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      Priscilla Bryant thought being matched by the famous Gerri Wilder would make her romantic dreams come true. She's wrong. So wrong. The shifter she's been matched with is a complete jerk and no matter how handsome he is, she never wants to see his face again. Talk about being  scrooged over.

      

      Lake Walker knows that sexy Priscilla is his mate the moment he sees her. He can't wait to get the curvy goddess naked. What he doesn't understand is why she hates his guts. That's not supposed to happen with your perfect mate. She's a handful, but he's ready to fight for the woman he knows is his.

      

      It's not every day Gerri Wilder's told she made a mistake. Okay, more like never. But it seems someone’s trying their damndest to not only keep them apart but doesn't mind if one dies along the way. This is one time seeing is not believing. Will Lake and Priscilla get wrapped up in danger or can Gerri put a bow on this relationship before it’s too late?
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      Gerri Wilder was the woman. Priscilla never thought that someone as famous as that woman would be willing to help little old her with her love life. And god, did she ever need help. At thirty, she wasn’t a spring chicken, and her biological clock screamed for her to get her ass in gear and start a family already.

      She wanted a family of her own, but finding a baby daddy/Mr. Right was damn near impossible. Maya had found her mate through Ms. Wilder and so had a million other couples. Okay, not a million, but it sure felt like it. Every other person she met was talking about Gerri’s uncanny ability to find people their perfect match. Priscilla knew all about the PDA’s success rate. She was giddy with happiness thinking she would finally meet the man meant for her. It made her want to break out in song and dance to think she’d be married and pregnant by that time the following year.

      Sitting at the fancy restaurant table, she started to become self-conscious. Was her hair okay, or was were her curls sticking out? Was her lipstick good, or did she have two red front teeth? She licked her front teeth at that thought.

      God, she hated this. She shouldn’t have gotten there so early. But hell, she’d been dressed and had hair done hours ago. At least, by being early, she could scope out the place and maybe relax until her date arrived. No, she wasn’t eager to get her groove on. She just really couldn’t believe that the right man for her was moments from walking in.

      A tall man marched up to the hostess station and spoke with the lady there. Damn, he was definitely hot. Dark loose curls reached down to his collar, and his five o’clock shadow set her skin to tingling, wanting to see how it felt against her. Down girl. She needed to calm her hormones down before her date arrived.

      Oh, God. What if-? What if he was…she really hoped this was her man. She already liked him.

      The hostess nodded and led him from the front of the restaurant toward her table. Priscilla could barely keep from bouncing in her seat. She’d name her first child after Gerri to thank her for such a gorgeous man.

      The hostess gestured to her table, and Lake Walker’s eyes landed on her. The love she expected to see was actually…

      Shock.

      In fact, he stopped mid-step. She couldn’t read his expression. Was he wowed by her or disgusted? Why was he so hard to read?

      Maybe the love wasn’t always instantaneous like it had been with Maya and her mate, Noah. That must be it. He was supposedly her soul mate. She frowned. Gerri didn’t make mistakes, did she?

      He sat across the table from her, grabbing his water glass and sipping. What was wrong with him? Or was it her?

      She cleared her throat. “Hi. I’m Priscilla Bryant.” She reached out her hand.

      “Oh, right. Sorry. L-Lake Walker.” He shook her hand with a quick touch and go. He picked up his menu and hid behind it. At least, it seemed like he did.

      “So, Lake,” she said, trying to stop the trembling in her voice, “how do you know Gerri?”

      Without lowering the menu, he replied, “she’s a friend of my parents.”

      “She really knows a lot of people.” Priscilla lifted her glass of water and swallowed a mouthful. This wasn’t what she had planned. She couldn’t imagine it would be this hard to speak to her supposed soul mate. “Lake is an interesting name. How did your parents come up with that?”

      He finally put his menu down. “It’s dumb, really. My parents met at a lake on the Savannah when they were visiting Africa. So they named m…me…” he coughed, “I mean, me after that so they would never forget where they began.”

      “That sounds so romantic,” Priscilla replied with a smile. But the truth was she was feeling rather cold inside. Why was he so detached?

      His brow raised and a flash of annoyance flamed in his eyes. “Are you serious? Meeting at a mud watering hole in the middle of nowhere?”

      Crash and burn. Or more like crash and atomic explosion. She kept her smile though it was hard. “I’m a romantic at heart. I guess even the strangest things sound sweet to me.”

      His eyes were icy and unresponsive. “I guess so.”

      Thank god the waiter came to the table for the drink order.

      “I’ll have a water with lemon,” she answered.

      “I’ll have a martini,” he said in a harsh dull voice. “Wait. Make that a double.”

      The waiter nodded and headed off.

      “A double,” Priscilla commented with a nervous giggle. “You must’ve had a rough day.”

      “And it hasn’t ended yet,” he mumbled, a bitter edge in his voice.

      Was that a jab at her? Anger swirled in her chest. Her supposed mate was an asshole. Who would’ve thought? She guessed even assholes deserved love. Maybe.

      “So what do you do for a living?” He asked, his gaze everywhere but on her face.

      “I’m a graphic artist,” she replied. “You?”

      “Doesn’t matter,” he said, his voice pure ice.

      “What looks good to you?” she asked, trying to make conversation one last time. “I’m thinking the manicotti with a Caesar salad. I hear their sauce is to die for.”

      His eyes roamed what he could see of her body. “You’re a little…big,” he said, his tone coolly disapproving. “Maybe you should stick to the wedge salad. Only. You could stand to lose some of those extra pounds.”

      What? She sucked in a breath to give him a piece of her mind but stopped. Her anger was swallowed by heartbreak. What was the use? It was obvious he didn’t care that he hurt her feelings. She pushed her chair back and grabbed her purse. “Would you please excuse me for a moment?” She walked calmly from the table toward the ladies’ room. She wouldn’t break down in front of everyone.

      When coming to the entrance, she glanced out the glass doors.

      A few minutes later, she stopped at a light several blocks down from the restaurant on her way home, rain covering the windshield.

      How could Gerri have been so wrong?
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      “It’s the most wonderful time of the year…” Gerri sang along to the commercial while watching the snow fall and sipping hot chocolate in her comfiest snowman pajama set. Okay, so maybe she was overdoing it a little, but she loved the holidays. All holidays.

      Still, the end of the year held a special place in her heart. Gerri knew that this year’s party had to be bigger than ever. She had invited all of the couples she’d matched along with a bunch of prospective clients. She smiled at the formal invitations she’d mailed out several days before and had even a digital version sent to the couples off-planet.

      She fancied the heavy white card stock the invitation was made on with a drawing of the mansion where she held her event every year. It was beautiful, and the sparkles of snow falling added the bling touch she loved.

      She was particularly excited to see Priscilla Bryant and Lake Walker, one of her latest matches. Though she hadn’t heard from the couple since she’d set up their first date, she knew they were absolutely perfect for each other. And she was never wrong.

      So far, everyone had replied that they would make an effort to attend. She hadn’t seen some of her favorite couples in too long and was excited to get a chance to catch up with all of them. It was going to be a truly long night.

      An email came in from Priscilla.

      Dear Ms. Wilder,

      Thank you so much for inviting me to your holiday party, but I’m afraid I won’t be able to attend. You see, it would be too strange seeing Lake after the way things turned out. I don’t know how you could have thought he was the right man for me, to be totally honest with you. He was definitely not what I expected, and I’m disappointed, but I don’t blame you. You can’t make miracles happen, right?

      Anyway, thanks so much for the invitation and I hope your party’s a blast.

      Priscilla Bryant

      Gerri stared at the email wide-eyed, her jaw hanging open. What the hell was this? How could she say Lake wasn’t right for her. Gerri knew with certainty that Priscilla and Lake were mates, and nothing and nobody could change that. She frowned and continued to stare at her screen. What the hell happened?

      Gerri picked up the phone and dialed Priscilla.

      “Hi, Ms. Wilder,” she said, her soft voice light and bright. “I hope you’re not angry because of the party thing.”

      “Actually, I was hoping you would attend.”

      “Well, I uh…”

      “Oh, Lake’s not coming,” Gerri lied without batting a lash. Whatever happened between them needed resolving, and it wouldn’t happen if they didn’t see each other. Gerri didn’t enjoy meddling. Okay, maybe a little, but it was clear she’d need to work on those two to figure out what happened the first time they met.

      “Well,” Priscilla hesitated.

      “Please, Priscilla, join us. I’d love to see you again, and I know you’ll have a great time.” Gerri perked up in her seat. “Maya and Noah will be there.”

      Maya Zara and Gerri’s godson, Noah Wright, had mated several years back and had a beautiful family together. It was Maya who had recommended Gerri to Priscilla, an old school friend.

      “Oh, well, in that case, I’ll be there.” Priscilla laughed. “Boy, you sure know how to play dirty. I haven’t seen Maya in months. This will be so fun. Do you know if the kids will be there?”

      “They will. I like to do one side of the mansion for the children along with staff to watch over them and the other side for the adults to have fun. This year’s theme in the kid’s side is gingerbread houses and candy land and the adult side is winter wonderland themed like the invitation.”

      “Wow. You certainly think of everything,” Priscilla said.

      “I try. Now that it’s settled, I can’t wait to see you at the party.”

      “I’m actually looking forward to it. Thanks for calling, Ms. Wilder. See you soon.”

      Gerri ended the call and frowned again. Something wasn’t right about those two, and she was going to find out what. Matchmaking was in her blood. If only they knew just how good she was at it. For them, not to work out wasn’t just wrong; it was impossible.

      She dialed Lake Walker’s office.

      “Lush Lingerie, Mr. Walker’s office. Manny speaking,” said a soft male voice on the phone.

      “Hi, Manny, this is Gerri Wilder for Mr. Walker.”

      There was a loud gasp. “Gerri Wilder? The Gerri Wilder? Matchmaker to the shifter stars?”

      Gerri laughed at the awe in his voice. “I don’t know about all that, but this is Gerri Wilder the Matchmaker.”

      “Goodness, Ms. Wilder. What an honor. I am so excited to meet you, even though it’s on the phone,” Manny gushed. “Are you calling to set up Mr. Lyle Walker?” he asked with a gasp. “Oh, my god. That is going to be epic. He needs a good woman in his life.” He lowered his voice. “He keeps dating these hangry models that totally need a sandwich. I hope you set him up with a real woman for once.”

      Gerri frowned. “No, Manny. I’m actually calling for Lake. Is he available?”

      “Oh! That Mr. Walker,” Manny’s feminine laugh tinkled over the line. “He’s always here. The man never dates or goes anywhere. In fact, he probably needs a good woman more than his brother.”

      Gerri laughed. It was Lake she was interested in, seeing as he was the one she matched with Priscilla. But now that she knew Lyle was single again, maybe she’d keep on the lookout for his mate.

      “You know, Manny, I’m having a holiday party for my clients. I’d love for you to join us,” she said, enjoying the man’s enthusiastic personality.

      “Me? For real? Gerri Wilder wants me to go to her party?” He screamed a high, excited pitch. “I’m going to have a heart attack at twenty-nine. Oh, god. What will I wear? It’s hard for a girl to wear something cute on a regular, but when she gets invited to the bash of the year? I’m going to need to go shopping ASAP.”

      Gerri continued to laugh at his excitement. “While you figure out what to wear, let me speak to Lake, please.”

      “Oh, my. Of course, Ms. Wilder. I’m sorry for keeping you. But before you go, how will I know where to go?”

      “I’ll send you an invite, Manny. Don’t you worry.”

      “Thank you so much!” he gushed. “Hold one-second while I transfer you.”

      Gerri sat back at her desk and found Manny in the contact list for Lush Lingerie. She went ahead and emailed him the electronic version of her invitation, along with a password to RSVP. She was excited to meet him in person. He sounded like a fun guy.

      “Hello?” The professional but serious tone on the line made her smile.

      “Lake Walker,” Gerri said. “You could sound a little more excited to speak to me.”

      “Ms. Wilder,” he said with a sigh. “To what do I owe the pleasure of your call during one of our busiest times of the year?”

      “Oh, don’t give me that. You’re always busy.”

      “My model quit, and our holiday campaign is behind schedule. Tell me why the world’s most notorious matchmaker wants to talk to me again.”

      She rolled her eyes. “I am also a family friend, Lake. Not just a matchmaker.”

      He sighed. “You’re right. I’m sorry. I’m just under a lot of pressure.”

      “I’m calling to see if you got my invitation for my holiday bash.”

      There was a moment of silence and then papers shuffling. “It’s possible. There’s a mountain of papers on my desk, and I haven’t checked my mail in a few days.”

      “Well, I’m hoping you’ll join us. Your lovely mother’s coming, and she doesn’t want to ask you, but she would like you to accompany her if you’re not otherwise engaged.”

      “You’re not trying to set me up again, are you?”

      She frowned. “With your mother?”

      Another sigh. “No. Okay, I’ll be there. Mom shouldn’t have to forgo the event just because she doesn’t have an escort.”

      Gerri tapped her chin and glanced at the string of emails she’d shared with Lake where she set him up with his date with Priscilla. “No, she shouldn’t. You’re such a good boy, Lake. Thank you so much for that.”

      A loud booming laugh sounded from his side. “You make me sound like a fourteen-year-old cub. I’m an old man, Ms. Wilder.”

      She grinned and copied the email address she’d sent the original message to. “I know, dear boy. And I’ll treat you as such. By the way, I might have someone in mind for your model. What exactly are you looking for?”

      “Mom gave me the idea for a line of Lush Lingerie for curvy women. It’s been difficult to find a plus-size model that isn’t booked already or traveling this week. The one model we had quit.”

      “What happened,” Gerri asked with a raised brow.

      “Lyle got into her pants and made her think she was going to be his girlfriend. Once she realized he’d played her, she didn’t come back.”

      Lyle sounded like a jerk. “Let me see what I can do. She’s not a professional model, though.”

      “At this point, I’ll take a curvy woman off the streets if she’s willing,” he grumbled.

      Gerri giggled. “I’ll send your assistant her contact information, and you can figure it out from there.”

      “That would be a lifesaver, Ms. Wilder. I’m going to owe you big time.”

      “Don’t worry. I plan on collecting,” she said with a smile. “Have a great night, Lake. I’ll see you at my holiday party next week.”

      “Good night, Ms. Wilder. See you there.”

      She ended the call and stared at the email address with a frown. It was Lake’s email address. So who had she been communicating with? Now she realized, re-reading the messages, that there was something off about the replies she got. What was going on?
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      Priscilla Bryant read Maya’s email and frowned. A modeling job? Priscilla hadn’t done any modeling since she started working full-time as a graphic artist. She could do it. She was on vacation for a few weeks over the holidays. It would be nice to have money to buy more gifts for the kids at the children’s hospital where her mother worked as an administrator.

      Instead of replying, she dialed Maya directly.

      “Pris!” Maya squealed. “Say you’ll do it!”

      She grinned and let out a laugh. “Why? What’s the big deal?”

      “Girl, this is for a big lingerie company that wants to showcase a curvy woman for their holiday and New Year’s ads. Apparently, they have a new line for girls like us,” Maya told her with excitement. “Can you imagine? You on billboards and magazines in sexy lingerie?”

      “That’s not going to convince me to do it,” Priscilla gulped. “That’s actually making me not want to.”

      “Oh, stop. You’re perfect for this. Those curves. And you have that dark hair and those beautiful tattoos. You’re already pinup material. Why wouldn’t you do it?” Maya grumbled. “I know you’re not into showing off your body like that, but you’d be doing all curvy girls a favor. Plus, you’re too damn shy for your own good. You need to get out of your element for a little bit.”

      Priscilla bit her lip and tapped her pen on her notepad. “I don’t think this will help me be less shy.”

      “You won’t know unless you try,” Maya told her. “You hide behind your work, so you don’t have to socialize. Every time we have a dinner party, you give me an excuse. Don’t think I haven’t noticed,” she sighed. “But I want to help you, Pris. Just give it a chance. This could be such a good experience for you.”

      “I haven’t really done modeling like that, though. You know that catalog modeling is different. Not to mention I was fully clothed. And I only did that for one semester.”

      “True. But it pays really well. And knowing you, you’re going to give it all away anyway.”

      She gripped the pen and clicked the top up and down. “I guess.”

      “Don’t guess. You know I’ve been trying to get you to loosen up for years. I’m telling you, this is going to be a good thing.”

      “Fine,” she groaned. “I’m already regretting it, but I’ll do it.”

      “Wonderful! I’ll take care of everything and send you the details of the job,” Maya squealed. “You won’t regret this. I promise.”

      She hung up before Priscilla had a chance to ask her anything else.

      Priscilla ate pizza and scrolled through social media. It was there she saw her ex-boyfriend’s newest post. Her stomach dropped, and the piece of pizza grew in her throat, almost choking her. Married! He was getting married. He’d told her he wasn’t the marriage type. Clicking on the happy images of him and his fiancée, her chest was suddenly hollow.

      It was clear they were in love. So maybe he wasn’t the marriage type with Priscilla. This just confirmed to her that she was too shy and awkward to find a man to love her. In her entire thirty years of life, she’d had two boyfriends. One left her to be with the man he really loved, and the other left her because he didn’t want to get married. To her.

      Was there really something wrong with her? Did she somehow attract men that had issues? She kept getting the raw end of the deal when it came to her love life. And the one time she really thought she’d found romance, it blew up in her face. She was always getting screwed over in one way or another in the romance department.

      She’d allowed Maya to talk her into asking Gerri to find her a match, hoping that she’d find her own true love like Maya had. Instead, she’d met Lake Walker, womanizing jerk, and still hadn’t gotten over his harsh words. It wasn’t so much the words he’d used since she was used to hearing them, but the way he said it.

      He’d made it obvious her whole look was unacceptable to him, and she’d been so embarrassed she couldn’t ever face him again.

      If she never saw him again, it would be too soon.
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      Priscilla opened the front door to the photography studio, hoping this was the right place. At a desk, the receptionist looked up.

      “Are you here for the lingerie shoot?” she asked, her voice soft and her smile warm.

      “Yes,” Priscilla said and cleared her throat. “Which way do I go?”

      “Down the hall to the door at the end. Have a great time.”

      “Thank you.” Was she high? Have a great time? How could she say that when Priscilla was already strung tight from nerves. She dragged her feet down the hall that seemed long enough to take her to hell. Why had she agreed to do this? Pictures would be taken of her nearly naked. Everything on display. Oh, god! She stopped. Maybe she shouldn’t do it.

      Yes, you should. Do it. You need this. No, she didn’t. Yes, you do. Shut up! Oh, god. She was crazy talking to herself. She took a deep breath and let it out slowly. She should turn around. But she didn’t. She wouldn’t let Maya down. She pushed through the door leading into a large studio where men milled about setting up lights and reflector boards. And nothing but men.

      Oh, hell no. Nope. Not gonna do this. If she were wearing clothes, that would be a different deal. Hearing a gasp, she looked back over her shoulder, her hand on the knob. About twenty feet away stood a lean man in tight purple pants and a matching shirt. He looked sharp as he stared, gaping at her.

