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      Alex Kensington is a Tiger Shifter from the Island Stripe Pride. In Maccon City on business for his Neta, he runs into the one person he never expected to meet. His fated mate.

      

      Margaret Flint is just trying to live her best life running her late father’s seaside motel down in the Jersey Shore town of Maccon City. At twenty-nine years old, she never expected to wind up back at The Sunset Inn, raising her much younger sister, Joelle.

      

      When unforeseen events cause her to be late with her mortgage payment, she learns someone else has bought the loan. Some New York City business tycoon who is trying to force her out! But Maggie will not give up without a fight.

      

      Will Alex follow his instructions and toss the female out on her ear, or will he claim her as his own?
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      “Maggie?”

      “Yes?” Maggie turned her head away from the pile of books she was using while researching her thesis.

      “You have a phone call,” Bobby, the young librarian whispered and motioned for her to come to his desk.

      Scranton Public Library was usually busy and full of college kids. She was so close to finishing grad school in software development. All her life, she’d spent more time on computers than with real people.

      It started out innocently enough with gaming and chat rooms. Later, she’d been full on obsessed with the roleplaying world of WolfMoon and the fact the inventor lived in her hometown.

      Maggie had been promised a job by Randall Graves himself whenever she wanted, but she opted to finish school first. It took her longer than usual, since there was no money waiting for her to go.

      Oh no. Unlike most of her friends whose parents had saved and collected little nest eggs for their teens when they’d graduated high school, Maggie had to work her way through college.

      Fast food restaurants were her go to, but she also had jobs delivering newspapers, walking dogs, tutoring, and babysitting. She wasn’t afraid of hard work.

      It always occurred to her, the harder she worked now, the less she would have to as she got older, right? Anyway, she was so close now. And maybe, after she saw the world a bit, she’d find the one job she really wanted.

      No children? The sad little voice inside her that sometimes spoke up when she was feeling a certain way distracted her for a moment. But she pushed it away.

      Some people were not meant to have families. Maybe she was one of them. After all, how many almost thirty-year-old virgins were walking around Pennsylvania? Never mind Maccon City. Not that she was going there anytime soon. She snorted and cleared her throat quickly to cover it up.

      No. This was her life as it was supposed to be. Away from her mother, who’d always seemed to resent Maggie for having had her so young. Like it was her fault her mom got pregnant in high school.

      As for her absentee father, well, she’d tried once to be in his life. It didn’t exactly work out. Maggie shook her head, wondering why her thoughts had turned melancholy while following Bobby to his desk.

      She hardly noticed the crowds that filled the library this time of year anymore. Still, this was odd. She’d never known anyone to call looking for her. What was wrong with her cell phone?

      “Hello,” she spoke into the receiver.

      “Miss Margaret Flint?” a somber voice asked.

      “Yes, I’m Margaret Flint,” she said, her stomach clenching in dread.

      “Miss Flint, my name is Kurt Lowell, with Macconwood Law Associates,” he continued, “I was your father’s lawyer.”

      “Was?” she asked, her tension becoming unbearable.

      “Yes, Miss Flint,” he paused a moment, “I am very sorry to have to inform you that there was a car accident, and your father did not survive.”

      “He’s dead?”

      “Yes, miss, I am very, very sorry.”

      “Was he alone? What about Joelle?”

      “He was out with his wife, Debra. They are both deceased. Your sister—"

      “Half-sister,” she murmured.

      “Apologies,” he said, “Your half-sister is fine. She was home at the time.”

      “I see.”

      “Miss Flint, you are named in the will as Joelle’s legal guardian and there is a substantial amount of information to go over, including your father’s business. The hotel property and the remaining mortgage. When can you be back in town?”

      “What? I’m sorry, I just, Can you say that again?”

      “Joelle needs you here, Maggie,” Kurt said.

      “Come home, Miss Flint. Joelle needs you.”

      “Okay,” she swallowed hard and hung up the phone.

