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        Welcome to the world of the Takhini Shifters.

      

      

      The Takhini Shifters are novellas set in the Granite Lake and Takhini Wolves world. Some of the heroes and heroines you’ll meet will be new, some vaguely familiar from their appearances in previous books, but you don’t have to have read the earlier books to enjoy these stand-alone stories.
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        Three things make billionaire Jim Halcyon’s to-do list: women, work…and more women. It’s a perfect agenda for a rich shifter who has no problem letting his inner grizzly out to play. From the bright lights of Vegas, to the sophisticated action of New York—he’s got the money and the power to do anything he wants.

      

      

      
        
        Anything, except resist the lure of Lady Luck, an ancient copper coin he gambles yearly to possess. Jim is determined to regain control of the pretty penny, and damn if he’ll let any bit of eye candy distract him from his goal. Not even the mesmerizing woman in the middle of the casino floor with the shimmering hair and enormous green eyes.

      

      

      
        
        With a life-changing move ahead of her, Lillie’s finagled a temporary layover en route to her future. She’s got five days to soak in new experiences, and while Vegas is too big and shiny and loud for her shy bear self, she’s eager to do this up right. It’s the last chance she’s got to let her hair down.

      

      

      
        
        Until his challenge begins, Jim is more than willing to oblige Lillie’s wish for a final fling. Only Lady Luck has some twists of fate planned for them both…

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
        We are wild as colts unbroke, but never mean.

        Of our sins we’ve shoulders broad to bear the blame;

        But we’ll never stay in town and we’ll never settle down,

        And we’ll never have an object or an aim.

        No, there’s that in us that time can never tame;

        And life will always seem a careless game.

      

        

      
        “The Rhyme of the Restless Ones”—Robert Service
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      Jim Halcyon was in lust.

      Or maybe obsessed was a better term. Whatever it was, he couldn’t pull his gaze away. Her bright coppery tones reflected the overhead lights, sparkling back as she rotated before him. Soft edges, infinite value—not because she was so rare, but because of what she represented.

      This time, she wasn’t getting away from him.

      “You’re the easiest person in the world to distract,” Damon Black taunted.

      Jim instinctively closed his fingers over the coin lying in the palm of his hand, tempted to slam the fist he’d formed into the pretty-boy face of one of the only shifters brave enough to mock him.

      His best friend peeled his grasp open and withdrew the small copper disk, placing it and its protective plastic case on the bar counter in front of them. “Now that you’ve seen for yourself Lady Luck is here, let’s talk. How have you been? I haven’t seen you much in the past month, and phone calls and texts don’t cut it, since you suck at doing anything other than yattering about work.”

      “I’ve been busy,” Jim snapped.

      Damon raised a brow, his unspoken see what I mean? coming through loud and clear.

      Jim let out a long, slow breath. Fine, he’d humour the blond bastard. “You know, for someone who swears he wants me to relax, you might let a fellow have some quality time with the woman he loves, instead of rushing the moment.” Jim deliberately lifted the coin in the air, twisting slowly so the casino lighting bounced off the cut lines, making the ancient artifact shine like a brand-new penny.

      “Fine by me.” A gloating grin drifted over Damon’s fair features. “Since this is the only time you’ll get a chance to fondle her, you may as well make the most of it.”

      “Ass.”

      Damon chuckled. “Three years running I’ve won the bet. You must miss having Lady Luck in your life.”

      Jim forced down a growl of discontent, but facts were facts. It wasn’t because he hadn’t done his damnedest to win, and no way Damon could claim otherwise.

      The trouble was every man had a fatal flaw, and Jim Halcyon’s was women. Blonde, brunette, short or tall, there was so much to love about women. Plus, there were so many women to love, and Jim happily obliged as many as possible.

      His dedication to the task had inevitably led to his downfall during their previous contests. Not because he’d been fucking around, but because every damn time he’d ended up acting as a white knight to some damsel in distress. He had no proof, but he was almost certain the ladies had been setups put in place by his rival.

      Damon might be a great friend, but the joker never gave an inch.

      Not about anything—and lately his neurotic energy seemed focused on make Jim relax. It was like being friends with an overenthusiastic border collie.

      Other years their challenges had taken them around the world to all sorts of exotic locations. They’d wined, and dined, and partied like animals as well as completing their task. This time, though, the lucky piece was the only part of the competition Jim was interested in, as he’d informed his friend months ago. Set up something fast and to the point—make it over quickly so Jim could get back to work a.s.a.p.

      Damon had refused to give up any advance details, damn near dragging him to Vegas and holding Lady Luck as bait until Jim finally agreed to show up without specifics.

      “This year’s going to be different,” Jim insisted. “I refuse to get caught up in any sob stories that might steal victory from me. Let’s get rolling. What’s the challenge?”

      Damon gave him a long, hard stare, his bright blue eyes far too astute. “Dude, stop and breathe for a minute. You can’t keep going like a madman or you’re going break something. Or someone.”

      “Exactly. So hurry up and let’s start relaxing.”

      Damon rolled his eyes.

      “I’m winning her back,” Jim warned.

      His friend shook his head slowly, as if realizing something. He spoke in a far softer voice. “It is just a game, right? A chance for us to let off some steam. You don’t really believe your luck for the coming year depends on winning the coin?”

      “Of course not,” Jim denied, shoving down memories that threatened to rise. “I don’t believe in luck.”

      “Ha!” His friend’s response, instant and loud, brought the attention of others their way. Mostly smiles, especially from the women as Damon turned the single outburst into a rolling laugh, the kind that was contagious. “Do you want me to get you a shovel to handle that load of shit?”

      Oh, the joys of friends who have known you for years. “It’s not really that I think I have shitty luck without her.”

      “Okay.” Which also meant bullshit.

      Jim briefly wondered what Damon would look like as a rug.

      Vengeful thoughts temporarily on hold, Jim rolled the coin between his fingers like a street performer. A low hum of conversation and music surrounded them with the constant din unique to Vegas. Slot machines sang, bells and thrills echoed, accompanied by the occasional burst of laughter or raised voices. Piped-in oxygen wafted on the air. All of it as familiar as his own backyard.

      Hell, this was his backyard—one of them, anyway. The luxury suite on the thirty-sixth floor had his name on the lease, same as the penthouse apartment he owned in New York, and the spectacular new home going up on his family inheritance in the north.

      The memory jerked him to a stop⁠—

      There were things he didn’t want to dwell on, and that was one of them.

      So he forced a grin back on his face and went to work distracting Damon. “I just happen to have even more spectacular luck than usual when she’s in my possession. I was the one who found her all those years ago.”

      “I know. I get to hear this story every damn year. An old woman foretold your future and called you the Copper King. Blah, blah, blah.” Damon shook his head sadly, as if ready to call the men in white for a visit. “She’s a figment of your imagination, Jim. You were drunk.”

      “Me? If I was drunk, how come you don’t remember how we got back to the ship?” Eighteen years old, and they’d spent the summer running rampant through the Mediterranean. It was the best graduation present his parents could have given him.

      Another hard slam to his gut. Another fake smile pinned to his lips.

      Damon?

      Laid a hand on his shoulder, as if the bastard knew exactly what was going through his brain.

      Jim lifted his glass in a silent salute to his parents before shooting the liquid back, the cold burn settling in like a familiar fire. Seize the moment—it’s what they would have wanted. It was part of the reason they’d given him such freedom so many years ago.

      And the summer hadn’t all been partying and fooling around…

      Well, it had mostly been partying and fooling around, but there had been two other noteworthy accomplishments. The acquisition of the ancient coin he and Damon had pooled their rapidly dwindling resources to purchase, and Jim had gotten a good look at all the different architecture.

      He’d come back inspired, not only from the Copper King prophecy bouncing in his head, but with the belief he could do anything he applied himself to.

      Including becoming rich building others’ dreams.

      Richer. He might have been born into money, but he’d more than doubled his initial stake since putting his mind to the task.

      At his side, Damon swirled his whiskey, his smile broadening. “That summer will live on in infamy.” He glanced at Jim. “Whether the fortuneteller was right or not, we’ve had our moments, haven’t we? I mean all things considered, who would have guessed that a wolf and a bear could go as far as we have in the last dozen years?”

      Jim raised his second drink in the air. “It’s only going to get better.”

      Damon clinked their glasses together, and they both drank, the icy liquor flowing down Jim’s throat in a rush that turned to liquid flames.

      Having a wolf shifter as a best friend wasn’t typical, but then neither Jim nor Damon were typical shifters. Rather than hang out with the wolf pack, Damon tended more toward the loner side of the equation. And most bears, who were better known for enjoying seclusion, didn’t understand why Jim enjoyed constantly having company around.

      He liked time alone well enough, but crowds made him surprisingly happy. And women⁠—

      Because these days it always came back to the women. They were his distraction, and thus his salvation.

      On the other side of the round bar, two nicely packaged ladies were eyeing them, lashes fluttering as they sipped their drinks and whispered together in low tones.

      Damon noticed them noticing, a low approving rumble escaping as he motioned for the bartender. He ordered a pitcher of beer then turned back to Jim. “The blonde on the right thinks you’re exceptionally sexy, by the way. She wants to slurp you up in one go.”

      Jim choked in mid-drink. “You should come with a warning sign. It’s not fair wolf hearing is that much better than humans’.”

