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        When It Raines, He Purrs

      

      

      Raine Collins has moved beyond her troubling past, and she's come out stronger. Throwing herself into teaching self-defense, she won’t let anyone control her life. At odds with her meddling Gran’s ghost, Raine agrees to meet with a matchmaker. Gran is determined to make sure Raine doesn’t end up alone with one last birthday gift.

      

      Kian Walsh sent his abusive father to prison years ago, too bad the man didn't stay behind bars. Knowing his dad is on parole has Kian's instincts on high alert.  Kian’s built his life around controlling his cougar and the instinct that drives them. Now the overwhelming need to find a mate has him seeking out help.

      

      Kian knows she’s the one, Raine thinks he’s full of crap. With the help of Gerri the matchmaker, maybe Raine and Kian can find love together.  Will Raine’s past stay dead and can Kian come to terms with his cougar?
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      "Scratch their eyes, ladies. Use those nails. Inflict as much damage as you can."

      Raine paced back and forth behind her class. She'd earned a name for herself in self-defense.

      "Now show me how you'd take him down. Get those knees up. Really punch those bags, picture the face of your ex on there."

      Thuds echoed around the warehouse space as Raine walked the row of heavy bags in the martial arts gym. She smiled at one of her adult students growling and tearing at the heavy bag.

      "Wow Mary, you must really hate your ex."

      Everyone laughed. Raine’s feet sunk into the gray padded mats covering the floor as she moved through the bags admiring her work. She loved her women’s classes, a stark contrast to the normal clientele.

      "Good. Great job. Keep it going, a few more seconds ladies."

      Raine couldn’t handle the male dominate classes, not with her past.  Not yet. In her mind all the men in the world boiled down to the same genetic makeup.

      A ding at the front doors interrupted the destruction on the poor punching bags. Raine rolled her eyes as three large bodies eclipsed the sun behind them. All the same. Large muscled, ego filled, testosterone laden Meatheads. She caught herself staring at the tall one in the middle as her breath caught. Nope. Not going to happen.

      "Alright ladies." Not a single woman looked at her. "Ladies?"

      Trying to bring the wandering eyes back to the class, she clapped. "Ladies. Picture those bags in front of you as the men who just walked in."

      A few women giggled. Another said, "if that was my attacker I'd probably just let him have me."

      Raine had to laugh at that last comment and decided to give up on the last three minutes. Hands on hips, she tried to ignore the men in the background. She couldn't even remember the last time a man had touched her. Raine sighed. The men she picked always seemed like more trouble than they were worth.

      "Alright ladies, let's call it a day. Great job! If you want to enroll in the fitness classes, the owner is giving twenty percent off for anyone who takes my self-defense classes."

      One of the older women in the group came up to her. "Thank you so much, Raine. This has been the most productive three days of my life. Well, maybe not life. But I feel so much more aware of my own protection."

      Raine shook her head, the lady's smile infectious. "I'm so glad. It's always best to be prepared for anything."

      Another lady followed behind, still catching her breath. "I just can’t thank you enough. I'll be getting one of those tactical pen things. You said they have a few features against shifters and vampires?"

      Nodding she pulled out the pen she suggested to everyone who took her class. "Yes. There's a whistle that will mess with most shifters and any other species that has super hearing. This button here," she pointed to the side, "activates a small UV light for those with light sensitivity. And when in doubt just start stabbing."

      They both laughed. "Thank you again."

      As all the women gathered up their belongings, she headed to the backroom. Today was her day to try and get caught up on life, with no kid classes later in the day.

      Running through her mental list of to-dos, she didn't notice the wall of a man in front of her.

      "Ooph."

      He reached out to steady her.

      "Hey there. You okay?"

      She blinked several times and regained her footing. His hands held onto her shoulders and the warmth from his touch jolted through her. Looking up she met green eyes that flashed gold.

      A shifter.

      A slow tendril of anger slowly snaked through her. She had no love for shifters.

      "Thanks. I'm fine. Maybe next time you guys could stay out of the aisle."

      He released her and she instantly missed the roughness of his hands, which she kept telling herself was not something she had time for.

      Her reality said differently. All she had was time.

      "I'm sorry. No harm meant miss...?"

      Blowing out a breath she attempted to reign in the anger. Running her tongue over her top teeth she debated whether she talked to him or not.

      "Raine Collins." There. She was polite. Raine shuffled her feet, trying to get around him. This was her only day off for another three days and the state of her fridge said she needed to get to the store. Or so she told herself. Maybe she was using the gym's added kids’ martial arts class as one more reason to avoid living her life.

      Truthfully, after her last relationship, there wasn't much to entice her to leave her apartment. No matter how much she did to ensure her own safety, the reality was she didn't think she would ever feel safe again.

      "Alright Ms. Collins, or can I call you Raine? That's an interesting name."

      She flicked her eyes to the ceiling and then back at the hulking man in front of her. "Yeah. My mom said the earth was so sad when I was born it rained, hence the name.” Raine tried to bite back the sarcasm and failed as she studied each pair of eyes on her. They saw too much; he saw too much. “Yeah, wonderful mom. She was a super loving person. Who the heck knows where she is now, probably Europe or something. Anyway, can I get by now?"

      Raine felt a little bad about being negative. It wasn't like her Gran hadn't more than made up for her mother's lack of interest.

      A flicker of what she guessed might have been concern ghosted across the man's face. Maybe she should just stop telling the truth. Figure out a much better story, like her mom loved the rain or maybe that her dad was obsessed with water magic or something.

      "That's a pretty crappy reason for the name, especially looking at how beautiful you turned out."

      An embarrassing heat touched her cheeks and had the walls she'd built around her flexing a little.

      "Uhm. Thanks? Can I get by now?"

      "Why have I not seen you here before? I'm Kian and this is Ethan and Tristan."

      Crossing her arms over her chest, she glanced towards the other men near the wall. They were all good looking and articulate. Okay, so maybe not meatheads. Living alone had her growing more and more cynical. It was that, or her ex and his meat-head pack.

      Raine took in the size of the guy talking to her. What had he said his name was? It has sounded sort of a like a shoe brand. Well whatever it was, she didn't care. Although, that smile had her heart doing a flipflop. His biceps stretching the arms of his t-shirt had her pressing her thighs together at the sensations surging through her.

      Okay, fine. Maybe she'd take it easy on this mountain of a man. Her body seemed to warm by just looking at him, a few long neglected parts of her aching to be played with. Staring up into his face, the softness sparkling behind his eyes had her choking back her next sarcastic remark. The way he looked at her made Raine feel like he saw more than she wanted, but she still didn't turn away. Raine cleared her throat but found herself lacking the right words.

      Adjusting her stance, she put one hand on her other arm, then she tried switching them, and finally she just crossed her arms over her chest. He had her all confused. The weight of his gaze had her heart beating faster. Yup, maybe she should cross her legs instead of her arms.

      It wasn't a surprise to see abnormally large men in the gym. It was a martial arts fitness center, after all, and that usually attracted a lot of alpha men - more shifters than humans for that matter. Their aggression ran deeper than that of their human counterparts, so it made sense. Then why was this guy getting her all hot and bothered?

      "Did we lose you?" Kian asked.

      "Oh. I." Raine paused and words formed on her lips, but nothing good came out. Instead, she flashed something like a smile. You couldn't give any man too much, regardless of whether he sparked your libido.

      "No. Sorry. I was already onto my next class in my head. Lots to do and so little time. It was great meeting you Tristan, Ethan, and what was it? Keen?"

      The biggest of the three, the one that had her panties damp, furrowed his brow and his jaw dropped. "Ouch. No. Keen, that's a shoe. Ki-an is my name. And although I'm sure I'd love to massage those tiny feet of yours, believe you me when I say I'm much more than something that makes your feet feel good."

      Rolling her eyes and choking down a laugh she didn't bother hiding her sarcasm. "Excuse me? I am not sure who that line actually works on - okay, actually I seriously hope you've never tried that line before." She bit her lip trying to hide the smile. He looked the tough guy, but she wasn't sure he was. "Right. So I am the woman that teaches other women how to get away from men like you. You’re going to have to try a lot harder. Or maybe just stop trying altogether."

      Maybe she shouldn't have baited him. His name wasn't that hard to remember, but something about him made her want to push his buttons. Or maybe, she wanted to simply push him away before he could even try to get close. It was her thing: beat them at their own game, or beat them up later. Self-defense came in a lot of different forms.

      Nibbling the inside of her cheek, she fought to hold in a laugh at his cheesy line. Raine didn't get attached, she had a list a mile long of what she would want if she ever found a man who might be good enough and although Kian checked several boxes - one being that he could make her laugh - this wasn't the time.

      "Aw, come on. What was I supposed to say to make you remember me? You called me the name of a shoe brand." He held his hands up in surrender as the other two guys seemed to be holding back on the laughter.

      "I promise, we aren't creepy. We even have background checks."

      A deep sigh was all she could get out. "Okay. I'm sorry. It's not nice to call people creepy, but you will have to excuse me all the same. I really do need to get going."

      "Right. Sure. Maybe we will catch you again?"

      Raine resisted the urge to rub at her chest. Heartburn maybe? She didn't get heartburn, but something just didn't feel right.

      "Uh. I doubt that. I usually teach the evening kids’ classes. There isn't a lot of overlap with the earlier classes, except when I do the self-defense and that's not often."

      A slow nod of his head. "All right. I see what you are doing. It's fine. Well Raine Collins, I'll see you around. Hope you get whatever you need done."

      Raine sidestepped him, struggling to break free from his gaze.

      He's a shifter, Raine. He's a man. Just don't.

      This might have been the first mental pep talk she'd ever given herself since swearing off relationships. Especially with a man who looked like him, a shifter who looked like him.

      Finally, she found the strength to look away, right as the most adorable and somehow smoldering smile spread across his face.

      "Shit." Her hand flew to her mouth as she realized that she'd said the word out loud.

      His eyes sparkled as she ran for the small closet sized room used as storage, slamming the door behind her.

      Leaning against it, she couldn't hold in a giddy smile of her own. He wasn't what she needed, but his dark brown hair, tanned skin, eyes as green as a summer meadow with golden flecks of fireflies, and those full lips that had her licking her own in memory.

      Her grandmother’s words haunted her. Or well her grandmother haunted her.

      "See dear? I told you. You can tell a lot about a man by his smile. And oh that smile."

      She cocked her head. "For crap sake Gran. Can't you haunt me another time?"

      The little lady in front of her floated about. Same gray pixie cut, same purple jogging suit.

      "If I didn’t watch you, you'd be a shut-in. Now, let's go see Gerri. My soul isn't resting until you are married."

      Wandering around in the badly lit room, Raine grabbed her shoes. As she pulled them on she tried to figure out how to end the conversation once and for all. She could handle living with Gran, she couldn’t live with the meddling though. Raine had already come to terms with being alone forever, maybe Gran could accept it too.

      "Okay, look. I have crappy taste in men. I literally walked in on the last guy dead, all because he liked drugs more than he liked me. The guy before that, he was human. He seemed so nice and normal. But tell him you see ghosts and suddenly he can't date blondes. The guy before that was some kind of shifter, but I never found out which type because of the fact he spent the entire time we dated talking about how beautiful he was in his 'manly' form. Remember him? Even you were bored stalking me on those dates."

      Gran clicked her tongue; sometimes Raine wished that the afterlife had some kind of mute button.

      "You are so special, Raine. Your mom didn't do right by you, I'm still sorry about that sweetheart, but you are special. You can communicate with people's loved ones once they are gone. Yeah, maybe that's not always a picnic, but you're too much for a human and you are definitely not a pushover for those alpha species.” Gran circled her, making Raine feel a little dizzy.

      “The good news, sweetheart, is that I know Gerri can help. You’re a strong woman and there is someone who needs you. Now, put on your fuck-me shoes and flounce that ass that my genetics have handed down.  Shake it in front of those hot men out there. They’re all still standing there last I peeked through the wall."

      Raine turned her head to look at the white space and slowly looked back to Gran. "There is something wrong with you Gran. Seriously."

      The old lady laughed. "Yeah. I have you as a granddaughter and you won't go get me any grandbabies with one of those studs."

      Shaking her head Raine zipped her boots and grabbed her purse.

      "Gran, if I ever do agree to get married, please tell me you are going to disappear at least for the honeymoon stage?"

      A transparent grin was all Raine was left with as the old lady disappeared.
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      "Wow. So, she's a spunky one. What were you thinking?" asked Ethan.

      Kian stared at the door listening to her breathing, and he could hear a shuffling noise.

      Crap, was she changing. The idea of her naked right behind that door had his dick twitching for attention. He could smell her; he could smell her arousal adding fuel to his already burning libido. She was turned on by him. He was turned on by her, and he had pretty much put his foot in his mouth. Where in the hell had that all come from? He was a loner. The cougar within him circled around, prowling back and forth. He mentally growled in disapproval, practically commanding him to sit and stay. Stupid cat didn't know what was good for either of them.

      "What was that? She isn't your type. Pretty sure she'd be an alpha. If she were one of us anyway," said Tristan.

      Kian couldn’t stop glancing at the door. His muscles coiled in restraint. Finally it registered that his friends had said something. What had they asked?

      "Uh. What? I have no idea," was all he could say for several seconds. "She's different." His eyes were drawn right back to that thin bit of wood separating him from her.

      "Man, you sure you're okay? I think it's time to hit the mats. I'm starting on the bag. That week off kicked my ass and last thing I need is one of you two pussies having to carry me out of the next fire we get called on," said Ethan.

      "Yeah. Sure. Let's go. I'm doing a fight this weekend and really need to get my shit together," said Kian.

      Ethan stood up first and headed to the gray mats that covered ninety percent of the open space in the rustic warehouse. Large heavy bags lined one wall while mirrors lined another. Ropes dangled from a couple of rafters and in a corner was some work out equipment, just in case someone happened to need more than just the ass-kicking most of the guys received on the mat.

      "Is this a caged fight again?” asked Ethan

      "I need this fight. I won't be breaking anything but the other opponents will. It's been too long, I'm getting restless."

      “You better not break any ribs this time. You know what a bitch it is to carry a full pack and gear. And this time we won’t help you out princess.”

      Tristan and Ethan were his closest friends and both happened to be part of his team at the fire department. Lucky for him they got him. His cougar growled at his hesitation to work out.

      Kian couldn't shut down his mind. His human side fought the animal. Alone was good. He wasn't one of those pack animals. No, alone was best for him.

      Strolling to the heavy bags, he decided to start there. Pulling up his hands to either side of his face, he widened his stance and he focused on the bags. Alone was a good thing, or so he told himself every time his fists connected with loud thuds.

      His cougar growled. The problem with everything was his cougar didn't think alone was right for them anymore. Kian stepped and swung, his shin connecting and rattling the chains supporting the bag.

      He needed to beat down whatever it was his cougar wanted. Right now. A mate was not in the picture.

      Blowing out a sequence of breaths, he swung even harder this time. Kian's reward was a loud thud as his fist connected. Punching a bag could only solve some many of his issues.  Every breath was a reminder that this was him against his soul and guess who was losing?

      For as long as he could remember martial arts could control the rage within him. Focus and discipline. Clearing his head he isolated each muscle. He needed control; Kian had kept the beast happy. He had to keep the beast happy. Only once had he ever lost control and things didn't end well.

      The bag swung in front of him. He'd spent his entire life remembering how not to be an animal, driven by instinct. Until now and the smell of the woman made him purr.

      "Seriously dude. If you look at that door one more time I'm going to practice my roundhouse on you,” said Tristan.

      Kian turned back. "Who is she talking to? I can hear her voice, not her words, but her voice. You don't think someone is in there with her do you?"

      Both men stopped a switch-kick and stared at him as if he'd just grown a second head.

      "Who the hell cares? Train. Now. You're acting like a puppy dog." Ethan said.

      Kian nearly shifted as his cougar reared up to  attack Ethan.

      “Did you just go there? A dog. F-off."

      Just as he went to turn around the door to the room opened and out walked Raine. His cougar stretched out deep within him itching at a chance to take control and have her.

      Without looking away he spoke to both men. He couldn't look away.

      "For fuck’s sake. What the hell? I'm barely keeping a lid on my shit." He ran a taped hand down his face. "I have got to do it. I can't take it anymore. What was her name again? Take me to see that matchmaking lady. You're right. I can't do this. I can't find my own dates and if I don't soon, this cougar is going to be the death of me."

      Tristan slapped him on the back. "Seriously. You are going to kill someone in the ring if you don't figure out how to control yourself. I already told my wife to call Geri. Sometimes a man needs help - even the pretty ones."

      Kian kicked out so fast that he knocked the wind out of Tristan.

      "That's the Kian we remember," said Ethan.

      Kian had a hard time getting the long blonde hair of Raine's out of his mind. His hands itched at the idea of running his fingers through it. What he wouldn't give to have her scent all over his bed. He turned back to the bag and punched it, once, twice, three times. He'd keep going until his muscles burned.

      The boots. Good Lord, those boots. He punched again. She'd had on some kind of tight pants and tank-top that had left little to his imagination. But those damn boots had managed to make his head spin.

      If he didn't watch it his baggy athletic shorts weren't going to be hiding much in a minute. He threw himself into his work out. Lightening speed and reflexes were his strength. He could be just as lethal as a human as his cougar.

      He was a hunter, and yet when it came to women he couldn't find the right one if she were wearing flashing neon with a raw steak dangling around her neck. Apparently, he'd starved himself for so long that his freaking beast was ready to pounce on anything. Too bad the current anything was definitely something he wanted to act on.

      He focused. Blocking out the pulsing music in the background, the banter of the guys, he saw nothing but his opponent. Right now that was a bag. His cougar fed on the release. He readied his stance and the one face that fueled his anger appeared on the bag. His father.

      The face that could lie to anyone and everything except him. He never wanted to see him again, but if he did Kian would be in control this time. He'd trained for years, more years than he could count. His biceps began to burn as he slowed realizing he'd been punching the bag as hard and as fast as he could. Today hadn't gone the way he'd expected.

