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Dedication




 For anyone who has ever felt like an outsider. 
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Introduction




She stole a mate. Now she’ll fight for him. 


Desperate and humiliated after a disastrous gathering leaves her unmated, Sienna Teague makes the worst decision of her life. She abducts a man.


Liam Brown wakes up in Cornwall with fragmented memories and a beautiful woman claiming to be his mate. Despite his confusion, he’s drawn to this new life and the undeniable attraction between him and Sienna.


But before he can untangle the truth behind his head injury, Bodmin Beast hunters threaten their shifter community. When danger stalks their town, Sienna and Liam must fight as one. But the lie at the heart of their bond is a bigger threat than any beast, and when the truth comes out, it could tear them apart.








  
  
Chapter 1




Failure had a distinct acrid scent. 

Sienna Teague inhaled it now, identifying with the misery clinging to the walls and polluting the air in Castle Glenkirk. With only three days until the end of the gathering, unmated shifters prowled the edges of the great hall with barely concealed panic—their desperation a reek only her kind would recognize.

Despite Sienna’s initial high hopes, she understood the gnawing fear. Her jaw ached from clenching, yet she refused to blink away the sting in her eyes.

A hand on her shoulder made her jolt despite sensing the looming presence behind her. She turned. “Yes?”

“I hope you know CPR because…” The wolf, who she recognized from the Devon pack, took one look at her and blanched. “Never mind.” He backed up hurriedly and knocked a table, but righted it before drawing attention.

Her cheeks burning, she hitched her handbag higher on her shoulder and strode deeper into the great hall, aware of every gaze on her back. Despite her put-together appearance, no one had approached her.

Gossip. The venomous whispers had already poisoned her family’s standing and now ruined her opportunity for a fresh start.

The knot in her throat grew, and she swallowed. Once. Twice.

She had a mission, and she wasn’t leaving without trying every avenue.

Her family had sacrificed everything to send her to this gathering, their hopes fragile against the malicious whispers about their defective genes. No one, it seemed, wanted monstrous offspring.

Her chances had died before she arrived.

But she had to do something.

Her parents and brothers were depending on her. Surely, she’d catch a smidgen of luck soon.

Sienna drifted to the bar and waited. After pouring beers for three male shifters, the server approached her with a polite smile. She slid onto a barstool, too tired and deflated to return the smile. “A glass of the unoaked chardonnay, please.” The bartender took his cue, not wasting time on chat.

She remembered the dinner where her mother had suggested this plan. No pressure, her mother had promised, but quiet hope. They needed someone to earn money. Someone whose blood might finally break the curse. She’d agreed because she loved them. Everyone saw how dire the situation had become when other shifters kept their distance, afraid the Teague bloodline might taint their own. A lesson she’d learned from Haco, a wolf all charm and no commitment, who’d sparked the horrid gossip in Stoneford and even here.

Sienna sipped her wine, fighting the urge to take a healthy slug, swiftly followed by more glasses to dull the ache in her chest and soothe the tightness in her throat.

Two men approached, sitting on nearby barstools, and she recognized them from the group activities. Scott and Liam, with accents that sounded Australian or New Zealand.

The men were tall and lean with tanned faces, but what caught her attention was their scent—distinctly feline, like her own black leopard. Unlike the crisp tang of wolves, this was earthier, more familiar.

Three women noticed them, preened and tossed their hair, but the two males continued their discussion. The shortest of the three women frowned, her pique at being ignored amusing Sienna.

“Excuse me.” The tallest of the three, a striking brunette, stepped forward.

The men ceased talking.

“Yes?” Liam replied with a touch of caution. A prominent facial scar overshadowed his striking blue-green eyes.

Scott was classically handsome, with intense green eyes and wavy black hair. He frowned and slung his arm around Liam. “Was there something you wanted?”

“You’re with him?” one demanded, the question an accusation.

“Yes,” Scott said, his gaze unwavering.

Sienna perceived tension, believing it stemmed from some shifters’ rejection of same-sex pairings. These three women appeared shocked to their core. The trio conferred and sashayed purposefully toward another group of men on the far side of the massive room.

“That worked well,” Liam said. “Although rumors had better not fly back to Middlemarch. We’d never hear the end of the teasing.”

Scott chuckled. “Even if they did, Saber and the others wouldn’t believe a word. They know we’re friends and prefer women.”

Sienna listened closely, drawing on her experience of blending into the background since everyone at home treated her entire family like lepers. She barely withheld a derisive snort. Her male relatives, though unconventional in appearance, possessed kindness and empathy. Beauty meant nothing if it hid cruelty or stupidity.

Her father and brothers were honest men, and she loved them. She’d readily agreed to her mother’s desperate plan, fueled by months of scrimping and saving from the pottery proceeds they sold to tourists in Stoneford.

“Do you like Niall?” Liam asked.

Sienna cocked her head, intrigued. She had a fantastic memory but didn’t recall a Niall.

“Suzie likes him, and that’s all that matters.”

“I’ve enjoyed the gathering, but I’ll be glad to get home.” Liam took a sip of his beer. “Not even the long flight fazes me. I’m ready to jump back into routine.”

