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      What would you sacrifice for love?

      

      It’s an ordinary workday. A little filing. A little scheduling. A little… murder.

      Emerson runs, but the jaguar shifter gets trapped in a cabin with a man named Clay.

      Except Clay is no ordinary human.

      The teleporter is a ruthless mercenary who will stop at nothing to save his brother from Emerson’s deadly boss.

      Even if that means sacrificing Emerson.

      Understanding she’s not Clay’s priority, Emerson shouldn’t want him in her bed. But her jaguar has other ideas.

      After Clay’s long-planned rescue of his brother goes awry, he reluctantly lies low with Emerson at the cabin. Not only is she the personal assistant of his brother’s kidnapper, she’s also the smartest, sexiest woman Clay’s ever known.

      It doesn’t matter that he isn’t relationship material, not when she’s a shifter who can’t control her teeth and claws.

      Though this attraction, he can’t ignore.

      Especially when Emerson’s heat starts, and she needs his body for more than protection.

      Unfortunately, they can’t hide out forever. Emerson’s boss is a danger to them, Clay’s brother, and the entire shifter community. For once, Emerson must trust a man with her life and her heart.

      With hearts and lives on the line, can Clay rescue his brother… or will he risk everything to save her?
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        To read more about The Shifters World, click here.
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      He was big for a human.  Big and – she could admit it – sexy as hell.  Emerson watched the human over her glass of wine as Patty yammered on in her ear.  He was wearing jeans, a leather jacket, and a long sleeve shirt that highlighted the broadness of his shoulders and the muscles in his upper arms, and the fabric clung to his flat abdomen.  She did not doubt that a very impressive set of abs were hidden beneath the black cotton fabric.

      He looked dangerous, she decided.  His thick dark hair and blue eyes, while attractive, weren’t what set him out from the rest of the males in the crowded pub.  Nor was it the fact that he was the only human in the pub.  It was the caged restlessness she sensed lurking just below his skin, the way his body seemed to be both perfectly relaxed and completely on edge at the same time.

      He looked like a man who would handle anything life threw at him.

      He looked like a man who would run headlong into danger.

      He looked like a man who would make a woman scream when she climaxed.

      Emerson’s jaguar trilled so loudly that Patty stopped talking, blinked, and then resumed her chattering.

      Emerson nodded, only half-listening to her co-worker as she continued to study the human.  His big body leaned against the bar, and when he smiled at the bartender, Emerson wasn’t at all surprised to see her hurry over immediately.  Emerson had only seen half of the man’s smile, and her thighs had loosened.

      The human really was on the big side.  Maybe she could take him to her bed without hurting him.

      Her jaguar trilled again.  It was entirely on board with the idea of bedding the human.  Which was odd because, generally speaking, her cat favoured other big cat shifters or wolf shifters.  Emerson couldn’t ever remember her jaguar being even remotely interested in a human.

      She allowed herself a thirty-second fantasy of what it would be like to fuck him before averting her gaze and drinking the last of her wine.  She was being ridiculous.  She couldn’t take a human to her bed no matter how attracted she was to him.  He might be tough, but even the toughest human was no match for her claws and teeth.  And her jaguar liked to scratch and bite during sex.  A lot.

      “So, then I said to Joanne that I didn’t care much for her tone, and she said to me that I was being too sensitive.  Can you believe it, Em?  The woman who cries if you tell her the coffee was too strong called me too sensitive.  Em, are you even listening to me?”

      Emerson smiled apologetically at Patty.  She liked her co-worker, and they had after-work drinks every Thursday night.  In between ‘scoping for dudes’ as Patty liked to call it, the conversation was dominated by Patty’s gossipy revelations about their coworkers.  Normally, Em was all for a good gossip session, but tonight she wasn’t feeling it.  Maybe it was the long day at work, maybe it was her unsettledness at her jaguar lusting after a human, but she was calling it a night.

      “Hey, Patty, I’m sorry, but I -”

      “May I join you, ladies?”

      The low rasp sent shivers down Emerson’s spine and made her jaguar sit up and purr eagerly.  She lifted her gaze to see the very human she was lusting after, standing next to their table.

      Of course, he would have a voice that made her want to do naughty, dirty things to him.

      He balanced a glass of wine and a glass of beer in one hand and, in the other hand, whatever fruity drink Patty had ordered.

      “Of course!”  Patty’s voice was breathless, and Emerson could smell her immediate arousal.  Her jaguar hissed, it didn’t like Patty’s interest in the human one bit, and Emerson soothed it quickly.

      She couldn’t sleep with the human, not without tearing his back to shreds, but Patty was a gopher shifter.  She didn’t have to worry about seriously damaging the sexy human while she banged him.  It made sense that Patty would be the one who took the human home tonight.

      Emerson’s jaguar hissed again, real anger appearing beneath the school-girl jealousy.

      Knock it off, she scolded her jaguar as the man sat down beside her.

      He placed the glass of wine in front of her and the fruity drink in front of Patty.  “I thought you lovely ladies could use another drink.”

      Patty giggled and, before Emerson could stop her, took a large swallow.  “You’re right. We could.”

      Good God, had all of Patty’s brain cells flown out the damn window?  In what universe did a woman accept a drink from a stranger?  He could have added anything to it.  Emerson gave Patty an Oh my God, stop drinking that drink, you moron look.

      Not surprisingly, it didn’t register.  But in Patty’s defense, it was hard to convey that kind of sentiment with only a look.

      Up close, the human seemed even more dangerous.  Maybe it was the dark stubble that lined his jaw, or maybe it was the hardness in his gaze even though he was smiling.  Whatever it was, all the things about him that should have sent her screaming for the hills were, instead, making her fantasize about all the very naughty things she might do to him.

