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Prologue
 
Present day… Costa Rica
 
Zuri Buhari stood motionless, her naked body covered in bloody gouges and scratches. Shifting had healed most of her life-threatening injuries. Still her lungs heaved, struggling to bring in enough oxygen. Her heart hammered in her chest, and her body was one huge ache. At her feet lay a bloody, mangled carcass. A small group of worried and scared women and children surrounded her. 
“He’s dead.” Zuri spit on the corpse. 
“What will we tell the authorities?” Nyala asked, specks of red drying on her too pale features.
Her question caused a reaction from the others as this new danger registered. They stirred uneasily and glanced at each other before doing what they’d always done, looked to Zuri for guidance. 
Though the image was imprinted on her mind for all time, Zuri once more gazed at the tableau before her. A large male lion shifter in human form lay dead at her feet. Only the truly observant would see through the gore of exposed muscle and tissue, looking like so much raw meat, to notice the beginnings of a mane growing from the top of his head with its crushed skull and mauled throat. Or see that his nails were too long and sharp to be human. 
A few feet away lay another male lion shifter in his animal form. The younger male was positioned on his back, feet in the air. Necropsy, the animal equivalent of human autopsy, would reveal the official cause of death to be suffocation. Investigating officials would see the deep puncture wounds at his throat, his tawny hide full of teeth and claw marks, and hopefully come to the most obvious conclusion. 
Zuri wouldn’t—couldn’t—look at the other bodies. Not yet. She needed to keep it together. There was no time for hysterics or grief. She returned Nyala’s worried gaze, holding it. “I’ll deal with them. Take the children and go. Remember,” Zuri paused to make sure she was the focus of their complete attention, “speak of this to no one.”
They nodded and left. All but one.
Manny came and stood beside her, allowing his body to lean into hers, silently offering his support. Her slender frame trembling as reaction set in, Zuri gratefully placed her arm around his shoulder. 
“What will we do now?” he asked.
Zuri stared into brown eyes so like her own. “We will do what we’ve always done—survive.”
 
 



Chapter One
 
Fifteen years earlier…Refuge, NC
 
Rome sat on the porch rail of the Cock & Bull Saloon, sipping a bottle of brew. Around him stood or sat his crew. Guys he’d known since middle school who still lived in the small town of Refuge, or like himself, were home for a brief visit.
He was laughing at a comment Mike made when Sam nudged him. “You’re being watched, mi amigo.” Sam gestured toward the parking lot with his bottle.
Rome glanced over his shoulder. At first he didn’t see what Sam had observed. Then the headlights of an arriving pickup swinging into the small parking area pinpointed the golden glow of cat’s eyes, fixated on him from the surrounding woods. 
“That your woman?” Mike asked, humor in his voice.
“She’s not my woman,” Rome denied. Zuri was too young to be anyone’s woman. She’d only turned seventeen a month ago. 
Sam smirked. “It’s certainly not for lack of trying. Why don’t you put her out of her misery and claim her already?”
Rome pinned him with a glare, knowing Zuri, with her shape-shifter senses, could hear every word. “That’s not funny.”
“Who’s joking? She’s a hot piece of ass. If you don’t want to tap it, there are more than enough guys around here who will,” Sam assured him.
“Most of you losers are wolves. Wolves and cats can’t mate,” Rome reminded him.
“Who’s talking mating? That’s one ripe female. I’m more than willing to play with her for a while. Show her what a good lovin’ man can do while you’re out playing GI Joe.”
Rome lurched to his feet, scowling furiously. “She’s still a kid. I find out any of you jackasses touched her while I’m gone and I’ll neuter you.”
He stomped angrily down the stairs, ignoring the hoots and jeers of his friends behind him. Damn fools were always jerking his chain. Rome knew he shouldn’t let them get to him, but he had no sense of humor when it came to Zuri.
He strode across the loose gravel parking lot to the waiting lioness. “Go home, Zuri. This is no place for you.”
A blank stare greeted him before she gazed past him to the building, her tail swishing idly. 
Rome placed his hand on his hips. “What are you doing here? Does Josiah know where you are?”
 One slow blink, then a wide jaw-popping yawn that showed lots of sharp teeth.
“Zuri, go home,” he rebuked sharply. No one got under his skin the way she did. He pulled out his cell phone. “Screw this. I’m calling your father. Maybe he can talk some sense into you.”
Rome flipped opened the phone and hit speed dial. Before the call could connect, Zuri leapt up, snatched the phone in her mouth, and with her front paws, pushed off his chest and loped off. He staggered under the unexpected attack. “Damn it, Zuri. Bring my phone back.”
He took off after the stubborn cat, ignoring the hoots and laughter of his friends. “If you break it, you’re buying me another.”
Zuri stayed one step ahead of him, taunting him. Since she was on four legs and he was only using two, she could have easily left him in her dust. She could have climbed a tree, which would have forced him to shift to catch her. She’d obviously wanted his attention and she’d gotten it. 
As a jaguar shifter, he was faster than a human male. In his animal form he could run over sixty miles per hour. As a man, he couldn’t reach those speeds but he was tall and his stride was long. Suddenly he stopped. “I’m not chasing you all over this mountain. Give me the damn phone and go home.”
Zuri turned and trotted back to within three feet of him. She sat and bared her teeth. The black metal of his phone glinted in the moonlight. Her manner dared him to take it from her.
Rome sighed. “Why are you doing this, Zuri?”
She shape-shifted. He averted his gaze but not before he got an eyeful of plump breasts, lean muscles, and a triangle of neatly groomed, curly black hair hiding the gate to paradise. His cock immediately hardened and lengthened. A reaction he was having more and more around Zuri.
She closed the gap between them, placing her small hands on his shoulders. “You’re avoiding me.” 
“I saw you this morning before you left for school.” Rome fought to keep his hands off her. This unwanted sexual attraction he felt for Zuri had grown stronger the older she got. When he looked at her, his jaguar didn’t see a child still in the schoolroom. It saw a mature, ripe female, ready to be fucked.
She pouted. “Exactly. I was on my way out the door. You’ve been home a week, and you’ve barely spoken to me.”
“We’ve both been busy. You have your school activities,” he said to remind them both of her age. 
“I would have made time for you, had you given any indication you were interested.” She eased close enough that her erect nipples brushed his chest. 
Rome caught her by the waist. A few inches more and she’d feel the effect she had on his dick. “Why would I want to spend my time home with a little girl?”
Zuri narrowed her black eyes at him. “You used to like spending time with me.”
“I was a boy then. Now, I’m a man.” He was being a bastard, but it was for her protection. Zuri had no idea the things he wanted to do to and with her. She was too young, and Josiah would kill him. Hell, he’d kill any man who even thought about doing to Zuri what Rome wanted to do to her. 
She grinned and as her eyes slid over his body, they held a sensuous expression no girl her age should be able to manage. “I’ll say.”
The scent of her arousal drifted to his nostrils and his cat clawed his insides, demanding they take what she clearly offered. Rome gritted his teeth, and his hands involuntarily clenched on her sides. He should snatch his cellphone off the ground and leave this enticing bundle of jailbait standing here alone in the woods. She’d eventually give up and go home where she belonged.
“What do you want?” Damn it, that’s not what he meant to say.
“You.” 
The purr in her voice had his penis jerking, trying to burst out of his pants. He snarled and shoved her away from him. His eyes had gone cat, making the black cellphone as easy to see as if it were daylight instead of late evening in the mountains. He stooped down and picked it up. “You’re a child, Zuri. You don’t know what the hell you want. For the last time, go— Umph!” 
His back hit the ground, and Zuri’s lithe, curvy body landed on top of his. She slammed her mouth down on his and planted a kiss on him that curled his toes and had his jaguar lunging to the surface. Fuck!
He rolled them over and covered her in one swift move. One hand tangled in her hair to hold her head still as he plundered her mouth. The taste of Zuri hit his system like a drug, and he grunted. The aroma of her need filled his nostrils, tightening his balls to the point of pain, and he ground his erection against her hot, slick pussy. Her moisture quickly dampened the fabric of his jeans.
Needing more, he freed his mouth and trailed kisses down her cheek. Bypassing her neck, he latched onto her right nipple—tugging, licking, and sucking. His cat roared its appreciation when Zuri’s sharp little claws dug into his shoulders. He switched breasts and gave the left one the same rough treatment.
The scent of her cream drove him crazy. He had to track it to its source. Rome worked his way down her body until his mouth poised over the apex between her thighs and inhaled deeply. Nirvana. He lapped at her, not wanting to damage the delicate tissue with his rough tongue. 
She squirmed and writhed beneath him, alternately trying to get away and wriggle closer. A steady stream of unintelligible words flowed from her mouth. Rome braced his forearms on her thighs, holding her open for his pleasure. When she beat on his head and shoulders, he paused long enough to hiss his rebuke. 
“Fuck me, Rome, please. I need you,” she begged. “Give me your cock. It hurts.”
At her words, the human part of his nature lifted its head and tried to push through. There was something he’d missed. Something important. He fought with his beast until he was once more ascendant. Understanding hit. Zuri was in heat. How had he not realized it?
Shit!
Rome scrambled backwards, appalled at the colossal mistake he’d almost made. Zuri sat up and reached for him, mewling her distress. He slapped her hands away. “Zuri, you’re in heat.” 
He continued scrambling away from her while she stalked him on her hands and knees. 
“It’s hurts, Rome. Make it stop.”
His cat slipped its leashed and lunged for the bounty that was Zuri. Rome bitch-slapped it into submission. No. Not just hell no, but fuck no. He would not spend the rest of his life stuck on this mountain. There was a world out there with his name on it, and joining the Navy had been his first step of many. He had dreams and goals, and they did not include fathering a bunch of cubs. Nor would he do as his father had done—impregnate his mother and go on his merry way. 
Rome glanced at Zuri, who’d clutched her stomach and curled into a ball. He couldn’t leave her like this. Sighing deeply even as he muttered all kinds of threats of what he’d do to his jaguar if it dared fight him in this, he caught Zuri around the waist and tugged her back against his chest. Wrapping his body protectively around hers, he snarled in her ear, “Don’t touch me.”