      “Oh. My god!” he screamed, rushing toward her with small footsteps. “You’re fabulous.”

      Priscilla looked around to see if he was talking to someone else.

      “Oh, no, girlfriend. I’m talking to you. You are De...Lish.”

      She wasn’t sure what De...Lish meant, but since he was smiling, she figured it was a good thing.

      “Come with me, girlfriend. We need to get you into wardrobe and makeup.” He took her by the arm and snuggled up to her. “My name is Manny, by the way.”

      “I’m Priscilla.” She tried to keep up with his hectic pace.

      “Oh, god. Even your name is de-lish,” he sighed, rolling his eyes. Now she got it. He meant delicious. Boy, she was out of the lingo.

      He guided her to the far side of the studio where a table and light were set up as well as a rack of hanging bras, undies, teddies, bustiers, and other things she wouldn’t be caught dead in but were sexy as hell.

      Manny pulled her up to the clothing and took a hanger from the pole. He held it against her.

      “Darling, you’ll look fabulous in this. We’re starting with this.” He grabbed more items off the horizontal bar. “O. M. G., you’re perfect for this. Or this one?” Was the white or lavender better? “I guess we’ll do both.” He shoved the first “outfit” into her hands. “Go put this on.” He pointed to a piece of muslin strung up between two C-stands.

      Priscilla swallowed hard and walked as if going to a firing squad.

      “Oh, here,” Manny said, handing her a white silk robe. “It’s kind of cold in here.”

      “Thank you,” she squeaked, blowing out a relieved breath. At least she wasn’t a walking porn movie. She changed into the scant clothing and walked out with the robe tied tightly around her. Manny was right there to take her to hair and makeup.

      She sat in the chair with bright lights in her face while Manny and another guy stood back, studying her. Both tapped their chins, whispering to each other.

      “Got it!” Manny shouted and hurried away. She sat back and watched the artist perform his magic. And holy shit, magic was right. When he was done with her, she barely recognized herself. Her hair was swept up with tendrils, and her lips plumped up with a cherry red color she never would’ve dared wearing but looked great.

      From there, she was swept toward the set, which consisted of a white backdrop with a slash of red across it.

      “Hi,” a woman said, shaking her hand. “I’m your photographer. This is going to be fun, and you’ll have a good time. I’ll toss out some directions, but feel free to give me whatever you’ve got.”

      Whatever she’s got? Shit, she didn’t got much. This was going to be a nightmare. She should’ve told Maya no.

      “Music,” the photographer hollered, and upbeat, hip-hoppy sounds poured through invisible speakers. “Fan.” To the side of the set, a small fan was turned on that blew her robe back and up. “Perfect,” the woman shouted as she snapped pictures. “Channeling Marilyn Monroe.”

      Priscilla laughed. Uh. No. More like channeling a woman trying to stay covered.

      “Give me a little kissy as you undo the tie.”

      Okay. She could do this. The photographer was grinning and winking silly faces, and she couldn’t help but feel herself start to relax. Priscilla puckered up her red lips and then put the end of the robe tie in her mouth as if a sexy vixen with her man. She opened the robe and let it slide off her shoulders, into her hands, as she walked toward the camera. The fan was ballooning the garment behind her.

      “Gorgeous,” the lady behind the camera hollered. “Give me some sass now.”

      Priscilla kissed two of her fingers, making sure to get lipstick on both, then smacked them against the side of her hip just below where the strap to the bikini undies crossed.

      “Great, now turn and let the robe fly away.”

      Priscilla did just that, then looked over her shoulder and winked at the camera.
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      Lake hated that he was late for the fashion shoot, but the board wanted to talk about year-end financials and the ad campaign, which he said wouldn’t happen if they didn’t let him leave. Of course, the shoot would start when scheduled. He had full faith in Manny to get things going.

      He’d wanted to vet the model Gerri found for him. He worried about her not being the “right type” of woman the line was designed for. What if she was too slim and had no curves for a line of curvy lingerie? If this shoot didn’t go well, it’d be better for him to resign than get his ass chewed by the board.

      Well, not really. The company belonged to him as a birthright of the pride’s firstborn alpha. If anyone was unhappy, then they would have to find someplace else to work. He wasn’t going anywhere. With his brother at his side, he would take Lush Lingerie into the new century with the emboldened modern woman.

      He parked his Mercedes around back with the grip truck and came in through the loading dock. The music thumped through his shoes, hurting his animal’s sensitive ears. He’d forgotten how much his tiger didn’t like this kind of thing.

      But the closer he got to the set, the more his cat paid attention. Then he saw her and stopped. His cat roared mate and pushed to get out and play with her. Lake had to fight to keep it in.

      “She’s a natural,” a familiar voice said, standing next to him. He forced his head to turn away from the sight of the beauty barely clothed. Manny had his hands clasped in front of his chest. Was that a tear in one of his assistant’s eyes? “She’s perfect.”

      “Yes, she is,” Lake replied, his voice hoarse. “Who is she?”

      “Her name is Priscilla,” Manny replied, staring at the woman in the spotlight.

      “Does she have a last name?”

      Manny waved his hand through the air to brush off his question. “Who cares. She is Cilla.” His arms stretched wide like he was an exploding star, sound effects included. “She’ll be famous now. And she is perfect for this campaign. The body. The innocence and the sass. The curves. She’s magnificent. However you found her, you did great.”

      The music stopped, and the photographer called for the next outfit. Manny rushed off. The guys went into action to get up the next scene. Lake spied around the lights and flag cart to peek at his mate. He was in shock that she was right there. Close enough for him to touch. To smell.

      Since he’d been a child, he’d hoped to find his true mate, but so often, that wasn’t the case. The only problem was the timing was terrible. He had so many things to do with not only the company but the pride. His people needed their alpha as much as the company needed its CEO.

      Slowly, he made his way around to the far side where his mate stood with an army of people around her. She was the brightest among the group. When her eyes met his, his stomach flipped, and his heart fluttered. Fuck. Emotions he didn’t even know existed suddenly flooded his system.

      He wondered if he was having a heart attack. He had never felt anything like that before. The urge to claim her overwhelmed him. He had to fight with everything in him to control the need to make her his then and there.

      Where he was crazy happy, she looked pissed off with her narrowed eyes and mashed red lips. She spun around and yelled out Manny’s name. The assistant came running. They stood close enough for their heads to be together. He picked up every word.

      “Manny, why is that man here?” She jabbed her pointed finger in his direction.

      Manny’s brows drew down. “What man?”

      Priscilla barely turned her head to peek at him. He looked away. “That man. Lake Walker.”

      Lake stepped back, shocked. She knew who he was?

      “Girlfriend, he owns the Lush company.”

      “He what?” she squeaked.

      Okay, maybe she didn’t know exactly who he was.

      “He’s the CEO–”

      “I heard you the first time,” she grumped. “Do me a favor and keep him away from me.”

      Keep him away? What the hell for? Did she dislike men in general, or was it him? He’d seen her be nice to Manny, so it couldn’t be all men. What had he done to her besides give her a job that could make her well known among the modeling world? Well, that wasn’t happening. His mate was not going to push him off. She was his, and whether she liked it or not, mates were meant to be together.

      Manny huffed and leaned into her. “I can’t keep him away if he wants to talk to you. What’s the matter with him?” he asked softly. “He’s a great boss.”

      Lake stopped right behind her, about to tap her on the shoulder.

      “What’s the matter with him?” she whispered, “He’s an arrogant asshole who wouldn’t know class if it came up and kicked his ass.”

      Manny’s eyes got big, glancing over his mate’s head at him.

      She put her hands on her hips. “He is standing right behind me, isn’t he?”

      Manny nodded.

      “Crap. I knew this job was too good to be true,” she murmured.

      “Ready on the set,” the photographer hollered out. Priscilla turned and walked around him without a glance.

      That was unexpected. He was not used to being ignored. Just the opposite for him and his twin. Lake had to pry them off with a crowbar while Lyle took them all to his bed. One of the reasons he remained a partial recluse in his office during the day.

      Not his brother, though. No, now that he was divorced, he had no problem having women on a revolving door. But to each his own. Lake would always love his brother no matter how much of a horn dog–well, cat–he was.
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      “What do you mean it’s going great?” Lyle said into his phone as he stood in his VP suite office staring at the city below. “Where in the hell did they get a model so late?” He ran his fingers back through his hair that he combed straight back to keep the damn curls out of it. “No. Never mind.”

      He pressed the red hang-up icon on his phone and stared at the contraption in his hand. After a second, the phone popped, and the casing cracked. The sides crushed in, and he threw the piece of shit against the door, sending small chunks in all directions.

      This wasn’t how the day was supposed to go. He had planned it, knowing without a model, the stupid ad campaign would falter. Who the hell advertised using overweight women? Did Lake not understand that women wanted to see only thin, beautiful females they hoped to one day be? Photoshopping pictures was the only way for women to know what beauty was.

      His brother was so out of touch with real life. Now, it was up to him to save the company’s reputation with the female population. He knew what women wanted and had bedded enough since his divorce to learn even more.

      He slid into his desk chair and brought up Lake’s email, personal and office. His brother was so trusting, the idiot gave him the password to his account in case something happened to Lake. That way, the company wouldn’t be interrupted by its CEO’s absence.

      He searched through, looking for a note or something from one of the talent agencies. Who had Lake talked to in order to find this woman so quickly?

      Not finding anything, he slammed his hands on the desk. Maybe Lake talked to someone on the phone. Fuck.

      He’d have to find another opportunity to take down his brother’s standing in front of the board.

      Damn it. It just wasn’t fair. He was two minutes younger than his brother, yet in the eyes of the company, pride, and women, he might as well not exist. Nobody cared about anyone but the alpha heir. Lake this…Lake that. Lake. Lake. Lake. What a dumbass name anyway.

      But giving up wasn’t his style. Lyle knew if he wanted to take control, he would have to move his ass and take Lake down. There were no ifs, ands, or buts about it. Not that he’d give a fuck if there were any. His marriage had destroyed any sense of giving a fuck he had at any point in his life.

      Getting up from his desk, he thought back to the date with the female Gerri Wilder had set Lake up with. Lyle couldn’t believe someone like that would be the mate to an alpha. The woman was big and insecure. Obviously shy and couldn’t even make conversation to save her life.

      An alpha deserved a stunningly beautiful female with long legs and huge tits. She should hate the spotlight, giving it all to him, and be young enough to be continuously pregnant for the first twenty years of mating. And ignore when he found a mistress for him to enjoy while she was fat with the next cub.

      He sighed. He was in love with a fantasy female. His ex had some of those qualities, but she had voiced her opinion and wouldn’t let him do everything he wanted, like pick up females at a bar and take them to a hotel for the night. Didn’t the woman understand men needed variety in their lives? Especially with sex.

      Whether that female—was her name Pressley?—was worthy or not, Lyle was thrilled that she would never be meeting Lake now. His poor brother would never find his true mate and would have to make do with someone else. He chuckled at the thought of his brother dying alone and miserable.

      One down, two more to go: take away the company (again) and then the pride.
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      Priscilla couldn’t believe Lake Walker had the balls to show his face around her. And it was her shitty luck to take a job out of the blue for a company he freaking owned. The gods must really be mad at her. Shit! Not like she could have known.

      She couldn’t worry about that now. The photographer was ready to continue. Without giving him another glance, she walked around him and headed toward the set. Once again, all the men who worked on the set stood around staring at her.

      At first, it bothered her, but the lady photographer was good with directing her, getting her mind off the stares. That was part of modeling, though—so many negatives that it wasn’t worth it to her.

      The music started up along with the fan. This set was decorated for Christmas with red, silver, and flashing twinkle lights.

      “Okay, Priscilla,” the photographer said, “get rid of the robe. We don’t need it in this go around.”

      Priscilla swallowed hard, and her stomach soured. It was like being naked in front of the male judging eyes. In fact, she was practically naked. She stepped to the side and slowly untied the robe.

      A loud whistle came from the tables where the snacks and drinks were set up. Lake stood over there waving his hands over his head. “Guys,” he called out, “all of you come over here for a minute.”

      Amazingly, every one of them left the set, leaving the photographer and her assistant. When Priscilla glanced at Lake, he winked at her. Had he pulled the men away just for her comfort? The shooting started, and she easily slipped into modeling mode with no distractions.

      She remembered what she loved about this profession for the time she’d done it. The freedom to be wild and crazy, letting the camera capture her joy, and in this case, her sultriness.

      She should’ve gotten a bottle of water between sets. She’d forgotten how hot studio lights were. Movement next to the set caught her eye. When she glanced over, she saw Lake set a water bottle on the floor then return to the guys still gathered around the snack table.

      Who the hell was this guy? Surely not the one she had met a couple weeks ago on a horrible blind date. This Lake was thoughtful, and his smile was knockout heart thumping. This guy she could possibly get to know. It was almost like he was a completely different person. Was he mental?

      Before she realized how much time had passed, lunch was called. The caterer had set up the chafing dishes, and the crew was standing in line to get at them. Manny asked her to change into her street clothes to eat, and she couldn’t get behind the canvas curtain fast enough.

      When she walked out, she saw two plates filled with steaming food on the table where the makeup artist’s gear sat. It must have been for Manny and the makeup guy. Between the plates sat a sparkly red bow that was used on the set. Her stomach growled, smelling the delicious items.

      When she reached the scrumptious layout, almost nothing was left. A few crackers which went with the salad and looked great on the crews’ plates, and a dried-up piece of chicken that looked like a reject. Well, if she drank enough water, at least her stomach wouldn’t make embarrassing noises.

      Lake came up behind her and handed her a bottle of water, then placed his hand in the small of her back and guided her toward wardrobe.

      He leaned down to whisper into her ear. “Food looks good. I bet you’re starving after all that work.”

      Speechless from being so close to the gorgeous jerk, all Priscilla could think to do was stare up at him. Her shyness kicked in full throttle, and her face ignited into flames. God, how embarrassing. She was barely calming down when he pulled out a chair at the makeup table and gestured for her to sit. Her words flew away again.

      As she sat, he scooted her chair in, then went around to the other side of the table and took a seat across from her. He slid one of the plates in front of her. The other for himself.

      “Thought I’d better snag you a plate before the guys went through. They look like healthy eaters.”

      Finally, words came from her brain. “Thank you. That was very kind of you. I’m surprised you didn’t just get me a salad.”

      Okay, so maybe that was an unnecessary jab, but fuck it, he’d been an asshole to her the last time she’d discussed food with him.

      “Why?” The frown and obvious confusion in his gaze gave her pause.

      “Because I’m a big girl,” she said with a bite to her words.

      Confusion grew in his eyes. “Okay?”

      She sighed. “Never mind.” She cleared her throat. Maybe he didn’t remember what a jerk he’d been to her. “Thanks.”

      “It’s the least I can do to thank you for saving my ass from the board.”

      And, oh, what a fine ass it was. Hoping she hadn’t said that out loud, Priscilla’s face went up in flames again. She stuffed a piece of roll into her mouth. Oh god. This would be as disastrous as their first date. Should she ask him about that night and why he seemed so different? He’d been so uptight and super standoffish.

      “Do you…uh…handle stress well?” She asked, watching his reaction.

      “Honestly?” He seemed to think about it for a moment. “I think when I’m this stressed, I can bite people’s heads off and not even mean to.” He sighed. “This is a stress-filled job.”

      She nodded. That might be a clue to his change in personality. Though, it didn’t seem intentional on his part. Still, maybe she should find out more of why he’d been so mean.

      Let that shit go, girl. A part of her wanted to question him and another part of her told her to forget about it. Why ruin a good thing? She didn’t want to bring up bad memories from that day. He was being so proper and going out of his way to be nice. He probably felt bad and bringing it up might be embarrassing for him.

      An idea occurred to her. He was probably going out of his way because he was guilty and felt bad he’d been so rude that day. She nodded to herself. That was had to be it. Maybe she’d just accept this new Lake and watch out for his evil twin to appear when he was stressed.

      She cleared her throat. “Manny tells me you’re the CEO of Lush Lingerie.”

      He nodded. “My brother and I run it. Our grandfather started out in a two-room store in our small town. My dad expanded into the next town. And Lyle and I took it international.”

      “Lyle being your brother?” she asked.

      He nodded, taking a drink from his water bottle, then asked, “Tell me about yourself. What are your likes, hobbies and everything in between. I want to know everything about you.”

      Her eyes widened at his probing questions. Why did he want to know so much about her? During their date, he’d chosen to make assumptions. He was acting so different. It threw her off a little.

      A smile lit up his face as he dropped his chin to his chest. “I apologize. That was a bit too personal of me to ask, being a stranger to you.”

      “A stranger?” She nodded. He was right. They’d barely gotten any conversation off the ground last time they met. “I guess.”

      His cheeks flushed a shade of red. “I’m sorry, Priscilla. I’m just hoping to get to know you better.”

      She laughed at his mix of contriteness and bravado. He wasn’t sorry, just mortified from coming on so strong—negative points for his man card. He still wanted to know all about her. And that was flattering. Nobody had been this interested in her for a long time. As in, years long time. He was definitely making up for the last time.

      

      “I’m a graphic artist when not on holiday vacation.”

      His brows dipped. “Wait. You are not a professional model? That can’t be right?”

      She froze with a fork of green beans halfway to her mouth. “Are you serious?” She’d already told him this. He gave no indication of remembering meeting her, and she wanted to shake him. She had made zero impression on him, but she couldn’t say the same. After their date, she had decided she didn’t need a man. What a fucked up realization.

      “You’re perfect model material,” he said, his gaze eating her up. Why wouldn’t you be a model full time?”

      She raised her brows. “Look at me. If I want to eat, I need a real job. Hardly anybody advertises clothing in my size.”

      His face lit up again. “That’s exactly why we’re starting this new line. It’s time for real women to show up in ads, not the Photoshopped fake looks. You and all your curves are beautiful.” His eyes wandered down what little he could see of her body.

      Oh god. Lava erupted under Priscilla’s face and neck. She was sure she looked like a tomato.

      Lake laughed. “Sorry if I embarrassed you. But it is the truth. You take my breath away.”

      All she could do was stare at him. His green eyes turned darker. Her heart triple timed. What happened next had to have been her imagination. She thought she saw his pupil elongate and get narrow. Like a cat or a reptile. Shit. Was she going mental?

      Before she could reply, Manny put his plate next to hers on the table. “Hey, boss. You met Cilla, I guess.”

      Cilla? She kind of liked that. Sort of a stage name. What was she thinking, again? She wasn’t getting back into something so destructive to the body, mind, and psyche. Then again, with Lake around, it didn’t seem all that demeaning.

      Now she must’ve been hearing things. She would’ve sworn a growl came from Lake’s chest. But his mouth remained closed even though his eyes shot daggers at her new girlfriend.