      “I’m Patty!”  Patty held out her hand, and the human shook it.  Emerson’s jaguar hissed again, this one more of a pout than jealousy.  It wanted to touch the human too.

      Shut it.  You’ll get your chance.

      “And you are?”  The man smiled at her, an easy smile that almost made it to his eyes.

      “Emerson,” she said and shook his hand.  Her jaguar purred loudly at the innocent contact and then purred again when the man’s gaze dropped to her mouth.  The smell of his arousal washed over her, and she caught her breath.

      Oh shit.

      Beside her, Patty made a low sound of disappointment.  She’d caught the scent of the human’s lust as well.  Before she could look too crestfallen, a second man approached their table.  Emerson could tell by his scent that he was a fox shifter.  He bowed lavishly and grinned at Patty.  “Care to dance, beautiful?”

      “I would love to,” Patty said.  She jumped up, took the fox shifter’s hand, and crossed the crowded pub to the minuscule dance floor at the back without a second look at Emerson.

      Emerson needed to have a serious talk with her about pub safety etiquette.

      “You have a beautiful name, Emerson.”

      She realized she still held the human’s hand, and she pulled her hand free.  “Thank you.”

      “A beautiful name for a beautiful woman.”

      She held back the eye roll with herculean effort.  If she had a nickel for every time she heard that line…

      The man suddenly laughed, and goosebumps shot up on Emerson’s skin.  Good God, how could a laugh be that sexy?

      “Too cheesy, huh?” he said.

      “Yes,” she said.

      “I’ll try better with you in the future,” he said.

      “Cheesy and cocky,” she said.  “Not a great combination.”

      He laughed again.  “I like to think of it as confidence.”

      “I’m sure you do,” she said.

      “I’m failing to impress you, aren’t I?”

      “Spectacularly,” she said.

      “To failing spectacularly,” he said and held up his beer.

      She clinked her wine glass against the beer bottle, watching the way his Adam’s apple bobbed as he took a long swallow.  He had a sexy throat.

      Sexy throat?  Jesus, Em, get it together.

      “You’re not drinking your wine.”  He indicated the glass she’d set back down on the table.

      She just shrugged.  After a few seconds, understanding crossed his face.  “You think I drugged it.”

      When she stayed silent, he said, “You’re right to be cautious.  A man like me could do all sorts of things to a woman like you.”

      Emerson, it is time to leave!  Her inner voice was standing on the table and shouting into a bullhorn.

      But her jaguar… her jaguar was purring like crazy and urging Emerson to imagine just exactly what sort of things the human might want to do to her.

      He suddenly grinned at her, a boyish one that breached the barrier to his eyes and completely transformed him.  She sucked in a breath, any idea of leaving buried under a tidal wave of lust so strong it made her panties wet.

      She could smell her arousal covering her like a thick blanket as the man picked up her wine glass and took a healthy swallow before setting it in front of her.

      “Am I more trustworthy now?”

      “Marginally,” she said.

      Her throat was as dry as a dusty road in Georgia.  She reached for the glass, ignoring her urge to turn it until her lips touched the same spot his lips had.  She wasn’t a lovestruck teenager, for God’s sake.

      The wine washed over her tongue and down her dry and dusty throat.  She toyed with the stem of the glass as she stared at him.  “You haven’t told me your name.”

      “Clay,” he said.

      “Tell me, Clay, what’s a human doing in a pub that’s full of shifters?”

      He studied the crowd.  “I’m new to town.  I didn’t know that,” he studied the stack of coasters with the pub’s name imprinted on them, “Orven’s was a shifter’s only kind of place.”

      “It isn’t,” she admitted.  “But humans rarely come in here.”

      “Is that why I’m getting so many looks?”

      “Partially,” she said.

      “Is my handsomeness the other reason they’re staring?”

      She laughed.  “Sure, we’ll go with that.”

      “You find me handsome, admit it.”

      She cocked her head and pretended to do a slow perusal of his entire face like she hadn’t already memorized every damn feature.  “Handsome isn’t the word I would use to describe you.”

      “No?”  He didn’t seem pissed.  “What word would you use?”

      “Dangerous.”

      He thought it over before nodding.  “It’s an apt description.”

      “You’re not doing much to help your chances of me going home with you tonight.”

      Emerson!

      That boyish grin returned, loosening her thighs and making her nipples pebble into hard points.  She could smell his arousal thickening, and it intensified her own need.

      He leaned forward, his gaze evaluating and appraising.  “You know I’m dangerous, but you’re not afraid of me.  Why is that?”

      She took another sip of wine.  “Maybe I’m dangerous too.”

      His gaze shifted to her mouth again.  “Maybe you are.”

      All the very bad things she wanted to do to Clay flickered through her head like pictures on a screen.  Her jaguar purred so loudly that she could barely hear the music in the pub or the low hum of conversation from the other patrons.

      She took a deep breath and looked away, breaking their weird connection.  Clay sat back in his chair and took a swallow of beer.  He looked a little flustered, a state that didn’t fit well on him at all.  Had she done that?  Had she turned him inside out with just a look, like he did to her?

      “Emerson, would you -”

      “Em, I’m gonna go.”

      Patty was back, and Emerson didn’t know whether to smack Patty for interrupting them or kiss her.  She frowned as Patty grabbed her jacket and her purse.  Emerson reached for her wrist.  “Are you sure this is what you want to do?”

      Patty glanced at the fox shifter and giggled.  “Um, hell, yes.  Peter and I are heading over to Blackjack’s Bar.  Do you and your new friend want to join us?”

      “No,” Emerson said before Clay could reply.  “Patty, why don’t you give Peter your number and connect with him this weekend instead.”

      “It’s fine, Em.  Relax,” Patty said airily.  “Peter is cool.  Right?”

      “Super cool,” Peter said.

