have described as sexual if Jake had been a member of the opposite sex. Embarrassed by the weird thought, he rushed to speak. “Actually, someone to help me test the game would be great. I have to find somewhere to live, but once I’m set up, I’ll get in touch.” Hari pulled out his wallet and handed Jake one of the business cards he’d designed and printed the previous evening. They displayed his email address and his new cell phone number.
“I can do better than that. I live on a farm. My father and I used to run it together, but he had a mild heart attack and decided to turn it over to me. You can stay with me. I have to admit the money would come in handy and I could use the company. You’re not a smoker, are you?”
“No, I don’t smoke. What about women?” Hari asked.
Jake blinked. “What about them?”
“Now that you’re living alone do you have drunken parties and women visiting all nights of the week? I don’t mind a party now and then, and I don’t begrudge a man feminine company, but after flatting with my cousin and his friends and suffering through nonstop parties, I don’t want to try to work with that sort of distraction again.”
“You don’t expect me to live like a monk?”
“Hell no,” Hari said. “A happy medium works for me.”
Jake chuckled. “Works for me too. Why don’t you visit later today and check out the place? Most days I’m working on the farm and you won’t see much of me until the evening.”
A different woman arrived with their breakfasts and set the plates in front of them. “Is that everything?”
“Thanks, Isabella,” Jake said. “This is Hari. He’s moving to Middlemarch. Hari, this is Isabella Mitchell. Unfortunately, she’s married. I keep asking her to run off with me, but she persists in saying no.”
“Pleased to meet you.” He winked at Jake. “Maybe I’ll have more success.”
Isabella snorted. “Please! It took me a long time to catch Leo. I’m not throwing my fish back.”
“I’m not sure Leo would appreciate being compared to a fish.” Jake smirked up at her, and for the second time today Hari felt pleased with his decision to move to Middlemarch. A woman. A new friend who liked gaming. For once things were working out for him.
“We won’t tell Leo,” Hari promised.
“I might tell him.” Isabella shook her head, but it was easy to see the humor lurking just out of sight. “Enjoy your breakfast.” She left to answer the summons of a bell.
“So what do you say?” Jake slathered butter over a slice of whole grain toast. “You’d have your own bedroom and en suite.”
“How much will you charge me?”
Jake frowned. “How about two hundred a week plus you pay a share of the groceries and power? Does that sound reasonable?”
More than reasonable. It sounded on the cheap side to Hari, not that he was about to argue. “Sounds great. When can I come and check it out?”
“Could you come with me after we’re done here?”
“Works for me.” It would give him time to make sure Rohan was at the store for him to speak with in person and maybe Ambar as well.
Things moved quickly after their breakfast. Hari viewed the room at Jake’s and agreed to his terms. He unpacked his rental car, made himself at home and headed back down the winding gravel road to the township of Middlemarch. It was time to meet Rohan Patel and discuss his marriage to Ambar.
[image: image-placeholder]“Rohan. Rohan!” Ambar stomped into the house she shared with her brother and his mate Kiran. The scent of freshly brewed coffee made her turn in the direction of the kitchen. She burst through the doorway and glared at them both before focusing on Rohan. 
“I asked you to do one thing. One thing! And did you do it? Oh no.” She threw up her hands in disgust, her scowl intensifying.
Kiran took one look at her face and stood. “Maybe I should go.”
“Sit,” Ambar ordered. “Rohan, you didn’t cancel the marriage broker.”
“I did so.” Rohan met her gaze without a hint of deceit. “I cancelled the contract with the marriage broker and told him his services were no longer required.”
“Then why did a man turn up in the store this morning and tell me he’d come to marry me?”
“What man? Where is he?”
Ambar glowered at both men. “I pushed him out of the store, slammed the door in his face and hightailed it straight here.” She twisted the golden band on her right hand, the ring she’d inherited from her mother and wore to remind herself of her desire to live an independent life. While men were lots of fun, she didn’t need one to survive. She did not need a mate to complete her life.
“Why didn’t you bring him here? Or ask him to wait at the store and call me so we could sort it out?”
“I’m not marrying him, and you can’t make me.” She wrenched on the gold band again, trying not to think about him. Hari.
“Rohan doesn’t intend to force you to marry anyone,” Kiran said, handing her a mug of coffee. His unruffled manner went a long way to restoring her calm.
