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      One moment, Riley Murrough is living a normal life working in a coffee shop, and the next, he’s running for his life from demons, learns he bears the mark of a shape-shifter king from a magical realm, and—worst of all—he’s destined to become the mated prince to the arrogant tiger-shifter he would rather strangle.

      Khalon, the shifter king, is equally distraught at the idea of being bound to a human prince, and along with his Soldati warriors, he sets out to return Riley to his own world, where he belongs. On their journey, they might discover why the goddess brought them together—if they can escape the demons and make it to her alive.
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      Who would be slaughtered next?

      Riley studied his prey, his eyes narrowed and focused on his first potential victim before he moved his gaze to the next one. He had to choose. Or did he? He curled his lips into a wicked grin. Who said he couldn’t have both?

      “Sorry, fellas. Looks like you’re out of luck.”

      Riley stuffed the remaining slice of lemon cake into his mouth and moaned in delight as the frosting melted on his tongue. God, these were so freaking good. He washed it down with the frothy cappuccino he’d made while cashing out the register. Once the lemon cake was no more, he moved on to the old-fashioned glazed donut. He could never choose between the two.

      The café’s front doors opened, and Riley swallowed the remainder of his donut. He took a quick sip of coffee before addressing the two men in dark jackets and jeans.

      “Hey, guys. I’m really sorry, but we’re closed.” Hadn’t he locked the door? He was pretty sure he’d locked the door. Maybe he should’ve been paying more attention to his closing duties and less to stuffing his face. It wasn’t like his manager, Clara, minded if he took the leftovers home. Getting rid of the remaining stock at the end of the day was one of his many responsibilities at Tiger Tails Café. If he had to eat a few tasty cakes in order to perform his duty, well, he was willing to make that sacrifice.

      The men came toward the counter, and Riley straightened. Maybe they were tourists? Riley motioned politely to the door.

      “I’m sorry. We’re closed. Tomorrow. We open tomorrow.”

      “Are you Riley Murrough?”

      So much for tourists. Riley eyed them warily. “Um, yeah. Can I help you guys with something?” His gut twisted, and he casually removed his orange-and-black apron. The taller of the two smiled, his lips spreading and curling freakishly far up the sides of his face before his mouth opened wide, releasing a horrific gurgling shriek.

      “Holy fuck!” Riley reeled. What the hell? The glass display case shattered, followed by the shop’s windows and doors. The shriek intensified, forcing Riley to cover his ears, the noise piercing his skull. A black tar-like goo leaked from the men’s eyes and ears, their faces elongating and contorting, their skin growing veiny and ashen. Riley had no idea what he was seeing, but he wasn’t sticking around to find out. He’d watched enough horror movies in his lifetime to know that not hauling ass when freaky stuff happened got you dead.

      He tossed the apron at their faces and bolted toward the back of the café, forgetting about the trash bags he was supposed to have taken out half an hour ago. He tripped over a bag and hit the linoleum tiles hard. Oh my God, he was that guy. Behind him, the men—or whatever the hell they were—appeared, their eyes nothing but hollow sockets.

      The putrid smell of decay and filth made Riley gag, and he scrambled to his feet, covering his mouth to keep from throwing up. The smell made his eyes water, and he tried his best to breathe through his mouth as he threw open the side door to find the alley plunged into near darkness. The lights had worked just fine last night when he closed. What the hell was going on?

      Riley’s attempt to make it to the street was quickly thwarted by the appearance of another shadowy figure. Maybe it was a regular guy and not some decomposing monster. Riley considered asking him for help, but the man began oozing the same black tar-like substance as the others. Nope. Riley spun on his heels and bolted down the alley, hoping to get to the other side of the street. He was halfway there when he made the mistake of looking up.

      “Oh Jesus.” He skidded to a halt, his heart leaping into his throat as terrifying creatures that resembled corpses in various stages of putrefaction scurried down the sides of the brick buildings like roaches. What the hell were they? Oh God, had it finally happened? Was this the zombie apocalypse? He wasn’t prepared! There wasn’t nearly enough toilet paper in his apartment for an apocalypse!