      Emerson released Patty’s wrist.  She wanted to keep arguing. She knew better than anyone what impulsive actions led to, but Patty was a grown woman, and Emerson couldn’t exactly force her to stay here.  Besides, Emerson knew from experience that it didn’t matter what she said or did. Patty would do what she wanted.

      Emerson stood and hugged Patty, putting her mouth to her ear.  “Be careful.  Don’t go home with him or invite him back to your place.  Not until you get to know him better.  Promise me, honey.”

      “It’s fine,” Patty repeated.  “Don’t be so suspicious, Em.  Have fun with your hot mystery man.”  She kissed Emerson on the cheek, pulled out of her embrace, and walked away with Peter without looking back.

      Worry gnawed at Emerson’s belly.  She sat down, watching as Patty and Peter left the pub.  It was ironic, she thought a little bitterly, that after spending most of her life doing exactly the kind of thing that Patty was doing, she was now the friend left behind to worry.

      Of course, having an impulsive decision turn around and bite you in the ass had a way of making a person lose some of their reckless streak.

      Clay studied her silently.  His big body was relaxed in the chair while she felt as high strung as a mouse in a room full of traps.  Her jaguar had never been so restless, so jaggedly on edge, so… horny.  She couldn’t remember feeling this needy for a man even during her heat.

      Girl, please, it’s been so long since you’ve had a heat, you don’t remember how bad it gets.

      Her inner voice made a good point.  And she planned on keeping it that way.  After how disastrous the last ones were, she would be happy never to have a heat again.

      They were only bad because Ira was a loser in every single way, including when it came to making an effort to satisfy you.

      Her inner voice was trying to make her feel better, but she was only making things worse.  It was humiliating that Emerson couldn’t, or hadn’t wanted to see just what a fuck up Ira was.

      She’d been sitting lost in her thoughts for over a minute, and she could only imagine how much of an idiot she looked like to the god sitting across from her.

      She drained her glass of wine in two large gulps before standing.  Clay stood as well, and she said, “excuse me for a moment.”

      Holding her purse, she stepped past him.  Even the brief brush of her shoulder against his broad chest made her jaguar purr happily.  She walked quickly to the ladies' room and locked herself in the first empty stall, ignoring the chatter of the women standing in front of the mirror.

      She leaned against the closed door as her jaguar purred and chirped and pleaded for her to take the pretty human to her apartment and fuck his brains out.

      We can’t.  You know that.  We’ll tear him to shreds.

      Her jaguar’s purring cut out, and the big beast actually whined like a kitten.  I want the human.  I’ll be careful, I promise.

      Shh, sweet one, Emerson said.  We cannot.  Stop asking.

      To her relief, her jaguar retreated.  She was pissed off, Emerson could feel her anger pulsing through the both of them, but at least she’d accepted what Emerson said.

      She left the stall and washed her hands.  The other women had left, and the bathroom was blessedly quiet.  Emerson studied her reflection in the mirror.  She was tempted to swipe on some lip gloss but resisted.  She wasn’t going home with Clay.  She was going home to her empty apartment, and that was it.

      She returned to her table, unsure if she was happy or relieved to see Clay still there.  He stood as she approached, and she smiled briefly at him.  “Thank you for the drink, but I need to go.”

      He didn’t argue, which simultaneously relieved and disappointed her.  He picked up her jacket and helped her into it.  The large daisy pin on her collar fell off, and Clay caught it neatly before pinning it to her collar.

      “Thank you,” she said.

      “You’re welcome.  May I walk you to your car?” Clay said.  “It’s late and dark.”

      She studied him.  “I can take care of myself.”

      “I have no doubt.  Still, humour me?” he said as he zipped up his jacket.

      She nodded.  Despite how cautious she’d been when it came to her drink, Clay walking her to her car through the dark parking lot didn’t ping on her personal safety radar.  Why would it?  He might be big, and he might be strong, but he was still only human.  As long as she wasn’t drugged or drunk, he didn’t stand a chance against her.  One aggressive move on his part, and she’d shift to her jaguar and tear him apart.

      She knew what a luxury it was as a woman not to have to worry about that type of safety, and she never took it for granted.

      Clay’s hand rested lightly in the small of her back as they headed toward the door.  Her stupid jaguar purred and trilled like a kitten from even that soft touch.  They left the pub and walked to her car without speaking.

      She unlocked her car and tossed her purse inside before leaning against the side of the vehicle.  She needed to say goodbye.  Needed to thank him for the drink and the conversation and go the fuck home before she did something stupid like fuck him in her car.

      “It was nice to meet you, Emerson,” Clay said.

      “You as well,” she said.

      They were far enough from the pub that the lights didn’t touch his face.  It didn’t matter. She could see him as clearly in the dark as she could in the light.  She studied those pretty blue eyes of his, a slight tingle of apprehension sliding down her back.  She couldn’t get a read on him at all. Other than he practically screamed ‘warning’ in big neon red letters.

      “Thank you for the drink,” she said.

      “You’re welcome.”

      More silence, and when his gaze dropped to her mouth, heat flashed in her body and settled in her pelvis.

      She shifted against the car and cleared her throat.  “Well, good night.”

      “Good night, Emerson.”

      He didn’t move an inch, and while he wasn’t blocking her way to the driver’s seat, she couldn’t seem to take a step toward it.  She stared at his mouth, wondering how he would taste, wondering how he would sound when he was deep inside of her.

      Her jaguar made a mewling, pleading sound that made Emerson lean toward Clay.  How could she not?  Her jaguar wanted the human with a deep longing that Emerson could barely resist.  He should have been kissing her at this point. She was making it more than obvious she wanted him to.  But he only stared at her with a cool and assessing gaze that belied the obvious arousal she could smell coming off of him in relentless and delicious waves.

      Fuck it.  She was kissing him.  No harm ever came from kissing someone.