Before she could respond, he slid his hand between her legs and thrust two fingers deep within her sex. Pressing hard against her mound, he gave her clit the friction it needed while he finger-fucked her into an orgasm. One climax became two as his hand ignored his mental commands to stop. She felt so good in his arms, and her body responded so sweetly to his every touch. 
“More, Rome. I need more.”
He’d give her more. Giving Zuri his cock was out of the question under their current circumstances, but he could do this all night. He rode her hard, licking and sucking her neck as he ground his denim covered erection against her ass. Rome caught himself scraping his teeth back and forth over the tendon between her shoulder and neck, and pulled his head away before he gave in to his cat’s urge to sink his canines and incisors deep. There would be no marking, no mating, no binding of his cat to hers.
 It took hours before she collapsed into an exhausted heap in his arms. His control held by a single claw, Rome gently pressed a kiss to her forehead before laying her on the damp earth. Zuri purred and fell asleep. 
Grimacing, Rome absently palmed his aching cock. He refused to give into the urge to relieve the pressure. It would give his cat too much control. Besides, he had enough to explain to Josiah, Zuri’s father and his foster father. They were both drenched in Zuri’s scent. Rome didn’t think he’d ever rid himself of the smell. It sank down into the very marrow of his bones, becoming an intrinsic part of him. If he added his cum to the mix, Josiah would never believe his account of tonight’s events. 
Rome tilted his head toward the Cock and Bull where he’d left his vehicle. His enhanced hearing didn’t detect anything but the sounds of nature, and the occasional vehicle rumbling along a back road. No telling what the guys thought of his disappearing act. Sam had probably spread the word that Rome had run off to take Zuri up on her offer.
Thoughts of Sam reminded Rome of the comments he’d made about Zuri and what he’d like to do with her. His cat slashed at him and both man and beast agreed. The male who dared to touched Zuri would be missing a few vital body parts when Rome caught up with him. 
Sighing, Rome shook his head. He knew he was being an asshole. He didn’t want Zuri, but was possessive enough not to want any other male to have her either. He excused his behavior by telling himself Zuri was too young. She hadn’t even reached eighteen, the legal age of adulthood in most of the known countries of the world. 
He was twenty. Three years her senior but years older in terms of maturity. Zuri was like a little sister to him. His jaguar grunted his objection, and Rome grimaced. Okay, that was stretching it a bit, but they had been raised together since he was a wet behind the ears twelve-year-old with more attitude than sense. It was natural he’d feel protective of Zuri.
Rome tugged his t-shirt over his head and knelt to put it on Zuri. She grumbled but cooperated. She was sleep again before he had the shirt smoothed over her curves. He scooped her up in his arms and stood. As he strode forward, his booted foot struck something and sent it skittering. Recognizing his cellphone, Rome bent and picked it up, sliding it into his back pocket, grateful he’d found it. He didn’t have time to replace the device. His flight left in the morning for the West Coast.
As he carried his precious burden to his truck, part of him sighed with regret. Zuri was a natural beauty, and her heart was generous and kind. She was a woman any man would be proud to call his. If things were different, if his life wasn’t set on a different course, maybe…
But no, his course was set. He was headed to SEAL’s boot camp and had no doubt he’d make the cut. Then there was A-School and BUD/s training to get through. At heart, he was a warrior, and warriors made lousy husbands. 
He knew what it was like to always be left behind. It was the reason he’d been raised by a pride of lions. His mother was a famous, international wildlife photographer who traveled all over the world getting the shots no one else could. 
When he’d first been born, she’d tried settling down and staying in one place. She’d opened a photography studio and turned it into a thriving business. As he grew older, little by little she begun taking small weekend excursions, but she’d taken him with her. By elementary school, weekend trips had become every summer and holidays. However, when he reached puberty, she could no longer fight the wanderlust that drove their kind. 
Josiah had offered to take Rome in, and his mother had agreed. She’d shed a couple of tears and promised to visit often. For a time she’d kept her word. Gradually her visits had grown fewer and farther between. Rome hadn’t faulted her, but he knew the pain of always saying goodbye. He wouldn’t subject any woman to the demands of his military career. 
The parking lot was empty and dark, as he’d expected. Rome loaded Zuri onto the passenger seat and went around to the driver’s side. A glance at his phone showed it had gone dead. He brushed the dirt off and plugged it into the charger. Then he headed home.
Not surprisingly, Josiah met him at the door. “I’ve been looking for Zuri. Should have known she’d find her way to you. What happened?”
“Let me get her to her room, and I’ll explain,” Rome said, prepared to shoulder his way past to the stairs.
“I’ll do it. I’m not sure you taking her is such a good idea.” Josiah took Zuri into his arms.
Rome bit back the insult he felt at the comment, no matter how deserved it might be. He followed Josiah up the stairs and took the hall to the right which led to his bedroom, while Josiah went to the left. Inside he showered the scent of Zuri and sex off. No sense agitating Josiah any more than he already was. His cat mourned the loss, but for Rome it was a relief. No sense tempting himself with what he wouldn’t allow himself to have.
He dressed in a clean pair of jeans and pulled on a t-shirt before heading barefoot downstairs. While waiting on Josiah, he went into the kitchen and made a sandwich. 
“Make me one of those while you’re at it,” Josiah said as he entered the kitchen. 
Rome immediately started another sandwich.
“I got worried when Zuri didn’t come home, and I couldn’t reach either of you on your cellphones,” Josiah said. He leaned his body against the island and crossed his arms over his chest, his manner patiently expectant. Rome knew he could wait like that all day. It was the cat in him. It knew when to lie in wait, and when to pounce.
“I was at the Cock & Bull with the guys when Sam spotted Zuri. I tried to send her home, but she snatched my phone and ran with it. Of course I gave chase.” He nailed his foster father with an angry look. “Did you know she was in heat?”
Josiah gave an abrupt nod.
“And you didn’t lock her in?”
Josiah arched a brow. “For what? Knew she’d come looking for you. One way or the other, you’d handle the issue. Was I wrong?”
Rome slapped a piece of bread on top, closing the sandwich, and slid the plate to Josiah. “I didn’t fuck her, if that’s what you’re asking.”
“Much obliged.” Josiah lifted the sandwich and took a bit. After he swallowed he said, “Never thought you would, though you could do worse than Zuri.”
Rome shook his head. “You know marriage is not in my future.” 
“Man’s got to settle sometime. You won’t be a SEAL forever.”
“I may get killed in the line—”
Josiah snorted. “Doubtful. You’re a cat. Those shifter reflexes of yours will keep your hide in one piece.”
“Regardless,” Rome said determinedly, “I’m not leaving some woman sitting home, waiting and worrying, wondering if the next time she sees me will be the last.”
Putting the food down on the plate, Josiah laid a hand on Rome’s shoulder. “This is about your momma.”
“No, it’s about me and what I want out of life. I like the military lifestyle. It suits me, never staying too long in one place. Jaguar males aren’t meant for home and hearth. We’re good for fucking and leaving.” Rome took a savage bit of his sandwich.
“The cat might like the idea of roaming now, but eventually the man will tire of it,” Josiah predicted and returned to his food. 
They ate in companionable silence. As Rome washed up the few dishes they’d used, Josiah said, “You know Zuri thinks you’re her mate.”
Rome felt his jaguar go still. He turned to look at his foster father, knowing his eyes had gone the gold of his cat. “That’s not possible. She’s lion, I’m jag.”
Josiah shook his head. “You know better. Even in nature a jaguar and lioness will mate, if the urge takes them. Are you feeling the urge?”
“Doesn’t matter what I feel. My course is set,” Rome said, ignoring the ‘knowing’ that settled in his gut. “Zuri’s too young.”
“She won’t always be young, and you won’t always roam. You willing to lose her?”
Rome stood quiet as memories flooded his mind. Countless scenes of his mother walking away with a careless wave and a cheery goodbye, until one day she hadn’t returned. He glanced at his foster father. “I could do worse than Zuri, but she can do much better than me. Somewhere out there is a man who’ll make her happy. She’ll be his priority. Unfortunately, that man isn’t me.”
“Don’t you think Zuri should have a say?” Josiah asked.
“He’s made his choice, Daddy. The almighty Rome has spoken.”
They both spun around at the sound of her voice. Zuri stood in the entryway to the kitchen, still covered in his t-shirt. Neither questioned how she’d managed to sneak up on them. 
Rome saw, hell, could feel the hurt she tried to hide behind a brave front. Now that he knew who she was to him, what she was, it tore him up inside. He wanted to soothe her pain, tell her he’d be anything she needed him to be. But it would be a lie. 
Josiah excused himself and left the room, leaving them staring at each other.
“I won’t be a revolving door in your life, Zuri,” he finally said.
“Like your momma was to you,” she said.
Inwardly he flinched, but continued to meet her gaze full on. “Yeah, the way my mom was to me.”
She crossed her arms over her chest. “And if I said I’d rather have a little of your time than not have you in my life at all?”
“I wouldn’t do that to any woman, but especially not you. Never you, Zuri.”
She sucked in a breath and her eyes grew huge. “You know.”
He nodded.
Her eyes narrowed, and he could see the fury rising. “How long have you known?”
Rome ran a hand through his hair. “Don’t look at me like that. I had no idea until just now when Josiah said what he did. I tried to dismiss it, but inside it was like something said, ‘Of course she’s my mate. What else would she be?’”
Zuri came closer, not stopping until she was in touching distance. “And still, knowing what you know, you’re going to leave?”
He closed his eyes and fought both the cat and the man’s need to touch, to taste, to claim. “Yeah, I’m gonna leave.”
She stamped her foot. He heard the smack of it on the wood floor. Rome opened his eyes to see Zuri glaring at him, but the sheen of tears sparkled in her eyes. “I won’t wait for you.”
“I don’t want you to.”
“I’ll find me a man and give him lots of babies,” she threatened.
Though the thought of it twisted him up inside, he said, “You do that. Make sure he treats you right.”
She pounded on his chest. “Oooo, I hate you, Rome Barrio. I hope you drown. I hope the Navy turns your body into a target and fills it full of bullet holes.” Then sobbing, she turned and ran out of the room. He could hear the sound of her feet running up the stairs.
“Oh, Zuri, I hate me too,” he said to the empty room. 
 



