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​Prologue
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Five Years Ago

Saber

Losing control

Saber barely had the patience to cloak herself as she approached the portal. The snarky, sadistic part of her craved the shock value, but then she could be a bitch when the tiger was riding her hard. The damn cat clawed inside her mind until she felt bloody and bruised. What would people do, she wondered, if she shed her human skin and let the beast free? Would the impact be any less if they saw her disappear through the portal — there one minute, gone the next? Poof.

If the crazy son of a bitch who’d embedded the portals into ordinary-looking street signs didn’t have such a hard on for pushing magical boundaries, she could be more discreet. She wouldn’t have to work up the energy to cloak herself from the world. And wasn’t that a depressing thought? Nobody saw her anyway.

Not that she expected the realm to drop at her feet and thank her for her servitude. She just wanted to be seen and appreciated, dammit.

Those feelings — the deep, empty pit that wanted to drag her under — were why it was time to leave the mortal realm, at least until she’d pulled her shit together. 

The irony was that she was almost free and clear. One more night and she’d be gone. So, she would take some time, let her animal settle, and then return to tie up loose ends. It would raise too many questions if she followed her instincts to bail now.

Being undercover was all well and good, but working within the military wasn’t exactly risk-free. Given the number of government agencies in operation, it was easy to pick an acronym and falsify a few credentials — national security and all that jazz. But if she disappeared off the radar, her new colleagues would search for her, and they wouldn’t particularly like what they found.

So she would return and bid them farewell. The joint task force was coming to an end. Naturally, the humans had no idea just how special her unit was. The Realm Defence Unit had been working in the shadows for thousands of years and had learned a trick or two.

Saber had been called in because of a particularly nasty infestation — that being of the demon variety. A group of Sentinels had slipped their leash and were getting their rocks off by torturing humans. They were doing it under the guise of military personnel, which was a new one for sure, but they had been pulling shit for years. Her people skills landed her the job, that and her understanding of politics. She knew how to spin things and how to cover her tracks.

She enjoyed working with the men and women who lived — as she did — to serve and protect. But she eventually began to lose her sense of self. She couldn’t share her knowledge of other realms or reveal her true nature. That of a changeling cat. Not without freaking out her new friends. Or worse. The tiger would not take kindly to being locked up.

The image of a room full of doctors — sombre, patronising, clipboards at the ready — swam in her head. One of them, brandishing a syringe in their trigger-happy grip, filled with a potent cocktail. It would be a bloodbath. Her inner animal would never allow her to be captured. She would eat the good doctors alive. Literally.

Shaking off the thought, Saber stepped from the shadows — now cloaked — and hit the portal at a run. She shifted seamlessly, her paws touching down on the other side as she let her animal free. It felt good to shed her human skin for a while.

Once in the Enchanted Realm, with its wide-open spaces and familiar landscape, she let herself run. And run. And run. She ran until the tiger was no longer riding her like a bitch and eventually collapsed in the soft grass of the forest. The realm soothed what nothing else could; here, she could breathe.

Relaxed now, her thoughts wandered to the one place — or person — she had been trying to avoid. Kayde Oliver was the real reason she needed to cut ties.

Saber had known he was dangerous the moment they met. She’d noticed his eyes first. They were a rare shade of blue for a human. She knew another fine specimen whose peepers were a similar shade, though even Logan — who was a beautiful creature — didn’t hold a candle to Kayde.

Then her cat had caught his scent, and she’d understood the war inside her — the simultaneous compulsion to run to, and away from him.

Kayde Oliver was her mate, and though part of her had rejoiced in finding him, the other part had been terrified. It wasn’t that he was human. It was her cat’s possessive nature. If Saber had given the animal free rein, she would have claimed him and damned the consequences.

Still, the human half of her was drawn to everything about him: his confidence that he wore like a second skin, his loyalty, his warrior’s soul. So, of course, they had become fast friends. Now she had to leave him, and the pain of that loss was like an abrasive substance tearing into her flesh. 

Feeling restless, her cat rose and padded back the way she had come. The animal was angry with her. She didn’t understand politics, nor was she interested in the complexities of human nature. 