      He was a big man, but she was close to 5’11,” and so when she stepped closer to him, it was simply a matter of tilting her head up to press her mouth against his.  His arousal thickened and deepened, and while he might have been shy about kissing her first, he wasn’t shy about taking control.

      He pressed her back against the car, one hand sliding around her waist, the other tangling in her hair.  He tipped her head and angled his mouth over hers, his tongue demanding entrance at the seam of her lips.

      She let him in, purring when his tongue touched hers.  They kissed hard.  A clash of teeth and lips and tongues that had no finesse to it but sent hot desire coursing through Emerson’s body.  She arched into that hardness she could feel against her stomach, her jaguar trilling when Clay made a low groan.  He sucked and then nipped on her bottom lip.  She clutched at his arms, purring loudly when his hand squeezed and kneaded her ass.

      They kissed again, a mutual devouring of mouths that sent heady tingles of pleasure throughout Emerson’s body.  She couldn’t ever remember being so hot or frantic for a man before, and she could barely hear anything over the sound of her jaguar’s happy trilling and purring.

      Clay kissed down her throat, nipping at her soft skin as his hand cupped her thigh.  He lifted her leg around his waist and pressed his cock against her core.  She ground her pussy against that delicious thickness, purring again when Clay made another harsh groan.

      They were dry humping like they were sex-starved teenagers, and she didn’t give one fuck if there was anyone else in the parking lot.  All she cared about was getting Clay’s cock into her before she and her jaguar lost their minds.

      His hand cupped her breast through her jacket.  She gasped before running her hands over the smooth leather that covered his chest.  She wished like hell that he wasn’t wearing so many layers of clothes. She wanted to feel his bare skin.

      Her jaguar made a happy growl.  That was an easy fix.  Before Emerson could react, her jaguar had pushed forward to take control.  Her fingernails turned to sharp claws, and she raked her index finger down over Clay’s jacket.  Her nail cut through the leather and the shirt below it easily.

      Clay grunted in surprise and – was that pain? - when she ran her finger along the hot skin she could feel through the slit in his clothing.  Her jaguar growled happily, her claws lengthening again as she prepared to straight-up slice Clay’s clothes from his body.  The human was hers, and she wanted him naked. Naked and fucking her until she screamed her climax into the cold night air.

      Horror rushed through Emerson when she smelled the metallic scent of blood.  She pushed forward, shoving her jaguar back.  Her cat hissed angrily and tried to surge forward again.  Emerson growled loudly, making Clay’s body stiffen, and her jaguar hiss at her again.

      “Enough!”  Emerson snarled.

      Clay stepped back, and Emerson winced before touching his arm.  “No, not you.  I mean – we need to stop, but I wasn’t talking to you.  I won’t hurt you.”

      She grimaced.  The smell of blood indicated that she had hurt him.  His arousal was still there but so faint it was barely detectable.  It upset Emerson more than she wanted to admit, but at least she couldn’t smell any fear on him.  Not yet, anyway.

      She parted the tear in his jacket and his shirt and studied his chest.  “Shit, you’re bleeding.”

      “It’s just a scratch,” he said.

      Maybe, but if she’d let her jaguar have her way, Clay would be buck naked in front of her and covered in much deeper scratches.  Not to mention bite marks.

      Her jaguar’s anger had disappeared, and now she pouted like a small kitten

      I want him.  Give him to me.

      We cannot, sweet one.  You’ve hurt him.

      Her jaguar’s guilt intensified her own.  Feeling a little sick to her stomach, she said, “I’m so sorry.”

      “My hotel is close to here,” Clay said.  “Join me in my room.”

      She stared at him in shock as her jaguar sat up and trilled.  “Are you serious right now?”

      “Yes.”

      She stepped back, leaning against her car, needing to put some space between them before she did something stupid like say yes to going back to his hotel room.  “Clay, I’m a shifter.”

      “I know.”

      “A jaguar shifter,” she said.

      He grinned.  “I figured you were a cat shifter, what with all the purring.  Which, by the way, is the sexiest fucking sound I’ve ever heard.”

      He reached for her, and she pushed his hands away.  “I can’t have sex with you.”

      “Why not?”

      He was being deliberately obtuse, right?  He had to be.

      “Because I’ll hurt you,” she said.  “I’ve already hurt you.”

      He glanced at his torn jacket and shirt and shrugged.  “Barely a scratch.”

      She could almost taste her own frustration.  “It would be worse when we’re fucking.  I don’t sleep with humans because my jaguar likes to scratch and bite… hard.”

      His sexy grin only deepened her frustration.  “Trust me, gorgeous. You wouldn’t be the first to scratch and bite while being fucked by me.  I’m fine with scratching and biting.”

      “My God, your arrogance is going to get you killed,” she said, “Listen to what I’m saying, Clay.  It’s not me who would do the scratching and biting. It would be my jaguar.  And she has very sharp claws and teeth.  You might be bigger than the average human, but she can still slice you open easily.”

      He studied her.  “I could handcuff you to the bed.”

      “How would that stop me from sinking my teeth into you?” she said.

      “That’s what ball gags are for, sweetheart,” he said with that way too sexy for his own good grin.

      “Jesus, you’re a kinky bastard,” she said.

      He laughed.  “So, that’s a yes to the handcuffs but a no to the ball gag?”

      “It’s a no to everything,” she said.  “Look, I’m sorry.  I shouldn’t have kissed you or led you on like that.  It was a stupid thing for me to do, especially since I have no intention of fucking you.”

      “Why did you kiss me then?” he said.

      She swallowed hard, studying his mouth in the darkness.  “I don’t know why.”

      “Liar,” he said softly.

      She looked away from his gaze.  “Despite what just happened, I’m not a tease, Clay.”