“I hear you. It’s been a blast, but I’m eager for my comfortable bed. The excellent success rate will please the council, though.”

That told Sienna something else. Unless these shifters gossiped, Scott and Liam wouldn’t have heard about her family. Neither had found a mate. Perhaps she could speak with them and ask if they’d consider her. A sigh escaped, and she drank more of the chardonnay. No, they’d ask questions, and she couldn’t lie. It wouldn’t be right. She ignored the flare of desperation and her sense of failure, taking another quick sip of wine. Besides, it sounded as if they were heading home after the gathering.

“Another three days,” Scott said. “At least we can hang out with Niall and Suzie. The general mood and unruly behavior of the remaining shifters puts me on edge. The unpaired singles scan us like they’re ordering off a menu.”

Sienna’s snort escaped before she could stop it. He wasn’t wrong, and the bitter irony of her own situation settled over her. Even now, gazes crawled over her body and whispers passed from ear to ear—the dismissal unmistakable. Just another desperate hunter, caught in the same frantic pursuit.

Sienna savored the citrus-tartness of the French wine, watching as the two men departed. Scott seemed promising. Confident without arrogance and kind to the staff. He hadn’t stared at her as if she were a curiosity or turned away in disgust. More importantly, he hadn’t heard the rumors.

Her family needed someone strong and kind. Brave. Someone who could pass as a human when necessary.

A wild thought struck her. Scott didn’t know about the Teague bloodline. What if…?

She exhaled and shoved the idea away, but it crept back, insistent and mouthy. Her parents had sacrificed everything. Her brothers were counting on her. What if she could convince Scott to come to Stoneford? To meet everyone and see for himself they weren’t the monsters people whispered about?

But even as she rationalized, she understood she was toying with a darker, more desperate plan.

“Hello.” A smooth male voice interrupted her thoughts. “I don’t believe we’ve met.”

Kevin. She’d seen him earlier, hanging with that smug pack who cackled too loudly, drank too much, and stared long enough to make her crave a shower.

“Sienna,” she said. “From Cornwall.”

“Kevin. From Australia.” He leaned closer. “My friends dared me to talk to you. Said you were off-limits because of some curse, but I think you’re gorgeous.”

There it was. Not interest, but shallow thrill-seeking wrapped in false charm.

“If your friends had to dare you to approach me, you’re not the man I want,” she said coolly. “And while they’re gossiping about my cursed bloodline, ask them how many of their daughters have jobs, or how often their mothers go without food to keep the lights on. I’m not ashamed of my family, Kevin. But you should be ashamed of your friends.”

She straightened, offered a cool, polite nod, and walked away.

The snickers came, of course, and ribald laughter. But she didn’t care.

Not anymore.

She climbed the stairs, Kevin’s words echoing in her mind. Off-limits. Cursed bloodline. The casual cruelty shouldn’t surprise her anymore, but it did.

She passed a trio of shifters in the corridor, who stepped back as if she carried contagious cooties. Let them whisper. Let them recoil.

Her middle brother’s offhand joke from their morning breakfast conversation returned to her—the one they’d all laughed off as absurd. Why don’t you grab one and drag him home?

It didn’t seem so ridiculous anymore.

By the time she reached her room, her mind was racing. Scott didn’t know about her family’s reputation. He seemed decent. And in three days, the gathering would end, and she’d return home empty-handed to face her parents’ hidden disappointment.

Unless…

Game on.








  
  
Chapter 2




Liam Brown folded his last shirt into the suitcase, eager to return home to Middlemarch. He’d enjoyed Scotland, but he missed the farm—the cattle, sheep, and dogs that depended on him. Most of all, he missed Emily’s cheese scones and the familiar routine that anchored his days. 

He had picked up thank-you gifts for Saber and London: a Mitchell tartan tie and a Drummond scarf. They’d been amazing when he’d arrived in Middlemarch with no references and a family who’d disowned him.

A bang on the door jerked his head upward.

“Scott, did you forget your key again?” Liam approached the door, reaching for the handle.

The door exploded inward, slamming into his shoulder and hurling him backward. His skull cracked against the wooden dresser with a sickening, branchlike snap. Pain bloomed outward in nauseating waves, and darkness rushed in at the edges of his vision.

Before he could even process what was happening, a dark-clothed figure loomed over him, their face obscured by a mask. A chemical tang hit him an instant before a cloth pressed against his nose and mouth, stealing his breath.

Liam lashed out instinctively, landing a weak punch as he kicked, twisted, and fought, his muscles screaming in protest while his attacker held fast.

“Get off me!” He tried to wrench free.

The chemical stink overwhelmed him—sharp, cloying, and wrong—burning his lungs with each breath. He turned his head, desperate for clean air, but the cloth followed. Panic surged. His arms flailed, and his movements slowed.

Liam gasped. The fumes seared his nostrils. His vision tunneled, narrowing to a pinpoint of light.

His body went slack. The world tilted, then everything went dark.


Minutes earlier…

Sienna pressed against the corridor wall, heart hammering as she listened to footsteps fade down the stairs. The crude mask itched her face, but she couldn’t risk being recognized.