      “Maggie? Are you okay?” Bobby asked, but she was already walking away to gather her things.

      Maggie may have had a shitty time with both her parents, but Joelle was sweet and young. She deserved better. Shame filled her at the half-sister remark she’d callously quipped. That was her mother’s word, not hers.

      Shit. Her father was dead. Joelle needed her. That was all Maggie needed to hear.

      Looked like she was going home after all.
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      It was dark out, but Alex could see perfectly fine in the silvery light coming from the three-quarter filled moon directly overhead.

      “The Sunset Inn. The perfect beach getaway where you’ll leave with only the fondest memories and a killer tan. My ass. Probably leave with bedbugs and the need for a week’s worth of antibiotics,” he growled his displeasure, tossing the cheesy brochure aside.

      What the actual fuck was his Neta thinking sending him to some flea ridden roach motel in the Jersey shore? Alex had stayed in actual palaces. He’d dined with kings and queens. Had homes in London, Paris, Rome, the Isle of Sky, and his own personal island in the Caribbean. Not to mention his usual residence, a condo with an unparalleled view of Central Park West.

      He wasn’t a snob exactly. But his life was nothing to scoff at. The neon pink stucco nightmare of a hotel with the hideous blue roof seemed to be mocking him from its place on the corner of Ocean Boulevard.

      He looked down at the crumbled bit of propaganda on the cracked sidewalk and snarled. Still, he wasn’t a litterbug. Leaning over, he grabbed the bit of paper once more and looked for a trash can.

      There was a proper bite in the air that night, and he shivered unconsciously although Shifters rarely felt the cold. The fuck? He shook his head. Must be something else giving his tiger the willies. And no wonder. He stopped and looked at the atrocious sign.

      Huge and neon. Of course it was, he snarled again. The Sunset Inn logo had an orange circle surrounding the hotel’s name. He could only imagine some marketing genius drew the thing up to represent the sun. The three wavy lines on either side were its rays, no doubt. It was supposed to be in various shades of orange, red, and yellow, but half of them were out, leaving what appeared to be a pointless arrow sticking out of the circle.

      The Sunset Inn of Maccon City, New Jersey, was a serious downgrade from the villa on the Italian Riviera where he’d planned on spending the spring. Maybe he shouldn’t have remarked on the Nari’s recent weight gain, after all, he wondered with a shake of his head.

      Alex wasn’t an asshole or anything. The comment that she looked healthy was meant to be a compliment to the young, expectant mother. He couldn’t help it if his eyes wandered to her suddenly increased breast size for half a second. Besides, Dean had already punched him for that one.

      And he’d apologized profusely. Violet was a lovely, understanding woman. Not at all like the Alpha, or as Tiger’s called their leader, the Neta of the Island Stripe Pride. Dean had not been impressed.

      “Fuck,” he muttered and shook his leg after stepping into some dubious sludge on the pavement.

      He should’ve changed his shoes, he thought while carefully avoiding the pile of refuse that, upon further investigation, had spilled over the mouth of the trash bin just outside the pool gate.

      At least that was properly locked. But alas, he’d have to pocket the brochure for now. It was ten o’clock at night, and the pool sign stated it closed at nine.

      Alex wasn’t usually such a candy-ass about his clothing or where he hung his hat, but this felt like a demotion to him. Not that he’d ever heard of a Beta being demoted. Then again, there was that one unfortunate Tiger in the Maverick Pride who’d gone after his Neta’s mate.

      That asshole deserved what he got. Alex was nothing like him. He believed in loyalty, and the Island Stripe Pride. He also believed in Dean and Violet Romero, and everything they stood for.

      Fine. He was Tiger enough to admit he was being a big fucking baby about this whole thing. What could he say?

      He did not like the beach, the water, or the sand in New Jersey. And he didn’t like dingy little seaside motels. The boardwalk was quiet this time of year, but in another month it would be a riot of colors and lights and noises. He couldn’t forget the noises.