      Manny gasped loudly, eyes as wide as beach balls. He clasped his hands against his chest. “Oh. My. God! Really?” he squealed, staring at Lake. Manny threw his head back and his hands up in the air. “Praise the Lord, the perfect match has been found.” He bounced on his heels and grinned widely. He picked his plate back up and walked away, saying, “It’s about damn time.”

      Priscilla glanced over her shoulder at the retreating form in his tight purple pants. What the hell was that all about? When she turned back to Lake, he shrugged with a grin. “I just work with him. I don’t claim to understand him. But he’s wonderful at keeping my shit together.”

      Priscilla laughed for the first time in a long time. She realized how happy she was at that moment. She didn’t feel lonely, depressed, or any of those negative feelings from living alone and staying home all the time. She was very uplifted. Hell, she was almost in the Christmas spirit, which was hard to do when you’re alone all the time. She’d even begun considering adopting a cat.

      They chitchatted about this and that and laughed some more. Sitting back in her seat, Priscilla looked at Lake and wondered what kind of Christmas he traditionally had. She could imagine him being surrounded by family and having a huge Christmas turkey.

      “Do you have any special traditions for the holidays?” Pris asked as she took the lid off her water bottle.

      Wiping his mouth, he tossed the used napkin on his plate and rested his elbows on the edge of the table. “Nothing fancy. One of our community members has a cabin out in the woods, so we bring kids in the foster care system and children’s home up there the week before Christmas and celebrate with them. The guys take some of the older boys out, and they cut down trees while the women and teenagers help the younger ones make ornaments.” He shrugged.

      “Go on, this sounds fascinating.”

      “Once the trees are decorated, we have dinner and homemade hot chocolate around the bonfire. Sing carols, and then Santa shows up to give the kids the gifts our community has collected for them. If the weather cooperates, Jeff has a team of horses and sleigh, and we take the kids on the sleigh ride.”

      Tears formed in her eyes. She was so touched at how much he cared for kids who didn’t have a family. Now this was a man she wanted to get to know better.

      “Why do you do that every year?” She had to understand this level of commitment and kindness.

      “Every kid deserves to know they are valued and loved, and if we can spend one day a year reminding them of this, why not?” His response was so casual, not one of seeking praise or needing to be told how wonderful he is. He approached this like it was a given, kids need love, and his community was willing to provide that.

      “You and your community are wonderful, and I wish more people were like you. My mom works at a children’s hospital, and I see families who are devastated when their child is sick. I try to give to them during the holidays, but kids in foster care are so often forgotten.” She wiped a tear from her cheek and smiled at him.

      She was so glad she hadn’t brought up their first meeting. Now, as far as she was concerned, that never happened. It was just a bad dream. This Lake was definitely the reason Gerri matched them. It was obvious he was truly a good man. This man was someone she wanted to be with. Really, really wanted to be with.

      Her body came to life. She would’ve insisted her pussy had shriveled up with cobwebs by now. But Lake brought it back to life. He was more than just eye candy.

      When their thirty-minute lunchtime limit was up, Lake took her plate to the trash and helped her clean up their area. When that was finished, he grabbed her hand. She looked down at their joined hands. She should pull away and stop the insanity. What would happen if he went Jekyll and Hyde on her? But it was so good for him to hold her. So natural. No embarrassment or feeling of awkwardness filled her. Instead, something like hope bloomed in her heart.

      “I have to get back to the office, but I’d like to see you again. Would you like to go through the pictures from this shoot and select the ones we want to use?”

      “Me?” Her mouth fell open. “You want my opinion on what to use for your ad campaign?” She couldn’t believe he cared about what she thought.

      “Well, you are a graphic artist, so I’m sure you’ve got a great eye for this kinda thing. I could use the help. I’ll get hundreds of photos from today.”

      “Uh, sure. I’d love to help. When and where?” she asked, surprised her brain was still working.

      “How about five this afternoon? I’ll text you the address of my office. We’ll order pizza and eat in,” he stopped abruptly, “that is, if you’re okay with eating pizza or would you like something else?”

      “Pizza is great. I love pineapple and Canadian bacon.”

      “Whew,” he wiped away pretend sweat from his forehead. “Wonderful, for a moment there, I was worried you only eat rabbit food.”

      She raised a brow but watched his face. “No, I enjoy eating, as you can tell.” She gestured at her body. His eyes slowly roamed from her eyes, down her neck, to her breasts. Heat bloomed in her lower stomach. Her legs were almost too weak to hold her up. His look was a killer.

      “All I see is a gorgeous woman, inside and out.” He lifted her hand and kissed the back. “I’ll text you the address.” With that, he swept out of her sight. But the image of him was branded into her mind. She couldn’t wait until later. Damn hormones. Okay, so maybe she was already developing unnecessary emotions for him. What if he was her fated mate after all? Maybe Gerri had been right.
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      Priscilla could tell Lake took the company name to every level in his office. Plush, buttery, leather chairs and a sofa occupied half of his huge office. His desk was large and appeared to be mahogany. It filled the side of the room by the windows that held a beautiful view of the city below. Normally being in such opulence would be intimidating for her, but she found herself feeling at home. It wasn’t the richness that gave her the feeling; it was being with Lake.

      “I love this one where you had your hand on your backside. The expression on your face is the attitude we want for this line.” Lake admired her pictures as he enlarged the current one on the screen.

      Pris leaned over and smiled as she took in her image. “I was feeling very confident in that one.” She remembered this was one of the first pictures taken before Lake appeared at the studio.

      Using his finger to swipe to the next photo on the touchscreen, he glanced at her as she watched his profile. Giving a sly smile, he then pointed to another image on the screen.

      “This one is hot. I think I might want to blow this up and put it in my office as a marketing tool.” He licked his lips as he continued to stare at the computer.

      Pris instantly knew what caused that smile on her face as the photographer snapped those series of pictures. Lake was standing off to the side after he had gathered the men away from their staring, and she was looking into his eyes from across the room. He was protecting her at that moment, admiring her talent, and she was falling for the man who had treated her like an obese idiot at dinner a few days ago. She couldn’t figure out what made him so black and white but had come to the determination she wasn’t going to ask just yet.

      Everyone had a bad day. She’d known many clients who’d turned into ogres when things didn’t work out the way they wanted, so she knew some people didn’t handle pressure well. He had explained this campaign had been buried in issues and conflicts. She was an expert at understanding how deadlines could create monsters out of the kindest people.

      She liked who this Lake was, and it was at the moment when the flash went off. She’d decided she wanted to give him another chance and let the past be in the past.

      “I had great material to work with.” She smiled at him.

      Lake stood up and took his computer to his desk. “I think we have a good handle on the ones that will be best to use. Now it’s time to eat. I hope you don’t mind, but I ordered half meat lovers and half Hawaiian. It should be here any minute.” As he sat back down, she noticed he positioned himself closer to her and angled his body, so he was facing her. Replicating his invitation, she too adjusted herself, so she was facing him, staring into his golden eyes.

      “A man who knows how to satisfy everyone. I’m impressed.”

      “You did a fantastic job at the photoshoot. You’re just the image we need for this line. Your beauty and confidence are sure to sell it for us. I’m deeply impressed and grateful.” Lake tucked a loose strand of hair behind her ears with a soft touch.

      “Thank you, I had a lot of fun, and the money will be put to good use for the children’s hospital.” Pris blushed from his attention and needed to regain focus before she threw herself on his lap and begged for a kiss. That wasn’t who she was. She was normally shy and slow to invest her heart, but Lake had stolen her attention from the moment he walked into the restaurant.

      Lake slowly leaned forward as if asking her permission to give her a kiss. Words escaped her at that moment so she did the only thing she could, she met him halfway and placed a feather-light kiss on his lips. As she was moving back, he wrapped his arms around her and brought her to his chest, taking her mouth with so much passion, it left her breathless.

      His tongue traced her lips, begging for entrance into her mouth. She obeyed his request. She wrapped her hands around him, with her fingers twirling around the mass of curls at the base of his neck. He continued to taste her and pulled her onto his lap. Breaking only when they needed a breath, she closed her eyes and sighed.

      “Wow, I think I could get used to your gratitude.” She whispered.

      “That was more than gratitude, love. That was the passion you stir in me, and there’s more there when you are ready.” Lake’s voice was a mixture of growl and showed the internal struggle he was having to keep in control of something.

      Holy fuck. Gerri Wilder was right. Lake was the man for her. Maybe they’d had a rough start, but the way he was treating her now was enough to make her want to see where this could go. He could go psycho on you again. As he leaned in for another kiss, a loud knock on the office door made her jump. Sighing, Lake pulled back and started to stand. “I’ll assume dinner has arrived.”

      Once they had both eaten, Lake started to gather the leftovers and trash. “This was fun. We should do this again.”

      “Is that your way of offering me another photoshoot or a date?” Pris was pushing herself to step outside her comfort zone when it came to flirting.

      “Well, I would love to…” Lake was interrupted by the buzz of his cell phone. He reached over the desk and took it so he could look at the caller ID. “Excuse me, I have to take this, it’s my brother.”

      Lake turned his back to her and moved across the room to the windows. Pris could hear short clips of Lake’s side of the conversation. It was clear that he was being drawn into another situation, and it was getting late. She needed to get home.

      “Sorry about that,” Lake said as he pocketed his cell phone and opened his laptop again. “I guess the family got worried when I wasn’t home tonight, and he wanted to see if I was ok and still at work.” After pushing some keys, he closed it and stood up. “The money for the photoshoot has been wired to your account.”

      “Thank you, and no need to apologize, it’s nice to have people care and notice when you aren’t home, but I do need to head out. I have had a lovely time, and thank you for letting me help pick the pictures. It feels nice to be this involved.” Pris reached for her purse as Lake grabbed her arm.

      “I have another favor to ask you. I have to go buy thirty gifts for the kids tomorrow. Could you come with me and help?”

      The grin on his lips made her heart flutter and her knees go weak.

      “Sure, I need to purchase the toys for the children’s hospital as well. We can mark two things off our holiday to-do list.” She smiled and turned to the door. “Just text me what time and where to meet you. Thank you again, Lake. I had a wonderful evening.”

      Lake took her hand in his and kissed her knuckles. “The pleasure has been all mine, and if you’re willing, I would love to pick you up tomorrow.” He slipped a card with his personal information into the front pocket of her handbag. “Just text me your address. Good night, Priscilla.”
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      “Look at this doll. Isn’t she precious?” Pris was playing with the doll’s hair as she showed it to Lake.

      “I think we need to get that as well. Did you get everything you needed? “ He pushed the cart towards the front of the store.

      “I think we bought them out. It was so nice of you to include me in your shopping, but you really didn’t have to come to pick me up. I could have met you here and saved you a trip.”

      “And miss a chance to spend more time with you, no way.” He gave her a sexy smile that made her entire body shudder. Holy...hot...tamale. She’d never met a man with that ability before.

      After all the items had been purchased, Lake informed the cashier that a couple of men would be coming by to pick up the items for the hospital and would deliver them for Pris. He also asked her to double the order and put it on his card.

      Priscilla placed a hand over her heart as her eyes welled up in tears. “Lake, that is so nice of you, but you don’t have to do that.”

      “Maybe, but I believe every child deserves to spend Christmas with joy and new toys. I really want to do it.”

      Words couldn’t come without the risk of being followed by tears. With a simple nod and smile, Priscilla grabbed a few of Lake’s bags and walked with him to the sidewalk. She noticed he stopped and stood there, looking around.

      “Is there a problem? Did we forget something?” she asked

      “Well, yes, I lost my car. I guess I was so excited to get started on the holiday shopping with you. I didn’t pay attention to where I parked.” A blush slowly made its way up his cheeks. “But don’t worry, when I bought my Mercedes a few years ago, the salesman told me about the app that would help me find my car if it was stolen or lost.” He pulled out his phone again and drew up the app called Find My Car. Once he pressed a code number in, headlights started to flash off and on to their left.

      “Bingo, we found the car.” Lake chuckled and popped the lid of the trunk. Priscilla noticed as she put her bags in the back that he kept several changes of clothes and a heavy coat along with thick fur-lined boots. Looking at his physical condition, it wouldn’t be unheard of that he was an outdoor activity kind of guy.

      Lake took her hand as he shut the trunk and walked her to the passenger door. “As long as we’re together, you’ll never touch the car door handle again. I want to make sure you never doubt how cherished you are when you’re with me.”

      He kissed the back of her hand just like he had done in his office the previous day, then guided her into the seat. When he reached across her to seatbelt her in, Priscilla decided that she may have to put a limit on how cherished she wanted to be, but this had been such a wonderful day she wasn’t going to ruin it now.

      Pulling out onto the road, he held his hand out to her. She looked at him and smiled before placing her hand in his. He put their joined hands on his leg, and she could feel the muscles in his thighs. Images of what he could do to her with those legs caused her to start getting hot. Needing a change of thought, she mentioned how nice his car was.

      “Thank you, I splurged on myself and got this, but I haven’t had the need to change cars since. Now my younger brother Lyle gets a new car every time his warranty ends. Sometimes every for months. This week he has a red sports car that’s too small for my tastes.”

      Rain began to splatter on the windshield. Lake reached over and turned on the wipers, and Priscilla noticed the corded muscles that ran along his forearm.

      “Want to go back to my place, and you can help me wrap these gifts while I cook us a simple dinner? It’s the least I can do to thank you for tying all of the bows.” Lake laughed. “I’m all thumbs when it comes to ribbons.”

      Heat filled her as she thought about how talented he must be with those hands, and she wasn’t ready for their day to be over. She wanted more kisses, more touches, and it had been a very long time since a man made her dinner.

      “Sure, I’d love that.”

      Kissing her fingers, he continued to drive  until he pulled up into the driveway of a beautiful home. It was simple but reflected his personality and style. He popped the trunk again, and she helped him carry in the packages to a spacious front room. It wasn’t an open style home, giving privacy to the back bedrooms. The living room was well furnished and provided a very homey feel.

      “Just set those down there, and I’ll go get dinner started. Relax. If you want a drink, the bar’s over there.” Lake instructed and gave her a gentle, sweet kiss. Just as he entered the kitchen, she heard his landline phone begin ringing. Again she heard parts of his side of the conversation and could tell he wasn’t happy with the interruption nor the reason for the call.

      “I understand. Let me handle a few things, and I’ll be right over. No, you were right to call me. I just wished I could get some personal time without a crisis.”

      She turned to see Lake walk toward her with his arms open. “God, I hate to do this, but…”

      “But business calls, and you need to go put out another fire,” she said as she ran her hand through his hair.

      “Yeah, something like that, the community has a crisis, and it demands I go to the conference hall and, as you said, put out the fire.” He kissed her again and pulled her close to him. “Do you want to wait here? It shouldn’t take too long.”

      “No, I’m going to call an Uber and head home. I’m sure you’ll impress me with your bow manipulation, and I need to get a few things done in my apartment before work this week.” Standing on her tiptoes, she kissed him again, and his erection pressed into her stomach. “Go get ’em, tiger.”

      Laughing out loud, he kissed her nose and hugged her tight. “You have no idea, but you aren’t getting an Uber. I’ll drive you home on my way to the meeting. And you aren’t getting out of bow duty. Tomorrow?”

      With a nod, she leaned in to give him another kiss, but this time he didn’t have to wait for her to open her mouth. He dove in. The kiss was hot, erotic and filled her heart with hope and joy.
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      Lake opened the door to the room where he and the elders met to discuss town issues and financials. He wasn’t very cheerful with their interruption of his time with his mate.

      The elders were there, along with the treasurer of the pride and his brother. No one looked very happy. As he took a seat at the conference table, he wondered what was wrong. What had happened?

      “Welcome, Lake,” one of the female elders said. “Thank you for coming on such short notice.”

      “As the alpha, it’s part of my job to be available when you call.” His statement raised the brows of a few of the elders. Granted, he was irritated at not being with his mate, but the others didn’t know about her. This was nobody’s fault.

      He was bothered that his brother had been roped into attending also. His brother should be able to do what he wanted during his free time. Not stuck in boring meetings.

      “What’s going on?” he asked to keep the conversation moving.

      The same female elder spoke again. “It seems our accountant has found a discrepancy in the books.”

      Lake thought back for anything he may have forgotten to turn in. He sometimes forgot to turn in expense receipts for dinners and other minor purchases. He didn’t think he missed any this quarter.

      “What kind of discrepancy?” he frowned. “Whatever it is, I’m sure we can find the source.”

      “It seems we are missing $250,000 from the expense account,” The bookkeeper said.

      Lake choked on his tongue. “$250,000?” He slapped his chest. “How the hell did that happen?”

      “That’s what we are looking into,” another elder replied softly.

      “We definitely need to get to the bottom of this.” Lake watched his brother run his fingers through his hair, combing it straight back in the style he wore. In the mornings, Lake didn’t care enough to put goop in his strands and style them. He let it dry naturally into curls. That was about the only way to tell him and his twin apart.

      Lake could tell this situation bothered Lyle. He really wanted his brother to be free of this problem. What Lake wouldn’t do to switch positions with him. But he was born first, the alpha heir, and it was his duty.

      The accountant broke into his thoughts. She cleared her throat. “It appears that last night you logged on and wrote an invoice and paid $1000 to a person named Priscilla Bryant.”

      “Yes,” he said. “She’s the model in our campaign ad, and I was paying her for her work. I’m pretty sure I entered it into the system correctly.”

      “Yes, that part is fine,” the accountant replied. “Ten minutes after that, you logged on again and transferred the quarter-million dollars into an account outside the bank.”

      His brows drew down, eyes narrowing. “No, I did not,” he emphasized.” Why would I do something like that?”

      “That is the question we are asking you, Alpha,” the female elder answered.

      Anger rolled through his chest. Someone was messing with them, and he would get to the bottom of it. “I would like to see the bank transaction.” He turned to the accountant. If he had to, he would spend all night figuring out who had done this and where the money had gone. The elders all nodded and left the room. Beside him, Lyle pulled up a chair.

      “Lyle,” Lake held up a hand, “Why don’t you go on out of here and not worry about this. Enjoy your holiday. Are you going to Gerry’s party?”

      Lyle stood, shoving his chair back. “No, I’ll be home all day and night watching reruns.” Lyle hurried out of the room, slamming the door behind him. Dammit, Lake hated it when his brother was upset. He would do something about it tomorrow. Tonight he had some investigating to do.
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        * * *

      

      Lyle spun out of the parking lot of the building they’d had the meeting in. He hated his fucking brother. Always the important one. Always the one to shine. Never giving him a chance. The pathetic younger brother.

      Why had his brother always treated him like a second-class cat? Did Lake think he was stupid, or did his brother just not trust him? Fucking tears burned the back of his eyes. He blinked rapidly, washing away all emotion. He’d become good at that through the years, pretending he didn’t care that he wasn’t wanted. It wasn’t an easy feat with tigers who could smell every emotion.

