
        
            
                
            
        

     
   
   Ryan Robertson is the only human male in the Ouachita clan of big cats, and navigating the world of shifters for four years has been tricky. Worth it though, if he can just convince the snarky cougar he’s had his eye on that he could make her happy. But the werecat of his dreams isn’t looking for a happily ever after, or even a happy for now. Not with a human anyway, and she’s made it abundantly clear. All he can do is pick up the pieces of his shattered heart and walk away with his head held high. 
 
   Layna Blackfoot has been the glue that held her clan together when the traditions of their people almost tore them apart. Now the laws have changed and she can finally tell Ryan the truth. He’s her intended mate, and if he will just fight for them, her cougar would give herself to him completely and forever. But before she can confess, he’s gone. Out the door like a true male, with only the briefest kiss beneath the mistletoe.
 
   When a new danger threatens Layna and the clan, only Ryan can help her. But this Christmas, the human will require a little more from his kitty in return. He wants it all. Her past, her future, her everything. Layna’s the only thing on his Christmas list, and he’s been good for too long. If he’s lucky, they’ll be merrily mated by New Year’s Eve.
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   Chapter One
 
    
 
   It was the day after Thanksgiving. The biggest shopping day of the year. Black fucking Friday, and yes, the fucking was necessary. It added a little pizzazz. Made a day dedicated to shopping sound a little more badass. Kinda pumped you up for the battle you were about to wage over ten dollar toasters and TVs they’d jacked up the whole month before so they could mark them down to regular price.
 
   Layna stood in the predawn hours outside a Best Buy that wouldn’t contain the line that wrapped around the building and doubled over on itself. She glared at Clara and her sister-in-law, Beth. This was their idea. She’d rather have just gone straight to Toys R Us and spent a bundle on Rhys. Her little nephew was the first young born of the Ouachita clan, and he was spoiled accordingly.
 
   Her two human friends were bundled in parkas with fleece-lined hoods, scarves, and gloves, but still they shivered uncontrollably. Bethany shifted from foot to foot, breathing into her cupped hands. Clara bounced up and down, her hair springing from her hood with every move.
 
   Layna grinned at their discomfort. She was just fine in her turtleneck sweater. Her cougar kept her adequately warm.
 
   Thank you, kitty cat.
 
   Served ‘em right for dragging her all the way to Little Rock when she really wanted to hang around the lodge in case…
 
   A smile worked its way up her face just thinking about him.
 
   … in case he tried anything with her again. She wouldn’t stop him this time. Telling him no was among her biggest life regrets, but she’d had her reasons. Good fucking reasons.
 
   For one, she couldn’t mate before, and what she wanted with him was a lifetime. Sure her brother, Renner, had broken the no-mating pact. And so had Eagan. But Layna couldn’t do it. Not because she was afraid of the commitment or afraid she’d get run over like other females of her kind did. It was because she knew how badly it would hurt their leader, Magic, and the others in the clan who hadn’t been ready for the laws to change. 
 
   She was there the night Magic lost his first mate to a suicide. She’d seen—no, felt—the pain he’d endured. And over the past ten years, she’d known his decline better than anyone else in the clan. They worked too closely for her to miss those fine details that implied her friend and boss was gradually falling apart.
 
   Magic would have taken her mating as the ultimate betrayal, and she thought of him as a brother, so hurting him like that was out of the question.
 
   Even for the chance at happiness of her own.
 
   But all that was changed now. Josie, a human turned werecat, had shown up and flipped his brittle, bitter world on its head. He’d mated her, and mated her hard if the young growing in her belly was any indication. Magic was happy. For the first time in so damn long, he was truly happy, and it was like a prisoner seeing the sun after months of solitude.
 
   It did something good for Layna’s soul, seeing someone she cared about finally free of their demons. And it’d been good for the clan too.
 
   She breathed the frigid air into her lungs and then let it out on a happy sigh.
 
   But there was another reason for the lighter step she had this morning. The no-mating pact their clan followed had been amended, and now Layna was free to fall in love. For the first time in her life. 
 
   It was utterly… liberating. The choice was all hers, and she knew exactly who she wanted. 
 
   Ryan. 
 
   A sexy-as-hell human, who’d become part of their clan after his sister mated Layna’s brother.
 
   “How are you so cold?” Layna laughed, shaking her head at Clara. “Aren’t you used to brutal winters?”
 
   Before she’d mated Lake Haven’s chef, Eagan, Clara had lived in the woods, a hermit, hiding from a hurtful past. She was a simple human, desiring a simple life. She was no frills, plenty of spills. So her standing outside an electronics store in search of a bargain was both ironic and poetic.
 
   “Yeah, yeah,” she grumbled through shivering lips. “I guess I’ve grown used to being warm. I swear Eagan is like a living heater, and he lets me sleep on him—” She stopped suddenly like she’d said too much.
 
   “Wait, you sleep on him?” Layna frowned. “Like, snore-snore? Like he’s your bed?”
 
   Clara nodded, huddling farther into her hood. “I’ve had a hard time getting used to the mattress,” she murmured low.
 
   “That’s…” Kind of sweet. Really fucking sweet. “… kind of weird.”
 
   “I think it’s precious,” Beth said, her voice all soggy with emotion. 
 
   Layna blinked at her brother’s mate. She was expecting her second young, and she might not be showing yet, but the prego hormones were already in full effect. In fact, she’d been uncharacteristically whimper-y today.
 
   “Okay, yeah.” Layna shrugged so they wouldn’t know Clara’s confession had taken a chip off her heart. “It’s slightly precious. Like, this much.” She held up her thumb and forefinger so they were a hair away from touching.
 
   The line started moving and there were some random hoots of appreciation from the waiting crowd.
 
   “So, here’s the plan,” Bethany rushed out as they moved a whopping foot forward. “I need to hit the laptops first, then the phones. I want to get Ryan a new one so he has it before he leaves for Memphis.” Her voice went thin at the end. “How about you, Clara? Didn’t you want to look at the TVs?”
 
   “Yeah, the TVs. And, oh! Those iPad thingies you guys told me about. I want to grab one of those for sure.”
 
   They kept talking but everything had faded to the background for Layna. She was hung up on something Bethany said.
 
   Ryan was leaving for Memphis? Why would he go now, when there was so much work to be done around the lodge? 
 
   He and Renner’s work crew were in charge of setting up for the annual Christmas light extravaganza that Lake Haven Lodge put on for their guests and the neighboring town of Weston. It was renowned. The event had put them on the map, and drew people from states away until they were full to the brim every Christmas. This year was looking to be their biggest yet. She’d already warned the clan that they’d have to stick to their cabins this year instead of spending any nights on-site. There just wouldn’t be enough room. It was a good problem to have. And with Josie taking over the accounting part of the business, Layna could focus better on making their customers comfortable so they’d want to return next year. And the next. And many after.
 
   But Ryan taking time off to go to Memphis would surely put the crew behind schedule, and didn’t make sense.
 
   They shuffled forward, gradually closing the distance between them and the two guards that watched the door.
 
   “Did you say Ryan is leaving for Memphis?” Layna asked when there was a break in the conversation.
 
   Bethany nodded, pulling her coat tighter as the wind whipped around them. “Seems so.”
 
   “Before Christmas?”
 
   “He’s going tonight. He was pretty much packed when I talked to him earlier.”
 
   Layna frowned, pulling her waist-length hair back with both hands and looping it in a knot.
 
   A supply run maybe? But then why wouldn’t he just go to Little Rock?
 
   Her heart sank knowing he’d be gone, but it wouldn’t be long. Couldn’t be. Not when they needed him around the lodge. And maybe when he got back, they’d talk. About their future. She’d shut him down before, but things had changed now, and surely he’d want to talk about it.
 
   Layna tugged nervously at her earlobe with her thumb and forefinger. Her stomach twisted and turned inside, her cat trying to warn her something was off. She both hated and loved her animal’s ability to sense trouble. It was nice to have instincts, but sometimes it made her a nervous wreck with wondering. Waiting for the axe to fall was the fucking worst.
 
   Maybe Ryan had his heart set on another now. He was human and couldn’t feel drawn to her in the same we she felt to him. There was Bailey from the kitchen, if he wanted someone in the clan, but there were a ton of human employees too.
 
   She’d been a fool to assume he’d come chasing her tail now that the pact had changed. He was her mate, yes, she knew and felt that with everything in her. But it didn’t mean he wanted to be.
 
   Layna took a deep steadying breath. She’d just have to convince him, that’s all. Win him over again. Make him see that she was the one for him. 
 
   Her shoulders straightened with her plan. She could do this. She was Layna Motherfucking Blackfoot, and she was nothing like her mother. She didn’t take things lying down, and she wasn’t letting her mate go without a fight.
 
   “When will he be back?” she asked Bethany, her mind still reeling with ways to win her human.
 
   Glancing over she noticed her friend’s eyes going moist once again, and got the sick feeling this was more than just pregnancy hormones.
 
   “He’s…” Bethany shook her head, her eyes on the hair of the woman in front of her. “This is…”
 
   “What?”
 
   “Permanent. This is permanent.”
 
   “Permanent? What does that mean?”
 
   But she knew. She knew, her heart and mind just weren’t ready to accept it. She needed that definitive clarification that said, hey stupid, he’s gone.
 
   Bethany turned to her, wiping a gloved finger under her eyelid to catch a rebellious tear. 
 
   “Ryan is leaving the lodge to move to Memphis. He’s going to work for an old construction friend. Traveling a lot. He said he’ll visit when they have jobs close by, but…” She drew in a trembling breath that reminded Layna of that last leaf hanging on to the branch at the end of fall. “His days with the clan are over.”
 
   So many emotions crashed around inside Layna but none of them managed to make it to the surface past her shock. 
 
   “What?” Her breath stalled. Her toes went numb and it had nothing to do with the cold.
 
   He was leaving. For good. He was quitting them. Quitting… everything he and Renner had worked to build for the past four years. He was just going to go and not look back? Now that she was free, he wasn’t even going to try? And forget their bond, it hadn’t had time to solidify yet. But what about her brother? Renner must be taking it hard. And the rest of the clan? Owyn. Mason. He and Ryan were thick as thieves.
 
   Him leaving was going to tear a hole right through them. Just like when another of their clan, Tana, left to live with the Dirt Track Dogs. Owyn was her brother from another mother. He still hadn’t recovered from that loss, and made many a trip west to visit her.
 
   Bethany nodded as they approached the door guards. They’d be the next group let in, but Layna just wanted to get home. 
 
   “Yeah. He wants out. I don’t know why. I’m sure he has his reasons though, and I want him happy.”
 
   Layna understood Beth wanting the best for her brother. She felt the same about her own. A kernel of anger bloomed in the center of her chest. 
 
   “What about Renner? How’s he taking this?”
 
   Beth tipped her head. “Disappointed for sure.”
 
   “Disappointed.” Layna huffed out an ironic laugh. “Yeah, I guess he would be. With his partner flaking out on him and leaving him with all the work at the busiest time of the season.”
 
   Bethany frowned. “But he still has Owyn and Clara on his crew. They can handle the extra work, right?”
 
   Layna glanced at Clara. She was small, and Layna never understood why Magic had put her to work on Renner’s crew in the first place. Could she really be much help? Then again, she’d survived on her own in the woods for six years, so maybe this was a don’t judge a book by the cover scenario.
 
   But it didn’t matter how much Clara could help. Whether they wanted to see it or not, Ryan was needed at the lodge. He was a vital member of their clan. There wasn’t a cat around that didn’t love him. And as the only human male, he was necessary for helping the others keep their cool in times of stress.
 
   The clan needed Ryan. They did.
 
   Or… maybe she just did.
 
   Her stomach tumbled out of control until she had to grit her teeth to keep from hurling the peppermint coffee she’d had earlier.
 
   There was no maybe about it. She needed him. 
 
   Even when they weren’t free to mate, he’d always been there, day in and day out. She was able to look at him, watch his face from afar. Join in his laughter when the clan held a gathering. They’d celebrated holidays together. There’d even been precious moments alone during the workday, where he’d look at her like her face was the moon in a midnight sky. And she’d pretend she wasn’t affected. Pretend his adoration didn’t matter, because back then, it couldn’t.
 
   Now that it could, he was moving on. Searching for greener pastures. Giving up on her.
 
   Just like a human. 
 
   She glanced at her friends and amended her thought. 
 
   Just like a male. Ryan was just like a cat. So afraid of commitment, they’d rather give up than try. Whatever his reasons were, he was a quitter.
 
   Layna deserved better than a quitter, even if her heart craved him.
 
   She drew in a deep breath, and it fucking hurt so bad she was afraid she’d actually cry.
 
   The knot in her throat was like a fist squeezing her windpipe.
 
   She couldn’t cry. She wouldn’t. Not in front of her girls. They couldn’t know how this was affecting her. No one could.
 
   They were ushered through the glass entry doors and into a mad house of frantic shoppers hoping to put a dent in their Christmas list early. She clamped down a hiss as an eager passerby nudged her forward with her hand in Layna’s back.
 
   She squeezed her eyes closed. She could do this. Shop with her friends and forget about Ryan for a while. She’d cry over him later. Or maybe she wouldn’t even need to. Maybe her cougar could just shrug it off and go about life.
 
   Yeah. Maybe.
 
   Layna took a deep breath, hooking one arm through Bethany’s and the other through Clara’s. What lay before them was a battle. And nothing could take your mind off heartache better than duking it out over some goddamn TVs.
 
   “Alright, girls,” she said, determination making her voice growly. “Let’s own this motherfucker.”
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter Two
 
    
 
   Ryan Robertson paced the room he’d called home for four years. It looked different without all his stuff lying around. The king sized bed was made, when he’d normally leave the quilt in disarray. The top of the heavy oak dresser was cleared of all but the lamp. He’d packed everything that was truly his in one suitcase, and now he was getting up the nerve to go say bye to everyone.
 
   He hooked his hands around his hips and drew in a deep breath. Saying goodbye to Layna… how the fuck was he going to do that?
 
   He had it bad for the foul-mouthed cougar. He’d never believed in love at first sight. Not until he walked into Lake Have Lodge all those years ago and saw his future wife managing the front desk. 
 
   She was for him, no question. It was a feeling in his gut he couldn’t ignore. The cats called it instinct, and even though he was human as fuck, he felt it. 
 
   Ryan pulled out his phone and unlocked the screen. A picture of Layna filled the space. He’d been looking at it a lot lately. Practically every five minutes as he was packing. It helped settle his resolve. He was leaving for her as much as himself.
 
   Staring at the screen, his ass hit the edge of the bed and the air eased out of his lungs. She was chest-achingly beautiful with her dark Native features, eyes that were the green of river moss, and thick hair that hung past her ass. Her mouth always drew his attention, the way her lower lip was full and pouty, even when she was smiling like she was when he’d snuck this shot in. He wanted it for the times when he and Renner’s crew went on the road. So he could feel closer to her even when he was away. If she knew he had this in his phone, she’d lay into him good. And not in the way he wanted. 
 
   He’d never taken another woman to bed as long as he’d been part of the clan. It didn’t seem right to, considering what a sensitive topic it was for the cats. Sure, others did. Mason, for one, had a different woman every night. Like he was trying to work his way through the world’s female population. The guy was a living breathing fuck marathon.
 
   It was different for Ryan, though. He didn’t want to be with anyone besides Layna. Even if she’d shut him down soundly in the beginning. But the nights were lonely, and sometimes he’d pull this picture up and stare at it until he fell asleep, scheming and planning for a future with her that she didn’t want.  
 
   He’d asked her out. On a legitimate date. Because he’d wanted to do things right with her. He was going to take her to dinner at that fancy restaurant in Little Rock and then ring in the New Year drinking champagne under the stars from the bed of his pickup truck. He’d kiss her at midnight and take her home and hope she’d say yes when he asked her out the next time.
 
   But they didn’t get that far.
 
   She’d stuttered out a, “You’re human. What would a human know about making a cougar happy?” And then got busy answering phones before he could come up with a response.
 
   He’d licked his wounds for a week and then got to work learning all he could about her kind. He couldn’t regret that time. It brought him closer to the clan, and gave him friendships he’d keep for life.
 
   It was June before Ryan asked her again. They’d grown closer over the months and he’d felt like he was truly one of them. Like they’d accepted him. Like he was part of their family. He’d formed a successful construction firm with her brother and had established himself. Proven he wasn’t going anywhere, and wasn’t giving up on her.
 
   That time, he’d gotten the nerve in the dining room after dinner. Everyone else had left to settle in for the night, but he and Layna stayed, laughing about Mrs. Markel and the quirky stories she liked to regale them with every time she came for a visit at the lodge. The woman was as spunky as the day she was born. Of that, Ryan was sure.
 
   When their laughter died down and Layna continued smiling at him, he thought he’d done it. What could a human know about making a cougar happy? Well, he must have figured it out because she was grinning from ear to ear, those beautiful eyes shining like stars in the dark.
 
   And full of hope, he’d asked.
 
   But it was the wrong thing to do, because he lost her smile to the moment and her eyes dulled to nothing before looking away.
 
   “I can’t,” she’d said.
 
   He knew about the no mating pact the cats followed, but he was only asking for a date. One day at a time. And besides, Renner had mated Ryan’s sister, so there were exceptions.
 
   “If it’s the pact—”
 
   “It’s you,” she blurted. “You need to learn what the word no means.”
 