      Grrr.

      Where the hell was everyone? He wondered. Ten wasn’t late, was it? Maybe not for Manhattan, but out here in the boonies, it sure as fuck was.

      Once again, he allowed his anger to roll through him, but it deflated when he saw the junker parked in the spot reserved for the owner. He’d been sent there to help, and should have arrived hours ago, but he’d been unavoidably detained.

      Well, that wasn’t technically true. After he’d gone to the bank, Alex had waited half an hour for the current owner to show up. When M. Flint failed to arrive, Alex had been more than pissed off.

      Impressing his need to wrap things up quickly to the bank manager was easy enough. The sniveling little man allowed him to sign the papers, buying out the past-due mortgage, and thereby, taking possession of the charming hotel he was currently snarling at. Afterwards, Alex went out for some drinks.

      Maccon City. How the hell did I wind up here? For fuck’s sake.

      Yes, it was a cute town for beach lovers, which he was not. Great for families, which he didn’t have. And there was a whole campy horror movie vibe going on this late at night. Broken neon signs, crumbling stucco, the scent of beachy mold, and neglect in the air. When he got a hold of M. Flint, he was going to give that guy a piece of his mind. Right before he tossed him out on his ass, with his Neta’s blessing he might add.

      He frowned, looking around to gather as much evidence as he could with his enhanced night vision. Tigers were excellent hunters, after all, and their sight was legendary.

      Alex took in the sand dunes across the small street that gave way to a pathway for beach goers staying at the hotel. Neglected, but fixable, he thought. What was more interesting were the two empty rundown lots next to the property. One directly to the left, which was bordered by the woods on one side. And another directly behind the hotel.

      Hmm. If the lots were on the auction block, he’d see to it that ISP had first dibs. Once he was done with this property, the little hotel would be unrecognizable, and he wanted to have the option to expand. Yes, he’d definitely have to look into that Tomorrow.

      The Tiger in him chuffed sleepily, and Alex stifled a yawn. He still couldn’t believe it, but he might as well get used to the idea. The Beta of the Island Stripe Tiger Pride was scheduled to be live in the heart of the Macconwood Wolf Pack’s territory for the next few months.

      At least the Alpha wasn’t a dick. Alex had met Rafe Maccon a time or two, and the man was more than affable. He had a quiet power that exuded from his pores. Big and muscular like most Shifters, Rafe was descended from the MacContire.

      The Wolf was a legend back in Ireland, and Alex had listened to the tales from members of the Greyback Pack over on Tyrone County, Ireland. ISP Inc had offices in the territory, and Alex was fond of the local Inn where older Wolves gathered to drink and tell tales of their heroes and myths.

      How the legendary Wolf had come to allow his son to flee Ireland to wind up here was unknown to Alex. But he supposed that story was something he could ferret out of locals. One of the only aspects of his stay in Maccon City that had any appeal.

      Manhattan was a crowded, busy, bustling place to live, and there, Dean Romero was King of Shifters and Alex his right-hand man. But here. Well, Alex wasn’t entirely sure what he was anymore. There were a shit-ton of Wolves, for sure. But how would a Tiger fair in a small town where he had to keep his inner self a secret?

      Supposedly normals weren’t exactly in the know, but Alex had his doubts. Supernaturals outnumbered normals three to one in the resort town that made the bulk of its money off the tourists who flocked there every summer.

      Tourists, he snorted at the word. Like his family had been when he was a cub. Okay, fine. So maybe he didn’t hate it entirely. There was that summer he rode every rollercoaster and tilt-a-whirl ten times each without getting even slightly nauseous after his cousin dared him.

      Still, he resented the assignment all the same. Surely, Dean had other people, less important people, he could have sent here?

      Grrr. Waste of freaking time.

      It had been years since Alex had spent any significant amount of time in the South Jersey town, but he still had acquaintances there. It was hard to ignore the busiest Shifter town in the Eastern coast.