She’d watched Scott and Liam return from the Great Hall and noted which room they’d entered.

Now, staring down at his unconscious form, reality crashed over her. She’d done it. She’d knocked out a stranger and drugged him.

But there was no time for second thoughts. Her family’s survival depended on this working, and she was so far past the point of no return.

Through the rough fabric of her mask, she studied his face—the pronounced scar cutting across his cheek, the dark hair falling across his forehead.

Her blood turned to ice.

This wasn’t Scott.

The carefully constructed plan, the desperate gamble she’d risked everything on, had failed. She’d grabbed the wrong man. Every calculation, every rationalization crumbled. Scott was the one she’d researched, the one who’d seemed approachable. Liam was just there.

But his chest rose and fell steadily, and voices echoed from the corridor outside. It was too late to fix this. Too late for anything but moving forward.

She crouched beside him and worked her arms under his shoulders, hauling him into a fireman’s carry the way her father had taught her. Her legs shook under his bulk of solid muscle and dead weight.

The corridor stretched endlessly ahead. Each step sent fire through her thighs, and sweat slicked her spine. She’d mapped out her route earlier: down the servants’ stairs, through the kitchens during the shift change, and out the delivery entrance where she’d left her hire car.

Her luck held. The kitchen staff was busy with dinner service, and the delivery area was empty. She bundled Liam into the trunk, her hands quivering as she slammed it shut.

With Liam safely concealed, she jogged to his room and grabbed the suitcase he’d partially packed. She tossed in his toiletry bag, an attempt to make everyone believe he’d found a mate and left.

Job done, she sneaked down the passage and out of the castle. Fortune was with her, and she didn’t pass a single person.

Despite ending up with the wrong man, everything else had fallen into place. Besides, perhaps it was best she’d abducted Liam. His scars suggested he’d faced challenges with judgment and acceptance. He might understand their situation better than most.

Sienna settled in the vehicle, and only then did she allow herself a moment to let the tension drain from her shoulders.


Liam’s eyes fluttered open to a blurry ceiling and the taste of copper in his mouth. His head thumped in a relentless bang, bang, bang, and when he struggled to sit up, nausea rolled through him in waves.

“Liam?”

A woman leaned over him. She had brown eyes and a faint splash of freckles across her nose. Something about her tugged at his memory, but everything inside him felt out of sync and disconnected.

“Water?” She helped him sit and guided a glass to his lips.

“What happened to me?” he asked, his words a hoarse whisper.

“You tripped. Outside, on the gravel. Four days ago.” Her words came too quickly. Almost rehearsed.

Four days? How long had he been out? His throat burned, his muscles protested, and his sense of time had vanished completely. Had she looked after him? He remembered nothing but brief flashes. The pressure against his lips, the feel of motion. Maybe a car? Everything else was a black hole.

He blinked at her, his head throbbing a furious retort. “Tripped?”

Her words scraped across his mind, gritty and jarring. The story felt thin, like a hastily constructed lie.

“Who are you?”

She hesitated a beat too long. “Sienna. We’re…mates.”

This answer rang hollow to his ears.

He scanned the plain room with its wooden walls and the tiny single window, felt the lumps in the thin mattress beneath him. Not familiar. He reached for his feline, the deep, powerful hum of his inner animal that always anchored him. Nothing. A whisper of presence, dulled and barely accessible beneath the pain. The absence was terrifying. He’d never felt so disconnected, so profoundly human in his weakness.

His voice cracked. “Where am I?”

“Cornwall. My parents’ cottage in Stoneford.” 

Cornwall? Adrenaline zapped through his veins, immediately quashed by an icy wave. “You said I tripped. Where exactly?”

“Outside, near the water barrel.” She pressed her lips together. “You were out cold. I panicked and brought you here to recover.” 

But something in her tone didn’t match her words. Too careful. Too rehearsed.

“You live here?”

“Yes, I told you. It’s my family’s cottage in Stoneford. You needed quiet.”

The silence stretched between them. She fidgeted, brushing invisible lint from her jeans, then tried to smile. It didn’t quite reach her eyes.

“I should check your bandage,” she said, moving closer.

He jerked away. “Don’t.”

She stilled. Hurt flashed in her expression. Or was it guilt? Maybe both.

“I’ll give you space,” she murmured, stepping back. “But you need to eat.”

He didn’t answer, and she left the room.

Liam lay there, mind spinning. Cornwall. He had many questions. And no forthcoming answers.


Sienna leaned against the closed door, breathing hard. Damn it. Things hadn’t unfolded as planned.

Liam instead of Scott.

Her stomach churned. He didn’t remember the gathering. The head trauma or the drugs—something had wiped his memory clean. What had she been thinking? That he’d wake and agree to her plan?

“Sienna?” her mother called from the kitchen. “Is he awake?”

“Yeah.”

Her mother wiped her hands on a tea towel and approached, eyes narrowed. “How bad?”

“He doesn’t remember me. Or anything else, apparently.”

“Amnesia isn’t uncommon after head trauma.”