      “You’re just complaining because you can’t hear for shit.”

      “Fuck off.”

      His hearing was better than a typical human, just not as good as a wolf. Another delight of having old friends—the arguments carried on for years. “You want me to open a can of whoop-ass on you?”

      His friend twisted in his chair. “Ignoring for a brief moment the all-too-desirable damsels who are flirting with us, are you ready for this year’s challenge?”

      “I take it we’re not canoeing the length of the Yangtze River?” He’d come so close to winning last year, he’d been positive Damon wouldn’t dare another physical challenge. Yet here they were in Nevada. “We’re trekking across the desert, right? No food, no water. A true Survivorman in the best tradition of shifterdom.”

      “Unfortunately, there are a few too many satellites perusing this section of the state. I don’t think we want anyone wondering why there’s a grizzly trekking through the area. Hell, do you want to end up hit by another tranquilizer dart?”

      Jim chuckled over a previous year’s disaster. “I never expected the RCMP to find us that far north in Québec.”

      “You’re lucky I figured out which zoo they took you to after you got caught.” Damon put his empty glass on the bar. “No, since I am the previous winner and get to set the challenge, I’ve worked hard to make it perfect. I considered organizing a game of wits⁠—”

      “Admitting defeat already, are you? Since you’re unarmed?”

      Damon ignored his interruption. “—and instead decided that, come Friday, we’ll be biking to Crater Lake and back.”

      Wait. “Okay, the biking thing works for me, as long as you’re talking motorbikes, but what the hell? Why did you tell me to get here on Monday if this doesn’t go down until Friday?”

      “Can I borrow your phone for a second?”

      Jim stifled his second what the hell and handed it over. “Not answering my question is immature. What gives?”

      His friend shrugged, poking briefly at the phone. “I figured you need one thing right now. Time off.”

      “Right. I’ll take the day off to do the ride.”

      “And you’ll dive right back into work the next day.”

      “So?” Jim glared, daring him to keep pushing.

      Like the moonstruck-crazy wolf that he was, Damon only grinned harder. “So, consider this an enforced vacation. From now until we hit the road, you’re off the clock. You’re in Vegas. Play some games, find someone to screw. Have some fun.”

      Damn it. His friend was asshole enough to force him to have a good time. “This is bullshit, Damon. Give me back my phone.”

      “Sure.”

      Jim watched in shocked disbelief as Damon deliberately dropped his lifeline to work into the beer pitcher the waiter had just set on the counter.

      “You shit.”

      Damon hauled the container out of reach before Jim could rescue his technology. “I know you have nothing vital in the works, because you had no idea where I would take us. Which means, as completely obsessive as you are, you cleared your calendar for the week. Suck it up and have a good time for a change.”

      It was damn near impossible to stay angry with the loco wolf. “You owe me a new phone, and a new pitcher of beer.”

      “Deal.” Damon thrust out a hand. “First thing when we get back from the road trip, I’ll buy you one with all the bells and whistles.”

      Jim gave in and gave up, shaking his friend’s hand. It wasn’t that bad an idea—spending a couple days hanging out with the bastard. “We haven’t done this for a long time.”

      “Maybe you haven’t, but I’m fully up to speed with all my moves, and ready for the next round.” Damon eased back his chair, tilting his head toward the women, making it obvious what kind of action was on his mind.

      Hell, yeah. Jim made eye contact with the ladies who sized him up as if he were a tasty piece of cake. One of them licked her lips, and a hit of sexual heat rolled through his gut. If Damon insisted he had to stay and play?

      Playing could be fun.

      He slapped a pile of bills on the counter, motioning for the bartender. “Tell the ladies their drinks are on me.”

      Jim planted a hand between Damon’s shoulders and forcibly directed him around the corner of the elevated bar. The women watched, rosy-cheeked and obviously pleased at their approach.

      “Who says you’re out of practice?” Damon elbowed him in the ribs. “You’re such a dog.”

      “Look who’s talking, wolfboy.”

      His friend didn’t argue. In fact, he slipped between the women easily, hands landing on their shoulders as he kicked into flirtation mode.

      With devoted attention to his task, Damon didn’t notice Jim jerk to a complete stop, captured by the most mesmerizing sight on the casino floor.

      Sensual curves topped by absolute concentration, the woman’s gaze was fixed on a poker table. Her face was unconventionally beautiful, with high cheekbones and a crooked mouth, the corners of which were curled into a smile that screamed mischief.

      Jim unlocked his feet from where they’d frozen to the ground, drifting forward slowly so he could get a closer look at his wonderful discovery.

      Her hair was incredible. Long strands of spun reddish-gold, fresh from Rumpelstiltskin’s wheel, the shimmering mass brushed past her shoulders. The tiny diamond in her earlobe flashed in the lights as she stroked a loose strand behind her ear.

      He wanted to see if her locks were as crushably soft yet silkily strong as the strands of copper they reminded him of. The copper he had, in his early years of construction, painstakingly handled, coiling old wire into bundles to be resold.

      He’d made part of his millions touching copper, and right now all he wanted was to touch copper again.

      A pleasant anticipation shot through his limbs, and his bear rumbled awake.

      She was short, petite even. The size of woman he could scoop up with one arm and not even notice her weight, especially if she wrapped her arms around his neck.

      Of course, that would lead to her putting her legs around his hips, and suddenly the images flashing into his brain were far more intriguing than the idea of hanging with Damon, even with the lovely ladies at the bar.

      His mysterious woman licked her lips, and his groin tightened further. He stared at the moisture left behind on the plump surface as driving lust hit. He needed to taste her. Her lips, the curve of her neck. The sweet swell of her breasts.

      His cock pressed rock hard against the front of his dress pants, and he damn well planned to do something about that. Very soon.

      A brief, blinding concern struck—everything about her wide-eyed innocence called to the protective side of him. He didn’t want to simply fuck her a few times. He wanted to wrap his arms around her, bending low to protect her from the sight of everyone else as he took the first taste of her rose-tinted pout. But no way would another woman come between him and winning this challenge.

      Which led to a conversation between his lust and his ambition. Jim never understood why other people talked about having angels and devils on their shoulders to work out moral dilemmas.

      All he had was one raunchy bastard and one filthy fucker, and it was scary how fast they got to the point.

      It’s only Monday. You have until Friday.

      This is just about getting her into bed.

      Of course. And in the shower. And up against the wall.

      Go get her…

      He took another top-to-bottom perusal, his amusement rising after spotting the neon-green shoes on her feet. Pale grey pants clung to her legs, rounding over the flair of her hips. Her top was white with what looked like teeny polka dots scattered on the material, a hoodie in the back. The cut of the front was modest, but he’d easily fix that by slipping a couple buttons loose to better appreciate her full breasts. For someone who would barely come up to his chin, she was built just how he liked.

      Now all he had to do was convince her to time with him.

      Damon insisted he relax? He knew exactly how, and with whom, he planned to relax with.
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      In the thirty minutes since she’d slipped into the casino, Lillie had been rubbernecking like crazy, unable to decide where to look first. She’d seen pictures of Vegas online, and watched the live-camera panoramas, but the reality was far more exciting than a flat-screen image, even a multi-screen HD setup like she’d done her research on.

      It had taken some wrangling to get to this point, but now that she was finally here, she was going to enjoy herself to the fullest.

      Hopefully without freaking out in the process.

      Buzzzzz.

      She pulled her phone from her pocket, peeking at the incoming text message. Addie. Bloodhound in training—she should have known her best friend wasn’t about to let her off the hook that easy.

      You still alive? Been captured by pirates?

      Lillie laughed softly as she entered her response. This isn’t Disney, it’s Vegas

      Disney has giant mice. You hate mice

      Which is why Vegas now has another bear. For a few days, at least. I’m fine—nothing has changed since I texted you from the airport

      Lillie tucked herself against the side of a slot machine, glancing around at the increasing number of people in the area. She was getting hungry, and perhaps it was time to take a break from the floor before her inner bear woke and got scared.

      Text me if you need anything, hon. Anything. You’re crazy, but you’re my crazy

      And that? Was what made Addie so special. Loyal and trustworthy to the end. Awww, thanks. I promise to keep in touch

      With her stomach’s growing need in mind, Lillie shoved her phone back in her pocket and lifted her chin, scenting the air for the best direction to head. She’d grab some supper…maybe even take in a show.

      Finding someone to have a final fling with was also on her bucket list, but low. Really low. The concept sounded like fun, but she wasn’t very good at flings, at least not in real life.

      In her imagination? That was a different story. In her fantasy life, she was the queen of dirty interludes.

      She glanced around the casino floor, taking in the flashing lights and loud noises as she mentally scrolled through some of the amazing romps she’d conjured up without a lick of trouble. Her perfect man flashed to mind. Dark and mysterious, sexy enough to set her heart pounding, but kind and understanding…

      Actually in the fling-planning department, she’d focus on the sexy and he knows what to do with it instead of the bit about remembering birthdays and bringing her flowers. She wanted someone to sweep her off her feet and rock her world all night long.

      Like that was ever going to happen.

      Her gaze stuttered to a stop at the approach of one of the finest masculine specimens she’d seen in her life, as if her fantasy man had come to life. Maybe this was like Disneyland, where all her dreams could come true.

      When you wish upon a star…

      Dream or not, watching the dark-haired man stalk down the casino aisle was an exercise in sheer pleasure.