Saber understood. She knew, too, that the tiger didn’t want to cede control this time. She wanted to be the one in charge, the one to decide that nothing was as important as being with their mate.

That anger crawled along her skin until Saber was forced to shift, the transition more violent than usual — a burst of colour and sound and energy. Walking directly to a clothing shelter, or as her friend Blade liked to call them, the thread shack, she pulled on some clothes.

This time, when she reached the portal, concealing herself was easy. The cloak settled firmly into place, not a surprise given the amount of energy buzzing through her body like an electrical current.

It didn’t take her long to return to base, but instead of heading to her quarters, she headed for the wooded area surrounding the main compound.

Deciding she could run just as well on two legs, she picked the hardest track and pushed herself to breaking point. By the time she’d slowed to a jog, her legs were like rubber, and her heart was thumping triple time. 

Saber had almost stomped out the clawing darkness inside her. Almost. But then she caught a whiff of a familiar scent. It forced her to stop. Mainly because the cat was pitching a bitch fit inside her head, trying to get loose, to get to her mate.

Saber’s frame locked in place when Kayde came bursting through the undergrowth. Clearly, he was a man on a mission. He stopped when he saw her, his big chest heaving as he tried to catch his breath. 

Her eyes went to the scrap of material that clung to every inch of his torso, wet with his sweat. It made her mouth go dry - what she wouldn’t give to lick every inch of his delectable body!

“Lieutenant?”

That almost made her smile. He was perceptive. He had sensed her mood and her growing need for distance.

“Kayde.” Her voice sounded strained. A result of trying to fight her animal. She wouldn’t win, not if she didn’t get the hell away from him. “I was just on my way back to base. I apologise for interrupting your run.”

Her teeth ached at the forced formality. They were friends, or they could have been. There were too many secrets between them.

Even now, she could see the shadows beneath his eyes. From the way he’d been moving, it was obvious he’d been trying to outrun his own demons. She knew he was worried about his brother. Gareth was an addict, and Kayde had been trying to help him beat the habit.

Saber wondered if he’d gone missing again. It was part of the sickness, disappearing for weeks at a time, longer if Kayde didn’t manage to find him at one of his usual haunts.

Pushing the thoughts aside so she wouldn’t ask about the shadows she saw clouding his eyes, she inclined her head. “I’ll let you get back to it.”

She had intended to walk past him, but Kayde’s hand shot out to grip her forearm, and the tiger almost slipped free.

“Saber.” His voice was deep, caressing along her skin in the way it always did.

She met his eyes again, saw the heat in them, and felt the first sliver of fear. Kayde was totally on board with pursuing the attraction between them, which was why she’d avoided him for days. 

She couldn’t avoid him any longer. Not when he was so close. All six foot four inches of him, coiled and ready to pounce. As though he too had an inner animal that he struggled to control. Saber could smell his lust, and it only enticed her cat further.

Tearing her gaze away, she had to take a minute to find control. “Don’t do this, Kayde. It won’t do either of us any good.”

So why wasn’t she moving? Oh yes, that was because the animal was determined to fight tooth and nail. The woman–she was weak, too. Saber’s skin burned beneath his touch. She could only stare at his strong hands, the long fingers that held her with care, yet vibrated with the strength it took to hold back.

“Because you’re leaving?”

It was a mistake to look back at him, to see the challenge in his expression. The way his eyes darkened with that challenge, and something far more satisfying — raw animal need.  

Her control snapped, and before she could stop it, the tiger took control. Saber shook free of his grip, but only so she could thread her fingers into his short blond hair and pull him into a savage kiss.

Kayde didn’t deny her. He ate at her lips, opening to her when she demanded it. His tongue duelling with hers. Then he groaned, and before she knew what was happening, he took complete control. He swung her around and manoeuvred her until she felt her back hit a tree.

The cat purred, delighted with his show of dominance. She wouldn’t have allowed it from anyone else, but this was her mate, and the tiger demanded that strength, that claiming.

The purr almost broke free when his hands started to stroke down her sides. Yes, he had damn fine hands. Strong and firm. She wanted to feel them on her skin, not merely through her clothing.

Saber bit down on his full lower lip and then sucked it into her mouth, pulling another groan from him. Gods, but she could become addicted to that sound.