Sienna gulped as her lies threatened to bury her.

Doubt flickered on her mother’s expression. “You haven’t been together long enough for trust to build between you.”

Sienna’s throat tightened. Trust was precisely what she’d betrayed. 


The cabin must be small, since Liam could hear two women talking.

“He’s lost so much weight. He can’t afford to lose more,” Sienna said.

“Short of taking him to the hospital, we can’t do much more. None of the neighbors will help. Let’s try some soup again. I know it doesn’t have much flavor, but he needs liquids.”

“Yes, Mama. I’ll heat it now.”

A spoon clinked, and Liam’s tension faded. Why did he hurt everywhere? His muscles throbbed with stiffness, as if he’d lain motionless for hours.

“Oh, Sienna,” a voice whispered. “Nothing goes right for us. Your papa. Your brothers and now your mate. Maybe we’re cursed after all.”

The voice held a deep sorrow that tugged at his emotions, and Liam ached to offer comfort. Perhaps his initial fear was unwarranted, since both women sounded concerned about his condition.

Footsteps returned, and with them, the faint scent of meat.

“Don’t think like that, Mama. We’ve done nothing to deserve this run of bad luck. Things will improve. You’ll see.”

Another woman appeared—older with brown eyes like Sienna’s and long black hair confined in a braid. “I’m Tamsin, Sienna’s mama.” Her cool hand smoothed his forehead with surprising gentleness. “At least your temperature has dropped.”

She smelled of smoke and strong soap, her underlying feline essence comforting despite his confusion. The caring touch relaxed muscles he hadn’t realized were tense.

“Mama, can you help Liam sit up?”

“Feeling any better?” Tamsin asked.

He shrugged, the faint movement painful enough to make him wince. “I feel like I fell off a cliff.”

Tamsin patted his hand. “It could’ve been worse. At least you didn’t break a leg or arm.”

Liam glanced at Sienna. “Did I topple over a rock face? I ache all over.”

“No,” she said. “Just the knock to your head.”

“Are you hungry?” Tamsin asked. “We have a nice hot broth for you.”

“I’d prefer a steak.” His voice sounded like an old, creaky door seldom used, making him wonder what had occurred. He tried to remember, but his head rebelled.

Sienna snorted, but the long silence after had him seeking their expressions.

He prodded at the past, yet nothing but white noise filled the space. Thinking hurt his head, so he allowed Tamsin to help him sit and place a lumpy pillow behind his back.

Once upright, he felt like he’d run five hundred meters at a full sprint.

“What happened? Was I in an accident?” he asked in a hoarse whisper. This was more than a mere trip.

“Stop fretting,” Sienna said. “It’s important to eat and rest.”

“But I don’t remember—”

“You hit your head.” She bit her lip, hesitating at his bedside. “We were mucking around, and you tripped.”

“On what?” Did that cause his epic hangover? This woman was his mate, right? But why did her voice catch when she said tripped? And why did she avoid his gaze?

When he’d eavesdropped on their conversation, Tamsin and Sienna had sounded worried, but he didn’t recognize them. Why didn’t they seem familiar? He’d struck his head, but would a skull knock blank his mind?

Liam didn’t know. But this went beyond ordinary weakness—the pain was unlike anything he’d experienced. Normally, his feline form would have kicked in by now, its rapid healing magic already knitting bone and flesh. But there was nothing. His cat wasn’t responding. The truth, cold and sharp, swirled in his mind, tightening the vise around his head.

Cautiously, he prodded the most tender spot and winced, a raw gasp torn from his throat from the stabbing spike.

“Eat your soup while it’s hot,” Sienna said, but she watched him closely. Not concern, but calculation? “I want my mate to eat, rest, and, more importantly, recover as fast as possible. Can you hold the bowl on your own, or would you like me to feed you?”

“I can do it.” His limbs refused to cooperate, shaking so hard the soup sloshed over the bowl’s edge.

“Accept her help,” Tamsin said. “That’s what mates do.”

Mates. He shook his head but stopped when burning seared his brain. Something felt off, but Tamsin was right—he had to eat.

Sienna dipped the spoon into the soup, held it to his mouth, and waited patiently for him to open.

Liam wanted to scowl, but he needed help. He swallowed the soup. It was thin but flavorful, and he didn’t take long to polish off the bowl.

“Let me get you more tablets. Given how you keep grimacing, it’s obvious your head is giving you trouble,” Sienna said.

“Yes. I can’t remember—”

“Don’t worry. It’s more important for you to rest and recover your strength.”

“I need the bathroom.”

“Of course. Let me help you up.” Sienna slipped an arm around his waist as he swayed. Outside, she led him to a small wooden structure. An outhouse. He stared at the privy, something nagging at the back of his mind, but the thought slipped away before he could grasp it.

His eyes squeezed shut against the sudden brightness. He should remember, shouldn’t he? Without warning, his stomach roiled, and he lurched toward the door. Tamsin, quick as a flash, opened it, but he barely made it inside before he vomited.

“Easy there,” Sienna said, her voice surprisingly gentle, considering the brusque way she’d spoken earlier.