      He didn’t simply walk, or stroll lazily from side to side like any of the other gamblers. It was as if each stride he took was deliberate. Not an inch to the left or right he didn’t intend. And at every step, his tailored suit shifted casually on his broad shoulders, the crisp white shirt underneath open at the collar.

      Hmm, that was extra nice. If he’d worn a tie, he would have looked more businesslike. Solemn and stately. Hunky as ever, in the sharply cut suit, but…

      Something about the missing tie turned the yummy eye candy up to eleven. As if he’d unknotted the black silk, pulling it off slowly. Drawing it through his hand in a sensual tease before wrapping the still warm from his body fabric around his willing partner’s wrists, then calmly tying her to the headboard of his bed.

      Or maybe he’d begun undressing in anticipation of ravishing someone, which changed the rest of his outfit into a dress code be damned attitude.

      The predator visible in every inch of his body was attempting to camouflage itself, hiding until the moment when the polished veneer would slide away, and he’d explode into a furious, hungry animal, possessiveness in his grasp…

      Whoa, nelly.

      Lillie blinked hard, hand pressed to her chest as she fought to slow her breathing. It had gotten a touch out of control as she’d slipped into her fantasy world. Damn, she needed to take up writing fanfic or something, she was making herself sweat.

      Still, with the scruff on his chin, his aristocratic nose, his firm lips pressed together determinedly—she wasn’t imagining the kind of deliciousness he would be in starring in one of her daydreams. Not to mention the intense gaze in his dark eyes as he stared at her as if she were his prey and⁠—

      That’s when she finally clued in that all those deliberate steps were bringing Mr. Dark and Dangerous straight toward her.

      The thump of her guilty heart was hard enough to rock her entire body. Phooey, had she been discovered already?

      There was no reason to assume the little slip-away she’d pulled from her scheduled agenda would continue to be successful, but this was far too soon to give up the adventure. It had taken an incredible amount of luck to get to Vegas in the first place.

      Only, as the drool-worthy dark-eyed man narrowed the distance between them, it grew clearer he wasn’t some security guard who’d figured out she wasn’t where she was supposed to be.

      And the closer he got, the more she realized whether or not he was a security guard, coming face-to-face with that intense of a man was not on her current wish list.

      Lillie twirled on the spot and made a rapid retreat, damn near jogging down the open center of the aisle before darting sideways between rows of penny slots. She took five paces forward and cut to the left, five more then to the right, moving as rapidly as possible, zigzagging her way through the casino.

      Thank goodness she had on runners instead of high heels. It didn’t matter that she must look totally undignified, as long as she didn’t get caught.

      Slipping between crowds of people, ducking around machines. Whatever it took to get her away from the man who had eyed her as if she were the only thing on his agenda for the next twenty-four hours.

      The only thing on the menu.

      She slammed to a stop, digging into her pocket for some change as she turned her back to the room. Maybe she could hide in plain sight.

      Lillie slipped a coin into the machine and pushed the big square button on the right, not even caring what she was playing. Not worrying about anything but keeping under the radar.

      The electronic tickers on the screen rolled past in imitation of the old-fashioned one-armed bandits. Odds of making any money were low—she’d have gone with blackjack if she’d wanted to win. Black-box technology definitely put the odds in the house’s favour.

      All most people would notice were the spinning colours, which she ignored, slipping another coin into the slot as she cautiously examined the machines on either side of her. Her nearest neighbours didn’t even glance her way, they were so obsessed with their games.

      Lillie caught a flash of her reflection, biting back a snarky comment at her stupidity. She jerked up the hoodie on her top. If anything was going to give her away, it would be her distinctive hair colour.

      She continued to feed coins into the machine, the bells and whistles seeming to grow louder every time she pressed the button, but she was too busy trying to peer around without looking as if she was frantically peering around to see if anyone was about to pounce.

      Her bear grumbled uneasily. According to that side of Lillie’s psyche, this entire trip was just plain nasty.

      Nap soon? her bear suggested. Somewhere quiet?

      Why the human side had insisted on making a trip in February in the first place was beyond the animal’s comprehension. As a shifter, she didn’t have to do something silly like hibernate, but it took a whole lot more to convince her bear to come out during the winter.

      Add in voluntarily tossing herself into a crowded room with all sorts of humans and shifters milling around? Her bear did the equivalent of wrapping its furry arms around itself, and hunkered down to pout.

      Lillie didn’t have time at the moment to deal with herself. Her heart still pounded, the grumbly action in her belly now caused more from nerves than from hunger.

      But it appeared she might be out of the woods, stalker-wise.

      Another push on the button.

      Another coin.

      She took a deep breath and let it out slowly, glancing over her shoulder for a last check. Could it be she was safe? She was ready to head to the safety and quiet of somewhere far, far away.

      Without another peek at the game, she turned, gaze darting from side to side to ensure she was in the clear.

      And then it happened. At her back, a siren began to wail.

      She whirled in time to see flashing lights erupt from the top of her machine. She reached out, frantic to turn off whatever she had triggered. Desperate to stop the loud and obtrusive noises that were drawing attention from all over the casino, but there were no control keys to use—no computer override to access.

      Simply the word JACKPOT flashing off and on in glowing neon colours.

      Oh dear. This was terrible, this was horrible. Lillie backed away from the machine as if it were made of scorpions.

      “Woohoo, good for you,” the woman on her left said, rising from her stool and patting Lillie on the shoulder.

      “Holy cow. One hundred thousand dollars?” The man on her right moved in as well, clapping his hands and cheering loudly.

      They weren’t the only two. It seemed everyone in the area was abandoning their machines and coming forward, closing in around her. Blocking off all of her escape routes and sucking the oxygen from the air.

      She couldn’t breathe. Her bear rumbled upward, clawing at her to demand they run. Every move Lillie made bumped her into someone, helpful hands pushing her back toward the impossibly loud and frightening machine.

      Maybe if she closed her eyes that would make things better. Stars hovered against the blackness of the insides of her eyelids as she tried desperately to keep a full-blown panic attack from overwhelming her.

      She was no longer worried about being discovered in the wrong place. Now all she wanted was to put space between her and the people crowding far too close.

      Her bear pushed to the surface as she cried in fear, and Lillie covered her face with her hands, fighting the urge to shift right then and there. That was the last thing she needed, but it was close to becoming her only choice.

      Lillie trembled on the edge of disaster when a commanding voice broke through the chaos, ordering the crowds away. She found herself wrapped in strong arms, a hand holding her face to a solid wall of muscle.

      “Everyone back to what you were doing. She’s fine.”

      “She’s better than fine,” someone called. “She won the jackpot.”

      “So she did.” Her mysterious savior’s voice rumbled up from his chest, soothing over her like a warm blanket. Lillie snuck her arms around her rescuer and clung tightly. The heat from his chest—that solid wall she’d hidden against—soothed her human panic.

      Her bear, however, was agitated beyond belief. Lillie struggled to keep her other side from taking over, but the beast wasn’t ready to give up the fight.

      Another low rumble struck her like a command, and her bear froze. Strong fingers continued to cradle the back of her head, holding her motionless. “Relax, sweetheart. I’ll take care of things.”

      She took a deep breath, and exactly what he was hit her. The scent that filled her head was oh-so-masculine, while the strength of his shifter side registered loud and clear. Her bear wiggled its ears for a moment, considering this new thing.

      Well, not its literal ears, because that would have been very uncomfortable.

      She had to answer him. Warn him she wasn’t safe yet. Even curled against him, her fingers tangled in his shirt, she was on the verge of breaking apart. If he’d wanted to abandon her at that point, he would’ve had to peel her from his body.

      It took all her strength to form the word. “Scared.”

      “I noticed.”

      She could have sworn he pressed his lips to the top of her head, but she had her eyes squeezed shut, so she couldn’t be certain.

      He gave a few more orders, snapping out the words, clear and precise. Lillie felt the fool for not standing up for herself, but there was a line, and she’d gone too close to it. Letting him deal with the others meant she’d be less likely to cause a terrible incident.

      When he lifted her in the air like some old-timey maiden being rescued from a swoon, she didn’t protest. With how lightheaded she felt, it wasn’t far from the truth.

      All she knew for certain was that as the voices faded, the bells and whistles slowly disappearing into the background, the urge to throw up also faded, and that was a good thing.

      He had one strong arm curved around her, another under her legs. Lillie stretched up to clasp his neck, her other hand still buried under his jacket as she fisted the material at his back.

      He smelt good. Like the tang of wood smoke mixed with the sharp cut of wintry air. Familiar and invigorating. Sensual and intoxicating. They were still moving forward rapidly. Her bear was no longer about to burst through her skin, but neither human nor beast were ready to relax.

      Lillie cautiously opened her eyes, staring first at her rescuer’s chest. At the white shirt that was now crumpled from her clutching fingers. His dark jacket hung open, one of her arms tucked under it, her other hand touching the crisp hairs at the back of his neck.

      Her heart skipped a beat as her gaze took in the face of the same man she’d dashed away from earlier. She summoned her meager reserves of courage. “Where are you taking me?”

      “Somewhere you can unwind.”

      Hmm. If he kept talking, that would help a whole lot. His voice rumbled over her, vibrating deep in her ears and sending ricocheting pulses back and forth over sensitive nerve endings.