      He didn’t reply, and feeling stupid and embarrassed, she said, “I have to go.  It was… it was nice to meet you.”

      She climbed into her car and started it.  Clay had retreated a few feet away, and she studied him a final time before driving out of the parking lot and turning onto the street.

      Fuck, she was an idiot.
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      His cock still hard as stone, Clay watched Emerson drive out of the parking lot.  He waited until he couldn’t see her taillights any longer before pulling out his phone and calling Saul.

      Saul answered on the first ring.  “Hey.  You get the camera planted on her?”

      “Yes.  Is it working?” Clay said.

      “Give me a fucking minute,” Saul said.  “Where’d you put it?”

      “On a pin on her jacket.”

      “Any trouble doing it?” Saul said.

      Clay trudged to his car and slid behind the wheel.  “Other than her almost catching me by returning from the bathroom before I could latch the pin back to her collar, no.”

      Saul laughed, a genuine sound of amusement.  “You’re lucky she couldn’t smell your anxiety.  A cat shifter’s sense of smell is crazy good.”

      His lust for her would have blotted out any other scent. Clay was fucking sure of it.  Besides, he hadn’t been nervous anyway, even when Emerson almost caught him.  He’d had worse near misses in previous jobs.

      Job?  Is that what Emerson is?

      Fuck, yes.  The most important job of his life.  One he’d almost fucked up by letting his lust for her override his common sense.  He’d invited her back to his hotel room, for fuck’s sake.  He reached down and adjusted himself.  At least he only had a semi now.

      “Okay, hold on,” Saul said.

      Clay could hear Saul clacking away on his keyboard.  Like Clay, Saul had worked for Wyatt, a bear shifter and scientist who’d been slowly going mad while looking for a cure for his wife.  Lora had been infected with… something that had turned her into a monster.  A very deadly and very dangerous monster.

      Clay closed his eyes and rubbed at his forehead.  Once, he and Wyatt had been good friends.  It was why he’d gone to work for him, helping him to capture the other shifters who’d been turned by Lora’s bite and searching for Lora’s former police partner, a phoenix shifter named Ronin.

      Wyatt was confident that the key to curing Lora was in the phoenix shifter’s healing ability.  He had stopped at nothing to find Ronin again, and when he had…

      Clay swallowed down the bile rising in his throat.  He’d seen a lot of terrible things, fuck, he’d done a lot of terrible things.  But watching Wyatt infect Ronin deliberately with the virus, and then repeatedly killing him and dissecting his body while Ronin’s girlfriend watched in horror, was too much for even Clay.

      Still, he couldn’t fool himself into thinking there was a reason he’d helped Ronin escape other than because Wyatt turned on Clay.  Anger replaced the sick feeling in his stomach.  Wyatt stole Owen from him.  He’d used their friendship and Clay’s trust to take Owen and use him as a bargaining chip to get what he wanted from Clay.

      A bitter smile crossed his face.  Wyatt’s plan might have worked if Lora hadn’t escaped from her cage and killed Wyatt.  Clay felt no remorse over the death of his former friend, but he did fucking wish he’d found out where Owen was before Wyatt died.  It would have saved him nearly two years of searching.

      “Okay,” the clacking of Saul’s keyboard slowed, “I’m in.  Check the feed on your phone.”

      Clay scrolled to the app Saul had downloaded on his phone and opened it.  He waited a few seconds, tapping his foot impatiently before the video clicked in.  “Holy fuck.”

      “You’re welcome,” Saul said.

      Emerson was still driving.  He had a view of her car’s dashboard and a partial view out of the windshield.

      “Fuck, that chick drives fast,” Saul said.

      Clay suppressed his grin.  “Why is there no sound?”  He checked the volume on his phone, but it was on max.

      “Hold on.”  More clicking from Saul’s keyboard.  “Well, shit.”

      “What?”  Clay said.

      “The sound should be working, everything’s green on this end, but I’m not picking up any sound from the video feed.”

      “Are you fucking kidding me?” Clay said.  “The amount of money I paid for that thing, and it’s defective?”

      “Oh please, like you aren’t sitting on a big pile of money like Scrooge McDuck over there,” Saul said.  “Anyway, it’s more likely that the microphone got jarred or you fucked it up when you were putting it on the pin.  It’s as sensitive as a teenage girl with a zit.”

      “So, you’re telling me I have video but no fucking sound.”

      “That’s what I’m telling you.  It might kick in later, it might not.  But do you need it?  You just need to see a place to teleport in, not hear it, right?”

      “Yeah,” Clay said.  Saul was right.  Sound didn’t affect his teleporting abilities, but he was still weirdly disappointed.  But it wasn’t because he’d been looking forward to hearing Emerson’s sexy voice in his ear all day.

      “All kidding aside, you sure you want to do this?” Saul said.

      “Of course I am,” Clay said.  “It’s the only way to get Owen back.”

      “It’s dangerous.”

      “Owen’s my brother, Saul.”

      “I get it,” Saul said.  “All I’m saying is that maybe this job is a little too big for one person.  Wilson Granger is no one to fuck around with, Clay.”

      “And you think I am?” Clay said.

      “No,” Saul said, “but I think your head isn’t exactly on straight because of your worry for Owen.  Look, I know you’ve been searching for your brother for a long time, and I get the urgency to rescue him now that you finally know where he is.  But Owen isn’t going anywhere. Wilson won’t let anything happen to him, not with what Owen can do.  In fact, he’s probably safest where he is right now.”

      “He’s safest with me,” Clay said.

      “Okay, okay, but maybe you wait a few months, pull together a team to -”

      “I work better alone,” Clay said.

      “Jesus H. Christ,” Saul said.  “You fucking mercenaries are all the same.”  His voice took on a lousy imitation of Vin Diesel. “I work better alone.”