“I can’t believe you closed the store,” Rohan complained. “How are we going to grow our business with you shutting shop at the slightest provocation?”
“Provocation? You call this provocation?” Ambar snapped, the fragile hold on her temper fraying again. “I supported you and Kiran. I expect you to tell this…this man to leave Middlemarch and never come back. I told him, but I expect he’ll only listen to a male.”
Rohan pushed back his chair and stood, circling the table to stand at her side. For a moment Ambar wanted to deck him until she registered the concern on his face. All the fight drained from her. Deep down, she didn’t think he’d arrange a marriage for her. He knew she valued her independence, but he didn’t know of her desire to travel. She hadn’t confided her list of dream destinations to anyone.
“Finish your coffee and we’ll go back to the store together.”
“But what if he’s gone?”
Kiran chuckled. “Isn’t that what you want?”
“He was actually quite nice,” Ambar said, recalling his tentative manner. “He had an awful scar on his face. I’d hate for him to think I acted like a boor because I couldn’t bear to look at him. I think he was nervous.”
“Where was he from? Did he say?” Rohan asked.
“I didn’t give him a chance.” Ambar frowned, trying to recall his face in detail. Apart from the scar, she didn’t remember much. “He wasn’t from India. He sounded English to me.”
Rohan took a sip of coffee. “I wonder if Dad used a broker over in England as well as the one in India. There’s a large Indian community in Manchester and a smaller one in London. I didn’t find anything in the paperwork in the office. Did he ask to speak with me?”
“Of course he did. I was consigned to the little woman box straightaway,” Ambar snapped, her top lip curling in disdain.
“Why didn’t you just tell him to piss off?” Kiran sipped his coffee, studying her carefully like one of his animal patients. “Why did you flick your tail and run away? You know a male tiger’s typical response is to chase.”
She winged him a glare. “I did not flick my tail. I’m not interested in another man. You know I’m dating Jake.”
Rohan’s brows rose and his lips quivered as if he was trying not to laugh. “But you did run away.”
The hot air whooshed out of her at the challenge. Heck, they were right. Why hadn’t she told him to take a hike? She thought back and focused on everything she remembered about the man. His scar. His height—about four inches taller than her—and his English accent. She thought a bit harder and it hit her. His scent. He’d smelled familiar, and when she’d heard the tinkle of the doorbell, she’d thought it was Jake. She’d always liked the way Jake smelled. It was one of the first things that had attracted her to him, and from there things had advanced until they shared a bed on a regular basis.
Sin.
A smile curved her lips at the thought of Jake’s muscular and very naked body moving against hers. She did love to sin with Jake, even if her parents were rolling in their graves with horror, shame filling them at the antics of their once virginal daughter.
Yeah, Hari had smelled much like Jake. Male chocolate, she thought with a satisfied smirk. Weird. She’d never come across anyone whose smell captivated her in the same manner.
Ambar nodded. “You’re right. I did run away. I panicked when he said he’d come to marry me. I don’t want to get married.”
“What about Jake?”
“Jake is happy as he is—single. Besides, he’s too busy with the farm. Sometimes we go for a week without seeing each other.”
“Fuck buddies,” Kiran said with a grin at Rohan.
Rohan growled deep in his throat and both Kiran and Ambar laughed. They’d had this discussion before. Rohan said their parents wouldn’t approve, and Ambar always countered that he could talk, living openly with another male.
“I’ll talk with him,” she said, knowing she owed it to the man. “I’d hate him to think I ran off because I didn’t like the way he looked. I actually shoved him out of the store.”
Kiran’s lips twitched. “Shoved?”
“I think I got away with it because I took him by surprise. He didn’t put up a fight. If he’d wanted to, he could have pushed back.”
“Which says a lot about him,” Kiran said. “The men I knew wouldn’t have put up with a woman shoving them around.”
Ambar stuck out her chest. “I’m not an ordinary woman.” The tilt of her chin dared them to say otherwise.
“I’ll come with you for moral support,” Rohan said. “Besides, if he’s from the old school he’ll insist on discussing the matter with me. Are you done with your coffee?”
“I’d better go,” Kiran said. “Gavin and I are doing rounds this morning.”
“Anything interesting?” Ambar asked. Kiran worked with Gavin Finley, the local vet and feline doctor.
“Time will tell.” Kiran stood to stack his dirty dishes in the dishwasher.
