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One white lion plus one powerful mage equals an unexpected attraction that changes everything. 

Sam Kinkaid never wanted to be king. As the last white lion shifter on Earth and reluctant Alpha of all lions, he's built a billion-dollar empire while keeping the supernatural world hidden from human eyes. But when a dangerous arms dealer with dark magic connections threatens everything he's sworn to protect, Sam needs more than his lion's strength. He needs a mage of his own, and fate sends him Claudia.

Claudia is a powerful young magic user, trained by one of the most formidable witches in the magical community. Hired to strengthen the wards around Kinkaid properties, she never expected to feel the pull of an undeniable attraction to the impossibly gorgeous billionaire shifter. As their professional relationship grows into something neither can deny, an ancient evil surfaces—the Venifucus, a secret society of dark mages who will stop at nothing to claim ultimate power.

From Houston boardrooms to a glamorous Monaco gala, Sam and Claudia must navigate deadly enemies, forbidden attraction, and supernatural threats that could destroy them both. When Claudia's magic tangles with Sam's protective instincts, the bond between them becomes their greatest weapon, and their most dangerous vulnerability. Can a reluctant king and a powerful mage defeat an ancient darkness, or will choosing love cost them everything?

The Reluctant King delivers heart-pounding paranormal romantic suspense with a swoon-worthy Alpha hero and a fierce heroine who proves love is the most powerful magic of all.








  
  
Dedication



Many thanks to Peggy McChesney for putting up with a messier manuscript than usual. I just have to say – when calculating time zones and private air travel, things can get confusing VERY fast! (At least for me. LOL) Hopefully, I've straightened everything out now. :) 
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Chapter 1




“Well, don’t you look fancy?” Gavin tossed a paperclip at Sam as he walked into Gavin’s office. Sam caught it in one hand, his reflexes as sharp as ever, even if he was trussed up like a penguin in a bespoke tuxedo. 

“All part of the billionaire-playboy persona,” Sam griped, sinking into one of the guest chairs in front of Gavin’s desk.

“Better you than me, Alpha,” Gavin said, chuckling as he leaned back in his office chair. “What can I do for you?”

“Well, first, tell me why you’re working so late when you have a beautiful mate waiting for you at home? Am I working you too hard? Do you need another assistant?” Sam asked, truly concerned.

“While another assistant might be necessary if you keep growing the business at the rate you’re going, I’m good for now. The reason I’ve stayed late tonight is that I figured I’d get a bit of work done while Marigold is meeting with Granny Tucker and Claudia to talk about her magical education to date. I wanted to sit in, but the ladies insisted they had girl talk to conduct and that I was surplus to requirements, as our cousins in the UK would say.” Gavin punctuated his words by tossing the folder he’d been holding on his desk.

“Speaking of which, have you heard from Deidre and Miguel lately? All going well with the new operation on the North Sea?” Sam asked.

“From a security standpoint, it’s all good. Deidre’s family has been running boats for generations, and they’ve got a good handle on the expansion into oil platform service. You’ll have to talk to someone on the business end to see if they’re turning a profit yet, but my feeling is that it’s going well,” Gavin replied.

As security chief for Kinkaid Industries, Gavin knew just about everything and everyone, but Sam also knew that Gavin was becoming more focused on just the security aspects of their various locations. Sam’s expansion of the Kinkaid empire meant Gavin had less time to spend on each new acquisition or expansion. Sam made a mental note to get Gavin more help whether he requested it or not. He was too exceptional a leader for the entire Clan and their businesses to have him bogged down with trivial paperwork when he could be focusing on big picture stuff.

Sam had plans for Gavin that the younger man didn’t know about yet. Now that Gavin had found his mate and settled down, Sam wanted to give him more responsibilities within both the company and the Clan, but he needed to build a solid team under his command that he could rely on. Sam knew that Gavin already had the basic building blocks with his assistants, both at work and in the Clan, but he needed more people. He needed a bigger team before Sam could give him more to look after.

They had time yet, but Sam wanted to make sure Gavin built that team soon. He’d hand-pick a few people that he thought had potential and would complement Gavin’s style of working. He’d give them a few months to work out the kinks and get to know each other better. Then, if all worked out as he hoped, Sam would be able to pass on more responsibility to Gavin.

In the meantime, he had plans to enact to bring justice to the arms dealer, Abdul Kettering. Which was why he was dressed in his penguin suit.

“Where were you tonight that required the tux?” Gavin asked.

“A fundraiser for one of the big international relief agencies. I thought it would be a good place to get me back on the old radar for big bashes of international caliber,” Sam admitted.

“I thought you hated those things,” Gavin observed.