      He pushed through a door, continuing to move forward at a good clip. Lillie squirmed upright to risk a peek at where they were. One deep breath was all it took to let her know they were now surrounded by shifters.

      Which made this room a better place to be, but not much.

      Her gaze paused for a moment on a cougar who lay sprawled over a couch, bacon-wrapped scallops being dropped into his mouth one after another by his patient partner in human form.

      To their right, outside a long glass wall, was a fenced-in swimming pool, a section of parachute-cloth roof strategically arranged to allow the sunshine in while providing privacy from curious watchers above. Instead of beach chairs, soft cushions littered the edge, and assorted minks, ferrets and bobcats were curled up in the sun. A couple, one in human form, the other paddling big panther paws into the stream, floated on inner tubes around the lazy river.

      Paradise arranged for the shifter set.

      She took it all in at a moment’s glance, but there were still too many people, and Lillie shuddered, pressing her face against her dark stranger once again.
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        * * *

      

      Jim lowered himself into a chair as he cradled her close. He hadn’t expected this when he’d gone to say hello to his beautiful distraction.

      In fact, tracking her down had been fun. His bear didn’t mind a little hide and go seek. But he’d spotted her a moment before she triggered the jackpot. Anxiously looking around as if someone were about to toss a net over her head. And the sheer desperation that had followed⁠—

      No, he’d been in exactly the right place at the right time. She’d been on the verge of shifting in public, and that was trouble in itself. He would have helped any fellow shifter in dire straits, but saving his mysterious beauty…

      So much for not getting involved.

      I have until Friday.

      Don’t forget that, his ambition urged.

      As if he could forget. He knew what his trouble was. He had a hero complex, that’s what. And since he did, he might as well go on and enjoy it.

      He looked down at her, quite happy she’d continued to cling to him. “You feeling better?”

      She nodded once before shaking her head vigorously. “Too many people. Too much power.”

      Huh. He adjusted her to sit more comfortably, keeping hold of her head so she could only look at him and not into the room. “They’re just shifters. I’m the scariest thing in here.”

      She had both hands on his shirtfront, palms pressed to his chest. He liked her caressing him, even if it was through a layer of fabric.

      “I know,” she whispered, “but my bear doesn’t enjoy crowds.”

      He couldn’t stop from laughing, softly so as not to spook her further. “Vegas might not be the best holiday destination for you, sweetheart.”

      Her shoulders lifted slightly. “It was my only chance, and I thought I could handle it.”

      The urge to touch was too tempting to resist any longer. Jim caressed his hand over her cheek, continuing back until his fingers made contact with her hair, fondling the shiny mass again and again as he smoothed out the rough spots. Petting her with long, slow strokes until she let out a low breath, body relaxing.

      “There we go. You’re safe.”

      A contented sigh escaped her. The sound was a bugle call, waking up his cock all over. Jim liked the feel of this sweet honey in his arms, all soft and warm. He was ready to take her somewhere, strip her and return to this position. Maybe with her knees on either side of his hips, so he’d be able to cup her ass and help her ride.

      His bear rumbled in interest. His human agreed—his cock was harder now than before, but he had to do the right thing and make sure she wasn’t with a partner already.

      “Is there someone I should call?”

      Instant response. She jolted upright as if she’d been plugged into an electric source. “Oh no. That’s fine. I’m good now. Thank you for all your help.”

      When she would have crawled off him, Jim resisted, holding her with firm care. “Let me take you to your room, then. You need to give your bear a time-out so you don’t do something foolish.”

      Her eyes widened before she pulled herself under control. Her gaze twisted toward the ceiling as she closed her mouth and chewed her lower lip frantically.

      Obviously his package of trouble was trying to come up with a convincing lie. This was getting more entertaining by the minute.

      “I’ll be fine,” she repeated. “Thank you for rescuing me though.” She glanced down, her hands slowly retreating from his chest as she attempted to wiggle away.

      “At least let me come with you to get your winnings. You need a guard if you’re going to collect that amount of money.”

      He watched her mouth move, positive a silent oh shit escaped her pouting lips. “That’s right. The money.”

      “Yes, the money.” More entertaining by the minute, indeed. “Did you not intend on winning money in Vegas?”

      “Not that much.” She slapped a hand over her mouth.

      Now Jim was completely intrigued. No way would he allow this woman out of his sight, not only because everything about her called to him, but she was so damn amusing. “Well, it looks as if it’s your lucky day. What’s your name, sweetheart?”

      “Lillie.”

      “And mine is Jim. You okay to go for a walk?”

      This time when she tried to rise, he let her go, waiting patiently and admiring every move she made as she straightened her clothing and patted her hair behind her ears. Standing between his legs, her hazel-green eyes were nearly in line with his as she wiggled and tugged, adjusting the soft fabric of her hoodie back over that ample chest.

      For the first time he noticed what the polka dots actually were. Her top had teeny teddy bears all over it, and he smiled.

      Smiled even harder when she finished tidying herself and turned her attention on him. Smoothing the wrinkles from his shirt with her hands, shaking her head in dismay as she adjusted his collar and tugged his suit jacket back into position. “I’m sorry. I seem to have gotten you ruffled up.”

      “You go right ahead and ruffle me anytime you want.”

      Her gaze shot to meet his, eyes widening and cheeks brightening with a rosy flush. “Oh…”

      Damn if she wasn’t the most charming thing he’d seen in a long time. “In fact, if you’re interested in a little more ruffling, I have no problem with helping.”

      A hesitant swallow. Eyes turned downward. “I think I’d like that.”

      Soft, but clear.

      Jim took her by the hand and led her from the room, intrigued to discover where this lovely diversion would take him. It wasn’t what he had expected to be doing right now, but hell if he wanted to stop.
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      Why?

      Why did she have to be so damn lucky?

      It was a good thing Jim had been there to help save the day, but it wouldn’t have been necessary in the first place if she could have won some measly amount, like twenty bucks, or fifty. But no…

      She glanced over her shoulder at the room they had just left. “Do all the casinos have shifter-friendly sections? I did as much research as possible, but only heard about invitation-only rooms.”

      “It’s simpler to get in when you know somebody, but, yes, pretty much every hotel has a safe spot, whether the owners know it or not.” He gestured around them. “The Luxor has the most shifter-friendly setup. It’s owned by the head of the Northern American tigers, and she’s made sure to provide lots of comforts for the creatures who come to play. But I like the Bellagio the best.”

      He led them through the maze of the casino floor, keeping to scantily occupied areas, a kindness for which Lillie was grateful. It took less time than she’d imagined to gather her winnings and tuck the cheque safely into her wallet. “Thank you for helping me.”

      He squeezed her fingers, catching her gaze and winking as they left the cashier box and headed farther into the hotel. “You’ll find I’m a very helpful fellow. I’m good at all sorts of things.”

      Her imagination went off, and this time there didn’t seem to be any reining it in. “You’re not here with anyone, are you?”

      Jim shook his head. “Well, not with any ladies, if that’s what you’re asking. My friend Damon is somewhere around, but you don’t need to meet him.”

      The growly tone he used on the last statement sent a shiver up her spine. “What’s wrong with him?” she whispered.

      The big bear slowed, pulling her toward him and tucking her against an empty section of wall. He caught her fingers in his hand, lifting her knuckles to his mouth. His lips pressed briefly to her skin, and a lovely shot of adrenaline raced along her arm until it zapped her in the heart.

      If her heart had been located directly between her legs.

      “Damon is a scalawag. Terrible heartbreaker. I, on the other hand, am the perfect gentleman.

      She knew a line when being fed it. A smile twisted her lips. “Of course you are. I could sense that.”

      “Before or after you decided to run away from me?”

      Interesting position she’d gotten herself into. Her back to the wall, her tall stranger leaning an arm on either side of her body as he locked her in place. A slight edge of fear still trembled, but he’d proved himself trustworthy enough that she smoothed her hands up his shirt, not bothering to answer his question with words.

      “You’re not planning to run away anymore.”

      The human side of her didn’t plan on it, but her shy other self could be an issue. “You’re a grizzly,” she whispered.

      He stared for a long moment, his dark brown eyes flashing with amusement. “You have a problem with my bear?

      Lillie shook her head. “Not me, but he might have to do some sweet-talking to convince my bear not to freak out.”

      “You have no problem with me, though.” He played with her hair, twisting a lock around his finger.

      “Nope. I already said I don’t mind some mussing up.” Where had that bold statement come from? It was true, but still…

      His cocky smile widened. “I think I’ll call you Trouble.”

      “What? You’re not going to call me red or carrots or something equally annoying?”

      “Because of your hair? Hell, no, the colour is gorgeous.” He wouldn’t stop playing with it, his gaze fixed on his fingers as he tugged again. “I want something special to call you when I wrap this in my fists and make you scream in pleasure.”

      Well now.

      She wanted to lift a hand and fan her face after that, but instead she caught the front lapels of his jacket and held on tight. “Is the screaming planned for anytime soon? Because I totally say yes, but I need some supper first. I would hate to pass out for the wrong reason.”

      He stroked her cheek. “Damn, I love being a bear.”

      She giggled, her amusement impossible to contain. “For any particular reason? I mean, I like my bear too, when she isn’t making my life crazy by going loco on people, or wanting to take naps at inconvenient times.”

      “I love that I can come right out and tell you I want you.”