      “Fuck off, Saul,” Clay said.  ‘You’re what?  Twenty-one years old?  You don’t know shit about anything.”

      Saul laughed.  “Twenty-two, thank you.  You ever wonder if maybe the death rate of mercenaries is so high because you refuse to ask for help?”

      “It’s so high because we do dangerous fucking shit,” Clay said.  “And get paid a great deal of money for it.”

      “You’re telling me,” Saul said.  “I’ve seen your bank accounts.”

      “What the fuck, Saul?” Clay said.

      Saul laughed again.  “I’m a hacker, you asshole. You think I’m not gonna hack your shit?  That offshore account you have has a very impressive amount of money.  Like, seriously impressive.”

      “Yeah, thanks.  Touch any of it, and I’ll slice off your balls and feed them to your dog.”

      “I got a cat,” Saul said.  “Which, come to think of it, would probably work in your favour.  There’s no way Rupert wouldn’t at least try a few bites of my dead body.”

      “Tell me about the woman,” Clay said.

      Saul paused.  “You already know what there is to know.  She’s a jaguar shifter who’s been Wilson Granger’s personal assistant for the last three years.  From what I can tell, she has no idea what Wilson’s actually doing.  She believes he runs a legit shipping business only, nothing more.”

      “What about her personal life?” Clay said.

      “Now you wanna know about her personal life?”  He could hear the surprise in Saul’s voice.  Saul had done some digging into Emerson a week ago, but when he’d tried to relay the information, Clay hadn’t been interested in any information about her not directly related to Wilson Granger or Granger Shipping Inc.

      So, why the change?

      He ignored his inner voice.  “Did I fucking stutter, Saul?”

      “Christ, you’re a little bitch tonight.  Did this Emerson chick refuse to fall for your charming personality?”

      “Just tell me,” Clay said.

      “Emerson Joyce.   Twenty-eight years old.  The oldest of three, she has a younger sister and brother.  She’s lived in Eastbourne for the last six years.  Married -”

      “She’s married?”  Clay’s stomach did this weird flip-flopping thing.

      “Let me finish.  Married but divorced after only six months.  That’s gotta be some kind of record, right?”

      “Who was she married to?”

      “A cheetah shifter named Ira Joyce.  He’s a lawyer over on the west side.  Lives in the ritzy part of the city.  Looks like he got the house in the divorce.  Fuck,” Saul made a low whistle, “he’s doing pretty good in the money department.  It’s no three million in an offshore account good, but he’s got some quid.”

      “Is she still in contact with him?”

      “Not according to her phone records.  I guess she could be meeting up with him once a week or something for a divorce fuck.  My parents did that for years after they divorced.  No alimony payments from the ex.  Fuck, she missed out on that opportunity.  He makes like three times the amount she does.  Also, considering all the fucking drug money Granger is raking in, you’d think he’d pay his assistant a better wage.  Christ, how the fuck do civilians live on thirteen bucks an hour?”

      “Anything else?”

      “Uh, she volunteers with a senior home once a week, yoga three times a week, and shit… boxing classes twice a week.  Why the fuck does a jaguar shifter need to know how to box?”

      “I don’t know.  I’m heading back to my hotel.  I’ll take first shift watching tomorrow.”

      “Sure,” Saul said.  “You think we’ll get lucky, and she’ll go to Wilson’s house tomorrow?”

      “Maybe,” Clay said.

      “If she does, just make sure you don’t fucking teleport into the first room you see.  Try to get a lay of the land first, so to speak,” Saul said.

      “Wilson keeps Owen at his house when he doesn’t have him at the office,” Clay said.  “The minute I can see inside that goddamn house, I’m moving in.”

      “You’ll get yourself killed,” Saul said.  “Just stop and think, Clay.”

      Clay took a deep breath.  Saul was right.  Teleporting in as soon as he could see inside Wilson’s house was stupid.  “Yeah, all right.”

      “Again, Owen isn’t going anywhere.  Once you know what Wilson’s house looks like on the inside, you can teleport into it in the middle of the night when there’s less chance of an army of Wilson’s men there to blow fucking holes in your gut.”

      “I know,” Clay said.  “I’ll be smart about this, Saul.”

      “Will you?”

      “Yes.”

      “Good.  Also, don’t get any fucking ideas about teleporting into the office as soon as that Emerson chick gets to work.  It’s a big fucking building probably full of a shitload of men with guns, and you have no idea where Owen is in it.   You won’t make it out alive, Clay.”

      “I know, Saul.  Fuck, you think I don’t know going into the office building is a suicide mission?  Why the hell do you think I planted the camera on Emerson?  She’s one of the few staff members who have access to Wilson’s home.”

      “And the one you could most easily seduce,” Saul said.

      “Not so easily,” Clay muttered.

      “What was that?”

      “Nothing.”

      “Hey, you think she’s banging that asshole Wilson?  She’s his type, right?  Maybe that’s why her marriage didn’t last.”

      “She’s not fucking him,” Clay said.

      “How do you know?”

      “She doesn’t fuck humans.  I gotta go.”

      He ended the call and studied the surveillance app as Emerson stepped out of her car.  It was too dark for him to get a good look at her apartment building.  She walked into the foyer of her building and grabbed her mail.  It wasn’t a total dive of a building, but it wasn’t high-end either.  She climbed the stairs to the fourth floor and walked down the hallway to her apartment.

      His stomach tensed, and he was weirdly sweaty as he watched her flick the light on in her apartment.  Now that he had a view of it, he could easily teleport into her place.  He could wait until she was asleep, teleport in, and take a quick look around.  If she kept her work computer at home, he could take it to Saul, have him set up some kind of surveillance on it as well, and then have it back in her home before she even woke.

      She doesn’t take work home, asshole.  You know that already.  You teleport into her place, and that makes you a fucking asshole.  Don’t be that guy.