      The cougar had wanted to go for a run, but not today. Today he'd been awakened by a call and the message had fucked the entire day.

      "Walsh? Kian? Man, you okay?" asked Ethan.

      Kian blinked to clear the red in his vision.

      "Man, what’s up with you? You're all out of control today. Do we need to get you laid? Maybe we should head to the woods and run? You aren't looking good."

      Ethan and Tristan both focused on him.

      He backed away. "Yeah. Fine. I'm always fine. Why wouldn't I be?"

      Both men crossed their arms over their chests, they weren't to be screwed with apparently.

      "Fine. If you two want to be gossipy and jump my shit, fine. My dad. He's out. They released him today. The prick tried to call me, but I don't give a shit what he has to say. He should have rotted in jail forever."

      Kian didn't like the look that passed between the two. Both took too large steps, nearly charging him.

      Tristan grabbed his forearm and dragged Kian away from the poor innocent bag. Kian back-pedaled to keep up.

      "What the hell guys?"

      "Screw the work out Walsh. It's time to go. The bar is calling our name," said Tristan.

      "Right. Sure. But I'm not drinking and you know that."

      They both laughed. "No one is making you do anything, big guy. But right now you are about to rip a hole in that bag and the gym isn't going to appreciate that. Let's get some food and you can piss and moan all about your daddy issues," said Ethan.

      Tristan released him and Kian turned. They paused long enough to grab their bags and shoes, enough time for him to start questioning if a public bar would be good or bad.

      Kian would have punched one of them too, but they were right. Maybe talking would help, probably not. The long-legged blonde ran a circle right back into his thoughts. His blood pressure ramped up a few hundred beats as he imagined wrapping those legs around his waist. Maybe what he needed wasn't food and it wasn't a workout. He didn't need a bar with a bunch of easy women either. He needed something that he'd never felt before. The longer he waited on this whole mate thing, the worse he got. A shifter's life sort of sucked sometimes. The human side of him was driven by logic, but his inner animal was driven by instinct. Today his instincts screamed to go and find his father and get rid of that threat. He couldn't do that though. He'd learned his lesson years ago, sort of.

      The rage still seemed as fresh today as it had then. The pain of not being able to protect his own mom still broke him soul-deep. That last thought squashed the desire to find out any more about Raine. But then again, he was losing the battle of holding back his instinct to find a mate and contain the rage within him. He was becoming the volatile creature he despised in his father.

      "Hey, guys. I'm just going to head home. I don't feel like hitting the bars. Besides Kellie wouldn't appreciate me taking her new husband to the bar."

      Tristan shook his head. "Aw, come on. She doesn't own me. Ethan get the pizza and meet us back at this moron’s place."

      Ethan snorted. "Dude, I'm texting that to her. Does she know she doesn't own your scrawny ass?"

      Tristan leaned over and punched Ethan in the arm as they walked out the doors.

      "Just order the damn pizza. Someone needs to watch this fool before his cougar runs rampant and destroys something he'll regret. Feel free to run home to your girlfriend."

      Ethan gave Tristan the dead-eyed look. "I don't have a damn girlfriend."

      Kian cracked a smile. "You two fight like maybe you should be dating."

      As they reached the parking lot, Kian lost his smile. There was something to be said for going home to someone, someone who could tame the storm within his soul. He needed to accept that he was meant to have a mate and he needed to find her fast.

      He strapped his gym bag to the back of his Triumph. "All right. Whatever. You do whatever you think matters guys."

      He straddled the bike as he put his helmet on. Reaching down he turned the key in the ignition, the smooth purr of her between his legs contained a promise that the freedom of the road wasn’t far behind. He sniffed the air. The scent of spring lifted his spirits, despite the city surrounding him. He revved the engine, the thrilling growl the last his friends would hear of him for a few. One thing the cougar and the man agreed on was speed.

      As he backed the bike out of the spot he gave a jerk of his hand to the guys who were yelling at him now.

      "Seriously. Go straight home. We will meet you there and catch the game," said Tristan.

      A final nod and Kian drove off.
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      Raine stepped out of the shower, wrapping a huge bath-sheet around her. Gran would probably be in at any moment. That’s what Gran did.

      As she toweled off, Raine realized just how much she depended on Gran's company. Paying a witch to ward her apartment against ghosts might have been a good if Gran wasn't one.

      Rubbing the heel of her hand she cleared away the majority of fog lacing the mirror. Who was the girl staring back? She figured it was supposedly her but she still didn't know who she was.

      Had she known who she was, maybe she wouldn't have become a statistic. All those stupid girlie magazines swore a healthy person could share themselves with someone else. Well, obviously she wasn't a healthy person. For crap sake her best friend was most likely her dead Gran.

      "There you are my dear."

      Raine didn't even bother jumping. Most ghosts had some kind of purpose in the afterlife, Gran's appeared to be the same as her life: to marry off her granddaughter.

      "Hi Gran. Did you seriously not know where I was?"

      The old lady let out a belly laugh. "Oh goodness, no. I know everything. I knew everything when I was alive too. Like when you dated that wolf and I told you it would end badly."

      Raine shivered. That was the last thing she wanted to think of. "Yes. Noted. I got it. Bad taste in men. I am going to see Geri, just like you asked. I am listening to you. I had to shower though. I smelled like the gym."

      Gran floated up behind her, a light dip in temperature where she remained.

      "Sweetie, you're beautiful even after the gym. I wish you could see how others see you. Don't you let the past get to you. I will be here as long as you need me."

      Raine closed her eyes and allowed herself to breathe out the tension. Her birthday was coming up in a week and this was her first year without a live Gran that could plan her parties. Ghosts weren't exactly allowed to plan things, buy cakes or gifts. Most humans couldn't see them. The only time she usually saw them was if she had to try and contact a loved one. A friend, Quinn, had tried to rope her into helping the police once, but that didn't go well. She'd leave murder victims to Quinn.

      "Alright dear. I'll let you get dressed. Hurry up. We are getting you a date for your birthday if it's the last thing I do."

      Raine allowed a smile to cross her face. "Gran. I thought the last thing you would do was haunt me until I got off my butt and got over you leaving me? Turns out you're still here, haunting me."

      Gran scoffed. "Ha. You know better dear. I will be here until I see my great grandkids. What can I say? I have lot's to do still. Damn old age tried to keep me down. Well I showed it."

      "Thanks Gran. Now give me some privacy. We can leave in a few minutes."

      She bit the inside of her cheek. Did she really want to do this? To share her crazy with someone? Her parents had been a terrible example of relationships. Raine’s past was a pretty bad indicator. She had yet to find someone who helped her feel any more confident in herself than being alone had.

      Tucking the edge of the towel along her chest she braced her hands on either side of the sink.

      "Raine. You can do this. You can find someone that will love the crazy. You can do this. At the very least do this for Gran."

      Smoothing her hands over the front of the towel she shrugged. This was her. A hot mess. It was probably time to start letting someone else in the driver’s seat of her love life.
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        * * *

      

      Raine raised her hand to knock as the door swung open. "Oh wonderful. You're just as beautiful as your grandma said."

      Lowering her hand she turned to glare at Gran who suddenly decided to find interest in the sconce on the wall.

      "Come on now. Come in. I don't have all day. I have lots of clients."

      Raine stepped into a wall of delectable scents. Warm chocolate and fresh bread, and a sweet scent she didn’t recognize tickled her nose. Her stomach growled.

      "Let me guess, you don't take care of yourself now." Gerri clicked her tongue. "Go sit. I put out some cake, but you need more than that. Tiny thing, aren't you?"

      Raine scrunched her brow as she glanced down; assessing what exactly Gerri thought was tiny. She had huge boobs, hips that would never squeeze into designer jeans, and her legs were so muscular she struggled to find boots that would zip up over her calves. This woman was off her rocker.

      "Uh. Tiny?"

      Gerri tsked again. "Do not argue with me. Go sit."

      Rolling her eyes, Raine glanced around for Gran. Of all the times for her to leave now was not one of them.

      "Gran," she whispered, "where the heck are you?"

      "Here you go dear. Who are you talking to? Are you looking for your grandmother? I told her to take a hike. She'll be back to walk home with you later."

      "Oh. Thanks, I think?" Raine was relieved, but maybe intimidated was a better word. "So you are a paranormal then? Can you only see ghosts too?"

      Geri laughed. "Oh goodness no. But as you know, most paranormal beings can see things most humans can't. You my dear are special and just haven't found the right man to bring out your potential."

      Shifting side to side, she settled back into the couch. Raine glanced around and loved the homey feeling of the apartment. Maybe this wasn't such a bad idea. "I hope you understand that I don't believe in someone else being my soul-mate. That just doesn't seem to be possible, but it would be nice to have someone I at least trusted."

      Gerri held up her hand. "I understand. Say no more. I have a one hundred percent success rate. I have never failed and there is nothing I haven't heard before. So let me get a few answers I need and we will go from there."

      Raine couldn't resist the plate of muffins in front of her. She leaned forward and grabbed one, nodding to Gerri in the process. Maybe food would calm her nerves. She could take out a guy twice her size on the mats, but dating one was a very different story.

      "Now. How do you feel about shifters? Are you okay with feline bloodlines?"

      Raine swallowed a chunk of muffin and thought. "Uhm. Are they anything like the wolf packs? I really, really prefer something else."

      "Yes dear. I understand. And no. They are not like the wolf packs. Most are loners and enjoy their freedom." She paused. Raine squirmed under her scrutiny. "Just remember Raine, I know best. I need you to have an open mind. Is that understood?"

      Raine nodded, somewhat intimidated by the older woman.

      "Do you find a sense of humor attractive?"

      Her mind shot back to the guy at the gym. He was good looking, he was awkward for someone who could melt her panties by just smiling, but he seemed to have something that could make her smile. A sense a humor could go a long way. She figured a sense of humor couldn't hurt, and maybe it would help them get through the fights. There would probably be a lot of fights. One memory from her mom and dad she couldn’t erase.

      A thought crossed her might that maybe she should learn to back down. That was rather doubtful.

      A few ticks of the clock passed. "Yeah. I suppose some kind of sense of humor might be good. So. Sure."

      "All right. Wonderful. Now tell me, is there anything else I should know?"

      Darting her eyes around the room she saw everything yet nothing.

      "I'd like to have a date for my birthday if possible. For Gran. Any chance that will happen?"

      Gerri nodded. "Have some faith in my skills. You will have your date. Now, wait for my call. I will be in touch very soon."
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      Kian stepped off the elevator, the human part of him wanting to turn right back around and leave. His cougar, however, refused to let him make any more choices. Kian swallowed down the fear and the memories of his shitty excuse of a father. What was the point of going through a matchmaker when he had nothing to offer? Kian bit back against the shift as his cougar clawed out, angry at his decision making skills.

      "Fine. I'm going."

      Standing in front of the door he raised his hand to knock, and then put it back down. He did it once more and the door swung open, stopping the internal battle.

      "Young man, are you planning to knock at any point? I might be patient, but the clock is ticking. Let's go."

      Kian swallowed. The woman was intense.

      Closing the door behind him, he followed. She had to be Gerri, although she didn't introduce herself, too busy scolding him he guessed. The little lady did have a way with words. He couldn't help but grin. This was the first good feeling he'd had since agreeing to meet her.

      She turned and looked at him. Kian never felt small, but under Geri's gaze he felt like a little boy again.

      "Oh, aren't you handsome when you aren't scowling? Now, sit down. I won't bite."

      "I… Uh… Sure." He didn't know what to say.

      "All right. So Kellie mentioned that you needed some help."

      Her eyes analyzed him, her mouth pursed and wiggled side to side.

      Squirming under her scrutiny, he wanted to bolt for the door.

      "I don't really believe in the whole mating for life thing. I don't have a real good history with love," was all Kian said.

      She clucked her tongue. "Yes. Well, until you meet the right one you wouldn't believe in forever. Most men don't. But your beast, he knows best. Cougar, right?"

      He nodded. She knew her shifters at least. If she was half as good at guessing mates as breed then maybe this would work. His chest expanded, and he held in a breath for the count of three. Slowly he let it out. He needed to calm himself down. Little made him nervous, but having a matchmaker assess him left him feeling naked.

      "Calm down. I'm finding you a few candidates, not sending you to the moon."

      Was that an option? He'd accept being shipped off over dating any day.

      "All right. So what is it you are looking for? What is the one thing you need the most?"

      "A mate." It was the truth. He needed someone to put up with his cougar’s needs and his own. He needed someone to keep him calm. Steady him and help him stay in control.

      "I guess I need someone who can stand up to my shit?" He instantly felt bad for swearing. "I, uh. Sorry about the language."

      Gerri rolled her eyes. "Oh, please. Like I haven't heard that word before. Okay. Interesting. You'd be open to someone as strong willed as you then?" She jotted a note. "What else? How do you feel about a human, or a human that is more perceptive than most?"

      He sat up straighter, not that he could relax anyway. "Human? That's not going to work. I'd probably break her. I was thinking some other shifter? Maybe another cougar."

      The look she gave him made Kian feel like a scared child instead of a six-foot three man.

      "Young man. I have an amazing record with finding soul-mates, but you have to have an open mind. If finding the right one was as easy as going to a store you wouldn't be here."

      She scribbled some more in her notebook and left him feeling pretty stupid. The thing was, how did he relate to a human? Sure if he claimed her she'd become his mate, but how the hell would he ever get that close he'd want to mark her as his? He had a bad temper, he had baggage, and the last thing he needed was a china doll to watch. That didn't sound like a recipe for happiness.

      "I think I've seen enough. I can't help you."

      He stood up faster than he'd expected and yelled, "what?"

      "I can't help you."

      Panic shot up his spine. He needed her help. He was barely holding it together as it was. He'd fought his own nature for far too long. Even the adrenaline of the fight ring wasn't enough. The rush of jumping into a burning building hadn't worked either. His whole life had been built around subduing the animal nature within him and he couldn't do it anymore.

      "No. Wait. Please. I'm sorry. I'm open to whatever and whoever you think works. I need your help."

      He sat down in defeat. He needed help. God, those words were awful.

      Bracing his elbows on his knees, he hung his head, cradling his face with his hands. He didn't rely on anyone. Never had. Never wanted to. Relying on people got you hurt. His mom would know. After Kian has sent her husband to jail, she'd stopped talking to him. His mom had been human, and she'd never been strong enough to handle his dad.

      "Fine," said Geri. But you need to let your past go. Let it go and move on. And remember, whoever I send you, if she is there, you do not need to worry crushing her with those huge hands of yours. Now, be off. I'll be in contact with you soon. It just so happens I've recently had a new client that might be perfect.
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        * * *

      

      Ethan tossed a beer to Kian as he made his way back to the couch.

      "So, a human huh?" asked Ethan.

      "I know Gerri has a killer track record according to just about everyone, but yes. She actually asked if I would consider a human."

      They both stared at whatever game happened to be playing on TV. Ethan was probably paying better attention than Kian. The woman from the gym crossed his mind completely unbidden and he didn't want to chase her away. She was human but she could probably give him as much as he dished out. That being said, he wouldn't mind getting his hands on her ass. She was muscle with curves in all the right places. She wasn't tall, but she seemed to make up for that with her attitude. And her boots. Watching her walk away, he'd almost pounced on her.

      "Maybe she knows something we don't? I mean human is easier than trying to get another species to accept you. We wouldn't be single if that weren't true," said Ethan.

      Kian shook off the visual of grabbing the woman and pressing her into the wall. The idea of claiming her right then and there had his heart ratcheting up a notch.

      Where the hell had that come from?

      He could practically feel her breasts against him, rising and falling with every breath she took. And fuck him. He took a long pull of his beer.

      He apparently had a thing for her, too bad he'd just signed away his life to Gerri the matchmaker. Kian was fairly certain he shouldn't mess with her and her idea of fate.

      "So, yeah. Human. Maybe,” said Kian absently.

      His phone rang. As he glanced at the caller ID, an acidic burn sat in his throat.

      "Hey man, be right back."

      Kian didn't bother waiting for a response as he got up and walked away.

      "Mom. Hi. What's it been? Six months?"

      Kian couldn't stop himself from answering, but he didn't need to be surgery sweet either.

      "Hi baby. I'm sure you heard your fathers out?"

      Typical mom, don't pass go, do not collect two-hundred dollars, just sucker punch.

      "Yeah. I heard. I got notified this morning."

      "Oh good. So I was thinking maybe you two could talk then. You never went to see him in jail and I think maybe you owe him an apology. He is the only dad you will ever have."

      Deep breaths. Take some deep fucking breaths, he told himself.

      "Nope. Pretty sure I don't."

      There was a long pause. Kian was still trying to figure out how his mother was how she was. He wanted to take her side, he wanted to defend her, but he couldn't. She stayed with a bastard who beat her. She waited for him while he was in prison. She took his side over her own son. Kian had always heard that mothers would defend their cubs, their kids. Apparently that wasn't true, at least not with every species. He was raised with a survival of the fittest mentality and that’s what he was doing now. Surviving. Too bad the beast inside stretched his claws and was ready to rip the throat out of his father. He wasn't any happier with the shitty justice system the city had.

      "Yeah. Sorry mom. I didn't drink the same Kool-aid you did."

      "Well, dear. You know how to reach me," was all his mother said before the familiar silence of a dead connection filled the air between them.

      He needed to run. He needed fresh air. He needed something other than that. Too bad the woman he wanted wasn't within reach and probably didn't even know he was alive.

      Glancing out the window at the fading sun his cougar stretched out settling for the freedom of a short run. Ripping his shirt over his head, Kian headed for his room.

      "I need to run. Lock up before you go if I'm not back," he yelled to Ethan.

      Pulling at the waistband of his shorts he let them fall inside the doorway. He stripped to nothing as he reached the window pulling it open, he ducked out to the fire escape. His body shivered as the shift started to take over. He'd welcome the freedom of his cougar over the thoughts flooding through his mind.
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      Curling her lip, Raine scanned herself in the mirror. Yup. This wasn't getting any better. The mirror was not her friend, and if she had to guess it didn't even like her.