      He sped his red sports car through the town, running a red light. He raced out to the countryside, pounding on the steering wheel over and over. After calming, he pulled over to the side of the road, realizing that his ploy had worked. The only thing the accountant would find was Lake’s login ID to the bank account and the transfer out.

      Getting his brother’s financial logon information was a bit trickier, but with his phone, Lyle had secretly recorded Lake entering his code. His brother was framed better than any picture in his home.

      With Lake banished, that should take care of the company and the pride. Now he had to find a way to get rid of the damn mate again.

      Reaching the city limit line for the neighboring town, Lyle made a few turns then saw what he wanted. He pulled up and stopped in front of three ladies clad in garments that barely covered their asses despite the cold weather. He adjusted his hard cock in his pants.

      “Hello, beautiful ladies,” he called out as he lowered the passenger window. “Would any of you like a ride?”

      Of course, they knew what he was talking about. One of the females approached the car, shaking everything she had.

      “Maybe,” she said, her voice low and throaty, “What’s your gear shifter look like?” Lyle unbuttoned his pants to reveal the head of his cock sticking up well beyond the waistline of his Speedo style underwear. When he looked up, all three were at the car door, staring wide-eyed.

      Lyle didn’t know how they did it, but the female trio had crammed into his car. This was going to be a good night.
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      Hearing Priscilla knock on his front door was like Christmas morning to Lake. The feel of her in his home made him happy for the first time...like he was complete. Opening the front door, he was greeted by his beautiful mate, wearing a Santa hat and holding three rolls of colorful children’s wrapping paper.

      “Hi, beautiful,” he opened the door wider, motioning for her to come in after he gave her a kiss. The smell of her hair always made him hard. The scent of coconuts made him want to sweep her to a private island and show her the many ways he could worship her body. His tiger was making his wishes known as well. He wanted to mate her now.

      “Hi, I hope you don’t mind, but yesterday I noticed your wrapping paper was…well grown up. I thought we could have some fun with Rudolph and Snowmen.” Her giggle was infectious, causing him to laugh.

      “As always, you’re perfect and think of everything. Come, let me get you a drink, and we can get started. I sorted the gifts out into boy and girl piles.”

      Taking her coat off, she threw it over the back of the sofa and walked into the living room. She noticed Lake had a fire going in the fireplace, but there were no Christmas decorations.

      “I assume you don’t put a tree up for the season?” she hesitantly asked.

      Handing her a glass with amber liquid, he said, “No need to. The women from the pride take good care of me when it comes to that stuff. Usually, I’m busy at the office and don’t feel the need to decorate for just me.”

      “Women of the pride? Is that a group you belong to?” Priscilla sat down, folding her feet under her.

      Lake knew the time had come for him to explain just who he was and what he could offer her if she would agree to accept. But while his heart was saying to be honest, his tiger was demanding that he just tell her she is his mate.

      “Priscilla, there is something I need to talk to you about. “ He took her hand in his and rubbed his thumb over her knuckles.

      A knock on the door was not as welcomed this time as it persisted without end. Sighing, he began to stand and kissed her. “Let me get rid of whoever it is, and we’ll talk, okay?”

      All she could do was nod, but Lake could see the concern paint creases on her forehead and around her mouth. She was trying to be brave and understand, but he feared if he didn’t get her alone and tell her she is his mate, she would run for the hills before she had a chance to have her heart broken.

      “Coming, hold on.” Lake opened the wooden door to three of his pride members, Ruthie, Beth and Samantha. “Hello, did I know you were coming over today?”

      The three women pushed their way past Lake, each carrying either some decoration or a casserole.

      “Don’t be silly, Lake. When do we wait for an invitation?” Ruthie asked as she was looking around the living room till her eyes stopped on his mate.

      “Manny told us you were hosting your…mate, and we wanted to welcome her.” Samantha boasted proudly as she handed Lake the dish of what smelled like tuna.

      “Ladies, please let me introduce you and then if you don’t mind, I would like to have the afternoon alone with her.” Lake carried the dish into the kitchen at a fast pace so he could get back before the ladies had Priscilla running.

      By the time he got back in, he saw Pris shaking hands and greeting each of the women with a pleasant voice. “It’s so nice to meet you. I came over to help Lake wrap all of the gifts for the kids. Would you like to have a seat?”

      Beth instantly grabbed a roll of paper and handed one to each of the women. “Here, we’ll help so you can get it done faster and spend some mating time.” She winked at Lake. “Sam brought over a tuna casserole. Ruthie made the pie and we can come back tomorrow to decorate the house.”

      “It’s so nice of you ladies to take such good care of Lake. He mentioned he doesn’t have time to make his home festive.” Pris began measuring the paper for the gift she was about to wrap.

      “Well, it doesn’t appear that we’ll be worrying about that much longer, but yes, he needed a woman’s touch while he toyed around being a bachelor and running Lush and our pride.” Ruthie was already taping the paper down.

      “Ladies, I’m sure Pris doesn’t want to hear about how needy you all think I am. I would be okay with a boring house, and I can cook, but I’m forever grateful for the care you have given me.”

      Pris had a confused look on her face as if she could read that Lake was hiding something from her. “What do you mean you won’t be doing this much longer? Are you moving ?”

      At that moment, there was another knock on the door just before it opened and in walked four more women.

      “Let me guess, Manny called?” Lake asked with a frustrated tone.

      “Yeah. We’re to get this done and get out so you and your ma…date can have a nice dinner,” the youngest girl said.

      Thirty minutes later, the ladies had everything wrapped, the casserole and pie in the oven and the table set. There were even flowers at the center, which Lake had no idea where they came from.

      After saying goodbye, Lake led Pris over to the table and pulled her chair out for her. Getting her settled, he poured her a glass of wine and sat next to her.

      “Are you ready to tell me what that was all about? I have been called a date before, but never had I been called a mate this many times in one day.” She turned to face him and took a drink of her wine. “So…what’s up?”

      “Priscilla, I need you to promise me that you’ll let me tell you everything before you decide what you think. Be open-minded, please.” Lake took her hand and kissed her fingers as she nodded her agreement.

      “Have you heard of shifters?” Lake cautiously started.

      “You mean like wolf shifters and stuff?” She frowned. “Yes. My friend Maya’s mated to a shifter.”

      “Oh, okay. So, this might be easier for you to understand,” Lake said, as he cleared his throat and squeezed her fingers. “I’m a tiger shifter, and I’m also the head of my pride, which is what I referred to as my community earlier.” He looked at her to see if she was already panicking but saw interest in her expression, so he continued.

      “We don’t really date like humans do because we know from birth that we have a mate out in the world and that mate is our forever partner. We were made for them, and they were made for us. Our job isn’t to date. It is to find our mate.” He wanted to explain it but not make it sound like he was talking to a child.

      “Like two puzzle pieces fitting together?” Pris asked.

      “Yes, like that, and you’re my puzzle piece. The moment I saw you, I knew you were the one. We both felt that connection.” Giving her hand a slight squeeze, he continues.

      “Are you sure? Like, you really want me?” She seemed more worried that he’d change his mind than the fact he was telling her she was his mate.

      “I want you and me forever, and my tiger also wants you as his mate.” He knew that was when the weird was going to be hard to explain.

      “Your tiger? Is that the shifter part?” Pris asked, interest and curiosity bright in her eyes.

      “Yes, when I shift, I turn into a tiger, and he’ll be as loving and protective of you as I am. Most everyone in my pride is a tiger shifter. However, some have mated to humans, so you won’t be the only one in our community.”

      Pris stood up and walked over to the fireplace. Lake watched as she stared into the flames and laid her head on the mantle above. He rushed over to her side and placed his hand on the small of her back.

      “I know this is a lot to take in, but I just ask you to consider this and ask me anything you feel you need to know.”

      Pris looked at him and put her hand on his chest to rub the material of his shirt. “I do have questions. One, if we had kids, would they be human or tiger? Two, what would I have to do to be your wife…I mean mate? And three, are you sure you won’t change your mind and think I’m not good enough for you?”

      Thank fuck! She seemed to be open to the idea. Hope soared through Lake as he contemplated her questions. If she was going to run, she wouldn’t be asking such important questions. She would have told him to get her the hell out of here.

      “I wouldn’t change my mind,” he assured her. He guessed she was thinking of how human males changed their minds about relationships, but shifters weren’t like that. “You’re the one, the only woman for me.”

      She bit her lip. “And the other stuff?”

      “You don’t have to be anything but who you are, my beautiful mate. As for the pride, you would be considered the Alpha mate since I am the alpha, and you would be free to live your life as you do but with me, and you might be asked to help me lead the pride once you feel ready. Our children would be shifters more than likely, but I will be here to help them, and you will be here to love them. We would make great parents because we would create them out of love. Now, how you become my mate is a bit more complicated.” Lake walked back to the table and got both of their glasses of wine. He tried to find the best words to explain this as he handed her the glass.

      “Thank you.”

      “You’re welcome. Come, let’s sit, and I’ll explain.” He guided her to the leather sofa and sat down before pulling her in his lap. “We can have sex any time you want, but when I mate you, I’ll need to bite you right here…” he moved her hair to the side and kissed her neck. “I need to do that as we orgasm, and I have been told it’s as wonderful for the woman as it is for me. After that, we are mated, and you will be able to feel me, and I will be able to feel you all of the time. When we are apart, we will long for the moment we will be together again.”

      “So, after we mate, I’ll be home?” Pris asked as she traced his lips with her fingers.

      “I’ve never heard anyone put mating so perfectly. You’re amazing.” Lake kissed her while pulling her to him. He could feel her nipples stiffen against his chest and her hands ran through his hair as she ran her tongue over his.

      Pulling back, she took his face in her hands and looked deep into his eyes. “Lake, I knew that day at the photoshoot that you were the man I had hoped you would be. I felt that connection, and while my heart wants to say yes right now, my head needs me to think this over for a few days. Is that okay with you?”

      Kissing her again, he ran his hand up her leg. “Yes, that is exactly what I want you to do. Think it over and make sure you want to be with me for the rest of your life.”
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      They kissed on the sofa for what seemed like a mixture of forever and a few minutes, the dinner forgotten. Lake caressed every part of her as he took off her shirt and admired the lace bra she was wearing. He constantly kissed her and reminded her of how hot she was and how turned on she made him.

      “Lake, I want you!”

      He met her gaze. “Are you sure?”

      She glanced at his lips and then back at his eyes. “I’ve never been surer.”

      He kissed her chest, and she damn near lost her mind.

      He cupped her face and devoured her with his lips. His sinful tongue drove in and out, daring hers to join in. Then, he picked her up by the waist and carried her to the bedroom, dropping her on the bed.

      Lake pushed her legs open, pressing his hips into the curve of her crotch. Holy hotness! His erection dug at her pussy. Big. Hard. Feeling it drove the point home that she wanted him naked too.

      Raking her hands down his chest, she curled her fingers around the seam of his T-shirt and yanked the soft cotton up and above his head. Her pussy clenched at the same time his abs contracted. Her breaths pumped in and out of her lungs, burning with each drag of air she took.

      “Go ahead, beautiful,” he rumbled, his voice so deep and gravelly she ached. “Touch me. Do it.”

      She gulped hard, keeping her gaze locked onto his, while she shoved his pants down his hips until they fell around his legs. Her vision darted south so fast one would think she’d been forced to look. His long, hard cock stood proud. God! He was big. And it only excited her more.

      Her eyes widened when his cock stiffened some more. Fuck! Her pussy clenched just thinking of him inside her. She slid her hand over the velvety flesh of his erection, loving the smooth-as-silk texture along with the steely hardness.

      “Ah, love,” he groaned. “I love you touching me, Priscilla. Your hands on me .”

      After the rest of her clothes came off in a flurry, she was back to adoring his body with her eyes. The pulsing vein under his cock had her licking her lips, wanting so badly to get a taste. Former partners had always tried to force oral sex on her, but this time, she wanted to put him in her mouth all on her own.

      His gaze fell on her breasts. He licked and bit his lip. Her heart swelled with pride. Men didn’t usually stare at her body as if she were a beautiful goddess. She loved it. Every second of that lust-filled hunger in his eyes made her weak at the knees.

      The color of Lake’s eyes had turned super-charged bright. His lips descended over hers in a rough, rugged tasting. She tried to keep up, but he was a man on a mission. He nibbled down her neck, her chest, and attached to a nipple. He sucked. Goodness, did he suck! She wanted to get on her knees and thank every deity for his mouth.

      She moaned. She swore the soft, breathy sound came from someone else. “Lake...”

      Her body felt aflame from the inside. He pushed her back on the bed and spreading her legs wide, leaving her shaven pussy wide open for his viewing pleasure.

      “Christ.” He inhaled hard and knelt between her thighs, licking his lips with a deep inhale. “You smell so fucking delicious, Priscilla.”

      She didn’t know how true that was, but she’d take his word for it. He placed her large thighs over his shoulders, her feet curling around the back of his neck.

      Her breath thinned in her throat as she watched his head descend between her thighs. He licked up her pussy lips, spreading them open to flatten his tongue on her clit. The sensation was extraordinary. A strange sound came from him. It sounded like a purr. The soft grumbling, purr vibration sent shudders racing up her spine.

      “Holy shit, Lake. What the hell did you do?”

      “Like that?”

      “Like it? Do. It. Again! Don’t ever stop doing it.”

      He chuckled softly, his breath hovering above her sex. “I’ve got more where that came from.”

      He sucked her clit hard enough to make her ass come off the mattress, and a scream fall from her lips. “Oh, my god!”

      She gripped the sheets under her, tugging and pulling, trying to control the shudders taking hold of her body. Lake licked and laved her sex with so much speed she could barely catch her breath. Her belly quivered. Tension rose in her veins.

      “Oh, oh, oh!” Her orgasm took her by surprise.

      He slid two fingers over her entrance, wetting them and then driving them into her channel. He didn’t stop. He fucked her quickly, his moves driven as if he were grinding his hips into her sex. She gasped, her body so turned on she could barely remember how to breathe. He fingered her and flicked his tongue on her clit in quick circles so fast she swore there was a motor in his tongue.

      Her climax blindsided her. She took hold of Lake’s hair to hang on for the ride. Her hips rocked back and forth on his face. Waves of pure pleasure crashed through her, taking every ounce of common sense with them. She gasped out a choked moan.

      There was little time to catch her breath. He moved up and held her legs up around his waist.

      “I need inside you,” he growled.

      What? Yes! She spread her thighs wide and watched him slide down over her.

      “Let me in,” he grunted.

      He pressed the head of his cock into her, the girth more than she’d ever had. She gripped the sheets when he lifted her ass. One slow, smooth drive, and he was in her. Filling her. If possible, his hot hard length grew bigger inside her.

      He pulled back only to slam back in. Harder. Another pull back, and she moaned for more. “You’re perfect.”

      “You feel so good inside me.”

      He pulled back and thrust deeper. “Know what feels better? Your pussy gripping my cock.” He groaned and plunged hard. “You like me deep inside you?”

      She gulped back the moans in her throat. “I do. I love it.”

      She opened her mouth to say more, but he drove harder and faster into her. He pressed a thumb on her clit, flicking it back and forth at the same time he fucked her.

      Her back came off the bed. A thunderstorm of pleasure shook her to the core.

      “Fuck!” He growled, his cock hot and deep inside her.

      She lost the ability to control her legs. They shook with the force of her orgasm. His drives slowed until he was tense and jerking into her body, sending jets of semen into her channel.

      Feeling sated and protected, she drifted off to sleep in his arms and knew she was his mate.
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      Lake held her until he saw her breathing was steady, and he knew his excitement at what happened wouldn’t allow him to sleep with her. He slid out of bed and put his pants back on before making sure she was covered and secure.

      He went to the bathroom to clean up and relieve himself, then decided he would take this time to go over some bank records that he had been neglecting. Sitting at his desk, he tried to focus on the numbers. But his mind kept going back to how her body molded into his hands, how her heat coated his shaft as he entered into her warm body. She was everything he wanted and more than what he knew he needed. He had a direction now, a purpose. She was going to make him a better alpha, a better businessman, hell she was going to make him a better man all around.

      After an hour, it was clear this was an exercise in futility. There was no way he was going to be able to think about banking numbers while she laid naked in his bed two doors down. Standing up, he headed to the bedroom but then thought better of it. Lake knew he would take her again if he was that close to her naked body, and he needed to respect her wish and give her time to think. Not be manipulated by sex.

      Laying on the sofa, he pulled the blanket from the back down over him and over his head. He needed darkness if he was going to be able to get some rest, and the moonlight was seeping between the curtains. While thinking about his future with her and their children, he was able to finally succumb to sleep and into dreams of Priscilla.
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      Lyle slid from tree to tree from his home to the back of the alpha house and his brother’s bedroom. In his hand, he carried a can of gasoline. Not the best item for setting a fire, but it was all he had on short notice. He could wait for another opportunity to plan better, but he didn’t want to. He would go crazy if he had to stew over his brother’s superiority much longer.

      Seeing the alpha cabin's back corner, Lyle scoped the area to see if anyone was out on a late walk in human or tiger form. Not catching any movement with his shifter eyes, he quickly approached the exterior logs and doused them with fuel, creating a short trail on the ground with pine needles leading up to the log cabin.

      Standing back, Lyle clicked the candle lighter and placed the flame against the soaked needles. The trail lit up like the fuses of fireworks. He watched as the bottom log caught, sending the flames up the side. Content with his work, he headed back to his place to await the action.

      Hopefully, his plan would take out both alphas. He had no doubts they were fucking, though the thought made him cringe. Lyle had to be surrounded by beauty for his cat to get into sex. Otherwise, his dick remained an overcooked noodle.

      “Hey, Lyle.” Mr. McDaniel called out to him, startling the shit out of him. “Whatcha got there?”

      Lyle froze for a second, his mind quickly coming up with a believable reason. “I’m on my home and found this on the ground.” He lifted the canister. “I was thinking about cleaning it up and then taking it to the recycle place in town. What are you doing out at this hour? I’d figure I was the only one who liked the cold.”

      “Daisy got out again, and Thelma is frantic the pooch is lost and freezing to death. I’m just following her trail. Again.”

      Lyle laughed, not a real laugh, but one convincing enough. “Good luck. Have a great Christmas.”

      “Thank you, Lyle. Same to you.” Lyle continued on his path, hoping to get away from the old cat before they smelled...

      “Fire?” McDaniel raised his nose into the air. “You smell that, Lyle?”

      Lyle imitated the man’s actions. “Probably from someone’s chimney. There are several lit tonight. I’m sure it’s nothing. Goodnight.”

      McDaniel didn’t move. “Naw,” the older man said. “It’s too strong to be from a chimney.” He started toward the alpha home, and Lyle ranted and raved in his head. Why couldn’t anything go his way?

      Coming to the edge of the tree line, both saw the corner of the house fully engulfed. “Shit.” McDaniel took off toward the front of the home. “We got to warn them. Get everyone out of the cabin.”

