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CHAPTER ONE
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That creepy crawly feeling was back, and goose bumps were popping up all over Callie Jordon’s arms.

Damnit, Callie was certain, well, almost certain, someone lurked in the shadows.  The feeling was the same as when she watched a scary movie late at night and hadn’t pulled the curtains.  She rubbed her arms to take away the sudden chill as her gaze scanned the park.

The last visitors in the zoo had left a couple of hours ago.  There was no one in this area except herself.  She was all alone.

It could be security, although Ben usually worked this side, and she knew he was still at the employee office.  He wouldn’t leave until he’d had at least two cups of the too strong black coffee and a couple of the jelly-filled doughnuts.

The feeling persisted, though.  Not in a stalker kind of way.  More as though whoever watched her was waiting to see what she would do next.  The spooky sensation had been with her for a few days now so it was nothing new.

She closed her eyes and took a deep breath.  Get over it, she told herself.

“Hey, Callie, you still here?”

Her eyes flew open and she jumped, slapping a hand to her chest.  “You scared the hell out of me, Pete!”  Pete worked at the park, cleaning pens and any other odd job that came along.  The money he earned helped pay his way through college.  He was cute, in a nerdy kind of way.

He blushed.  “Sorry.”

She took a deep calming breath.  “It’s okay.  I just thought...”

“That I was the bogeyman?”  He grinned.

Now it was her turn to blush.  “Yeah, something like that.”

“You on your way to see Sheba?”

“Yes.”

He shook his head.  “I’ll never understand your fascination with that jaguar.”

She couldn’t explain it, either.  

“Don’t stay too long,” he told her.  “There is life beyond the zoo.”

“So they tell me.  Have a good night.”

They parted ways, but she still felt a little uneasy for some strange reason.

Shake it off.  It had been a long day, and an even longer week.  She worked around kids most of the time.  No wonder she was edgy.

The petting zoo was not what she would call a fun place to work, let alone being the person in charge.  She’d been pinched, prodded, and bitten—and that was just this afternoon.

Still, pride washed over her.  Not once had she threatened to feed the little monsters to the lion.  Well, at least she hadn’t today.  Monday could very well be another story.  Thank God she used birth control, and thank God she was off for the weekend.

So why was she still here?  Yeah, yeah, Pete was right.  She’d finished all her paperwork ten minutes ago.  The answer was easy.  She couldn’t resist checking on the jaguar one last time.  Crazy?  Probably, since she didn’t work with the big cats.

She released a deep sigh of longing.  One day she would.  As soon as the next animal keeper job came open, it was hers.  It had been a long time coming.  And she damn well deserved the job, too.  She’d more than paid her dues.

A soft breeze carrying a hint of jasmine and ginger caressed her face, immediately calming her.  She stopped, closed her eyes, and drew in a deep breath.  The scents created the illusion of the rain forest.  Tropical palms and a mist so light that she barely noticed added to the atmosphere.  This was her Zen, her Chi.

The very first time she’d visited this part of the zoo, Callie had known she was meant to be here.  Then, when Sheba arrived, she knew it for a fact.  There was something special about the jaguar.

She opened her eyes and crossed the rustic bridge, then went around to the backside that was off limits to visitors.

The cats were in cages at night for safety reasons.  A long row of them with a concrete roof and solid walls held the animals.  The pens were small, but they connected to separate pits, as everyone at the zoo called them.  The pits gave the animals a little more room to roam, and were more like their natural habitat.  There were only two other cats at the small zoo.  A mother lion and her cub were caged at the end of the row.

The zoo was family owned, and would never be able to compete with the bigger Fort Worth zoo, but this one was nice.  At least it was until Mr. Campbell had retired and his son took over.  Now, she wasn’t so sure.  His son seemed more concerned with publicity and making money than the animals or people who worked at the zoo.

She slowed her approach, not wanting to startle the jaguar.  Sheba was in the far corner of her cage, lying on a bed of fresh hay.  “Hi, girl,” Callie kept her voice soft.

The big cat looked up, purring from deep in her throat, as if to welcome Callie.  Callie knew not to get too close, even though Sheba was double caged at night.  As much as she loved the cat, it was still a wild animal, and she respected that.  But Sheba was so beautiful, her coat a rich reddish-brown with black spots.

There was something in the cat’s eyes that Callie could relate to, as though they were kindred spirits.  Not that she would do more than think that thought.  But Sheba didn’t have anyone, and neither did Callie.  Two lonely souls.  They had that in common.

“I brought you something.”  A little extra meat.  No biggie.  She knew she wasn’t supposed to feed Sheba.  It would be grounds for dismissal, but she hadn’t been able to resist.  And Sheba loved the extra treats.

Sheba suddenly came to her feet, but rather than walk closer to Callie, as was her norm, she backed away.  Her head swung to the left, then right, as though she sensed something wasn’t right.