She could have happily kissed him for hours, but the cat yanked on her chain, and she reluctantly pulled her lips from his. If the animal came too close to the surface, her fangs would extend. She would want to mark him, and that was a surefire way of killing the mood.

Oh sorry! Did I forget to mention my other half is a tiger who wants to lick you all over?

Yep, that might freak him out a little. Who was she kidding? He’d be running harder than he had been earlier — in the opposite direction.

“What is it?”

She tensed, still fighting the cat’s need to stake her claim and her own raging hormones. “I’m sorry. I-”

Kayde dropped his forehead to hers, his shocking blue eyes still dark and delicious. “I’m not sorry. I’ve wanted you beneath me since the first moment I saw you.”

Her inner beast screamed, ‘Yes! What he said.’ And even though she wanted to get down and dirty with him in the middle of the woods, she knew they would both regret it. For starters, they could be discovered by the patrol unit, even in the middle of the night. 

In truth, she didn’t want a quick tumble with him, and she certainly didn’t want the awkward scene afterwards. If she was going to do this, let herself have one night with him — or what remained of it — she wanted more. She wanted a few hours to get her fill of him. She knew she would regret the decision. Once she had him, it would be so much harder to walk away.

“I was just going to suggest taking this back to my quarters.”

“This?” he asked, squeezing her waist.

“I want to be beneath you, too. And on top, and-”

He silenced her with a kiss, effectively pressing his relief into her. It wasn’t the only pressure trying to make its presence known. Then he took her hand and tugged her back onto the beaten path.

Saber felt her claws pricking beneath her skin. She was glad of the walk back to base because it gave her time to regain control. She reasoned with the animal, reminding the big cat to stay hidden, and prayed they both made it through without giving themselves away.

Yes, there were two sides to her, and both very much wanted the chance to spend some time with their mate.

***
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Kayde

Smitten

Kayde remained silent as they made their way back to base. He didn’t release Saber’s hand, couldn’t force himself to relax his grip for fear she would run. He felt her tension. Hell, he could practically taste it. It had nothing to do with sexual attraction, either. She was scared. Not of him, but of the emotion that pulsed between them. It only made him feel like an ass because he’d never been so hard in his life, and all he could think about was getting her naked. 

He hadn’t been lying. It was all he’d thought about since they met. He was like a rutting dog on steroids. Talk about humiliating. He hadn’t slept for a week. If he didn’t know any better, he’d suspect he’d been hexed. But he didn’t believe in all the voodoo crap.

It wasn’t only his libido that was messing with his head, either. He felt calmer in her presence, more centred. The thought of not seeing her again made his chest hurt, and that terrified him. More, it made him desperate. Kayde knew that if all she wanted to do was talk, he would spend the rest of the night trying to convince her to see him again.

They all leave in the end.

He refused to acknowledge his inner voice because it was driven by irrational fear. Saber had been upfront with him from the beginning. Yet he couldn’t bury it completely, not when he was feeling so raw about Gareth. His brother had disappeared again. Kayde would find him eventually, but it stung that, no matter how hard he tried, he couldn’t help Gareth beat his addiction.

He knew those thoughts weren’t healthy. It wasn’t his responsibility. It was his brother’s. Gareth had to want to beat it. Kayde still wondered whether his brother would choose to stick around or leave the memories behind. Leave him behind.

So yes, he had a few hang-ups, and so what if Saber was leaving? There wasn’t a rule to say they couldn’t stay in touch. Her group might be secretive, but they weren’t going to vanish from the face of the earth. That only happened in movies.

Besides, it had to mean something that she’d made the first move. At the very least, she wanted to work through the attraction between them.

Jesus.

Just the thought made him harder. If he had his way, he wouldn’t let her leave his bed for days. Forget about duty. He’d let someone else worry about national security.

What the hell is wrong with you, soldier?

Kayde knew what was wrong. He’d fallen hard, and he’d fallen fast, and he’d lost his goddamn mind.

He didn’t care, not now that they had reached her room. He was pretty damn close to following her inside and begging her to stay.

Those thoughts evaporated when Saber pulled her hand free the moment she stepped through the door. It was a deliberate action, and though they were alone in her quarters, the distance between them seemed vast.