      Don’t be that guy?  He was that guy.  Always had been.  It was what made him so fucking good at his job.

      Yeah, well, maybe you don’t want to be that guy anymore.  If you did, would you have saved Ronin’s life?  You didn’t have to save him and his girlfriend, but you did.

      Emerson took off her jacket.  He had a view of the floor, the closet door, and then a quick view of her face as she placed the coat on the hanger.  Fuck, she really was gorgeous.  Her dark eyes and perfect pink lips were getting him hard again.

      Too quickly, she hung the jacket in the closet and shut the door, and the video feed went dark.  Clay set his phone on the seat and started the car.  He needed to forget how good Emerson felt in his arms and remember she was a job and nothing more.
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      “Oh my God, this morning has been crazy.”  Patty sank into the chair in the staff room and set her lunch bag on the table in front of her.  “I don’t think I’ve stopped for a freaking second since I arrived.”

      Emerson opened up her container of salad and poured some dressing into it.  “The whole building seems kind of frantic for a Friday.  Usually, it’s a little more laid back.”

      “Tell me about it,” Patty said.  She bit into her sandwich.  “How did -”

      “Good morning, Emerson and Patricia.”

      Emerson turned and smiled at the dark-haired man who’d walked into the break room.  He carried a coffee mug in one tanned hand.  “Hi, Owen.  How are you?”

      “Good, and you?”  Owen poured some coffee and joined them at the table.

      “Good, thanks.  Have a seat.”  Emerson patted the chair beside her, ignoring Patty’s sigh of annoyance.

      Patty thought Owen was strange, and she mostly avoided him, but Emerson liked him.  He was quiet, and sometimes he said odd things, but she’d discovered that he had a wicked sense of humour, and she suspected that he might be an actual genius.  He knew a little about everything, and while Patty considered him a know-it-all, Emerson found his knowledge fascinating.

      “How are you, Patricia?”  Owen said.

      “It’s Patty, and I’m fine.”  Patty picked up her phone and scrolled through it while she ate her sandwich one-handed.

      Emerson smiled at Owen.  “How is Jonathan?”

      “He’s good,” Owen said.  “He’s away for work right now, but I’ll be video chatting with him tonight.  I’m looking forward to it.”

      “That’s nice,” Emerson said.

      A strange and almost melancholy look crossed Owen’s face.  “Yes.  The place he’s staying at is beautiful.  I’ve only seen out the window behind him, but it has lots of trees and a lake.”

      “What does your boyfriend do for work again?”  Patty looked up from her phone.  “You’ve never really said.”

      “He’s a consultant,” Owen said.

      “Right.  A consultant.  Like you are for Mr. Granger.”

      “That’s right,” Owen said.

      Patty rolled her eyes and returned to her phone.

      “Do you have any plans for the weekend, Emerson?”  Owen said.

      “Not really.  Cleaning out my bedroom closet,” Emerson said.  “Maybe I’ll get really crazy and put together the IKEA side table that’s been sitting in my guest bedroom for two months.”

      Owen grinned.  “Jonathan and I once tried to put together a bed frame from IKEA.  It almost ended the relationship.”

      Emerson laughed.  “IKEA furniture building is not for the faint of heart.  Hey, will Jonathan be back by next Friday?  It’s our monthly employee movie night.  You and Jonathan should come.  It’s at Jason’s house this month.”

      “Thank you for the invite, but he won’t be back by then,” Owen said.

      “Oh, that’s too bad,” Emerson said.  “You’re more than welcome to come on your own.  It’s not couple specific or anything.”

      “Thank you, but I’m afraid I’ll have to decline.”  Owen stood and patted Emerson’s shoulder awkwardly.  “It’s good to see you again, Emerson.  Have a wonderful weekend.  You as well, Patricia.”

      “It’s Patty,” Patty said.

      Owen nodded and then wandered out of the staff room.

      “God, that guy is so weird, Em.  Why do you keep inviting him to staff shit?”

      “Because he’s part of the staff, and I think he’s lonely.  His boyfriend works out of town a lot,” Emerson said.

      “His boyfriend… girl, if you believe for a hot minute that he has an actual boyfriend, I have a bridge to sell you.  He’s single.”

      “Why do you say that?” Emerson said.

      “He’s worked here for how long, and no one has ever seen this mysterious boyfriend, have they?”

      “That doesn’t mean he doesn’t exist,” Emerson said.  “Why would Owen make that up?”

      “So, he doesn’t appear quite so ‘I’m a serial killer who hides bodies in my basement-ish’?”

      Emerson ate a bite of her salad.  “He is not a serial killer.”

      “You don’t know that.  God, I don’t get why you can’t see how weird he is.  You’re the only one in the damn building who likes him, you know.”

      “That isn’t true,” Emerson said.  “Just because he’s not someone you want to hang out with doesn’t make him weird or dangerous.”

      “Whatever.  Owen’s annoying as hell.  He, like, always calls me Patricia instead of Patty – it’s like he’s my damn mother or something - and one time I caught him muttering to himself in the hallway outside of the men’s room.”

      “So?  I’ve been known to talk to myself from time to time.”

      “Yeah, but it was real fucking creepy the way he was doing it.”

      “How was it creepy?”

      Patty bit into her apple and chewed noisily.  “It just was all right?  Why are we even talking about that creepo when we could be talking about what you did with that tall and delicious human last night?”

      “I didn’t do anything with him,” Emerson lied.

      Patty’s face fell.  “Are you serious?  Em, he was so into you.  Like, even Peter could smell the dude’s lust for you.  You’re telling me you didn’t take him home and bang him?”

      “He’s a human, Patty.”

      “So what?”

      “So, I can’t sleep with a human.  I’d hurt them.”

      “You’re all slashy-slashy with your claws, huh?”  Patty eyed Emerson’s fingernails.