Callie tensed.  “What’s the matter, sweetie?  Still upset about all the kids today?”  But Callie didn’t think it was that.  Visitors had never bothered Sheba in the past.  No, the cat was acting really strange.

The sudden roar of a cat echoed through the zoo.

Callie’s blood ran icy cold as dread washed over her.

The noise hadn’t come from Sheba, or the lion.  The sound had come from the opposite direction.

And she knew something else.  This cat was close.  Close as in she-didn’t-stand-a-snowballs-chance-in-hell-of-not-getting-eaten-alive close.

Stay calm.

Deep breath.

Yeah right, easier said than done.

Think, she had to think.

Her gaze searched the area.  Nothing moved in the shadows.  She could hear the guttural purr of the unknown cat, though.  The sound coming from low in its throat.

Then padded steps.

Then silence.

Callie’s stomach churned as her gaze slowly moved up, inch by inch.

She spotted the cat lying on the concrete roof of the cage,  staring right at her.

Lunch time!

Fear clogged her throat, making it impossible to swallow.

She couldn’t move, she couldn’t breathe.

The cat probably weighed nearly two-hundred pounds.  A rare, solid black jaguar, his black on black spots barely discernible in the fading light.  It wasn’t one of their cats.

Tame?

Maybe?

Please.

Sheba snarled, pacing her cage as if she knew the danger Callie was in.

Callie closed her eyes and took a deep breath.  God, just let me get through this without being ripped to shreds.

Cautiously, she took a step back, then another.  The jaguar didn’t move.  This was a good sign, right?  Five more steps and she felt a little better.  A few more and she would be around the corner and she could take off running.  She would survive this encounter.  She would....

The cat came to its feet.

She froze.

How far would she get if she turned and ran right now?  Two feet?  Maybe farther if the cat was in the mood to do a little hunting.  Jaguars liked to stalk, then ambush their prey, clamping down on the heads of their poor victims, their sharp teeth sinking into the skull.

So much for the new haircut she’d gotten yesterday.  She stifled hysterical laughter.  Nice, she was already losing what little mental function she had left.

The jaguar jumped to the ground in one fluid movement, barely making a sound when it landed.  Any other time, she would have admired its grace and agility, but right now, she just wanted it to go away.

Was it a good sign her life wasn’t flashing before her eyes?  Probably not, since she really didn’t have a life.

The meat!  God, she’d forgotten about the meat.  If she could tempt the big cat with it, she might be able to escape.

She eased her hand inside her pocket and brought out the baggie with the chunks of meat, then scooped out as much as she could hold.

“I have food,” she squeaked, then tossed it toward the cat.  It landed with barely a thud.  Why hadn’t she grabbed a big juicy hunk of meat just this once, rather than the measly one- inch chunks? 

The animal ignored it.  Ambled past without so much as a glance, its golden eyes never leaving her face.

Of course, why would it go for a handful of food when it could dine on her?  One hundred and twenty pounds of juicy—she swallowed hard—steak.

The cat moved closer, circling her.  She froze to the spot.  She tried lifting one foot, but nothing moved.  She figured this was what was meant by being scared stiff.  Oh, hell, she was going to die.

As the cat sauntered in front of her again, a fog began to roll in.  The guttural purr of the cat became louder.

“Please forgive me of my sins,” she whispered.  Oh, God, there weren’t that many.  Not nearly enough in her twenty-six years.  She didn’t go to bars and get totally zonkered, or have one-night stands.

She read lots of books.  She lived vicariously through the heroines on the pages of a romance novel.  Her life was boring.  Well, except the books were really good.  Still, the closest she’d ever gotten to a hot guy was drooling over the cover models, and praying that one would come into her life.

A drop of sweat slid down the side of her face.  She squeezed her eyes closed.  If she was going to die, then she didn’t want to watch it happen.

The cat’s hot breath was on her hand, moving up her bare arm.  Trembles of fear swept over her.  So, this was the end of her life.  Would anyone even miss her?  It was sad, but she couldn’t think of a soul besides her friend, DeeDee.  She didn’t have any relatives—not one.  Her landlady would miss her, but only because the rent was due tomorrow.

The jaguar’s purr grew louder.  She flinched.  Her eyes opened.  The cat walked behind her again.  She trembled so hard her whole body shook like a California skyscraper during an earthquake.  Not that she’d ever felt one since she’d never been out of Texas—at least, that she could remember.

She couldn’t take any more suspense.  “Oh, hell, just end it now,” she finally whimpered.

Silence.  The fog rolled in thicker, more dense.

She heard someone groan.  Her?  Oh, no, her mind was going fast.  Her brain had already stopped functioning.

“End it now?  You’re ready to die?”  A deep, husky male voice asked close to her ear.  