He watched her move across the room — tall, sleek and graceful. Oddly, she reminded him of one of the big cats, all that coiled energy. Her hair, which she usually wore in a neat bun at the back of her head, was flowing over her shoulders; a pale cinnamon shade he wanted to bury his face in.  

“If we’re going to do this, you need to know what you’re agreeing to,” she said.

He beat back the irritation at her words. They were cold, almost sterile, and, yeah, that pissed him off. Especially when he saw the heat burning in her eyes, a unique shade of light honey that was distinctly feline.

“After tonight, we can never see each other again.”

This time, her words hung in the air between them. They damn near cut off his air supply.

“What?”

“I return...home tomorrow, and I’m not sure when-”

“Where’s home?” Kayde interrupted, shocked by the panic clawing at his chest.

“Home is...” Saber took a deep breath, the struggle to find words obvious in the tight lines of her body. “It’s irrelevant where home is. All you need to know is that you won’t be able to reach me.” Her face softened. “I’m sorry, Kayde. One night is all I can offer you. It’s...complicated.”

Why did it feel as though she was ripping out his heart instead of offering him something he wanted? The chance to be with her. Worse, her reluctance to explain the decision meant that, at least for her, the connection was merely physical. She could and would walk away from him.

“Are you married?”

Her eyes flashed. “I wouldn’t give myself to you if I belonged to another.”

That was the only response he was going to get. She meant it. All they had were a few hours. It was a case of take it or leave it, and whatever it said about him, Kayde didn’t have it in him to turn her away. 

“Then I agree to your terms.” His voice came out harsher than he had intended. But damn it, he was struggling against an emotion he didn’t know what to do with. He’d never felt this way before. He wasn’t a man who trusted easily, who made himself vulnerable.

Those eerily beautiful eyes of hers flashed again, and he found himself unable to look away. Not even when she kicked off her boots and began to undress.

It wasn’t until she was gloriously naked that he allowed his gaze to drop, following the fall of her hair as it caressed over her shoulders, settling beneath the swell of her breasts.

She was magnificent. So confident that she gave the impression she was content with nothing but her skin. It wasn’t a surprise. Her body was long and lean and meant to be worshipped.

Finally, his head came up, and he met her eyes. He caught the hint of approval, and a delicious shadow of arousal she didn’t even try to hide.

“Would you like to join me in the shower?” she asked, flicking her thick hair over her shoulder, tempting him.

He didn’t respond with words. It was doubtful that he could form a coherent sentence. Instead, he began to shed his own clothes, hoping she liked what she saw.

Saber’s breath hitched when he pulled the T-shirt over his head, her eyes following his every movement. It was all the reassurance he needed. He liked having her heated gaze on him.

When he was naked before her, he started to move, but she shook her head, freezing him in his tracks.

“You’re beautiful,” she whispered, her gaze eating him up. “The gods pale in comparison.”

Okay, so that was a little odd, but he’d take the compliment. Maybe he could use his body to win her over, make her his love slave so she wouldn’t leave.

Christ, you’re a moron.

No, he was captivated. It terrified him that he was the real slave in this scenario, because he would have given her anything.

Kayde didn’t move as she walked to him. He was incapable of it when she pressed her body against his. Her skin was silky soft and so warm he felt his own skin catch fire when she rubbed against him, nuzzling her face against his throat.

“You’re like a sleek, beautiful cat,” he said, powerless against her sultry seduction.

“I’ll try to sheath my claws,” she whispered, pressing a soft kiss to his collarbone.

Laughing, he threaded his fingers into her hair, the silk of it adding to the sensory overload. With a gentle tug, he pulled her head back and kissed her.

He didn’t want to think about how perfectly she fit him. He didn’t want to think about what would happen when morning came. All he cared about was the time they had left, and he intended to make it count.
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​Chapter 1
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Present Day

Kayde

Torn

Kayde collapsed onto the soft ground, his lungs burning from exertion, his muscles quivering. He’d pushed himself hard tonight; he knew that because he couldn’t get a lock on the stars, they were blurred and out of focus.