Chapter Two
 
Present day… Refuge, North Carolina, USA
 
Sheriff Rome Barrio brought his county issued SUV to a halt in front of the massive log and stone edifice he called home. He turned off the engine, leaned back in his seat, and simply stared through the windshield. After a few minutes of blessed silence, he rubbed weary hands over his face. The stubby bristles made a scratching sound. 
He felt and smelled like he’d just come off a weeklong bender. Three months of deep undercover work were complete. The multi-agency, multi-jurisdictional drug task force he’d been requested to join a year ago, had temporarily made a major dent in the drug trade in Knoxville. Over one hundred suspects had been arrested and two major supply lines closed. They hadn’t won the war on drugs, but this battle had been successful. Sometimes it was all you could ask. 
Now that he was home, Rome wanted a hot meal, a shave and a haircut, and twelve hours of uninterrupted sleep. He just needed to find the energy to drag his exhausted body out of the vehicle. Should’ve stopped for something to eat on the ride home, but the food might have tipped the edge and cost him the concentration he needed to drive.
Sighing, he opened the door, swung around, and placed one booted foot on the ground. His phone rang. Cursing, he snatched the phone out of its clip and lifted it to read the display. The name had his adrenaline surging, and he answered quickly. “Barrio.”
“Your woman just stirred up a shit storm of trouble.”
Rome’s blood ran cold. “What happened?”
He listened as Logan gave him the rundown. 
“What do you want me to do?” Logan asked.
“Sit tight and watch your six. I’ll be there as soon as I can.”
“See you when you get here. I’ll have transport waiting for you at the airport,” Logan said.
Rome disconnected the call and immediately dialed another number. As the phone rang, he was on the move, taking his gear out of the car and striding toward the house. The other line answered as he walked through the front doors. 
“Rome, how can I help the Bradford County Sherriff’s department?”
“Sam, got a situation. I need to borrow the Cessna.”
“Sure thing, Rome. It’s not booked. Tell me when you need it, and I’ll have it gassed and ready.”
“I’ll need it for a couple of days,” Rome warned. “I’m headed into Costa Rica.”
“So I’m guessing this isn’t police business, unless you’re on a manhunt I haven’t heard about,” Sam said.  
“No, it’s personal. Zuri’s run into a bit of trouble. I’m going to retrieve her.”
“Zuri? I haven’t seen her in years. How is that foster sister of yours? Costa Rica, huh? I guess that explains why she hasn’t been around. Don’t worry about the plane. I understand completely. Family’s got to stick together. If someone needs a charter, I can use the Lear Jet.” 
Sam was a talker. Always had been, always would be, but he had a good heart so Rome didn’t take offense. There was, however, one thing Rome needed to make clear. “Zuri’s not family. She’s my mate.”
There was a stunned silence on the other line. “Shit, Rome. Your mate? How long have you known?”
“Since before BUD/s training,” Rome said shortly. The topic was still a sore one with him, even though he’d made the only decision he could at the time. Zuri had been so young, and they’d both had so much living ahead of them. 
“Tell me which airport you’re flying into, and I’ll file the flight plan. Have her ready to go when you arrive.”
“Thanks, Sam.” This was another reason the two men were still friends. Sam liked to talk, but he knew when to be straight and to the point. “I’m flying into the regional airport in Golfito. That’s the southern pacific region of Costa Rica. Give me an hour to shower and pack, and make sure everything here is covered. Then I’ll be to the airport.”
“You’re leaving to fly in there now? Most small runways in that region aren’t lighted. The situation must be critical.”
“Time is an issue. I haven’t been there myself but I’m guessing like you said, the runway’s not lit.” Rome glanced at his watch. “We’re about two hours ahead of them. It’s a four-hour flight straight. A little over if I have to stop for gas. If I lift off by one, that should give me enough time to set down in daylight hours. The landing strip is right on the pacific.”
“You’re going by yourself?”
“Yes, I don’t have time to call in anyone.” 
“All right. Rome?”
“Yeah?”
“I hope everything turns out well with Zuri.”
“Me, too, Sam. Me, too.”  Rome swiped the phone to disconnect the call and jogged up the stairs, his former tiredness forgotten. Once in his bedroom, he dropped his canvas bag and stripped down. Though he wanted to linger under the hot spray, he showered quickly. The beard itched so he took time to shave it off, and took a pair of scissors to his head to hangartrim the thick, wavy/curly mass. It looked like a whack job but would have to do until he had a chance to get to Ms. Lulu’s for a cut. 
Rome dressed quickly and took his go bag out of the closet where he kept it ready. He knelt, opened the floor safe, and surveyed his weapons. Making his decisions quickly, he selected the M16 he favored and extra magazines, his 9mm and rounds, a bullet proof vest, scope, and—why the hell not?—threw in a couple of grenades. He didn’t know what he was up against, but he wasn’t leaving Costa Rica until he had Zuri secured and the threat to her eliminated.
As he glanced around to make sure he had everything he needed, his gaze fell on the bed. Sleep would have to wait. Thinking of other things that would also have to wait, he pulled out his phone and called his Chief Deputy, Adam Goodie. 
“Hey, boss. Was just thinking about you. Heard y’all had a slam dunk,” Adam said.
“It went well. Listen, I called to tell you I need to take off for a few days, personal leave. Had a family emergency come up.”
“Well now, sorry to hear that. You go do what needs doing, and don’t worry about us. We’ve got it covered. Since that situation with the stalker this summer was handled, things have been nice and quiet,” Adam said. Rome could hear him chewing the ever present gum. The guy had a pack a day habit.
“That’s good. I’ll be out of the country, but if you need me, call my cell.”
Though he knew Adam must be curious—curiosity was an officer’s besetting sin—he didn’t ask any questions. “Like I said, we’ll be just fine. You go handle your business.”
“Do me a favor, will you? Call the County Commissioner and let him know what’s going on. I’d do it but time is of the essence here. I’m headed to the airport now and don’t have time to play twenty questions.”
“Don’t worry about the Board of Commissioners. You haven’t taken a vacation since you were elected, three years ago. Other than time off for reserve duty, you’re always here. I say take as much time as you need. We’re more than capable of handling anything that crops up.”
Rome reminded himself the ability to show and instill confidence in his men was the mark of a good leader. “Thanks, Adam. I’ll do that. It eases my mind to know you’ll be handling things here while I’m gone.”
“Yes, sir. Take care, and I hope everything turns out okay,” Adam said. Rome could hear the extra level of pride in his voice.
“I’m sure it will. I’ll call when I return.” Rome slid the phone back inside its holder, took one last look around, and headed downstairs. After a brief stop in the kitchen to pack a lunch and grab bottled water for the flight, he made the twenty-minute drive down the mountain to the Bradford County Regional Airport.
He drove past the small passenger lot around to the rear where the airport staff and pilots parked. Exiting his vehicle, he grabbed his gear and walked over to the hangar where the plane was stored. True to his word, Sam had the Cessna sitting outside of the hanger, ready to board. Rome strode toward the office to get the flight plan and the clipboard with the preflight checklists.
It was a beautiful fall day. The October sun shined bright in a clear blue sky, and the temperature hovered around the mid-seventies. Nature was painting its canvas, turning the surrounding mountains into shades of golds, greens, and reds. 
In the shadowed interior of the hangar, Rome paused to take off his shades and hook them onto his shirt. Sam’s office was to his immediate left. The blinds were closed, but the office door stood open. Rome walked into the office and came to an abrupt halt. Five wolves dressed ready for combat in camo pants, black t-shirts, and military-styled boots stood waiting, with their gear and go bags at their feet. “What are you doing here?”
“The alpha sent us,” Bull, one of his deputies, answered.
Rome turned an accusing glare at Sam. 
Sam shrugged. “The pack owns the plane. I had to tell Alex what was what.” Alex Wolfe was the alpha of the Raven Pack.
“And these guys?” Rome asked, nodding his head in the direction of the grinning men.
“If you got your panties in a twist over their being here, Alex said to tell you, you did us a solid this summer—”
“I did my job as Sheriff,” Rome snarled.
“You helped the pack protect the mate of one of our pack members,” Sam continued, unaffected by Rome’s disgust. “Now we’re returning the favor.”
“Chad’s one of my deputies. He’s a cop first, a wolf second. We protect our own,” Rome grumbled. His inner jaguar rumbled audibly at the thought of wolves protecting him, and the grins of the men got larger.
“Face it, boss. You’re stuck with us,” Bull said.
Rome narrowed his eyes. “You, I can send home. You work for me.”
“Uh-uh, no can do. Alex cleared it with Adam, who, when he was told what was going on, sent me along to watch your six. I got orders.” Bull gave one of his trademark, shit-eating grins. 
Knowing he was outnumbered and had been outmaneuvered, Rome said, “I’m not sharing my food.”
“That’s all right, Sheriff. We ate on the way here,” Grey, another one of the young wolves, said.
Sam took up the flight plan and the clipboard containing the preflight check list. “All right, boys, it’s time to lock and load.”
The wolves howled their agreement.
Rome held up his hands in a stop motion. “Whoa! Where do you think you’re going?” he asked Sam.
“You don’t think I’ll let these youngsters have all the fun, do you? I’ll pilot. Bull will copilot. You climb in the back and get some sleep. Adam informed us you’d just come in from a six weeks’ long undercover assignment. I’m sure you’re running on pure adrenaline right now, but eventually you’ll crash. Reserve your energy. You can brief us on the plane, and then catch a nap. Okay?” Sam said, though it was clear from his expression, in his mind, the issue was already settled.
Rome looked at the men surrounding him. Each one of them was willing to leave home, family, and job, just to help a friend in need. It meant something to him. “Sounds like a plan.”
They piled into the twelve-passenger plane and while Sam completed the preflight safety checks, Rome ate the roast beef sandwiches he’d packed, drank a bottle of water, and settled in for the flight. He waited until they were in the air and Sam had finished communications with the tower before briefing his team. 
“And you trust this guy?” Kane asked.
“Yeah. Josiah hired Logan to watch over Zuri. After Josiah died, I found Logan’s information and the reports he’d been sending and made contact. I’ve been bankrolling him ever since,” Rome said.
“Does Zuri know she has a watchdog?” Ethan asked.
“If she doesn’t know, she will when we show up,” Bull said.
“No, I don’t think she does. Logan does odd jobs around the place and is considered one of the staff, but he doesn’t live on site,” Rome said. 
“You said this encampment is full of women and children?” Trager asked, his disbelief evident.
“Shape-shifter women and children,” Rome stressed, knowing it made a huge difference. “There are a few older lion shape-shifter males like Logan, but no one who would be considered a threat. My understanding is most of the women in the compound are running from something or someone. That’s where the name comes from, La Retirada Bella, or The Beautiful Retreat.”
“This place is entirely off the grid, completely self-contained?” Sam asked.
“That’s my understanding. They’re two miles away from the nearest village. They use solar panels for electricity and grow the majority of their own food. I’ve seen pictures. They have quite the setup,” Rome said. 
Sam whistled. “No wonder she was targeted. Sounds sweet. It’s rural, close to the border, not too far from a small airfield, and completely self-contained. The perfect spot to conduct a few illegal transactions.”
“Going after women and children? That’s not cool. We’ll have to change their minds about that. Help them to see the light,” Bull growled.
“From your mouth to God’s ears,” Rome said in agreement. Then pulling his cap low over his eyes, he reclined his seat to a more comfortable position and went to sleep.
 