      "Would you stop fussing? Women with large chests don't have little delicate figures. You're gorgeous," said Gran.

      Raine sighed. "Gran, thank you for the vote of confidence. I haven't had a date in a really long time. Since, well yeah. Gerri swears he's perfect. I don't want to ruin this. Anything to get you to just go rest and stop haunting me."

      A nervous laugh was all she could manage. Truthfully, she never wanted Gran to leave her, anymore than she wanted to go on some setup by another crazy old lady.

      Running her hands over the stomach of her cotton dress and smoothing it over her butt, she twisted to one side then the other. Nope. It wasn't changing. She was still curvy. Hopefully that man enjoyed hips.

      With an audible sigh, she took one more glance and turned away. "Fine. Let's go."

      She grabbed the keys off the small hall table and then stood starring at the door. "What do I do now?"

      "You walk out the door young lady."

      "Really Gran? At least I come by my attitude honestly."

      Gran floated in front of her. "Oh sweetie. Just go. What you do now is you go and give this guy a chance."

      Raine had an all out MMA fight in her stomach, complete with gut punches. Swallowing down her nerves, she took a few steps forward.

      Gran laughed. "Silly child. Breathe. Just go sit down. Maybe this is when we use the saying of making a man wait? Maybe you are too efficient. I failed you."

      Settling in a kitchen chair, Raine tried to breathe. "In and out. In. Out."

      Her nerves wouldn't let her calm down though. She crossed and uncrossed her legs.

      Raine glanced at the clock.

      "Sweetie, are you okay? It's just a date?"

      "I'm fine. I promise. I think. Maybe I'm a bit nervous. I still have some time, but maybe I'll just go anyway. It's just coffee. I can have several before he meets me. Perhaps I can make a pit stop at the liquor store on the way."

      She got up again and took a few arbitrary steps one way and then turned to face Gran's ghost. "I still don't see why I didn't get his name. What does 'you'll know him when you see him' even mean?"

      She paced again. "I mean. What does that mean? Is that some kind of Paranormal thing? Do they just know? I mean technically I just see ghosts, I'm not one of those shifters that just knows things by scent or instinct."

      "Goodness child. I failed you. Alright dear, let's just go. You're going to wear a hole in the carpet if you don't stop."

      Stopping, novel concept. Sure. Stopping.

      "Besides. He's probably early anyway," Gran said under her breath.

      That made Raine stop. "What?"

      "Nothing dear. Now, just go."

      Raine shook her head. Gran said what she said regardless of what you wanted to hear. Raine's decision to have eggs for breakfast suddenly seemed like the worst idea ever as they threatened to come back up.

      "Gran. I am only doing this for you. I find a date for my birthday and you will go to Heaven or wherever you think you're supposed to go."

      Gran laughed. "Ha. Me? Heaven? In my younger days I was quite the hell-raiser."

      Raine pushed passed the nausea and started for the door as Gran headed down memory lane. Raine took that as her cue to hum rather loudly, anything to block out stories no one, especially a granddaughter needed to hear.

      No filter that one.

      Exiting her building she turned towards the coffee shop. It wasn't too far and as least she had time to walk. She needed the air.

      Deep breaths Raine.

      As she looked both ways to cross the busy afternoon street, Raine tried to breathe past the dread of dating. Michael had seemed normal. He'd been her first shifter and at first he felt safe, but then the drugs started. The edge of danger she’d seen as exciting suddenly made boring seem safe and desirable.

      A few months with him and she should have seen the signs. He wasn't just an alpha male, possessive and abusive. It took another month of trying to break up with him for the truth of his addition to surface. She nearly passed the coffee shop, distracted and terrified that this was another disaster.

      Standing out front, she eyed the door. Did she go in? Raine's only talents with men seemed to be attracting train wrecks.

      She took a step forward and then stepped back. Nope. She didn't want to go in. People pushed passed her on the sidewalk as she stood and glared.

      No matter how much Gran had tried to raise her right, she still seemed to gravitate towards dysfunctional relationships. Raine had traded the issues she had with her mom for new issues, each one making things worse rather than better. The problem was, this last one ended up dead.

      Raine started at Gran's voice.

      "Alright dear. He's there and I think you will be pleasantly surprised. Just remember, Gerri is never wrong. Never. But if you choose to not let this work out, then let him know I'm interested."

      "Stop sneaking up on me Gran."

      Gran floated in front of Raine. "Oh sweetie. I thought you knew I was a ghost?"

      "Haha Gran. Very funny."

      Raine's nose wrinkled as Gran's words registered. "Ew. Gran. Seriously? I haven't even met him yet and you're already calling seconds? How did you know who he was anyway?"

      It was real. He was here. Breathing in through her nose and out through her mouth, she tried to trip the conga line of butterflies in her stomach.

      "That’s my cue to make myself scarce. You'll see him."

      "Gran? Wait?" she'd already disappeared though. Who knew if she was still spying, it's what Gran did, but apparently this was something she was supposed to do all on her own.

      Pushing her way through the door Raine couldn't stop the anxiety. She closed her eyes as she stepped inside.

      Calm. Just calm down.

      Her eyes flew open as she slipped. "Oh, crap!"

      Lucky for her she'd fallen in front of a full coffee shop and her date. Before her butt hit the ground, a strong hand caught her arm.

      "Careful. They just mopped."

      Raine stilled. That voice was familiar. A zing of electricity pulsed through her girly-bits, as she remembered the man attached to the voice.

      She looked up into the same green eyes from the day before. The same golden flash through them as his gaze met hers.

      "You, but why are you here?"

      His brow furrowed. "I could ask you the same thing. I'm meeting someone here."

      She righted herself and he let go. Their eyes locked and the store disappeared.

      She'd forgotten how to breathe as she got lost with the way he looked at her. A slow burn that started as an innocent tingle made its way across her body, until the feeling had her practically begging to wrap herself around him. The vision that followed had her giggling. If she wrapped around him, it would probably be more like a Venus flytrap rather than something seductive.

      As she righted herself she tried to smooth out her dress as she studied him. His jeans hung off his hips perfectly. The button down shirt he had on was a stark contrast to the gym clothes of before. The shirt hugged his arms like a second skin. Biting down on her lip, it took every ounce of control to keep her hands from wandering over his expansive chest. No one needed to see her molest this guy in a coffee shop.

      "And you?" his voice came crashing though her musings.

      "What? I. Oh. Yes. Meeting someone."

      He smiled. "Well isn't that a coincidence. Bumping into each other twice in one week."

      Skeptically she nodded. "Yes. Isn't it."

      Something wasn't right. Or maybe it was. He was probably her walking talking fantasy, but that was the problem. She would choose him, and her judgment stunk. There was no chance he'd have been her set up. The world was small, but not that small. Besides, a man this pretty probably couldn't hold up in the bedroom anyway. Or that’s what she was telling herself.

      "Well, we can wait together. If that works?" She nodded as she ran her tongue along her dry lips.

      "Do you want to get something while you wait? I'm pretty early, so I'm game if you are. Are you? Early I mean?" asked Kian.

      She nodded and followed.

      So much for being a strong, independent woman.

      At this rate, any other date probably wouldn't compare. His butt was perfect. She'd follow him just to watch his ass move.

      "Well shit."

      He turned to look at her and then she realized that had been her outside voice.

      "You okay? It was Raine right?"

      "Oh. Uh. Yes. Raine, that’s me. And yes I'm okay. You're okay?"

      The look he gave her said he didn't believe her. "You said something, didn't you?"

      "Nope, nothing." Her cheeks heated.

      "Okay. Sure. Do you know what you want?"

      "What can I get for you miss?" asked the barista.

      "Oh, no. I'm separate."

      Kian smiled. "No it's fine. On me. It's the least I can do for interrupting your class yesterday."

      She wanted to say no. Really, really wanted to say no. Then again, the way he watched her as she ran through all the reasons to tell him no, to wait for her date had her feeling as if he could see the gears in her head turning. The issue was, his were just one rotation ahead.

      "Yeah. Okay fine. And thanks."

      She gave her order and they moved down the line waiting for their names to be called.

      "So who are you meeting here Mr. Tall-Dark-and-Caffeinated?"

      He raised an eyebrow and she giggled.

      "Well. What did you expect me to say?"

      "Honestly? Nothing. I really didn't expect that, but probably nothing. I don't usually talk to strangers, so my expectations are low."

      "Strangers huh. Someone teach you about stranger danger when you were young? I promise, little boy, I won't kidnap you."

      Her neck heated. She should not have said that. Mostly because it wasn't true, she'd kidnap him if allowed too. She'd wonder where all this confidence was coming from later. He brought out her inner horny teenager.

      At this point she didn't want her date to surface. That shirt stretched across muscles that she could imagine running her tongue down. No, she defiantly couldn't kidnap him, he was huge. But damn she wouldn't mind being his prisoner for a night.

      The idea made her stomach quiver. It had been a really long time since she'd let a man touch her, let alone trusted one. Apparently way too long.

      Pressing her lips together, she held in a laugh. Good Lord, she needed to wrap up the crazy and ship it off.

      A shifter. He was a shifter. She didn't know what kind, but the golden flash within his gaze said he was a shifter, they all had something like that. That should have turned her off. It didn't.

      As he studied her face, his eyes flicking over her features, his lips twisted into a tiny grin. Welp, at this point he either knew she was sexually starved and her body saw him as a banquet, or he didn't. Either way, she was here to meet some guy with dark hair and a fire-department shirt.

      "Yeah, Sorry were you..." she broke off as she noticed the emblem on the shirt Kian wore.
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      Kian wasn't sure he wanted to know what was running through her head. He couldn't pull his eyes away from the flush running up her neck. The low cut shirt gave his eyes a feast of cleavage and her blush seemed to run from her neck down past her neckline making him want to see where it stopped.

      The cat within him practically stomped his massive paws as Kian fought against the urge to grab her and mark her right here. His cougar was staking a claim. Fuck, no one had ever had this kind of hold on him before. If it weren't for the public setting, he didn't know if he'd actually be able to hold back.

      He dragged in a breath and instantly regretted it. The scent of her was the only thing he could focus on. His pants were starting to feel like a fucking torture device. His dick was going to have zipper indentation on it. The cougar laughed, telling him to stop fighting it and just let the instinct drive.

      Words. He needed words. He needed to respond. She'd said something.

      What the hell had she said?

      Maybe if he squinted he'd be able to make out the words forming on her beautiful plump pink lips.

      Nope. Words weren't his thing. Never had been. Fighting was his thing, if that was a thing. Dating wasn't his thing, because it involved words. But Raine was bringing a whole new side of him out. Right. She'd talked about kidnapping. Kidnapping him. He laughed. He literally laughed so loud, the barista almost spilled the cup she was holding.

      "Kidnap me huh. Well, that would be entertaining to see."

      Good Lord, he'd let her too. Her full lips would look pretty amazing around his dick. His eyes widened and he looked around. No one could read his thoughts, or he sure as hell hoped not.

      "I uh. Yeah. Are you doing okay? It sort of looked like the train was in the station, but no one was boarding."

      That had him smile. "You think you're funny, don't you."

      Her mouth pulled to the side before she spoke. "No. Not particularly. Well maybe. I dunno. I uh. So are you using a paranormal dating agency by chance?"

      That had the smile slowly dropping. "I. Uh. Well. Yeah. I am. I suck at dating. I'll just admit it."

      Kian felt like he was a really good judge of people’s character for the most part. He also was a pretty good judge of scents. The predator in him had to be good at fear. But right now he wasn't hunting, not for the kind of prey he usually hunted anyway. A part of him took over as he recognized her quickened heart-rate, unsteady breathing, and the sticky scent of apprehension.

      He leaned in and whispered. "Let me guess, you're the blonde in a purple shirt looking for a guy in a fire-department shirt."

      She nodded, her eyes wide. The sticky sour scent turned sweet and a heat flashed through her eyes. No. It wasn't fear at all. She was a cornered rabbit, but it was as if she was near ready to surrender.

      Her voice squeaked out, "oh look coffee is done." She took her cup from the counter and headed away.

      Taking his cup he followed her. She seemed distracted and her movements seemed ridged. He didn't know what to make of that.

      "Hey, uh you want to sit close to the door?" he asked.

      It took her a minute, but she gave a quick shrug and walked back towards the front of the long narrow windowed room.

      "You know. Just in case you need to run away or something," he added.

      Something about the scent of her had him feeling a whole lot more confident in himself. She hadn't shown her hand yet, but her reaction said that he might be one of her weaknesses, or at least someone like him and his inner animal was all over that. He couldn't let her go, regardless of what he kept telling himself. She awoke the need in both sides of him and for once he wanted exactly what his cougar did.

      "So. You. You use Gerri Wilder than?" Raine finally asked.

      He nodded.

      "How is it that you need help getting a date?" she asked.

      He stared at her. "Really? I could ask you the same thing."

      "Not really. I'm really not that interested in men right now. That and. Well I'm not exactly the type of woman everyone races to."

      This screamed trap. He wasn't stupid. What the hell did he say to that. She obviously couldn't take a compliment and he wasn't exactly Casanova.

      "Right uh. Well. Let me just say that I'd disagree with you. And when you say you aren't interested in men, does that mean you want a woman?"

      "What? No. I mean it's fine, I have nothing against it, but no. I'm strictly into men. I really like penis. I mean, I had this thing in college, but in the end I just want a man. I just..."

      There was that sweet blush of hers crawling from the neckline of her shirt kissing her skin.

      He couldn't help but smile as he got distracted by the rise and fall of her breasts.

      "Why are you smiling you ass. What? Have you never heard the word penis before? I mean you have one."

      He laughed as he saw her eyes flick down stopping at the table, but he knew where her mind had gone.

      "I'm glad to hear that you are interested in, how did you put it?"

      She tilted her head and stretched her arms in front of her, picking at something invisible on the table. "I said I liked penis. Like that’s a surprise. Whatever. You are such a man. Only focused on one thing."

      Taking a sip from his coffee he lifted an eye brow. As he lowered his cup to the table he said, "Raine, I went with a dating service because my cougar has decided it's time to find a mate. So yeah, my mind is on one thing. I need to find a mate. You though." He winked. "You said the word penis."

      Her body sat up straighter as he said the word a second time.

      "I guess you knew I was a shifter right? Gerri is an expert and wouldn't have matched us if she didn't think you were okay with it. That being said, let me just confirm my suppositions. You're human then?"

      Her fingers played at the sides of her mug.

      "Yes. I mean not just. I can talk to the dead sometimes. I talk to my dead grandma. "

      "Interesting. I know there are a lot of paranormal beings that are sensitive to the afterlife. You sure you're human?"

      A very unfeminine growl escaped her lips. "Yes. You're an ass, you know that?"

      "Aw come on. I didn't mean anything by my question. It's a fair question to ask. I've never dated a human, let alone one that was haunted by an old lady. I'm sure you have questions for me."

      Kian really didn't know what to do. Sure, he was excited this was his set up, but she didn't seem to share the same feelings.

      "No. Not really. I mean you're all the same aren't you?"

      His hackles rose at her words.

      "What do you mean?"

      He mirrored her, sitting straighter and studied her. A fear palpable and real reached him, swirling around on the air and hitting him in the face. How did this conversion go from offending him to suddenly her being freaked out?

      "I. I just mean that you all, as in shifters. I really hoped Gerri knew better. I really hoped that she wouldn't put me with a shifter."

      Deep breaths, deep breaths. Something was wrong and it wasn't personal. He needed to keep that in mind. A part of him saw his mom in the flash of whatever had crossed her face. A memory maybe? He wanted to protect her. Instinct drove him. He reached a hand out to cover hers. She tried to pull away but he gently encircled her wrist between his thumb and index finger. If she pulled hard enough she could get away, but he wanted her to know he was here. He was listening.

      "I.” She took a deep breath.  Why could this man unnerve her so much?  She wasn’t this woman, but around him she could hardly think.

      Exhaling she gathered her wits. “Well. My last boyfriend was a wolf shifter. He wasn't from a local pack, well not that he ever said. When things were good, he was pleasant enough. When things were bad though, he..." she cut off.

      Anger clouded his vision. A second passed and he saw his father and the blood dripping from his nose as he was hauled off into a police car. The blood put there by Kian's hands. He blinked several times clearing the image. He wouldn't think of his dad right now, or the fact he'd have to face the man at some point. Maybe.

      "Don't. Don't finish that sentence. Yeah and the answer is no. We aren't all the same."

      Her eyes seemed to study every inch of him, seemed to look beyond the face that looked back at her.

      "Look. If this isn't what you wanted, I understand. It was pretty hard for me to approach Gerri and there’s a reason I haven't been able to find someone myself. That being said though, as far as I can tell you do feel something..."

      Raine's mouth opened and closed several times.

      And, maybe that was the wrong thing to say. He really did suck at dating.

      Finally, she spoke. "So, why haven't you been able to find someone yourself?”

      Her words stung.  This wasn’t going all that well in his mind. She started to talk again. His cougar was determined to be with her, but man was she pushing his buttons.

      “I mean, not that. Not the way it came out. I know I suck at finding someone. But aren't shifters supposed to be good at finding their mates? Something about fate? Magic? Whatever you want to call it? Why do you need a dating agency?"

      Her chest rose evenly, she was calm. Alright, he hadn't offended her, and she didn’t seem to be questioning if he was an asshole anymore.

      So, sure. He’d answer her question. Only did he know the answer? She should know, but what could he say? They'd just met. He took a second to think it through.

      "My father. I don't want to be him. And honestly, I don't think I was open enough to have known if I had found the right one. But maybe, I just hadn't met her yet now that I..."

      She leaned into the table, her words quiet. "Now that you what?"

      Fuck was he really going to say it? It was a first date. He held back the mountain of animal instinct within him. He bit back against the pain of the cougar. His empty hand fisted against the table trying to gain the control he needed. "Now that I have met you."