      The Thirsty Dog was still the most hopping place in town, and he’d run into a crowd of friendly Wolves and Bears. Some he knew, some he didn’t.

      Not that it mattered. After polishing off a few gold-label bottles of Bite, his favorite artisan whiskey crafted by local Werewolf Mason Lane, Alex tried his hand at darts. Then pool. Then some computer trivia thingy that he sucked royally at, but he had fun downing shots poured by the pretty and available waitstaff if the phone numbers he’d had stuffed into his pockets were any indication.

      The women had been willing, but for some reason Alex had simply smiled and left. Alone.

      And what the fuck was up with that? He growled again. The effects of the whiskey had long since worn off, but Alex felt out of sorts.

      Anxious even.

      Grrr.
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      Okay, fine. His time at the bar had been spent delaying the inevitable. But could anyone blame him? This pink-stuccoed, blue-roofed, neon sign disaster of a hotel was fucking ridiculous.

      And just how the hell was he supposed to find his room if there was no number for the manager located outside the closed office? What happened to guests arriving late?

      Growling with renewed anger, Alex stalked towards the glass-walled room that had the word office etched into the door.

      Locked. Ugh. He really hated getting dirty. Sighing aloud, he replayed the conversation he’d had with the Neta in his head while he took off the jacket to his custom-tailored Tim Ford suit. Cuffing the sleeves of his silk shirt, he wondered if Dean would approve what he was about to do.

      “Alex, you work for me. I do have that correct, right?” Dean Romero leaned back in his tall, black leather chair. The Neta pinned him with that unwavering stare of his.

      He never raised his voice. The fucker didn’t have to. After all, Dean was the motherfucking Tiger King of all Manhattan. Also known as the Neta or the Alpha of the Island Stripe Pride based out of New York’s most thriving metropolis.

      True, he’d mellowed some since taking a bride over the Christmas holidays. But now that the Nari, his mate, was expecting the couple’s first cub, Dean was anxious as ever to please the female. Violet was a wonderful Nari, beloved by the entire Pride.

      She’d been blessed by the fates with the Puspa, the gift of her own animal half, and was now the fiercest Tigress in the city. Dean was crazy about her.

      As he should be, Alex’s Tiger had reminded him.

      He acknowledged the fact with a resigned shake of his head. Violet was a wonderful woman. A real triple threat. She was warm-hearted, beautiful, and brilliant. The entire Pride was besotted with her.

      Alex was proudly among those who’d vowed to serve the new Nari with every bit of the same loyalty, devotion, and respect he held for Dean. Violet was absolutely perfect for their Neta.

      As Dean’s right-hand man and the Pride Beta, Alex Kensington was the second highest ranking Tiger Shifter in the whole damn Pride. And yet, he’d been scolded like an errant cub by his Neta only a day ago.

      Grrr, his Tiger had pushed him in the confines of Dean’s office, but there was no way he’d ever challenge the man. He was simply too good.

      The best, really. And Alex had no desire whatsoever to try and best him in battle. Neither did he want to rule the Pride.

      He loved his job. ISP Inc was an international conglomerate made up of dozens of companies, all leaders in their industries. They dabbled in just about everything. Imports, exports, farming, beauty products, sustainable fishing, environmentally conscious power companies, leaders of the hospitality industry, computer software development, and the like.

      Alex was on the board of more than two-thirds of the parent companies that made up ISP Inc. He’d been a part of Dean’s work since the man had come into his power, and together they’d tripled the old Neta’s empire.

      He had degrees in business management, finance, economics, and ethics. And just for the fun of it, he held a Masters’ degree in English lit with a specialty in Shakespearean sonnets. The last made him a hit with the ladies, if he did say so himself. He thought back to his conversation with his Neta and frowned.

      “It is important to Violet that I invest in her hometown, Alex,” Dean had cut off his rolling growl, and Alex finally lifted his eyes to the man.