 
When they arrived in Golfito, the sun was a fiery orange-red ball of fire in the sky. The incoming surf washed onto black sand beaches, reminding Rome that Costa Rica was home to several volcanoes. Sam did a flyby over the small tourist town before coming in for a landing. 
They unloaded while Sam secured the plane and dealt with paperwork. Afterwards, they pulled out their passports and walked over to Immigration. Seven guys with obvious military training walking through the streets created quite a stir. However, the custom’s officers were friendly, being used to dealing with tourists, and the process went smooth and quick. They headed back to the plane to retrieve their weapons after they’d been officially admitted into the country and had leased their rental vehicles. By then, night had fallen.
“Once we get past the town, it will be pretty dark out there. Are we spending the night here or pushing forward?” Bull asked.
Rome glanced at his watch, the dials of which were lighted so they held a green glow. “It’s still early. Let’s push on. I texted Logan before we left. He’s expecting us.”
They divided up into two groups. Rome took the lead since he had the map. He turned onto the InterAmericana Highway and followed it for an hour to the turn off leading to the small village where Logan lived. Another thirty minutes up the mountain and he parked in front of the small market where Logan promised to meet him.
A short, stout man with brown leathery skin and gold-flecked black eyes sat in one of the many chairs, whittling a piece of wood in the golden glow of the porchlight. The store had the look and feel of a frequent gathering place for the town’s older men. He stood and put his craft to the side when Rome exited the SUV. 
“Senior Barrio?” the man asked.
“Yes. Are you Logan Sanchez?” Rome asked. Though the man smelled like a lion shape-shifter, Costa Rica was home to many cat shifters. 
The man gave him a broad grin and stepped forward with his hand outstretched. “It is a pleasure to finally make your acquaintance.”
“The same goes,” Rome said. He motioned for the men to exit their vehicles. “These are my friends: Sam, Bull, Kane, Ethan, Grey, and Trager.” Each man nodded as his name was called. “How are things?”
“So far, so good. The police, they came and took away the bodies,” Logan said.
“Did they give her a hard time?” Rome said.
“No. Senora Devlin, she’s a good woman and employs a lot of the locals. Her resort is good for the local economy. They wrote it down just as she said it happened,” Logan said.
Rome ignored the twinge of jealousy and pain he felt upon hearing his mate called by another man’s name, knowing he didn’t have the right. He’d made his decision long ago and while he might sometimes question it, he wouldn’t change it. “Did you tell her we were coming?”
Logan rubbed his jaw. “I thought it best you surprise her, si’?”
Yes, surprise might his best option. No telling what kind of reception Zuri would give him if she had warning of his imminent arrival. They hadn’t seen or spoken to each other since that night fifteen years ago. On the rare occasions he’d allowed himself to come home to Refuge, he’d made it a point not to ask about her. “Yes, that might be best. Let’s go. The later it gets, the more unwelcoming she’ll be.”
Everyone loaded back into their vehicles. Logan climbed into a battered jeep of an indeterminate color that had seen better days and led the way. They headed west out of town, and Rome estimated they’d gone a little under a mile when they hit the turn off to the resort. The gravel road leading to La Retirada Bella was a single lane with deep ditches running down the sides to capture the runoff. It being rainy season, the ditches were full, and flowed downhill like little bubbling brooks. 
With the exception of their headlights, the dark was almost absolute. Dense forest with towering trees lined the way. Their canopies hung over the road, adding to the thick darkness. Night came early to this part of the world.
Rome didn’t have much time to ponder. Less than fifteen minutes later they passed a sign announcing their destination, went through an open padlock gate, and into a small parking area. The sign read: BASE CAMP. Now that they were inside the resort, there was light. A wood building to the left with a sign reading, REGISTRATION OFFICE, was still lit. A sprinkling of five other buildings, laid out in a semicircle made up the rest of the base. 
When Rome stepped out of the four-wheel drive, the humidity immediately had his t-shirt sticking to his body, though the air was slightly cooler than it had been in town due to the higher elevation. The sounds of the rain forest had his cat sticking up his head in curiosity and interest. It smelled like home. 
He hadn’t been back to Costa Rica since he’d left as a young boy. Costa Rica, the country of his birth, and the last place he would have expected to find Zuri when he’d finally decided to look. Absently Rome wondered if his father was still here or if boredom had caused him to roam off. Jaguar shape-shifters weren’t known for their ability to stay close to home and hearth. The sound of doors closing caused him to glance over and see the men had exited the vehicles, and like him stood taking in the sights and sounds. 
“Whew, it’s like entering a sauna,” Ethan said, tugging on the neckline of his t-shirt.
“Just be glad it’s not raining,” Rome said.
“How can you tell?” Bull asked.
“Oh, believe me, senor. When the rain falls from the sky, she does so suddenly and if you’re caught out in it, you’ll be instantly drenched,” Logan said.
“Like Bull said, how can you tell?” Kane said wryly. “I’m already drenched.”
Logan laughed. “The office is this way. Let’s get you checked in.”
“Ooo, goodie. I don’t mind roughing it if there’s a need, but I got to tell you, I left my pup tent back in the States,” Trager said.
Rome kept quiet. He knew if anyone ran the risk of sleeping outside, or in the jeeps, it was him. He doubted Zuri would be happy to see him. Even less so when she discovered he was here to take her home with him, where she belonged. He anticipated, and if he were honest with himself, looked forward to the battle ahead. Leaving the others to bring up the rear, he headed toward the office.
Bull quickly caught up with him and strode by his side. “You smell that, boss?”
“What?”
“Cats,” Bull said, wrinkling his nose. “Lots of freakin’ cats.”
“Feeling out of place?” Rome asked, amused. Though Refuge was home to many species of shape-shifters, the wolves by far outnumbered everyone. 
“It’s all good,” Bull assured him, patting his sidearm. 
Rome hadn’t realized Bull had armed himself. A quick glance over his shoulder showed the others had as well. He’d been too busy thinking about Zuri to strap on his weapons. Good thing he had backup. In his rush to get to his mate, he hadn’t considered how being this close to her would affect him. 
As they entered the office, the young woman on the other side of the waist-high counter glanced up from what she was doing. Alarm immediately sparked in her eyes. Rome spoke quickly in an effort to calm her. “Hi, we’d like to check in.”
Her gazed bounced from him, to Bull, to the others filing in behind him. She swallowed hard. “Do you have a reservation?”
Logan pushed his way to the front of the group. “Está bien, Abby. These men, they are from the Senora’s hometown. This one,” he pointed at Rome, “is her hermano.”
Abby gave Rome a doubtful look. 
“Foster brother,” Rome said helpfully. “Her father took me in and raised me as his own. And no, we don’t have reservations.”
 Still looking skeptical but a lot less afraid, which had been Rome’s goal, Abby consulted her computer. “I have two treehouses available. One is a tri-level that sleeps four, the Fila Tortuga, and a bi-level that sleeps two, the Cabina Colibri.”
“We’ll take them,” Rome said and pulled out his credit card.
Abby processed the transaction. The men had wandered off, inspecting the brochures and studying the large property map on the wall. After a few minutes, she turned an iPad around to him. “Please read and accept the terms of agreement, and sign your name on this line.”
Rome scanned the standard agreement, noting the no refund policy, and signed his name. He handed her the tablet and received his credit card in return. 
“This is an eco-friendly resort. We ask you unplug all appliances—lamps, cellphones, computers, etc.—when not in use. Each treehouse has a fully equipped kitchen, or you can eat meals with the others in the base camp dining room.” Abby handed him two brochures, one for each treehouse. Each was stapled to a piece of paper. “This is a list of rules, a map with directions to each treehouse, and a list of this week’s activities. Enjoy your stay.”
Rome turned to the men. “Decide who’s staying where and we’ll divide up. I want to drop my stuff off at the room and then patrol the grounds.”
“Am I reading this right? Vehicles aren’t allowed beyond base camp?” Sam asked.
“This is a pedestrian community. Other than base camp, we use rope bridges and zip lines to move from one home to the other. You’ll need flashlights on the trails to the rooms. If you didn’t bring any, I’ll be happy to loan you a few,” Abby said.
Rome handed Sam the material, and Kane and Ethan stood behind him, reading over Sam’s shoulder. 
“This place reminds me of basic training,” Grey said.
“How so?” Bull asked.
“We walked or ran everywhere, carrying our own gear. We rose with the sun and went to bed with the chickens,” Grey said.
 Trager grinned. “When you put it that way, I do see the resemblance.”
The rear door to the office opened suddenly, and Zuri strode inside. “Abby, whose vehicles are those outside? Did the police officials return with more questions?”
“Hello, Zuri,” Rome said.
 



Chapter Three
 
Zuri froze. She couldn’t think, couldn’t breathe. Rome, here, in Costa Rica? She had to be hallucinating. Like a magnet, her eyes tracked until she found the source of that deep, masculine voice. Rome Barrio—older, more mature, and just as devastating to her senses. He watched her with wary, deep, dark eyes. Waiting for a response? A reaction?
If he thought she’d freak out, or fly into a rage, he was wrong. She was no longer the child he’d left. Reaching deep down inside, Zuri called on all the composure she could muster. After taking a deep, stabilizing breath, she said, “Hello, Rome. Long time no see. What brings you to my neck of the woods?”
“Heard you had some trouble,” Rome said.
Her eyes narrowed. “Is that so?” Movement caught her attention. She tore her gaze away from Rome’s long enough to spot Logan standing in the midst of a group of men her nose told her were wolves, a guilty look on his face. Zuri scowled. She’d deal with him later, she decided, and turned her attention back to Rome. “Whatever you heard, we handled it. I didn’t need you to come riding to the rescue.”
“All the same, I’d like to stick around a few days,” he said.
Zuri glanced at Abby, spotted the paperwork she held in one hand, and shrugged. “It’s your dime. Where’d you put them?” she asked Abby.
“In the Fila Tortuga and Cabina Colibri,” Abby said.
Zuri approved Abby’s choice. Neither treehouse was close to hers. In fact, they were on the other side of the property. “Have you given them everything they need?”
“I was just asking if they needed flashlights. Some of the trails are dark,” Abby explained to the men.
“They’ll be fine. Logan, since you brought them here afterhours, you can escort them to their lodges before you leave.” Her gaze swept over the men, but she saw no one but Rome. “Enjoy your stay.” 
Zuri turned and left the way she came, totally forgetting her purpose for coming into the office. Today’s events still had her rattled, otherwise she’d have scented Rome long before she heard his voice. “Just a tragic accident, folks. No need for anyone to worry,” she repeated the words she’d spoken to her guests, her tone wry. 
As she walked along the path, her body abruptly reminded her of the life and death battle she’d been in. She lost the struggle to hide how hurt she was by holding herself stiffly erect, and hunched over, her hand lightly resting on her stomach. Hidden beneath the loose fitted pants and top she wore were the still healing scars from today’s fight. She’d been forced to shape-shift twice back-to-back to get the wounds to the point where they could be bandaged and hidden. 
For hours on end, she’d been the strong leader her pride needed, holding everything together. She’d dealt with the authorities, handled the removal and burial of the bodies, and comforted those who’d lost loved ones. Through it all she’d kept the business operating smoothly, and the majority of the guests from being aware anything was wrong. For those who had noticed and inquired, she’d simply explained someone unauthorized had gone into the restricted area and been killed. Her grim expression had forbidden further questions. 
All she wanted to do now was go to her den and lick her wounds. Zuri was at the end of her reserves, and seeing Rome had exhausted what little she had left. The need to escape before her guard completely cracked had been necessary. Tears burned her eyes, and she blinked them away. “I’m stronger than this. I didn’t ask for the cavalry to come riding to the rescue.”
“You didn’t ask, but we’re here,” Rome said from right behind her.
Zuri’s catlike reflexes deserted her, and she stumbled. Rome caught her by the waist, and she hissed in pain as fire streaked through her abdomen.
“Damn it, Zuri, you’re hurt.” He shifted his hold, attempting to pull her closer to him, but she twisted away, ignoring the way the move aggravated her injury.
Facing him, she insisted, “I’m fine. Go away.”
“Is that all you have to say to me after all these years?” he asked quietly.
She laughed, and it sounded bitter. “We said all we needed to say to each other fifteen years ago.”
“I’d like a do-over, Zuri.”
Zuri sucked in a shocked breath as she took an instinctive step in retreat. “What?”
His steady gaze held hers. “I want another chance. All these years and I’ve never been able to get you out of my mind.”
She stared. “You’re saying you made a mistake.”
He hesitated.
“Of course not,” she scoffed. “The almighty Rome Barrio can do no wrong.”
“I’m saying,” he said slowly, carefully emphasizing each word, “we’re both in different phases of our lives now. I no longer want to roam. I’m ready for a home and a family, and I want that family to be with you.”
“You were right about one thing. Fifteen years ago I was too young to be anyone’s woman. Go home to Refuge, Rome. You’re neither wanted nor needed here.” She turned and walked away. 
 