“Who are you?” he asked, the question raw. She couldn’t be his mate. Every instinct screamed it, despite his confusion.

“You don’t remember?”

There was a strange note in her voice—shock? Worry? Or caution? He couldn’t trust his instincts, which insisted he run, yet offered no reason why. His feline was silent, his usual anchor to reality severed. This wasn’t a physical weakness. It was a deeper, more insidious drain.

“Now, I’m truly worried,” she said. “I wish we had the money to call a doctor, but they charge so much for house calls.”

Truth, he decided, logic breaking through the haze.

“Liam, we haven’t known each other long.” She met his gaze, her brown eyes full of anxiety. “We were still learning about each other.”

“You have an accent.”

“So do you,” she fired back.

“Where am I from?” Because try as he might, he couldn’t imagine a place he called home.

“Filling in the gaps isn’t a good idea. But…Australia.”

Why? He needed information, but the jut of her chin told him nothing more was coming. He wiped his mouth. “I’ll be okay now.”

He shuffled farther into the dimly lit outhouse and shut the door, his mind a tempest of questions. His fingers trembled, but he managed. At least the place didn’t smell too bad. He’d been in some outhouses…

The thought petered out before he could finish it, and a frustrated groan escaped him.

“Are you okay in there?” Sienna sounded worried again.

Liam didn’t know what to think when every instinct screamed danger. If he was in trouble, he couldn’t see it. The women were trying to help.

“Liam?”

“I’m fine,” he said, trying to rein in his testiness. “Give me a minute.” He straightened his clothes and exited. “Where do I wash my hands?”

“Over here.” She rushed to his side, and he was glad of her steady support.

She directed him to a barrel with a scoop attached to the side, where he washed his hands.

Liam scanned the area as they returned inside. The cottage was small and well-kept, with bright daisies flanking the door. But when he looked at Sienna, they felt like strangers, and it was scary as fuck.








  
  
Chapter 3




Sienna waited until Liam fell asleep before seeking her mother’s advice. A cold twist snaked through her belly while she relayed a careful version of the truth. 

“I didn’t intend to hurt him. How could I know he’d lose his memory or become so ill? What if he dies?”

“He won’t die. Now that he’s awake, he’ll grow stronger.” Her mother’s quiet confidence helped to tamp down Sienna’s fears. But as Tamsin spoke, her gaze flickered to the closed bedroom door—a subtle tightening around her lips that Sienna recognized as silent disapproval.

“We’ll wait until Hedrek and the boys return from work and hold a discussion,” her mother added.

Sensible though Sienna worried her audacious plan would explode with epic force.

On Monday, she’d return to her secretarial job because they desperately needed the money, and she worried about her mother’s safety alone with Liam. From the little she’d learned, he seemed decent, but people hid their true selves. She’d learned this at a young age.

“I have the market tomorrow,” her mother said.

“But—”

“No.” Her mother cut her off. “We must carry on as normal and pray your mate recovers.”

Sienna bit her lip, wanting to protest the mate part, but her mother was right. “The money will come in handy with an extra mouth to feed.”

“I’ve told you before. There’s nothing wrong with us. We’d live normal lives if everyone minded their own business.”

“You’re right,” Sienna said.

“A suggestion. If your Liam is up to it, we’ll take him to the market. We must integrate him in the villagers’ eyes, and this trip is ideal.”

“What about people gossiping? Liam might hear something he shouldn’t.”

“We’ll do what we always do—stick our noses in the air and sashay past because we don’t stoop to their level. Liam can formulate his own opinions.”

“Honey, I’m home,” boomed a familiar voice.

Pleasure filled her mother’s face as she whirled toward the doorway with a broad grin. Seconds later, her father appeared, his unique features drawing every eye. Her mother streaked toward him with a joyful shriek, and he wrapped his brawny arms around her. They kissed as if they hadn’t seen each other for months rather than three days.

“Get a room,” her oldest brother, Jago, said with a grin, shaggy hair falling into his eyes.

Cadan, the middle brother, sighed, his sun-browned skin and callused hands a testament to long hours outdoors. A crease of exasperation tugged at his brow. “Are they kissing again?”

“How did it go? Did you bring us lots of beautiful things to sell?” Sienna asked.

“We did.” Kitto, the youngest, adjusted the tail of black hair at his nape, a silver hoop glinting in his ear. “These should sell well.”

Jago’s nose twitched, and he frowned. “Did someone visit?”

Sienna’s gaze darted to the bedroom where Liam slept.

“How was the gathering?” Cadan asked, more curious than suspicious. 

Quiet tension weighed on her shoulders anyway. She hesitated. Her fingers curled into fists at her sides. Just tell them. They’ll find out eventually.

“About that.”

Kitto stopped in his tracks, his cat ears pricking through his black hair. “Who are you, and why are you wearing my clothes?” He turned to Sienna, mock scandalized. “Did you and Mama adopt a stray while we were gone?”

Sienna closed her eyes briefly before rushing to Liam’s side. He still looked as if a strong wind could bowl him over. She slipped her arm around his waist. “Liam, this is my father, Hedrek Teague. My brothers, Jago, Cadan, and Kitto. Everyone, this is my mate, Liam.”