She whirled around.

The jaguar was gone.

A man stood behind her.

“Did you see the jaguar?” she frantically whispered, squinting her eyes as her gaze searched the shadows.  Nothing moved.

He smiled.  “He left us.”

“Not possible.  The cat would have attacked.  Why would it just leave?”

“It was time.”

“I don’t know what you did to make it go away, but I’ll be eternally grateful.”  She looked at him then.  Really looked.  There were flecks of gold in his dark eyes.  They were just as mesmerizing as the jaguar’s.  The man’s black hair brushed his shoulders, and he wore a medallion that had a diamond in the center, encircled by jewels in different colors.  The stones shimmered in the dim light.

Of course, it couldn’t be real.  The diamond was as big as her thumbnail.  Her gaze moved lower, then jerked back to his eyes.  “You’re naked.”

His smile was slow and lazy.  “It would seem that way.”

This wasn’t happening.  It couldn’t be.  Maybe she was already dead and this was heaven.  Wow, it looked pretty good to her!

No, no, no.  She would know if she was dead.  Then again.

“Is your name Adam by any chance?”

He shook his head.

She hadn’t thought so.  “I’m going to close my eyes and when I open them, you won’t be here.”  She closed her eyes.  There wasn’t really a hot, sexy, naked man standing in front of her.

It was a shame really.  Her imagination had outdone itself this time.  First a jaguar roaming loose in the zoo, then poof, it’s gone, and in its place is a tanned, very sexy man with longish hair, a slight accent that she couldn’t place, dark eyes with flecks of gold that made her want to melt into a puddle when he looked at her, and he was hung like...yeah, it had to be her imagination.

She opened her eyes.

He was still there.

What was happening?  Had one of the little monsters at the petting zoo drugged her water?  No, not possible.

“You’re not real,” she said.

“I’m real.”  His deep sultry words boldly rolled over her.

“I’ll prove you’re not real.”  She reached out, her hand coming in contact with his hard male chest.  She could feel the strong beat of his heart, the smoothness of his skin, the sinewy muscles.  She swallowed past the lump in her throat.  If she moved her hand a little to the right she would just graze his nipple...

She jerked her hand away, but tingles of anticipation still lingered.  “You are real,” she choked.  Unable to stop herself, her gaze moved downward...again.  He was still naked.

“I’m as real as you.  I’m Prince Rogar Valkyir from New Symtaria.”

She cleared her throat and kept her gaze on his face.  “Thank you very much for...for whatever you did to get rid of the jaguar, but you can’t run around in the zoo without clothes.  Public nudity is against the law, no matter where you’re from.  I won’t say anything, but you really need to leave.”

What the hell was she thinking, talking to a naked man?  He could be a serial killer for all she knew, and the cat his pet.  She might be in more danger now than she had been with the jaguar.

“I have to go.”  She turned on her heel.

Walk slowly and calmly.  Don’t spook the naked serial killer.

She didn’t hear him following, but then, he was barefoot and she probably wouldn’t hear him until he clubbed her over the head.  She picked up the pace until she was running.

She was almost out of breath when the door to the employee building loomed in front of her.  Every horror flick she’d ever seen flashed across her mind, where the victim reaches the door, only to have a knife plunged in her back.  But nothing happened when she got to the door, not that she wasted any time flinging it open, and falling inside.

“You okay, Callie?”

She screamed.

“Hey, it’s just me, Ben.”  He ran to her, putting his arm around her, and leading her to the nearest chair.  If she could have picked a father, Ben would have been her first choice.  Her heart slowed to a normal thud-thud.

“What got you all fired up?”

“There was a jaguar loose.”

“Sheba?”  He straightened, his hand moving toward the tranquilizer gun that was holstered at his side just like a real gun.  “Are you hurt?”

“No, I’m fine, and it wasn’t Sheba.  This one was black.  But then the jaguar somehow disappeared, and now there’s a naked man running around inside the zoo.”  Her words tumbled out.

Ben laughed.  “That was a good one.  For a second there, I almost believed you.”

She opened her mouth, then snapped it closed when she realized how ridiculous she sounded.  A jaguar?  Then a naked man?  Maybe she was losing her mind.  If word got around, she would also lose any opportunity to move up the ladder at this zoo, and probably any other zoo for that matter.

Her smile was weak at best.  “Yeah, I almost got you.”

Ben patted her on the shoulder.  “You’ll have to get up earlier in the morning to pull the wool over my eyes.”

She sobered.  Her story did sound as though she was pulling his leg, but she knew there had been something out there.  She couldn’t leave Ben with a naked man and a jaguar running loose in the zoo, except now she wondered if she had actually seen them.  She wanted to warn Ben in a way that he wouldn’t think she’d been doing drugs or anything.  