Rome watched her retreating back. He’d planted the seed. Now he needed to give it time to germinate. Being no fool, he hadn’t expected to be welcomed with opened arms. At least she hadn’t come at him, tooth and claw. Probably due to the injuries she’d denied having, as though he couldn’t smell the blood.
He followed her, not bothering to hide either his presence or his intentions. His mate needed him, whether she’d admit it or not. He’d be damned if he denied either one of them the comfort of his nearness. 
As soon as Zuri had walked out, he’d ordered Bull to handle his gear, leapt over the counter to the shock and dismay of Zuri’s employee, and followed. Through the closing door he’d heard Logan and Sam assuring an agitated Abby he meant Zuri no harm. Since no one came running to stop him—for all the good it would have done them—they must have been successful.
They ventured deeper into the forest. The solar lights lining the walkway cast a dim glow, but thanks to his cat Rome could see perfectly fine. Around them the frogs, crickets, and insects sang their lullabies. In the distance he heard the flow of rushing water, and the occasional roar of a jaguar, warning others away from its territory. The light of the full moon barely penetrated the towering canopy above their heads. 
Zuri’s gait slowed more and more the longer they walked. He could tell she was in pain. His cat could smell it. It raked his insides with its claws in a demand he do something.
“Tell me where we’re going, and I’ll carry you,” he offered.
“Go…to…hell,” she gasped. She once more held her stomach and curled forward at the waist as she walked.
“I’ve been. Didn’t enjoy it so I don’t plan to return. I’d rather stay here with you,” he said, closing the distance between them so he was almost on her heels.
Finally they arrived at her treehouse. The thing had to be at least three stories up in the air. Zuri braced one hand on the handrail and swayed. Cursing the stubbornness of females in general and Zuri in particular, Rome swept her up in his arms. 
“Put me down, Rome. I can do it.”
“You could, but why should you when I’m right here to do it for you. Now shut up and hold on. I’d hate to drop you.” There was no way he’d drop Zuri after finally having her in his arms again, but the threat had the intended result. She wrapped an arm around his waist and stopped wriggling.
“Why are you really here, Rome? It’s been fifteen years. You didn’t want me then. You don’t really expect me to believe you’ve had a change of heart?” she said.
He stopped on the circular staircase and looked down at her. “Is that what you think? That I didn’t want you? I would have given my left nut to be with you, Zuri. I came really close to taking you that night, or have you forgotten?”
She turned her face away from him. “What I remember is you leaving.”
Rome closed his eyes and prayed for patience. “Zuri, you’d just turned seventeen and still had a year of high school left. I was twenty, a man. Why do you think I avoided you that week I was home? I couldn’t see or smell you without getting hard.”
Attention caught, Zuri frowned up at him. “That’s not true.”
“It’s the truth,” he said flatly, and continued climbing the stairs. The scent of blood grew stronger. He needed to get her wounds tended. “After I kissed you, I realized you were going into heat. I couldn’t be certain it was me you wanted. The thought occurred it could be your cat targeted me because I was feline and available.”
“That’s not what happened,” she denied hotly. “My lioness picked you because you were our mate.”
He climbed the final level and came out on a platform. Rome glanced around. The whole thing was open, including the windows, which had netting that could be raised or lowered as needed to keep the insects out. No lights had been left on. Only the glow of the moon illuminated the interior. 
“Regardless, your father took me in and raised me when my mother all but abandoned me. I couldn’t repay him by taking his daughter, impregnating her, and then leaving her to fend for herself the way I’d been left.” He crossed over to the couch and lowered her onto it. “Where’s your first aid kit?”
“In the bathroom on the second level.” Zuri reached out and turned on one of the floor lamps. It cast a soft, golden glow.
He quickly scaled the stair ladder, located the bathroom and the large medical box, and returned to Zuri’s side. Blood had seeped through the bandage and stained her shirt. “You need to shift into your cat form.”
“I’ve already shifted three times today. If I shift again, I’ll have to stay in cat form for hours.” Her words were sluggish.
Frowning, Rome studied her. He didn’t like how wan and listless she suddenly appeared. How much blood had she lost? “So you’ll stay in shifted form. What’s the big deal?”
“Manny doesn’t need to come home and find a strange male in our quarters after what happened today, and me not able to communicate with him to explain. He has enough stress in his life,” she said.
“Manny is your nephew?” Rome knew Zuri had taken over raising the child after her sister died. Logan’s reports had not mentioned a man in Zuri’s life.
She wrapped her arms around herself as though she were cold. “Manny’s my son. How did you—? Never mind. Your spy, Logan, told you. I should have known.”
Rome opened the first aid kit and found it impressively stocked. “Logan isn’t a spy. He’s your protector.”
Moving restlessly as though agitated, Zuri rubbed her arms. A self-protective gesture, or was she heading into shock from blood loss? 
“You’re paying him to watch me, aren’t you?” she muttered.
“I’m paying him to watch out for you. There’s a difference—”
“Not much.”
“—and I wasn’t the one who hired him. Josiah found him first. I just continued the payments after your father died.”
 That stopped her cold. She looked up at him with wide eyes and her hands fell to her sides. “My father?”
“Yes. You didn’t think Josiah was going to allow you to simply leave the country, as young as you were, without some type of assurance of your safety, did you? Be still.” He released a claw and sliced through her top. The sides fell open, revealing Zuri’s bountiful breasts. The dark brown nipples immediately perked up. Ignoring them became easy once he got a glimpse of her wounds. “These are claw marks, Zuri. What the hell happened here?”
She pulled the edges of her shirt together and gazed over his shoulder. “You mean your spy didn’t tell you?”
“Zuri.”
“It’s over. I handled it.”
He simply stared at her and waited. As an interrogation tactic, it was particularly effective. It worked this time, too.
She heaved a deep sigh. “This Leo thought a pride full of women and children would be easy pickings. He was wrong.”
Saying nothing, Rome continued to shred her clothes until she sat totally bare before him. Anger, deep and vicious, stirred in him. “You should have had these stitched together, to speed healing and minimize scarring.”
“There wasn’t time. The police in Golfito are human. I had to get clean and bandaged as soon as possible.”
Fury kept him silent as he treated her gashes. The more severe ones he held together with butterfly strips and wrapped gauze around them to protect the sites. “These would heal faster if you’d shift.”
Teeth clenched against the pain he unwillingly caused, she simply shook her head. “Manny,” she gritted out.
“Where is he? Why did he leave you here alone?” Rome asked. 
“He and Diego took a small group river rafting. They’ll spend the night at one of our camps and hike back in the morning.”
“Zuri, if you don’t expect Manny until the morning, there’s no reason for you not to shape-shift.” Her eyes were glassy. He felt her forehead. “You’re running a fever. One of your wounds must be infected.”
Zuri began to shiver. “Don’t let him see me like this. He’s lost so much already.”
“I won’t,” Rome promised. 
Rome went into the kitchen, poured a glass of water, and forced Zuri to take the antibiotics and pain reliever he found. Then he scooped her up, carried her into her bedroom, and laid her on the platform bed. She had dried blood on her, so he went into the bathroom, dampened a washcloth and came back to the bed to wipe her down. After returning the washcloth to the bathroom sink, he flipped through her closet until he found a loose, large shirt he could slip over her head. As a rule, shape-shifters didn’t mind nudity, but with the fever she’d be cold. 
In the tropics, there wasn’t a need for blankets. Still, Rome managed to find a soft, hand-made, crocheted throw slung over one of the chairs in the living room that felt like it would do an excellent job of retaining body heat. He returned to the bedroom and laid it over her. 
Rome spent time studying Zuri as she slept. His mate was in his life again, and this time he wouldn’t toss away the blessing he’d been given. This moment might not have taken place. Someone had almost managed to eliminate her before he could get to her. It wouldn’t happen again. 
He left the room and went out onto the small balcony/porch. In the semi-darkness he took out his phone and made a call. 
“Yo!”
“Jackson, I need intel.”
“Monk, good to hear from you. Whatever you need, you get.”
“Someone tried to take out my mate. Bastard gutted her with his claws.” Rome’s jaguar roared inwardly with a fury that matched the man’s. 
Jackson’s cheery demeanor instantly changed to that of the warrior Rome knew him to be. “He gutted a female? Tell me everything.”
Rome laid out the situation. 
“This guy tried to take over a pride full of women and children? Spineless bastard deserved everything he got,” Jackson said.
Rome dragged a hand through his curly hair as he paced the small space. “My concern is he wasn’t acting alone. We’re not far from the Panama border, and Zuri’s property sits in prime territory. News reports state there’s a new international airport being built in this region. You know what that means.”
“Yeah, between the port, the regional airport, and the one they’re building, lots of ways to move stuff without anyone noticing,” Jackson said grimly. “You down there alone?”
“No, our local alpha sent a couple of his wolves along to watch my back.” Rome still couldn’t believe it.
Jackson laughed. “Wolves protecting a cat? Now I’ve heard it all. Listen, I’ll put my ear to the ground and let you know what I find out. Don’t be surprised if the threat mysteriously gets eliminated. My men don’t take kindly to our women being mistreated, especially not when there are so few of them. If I see things headed that way, you want in on the action?”
Rome thought about it, hard. Hell yeah he wanted payback, but protecting his mate had to be his first priority. “I’m needed here. She’s got a couple of old cats working the property, but I don’t know their capabilities. The wolves have combat training, but this is jaguar territory. I won’t leave her unprotected.” The word “again” hung in the air unspoken.
“Okay. When this is over, I want to know why you didn’t tell the squad you had a mate. You know we wondered why you never bagged any of the free pussy being offered.”
“I’ll tell you now and end the speculation. When I left for BUD/s she’d just turned seventeen. You know what our life was like. I wouldn’t put any woman through that. When I got out, she’d married one of her own kind. Zuri’s a lioness.”
Jackson whistled. “I’m surprised you didn’t go after her anyway.”
“Probably would have, if I’d known where she was. I thought about it often enough, but her father wouldn’t give up her location and even with my considerable resources, I couldn’t find her,” Rome admitted.
“Well, you have her now. Take care of her.”
“That’s the plan,” Rome said.
“I’ll holler at you tomorrow. Watch your six.”
“Always.”
They disconnected. Rome went into the bedroom to check on Zuri. She was sweating, which meant her fever had broken. Good. Shape-shifter bodies could handle a lot of stress but high fevers were still dangerous. She seemed to be sleeping peacefully.
Rome called Bull to give him an update, find out their location, and make arrangements to pick up his things.
“Kane and Ethan are patrolling,” Bull said.
Knowing the men would be loaded for bear, Rome asked, “Are they being discreet?”
“Don’t worry, boss. Only a trained observer would spot the weapons they’re carrying.”
“Good. I’m getting ready to shift and scout around. Tell Kane and Ethan, or whoever took the early morning watch, there’s a group of campers who went out whitewater rafting today. They’re due to hike back in tomorrow. Zuri’s nephew, Manny, is one of the guides.”
“Will do, boss. Be careful out there. Not all of the wildlife is friendly in these parts,” Bull said.
“Roger that.” Rome swiped the END CALL button and set his cellphone on a side table in the living room where it wouldn’t get wet if it rained. He stripped off his sweaty clothes, and stacked his weapons in a place where they would be easily accessible when he returned, but wouldn’t stick out to anyone who happened to drop by. Zuri’s home didn’t have doors or locks, but he guessed she didn’t have to worry about crime, out here in the middle of nowhere. 
After today, she might need to rethink that.
He shifted into his jaguar and roamed the treehouse, sniffing around. Restraining the cat’s urge to claw and mark its territory, Rome urged it outside to the lush world awaiting them. Here his jaguar was in its element. This was his native home.
Padding through the forest, he climbed trees and jumped from branch to branch. He hunted, ate, and played in a few natural pools. During his career in the military, Rome had deployed to a few jungles, but none matched the beauty of his native country. He spent hours exploring and marking his territory in warning to other predators before the need to see Zuri and assure himself of her safety got the better of him. 
He took a circuitous route to the base camp. As he wandered the grounds, he ran across the wolves, who upon recognizing him, gave a brief report. 
“Everything’s quiet. This place pretty much shuts down after dark. The last few people hanging out at the outdoor fire pit left fifteen minutes ago, right before the path lights went dark,” Ethan said.
Rome nodded his acknowledgement and continued on. The ground level contained a series of rock and gravel pathways. The upper levels in the trees were connected by zip lines and roped walkways. He crisscrossed them all before gradually making his way to Zuri’s treehouse. As the wolves said, all the guests had hunkered down, waiting for daylight to begin their day’s adventures anew.
He made a small leap and landed lightly on the landing. One small lamp still burned in the living room. Abby would probably have a small shitfit if she knew about the waste of electricity. She came across to him as one of those eco-fanatics who wanted to save the planet. Abby didn’t just make the spiel, she believed it.
Rome shifted, and not liking how open everything was, spent a few minutes lowering all the netting until there was only one access point, the main entryway. When he took a closer look at the doorframe, he realized Zuri’s home had a hideaway door in place of the traditional front door. Rome closed it and flipped the flimsy lock, aware it wouldn’t keep out a determined toddler let alone a shape-shifter bent on trouble. Still, it was the best they had, for now.
He picked up his cellphone, clothing, and weapons and carried them into Zuri’s bedroom, laying them on the floor by the bed within easy reach. Zuri was in a deep, healing sleep, so he carried his gun with him into the bathroom and took a quick, hot shower. Back inside her room, he debated for all of a minute before climbing into bed beside her. The gun went on the short nightstand near his head. If she needed him, he’d be right there to hear her. If his nudity bothered her, tough shit. She’d have to get used to him and now was as good a time as any to start. 
It was late, well after midnight, and he’d had a long day. Yawning sleepily, he adjusted his position and the thin memory foam mattress conformed to his body. With he and Zuri both sharing the double bed, the fit was a little cozier than he liked, but he’d make do.
He set his mental alarm to wake him in a few hours and with one more tired yawn, drifted to sleep to the sound of gentle rain. 
 