“He’s not a healthy specimen,” Cadan muttered.

“He was in an accident and has a concussion,” her mother said, still in her father’s embrace.

Her father gave her and Liam a long look before nodding. “Welcome to the family, son. You make sure you look after my daughter. She’s my pride and joy.”

“Oi,” Kitto protested.

“I’m a lucky man,” Liam said without hesitation.

Sienna’s mouth dropped open, then firmly closed. Liam drew her closer, and she spoiled the moment by stiffening because he was essentially a stranger. She hadn’t even kidnapped her preferred target.

“What’s for dinner?” Cadan asked. “Jago was in charge this week and is the worst cook ever.”

“Hey! I resent that,” Jago said, nudging his brother with an elbow. “You’re not French chef material either.”

“Enough,” her mother said. “Dinner won’t be long. Why don’t you boys wash up and set the table for me?”

“Yes, Mama,” her brothers chorused and burst into action.

Sienna rolled her eyes and turned to Liam. “How are you feeling? You slept for a while.”

“My skull is still tender, but I’m hungry.”

“A good sign. We’ll eat soon.”

“Why are your brothers and father covered in fur?” He blinked as he processed his words, frowning.

Sienna scrutinized him but didn’t see distaste, only curiosity.

“My father and brothers can shift to black leopards, but when they revert to their human form, they still bear some cat characteristics. Papa and Kitto keep their tails. Jago and Cadan don’t. And all of them, like my father, have patches of black fur on their arms and legs, and feline ears instead of human ones.” She watched his expression, wondering if he remembered his own shifter nature. If he did, perhaps the drugs she’d used were playing a bigger part in his memory loss than she’d suspected.

His frown deepened, but he nodded. “That must make their lives difficult.”

“It does.” She kept her answer simple when the situation was far more complex. 

“Can we walk outside?”

“Let me check to see if Mama needs help first.”

Her parents spoke in low voices and stopped when she poked her head into the minuscule kitchen.

“Liam wants to walk. Do you need help with anything?”

“Your father will assist me,” her mother said. “Fresh air will help Liam, but don’t let him overexert himself.”

“I won’t.”

Sienna left her parents alone, aware she’d face an inquisition when Liam fell asleep tonight. She sighed. Liam would get his memory back soon. Then what?


Liam complained of nausea and dizziness and retired to bed early.

“Outside,” her father suggested. “We don’t want to wake the lad.”

Sienna tugged her T-shirt hem straight and nodded. She and her mother had kept the conversation neutral over dinner. Her mother must’ve told her brothers not to interrogate her because they’d been on their best behavior. During a discussion, they’d toss questions her way like frisbees.

She followed her mother outdoors.

“Tell us everything,” Papa said.

Sienna told them almost everything, and when she’d finished, her father sighed while her three brothers looked at her in admiration.

“Way to go, sis,” Kitto said.

“Liam seems a reasonable lad. He showed respect and didn’t gape or ask rude questions. He didn’t display disgust. It was as if he’d seen people like us,” Papa mused.

“Perhaps it’s his scarred face. Maybe others have teased him or rejected him because of his appearance, so he is more circumspect,” Mama said.

Papa’s direct look took her aback. “Either way, he seems respectable. You don’t carry his scent.”

Her spine stiffened. “Liam has been unconscious and woke yesterday.”

“Do you want to keep him?” Jago asked. 

“We agreed to try a relationship before he injured himself.”

“You don’t have to do this,” Mama said. “Yes, we hoped you’d find a mate, but I haven’t seen any spark between you and Liam. We don’t want to pressure you.”

Sienna scanned her brothers’ faces, then her parents’. They mightn’t have wanted to burden her, but she’d still felt the silent expectation. She adored her family, and it hurt her when others shunned them. It wasn’t their fault they didn’t fit the typical feline mold.

“I was hoping for guidance,” she said.

“Sienna, you brought this man here,” Papa said gently, without blame. “You must decide whether to stay with Liam. Once you do, we will help.”

There it was—unstinting love—and it made her eyes burn.

She swallowed hard and lifted her chin. “I want to keep him.”








  
  
Chapter 4




Liam woke abruptly, transitioning from sleep to full alertness in a blink. He was in a bedroom, and someone was with him. Slowly, he turned his head. Yep, a woman, although he couldn’t see her face since long black hair concealed her features. 

He didn’t remember her or how he came to share the same bed.

He shifted his head a fraction and scanned the room. Yeah, he’d been here before, yet the place didn’t seem familiar, didn’t feel like home. Where the hell was he? He cast his mind back, trying to remember, but there was a yawning hole in his memory. Had he been drinking? He didn’t recall…

He and Scott had been…

Scott?

Whoa. Whatever he’d done had screwed with his head. He sat up, and agony jabbed him at the temple, ricocheting back to scramble everything spinning inside his brain. His name was…

He came up blank, and panic joined the white noise in his head.

“Liam,” a sleepy female murmured.

Relief struck him. Liam.

“Is something wrong? Is your head sore?”