“I do. Which is why I stopped going to all but the most essential years ago. I still get the occasional invitation, but the really exclusive places stopped sending them when I kept declining. I need to get back on those lists so I can get into the places where Kettering might show up.” Sam knew some of his frustrations were coming through in the low growl he couldn’t quite control.

“I didn’t realize it would be so difficult for you to get invited,” Gavin said, his eyebrows rising in surprise. “I thought being a billionaire meant you never really needed an invitation to go anywhere you wanted.”

“It’s not that simple,” Sam groused, yanking his loose bowtie from around his neck and folding it before placing it in his pocket. “And you know I might be the name on the letterhead, but I’m really just the custodian of the Clan’s resources. The money isn’t really mine.”

“The world doesn’t know that. And the Clan knows that it wouldn’t have half the resources we now have if it wasn’t for you and your business acumen. You created this empire, Alpha, and we all know it and are grateful you’re such a sharing kind of leader.” Gavin grinned, and his gaze held all sorts of approval and affection for his Alpha.

It was tough to look at. Sam wasn’t the kind of man who needed his people to bow and scrape to him. On the contrary, he was happiest when he was treated as just another member of the family. He supposed losing his parents so young had caused that quirk of his personality.

There was no question he was Alpha, but he was…humble, for lack of a better word. Sam liked to think it was because he and his beast were content and secure in the knowledge of their power and position within the hierarchy. Right there at the top. That’s where he liked to be. He liked making decisions and protecting the Clan in every way.

But he didn’t really enjoy the praise that often accompanied his position. He’d much rather operate quietly, seeing to the health and well-being of everyone in his domain. He’d rather be the white-furred ghost that quietly took care of everything without a lot of fanfare.

Even though that white fur had marked him as different from the first time he’d ever shifted into his lion form. It had set him apart from everyone else and earmarked him for the role he now held. And surprisingly, it had thrust him onto the international stage well before he was ready for such things. He’d stepped up. Reluctantly.

“Anything I should know about?” Sam asked, redirecting the conversation.

“Nothing new since my report this morning. I’m still waiting on the report from my contact in Brussels. At this point, it’ll probably be tomorrow before I hear from her. I’ll let you know if there’s anything interesting in her report,” Gavin promised.

“Do that. Now, isn’t it about time you headed home? Surely, the ladies are done with their girl talk by now?” Sam asked as he stood.

“I don’t know,” Gavin said, skepticism in his tone. “When those magical women get together, they can talk.”

Sam chuckled and fished his phone out of his pocket. He scrolled through his messages and saw one from Claudia.

“Looks like Claudia left your place about fifteen minutes ago,” Sam told the other man.

“You have her checking in with you?” Gavin’s eyebrows rose again in speculation.

“Not on purpose, but she texted to remind me about a meeting we have in the morning. She said she’s showing Granny Tucker to the guest house on my property in the development, and they’ll both be staying there for the night, since it’s really too late for Granny to be driving back to her place at this hour.”

“Claudia’s still living in your guest house?” Gavin asked, though he had to already know the answer. He wouldn’t be much of a security chief if he didn’t.

Sam nodded anyway. “I’m hardly ever at the house, as you know. I usually end up staying at the condo in town. I told Claudia she could use the house, but she insists on staying in the guest house. I won’t argue with the woman. It doesn’t really matter to me where she stays as long as she’s a guest of the Clan. She’s proven herself trustworthy in all our past dealings, so she has my trust and the run of the place, as far as I’m concerned.”

“That’s a lot of trust to give a mage you only just met a short while ago,” Gavin observed.

“You of all people should recognize what she’s done to help not just your mate but the entire Clan. I trust her.”

Sam heard the finality in his own voice and had to admit Gavin probably had a point. It was his job, after all, to be cautious about every aspect of securing the Clan. Usually, Sam was a lot more guarded about accepting strangers into his confidence, but there was just something about Claudia that made his lion believe in her almost immediately. He didn’t know why that was and didn’t examine it too closely. He just knew it was so.

Weird.

Claudia fluffed the pillows on the guest bed one more time, even though they didn’t need it. Nervous energy, that’s all it was. She’d been living in Sam Kinkaid’s guest house for weeks now, but having Granny Tucker stay overnight made her acutely aware of just how much space she was taking up in the Alpha’s domain.

“Stop fussing, child,” Granny Tucker said from the doorway, her keen eyes missing nothing. “The room is perfectly fine. More than fine, actually. That lion of yours has excellent taste.”

Heat flooded Claudia’s cheeks. “He’s not my lion.”