      They came out from the shadows, from trash cans, and from the very ground itself, shrieking and hissing, fangs dripping with tar, eye sockets empty voids, and long mouths emitting a rancid stench. Riley turned, but they closed in on him from every direction.

      This couldn’t be happening.

      Snatching up a discarded trash can lid, Riley held it out in front of him. It seemed like an absurd move, but nothing about this whole situation was normal. Where were all the people? At this time of night, there was usually plenty of foot traffic, people heading home from work or on their way to dinner. Riley hadn’t seen one person walk by. He was on his own.

      Slowly he backed away from the closest mass of screeching creatures and swung the lid in hopes of staying out of their reach a little longer. By the looks of them, he would hazard a guess that being touched by one of these things would lead to unpleasant results. He screamed for help, but a ferocious roar echoed through the alley, drowning out his voice and scaring the hell out of him.

      What in the…? Did I just hear a tiger roar?

      From out of the depths of who knew where, four huge tigers appeared ahead of him. They bared their fangs and roared. Now there were tigers? Had they escaped from a zoo somewhere? Was he losing his ever-loving mind? He inched away from the huge cats lined up across the alley, their eyes on him. Gingerly he crouched down and attempted to hide as best he could behind the trash can lid.

      Wait, tigers had a really good sense of smell, didn’t they? Crap. He was a dead man. Not like they didn’t know he was there. Another roar froze him to the spot. Holy shit, their roars were terrifying! He peeked around the trash can lid, and his eyes widened as he stared, helpless as the largest of the four tigers broke into a run, heading right for him. Riley screamed, brandishing the trash can lid like a shield as the tiger leaped. To Riley’s disbelief the tiger soared over him instead of at him.

      Dumbly, Riley turned. The tiger jumped into a throng of screaming creatures, its fangs bared as it slashed with razor-sharp claws. Holy shit, they were fighting! Before another genius revelation crossed Riley’s mind, the other three tigers joined the battle. They fought viciously, tearing and clawing at the dripping, rotting corpses. Their claws left behind strange-colored lights as they tore gashes into their enemies. Riley had never seen anything like it, not during any number of late-night National Geographic marathons or any of his favorite geeky TV shows. Man, he really needed to get out more.

      Riley gingerly moved away from the battle, hoping to slip into the shadows unnoticed. Maybe he could make a break for it now that everyone was busy. Maybe the lemon cake he ate had somehow been laced with LSD and he was high as a fucking kite, grinning like an idiot, and sitting on the café counter stuffing baked goods into his mouth. One could only hope.

      The alley darkened, and Riley gasped. More creatures emerged from the shadows, scurrying toward the tigers. How the hell were four supposed to fend off hundreds, maybe more? For every one that was dispatched, ten more appeared. The tigers roared and leaped. They twisted their muscular bodies to lash out at their attackers with massive paws, their ears flattened back against their big furry heads. It was both mesmerizing and terrifying.

      Ugh, the smell! Riley breathed through his mouth to avoid inhaling the rancid stench, and as he slowly retreated, one foul creature turned its empty eyeholes in his direction. How did they know he was there?

      “Shit.” Riley took off, glancing behind him as the monster shrieked, calling to the others.

      A mob of the things abandoned the fight to chase after him, several blocking the end of the alley and bringing him to a halt. Something solid slammed into him from behind, and he hit the ground hard, but it didn’t hurt as much as the burn that seared his flesh when one of the foul things grabbed his arm. Riley cried out at the pain, a tiger’s roar soon joining his shout. He rolled onto his back as a shadow moved over him. This was it. It was all over. Riley shut his eyes tight. He regretted not having been able to clear his browser history. Sorry, Mom. I wasn’t disturbed, I swear. Okay, maybe a little.

      The burn disappeared from his arm, and heat radiated from a heavy mass over him. His eyes flew open, and he was met with orange, white, and black fur. The larger of the tigers stood over him, fighting off the approaching creatures. Its green eyes vanished, replaced by a glowing white light. It snarled and opened its jaws, and a blinding light burst out, forcing Riley to squint. The light flared, exploding through the alley before fading. Then silence.