Chapter Four
 
A pointed finger jabbed Rome in the side. “What are still you doing here? Get out.”
Rome opened his eyes to find the bedroom dimly lit by the pearly dawn light. “Good morning to you, too, Sunshine. I see you’re still cranky in the mornings.”
“Finding a strange man in bed with me always makes me cranky,” Zuri grumbled.
Rome arched an eyebrow. “Had that happen a lot, have you?” 
She just stared at him through narrowed eyes.
“Seriously, how are you feeling? I was worried about you.” He braced on one elbow and reached out a hand to place it on her forehead. 
Zuri smacked it away. “I’m fine. Thank you for your concern and your care. You can leave now.”
“Is that any way to treat your mate?” he asked, just to see her reaction. Rome knew he shouldn’t bait her, but he was too happy to see her looking better. Her face had lost its haggard and drawn appearance. 
“I don’t have a mate.” Zuri flipped aside the covers and moved to get out of the bed.
“I want to take another look at your wounds,” he said to her back as she stood, her movements stiff and halting.
Zuri waved a hand, whether in acknowledgment or dismissal he couldn’t determine. The bathroom door closed behind her with a snap. Rome rose and pulled on his pants. No sense offending her if it wasn’t necessary. He tucked his gun into the waistband at the small of his back, slid the Kabar into a side pocket, his phone in the other, and went in search of coffee. 
Instead of a traditional electric coffee maker, Zuri had a Costa Rican coffee sock. Grinning, he opened cabinets until he found the coffee grounds and spooned in a heaping teaspoon. He liked his coffee strong. In the same cabinet where he’d found the glasses were the mugs. Rome selected a large, sturdy one and slid it in place under the sock filter. He placed a small pan of water on the stove top set to boil. 
Zuri came into the kitchen while the water was heating. 
“You want a cup of coffee?” Rome asked. It bothered him that he didn’t know what her adult drinking habits were. 
“Later. I’m going hunting. I need to eat,” she said, heading for the refrigerator. She pulled out a pitcher and poured a glass of water. After drinking the first, she poured a second. Her thirst was normal after the amount of fluids she’d lost sweating out the fever last night.
“Did you take another round of antibiotics?” he asked. 
“I’m good.” Zuri placed the glass in the small sink, headed for the front door, and slid it open.
“You’re leaving now?” Rome turned off the burner and followed behind her. Outside he heard a roar. “Who’s that?”
She smirked. “My pride calling for me to come hunt with them.” 
Rome felt his eyebrows rise. “Doesn’t it scare your customers to hear lions roaring this close to the resort?” A lion’s roar was very distinctive and couldn’t be mistaken or explained away as anything else. 
“No. The guest treehouses are kept in another area of the property. This section is part of the free range wildlife preserve and is restricted.” Stepping back inside the living room, she pulled the shirt over her head and let it fall to the floor. 
“Wait. I’m coming with you.” Rome disarmed himself and undid his zipper.
Zuri halted in the doorway and glanced over her shoulder at him. “That isn’t necessary.” 
“I’m coming,” he said in a tone that commanded her not to argue with him. Rome’s phone rang, interrupting their staring contest, and he paused to answer it. 
“Boss, not sure if you’re aware of it but there seems to be a migration of female shifters in cat form headed your way,” Bull said.
“I know, but thanks for the warning. It appears we’re going hunting,” he said wryly.
“Is that so? Need company?” Bull asked.
Rome smiled. “No offense but where we’re going, I don’t think a wolf could keep up.”
“Well, now normally I would say those are fighting words, but in this instance, you just might be right. Still, if you run into trouble, let out a holler and us wolves will come running.” 
Rome could hear the grin in Bull’s voice. He glanced up in time to see Zuri rolling her eyes right before she shifted. “Will do. Gotta go.” He set the phone aside and said to Zuri, “Stand still a moment and let me look at those wounds.”
She bared her teeth at him. 
He put his hands on his hips. “You really think you’re in any shape to challenge me over this? You don’t have your pride at your back.”
She turned her head away but sat on her rump, tufted tail swishing in obvious irritation. 
Some of her bandages had come off during the shift. Rome carefully peeled the rest away. “So far, so good. Let me see your belly.”
She gave him a haughty stare.
“Zuri, we’re not wolves. I won’t take it as a sign of submission. Now roll onto your back so I can take a look at your wounds.”
Zuri lowered her belly to the carpet and slowly rolled over, but bared her teeth and extended her claws. 
“Your protest is duly noted,” he said dryly. He went down onto one knee and carefully examined her stomach. “They appear to be healing. I don’t see any sign of infection. Do you feel any tenderness?”
She issued a low rumble deep in her throat that wasn’t quite a purr, flipped over onto her belly, and stood. 
He guessed she was through humoring him. “Fine. If you run into trouble out there, signal me and I’ll bring you back.”
Zuri hissed her displeasure and with her head held high, flicked him off with her tail and headed out the door. Rome finished stripping, changed, and hurried after her. When he reached the ground level, he found Zuri being greeted by ten other lionesses. They hummed and puffed, rubbed heads and necks together. He leapt lightly to the forest floor, landing protectively near his mate.
A few of the women retreated, giving him cautious looks. In cat form, they were bigger than him, weighed more and had longer, leaner bodies. However, his jaguar had short powerful legs, a stocky build, and a bite that could crush skulls. Though he had no intentions of hurting any of them, they were right to be wary.
Ignoring him, Zuri finished rubbing against her pride affectionately in greeting and then took off running. They quickly fell into step. Rome lagged behind, bringing up the rear. His job was that of a bodyguard. He had no intentions of hunting with them or interfering in any way. 
It had rained continuously during the night and even now low hanging clouds hovered over the treetops, watering down the bright rays of the rising sun. He took to the canopy, sending howler monkeys screaming and flocks of birds fleeing. Occasionally he caught Zuri giving him irritated looks as she deliberately clawed over trees he’d marked during the night. Subtle his Zuri wasn’t.
The pride managed to flush out a tapir. They gave chase and eventually brought it down near the river. The four-footed mammal, which looked like a wild hog with a long snout, provided enough meat to feed all ten of the lionesses. As they ate, Zuri tore off a large hunk of meat, brought it over, and dropped it at his feet. He looked from the meat to her in question. She turned and went back to the feast taking place.
Not one to turn down a gift when it was offered, Rome tore into the meat. Part of him wondered what the kind gesture meant. His cat didn’t care. Food was food and it was hungry. 
When they finished, one of the lionesses dragged the carcass into the brush for other animals to finish. Then they all filed into the river to wash and play. He could tell when Zuri began to droop.
Rome shifted and stood on the banks. “Ladies, your leader is tired. She won’t thank me for telling you this, but it’s time to head back.”
They glanced from him to Zuri. The smallest ones came onto shore and shook their coats dry. The others followed suit. Zuri, of course, was the last to leave the river. She deliberately bumped him as she walked by, knocking him onto his ass in the mud. Since she could have done much worse, Rome didn’t complain.
He shape-shifted back to jaguar and trailed them to base camp. As the women headed for their various homes, Rome branched off and located the treehouse where Bull stashed his belongings. The place was empty. The wolves not on patrol were probably at base camp in the dining hall eating breakfast.
Unlike Zuri’s home, this treehouse had a ground floor level which housed the kitchen, dining room, living room, and full-sized bathroom. Off the living room was a raised balcony with a thirty-foot suspension bridge leading to another bi-level building. When he investigated, Rome discovered it was a bedroom and another bathroom. The large sleeping area contained a double-bed and two bunk beds, a full bath, and a wrap-around balcony. The upper level was an open deck.
Rome found his bags on one of the bunks. He took a quick shower and dressed, and then left the lodge. He needed to return to Zuri’s to retrieve his phone and weapons, hopefully before her nephew, Manny, came in from his trip. As he walked to her treehouse, his mind puzzled over how he was going to convince her to leave this paradise and come to Refuge with him.
He noticed more details in the daylight than he had the night before. The property was clearly zoned into public and private sections. The public side was where the commercial rentals were located. He counted about twenty treehouses on various levels, spread out with enough space between them to offer plenty of privacy between the residences. None of the land had been clear cut. Enough space had been cleared to allow room for the houses. Nature was literally at their front doors.
This place wasn’t for those looking for a luxury spa resort. It had some modern conveniences, so you weren’t completely roughing it, but it was made for those who liked the idea of wilderness living. There wasn’t a television on site. Entertainment came in the form of outdoor activities like swimming or hiking, reading, or simply lounging around. No vehicles were allowed past base camp so you had to walk everywhere you went.
The entrance to the private section had big, warning RESTRICTED AREA signs posted. Other signs informed wanderers this was a wilderness animal preserve, and the wildlife was dangerous. Another sign warned that trespassers did so at risk to their own lives. It was a very effective way to keep curiosity seekers at bay.
Rome inhaled deeply. The air here in the mountains was pure. The colors vivid. There were none of the sounds you get numb to in the city—traffic, people, congestion. Air pollution was nonexistent. This place was a virtual Garden of Eden—he paused to allow a poisonous snake to cross the path ahead of him unhindered—including the snakes. 
Zuri had a beautiful place here. Again his mind worried the problem of how to convince her to leave all this and return with him. She’d built something really special here. Something that could never be duplicated anywhere else on earth. As far as he’d been able to determine, she hadn’t been back to the States in years. Was homesickness an angle he could use?
He was a SEAL. It wasn’t in his nature to give up. He would achieve his objective. There was no way he’d fail the most important mission of his life. He’d have to do as he’d always done, think on his feet and adjust as needed until the goal was reached.
 