“Mm-hmm.” Granny’s tone was pure disbelief wrapped in amusement. She shuffled into the room, settling her overnight bag on the chair by the window. “These old bones are grateful not to be driving back tonight. That’s a long stretch of dark road between here and my place.”

“I’m glad you’re staying.” Claudia meant it. Having Granny here made the guest house feel less like an imposition and more like a proper home, at least for tonight. “Let me make us some tea. I picked up that blend you like from that small apothecary in town.”

Granny’s face lit up. “The one with elderflower?”

“And chamomile, and just a hint of lavender.” Claudia smiled, pleased she’d remembered correctly.

A few minutes later, they were settled in the cozy living area of the guest house, each with a steaming mug. Claudia had chosen this space when Sam—Alpha Kinkaid, she corrected herself mentally—had offered her the run of his property. The guest house was far enough from the main residence to give her privacy, but close enough that she could walk to the main house in under five minutes if needed. Not that she’d ever go into the main house on her own. Sam was rarely there, and she wasn’t about to go poking around his home.

“So,” Granny said, blowing on her tea. “I was pleased to see that Marigold is coming along nicely with her studies.”

“She’s a natural,” Claudia agreed. “Her power is wild and untrained, but she has good instincts. Gavin’s mate will be formidable once she has better control.”

“Gavin is good for her. He steadies her.” Granny took a sip, her eyes twinkling over the rim of her mug. “It’s nice when a powerful woman finds a good man who isn’t intimidated by her gifts.”

Claudia shifted uncomfortably. She knew where this was going.

“You know,” Granny continued, her voice taking on that deceptively casual tone that meant she was about to meddle, “Sam Kinkaid is a good man too. He’s wealthy, and Alpha of his Clan. Heavens! He’s shifter royalty. Handsome as sin too, from what these old eyes can still see. And he’s unattached.”

“Granny—”

“Don’t Granny me.” The old woman’s eyes sharpened. “I’ve been watching you moon over that boy.”

“I do not moon over anyone,” Claudia protested, but her voice came out weaker than she’d intended. “And he’s hardly a boy. He’s older than me.”

“By what, a few years? At most a decade.” Granny waved a dismissive hand. “Shifters age slowly. He’s in his prime, and so are you. More importantly, he looks at you like he wants to eat you up.”

Claudia’s heart skipped. “He does not.”

“He does too. You’re just too busy looking away to notice.” Granny leaned forward, her expression growing serious. “Listen to me, child. You’re powerful. More powerful than you give yourself credit for. But power isn’t everything. Sometimes, the strongest magic is the connection between two people.”

“Granny, I’m his consultant. That’s all. He may be beginning to trust me to help protect his Clan, and I won’t abuse that by…” She trailed off, unsure how to finish the sentence.

“By what? By being honest about your feelings? By taking a chance?” Granny shook her head. “That’s not abuse, sweetness. That’s being human. Or in his case, lion, but you take my meaning.”

Claudia stared down into her tea, watching the herbs swirl in the amber liquid. “He’s the Alpha. The only white lion shifter on Earth. He has responsibilities I can’t even begin to understand. The last thing he needs is an apprentice mage trailing after him, hoping for his attention.”

“Or maybe, the last thing he needs is to be alone.”

The words hung in the air between them. Claudia thought about Sam in that ridiculously gorgeous tuxedo she’d glimpsed him in earlier when he’d stopped by to check on things. He’d looked uncomfortable, despite being born to wealth and power. There was something lonely about him, something isolated, even when he was at home, in a community where he was surrounded by his Clan.

But that didn’t mean he wanted her attention. She was useful to him, yes. Trustworthy, apparently, given that he’d given her free rein of his property. But that was professional respect, not personal interest.

Wasn’t it?

“I see those wheels turning,” Granny said with satisfaction. “Good. Think about it. That’s all I ask.”

“There’s nothing to think about,” Claudia insisted, but even she could hear the lie in her voice.

Granny just smiled and finished her tea. “We should get some sleep. Morning comes early, even for old women and young mages in denial.”

After Granny had retired to the guest bedroom, Claudia stood at the window of the living area, looking out toward the main house. A single light burned in an upstairs window. Was Sam home, or was that just a security light?

She pressed her palm against the cool glass, feeling the faint hum of the protective wards she’d woven around the property. They responded to her touch, recognizing her magic, welcoming her. This place had started to feel like home in a way she hadn’t expected.

And Sam… Sam Kinkaid, Alpha lion shifter, reluctant king of all lion shifters, reclusive billionaire… He was the last complication she needed in her life.

So why did she get butterflies in her stomach every time she was in his presence?

Claudia sighed and turned away from the window. Granny Tucker was a meddling old woman who saw romance everywhere she looked. That was all this was. Just an old woman’s fancy.