      The tiger stepped away, and Riley sat up, stunned. The alley was empty. Every last gross-smelling creature was gone. The tiger turned its large head in his direction, and Riley gave a start. Its eyes were once again green. It stared intensely at him, as if it could see into his very soul, which was weird and a little bit creepy. With a series of roars and mewls, the tiger began to contort itself, its fur drawing inward and its body changing. Now what? This wasn’t possible. Not outside of Hollywood, anyway. Several heartbeats later the tiger was gone, and Riley found himself staring into the intense green eyes of a man.

      The man’s muscles twitched and flexed as he slowly stood. His jaw was chiseled, his brows thick and as pitch-black as his hair. There were several nicks on his tanned skin. Riley had no idea where the black boots, black leather pants, and tight black T-shirt came from, but they made him look even bigger, more menacing. Both arms were covered in tribal tattoos, from the patterned bands around his wrists and forearms to the more intricate designs disappearing under his shirtsleeves.

      “Please don’t kill me.”

      The man’s eyes widened. “You see me?”

      Shit. “Um, no. Didn’t see a thing.” Riley got up and held a hand up in front of him. Two equally muscular men and Wonder Woman joined their friend. The others had changed too. This was crazy. Riley backed away slowly. “I’m, uh, I’m gonna go see a doctor about my, uh, not seeing you guys. Excuse me.”

      “Khalon, look!” The fair-haired man pointed to Riley’s arm. Riley followed the man’s gaze and cursed under his breath. There were four bands of tribal tattoos around his left forearm where the creature had grabbed him. Had it somehow marked him? If it had, why did the marks look like a tattoo? Wait, the patterns were like the ones on this Khalon dude’s arms.

      “What is this?” Riley lifted his gaze and nearly jumped out of his skin. The one they called Khalon towered over Riley. He took hold of Riley’s wrist and held his arm up to inspect it.

      “It can’t be.”

      Could this night get any weirder? He probably shouldn’t have asked that. He knew better than to ask. Khalon shook his head, releasing Riley. His jaw muscles clenched as he grew pensive, narrowing his eyes.

      “We’re taking him with us.”

      “What?” Hell no. He hadn’t survived whatever the hell that was back there to get kidnapped. Riley tried to make a break for it, but Khalon threw his arm around Riley’s waist and pulled him up against him. “What the fuck? Who the hell do you think⁠—”

      “Sleep, human.”

      Khalon waved his hand over Riley’s face, and everything went black.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER TWO

          

        

        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

    

    
      “It can’t be.”

      Khalon paced his study. He refused to believe it. There had to be a mistake.

      “He has the mark. Your mark,” Rayner said. Beside him, Adira nodded her agreement. Ezra was silent as usual.

      “I’m aware,” Khalon snarled.

      He stepped up to the Eye and placed his hand on its smooth golden surface. Was that why the orb had led them to Riley Murrough? It would explain why the human could see Khalon and his warriors. The all-seeing Eye had never steered him wrong, but this? It didn’t explain this… insult. A human? For centuries he’d waited patiently for his prince to be revealed to him, only to be humiliated with this farce. How could the priestess mock him so? No Soldati king had ever mated with a human. He’d be ridiculed across the realms.

      A knock at the door brought him out of his vexing thoughts. Toka entered the room and bowed. “Your prince awakens, Your Majesty.”

      “He is not my prince,” Khalon growled, causing the young servant to start.

      “Khalon,” Rayner warned. “There’s no need to take your displeasure out on Toka. He’s merely doing his duty.” Rayner shook his head in disapproval before meeting young Toka at the doorway. He spoke softly. “Forgive His Majesty. It’s been a trying day.” He placed his hand to Toka’s cheek and smiled warmly. “Return to the prince. Our king will be in shortly.”

      Toka nodded, then hurried off. Rayner rejoined his brethren, receiving a scowl from Adira, and rightfully so.

      “You shouldn’t encourage his sentiments. He’s a servant, Rayner. Bed him if you wish, but don’t fill his heart with false hopes.”

      Rayner rolled his eyes. “Yes, Mother.”