   Her words were a slap to the cheek, stunning him until he could eventually draw in a breath. He knew what no meant. Was that what this was?
 
   Somehow he made his voice level. “You didn’t say no.” If she had, he would’ve stayed away.
 
   She finally looked at him, and he knew there was more to her denial. “I’m not meant to be with a human.”
 
   A human. So she saw him as lesser. That’s what this was really about.
 
   But he wasn’t lower than the cats. He’d fight for her just as hard as any shifter would. He was badass enough to protect her like she deserved. And he could be even stronger if he tried. If this was a matter of proving himself worthy of her like some animal in the wild competing for the right to mate, he could win her.
 
   He’d straightened his shoulders, determination making his voice rough. “I’ll just have to prove you wrong about that.”
 
   And he’d spent four damn years trying to be good enough for her. He’d worked with Mason to become stronger, a better fighter. He’d saved his money so he could provide for her, even though she didn’t need him to, and strengthened his business ties in the neighboring communities. He’d given her space while still being her friend. 
 
   All the right things.
 
   If he could’ve been turned like the were-creatures that exist in the world of Hollywood, he would have. Not because she required it, but because he felt like one of them already. 
 
   Except shifters like Layna were born not created.
 
   At least he’d thought that was the case until his sister’s friend, Josie, mysteriously became one of them and mated Magic, the clan leader and owner of the lodge. Josie’s turning was the final straw for Ryan. It was that eye-opening pivotal moment that makes you question what the hell you’re doing with your life. A come-to-Jesus thing. The a-ha in Ryan’s quest for Layna: he was never going to be a were, and he was never going to be what she wanted. 
 
   It was time to make his life somewhere else where he wouldn’t pine after her day in and day out. Some place his eyes wouldn’t be constantly pulled in her direction. Some place where he wasn’t always trying to prove his worth. Because he knew he could make some woman happy. He’d kick ass at being a husband. It just wasn’t going to be Layna.
 
   He sighed, tucking his phone away.
 
   This was the right choice. If he ever wanted to move on from her, this was what had to happen.
 
   Knowing something was right didn’t make it hurt any less. In fact, it wasn’t much consolation at all, if he was real honest.
 
   He stood, facing the mirror that hung on the back of the bathroom door and pulled his t-shirt over his head to inspect the claw mark on his shoulder. It hurt like a bitch, but Mason was right, it was healing just fine. They’d been sparring when Ryan rattled off a jibe about Mason’s sex marathon. Normally trash talk was part of the game, but Mason’s competitive streak drew his cougar out enough to nick Ryan. Three wide gashes stretched from his shoulder and across the top of his arm. 
 
   It was kind of badass, really, and a cool scar to have. It would be his souvenir from his clan days. He’d look at it when he was like, seventy and remember his family of big cats. Maybe he’d even make up stories about them like Mrs. Markel.
 
   Aw, shit. It was time to go. Now, before he got anymore sappy. Besides, he’d see them again. He’d be back to visit Bethany and his nephew. Not to mention the new little bundle hitting the lodge in nine months.
 
   Pulling his shirt back on, he grabbed his stuff and headed for the door. Down the hall past the lobby was Magic’s office. He figured there would be as good a place to start as any. Ryan knocked on the door and waited for his leader’s voice.
 
   “Come on in.” It wasn’t Magic’s, but Josie’s.
 
   Ryan stepped into the office and closed the door behind him, setting the suitcase on the floor. Magic sat behind his huge ass desk with Josie draped casually across his lap. It took him a second to drag his gaze from hers, but eventually, his eyes landed on Ryan.
 
   He frowned, staring at the suitcase. “You heading out?”
 
   “Yeah, I figured it’d be best to hit Memphis before morning rush hour.”
 
   Josie slid from Magic’s lap and walked around the desk. “Ry…” Her face was scrunched in confusion. Who knew what the hell she was taking in with her new feline senses. Maybe she could smell his grief. “Why would you leave now? Everything’s going so well for the clan. And with Beth pregnant… I don’t get it.” 
 
   Her hand fell to her own belly where her young grew. She was right. The clan would be celebrating two new lives soon. Things were good.
 
   But all of that wasn’t convincing him to stay. In fact, it was pushing him to go. He wanted what she had, what his sister had. A mate, and a young. His own family to care for. Seeing Josie inherit a cat he’d wanted for so many years was just too much right now, and he needed to get his head straight.
 
   “I need this, Jos. I need to find my…” How could he explain?
 
   “Your mate,” Magic rumbled, capturing Josie’s attention.
 
   Ryan shrugged. “I guess that’s one way to say it. Human though,” he reminded, pointing a thumb at his chest. “So… my future, I suppose, is how I’d say it. I need to find my future.”
 
   Magic raised a knowing eyebrow and fingered the mouse on his desk. “You sure you haven’t already found it?”
 
   Ryan frowned. Magic had been weird lately. He was happier, but that wasn’t the change. It was more personal. Like he wanted to say something to Ryan but for some reason, never did.
 
   “I won’t find it here,” Ryan said, quietly, wanting to move it along.
 
   “But you’ll be back to visit?” Josie asked, her brow creased in worry.
 
   He forced a smile. “Of course. You know I will.”
 
   Stepping forward, he went to hug her as he always did, but she ducked away just as a sharp growl sounded from the desk.
 
   Shit. He forgot, she was mated now, and even an innocent touch could be too much for a male cat to watch. Freshly mated males were volatile creatures from what he knew. Eagan still had trouble with Clara working with a crew of guys. But he used sharp knives on a regular basis, so they’d all used a little extra caution in their day to day interactions with her.
 
   Ryan lifted his hands in submission. “My bad. Old habits die hard. We’re good.”
 
   Magic rose slowly from the desk and walked around to Josie, pressing her tight against his side. A small smile curved her lips and her gaze fluttered away. 
 
   “I know you’ve known her longer. And I know you’re a good friend. But I can’t tolerate you touching her when she’s growing my cub.”
 
   Ryan blew a breath through his lips. “I understand completely, big guy.” And he did. The thought of any male touching Layna left him feeling murderous. That would have to change. He had no claim on her, as the big cats would say. “I best be going now.”
 
   Magic’s expression eased and he gave Ryan a nod. “You’re one of us,” he said stiffly. Magic could rant the night away, but he was useless at saying the important stuff. “You belong here, but if you need to leave to figure that out, I won’t stop you.”
 
   Ryan smirked. “Aw, don’t be getting all sappy on me. I love you too, Magic.”
 
   Magic narrowed his eyes, but his humor showed in the creases around his mouth. “On second thought, go, and never come back.”
 
   Ryan chuckled sadly. “I’ll see ya around, cat.” His gaze found Josie. She was more than a friend really. She was like a second sister. “Be good, Jos.”
 
   She grinned, her eyes watering with unshed tears. “I will.”
 
   Ryan ducked out of the office before any had a chance to fall.
 
   He’d said his goodbyes to Beth and Renner already. Better to get that out before he packed. Beth had cried, and he felt shitty for putting her through this right now. But she was strong, and she had Ren to fall back on. He was confident his little sister would be okay.
 
   Mason wasn’t easy either, and he’d taken care of that goodbye this morning while the girls were out shopping. The cat was exceedingly pissed at him, but he’d get over it. Mason was as level as a shifter could be. More like a normal human even. Maybe that’s why the two of them hit it off so well.
 
   Ryan dragged air into his lungs and let it out on a painful sigh.
 
   There was only one person left, and she was nowhere to be found. He’d tried her room, the kitchen, even the spa which she only ever visited if she was looking for Bethany. He knew the girls had returned from shopping because Beth had given him his Christmas present early. 
 
   So where was Layna?
 
   Leaving his suitcase in the lobby, where several employees were packing up the fall decorations, he went outside to look for her. He checked the boathouse, the barn, and the hot pool. 
 
   No Layna. 
 
   He walked the trail that would take him to the clan cabins. Still no sign of her.
 
   Ryan stared into the thick tangle of almost bare tree branches. Maybe she’d taken to the woods to let her cougar run.
 
   At the thought of her cat, he felt all the blood in his body rush south. His growing erection pounded behind his zipper. Layna’s cougar was the most beautiful animal he’d ever seen. Golden fur, dark on the tips. Powerful, lithe body that pranced when it wasn’t in a hurry. But her eyes… those enchanting eyes with their long, dark lashes that looked so much like her human ones. Those eyes turned him on better than any naked body he’d seen to date.
 
   Ryan squeezed his eyes closed. He couldn’t think like this now. Not when he had to find the strength to tell her goodbye.
 
   If he could ever find her.
 
   It wasn’t lost on him that he’d be able to sniff her out, hunt her, if he was a shifter. 
 
   Damn the irony.
 
   Taking the trail to the back side of the lodge, he scanned the woods as he went, looking for any flash of gold that could be his cougar. But there was still no sign of her.
 
   In the lobby, he waited. That way he wouldn’t miss her when she returned.
 
   An hour passed and the sun finished setting over the lake. Ryan watched the orange glow meld into the water as if it was a burning ember being slowly snuffed out. He’d miss this too. Sunsets over the Ouachitas were breathtaking.
 
   When it was dark outside, and there was still no sign of Layna, he knew it was time to go. The thought of leaving without one last look at her, made his breath hitch, but she’d heard the news by now. If she was staying away, it was because she wanted to.
 
   Ryan stood and fingered the handle of his suitcase, stalling another minute. 
 
   Gash, the clan’s security guy, strolled into the lobby, a folder open in one hand, and a frown firmly in place as he stared at the contents. He slapped it shut when he spotted Ryan.
 
   “Thought you were already gone, man.” 
 
   Gash was a newer member of the Ouachita clan, and a bit rough around the edges, but Ryan liked him okay. He had a feeling the cat had secrets, but he’d come to the right place if he was hoping nobody would pry. As long as he did his job and treated the others with respect, no one here would go digging.
 
   “I’m on my way out. I was just waiting…” There was no good way to finish that so he didn’t.
 
   Gash nodded slowly. Maybe he caught what Ryan was throwing down, maybe he didn’t. But the great thing about Gash was he kept other people’s secrets too.
 
   “Yeah, alright. I’ll see ya around then.”
 
   “See ya.”
 
   Ryan watched him disappear down the employee wing until jingle bells sounded from the front entrance. They were there every year like clockwork, the giant ones that were the size of a child’s fist and made enough noise to wake zombies. The lobby was the first place to get decorated and the door was the first to get bells. It was the first chance to give guests a dose of Christmas spirit, Magic would say.
 
   Slowly, Ryan turned to find his cat standing in the entryway and his chest locked up, refusing to give him air. She stood still as a statue, her dark eyes flashing brighter green with the nearness of her animal. Her hair was mussed, and a tiny twig stuck out from behind her ear. 
 
   She’d definitely been in the woods. 
 
   In leggings and an oversized sweater, she gave him one of those warm and fuzzy visions he’d never admit to having. Men like him were supposed to chase tail, not imagine snuggling with a warm female. But he could picture them sitting by a fire, drinking hot cocoa with peppermint schnapps, her curled in his lap while they shared their dreams for the coming year.
 
   Damn it, maybe this was an age thing. Maybe mid-thirties was when male goals turned from fucking to settling down. Whatever the case, he needed to find the thing that would satisfy that urge or he’d go crazy.
 
   “Thought you’d be gone already.” Her voice whipped through him, snapping all his nerves to attention. Like his body was programmed to focus on her anytime she was speaking. He was tuned to her frequency. 
 
   “I wouldn’t leave without seeing you.”
 
   “Right.” Her eyes bore into him. “You didn’t even tell me. I found out you were going from your sister.”
 
   He nodded, never taking his gaze from her. Her sharp jaw was clenched tight and her shoulders rigid. She was mad. 
 
   If she was angry he was leaving… did that mean she cared?
 
   The tiniest bud of hope unfurled in his chest, and he opened his mouth to ask her. What could it hurt now, if he asked one last time?
 
   But before he could get the words out, she crossed her arms over her chest and said, “You’re putting us all in a bind, you realize that, right? Christmas is coming and there’s a lot of work to do. And you… you’re just leaving. Renner will have to work overtime instead of spending time with Beth and Rhys.”
 
   Ryan let her words batter his chest as they flew. Of course this was why she was angry. Because he was making things harder for the clan. Making a little extra work for everybody. It had nothing to do with the fact that he’d be gone from her life.
 
   He swallowed the words he’d prepared. There was no use for them. None of them. Not the goodbye he’d rehearsed. Not the new ones he’d just found to ask her one last time if she’d have him.
 
   The idea of what he’d almost done left him feeling pathetic, but staring at her in the doorway, he couldn’t care. This was it. This was the last time he’d see her until he’d stuffed his feelings into a box and locked it tight.
 
   His gaze caught on the giant piece of mistletoe that hung over the door. They picked it natural, from the forest where it grew in the tops of the trees, so it was always huge, taking up a large portion of the doorway. An enormous red bow hung in the center of the plant that urged people to kiss their way through the holidays.
 
   Layna followed his gaze upward and then her eyes darted back to him. Her jaw went slack and he didn’t recognize the expression on her face. There was no hint of the bossy, smartmouth he’d fallen for. There was no indignation, no blame, no anger. She was just there, looking lost and confused.
 
   Ryan shifted on his feet, fists clenching with what he was considering.
 
   There was only one way to end this. Only one way to get everything out and start fresh. It was the final period on this chapter, and tomorrow he’d begin a new one.
 
   In two steps, he’d stalked forward, taking her face between both of his rough hands. He didn’t look into her eyes. He didn’t check to see if this was okay. He just pressed his aching lips to her soft ones, urging them open for his tongue. Licking at her mouth, she opened and he wanted to fucking cry, because this was goodbye. Certain and final, and he’d make it count.
 
   He kissed her with an urgency he’d never felt before, exploring every angle of her hot mouth and committing it to memory. The way the skin of her cheeks felt against his thumbs, velvety soft. Her taste, dark and comforting. Like cinnamon. He sucked and lapped, four years of pent up emotion pouring from his body into hers, and when he pulled back they were both gasping for breath.
 
   Ryan released her, his arms aching to pull her back, to get closer, to have more. To make it last. But in another moment, she’d say something and ruin his perfect farewell.
 
   “I… I know you didn’t want that. Me, like that. But I didn’t know how to say goodbye to you. This has to do, because I’m having trouble finding the right words.” He brushed his hand through his hair, careful not to look at her face. He couldn’t stand for the last vision of her to be horror at what he’d just done. “Goodbye, Layna.”
 
   He grabbed his suitcase in one hand and pushed through the door with the other, racing to his truck like hell was on his heels. He tossed the case in the bed, got in, and started the thing up in almost a single fluid move. As he backed out and started down the winding road that led to the interstate, he didn’t look back at the place—and woman—that held his heart.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter Three
 
    
 
   He’d tasted like that first bite of chocolate after a hard day’s work.
 
   Layna straightened the ledger on the front desk. Adjusted the phone more firmly in the cradle, and waited for it to ring with a customer needing help.
 
   His hands had felt like sandpaper on her skin even though they were gentle. Better than any time she’d imagined him touching her before. And dear god, had she imagined it.
 
   Layna watched Renner toss out friendly commands as workers went full force at decorating the lobby. Watching them made her sad for the approaching holiday.
 
   Ryan, his scent… it was fresh spring, the way the woods smelled when the green was trying to sprout through the remaining ice of winter. Last night it was tinged with something harsh. Pain. Or sadness. Or both. 
 
   It was already eight o’clock and the damn phone hadn’t rang once. Layna glared at it.
 
   His kiss. Ryan’s kiss… like he owned her. It made her weak in the knees, and she didn’t even mind the debility. Like he was claiming her. 
 
   But he wasn’t, was he. Because he’d marched right out that door like it wasn’t even hard for him to go.
 
   Layna eyed the mistletoe above the entrance and tried to steady her shaking hands by stuffing them in the pockets of her sweater. She’d always considered it the horny plant, because really that was what it was there for, right? To give people permission to get physical. And why the hell was parasitic foliage a symbol of holiday cheer anyway? It made no sense.
 
   Like last night.
 
   God, she’d almost begged him to stay. She’d been on her way to guilt-tripping him when he up and decided to kiss her. It was an asshole move on her part, she could admit it, but if he didn’t care enough about her to stay, she figured he would care about leaving his family in a lurch. And she’d just needed him to stay so badly.
 
   Layna drew in a trembling breath.
 
   “What’s your problem?” Renner asked, strolling over to lean against the counter.
 
   “Nothing. What’s yours?” She pulled her eyes away from the spot where Ryan had kissed her speechless and straightened the contents of her area once again.
 
   “You were glaring at the decorations? Don’t you like them? Magic wanted to go with something a little more… red this year. He said there was enough green with all the trees and holly.”
 
   Yeah, there was a lot of red. It kind of looked like a candy cane threw up. But the decorations were fine. Christmas was coming, and she wasn’t the type to play Scrooge.
 
   “It’s not that,” she grumbled, wishing the phone would ring. A reservation. An order for the kitchen. She’d even take a goddamn request for extra towels. Anything to keep her mind busy.
 
   Renner frowned. “I miss him too,” he said low. “And Bethy was crying again this morning.” He shook his head. “It’s like this when one of us separates from the clan. You know that.”
 
   Layna’s gaze jerked to her brother. She wanted to deny that Ryan had any influence on her mood, but she couldn’t lie to Ren.
 