      Lyle had no choice but to follow. If he didn’t help, it would look bad on his part. Dammit, now he had to be part of the rescue party he didn’t want to attend. He dropped the gas can and removed his gloves. McDaniel had his phone up to his ear. The man had dialed 911. Too soon, Lyle growled to himself.

      He pounded on the opening at the front door and jammed his finger on and off the doorbell buzzer. He was content to keep what he was doing, but old McDaniel stepped behind him a few steps. “Get out of the way, cub. I’m going to break that door down.”

      Lyle threw his arms out. “No, don’t try. It’s a metal door that’s mostly shifter proof. Security for the alpha and all.”

      McDaniel halted his movement. “That would make sense.”

      At that second, the door flew open. Lake stood there like he had just awakened from a deep sleep. He lifted his nose and sniffed.

      “Alpha,” the man hollered, “the back of your house is on fire.”

      Fear from the alpha blasted them. Lyle wondered if that meant his brother’s mate was sleeping in the back bedroom. Apparently, Lake wasn’t. Fuck. His brother disappeared into the home.

      “He seems to have it under control,” Lyle said, “I’ll go out and wait for the fire trucks and send them this way.” Of course, he had no intention of doing that. Going home sounded much better. And disposing of the damn gas container.

      Walking down the drive to the sidewalk, Lyle noted a little ball of fur trotting toward him. His cat gave him a sudden urge to boot the pup across the street. He was preparing to when a voice yelled.

      “Daisy, get your furry ass here right this second.” The dog yipped and ran across the lawn to its owner. If the snow had been any higher, the damn mutt would’ve been buried.

      What kind of cat had a dog as a pet? Damn, everyone was screwed up more than he imagined.
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      Priscilla woke, coughing hard. The room was pitch black, but she instinctively knew she was in danger. She inhaled again and immediately coughed. Something in the room was on fire, or it was the room itself. She slid out of bed, snagging a piece of clothing to cover her mouth and nose, then started to crawl. Then she realized she had no idea which direction to go.

      When she and Lake entered, she wasn’t watching her surroundings. Her focus was definitely elsewhere than on where the door was in relation to the bed. At the end of the far wall, a little light was starting to come through, but it wasn’t moonlight. More like the blazing brilliance of flames eating their way through the log wall. Shit! That direction was ruled out quickly.

      On her hands and knees, she circled the bed to the side away from the fire. She slid her fingers along the wall, knowing it had to lead to the door eventually. Unfortunately, she hit every piece of furniture and floor decoration along the way.

      Her throat burned from the ash hovering in the air. Her heart pulsed so fast, she was afraid it would give out any second. Where was Lake? Had he left the room? He wasn’t on the bed with her.

      She heard what sounded like the door slamming against the wall and then the sweet tenor of the man she needed. He hollered her name as he walked in, coughing. She heard the footfalls going away from her.

      “Lake, I’m over here.” In a blink, he lifted her and carried her into the hallway. In the main room of the home, Lake set her on a chair, took the blanket from the sofa, and wrapped her in it. He then carried her outside and put her in the back seat of his car. He started it and turned on the seat warmers.

      Then he got into the back and held her close to him. He rocked with her in his arms, kissing her hair and murmuring she was safe now. His body shook. She wasn’t sure if it was from the cold or the fear of almost losing her.

      Outside the car, people had started to gather. Soon enough, sirens blared nearby and flashing red and blue lights illuminated the area. A policeman knocked on the window and asked to speak with Lake.

      The other passenger side doors opened, and a few ladies crowded in.

      “Don’t worry, Alpha, we’ll take care of your mate. You go do what you need to.” Priscilla nodded for him to go, and he did, but reluctantly. The door didn’t even close before a couple other ladies crawled in beside her. They were all talking at once: some asking questions, some cooing to calm her, and others just staring.

      The doors opened again, and the ladies tightened around her. A mug of hot chocolate was put in her hands. She sipped. It felt so good going down. The front driver’s door opened, and yet another woman crawled inside. How many was that? Ten?

      “Here, alpha mate,” the new woman said, handing clothes over the seat. What did alpha mate mean? “I brought you clothes because we figured you and the alpha were naked, doing the nasty.”

      Priscilla thought she was over her embarrassment. She was wrong. Had she just poured the hot chocolate on her face, or was that her mortification showing?

      “Oh, don’t worry, alpha mate,” the same woman said. “All of us were hoping that’s what y’all were doing.”

      And she just thought she was mortified. Nope. It was worse.

      “I mean...”

      “Janice, shut your trap before you embarrass the hell out of her.”

      Too late.

      The car had warmed quickly, now feeling a bit too hot. With the hot chocolate in her, sweat beaded on her forehead.

      In their own way, each introduced themselves and welcomed her to the pride. Then about five conversations broke out at once, each wanting her attention. One thing was certain, she felt wanted and no longer lonely. It would take some time to get used to so many people always being around, but that was how family worked. They were one big family of cats—deadly tigers who could pry out her insides in two swipes.

      There was a tap on the window, and the driver’s side back seat window rolled down.

      “Is my mate still in there?” She smiled, hearing the voice she loved. They all answered him but her. She couldn’t even see him. There were too many bodies between her and the window.

      “Well,” Lake said with a smile in his tone, “let her know that the fire is out, and we can stay the night here in the front rooms, or we can go to her home.”

      Before anyone could answer, she hollered out, “Her home is perfect.”

      The ladies laughed and made their way out of the car. The warmth and love going with them. Lake’s people had welcomed her with open arms and no judgment on anything. They accepted her as she was. No questions asked. Well, not too many, anyway.

      Now alone with him, she let out a sigh and set her empty mug on the floor. He pulled her into his lap and snuggled her to him. She liked this position, along with some others he’d shown her earlier. Oh god, her face was getting hot again.

      Lake chuckled. “I like whatever you are thinking, mate.” He kissed her forehead. “But any of that will have to wait until we are at your place.”

      “What did the firemen tell you?”

      He stiffened. “They already know the fire was set on purpose. They smelled gas at the back corner of the house. The question is who.”

      Shock shook her. Someone tried to kill them? Or was it some prank gone horribly wrong? Maybe she wasn’t as welcomed as she thought.

      “Was it because of me?” she asked.

      Lake pushed her back to gaze directly into her eyes. “No, it wasn’t because of you. Some strange things have been happening lately, which have nothing to do with you. You are safe and staying with me. Don’t even think I am letting you get away.”

      She grinned and cuddled back into his warmth.

      “What now?” she asked.

      “Some of the men are tying tarps over the damage. We will look at it in the daylight to see how bad it really is.”

      “Will you rebuild, you think?”

      “Of course. Well, if you don’t like the house, then we can move somewhere else. Lyle would probably move in if he wanted.”

      “No,” she spat out, “I love the house. It’s beautiful.”

      “I was hoping you would say that. Moving everything that has accumulated over the years would be a real pain in the ass.”

      “Let’s get to my place. We’ve got a busy day, now, with Gerri’s party tomorrow night.”

      Lake moved to the front while Priscilla slipped on the clothes from Janice, then slid between the seats to the front. She was confident everything would work out. They just had to get over the awkward beginnings of a relationship, and then all would settle down.

      She just hoped they both stayed alive to get that far.
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      Lyle stood on the sidewalk and watched as his brother and his mate drove away. Fuck, he was screwed over again by fate. Anger raced through him. The gloves were coming off now. No more Mr. Nice Guy.

      He was playing for keeps now. And he knew exactly how he would pull it off. Just a couple texts to certain teens should start the rumors perfectly. Then he’d make sure everything fell into place.

      Everything would finally be his.
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      Once they had both showered and gotten into clothes that didn’t reek of smoke, they settled down at the kitchen island.

      “Would you like for me to make us some breakfast?” Priscilla asked. She was nervous about having Lake there under those circumstances. While she wanted to know what started the fire, she knew it had taken a toll on Lake, and he didn’t need to be reminded of that now.

      “What do you think of getting out of here for the day? You have your dress for Gerri’s party, right? My suit will be ready to pick up tomorrow. We could actually make this into a pleasant day if you wish.” Hopefulness laced his every word. Pris knew he was trying to comfort her after such a scary experience, but she was fine. She wanted a day with Lake which was not marred by what could have happened.

      “I think that’s a great idea. What are you thinking?”

      Pulling her to his side, he wrapped one strong arm around her back. “You asked about my traditions for Christmas. I would like to show you one if you’re interested.”

      “I’d love that. Give me a few minutes to get ready.” She kissed him and headed off to the bedroom to change.
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        * * *

      

      “Not much farther,” he told her as his thumb caressed her knuckles.

      “It’s so beautiful here. Where are we?”

      “My parents used to take us to Bonnersville every year. There is this drive-in movie theatre that an older couple ran. Since their death, their kids and grandchildren have kept up the tradition. It is a two-screen drive-in, so during the day, one lot is full of carnival rides and booths with people selling their homemade items and later tonight, the other lot will be set up with fire pits for s’mores, jugs of hot chocolate, and they play classic Christmas movies all night.”

      “Oh my god! This sounds like so much fun. Wonder why I haven’t heard about this before? I would have made it one of my traditions as well.” Pris was literally bouncing in her seat with excitement.

      He kissed her hand, squeezed it, and a smile lit his face. “Well, it can be our tradition from now on if you like.”

      Before she could answer, she saw the entrance to the craft lot. Lights and holly were draped over the arch above the drive. People dressed in the costumes of reindeer, snowmen, and Santa’s elves danced to jolly Christmas music being played through the speakers.

      After paying the fee, he took his parking permit and drove to the lot where the movies would be shown. He found their number, backing the car into the spot. She raised her brows at him.

      He chuckled and shook his head. “Trust me on this one. We can walk over to the next lot, and when the movies start, the trunk is more comfortable to lay on than that hood. I have blankets and pillows in the back for us.”

      She grinned at him. “You do think of everything, don’t you?”
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        * * *

      

      Three hours later, Lake and Priscilla both had armfuls of sacks holding Christmas trinkets and gifts they’d purchased.

      “I hope Gerri likes the glass snowflake ornament we got her. I know it seems strange, but what do you get as a thank you for the woman who has everything?” She wanted to thank Gerri for everything and hoped she’d like the small gift.

      “She’s going to love it, just like we’re going to love these funnel cakes. Let’s get this stuff in the back of the car and set up the trunk for our movie night.” Lake kissed the tip of her nose and opened the car door. He was such a romantic. How had she ever doubted he was the right man for her? Everything he did was with her happiness and comfort in mind. He was as near to perfect as you could get.

      After he put all of the packages in and shut the door, he popped the trunk’s lid and drew out multiple blankets and one long body pillow. He reached into his back pocket, grabbed his wallet and offered it to her, motioning to the concession stand.

      “Why don’t you go over there and load us up with goodies and hot chocolate. I have the stuff for s’mores right here, and we can use the fire pit later. Get what you want, and make sure you get a couple of insulated jugs of hot chocolate.”

      She laughed and shoved his wallet in his back pocket. “I will definitely go do that, but these goodies are on me.” She winked at him. “Let me spoil you a little.”

      He barked a laugh and nodded. “I want to disagree with you. I should be the one doing the spoiling, but the way you’re looking at me makes it impossible.”

      “Good,” she said and blew him a kiss. “Don’t argue and tell me if there’s anything in particular you want?”

      “Just you, under these blankets, in my arms, cozy and content.” He gave her a look so scorching it sent desire flowing through her veins.

      When she returned, all of the blankets were in place. She came back with two jugs of hot chocolate, and a tray loaded with candy, cupcakes, and, of course, Christmas cookies.

      “They were so nice. They kept showing me the candy they had and the cookies. I’m afraid I overdid it. I’m sorry, but it all looked so yummy.” She apologized as she handed him the tray of goodies.

      “There’s no such thing as too many holiday goodies.” Lifting the blanket, he motioned for her to join him. “While we wait for the first movie to start, tell me something about yourself.”

      After pouring the chocolate into two hot cups, she handed one to him. “Well, let’s see, in my spare time I like to watch the History channel. I tried painting once but was asked to find a new hobby after a few weeks.”

      The surprise on his face made her break into giggles. He joined her laughter soon after.

      “Are you serious? The instructor asked you to quit the class?”

      “In a kind way. She could see the talent wasn’t there, and my stress level at continuing to try was painful to everyone watching. Let’s just say it was a tough-love moment, and I was happy to move on.”

      “So what did you replace it with?”

      She watched him take a sip of his drink, his body leaning toward her. It was a small move, but it made her feel so cared for. He was truly listening and interested in their conversation.

      “I started writing short stories. I haven’t published them or shown anyone, but they fill my need for creativity.” She glanced down at her hands as she waited to see if he would make fun of her.

      “I hope one day you’ll allow me to read your masterpieces,” he said, taking one of her hands in his.

      “So, what’s your deep dark hobby that you don’t tell anyone about? I shared mine.”

      “I guess there’s no getting out of telling you, huh?”

      She sipped her chocolate and bumped his shoulder with her own. “Nope. Now, spill.”

      “If I have to admit this,” he glanced around as if making sure nobody would overhear, “my dirty secret is…I love to play Pac Man. I have my old system, and I get it out once in a while and just waste a few hours gobbling up dots. It’s my way to relax and release frustration.”

      Though his face turned a slight shade of red, she loved that he had opened up to her. This was so much more than just telling her about a silly game. He trusted her with something private.

      “I loved ping pong on my dad’s old Atari system. It’s a shame the simplicities of video games is long gone in our generation.”

      The conversation went on pause when the opening music began for the movie. Lake brought her in close for cuddles as she rested her head on his chest. It was the perfect moment with the perfect man. Snowflakes began to fall from the sky. She was so enraptured by the simple joy of being with him, she didn’t see him coming in for a kiss. The movement caught her off guard, but she held her breath when he cupped her cheek.

      “You’re beautiful.”

      She sighed and leaned her face into his hand. “Thank you, Lake. This day has been magical. I’ll never forget it.”

      “This will be the first of many magical days with you, my love.”

      Her heart filled with love. She wasn’t even scared about falling for him. That perfect moment showed her the real man behind the alpha. And she knew he was it. He was the one for her.
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      Lake woke up to an empty bed, but the smell of bacon was swirling around her apartment. He quickly got up and pulled on the pajama pants he had left on the floor the night before. Making his way into her kitchen wasn’t a long path in her apartment, but what it lacked in size, it made up in the feeling of love and home.

      “Good morning, would you like some coffee? I have breakfast ready. I was just waiting for you to wake up.” Priscilla said as she poured him a cup.

      “Smells good. You didn’t have to do this. I was going to take you out for breakfast.” Lake accepted the steaming cup of caffeine and sat at the island that separated the small kitchen from the living room.

      Placing the heaping plate full of eggs, toast, and bacon in front of him, she smiled and turned to get her plate that contained half the amount of food. “I enjoy cooking for you. I don’t have a lot of meals in my resume, but I can rock breakfast food.” She giggled.

      Right when Lake had his fork halfway to his mouth, Lake’s phone began to buzz. He ate a bite of his food and took the napkin she offered to wipe his mouth before hitting the accept button on the phone.

      “Lake here, what’s up?” he sat with one arm across his chest and the other holding the phone up to his ear. Giving the occasional hum in agreement, a smile spread across his face. “This is great news, thank you. Yes, let the contractors know they can start. I approved the blueprints on the repairs and addition last week. Make sure you express how grateful I am that they were able to get started on the house remodel so quickly.”

      Lake put the phone on the counter and continued to eat. He watched Priscilla wait patiently for him to tell her what was going on. Still, he enjoyed seeing her internal battle of, should she be bold and ask or submissive and wait for him to tell her.

      Picking up the cup of coffee, he finally said, just before the rim touched his lips, “Go ahead and ask. I know you’re dying to.”

      She slapped his arm with her napkin and laughed. “I hate that you can read me so well, but yes, I want to know what’s going on. I gathered they’re going to get started on the house?”

      With his chair facing her, he rested one hand on the back of hers and leaned in. “First, you enjoy very much that I can read you and your body so well. So well indeed, that I know what it needs before you do, and I’m happy to satisfy those needs.” He quickly brushed his lips on hers before leaning back into his seat. “And yes, the contractors that I wanted were able to work me in, and they’re going to get started on the house tomorrow. They think they can have it completed before New Year’s or at least have it livable by then.”

      “Oh, Lake, that’s great news! Although I’ll miss having you here at night, I know that was a burden you didn’t need with what is going on at work too.”

      He took her hand and pulled her over to his lap. “I was hoping when I moved back in, you would be moving in with me.”

      Shock registered on her face, and before she could say anything, his phone buzzed again.

      Seeing Lyle’s name on the caller ID, he sighed.  “Hold that thought, I need to get this. It’s my brother.”

      “Sure.”

      “Hey Lyle, what can I do for you?” He never took his gaze off her and tried to convey with his eyes how much he wanted her. His brother rambled something and he tried to focus on his words. “Sure, hang on” Lake hit the speaker button and then continued, “Lyle, this is Priscilla, Priscilla, this is my younger brother Lyle” Lake made the introductions and held the phone up so she could talk.

      “Hi Lyle, it’s nice to ah…meet you.” She gave a nervous little giggle. He squeezed her thigh to let her know it was okay.

      “Hello, it’s nice to talk with you, but I was just asking Lake if you two were going to Gerri’s party tonight.” Lyle’s voice was short and to the point.

      “Yes, I need to go pick up my suit at the cleaners, and then I’m going to be honored to have the most beautiful woman on my arm at the party. You going to be there?” Lake asked as he nuzzled his nose into her hair.

      “No, I have something else I need to do, but please give Gerri my regards and regrets that I couldn’t make it. Priscilla, I’m sure I’ll meet you soon. You have fun and don’t let Lake get by with too much mischief.”

      “I’ll do my best,” she laughed. “And I look forward to meeting you some time as well. Bye”

      With that, Lake hung up the phone and picked her up in his arms. “I think we need a shower before I head to the office and the cleaners. You up for it?”

      “Always,” she said, then kissed him as he carried her to the bathroom.
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      Lake couldn’t take his eyes off his mate. She was so beautiful, all dolled up for Gerri’s party. This was a different pretty than when she was decked out for the photoshoot. The studio work, she was damn hot with barely any clothes on. And now, she was more natural, more herself, and it was hot as hell to both him and his tiger.

      While she was finishing her makeup and whatever women did, he slipped down to the car and turned it on, heater full blast, and pulled it up to the door so she wouldn’t have to traverse the treacherous snow.

      Now, his hand was in the small of her back, though it wanted to slide down and take hold once again of what was his. Her ass was perfectly sized for his hands. He could grip onto her and hold her up as he slammed into her from underneath.

      Getting her shy ass on top of him was the true challenge. She wanted to keep the covers over her body. That wasn’t right. He liked what he saw inside her and out. He wasn’t judging on physical looks alone, but her character. She was fun, made him laugh, would do anything to help anyone. But there was something else inside her that he couldn’t put his finger on that was…different.

      Something was waiting in the wings for the right time to come out and show the world. Something she would need at one point to change who she was.