Letting the night crowd in, he welcomed the dark embrace, the touch of cool breeze against his skin. Running had always grounded him, but lately he had to run further, fight harder to clear his turbulent thoughts.

After a few moments, when his breathing was under control, he turned his head, allowing the world to rush back in. His emotions were choking him, and the last thing he needed was to be observed during a moment of weakness.

There was no fear of that, because the Ashoka had seen fit to cocoon him in the shadows, hiding him from sight.

They were an ancient race, earth spirits who had awoken to lend their powers to the land. At least the land around Grangefield. The Ashoka was alive in the trees and flora surrounding the safe zone.

Kayde still couldn’t believe the temporary stop had become his new home. He hadn’t stayed in one place longer than a few days since the war began, and darkness had torn the world apart. His foundations had crumbled under the weight of it, the knowledge that monsters were real, and they came with teeth, claws and enough power to decimate a city.

As a soldier, he thought he’d seen the worst that war could offer, believed he could suffer no worse than being held in captivity. But this enemy wasn’t human, so everything he’d believed in had been ripped away.

He’d adjusted because there had been no other choice, and he had joined the fight, moving from place to place to lend his expertise. He hadn’t been alone. On his travels, he’d met McKenzie, and she’d turned out to be the best partner he’d ever had.

It was weird to think that their growing group of misfits included a whole host of supernatural badasses, including two changelings who were among his closest friends.

Grangefield had started to feel like home, yet he was torn in two, loyalty warring inside him because there was a reason he moved so regularly. His baby brother was missing, and he needed to find him. 

The other part of him, the thing connecting him to Grangefield, involved a secret they kept deep underground.

He’d first met Saber Isles five years ago. They had served together for a joint military task force. He’d fallen fast and hard for the strong, fiery woman who wore authority as well as her uniform.

It had almost broken him when she left, and in the years since, he’d treasured the one night they’d shared together close to his heart, believing he would never see her again.

Then he’d arrived at Grangefield, and everything had changed.

The moment he’d set foot in the safe zone, he’d felt it, that connection that had nothing to do with his surroundings, a pull he’d felt only with her. He couldn’t explain it. Not until he’d learned what had happened to the joint commander at Grangefield – a changeling tiger who had been taken by the enemy and hadn’t returned whole.

According to her team, she was rogue and had been placed in a specially built sanctuary to give her the best chance of recovery. 

Learning that the changeling was Saber had torn out his heart all over again. She had lied to him, at least by omission, because she hadn’t told him the truth. Sure, working into the conversation that you were part tiger wouldn’t have been easy, but their connection had meant something to him.

Still, he’d gone to her. 

He hadn’t been afraid because he’d known she wouldn’t hurt him physically. Emotionally was a different matter.

It turned out Saber was his mate. He hadn’t been able to explore what that meant because she hadn’t transitioned into her human half since her rescue. She was stuck.

Kayde wanted to be angry with her, but he couldn’t. Neither could he stay away. So, when he wasn’t looking for his brother, he was by her side.

The thought pushed him into action, the ache for her finally overriding his exhaustion.

Pushing to his feet, ignoring the stiffness in his muscles, he walked toward the area the Ashoka had designed to keep Saber quarantined from the rest of the site.

Before he got to the treeline that delineated the hidden walkway, he spotted McKenzie. She was a striking woman, even with the scar running down one cheek – the result of a bar fight. Tall and athletically built, she had short black hair that she wore close to her scalp, which highlighted her bone structure and smooth, dark skin.

Kayde saw she had her sword strapped to her back. She never went anywhere without it. There was a rumour she’d been born holding it.

“Hey, partner. Do you feel like joining me on night patrol? We got a tip that there are civilians requiring assistance,” she asked, long legs striding towards him.

“Who’ve you got scheduled as backup?” he asked, itching to get to Saber yet ready to step in if his partner needed him.

“Lo and Blade. They’re getting antsy. It must be a full moon or something.”

He smiled at that. It was McKenzie’s way to make jokes and try to lighten the mood. Logan was a changeling wolf, and she loved to get a rise out of him because he took himself too seriously.

“Then I’ll bow out this time. I covered for Griff earlier, so I’m due for some R&R,” he said, trying not to give in to the seed in the pit of his stomach that was telling him he should go.