“Seriously, I thought I did hear something, and it spooked me.  You might want to be a little more cautious tonight, and tell the others, too.”

“When it comes to wild animals, I don’t take any chances.  You don’t have to worry about me or the others on duty tonight, but I’ll tell them to keep an eye out for anything strange.”

She knew Ben would be careful.  But what had she really seen?  The man had felt real.  She rubbed her hand over her eyes, knowing she needed more sleep.  That had to be it.  At least eight hours tonight, and no more staying up late to read another romantic suspense.

After she gathered her things, Ben walked Callie to her car.  She looked around, but the night was still, not even a breeze now, not even a hint of fog.  “Thanks, Ben,” she said as she unlocked her door and got in.

It took a few minutes for her car to start, but it finally made it past the chugga-chugga stage and the engine fired off.  It was cheap, what could she say.  It was also paid for, and it got good gas mileage.  Of course, it leaked oil, too.

Even her rattletrap car couldn’t keep her from thinking about what had happened with the jaguar and the naked man.  Was she losing her mind?  She didn’t know if insanity ran in her family or not since there was no one to ask.  Maybe that was the answer.  As soon as her ancestors turned twenty-six, they all went crazy and committed suicide, and that’s why she was dumped on the doorstep of an orphanage.

She pulled into her driveway and went inside the one bedroom fixer-upper that the landlady never had time to fix up.  It was cheap, too.  The only thing she regretted was the “no pet” rule.  As soon as she had the animal keeper job, her pay would increase, and a lot of things would change, unless she was going crazy.  That might possibly upset her plans.

Her imagination had definitely been in overdrive.  Now that she was safe, she could look at it a little differently.  She loved jaguars, and the black one had been beautiful.  The sexy man was an added bonus.  She frowned.  He’d felt real enough.  It would be nice if she could imagine him in her bed tonight.  Not in a stalker, serial killer kind of way.  More like he wanted to worship her body way.

Man, she really had to get out more.

After a quick shower, she slipped on her comfy granny nightgown.  If she had a hottie in her bed, then she would wear something sultry and sexy, like a lacy red teddy.  For just a moment she indulged in a fantasy of her zoo man strolling toward her, his heated gaze never leaving her body.

A dog barked, ruining the moment.  Not that it made much difference.  For now, she chose the old lady look.  It wasn’t like the guy from the zoo would show up at her door.

She snorted.

Even her imagination wasn’t that good.

Tiredness spread throughout her body.  Staying up past midnight, then getting up at five had not been one of her brightest ideas.  Then add the kids, who were particularly obnoxious this afternoon.  Today had literally drained her.  All she wanted was a bed, and to look at the inside of her eyelids.

Her stomach growled.  Food first.

Her cabinets didn’t yield much.  A box of cereal, a can of soup, a jar of peanut butter and a loaf of bread.  Even her food supply was pathetic.  Soup it was.  After opening the can, she dumped it into a plastic bowl and heated it in the microwave, then took it to the living room, and clicked on the television.  Rerun, rerun, rerun.  She finally settled on watching the end of a movie she hadn’t seen in a long time.  The dog died in the end.  She really hated when writers killed off an animal, especially after the animal saves the hero’s life.

She sniffed.  So what if the dog had been shot.  Miracles happened all the time.  Especially in the movies.  She swiped at the tear that rolled down her face.  Great, now she was about to go on a crying jag.

Before that could happen, she switched the channel to one of the reruns, and finished eating her soup.  It was so past time for her to go to bed.  She glanced at the clock.  It was only nine?  Not that she really cared.  Her body was telling her it was much later.

But when sleep did come, she dreamt of the man at the zoo.  He pulled her close, nuzzled her neck.  She ran her hands over his body, touching, caressing.  He moved closer, tugging her gown over her head, then pressed her body intimately to his.  She sighed, letting sleep transport her to a series of erotic dreams where his hands explored her body.

When Callie woke the next morning, she stretched like a contented cat, and opened her eyes.  

Then screamed.

The naked man from the zoo sat on the end of her bed, legs crossed as he studied her.

And he was still naked...and so was she.
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CHAPTER TWO
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This wasn’t happening.  Callie closed her eyes and took a deep breath.  “You’re not real,” she repeated over and over until she could feel herself beginning to relax.

The naked hottie was only the last fragment of a delicious dream she’d been having.  Right before she went to sleep, hadn’t she wished he would magically materialize in her bed?

She relaxed and smiled.  It had been a great dream.  The way he’d touched her, nuzzled her neck, pressed his naked body against hers.  It had been one long sensuous dream.  That was probably why she’d apparently gotten rid of her hot granny gown sometime during the night.  Okay, now she was back to normal.  No more fantasies that a hot, sexy man was in her bed.  The idea was ludicrous.