      “Could we perhaps focus on the problem at hand and not the delusional desires of a foxling servant?” Khalon grumbled. He was in a foul mood and had no time for Rayner’s dalliances.

      “Very well.” Rayner smiled sweetly. “Your warrior prince awaits.”

      Khalon marched toward the door, but stopped to thrust a menacing finger in Rayner’s face. “You are an insufferable bastard.”

      Rayner bowed graciously. “Surpassed only by my glorious king.”

      “Bite me.” Khalon stormed off to the laughter of his second-in-command. Why did he put up with such insolence? Because he’s your fiercest warrior, trusted confidant, and your best friend. Khalon let out a scoff. Friendship was terribly overrated.

      He entered the royal bedchamber and scowled at the sight before him. The shackled human was up and brandishing an iron poker, swinging it at the servants.

      “So help me, if you touch me again, I’ll skewer you like marshmallows!”

      With a growl, Khalon marched over to the puny human and snatched hold of the poker. He jerked it away and grabbed him by the collar of his neck.

      “Get your hands off me, asshole!”

      The human twisted and attempted to land a punch, but Khalon made certain to keep him out of arm’s reach. He shoved the human down into the wingback chair and tossed the poker at one of the servants, who caught it and returned it to its rightful place beside the stone hearth.

      “Leave us,” Khalon barked, waiting for the last servants to dart out of the expansive room. He turned his glare on Riley Murrough. The man dared to scowl at him? Khalon tried his best to summon patience. They had, after all, taken Riley from his world. “You have questions.”

      Riley fumed, watching Khalon’s every move with his indignant hazel eyes. “Damned right I have questions. How about we start with what those things were and why they were trying to kill me?”

      “Those demons were trying to kill you to get to me.” Khalon clasped his hands behind his back and paced slowly. The sight of him alone was enough to boil Khalon’s blood. Madness. Absolute madness.

      “Why? We’ve never met before today. I don’t even know who the hell you are.”

      “I am Khalon, King of the Soldati, and I am your mate.” Saying the words pained him greatly.

      “Hey, if you want to be friends, that’s cool, but friends don’t kidnap each other or chain each other up. Okay, maybe some do, but why don’t we start small? Maybe grab a cup of coffee instead?”

      Khalon stopped pacing. “What?”

      “You said you were my mate. Are you British, a little Australian, maybe? I can’t make out the accent.”

      “I’m neither. Why would you assume as much?” Khalon waved a hand in dismissal. “Never mind.” It was quite possible the man was an idiot. “I meant mate as in lover. Partner. You are fated to rule and hunt at my side as my prince.”

      “Whoa.” Riley let out a laugh and held his shackled wrists up. “Let’s not get ahead of ourselves. You chain up all your dates? On second thought, don’t answer that.”

      “The great priestess has made a mistake. A terrible, horrible mistake.” Khalon was certain of it. He was king of the Soldati. His destiny was to be united with a great prince, a warrior like himself, who possessed remarkable skill and a force of magic rivaled only by his own. Not some frail human with wispy hair. Khalon’s frown deepened. He stopped in front of Riley and crouched down, his head cocked as he studied him.

      “Finally we agree on something. So why don’t you let me go, and you can square things off with the… great priestess, is it? Square things off with her, and we’ll just pretend this never happened. I won’t press charges. I’ll go back to my ordinary life serving up scones and lattes, and you go back to… whatever it is you do, and we’re good. I’m good. You’re good.”

      “Be quiet.”

      Khalon reached out to take a lock of Riley’s hair between his fingers. It was golden like the sun—not entirely unpleasant, for a human—also soft and reached his brow. His lashes were somewhat long, and he had faint freckles strewn across his nose and cheeks. Flecks of amber shone in the green of his eyes. His lips were pink and full. Not an entirely displeasing exterior. Pretty, for a human male. He was rather small, but then most humans were, compared to Soldati.

      “What are you doing?” Riley sank back into the chair, squirming in the seat.

      Khalon ignored him. He took hold of Riley’s arm and pushed up his sleeve. Not as scrawny as he’d expected. Taking a handful of Riley’s shirt, he attempted to push it up, only to get his hand smacked away. Khalon narrowed his eyes.