      True. “Shifters do get to enjoy good, clean fun.”

      “Or not so clean, if you do it right.”

      She slid her hands up the soft fabric of his suit jacket, loving the slick of it against her skin. She stretched all the way until her fingers were wrapped around his neck, then tugged.

      Jim came obediently toward her.

      Or maybe she was mistaken, because he stopped an inch shy of their lips meeting, and that was not her intention.

      Not. At. All.

      “I love being a bear,” he repeated. “Because it means I can see you, know I want to drive you wild all through the night, and I don’t have to play games to get there. But the other thing I love?”

      He moved in closer. Closer. A rush of warm air brushed her cheek as he skipped her lips and directed his words toward her ear.

      “I love being a bear because I’m a bossy bastard, and being a grizzly pretty much means I get my way.”

      A delicious shiver raced up her spine at his dark, growly tone of voice.

      “So, if that’s not what turns you on, you should be a good girl. I’ll take you back to your room, and later you can venture out to find a bunny rabbit to play with. Otherwise, I promise to take care of you, but I call the shots.”

      The temptation to lick his neck was so strong her fingers curled involuntarily, fisting in his hair, the soft texture crushed against her palms. “In bed? Or all the time?”

      He didn’t answer, not with words. Instead, that low rumble escaped his chest, the vibrations passing to where her breasts were pressed tight to him. Her nipples were the first to go, like an early-warning system, this one of lust, the nubs springing to full attention.

      As the reverberation continued, warning bells went off in her belly, but it was too late. Her clit had already run up the white flag of surrender, all of her absolutely and completely ready for him to be a bossy bastard.

      In bed and out, if that’s what it took. Fantasy world, meet reality. For one brief moment in time, she intended to live her dream.

      “Treat me nice, and you can be as bossy as you want.”

      He stood there silently, and she thought he might kiss her. Anticipation rose, her pulse pounding so hard stars floated before her eyes.

      Instead, he brushed his cheek against hers as he pulled away, the scruff on his jaw leaving a lovely ticklish sensation that kick-started the butterflies in her stomach all over.

      Jim held out his hand. “What type of food do you like?”

      “Surprise me.”
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      He should have known his evening wouldn’t keep rolling as smoothly as he’d hoped. He wasn’t that lucky, not with Damon around. Jim had barely gotten Lillie settled in a quiet, intimate seating area, drinks on the way as he wrapped his arm around her and pulled her close.

      “Tell me what you’re doing in Vegas. It sounds as if this is your last hurrah or something.”

      She opened her mouth, that hint of hesitation showing, but before any lies could come out⁠—

      “This is where you got to.” Damon dropped himself onto the bench on the other side of Lillie.

      “Go away,” Jim ordered.

      His friend only grinned harder, smiling at Lillie as if he’d just discovered the female race. “Well, aren’t you the most delightful thing. And look, you’re here, sitting with one of the most boring individuals on the face of the planet. I’m so glad I came to save you.”

      Lillie fluttered a few times. “Hi. You must be Damon.”

      Jim laughed.

      At least he did until instead of looking shocked, Damon sat back and nodded approvingly. “I can see Jim has already been singing my praises. My reputation precedes me.”

      “If you don’t get out of here, your head will be preceding your body out the front door.” Jim adjusted the silverware on the table, curling tighter around Lillie.

      Damon arched one brow in the Vulcan imitation he saved for special occasions. “Someone’s getting all possessive and growly and stuff. Now I’m even happier I found you two.”

      “Choose now,” Jim warned. “You can stay, or you can keep your teeth.”

      Under his arm Lillie’s body shook slightly, and he quickly moved to check she was okay.

      She was more than okay, her smile the brightest he’d seen since meeting her. “Are you hungry, Damon? Because we’re getting a bite to eat.”

      Shit. “Damon is not hungry.”

      “Actually, I’m starving.” Damon jerked the menu out of Jim’s hands and peered at it intently. “I hear the steaks here are good.”

      Jim was ready to slice up his best friend and pop him on the barbecue when Lillie laid a hand on his thigh and snuggled closer. “You can share my menu,” she offered.

      She smiled up at him, and damn if there was any way he could refuse those beautiful green eyes anything. “Fine. We can let the freeloader hang around during dinner.”

      “I’m paying,” Lillie insisted.

      Damon’s amusement could be heard instantly. “You really think you can wrestle the bill from both of us?”

      She was worrying her bottom lip. Jim placed a finger over it and stilled her. Leaning in, he brushed his lips over hers. On this issue, he agreed one hundred percent with Damon.

      “Humour the big, bad predators,” he murmured against her mouth, stealing another almost kiss as an appetizer. “We can afford it.”

      “So can I.” She waved the banker’s note in the air.

      “Put it away.”

      “I’m not freeloading⁠—”

      “Stop protesting.” Her attitude was damn refreshing, and he couldn’t resist telling her so. “But I’m glad I don’t have to worry that you’re with me for my money.”

      Utter shock crossed her face at the suggestion. “Of course I’m not with you for your money.”

      Damon dropped his menu on the table and motioned for the waiter. “So, what are you with him for? Because I’m far better looking, and I’m not a bed hog.”

      Jim reconsidered his earlier leniency. His friend would look lovely on a spit. “Where would you like me to send your remains?”

      Lillie laughed, tucking her fingers around Jim’s biceps as she answered Damon. “I’ll just have to take your word for that.”

      For how shy she had seemed earlier, Lillie loosened up during the meal, conversation flowing easily as Damon teased but backed off actually trying to seduce the woman.

      They talked about the different menu choices. They talked about the different games available in Vegas and laughed as Lillie rattled off the odds for each one. Hell, they even talked about the weather in a way that was entertaining.

      The entire time they ate, though, Jim found it difficult to think about anything but what came next. It wasn’t that it had been a long time since he’d been with a woman, but everything about Lillie enticed him.

      And tormented him.

      She lifted a piece of steak to her mouth, darting her tongue out to taste the surface before she placed the portion in her mouth. Jim’s cock pressed against his zipper, and he adjusted position to gain some more room.

      She picked up her bun and broke off a piece, slathering it with butter before popping the entire morsel into her mouth. The noises that followed made it sound as if she were one step away from climaxing right there in the restaurant.

      Jim tore his eyes away from her lips, catching sight of Damon across from them. The wolf’s jaw hung slightly open, his face flushed as he damn near panted.

      Under the table, Jim kicked him. Hard.

      Damon jerked out of range. “Oh, don’t tell me you wouldn’t be thinking the same thing if you were in my boots.”

      “Your boots had better start walking.” Jim tilted his head toward the exit. They’d had enough sharing time, and his plans for the rest of the evening were not group activities.

      Lillie glanced between them, the cutest expression growing as she puzzled over their discussion. “You don’t want any dessert?”

      A flash of mischief crossed his best friend’s face. “You have no idea how much I’d love some dessert, but I’m being put on a diet. You kids have fun.” Damon gave Jim a two-finger salute. “Let’s meet tomorrow. I’ve got something for you.”

      “Deal.” Anything to get the bastard away from the table as fast as possible. He waited until Damon’s back disappeared out the wide open doors before calling for the bill.

      “And you don’t want dessert either. That is unexpected. Huh.” Lillie was licking her fingers clean, and the aching need in Jim’s gut shot from want now to ready to explode.

      One after the other, the slim digits slipped between her lips. She swirled her tongue around them. Closed her mouth and pulled out with a pop.

      He had her out of the restaurant and into an elevator before she had a chance to grab any dinner mints. The elevator doors closed, and he used his access key, desperately resisting temptation. He was not about to pick her up and push her to a wall, pinning her in place with his body as he ravished her lips.

      Lillie stared at the corner of the small room. “They’ve got cameras in here, don’t they?”

      “Yup.”

      “Huh.” She twirled to face him, cuddling under his jacket and nuzzling affectionately. “Thank you for dinner. And your friend Damon is funny.”

      “I’ll make sure I tell him. Often. Because that’s exactly what his ego needs. To be reminded that a beautiful woman thought he was funny.”

      She tilted her head back far enough he could peer into one hazel-green eye, the rest of her face still pressed to his chest as if she were cocooning. “Really?”

      “Well, I sure as hell am not going to tell him you think he’s sexy. Funny—that I can do. That’s one step away from being called a good friend or a nice guy, both of which sting like death from a woman’s lips.”

      The elevator doors opened on to his suite, and Jim gestured her forward. There were so many things he needed to consider. Which room should he take her in first? And on the bed? Floor? Couch?

      But first he had to make sure his shy little bear got comfortable. He’d have to keep petting her until things were juuuust right.
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      Lillie paced into the living room, admiring the beautifully decorated apartment.

      Jim stopped by a low cupboard. “Take a look around,” he ordered. “I’ll grab us drinks.”

      Her heart was thumping as if she were a virgin about to be sacrificed on some sexual altar. She made her way to the windows, trailing her fingers over the back of the grey leather couch, its surface soft and cool to her touch.

      Outside, the city spread in a circle, the glittering line of the Strip lit up and stretching into the distance. Taxis and cars with their white headlights and red taillights made interesting patterns as they moved in a synchronized manner.

      Below them, the manmade lake was highlighted from all sides by brilliant spotlights. Jim’s suite was in the exact location so when a spray of water shot skyward, it was perfectly visible. She pressed closer to the glass, watching eagerly.