   “It’s weird with him not around,” she admitted, looking away.
 
   Renner sighed. “Yeah, it is. But he wasn’t happy here anymore. He was right to go.”
 
   Layna chewed her lip, picking up a pen to doodle on the ledger. Ryan wasn’t happy here according to Renner, but somehow, she’d failed to notice it. 
 
   She felt like a shit.
 
   Of course there were problems in the clan. Lots of people weren’t at their full happy potential. She was one of them. But Ryan had a smile for her most days. He was the one who joked. The one who sang obnoxious karaoke and made everyone giggle. He waggled his eyebrows like a cartoon character and played games with Rhys. He was the happiest one of them all, except for maybe those who were mated.
 
   But then the way he looked last night… torn and defeated. Grief-stricken like her. Maybe happy Ryan was a lie.
 
   Her cougar snarled inside, unsatisfied with that thought. She needed her mate happy. Required it. And if leaving did that for him…
 
   Layna shook her head. 
 
   She could’ve made him happy. She would have tried. If only she’d stopped him. Put herself out there like he had so many times. Maybe things would be different right now. Maybe he would have stayed.
 
   Her cat chuffed, frustrated. Her animal would never let her mate with a weak male, and Ryan walking away made him weak. 
 
   Still, Layna would have tried if she hadn’t been stunned speechless by his kiss.
 
   The cougar hissed.
 
   Damn it, the back and forth with her mind and her cat was driving her insane. Remembering his goodbye made her see red, and not in a holly jolly way. She needed to run the woods again, let her animal work through shit.
 
   But there was her job to do. Who’d see to their guests and make sure things ran smoothly if she took off to run with her cat.
 
   The phone rang, and she almost fell to her knees in thanks. Renner gave her a salute and walked off as she held the receiver to her ear.
 
   “Lake Haven Lodge, this is Layna speaking.” She gave whoever was on the other end her most pleasant voice. Time to buckle up her emotions and get stuff done.
 
   “Hey there, Layna.” The man’s voice was deep and unrecognizable as he drawled. She imagined him propped against the grimy wall of a sleazy bar, one arm above his head as he hunched over the phone. “Sexy name by the way. Laaayna. Mm, mm, mmm.”
 
   He paused, and she assumed she was supposed to giggle coyly at his compliment. Instead, she ground her molars to keep from snapping at him.
 
   Potential customer. Don’t munch the potential customer’s head off.
 
   “How can I help you, sir?” Somehow her voice came out relatively calm.
 
   The man laughed, slow and smooth. His attempt at sounding sexy? It only made him sound like a snake. 
 
   “Aw, now. Let me count the ways. I bet a woman like you—”
 
   “Would you like to make a reservation, sir? Or are you looking for the kitchen? I’d love to patch you through if you’re going to order.”
 
   The phone was quiet for several seconds. “Actually, Layna…” He drew her name out on a low rumble. “I’m looking for someone. A… friend. He might be staying there at your lodge. Goes by the name of Gash.”
 
   Layna let out the breath she was holding. She’d been about to launch into the we-don’t-share-our-guest’s-information bit, but this guy was a friend of Gash’s. And go figure. 
 
   Gash was new to the loyal way of life the Ouachita cats promoted. He’d made personal adjustments in order to join the clan and had adapted pretty well so far. But it didn’t surprise Layna that he had a smarmy friend or two.
 
   “Gash? Yeah, you want me to send you to his office?” She’d love to pass this asshole off.
 
   “Office? He works there?”
 
   “Yep. Here, let me patch you through. It’ll only take a sec—”
 
   “No. No, no don’t you worry about that, Layna. I can talk to Gash when he’s not so busy.”
 
   “This is his slow time. It should be fine. But I can tell him you called if you’d like.”
 
   “No. That won’t be necessary.” His tone was firm, the put-on sexiness gone. “I’ll reach out to him soon. Thanks for your help, Layna.”
 
   The line clicked dead as he hung up without a goodbye.
 
   She set the phone back in the cradle and then picked it up again, deciding to tell Gash about his friend. But the light blinked, telling her another call was coming through. It was the family in 412 needing towels. No sooner had she hung up on them, before the light blinked again. Mrs. Hebler wanting to schedule a massage with Mason.
 
   Layna grinned as she jotted down her info. Allllll the ladies wanted Mason over Bethany. Lucky for Mrs. Hebler, he wasn’t booked up yet.
 
   Phone still in hand, another call came through. A reservation for Christmas Eve. The honeymoon suite. Layna had a moment of awwwww while her heart squeezed tighter. She loved serving newlyweds. Until now, it was sort of a those who can’t wed serve the wedded thing. It’d be different this time, knowing it was something she could have but not with the one she wanted.
 
   She wondered where Ryan was now. If he’d gotten to Memphis okay. Whether he’d eaten enough. Did he have a place to sleep. Hopefully he didn’t try to rough it in his truck until he went on the road with his buddy. Men did stupid shit like that sometimes.
 
   The phone rang again. This was exactly what she’d hoped for. Enough work to keep her sane. 
 
   She sighed, clicking on the receiver. “Lake Haven Lodge, Layna speaking. How may I help you?”
 
   ***
 
   Ryan pulled into the Walmart parking lot on the south side of Memphis, finding a spot at the back and pulling his truck home. He had a little more than an hour to kill before he had to meet Trent and he intended on getting some shut eye. The driving had exhausted him enough he figured he could fall asleep without thinking about his cougar. About how her lips yielded to his. How she felt under his fingertips. The way she gasped for air when it was over.
 
   Shit. He’d gone over and over that kiss the entire drive east. There was nothing left to examine.
 
   He pulled the hood up on his sweatshirt, yanked the sun visor down on the windshield, and tried to settle in. He’d spent three hours driving in this seat so it was easier said than done…
 
   In his pocket, a phone buzzed, waking him. Ryan glanced at the clock to find he’d dozed for a half hour. 
 
   He dug for his cell, but came out with the wrong one. His old one. In his other pocket, he found the new one Beth had given him and saw her picture flashing on the screen.
 
   He sat up straighter, rubbing his eyes awake, and slid his thumb across the screen to answer the call.
 
   “Beth? Everything okay?”
 
   “Yeah, fine. Did I… did I wake you? You sound drowsy.”
 
   Ryan gave his head a shake, hoping to clear it, and looked out the window at the still dark sky. 
 
   “Ah… no, I was just resting before I meet Trent. Why are you up so early?”
 
   She yawned, trying to talk through it. “Little Cat couldn’t sleep. He wanted to talk to you. But if you aren’t up to it, we understand. I’ll explain to him that you had to drive all night.”
 
   Rhys. The three-year-old cub didn’t quite understand when Ryan told him he’d be gone for a while. They were buddies. There were tickle wars and hide-n-seek daily. 
 
   He’d miss the little guy.
 
   Pain bloomed behind his sternum.
 
   Becoming an uncle was one of the highlights of Ryan’s life. A defining moment he had never been able to set aside. It made him realize how necessary it was for him to have kids of his own. He needed to be a father as much as he needed to breathe.
 
   He might be human, but he was ruled by his own set of instincts.
 
   “No, it’s fine. Put him on.”
 
   “You sure?” Her voice sounded wobbly.
 
   “Yeahhh,” Ryan murmured, pushing his head back into the back of the seat and grinning. “Let me at him.”
 
   Heavy breathing filtered through the speaker and then a careful, “Helwo.”
 
   “Hey there, bud. What are you doing up before dark? Don’t you know your mama needs her sleep?”
 
   “I knows, Unca Ry. But I couldnut stay asweep.”
 
   “You couldn’t, huh?”
 
   “Nope.”
 
   “Why’s that?”
 
   “Cuz I knows you arenut here anymore, an I miss you. So mommy said I could cawl.”
 
   Ryan squeezed his eyes closed at his nephew’s sad little voice.
 
   “Well, your mommy’s right, bud. You can always call. Anytime you want. Now, I need you to be a good helper for mommy today, you hear?”
 
   “Uh huh,” Rhys said, his voice sounding brighter. “Cuz she’s gotta young growin’ inner?”
 
   “Yeah. But also because she’ll give you extra candy if you do. Tell her Uncle Ry said so.”
 
   Happy baby giggles blasted through the phone, and the pain in Ryan’s chest throbbed harder even though he smiled wide. Damn, he’d miss seeing those belly laughs in person.
 
   “Alright, now. Give the phone back to your mama so she can yell at me.”
 
   More giggles and then, “Lub you, Unca Ry.”
 
   Ryan bit his lip, giving himself a moment to steady his voice. “Love you too, Little Cat.”
 
   “Buhbye.”
 
   “Bye.”
 
   A second later, Beth’s voice came through. “That was low, Ryan Robertson. Low, I tell you.”
 
   “What?” he scoffed. “You know you have all that leftover Halloween candy to get rid of. Besides, he needs something to keep his mind off the change. He’s tough. He’ll be okay.”
 
   “Yeah, I know.” Her words came out on a sigh.
 
   “How are you? Feeling ill at all yet?” With Rhys, Beth was a wreck with morning sickness. Or rather, twenty-four hour sickness.
 
   “No, not yet. I’m good. Just need more sleep than normal.” Her voice went soft and he could imagine her rubbing her belly. “I better let you go. Rhys is trying to climb the counter to get the candy bucket. See what you’ve done?”
 
   Ryan chuckled. “Later, sis.”
 
   “Be careful, you hear?” she said, sternly.
 
   “Always.”
 
   He clicked out of the call and noticed the first rays of sunlight peeking over the horizon in his rearview mirror. He should probably go find coffee. It didn’t look like he was going to get anymore sleep before it was time to start the day.
 
   Brushing his palms vigorously over his cheeks, he attempted to get some life into his face. His eyes landed on the old phone he’d tossed to the dash when Beth called. Reaching for it, he quickly thumbed open the screen and his heart caught in his throat.
 
   There she was. His beautiful cat. With her sarcastic smile that curved one side of her full lips more than the other. Lips he craved because now he knew what they felt like.
 
   He should delete the picture. He couldn’t get over her like this, holding on to pieces of her to come back for a nibble when things got hard. But just seeing her face on that electronic screen gave his warring heart peace for a moment. Made all the hurting things hurt a fraction less. He brushed his thumb over her cheek, imagining a life where he was free to do that whenever he pleased.
 
   Ryan pressed his lips into a thin line. He’d delete it later. He couldn’t go cold turkey just yet.
 
   With a sigh, he shoved both phones back in his pocket and started his truck. The cab had gotten cold and he cranked the heater to high, blowing into his hands to warm them.
 
   It took him only minutes to find an open coffee shop. He ordered several cups and a dozen donuts, and then drove out to the construction site where he was scheduled to meet Trent. 
 
   His friend had made a name for himself around Memphis. He’d started small scale, residential, but now worked mostly commercial, and had grown his company until it was a healthy beast.
 
   Ryan thought about his and Renner’s venture. They’d done well too. Now, he dreaded finding a way to divide the company. He loved his work, the building, the hammering, sawing and constructing. He did not like the business. The paperwork, the taxes, the contracts.
 
   Layna was good with that shit. She’d straightened out their paper trail for them more than a time or two.
 
   Pulling into the lot, he spotted Trent at the east corner, clipboard in hand, talking to a big muscled up guy with a goatee and one hell of a mean look on his face. Ryan parked and grabbed the coffee and donuts before walking over.
 
   The talking dried up as he approached, the stranger taking him in as if he was a slab of steak he planned to grill up. All the bells and whistles Ryan had tuned over the years of living with the cats went off in warning. He straightened to his full height—which was about three inches taller than the other men—and stayed alert, the way Mason had taught him.
 
   “Ryan,” Trent ducked his head in greeting, and Ryan juggled the donuts and coffee so he could shake his friend’s hand. 
 
   “Trent.”
 
   “You’re a little early, but it’s not a problem. This here’s Felix Kennedy. He owns AC Waste Management. We’re contracting him to clean up our mess when we’re done.”
 
   Ryan nodded at the man and offered his hand.
 
   Felix stared, leaving it hanging in the air.
 
   There was something about him. The way he held himself, like he was used to giving commands instead of taking them. And the way he moved, smooth, every motion deliberate. He tilted his head, eyeing Ryan to the point where he wanted to switch his outstretched hand into a fist and sock the guy a good one. 
 
   But what really had his hackles up wasn’t the rude glower Felix wore. It was his eyes. They seemed to flicker from blue to gray, and narrow at the pupils.
 
   Like a werecat.
 
   Could be the sun reflecting. It was bright this morning, the sky cloudless. Could be Ryan’s lack of sleep playing tricks with his imagination.
 
   There was only one way to find out if his suspicions were true.
 
   “Felix,” Ryan murmured, pulling his hand back. “Funny name. Like the cat. Reeeear. Pfft pfffft. You a pussy?”
 
   Felix stiffened. His shoulders bunched up like his skin was crawling. And yes, there it was. Eyes flashing to those of his cat, the way shifters did when their animal was too close. Only an instant but unmistakable. 
 
   Trent frowned, staring between the two of them, not sure what to make of the exchange.
 
   Suddenly, Felix’s mouth curved up in an unfriendly smile and he lifted his nose to scent the air. “Better than smelling like one. You been hanging around some pussy, boy?”
 
   Boy? Felix didn’t look a day older than Ryan. Another hint that he was something other. And yeah, he was letting Ryan know that he smelled the cats on him. Of course he’d carry a hint of it. He’d lived with them four years.
 
   Ryan narrowed his eyes, holding out the tray full of drinks. “Coffee?”
 
   Felix showed his teeth in a low snarl. “Meow.”
 
   He stalked off, throwing over his shoulder, “We’ll talk later, Trent. Don’t call me. I’ll call you.”
 
   Ryan stared after him, watching until he got into a shiny red Ford dually with a snarling cat logo on the side. Alley Cat Industries.
 
   A smirk grew on Ryan’s face. He’d found the local clan. But a chill whipped up his spine. These cats didn’t seem anything like his family in the Ouachitas.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter Four
 
    
 
   In retrospect, a midnight run with her cat wasn’t the best idea Layna had ever come up with. It was up there with that time she’d decided to try kale chips. Nah, fuck it. This was way worse than that. But she hadn’t been able to sleep.
 
   Five days had passed since Ryan left the lodge. Five miserable days where her cougar shuffled between wanting to chase after him and wanting to claw some sense into him for running.
 
   Her days were busy, but she’d had a lot of time to think about it at night. Too much time, and her cat wouldn’t settle. She was slowly becoming a walking zombie from lack of sleep. 
 
   She’d run over those last few seconds under the mistletoe a million times. There were so many things she’d do differently if she could rewind time. 
 
   Kiss him back, for one. Show him what she could do with her mouth. Correct him when he said, she didn’t want him. Grab his arm as he went to push out the door. Or run outside with him and jump in that truck so he couldn’t leave. Or, if he still insisted on going, leave with him.
 
   She belonged with him.
 
   Her cat slowed its run, coming up to a clearing ahead. The air was chilled and burned her lungs as she breathed deep, scenting for any danger. She knew to be careful. Even though there was a strict no hunting policy on Magic’s land, they encountered poachers from time to time.
 
   There was no sign of any now. No scent of guns. No sounds besides those of the small forest creatures that came out at night.
 
   She pawed into the clearing, lifting her face to the starry sky that broke through the tree branches above. Narrowing her gaze, she chose one star and brought it into focus, making it the only one that mattered. 
 
   Maybe Ryan was somewhere unable to sleep. Maybe he was staring up at the sky picking out a star of his own. Maybe it was the same one as hers. 
 
   She liked that idea. The possibility that the distance between them could be defeated because they’d both decided to stare at the sky at the same time. That they could be connected by something so big.
 
   It reminded her of the star that guided the wise men to baby Jesus. People, miles apart, brought together by a single celestial being. A Christmas miracle. She needed one right now. 
 
   Her chest ached without her mate around. And her future didn’t even look dim. It was solid black. She couldn’t see having one like this. Or at least not one bright and happy. She’d be a sad song on repeat, living day to day, going through the motions like she’d done for the past week.
 
   Damn him.
 
   No. Not him. Damn her.
 
   She could blame him if she wanted, be angry with him, but this was her fault. He’d shown her time and time again what he wanted from her. And in return, she’d denied him. She chose Magic’s happiness over her own mate’s. What kind of cat does that? She and Magic were close, but that didn’t matter. She should have given herself to Ryan when she had the chance. She should have opened her fucking heart and revealed just how much she’d fallen for him over the years.
 
   My human is gone. My caring, laughing, human with his strong hands and sweet adoring eyes.
 
   He’d always looked at her like she was everything. Made her feel like she was everything. How could he leave?
 
   Layna breathed a heavy sigh, letting her head hang low with grief. Her cat was mourning and all she wanted to do was curl up and cry until Christmas was over. She’d even swiped a bottle of wine from the kitchen hoping it would help ease the pain in her chest. But it didn’t touch it.
 
   What was she going to do?
 
   She stared at the frozen leaves under her paws, more defeated than ever. If she could just make it through Christmas…
 
   Then what? Was she going to set goals like that for the rest of her damn life?
 
   If she could just make it to President’s Day. Or St. Patrick’s Day. When would this feeling end?
 
   The answer was never. Not until she had him back. Not until she’d laid her heart bare and he explained why he’d walked away from her when the way was finally open for them. The cat had to have an answer. She needed to be sure in her mate’s strength.
 