She repeated that to herself as she got ready for bed, and by the time she dozed off, she almost believed it.








  
  
Chapter 2




Claudia had just checked off another property on her list—all the warehouses owned by Kinkaid Industries now had reinforced wards that would hold against everything short of a full magical assault—when her office door burst open without so much as a courtesy knock. Sam Kinkaid strode in like a force of nature, all six-foot-something of lean muscle and coiled power. His blond hair was disheveled, as if he’d been running his hands through it, and his eyes were bright with something she rarely saw in the reserved Alpha. It was triumph. 

“I’m in,” he announced, waving a cream-colored envelope in one hand.

Claudia blinked, her pen hovering over her checklist. “In what?”

“Monaco. The Celestine Gala.” He dropped the invitation on her desk with a flourish. “It’s in a little less than three weeks from now. Black tie, exclusive guest list, and according to Gavin’s sources, Abdul Kettering will be there.”

She stared at the elegant script on the heavy cardstock. The Celestine Gala was legendary. It was an annual event for the ultra-wealthy that rotated between exclusive locations. It was invitation-only, and the guest list was never more than two hundred people. Billionaires, royalty, old-money families that made tech billionaires look like upstarts.

“That’s great,” she said carefully. “You’ll finally have a chance to—”

“We,” Sam interrupted. “We’ll finally have a chance.”

Claudia’s stomach dropped. “We?”

“It’s a plus-one event. I need a date.” He said it matter-of-factly, as if he were asking her to attend a business meeting, not accompany him to one of the most exclusive social events in the world.

“Sam—Alpha Kinkaid—I don’t think—”

“Just Sam is fine. We’ve been working together for a while now.” He pulled one of her guest chairs closer to the desk and sat, leaning forward with an intensity that made her pulse quicken. “You’re the logical choice, Claudia. If Kettering is actually a mage or has mages around him, I need someone who can sense it. Someone who can identify magic in use, and possibly counter anything he might try.”

Logical choice. Of course that was how he saw it. Claudia tried to ignore the small sting of disappointment. What had she expected? That he’d ask her because he wanted to spend a weekend with her? That he’d been looking for an excuse to have her by his side?

She was being ridiculous. This was business. It had always been business.

“I understand the reasoning,” she said, fighting to keep her voice steady. “But there are problems with this plan.”

“Such as?”

She held up one finger. “First, if Kettering is a mage, he’ll sense my power the moment I’m in the same room with him. You’ll lose any element of surprise.”

Sam’s smile was sharp, predatory. “Good.”

Claudia paused. “Good?”

“I’ve been playing this cautiously for months, trying to gather evidence, trying to catch him in the act. Maybe it’s time to shake things up. If he knows I’ve got a mage of my own, he might make a mistake. Get nervous. Overreach.” Sam’s eyes gleamed with a dangerous light. “And if he tries something magical against me or mine, we’ll have grounds to move against him.”

A mage of his own? Damn, why did that phrase sound so intimate? And why did she want him to mean that in a romantic way? 

Claudia forced herself to focus on the practical problems with his plan, not on the way his beautiful eyes seemed to catch the light from her office window. Not on how his broad shoulders filled out that perfectly tailored suit jacket. And definitely not on the fact that he’d sought her out for this mission, specifically her, when he could have asked any number of security professionals in his employ.

Stop it, she told herself firmly. He needed a mage. That was the only reason she was sitting here, having this conversation. It had nothing to do with her personally and everything to do with her magical abilities.

She had to get her mind back on business and try to dissuade him from this plan. She was not the kind of woman to hobnob with the world’s elite. They’d see through her in a flash.

“It’s very risky,” she finally answered.

“I’m aware.” He leaned back in the chair, somehow making the simple movement look elegant. “What’s your second objection?”

Heat crept up her neck. This was the harder one to articulate. “Nobody’s going to believe you’re with me.”

His eyebrows rose. “Why not?”

“Because—” She gestured vaguely at herself, then at him. “Look at you. You’re…and I’m…”

“You’re what?” His voice had gone quiet, but there was an edge to it now. Not anger, exactly, but something close to offense.

“I’m not the kind of woman who shows up on the arm of a billionaire,” she said bluntly. “I’m a nobody. I’m not glamorous or sophisticated or—”

“Beautiful?”

The word hit her like a physical blow. She stared at him, unable to form a response.

Sam held her gaze, his expression serious. “Because you are. Beautiful, I mean. And intelligent. And powerful in your own right. Any man would be lucky to have you on his arm, and anyone who thinks otherwise is an idiot.”