“Okay, let’s get this done,” Ambar said, impatient now to get her life back on an even keel.
“You might have scared him off,” Rohan said as they left their house to walk to the store.
“You didn’t see the expression on his face.” Now that Ambar had realized she’d memorized his scent, she wanted to see him again. It was purely scientific interest of course. “Did you want me to do the orders this morning?”
“If you want.” Rohan pulled the keys to the rear door from his pocket and unlocked it, standing aside to let Ambar enter.
The phone rang as they stepped inside and someone thumped on the front door.
“I’ll get the phone,” Ambar said. If that was Hari pounding on the door, she’d let Rohan deal with him first. Suddenly, she felt unsure. She hated the idea of marriage and commitment to a mate. Instead, she wanted to experience life and enjoy some of the normal things other girls her age took for granted, things she’d missed while living with her ultra-strict parents.
Their antiquated desires for an arranged marriage shouldn’t stir uncertainties in her the way they did. While she’d loved them, respected them, it didn’t mean their way was the right way.
Ambar grabbed the phone just as the faint tinkle of the front door indicated Rohan had opened for business. “Patel Store,” she said. “Yes, we can have your order ready for you. Two o’clock. Sure. Let me grab a pen and paper. Okay, I’m ready.” Ambar took the order, suggesting a couple of specials to the customer. She checked through the stock orders and faxed them to the warehouse before she left the office. Taking a deep breath, she rounded the corner to find Rohan serving a customer.
Hari Daya wasn’t waiting for her, and to her annoyance, she experienced a blip of disappointment, although she couldn’t for the life of her understand why.
The morning passed with a steady stream of customers. Hari still didn’t come. Chagrin replaced her trepidation. Wasn’t she good enough to fight for? Why was he giving up so easily? Awareness of the contradictory nature of her thoughts brought irritation. The man couldn’t be bothered to face her again before he left. Too bad. What did she care when marriage was the last thing on her mind?
She had the gorgeous Jake to fill her sexual needs, plenty of friends and a good relationship with Rohan and Kiran.
Okay. Hari wasn’t coming to visit again. She was over it.
The clock on the wall above the counter clicked over to midday. “I might make a sandwich and a cup of tea before I enter the invoices into the computer,” she said. “Do you want one?”
“Please.”
Humming under her breath, Ambar headed for the tiny kitchen area and made sandwiches and a pot of tea. During the months since their arrival in Middlemarch they’d fallen into a routine that worked for both of them. When Rohan had first mentioned the idea of relocating to the country, she’d balked. He’d talked her around, pointing out the advantages of other felines and open spaces, and the big one—their own business with their names above the door instead of their parents’. She was glad she’d agreed to the move.
“Rohan, lunch is ready. I’m heading to the office.”
“Thanks.”
Ambar switched the radio on low, humming along and occasionally bursting into song. According to Kiran, her singing voice sounded like a frog on a bad day, but that didn’t stop her enjoyment as she ate her sandwich and started work.
The tinkle of the doorbell continued throughout the afternoon. A lot of tourists popped in to grab drinks and small items to tuck into their backpacks before they tackled the Otago Rail Trail, and now that the locals realized their prices were reasonable, they had a steadily increasing trade. During the first few weeks of opening, a large number of single males had dropped in for their groceries. That continued despite the fact she and Jake were together, albeit in a casual manner.
Thoughts of Jake led her to thoughts of sex, and excitement tugged at her. They had a date tonight. Maybe she’d suggest they stay in and watch a movie, get busy on the couch. A smile curled across her lips. She did love to get busy with Jake.
Another customer arrived. Cocking her head to listen, she heard the rumble of masculine voices. Foreboding cinched her stomach tight.
Rohan stuck his head around the corner. “Got a minute?”
“Sure.” A tremor went through her hand and she clenched her fingers to a fist as she pushed up from her seat and went to join Rohan.
She smelled him seconds before she saw him.
Hari Daya.
Her steps slowed while she took in his appearance. He had short black hair with a slight wave to it and skin a fraction darker than hers. She and Rohan had inherited fair skins that told of English ancestors and she guessed Hari’s family tree held similar blood. Tall and fit in appearance, he looked good. True, the scar on his face wasn’t pretty, but he had nice eyes—brown with light golden flecks. For the right woman, he’d make a good husband.