      Exiting the lobby, she gasped, bringing him out of his thought.

      “You brought the car around for me?” she asked with shiny eyes.

      Her reaction to something so simple surprised him. “Of course. I don’t want you twisting an ankle on a snow-covered rock. Besides, it’s the man’s job to keep his mate as comfortable and safe as possible.” He leaned down and gave her a kiss. “I take my responsibilities seriously.” He smiled and opened her door.

      “Oh, Lake,” she sighed.

      “As I mentioned earlier,” he continued, “if there ever is a time I forget to open your door, then you have my permission to thump me on the head.”

      Her wicked smile that he’d come to recognize as her “naughty thoughts grin” gazed up at him. “I’ll thump your head while you lie on the bed, and I’m sliding up and down your cock. I’ll thump and thump until we come.”

      Ah, fuck. His cock hardened so fast at her words that it almost hurt. Thank god he was holding onto the door. He’d be out flat on the ground. He did feel a little lightheaded. He leaned in and kissed her.

      “Promises, promises,” he teased.

      He closed her door and hurried around to his side. When they were on the road, he took her hand in his. Her skin was velvety smooth. He loved the way it rubbed against his roughened palm.

      “How long do you want to stay?” he asked, sort of hoping it would be a short time so they could go to her place and make love the rest of the night.

      “I don’t know. How long do you want to stay?”

      His grin grew into a huge smile. He couldn’t help it.

      Priscilla laughed and shook her head. “Oh, let me guess. You’d like to turn the car around right now and go back to my place.”

      “The bedroom, to be specific,” he replied.

      She rolled her eyes. “So like a man.”

      Well, that’s what he was— a male with a smokin’ hot babe in his car that he wanted his hands all over. He really hoped their plans didn’t get cut short again, like with the call to go to the meeting room with the elders.

      “If something happens with the pride again, I might have to leave to take care of things. I hope you don’t mind. I’ll come back, of course.”

      She squeezed his hand. “Don’t worry about me if you get called in. You take care of what you need to. I understand your position and duties to your people. I’ll never begrudge you for that. In fact, every time you have to leave, I’ll love you more because it’s a reminder of how big your heart is. “

      He kissed the back of her hand and allowed her words to warm his heart. He’d been hoping one day his mate would understand and be there to support him fully. He’d found the perfect woman. “You are amazing. I am truly not worthy of you. But if you would allow, I will spend the rest of my life trying to live up to that honor.”

      Her face turned an adorable pink. There was that shy seductress he couldn’t get enough of. He wondered how she would react when he asked her to marry him.

      The ring was in his pocket.  It was perfect for her. He’d chosen the four-carat oval diamond because it was a traditional shape, but still a beautiful stone without being overly flashy. His mate was like the diamond. Clear, full of light and fire and sparkle. The halo was just a little extra bling her hoped would impress his mate. The petite band would look perfect on her small hands. He couldn’t wait to see it on her finger.

      When they pulled into the drive to the venue, he was impressed. Gerri had finagled a mansion big enough to hold a couple hundred bodies. And that probably wasn’t even half of the people she knew.

      Lake pulled up to the valet at the front entrance. He was handed a ticket in exchange for his key. He hurried around the hood to get to his mate. As he guided her inside, he said, “I would have gotten your door, but the guy beat me to it.” Priscilla laughed. His heart soared with her happiness. Everything would be all right as long as she was by his side. Together, they could handle anything thrown at them. Together forever as true mates. There was nothing that would keep them apart.
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      Lyle stopped his sporty car outside the party’s venue and called his brother on the new phone he bought. He hoped the bastard was with his slutty mate, so this would take away their time together. Not that it mattered. Lyle would make sure their time apart was much longer.

      When his brother answered, it was time to start his academy-award winning act.

      “Lake, I need to talk to you.” He put in his voice as much worry as he could.

      “What’s wrong?” Lake asked. Lyle could hear music and laughter in the background.

      “I’m outside.”

      “Well, come inside,” Lake said with a touch of annoyance in his voice.

      “We don’t need others hearing our pride’s problems.”

      “Fuck. Fine,” Lake growled. “All right. Give me a second.” The line died, and Lyle smiled. This was too damn easy.

      By now, the fake news he started earlier had spread to all the high schoolers in both pack and pride. They were planning retaliation against each other as he sat waiting.

      The passenger side door to his car opened, and his brother slid into the seat. “Damn, it’s cold,” he said, rubbing his arms. “What’s going on now?”

      Lyle frowned. “I was told that the kids are gathering for a fight. Something about name-calling.”

      “Seriously? Damn it,” Lake grumbled to himself. “I thought I’d taken care of this.”

      “I don’t know, but this sounded pretty bad. I know they only listen to you.”

      “Where are they planning to meet?” Lake asked.

      “At the county line,” Lyle replied. “they could already be there, as far as I know.”

      Lake ran his fingers through his hair. “All right,” he said. “I need to tell my mate what’s going on.”

      “Don’t worry about Priscilla,” he said. “I’ll let her know and make sure Maya is with her and takes her home. She understands how important this is to you and the pride.”

      Lake opened the door. “I need to find my car,” he said, sliding out.

      “Just take mine,” Lyle offered with an apologetic frown. “Give me your keys.”

      Lake gave his brother his valet card and moved to the driver’s seat. “Lyle, I know I’ve been too wrapped up in things to say this, but I really appreciate all you’ve done to help me get through these past several weeks. I don’t know how I could do this without you, brother.”

      Lyle’s eyes turned downward. “Don’t worry about it. That’s what little brothers are for, right?”

      “Yeah, except you’re not my little brother. You’re my equal except for two minutes.”

      Lyle tapped the hood of the car. “Get going before one of the cubs gets the shit clawed out of him.” Lake closed the car door and sped out of the mansion driveway.

      Lyle sucked in a cold breath, holding back the overload of emotions that suddenly flooded him. Never had his brother thanked him for anything. Nor told him that he thought of his “younger” brother as an equal. For being an equal, he sure wasn’t treated the same.

      He didn’t have the swanky alpha home. He didn’t have the she-tigers drooling over him. He didn’t have the respect of the elders. His title wasn’t CEO. His words were nothing but empty praise. Lyle knew the truth. Lake didn’t give a shit about him.

      Anger and hatred once again controlled him. Back to his normal self. Thank god.

      Lyle shook his hair loose, fingering the strands to bring the curls back, and proceeded inside the mansion. Too easy.

      He quickly caught the eye of his brother’s mate since she was watching the door. A concerned expression covered her face. He waved her over, then she said something to her friend and hurried toward him. He took her elbow and guided her to the coatroom.

      “What’s going on, Lake?” Priscilla asked.

      “Just something stupid as usual,” he said.

      Her brows drew down. Did Lake not complain about him all the time? Talk bad and cut on him? Lyle sure did about Lake. “Where are we going?” she asked.

      “I have a surprise for you.” He tried to keep his smile from looking lecherous. “A little winter escape for the two of us.”

      When she smiled, he noticed how beautiful she really was. Before, he couldn’t get past the shape of her body to “see” her.

      She pulled her coat from the hanger, and he helped her slide it on. He figured his brother would do shit like that. As if the woman was helpless. Outside, Lyle handed the ticket to the valet, and a few minutes later, they were inside the warm Mercedes and driving away.

      Priscilla reached over and took his hand from the steering wheel, and interlocked their fingers between them. He thought he would cringe from her touch, but that wasn’t how his body responded. In fact, heat infused his insides.

      In objection, his tiger roared and pawed at him. It didn’t want his brother’s mate. That was the man in Lyle. And the man was interested in seeing where this would go. He lifted her hand to his lips and kissed the back. Her eyes twinkled at him. A pang hit his heart.

      Nobody, not even his wife, had looked at him like that. Jealousy washed through him. Once again, his fucking brother got everything, including the true love of his mate. He squeezed the hand in his, stopping himself before crushing her fragile human bones.

      “You’re quiet,” she said.

      “I’m imagining what I’m going to do with you when we’re finally alone.” When her cheeks blushed, greedy desire raced to his cock. A new thought came to him. Instead of temporarily separating his brother’s mate from him, perhaps he could make it a permanent divide.

      If he mated her with a bite and got her pregnant, then there was no way the alpha would be allowed to have her as a mate. The pride wouldn’t allow such debauchery. Of course, when the alpha turned her away, he wouldn’t claim the child and ship them both to the other side of the country.

      Damn, was he a genius or what? About the only way to hurt an alpha was through his heart. And this would more than crush his brother’s. Lyle would have control of the pride and the company while his brother tried to keep himself from going crazy after losing his true mate.

      Now he just needed to let his male instincts take over.
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      Priscilla watched as Lake hurried out the mansion door to talk with his brother. She hated that he looked so worried. He’d said it had to do with his pride. She had no idea that a group of cats could be so high maintenance. Was this something she could handle as the alpha mate? It didn’t matter. She loved Lake with everything in her, and she would learn to do whatever it took to stay beside him.

      “Where’s he going?” Maya asked.

      “His brother called and said something was wrong with the pride, and they needed to talk.”

      “There seems to be a lot going on with his people. Noah’s group isn’t nearly as drama queen as the tigers seem to be.”

      Priscilla wondered if it had always been this way. She needed to ask. Maybe she could help with processes that made communication easier between everyone. Of all the things she had learned while working in corporate America, the lack of communication was the biggest problem in most companies. So many things went wrong when one person decided to keep things to themselves.

      Maybe that should be her priority after she was introduced to the pride. Her stomach churned at the thought of being in the spotlight of his people. But she had to get over being shy and become the alpha Lake needed her to be.

      She glanced at the entrance to see Lake come back inside. His eyes met hers instantly. Her heart flipped with the thought that someone was so perfect for her.

      Lake waved her to him.

      “Maya, Lake’s back, and he needs to talk. We might be leaving if something requires him to meet with the elders or something. I’ll talk with you tomorrow, okay?”

      “You got it, girl. Have fun tonight if you can.” Maya giggled with that look that told Priscilla what was going through her friend’s mind, and it wasn’t baking cookies.

      After getting her coat and leaving, Priscilla was so excited about her mate’s surprise, that she didn’t register that anything was wrong. But now, after sitting in the car so quietly, she wondered what Lake’s brother had said. Obviously, it wasn’t anything that Lake had to respond to. But there was something different about him.

      She couldn’t put her finger on it, but something was off. Maybe she was just nervous. This special getaway was probably for her and Lake to officially mate. She knew there was a bite on her shoulder involved but didn’t know much else. Maya hadn’t told her a lot about it.

      Mate. Basically, she was getting married, but no backing out of it, ever. Once bitten, the deal was sealed. Butterflies flipped in her stomach. How long had she dreamed of this day? A day when she and the man she loved, who loved her in return, would be together forever.

      Outside, snowflakes began to fall, covering the ground in pristine perfectness. Lake took his hand back and fumbled with the steering wheel. Finally, he twisted the wiper knob on the steering column.

      “Fucking hell,” he snarled. “You’d think in a car this expensive, they could make things easier to find.”

      That was strange. Lake had been driving this car for a while. Maybe he was as nervous as she was about tonight. At first, she’d held his hand, but after a moment he seemed uninterested in that so she’d pulled back, waiting for him to get comfortable driving. But he didn’t seek her hand to hold, so she kept her hands in her lap, wrapped around her clutch.

      After they got to wherever they were going, she would do her best to settle his and her own nerves. She had to reassure him that she cared…no. What she felt for him was stronger, deeper than caring. She loved Lake. How or when it happened didn’t matter, but the new Lake from the photoshoot began to win her over instantly. No matter if they were “official” or not, she loved him. A bite wouldn’t make a bit of difference to her. She still loved him and always would.

      Maybe she needed to break her shyness when it came to sex and make the first move. Be more aggressive and take control. Alphas were always in control, but tonight she’d show her man that there was more to her than a weak inability to face what was natural between a man and a woman.

      Besides, he’d shown her more than once that he loved her body as it was. Curves and all. There was no embarrassment when she was with him. Instead, she was sexy and alive under his touch.

      A rush of heat nearly seared her to the bone. A hot flash? She was much too young for menopause. But something had been released inside her. It was familiar, like it had always been there, but just out of reach.

      What the hell? What had she been thinking when it hit? Oh, right, being more assertive and confident. Like an alpha should be. Her heart stirred. Confidence reared up in her. She had finally realized that it did not matter what she looked like. There would be some who tried to bring down her positivity, and there would be others who would let her soar on their wings.

      She had to choose who she wanted to be with and fuck anyone else. Those others had no bearing on her life. Thinner people had heart attacks too. And strokes and got cancer. Hell, they all could die in a wreck, no matter your size. So when it came down to it, they were all the same. Trying to live on this planet and make it as good as possible until their time was up.

      After half an hour of driving, she wondered how long they would stay wherever they were going. She didn’t have clothes or anything else one needed when not at home.

      Her phone rang in her purse. When she started to open it, Lake snatched her purse from her hands and threw it in the back seat.

      “Lake,” she gasped, “what are you doing?”

      “I don’t want anyone to interrupt us tonight,” he said, his voice holding a steely edge. “It’s just you and me tonight, baby.”

      “But what if…” She didn’t finish her question. Her mate was right. Tonight was just him and her. There wasn’t anything that couldn’t wait until tomorrow. “Will we be there soon?” she asked.

      Lake smiled and glanced at her. His smile was kiltered–his eyes didn’t shine like they usually did. “Almost. Are you anxious to be under me while my dick is deep inside you and I fuck you senseless? Pounding and stretching you to the point of…”

      She couldn’t help her eyes growing wide. Lake had never used those kinds of words before. Well, he did, but not like that. The way he said it was almost violent. Like he wanted to hurt her. The words weren’t warm or sexy. They worried her. Lake breathed deeply, then exhaled with an “ahhhhh.”

      “That’s what I want to smell from my female. Her pussy wet and willing.” His hand reached over and rested high on her thigh, squeezing and scooting higher. Automatically, she slid her hands over to block his upward movement. The smile left his face, and he turned back to the road.

      Why had she done that? She usually welcomed his advances. Wow, she really needed to chill out, or there would be no mating tonight.

      “I’m sorry, honey,” he said. “I’m not myself right now. I love you so much, and I’m looking forward to our time alone. With everything going on with the pride and company, I haven’t been able to show you how you make me feel. Please understand if I seem more like my pathetic brother than myself.”

      That confused her. Not the part about his love, but him putting down his brother. He didn’t think Lyle was pathetic or any other negative term.

      “Why did you call Lyle pathetic?” she asked. “I’ve never heard you say one bad thing about your brother. On the contrary, actually.”

      His body stiffened for a moment. “I, uh, I meant his way with women was pathetic. His ex-wife and all the others he’s bedded just makes me sick to think about. He doesn’t know the first thing about love or keeping a woman as wonderful as you.”

      It was true that Lyle was a male ho. He screwed anything that breathed, but she didn’t want to voice that since it wasn’t nice, even though mostly true.

      A moment later, they turned off the highway onto a side road tightly bordered with trees. With the accumulating snow, it was hard to discern the road from the beginning of the forest. When the road became steep, the car almost didn’t make it over a hump. Hopefully, when they left, they wouldn’t have any problems.

      When they reached the top, Lake stopped the car in front of a cute little cabin surrounded by woods.

      “I love it!” Priscilla said. “It’s adorable.”

      Lake stepped out of the car, and she waited for him to open her door. Instead, he hurried to the cabin’s door and unlocked it. He definitely was distracted by their upcoming mating. She let herself out and rushed inside to get out of the blowing snow.

      This would be a great night. She just needed to put on, or rather, take off her big girl panties and be the alpha mate that Lake needed.
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      Lake couldn’t believe the cubs were at it again. They and the wolves had been school rivals for the longest time, but the aggression had always played out on the field, not at the county line.

      What was happening to make the smack talk personal? When had the lines between healthy challenge and individual respect blurred? He’d better keep up with this shit because he had to deal with this generation for the rest of his alpha life. And who knew what the following cubs would be dealing with as they grew up.

      He was impressed with Lyle’s car. The absolutely unnecessary extravagance his brother had spent on a chick magnet seemed to be somewhat worth it. The traction was pretty good on wet roads at high speeds, and it took corners like nothing. Of course, he preferred his Mercedes with all its safety features. He wouldn’t trust this vehicle’s safety in a wreck with a shopping cart.

      But the sporty car did give his brother points with the cubs. The girls wanted to ride in it, and the boys wanted to be the ones driving it. Hopefully, the kids matured soon enough to keep them from killing themselves or someone else, trying to prove something stupid.

      He wondered what was going through their heads right now. Too much pride? Some sense of vengeance? He knew kids dealt with all kinds of pressures his generation hadn’t, but a fight between groups seemed over the top.

      He would find out when he got there. He had called the wolf’s alpha to let him know what was going on. Alpha Sampson said he would meet him on County Line road, the literal line separating pack from pride.

      Sampson said he had noticed some rumbling among his cubs, but nothing more than murmurs and a bit of negative name-calling. He wondered what was going on also.

      Lake geared down the car and turned onto the narrow two-lane road. Far enough back to not be seen from the road, a dozen cars were parked along the side. Shit, this was more than he’d hoped were involved.

      In the headlights, he saw movement in both lanes ahead of him. The yellow center line being the mark in the sand. He screeched the tires to a stop and climbed out.

      “Hey, Lyle,” one of the boys on the right side of the line called out. “Glad you could join us to take care of these furry pieces of shit.” Bodies on the left side stepped forward.

      “Hold,” Lake hollered, putting his born ability into play, and everyone stiffened. Even the wolves knew the power of an alpha, their species or not. Behind him, headlights added to his car’s. A black SUV parked, and Sampson climbed out. The pups slunk back a bit.

      Lake waited for the wolf alpha to reach him.

      “Figure this out yet?” The wolf asked.

      “Nah. Just got here.” Lake walked toward the split group. “All right, Chet,” he hollered, “what is going on?”

      Chet was one of the young leaders Lake recognized.

      The boy marched out of the crowd. “We heard that the dogs were going to paint our place up.”

      Sampson leaned closer to Lake and said, “That means graffiti if you don’t know.”

      “We were not,” one hollered from the other side. “We don’t have one can of paint. That’s stupid, anyway.”

      Sampson called to his side. “What do you know, Alex?”

      Lake figured the wolf boy was probably the same status as Chet.

      “The rumor going around said the pussies were going to smear shit, I mean, crap on doors and cars.”

      Sampson’s brow raised. “You mean feces?”

      “Yeah, that.”

      “That’s disgusting. Nobody over here would do something so stupid and childish,” Chet yelled.

      “So, let me get this straight,” Lake sighed ready to rub his temples.He raised his hands at both sides, a silent command not to move. “Both of you are here based on rumors that aren’t true. Is that correct?”

      Groans and mumbles came from everyone. God help him with these young ones. Both sides retreated into the forests on their side of the road. Lake heard more shouting.

      “Hey, wolf boy, we’re kicking your furry asses come Friday night.”