Claudia’s mouth had gone dry. Her heart was hammering so hard she was sure he could hear it. Could lion shifters hear heartbeats? She thought they probably could. Which meant he knew exactly what effect his words were having on her.

“I— That’s not—”

“Besides,” he continued, his tone shifting back to businesslike, as if he hadn’t just completely derailed her thoughts, “we’re not trying to convince anyone that we’re madly in love. We’re business associates. It’s perfectly reasonable for me to bring a colleague to an event like this.”

She grasped at the lifeline of returning to tactical discussion. “If we’re playing it as business associates, that makes more sense. But what’s our cover story? You can’t just announce that I’m your magical consultant.”

“We’ll keep it vague. You’re a specialist I’ve hired for various projects. Security, acquisitions, that sort of thing. It’s not even a lie.” He tilted his head, studying her. “Unless you have a better idea?”

Claudia’s mind raced through possibilities. “We could… I could pose as a representative from one of your subsidiaries. One you’re courting for a potential expansion?”

“That could work,” Sam agreed. “Though ‘courting’ is an interesting word choice.”

The heat in her cheeks intensified. “You know what I meant. Business courting. Professional interest.”

“Of course.” Was that amusement in his eyes? “Any other objections?”

She had dozens. A thousand objections were crowding her mind, but most of them had nothing to do with the mission and everything to do with self-preservation.

How was she supposed to spend an entire weekend in Monaco with him without revealing how she felt? Without giving away that every time he walked into a room, her magic responded to his presence like a tuning fork finding its frequency? That she’d started timing her arrivals at the office to coincide with when she knew he’d be there, just for the chance to see him in the hallway?

Granny Tucker had been right, damn her. Claudia was moon-eyed over the Alpha, and this trip was going to expose every feeling she’d been carefully hiding.

The thought of spending several days in Monaco with Sam Kinkaid, pretending to be his companion, possibly sharing a hotel suite, attending glittering parties where she’d be hopelessly out of her depth was tantalizing. It was also a recipe for disaster. Or at least for humiliation.

But he was right. If Kettering was going to be there, they couldn’t pass up this opportunity. The arms dealer had been responsible for countless deaths. The fact that he was in league with the Venifucus meant he needed to be stopped, but they had to learn what they could about his magical connections first.

And Sam needed her help to do it.

“I’ll need appropriate clothing,” she finally said. “I don’t own anything suitable for events like this.”

His smile was quick and genuine. “Done. I’ll have someone take care of it. What else?”

“Briefings on everyone who’s likely to be there. I need to know who the major players are, what alliances exist, who might be sympathetic to Kettering.”

“Gavin’s already preparing files.”

“And I need full access to the intelligence you have on Kettering’s magical abilities, if any. Anything unusual about his properties, his associates, any rumors in the magical community.” He’d told her some of what his Clan had discovered about Kettering, but she knew he hadn’t told her everything. If she was going to do this, she needed to have all the information.

“I’ll have Gavin coordinate with you on that as well.” Sam stood, and suddenly, the office felt smaller with him taking up space in it. “Anything else?”

Yes, Claudia thought. I need you to stop looking at me like that. I need you to stop saying things that make my heart race. I need you to go back to being the distant, professional Alpha who barely noticed I existed, because this is going to make everything so much more complicated.

But what she said was, “Just one thing. If Kettering is as dangerous as you think, we need a code word. Something you can say if you need me to act immediately, no questions asked.”

It was easier to focus on the tactical details. On the mission parameters and safety protocols. Those were things she understood, things she could control. Unlike the way her stomach flipped when Sam smiled at her or the way she found herself noticing small details about him. Like how he had a habit of rolling his shoulders back when he was thinking. Or the faint scar on his left hand that she wanted to ask about but never had.

Professional distance. That was what she needed to maintain.

Sam considered her suggestion. “Ghost.”

She blinked. “Ghost?”

“My lion form. White as a ghost. It’s what my Army buddies nicknamed me.” His expression was rueful. “If I say that word, you’ll know the situation is FUBAR.”

“FUBAR?” she repeated, confused.

“Effed up beyond all recognition,” he explained. “Another Army term we used to use.” 

He chuckled as she nodded, blushing. He’d never used cuss words around her, and technically, he hadn’t just now, but for some reason, the thought of him using the F-word made her blush.

“Ghost, it is.” She made a note on her pad, trying to ignore the flutter in her chest at this small glimpse into his personal life. She wanted to know more. She wanted to ask about his time in the Army, about the men he’d served with, about what had brought him back to Houston and the responsibility of leading his Clan.

But those questions were too personal. Too intimate. They weren’t colleagues who shared war stories over coffee. They were barely more than professional acquaintances, despite the fact that she was living on his property and working in his building.