“I’m sorry I was so rude earlier,” she said, extending her hand in greeting. Unbidden, an astonishing thought popped into her head. What would he look like naked?
Hari took her hand, and she had to fight not to jerk from his grasp. A series of tingles swept up her arm, reinforced by the naked image in her mind that refused to budge. Immediately, her nipples tightened, pulling to hard peaks and brushing against the cups of her silky bra with each of her startled breaths. She knew without a downward glance her nipples broadcasted her unexpected arousal loud and clear. With a gasp, she yanked her hand free, aware of the heat collecting in her face.
“It’s all right,” Hari said, his English accent curiously seductive to her ear. “Rohan told me he’d canceled the contract with the marriage bureau.”
Realizing she was still staring, Ambar moved away to stand by Rohan. She caught the touch of amusement in his eyes and glared at him.
“It was our parents’ idea,” Ambar blurted, wishing he didn’t smell so good…like…like catnip.
Hari inclined his head. “Parents often think they know what’s best for us. At least it gave us a chance to meet.” He smiled, and Ambar found herself staring again. A smile transformed his face, making her forget the scar. “Thanks for talking with me.” He glanced at Rohan. “Great to meet you.” With another nod, he left the store.
“That wasn’t as bad as I thought it might be.” Rohan’s smirk announced brotherly teasing ahead.
“Yeah, I’ll go and finish entering the statements.” Ambar left without giving Rohan a chance to torment her. What the hell had happened in there? If she’d met him in a bar or at a party, she would have shown interest without a qualm. The moment she’d touched him again she wanted to get to know him better, wanted to touch more than his hand. It had been his scent at first then he’d smiled.
Groaning softly, Ambar dropped onto a chair. She closed her eyes and her parents’ faces popped to mind. They bore approval and were nodding with encouragement. They would’ve supported a match with Hari. She knew it without a doubt.
Guilt assailed her, bringing another groan. She was doing the right thing, sending him away. If she’d agreed to go ahead with an arranged marriage her life wouldn’t be her own. She’d have to move wherever her husband ordered, away from Rohan and Kiran and her friends. After following commands for the majority of her life, she refused to give that much power to a man.
Besides, once she’d saved enough money, she intended to travel, start ticking places and experiences off her list. While that might mean she’d leave her family and friends one day, at least she’d do it on her terms.
No, this was better. Despite the glimmer of attraction toward him, she’d live the life she and Rohan had always wanted with freedom. Her own choices. No arranged marriage for her.
The rest of the afternoon passed in a daze, her concentration shot. Her mind kept returning to Hari, which was plain wrong since she was with Jake. She liked Jake. They had fun together. A smile curled across her lips. Jake was hot and the sex between them incredible. Each time with Jake, she thought the pleasure couldn’t improve, yet it did.
The store closed and both she and Rohan left for home. The phone rang not long after they stepped indoors.
“It’s for you, Ambar,” Rohan shouted from the kitchen. “Jake.”
She picked up the extension, a grin on her face. “Hi.” She couldn’t wait to see him.
“I’m running late. I had problems with a couple of ewes and had to call the vet,” Jake said the moment she answered the phone. He sounded exhausted.
“We don’t need to go out tonight. Why don’t I come to your place? I’ll bring a casserole for dinner and we can watch a movie or something.”
He hesitated, and Ambar could almost see the frown on his forehead. “Are you sure? We can still go out.”
“I’m positive.” Some quality time with Jake would push Hari right out of her head and reinforce exactly what she wanted—freedom to make her own decisions.
[image: image-placeholder]An unfamiliar car sat outside Jake’s house when Ambar arrived. Surely Jake didn’t have visitors now when he was so tired? 
She grabbed the casserole dish from the passenger seat, and after a brief knock, she opened the front door and entered the house. The scent of food drifted to her. Exotic spices. A curry of some sort.
Ambar burst into the kitchen. “Jake, I thought I was making—” She came to an abrupt halt and blinked, trying to clear the naked image that sprang to mind the second she saw him. “You! What are you doing here?”
“I live here,” Hari said.
“But you…you…said you were leaving.” Good grief. She was stuttering. Ambar swallowed. “You said you were leaving Middlemarch.” Fate was laughing her arse off right now.
“I never said that.” Hari turned away to stir something in a pot. “Jake said you were coming around. He’s in the shower. Do you want a drink? There’s a bottle of white wine in the fridge.”