      “I don’t give a shit who you are,” Riley ground out through his teeth. “Don’t touch me.”

      Khalon threw a hand out and wrapped it around Riley’s slender neck. “You are mine until otherwise released.” He brushed his thumb across soft skin, the stir it caused in Khalon’s stomach unsettling. If something wasn’t done and quickly, the connection between them might grow. Khalon couldn’t have that. The last thing he needed was to form some false sense of attachment to this creature.

      “Screw you! I’m not scared of you.”

      Khalon leaned in, his fangs growing as he grinned at the all but trembling prince. “Then why do you reek of fear?”

      Riley lifted his chin in defiance. “I reek of a guy who got chased by a bunch of demons down a piss-stained alley.”

      Khalon let out a snort of disgust and released the incorrigible human. Unbelievable. How could he be expected to mate with this… this impudent pixie? Riley was about as fierce as a newborn fawn, all wide-eyed and fluffy tailed. It was embarrassing, to say the least. Besides the insult, there was the profound threat the human posed to Khalon and his Soldati warriors. Khalon couldn’t risk his people on such a frail and fickle creature.

      Riley rubbed at his neck, his glower on Khalon. “You have some serious anger issues.”

      With a frustrated grunt, Khalon tugged on the golden rope near his wardrobe, ringing the bell to summon the servants. Toka was promptly at his door.

      “Get him out of my sight before I finish what those bastard demons started. Clean him up and feed him. I need time to think of my next course of action without him and his incessant babbling.”

      Riley gasped. “And you’re still single? How is this injustice possible?”

      What sounded like a giggle escaped Toka before he clamped a hand over his mouth. Was Khalon losing his touch? Now the servants were laughing at him!

      “Forgive me, Your Majesty. I meant no offense.” Toka’s big amber eyes grew glassy, and Khalon sighed. The last thing he needed was to make the foxling weep. Rayner would become irate with him, and Khalon had enough to deal with at the moment without one of his friend’s insufferable lectures.

      “Just go.”

      Riley pulled his arm from Toka’s reach. “Now hold on a second. I demand⁠—”

      “Go!” Khalon roared, balling his hands at his sides in an attempt not to strangle Riley.

      “Going.” Riley turned and fled from the room with several servants in tow.

      Toka excused himself, and Khalon called out to him, “Keep an eye on him.”

      “Yes, Your Majesty.” Toka bowed, then turned and left him alone to his thoughts, the room blissfully silent.

      How could one human cause so much discord? So much noise? With a sigh, he dropped down into the chair Riley had vacated, curling his lip with a snarl. Now his chair smelled of the human. Something flowery. Lavender? Sandalwood? What the hell did it matter? He’d just closed his eyes when he heard Rayner’s footsteps.

      “Can I not have a moment’s peace in my own chamber?” Khalon grumbled. “What do you want?” He opened his eyes and peered at his friend, who boldly took a seat on the footstool near Khalon without invitation.

      Rayner’s eyes filled with concern. “Do you truly believe the priestess has made a mistake?”

      Khalon leaned forward, his hands clasped between his knees. “You saw him. I was to be mated to a fierce warrior. Not that.” He sat back and ran a hand through his hair. “He’s frail. I have swords taller than him.”

      “Strength doesn’t lie with size alone.”

      Khalon narrowed his eyes, aware of Rayner’s amused expression. “Remind me why I haven’t yet imprisoned you for your insolence?”

      “Because the last time you imprisoned someone, humans were still defecating in holes inside those ridiculous little wooden sheds. Also, because you love me.”

      Khalon scoffed. “You overestimate my attachment to your miserable carcass.”

      “I love you too,” Rayner replied with a chuckle.

      “Are you saying I’ve grown soft?” Was it possible?

      “I’m saying perhaps you’ve grown into your own skin.” Rayner patted Khalon’s knee, his eyes still alight with amusement.

      Khalon wouldn’t dignify that with a response. He wasn’t going soft. “The answer to your previous question is yes, I believe the priestess made a mistake. How could it not be? A human? You know very well there’s more at risk here than my reputation.”
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