She got back to business. “When do we leave?”

“Two and a half weeks. I’ll have my assistant coordinate with you on the details.” He paused at the door, one hand on the frame. “Claudia?”

She looked up.

“Thank you for doing this. I know it’s not what you signed up for when Granny sent you here.”

“It’s actually exactly what I signed up for,” she corrected gently. “Protecting the Clan from magical threats. Kettering qualifies on every count.”

“Even so.” His warm gaze held hers for a moment longer. “I appreciate it.”

Then he was gone, leaving Claudia alone in her office with a racing heart and the growing suspicion that Monaco was going to change everything.

The office felt oddly empty without him in it. She could still catch the faint scent of him. He smelled sort of woodsy and clean in a way that made her think of forests and open spaces. Lion territory. Her magic hummed softly in response to the lingering traces of his power in the room.

This was really getting out of hand.

Claudia stood and walked to the window, pressing her palm against the cool glass. Houston sprawled below her, the late afternoon sun turning the buildings golden. Elsewhere in this building, Sam was probably already coordinating with Gavin, planning their approach, thinking ten steps ahead like he always did.

And here she was, standing in her office like a lovesick teenager, analyzing every word he’d said to her.

Beautiful. He’d called her beautiful.

But he’d said it in that same matter-of-fact tone he used for everything else. As if it were simply an objective observation, not a compliment. Not a personal opinion. Just Sam being logical and shooting down her arguments with cold, hard facts.

Except his eyes had been warm when he’d said it. Hadn’t they?

“Stop,” she muttered to herself. “Just stop.”

She was reading too much into everything because Granny had planted ideas in her head. That was all this was. Sam Kinkaid was both her employer and her client at the moment. He was also the Alpha of the Clan she’d been sent to protect. He was not interested in her romantically, and she needed to get that through her thick skull before she made a complete fool of herself in Monaco.

Two and a half weeks. She had so little time to get her emotions under control and her mental shields reinforced. Because if she couldn’t keep her feelings hidden from Sam, someone as dangerous as Abdul Kettering would read her like an open book. And that could compromise the entire mission.

She looked down at the invitation still sitting on her desk, running her fingers over the embossed lettering.

“Granny Tucker,” she muttered to the empty room, “if you’re somehow responsible for this, I’m going to have strong words with you.”

But the old woman wasn’t there to defend herself, and Claudia had work to do. She had two and a half weeks to prepare herself, both magically and mentally, for what was shaping up to be either the most important mission of her career or the biggest mistake of her life. Possibly both.








  
  
Chapter 3




“I really don’t think this is necessary,” Claudia protested for what felt like the hundredth time that afternoon. She stood on a small platform in the center of the Kinkaid Industries executive conference room, which had been transformed into an impromptu fitting salon. Garment racks lined one wall, draped with an array of clothing that probably cost more than she’d made in the past year. Maybe two. 

Barbara, Sam’s personal assistant and a formidable lioness who moved with the grace of someone half her age, gave her a look that could only be described as maternally stern. “Nonsense. The Alpha asked me to see that you were properly outfitted for Monaco, and that’s exactly what I intend to do.”

“But this is too much,” Claudia gestured helplessly at the racks. “I only need maybe two outfits. Three at most.”

“For the Celestine Gala?” The lead designer, a rail-thin man named Maurice who had flown in from New York just for this fitting, looked genuinely horrified. “Ma chérie, you should have at least three evening gowns, not to mention cocktail dresses, daytime ensembles, resort wear, and appropriate accessories for each. And that’s being conservative. You need to be prepared for all contingencies.”

Claudia caught sight of herself in the full-length mirror that had been set up and barely recognized the woman staring back at her. The seamstresses were currently pinning the hem of a floor-length evening gown in champagne gold. The fabric caught the light with every breath she took, and the cut of the dress hugged every curve she possessed in a way that made her feel simultaneously beautiful and terribly exposed.

“This dress alone probably costs more than my car,” she muttered.

“Your car is held together with duct tape and hope,” Barbara said matter-of-factly. “And before you protest again, Sam has made it very clear that expense is not a concern. You’re representing Kinkaid Industries at one of the most exclusive events in the world. You need to look the part.”

“I’m supposed to be a consultant, not a supermodel.”

“You can be both,” Maurice said, stepping back to assess the hem with a critical eye. “Marie, take it up another quarter inch on the left side. And consultant or not, you will be photographed. The paparazzi circle these events like sharks. Every outfit you wear will end up in a dozen magazines and on twice as many websites.”

Claudia’s stomach dropped. She hadn’t thought about photographers. “Maybe this is a bad idea. Maybe Sam should take someone else. Someone who’s used to this kind of attention.”