 
Zuri separated from the other women and returned home. Though she felt much better, she still wasn’t one hundred percent and hated that Rome had called attention to her weakness. The pride needed her to be strong. This wasn’t the States. There was no nine-one-one system to call to send help running. They handled things themselves, or it didn’t get handled.
Coming here had taught her to be self-reliant. She’d had no mate to depend upon, no daddy to save her. Noah had tried to be a husband to her and a father to Manny, but his heart hadn’t been in it. Zolanda had been his heart and soul and when she’d died, she’d taken the vibrancy out of him.
  Fortunately he’d still managed to care enough to be concerned about his son’s future. Manny needed a mother, one who would love and raise him as her own without any expectations of love and devotion from the boy’s father. Zuri, in addition to being Manny’s aunt, was a woman with a mate who hadn’t wanted her. Once her cat had attached itself to Rome, no other male would do. It didn’t care that their mate had rejected them.
When her father had proposed the arrangement, Zuri hadn’t thought long before saying yes. She’d loved Manny from the first moment she’d held his crying, wriggling body in her arms. A child born of her own flesh and blood, carried in her womb, was a blessing she’d thought she would never have. A child born of her sister’s body would have to do.
She and Noah had come to an agreement. He would hold on for as long as he could and build an inheritance for his son. She would marry him, be a mother to Manny, and never make any emotional demands of Noah. It was a win-win situation. If, sometimes in the deepest part of night, her cat mourned the loss of what could never be, Zuri never let on. On the whole she was content with her lot in life.
Or she had been. Now her mate was here, stirring to life things better left dead. Zuri didn’t know how to handle it or him. Fortunately her cat was as confused as she. Both parts of her knew the devastating pain of rejection and neither was in a rush to experience it again. The sad part was by rejecting her, Rome had done her a favor. Now she had enough life experience and maturity to recognize and acknowledge it, even if she hadn’t reached the point where she could be grateful about it. 
She’d married Noah right out of high school, barely a year later. Even though they hadn’t been lovers—physically or emotionally—they’d still been married. They’d still had to make the adjustments and compromises of any other married couple. She’d also taken on the responsibility of being a full-time mother to Manny, who was barely a year old. 
Noah and Zolanda had envisioned this retreat in Costa Rica. They’d purchased the land and had been in the process of developing it when her sister had gotten pregnant. For some reason the pregnancy had been a difficult one, and she’d come home to Refuge for the last three months of her term where medical assistance was readily available. Noah had stayed in Costa Rica, working night and day to prepare a home for his new family.
Zuri had been present in the delivery room when Zolanda had delivered Manny, and had been the first to hold him. She’d instantly fallen in love and vowed to be the best aunt on earth. She and Zolanda had spent hours discussing Costa Rica and the vision she and Noah had for the place. Zuri had been intrigued and had made the decision to join them there after graduation. She would spend a year helping care for Manny while trying to decide what to do with the rest of her long, empty life. Unfortunately, her sister never had the opportunity to return. She’d died within a year of giving birth.
Zuri pulled her thoughts out of the past and into the present as she entered her home. Manny had arrived before her and stood toeing Rome’s clothing. 
“Whose stuff is this? You had a man here while I was gone?” he asked.
Zuri restrained the urge to roll her eyes as she shifted back to human. Her teenaged son sounded like an irate husband. “Pull your mind out of the gutter. It’s not what you think.”
Suspicious dark eyes bore into hers. “I tracked his scent to your bed. He slept with you.”
Now she did roll her eyes. “He slept beside me. There’s a difference.” When he still looked accusing, she continued. “Rome and I grew up together. He and a group of men from my hometown heard what happened and came to help.”
“That explains the wolves in camp,” Manny muttered.
“Yes, it does. They got here late last night.” She hadn’t wanted to tell him this next part, but now had no choice. “My wounds were infected, and I had the fever. Rome doctored them and stayed to make sure I recovered. He’s in full big brother mode. Even followed us as we hunted to make sure I didn’t overdo and we didn’t run into any trouble.” For shape-shifters, the fever was a sign of serious illness or injury. It meant her body’s healing abilities hadn’t been able to keep up. Zuri had been a lot closer to death than she’d wanted her son or pride to know.
Manny’s expression immediately morphed from angry to worried, and his gaze fell to her stomach where the scars still showed. Shifter on shifter wounds took much longer to heal. “I’m fine,” she said, and bent to scoop up her t-shirt and put it on.
“You’re not lying to me?”
She put her hands on her hips. “Would I lie to you?”
“No, but you would downplay the situation so I don’t worry,” he grumbled.
Zuri headed for the kitchen and as she passed him, ruffled his curly hair. “I’m fine. Trust me, if I weren’t, Rome would be right here dogging my heels. He’s worse than you are.”
“Really?”
“Yes, really.” She turned on the burner to heat the pot of water Rome had left sitting on the stove, really needing that cup of coffee now.
He followed her to the kitchen doorway and stood leaning against the entryway. “If you two grew up together, how come I’ve never heard you mention him?” 
Zuri hesitated, struggling to find the right words. While she wouldn’t lie to her son, in this situation, neither would she tell him the entire truth. “Rome’s a jaguar shifter. He and his mother came to visit our home when he was ten. She was a wildlife photographer and was doing a series in the Smokey Mountains. If I remember right, she was doing a whole mountain series, featuring all the mountain ranges in the US. My father didn’t think she should be carting Rome all over the country. He needed to be in school, meet boys his own age, and have friends. She agreed to let Rome stay with us and attend school in Refuge while she worked on her book. She’d return every weekend to be with him and on school breaks and holidays, she took Rome with her.” She paused to pull creamer out of the refrigerator.
“What happened?” Manny asked.
“Gradually her time away stretched out longer and longer, until one day she didn’t return.” Zuri thought back. She’d only been nine at the time, but even she could sense how devastated Rome had been at the realization he’d been abandoned by his mother. 
“She left him?”
“Oh she called, sent money and presents on birthdays and holidays, but she never came for him. Said he was better off where he was, in a stable environment, than roaming the world with her.” Zuri remembered her father repeating those very words to Rome. “My father had already been caring for him for two years. Rome lived with us until he graduated from high school, and then he joined the military.”
“So he’s what, your foster brother?”
The water in the pot began to bubble, and Zuri turned off the burner. She grabbed a pot holder to protect her hands, lifted the handle, and poured the water into the coffee sock. “You want a cup? There’s enough water for two.”
“No, I had a cup on the trail.”
“You could call him that,” she said, returning to their conversation.
His forehead wrinkled. “How’d he find out about what happened?”
“Logan,” Zuri said, pissed again she’d had a spy in her midst and hadn’t known it. Noah had hired Logan just before he died, stating that as capable as Zuri was, she still needed a man to help her run La Retirada Bella. The country still had traditional, male-dominated attitudes and gender roles when it came to women and business.
Manny straightened abruptly. “Logan?”
“Yes. Apparently my father, with your father’s approval, sent him here to spy—” Shaking her head, she corrected herself. “—watch over us. After my father died, Rome found copies of the reports Logan had sent and continued paying him to be our watchdog.”
Manny grinned. “I’m not surprised Granddad paid someone to spy on us. He wasn’t happy when you refused to come home after dad died.”
“We are home. Dad never could wrap his brain around the idea that I preferred to live here, “in the middle of nowhere,” as he called it, rather than return to Refuge.” Her father had been rather insistent she come home after Noah’s death. Refuge, with all its memories of Rome and things that could never be. 
Now she wondered if Rome had something to do with her father’s persistence. As part of her agreement to marry Noah, Zuri had sworn her father to secrecy concerning her whereabouts. She’d been such a vindictive little thing. If, by some miracle, Rome had come to his senses and come crawling back seeking her good favor, she hadn’t wanted to make it easy on him. Let him suffer the way she’d been suffering.  
Manny shoved his hands into his pocket. “Are you sure you didn’t stay because of me?”
She stopped fooling with her coffee, crossed over to stand in front of him, and cupped his chin in one hand. “I stayed because this is our home. There’s not any place else in the world I’d rather be. I think we’ve created something pretty spectacular here, don’t you?”
“Yeah, and we’ve helped a lot of women, too,” he agreed. His tense shoulders relaxed.
“Don’t you forget it.” Zuri chucked him under his chin before releasing him. He grinned at her, once more the kid. She returned to her coffee and took a sip.
“So this guy, Rome. Is he still in the military?”
Zuri frowned. “I don’t know. The last time I saw him was just before you were born.”
Manny pointed the toe of one booted foot and scuffed it on the floor. “If he’s here, he must not be. He must care a lot for you to come running just because he heard you had trouble.”
She cradled the mug in her hand and turned to lean her hip against the counter. “I’m not looking for a mate, Manny. I have you and my work here. It’s more than enough.”
He glanced up at her under lowered eyelids. “But don’t you want a mate and kids of your own?” 
She and Noah had never hidden the truth of their marriage from Manny. He knew who his real mother was, that Zuri was his biological aunt and adoptive mother, and that his father and mother had been true mates. He’d been secure and content with his world. Damn Landry for coming along and putting ideas in her son’s head. “You are my child. I don’t need any others.”
“Am I interrupting anything?” Rome asked from the doorway. “I came to get my weapons.” He scooped up the knife and gun. The gun went inside a leg holster, and the knife was slid into a sheath on the other leg. Rome looked like what he was—a warrior.
Neither Zuri nor Manny spoke while he folded his clothes and collected his boots. 
“You have a bag I can put these in? I’ll return it later,” Rome said.
She bent and reached into one of the lower cabinets and pulled out a recyclable/reusable bag. Rome came over to the bar side of the counter and took it from her when she held it out. 
“Thanks.”
He stuffed his belongings inside and then set the bag on the floor. Rome held out a hand to her son. “You must be Manny. I’m Rome, your mother’s mate.”
Manny turned an accusing glare on her. Then he stared at Rome’s hand, making no move to touch it. “The last man who claimed to be my mother’s mate tried to kill me.”