      His heart pounded against his chest. She hadn't said anything. What the hell did he expect her to say?

      "So, shifters know without a doubt when they have met the one?"

      His nostrils flared against the scent of her. She was opening a whole new side of him. One that she had complete control over, whether or not she knew it.

      "I. I guess so," was all he could say.
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      "Gran?"

      Where in the heck was that woman. She'd been here all day trying to get every detail about the date and then disappeared after Raine had pulled the "this isn't going to work" card.

      "Gran? For crap's sake. You haunted me in the shower, but when I actually need you you're gone?"

      Raine flopped onto the couch, swinging her forearm to rest over her eyes as she laid back.

      "Gran? What the heck am I supposed to do? Good Lord, he'd let her too. Her full lips He's a shifter and he's telling me that he already knows I'm the one for him?"

      A familiar laugh broke her wallowing. "Oh child. He's a shifter yes, and yes that’s a genetic thing they just know. Why is any of this a problem? Don't you find him attractive? I know if I were thirty years younger I wouldn't let a little thing like who he his stop me from taking him to bed."

      "Ew. Just ew. Go find grandpa’s ghost. I don't need to hear that."

      Gran tsked as Raine sat up.

      "Raine, so you had one bad shifter experience. Not all of them are drug addicts dear. Besides, you know that this Kian is right, just admit it. Regardless of what your head is telling you, tell me your heart doesn't know he is right for you."

      Raine's phone beeped before she could answer. Out of habit she hopped up and headed for the kitchen counter where she'd left it. Maybe it was more out of distraction and not answering Gran's question.

      Hi. Making sure you made it home okay.

      The number wasn't familiar, but she had an idea of who it was from. Not many people would check in on her. Not many had her number.

      Hi? Who is this?

      Gran floated close to her head. Raine batted at her like it would help her fly away. "Geez Gran. Give me a little privacy."

      "Sweetheart, if I give you too much you will just ruin things. You need to open up."

      Kian. The crazy shifter from the coffee shop.

      She smiled to herself, her fingers poised over the keyboard. "If you ruin this child, I promise I will be your nightmare. Be nice to that boy."

      Raine thought for a minute. She didn't need to sound desperate.

      Right. That guy.

      Because the sane shifter from the coffee shop hasn't texted me yet.

      Raine had given him her number reluctantly, or maybe she gave it thinking he wouldn't really call anyway. A part of her would much rather have been in charge. Fate played huge part thank goodness, if this were left in her hands the relationship would go down like the Titanic, only it wouldn't have even gotten out of the harbor.

      Ouch. Would you say no to a movie then?

      She chuckled to herself. He got her, even just a little.

      I can't. I have 2 classes tonight.

      Grabbing a banana, she started to peel it and smirked as she imagined Kian. His hands were huge, hard to say if that meant anything, but the way his pants bulged she was certain that he made this banana look small.

      "What are you thinking of young lady?"

      Raine jumped at her grandma’s voice.

      "I'm having a snack before classes. Can't teach kids on an empty stomach..."

      Raine glanced at the banana and Gran and quickly took a bite.

      "See?" she said around a full mouth.

      "Oh please. I was married and had a child. I think I know when you aren't looking at a banana as a snack."

      Raine almost choked as she pushed down the bite.

      "Gran. Seriously? I don't need to hear this."

      Gran's semi-transparent body rested on the couch as if she could sit and crossed her arms.

      "Good Lord aren't you repressed. Don't you let that deadbeat wolf you dated ruin things for you."

      Raine's phone chirped. Her stomach a ball of flutters.

      I'll meet you after class. What time?

      The flutters quickened at the thought of seeing him tonight. What would it be like to kiss him?

      "You are hopeless child. Don't over think. Just do."

      Raine nodded. "I don't think I can say no to him, regardless of how much I think."

      "Alright then. Just tell him okay."

      She typed exactly that, biting down on the banana absently.

      Fine.

      "Now what kind of underwear are you wearing? Please tell me it’s not that old crap that even I wouldn't wear. Remember, what happens if you get in an accident?"

      Rain's brow flexed. "Gran. Please stop worrying about my underwear. Besides, if I got in accident the last thing anyone will care about is it it's cute or not."

      Gran stood and mimicked walking, as if her spirit missed the human action.

      "Fine. Going. Cute underwear. Got it. I have some from the last time you freaking stalked me through the lingerie store."

      Raine shook her head and headed for her room.

      "Sweetheart, if I don't push you you'd end up alone and your vagina would shrivel up. Do you want that? Believe me. No one wants that."

      Plugging her ears Raine started humming.
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        * * *

      

      "Alright kids. Ten more seconds. Keep up the momentum. Focus. Mental strength and physical strength are very important."

      The ding of the door distracted her for a moment as she glanced to see who was there.

      Muscles she didn’t even know existed contracted at the sight of his tall muscular frame walking through the door. How could she have ever thought he was just another all muscle and no brain kind of guy?

      The timer went off and the kids stopped. She forced herself back to her job. "All right. Great class. Thank your partners and then go thank your parents. Have a great night everyone."

      One little girl grabbed her leg from behind almost knocking her off balance. Kian reached out and grabbed her arm before she fell off the edge of the mats. "I love you Miss Raine. Did you know that my brother went poop today? Did you know he has a penis? I bet you that guy has a penis too. He probably has a big one. My dad has a -"

      "Okay Sky, that’s enough." Raine tried to stop the little girl before this went south. She was sweet, but she had no filter.

      "Did you know boys have a penis? My brother -"

      Raine couldn't be certain but her face was boiling hot and was probably as red as a tomato. "Sweetie? Where is your mom?" Raine craned her neck around looking. She caught sight of Kian's face. It was red, but not from embarrassment. His lips pressed together, she realized he was holding in laughter.

      "Sky, honey. Say goodbye to Miss Raine," said the girl’s mom.

      Oh thank goodness.

      "Bye," said Sky. The girls mom waved as she hurried her out.

      Raine closed her eyes. She raised her hand to her face. Kian let go of her other arm.

      "So. Uh. Cute kid," said Kian.

      "Yeah. Super sweet. She has no filter. And she has two older brothers."

      The laughter that Kian had been holding broke the surface.

      The embarrassment finally chased away by the humor of the whole conversation finally sank in, and she smiled. One by one the kids filed out. No one stuck around long after classes. She preferred it, tonight more than normal.

      "So. Should I just wait over here?" Kian asked

      Raine looked around the room. "No, I think we are good. I just need to grab my stuff and close up."

      The last family left as Kian and Raine stood looking at each other. Silence, nothing but the air in the ventilation system around them.

      Kian stood in front of her, a t-shirt stretching across his chest. His jeans hanging low on his hips. Her eyes moved over him, running back to his face. His eyes more gold than green sparkling back at her. She wanted to touch his hair, run her fingers through it. She wanted to know what it was like to press up against all that raw muscle.

      Blinking away the haziness in her mind, she found her voice.

      "So. Uhm. What did you have in mind tonight?"

      He shrugged. "Dunno. I didn't get that far. I just didn't like the idea of you being alone after classes tonight."

      "Oh." She hadn't expected that.

      "Yeah. So..."

      A soft spot within her seemed to open up as she watched him. How could a huge man, someone that looked like he could take down just about anyone, look nervous? Maybe she needed to let him in, get to actually know him. Nothing about him was what she'd thought about shifters. This man in front of her may have seemed like the tough alpha, controlling and hard, but that wasn't all of him.

      He stood there, they were alone and the way his shirt pulled, she could imagine running her hands over every single muscle. Her heart had forgotten the darkness in her past. He took a step closer to her, the scent of his soap swirled around her as the air carried it to her. The scent of a man.

      "So," she whispered.

      He didn't look away from her, his focus on her and only her. Her skin tightened as the thought of his fingers grazing her bare skin. As if he could read her mind he raised his hand, a feather-light touch running down from shoulder to arm, to her wrist. She shivered.

      "The lights," she said.

      A quick nod of his head and she started towards the other side of the room. Each foot step calculated as she tried to pretend like she was someone else, someone he'd want to watch walking. A glance over her shoulder and she saw that he had followed her. She clenched the muscles between her thighs as her body seemed to beg for him, he steps faltering.

      Raine passed through the maze of heavy bags and reached for the switches to the main lights. As she flicked each switch, a small illuminating backup light cast a glow around the space.

      She turned around and saw Kian, his hand resting atop one of the bags, his stance blocking the opening directly in front of her. She rubbed a bare foot over the top of her other foot, nervous energy looking for an escape.

      "You are sexy. You know that?"

      Her breath caught. "I. So are you."

      He chuckled.

      "Oh. I mean. Well..."

      His lips pulled into a subtle smirk. "What? You seem nervous. Am I getting to you?"

      She took a step forward. He unnerved her and she liked it. "Maybe."

      His eyes seemed to widen with each step she took towards him. One. Two. Three. She stopped toe to toe and tilted her head up.

      She could look for a thousand years and she'd never find a man who touched her soul to the point of erasing everything but him and her.

      Licking her lower lip, Raine let her eyes forged a trail from the emerald of his gaze down the slightly imperfect angle of his nose to his very perfect mouth. She lifted her hand to the perfect skin of his cheek. She ran her thumb over his bottom lip. The way he smiled as she explored him made her chest tighten and had her pulse fluttering like a hummingbird. Dragging her finger down, she flattened her hand against his chest taking in each rise and fall.

      "Tell me Kian. Why are you here?" the words so quiet she didn't know if he'd heard.

      He dropped a hand to her waist, the other snaking behind her and pulling her close.

      "I need you." The rumble of his lowered voice sent a wave of need through her.

      She sucked in her top lip, dragging her teeth over it as she tried to fight the muscles contracting between her legs and the sudden ache consuming her.

      "I need you, Raine."

      He closed the space between them pulling her close enough not even air remained between them.

      "I'm starting to think I need you too." She paused. "Maybe we should just take things slowly."

      Standing on tip toe, she moved by instinct and need. An invisible rope wound its way around her pulling her to him. She rested her palms on his shoulders, hesitantly moving her arms around the back of his neck.

      "What do you need from me Kian?”

      She let out a nervous laugh before she made her next move. Pushing away rational thought she reached behind her and grabbed his hand, pulling it to rest on her heart. An invitation to more if he wanted. Maybe he thought that she was his mate, but he was going to have to convince her that he was worth her time.

      His eyes flashed gold. She squeaked in surprise as he leaned into her, forcing her to backpedal in surprise until she hit the wall behind her. He pinned her against it. Raine's own instinct settled in, but instead of reacting in fear she was nervous. Sweeping her leg around his leg, she took him off balance, taking the control from him.

      He toppled like a massive tree taking her with him. He pulled her leg up, his hand locking her against him as they rolled over. On top of her, she looked up into his face an inch from hers. Their bodies were so close she felt each and every breath he took.
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      "Is this what you wanted princess? Me on top?" He smirked.

      She squirmed and gave up under him. She started the game and he wasn't going to let her win, not unless it still resulted in her naked with him inside of her.

      He watched her features. Her breathing was more rapid than his own, she'd exerted more energy trying to knock him down. The thought had him laughing. "I'm not sure what you were expecting, but you can't beat me," he said.

      Kian and his cougar didn't like easy prey and like it or not, Raine was their ultimate prey.

      The muscles in his neck strained as he resisted doing what his body begged. He held her down, supporting some of his weight with one arm, the other arm keeping her hands together, above her head.

      He moved positions, not giving her enough space to get away but enough to let her breathe.

      She wiggled beneath him. He hissed in a breath as her body rubbed against his rock hard dick. She paused.

      "Oh," was all she could say.

      He closed his eyes for a count logger than a blink as he tried to picture anything that would get his shit under control.

      "Nope. I'm good," he said.

      "That's not. Is that you?"

      He chuckled, his eyes wide in amusement.

      "That's all me Raine."

      "Oh."

      A hint of pink touched her cheeks. He sniffed the air as her arousal hit him like a tornado of scents.

      Without warning she thrust her pelvis up in a counter move, making the effort to knock him off her.

      "Why are you fighting me?"

      Looking up at him, she smiled.

      "Don't you shifter types have to prove that I am a worthy mate or something?"

      He smiled, hitching his knee higher and locking her in a compromising position. He was rewarded with a little squeak of surprise from her.

      "Oh princess, this is not how you prove yourself, not to me anyway. My cougar already knows you're it."

      He couldn't resist her. He relaxed his grip on her wrist and pressed into her, his dick begging to be played with. She couldn't ignore the bulge in his pants, he wouldn't let her. She'd caused it. He was so hard he couldn't think.

      Raine pressed into him and he groaned in pleasure. Her hand snaked around, finding its way between them.

      "Careful there Raine. Be aware of what you are doing."

      Lust clouded her baby blues. She dragged her teeth over her swollen bottom lip.

      "I'm very aware of what I am doing."

      Those words were a key to his willpower, unlocking him to her. Kian eased his face closer, his grip releasing giving her every chance to escape.

      "Do you?" he asked.

      She paused, her hands precariously close the button on his jeans and, her fingers brushing skin that peeked between his shirt and the waistband.

      "Maybe I do. Maybe I don't. But I'm not fighting this anymore."

      She didn't turn away from him as he closed the gap, his lips so close he could nearly taste her.

      She closed her eyes and he took it as an invitation. At first the kiss was slow, simple. The current of electricity between them slowly pulsing as he took in the flavor of her. His tongue explored, reaching out to hers. She answered by pressing further and deepening the kiss.

      The need built, his cougar taking control of his desires, his animalistic need. Forgetting whatever game she'd been playing his hands found a new mission. Running his palm over her and finding her taut nipple under her clothing, he groaned. He kneaded her, pulling at the peak as he pressed into her.

      She moaned, her hands reaching below his shirt in a feverish mission. The heat of her palms on the ridges of his stomach eliciting a shudder at her touch.

      As he let his hands play explorer over her body, he grew impatient. She had too many clothes on. He found the neckline of her shirt and yanked, tearing the length of her shirt without a second thought. She didn't hit him, so he took that as encouragement. Her kisses grew hungrier by the second.

      Tracing the tops of his fingers over the edges of her bra, he broke the kiss and started to lick a path along the skin. She arched her back, pushing her breasts closer. He cupped one then the other before pushing up the bra, freeing one taut nipple then the other. He sucked at each peak as she ran her hands through his hair pulling him closer.

      Her pelvis rocked against him as he began to kiss a path from her nipples down her stomach stopping at the waist of her pants. Slipping his finger under the elastic of her athletic pants, he felt a growl rumble up his chest as he watched her skin tighten under his touch. She raised her hips in response.

      Slow wasn't his thing and with her physical permission, he pulled down her pants tossing them aside. Taking a moment to enjoy the view he felt his body twitch at the site of her beautiful nakedness.

      "I can't wait anymore," she said as she quickly pushed up to her knees, never looking away. He knelt in front of her as she took on an expedition of her own. Running her hands over his body before gripping the edge of his shirt and pulling it above his head.

      His body burned at every touch. His dick throbbed beneath his pants as she grappled with his button. Sweet relief swept through him at the tug of the zipper.

      As he sprang free, her touch released an explosion of anticipation. His cougar wanted to claim her, the human side of him needed to be inside of her.

      He pulled at her hips, lifting her. She wrapped her legs around him as her lips met his.

      He laid her down on the soft mat, bracing his weight on either side of her.

      "If you don't tell me to stop, I can't make myself," he said, giving her one last out.

      Her words breathy as she spoke. "Do not stop."

      Crushing her lips to his as his hand stroked the heat between her legs. She moaned as he slid his finger between her folds finding the warm liquid of her body. Pressing first one finger into her, she bore down onto his hand. The scent of her need reached him clearly as he pulled out to return with two fingers, stroking her.

      The way she moaned had him nearly losing his mind and he'd barely even started. She rocked against him as he pressed a third finger in. She purred against his mouth. He pulled his hand away, the scent of her on him.

      The war within him, fighting against his nature to mark her, he slowly matched her rhythm. Guiding the head of his dick he pressed against the exquisite heat between her legs. She was ready for him.

      He growled out between ragged breaths.

      She stretched under him, angling her hips against him. His hand ran the length of her thigh.

      She bit down on his shoulder, just hard enough that his cougar roared in pleasure. Mine.

      His pushed her thigh wider with his own.

      Her body hot beneath him trembled as the head of his dick rubbed against her, withholding the final pleasure.

      "Oh God. Please Kian."

      He stroked her, easing into her slowly. The throaty moan of hers had him losing the control he fought to maintain. He bit against his own ecstasy as the wet and willing tightness of her accepted him. He slid in further, her little whimpers vibrated against his shoulder.

      His breath hissed between clenched teeth as he controlled himself, restraining the need coursing through him.

      Mine. His cougar shouted over and over with every inch she accepted.

      Finally as he buried himself to his balls she laid her head back, extending her neck to him. He leaned down and kissed the exposed skin before he began to work her. Each thrust calculated as he watched her, listened to her.

      His balls grew tight, the ache to release stronger than he'd ever felt.

      "Fuck," he said on a breath.

      Her moans higher pitched than before, her nails biting into his back as he drove her farther and farther over the edge with him.

      Whispering in her ear he spoke the words, "tell me you are mine."

      Her eyes met his, a flash of fear, of pleasure, or maybe acceptance as she kept her gaze on him. Her next word floated on a breath, each said as he thrust harder. "Yours. Yes."

      Her body began to shudder. Raine's body shivered and her muscles quivered around his dick, pulling at him. His muscles shaking in restraint he finally exploded and let her take from him. With one last thrust he was lost in her.
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        * * *

      

      "Thank you for walking me home," she said as he moved from her mouth to her ear.

      "Sure. My pleasure." He ran his tongue down the lobe, sucking before releasing it and coming back to her face.

      "I. Do you want to come in?" Her eyes were closed as he pressed her against the wall.

      "I have neighbors Kian." She giggled.