McKenzie rolled her eyes at the R&R comment. He wasn’t fooling anyone. Except for his trips to chase down a lead on his brother, he rarely left the safe zone. The guilt of that was just something else he had to carry.

“Noted. Don’t forget the bubble bath and scented candles.” Grinning, she sent him a mock salute and wandered off in the direction of central command.

Kayde watched her go, the swirling mass inside him stirring. He almost called after her, but a wave of exhaustion caught him off guard. Running himself – literally – into the ground wasn’t the only strain he’d put on his body lately. He wasn’t eating, and he certainly wasn’t sleeping.

On a sigh, he turned and continued along the walkway until he reached the entrance to the caving system. The Ashoka had created a space for Saber deep underground, with natural growing fauna and ledges carved into the rock, so her beast could roam.

At the top of the steps that would take him into her sanctuary, he took a deep breath. He’d lost count of how many times he’d prayed she had found a way to come back to him.

He adored the cat, but he ached to see her in the flesh.

A memory hit him, halting him in his tracks. The first time he’d seen Saber, she had literally stolen his heart. Kayde didn’t consider himself a romantic, but if he had to describe the scene, there would have been little hearts shining in his eyes. He’d probably been drooling. Who could blame him? 

She’d walked into the briefing room, and everyone felt the impact; tall and commanding, with a hint of danger that he should have known meant more than her physical presence alone.

Kayde’s pulse had kicked so hard he’d felt lightheaded.

He could see her, golden eyes sweeping the room, her hair, the colour of pale cinnamon, swept up into a bun, as she sized up the group.

During the meeting, he’d had to look anywhere but at her because the intense attraction had made him feel uncomfortable, and he didn’t want her to think he was a creep.

Still, he’d found an opportunity to be in her orbit, to listen to her sultry voice a little longer. He’d even volunteered to be on her team.

“Hi, I’m Kayde,” he said, sticking out his hand and hoping he didn’t appear too eager.

Her golden eyes had flared when their hands clasped, as if she felt the zap of electricity, too. “Sergeant Oliver, I’ve heard a lot about you.”

He grinned. “Don’t believe everything you hear. I’m not always a stickler for the rules.”

Saber’s brows shot up. “Are you always this forward?”

Realising he was still gripping her hand, he released it and took a step back. “I apologise, Lieutenant. I didn’t mean to be so forward.”

She tipped her head to the side. “No harm done. I get that our presence here is unexpected, and you’re all curious.”

He’d let her believe that, that he wasn’t a moron who’d never seen a pretty woman before and was trying not to trip over his own tongue.

The fact was, he wasn’t himself around her. She made him feel things he didn’t think he was capable of, and even in the beginning, he’d known there was something between them. It wasn’t only that he’d lost his mind and his manners.

Kayde blinked away the memory, but the ache didn’t fade. How could it, when the woman who’d once seen straight into his soul now lay trapped in the dark? He kept moving, tension coiled tight and dangerous beneath his skin. Tonight, he needed to see her. Needed to know that somewhere behind the tiger’s eyes, she still saw him too.
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​Chapter 2
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Saber

Interrupted

––––––––
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Saber stirred, her pulse racing as she scented her mate. The animal that was her other half stretched, anticipating the first sight of him. 

Both sides of her, woman and cat, watched as he descended the stairs. The tiger wanted to leap up to meet him, impatient for his touch, to feel his hands running through her fur.

The woman saw what her animal didn’t, that he had lost weight. There were purple bruises under his eyes because he wasn’t sleeping. She knew he was hurting and, worse, she was the one causing that pain.

She was the reason he came, night after night, because his compulsion to remain close was as strong as her need for him.

Her inability to shift to her human form was causing a rift between them, and Saber felt it even if Kayde would never admit it. How could it not when they were both forced to communicate through the tiger? She didn’t blame him for his impatience because she knew he adored the proud and fierce animal who revelled in every moment they spent together.

“You’ll have to forgive me tonight. I’m not good company,” he said, walking over to her.

Kayde talked to her often, sharing his day with her – the details that she missed in her self-contained prison. It wasn’t a one-sided conversation, not to her. She was very present inside the tiger’s mind, so she responded as though he could hear the words. Sometimes he did, an instinct that meant he anticipated her thoughts.