      “Okay, so we’ll donate some funds for a park or beach clean-up—"

      “No, my friend,” Dean shook his head. “I am afraid my bride has requested a different sort of investment. You see, a friend of hers from high school is currently in some trouble. Here is the file,” he extended a hand holding a large manilla folder.

      “The Sunset Inn? Dean, what is this?”

      “Say hello to our newest acquisition,” Dean smiled.

      Alex had instantly recognized it as Dean’s trademark do-not-fuck-with-me smile. He was a pretty smart guy. But in that moment, looking down at that photograph of the rundown establishment, he’d had to wonder if having sex on the regular wasn’t addling his Neta’s brain.

      “I want you to personally go down, see to the finalization of the loan transfer. Then fire the manager who ran the place into the ground. And last, make it better.”

      “Make it better? How? Bomb the place? It’s a fucking dump, Dean,” he growled, and shook his head.

      The place was nowhere near the type of business ISP touched. What the fuck was going on with Dean?

      “I guess so, Alex, fucking bomb the place then,” said Dean in a deceptively calm voice, “but when you’re done, it won’t be a dump anymore. Will it?”

      “You can get someone else to do this, Dean. I have other business to attend—"

      “Alex,” he’d closed his eyes.

      Clearly, his patience had run out, even so, Alex had to push him a bit farther, “I want you to see to the renovations personally.”

      “But Dean—"

      “I said,” snarled the Neta before his voice returned to its previous calm, “I want you to do it.”

      “Yes, Neta,” Alex growled, baring his throat, and averted his gaze to the marble tiled floor.

      Alex shook his head. There was nothing else to be done. This was his task, and he would see it through to the end. He looked at the doorknob and shook his head again.

      Fucking hell. He fisted his hand and punched a hole through the glass, effectively breaking the pane just above the knob. He’d just finished breaking away the remaining glass so he could reach inside unscathed, when suddenly, he was covered in something sticky and wet.

      “What the?” he growled, then stopped before the sludge could enter his mouth.

      When he found the person who’d slimed him, Alex was gonna tear the dude a new one.

      Grrr.

      “Maggie! Maggie! I got him!” a voice overhead screamed, and his Shifter’s eyes zeroed in on the tiny young female holding an overturned container.

      “Take that, you asshat!” she yelled.

      Surmising that plastic cup formerly held the sticky, gooey contents that were currently soaking into his silk shirt, Alex had his culprit. He sniffed.

      What the fuck? From what he picked up, the sludge staining his shirt and sticking to his hair was some diabolical mix of ink, mineral oil, and paint.

      “What is going on?”

      The sound of a second female had his eyes searching the shadows for the face that went with the heavenly voice.

      Heavenly? WTF.

      Grrr. His Tiger tensed, the beast scratching against his skin. He was chuffing so loudly Alex could hardly make out her next words.

      The second female’s voice was huskier, older sounding than the first. Like fine wine, it was perfect for his palate. The notes so deep and sexy, stirred something within him. When she spoke again, it was like a sucker punch straight to his gut.

      Mine.

      He stilled. Fuck no. This was not happening. But the Tiger growled and hissed. The happy chuff upon first hearing the stranger replaced by an annoyed growl at his human side for doubting the beast.

      Fuck that. He was not there to meet his mate, dammit.

      Grrr. The Tiger did not give two shits what the man thought. That voice, the woman, was his.

      “Joelle! Oh my god! Sir? I think it’s a sir, um, mister? Are you okay?”

      The woman gasped. She pinched the younger female on the arm. Leaning over the railing from the balcony over the office, she asked him if he was alright, but he couldn’t even think to respond.

      From what he could see, which honestly wasn’t much since he currently had one eye closed to keep out the muck, she was gorgeous. Honey-colored hair spilled over her shoulders in big, bouncy curls. Hazel eyes that seemed brown at first, but upon closer inspection were flecked with green and gold, blinked rapidly, taking in his utterly ridiculous appearance.
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