Deep breath.  Inhale.  Exhale.  She was wide awake now.  She opened her eyes.

He was still there, sitting on the end of her bed, staring at her with what appeared to be...amusement?  He laughed at her!  He was in her house, her bed, and he laughed at her!

Callie sat up, the cover fell to her waist.  His gaze dropped.  She grabbed the sheet and pulled it against her chest.  “Get out!  Who are you?  How did you get into my house?  Where’s my gown?”

One eyebrow arched.  “Are you always this emotionally unstable?”

“Emotionally...” she sputtered.

“Unstable,” he slowly and distinctly repeated.

“I am not emotionally unstable!”  Oh God, she was arguing with the serial killer.  She took another deep breath, then exhaled once more.  She needed to stay calm.  “If you don’t leave right now, I’m going to call the police.”

Oh, yeah, now he really looked nervous—not!  He didn’t even flinch.  Just sat there staring at her.  And why wouldn’t he?  He probably weighed around one-ninety.  She would be no match for him.

Maybe if she kept him talking, he wouldn’t kill her right away.  She’d once read somewhere that if you could befriend your abductor, then he would be less likely to kill you.  Not that he’d abducted her, but he had apparently broken into her home.  God, she hoped this worked.

“How...uh...did you find me?”  Surely someone would’ve noticed a naked man following her car.  For the first time in her life, Callie wished her rattletrap car went faster.

She frowned.  How had he followed her?  Her car wasn’t that slow.  He probably had his own car.  He’d waited for her to leave, then followed.

So, he drove around naked.  And no one noticed this?

“Does it matter how I came to be here?” he asked.

“I guess not.”  If she knew where he came from, then maybe she could talk him into going back, though.  “Where are you from?”

“New Symtaria.”

“Never heard of it.  Is that a suburb of Dallas?”  New ones were cropping up all the time.

“It’s in another galaxy.”

Alrighty.  “Another planet?”

He nodded, still looking amused about something.

“And you are?”

“Prince Rogar.”

Delusional.  Probably escaped from the state hospital.  This was worse than she ever could have imagined.  Not only was he naked, but he was a nut.  Automatically, her eyes strayed downward.  She swallowed, then quickly jerked her gaze to a safer place.  She had to stop looking...looking at him...down there.  It wasn’t like she’d never seen a naked man before.

This was ridiculous.  She needed help and all she could think about was staring at his...his nakedness.  She had to call the police or something—911.  Her cell phone was in her purse.  From now on, she was keeping it on her bedside table.  If there even was a from-now-on in her future.  Okay, keep him talking.

“And why are you here?”  She smiled.  At least she tried to pull it off as a smile even though her stomach rumbled, and her hands were sweating, and she was probably going to throw up any second.

“To take you home.”

She looked around.  “I am home, so...bye-bye.”

He grinned and she noticed his teeth were pearly white, and he had a nice smile.  Ted Bundy probably had a nice smile, too.

“You’re part Symtarian,” he continued.

“Okayyy...”  He thought she was from another planet, too.  This was worse than she could’ve imagined.

“When our planet was dying, some of the people were sent to other places.  An expedition went in search of a new planet to call home.  Some of our people were forgotten, and became integrated with the aliens.  Now we’re searching for them so we can bring them home.”

“And you’re doing it without clothes.”

“It happens when I shapeshift.”

“Well, of course, I should have guessed.”  The guy was a raving lunatic.  “And what form do you take?”

A fog began to roll across her bedroom.  She glanced nervously around, then looked at her crazy guy.  Her mouth dropped open as he slowly began to change.  

The prince dude gritted his teeth and downed his head.  His skin changed from flesh to short black hair with barely visible spots.  He stretched out across her bed, his hand curling into a fist, becoming a paw.

Oh, God, she was crazy.  Now she would never get her chance to work with the big cats—except in her warped mind.  It wasn’t fair.

The fog rolled in thicker until all Callie saw were patches of black fur, a glimpse of golden eyes boring into her.  She couldn’t move.  She tried, but her legs wouldn’t budge.

The fog slowly dissipated.

The black jaguar from last night lay across the end of her bed, panting slightly.  It met her gaze, and seemed as though it was gauging her reaction.

She opened her mouth, then closed it when no words came out.  The cat purred from deep in its throat.  She swallowed past the lump in hers.  What if the jag was real?  Maybe she wasn’t crazy.  Oh, yeah, now she felt better.  She was going to die.  Then again, she might already be dead and this was hell.

Whatever it was, the jaguar was still stretched across the foot of her bed.

The room began to tilt, then grow dark, and she knew without a doubt, she was about to faint.  She’d never fainted in her life.

*     *     *

Rogar’s spirit melded with that of the jaguar Balam, his animal guide.  They were one, yet separate, their thoughts intertwining.