“Wine? Ah sure. Okay. I’ll get it.” Ambar set the casserole on the counter and grabbed a wineglass from the cupboard. “Do you want one?”
“I’ll take a beer, thanks.”
Hari didn’t seem surprised to see her. Did he realize she and Jake were together? Lovers? He didn’t seem uncomfortable with the fact. It made her feel better about sending him away despite the dash of pique sprinkling her relief. Even now her skin tingled because of him and she didn’t like it one bit. Pressing her lips together, she handed him a can of beer. “I’ll go and see how long Jake will be.”
Ambar hurried down the passage to the bathroom, trying to tell herself she wasn’t fleeing. She knocked on the door and stuck her head into the bathroom. “Jake?”
“Hey!” He grinned at her and wrapped a towel around his waist.
Her gaze ran across his chest and the faint trail of hair that ran beneath the towel. Her agitation faded, replaced by frank appreciation. “Don’t dress on my account.”
“I wouldn’t want to scare my new roomie.”
“Hari is staying?” Ambar had no idea what was going on here. Confusion. Yep, her new middle name. “Here?”
“Hari wanted to stay in Middlemarch. He said he knew people here and intended to stay longer. I can use the company and the money, so it works out for both of us.”
Ambar nodded, but all she could think was that Jake didn’t know the truth. He didn’t know Hari had traveled from the other end of the world to marry her. Anger flared to life, and she lifted her chin. If Hari wanted to play games, let him. She refused to change her mind about marrying him. She ignored the frisson of excitement she’d felt the second time they met, the way she couldn’t push either him or his enticing scent from her mind.
None of that mattered. Her life would progress without an arranged marriage, without Hari Daya.
Oh yeah. Let the games begin.




Chapter Two


“I’ll let you get dressed,” Ambar said. 
“You don’t have to leave.” The glow in Jake’s blue eyes gave her a fair idea of what he had in mind.
“Later.” To take the sting off her abruptness, she moved closer, curling her fingers into his biceps and kissed him. A hum of pleasure hit her as their lips touched, followed by a dose of his addictive scent—the one she found so pleasing yet so difficult to describe. It contained a hint of soap, the muskiness of man and an indefinable something she could never express in words. Hari’s scent held the same unknown quantity.
It pleased her feline so much she had the urge to shift to tiger and wallow in the deliciousness of it. Now wouldn’t that scare the crap out of Jake? She snorted inwardly, feeling snippy because inappropriate thoughts of Hari were spoiling this intimate moment with her hottie.
When she pulled back, he grinned at her. “Are you sure we can’t head straight to the bedroom?”
“I’m starving,” Ambar protested. “You’ll have to feed me first.” Her stomach rumbled to back up her words.
“You’re always hungry. You should have an arse the size of a bus.”
There was a moment of startled silence where Ambar fought to keep her twitching lips still. She would not laugh. She would not.
Instead, she managed a sniff. “I have a fast metabolism.”
She, Kiran and Rohan had discussed telling Jake about her tiger status. They’d decided as long as the relationship remained casual, Jake didn’t need to know the truth. If the situation changed and talk of marriage emerged, obviously Jake would have to learn about her feline self.
That would never happen.
Jake eyed her warily. “Sorry. That wasn’t very nice.”
A laugh exploded from Ambar. “Probably on par with me saying you have a small dick.”
Jake winced. “Ouch.”
“Don’t worry,” she cooed. “We both know it’s not true.”
“I need to spank your arse.”
“Ooh, fun and games. Maybe later tonight.”
“It’s a date.” Jake leaned over to nuzzle her neck, scoring his teeth over the fleshy part where shoulder and neck met. He’d done it before and she’d liked it, but this time she groaned out loud at the intense flash of pleasure emanating from the traditional marking site for feline shifters. Grasping his shoulders, she clung, tilting her head to give him better access. Her breasts felt heavy, her nipples tightening again. With her excellent sense of smell, she knew her pussy was moist and ready for Jake’s possession.
A brisk knock on the door jerked Ambar from the sensual spell.
“Dinner is ready,” Hari called through the door.
“Go,” Jake said in his husky voice. “I’ll be out in a couple of minutes.”
Ambar left, her trembling legs getting her to the kitchen somehow.
“I didn’t realize you and Jake were
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