      The erratic breaths escaping her swollen mouth tickled the five o'clock shadow lining his jaw.

      "I think we should take this slow. Isn't that what you wanted?" he asked.

      "I. What?" She pushed him away playfully. "I think that idea just crashed and burned."

      He pressed into her, making sure she couldn't miss his subtle hint.

      "Already? Kian, control yourself."

      Standing on tip toes, she smiled and kissed him.

      "Let's go inside. Are you hungry? I might have something." She turned to open the door and Kian enjoyed the view.

      His hand slid around her waist and rested on her belly. Pulling her against his raging hard on, his pants seemed like a fucking prison as his dick begged to come out and play. Raine pressed her ass into him and damn it if she wasn't screwing with him.

      "Kian. The door." Her words quiet and breathy.

      "Should I slow down?" he asked as he slipped his hand down and into the front of her pants.

      "Kian. Slow? What? No. Wait. Door."

      She gripped his hand, "Kian. Let's go inside."

      He smiled against her hair. "Sure. Let's do that."

      Raine pushed open the door and before she'd gotten them both in and kicked the door shut her mouth was on his and any other rational conversation disappeared.
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      Raine padded into the kitchen, sore and bleary eyed. Her body ached and each movement reminded her just how well Kian had treated her. Pausing, she leaned into the wall and nearly moaned just from the memories.

      "Glad to see you are up dear."

      Raine jumped. "For crap sakes Gran. Go. Please. I, I have a guest."

      Gran chuckled as she headed down the hall.

      "Gran. Stop. No. Stop." Raine nearly fell as she reached for a ghost. "Son of a biscuit."

      Gran disappeared through the door. Did she go in or not? It was her apartment, she could do what she wanted. The man Gran was spying on was the man she'd planned to feed and take advantage of afterwards. But that was before the old ghost decided to walk in.

      Cursing, she closed one eye and gently opened the door praying it didn't squeak.

      She caught a glimpse of Gran hovering over Kian. She clenched her teeth and practically ripped the handle off the door. She'd never yelled at Gran before, but that’s all she wanted to do right now.

      "Gran," she whispered.

      "That Geri does an amazing job."

      Gran's ghost hovered over a nearly naked mountain of a man. "Look at the size of those arms. So sweetheart how was the size of his banana?"

      Raine's mouth fell open. Could ghosts be possessed because right now she wanted to know where her sweet Gran and gone and when that version might be back?

      "Oh seriously Raine. We already talked about this. How exactly do you think I had your mother? And just because I'm dead doesn't mean I'm blind. That is one beautiful man. I approve of him. He will make me some beautiful great grandkids."

      "Oh no. No. You have got to go," she said, forgetting Kian was there and still asleep.

      "Now why would I do that?" said Kian.

      "Oh suck."

      He rolled over, the sheet slipping around his hips and she instantly felt a hungry ache pulsing between her legs.

      "Now, that I would be very willing to do. Bring that gorgeous body back over here. Still want me out?" He stretched his arms out, the sheet tenting from the apparent rise and shine of his other very large asset.

      Frantically she looked around the room. Gran wasn't there, thank goodness. Dead or not, she might have a second heart-attack if she saw all that Kian had to offer. Plus, just ew. She did not need to share him or her sex life with Gran.

      "Sorry. No. I wasn't telling you to go." His sleep tousled hair and the sleepy daze still in his eyes made it hard to remember what she'd just been talking about.

      "Uh huh. Okay. You talk to yourself often?"

      She shivered at the sound of his voice, gravelly from sleep.

      "Get over here. You're shivering woman. I'll warm you up." He winked and the inner walls of her core contracted.

      "Yes."

      She took her time, admiring him as she walked back to bed. His hand snaked up her inner thigh, stopping as she crawled in next to him.

      "If I go an inch higher can I stay?" he asked under half lidded eyes.

      Her next breath caught. She bit her lower lip.

      "You like that?" he asked.

      "Mm hmm."

      Kian propped himself up on one elbow started a trail, running his tongue along her stomach pausing to greet a nipple as he continued north. Her nerves were on fire and even the smallest attention had her nearly crumbling in anticipation.

      "So eager. I like that."

      She knelt next to him on the bed, bracing herself with one hand against his shoulder. His muscles rippled with each movement.

      Finally he stretched up, moving and adjusting to sit on his haunches.

      His arm held her tight, keeping her with him. Safe. With each kiss, he felt like home. She deepened the kiss, wanting to pull him in closer. His hand tangled in her hair as his kissing grew hungry. At each touch of Kian's lips, sparks of energy tried to start a fire within her, a vibrating need pulsed between her legs and a desperation within her pulled her closer to him. Each taste of his lips had a need biting at her soul stronger and stronger.

      She needed him, she needed to be his.

      "Please." She whimpered against his lips. His hand found its way between her legs and she pressed against his warm palm.

      "So hungry." He whispered against her lips. Brushing her jaw line as he kissed down her neck, he moved so painfully slowly that it made her squirm. She wanted to smack him for the silent torture, except her brain started to misfire with the slightest change in pressure.

      "Tell me what I want to hear and I'll do as you ask," he whispered.

      Her words hiccupped in her throat as he stroked her. She knew what he wanted; she could hear his thoughts over and over. "Mine. Mine. Raine is ours."

      She couldn't, wouldn't stop to think of how she thought she could hear him. She just knew what he wanted to hear.

      "Yes. Yours,” she said.

      Drawing in a breath the words on her tongue nearly started a chant with each stroke. "I'm yours. Yes."

      "Mine." He growled out the word. "You're mine."

      With an almost inhuman motion he turned her around, her ass against him as he kissed her shoulder and his hands kneaded at her breasts. She closed her eyes at the myriad sensations. His fingers stroked her, bringing her closer and closer. As she thought she would splinter into a million pieces of herself he guided her forward. She put shaking arms in front of her as he grabbed her waist and before she could catch her breath he thrust into her. The burning sweet pain of being stretched over and over had her body shaking. She sucked at her lower lip biting back screams of pleasure as he thrust again and again, almost primitive in nature.

      God she needed him. His hips pushed against her, his dick deeper, until the world around her was static. With each thrust reality fell away.

      Oh she was his. Every time his dick pulsed within her, stroking a spot only he seemed to know, she was his.

      "I'm yours," she whispered to the air as she closed her eyes.

      Raising her hips she met him thrust for thrust.

      There was no turning back.

      The scent of him, rustic woodsy invaded her senses as he pleasured her body. Her heart beat thrummed through her ears as she came closer and closer.

      "Don't stop."

      He grabbed her hair, his lips suddenly by her ear.

      "Come for me."

      Turning her head to the side, he kissed her before he pulled back, his hands back on her hands controlling her. He was taking her to the edge where she didn't know if she would survive the fall - her body started to quake pulling from him everything she needed. This was the point of no return.

      He rolled over, holding her as their breathing slowly returned to normal. His dick still in her had her nearly jump at each movement, her body sensitive and sated.

      "Wow," was all he said.

      She nodded against his chest. "Mmmm. Yeah."

      Closing her hand over the arm he wrapped around she wanted to stay there always.

      "You are perfect," he said.

      "Right now I am not even going to argue. Just shut up before you screw this up."

      His chest vibrated with laughter. "What were you saying about your dead Gran? I think that had more potential of rui-"

      "Oh my God. She better have disappeared.” Jerking up, Raine rolled to the side and looked around.

      "Relax princess. I don't think your Gran would have stayed for that little show. Although had she, I am pretty sure she'd be impressed."

      Leaning over, Kian kissed her, freezing her errant thoughts in their tracks.

      He was right. Who cared. Gran was a grown woman. Granted Raine knew her Gran would never do that to her. Instead Raine tried to lose herself with each caress of his lips.

      Right as she was about to push aside every worry she had, Kian's phone chirped.

      "Shit. Hold on. I have to make sure it's not the station."

      She gave a half hearted smile. "Sure. I didn't even think to ask if you worked today."

      He slid off the bed and turned in a circle.

      "Do you see my pants?" He lifted his shirt and tossed it aside and then rose, holding up her panties by one finger. He flashed her a devious grin before flinging them at her.

      She should have probably paid attention to his missing pants before the ringing stopped, but she couldn't stop watching the muscles along his back ripple and bulge with each move.

      "Ah found them." Shuffling through a pocket he pulled the trilling device out. It had stopped ringing, but a chirp followed shortly after. Riane wanted to ask what the face he made meant a second before he clicked a button holding to his ear.

      The grin of a second ago faded and the fire in eyes dimmed.

      "Who was it? Is everything okay?" she asked.

      Sitting up, she leaned forward with a sheet clutched to her chest.

      "I." He ran his free hand through his hair as he dropped the hand with his phone to his side

      "You what?" Dropping the sheet, she moved to her hands and knees and crawled to the end of the bed. "You can tell me. I promise."

      He shook his head and for a moment she didn't think he was going to talk to her.

      "It's my dad. Or well the call was from my mother. She took my dad back. She doesn't talk to me for years and now all this. She calls to tell me that she's back with a man that enjoyed abusing his family."

      "I'm sorry." She wanted to stop the pain etched across his face.

      "No. It's fine. I guess I always knew she'd take him back."

      Absently he came over to the bed, sitting on the edge. "I." Raine's eyes watched as he flexed his hands.

      Instinct drove her to comfort him. Placing her hand on his shoulder she felt his muscle taut and rigid. As if she could feel what he needed, like his cougar could talk to her, she straddled him, taking his face between her hands.

      As he turned to look at her, his eyes were all animal.

      "Are you going to be okay?" she asked.

      "I. Yes. I just need to go. I need to go run or punch something."

      His muscles were strained, the veins lining his forearms standing out.

      "Let me help you." As she studied him, she saw the predator within the man. She could see the animal. The hunter. Instead of turning away she started to kiss his shoulder. She didn't know why, but she wouldn't back down from a fight. And somehow his fight was her fight.

      His skin was hot to the touch as her fingers stroked down his shoulder blades and along his spine.

      He sat there. Not moving. She didn't stop.

      "Kian, you need to let me in."

      She placed a kiss on his cheek. A kiss on his nose. A kiss on his forehead.

      She held him. Somewhere she'd read that pressure can help people deal with anger.

      Finally, after what felt like forever he finally moved.

      Without warning he flipped them over and she was suddenly under him.

      His lips were on hers before she could let out a squeak.

      As he pulled away for moment, she started to question what she offered him.

      "You don't want to be a part of this mess."

      She didn't what he meant, but if it was Kian, then she wanted it. She wanted him. She wanted to make everything better.

      "Kian, I'm yours no matter what."

      His body nearly vibrated with power.

      The pain within him clouded the air around them, thick and heavy.

      "What do you need from Kian? Take it," she whispered.

      He paused long enough for her to take it back. When she didn't he responded with a touch rougher than she'd expected, but one that commanded her to do as he needed.

      The next time he looked up at her there was no human lust present, rather she saw the animal need within him.

      She could feel the tip of him rubbing along her entrance. He was so close. And she wanted him.

      "Yes," was all she whispered as if giving the shifter side of him permission.

      He claimed her mouth as he thrust inside her. Her body convulsing in pleasure before he'd started. He was hungry. Everything about this was primal need. His thirst ran deeper and each thrust pulsed with more and more purpose.

      Her body coiled, winding tighter and tighter as if each time he pushed into her she took some his pain until she could no longer take it.

      Just as she thought she would break, he shuddered within her and with her and for one single moment it was as though she could feel his agony, his fear, his heart.

      Her soul was his.
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      Kian sat on the couch, her legs draped over his lap. As long as he could touch her, his body seemed to work normally. She was the air in the room around him. He watched her lips as she picked a grape from the bowl, he watched her suck at it.

      Fuck. This woman had a direct line to his dick.

      A movie was playing in the background, who the hell knew what movie it was. Kian needed to not think of his mom. He needed to not think of his asshole father. The only time he seemed to distract himself though was when he was with Raine.

      Demons pushed their way into his mind though. The years that his mother hadn't talked to him she'd been safe and he'd had his anger to displace any feelings of hurt. Now though, the muscle memory of fear was trying to come back. He'd thought that part of him was dead, but knowing she'd taken his father back at the fear trying to bubble back up.

      The damn was cracking as the frustration started to build. It stayed there though, splashing around behind the wall and seemed to sit just below the surface finally not in control of him. He could breathe.

      As he sat there, he forgot all about the movie. Somehow Raine quieted the rage within him. A strange change really, normally he'd have been at the gym ripping a heavy bag to shreds or finding some underground fight. There was never a lack of angry or violent paranormals within the city. Not today though. No. All he apparently needed was her. Her and that amazing body of hers. He shifted as the bulge in his jeans grew uncomfortable. God he needed to mark her. He needed to make her his.

      "Raine?"

      "Hmmm?" she murmured as she popped another grape in between her beautiful pink lips.

      "How long will it take you to figure out that you're made for me?"

      She rolled her eyes. "I don't really believe in love at first sight. Maybe you should consider taking me on a date though."

      He caught the touch of a smile playing on her lips.

      His brow furrowed."What was coffee? How many dates does a human need to figure out who their mate it?"

      She stopped what she was doing and looked over at him. "You do realize some humans go an entire lifetime without figuring it out, right?"

      Disgruntled he let out a grunt. "I don't have forever. I am going to go insane long before-"

      Raine's phone rang. She put the bowl and looked at the screen.

      Kian could smell the change on Raine as a sour scent wafted to him - fear. He knew fear. Any predator knew the scent. Only why was she afraid?

      "Well. Let me get this." Her shoulders slouched as she let out a breath.

      He nodded. He already missed the weight of her legs on him as she pulled herself to a full sitting position.

      "Hello?"

      Kian's hand found her thigh as she moved to get up. Something was wrong and he didn't like it one bit. If she was afraid of whoever was calling she wasn't leaving his side.

      "Stop calling me."

      Kian had incredible hearing, but he had to strain to hear the voice on the other end of the line.

      "You owe us. Bitch. We own you," is what Kian heard. His hackles raised.

      "No. I don't. I don't owe you anything. Stop calling me."

      Before Kian could listen for anything else, Raine hung up and practically threw her phone across the coffee table.

      He pulled her into his lap. Jealousy pooled around his stomach. She was his. His cougar had awoken, sitting and waiting just under the surface ready to either fight or mark her. He wasn't going to let anyone take Raine from them.

      "Raine? What was that?" he asked.

      "It's. Uh. Well, remember how I said I really didn't want a shifter?"

      He nodded, although internally he patted himself on the back for changing her mind.

      "It's," she sighed. "It's because of my ex. There's a million things different from you and him, but needless to say he really screwed me up. Gran hated him, and I should have realized sooner she was right."

      Kian held her tightly, his head resting in the crux her neck breathing in the sweet scent of her mixed with the fear he wanted to wipe away. Gently his kissed behind her ear. He didn't want to stop her from talking.

      "He, well he overdosed. He was an addict, only I didn't really know that for the first few months. Gran had just died and I was really lonely. My parents haven't been in the picture for a really long time. Gran was everything to me." She shifted, relaxing into him. "He was really good at reading me. That's the scariest part. He treated me like I mattered. He knew I needed to feel wanted. Like I belonged. He knew what I needed and I played right into it."

      Kian took a long breath. "Let me guess, a pack animal? Wolf?"

      She gave a small nod. "Yeah. But why was that your guess?"

      He made absent little circles around her lower back. "Feeling like you belong usually means a group. Don't get me wrong. There are some great packs out there, I'm just more of a loner. Groups give me the creeps."

      Her body slowly molded into his embrace as she chuckled.

      "Yeah. Well all shifters freaked me out until you. It still scares me that you are just making me feel what I need, and that maybe at some point ..."

      Her voice died off.

      "What Raine? Tell me what you think of me."

      "I. I don't know. Just that. That you'll leave me or use me."

      An arrow to the heart wouldn't have hurt any worse than her words.

      "Raine? You don't truly believe that of me, do you?"

      She shook her head. "No. Not really. I can feel it, I can feel you. I know you wouldn't."

      Kian didn't like that she doubted him based on some other assholes mistakes. "I wouldn't. That’s for damn sure. So, what this prick, he overdosed? So was that him? What did he recover and expect you to wait for him? That was him tying to get you back?"

      Wringing her hands he watched her jaw muscles clench and unclench. "No. He died."

      Her body sat rigid. Raine might have been right next to him, but she might as well have been miles away. He pulled her closer, and she didn't fight him.

      The predator in him rejoiced that the competition didn't exist. He wasn't ready to add murderer to his list of problems; not after he narrowly escaped that predicament with his dad. She wasn't done yet though.

      "The phone calls. They are, well that was his pack. They uh, they split from a larger pack a few years ago and are trying to increase numbers. When you talk about a mate you seem to believe with your whole being I am the only one. With them, I'm not sure they believe that."

      Sitting in silence for a moment Kian finally spoke.

      "Raine, that’s not a pack. That’s a few rouges that happen to think the more of them that are around, the better. I don't know that much about wolf packs, but I know rouges. I fight enough of them."

      She turned to look at him, and he didn't like the look one bit. The woman was thinking.

      "Yeah. I'm not sure how I feel about you fighting anything. Let's revisit that in a minute," she said.

      He squirmed under her scrutiny.

      A moment longer and she went to studying an invisible spot on her pants. "About these guys and the fact their brother overdosed they blame me. I tried. I really tried to get him to stop. I begged him to stop. A part of me loved him, and he filled this hole in my life."

      Both Kian and his cougar stirred at that. No one was allowed to fill any holes of hers, figurative or literally. He had that covered. She was still talking, even though he'd just blanked out in anger.

      "Kian? I swear that was all he was - and once I realized I was just another woman they wanted to control, or I should say they realized they could control I left. He's the reason I started the self defense classes. When I went back because he begged me, I found him laying on the floor, unresponsive and pasty."

      Kian's heart rate had started to spike as his cougar started to grow restless at the story.

      "Is it wrong that a part of me was relieved? Until now?" she said.