She didn’t take that very well at all.  I told you it was too soon to change in front of her.  She’s not used to it like we are, Balam’s thoughts mingled with Rogar’s.

Yes, this complicates matters, but surely the woman that bore her explained her existence, Rogar told him, hating that his animal guide had been right...again.

From her reaction, it’s doubtful.  She can’t return without some knowledge of her ancestors.  The shock would be too much.  You’ll need to teach her our ways.

An irritation, but I will learn more about this planet while I’m here so all is not a waste.

Are you so sure she will leave Earth? Balam asked.

Of course she will return with me, she has no choice.  This is her heritage.  I shall convince her.  I am a prince after all.

The fog rolled across the room, and the change began.  The familiar ache in Rogar’s gut, the burning sensation that he had grown used to long ago.

Rogar became a man once again.  He studied the young woman.  She was quite beautiful, with dark hair and deep green eyes.  Odd, but beautiful.  The oddness must come from her Earth heritage.

She also seemed quite disturbed about his ability to shapeshift.  She apparently had no knowledge of Symtarians.  Did those she was born unto explain nothing?  Others before him had brought back stories.  Stories that some of the non pure bloods were unaware of their origins.  He wouldn’t be able to take her home until he taught her the ways of their people.  Balam was correct that this complicated things.

He frowned.

She still hadn’t moved.

Could she be dead?  He reached forward and took her hand, then let it fall back to the bed.  Limp.  It was a possibility the shock had killed her.  He pulled on the cover, exposing more of her.  No her chest moved up and down, so she still breathed.

Her chest moved very nicely.  He pulled the cover to her ankles.  She had a nice form.  Her breasts were full, her waist small, and she had very long legs.

He moved closer, running the palm of his hand over her body, watching the nipples tighten.  Her skin was soft and smooth.  She moaned when he brushed his fingers through the dark curls at the juncture of her legs.

Her eyelids fluttered, before slowly opening.  “What?”  She glanced around, then threw her hands across her chest and jerked her legs up. 

“You looked at me!” she sputtered.

His brow wrinkled.  “And that angers you?”

“Of course it angers me.”

She grappled for the cover but it was just out of her reach so he handed it to her.  She seemed quite upset with him.

“You took advantage of me after I fainted.”

“It’s wrong to look at the naked body?”

“Yes!”

“But what about when you look at mine?  Is that not equally wrong?”

“I’m not looking at you.”  Her gaze moved downward, then shot back up.

“Aren’t you?”  He smiled.  This part Earthling, part Symtarian, was a mass of contradictions.

She grabbed the cover and wrapped it around her, then stumbled into the other room.  She came back a few minutes later with a large white cloth.

“It’s a towel.  Do me a favor and wrap it around your waist.”

She really had a problem with his nakedness, yet he could sense a passionate nature within her.

“How did you do it?” she asked, changing the subject.

“Do what?”

“Change into a jaguar.”

“I told you, I’m Symtarian.  We are a race of shapeshifters.”

“Or you’re a damned good magician.”

“Would you like me to show you again?”

“No!”

She was very fervent when she was cornered.  And he could almost feel the rapid beat of her heart as it pounded inside her chest.

“The towel?” she reminded him.

He slowly came to his feet, noting the way her gaze lowered, then quickly darted elsewhere.  He grinned as he knotted the towel at his waist.  She looked at him, saw that he was smiling, and frowned.  She was even more alluring when she frowned.

“What do they call you?” he asked.

“Callie.”

“Callie,” he said, testing the sound of her name on his lips.  “I like it.”  It seemed to unnerve her when he said her name.

“Do you have someplace to go?” she asked.  “Someone I can call?”

“I’ve finally found you, why would I leave when I just arrived?”

She closed her eyes and he wondered if she might be going through some kind of ritual.  She closed her eyes quite often, losing herself in what appeared to be a trance of some kind.  But then, she opened her eyes again.

“I really don’t want to have to call the police to come take you away because this isn’t where you belong.”

“You have a mark on you.  It looks like a rose.”  When she didn’t say anything, he continued, realizing it might be harder to convince her than he’d first imagined.  “On your right cheek.”  When her face flamed, he knew she was aware what cheek he spoke about.

She pulled the cover closer around her.  “You looked at my butt!”

“No, I just know it’s there.”

“That doesn’t prove anything.”  She jutted her chin forward.

Rogar had an incredible urge to cup her chin, pull her closer and taste her, inhale her scent.  It hadn’t been enough to hold her in his arms last night, to feel her naked body pressed close to his.  But he didn’t touch her.  Instead, he untied the towel.

“What are you doing?” she asked, panic lacing her words.

“I have the same mark.  All Symtarians have it.”  He turned around.

“That doesn’t prove...uh...”  Her words stammered to a stop.  “So what if you have the same mark.”