      Emerson just shrugged, and Patty pointed her half-eaten apple at her.  “Look, I get that you need to be careful not to hurt the fragile humans, but that doesn’t mean you couldn’t have at least let him eat your pussy.”

      Emerson dropped her fork into her salad container before glancing around.  Thankfully, the breakroom was empty despite it being lunchtime.  “Could you say pussy any louder, Patty?”

      Patty laughed.  “You need to live your life a little, Em.  Be a little impulsive from time to time.”

      “Patricia Mascatone,” Emerson said, “you know damn well that I’ve spent most of my life being impulsive.  And where did that get me?  A string of failed relationships culminating in a marriage to a guy who I caught banging the housekeeper in our bed six months after our wedding.”

      Patty flinched.  “Okay, okay, my bad.  Sorry, Em.  But what Ira did was a real dick move that had nothing to do with you and everything to do with him.  You know that, right?”

      Emerson stared at her salad, hating that familiar feeling of shame and failure that rose to life inside of her.  “I was too demanding in bed.”

      “Oh, that is such a load of bullshit he fed you,” Patty said.  “It’s called a heat, and it’s not like it’s a surprise to him.  He’s a cheetah shifter, for God’s sake. So he knew what he was in for when he married you.  Besides, it’s not like you two weren’t having sex before you got married.”

      “I was taking the heat suppressant drugs,” Emerson said.  “I’d never had a heat with him before.”

      “Dude is still an asshole for making you go back on them because he couldn’t handle it.”

      “You don’t understand,” Em said.  “It’s bad, all right?  Really bad.  And I know that guys who haven’t been with a female cat shifter before think that a heat is some kind of free for all sex-a-thon every month, but it isn’t like that.  It requires stamina and understanding and being willing to accept that for two days, I see them as nothing more than an object to slake my need.”

      Emerson poked at her now wilted salad.  “I don’t even care about their pleasure.  It’s all about me.  I can’t blame Ira for not understanding just how bad my heat would be.  I’m… more demanding than most cat shifters during their heat.  I should have gone off the drugs before we got married, so he knew what to expect.”

      “Or, he could have taken his marriage vows of for better and for worse seriously, and figured out how to help you through your heat, even if he couldn’t get his tiny dick up for the entire forty-eight hours,” Patty said.

      Emerson couldn’t help but laugh.  “Ira’s dick wasn’t tiny.”

      “Average though, am I right?” Patty said.

      “Nothing wrong with average,” Emerson said.

      Patty just snorted.  “Peter was only average last night.  Which means he’s not getting a second date.”

      “Seriously?  That’s your only criteria for dating a guy?”  Emerson said.

      Patty wrinkled her nose at her.  “It’s my main one, but also, my guy needs to have the ability to hold a somewhat intelligent conversation and Peter, bless him, is not that guy.”

      A few of the admin staff and some warehouse shipping guys walked into the breakroom.  The last guy through the door was rubbing his arm and looking decidedly annoyed.  He wore a royal blue turban, and his long dark beard was lush and full looking.

      “Who’s the guy rubbing his arm?”  Emerson said. “I don’t recognize him.”

      “New guy.  He started yesterday.  He’s pretty cool.  I spent most of the morning with him going over the computer system, and he caught on super quick.  Hey, Amarpal!  Over here.”  Patty waved at him, and Amarpal joined them, sinking into the chair beside Emerson.

      “Hey, Patty.”

      “Hey.  This is Emerson.  She’s Mr. Granger’s personal assistant. Emerson, this is Amarpal.  He just joined the warehouse team.”

      Emerson shook his hand.  “It’s nice to meet you, Amarpal.”

      “You as well.”

      “How’s your second day going?” Patty said.

      “Fine.” Amarpal rubbed his arm again.  “Other than being given a flu shot for no reason.”

      Patty grinned at him.  “Hey, the flu shot thing was in the contract that you signed.”

      “I know,” Amarpal said, “but I’m an ostrich shifter.  What do I need the flu shot for?  Shifters don’t get the human flu.”

      “It’s just one of the company’s policies,” Patty said.  “Human or shifter, you have to get the flu shot.  Think of it as Mr. Granger showing how much he cares about us.”

      Amarpal laughed.  “Yeah, okay.”

      Emerson glanced at her watch.  “Shoot.  I need to get back to my desk.  Mr. Granger left a ton of work that he needs before three.  I’ll see you guys later.”
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      When the phone rang at her desk, Emerson scooped it up.  “Hey, Jacqueline.  What’s up?”

      “Hi, Em.  Mr. Tridell is here to see Mr. Granger.”

      “Really?”  Emerson checked the time on her computer.  “It’s only ten minutes until the office closes.”

      “I know,” Jacqueline said.  Her voice lowered.  “Maybe check the calendar and make sure he actually has an appointment.”

      Emerson checked Mr. Granger’s calendar with a few clicks of her mouse.  “It’s there.  He must have booked it himself earlier this afternoon.  I’ll be right there.”  Emerson hung up the phone and stood.  Fridays were casual day at the office, so she was wearing jeans with a simple soft pink shirt.  She slipped into her heels, wincing at the way they cut into her flesh.  Shit, she hated wearing heels, and by the end of the day, she’d usually given up on them.

      Granger Shipping was a sprawling steel building with a massive warehouse on the south side of the building and reception and offices on the north side.  Several different access doors connected the warehouse and the offices.

      Emerson made her way through the maze of offices and cubicles to reception.  The client was standing near the door like he was considering bolting from the building.  She glanced at Jacqueline, who shrugged before answering another call.  Emerson held out her hand to the short and pudgy man.  “Mr. Tridell?  I’m Mr. Granger’s assistant, Emerson.  If you follow me, I’ll show you to his office.”
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