      Every word coming out of her mouth added one more chunk of coal under the fire already burning within him when it came to Raine.

      "So who was on the phone Raine?"

      Her eyes never met his. She looked everywhere but at him. "It was one of his brothers, or pack members, I’m not really sure what he is. But they think I owe them. They think that I belong to them. They've been stalking me for the last year. I've changed my number twice now and they still find it. They haven’t found my apartment at least."

      "Raine, look at me."

      His index finger gently rested under her chin, coaxing her face to look at him.

      "I want you to know that I would never do that. Know that when I say you are mine, I mean that you are my responsibility. You are my sanity. You are the woman that my soul craves and my cougar desires more than our next meal."

      He paused, studying her. Raine didn't make eye contact until she seemed to cover every inch of the room.

      Kian didn't like waiting, and waiting for her to trust him wasn't his thing. "Raine, you are my soul mate. I would die for you. No one, including myself would hurt you." He knew this to be true. Deep within himself, he knew he couldn't hurt her. His cougar knew who she was to them and that was all he needed. Too bad the niggling in the back of his head had him remembering his dad. Kian truly believed he couldn't hurt Raine, he did. But then again, his dad hadn't protected his mom.

      Shifting position on the couch, pulling her onto his lap he pushed aside the doubt.

      "Raine, when you agree to mate me, someday, when you accept me as yours, then I promise you will be safe always. My sole purpose is to protect you, and love you."

      He nuzzled into her shoulder, kissing the space between her collar bone and her neck. "I will protect you now."

      He kissed her again. "Tomorrow."

      His tongue slowly licked the place he'd just kissed. "For always. If you just let me."

      She shivered. The sweet scent of arousal slowly replaced the fear lingering within the air.

      The tension within her tightened muscles relaxed as she sank against him. Slowly, she seemed to allow him to kiss away her fears. He pressed a tender brush of his lips against hers and waited for her to kiss him back. Each tick of his heart had the confidence within him wavering until she responded to his touch.

      He picked her up, repositioning them. Kian laid her down on the couch. Without breaking their embrace, he positioned himself over her.

      His cougar purred as she pulled him down. His body pressed into her, Raine's heart a mirror of his.

      Pulling away, she met his eyes. "I don't know that I believe in soul-mates yet, but I do believe that you are everything I want."

      She paused. Her chest rising and falling beneath him. "You're everything I need."

      Sitting up he took her in, the view of her a magnificent sight. She placed one leg on either side of him, he shifted, settling between them. Running his hands up her fully clothed thighs, he enjoyed the way her body reacted to his touch. Kian bent down, kissing the bare skin peeking from under her t-shirt.

      She squirmed under him as he gripped her hips.

      "You have an insatiable appetite," he said.

      He glanced up to see her biting her lower lip, a sparkle of mischief on her face.

      She wound her fingers into his hair as he kissed lower and lower. Biting at Raine's waist-band, he slowly pulled her pants down. His fingers taking over, feathering a trail down her stomach to her pelvis.

      "Maybe you should start wearing more skirts." He winked at her.

      Slowly, maybe too slowly if his dick had any say in it, he teased her. His fingers teased at the apex of her thighs, slowly playing with the soft skin.

      He licked his way down her slit, slowly parting her lips.

      Fuck.

      She was so wet; he nearly came in his pants.

      Finding the bud just above, his tongue played until she was squirming for more.

      "Kian. Please."

      He peeked up from between her thighs and gazed at her.

      "Please what, princess?"

      He loved her moan and the way her hips squirmed under his touch.

      "Please. I want you."

      He flicked his tongue against the small bud and smiled as she squealed.

      Without a warning she grabbed his face. She set his nerves ablaze as she tried to pull him up. Curiosity got the better of him and he let her. Starved lips claimed his mouth and the animal within in him nearly won control as she challenged him.

      Raine pressed her body against him, a move he didn't ignore and accepted. He allowed her control, just this once. She knelt next to him, and he cursed her pants imprisoning her ankles. He wanted her on his lap, riding him.

      He followed her as she slowly slid off of the couch. He groaned at the pressure in his balls as he watched her ass while she pulled off her pants. A quick glance over her shoulder at him revealed the mischief in her eyes.

      He followed her hands as they slid beneath the hem of her shirt while she slowly turned to face him. Inch by inch she gave him more and more skin until she finally pulled the damn fabric over those amazing breasts of hers. The way her nipples puckered at the chill in the air had him shifting uncomfortably. Shit was getting real, and his pants were in serious danger of popping a stitch.

      Dropping her shirt, she came towards him. A flash of what his prey might feel like flashed before his mind. Kneeling in front of him she ran her finger over the bulge behind his jeans. His dick twitched. Clenching his teeth he bit back the next rumble.

      His eyes nearly rolled back in his head as she pulled down the zipper of his fly. She smirked as his dick sprang free, greeting her at attention. Before his next breath, her warm mouth was on his dick. Her tongue worked him like he was a Popsicle on a hot summer day.

      His leg quivered as her tongue stroked the vein running from base to tip.

      A breath hissed through clenched teeth.

      Kian felt his balls tighten at the play of her fingertips grazing the skin. He gasped as her pace changed

      Deep breaths. Deep breaths.

      "Shit princess. What are you doing to me? Get up here."

      Pushing away she stood away from him, just out of reach. His dick twitched at the sight of her hourglass figure. Her full hips curving down to his favorite treat.

      Taine giggled as she finally teased him. Running her hand down her neck, across her full chest to her belly button she stopped above the of her legs.

      "Hey big guy, up here."

      He looked at her face and damn near laughed. "You're kidding right? I love your face, but you have the most amazing breasts I have ever seen."

      He liked the way she seemed to squirm under his gaze.

      "Good enough for me."

      Games aside, she put one knee on the couch then the other, straddling him. She was in control. His woman was not one to sit back and let him control her and this was her way of reminding him.

      She slowly leaned back, settling herself onto his rock hard dick, the hot wet heat of her meeting the sensitive head as her tight muscles stretched around him, letting him press deeper and deeper into her. Without another thought, he grabbed her hips and closed his eyes letting his head fall back onto the couch. She started to ride him, and fuck he'd let her until her core convulsed and milked him for all he was worth. She could have him any way she wanted him.
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      Raine leaned against the wall of the gym. He body was hungry for more. She could smell him all over her and she couldn't get enough. The scent of him made the muscles between her legs clench. She needed to focus. She needed to calm her heart rate, she was supposed to be working.

      "Gran? What am I doing?" she said to an empty room.

      Gran floated one way and then the other as Raine sat at the gym waiting for her students.

      "You've been having a lot of hanky panky if I'm not mistaken. I've had to go find other people to bother." The smirk on Gran’s face said all Raine needed to know.

      "Yeah yeah. I know that look. Don't take too much credit. Gerri is the whole reason I gave Kian a chance."

      Raine looked at the wall clock. Apparently three older woman wanted a private session and had asked for Raine specifically, according to the owner. So, here she was. Waiting.

      She'd had to leave the warm arms of Kian to come to work earlier than normal. Squirming from memories of last night had her pressing her back against the wall and biting back a moan. Her body ached in a whole new way. She hadn't slept much the last twenty four hours and yet she didn't notice the exhaustion, not while she was on a high. That small fact had her wondering if she could maybe understand her ex’es addiction.

      "Oh, there she is."

      A familiar voice broke Raine's daydream. She looked over to the ding of the door and three women walked in. Older was how the owner of the gym had described the students asking for the private session. Raine took in Gerri and her two companions, all of them looked like time had frozen. Apparently being a shifter meant gravity didn't seem to affect your body the same.

      "Hi Gerri. Are you the one who requested a private class?"

      She smiled. "Of course. I have to keep this figure up now don't I?"

      Raine nodded and shrugged "I suppose so. You guys do look great."

      Gerri walked up to Raine. "You are positively glowing. So, are things working out with Kian?"

      Raine's face burned. "I. Uh. Yeah. So far."

      Gerri stepped back. "You're holding back still though aren't you."

      Raine looked around and was disappointed to see that Gran had disappeared again. That woman was never around when she needed her lately.

      "I. Uh. Well, no. I like him."

      Gerri stood with hands on hips. "The sex is good isn't it? Better than anything you've ever had."

      Raine nearly choked on her own spit. "I. Why would you? How did you?" she Sighed. "Yes."

      "And the man is just as fierce a protector as he is a lover. But he wouldn't be that way for anyone but you. I'm never wrong. You stop over thinking things and go with your gut"

      Raine wanted to. She really wanted to just give in and see how it all turned out.

      "Geri?"

      As the women put their shoes aside and came over to the training mats, she smiled.

      "Yes dear?"

      "He is hiding something. I can feel it. I don't want any more secrets. I can't have more secrets."

      Geri nodded. "My dear girl. Your last boyfriend didn't have a secret; you just didn't want to see that he was an addict."

      Raine swallowed down the fact she wanted to say no. The thing was her Gran had pointed out the fact a few too many times. She couldn’t ignore it.

      "Fine. But, that doesn't really stop the fact that Kian is hiding something. You can see it in his eyes. His body language."

      Geri laughed. "Oh, stop looking for reasons to make this not work. The man knows what he needs and you're it. He won't jeopardize that. Now you just admit that your body knows what you need, even if your head isn't working in its favor."

      The confidence within Raine took a small trip out to sea as she tried to wash away the niggling feeling she really did know. What would she do if she'd finally found 'the one?'

      "There's the look. Now Raine, get out here and show some old women how to take control and hurt some people."

      "You have a way with words Ms. Wilder. Alright, let’s go."

      Geri had a presence, and Raine found herself slightly intimidated.

      Raine looked around for Gran to give her a quick little don't worry dear or something. Her lack of presence a cold reminder that Gran seemed to be around less and less these days.

      "Are you teaching us how to kick some ass or are you just going to stare at the gray walls all night?"

      Raine turned her attention back and smiled. "Hold on there killer. Like you really need these lessons."

      The three women were obvious shifters, but this wasn't the first time she'd taught paranormal beings. Everyone needed to know the basics of self defense.

      As Raine went through the motions she couldn't shake the feeling that although everything seemed fine it wasn't going to stay fine.

      Raine needed Gran. She needed to tell her she’d been right, and that Kian was okay. That she finally knew he wouldn't hurt her. She told him she didn't believe in true love, or at least love at first sight. The thing was, if the quivering in her belly was any indication she was already so far into him she couldn't walk away if she wanted to.

      The thud of the women connecting with the pads was her only anchor to the moment. "Alright ladies. Let’s use the bags now. Pretend they are someone you can't stand."

      One of the older woman spoke out of the side of her mouth, "that would be my ex-husband."

      Raine paused. "Although that’s funny, and the right idea, I thought shifters knew their mates? Why are you divorced?"

      Geri turned around. "Because she didn't listen to me. Besides, not every shifter listens to their inner selves. The animal that knows what they need. Everyone can make a mistake. Not you though dear. Well, you won't as long as you don't do something dumb. To be fair, he'll get the same speech. I am never wrong."

      They all turned around and took a ready stance. On Raine's command they all started to scratch and knee the bags in front of them.

      The hour passed fast and soon the children were showing up. Gerri and her friends packed up as she instructed all the younger kids to stand on the mat

      She turned back as Geri spoke.

      "Remember dear. A man like Kian only comes along once in a lifetime. He might need some polishing, but you won't find anyone more loyal to you. I know these things."

      Raine couldn't turn away as the three left.

      "See dear. You just need to have faith." Gran popped out of nowhere.

      Whispering she said, "where do you keep going? I need your support and you keep leaving."

      "Now sweetheart, I've got things to do. I can't just haunt you all day."

      Raine wanted to argue with her, but she had work.

      "We will talk about this later Gran."

      Her wispy figure smiled and went to sit above one of the heavy bags. Gran would always be there when it matter, Raine knew that.

      Seeing the image of Gran though, she realized she was starved for physical companionship. Kian spoke to a side of her she hadn't known existed until him. Correcting a little girl’s stance she absently walked past the kids, giving commands. Raine knew that deep down she didn't want to be alone, she wouldn't have gotten into the mess with her last boyfriend had she been a functioning adult.

      She felt as if a dam had just cracked and started a flood of thoughts piling high: his smile, Kian’s laugh, the way he moaned at her touch, and the vulnerability of him the other night. Maybe hiding behind her walls didn't make any sense, not when he was right there.

      Raine's thoughts ran together, but the site of a little girl kicking a heavy bag and it swinging back had Raine focusing on the here and now. She laughed as the little girl gave the bag a dirty look. "Sophie, what have we said about pushing the bags? Why do we do train?”

      Her little voice boomed. “To keep us safe ma’am.”

      “Very good. And is pushing the bag going to keep you safe from an attacker?”

      “No ma’am,” the kids said in unison.

      “Nor will it keep you on your feet," said Raine.

      The next forty minutes were going to be long since Raine couldn't stop thinking of Kian. She wanted him beyond just what he could do to her body. He made her smile, and he felt - well what exactly did he feel like?

      Looking around at her students, she smiled. They trusted her to teach them. They trusted her to help them learn how to be safe and have confidence. She could teach herself all those things as well, in fact since her ex she had become slightly obsessed with it. Kian though, he wasn't something she could control and yet she felt safe.

      "Alright guys. That’s all for today. Line up."

      The bell on the door made a ding and she looked up. Butterflies danced around her stomach at the sight of him. He was all man. He commanded the room with each step, with the confident swagger of his gait as he came in. Her eyes flicked down his body knowing it was hard and muscled only to get caught at the bulge in his jeans.

      Gran whispered in her ear, "you've got it bad sweetie."

      Her face heated. Raine didn't bother responding to her. She did. She had it so bad she couldn't see herself ever wanting it to end.

      He waved from the doors as she saw off her kids. He stood with one hand in his pocket, relaxed.

      He would be relaxed. She was so wound up that her body was damn near vibrating at the energy pulsing through it.

      "Hey. I didn't expect you," she said.

      He stood toe to edge of the sparring mat.

      "I felt a lot safer meeting you. It's dark out and I don't have to be at work until tomorrow. This is technically my Saturday I guess."

      She eyed him. "Okay. Suit yourself. As soon as all the students are gone, I just need to grab my stuff." She nibbled her lip at the memory of the last time he'd met her. Her breasts throbbed and her nipples hardened just at the memories of his mouth on her.

      He cocked his head. "What are you thinking about there Raine?" He smirked at her as he pushed a loose strand of hair behind her ear.

      "I. Uh. You damn well know what I am thinking about you ass," she whispered.

      He chuckled. "Go get your stuff. That’s the last kid.” He hitched his thumb over his shoulder as the door closed.

      "Oh. Right. Thanks."

      "Sure. I'll be right back," she said.

      Padding across the room, she flicked off the lights.

      "I like him Raine. He's perfect. Don't you dare question Geri."

      Shaking her head she said, "yeah Gran. I know. I think I have it figured out by now."

      "My dear girl, you never have it all figured out. I'm glad to hear that you aren't arguing with me though. It gives an old woman some peace. I can't be here forever you know."

      Raine stepped into the closet, just to be halted by that thought. "What do you mean you won’t be here forever? You're dead already. You said that when you were alive and look at you now."

      Gran floated over to Raine and raised her hand to her head as if she could actually touch Raine. "Oh sweetie. You can't live alone forever and I'm just holding you back. I wasn't ready to leave you before, not until you had someone else. Kian is my last gift to you, the last birthday gift. I won't leave just yet."

      A tear ran down Raine's cheek. "I won't ever be ready to say goodbye Gran."

      All the wrinkles, every familiar crinkle around her eyes was still there. Raine memorized Gran's face and couldn't imagine never seeing her again. She didn't want to leave her Gran.

      "Why do you need to go?"

      Gran backed away, the warmth in the air directly around her coming back. "Now child. I won't ever fully leave you. I'll always be in your heart. Besides, wouldn't it be nice to have one less ghost haunting you? Goodness. If word gets out how soft you are, your place might become the next big haunt." Raine chuckled at that. Gran moved again and the cool air chilled against the absent tears slowly trailing down her cheeks.

      "That man is waiting for you. Now go. I won’t leave without saying goodbye."

      Raine took a deep breath before she pushed the door open. As she stepped out Kian was turned away, his back to her.

      The giddy hope within her suppressed the ache Gran left. As she came up behind him she paused as he turned. The playful demeanor of before gone. She watched his shoulders sink.

      "So, my mom’s in the hospital."

      Her eyes darted around his face. "I'm sorry. Can I help?"

      The breath he blew out seemed to go on forever. "Uh. Yeah. Sure. If you want to come with me to hospital, that could help. I, uh. It's been a while since I've seen her. I'm surprised I was contacted at all."

      Raine smiled and stood on tiptoes to kiss him. She hesitated when he didn't respond right away. Fear snaked it's way around her body, tightening around her throat as she counted each heartbeat.

      Finally he leaned in and kissed her. Slowly the fear uncoiled, but a tightness she didn't want to recognized stayed. Something wasn't right, and maybe it was just her paranoia.
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      The muscles of his arms burned as he gripped the steering wheel. The bastard had done it. There was no doubt in his mind. Kian knew his dad had put him mom in the hospital, again. God knew why. The man never had a reason.

      Raine followed behind in her own car. He didn't even know why she was going. Why had he invited her? He knew why. She might be the only thing to keep his cougar taking control and driving by instinct. He'd nearly killed the man once.

      The highway swam in and out of focus as he watched for the next exit. Turning off he kept an eye on Raine's headlights. His skin itched as his cougar struggled to stay put. His anger, his frustration, they threatened to flood every inch of him and drown the rational side of him.

      He needed to touch her. He needed the calming scent of Raine. She was all that stood between him and letting instinct control his mind.

      The hospital stood like a massive mausoleum towering over the road. No one ever wanted to go to a hospital, especially not for the reason he had to now. Pulling into the visitor parking, he found a spot and killed the engine. His knuckles were white against the dark steering wheel. A knock rapped at his window. Slowly he turned his head, reminding himself that he needed remain calm.