   Hunt him.
 
   Layna stiffened at her animal’s growl.
 
   Hunt mate.
 
   Could she? Leaving in the middle of busy season wasn’t going to win her any points with her clan, but… she needed her mate. And if she was ever going to show him he was important, she had to choose him over the others.
 
   But what if she did that, and she was still too late. What if she showed up in Memphis and he told her to go home. What if she let her family down only to be rejected?
 
   Layna stared up at the star and tried to feel their bond. It was thin. A fragile wisp of spun glass that couldn’t be felt across the distance that separated them. No one even knew it was there except her, but it had been enough until now. She’d gotten by on his nearness before, living off his smiles, when she could’ve had it all.
 
   So what if he rejected her. So what if everyone got mad at her. She’d always been dedicated to the clan. Worked her ass off for them. They could either understand or fuck off.
 
   She was going to find Ryan.  She’d leave first thing in the morning. It was only three hours to Memphis, maybe a little more if she got stuck in traffic. She could be there by noon.
 
   Cougar purred. Yes, this was going to work. Had to. 
 
   Excitement and trepidation filled her, but there was also a measure of peace. Tomorrow she would be close to her mate once again, and somehow they were going to work things out.
 
   Somehow.
 
   Layna rolled onto her back, stretching and using the ground to scratch through her thick fur. She kept her eyes on her star, just in case Ryan was watching too, and started planning what she’d say to him.
 
   Her tail twitched with nervous excitement. She hadn’t felt this good since Magic’s announcement that the pact was changed. 
 
   Her heavy tail slapped the ground next to her with a loud thump, and she liked the freedom of it so much she waved it to the other side as well.
 
   And then froze.
 
   A soft click was the only warning that things were about to get very bad for Layna. Except it wasn’t enough of a warning because the click belonged to the plate of a spring trap being engaged, and even though time seemed to slow, she couldn’t move fast enough to keep the jaws from springing closed on her tail.
 
   With a thunderous snap, the trap slammed closed and fuck it all, this one had teeth.
 
   Layna’s agony-filled roar pierced the silent night as she jumped to her paws to run. But the pain had her thinking all wrong. She knew not to move with a trap attached. Fighting would only entangle her farther, dig the teeth deeper into her flesh. The anchor chain jerked her to a stop before she could think clear enough to be still.
 
   She roared at the fresh pain of the steel points in her tail and yanked at the restraints uselessly. The tangy scent of blood filled the air and she whipped her head around to see it spraying from her wound with her thrashing.
 
   Shit. She had to push her animal back and think like a rational being or she’d never get out of this.
 
   Easier said than done with the kind of agony a trap like this conjured. Her cougar’s job was to keep her safe. It was why they automatically shifted when they were in extreme pain. It was why their instincts were more attuned to danger.
 
   Breathing deep, she tried to compartmentalize the pain. This was just pain. It wasn’t the worst thing that could happen. Being stuck here until a hunter came back for her was much, much worse.
 
   Deep breathing. Think. Work it out, Layna, or you’ll never get to tell Ryan how you feel. Never get to see your new niece or nephew. Never have any young of your own.
 
   And fuck, being caught as a shifter would blow the world wide open. Most humans didn’t know about them. This would ruin everything for her clan.
 
   Her cougar seemed to understand this was something she could only fix if she let her humanity back in. Even still, there’d be no shifting with that deathtrap latched to her tail. It was impossible to go that far.
 
   Snarling, her cat retreated a fraction.
 
   Good kitty. But the pain blasted her harder without the help of the cat to contain it. Tears leaked from her cat eyes, and her mouth drooled with the excess saliva her body was producing from the stress.
 
   Focus. Think.
 
   Layna forced herself to examine the trap again. It had snapped halfway up her tail, closer to the base than the tip, curving around so the metal bits clamped her in two different places. There’d be no pulling it free. No chewing it off. Not if she wanted to be whole when she changed back to human.
 
   The trap was anchored to the base of a tree with a thick chain, about fifteen feet long. More length than was necessary to hold an animal, but she couldn’t dwell on that detail. She was forming a plan. One that was going to hurt like fuck. There was no other choice, she’d have to bite through her tail and pray to heaven her human body could withstand the injury.
 
   No. Not like that.
 
   Her cougar growled so loud her injured tail throbbed with the sound.
 
   Take the tree down instead.
 
   How the hell was she supposed to do that? It wasn’t full grown but it was big enough to stand up to her weight. And she was growing weaker with the loss of blood. She’d never be able to pull it down.
 
   Teeth. Use teeth. Bite the chain and pull. Either the tree or the chain will give.
 
   No. It wouldn’t. No way.
 
   Layna whipped her head back and forth, measuring her options. If she didn’t do something quick, she’d be too weak to move. But which way would get her ass out of this mess?
 
   Biiiiite.
 
   The tail or the chain? Tail or chain.
 
   Gritting her teeth, Layna eased her body closer to the tree, letting her tail drag along the ground with the trap. Enduring fresh pain, she managed to plant her paws in the dirt and lowered her head to clasp the chain between her sharp teeth. The taste of metal on her tongue was bitter and reminded her of the warm blood spilling from her wound. She took the anchor between her jaws and counted to three in her head.
 
   One… two…
 
   With a quick jerk, she swung her head from side to side and pulled with all her might. Her powerful jaws strained and popped with her effort. The tension of the chain held, but she pulled harder, ripping into it like it was fresh meat instead of steel. Ignoring the pain of her wound, she bunched her hind legs, giving more of her weight to the struggle, and twisted her head, growling with determination.
 
   It was close. She could feel it about to give, the way her skin felt when her claws pushed through. The tree groaned at her assault. One of them would go, if she could just…
 
   Another tug of her jaw to the left was enough pressure to snap the lock that held the chain in place. Layna stumbled backward, rolling with the chain still stuck in her teeth, but she was free. Struggling to her feet, she darted through the clearing to the trees, the trap dangling from her tail. The world was spinning and the ground seemed like the sky, but she ran as fast as she could toward the lodge.
 
   Halfway back she realized she wasn’t going to make it. Her running had turned to loping, and she could no longer see the path before her. Her vision blurred and the agony pounded in time with her heartbeat.
 
   The cabins are close. Renner. Get to Renner.
 
   She slowed to a walk, hoping like hell she was moving in the right direction. The trap caught on twigs and rocks as she went, adding new horrid sensations to her pain-wracked body.  But she could smell the smoke from the wood burning stove in her brother’s cabin. Just a little farther. 
 
   Black flickered at her vision, but she was determined to keep conscious. She let off a feeble roar in hopes that one of her clanmates would hear. Pushing through the next set of trees, she collapsed onto the beaten down trail in front of her brother’s home.
 
   Crying out, she sounded puny to her own ears. Please hear me, Ren. 
 
   Time passed while she lay on the stony path, fighting with darkness that threatened to pull her under. More frail sounds tumbled from her mouth before she finally heard footsteps crunching along the frozen ground.
 
   “Ohhhh shit.” Renner’s voice echoed in her ears as he knelt beside her. “Shit, Layna.” He tried to remove the chain from her mouth but it was too tight, and a snarl ripped from her throat. Renner jerked his hands back. “Okay. Okay, just… Bethy! We need Doc! And… and… shit, I don’t even know. Sis, I need to carry you to the house, hear me? Let me carry you in.”
 
   She must have blacked out for a minute because the next thing she knew, she was lying on the floor next to Renner’s woodstove. The heat felt good, but she was bleeding all over the rug. Bethany was going to kill her.
 
   “Anyone else feeling that déjà-vu shit right now?” Owyn’s voice rumbled in her ear and that’s when Layna noticed all the people around her.
 
   Magic and Owyn held her down, one man over her legs and the other across her shoulders. Bethany held her head, using her fingers to gently massage behind Layna’s ears. And Doc did what Doc does.
 
   Even as a cougar, Layna felt that déjà-vu Owyn talked about. Just a few years ago, Renner had been injured by hunters, lying on the floor while Doc worked to help him. Owyn, Magic, and Beth held him down while Layna begged him to change back to human so Doc could sew him up.
 
   But Layna’s wound wasn’t as bad as his had been. 
 
   Was it?
 
   “I don’t want to tranq her…” Doc muttered. “But this is going to hurt like a bitch and I need her to stay still so I can stitch her up.”
 
   Layna snarled. No. No tranquilizers. Those things made her psychotic as hell. She’d be seeing talking roses and butterflies made of bread slices and Ryan’s lips. Her own fucked up Wonderland.
 
   “Damn it, Layna. It’s necessary,” Renner snapped. His footsteps attacked the floor behind her and she knew he’d been pacing while Doc worked.
 
   Layna growled a low warning. Pump me full of tranqs and see what happens when I wake up.
 
   “Shhhh,” Bethany murmured, dancing her fingers under Layna’s jaw and eliciting a pained purr.
 
   “I’m worried about the tail.” Doc’s voice was urgent. “We could lose it if we don’t move fast.”
 
   She needed to heal. Needed the trap off her fucking tail so she could hunt Ryan. And she didn’t want to do it tripped out on tranquilizers.
 
   Ryan.
 
   A whimper pressed through her lips at the mere thought of him. It’d be even longer now before she saw him. More time wasted when all she wanted was to finally fall into his arms.
 
   Mate can help heal.
 
   It was true. The cougar could do miracles on her own. Could heal things a normal human would never recover from. But the bond of a mate could go further. Heal better, heal faster. The power was in their togetherness. When two halves make a whole, the whole is stronger than the two parts. The cougar would thrive with her mate near.
 
   She had to find a way to tell them.
 
   Fully shifting was impossible—not to mention, dangerous—but maybe she could manage a partial turn. Like she did in the woods, but farther. Enough human that she could talk.
 
   Groaning with the effort, she pushed her animal away. But the cougar fought, trying to protect her body. Her cat held on as Layna struggled to separate them a fraction. Like they were bound together with an invisible elastic band, if she could separate them an inch, she could tell the others she needed her mate.
 
   Dangerous, the cougar hissed.
 
   But then the word came out of Layna’s semi-human lips.
 
   Bethany froze, staring down at Layna as Doc screamed, “Don’t shift!”
 
   Pain was a lightning bolt lashing her body over and over, the worst of storms, as she forced words into the thick air.
 
   “Get… Ryan…my mate.”
 
   That was all she managed before the elastic band snapped the human back into the cat, and Layna’s world turned black.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter Five
 
    
 
   Ryan huddled in his truck trying to get warm so he could eat his sandwich. He had thirty minutes for his lunch break and then it was back to work. His new crew had taken a job in Tunica, working an add-on for the big casino. He’d decided to stay in the hotel there until he had time to go looking for an apartment. Figured he’d burn his nights away playing slots to keep his mind off the Ouachitas.
 
   Reaching into his lunch pail, he pulled out his sandwich and unwrapped it. The first bite tasted like sawdust. The second wasn’t much better. He washed it down with some coke and went back for a third.
 
   Damn, he’d gotten spoiled on Eagan’s food. Bailey’s too. The two of them ran the kitchen at Lake Haven masterfully. When you asked the guy for a sandwich, he didn’t give you that bullshit white bread that comes in near perfect squares. No sir. You got his homemade stuff, sliced thick and piled high with the best toppings. And his sauce… yeah, it wasn’t just a mayo/mustard combo. It was something else, and he wouldn’t release the ingredients to anyone except Bailey.
 
   Ryan polished of the rest of his sub-par lunch and then checked his phone. Eleven missed calls. Eleven?
 
   Quickly, he thumbed through the numbers. Beth, Magic, Renner. And then the number that stopped his breath. Layna’s.
 
   Ryan frowned. She’d called him? Any other time, he might’ve been over the moon, anxious to call her back, even if she was just reminding him about the pair of boots he’d left in the closet of his room.
 
   But eleven missed calls from his family wasn’t because of his boots.
 
   He scrolled on to find several more from Beth and Renner. Something was wrong. His chest tightened and the hairs on the back of his neck stood to attention. A sick feeling settled in the pit of his stomach as he quickly dialed his sister’s number.
 
   She answered before the first ring was over. “Damn it, Ryan. Don’t you ever check your voicemail?” Beth’s voice whipped through the phone, causing chills to lift on his arms.
 
   “I haven’t set it up yet. What’s wrong?”
 
   She drew in a long, shaking breath that he could hear plain as day through the speaker. “It’s Layna. She’s been hurt.”
 
   Like that, all the air left him. His sister’s words were worse than a punch to his soft spot. As if a vacuum had sucked out everything from his life and left only that critical announcement. Layna was hurt. His female was hurt, and where was he? Three fucking hours away.
 
   “What happened?” he rasped, throwing his truck in reverse and spitting gravel as he sped out of the lot. He’d call Trent from the road and explain things.
 
   “Hunter’s they think. Or more specifically, trappers. She caught her tail in a spring trap and did a lot of damage.”
 
   “When?”
 
   “Overnight. We found her early this morning. She’d ripped the anchor loose and dragged the trap with her all the way to our cabin.”
 
   “Shit.” Adrenaline shot to his fingertips. “Is she okay? What’s Doc say?”
 
   There was a pause where Ryan wanted to jump through the phone and get the answers himself.
 
   “Doc wants to give her a tranquilizer to calm her down and help with the pain. She can’t shift, and we were trying to wait for you. You know how Layna hates the drugs. But it’s been hours and she needs to rest and Magic’s furious because you left your mate and Ryan, god, why did you leave her? Why didn’t you tell me she was yours?” His sister’s voice rose higher and higher until it was nothing more than hysterics. 
 
   As if to put emphasis on his sister’s panic, a boom of thunder rocked the truck and a breath later, rain beat against the windshield. Speeding to get to the interstate, he tried to understand what Beth was saying, but none of it made sense.
 
   “What are you talking about?”
 
   “You’re her mate,” she squeaked, and it flashed right to his pounding heart. Truth, truth, truth.
 
   “I’m not…” The words stuck in his throat. He wanted to be Layna’s, he did. But…
 
   “Magic says you have a mark.”
 
   “I don’t…” It wasn’t a mating mark. It was just a slip-up from Mason. “That’s not…”
 
   “Ryan, she did a partial shift to tell us. So you’d come help her heal. Look, you’re already in trouble. Magic’s going to have your ass when you get here. And Renner, god. Don’t sit there and deny it.”
 
   “I’m not… not denying it.” Ryan swallowed, his mind racing to catch up to what the others apparently knew. But if it was true, why had Layna kept it from him? Did a future with him really sound so bad that she’d deny her animal’s claim to get out of it? He felt sick deep in his gut. “I didn’t know.”
 
   “How is that even possible?” Beth’s voice hadn’t tamed an inch.
 
   “It’s not like she told me,” he barked back, but she didn’t even seem to hear him.
 
   “Is it because you didn’t want a shifter? Or… or her? You two are friends. Maybe it could’ve been more. You could’ve at least tried, Ry.”
 
   He clenched his jaw to keep from yelling at his sister. She didn’t know how he’d tried. She was worried for Layna. This wasn’t her fault.
 
   He counted to ten before answering. “Beth, listen to me. I didn’t know I was Layna’s mate. If I’d known, I wouldn’t have left. Not until… not unless she wanted me to. I’m on my way, okay. We’ll straighten this out when I get there.”
 
   Her trembling sigh registered through the earpiece. “Hurry. Okay, brother? Just… hurry.”   
 
   Ryan hung up the phone and pulled the old one from his pocket, opening the screen to look at Layna’s face again. Shit, she was hurt. No matter what her reason was for keeping the mating thing from him, she needed him now. And he was going to help her. Fuck his ideas about moving on. How could he ever? Knowing he was the one meant for her. He’d known it all along, felt it in his marrow.
 
   Tossing his phone to the seat next to him, he punched the gas pedal. He’d get home in record time, but it still wouldn’t be soon enough if she was in the kind of pain that required a tranquilizer. And shit, when she came out of it, she was going to be pissed.
 
   “Hang on, baby,” he murmured, switching lanes to pass a big rig. “I’m going to make it better.”
 
   ***
 
   A little over two hours later, Ryan found himself facing off with an angry panther.
 
   “This beats all. You wispy little asschunk. Leaving your mate like a fucking… fucking… cat. You fucker. I thought you were better than this. I really did. I didn’t want to believe that mark was what it was.” Magic stood in the parking lot of the lodge like he’d been waiting for Ryan to pull up. His hair was a mess he’d probably raked his hands through too many times. He wanted answers Ryan didn’t have and didn’t have time to figure out.
 
   “Back off, Magic. I don’t have time for this. I need to see her.” He tried to push past, but Magic’s heavy palm on his shoulder stopped him solid. The cat squeezed, digging his fingers into Ryan’s healing claw marks. Hissing at the pain, his vision turned red with rage.
 
   The bastard. They were wasting time when he could be with Layna, easing her pain. Enough was enough.
 
   Ryan swung around, bringing his hand up in a fist and connecting with Magic’s jaw in a loud crack. It was the move that snapped his control. All the events of the past, the hurt from Layna pushing him away, his decision to move on, the worry, all of it came barreling down on him until all he could do was keep pounding at Magic’s face like that would somehow release all the pressure.
 
   A warning growl rumbled from the panther’s chest, but Ryan ignored it, seeing nothing but the person keeping him from his female. And he didn’t care that it was his friend or Josie’s mate or the clan’s leader or anything else. He’d get him out of the way and then go to her.
 