It just wasn’t enough. Being so close to him, yet unable to feel the warmth of his touch on her skin, was a cruel kind of torture. Her beast might be well sated - the damn cat had always been glutinous when it came to Kayde Oliver – but the woman ached for him.

“I have a bad feeling, and I can’t seem to shake it,” Kayde admitted, stretching out on the floor. It was covered in a soft, springy moss, nature's mattress.

Shifting, he lay his head against one of her large paws. “Kenz is out there, responding to a call, and something about the timing has me on edge.”

Who’s she got as backup?

“Logan and Blade have her back, so she has the best.”

She hasn’t got you, and you’re her partner. I’m so sorry...

The tiger grumbled, responding to her pain. It didn’t understand why she didn’t have more faith. They could be out there now, backing up Kayde’s team.

But Saber knew how dangerous the consequences would be if she lost control. There was a darkness inside her, part of Erebus itself, a place that humans related to hell. It was so much worse than fire and brimstone.

Their enemy had experimented on her for the sole purpose of turning her rogue. As a changeling tiger, she was a sought-after commodity for her strength alone. But it was the keen intelligence they wanted to harness, a cunning that made her a target in the fight for control. 

They had succeeded in destroying her humanity, though her team had rescued her before she had killed her first innocent. Even now, she felt the darkness writhing inside her, eating away at her sanity. If it hadn’t been for Kayde, she might have lost. 

Watching him now, she knew they were running out of time. Kayde felt it too. She saw the tension in every line of his body, and though his eyes were soft as he stroked her tiger’s fur, his emotions were eating him up inside. 

Her cat, good at sensing what he needed, nuzzled her head against his shoulder, wanting only to comfort.

Kayde looked up at her. “I’ve been thinking about the last time I saw you,” he said, startling her. In all the weeks they had been together this way, he had never once mentioned their parting or the secrets she had kept from him.

“I guess I’m wondering why you didn’t tell me who you really are.”

The cat made a chuffing sound, trying to communicate an apology because she had no words to give him.

It was a different place then, Saber echoed inside her mind. 

The world hadn’t been ready to learn that changelings walked among them — and truthfully, she’d been scared to put her faith in a relationship that was doomed from the start.

Kayde had already lost a woman who was his guiding light — a mother who adored her sons so much she worked three jobs to make ends meet. The cancer had extinguished that light and left them bereft.

Gareth had turned to drugs to ease his pain, and Kayde had taken on the role of caregiver to avoid facing his own grief. He wasn’t prepared for the reality of sharing his life with a changeling cat who would have demanded everything from him.

It wasn’t easy, and I’ve regretted the decision every day.

She wanted to roar in frustration. He deserved an explanation, and she couldn’t give it to him.

I searched for you when the portal ruptured and the war began. I tried so hard to find you.

Kayde’s blue eyes held her captive. “I keep trying to imagine how I might have reacted,” he whispered. “I mean, I still remember the wave of nasty that hit when the bastards tried to take over the world, creatures we’d only ever dreamed about.”

He looked away. “But we adapted. There are supernatural forces who are now our allies, who helped us to make sense of the chaos.”

Meeting her eyes again, he swallowed down the emotion. “They’re ours now, human or not... I guess what I’m saying is you’ve always been mine, and I’d like to believe you could have told me anything and I would have stood by you.”

It was true; humans had adapted, even welcomed the allied forces.

I’d like to believe that, but the alliances were forged through fear and necessity. What would have happened without the need for safe zones to navigate the chaos?

Saber had had nothing but time to think about it. She’d been tormented with the guilt of realising she had left him unprepared. It had eaten her alive, especially when she couldn’t find him.

I knew I’d made the wrong decision as soon as I left, but I was so afraid. I think that’s why, when I learned you were looking for your brother, I searched for him, too.

She’d had the notion that it would pave the way to Kayde’s forgiveness. She had taken unnecessary risks and put herself in danger. It was the reason she had been captured.

Just one more thing she was hiding from him.

Her cat responded to her thoughts by burying its head beneath her paw.
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