Okay. His name was Liam, but he didn’t recall hers.

“My memory.” He paused. “I didn’t remember my name.”

“Oh. You have a concussion. You were unconscious for several days but woke up yesterday.”

A flicker crossed her face—too fast to decipher. Had he upset her?

“I’m Sienna, your mate. We’re at home. You fell.”

His mate. He twisted this information, testing and probing for associated memories. Nothing.

“Where are we?”

“My home in Cornwall,” she said. “Are you hungry?”

He paused. “Yes.”

She smiled, and he stared at her, trying to remember at least one personal thing. His mate was beautiful, with long black hair tousled from sleep and deep brown eyes. Nothing about the sprinkling of freckles on her nose or the charming dimple when she full-out grinned jumped into his mind.

She was a stranger.

“We’d better fix that. I can hear my brothers, so we’re the last awake.” She slid out of bed and stood. She wore a thin T-shirt that fell to her knees. His mate was slender, her skin tanned as if she spent a lot of time outdoors. “Did you want to stay in bed and rest, or would you like to eat with the rest of us?”

“I am tired of being in bed.”

“All right. Your clothes are in the wardrobe and the set of drawers over there. Bottom two drawers.”

She pulled on a pair of jeans, then lifted her pale blue tee over her head. A jolt went through Liam—sharp and unexpected. His body stirred with a sense of recognition, but his mind struggled to catch up. A low hum of warmth spread through him. It felt foreign, yet oddly right.

He blinked as she slipped on a navy cotton shirt, buttoning it while walking to the door. She paused, stepped back, and brushed a quick kiss across his mouth.

“See you soon. Shout if you need me.”

Liam stared after her, befuddled. He had no memory of this woman—his mate—or when or how they met. And her hesitation before she’d kissed him and her expression afterward. She’d looked contrite, which made no sense. Having a mate was a joyful thing and celebrated…

Yet, he couldn’t recall anything about their life together. Shrugging cautiously, he climbed off the bed and walked to the wardrobe. His clothes were on the right, while hers hung on the left. Neither of them owned much, not that this was a bad thing.

He rifled through his clothes, fingering each piece, but not one item triggered a credible flashback. He tugged on his jeans, and something crinkled in the right-hand pocket. A coffee receipt from Dunedin airport. He stared at it, and… Nothing.

Frowning and frustrated at his lack of answers, he plucked a black T-shirt from a drawer and tugged it over his head. Nothing about the clothing gave him any further information, so he finished dressing and padded from the small bedroom.

The rest of the cottage was compact, but everything was clean, and a subtle lavender fragrance filled the air. He followed the sound of feminine laughter and ended up standing in the doorway. Three large black cats zoomed around the outdoor table, having a fine old time with what looked like a game of chase.

Liam watched them before his attention turned to Sienna. “Where did they come from?”

Her brow scrunched. “Oh, Liam,” she said, sounding upset. “Don’t you remember? They’re my brothers. You met last night.”

He grimaced, some of his brain fog clearing as he thought back to the previous evening. He’d been tired. “I asked about their fur last night.”

“Yes, we’re feline shifters. You didn’t ask questions, so I thought you understood. We can transform whenever we want. You can too.” She paused, tilting her head as if considering something. “Try shifting because it might help your head.”

Liam considered this. “Are you certain?”

He prodded his scattered thoughts. The big cats didn’t alarm him, and that troubled him more than if they had. Normal people would run screaming, wouldn’t they? Yet this felt routine. Had he always been this accepting of the impossible, or was his injured brain too scrambled to process fear?

Two cats ganged up on the largest one, who shot away with a burst of speed. No, their unexpected appearance sparked more curiosity than terror. Sienna was speaking the truth, and he understood—subconsciously, at least—the existence of feline shifters.

“How do I do it?”

She blinked, not hiding her dismay. “You visualize a black cat and hold the image in your mind’s eye while willing your body to change. It can be painful. Don’t panic mid-shift—you’ll hurt worse than you do now.”

“And to transform back?” He needed answers now. No nasty surprises. Not when he already felt like a stranger in his own skin. “Is that what happens with your brothers? They lose focus when they revert to human?”

“No.” Her glare cut through him and made him blink.

He said nothing, gaze fixed on her brothers playing, the urge to run with them growing stronger. “I want to shift.”

“There’s no reason not to. It might speed your recovery.”

“It will?” He wanted the confusion in his head gone.

“Yes, but you should—”

He pictured a glossy black leopard, the thought automatic. The shift crashed through him, shaking off the fog clouding his mind. The dull pressure behind his eyes lifted, replaced by sharp clarity. His muscles tightened, alive with new strength and control. An instant later, fabric ripped.

“—take off your clothes first,” she finished, this time with a wry smile. “Stand still, and I’ll free you.”

He growled but stood as she plucked away the denim and the remnants of his shirt. He flexed his paws, feeling the power coursing through him. At last, he felt like himself again. Every one of his senses seemed better. He smelled smoke from the fire, the citrus-scented soap his mate had washed with, and the floral shampoo she’d used to wash her hair.