      “I saw this online,” Lillie murmured. “The fountain shows. Too bad we can’t hear the music.”

      “Who says we can’t?” Jim’s lips touched the side of her neck. He threaded his fingers through hers and brought her with him onto the balcony. Plants of all sorts covered the low concrete terraces on the exterior wall of the suite. Trickling waterfalls fell between the greenery, all of it a lush paradise in the middle of the desert.

      Jim pressed a small button. The opening strains of “Con Te Partiro” rose from the speakers mounted above them. Lillie settled onto the cushiony loveseat Jim guided her to, her eyes glued to the show flawlessly displayed below.

      “You can turn on the television to hear the music as well,” Jim explained, “but since I prefer watching the real show outside, I had my own system installed. There’s a radio transmitter tucked into one of the main speakers on the ground level that relays up to my suite.”

      He was pirating the signal. Lillie dragged her gaze from the show to examine him closer. “That sounds technical.”

      Jim shrugged. “The guy I hired said it was pretty easy.”

      Ahh. So Jim himself was not the hacker. His guy was right, if you knew what you were doing, it would be simple.

      Lillie turned back to the performance, keeping her comment to herself.

      The temperature was falling, but before it grew cool enough to feel a chill, Jim wrapped her in his arms, her body tight to his side as they reclined on the overstuffed cushions and enjoyed the show.

      Her bear had more than woken up. With all the kerfuffle, the poor creature was no longer in its typical sleepy February frame of mind. As they sat quietly, that side of her tested the waters, wondering if Jim’s grizzly planned to do something horrifying like eat her.

      Lillie held her tongue. As a human, she was shy—she got that. But her bear took being a delicate beastie to an extreme. Still, they were intimately connected, and there was no arguing with this one.

      Jim had to convince both sides of Lillie he was a safe bet.

      He was doing a marvelous job so far. He had laid his arm along the back of the loveseat, her shoulders resting against his biceps. He draped his hand over her arm and held her lightly, tracing circles with his thumb. A gentle sweep back and forth as if he wasn’t even aware he was doing it.

      Her mouth had gone dry, and a whole lot of other places had gone wet, just from that touch.

      She curled her legs up, her left knee rising slightly over his right leg. It was natural to lean her head on his chest as the music continued to serenade them. His chin brushed the top of her head, and he rubbed back and forth, matching the mesmerizing touch on her arm.

      It was like a game of Operation, only he had no intention of avoiding hitting her buzzers. Every contact sent an electric pulse racing, shooting all directions until they careened together in a massive pileup directly over her clit.

      Her bear was no longer afraid. Instead, the creature was sniffing around, curious why they were not pouncing upon this fascinatingly hunkalicious fellow.

      Buzzz.

      She jerked upright in surprise, far too slow in figuring out what was going on. She tugged her phone free and examined the text.

      This is your breathing check. Please respond if you are able

      A snort escaped as she turned to Jim. “Sorry, have to get this.”

      He gestured her to go ahead.

      Addie’s concern was cute, but her timing sucked. What if I didn’t answer?

      I’d be there so fast your pointy little head would spin

      What if I was BUSY?

      Addie added three dots in a row before coming back with and are you likely to be “BUSY” anytime soon?

      Lillie went for broke. Yes. I’m having a fling

      Oh sweetie

      Not good. Not good when her best friend started with “Oh sweetie…”

      You’re too tenderhearted to go and fool around willy-nilly. This is a disaster waiting to happen

      She screwed up her courage. It’s my last chance. I have to. I want to

      K. But call if you need me

      She put away her phone, not as worried as she usually would have been after Addie had offered a warning.

      Beside her, Jim adjusted his position, the heat in his eyes perfect for melting her final doubts.

      “Are you ready to go in?” he asked.

      He stood, bringing her to her feet. One hand slid around her back, guiding her into his apartment and the sea of pale blue walls and Mediterranean accents.

      “It’s so beautiful here.”

      “I like it.” Jim pulled her away from examining a conch shell she’d found on the dining room table. “Lillie. I’m going to kiss you now.”

      The fact he’d thought to warn her only made it that much more unbearable to wait. They stood in the middle of the room, his hands rising to cup her face. Slowly he leaned in, tilting her head so when he touched their mouths together they were perfectly lined up.

      For the first moment, his touch stayed soft and sweet, as if he was cautious of not frightening her other side. She returned his kiss, licking into his mouth with her tongue for a second of torturous delight.

      He waited, letting her explore before he took over, nibbling and tasting as if she were precious and fragile. Things rapidly heated up, and he kissed her far more hungrily. His mouth slid over hers in a sensual attack she had no way of escaping, and no desire to either.

      When he nipped her bottom lip, she gasped, sighing with satisfaction as he eased the sting with his tongue. They were close enough she felt every inch of his muscular body.

      He slipped one hand into her hair, the other down to rest on the upper curve of her butt, controlling her and holding her in place. It was impossible to keep from moving in response, undulating slowly, his cock hard against her.

      Jim took his time kissing her, and it was lovely, and not nearly enough.

      Then his target changed. His lips still nibbled and possessed, drifting along her jawline to her earlobe. He drove her wild, sending tingling sensations over her skin. His fingers dropped to the buttons of her shirt where he made short work of the tiny disks considering how big his hands were.

      She clutched his biceps, the fabric of his suit smooth under her hands, but not what she wanted to caress. Even as he opened her blouse, Lillie flipped open his suit button and reached high to shove his jacket from his shoulders.

      Jim raised an eyebrow. “I seem to have lost an article of clothing. Let’s level the playing field.”

      His gaze dropped to the skin revealed by her open shirtfront. She shrugged out of the soft material, catching the shirt before it fell to the floor, instead tossing it on top of his coat.

      She shivered under the intensity of his gaze as he took in her bare skin from waist to hairline, only the small bits covered by her lace bra still secret from him.

      “Leave that on,” he commanded.

      Orders now? Oh yes, please. This was going to be a delightful evening. And Lillie suddenly knew exactly how she wanted to begin.

      She’d gone over the list of fantasies she’d mentally orchestrated over the years, scrolling through the lot of them and looking for her absolute favourites.

      The trouble was most of those had involved mysterious men with blank faces. They’d been extraordinarily wonderful in terms of saying the right things, and doing the right things, but they hadn’t been real.

      Faced with a very real, very solid grizzly bear who was staring at her as if she was delicious, none of the fantasies stood up to what she wanted to happen.

      Which was fine, because she had said he could be in charge. Another lovely shiver tickled her from top to bottom. Exploring sex was always fun.

      But until he did take over, she was going to play.

      She caught hold of his belt in both hands. Pulled back on the leather and slipped loose the metal buckle. The long length came free with a sound like a soft exhale, or maybe that had been her. Carefully, she undid his button and lowered his zipper over the straining bulge.

      Once again she couldn’t decide where to look. Tilting her head back meant enjoying all the emotions flickering across his face. Desire, heat, mounting frustration as she moved infinitely slowly to pull his cock free.

      That? Was the other fascinating direction to stare. As she released his pants, his erection greeted her. Commando. Lillie swallowed hard, stroking her palms over his length. Soft skin and rising heat rubbed her fingers, a slight bit of moisture at the tip she captured with her thumb.

      “You should see how big your eyes are. Like you just got the best present in the entire world.” Jim’s fingers were tangled in her hair, holding her so gently. “You don’t have to do this.”

      “I’m pretty sure I do.” Lillie slipped up on her tippy toes and pressed a kiss to his rough jawline. “Last hurrah, and all that. I definitely have this on my to-do list.”

      There were so many things she wanted, but with the thick length in her hands, his hips rolling slowly against her in a smooth rhythm, she could put the rest of them aside.

      She dropped to her knees, the carpet warm under her.

      It wasn’t good enough for him. “If I were a better man I would stop you completely, but since I’m nowhere near that good…”

      He scooped her up. Lillie squealed, laughing as he carried her. His open pants slipped down his hips as he brought her to the couch. They collapsed in a tangle of limbs until he settled her on the floor between his legs, a soft cushion under her knees.

      His cock rose from a thatch of dark hair. Straining upward as he eased his shoulders back against the leather sofa. “Now you can go ahead. Have a blast.”

      He was joking, but she was honestly looking forward to having fun. She stroked him with both hands, increasing her pressure until he groaned, his eyes fixed on her, hands gripping the leather as if he were afraid to allow himself loose.

      “I want to taste you,” Lillie whispered.

      “Dessert now being served.”

      Lillie leaned against the couch as she held his cock vertical. She licked up one side, swirled her tongue around the head twice, then stroked down the other.

      Jim hummed happily.

      She did it again, only this time when she swirled her tongue she paused, wrapping her lips around the sensitive tip and pulsing.

      Jim hummed, harder.

      Teasing was fun, but it was time to move on. Lillie put her mouth over him and pushed down, getting him wet enough she could pump her hand over the root and suck on the sensitive head.

      Jim’s hum lost its stability, changing to a ragged putt-putt-putt noise.

      A salty taste swirled through her mouth, and she swallowed, increasing suction as she pulled back. Increasing the pressure with her hand. He’d grown thicker in her fingers, stretching her mouth wider as she tried her best to please him.

      She glanced up. Her mouth was full, hand moving rapidly, and his eyes had rolled back in his head. His hum turned into an all-out moan as he caught hold of her head, his hips shaking. The salty taste of come filled her mouth as he lost control.