   He heard screaming somewhere in the back of his head. Stop. Please. The guests. Ryan… Ry! But it didn’t matter to him. He’d been calm long enough. He’d taken the human approach long enough, and now things were so fucked up and all he wanted was to see his mate and know for himself she’d be okay.
 
   Blood sprayed across the gravel with his next hit and he felt the cool graze of Magic’s claws as they peeked from his fingertips, ready to attack if Ryan didn’t let up. But there was no way in hell that was happening.
 
   Rearing back for another swing, he was stopped short when a pair of steely arms banded around him from behind. He struggled against the hold, watching Magic stumble backward, grappling with his own urge to fight back. Why wasn’t the cat fighting?
 
   Magic spit blood on the ground, looking around at the people who’d gathered. Ryan surged forward again, only to be jerked back like a dog on a leash.
 
   “Stop this right now.” Mason’s harsh breath rushed past Ryan’s ear, his words somehow breaking through the blind fury. His hold tightened around Ryan as he struggled to rein his instinct to fight. “Ryan,” he murmured, his voice taking on that smooth tone he used when he wanted to ease someone into relaxing. He used it with his spa customers all the time, but he’d never used it on Ryan before. “I knew you’d be back, man. Layna’s with Doc in your room. Now why don’t you go to her, and let me clean up this fucking mess you’ve made.”
 
   Ryan’s breath came ragged. Stiff inhales and exhales he couldn’t force to be normal. Anger and panic and fear all bled together into one raging emotion. Instinctually, he knew seeing Layna was the only thing that could help him. He blinked hard, trying to hold it together. Beth was there, and Josie, both of them staring at him like he was a stranger. Several people watched the scene from a distance. Lodge customers. The part of him that struggled to be sane again, hoped he didn’t cost his clan some business. He’d find a way to make it up to them.
 
   His body shook so hard with adrenaline, he wasn’t sure if he’d stay standing if not for Mason.
 
   “My man,” the cat murmured. “You good?”
 
   Ryan nodded although he was nowhere near good.
 
   “Alright, I’ma let you go, and you getcha ass inside. Do not pass ‘go’, do not collect two hundred dollars.”
 
   Ryan shoved out of Mason’s hold, ignoring his sister and the raging shifter he’d attacked. On trembling legs he made for the front door as fast as he could go, tripping over the top stair when he got there. Luckily he caught himself on the log-shaped handle and pushed through into the lobby. The candy cane decorations caught him off guard and made it feel like he’d been gone for more than a week. Clara sat behind the counter Layna usually occupied, looking frazzled and confused. But he couldn’t check on her now. Someone else would have to.
 
   He clipped the corner and stumbled down the employee hall toward his old room. Correction: his room. He was back and he wasn’t going anywhere.
 
   When he reached the door, he paused to draw in a deep breath. He knew he needed to calm down, but waiting even long enough to breathe only left him feeling more anxious.
 
   With a crank of the handle, he eased the door open and the first thing he saw was the back of Doc Davis’ blond head as she leaned over the bed. The shifter female was arguably the most important member of the clan. The entire lodge really. She’d patched up guests and cats alike, and most recently had come through in a big way when Josie transitioned from human to werecat. He had complete faith in her abilities to care for Layna.
 
   Her head whipped around, sending tendrils of hair that had come loose from her bun into a frenzy. “Oh, good. You’re here,” she said, sounding relieved. But then she frowned, staring at him in the way one does when they’re assessing a threat. “Are you okay, Ryan?” She stepped toward him, hands outstretched as if she might need to support his weight. He tried to look around her to his female, but Doc’s face took up all his narrowing vision. “It’s shock,” she said calmly. “You just need to breathe. You’re in shock.”
 
   “Please,” he rasped, trying his damndest not to throw her out of the way. “Just let me see her.”
 
   Doc seemed to get the urgency, and quickly stepped aside.
 
   The breath in his chest stalled when he spotted the cougar lying limp on his sheets. He couldn’t feel his feet as he made his way forward.
 
   “She’s sedated,” Doc murmured. “It’ll be a few hours before she can wake, and even then, shifting will depend on how much she’s able to heal before then.”
 
   “It’s fine. She’s fine like this.”
 
   Quickly, Ryan kicked off his work boots and shrugged off his hoodie. Careful not to jostle her too much, he knelt on the edge of the mattress and crawled to her body, his open hand leading the way. He touched her face first and it was like a jolt of valium. The clench of his muscles around his bones eased a fraction, and he was able to breathe freer.
 
    Gently, he ran his hands all over her body, happy that she felt warm even if she was still as the dead. The fur on her feet and legs was matted with blood and mud, but he didn’t care. He just wanted to touch her, and hopefully start the healing process.
 
   “We brought her here because Owyn thought it might help if we put her where she could smell your scent.”
 
   Ryan squeezed his eyes closed. Would that help? What if she didn’t want to be here, close to him like this?
 
   He stared at her face, her long cat eyelashes resting against the fur of her cheeks, and a spark of anger lit in his chest.
 
   What she wanted didn’t matter right now. She needed him to heal, and he wasn’t leaving her alone until she was strong enough to push him away again.
 
   Maybe not even then.
 
   “Can I lift her? Is it safe? I’d like to hold her.”
 
   Doc nodded. “I think it would be fine. Her tail is cut in two places, so be mindful of that. I had to stitch both spots. Here and here.” She pointed, but he couldn’t see the wounds through the thick wad of bandages. “She’ll have a bit of permanent damage from this,” she said softly.
 
   Ryan continued to pet his female, stroking from her head between her ears, across her shoulders to the base of her fractured tail.
 
   “How bad?”
 
   “I’m not sure. Could be something as simple as a crooked tail, some chronic lower back pain in her human form.”
 
   “Or?”
 
   “Or she might have to relearn the use of her tail. There’s no way to tell yet.”
 
   Ryan knew how crucial a cat’s tail was. It wasn’t just a fancy appendage to make them look more regal. The tail helped them balance. It helped them keep direction when they ran. They used it when fighting, playing, and as an indication of feeling. In human terms, it would be akin to losing a big toe or a thumb.
 
   “The trap created a U-like injury where it clamped down, the two lines of the U forming two separate wounds on her tail.” Doc used her fingers to explain. “The upper one, luckily, only separated the cartilage. Painful, but easy to sew back together. It should heal okay barring any nerve damage. The lower one however, fractured a vertebrae. There’s nothing to do for that except let it mend and hope for the best.”
 
   Shit.
 
   “But the mating bond. It can fix this right? I can fix this.”
 
   Doc gave him a sad curve of her lips. “I’m a straight-shooter, Ryan. I won’t give you false hope. A lot of time has been lost here. More than twelve hours. And… if what Beth told me is right, you didn’t even know Layna was your mate. That means the bond is weak. A weak bond has less power.”
 
   She was saying it carefully, but he caught her drift. If he’d been here, instead of off in Memphis, the chance of Layna healing would be better.
 
   “This is my fault,” he whispered.
 
   “How can it be? You didn’t know she was yours.”              
 
   Ryan shook his head. “I knew she was mine. I didn’t know I was hers.”
 
   Doc frowned. “Isn’t it the same?”
 
   “No. From the moment I first saw Layna, I was drawn to her. She was the flame and I was the moth. But the feelings weren’t mutual. She has nothing for me, and I was the star burning up as I fell through her atmosphere. So I left, hoping we could both be happy that way.” He dragged his fingers through Layna’s fur, avoiding Doc’s gaze. “I should have stayed. I should have been like a cat, and forced my way into her heart. Or at the very least, kept watch over her. Why didn’t I do that?”
 
   “Because you’re human.”
 
   “No need to remind me of my faults.”
 
   Doc shook her head. “It’s not a fault. You’re human. You’re the best part of us. The part that tempers the animal. If it weren’t for our human side, we’d be feral. Humans aren’t lower than shifters. In fact… I’d give anything to not be torn between the animal in me and the person. To be of one kind instead of two…” She stopped, clamping her mouth shut.
 
   “Layna isn’t of the same opinion.”
 
   “You sure about that?”
 
   Ryan frowned, replaying their exchanges under a different filter.
 
   “Perhaps her denials were for a different reason altogether. Now is your chance to find out. But Ryan, a bit of advice?”
 
   He nodded for her to continue, words getting strangled in his throat.
 
   “Layna is strong and independent and fiercely loyal to the clan. Only she knows her reasons for hiding this bond. But she’s a female cougar. It’s who she is, just like being human is for you. The cat is as much a part of her as the woman. You have to treat her animal like an animal or it won’t recognize your intentions.” She raised an eyebrow. “Get my drift?”
 
   Ryan nodded, staring down at his mate. The female cats were used to pushy males and relationships based on primal need. Love had little to do with it.
 
   If he had to hide away his feelings for her in order to grow their bond, he’d do it. If he had to pretend he only wanted her body, he would. Whatever it took for the cat to know he meant business. He’d take care of her. Heal her. And if it shredded his heart, then so be it.
 
   Doc moved to the door as Ryan pulled Layna into his lap, cradling her gently in his arms. He kissed her head between her pointy ears, nuzzling her thick fur.
 
   “Ryan,” Doc added.
 
   “Hmm?”
 
   “I’m glad you’re back.”
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter Six
 
    
 
   The room was quiet except for the soft crackle of the fire and the breath rushing in and out of her lungs. No, not only her breath. There was another’s. Someone else slept with her, but she was too foggy to care, let alone decipher who it was.
 
   Layna stretched, loving the feel of the soft cotton sheets against her bare skin. Her back ached but it wasn’t bad. She’d been in bed too long probably. But the thought of getting up was too daunting. Especially since she couldn’t even seem to open her eyes. 
 
   The warm pull of sleep beckoned her back to unconsciousness. It was unnatural, the way it swept her under like a wave from the ocean. Something she couldn’t fight. But she didn’t try. It was too soft, too comforting not to succumb.
 
   The next time she woke, the fog had lifted slightly. Enough to remember what had happened to her in the woods, but not enough for her to lift her lids. And still, that sweet sleep called to her with a siren’s song, promising everything would be alright, if she’d just come under its spell.
 
   So she did.
 
   Later—could have been hours or mere minutes—she became aware of the soft snore against her ear. It belonged to whoever shared the room with her. Maybe Doc Davis was keeping watch over her and drifted off. Or Renner. She pictured her brother curled up on the bed next to her like he used to do when they were little and he’d had a nightmare. It brought a giggle past her throat.
 
   Except it came out garbled and slow, sounding more like a toy train with bad batteries.
 
   Layna struggled to open her eyes as the snoring continued, but they refused to obey her brain’s command. But there was another way to get her bearings. Slowly, she drew in a deep breath letting the scents around her seep past the foggy barrier that kept her from coming fully awake.
 
   Fresh. The green of spring and the crisp smell of soap. Or how the evergreens smell when they’re coated in snow.
 
   My mate.
 
   Joy flooded her, liquid and warm in her veins. He came. When she needed him, he came. It was hard to remember everything that happened after the woods, but she knew she was injured. Bad enough to need the help of her mate. And he was here. Ryan was here.
 
   She managed to move her hand, landing somewhere on his body. The warmth radiating from him brought tears to her still closed eyes.
 
   Mine, her cat rumbled weakly.
 
   The snoring stopped abruptly and Layna felt the warm fabric beneath her palm flex. She tried to speak but all that came was a questioning groan.
 
   “Shh,” he murmured, and she felt the bed move. “You’ve shifted. You need water. I’ll get it.” Ryan’s sleep roughened voice skated along her nerves, raising chills. He was really here, and all she wanted was to get closer, feel his warmth seeping into her bones, and tell him how much she’d missed him.
 
   “No,” she managed. Her voice sounded like rocks rubbing together, and she struggled again to open her eyes. Through the blurry slit of her lids, she could tell the room was lit by only the fire. It was too much effort to keep them open. She’d just close them for now. “Where… am I?”
 
   Several seconds passed before he answered. In her hazy state, she could almost imagine the thin hand of a clock ticking in the silence. 
 
   “My bed.”
 
   It was said carefully. As if he wasn’t sure if it would upset her. But there was something in the background he couldn’t hide. An edge that she caught even sleep-drugged. A slight rumble of satisfaction to his voice. He liked her here.
 
   “Good.”
 
   “Good?”
 
   She gave a nod, hoping he saw it, and fumbled her fingers up his chest. She needed closer. Needed to feel him through the fog. And she needed to tell him things. So many things.
 
   “Ryan,” she breathed, gripping his shirt like she had talons, and clumsily rolling to her side. “My Ryan.”
 
   Layna pressed her face to his hard chest and let tears of relief soak into the fabric. The rapid rise and fall of his chest eased her closer with each breath. Carefully, so carefully, his big hand came up to cradle the back of her head.
 
   “I’m sorry,” she croaked. “I fucked up so bad. I…”
 
   “Shh. Don’t.” His mouth was so close to her ear. The heat of his breath was intoxicating, adding to the woozy feeling. 
 
   “I have to. I have to tell you how I feel. How much I’ve wanted you. Want you now. Need you. Fucked up, Ryan. I fucked up.”
 
   “You don’t know what you’re saying right now,” he rasped, his hand continuing to caress her head. “Doc gave you a tranquilizer.”
 
   That explained the fog. The effort it took to open her eyes. The slurred words she couldn’t make clear. But it didn’t change the way she felt right now. Or the fact that she’d felt this way for ages. It only gave her the courage to tell him without reservation.
 
   “You’re mine,” she said, pressing harder against his chest, her fingers digging into his shirt hard enough she might rip it. “Mine. And I should’ve told you, I know. But…” The last part came out on a sob. How could she explain to him that her cougar needed convincing of their match?
 
   “We don’t have to talk about this now. Not while you’re…” His tone was that of a man pulled between hope and desire and disappointment. This wasn’t working. She wasn’t getting her point across.
 
   Be bold.
 
   “I love you, Ryan,” she blurted. “Loved you for so long. My heart breaks again and again when you aren’t around. Even when you’d just leave for a job, even knowing you’d come back in a day’s time. Do you have any idea how many times I wanted to tell you? How many times I wished I was something else just so this could be easier? How much I regret choosing my clan over us? So many damn regrets, I can’t get away from them—”
 
   “Stop.” His arms had tightened around her, his fingers digging into her flesh. His angry voice was tempered, but it still lashed her raw, drawing more tears for her to regret later. “You don’t mean any of that. I know my Layna, and this is not her.”
 
   Her cougar winced inside. Was he giving up again? Not fighting for them when she most needed him to. It sobered her some. Would he leave when she was healed? She was willing to chase him to the ends of the world, but was he really done with her and their clan?
 
   “You don’t know shit. Because I haven’t let you.”
 
   Ryan stiffened. “Is that what you think? That I don’t know the female I’ve watched and wanted for four damn years? Who I worked to be good enough for? Who I gave up in order to make happy?” He let out a sad laugh. “Baby, letting me had nothing to do with it. You might have hidden our mating but you didn’t hide yourself, and if you think I don’t know all about you, you’re dead fucking wrong.”
 
   His bold words were like a shot of ice water to her blurry mind, shocking all her brain cells into function. The tranquilizer was wearing off faster than it had even taken affect, bringing everything into stark clarity.
 
   Ryan was here. He knew her secret. Her tail was fucked up—the way Doc’s face was going to be when Layna got a hold of her for the tranq. Goddamn it.
 
   But more prominent than the anger and frustration she felt, was relief. Sheer relief that he had stayed. And that she’d gotten out the most important words before she was able to censor herself.
 
   She loved him. He didn’t believe it now, but she’d prove it somehow.
 
   Still pressed tight against Ryan’s chest, Layna tried to steady her breathing. Tried to focus on how to get through to him while her cat reveled in the dominance he threw off in that moment. Her animal lapped it up like warm milk on a cold night. Starved for it.
 
   Slowly his hand slid from her head, down her spine, coming to rest on the small dip of her waist just above her ass. He spread his fingers wide, spanning the area as if to touch as much as possible at once. The spot was tender but his touch soothed it.
 
   “Does it hurt?” he husked.
 
   “A little. But it’s better when you touch it.”
 
   There was no open wound since her tail didn’t exist in this form. There was only the internal damage that would be harder to heal because she’d shifted.
 
   Ryan gently rubbed the area and she could feel the soft working of their bond. It was weak but growing, and it was enough to take the immediate pain away, drawing a moan from her.
 
   “Better?” he whispered.
 
   “Yes. Thank you.” Her voice trembled and she wasn’t sure if it was an effect of the drugs or of him.
 
   He continued gently massaging her lower back, moving toward her hip with his strong hands. Every sure touch relaxed her more, taking the pain and stiffness away little by little.
 
   She became aware of just how tightly she was pressed to his body when a hard bulge formed between them near her waist.
 
   Layna swallowed, breathing shallow to avoid the change in his scent. If she was to smell his arousal, her cat would go crazy for it, and she wasn’t sure they were ready for that yet. Not with so much still unsettled between them.
 
   Ryan’s hand moved lower, his middle finger teasing at the crack of her bare ass. Layna held very still, afraid to break this exploratory connection whatever it was. The rise and fall of his chest became quicker against her forehead, and her fingers gripped his shirt even tighter, her claws peeking out to find a bit of skin beneath the fabric.
 