A deep, guttural roar like a saw jerked his attention to the three black leopards now observing him. He stepped forward cautiously, inhaling to imbibe their scents. These men were his brothers, and he wanted them to like him. This seemed important.

Instead of straining his brain to wonder why, he kept padding toward them. He’d almost reached them when they sprinted away.

The thrill of the chase poured through Liam, and he ran after them before the thought formed. They raced around jutting rocks and up and down a rise and jumped over a babbling brook before circling back to the cottage.

Liam loved every moment—the stretch of his muscles, the rush of blood through his veins, and the intense, rich scents of grasses, rocks, and earth. He’d done this before with other shifters. His family? He didn’t know and didn’t force the thought. Instead, he embraced the fun and familiar.

After their run, the three brothers shifted back to their human form.

“Breakfast time,” Jago announced, glancing at his brothers first. “And you should probably shift back before Mama fusses about food going cold.”

Liam pictured his human form and willed the change.

“Much better, eh?” Cadan grinned, already slinging an arm around Liam’s shoulders. “Thought the shift would sort you out.”

“Much.” Liam stretched, more grounded and aware than he’d been since waking.

Inside, Tamsin was already setting plates around the table. “Perfect timing. How’s the head, Liam?”

“Better now,” he said, accepting the shirt and jeans Sienna handed him.

“Good. Fresh air and exercise usually help.” Tamsin put a plate of eggs in front of him and glanced at her sons and husband. “Are you taking him clay digging?”

“If he wants,” Hedrek said. “Or he could help at the market.”

“Liam, want to come with us this afternoon?” Jago asked.

Liam glanced at Sienna. “What will you do?”

“Work.”

Had she told him about her job? He shifted in his seat, not liking to ask because the lack of answers battered his confidence. What if he never remembered? He ate a mouthful of egg and accepted a piece of toast from Kitto.

“I’ll also help Mama sell pottery at the market,” Sienna said. “Hopefully, I can take extra time for lunch.”

“Can I help?” Liam asked. “I could go with you another time.” He glanced at Jago and caught the tension in the male’s shoulders. “If that’s all right.”

Hedrek gave a decisive nod. “An excellent idea. That way, Sienna won’t have to ask for time off—her boss isn’t always the most understanding. Later tonight, we could use your help to transport our finished products back here.”

“Of course,” Liam said.

“As long as Liam’s headaches don’t worsen,” Sienna countered. “He’s still healing.”

“Perfect.” Hedrek rose. “Come on, boys. Let’s start early on glazing the pots we baked overnight.”

The kitchen became a mass of activity—plates scraped, cutlery stacked in the sink, and water running as Jago and Cadan began the dishes. Kitto started clearing the table. Liam finished eating and stood to do his part.

“Tamsin, a word,” Hedrek said.

She nodded and followed him outside.

“Thank you for offering to help Mama, but are you well enough?” Sienna asked while wiping the table.

“Stop babying the man,” Kitto chided, waggling his brows at his sister. “He’s old enough and ugly enough to pace himself. It’s not like he’s heading off for days of hard physical slog.”

“Yeah.” Cadan slung his arm around Liam’s shoulders. “Your sharp tongue will send him fleeing.”

Sienna paled.

“Sorry. Liam is a smart man to choose our favorite sister. He has superior taste.”

“I’m your only sister,” Sienna said dryly. “Stop making trouble. Honestly, you open your mouth, and crap comes out.”

Liam watched the siblings bicker, envious of their close relationship. They stood up for one another, and that was a good thing. Sienna, particularly, was protective of her brothers. Liam tucked the bit of information away to add to his jigsaw puzzle of knowledge.


Later that morning, Liam joined Tamsin for the walk to the market. When they arrived, he helped unload cups, saucers, and platters from the handcart they’d pushed from the cottage.

“Please don’t over-exert yourself,” she begged. “I don’t need another lecture from my daughter.”

“She stands up for those she loves,” Liam said.

Tamsin hesitated, her gaze searching his. “The locals don’t respect Hedrek and my boys. Sienna—well, let’s say the local lads saw one thing in her, never a partner. They were terrified a Teague would pollute their bloodlines.” Her eyes shone with emotion. “I’m thankful she met someone like you who sees her as a treasure.”

“Tamsin!” a sharp voice interrupted. “You’re here. I gave your regular position to Alfred.”

“But we’re only five minutes late. We come to the market every week.”

The woman shrugged helplessly, but her expression told Liam she wouldn’t budge. She didn’t care what Tamsin said or how much she protested.

“Where have you put us?” Liam asked.

“Over by the car park.”

Tamsin bristled. “I paid for my spot last week before I packed up and left.”

The woman made a tsking sound and pulled a ten-pound note from her pocket, offering it to Tamsin.

“I paid twenty-five pounds. You can’t shove us to the back of the market and charge us fifteen pounds.” Tamsin stuck out her chin, reminding Liam of Sienna. His mate had inherited her mother’s feistiness.

“Give us a full refund, and we’ll go quietly,” Liam said.

“No, we won’t go quietly,” Tamsin snapped. “You can’t treat us like this.”
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