      Lillie sucked and pumped and played until Jim stopped her. Locking her in position as his climax faded.

      She pulled off his cock with a satisfied smile. “I like the desserts they serve around here.”

      It was as if a whirlwind hit. One moment she was on her knees, the next she was sitting on the couch, her pants, undies and socks torn from her.

      Cocky arrogance of the best sort on his face. “Pretty bit of trouble, aren’t you?”

      “Am I trouble?” She reached her arms over her head to grab the top of the backrest, the position pulling her breasts higher, still covered in see-through white lace.

      He stared as if she were a priceless painting. “No trouble at all.”

      He leaned over and pressed a kiss to where her pulse was beating a tango in her throat.

      The next kiss landed on her collarbone. The one after that along the edge where her bra and skin met, the upper slope of her breast tickled by the scruff on his chin.

      When he pressed his lips to her nipple, she about shot off the couch. He opened his mouth and sucked both the fabric and the sensitive tip in. Using his tongue, he alternated licking with sucking until she grabbed his head, desperate to tear him away and remove the layer between them.

      Trying to move him was like trying to move a brick wall.

      His low laughter turned to a steady stream of cool air as he blew on the moistened tip, causing it to tighten further. “You wouldn’t be trying to take control, would you? Because you’ve used up all your get-out-of-jail-free cards.”

      Somehow she found the courage to speak bluntly. “I want your mouth on my skin.”

      He smiled. “You said that so prettily, how can I refuse?”

      Jim eased back far enough from his position between her legs to open room between them. He caught hold of her bra cup, folding the material in half to expose her nipple and the upper slope. He repeated the move on the other side, leaving her displayed and lifted to his eager mouth.

      Lillie closed her eyes and let him play. Every touch added to the pressure building between her legs, pleasure wrapping itself around her with a familiar ache.

      When he left her breasts to press a kiss to a spot beside her belly button, Lillie brought her hands from above her head, biting her fingers to stifle her scream of frustration. She didn’t want him to stop what he was doing, but she need something more, and soon.

      He adjusted his position, sliding his hands from her hips to her knees. “How flexible are you, sweetheart?”

      Lillie stuttered for a moment. “Pretty good… Not sure. Oh…”

      He’d pressed her knees farther apart before lifting them in the air so her hips were balanced on the edge of the couch, pussy totally exposed.

      “Put your hands on your knees and hold your legs back.”

      There was no arguing with that tone of voice, and Lillie decided she’d have to be slightly mad to want to argue in the first place. She clutched her knees and held very still as he dragged his thumbs along her thighs until he touched her intimately.

      Back and forth, a small motion, again and again Jim teased his thumbs through her folds, bringing moisture from her body on every other pass to tease her sensitive clit.

      By the time he put his mouth on her, she was ready to break. The first contact of his tongue to her clit made her gasp. The second was like pulling a trigger, and her hips shot upward, tension shattering like ice on a sunny winter day.

      Only he didn’t stop. It was as if having made her come so quickly was a challenge, because he didn’t stop. His tongue, his teeth. He glanced up, smiling with satisfaction, his grin wet from pleasing her.

      Jim extended his hand to her lips. “Open your mouth.”

      She obeyed instantly, and he pressed two fingers over her lower lip and along her tongue, stroking back and forth twice before easing them apart so wetness coated every inch.

      He growled as he watched her, and she closed her lips tighter, sucking and playing with her tongue against the thick digits. As he pulled them out, the heat in his dark brown eyes flashed.

      Then he took his wet fingers and pushed them into her core. One, two, slipping in easily. A moan of pleasure escaped her and made him smile, their eyes locked together.

      He pumped slowly at first then with increasing speed, curling his fingers against the front of her body. “You’re going to come again before I take you. At least one more time.”

      Oh boy.

      “We might be here for a while.” She liked sex and all, but one orgasm a night was sufficient.

      He twisted his fingers and lowered his talented tongue to the task, and suddenly she wasn’t so sure about the one-orgasm-per-night limit. Not with his dedication to the task. Unrelenting attention, over and over. By the time he was done with her she was a happy puddle, stretched out on the king-size mattress in his bedroom.

      When her body finally finished shaking, she eased up on her elbows and looked around in astonishment. “When did we move?”

      Jim crawled over top of her, crowding her against the mattress. “I think it was about the time you called me a sex god.”

      She didn’t remember the details, but anything was possible…

      He lowered himself, covering her in a blanket of heat. The dusting of hair on his chest rubbed her sensitive nipples, and she wondered momentarily if it were possible to die from too much pleasure.

      Jim rolled them, easing onto his back and settling her on top of him. “This position will work better.”

      Lillie pulled her knees up so her sex was pressed over his impressive erection. “I’m not arguing, but I don’t think I have the strength left to ride you.”

      He curled himself up to a sitting position easily, his eight-pack abs bulging against her fingers. “Don’t you worry. I’ve got it under control.”

      He caught her under the hips and lifted as if she weighed nothing, connecting their mouths as he kissed her, sucking all the air from the room as he pushed her limits. His cock nudged between her folds, the broad head slick with moisture.

      He eased her down enough they connected, and a sigh slipped from her lips. “That’s so good.”

      A lift followed by him lowering her farther the next time. Rinse, repeat, until she had completely taken him into her body. She was on the edge of bursting.

      She looped her arms around his neck and held her head away so she could gasp. “I’m lightheaded. And so full. Oh my, so so very full.”

      “Full of cock.” Jim’s delighted grin lit his face. “You need to work on your dirty talk. You like my cock inside you?”

      “It feels so good.” She undulated a couple of times before he restrained her.

      Her lower lip jutted out before she could stop it.

      He nipped at it. “We’ve only begun.”

      One hand left her. He teased his fingers down until that wicked thumb of his was back over her clit. She was held tight, unable to do anything except accept the pleasure as he pressed in circles, harder and harder. “Squeeze your pussy around me. Squeeze until you come on my cock.”

      The flush of heat hit simultaneously—her cheeks, her chest, her clit. It was downright embarrassing the noises escaping her lips, but she couldn’t help it anymore. As ordered, she tightened around his cock, and with the pressure building from him rubbing her clit, she had nowhere to escape.

      She dug her fingernails into his shoulders as her head fell back, a long cry of pleasure bursting free as he tore another climax from her body.

      He took that as the order to move, lifting her hips up before slamming her down. With how sensitive she was, the pounding only made her orgasm continue on, aftershocks rocking her harder than the initial eruption. Again he brought her down, a low growl rising in volume as he lost his rhythm and came, seed filling her, his fingers digging into her butt.

      She didn’t pass out, didn’t lose track of time. Just stayed there, tangled together with his cock deep inside her, her head resting on his chest and her hair draped over his naked body.

      Her breathing was still ragged by the time she thought she could move, which was right about the time he picked her up and walked into the bathroom, warm water washing over them as he held her in his arms.

      That had been pretty spectacular, and Lillie had absolutely no regrets.

      “You’re staying the night,” Jim informed her.

      “I had no intention of going anywhere,” she admitted. “But I should warn you, I’m a restless sleeper.”

      He stroked the hair back off her face and pressed a kiss to her forehead. His words were all tangled up with the low laugh that rumbled from his chest. “What makes you think I intend for us to get any sleep?”
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      Jim woke in a cold sweat, his heart pounding and hands fisted in the bed sheets. He looked down to discover he’d shredded not only the quilt and one of the pillows, but deep gouges were visible all the way through the mattress top.

      He jerked his head to the left, fearful that in his lurid state he might have hurt Lillie. Usually the presence of a warm, soft body in bed with him was enough to keep the nightmares at bay.

      Nothing but a cold pillow and tousled sheets.

      He swung his feet to the floor and sat for a moment, slowing his breathing. Head hanging in his hands as he fought for control.

      He was glad she hadn’t witnessed his attack, but where the hell was she?

      The floor underfoot was cold to his bare feet as he made his way to the living area. The curtains at the window were blowing, and he shuffled over to see if she had gone out on the balcony for some strange reason, but no one was there.

      The haunting memories that had woken him were replaced by frustration and confusion, rapidly followed by disgruntlement.

      She’d vanished, completely. What the fuck?

      She needed to be gone by Friday, anyway, his ambition reminded him.

      Shut up. It’s only Tuesday, and I was having fun.

      Jim stomped to the bedroom and jerked on an outfit, ignoring everything in his rush to get down to the casino. It would be like searching for a needle in a haystack, and he didn’t even have his damn phone. He was tempted to ignore Damon’s ruling and get someone to drop off his new one immediately.

      Best place to start, though, was in the shifter section of the resort. Worst-case scenario, if she wasn’t there, and he couldn’t find Damon, he’d hire a couple of wolves to track her.

      As agitated as he was, Jim couldn’t help but glance at his surroundings with a sense of contentment. The glitz and glamour of Vegas might be old hat, but he never got tired of it. Privilege had also made the experience that much more exciting. With his family’s reputation, and his money, Jim had discovered all the ins and outs at an early age, including the secret places to go.

      Especially the sections of Vegas that catered to the shifter population.

      Even at this early hour, the shifter lounge was filled with others of his kind. People with both animal and human sides, who enjoyed life spent part of the time in a furry state. Shifter existence remained mostly hidden from the human world, a task that took a fair bit of secrecy, a healthy dose of luck and some calculated spin doctoring to maintain.