      Her brow furrowed and fine lines etched across Raine's face told him all he needed to know. He wasn't holding it together well.

      Raine stepped back as he pushed the door open.

      "You okay?" The ring of her voice a salve to his open wound.

      Kian stood, pausing as he stared down at her. "I. Yeah. I will be."

      Her hand slipped into his as they walked side by side. Electric tingles wrapped around his skin at her touch.

      Deep breaths.

      They both walked up to the front desk getting directions. After passing his mother’s name to the receptionist he nearly choked on the words. Her name dry against his already sandpaper tongue.

      "Kian? You okay?"

      He nodded. "Yeah. I. She disowned me when I had my dad sent to jail. It's just been a while."

      The words, the truth all seemed to have been another reality as he started down a hall barely focused on the signs marking one sterile hall after another.

      Raine led him down one hall, up an elevator, and then as they reached a too quiet floor he froze.

      "What's wrong?" Raine turned back the five steps she'd taken before noticing he hadn't kept up.

      He didn't know if he couldn't move or if he didn't want to. His legs just wouldn't go any further.

      "I. Why am I here?"

      Raine stepped in front of him. "Your mom, she's here."

      He shook his head as the scent of disinfectant stung his nose.

      "No. I don't know why I came to see her. She won't want to see me."

      The scent of Raine broke through the haze, pulling him back from the edge of darkness of his past, just barely.

      "Kian, what’s wrong? Why wouldn't see want to see you? She called you."

      He couldn't see Raine though. He couldn't forget some things. The metallic taste of blood on his lips, a memory as his father throwing the first punch, cutting Kian's lip against his teeth. Kian didn't start the fight, but he sure as hell finished it.

      "Kian? Your mom. Her room should just be after this nurses station."

      Reality sank in again. He couldn't hurt her. "Raine, just go."

      Finally he broke out of his own head and peered down at her. Her eyes large, her mouth ajar.

      "Excuse me?"

      "I'm no good for you. Just go." The words seemed reflexive rather than what he really wanted to say.

      Raine moved so fast, he wasn't entirely sure that she was just human. Her hand connected with his bicep and left a sting.

      "You're an ass. You don't get to tell me if you are or aren't good for me."

      "Raine-"

      "No, you don't get to talk. Maybe you should let me make my own choices. Maybe I should get a say in who is good for me," Raine practically yelled.

      His body quaked at the anger within him, the pain of losing her, and the frustration that this moment made him no better than his dad. Kian's voice rasped out, "just go."

      Her face set, determination plan on her features, she walked forward and placed her hand on his chest. She pushed him over the edge as her lowered voice pummeled the raw edges of his own emotions.

      "Maybe you aren't good for me, Kian, but maybe I'm not looking to be saved. Maybe I am good for you."

      He felt his beast calm at her touch. His cougar practically curled up and fell asleep. Too bad the man wasn't so easily dissuaded. The moment her hand fell away, the calm disappeared into the eye of his storm.

      "This isn't about me. Just go. Please. I don't want you to see her. To see with your own eyes what loving someone like me gets you," Kian choked out each word.

      Kian could hear the constant beep of the machines down the halls. So many damn sounds. So many memories of when he was here the last time. The scent drowning. Sickly sour pain and death thick in the air. Too many sounds. Too much. Breathing. How could he breath. He couldn't protect his mom. He couldn't stop a bastard from hurting her and what would stop him from turning out just like his dad.

      He backed away from Raine. His vision blurred as his body fought between being human and being animal. Pain didn't mean the same thing as an animal. Life was based on need. He needed that release. He needed to not feel.

      Raine came into focus as he fought to control his urges. Panic made him scan for the exit and the look on her face knocked the wind out of him. He prayed she'd lose it and walk away, because at that moment he didn't think he could walk away from her. She needed to know the truth though. There was no saving him. There was no saving his mom. She'd bought into his father and couldn't seem to figure out how to get out.

      He wouldn't allow Raine to make the same mistake. He would keep her safe like Kian had tried to keep his mother safe. The difference was he could keep her away from him. He wouldn't chase her. He wouldn't hurt her like his father kept coming back to do.

      "Kian. Don't. Don't push me away. I don't understand."

      Her eyes glistened behind unshed tears.

      "My father did this. He put my mom here."

      She took a step forward and he took a step to the side. He couldn't let her back in or he wouldn't make it. He wouldn't be able to ensure she was safe.

      "So? That's your father. Not you," she said.

      "Raine. Don't you get it?"

      "No. I don't. You aren't your father. You wouldn't hurt anyone."

      A flash of the guy he'd knocked out a few days okay during a street fight ring entered his mind. He'd barely been able to stop himself from killing the bear-shifter.

      "You're wrong. I am exactly like him. Please just go. It was a mistake to bring you here. It was a mistake to ask for Gerri's help. Everything was a mistake."

      The color drained from her face at his last words. All emotion gone as her features hardened.

      "I was a mistake? That’s all you had to say."

      Before he could figure out what to say next she was gone.

      Numbing emptiness filled him as he turned towards his mother’s room. As if he passed through a thick fog he rounded her bed. A woman nearly unrecognizable under the bandages was all that greeted him.

      "Mom?"

      An angry lump on her face tried to move, he could barely make out her eye.

      A voice so small, Kian wouldn't have been able to hear it had he not been a shifter.

      "Kian? Is that you?"

      Autopilot had him responding. "Yes mom, it's me."

      Words he never imagined followed.

      "Don't blame your father."

      He watched as her chest shuddered as if it hurt to breathe.

      "Mom, of course I am blaming him. It's not like you did this yourself."

      She tried to nod and winced instead.

      "No. Well. Yes. He did. You can't blame him though."

      Kian got up to leave. He didn't need to hear it all again.

      "No. Kian. Wait. Please."

      Against his instinct, he sat down. "Fine. What mom? I didn't come here to listen to another defense. He lost that years ago."

      "Kian. Try and understand. I wasn't ever meant to be his mate. I love him, do not get me wrong. I loved him a lot, and when I got pregnant he did the right thing and married me. I was never his mate though. I couldn't control his animal side. I couldn't control the instincts and when I tried to, I knew he wasn't ever going to be a docile creature."

      Kian studied the bed, then the room. Should he leave? Instead his nervous energy had him pacing. He tried to push the look on Raine's face out, but behind his eyelids her broken smile remained. He tried to swallow past the lump in his throat, the ache making him feel as if he would suffocate.

      His mom's words were tiny pins pushed in one by one; the sting getting worse at the reminder that he had found his mate. His true mate and yet he still couldn't let himself have her. The fear he'd hurt her, the fear he'd be his dad, and worse the fear she'd end up broken like his mom.

      "Kian. Are you listening to me?"

      "I. Yeah. Mom. Sorry," was all he said.

      "Kian, who is she?"

      He turned his head side to side and saw nothing. "Who is who?"

      His mom smiled.

      "You didn't walk in here like a bat out of hell. You didn't threaten to kill someone. I didn't even hear any yelling in the halls. Who's the woman who tamed you?"

      The room was too small. His body vibrated with the need to escape. Instead, he bit down on his lip, the pain helping focus his restlessness. "There is no she."

      His mom's eyes closed and she mumbled. "Yes there is, Kian. You are the way your father should have been. Don't lose her. Whoever she is."

      She yawned as a nurse came in. "Sir? Another couple of minutes and then she needs her rest. The pain meds should be kicking in."

      Kian looked between the nurse and his mom.

      "Yeah. Of course."

      "Kian. Before you go, just know you were right."

      He couldn't breathe. The air must have slowly been removed from the room. Each word, each sentence she said had him questioning everything he thought he knew. He gasped trying to fill his lungs against the burn. Finally as seconds passed, he finally remembered just how to shove air into his body.

      "What?" he uttered.

      Her voice, a whisper just above the beeping of machines, and the hum of air, "you were right. Your father is a bastard, but it's only because he never found his true mate. You are a good boy Kian. Don't let her go. She will bring out the best in you. I'm sorry."

      He wasn't good. He'd just sent Raine away. He'd just lost the one thing his soul needed. He needed.

      His mother’s words should have left him feeling something. Maybe relieved for once? He didn't know. The room suddenly seemed small and suffocating.

      He couldn't catch a breath. He'd sent Raine away.

      "I. Mom. I'll come back tomorrow. You sleep." Slowly he backed out, his mother already snoring. As he hit the doorjamb, he turned and questioned what to do. His mind spinning at what he had just done. Pausing, he reached for his phone.

      He needed out. He needed Raine. He dialed her, praying to catch her before she left.

      The phone rang as he took the stairs two by two. He wasn't surprised when it went straight to voice-mail.

      Should he just keep calling until she answered? Should he go see her? His body shook with need. He needed to let his cougar out, and what if his mother wasn't right? Deep down he knew she'd been right and he suddenly felt nothing but pity for her. Maybe right now all he wanted was Raine, but he needed to get his head right first.

      Running out of the hospital he ran the few blocks to the only place he could control life.
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        * * *

      

      The familiar burn as a rib cracked kept Kian focused. Kept the pain that could break him from surfacing.

      His opponent circled, and Kian mirrored. The guy was hanging by a thread. One more hit and he'd go down like a dried leaf. His knuckles throbbed, but he couldn't stop.

      The basement fight reeked of sweat and blood and God only knew what else. He did the dance with the guy across from him. Who would strike first. The guy lunged out, Kian grabbed his head and wrapped his arm around his neck. Seconds passed as the guy flung his arms around making contact with Kian's temple but he didn't have enough sense or enough feeling to release. One, two, and the guy finally passed out. Kian dropped him to the cold concrete and he stumbled off.

      His cougar should feel better by now. He should feel fine. His cougar should be working off the need that coursed through him. The issue was, the pain ripping through him wasn't enough. A memory of Raine’s curves flashed before him and he was greeted with a punch to the jaw.

      Fucking coward.

      He punched back and the guy backed down. He didn't need another fight. It wasn't going to fix anything.

      Spitting blood onto the concrete floor, the red mixed with other DNA left by the fighters before him. If anyone ever figured out that whole cloning thing, this floor would be their petri-dish.

      As the crowd cheered he stepped out of the throng of people.

      Why in the hell wasn't he feeling better? He'd won. That always worked. His cougar seemed to be pacing, growling, growing angrier.

      "What do you want me to do? I called her. I already called her like three times."

      He didn't expect an actual answer, but his soul was screaming.

      The shifter side of him won out. He fought against the shift, but knew this time he wasn't going to win. The animal side of him knew the only thing that would make him complete. The only woman that would be able to tame the anger within him, the storm that came with being who he was.

      Blinking, the instinct took over. His massive paws hit the ground running. Just because everyone knew about shifters, didn't mean the animal instincts within him were okay with it all. He hid behind the shadows as he ran a now familiar path to her apartment.

      She was the only damn woman who could soothe both his cougar as well as the man. He needed her, too bad he needed his mom to finally admit the truth. Deep down he'd known he wasn't his father, but until the words finally came from the first woman to break him, he wouldn't let himself be happy.

      Finally, now it was time to be happy. If he hadn't already ruined things. Instincts said she would be at home and that is where he headed.
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      He'd told her to leave. The ripping ache encircling her chest said that her heart had understood every word. Her head though. Raine circled back to the hospital. She'd walked the sidewalk without thought. She didn't want to go home. She didn't want to be alone, yet here she was, alone. Gran hadn't shown up, and Raine for once saw what life would be without her.

      "What does it even matter if I end up alone," she whispered.

      Raine knew alone was fine. She was stronger for it. She hadn't minded it, until she'd ran into a six-foot something mountain with crappy pick up lines, eyes that flashed gold, and a smile that could melt her panties right off.

      She hugged herself as memories flooded her brain. The heat of his touch trailing down her body. She touched her lips remembering the burn of each kiss. She heaved in air as the pain threatened to suffocate her. These feelings were why she stayed single. Single meant she couldn't hurt like this.

      "Gran? Why? Why would you do this to me? I was perfectly fine."

      Sirens filled the stillness around her. Looking up, she tried to focus on where exactly she'd stopped.

      Tall buildings loomed above. Lights reflecting off of dark windows, laughing at her.

      Love was for everyone except her. She didn't need it. She had her career. She had her students. And for now she had Gran.

      Her voice chocked as she yelled out again, "Gran? Where are you when I need you?"

      Her head fell. Watching as her feet found a rhythm she headed for the hospital to get her car.

      Each step pulled her closer to the place her heart had officially been ripped out.

      Raine ignored the cool trickle down her face. She'd finally realized that he was everything her soul had needed, and yet he'd just taken the flame and doused it with ice water.

      She stopped at a sunken bit of sidewalk where water had collected. Stepping around, she paused to see her reflection looking back at her. No one special. Just her. Her life. She was in charge of her life.

      "Sweetheart? What are you doing?"

      Raine looked up to see Gran.

      "Wallowing in self-pity. Where have you been?"

      Gran floated around. "Well, where I have been isn't anything for you to worry about. Why aren't you with Kian?"

      Her mouth opened, but Raine didn't know what to say. Tell Gran he'd left her? Or tell Gran that they just weren't meant to be? What? What did you tell an old woman who loved you and seemed to need to move on?

      "I. He. I. I don't really know. Guess, I just needed some fresh air?"

      "Really Raine?  I think we've established I am not a senile old lady. Now tell me why you are out here? Where exactly are we anyway?"

      The night sky above offered her nothing as she tried to look away from Gran. Could she just run away? At what age would it be considered weird to run away? Probably when she had her own apartment and wasn't running away from anyone.

      Pulling in air past the constricting pain winding throughout her body, she finally spoke.

      "Gran. You were wrong." She sniffled. "I know you didn't want me alone. I know that the last wish you had before you leave me was to see me not alone. But what if alone is how I’m meant to be?"

      The tickle of cold air around Raine made her smile at a distant memory of how her Gran used to hold her.

      "Sweetheart. You aren't meant to be alone. I would not have gone through all the trouble to have you find Geri if you were meant to be alone. Whatever he did, just go give him another chance. Men are little boys at heart, just with a whole lot more testosterone."

      As Raine tried to squeeze Gran's hands, the chill a simple reminder that Gran wasn't really there.

      "That doesn't really help Gran. But thanks. I think I just need to go home and start new tomorrow. I'll get past this pain. I always do."

      Starting back to her car, Gran intersected her path making it hard not to listen.

      "Raine. You won't get past him. He is your soul mate. He can't get over you either. He is a shifter, and his cougar will not let him forget you. Just give him time."

      Raine's pace sped up. "I don't want to think about it anymore. He told me to leave. So I did. Gran. Don't worry about me. I'll always love you, but I will be fine alone."

      Without paying any more attention she started to run. The pounding of her heart, the sirens and horns of the city, the tears starting to fall were all too much. The voice of Gran drowned into the noises of the night and all she could do was run. Faster. Harder. She would not lose it. Although perhaps she already had.

      Raine slowed as she got to her car. The burning of her lungs was nothing. Nothing could pull her out of the loneliness of her life. One more day and she would be another year older, and she would still be who she always was.

      Her phone vibrated in her pocket, but she didn’t want to talk to anyone. She didn’t want to share her pain, not yet.
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        * * *

      

      The blackness of her apartment parking lot matched her mood. She was bad at love. That was it. Parking in the same spot she always parked, she cut the lights and pushed open her car-door.

      Reaching across the passenger seat she grabbed her purse. With her hand still on the inner armrest of the door, she was startled by a too-strong grip to her forearm.

      "Ouch. What the?" The cold fear shot through as eyes as dark as molten coal met hers. A freezing fear splashed across her senses, a familiar face she wanted to forget stared back at her.

      "Get out of the car, Raine."

      Swallowing past the restricting fear within her throat, she spit back at him.

      "Never. You'll have to drag me out."

      The scar running from temple to chin wrinkled as he sneered at her. "With pleasure, whore."

      Raine repositioned her bag in her hand, ready to swing. He was a wolf shifter, any shifter was stronger than most humans. She wasn't going to win for long, but if she could get him in the temple, knock him off balance, scramble his head, anything would help.

      "Just get out. No reason to hurt you. You're lucky my brother's dead. I don't think he'd have thought much of a woman that goes around with a cougar."

      Her heart skipped a beat, forgetting for a moment to fear for herself. "What are you talking about?"

      His jaw muscles flexed as she studied his face. Absently she braced her feet under the pedals of her car, anything to slow their removal of her.

      "We saw you with him. A cougar shifter. We did not like the way he touched you. Doesn't he know you're already taken? If you'd just accept your own destiny, this would be a lot easier."

      With each word, Raine found it harder and harder to keep her breathing even.

      We, who was we? His wolf? Creepy.

      What did she always tell her students? Keep calm. Know your strengths. What were her strengths?

      A quick inventory and she realized her legs. Although she was sitting, she could easily kick him out of the way. If she did it right, maybe she'd be able to get his head and disorient the guy.

      "Bitch. Get out of the car. You might have been hard to track, but you couldn't hide for long."

      All her training came into play. With his hand still secured around her arm she twisted and was able to quickly move her body, giving her legs the opportunity she needed and kicked as hard as she could.

      He might have been a shifter, but he was still a guy and she'd just nailed him where it counted. Hard. He grunted and wheezed as she pushed past him and made for freedom.

      Her next breath gurgled in her throat as a hand closed over her neck.

      "You bitch. First Jay, and now you're attacking Rob."

      She scratched at his hands, trying to get him to release. She kicked out backward and heard the thud, but it didn't seem to faze him.

      "You killed my brother, and you're going to pay."

      Her words came out high and strangled. "He killed himself."

      A sharp pinch accompanied her panicked need for air. Trying to dig her nails into his hands, the focus had her holding back the panic, until he didn't loosen his grip.

      "He had a pack, why would he kill himself? You had to interfere with the pack. What did you do? Pay for some kind of love spell, make him crazy over some sad little whore like you?"

      His grip loosened enough she was able to swallow. Her feet felt the ground for the first time in seconds. She chose her next strangled words carefully. Or rather not too carefully, but enough to get her point across.