   He gasped, moving down to cup her ass cheek, softly caressing the skin first before squeezing in a punishing grip. His calloused fingers were a stark contrast to her smooth backside and his delicious roughness made her squirm in delight. 
 
   “Yesss.” The word escaped her on a long hiss.
 
   His fingers slid around her curves, playing where the two cheeks met, going lower and lower until he found the opening of her pussy. There he paused, almost seeming surprised at the abundant wetness.
 
   Layna, writhed against the bulge protruding from his jean clad hips, and it grew impossibly harder. Breathing only through her mouth, she pressed her lips to the fabric of his t-shirt, feeling the hard ridge of muscle beneath. She wanted to bite it. Nibble her way up his chest to his neck, nip along his jaw, and finally that pouty bottom lip she’d had fantasies about.
 
   Tentatively he slipped his finger up and down along her folds, learning the part of her she’d kept to herself for so long. His touch was soft at first, growing more insistent with every pass until he slowly pushed inside.
 
   Layna gasped, and with the intake of air came her mate’s aroused scent. It flooded her brain, a smell she’d forever be chasing, striving to recreate, to satisfy. Her cougar growled in appreciation. He was delicious like this, dark and sultry and so masculine she wanted to rub herself all over him. Mark him up with her own scent.
 
   “Fuck,” he uttered, trembling and breathless. He was shaken by this. Affected. Maybe even as much as she was.
 
   Achingly slow, he withdrew his finger and plunged back in, making her whimper at the sweet sensation. With his other hand, he pressed her head closer to his chest as if wanting her to hold still, but it was impossible. To finally be sharing an intimate moment with him was just too much. She wanted to make it last forever, wanted to go further. 
 
   She could prove her love like this. Why hadn’t she thought of it before? She could make love to him, satisfy him so thoroughly he couldn’t doubt her no matter what sort of ugly denial she’d dealt him in the past.
 
   But before she could unclaw her fingers from his shirt, he increased his rhythm between her legs and added a second finger while a third danced along her clit.
 
   Layna’s mind reeled. Every push inside had her gasping as their bond grew even stronger. Did he feel it? That magical connection that linked them together as a pair? It felt like finally coming home after a long trip. Falling into your own bed and knowing you were exactly where you were meant to be. It felt like a necessary anchor when your ship is tossed in a storm. It was so vital she couldn’t imagine going back to not feeling it.
 
   Goddamn it, she needed him so badly. Her human. Her male, with his adoring eyes and constant concern for her. Could her cougar see how much they needed him?
 
   Yes, the cat purred.
 
   “Ryan,” she moaned, needing more, wanting to touch him but unable to move.
 
   “Shh. I won’t stop.” His voice was broken, pained in a way she couldn’t understand with the pleasure she felt through the bond. “I won’t stop. Don’t ask me to. Just… don’t,” he ground out, keeping that steady rhythm that had her climbing closer and closer to orgasm.
 
   Her teeth closed down on his hard chest, careful not to break through the barrier of his shirt. She just needed to do something to him, to let him know how powerful this felt. He hissed, and increased the pressure between her legs. Two more thrusts and she’d fly over the edge.
 
   “Come for me, Layna,” he rumbled in her ear.
 
   Make that one more thrust.
 
   With his desperate words, she was done for. Her body locked up, muscles spasming as her release rocked her core. Tears of relief painted her lashes once again. Her moans were muffled as his grip on her scalp tightened.
 
   Something fierce and primal came over her as his fingers gentled, bringing her down from the blissful peak. Her male, satisfying her, giving her pleasure as if he’d waited a lifetime for this moment… it was enough to solidify any decision she’d made in the woods. 
 
   They were meant to be, and she would fight for them. If Ryan couldn’t keep fighting, then she would. She’d be the fierce defender of their love. Make up for all the pain she’d caused him. Make up for all the times she’d chosen her clan over her strong and able human. 
 
   Her precious human. 
 
   She’d never give him up. 
 
   Never.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter Seven
 
    
 
   Ryan struggled to catch his breath, but having enough air to keep his mind from bailing felt like a lofty goal. As far out of reach as Layna had been for all this time. An impossibility.
 
   She wasn’t so far out of reach now.
 
   He pushed inside her once again, slow and gentle, imagining it was his cock instead of his fingers. Imagining she let him take her like a real mate. Imagining she truly wanted him like that and not because of the drugs or the need to heal.
 
   It felt like a dream, yet he knew he was awake.
 
   A familiar ache bloomed in his chest.
 
   Her words, her declaration. It was bittersweet. A poison for his soul because he’d needed to hear them for so long yet he knew they weren’t true. They were drug-induced. What was real was the goodbye kiss underneath the mistletoe. Or the way she kept him at a friendly distance day in and day out. That was the truth of them. Their reality. 
 
   She’d never let him touch her like this if she wasn’t so in need of the bond that would heal her. And it was growing. He could feel it, this connection to her that was more beautiful than any sunset. It was everything he’d ever wanted from her. Security. Assurance that she was his. A chance to prove himself. To show her how good he could love her. How devoted he’d be.
 
   The bond was all that, wrapped up in one powerful fated emotion. 
 
   So he wouldn’t feel bad about what he’d just done to her. He couldn’t. He was caring for his woman the only way he knew how, giving her what she needed to get better. He’d never regret that. Not even when she broke him for good. Because that’s what this bond was doing to him. Ruining him for any other woman. Promising him a lonely future. Because after this… and maybe it’d always been this way… there’d be no room in his heart for anyone but his cougar.
 
   Trembling, he kissed her head, and carefully eased his fingers from between her legs. He said a quick prayer that she wouldn’t speak. He didn’t want her to regret anything either. He just needed to grow their bond like Doc said. He needed Layna to be whole again.
 
   He felt her release her grip on his shirt. Slowly, her hand crept lower toward his belt, but he grabbed it, locking it in the tight space between them.
 
   “Sleep,” he rasped.
 
   Several breaths passed before she answered, sounding shy. “Let me touch you.” He’d never heard her sound like that. Layna had the confidence of an entire army of warriors.
 
   He kissed her hair again, rubbing the silky strands against his lips. 
 
   Her soft hands on him sounded like heaven, and made him so hard, he felt pain. But he couldn’t let her.
 
   “No.”
 
   “But… you need it.”
 
   “Layna…”
 
   She lifted her head to find his eyes, and he struggled not to glance away. It was so damn hard to look at her now, knowing none of this would matter in a few days. Not to her anyway.
 
   “I want to satisfy my mate’s needs,” she whispered.
 
   Ryan closed his eyes, unable to bear it another second. This wasn’t her. It was her cat maybe. Or the tranq. Or gratitude. Or the fastest way she could think of to grow the bond. But it wasn’t her.
 
   And he wanted her.
 
   “No,” he murmured, determined. “I’ll take nothing from you right now. Not while your wounds are so fresh. When you’ve healed, then we’ll straighten things out between us. But right now, all I want is for you to be well. Now sleep.”
 
   Hesitantly, she laid her head back on his chest.
 
   “Okay,” she said quietly. “I’ll do whatever you want. But Ryan?”
 
   “Hm?”
 
   “Please stay. Don’t leave again. Just… don’t go.”
 
   He swallowed the lump in his throat, pushing the pain down as far as it would go. “Sleep, my Layna.”
 
   He listened as her breathing steadied and she succumbed to healing rest. Hours passed before he was able to follow her under, but finally the pull of sleep claimed him. 
 
   ***
 
   The blinds did their job shielding the rest of the room from the early morning sun. It had taken Ryan a whole year to get them just right so the cracks didn’t land on his bed, and luckily no one had messed with them in the week he’d been gone.
 
   He was warm even with his jean-clad legs halfway out from under the covers, his woman’s body molded to his side as if there was no other way to sleep. His bed would never be the same.
 
   It took a few seconds for his brain to catch up to everything that had happened overnight, and when it did, his eyes came open, hoping to catch Layna before she woke. Watching her sleep was comforting to him.
 
   But he was too late. Her big emerald eyes stared back at him, unreadable. Clear and knowing. Like they could see inside his thoughts. The tranquilizer was gone from her system, and not even sleep seemed to cloud her mind this morning.
 
   And hell, was she beautiful in the morning. Just as he always knew she would be. The harsh features that made her daily sarcasm so successful were softened by sleep. Her full lips didn’t smirk. Her hair was messy and spread out all over his pillows. It was a private view of her no one but him had the privilege of witnessing. Just like her tears last night, and it made his heart soar only to crash again.
 
   When would this loop of hope and reality stop? Ever?
 
   He should get up, find Doc for an exam. Get Layna water, food. Anything but lay there with her naked body so close and her scent on his hand and her damn endless eyes reading him.
 
   But he stayed exactly as he was. Bonding. Because he wanted it and she needed it.
 
   Treat her like a female cat. Doc’s word of advice came back to him, and the song What’s Love Got To Do With It flitted across his mind in an ironic jab.
 
   “How do you feel?”
 
   Ryan watched her throat work down a swallow. “Stronger.”
 
   “Does your back hurt?”
 
   Layna shook her head. “I suspect most of the damage won’t show in my human form. I won’t know how much I’ve healed until I shift.”
 
   “Doc says our bond might not be strong enough to fix the damage.”
 
   Her brow furrowed until a tiny line formed above her nose. In an instant, he could feel anger rolling off her, replacing the stillness between them. “You know what, fuck that. Doc doesn’t know shit about us. No one does. She can go fuck herself—”
 
   He pressed his lips against hers, stopping her tirade before she got even more riled. It did more than shut her up though. It took the wind right out of her sails and made her soft and pliable again. She was the Layna from last night but without the fog of the tranq. And it made him wonder, was this the female he’d admired all these years when her defenses were down? Was this what an exposed Layna was like, opening herself up to him? Or was this still just about recovering.
 
   Sweeping his tongue along the opening of her lips, he relished the plush feel, and when she opened, he dove inside, tasting every hot inch of her mouth. His heart pounded in his chest wanting out. He’d hand it right to her if he could. It was hers anyway. After this, he’d never kiss another. 
 
   Her tongue danced with his this time, in a careful, searching waltz. As if she was memorizing every moment of the kiss, every move that kept them joined. As if she’d want to recreate it in the future.
 
   Ryan pulled back to stare into her eyes, shocked by what he saw there. Tears. Big, bulging tears that threatened to overspill her lids. He wanted to rage against them. Wipe them from her cheeks and learn where they came from so he could make sure they never surfaced again.
 
   His woman crying ripped a fucking hole in his chest.
 
   But this was Layna. She’d never want to seem weak. She’d want him to ignore the tears, pretend she hadn’t broke.
 
   “You have such a dirty mouth,” he murmured in appreciation.
 
   “You’ve always known that,” she defended, her bottom lip jutting in defiance. “You never seemed to mind.”
 
   “Yes, but I never got to taste it.”
 
   She eyed him, her teeth coming down on that lip. Damn it, she was sexy like that. 
 
   “What’s it taste like?”
 
   “It’s downright filthy. Makes me want to lick it clean.”
 
   He watched as her eyes grew wide, the tears forgotten, and he swooped in for another hot kiss. Layna’s fingers tangled in his hair as their mouth’s clashed, urgent and needy and wet. Pushing her back against the bed, Ryan rose up to straddle her waist.
 
   Somehow, he broke away from her mouth long enough to rip his shirt over his head. Tossing it aside, he found her lips again, sucking the bottom one until she released a little moan.
 
   God, the sounds she made. They were the sweetest candy for his ears.
 
   “But Doc’s not wrong is she?” he breathed against her jaw between kisses. “Our connection is weak.”
 
   “It’s stronger now,” she defended.
 
   He nipped the curve between her neck and shoulder before licking a path up to her ear. Pulling the lobe between his lips, he sucked it. “And I know how to make it stronger.”
 
   Leaning back on his knees, he let his gaze roam her naked body. She seemed to like his perusal as he swept from her beautiful eyes to her mouth that drove him crazy, and lower until he landed on her full dark-tipped breasts. They were perfect. More than a handful, and needing his mouth on them so badly.
 
   His erection pushed painfully against the zipper of his jeans.
 
   Ryan swallowed hard. He wanted them to be his. He wanted all of her to be his. And forever. But right now, this was about something else.
 
   “You’re beautiful, Layna. So fucking beautiful it’s hard to breathe.” Shit. Could he do this? Could he do it without losing a piece of his soul?
 
   She frowned, and it seemed out of place with the rest of her. The sex-kitten shouldn’t look so disturbed when he was about to make love to her.
 
   “Ryan?”
 
   “Yes, love.”
 
   The creases around her eyes softened a touch. “Why do you look so sad?”
 
   He tried to smile. “That obvious, huh?”
 
   This only made her mouth turn down more.
 
   “No worries,” he promised, bending to kiss her again. But she turned her face away.
 
   “You forget. The bond is growing. It means I can feel your emotions. And I can tell when you lie. You can’t hide from me.”
 
   He gazed at her, knowing it was true. He could feel her concern and suspicion almost as if it was his own. This was good. This meant they were making progress. He’d love to prove Doc wrong.
 
   Layna’s soft hand curved around his cheek and it felt so right, he leaned his face into it.
 
   “Tell me why you aren’t happy about our reunion. Is it because I’m damaged now? Or… or is it because I pushed you away too many times without explaining my reasons? Or… I don’t know, Ryan. What is it? I expected your anger. I expected that, but this despair? I don’t understand.”
 
   “It’s none of that.”
 
   “What then?”
 
   “This isn’t what I ever wanted for us.” He shook his head, finding the words to explain. “Forced together by circumstances beyond our control. I wanted the storybook romance for you and me. The kind that lasts forever and you spend Christmases telling grandchildren stories about it. The kind of love they make stupid sappy Facebook posts about. I thought if I was patient, if I gave you time… it could be that way for us. But it didn’t go down like that, and I couldn’t stick around and make you unhappy. It’s why I left. And now we have this thing between us that forces you to need me, when what I want…” He pulled his face away, frustrated with himself and the entire situation. “Goddamn it. What I want is for you to want me.”
 
    
 
   Shit. The words were out there again. And more plain than they’d ever been before. She had the power to crush him right now, but even if she did, he’d still make love to her. He’d still make their bond as solid as he possibly could. Because this was love, and whether she really loved him back didn’t make him feel it any less.
 
   He’d always do what he could to take care of her. He just would. Anything for his Layna.
 
   “I do,” she whispered, those fucking tears filling her eyes again. “Can’t you feel it? I always did, I just didn’t want to hurt my clan by breaking the pact. Instead, I hurt you, and it’s damn near unforgivable. I didn’t realize what a mistake I was making. Blame it on our people’s fucked up traditions or Magic or hell, blame it on me. I can own it. But things have changed now. Our clan is changing, and we can have all the things we’ve wanted. We can have the storybook romance, because damn it, mate, that sounds really fucking nice.”
 
   She reached up, gently guiding his face back to her. That shy look was in her eyes. The one reflected in her voice from the night before. So foreign, but something he was coming to like. This side of her felt like their little secret.
 
   He liked having secrets with her.
 
   “Remember what I said last night?” Her words were only a breath between them. “I’d already decided to come to Memphis and find you when that trap got me. I love you. It’s right here.” Her palm landed carefully on his chest where his heart was. “Can’t you feel it? With our bond, can you feel it? I can feel yours. Your love feels like the kiss of sun on a cold December day, reminding me there’s always a warm place to come home to.”
 
   The confession, spoken with such conviction, such reverence… it threatened to bring him to his knees. Did his female really love him? His eyes darted away so she wouldn’t see the fear there.
 
   “Your love feels like strong arms wrapping me up tight to shield me from the world. It feels like a promise to never leave. It feels like a butterfly trapped in my belly, because it scares me a little, but excites me more. It’s always been that way. Scary but exciting.”
 
   He brought his gaze back to her, and saw nothing but truth in her eyes.
 
   “Yeah?” He fingered her cheek, loving the silky skin there.
 
   “Yeah.”
 
   Scary but exciting. Like an adventure waiting to happen.
 
   Something built in his chest. Something explosive and wonderful. The bond. And the more she talked, the more he could feel exactly what she described, even if it seemed impossible.
 
   “You love me.”
 
   She nodded, giving him a watery smile. “And you love me. I know because you were willing to sacrifice your feelings in order to make me better. Willing to help me heal whether or not you received anything in return.”
 
   Ryan pressed his forehead to hers and let their new reality sink in. This was happening. This was true.
 
   “I feel it,” he breathed. And it felt so good he had to bite his cheek to keep tears from his eyes. Because no fucking way were they both going to cry.
 
   Layna clung to him with her arms tight around his neck, and he pulled back to stare into her eyes. “You’re mine?”
 
   She nodded, letting the wetness roll down her cheeks. “I will be forever. Like you said. Christmases and grandchildren and Facebook posts.”
 
   “My Layna.” It sounded different now. Realer. And it made him want to fly. Climb a mountain and shout it from the top. He wanted everyone to know. His mama—he really should call her—his clan, the people of Weston, Santa fucking-Claus, anyone who would listen.
 
   “My Ryan.”
 
   And, oh. That sounded perfect too. He belonged to her, body, heart, mind, and soul.
 
   He bent, capturing her lips and kissed her hard, promising their future would be legendary. Brushing his mouth over her jaw, he worked his way lower, sucking the tender skin of her neck and leaving a trail of tortured pink along the column of her throat.
 
   His hands were callused and rough, but he hoped they weren’t too hard for her because he planned on touching her everywhere starting with the soft tits that pressed into his chest.
 