      “We don’t think so, pussies. We’ll see you on the field.”

      Lake shook his head, but that type of catcalling he could handle. Productive and competitive.

      Sampson sighed beside him. “Sorry for the drama, Lake. I don’t know where the pups got their information.”

      “Same here, Sampson. Sorry I had to drag you out on Christmas Eve.”

      “Eh, not a problem. I need to walk off some of the turkey and stuffing from dinner anyway. See ya later, Lake. Merry Christmas.”

      “Merry Christmas to you too. Tell Helen and kids I said hi.”

      “Will do.” The wolf alpha slipped into his truck and backed down the lane.

      “Chet,” Lake hollered and waited for the boy to get to him. The cubs had reached their cars and were leaving.

      “Coming, sir.” The teen jogged up to him, eyes toward the ground. He knew they were in trouble.

      Lake sighed. He would’ve done the same thing had he been in Chet’s shoes.

      “Chet,” Lake started, “you did good rallying the cubs to protect our pride.”

      The boy looked up with surprise on his face. “Really? You’re not angry with us?”

      “I didn’t say that,” Lake added. The smile on the young face dropped. “But I don’t see any reason for punishment since things turned out peacefully. Where did you hear that the wolves were going to spray graffiti on our property?”

      “Lyle said he overheard some pups in a store or something. Why are you driving his car? We thought it was him coming to help us out.”

      “We swapped so I could get here faster to stop a bunch of young lunatics.” Lake frowned at the boy.

      “So Lyle told you too?”

      “All right. I’ve heard enough. Get on back home and enjoy the holiday with your family.” Chet turned toward the one car remaining. Lake added, “Chet, next time you gather a group for something like this, you’d better include me. Got it?”

      “Got it, sir. Merry Christmas.”

      Lake slipped back into the low-sitting car. Good thing the woods kept the wind from where they stood, but the snow had covered the road. Time to get back to his mate.

      He hadn’t been gone much more than an hour and figured his beauty would still be at the party. He hadn’t danced with his little mate yet, and that he wanted to do. He couldn’t wait to have her luscious body pressed against his. His cock pressed up against her. Maybe he’d give her a little rub against her mound just to let her know what he wanted when they were alone.

      Later tonight, he was going to ask Priscilla to marry him and then complete the mating ritual. His tiger was more than ready to claim her. But Lake didn’t see a need to rush her. She was a human female and had insecurities, worries, and strange emotions to deal with. Pushing her too much would end in disaster. They didn’t need both brothers to be single again.

      He thought about Lyle. Why didn’t his brother tell him what the wolves threatened? One call to Sampson would have stopped all that before it started. Did Lyle not take it as being true? But then why pass it on to the teens?

      As if he didn’t have enough on his plate with the alpha house needing repair from the fire and the company’s near-disaster on the new ad campaign.

      Lake should’ve kicked his brother’s ass for screwing over their original model. But then, he wouldn’t have met Priscilla. She certainly saved him from being chewed on by the board. They’d worked long and hard to push their new line. He needed to teach his brother how to keep it in his pants.

      Maybe he’d let it go this time since Lyle had prevented his home from burning down. Good thing Lyle had been out and about that late at night. What had his brother been doing out in the snow anyway? He’d have to ask later.

      Pulling into the mansion’s drive, there were still so many cars that he didn’t think anyone had left. Just the opposite. Hopefully, it wouldn’t be too difficult to find his mate. All he had to do was follow his nose.

      Along the drive ahead, the valet was moving a car from its space, so Lake pulled in there. This would be quicker for Lyle. The man hated waiting for anything.

      He hurried inside then stood in the foyer looking through the crowd. He saw Maya with her mate, but no Priscilla. Maybe she was in the ladies’ room.

      He made his way through the crowd to his mate’s friend. When she saw him, she raised her brows.

      “You’re back?” Maya asked, a note of confusion in her voice.

      “Yeah. Turned out to be sort of a mistake on both sides.”

      “Mistake?” Maya repeated, frowning. “What are you talking about? And where’s Priscilla?”

      “What do you mean, where’s Priscilla? She’s here with you.”

      Her eyes popped wide. “No, you came in from talking with your brother and called her over, then you guys left.”

      A strong sense of doom settled at the pit of his stomach. “After talking with my brother, I left to stop a fight between our cubs and another group. I just got back.”

      She gasped. “What? Oh, my god. It had to be Lyle then. His hair was down and curly, just like you wear it.”

      Lake thought back to his conversation earlier. Lyle had his hair combed straight back like he always wore it. Lake would’ve noticed if his brother had it different. And now that he was thinking about it, Lyle was wearing a black suit the same as his.

      There wasn’t anything wrong with that. But Lyle had said he was staying home all day and night. Lake would’ve been in jeans and a sweatshirt at least. Was he wearing the suit to attend the party? He was invited. But then why leave with his mate?

      The doom passed through his chest and stomach. His tiger paced, anxious and not happy with this situation.

      “Where did they go?” he asked Maya.

      “Priscilla said there was probably a problem at the pride and not to worry if they left. And she did, but with Lyle, I guess.”

      “Lake,” Gerri called out as she got closer to him. Her eyes searched the area around them. “Lake, dear, since Priscilla isn’t here, I need to know what happened that night at the restaurant?”

      Lake’s brows drew down. “What restaurant? When?”

      “The first time you met Priscilla.” Gerri’s eyes narrowed.

      “What are you talking about?”

      Gerri’s voice grew rougher as if her own animal wanted out. “You’re mates. We both know that. But after your first date at the restaurant, Priscilla said I’d been wrong and you weren’t the man for her.”

      “The first time I saw Priscilla was at the modeling shoot.”

      Gerri’s lips pressed into a line. “You went on a date with her. Or…someone did. If it wasn’t you with her, then who?”

      What the actual fuck? Could his brother have taken his place on that date? But why?

      “Now I understand why the emails between you and me seemed strange,” Gerri said, crossing her arms in front of her chest, attitude clear in her stance.

      “I haven’t gotten an email from you,” Lake told her. “I would remember.”

      She took a deep breath and let it out slowly, as if trying to control her temper. “Obviously not. But your brother did.”

      “What?” He swiped his fingers through his hair. What was going on? Had Lyle taken Priscilla home?

      “Give her a call right now,” Maya suggested a look of pure fear in her eyes. “Check on her. Now.”

      Lake dialed her number, but she didn’t pick up. He tried again. Straight to her voicemail. Then on a whim, he dialed his brother. He didn’t pick up either. Was that coincidence?

      Gerri put a hand on his arm, her eyes conveying her concern. “Lake, something’s really wrong. You need to find her.”

      A rumble rose in his chest. His tiger knew they needed to find their mate and his frustration grew with every passing second. “I don’t know where they could’ve gone.”

      Maya’s eyes lit up. “She said something about problems at the pride. Maybe they went there.”

      He would move heaven and earth. “I’ll find them.”

      He’d make sure Lyle wasn’t up to anything sneaky with his mate. Lake headed out the door toward his brother’s car. At least he’d get there quickly. He had too many questions and not enough answers. His tiger roared under his skin. Lyle was up to no good, and everything in him told him Priscilla needed him.
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      Closing the adorable cabin door behind her, Priscilla glanced around the main room. It was cute inside with a kitchenette, fireplace, and furniture that looked comfy.

      Lake stood in the middle of the room, a scowl on his face.

      “What’s wrong, Lake?”

      He snorted. “For what I paid for this place, there should be champagne and the fireplace roaring.”

      Priscilla draped her coat over the chair of a two-person breakfast table and stepped into the small kitchen. “I’ll make something to eat,” she said out loud. And maybe you’ll chill the hell out. The last time she’d seen him this snappy had been on their messed up first date. Was he having second thoughts about mating her? Thinking he’d chosen the wrong woman?

      “Fuck me. Goddammit!” came from the fireplace. “How the fuck are you supposed to start this? There’s no gas switch. Shit, it’s real. How the hell do you light a log on fire without gas?”

      Priscilla swallowed hard. Maybe now wasn’t the best time to proceed with mating. By the way Lake was acting, he might tear out a chunk of her flesh instead of just biting.

      Lake stood and paced. “Fuck the fire.” He gestured to the one door that probably opened to a bedroom. “Go in there and take your clothes off.”

      Oh, hell no. He wasn’t talking to her like that. That was it. She’d had enough of his shit. She walked toward him. “Lake Walker. I don’t know what the hell is wrong with you, but you’d better get your ass out of this attitude of yours or there’ll be no mating tonight. If this is how you are when you get nervous, then we have some serious talking to do.”

      Fists on her hips, she stood before him, strong and sure, as an alpha female should be. Which was why she wasn’t prepared for what happened next.

      Lake’s arm moved, and the next thing she knew, she was on the floor, and the side of her face was on fire. “You hit me,” she gasped, her voice rising in anger. Fury spread wings inside her. “Are you fucking crazy?”

      This is clearly a mistake and he was not the man for her.

      “No. And don’t you raise your voice at me. I’ll slap you again if you disobey me.” He stood over her and pointed to the bedroom, intimidating her with his larger size. “Now, get in there and take your fucking clothes off. And get under the sheets, so I don’t have to look at you,” he said with disgust. This was the person she met at the restaurant. Asshole in the first degree.

      Did Lake have a split personality? This guy was nothing like Lake. It was like a whole other person. She eyed him, looking for something different. Something to help her understand.

      How could someone be so different? It was like siblings. The firstborn, a lot of times, was nothing like the second child. A thought came to her. No way this could happen, she told herself. Lake would’ve told her. Not if he didn’t think about it.

      “Hey, Lyle?” She called out, waiting to see what would happen.

      “What?” he growled.

      She gasped. Holy shit. Lake and Lyle were twins and fucking identical.

      He ran his fingers through his hair and scowled down at her. “Well, I guess the pussy is out of the bag.”

      She was nearly speechless. “What the hell is going on?” She scooted to the upholstered chair and pulled herself up behind it, using it as a buffer between them. Though she knew it wouldn’t do shit to protect her. She was on her own.

      His smile turned sadistic, similar to how it was in the car. “You and I are going to mate. Then I’m getting you pregnant.”

      “Like hell, you are. Over my dead body. I’m not your mate.” She argued.

      He took a menacing step closer to her. “No, you’re Lake’s mate, and that’s why I am going to tie you to the bed and fuck you until you are full of my cum. Oh, and carry out the mating process if I can keep from throwing up.”

      Her jaw fell open. “What?”

      “When Gerri emailed Lake to say she wanted him to meet you, I thought this was my chance to finally screw him over once and for all. The mate to an alpha should be tall, long hair, beautiful to look at, and,” his eyes glowed gold and his voice turned into a snarl, “skinny.”

      She narrowed her eyes at him. God. How was she going to get out of this mess? This man was fucking crazy and a spineless jerk. “You forgot dumb and mute.”

      Lyle finally smiled. “That would make her fucking perfect then. All she needs to do is spread her legs when I tell her to.”

      “Hate to tell you this, Lyle, but that sounds like a blow-up doll to me. You should get one of those...if you don’t already have one,” she snorted. “Release some of the tension you got going there.”

      In a blink, he had her pressed to the door, a hand around her throat. “Listen up, bitch,” he growled into her face. “You’ll do as I say, and then we can leave. After the elders in the pride confirm you’re pregnant, then you will go away, so I don’t ever have to  see you again. Got that?”

      She spit in his face. “Got that?”

      He tossed her across the room. She flew through the air, landing on the wooden floor and rolling to the fireplace, knocking over the little shovel that scoops ashes from the fireplace and the poker.

      Fucking hell that hurt everywhere. She was sure she had a broken bone or ten. A groan escaped her throat when she tried to stand. Her dress was torn, and one of her shoes was missing.

      “Get up,” Lyle snarled, removing his coat and loosening his tie. “Let’s get this over with.”

      Priscilla lay on the floor, barely moving. Her hand landed on something hard and cold. It was the round bar of the log poker she’d knocked over. She slid it against her side when Lyle was untucking his shirt.

      “If I have to come over there,” he muttered, “it won’t be pleasant for you.”

      “Fuck off, pussy dick.” She pushed herself up, then Lyle had her around the throat again. With his eyes drilling hers, she wrapped her fingers around the poker then drove it into his side. Hopefully, she popped a lung or a kidney.

      He fell to the side, and she sprang to her feet. She had no place to hide in the little cabin, so she would test her luck outside. Yes, there was snow, but at least she’d be running from him instead of cowering against the wall.

      She ran out the door, and her shoeless foot didn’t feel the snow on the front porch. Not yet, but it wouldn’t last long. She ran down the driveway, the only path she could see in the moonlight. If she could make it to the road, maybe someone would stop and help. With her adrenaline pushing her into overdrive, she ran down the steep drive.

      As she ran, she saw something sitting in the middle of the driveway ahead, but the snow blinded her for the most part.

      “Oh, Priscilla,” came Lyle’s growl far behind her. She didn’t stop. “You’ve made a mistake, my soon-to-be mate. I was going to fuck you gently, but now I’m going to tear you apart to make you bleed, just like I’m bleeding.”

      The closer she got to the thing in the driveway, she recognized the shape of a car. What was it doing there? She slid around to the driver’s side and banged on the window, then she tried opening the door.

      The gods were smiling down on her. She pulled the door out, but it only moved so far before digging into the ground. That was why the vehicle was here. It had bottomed out being too low to the ground. Didn’t matter to her. She jumped inside and slammed and locked the door.

      It was still a little warm. Whoever had been in it hadn’t been there long. She noted the hood still had melted snow on it. The engine must have been hot when they arrived. She searched for keys and was surprised at finding them dangling in the ignition. The driver had left without them.

      She cranked the car, which started up with a roar. Then in front of her face, a tiger appeared on the other side of the windshield. It startled the shit out of her, and she fell back in the seat. Which was rather far back. The driver had long legs. The tiger snarled, pushing its nose against the glass.

      Priscilla touched around the left side of the seat for the power controls and ever so slowly move the seat forward. When she could reach the pedals, she put the car in reverse and gunned the motor. The car jerked but didn’t go anywhere. Of course not. That was the definition of bottoming out–stuck in a rut. She now remembered the Mercedes barely made it over.

      The tiger jumped down next to the door, and the next thing she saw was Lyle’s face grinning at her. The door was locked so he couldn’t get in, but that wouldn’t stop him for long. Well, long wasn’t long enough. He drew his arm back, hand in a fist. She launched herself into the passenger’s seat as his fist came through the glass. He grabbed her leg.

      “Come now, little mate. It’s time to go inside.”

      Priscilla kicked at him with her other foot until he caught it in his other hand. He had dragged her over the space between the seats. Her legs were out of the window when she heard a loud growling from outside the car.

      Lyle dropped her feet and spun around to face the trees. “Yes, dear brother, I realize you’re here. How, I don’t know, but it doesn’t matter. You aren’t leaving.”

      Priscilla couldn’t help but laugh at Lyle. She’d gathered herself into the passenger’s side, crammed against the door. “You think you’re going to beat the alpha in a fight? Are you crazy?” She spat the words out with all the venom she had in her. “He’s going to fuck you up!”

      Before she could figure out what Lyle was doing, the window behind her head shattered around her, and she was yanked out of the car.

      “No, my sweet mate. I won’t have to beat him. You’ll protect me.” He held her in front of him, arm around her waist. She watched as he popped a claw from his finger then rested it against the side of her neck, over her jugular.

      “I warn you, Lake. If you try to touch me, I will sever her head from her body.”

      That scared the shit out of her. She definitely wanted to keep herself in one piece. She liked her head right where it was. Lyle moved up the hill toward the cabin one step at a time, his eyes searching both sides of the forested drive. She couldn’t see anything, but with his tiger eyes, he’d be able to see all movement.

      After several steps, she heard the growl again. Lyle whipped them around, the sharp claw digging into her skin.

      “Believe me when I say I will slice her throat, brother. I don’t give a shit if she lives or dies. Actually, that’s a lie. I would prefer she die so you’ll wither into nothing. Then I will be the ruling alpha, the rich and famous CEO, and have all the women I can stand.”
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      Lake couldn’t believe what he heard from his brother. Was he so busy that he never realized how his twin really saw things?

      Lake had raced to this hidden hideaway, then coming up the driveway, the snow had hidden a deep gouge, and the sporty car’s front wheel fell in. He’d abandoned the car and took off on foot through the woods so Lyle wouldn’t see him approaching. He didn’t know what was going on, but his brother and his mate at a cozy cabin where no one knew where they were…he doubted they were wrapping presents to put under the tree for Christmas.

      He’d been at the back window of the cabin when Priscilla stabbed Lyle and ran out. He got to the front just as Lyle came out. His brother’s words slowed him. What did Lyle mean when he said his mate had made a mistake?

      Maya thought that he had come back to the mansion to get Priscilla. Had she thought Lyle was him too? Obviously, she figured it out if she needed to put a log poker in his brother’s side.

      When Lyle and Priscilla made it up to the flat part of the hill, getting closer to the porch, Lake shifted and walked out of the woods. Yeah, he was stark naked, but cats ran hot-blooded.

      His mate gasped. She glanced at Lyle, holding her, then back at him. Had he not told her they were twins? He hadn’t really thought about telling her since everyone in his life knew, so he seldom used the “twin” term.

      “I had no idea you had a problem with being the secondary alpha or vice president of the company.” Lake slowly crept toward his mate and Lyle.

      “I learned to hide it well since childhood.”

      “Why didn’t you just tell me what you were feeling?”

      “Oh, for fuck’s sake, Lake. Do you really think I would come crying and begging you for power and status?”

      “Well, probably not. You could always be a dick when you wanted to. I’m surprised you were married as long as you were. But what did I know about your life, Lyle? I stayed out of your way so you could do and be anyone you wanted. You weren’t tied down with your future planned out for you. Every hour of your day scheduled with meetings or appearances or trouble in the pride.”

      “Oh, dear brother, you make it sound so bad. All that power and money. And you chose this woman to be your mate? What is wrong with you? Do you know how it makes our pride look, our company?” The disgust in Lyle’s voice made it almost impossible for him to control his anger.

      “Our pride and business are held in high esteem among the community.” He was within twenty feet of them backed to the porch.

      A thought occurred to him.

      His face heated with his anger. “You were the one to lie to the teens about the wolves to get me away from Priscilla. But you were the one to warn me about the house being on fire. Were you caught setting it? And you must have my banking password. You took the money, didn’t you? You called to see where I was when you made the transaction. Why, Lyle?”

      “Because with you out of the way, I would be number one. The alpha.”

      “And how do you think hurting Priscilla will help you achieve that?”

      Lyle’s arm squeezed his mate tighter to him. “Don’t treat me like an idiot, Lake. Losing your true mate will devastate your animal, and you won’t be worth shit to anyone in a couple months.”

      Lyle was completely right at that moment. Without his mate, he wouldn’t want to continue walking on this earth. Fear raced through him at the thought Lyle would really hurt the woman he loved.