      Fortunately, most of the time when there were incidents, they tended to occur where too much drink on the part of the excited humans could explain away their claims of seeing packs of wolves wandering the halls.

      Still was nice to have specific spots they could get away and let their hair down.

      He headed toward the bar to ask the man there if he’d seen anyone when one of the majordomos he was familiar with stepped forward, dipping his head politely.

      “Mr. Halcyon. I have a message for you, sir.”

      He slid over a tip before snatching the envelope from the man’s hand, turning away to tear it open.

      
        
        If you’re wondering where Goldilocks went, I found her. Figured you might like me to keep an eye on her. ~D

      

      

      Jim turned over the business card the note was written on to look closer at the name of the shop. It was a modest clothing store in the nearby casino mall. She hadn’t had a bag with her last night—and suddenly all sorts of questions rose to mind.

      He felt like a shit for not having thought of it sooner. For not asking more about her. She must have a room somewhere in the hotel.

      It took a while to reach the shopping plaza, but he found his way unerringly to the store, hanging back in the doorway as he eyed the clothing racks. Comfortable garments, jeans and sweats. He spotted a shirt that would go perfect with her hair, stroking it to make sure the fabric was soft enough for her skin.

      “It’s not your colour,” Damon taunted, stepping beside him.

      “Where is she?” Jim demanded.

      “I think that’s the first time you’ve ever had a woman give you the one-night-stand treatment. Don’t you usually have to pry them out of bed with trinkets?”

      Jim was ready to peel his friend like a banana until he talked. He snapped his head to the side and finally noticed Damon was pointing at a change-room stall.

      “How’s she doing?”

      “I found her hiding in a flower arrangement. She was staring at that banker’s check as if it was about to bite her.” Damon folded his arms, his face creasing with concern. “She’s being secretive about something. I couldn’t convince her to grab breakfast with me, although she did agree to let me join her shopping.”

      “Being shy isn’t a crime.”

      Damon shrugged. “Just making a point. Last night at dinner—did she say anything about herself? Nothing really. I don’t know if you two exchanged life stories before, during or after the sex, but the woman is strangely tight-lipped. The entire time I’ve been around her, the most I’ve learned is she’s a single child, never been to Vegas before, and she wanted to spend some money.”

      “Not everyone feels the need to spill their entire life stories at first opportunity.” Only his friend’s comment made Jim consider harder. Nope, he didn’t know much about her, but was that lack something he needed to change if she was only a temporary diversion? “She’s definitely got enough money to spend.”

      “She’s not keen on lots of people being around,” Damon went on quietly. “It took a while before I got her out of her camouflage, and then twice on the walk here, I thought she would bolt.”

      Oh brother. “I thought you told me to go find someone to take a vacation with.”

      “I did. I just think you need to enjoy yourself, but stay alert.” His friend’s concerned expression twisted into a sneer. “I volunteer to help keep an eye on her.”

      Damon had a death wish at times. Jim shouldered past him, not bothering to move out of the way, and the contact between their chests sent the other man sprawling to the floor, his good-natured grin still firmly in place.

      A mystery was afoot, but Jim had two more pressing issues. He needed to see her to be sure she was okay, and second, he had to keep convincing himself she was just a short-term distraction.

      The door to the change room opened a crack, and his anticipation rose as she stepped out.

      He wanted to see her dressed in silk, with fabric that would cling to those wonderful curves he had enjoyed so much last night. Something in a deep emerald green, with a plunging neckline worn with dagger-like heels. He wasn’t sure if he would cover her with diamonds or find a more modern mineral to grace her neck. Anodized titanium, or even something made from copper.

      A quick flash of Lady Luck shot by his vision, replaced with the picture-perfect postcard of a shyly smiling Lillie.

      She twirled a lock of hair in her fingers as she blinked innocently. Stone-washed jeans lovingly cupped her butt, a hint of decorative stonework running down one leg. She wore a long-sleeve T-shirt, the green colour he’d imagined her gown should be. The V-neck was cut low enough the smooth upper swells of her cleavage teased him. She held a sturdy leather jacket in her left hand, most of it draped over her shoulder.

      “Hey.” Her smile brightened.

      Jim fought the urge to show his aggravation. She’d crawled out of bed and left him, and that just wasn’t right. Instead, he went for control. “I like your outfit.”

      She twirled, bringing the jacket around to clasp it in front of her with both hands. “Damon said I needed jeans and a jacket. I got some other things already.” She flipped a hand toward the cash register. “But this is nice too.”

      Jim turned an accusing eye on his friend. “Damon said you needed that outfit, did he?”

      Damon held up his hands in protest. “Don’t go getting the wrong idea. Trust me on this one, bro.”

      That was asking an awful lot. He closed the gap between them so he could brush a kiss against her lips. “Good morning.”

      She flushed. “I⁠—”

      He tugged the jacket from her fingers and held it out. Lillie turned smoothly, sliding her arms into the sleeves and coming to a stand still as he slipped the fabric over her shoulders and left his hands resting there.

      They were facing an enormous gilded mirror, and he leaned over her shoulder to tug the jacket into position so it framed her perfect breasts.

      He hummed with approval. “That looks good on you.” His lips were directly beside her cheek as he brushed their cheeks together. “Would you like to spend the day with me?”

      So much for his declaration of being Mr. Bossy. Yes, he still wanted to be in charge, but ordering this woman around would be like trying to catch a gazelle by shooting off fireworks.

      Lillie placed her hands over where he was holding her jacket together under her breasts, his thumbs brushing their soft underside. She didn’t say a word for a moment. Just looked at him, glanced momentarily at Damon, then met Jim’s gaze and silently nodded.

      He wanted to jump up and do a backflip, but that wouldn’t have been very dignified. “Anything special you want to do?”

      Lillie turned excitedly. “Yes. There’s a show I want to get tickets for, and there’s a restaurant that got a super review, and I want to learn to dance.”

      Jim smiled and nodded all the way up to the last one.

      “Oh, and Damon said he had something planned for part of the day too.”

      Jim turned to examine his friend. “Damon seems full of good ideas today, doesn’t he?”

      The wolf only grinned, stepping well out of Jim’s arm reach. “Wow, look at the time. I have somewhere I have to be.”

      “Strange, but convenient.” Jim’s possessiveness was well satisfied as Lillie snuck her fingers into his. The warm touch of her small hand settled him.

      “How about this?” Damon looked directly at Lillie. “You guys have fun for the morning, set up whatever show you want to see tonight, and after lunch, meet me in the shifter lounge. Then we can do that fun thing I planned.”

      No way could Jim protest when Lillie bounced on her heels with excitement. “That sounds wonderful. Thank you, Damon.”

      “Yeah, Damon, that sounds just peachy keen.”

      His friend gloated with maximum gloatingness. “I’ll see you there.”

      “Wait.” Lillie stepped forward, her arm stretching behind her as Jim refused to release her fingers. She glanced at their locked hands, a frown building on her forehead, and he reluctantly set her free. She turned back to the wolf, her chin tucked down but her voice crystal clear. “You were very kind to me this morning. Thank you.”

      “No problem, darlin’. You’re very easy to be kind to.” Damon pretended to tip a hat then turned on his heel and left.

      Jim glared after him. The only thing remotely country about his friend was the barbeque sauce he put on his burgers.

      Then Lillie caught his hand, pulling him toward the register, and that small touch was enough to settle his frustrations. “I need to pay for my things, then maybe we can look at the shows.”
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        * * *

      

      They were back in the shifter lounge, tickets in her pocket for a performance of Cirque de Soleil. The brand-new bag Jim had insisted on buying her was tucked safely into a backroom, guarded by a smiling mink shifter who’d backed off flirting with her as Jim hovered protectively.

      She wondered briefly why she was still with him. What she should have done that morning was switched to another hotel, or at least gone back to her hotel room and stayed far away from the temptation of Jim.

      In fact, that had been her intention when she snuck out of the room, but within moments of reaching the lobby, she’d been overwhelmed with the arrival of a group of Japanese tourists and the sheer number of bodies milling about.

      Her hiding spot had been discovered within minutes by Damon. And while she wasn’t as comfortable with him as Jim, the protection he offered was too soothing to turn down.

      Her debate had continued right up until Jim asked her to spend the day with him. Now that she’d actually experienced Vegas, she knew she had little chance of managing everything on her short-term bucket list on her own.

      There really was no downside to spending more time with him. He was gentle, which she appreciated. Even as he led her to the back of the lounge, his broad body created a wall between her and the rest of the shifters.

      The strong hand on her back guiding and protecting.

      If it came down to it, she could find a way to defend herself, but it was nice to allow him the task.

      “Do you know what Damon has planned?” she asked.

      “Not entirely, but if I have to guess, I’d imagine from the outfit he got you to buy, and our plans for the end of the week, we might be going for a ride.”

      Lillie glanced up. “What are you doing at the end of the week?”

      “Long-standing bet. It’s something Damon and I started years ago. Friday we’ll be taking off for the hills for a bit.” He held her close, pausing to allow a large party to pass.

      She breathed a sigh of relief. That worked well with her plans. Now she could relax and not have to worry about having to sneak away. Friday would be perfect for the next stage in her journey.

      Then the other part of what he’d said struck. “A ride. Like, horses?”
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