He picked up the towel, retied it around his waist, watching her facial expressions.  They ranged from denial, to maybe there was truth in his words, then back to denial.

She shook her head.  “This is crazy.  It’s absurd.  You are not an alien, and you need to...to...leave.  Right now.”

“Did the people who raised you say nothing about your ancestors?”

She squared her shoulders.  “My parents died when I was very young.  I grew up in an orphanage.”

Now he understood.  Of course, she would deny her heritage.  Earthlings weren’t as advanced as other worlds.

There was a knock on her door.

She froze.

“Miss Jordon, are you awake yet?”

“Mrs. Winkle, my landlady.”  Her gaze flew to him.  “I don’t know what she’ll do if she sees you.  Hide!”

She seemed quite flustered by this person she called a landlady.  It was interesting to watch Callie.

“I need my robe,” she muttered, dropping the cover.

Very nice.

Before he could study her form, she made a little gurgling noise, then grabbed the cover, and hurried back to the other room, emerging a few moments later wearing a white robe of sorts.

“Stay here,” she said, holding up one hand as if he wouldn’t understand her words.  Did she think he was feebleminded?

“Stay!” she said once more, this time gritting her teeth.

She would make a fierce hunter the way she bared her teeth.  It didn’t last long, though.  Her expression quickly turned to one of pleading.

“Please?”

He nodded once in acquiescence.

“Coming,” she called out as she hurried to the other room, shutting the door to this one.

He casually strolled over and reopened it.  He couldn’t see Callie or the landlady, but he would at least hear them talking.  He was curious to listen in on their conversation.

Another door opened.

“I was sleeping in this morning,” Callie breathlessly told the landlady.

“I didn’t mean to wake you, but the rent is due, you know.”

“Yes, it’s the first of the month.  I’ve been living here for almost a year and it’s always been due the first.”

Rogar heard the sarcasm in her voice.  Apparently, Callie didn’t like this other woman.

“And I haven’t raised your rent, either.  At least, not yet, even though everyone else has been raising theirs.  I pride myself in taking care of my tenants.  I’ve always been known as a fair woman.”

“I’ve been very pleased living here, too.  I’ll get your money.”

Rogar frowned.  He could tell Callie had just lied.  Why had she felt the need?

“Huh-choo!  Oh, excuse me.”

The woman’s voice sounded closer this time.  He eased the door closed a little.

“Here’s the rent,” Callie quickly spoke.

“Huh-choo!”

“Bless you.”

“Odd, I usually don’t sneeze unless I’m around cats.”

There was a distinct pause.

“Do you have a cat, Miss Jordon?  You do realize pets are not allowed, don’t you?”

“Of course I remember the no pet rule.  I don’t have a cat.  It’s just that I was so tired last night I went straight to bed without showering.  I was around the cats yesterday.  I’m sure that’s all it is.”

“Umm, I suppose that could be it.”

“It is.”  Callie’s words were firm.  “Now, if you don’t mind, I have a lot to do today.”

A few minutes later the front door closed and Callie returned.  She planted her hands on her hips, and again, he wanted to scoop her into his arms and carry her to bed.  He was pretty sure she wasn’t ready for that.

“You have to leave.  Right now.”

He sighed.  He had hoped she wouldn’t be difficult.  “I will leave then.”  He unknotted his towel, then handed it to her, before starting toward the front door.

“No, you can’t leave!” she frantically whispered.

“But I was only doing what you asked.”

“Not without clothes.”

“Then what would you have me wear?”

She nibbled her bottom lip.  He had an incredible urge to nibble it, too.

“I’m not this Symtarian you’re looking for, I promise.  I’ll go to town and buy you some clothes, but then you really do need to leave.”

“If you insist.”

“I do.”

“Then I will leave.”

“Good.”  She nodded her head.  “I need to get dressed.”  She grabbed some things out of the drawers of a chipped and scarred chest, then went into the room where she’d gotten the towel.  She started to close the door, but stopped to look back at him.  “Don’t touch anything.”

“Of course not.”

She nodded again, then closed the door.

Very strange female.  It must be the fact she was part Earthling.  He tied the towel around his hips, glancing at a board with pictures all over it.  It appeared to be modes of transportation, another dwelling, jewels, and an assortment of small animals.  An odd picture to hang on one’s wall.

He wandered to the other room, looking around as he went.  He hadn’t taken the time to inspect the dwelling last night.  He’d only sensed it was a safe place.  He could see that it was sparsely furnished with few personal items.

He wandered down a short hall to another room where there were lots of cabinets.  He opened the first one.  It seemed to hold containers in various sizes with names like garlic, salt, and pepper.  Behind the next door there was a box, and a jar labeled peanut butter behind it.  He pulled the box out.

“Cereal,” he read.  “Tastes great and good for you.”