   Ryan swept his fingers up her hip, over her toned waist, finding home on one precious mound. He squeezed, her nipple pebbling against his palm while she let out a satisfied moan. He grinned against her other breast. Pulling these sounds from her would never grow old.
 
   With his tongue, he traced a circle around her nipple, looking up to see her watching him. Her eyes were pleasure-glazed and intent on his next move. 
 
   Exactly how he wanted her.
 
   Eyes still locked on hers, he took the tightened bud into his mouth, sucking and rolling it against his tongue. She rewarded him with another gasp and her hands raking his hair.
 
   Fuck. He didn’t know if he could keep going slow.
 
   Desperately, her nails clawed a path down his neck and over his shoulder while he lapped at her sensitive nipples. He was lost in her body, loving her taste, her feel, her smell…
 
   So when she let out a violent hiss followed by a snarled, “What the fuck?” Ryan was completely thrown.
 
   His gaze flew to her face and what he saw there both turned him on and gave him pause.
 
   Layna’s cougar was close to the surface, her eyes flickering from cat to human, slightly glowing with the power of her shifter.
 
   Hot as fuck. 
 
   But what had him worried was the way she glared at him accusingly. Fuming. Like she was about to eat him, and not in a good way.
 
   “Who marked you?” 
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter Eight
 
    
 
   Ryan’s lusty mouth frowned and he looked utterly confused, but Layna had no time for that. Not when her cougar was clawing her to shreds with jealousy. Someone had given her male a mating mark, and damn it, when she found out who, there was going to be a fight.
 
   He was hers. No one else’s. And no mark would change it.
 
   Her stomach curled and she shook with despair. He’d been with another in the clan. How could they come back from this? How could she trust him? Sure, it was before they were a couple, but… one of her clan. The idea that another of their females knew what it was like to be taken by him… it was unbearable.
 
   “What are you talking about?” He sat back on his knees, rubbing at his sternum. No doubt he could feel her panic and disappointment through their connection.
 
   The bond. At least there was no bond with another. There couldn’t be if his bond was with her.
 
   “Someone marked your shoulder,” she accused, the words tasting like bile.
 
   “Oh, that.” His shoulders sagged as if bleeding his tension. He looked so relieved she wanted to punch him.
 
   “Was it Doc? I will cut a bitch. Bailey? Who? You better tell me right now, Ryan, or so help me god, I’ll—”
 
   “Mason,” he rushed out. “It was Mason.”
 
   Layna’s jaw snapped shut in surprise. That wasn’t a name she anticipated coming out of his mouth.
 
   “Mason?”
 
   A slow smile curved Ryan’s lips, and he looked like he wanted to laugh. “Yeah, Mason.”
 
   Layna narrowed her eyes. “He gave you his mating mark?”
 
   That wiped the grin from his face faster than a windshield wiper and a squashed bug. 
 
   “What? No. God, no. This was an accident,” he said, gesturing to the mostly healed claw mark on his arm.
 
   Layna sat up, raking her hands through her hair. “An accident? Explain.”
 
   “We were sparring and he couldn’t handle my trash talk. His claws slipped out, and he got my arm.” Ryan shrugged. “It was no big deal.”
 
   She shook her head. This didn’t make any sense. Mason was the most controlled of all the Ouachita cats. He never lost his temper. He was zen to the nth degree. His claws didn’t slip out.
 
   “No way,” she argued. “First, we don’t just accidently claw people. Not that deep and not in the place where mating marks are usually found. And second, are you telling me Mason lost his temper? Mason? The calmest of us all?”
 
   Ryan frowned, crossing his arms and making his biceps bulge. Damn, her man was built. 
 
   “If it wasn’t an accident, then why?”
 
   “I don’t know. It doesn’t make sense.”
 
   Layna rose up on her knees and leaned forward, bracing her hands on his arms. Bringing her nose to the claw marks, she pulled in a deep breath. There was nothing but Ryan’s scent and their mixed arousal.
 
   “That’s really fucking hot, you know. You smelling me.”
 
   She rubbed her nose on the smooth, taut skin that covered well-cut muscle. And then her cheek, letting the feel of him calm her cat.
 
   The mark wasn’t what she thought. She didn’t know what it meant, but it wasn’t a claiming.
 
   “So… just to be clear, you weren’t with any other females?”
 
   His face softened and the corner of his mouth turned upward. “No, baby. There’s only been you since I moved to the lodge. You got in my heart and the idea of being with anyone else just wasn’t right.”
 
   “Yeah?” She was so relieved she felt like a leaf shaking in the breeze.
 
   “Yeah,” he husked, reaching forward and catching her chin between his thumb and finger.
 
   Closing the distance between them, his lips had barely grazed hers when a knock on the door had them jerking apart.
 
   Ryan groaned, resting his forehead to hers, and she mirrored his frustration.
 
   “Not now,” he growled.
 
   “It can’t wait.” Magic’s voice rumbled through the thick wood of the door.
 
   “Shit,” Ryan cursed, dragging a hand through his hair.
 
   “Go away, Magic,” she called over her shoulder.
 
   “I should probably talk to him.” The guilty look on Ryan’s face caught Layna’s attention. “We… uh… I kind of… punched him when I got here.”
 
   Her eyebrows shot up. “You did?”
 
   His shoulders jacked up and his chin jutted stubbornly. “I had to. He wouldn’t let me see you.”
 
   “You punched our leader because he wouldn’t let you see me?”
 
   “Yeah. I did. And I’m not sorry. So if you’re gonna be mad at me—”
 
   She cut him off with a hard kiss.
 
   She wasn’t mad. And chances were Magic wasn’t either. It might seem like a small thing, but Ryan fighting to see her was exactly the perfect reaction. No dominant male would let anyone stand between him and his female. Even if that meant going head to head with the alpha.
 
   Magic’s muffled voice interrupted their kiss. “Look, it isn’t about the damn scuffle in the parking lot okay? Gash is here with me and we have some important information you both need to hear.”
 
   Ryan sighed. “Yeah, okay. Give us a minute.”
 
   Crawling from the bed, he jerked his t-shirt back over his head and then looked at Layna, his eyes combing over her bare body.
 
   “Shit,” he muttered. “No clothes. I left all my stuff in Memphis.” He looked around the room and retrieved his sweatshirt from the floor, tossing it to her. “Put this on.”
 
   She stood and slipped it over her head, pulling it down to try and cover her ass. Ryan eyed her hips where the shirt fell just below her cheeks, and he shook his head, his nostrils flaring.
 
   “Hell nope. Not even close to good enough. Climb back in bed.”
 
   She did as he said, pulling the sheet over her legs. He started for the door, but then doubled back, yanking the thick quilt up over the sheet and tucking it around her hips.
 
   “There.”
 
   Layna hid a smirk. 
 
   Ryan stalked to the door and swung it open, letting Magic and Gash through. But they both stopped short upon entering.
 
   “Fuck,” Gash hissed, glancing down at his waist.
 
   “Oh hell,” Magic said, rolling his eyes. “This is what you get when you’re dealing with a human. Open a window for fuck’s sake, before Gash has to start humping a chair.”
 
   Layna covered her face. How could she have forgotten. “The arousal,” she explained. “They scent the arousal.”
 
   She peeked through her fingers to watch Ryan’s face as realization set in. His jaw went tight as he glared daggers at Gash. 
 
   “Don’t breathe,” he growled, and then rushed to throw open the window.
 
   “Oh. Yeah,” the cat sneered, the scar on his face twisting. “‘Cause I don’t need air or anything.” But he was careful to keep his distance and gaze away from Layna.
 
   “Let’s just get this over with quickly,” Magic grumbled. He looked back and forth between Layna and Ryan. “Gash has been investigating the source of the trap to try and give us an indication as to who set it. In the race to patch Layna up, I don’t think anyone really grasped how odd it was for hunters to be in the woods this time of year. Hunting season is over for anything legal. So that means we’re either dealing with poachers…” He eyed Gash. “Or something else.”
 
   “Something else?” Ryan crossed his arms in that way that made Layna notice all the fine details of his body. There were so many ridges she wanted to lick and bite.
 
   Gash nodded gravely.
 
   “Go on,” Magic urged. “Time to go all in with your clan. We’ll have your back, man.”
 
   Gash’s expression was troubled. Deep grooves marred his brow and his eyes flashed with the evidence of his Beast. “I would just leave, and spare the clan the trouble, if it wasn’t for…” He shook his head, clearly not ready to explain further. “It’s dangerous if I go, and dangerous if I stay.”
 
   “You’ll stay,” Magic said, his hands hooking on his hips. “You’re an asset to us, and even if you weren’t, you belong here. You’re one of us. Now tell them what’s going down so we can alert the others.”
 
   Gash nodded, the troubled look still firmly on his face. “I have a bounty on my head,” he said darkly. “I thought I’d laid low long enough, but it looks like they’ve found me.”
 
   “A bounty.” Layna frowned. “What the hell. It isn’t like we live in the wild west. What’d you do, skip out on some credit card payments or something? Are we talking a Dog The Bounty Hunter situation here, or what?”
 
   Gash shook his head. “A shadow clan. I used to belong to them. Did a lot of shitty things I’m not proud of. I didn’t like it, being shitty. It’s just all I’d ever known. I was born into it. But I started having these… dreams. Not like, hopes, but real dreams that happen when you sleep. And in them, I saw my mate. To cut a long story short, there were two versions of this dream. One where she lives.” He squeezed his eyes closed, his head lowering to the floor. “And one where she dies.”
 
   “Shit,” Ryan murmured. 
 
   “They felt prophetic. Like fate was telling me this was my chance to change my future. To clean up my act and find a way to make sure my mate lived. So I decided to do just that. But like any gang, a shadow clan isn’t easy to break free of. Especially when they’re family.”
 
   “What’s a shadow clan?” Ryan asked. “I’ve never heard you guys talk about one.”
 
   “It’s a lawless clan,” Layna explained. “The one-percenters of the shifter world. There aren’t any in Arkansas, but other places around the country they thrive. Not all shifters are friendly. Some like to use humans as chew toys.”
 
   Ryan raised an eyebrow.
 
   “And not in a sexy way,” she added.
 
   Magic scrunched up his face. “God. You guys really need to fuck already.”
 
   “Tell me about it,” Ryan muttered.
 
   Layna shushed them with a wave of her hand. “So, how do you know the trap was set by them?”
 
   “The clan I ran with was out of Memphis. We worked in conjunction with a wolf pack, mostly supporting a small time mob boss who wanted to make Tunica his bitch. As long as we did his dirty work and left the casino alone, we owned the city and half of the state of Tennessee along with it. There was a lot of money to be had, besides the power trip. But the clan and the pack owned businesses, a cover. To seem legal. The initials of one of those businesses was etched into the teeth of the trap you found in the woods. ACWM.”
 
   “Alley Cat Waste Management.” Ryan’s voice took on a dead tone as Gash flipped his gaze to him. “I met a man named Felix. He was working with my boss, Trent. He owned Alley Cat Waste Management, and he picked up that’d I’d been around werecats the moment we met.”
 
   “Yeah,” Gash confirmed. “Felix is the prez. He’s a bad motherfucker. You got out of there right in time.”
 
   “Why do I feel like it was a little too timely,” Magic mused. “You think they found you by tracking Ryan? It surely wasn’t a secret where he’d lived before transferring to Memphis.”
 
   But something else niggled at Layna’s memory. 
 
   “No.” She shook her head, feeling a chill roll up her spine. “This was my fault.”
 
   All three males frowned in her direction.
 
   “Someone called looking for you,” she told Gash. “Said he was a friend but he sounded skeevy as fuck. I was trying to patch him through to your office but when he found out you worked for us, he said he’d reach out to you soon.”
 
   “Well shit,” Gash muttered.
 
   “I didn’t think anything of it. I was going to tell you, but I completely forgot about it until now.”
 
   “Well, this is them reaching out. I should have warned you all about my past before anything like this could happen. All I know for sure is, this is a warning. They’re giving me a chance to go willingly without a fight. But if I don’t… they’re coming for me. And as you can see, they don’t give a shit about hurting civilians.”
 
   Layna scowled. Those cowardly bastards.
 
   “So what are we going to do about them?” Ryan growled low. 
 
   Her mate was angry. Maybe even vengeful. As was his right. But there was no place for revenge this time of the year. It was the season of giving and love. It was the season of new beginnings and hope. 
 
   Let Santa come first. Let those New Year bells ring, and then it would be on like magic on a unicorn.
 
   “First, we tell the others. Put everyone on alert. Then we wait. Business as usual for our guests. And in the meantime… we prepare. We guard our boundaries, our people. Protect our clan, our mates, and young. At any cost.” Magic’s lips curved into a maniacal grin and his panther eyes flashed forward. “Shit’s about to get really real.”
 
   “Yeah.” Ryan nodded slowly, his shoulders hardening with his protective instincts. He glanced at Layna and his expression was a bone deep promise that made her insides jelly. She was so fucking proud to call him hers. “Really fucking real.”
 
   He stuck his fist out, tapping it against Magic’s and then Gash’s.
 
   Christmastime was the season of light, and she was a firm believer that light always conquered the darkness. She had every ounce of faith in her people. 
 
   There was no way the shadows would touch them.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter Nine
 
    
 
   Ryan combed his fingers through Layna’s thick coat of fur. He thought it was too soon, but she’d insisted he take her out to the woods so she could shift and check out the damage to her tail herself. Doc asked her some doctorly questions and decided it wouldn’t hurt. She’d even seemed a little impressed by the quick progress of Layna’s healing.
 
   So, take that Doc. A Christmas miracle. Ryan smirked. 
 
   Maybe he and Layna’s bond had been building all this time and he just didn’t realize it. Whatever the case, he was happy his woman wasn’t in any pain, and he hoped like hell when she tried to walk in a minute, she didn’t hobble over.
 
   She rubbed her face against his neck, her purr rumbling the silence of the forest. They hadn’t ventured far even though Gash and Renner had swept the area looking for other traps. Just far enough none of the humans would see her.
 
   Her rough tongue darted out to lick his jaw and he groaned.
 
   “You keep that up, and I’ll carry you straight to our cabin. We’ll save this for another day.”
 
   She nipped his jaw in response.
 
   “Lemme see that beautiful tail.”
 
   He eased to the side to examine her wounds. Two harsh pink lines showed through the area where Doc had shaved away Layna’s fur. But the stitches were already gone, and there was no sign of the wound opening again. It looked better than he’d expected.
 
   For the hundredth time since talking with Gash and Magic, a hot flash of anger worked its way up his throat. That bastard Felix and his shadow clan. They’d done this to her. They’d pay for it too.
 
   Layna growled softly. She didn’t want him thinking about it. She’d informed him earlier that those cats couldn’t be allowed to put a damper on what was sure to be the best Christmas of her lifetime.
 
   “Yeah, I know,” he murmured, leaning down to kiss her head. “Now try to straighten your tail.”
 
   It was bent slightly at the second wound. It was noticeable, but there was still swelling to go down. It would probably get better.
 
   Her hips flexed and she let out a hiss. 
 
   “Not yet, huh?” He fingered one of her ears, rubbing the tip in a circular motion. “Okay, baby. Are you ready? Let’s do this.”
 
   He stepped back, giving her room to maneuver.
 
   “See what you can do.”
 
   Tentatively, she took a step forward. Wobbly, but determined to go farther. Just like his Layna. His sassy little sweetheart with a dirty mouth.
 
   His grin split his face and she seemed to scowl.
 
   “What?” he asked, watching her take another off-balance step. “You’re sexy like that. All focused and determined to get what you want.”
 
   Her eyes narrowed and she licked her lips, looking like she wanted to eat him. In a good way.
 
   With a quick move, he yanked his shirt off and took two steps back.
 
   “Incentive,” he said, when her feline gaze combed over his shoulders and chest.
 
   More steady this time, she took two careful steps toward him as he slowly unbuckled his belt and stepped backward.
 
   Again, she moved forward, her tail finding new ways to balance her until she barely swayed.
 
   “What else shook I take off, my Layna? These jeans? It’s pretty damn cold out here, so you’ll have to make it worth it.”
 
   She gave him a sexy growl and his cock went rock hard. He’d been so strung for her between last night and this morning, he wasn’t sure how he’d make it through without being a one pump chump. Maybe the cold would help.
 
   He dropped his jeans, kicking them and his boots off at the same time, and then stepping backward again.
 
   His cougar’s eyes widened at the sight of him almost bare. In all their close encounters, she hadn’t seen his body. He’d only seen hers.
 
   That was about to change. Just a couple more steps.
 
   Ryan dragged his hand down his rippled eight-pack abs, and tucked his thumb under the waistband of his boxer briefs. “Almost there, baby,” he husked. 
 
   Did she even realize she’d walked twenty feet without a single wobble? His woman was going to be just fine. He knew it.
 
   She took two more steps as he edged backward around a rock. 
 
   Achingly slow, he slid his waistband down his hips, letting his erection pop out the top, big and bobbing for her touch.
 
   But he didn’t make it all the way down with his pants because the cougar took a bounding leap, landing with her front paws on his chest, and shifting in the next blink. Her claws retracted to soft human hands and her body, smooth and tender, pressed into him with urgency.
 
   “Got you,” she breathed. “Now what am I going to do with you?”
 