      "He died of a drug overdose, you moron."

      She slammed the heel of her boot into his foot. He hissed but his fingers clung even tighter. She tried to squeeze her own fingers under his grip. No matter how hard she struggled, this wasn't a fair fight.

      "You just stop struggling and this will all be easier." A long wet tongue trailed from her ear to her chin. "We need a new pack member, and Rob and I decided it would be appropriate to have you give us one."

      Breathing had become urgent. Her lungs ached, and all she could think was how badly she needed to take in even the smallest breath. She knew the words coming from his moving lips were anything but encouraging, but his words sounded tiny, as if he were a mile away.

      "Now. Be a good girl and let's go to your apartment."

      "Fucking bitch," she noticed Rob next to her as the pressure around her neck eased. Everything hurt. She coughed.

      "Stay quiet and I won't have to hurt you anymore."

      Raine couldn't clear her throat, let along scream. Her throat burned with each gulp of air.

      "Very good. Now you can make a few choices. But in the end, they all involve us and you making up for killing our brother. We need a new pack member and Jay handpicked you to help with that. We see it fitting you will finish his work."

      Fear raced over her, her body shivering past the terror as his hand ran between her legs.

      A silent gasp, a puff of air on her lips, all she could do as his hand pressed hard at the seam of her pants. She winced at the unwanted pressure.

      In all her fear she'd suddenly realized her phone was still in her back pocket. There wasn't much she could do with it, but if she were lucky she'd be able to activate the emergency button.

      The two shifters encroached on her, their eyes dark, more animal than human. Every step they took she started to counter. Her apartment wasn't large, but there were other people. She should be able to at least alert someone. A loud knock at this hour would catch someone attention.

      Her mind was reeling. First things first. She fumbled with her phone behind her back, watching the two before her and trying not to trip.

      Raine had no idea what she was pushing but she tried to find the spot that would autodial for help. After she had no idea if that worked or not, she pushed her fingerprint to the home button unlocking it and praying she dialed someone. At that moment calling anyone was better than nothing. Her back slammed into the wall next to the door into her building.

      She couldn't yell. But damn if the back of her head didn't throb as it ricocheted from the bricks.

      "You're like a little scared bunny," said Rob.

      "Yeah. It's my favorite scent," said the other bother.

      She closed her eyes. Everything she knew about self protection wasn't going to work well with two massive shifters. Not when her throat refused to cooperate and no one seemed to be coming or going from the parking lot.

      She smelled the sweat of wet dog before she felt the hot breath against her neck. A long suppressed memory of the scent of stale beer made her gag. Instinct drove her to press into the wall harder, even if it wasn't going to do any good.

      Tires squealed somewhere in the night, not rare for a city, but God did she hope it was someone coming to the parking lot.

      She needed help.

      "Bitch. We need to go."

      A jolt forced her eyes open as her feet left the ground. As if she weighed nothing, she dangled over the shoulder of the tallest of the two. Without thought, she tried to punch him in the kidneys. He just laughed. Without any stability she knew it wouldn't be effective.

      As the two guys fought her into the car her head hit the frame of the door. She blinked a few times and lost her edge. Dazed she was stuffed into the car. Raine felt her ass hit the leather seat before it registered she'd lost.

      "Oh sweetie. Just hold tight."

      Raine rubbed her head and blinked in the direction of her Gran's voice. "What? Hold tight? No. Why would I do that?"

      "Who the fuck are you talking to?"

      Raine didn't bother answering. A loud thud against the car had her attention as Rob slid across the trunk of the car.

      "Fuck," was all the other brother said before he disappeared from the doorway.

      "See dear? I said don't worry."

      Raine ignored Gran as a familiar feeling raced through her. Kian was there; she could feel his essence. Raine could hear a conversation.

      "Hey. This doesn’t concern you. Pack business."

      Her vision clearing, the car came into focus, and Gran seemed to disappear again. No one stood guard that she could see, so she took the opportunity and darted for the other door. Like hell they would take her.

      "Hey, asshole. Didn't you hear me? This isn't your thing."

      Raine felt a pang of worry that the two meat-heads might hurt whoever it was, and she prayed it was Kian out there, the feel of him so close it had to be. She needed to get out of the car though, she couldn’t be any help stuck inside. Raine needed to get back to her phone, hell she just needed to run into the apartment.

      As she reached the other door no hands reached in after her. She yanked on the handle as she scanned for the lock. Finally finding it she pulled.

      "Son of a bitch."

      "Raine, stop. There's a child lock or something. Don't worry though. Just sit tight."

      Raine started to climb to the front seat as she jumped at an unexpected thud.

      She paused.

      A second thud and a lot of moaning.

      Her heart kicked up as a figure covered the open door. A large animal crept in slowly. Instinct screamed run, but her heart said she knew the tawny colored animal.

      She watched as he placed one massive paw on the seat and sniffed the air. He puffed air as the golden eyes morphed green.

      “Kian?”

      A low rumble in his chest an acknowledgement.

      He approached closer, his massive form blocking the door entirely as the car sniffed closer. He licked a scrape on her hand she hadn’t noticed. Reaching out she put a hand on his head. The cougar’s eyes closed. A slow hesitant scratch before she started to explore the feel of his fur, coarse but soft.

      The words entered her mind as the cat vibrated, purring. “You’re okay?”

      She moved closer and rested her head against the cat’s massive shoulder and back and whispered, “yes. I am now.”

      Under her touch he shifted. She pushed back as she heard a snap and the fur began to retract.

      Blinking against the car lights still shining into the car, she tried to make out the features. A familiar face of Kian came into focus. A naked form she knew almost every inch remained crouched on the seat.

      "Is that you Kian?"

      His hand extended towards her. "Yes. Now take my hand so we can get out of here."

      Without a second thought, she put her hand in his and he pulled her out.
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      "You sure you're okay?" He asked for the millionth time. Raine had a bruise along her jaw line and another disappearing into her hair.

      "Yes. I told you I was fine."

      He smiled down on her.

      "The hospital wouldn't have released me if I wasn't, Kian."

      He looked away. "I. Well I might have mentioned I was an EMT and could watch out for you.I think it helped that they were overly full and didn't really have the beds to spare."

      Raine lay next to him in her bed where they had been since she'd been released from the emergency room with a concussion. The police report had been quick and simple. Even sitting in the waiting room had been simple. Everything had been simple until now. He'd been emotionally tired, after he'd stopped two dick-heads from kidnapping Raine. He didn't give a shit who'd they'd been, he only cared that they couldn't hurt her.

      Even with everything that had happened, he still hadn't slept. He couldn't sleep. Raine had passed out once she'd laid her head on a pillow. He on the other hand watched her. Watched her breathing. Watched the bruises purpling across her throat. She was strong. Stronger than him.

      "Kian. Stop starring at me. It's sort of creepy."

      He cleared his throat. "Sorry. You sure you're okay?"

      He watched her face contort as she pushed herself up and leaned against her headboard.

      "Kian. I am as good as I can be."

      Her voice was raspy and hard to hear, a constant reminder he hadn't protected her. He'd failed her.

      "Raine. I. I am so sorry."

      He squirmed under her own scrutiny.

      "You came back. You didn't fail me. You came back."

      Without being mated he didn't know exactly how she could hear him, but she seemed to be in sync with him. Even after he'd walked out. He should never have walked out.

      Crawling over to her, he raised his hand. His fingers tracing the marks left behind. All he'd wanted was to keep her from this. To keep her from a fate like his mom. And here she was, no better.

      "Kian. Stop. I can tell what you are thinking. It's written all over your face. This has nothing to do with your mom. Nothing to do with your dad. This is my fault. My life."

      "Those guys won't ever come for you again." He ground his molars together as the memory of seeing them touching her, hurting her. She was his. She was meant for him. The cops had accepted his actions because he'd stated she was his mate and the other two shifters had intended to hurt her. Now he had to follow through or things could be dicey for him. That and the fact, in the midst of everything he couldn't live without her.

      As he dragged in a long slow breath her scent filled him, instantly calming him. Instantly driving him crazy. Instantly making him grow hard.

      "Kian. What are you thinking?" She reached out to him. He took her hand as he moved closer. He took his time, worried he’d shake the bed. He didn't want to hurt her.

      "Seriously? I am not some china doll. Just come here."

      He raised on his knees and sat next to her.

      "Kian. Thank you."

      He couldn't look away. The way she saw him wasn't the way he’d ever thought anyone would see him. The soft curves of her face and the sparkle in her eyes sucker punched him in the heart.

      "Raine. If anything had happened to you, I would have died. I am sorry for making you leave. Sorry for ever thinking you weren't strong enough for me. In the end you've proven me wrong on every level."

      She smiled. "You're such an ass, you know that?"

      His eyes grew wide. He'd just said he was sorry. What the hell? Was he that bad at apologies?

      "Kian. You just assume I am a woman and I can't possibly be strong enough to handle you? You’re more like a tiny cat that purrs whenever you scratch his tummy; pretty sure I can handle that."

      He allowed a smile to cross his lips. "I don't think you mean tummy."

      Her mouth dropped. "See? An ass. Ugh. I am trying to be serious and all you can think of is sex."

      His cougar started to scream at him. There was no time like the present.

      "Raine. Be mine. Agree to be mine. We can do whatever humans do, a huge wedding or whatever later. Right now though, we need you. I need you to keep me in check. I need you to control the animal within me, to control the anger. You make me a better person."

      His cougar sat on its haunches, waiting for her response. He didn't realize that he too was kneeling over her on all fours.

      "Kian. What does it mean to be your mate? What does it mean for me?"

      He pushed back. What did it mean?

      "It means that for as long as I live I will live to protect you. I would live for you. It means that your soul would be part of my soul."

      She thought for a minute. "I've heard that human woman who mate with a shifter become that shifter, is that correct?"

      He nodded. He feared she'd say no. He'd heard of stories where mates were denied and the shifter was driven insane. He didn't want that. He didn't want to live without her. He finally understood that.

      "Okay."

      She kneaded her hands in her lap, playing with a thread on her blanket. She looked away.

      "Okay?"

      "Okay," she repeated.

      "Just okay?" he saw this going differently. Maybe more romantic, or maybe he just didn't think she was dumb enough to agree.

      "Kian," she moved away from the headboard, kneeling to meet his face. She placed her hands on his cheeks and looked at him.

      "Kian. I am in love with you. Regardless if I want to be or not, I am in love with you. I can't change that. I can't walk away from it. I don't want to ever feel like I felt yesterday when you told me to go away. You came back for me. I believe you will never leave again."

      Before he could ruin anything more, his instinct was all that drove him as he pressed his lips to hers. At first he feared hurting her. He held her as if she'd shatter at the slightest touch, but she deepened the kiss and he answered. He thrust his tongue into her mouth, tasting her.

      Pressing against her, he needed to possess her, be in her. He wanted to feel the warmth of her around his dick as her muscles contracted in pleasure using him for her own need.

      He pulled at her nipple through her shirt. She whimpered and he pulled away.

      "What the fuck Kian? Where are you going?" She rasped out.

      "I. Did I hurt you?"

      The gleam in her eyes was dark and mirrored his need. "What? No. But I need you. I need this. I need your body. I need your arms. I need to know that you will always put me first. I need to know I am safe. Now get back here and make forget the last 24 hours."

      His dick rose to the occasion as she lifted her shirt over her head. Her bra was a thin lace obstacle that would soon be forgotten on the floor.

      Rising over her, he claimed her lips and gently laid her back onto the bed. He slid his fingers over her smooth skin from between her breasts down to her belly button. Sliding his hand below the waist of her pants she shuddered under his touch. He cupped her heat as he ran his finger over her slit smiling against her mouth at the juices covering his hand.

      She wanted him and was ready.

      Her fingers feverishly pulled at the hem of his shirt. He paused helping her remove it. Without waiting she ran her hands over his stomach and grabbed at the waistband of his athletic shorts and pulled. His rock solid dick sprang up to meet her. She slid her hand over his shaft and he nearly burst before completing his task, to mate her. The cougar within him roared, refusing to be derailed.

      "Raine. Stop. This is my job. This is about you."

      "What?" she squeaked out between rapid breaths.

      Slowing her pace he stood from the bed and removed the rest of his clothes. He grabbed her by the ankles bringing her to the edge.

      "This. Mating. It is about you. Let me please you."

      Slowly he pulled her pants off, first one leg then the other. He kissed each inch of skin as it appeared. Tossing aside her clothes, he ran his hands up her legs to her hips. Lowering his head he ran his tongue over her glistening slit, parting her lips and lapping at her core. With each stroke she squirmed, her breathing more pronounced than before.

      As she whimpered and pulled at his hair he moved up. A kiss along her stomach, a kiss at the bruises along her throat. As she closed her eyes and exposed the skin between her collarbone and neck he let a growl out.

      With all the restraint he could manage, he slowly pushed hte head of his dick along her warm moist heat. She spread her legs wider, welcoming him in. Slowly he entered her, the tightness of her walls stretching for him. As he pushed all the way in the way in, his balls clenched at the pleasure.

      Slowly he pulled out, pushing back in. His pace increasing with each whimper. As her inner walls pulled at him and her body began to quiver, he knew it was time to claim her. Not just have sex with her, but mate her.

      He kissed the skin along her shoulder and bit down. She screamed out as his body released within her filling her with his seed, marking her as his forever.
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      Raine woke up next to Kian for the fifth straight day. Strange how a week ago she'd have fought for her freedom and now she couldn't figure out what to do if he hadn't moved in.

      She crept out of bed to start coffee like she did every day. Neither of them were morning people, which fit well.

      "Hello dear. I am so glad to see you today. Your birthday seemed to go well. I suppose I don't know why I felt like you needed to be matched up. You seem to do all right on your own." Gran hovered in the doorway.

      Raine smiled remembering exactly how she'd ended her birthday after they'd spent the entire day in bed, she and Kian had surfaced long enough to remember to celebrate her birthday.

      They met up for dinner with a few of her friends who would have required a lot of explaining as to why she’d ignored them the last few days, until they walked into the restaurant and saw Kian. Raine didn’t even care that a few male muscles and a charming smile made their anger disappear. She didn’t care if any of them drooled because she knew exactly where they were headed afterwards. Right back in bed.

      Raine grinned like a fool at the memory.

      "Ah. Now I remember why. I needed to leave you happy," Gran interrupted her thoughts.

      As she leaned against the counter of her galley style kitchen, the smile slowly disappearing. "Gran. I am happy. Truly happy."

      Gran’s wispy ghost floated around the kitchen as if she had more energy than she knew what to do with.

      "Well. That's it. That was the last thing I wanted to do. I think it's time for me to head off and rest or join the eternal party. Whatever it is I am supposed to do. You take care of yourself sweetie and those cubs."

      Tears weld up in Raine's eyes. "Gran. But what if I need you? I'll take care of Kian - but what do you mean cubs?"

      Gran laughed as her ghost settled on sitting near the table. "Oh my dear sweet Raine. Did you honestly think you could spend all day in bed with a man like Kian and not end up carrying his cubs?"

      With that, Raine ran to the bathroom to throw up.

      Several minutes later Raine resurfaced. As she cracked the door a large familiar figure greeted her. His massive chest blocked her exit.

      "Are you okay?" he asked, crossing his arms over his pecks.

      "I. Uhm. Yeah. I think so."

      She watched as his nose twitched, sniffing the air. "Raine. Don't lie to me."

      She sighed and turned back around, sitting on the edge of the bathtub.

      "Honestly, I would say I am fine. But Gran's words have my stomach churning, or at least I assume it's what she said that has my stomach revolting against everything.

      "Raine. What is it?"

      Suck it up Raine.

      "Well. I don't know for sure yet. It's pretty much too early to know for sure."

      He came up in front of her and knelt down between her legs. His placed his hands on on either side of her against the tub edge.

      "Gran say’s I’m pregnant."

      Kian sat still for a moment. A moment too long for a single breath, but not enough for her to start panicking. He leaned forward and sniffed at her neck. He kissed the vein pulsing with a very scared heartbeat.

      Slowly he kissed down the strap of her tank top, pausing at the crest of her breasts.

      She gasped as he reached her panties, she wouldn't doubt that he'd find hem damp by now. He ran a finger over the curve of her, finding the edge of the fabric. He looked up into her eyes as he slid his finger between the folds of her heat. The muscles between her legs clenched as she waited for him.

      Slowly he slid his finger in. Her head lolled back and she bit on her lower lip. He teased her with a few thrusts as he pulled out.

      She sat up and looked at him, not ready to let him be done.

      "What?"

      He smiled at her.

      "You smell different. The hormones you give off normally are different. I think your Gran might be on to something."

      Her mouth tried to form words, her brain attempted to think of something, anything to keep him from running. Before the first syllable left though, he pressed his lips to hers.

      His lips danced with hers and she forgot why she was so panicked. Her body heated and pulsed with memory. She pressed into him, begging for him to finish what he started.

      "Well. I guess we should move up that wedding you wanted before you start showing."

      She smacked him as hard as she could.

      A flash of a smile and she melted.

      “You’re not upset then? I mean, if I am pregnant?”

      Kian smiled the flash of gold in his eyes and the sound of the word mine in her head were all she needed to know.
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      Olivia had a plan, but like all good plans, it went to hell in a hand-basket. Her ex is finally out of her life, but he left her in a lurch at the bakery they’d once run together. Olivia curses her useless excuse for magic and assumes it’s why she’s now alone with too many cake orders and no natural talent for decorating them.

      

      Ethan hasn’t always been careful in life. Rash thinking made him a single father and the alpha of his pack. Now the wolf inside him demands a mate just as the pack demands stability, but he has his daughter to think of. His luck might be changing with the appearance of a sexy woman delivering what he thinks is supposed to be a cake.

      

      Olivia and Ethan let a single moment of lust drive them to a choice that both might regret. Can Olivia accept that someone loves her as she is, and does Ethan have the ability to forget a past that doesn’t want to be forgotten?
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