      Lake watched as Priscilla’s eyes widened. Had she not known that tidbit about shifters? A look of determination took over her expression.

      She tilted her head down and away from Lyle, then waggled her brows at Lake. What the hell did that mean? Was she going to do something to put her in more danger? He was about to tell her not to do whatever was going through her beautiful head, but he was too late.

      He could only watch as she twisted her hip away from Lyle’s body, bent forward away from the claw at her neck, and swing her hand back, grabbing Lyle’s junk and pulling. Lake cringed, knowing what pain his brother was in.

      At least Lyle released Priscilla, dropping her to the ground. She scrambled away toward his Mercedes parked nearby. That was as good a place as any.

      Lake marched up to Lyle. Lake hadn’t decided if he was going to punch his brother or just kill him. Probably neither. He loved his brother and wanted the chance to forgive him and help him to be happy. His cat was on alert, not liking his decision to get closer. Which wasn’t a good call.

      When Lake got within reaching distance, Lyle swiped his claws through the air, just missing Lake’s abdomen. His brother nearly gutted him. He wasn’t playing around anymore. He shifted into his cat, and Lyle did the same, attacking Lake as soon as all four paws hit the ground.

      “Lyle, if you would’ve come to me, I would’ve gladly shared responsibilities with you. You always seemed to be off doing your own thing, and I couldn’t take your freedom away from you. I knew how precious it was.”

      Lyle’s tiger chuffed. “Given me all the work yet still being second. Never first. I don’t think so, brother. Only one can be alpha. I want to shine in the light. I want everyone to see me and know that I’m the strongest, fastest, most powerful.”

      “Lyle, no matter how good you are, there’s always someone better. Maybe not in the pride or town or state. But somebody will be bigger, have sharper claws, longer teeth. You have to accept who you are as you are and get on with life. You’re wasting it by trying to be someone else.”

      Lyle launched at him, jaws open, ready to chomp down. Lake reared up on his hindquarters and swatted at the oncoming head, claws out. Blood slung off Lyle’s cheek as he crashed to the ground. Lake dove on top of his brother, pinning him on his back. Lyle tried to twist out from under him, but Lake kept his heavier weight centered on his opponent.

      Lyle was able to get his head around far enough to bite Lake’s back leg, forcing him to move off. Lake stepped backward, eyes on the enemy. Thinking that made his heart hurt. He had grown up with Lyle, and they had shared more than normal siblings. They were twins with that special bond, only those who shared a womb had.

      But now, it was life or death for him and his mate.

      “Lyle, what were you thinking when you took my mate? Hold her for ransom. Force me to step down. As if the pride would readily accept you as the new alpha.”

      Lyle lowered his head, still pushing Lake back. “Doesn’t matter now. The pride will accept me when they have no other to choose.”

      “What, Lyle? You think I’m going away just to let you take over after all I’ve done for our people? To let you ruin it? I don’t think so.”

      Lake dashed forward, smashing into his brother’s shoulder. They rolled; jaws biting and tearing; claws ripping and slicing. Lake swung his paw across Lyle’s stomach, leaving four bleeding horizontal lines. Lake just couldn’t kill his brother, no matter how angry he became. They were family.

      Lyle crunched down on Lake’s back leg, not the least bit worried about the harm he caused. Lake yelped and fell back. He hobbled when standing. This wasn’t good.

      “Not so big and strong are you now, Alpha? Feeling a little weak, perhaps.” Lyle snapped at him, once again pushing him backward. Was there any way he could stop this before one of them got killed?

      “Lake,” he heard his mate’s sweet voice yelling to him, “stop. There’s a cliff behind you.”

      He froze mid-step.

      The other tiger’s smile and eyes turned wicked with hatred. So this was what Lyle was doing all this time. Sneaky bastard. Take him out without one bite or scratch on his part. Well, that wasn’t how he was going out. He loved his brother and wanted to work this anger out of him, but he wasn’t willing to die for him.

      He leapt forward, tackling Lyle and rolling in the leaves and sticks on the forest floor. With his back leg broken, he couldn’t get to his feet as quickly as he wanted. Both he and his brother heaved for breath, standing among the trees.

      Behind Lyle, Priscilla was inching closer, bush by bush. Dammit. What the hell was she thinking? Lyle could be on her in a blink. And then him on Lyle. What a train that would be. Lake stepped back, leading his brother away from the new alpha female of the pride. That was how he saw her and any aggressive move Lyle made toward her gave Lake the right to kill to protect his mate.

      Lake lifted his nose to smell his mate’s fear. “Hold on, love. We’ll work this out-”

      Distracted, Lake wasn’t ready for Lyle’s next attack. With only one rear leg, Lake flipped easily, but Lake wouldn’t let his brother keep him in the submissive role. He bit down on Lyle’s meaty shoulder, and they both rolled until pebbles pressed into Lake’s fur. They were on the edge of the cliff.

      The ground vanished as he and Lyle threw each other over the drop.
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      Priscilla sat in Lake’s Mercedes, watching the two tigers fight. It wasn’t the ideal place for safety, but it was better than standing in the snow. She couldn’t get inside the cabin without passing Lyle, so she’d stay where she was.

      What could she do? Her phone! It was in the back seat. She crawled into the back and grabbed her clutch off the floorboard, and yanked out her phone. She dialed 911 or at least tried to. No signal. Her luck had run out when finding the stuck car to hide in on the driveway.

      The two huge cats slashed claws at each other and bit whatever they could get their jaws around. She had no idea which cat was Lake. They were as identical as felines as they were humans. When they moved into the trees, she lost sight of them. That wouldn’t do. She wasn’t about to sit there and wait for one of them to come walking out.

      But her feet were frozen, maybe even snow bitten. Then she remembered the clothing in the back of Lake’s car. And the wooly winter boots. She found the release button then hurried back to see what she had to work with. The first thing she saw was the boots. Perfect.

      She slid them on, her foot barely over half the size, and tied the laces tightly around the top. With no wind, that was all she really needed. She hurried to catch up with the guys. She wouldn’t be much help, but maybe she could find a stick and then… what? Guess which cat to hit over the head? Shit.

      She’d figure it out when she figured it out. Priscilla watched as the two tigers slinked through the woods, not fighting but staring each other down. Maybe they were communicating in their shifter way.

      When they tangled again, she cringed at the sight and sounds. They were downright frightening to watch. She never wanted to be on the bad side of a big cat. She ran from tree to tree to keep the brothers in sight. Then she looked out a little farther and noted the forest suddenly stopped, opening to soaring vistas. Holy shit. The mountain ended.

      Before she could think better of it, she yelled out that there was a cliff behind them. One–the cat stalking backward–was closer to the edge than the other. Please don’t let that be Lake, she prayed. She snuck closer to be there when she was needed...if she was needed.

      The cold was seeping into her arms. With her adrenaline running high, she didn’t feel how the temperature was truly affecting her body. Dammit, she should’ve gotten a coat, but going into the cabin was the opposite direction of the guys. She’d be okay.

      At the edge of the tree line, the tigers tangled again. She held her breath...they were too close to the edge. She saw it coming. Her feet carried her forward when her love and his brother disappeared over the edge.

      She didn’t hear her scream until she sucked in a frozen breath, hurting her lungs. At the cliff, she dove to the ground, and Army crawled to the brink. Tears filled her eyes, making the world blur.

      “Lake!” Her voice echoed in the complete stillness of the night. When she glanced down, she saw a shadow...or a black cat...clinging to the cliffside several feet down.

      Oh shit. She had to save him. She frantically searched the area for a branch or something. Of course, there was nothing. So she whipped her dress off and twisted it to make the material stronger. She draped it over the side.

      “Bite on this. I’ll help pull you up.”

      The cat grasped the end of the dress in its mouth, and Priscilla put all her weight into dragging the animal up. The hikers she had on did a great job of keeping traction on the loose ground.

      After a few steps, she heard the material rip. “Oh, damn. Come on, dress. Keep it together for a couple more seconds.” Stretching back, she was able to grab onto a low hanging branch, and she used that for extra tugging strength.

      The dress tore more. Where the hell was the cat? It was still attached to her clothing, or she wouldn’t be pulling with so little success. “Hurry up,” she hollered between clenched teeth. She saw a paw’s claws reach over the top and dig into the ground. She let out a breath.

      At that second, the fabric rent in two, and she stumbled, the too-large hikers tripping up her feet. She landed headfirst against a tree. As she lay on the cold dirt and snow, she glimpsed the tiger climb up and over. She didn’t know which brother she helped to save, but she really wished to wake in Lake’s arms.

      Then her world went dark.
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      Priscilla woke to a fire roaring feet from her face and sweat dripping across her forehead. They were back in the cabin but in the bedroom this time. She was spooned into another hot body, a sheet draped over both of them. The woodsy scent she loved about her mate filled her senses.

      Lake.

      He was the one she saved. She twisted to look over her shoulder. His sparkling eyes looked into hers. She threw her arm around him and squeezed him to her. “Oh my god, Lake. I was so scared...”

      He pulled her against him. “Shh,” he whispered. “You’re safe and here with me.” They held each other quietly for a moment. Thankful for being alive. Then it hit her. If Lake was alive, that meant Lyle was dead. He had lost his brother over that cliff.

      She pulled back. “Lake, I’m so sorry about Lyle. I know you loved him...”

      He scooped her against him again. “I tried, but he refused to let me. He was filled with a hatred that didn’t let him see anything past it.”

      “I almost lost you, Lake.”

      “And I almost lost you,” he replied, his voice low.

      She leaned back. “How did you find us? We are way the hell out here.”

      A soft smile played on his lips. “What did I do the last time I lost my car?”

      She gaped at him. “The ‘find your car app’ on your phone.”

      He leaned forward and kissed her. “You’re so smart, my love.”

      She rolled her eyes. “Right. And the next time you have an identical twin, let me know beforehand. Okay?”

      She returned his kiss, pushing back his shoulder, so she lay on top of him. Definitely time to let her alpha out.
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      She sat in his lap facing him, her legs wrapped around his waist, and her hands working their way under his shirt. His heart beat beneath her hand while she rubbed his chest. This man was hers, and she was going to make sure he knew just how happy that fact made her.

      She slid his shirt up over his body, over his head and arms and laid it beside them. She then slid out of the remaining scraps of clothing she had on and pushed him back onto the mattress.

      She kissed up his chest and flicked his nipples with her tongue as she floated on his groans of pleasure. He lifted his hips to grind his hard cock into the apex of her heat. Reaching down, she took his hardness in her hand through his pants and gave it a gentle squeeze. His hands encased her waist and he began pulling her closer.

      Breaths rushed out of her lungs, and desire bloomed brightly in her chest. She wanted him oh-so-bad. He brought his mouth down over hers. His gaze roamed over her body with indescribable need. He cupped her breast and sucked on her nipple. Her body shuddered, and she moaned. Her pussy turned instantly slick from that first suck.

      “Lake!”

      He lifted his head, his bright eyes eating her up. “That’s it. Let your body show me how much you want this. Me.”

      “God.” She gulped. “I need you so much.”

      He licked his lips. “Really?” He pushed her thighs apart and took a deep breath. “I know, love. I can smell how bad you need me.”

      She pressed her lips together and inhaled slowly. “I won’t lie. I have never been this turned on until I met you.”

      He got on his knees on the bed and ripped his shirt off. Then he reached for his belt, undid it, and the pants came off.

      “Like what you see?”

      She nodded slowly. “I do. A lot.”

      He grinned and palmed his cock. Her breath hitched, and her throat went bone-dry. “Holy…wow!”

      She licked her lips and watched him sprawled himself over her, holding her with his body and letting her feel his hardness.

      “You want me, love. I feel the heat of your pussy and the sleekness of your body calling my name.”

      She slid her hands up his sides. “I…do.” She blinked. “Do you want me?”

      He kissed her chin. “Want? No, baby. I need you. Every inch of you. I can’t fucking breathe without imagining driving my cock into you. I can’t think without a random image of your sexy curves making me forget what I am doing.” He groaned, rocking his hips between her thighs and pressing his cock to her entrance. “I am fighting my tiger from taking control and making you ours in the most basic animalistic ways.”

      She slid her fingers into his hair, pulling him down until their lips pressed together. Passion fired up her blood. She sucked on his lip and his tongue, nipping and licking and giving all she had.

      She scored her nails down his arms and back. He pressed into her, the head of his cock slipping between her pussy lips and finding his way home into her sex.

      “God, YES!” she screamed.

      Tilting her hips, she wiggled to allow him better entrance and encourage him to move.

      “Fuck, baby. You’re so slick and hot.”

      “You feel so good,” she moaned.

      He pushed forward at that moment, filling her so completely that she groaned out a long breath. “Perfection.”

      She wiggled under him. “Lake...”

      He jerked back and drove hard, pressing her body deep into the bed. She widened her legs, needing a deeper connection with him. Hunger snapped at her core, seizing her focus. Him. Her. That is all there was. A slip and slide of his body over hers, driving the tension higher and higher.

      She dug her nails into the curve of his ass, drawing his body deeper. He drove deep at an almost punishing pace, his body repeatedly slamming into hers. She held on to him, unable to do more than grab a slight breath every few seconds. The passion inside threatened to break free, cracking the tension building at her core.

      He sucked on her bottom lip, biting down on her mouth and then growling by her neck. His cock plunged deeper and deeper. She gasped and groaned, her body silently begging for more.

      Her belly trembled with every thrust. Her pussy clutched at his cock, holding him tight against her walls. Tension snapped inside her. Pleasure bathed over her in cool waves of bliss. She gasped multiple breaths, trying to get her lungs to work.

      Then he was flipping her onto her belly. His cock drove into her so fast she barely realized what was happening. The switch had her clutching at the bedding and crying his name. Her pussy contracted around his cock, jerking him hard. He tensed. He licked the curve of her neck. Every thrust he made turned shallow and jerky until he didn’t move anymore. Her body continued riding her tidal wave of joy when he breathed into her hair, gripping the strands hard in his fists.

      He licked the back of her neck down to her shoulder. “I have been counting the minutes until I could bite you and make you mine. Until I could come inside you.”

      “Oh, god,” she moaned.

      He bit down on her shoulder, his body tense at her back. Then he was filling her body with his semen. A hot shudder raced up her back.

      They fell over on the bed. They laid there as they both tried to regain their breathing.

      He continued to kiss her shoulders and back as he held her with a possession she had never seen in any man.

      “Wow, I didn’t know a body could feel that way,” Priscilla said as she rolled over to face him. “Thank you, Lake.”

      “I love you, Priscilla. You are the only one for me.”

      She swallowed at the emotions clogging her throat. “I can’t believe I’m saying this, but I love you too, Lake. I love you.”

      He held her tight. “Marry me, Priscilla. Let me put a ring on your finger and share our love with everyone.”

      “Marry you? Do you need to get married to be mated?” Pris sat up and held his hand.

      “Normally no, but I am in love with you, I want to give you a wedding, I want the world to see how much I love you. Can we, will you marry me?”

      Laying on top of him quickly, she pushed him back to the floor and kissed him over and over. “Oh my god, Lake, yes...yes...yes. I will marry you. I have never been this happy, and it’s all because of you.”

      “Oh baby, you’re my dream, you’re perfect, and I’m so happy right now. I’m not sure I can resist taking you again.” Lake stated with love lacing his voice.

      “Then take me, take me now and forever, my love.”
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      Gerri smiled at all the guests that showed up to her party. For a moment there, Lyle had almost ruined her reputation of a one hundred percent matching rate. Now, all was right in the world. She knew Lake and Priscilla had mated.

      “Did Priscilla come back?” Maya asked, glancing around.

      “No, love.” Noah chuckled. “From the grin on Gerri’s face, I would say they’re busy making their first set of kittens.”

      Gerri laughed and tapped Noah on the arm. “He’s not wrong.”

      Maya giggled. “Wow, Gerri. Look at all the couples you’ve set up. Earth, Nova Aurora and Galaxa. These are a lot of matings.”

      Gerri’s heart was full from all the love in the massive mansion. “Yeah. And knowing all the children in the other room are products of my matches makes me giddy.”

      “It should,” Vikter Dragos, a dragon from Nova Aurora, grumbled, walking up to them with his wife, Becca. “By the way, my girls are driving your poor staff crazy.”

      Becca punched him in the side. “Our girls aren’t that bad.”

      “Evil,” Vikter whispered. “One was hanging off a gingerbread man and the other was trying to climb on one of the candy houses.”

      Gerri chuckled at the image of the small dragonglings up to no good. “They can do whatever they want in their side.”

      “I really like this side,” Noah told her and hugged Gerri to his side. “The winter wonderland theme really went above and beyond this year. The snow flakes all over. The white trees. I feel like we’re in the forest inside.”

      “I know,” Maya sighed with a grin. “I love it.”

      Gerri winked at Vikter. “Your little dragons have some strong personalities from their father.”

      Becca nodded. “Exactly. But he wants to complain they’re too hard to handle.” She raised her brows. “Have you met yourself, babe?”

      “No. They’re little evil spawns,” he said with a straight face, but the pride in his voice spoke volumes. “They’ve got some sort of sorcery that gets me to do whatever they want.” He glanced at Noah. “They have me playing with dolls.”

      Noah snorted. “My girls have me doing tea parties.”

      “Are we discussing all the unmanly things our daughters have us do?” Alyx, king of Nova Aurora, asked. “Because my princess has braided my hair and painted my nails,” he frowned at his wife, Bella. “This is all your fault. You taught them that stuff.”

      Bella grinned and rolled her eyes. “Cry baby. Come on, let’s dance.”

      Alyx met Gerri’s gaze. “You still have a perfect record. When are you going to let us match you?”

      Gerri laughed and shook her head. “I’ve already had my mate, dear boy. One of these days I’ll tell you about it.”

      Alyx winked at her with a smile. “I’m holding you to that.”

      The wives pulled the men into the dance floor while Gerri watched.

      Gerri’s heart was full to near bursting seeing the love amongst all the couples and knowing they had such loving and beautiful families. If at any time she’d questioned her job, she didn’t at that moment. Matchmaking was in her blood. It was her destiny, and maybe one day, she’d tell them about her own love story. For now, she would keep it close to her heart.
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        If you have a teen or know someone who might  enjoy the CLEAN and SWEET Crystal Kingdom books by Milly Taiden, try these:

      

      

      
        
        The Crystal Kingdom (CLEAN AND SWEET)

        Fae Queen Book One

        Elf Queen Book Two

        Dark Queen Book Three

        Fire Queen Book Four

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Also by Milly Taiden

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Contemporary Works

        Mr. Buff

        Stranded Temptation

        Lucky Chase

        Their Second Chance

        Club Duo Boxed Set

        A Hero’s Pride

        A Hero Scarred

        A Hero for Sale

        Wounded Soldiers Set

      

        

      
        If you enjoyed the book, please consider leaving a review, even if it's only a line or two; it would make all the difference and would be very much appreciated.

        Thank you!
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