Barbara crossed her arms, and her expression softened. “Cold feet?”

“Frozen solid,” Claudia admitted. She looked down at the seamstresses working at her feet, pins held between their lips as they adjusted the hem with expert precision. “I’m not this kind of woman, Barbara. I don’t do galas and designer gowns and photographers.”

“And yet, here you are.” Barbara moved closer, her voice dropping so only Claudia could hear. “Sam didn’t ask you to accompany him just for kicks. He trusts you. That should tell you something.”

It did tell her something. It told her that Sam believed in her abilities, in her magic, in her capability to handle whatever they might face in Monaco. But it didn’t make the fitting any less overwhelming, the fancy wardrobe any less intimidating, or the thought of spending an entire weekend at his side any less terrifying for reasons that had nothing to do with Abdul Kettering.

“Turn to the right,” Maurice instructed. “I want to see how the draping falls.”

Claudia obeyed, and the fabric whispered against her skin like a caress. The bodice was fitted, held up by delicate straps that crisscrossed her shoulders, leaving her back mostly bare. The skirt flowed from her hips in elegant lines that managed to be both modest and alluring at the same time.

She had to admit, if only to herself, that she’d never worn anything so beautiful in her life.

“Magnifique,” Maurice breathed. “The color is perfect with your skin tone. You will absolutely shine in this.”

“I don’t need to shine,” Claudia protested weakly. “I need to blend in.”

“Trust me, chérie, in this dress, you will be doing anything but blending.” He made a few notes on his tablet. “We’ll have this ready for final fitting by next week. Now, let’s try the midnight blue silk.”

“How many evening gowns did you bring?” Claudia asked, a note of desperation creeping into her voice.

Maurice consulted his tablet. “Four evening gowns to choose from, plus selections of cocktail dresses, luncheon ensembles, and resort wear, and of course, appropriate shoes and accessories for each outfit.”

Claudia felt dizzy. “That’s a lot of clothes. I thought this was just a three-day weekend.”

“More than just three days, technically,” Barbara corrected. “There’s a full day of travel with the time change and the long flight. We’re planning for you to arrive on Thursday afternoon so you can adjust a little before the events start on Friday. There are parties every night, and though many people start leaving on Sunday, there is a final brunch on Monday if you end up staying that long. You need to be prepared for all of that. You can’t wear the same outfit twice. There will be photographers at every function.”

“In my world, wearing the same dress twice is called being practical,” Claudia muttered.

“In the world you’re entering, it’s called a fashion faux pas,” Maurice said with a sympathetic smile. “I understand this might feel excessive to you, but trust me, you’ll be grateful to have options. And who knows? Perhaps you’ll attend more events in the future and can use some of this wardrobe again.”

Claudia doubted that very much, but she didn’t argue. The seamstresses had finished with the hem and were now examining the fit across her shoulders.

“The draping here is perfection,” one of them said to Maurice. “But we should take in the waist just a touch.”

“Agreed,” Maurice said. He turned to Claudia. “You have a lovely figure, by the way. It’s a pleasure to dress someone with actual curves instead of these stick-thin models who can’t hold up a proper gown.”

The compliment made her uncomfortable, but in a different way than the excess of clothing did. Claudia had never thought much about her figure one way or another. She was strong from her training, healthy, and that had always been enough. The idea of being decorative, of being looked at and admired, felt foreign.

“Thank you,” she managed.

Barbara was watching her with that knowing maternal expression again. “You know, it’s all right to enjoy this a little. When was the last time you did something just for yourself? Something that made you feel special?”

Claudia thought about it and came up blank. For a long time, her life had been about studying and perfecting her craft. Even her current position with the Kinkaid Clan was about service, about using her abilities to protect others. She couldn’t remember the last time she’d done something purely for pleasure.

“That’s what I thought. Let yourself have this, dear. Let yourself feel beautiful. It doesn’t make you any less powerful or competent.”

Before Claudia could object, the conference room door opened without warning.

Sam had been looking for Barbara to confirm the travel arrangements for Monaco when Gavin mentioned she’d commandeered the executive conference room for the afternoon. Something about Claudia’s wardrobe fittings. He’d only meant to pop in for a moment, ask Barbara a quick question, and leave. He wasn’t really prepared for the sight that greeted him when he opened the door.

Claudia stood on a raised platform in the center of the room, and for a moment, Sam forgot to breathe. She was wearing a gown that caught the afternoon light streaming through the windows, turning her into something ethereal and luminous. The gold fabric clung to curves he’d somehow never noticed before, despite having worked with her for a while now. Her dark hair had been pinned up, exposing the graceful line of her neck and the delicate slope of her shoulders.