   “Anything you want.” He smacked both palms on her ample ass and squeezed, bringing her even closer for his kiss.
 
   ***
 
   Ryan tasted delicious. Hot and sultry, pushing away the chill of December air. She needed him fully, to be one with him in the purest way. They couldn’t wait any longer. She needed his physical claiming the way she needed her next breath to live.
 
   Mine, her cougar moaned.
 
   She broke their kiss and trailed her mouth down his rough jaw. He had the face of a magazine model, all sharp features with those soft eyes. He melted her. Down his neck, she sucked, earning tortured groans from his lips. Nipping her way lower and lower, she traced every defined abdominal muscle with her tongue, and that ridge that slanted toward his hard erection.
 
   Going to her knees, she was finally there. Right where she wanted to be. Face to groin. 
 
   He gasped as she took him in her hand, finally feeling that part of him that had ached for her body to relieve it. Gently she ran her fingers along his length as he stood there, hips jutting forward, clenching his fists over and over.
 
   “Layna, I—”
 
   She didn’t let him finish. Instead, she took him into her mouth, tasting him for the first time, drawing him all the way to the back of her throat. Her cat purred at his flavor.
 
   His trembling hand brushed her hair from her face. “Baby…”
 
   She met his gaze, swirling her tongue around his tip, and he squeezed his eyes closed as the pleasure flowed through their bond so perfectly.
 
   “Please,” he groaned. “This will be over too fast.”
 
   She sucked hard, releasing him with a soft pop.
 
   “Need to get you home,” he rumbled. “Need to make you mine.”
 
   Layna shook her head. “Can’t wait. Take me right here.”
 
   He pulled her forward, his mouth dropping to her breast. “Our first time can’t be in the woods,” he murmured between nips and licks. “What kind of fairytale goes like that?”
 
   “The kind…” Layna moaned when he took her hard nipple gently between his teeth. “The kind that happens beneath the mistletoe.”
 
   “Hmm?” His hand swept lower, grazing over her tender clit.
 
   “Look up,” she managed. “Mistletoe. In the tree.”
 
   His head tipped back and he squinted.
 
   “It’s meant to be,” she said. “Our first kiss. Our first time.”
 
   His eyes came back to her, hot and needy. “Are you ready for me, mate?” he asked, testing her wetness with his fingers and finding her drenched.
 
   “Fuck yes.”
 
   “Hold on to my shoulders.”
 
   Hands gripping her waist, he lifted her so her legs wrapped around him. It seemed like no effort at all as his biceps flexed to position her poised at the tip of his cock. With a little growl, he pushed into her, barely able to go slow.
 
   Her mouth opened on a silent gasp as her body took him, and a flood of sensation overwhelmed her. She stared into his eyes, wonderstruck at their union. In all her years, she’d never imagined having such a beautiful mating.
 
   “Oh, my Layna, you feel perfect,” he ground out through clenched teeth. “You feel like mine.”
 
   “I am yours,” she whispered, dropping a soft kiss to his mouth.
 
   “Say it again.” He lifted her hips, sliding her along his length, before easing her back down.
 
   “I’m yours.”
 
   “Again,” he breathed, repeating the motion with her hips and making her tremble.
 
   “I’m all yours.” She gripped his shoulders, holding on as they flexed for him to increase the speed.
 
   “More,” he demanded. “I love hearing you say it, baby.”
 
   “I’m yours. I’ll always be yours. Forever. Storybook. Christmases. And Facebook posts. Yours, yours, yours,” she chanted as he continued to thrust into her hard and sure.
 
   Supporting her weight with one arm, he reached up to sweep the hair from her eyes. “Look at me, love. I want to see your face when you come.”
 
   And she was oh so close. He rocked into her another time, and another, his face reddening from his efforts.
 
   “Ryan…” she wailed, but he didn’t relent. He was tossing her off the edge, with only their love as her life preserver.
 
   And damn, what a beautiful ride it was going to be.
 
   “Wish…” A tiny flicker of sadness touched his eyes, but then it was gone. “Wish I could mark you.” He let out a groan loud enough she heard birds flutter away from the sound. “This will have to do.”
 
   The first hot jet of his release hit and she was done for, spasming and gripping him within her.
 
   “Yesss. Yes, mate. So good.”
 
   With this, their bond was complete, the connection between them strong as steel. Something that could never be broken. Her life would end with his. Life mates.
 
   He continued to thrust, slowing his rhythm as his knees went weak and he buried his face against her neck, holding her like she was precious. She held his head, tangling her fingers in his hair and breathing in their mingled scents.
 
   “I can’t believe I finally have you,” he croaked, shuddering.
 
   She smiled against his hair, so blissed out she felt like she was dreaming.
 
   Eventually, he slid out, and set her carefully on the ground. But he didn’t take his arms from around her. He seemed reluctant to let her go.
 
   “I should get you back to my bed so we can continue this.”
 
   “Continue?”
 
   He chuckled. “Oh yes, baby. Do you think I’m finished with you after one glorious encounter? We’re just getting started.”
 
   She laughed, knowing he was right. Their life together was just beginning, and it was going to be glorious. Sure, there would be struggles. There was with any relationship. But she wasn’t worried about her human. He had the heart of a lion.
 
   And it was all hers.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter Ten
 
    
 
   Layna awoke Christmas morning alone. Her cougar came awake with the knowledge that one side of her bed was empty. Usually Ryan was there, in the predawn hours, with his arms tangled around her and his leg tucked between hers. 
 
   Rolling over, she saw he’d stoked the fire in the woodstove of their cabin, but he was nowhere to be seen and there were no sounds coming from the kitchen.
 
   She glanced at his pillow and her eyes caught on a slip of paper. Picking it up, she squinted to read the scrawled words.
 
   My love. You looked so sweet this morning I could hardly leave you. But I have a special surprise for you and I didn’t want to spoil it. Meet me in Gash’s office as soon as you can. I love you, Ryan.
 
   Layna grinned, crushing the note to her chest like a giddy schoolgirl. If any of her clan saw her now she’d be the laughingstock of the lodge. She’d turned into a lovesick lump of goo because of her new mating. Good thing Ryan was good at keeping her mushy side a secret.
 
   In public, she was still a snarky badass that cursed like a sailor.
 
   Quickly, she dressed and loaded up on the four-wheeler, taking the fastest way to the lodge. It was still early. Eagan and Bailey might be in the kitchen, but everyone else would be asleep. Except Ryan. And Gash, since he was a nightowl. She couldn’t imagine what those two were up to. 
 
   In the lobby, she started the Christmas carols playing softly to help put their early morning risers in the Christmas spirit, and then made her way down the corridor to the security office.
 
   She knocked on the door and waited until she heard a sharp, “Yeah.”
 
   Peeking in, she found Ryan grinning from ear to ear while Gash bent over his hand where it rested on the desk. A buzzing filled the room and irritated her feline ears. Reaching up, she scratched her earlobe.
 
   “Hey,” she said, unsure.
 
   Gash looked up. “Well, shut the door, would ya.”
 
   She flipped him the bird and stepped in the room, closing it behind her.
 
   “I’m almost done,” he murmured, and then the buzzing started back up. 
 
   In the cramped quarters, she couldn’t see what he was doing. Especially since his big body covered so much space.
 
   “What is this,” she asked Ryan.
 
   “Well. I’ve been thinking. I’m not a cat so I can’t really mark you as mine. And the human way, well, we do rings. But a ring won’t work for you because the first time you shifted, it’d be lost. Or you’d have to take it off all the time and put it back on when you changed back to human. Kind of inconvenient. But I want people to know you’re taken.” He clenched his jaw, giving her an idea of his frustration. “It’s been rubbing me raw for weeks now. The idea that the males coming in and out of here don’t know you’re mine…”
 
   She rubbed her hand through his hair. “Aww.” She gave him a fake pout. “I’ll tell them if they ask, okay?”
 
   He growled low in his throat and nipped playfully at her hand.
 
   “Be still.” Gash snapped.
 
   Ryan rolled his eyes and sat perfectly still for another few seconds until Gash sat back, and reached for a tube of cream.
 
   “Done,” he said.
 
   Ryan grinned and handed her a small picture of a male lion’s head. “So, here’s what I came up with.”
 
   She stared at it. “I… I don’t get it.”
 
   He pulled his hand away from the desk and held it out to show her. There, on the ring finger of his left hand, Gash had tattooed the face of a female mountain lion. A cougar. One that looked suspiciously like her.
 
   Her eyes went wide. “It’s beautiful.”
 
   “We took it from a picture of you in your cat form.”
 
   She narrowed her gaze at him. “How’d you get a picture of me as a cat?”
 
   “Oh, I’m very sneaky with a camera phone.” He winked. “And now, you’re here in my skin forever. On the finger that means commitment for my kind.”
 
   She chewed her lip, trying like hell not to tear up in front of Gash. “I love it,” she whispered, taking his hand for a closer look. The skin was red and angry, but the art was exquisite. Gash had talent. “Did it hurt?”
 
   Ryan smirked. “No. And even if it did, I wouldn’t admit it. But comparing it to the claws in my arm… let’s just say, no.”
 
   “Pussy,” Gash muttered, but Layna saw the teasing glint in his eye.
 
   “I got some, and you don’t.” Ryan quipped back without missing a beat.
 
   Gash shook his head and started cleaning things with alcohol. “You’re turn, woman.”
 
   “This one’s yours,” Ryan said, gesturing to the male lion picture. “Obviously, it’s not me. Gash drew it freehand. It’s more… symbolic, I guess.”
 
   She bent, kissing him hard on the lips, and pulling back with a smile. “It’s fucking perfect.”
 
   Switching places with him in the chair, Gash readied her hand for the mark. Instinctively, Ryan let his hand fall on her shoulder and slide up to grip the back of her neck in a possessive move. She could have purred, she loved it so much, this dominant side of him.
 
   “Alright, alright, human. I get the vibe you’re throwing off.” Gash shook his head, exasperated. “Must be tough shit watching another male mark your female.”
 
   Layna felt the tick of jealousy through their bond, and pushed her love back at Ryan in return. When his gaze found hers, she winked, reminding him of all the dirty sexy things they’d done last night. Making love in front of the Christmas tree was now on her yearly Christmas to-do list.
 
   She snickered to herself as she recalled how he’d pretty near fucked her clear across the living room. They’d finished up in front of the woodstove instead of the tree.
 
   As the buzzing of the tattoo gun started up, Layna heard Silver Bells playing over Gash’s speakers.
 
   “Huh. I never figured you for the type that liked Christmas music.”
 
   He shrugged one broad shoulder. “Bailey likes it—” He stopped short, pulling the gun back, every muscle in his body tensing as his eyes focused on Layna’s hand. So many seconds ticked by with him frozen like that, she almost asked him if he needed Doc. But then his jaw ticked and he went back to work on her hand. “It’s not really my thing,” he said, gruffly.
 
   Layna looked at Ryan, who shrugged. Gash’s demons weren’t something they could fix on a Christmas morning. But she had a feeling they were coming for them soon.
 
   Time passed while the needle poked Ryan’s mark into her finger. Her skin was raw by the time Gash pulled the gun away, but in its place was the strong face of a lion etched into her ring finger. A representation of her lion-hearted human and her commitment to him. Beautiful and everlasting.
 
   She grinned up at him as he took her hand in his to examine the mark. “Perfect,” he murmured, pulling her from the chair and winding his arms around her. He kissed her finger on the knuckle below the mark, bringing his teeth down gently for a moment before releasing it. 
 
   “Merry Christmas, my Layna.”
 
   “Merry Christmas, my Ryan.”
 
   “Merry Christmas, Gash,” came a high-pitched mocking tone. And then a deeper one. “Merry Christmas, you merrily mated assholes. Now get out of my office before they give me a pipe and call me Scrooge and I have to fuck three Christmas ghosts, or however that story goes. I can’t remember.”
 
   Layna laughed. She laughed so hard, she couldn’t catch her breath. “What did you do, watch the porno version?”
 
   He scrunched his brow. “Maybe? Probably. But seriously. Get out of my office with that shit. I feel my Christmas cookies coming back up.”
 
   Layna laughed some more and Ryan pulled her toward the door. “Thank you, Gash,” she said, sobering.
 
   He gave her a nod, looking uncomfortable with her thanks.
 
   “Thanks, brother,” Ryan added, and Gash’s hard eyes eased a touch.
 
   “Yeah. No problem.” He turned to finish cleaning up. “And… merry fucking Christmas and shit.”
 
   Layna smirked and followed Ryan out the door. She’d follow him anywhere. But hopefully, he was taking her for Eagan’s Christmas morning cinnamon rolls.
 
   “Best Christmas present ever,” she whispered in his ear. 
 
   “Oh, no. I haven’t given you your present yet. That’ll be tonight. And it’ll be right here.” His hand crept between her legs, rubbing.
 
   She sighed. “My sentiment stands. Best fucking Christmas present ever.”
 
   One corner of his mouth slid up. “You and your filthy mouth.”
 
   “You want to lick it clean?”
 
   Ryan growled in appreciation.
 
     “Like a candy cane, baby.”
 
   ***********
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   Next up in the Ouachita Mountain Shifters series…
 
    [image: secretly mated cover.jpg] 
 
   Read on for an exclusive sneak peek of Secretly Mated…
 
    
 
   Doc gasped as a hard male body pushed up behind her, pressing her against the hard ridge of the exam table. Barely gentle hands ghosted over her hips and around to rub her belly, one snaking up to knead her breasts.
 
   “Need. You.” His tone was rough and his breath hot as he rasped against her ear.
 
   “Owyn,” she breathed, surprise and relief mixing into one exhale.
 
   “I missed you so. Fucking. Much,” he breathed against the back of her neck. She heard his deep inhale as he scented her and it made her stomach flutter knowing he needed her scent in his lungs.
 
   “Me too.”
 
   They hardly talked beyond clan duties and randomly in the hall. And when they met for sex. But she knew what he meant. Just the fact that his presence was lacking among the lodge made her miss him fiercely. The idea that there was no chance she’d run into him turning a corner or see him across the room at dinner left her cat feeling lost.
 
   In a quick move, he spun her to face him. His eyes burned with the nearness of his cat as he took in every feature. Then he grabbed her bun, quickly unfurling it to release her hair. His fingers tangled in the strands, pulling her head back until her neck was exposed. His rough, hot tongue licked a trail up the column of her throat, returning to the base and following it up with soft wet kisses. She moaned when he nipped her jaw.
 
   “Shh,” he admonished.
 
   “I know.” 
 
   They had to be quiet. They always had to be quiet. Forever a secret. Even though mating was technically allowed now. She’d been relieved when their leader, Magic, met his one and only. She’d assumed their days of hiding were over, that Owyn would wish to finally mate her.
 
   But he didn’t. It was the same as always. He wanted her for sex, not for life.
 
   And she wouldn’t complain because she wanted him too. But she also wanted more.
 
   After Magic mated, Owyn went to visit Tana and the dogs. He didn’t even tell her he was leaving. The next day, he was just gone.
 
   He pulled back, frowning. “Your scent’s changed.”
 
   Doc shook her head.
 
   “Did you have another while I was gone?”
 
   Shit. The fact that he’d jumped right to that assumption hurt. And told her he’d probably done exactly what he was accusing her of.
 
   “No,” she ground out. “I would never. You know that.”
 
   “Then what is that smell?”
 
   Sadness. The smell was sadness buried so deep she hardly ever admitted it was there. And he didn’t recognize it because what little time they spent together was all about arousal. Arousal cancelled out sadness. Usually.
 
   “It’s nothing.”
 
   His frown deepened to a scowl. “I don’t like it. I want it off of you. I want…” His throat worked around a swallow. “I want you to smell like me.”
 
   But that wasn’t true. Showering immediately after their union was always a requirement. But if she was honest, it was probably her favorite part. Or maybe bittersweet. She loved the tender way he bathed and cared for her; she hated watching his scent go down the drain.
 
   “For just a little while,” she said, hoping he was trying to tell her something different this time.
 
   But he nodded. “For a little while.”
 
   His mouth swooped in to kiss her lips, but she stopped him. She had to know first.
 
   “Did you?” 
 
   The question barely made it past her voice box. If he was with another female it would crush her. She’d be dust in the palm of his hand. They’d made a promise in the beginning. They’d never break the clan’s no-mating pact, and always fulfill their sexual needs with each other. There was no way to know for sure if Owyn had kept his part, but she had.
 
   His eyes narrowed. “If I had, do you think I’d be here right now, needing you so fucking bad I want to kill somebody?”
 
   That wasn’t an answer.
 
   “Just tell me,” she snapped. “I’m a big girl. I can handle it.” 
 
   Those words weren’t true. She could never handle something like that. It was why she’d joined Magic’s clan in the first place.
 
   Owyn fumed. He was strung so tight, he was mentally more animal than man. Whatever was going on with him, he needed a release.
 
   “I’m going to fuck you now, unless you stop me.”
 
   She couldn’t stop him. Oh sure, she could say no, and he’d honor that. Owyn was a good man. But her heart, her body, it bent to his will no matter what. She needed this pairing as much as he did. And inside, her cat wailed for him.
 
   She needed and wanted him just as badly as he did her.
 
   It was their bond. They were secretly mated. Her secret pleasure, her secret torture.
 
   She had one final thought as he prepared her for his body.
 
   What would their secrets do to them before it was all over?
 
   And then she lost herself in her mate’s attention.
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