He knew the language.  In fact his people spoke many dialects.  He’d also studied Earth and their customs before he’d left New Symtaria.  He knew they believed in free love.  He frowned.  Except he hadn’t sensed that Callie wanted to mate with him.  Then again, that had been during a different time period.  Maybe they had changed their minds.  A shame if that were the case.

He tore the top off the box and grabbed a handful of the cereal.  After putting some in his mouth, he began to chew.  Not bad.  Not as good as a juicy steak, but it would appease his hunger.

As he continued to eat, he wandered through the rest of Callie’s dwelling.  There was a tall shelf that stood in one corner.  He walked over to it.  Cats of all shapes and sizes were arranged in a circle.  Sitting in the middle of the little statues was a black jaguar.  He smiled.

A bag sitting on a short table began to ring.  He stepped closer, discovered how to open it, then brought out the object that was ringing.

It resembled one of the communication devices on New Symtaria.  He flipped it open and it stopped ringing.  Almost exactly like theirs.

“Yes,” he said after he brought it to his ear.

“Hello?”

“Hello.”

“Where’s Callie?”

“Getting dressed.”

“Getting dressed?”

“Yes, she was naked, but did not wish to continue not wearing clothes.”  His brow creased.  “I don’t know why.  She has a magnificent body.”

“Callie Jordon?  We’re talking about my best friend Callie, right?  She was naked in front of you?  I mean, I don’t have the wrong number, do I?  As long as I’ve known her she’s never had a man in her house, let alone one that spent the night with her.  You did spend the night with her, right.  In her bed?”

“Yes, we slept in the same bed, with our naked bodies pressed against each other.”

“Maybe you’d better put Callie on the phone.”

“Of course.”

So the object was called a phone.  He had thought they were larger, not as compact as this one.  He carried it to the other room just as Callie came out.

“Phone,” he said, handing it to her.

She looked startled.  “Yes, that is a phone.”

“She wants to talk to you.”

Her face paled.  “You weren’t supposed to touch anything.”

“It was ringing.”

“It doesn’t matter.”

“I see.”

“Tell whoever is on the phone I’m not here,” she whispered.

“You want me to lie?”

“Yes!” she whispered, gritting her teeth again.

“But I’ve already told the woman we slept together last night with our naked bodies pressed against each other.”

“You what!” she screamed, not even trying to keep her voice down.

Rogar had a feeling she was upset with him.  He wasn’t sure why.  He’d kept the towel knotted at his waist.  That was another thing.  There was nothing wrong with his body.  Everything worked.  Why would she not want to look upon his naked form?

“DeeDee, hi.  No, no, he’s an old friend from...out of town.”

Rogar noted her shoulders relaxed and she didn’t seem quite as tense.

“Yes, pulling your leg.  That’s Rogar.  Quite the jokester.  Nope, sorry, he’s leaving town this morning.  Only wanted a place to crash for the night.  Yes, on the sofa.  Okay, talk to you later.  Bye-bye.”  

Callie glared at him.  “You told her we slept naked together?”

“Did you want me to lie?”

“Yes, since I didn’t invite you into my bed.”

“Then I will lie next time.”

“There won’t be a next time because you’re leaving today.”

Rogar had a feeling getting Callie back to New Symtaria was going to be more difficult than even he had imagined.

She escaped to another room, returning a few minutes later with a long strip of white cloth that bore markings of some kind.

“You plan to bind me?” he asked.  Not that it would do her any good.  The cloth looked flimsy at best.

“That’s not a bad idea, but no, I need to get your measurements so I’ll know what size clothes to buy.”

He nodded.  

“Put you arms out.”

He did as she asked, enjoying that she had moved closer.  He liked the way she smelled.  Not at all like a cat.  No, this scent was clean and sweet.  All too soon, she backed away to write his measurements on paper.

“Arm length, okay, got it,” she mumbled as she jotted down numbers.  Then she returned and wrapped her arms around his chest.  Her gaze darted to his face.

Callie had beautiful eyes.  They were green, but not just any green.  They were a clear, deep green.

She stepped back, bringing the cloth together again.  “I’m not Symtarian.”

“You’re from a proud and noble lineage.”

“Then why was I left on the doorstep of the orphanage like someone’s trash they were trying to get rid of?”

“I thought you said your parents were dead.”

She glanced at him as she carefully wrapped the cloth around his waist, trying not to come into contact with his skin.  “I tell people my parents died because it sounds better than saying they dumped me on a doorstep.”  She looked at the cloth, then went back to her paper.  “To me, they are dead.”

“I’m sorry.  This hurt you very deeply.”

She shrugged.  “It was so long ago that it doesn’t matter now.”

When she returned with the measuring cloth, he rested his hands on her shoulders.  For a moment, she didn’t move, then she looked at him, jutting that fierce little chin forward.
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