She looked like a goddess. Like something out of a dream.

How had he been so blind?

He’d seen Claudia nearly every day since she’d arrived. He had sat across desks from her, walked beside her through the building, watched her work her magic on the Clan’s properties, and not once in all that time had he really seen her. Not like this.

Or maybe he’d been deliberately not seeing her, he thought. Because seeing her meant acknowledging the attraction he’d been carefully ignoring. Seeing her as an attractive woman meant admitting that, somewhere along the way, she’d become more than just the mage Granny Tucker had sent to help him.

“Hello, Sam,” Barbara said, breaking the spell. “We weren’t expecting you.”

Sam realized he was staring. Worse, everyone in the room had noticed. The designer, a thin man with impeccable taste written all over him, looked amused. The seamstresses had paused in their work, pins still in hand. And Claudia had gone very still, her cheeks flushing pink.

“I was looking for you,” he managed, directing his words at Barbara, even though his eyes kept wanting to drift back to Claudia. “About the Monaco arrangements.”

“Everything’s confirmed,” Barbara said smoothly. “I’ve booked a luxury suite at the Hôtel de Paris, and arranged for a chauffeur and escort from our usual sources for the duration of your stay.”

“A suite?” Claudia’s voice was higher than usual. “As in, singular?”

“It’s actually more like a small apartment,” Barbara assured her. “Three bedrooms, two bathrooms, a living area, and a private terrace. You’ll each have plenty of space.”

Sam watched Claudia relax, though the color in her cheeks remained. She was nervous about the trip. About being in close quarters with him. The realization sent an unexpected thrill through him.

“The gold is stunning on you,” he said, and then wanted to kick himself. Stunning? That was the best he could do? The woman looked like she’d been poured into that dress by some benevolent deity, and all he could manage was stunning?

“It’s too much,” Claudia said immediately. “I was just telling Barbara and Maurice that this is all unnecessary. I don’t need—”

“You need it,” Sam interrupted, finally managing to tear his eyes away from her long enough to address the designer. “Whatever Maurice recommends. He knows what he’s doing. And make sure she has options for every possible occasion.”

“Sam—”

“This isn’t up for discussion, Claudia.” He met her eyes, saw the protest forming, and softened his tone. “You’re doing me a favor by agreeing to this trip. The least I can do is make sure you have what you need to be comfortable. And before you argue,” he added, seeing her open her mouth, “remember that you’ll be representing Kinkaid Industries. People will be watching.”

“That’s what I’m afraid of,” she muttered.

Maurice clapped his hands together. “Alors, if we’re all in agreement, let’s continue. We still have six more pieces to fit, and I have dinner reservations at eight.”

Sam knew he should leave. Knew he should go back to his office and let them finish. But he found himself rooted to the spot, unable to look away from Claudia standing there in that golden dress.

She shifted her weight, and the fabric moved with her like liquid light. He noticed the way it skimmed over her hips, the way the bodice emphasized her waist. Details he had no business noticing. Details he couldn’t seem to stop noticing.

His inner lion was paying attention now too, and that was even more dangerous. The beast within him, usually so controlled and measured, was practically purring with approval. It wanted to approach, to circle, to claim. Sam pushed back against the instinct, maintaining his careful distance.

But the animal in him had recognized something his human side had been stubbornly ignoring. Claudia might very possibly be his. The thought sent a jolt through his system.

“You can stay if you like,” Barbara said, a knowing glint in her eye. “Provide input on what works for the events you’ll be attending.”

It was a transparent excuse to keep him there, and they both knew it. But Sam found himself nodding anyway. “If it won’t be too disruptive.”

“Not at all,” Maurice said cheerfully. “In fact, having the gentleman’s perspective could be quite helpful. After all, you’ll be the one escorting her.”

Claudia shot Sam a look that clearly said traitor, but she didn’t protest as the seamstresses finished pinning the hem. When they helped her step down from the platform and she disappeared behind a screen to change into the next outfit, Sam took a seat in one of the conference chairs, trying to look casual.

Barbara settled into the chair beside him, her expression far too innocent. “She cleans up nicely, doesn’t she?”

“She’s beautiful,” Sam said, then realized what he’d admitted. “I mean, the dress suits her very well.”

“Mm-hmm.” Barbara’s smile was positively feline. “You know, in all the years I’ve worked for you, I’ve never seen you attend a single fitting for any of your previous dates.”

“This isn’t a date. It’s a business arrangement.”

“Of course it is.” Barbara’s tone made it clear she didn’t believe that for a second. “That’s why you’re sitting here, instead of in your office handling the seventeen items on your afternoon schedule.”