Chapter Five
 
With his shape-shifter hearing, Rome heard the last part of Zuri’s conversation with Manny as he’d come up the stairs. There was no way he’d allow Zuri to downplay their relationship. He’d expected resistance, but the boy’s comment flattened him and had his jaguar raising its head. “What?” 
Rome let his hand drop and turned a narrow-eyed gaze on Zuri, silently demanding an explanation. 
Manny was happy to supply him with one. “You heard me. He came here, paid all this attention to mom. Said she was his long, lost mate.”
“That’s enough, Manny,” Zuri said firmly. “Rome doesn’t need to know all the details.”
Rome planted his feet shoulders wide and placed his hands on his hips. “Now that’s where you and I differ. Your mate, Zuri? What the hell?”
“Obviously he was lying.” Zuri crossed her arms defensively over her chest and tried to stare him down.
“No, shit. We both know I’m the only mate you’ll ever have,” Rome said firmly, refusing to be the one to break eye contact.
In his peripheral vision, he saw Manny direct a hurt gaze at his mother. “Is he telling the truth? You said he was your foster brother.”
Zuri rounded on her son, finger pointed. “No, I said we’d been raised together. You called him my foster brother.”
“Yes, it’s true,” Rome said at the same time. 
Zuri whirled in his direction, finger still pointed as she shouted, “You gave up any right to be my mate when you left me fifteen years ago!” 
“You abandoned your mate?” Manny’s features hardened into a look of disgust.
Rome sighed, already tired of defending himself. “She’d just turned seventeen and still had a year of high school left. I’d just gotten accepted into the Navy’s Special Forces and was leaving for training camp the next day. If I made it through BUD/s, which I knew I would, I’d be gone for an entire year. Afterwards, I would be sent to combat situations all over the globe for as long as I remained a SEAL. What would you have done?” Rome asked the boy.
Manny’s defiant stance faltered as he digested Rome’s words. He could tell the boy wanted to be loyal to his mother, but the complexity of the situation was one even he couldn’t deny. 
“By the time I was in a position to even think of having a mate and a family, your mother had already married Noah and there was you to consider,” Rome said, for both Manny and Zuri’s benefit.
“You didn’t know I’d married Noah. No one in Refuge did,” Zuri said.
He raised an eyebrow. “Zuri, I’m the sheriff of Bradford County. Your marriage certificate and adoption papers were easy enough to find for someone in my position. Don’t think I didn’t use all available resources to discover what happened to you. Your parents wouldn’t tell me. All Leandra would say was you were safe and happy. Josiah said to leave you be. I don’t think he ever forgave me for not claiming you.”
 Zuri relaxed and rested her hands behind her on the countertop. “Dad was never angry with you. He said your leaving me unclaimed turned out to be a blessing in disguise under the circumstances, and we shouldn’t question the good Lord’s judgment. If anything, he probably didn’t want you showing up here, disrupting Manny’s life.”
The child in question watched the two of them with the same intensity and fascination of a tennis fan at Wimbledon. 
“Whatever his reasoning, we’ll never know. Josiah took it with him to his grave,” Rome said.
Zuri looked as though she wanted to say something, hesitated, then said instead, “He made you the executor of his estate and left you the house. That should tell you all you need to know.” 
Rome wanted to question her, find out what information she was withholding, but the comment about the will distracted him. “Why did he do that? I’ve always wondered.” 
“I had this. He said the house in Refuge was the only true home you’ve ever had. He didn’t want to take it away from you,” Zuri said with a shrug.
Right then, Rome’s phone rang and he snatched it out of its holder. One glance at the caller’s identity had him swiping the accept button. “Jackson, that was fast. What do you have for me?”
“Trouble. You stick close to your lady. That dude she killed was bad news. He’s an expat who was kicked out of the military on a dishonorable discharge. He runs with a band of mercs. Sources say his team recently relocated to Panama, fell in with a gang called Los Reyes Del Infierno, The Hell Kings. These guys are into everything—drugs, prostitution, human trafficking, arms dealing—and have connections to the Columbia BACRIM and Mexican Cartels. You name it, they sell it. They’re small but fierce, and even Calor Calor, and Bagdad, two of the fiercest gangs in Panama, won’t mess with them. The Panamanian police haven’t been able to touch them. Undercover agents turn up dead, and whenever they try to make a move on this group, they disappear like the wind. Now that we know what your boy was, it makes sense,” Jackson said.
“Shape-shifters,” Rome said.
“Yeah. Sounds like they tried to make a move on your girl. That’s their MO. They come into an area, takeover, and set up shop,” Jackson said. “If Landry was there, it’s a guarantee he wasn’t working alone.”
“Is my mom in danger?” Manny asked. His skin had turned a sickly pallor, but his eyes burned bright gold. Adolescents sometimes had difficulty controlling the shift when under the influence of strong emotions. Right now Manny reeked of fear. 
Without thinking about it, Rome laid a hand on Manny’s shoulder and used his cat to soothe the boy. Jaguar shifters didn’t band together and have alphas like the wolves, but he was a dominant male and being a lion shifter, the juvenile should respond to his more powerful cat. “No, that’s why I’m here.”
“Didn’t you say there was a whole pride of women and children there?” Jackson asked.
“Yeah, I don’t know exactly how many.” Rome looked at Zuri for an answer. She had her arms wrapped around herself, the only betrayal of her unease. Her head tilted to one side and Rome had no doubt she was completely focused on each word being spoken. However, she didn’t volunteer any information.
“We’ve got to shut this group down. It was bad enough when they were trafficking humans, but if they’re targeting their own kind…? I’m bringing in two teams—one to you and sending the other to Panama. We need to cut the head off this beast. Tell the wolves to be on guard. When Landry’s men don’t hear from him, you know what will happen,” Jackson said.
“They’ll come looking for him,” Rome said flatly.
“How well are you armed?” Jackson asked.
“I have enough fire power to handle a stray or two, but not an all-out assault team. The problem is I don’t want to risk any of the women and children. It would be best if we took the fight to them.” Rome stared at Zuri, holding her worried gaze.
“Okay, I’ll put out a feeler. See who we have already in that part of the world. Check your email. I sent you the file so you can brief your men,” Jackson said.
Zuri stirred, shifting restlessly. “Rome, I can’t have strange shape-shifters running loose here. Some of the women, they’re here for a reason. We can’t let their whereabouts be known.”
Rome nodded at Zuri to let her know he’d heard her concern. To Jackson he said, “Let me know when your team’s on the way and we’ll coordinate.” 
“Tell your woman not to worry. I can personally vouch for each of my men,” Jackson said.
“She heard you.” Zuri was so furious, her eyes spat fire at him. He’d deal with her later, once he finished calming the boy. “Who did you have in mind?”
“Tristan, Riley, Jace, and Drew for team one. Ian, Wayne, Black, and Jag for team two,” Jackson said. 
They were good men, shifters every one of them. “Good choices. I’ll work on lodging and transportation. Tell the men to pack their jungle gear,” Rome said. 
“Will do. Later.” Jackson disconnected.
Rome slid his phone in its holder and spoke before Zuri could vent the head of steam he saw building. “You need to call together all the women and children. They should know what we’re up against. Forewarned is forearmed.”
“I don’t want them frightened,” Zuri said.
“A little fear won’t kill them. Better they be on the lookout for trouble than have it overtake them because they hadn’t been warned.” When Zuri appeared to still want to argue, he added, “How will you feel if one of the women or children gets snatched by one of these men, and it could have been avoided if only they’d had an idea of what was coming?”
She swallowed hard and looked away. “Manny, call the pride together. Tell them we’ll meet in the lodge. Everyone who isn’t working needs to be there.”
Knowing he treaded on dangerous ground, Rome cautiously said, “I don’t mean to override your authority, but I need Manny with me. You gather the pride together. They’ll come faster at your call.”
Instantly, two sets of similar dark brown eyes had him in their sights. Zuri’s suspicious and hostile. Manny’s wary and hopeful. “Why?” she asked.
Conscious of the clock ticking, Rome said, “It’s his home. He should have a say in how we defend it.”
Zuri stuck her chin out. “It’s my home, too.”
“And you’ll be briefed and a part of any decision making. Right now your pride needs you to reassure them they’re safe. Manny can’t do that. Only you can. You know us. He doesn’t, a situation I’m about to rectify,” Rome said calmly.
She nibbled on her lower lip as she stared past him. Gradually her shoulders slumped. “Fine. I’ll gather everyone together. Manny will show you where we’ll be.”
Rome reached down and lifted his bag off the floor. “Manny, let’s go.” When he reached the door he paused and turned. “Zuri?”
“Yes?”
“Put on some clothes. I don’t want my men seeing you dressed like that.” While Zuri sputtered in incoherent outrage, Rome dragged Manny out of the house, beating a hasty retreat.
“You know she’s pissed, right?” Manny asked, jogging to keep up with the pace Rome set.
 “But she’s not scared.” Rome smiled inwardly in satisfaction. He hadn’t like smelling the fear on her any more than he had Manny’s. Manny didn’t know him, but Zuri should be aware he’d never let anything happen to her now that he was here by her side where he belonged.
There was silence. 
“You did that deliberately,” Manny said.
“Yep.”
“Why?”
Rome stopped and turned to look Manny in the eyes. “Because a real man does whatever he can to meet his mate’s needs.”
Many digested his words, a thoughtful expression on his face. Rome waited. “You know she and my dad weren’t mates?”
“I know.” It was the only reason he hadn’t lost his mind when he discovered Zuri had married. The knowledge of whom she’d married and why hadn’t stopped him from plotting to get her back.
“I never thought much about it. I mean, they explained everything to me, but I didn’t really get it, you know? Until Landry came around. He was always bringing her stuff—flowers, little treats. Even though she never encouraged him, I could tell it pleased her,” Manny said.
Rome felt his gut knot. “He romanced her.”
Shrugging, Manny said, “Yeah, that’s the word. There was a difference between the way Landry treated her and my dad did. It made me realize what she’d been missing. What she gave up to become my mom.”
“A man in her life who made her feel special, wanted,” Rome said. Something he hadn’t done, in the past or now. He’d simply shown up, announced he was ready to take her as mate, and expected her to fall in line. Zuri deserved more, deserved better. Something he’d have to think on in greater detail later. 
Manny frowned. “I fell for his act. Thought he really cared for mom and me.”
Figuring Manny would feel more comfortable talking if his gaze wasn’t directly on him, Rome motioned for Manny to keep walking. “How did Landry end up here? What story did he use?”
The teenager paced along beside him with his long, lanky stride. “He registered online as a guest. His registration form said his name was Giles Landry. When we contacted him for more information, he said he’d recently retired from the military and was looking to relocate to Costa Rica where the cost of living wasn’t as high.”
“How’d he find out about this place?” Rome asked.
“Google. Mr. Landry said he found us while researching locations in the country. He didn’t want to live in highly populated areas like San Jose or Puerto Limon. He wanted an area that was quieter, where the lifestyle was simpler. I ran a background check on him. His passport confirmed he was a US citizen and everything else checked out, so we took his money.”
Rome glanced at him. “You?”
Manny nodded. “I’m good with computers. I run a check on everyone who requests to come here. That’s one of my jobs. To make sure everyone is who they say they are.”
“What happens if you don’t like what you see?” Rome asked curiously.
Manny gave him a mischievous grin. “I’m sorry, sir/ma’am. We’re completely booked for the next several months. Might I suggest some alternate locations you might enjoy?”
Rome chuckled, impressed. It was a good way to control who had access to the property without letting the public know they were being screened. He quickly sobered, remembering while he’d been back in Refuge trying to determine the best method to reinsert himself into Zuri’s life, Landry had been here putting the moves on his mate. “How long did Landry stay?”
“The first time he came he stayed a week.”
Surprised, Rome stopped walking. “The first time?”
“Yeah, he came twice. The first time he spent a lot of time touring the area. A couple of times I saw him in the lounge reviewing property brochures he’d picked up in Golfito before he went out.”
Maintaining his cover story, Rome thought.
“The next time he came he stayed two weeks. He asked about purchasing property here to build his own home. He spent time roaming the land and looking at lots,” Manny said.
“You allow people to buy in?” Focused on Zuri, Rome hadn’t paid much attention to the business side of the reports he’d received other than to make sure the business supported itself and Zuri wasn’t in financial need. 
“Yes. The commercial side is mostly owned by investors. We manage their property for them when they’re not here, and they allow us to rent their treehouse out to guests,” Manny said. 
“Like timeshares,” Rome mused and continued moving.
“What’s a timeshare?” Manny asked.
“It’s a thing in the States where people buy into property, like vacation condos. Each owner has a specified time to use their property, a time-sharing agreement.”
“Sorta. Here we allow them a section of property onto which they can build a treehouse, which belongs to them, but we keep the land. The treehouse has to be built according to our ecological specifications and use our builders,” Manny said.
“Landry expressed interest in purchasing a treehouse. Did he take pictures?”
“A ton of them. He had one of those fancy cameras professionals use and took pictures all over the place. We gave him a map of the commercial section and showed him the areas where we would allow him to build. He took the paperwork, the map, and the pictures with him when he left and said he needed to check with his financial advisors.” Manny had a surprising depth of knowledge about the ins and outs of the business for a teenager.
Rome muttered something crude under his breath and had Manny grinning at him. Landry had probably gone to report his findings to his criminal partners. “Don’t tell your mother I said that. Did he spend time alone out in the rainforest? Maybe he had camping gear with him?”
Manny frowned as he considered. “Normally we don’t allow guest to go into the rainforest unescorted. It’s too easy to get lost. For those interested, we provide guided tours. However, Mr. Landry was both a cat shape-shifter and former military. We gave him the standard warning when he checked in both times, but he convinced mom he knew what he was doing. She made him sign a release of liability form and let him go. He never stayed gone more than a day or two.”
“What about the restricted areas? Did he ask to see inside?”
Manny shook his head. “No, but we wouldn’t have agreed if he had. We don’t allow anyone inside the pride compound.”
Curious at the absoluteness of the boy’s statement, Rome asked, “Not even other shape-shifters?”
“No, and most definitely not male shifters,” Manny said. 
“Do you know what kind of cat he was?”
“No, but the dude he brought with him this last time was a lion.”
Rome had heard about the other man from Logan. “How’d he explain the guy?” 
“Said it was his business partner.”
He needed to check the file and ask Jackson if any of the Hell Kings had come up missing besides Landry. They needed to know who the other guy was.
“When he came back the second time, did you put him in the same treehouse he’d stayed in the first time?”
“No, he requested a different one, one on the outer edges of the property.”
The request immediately raised a red flag to Rome, but he kept his suspicions to himself. Rome pulled out his phone and sent out a text to the five wolves who’d traveled with him. Meet me at the treehouse. I have news. On my way now.
One by one they each texted back an affirmative. 
After sliding his phone back into its holder, Rome told Manny, “We’re going to need your help. Your being good with computers may come in handy. We’ll definitely need your knowledge of the area.”
“Mine?” Manny glanced at him, eyes wide.
“You grew up here. You know the people and the land. I’m sure you can tell us where every watering hole is, every river, and every waterfall. You’d know the best places to hide, to set up an ambush, or simply set up camp. You’re familiar with the terrain and the wildlife. That’s the kind of intel we’ll need.” Rome was already thinking of how best to make use of Manny’s skills.
The kid shot him a suspicious look. “Really, or are you just saying this because you want my mom?”
Rome halted and waited until Manny faced him. “Kid, if you think I need to use you to get to your mother, it shows you know jack shit about what it means to be mates. I’m not bullshitting you to get on your good side. I said we need you because it’s the truth. This is your home. My men and I, we’re the outsiders here. In the military they teach you when navigating unfamiliar territory, to bring in a native. You’re my expert native.”
Rome gave Manny a minute to muse on his words. It was true he didn’t need the juvenile to get to Zuri. Once the mating bond reignited, Zuri wouldn’t be able to stay away from him even if she wanted to do so. Which he doubted. She was angry now, but underneath the hostility he could feel the tug of the bond, pulling them together. If either one of them touched the other with the least little hint of sexual intent, the mating fever would ignite into a firestorm, consuming them both.
“Oh,” Manny finally said. 
“I’m not going to let anything happen to you or your mom, or anyone else here if I can help it. That’s what I do—serve and protect—but I can’t do it alone. Neither can your mom, no matter what she might think. These men are trained fighters, and they don’t mind hurting women and children. But this time, they picked the wrong group to mess with, because this time, they’ll have to deal with me.”
Manny’s gaze turned curious. “What’s so special about being a cop?”
“It’s not what I am now that’s special. It’s what I was before I became a cop. I’m a SEAL.” Once a SEAL, always a SEAL. Retirement didn’t change a thing.
“What’s a seal?”
“It stands for Sea, Air, Land. We’re the best trained men in the world, considered the world’s military elite. We don’t stop, don’t quit. You tell a SEAL he can’t do something, and he’ll find a way to get it done. In short, son, I’m a one-man army.” Rome didn’t know if the boy actually believed him, but he had bigger concerns at the moment—his mate’s safety. In a hurry now to get the ball rolling, Rome picked up the pace. 
“Do I get a gun?” Manny asked, jogging to catch up with him.
“Do you know how to use one?”
“No.”
“Have you had any hand-to-hand combat training?”
“No.”
“Self-defense or martial arts training—karate, judo, akido?”
“No.” Each no was more sullen than the one before.
“You will before the week is over,” Rome vowed. It wouldn’t be a bad idea to teach all the juveniles and any woman who was willing some basic self-defense techniques. He’d talk to the wolves and set something up.
“Seriously?” Manny perked up.
“Yes.”
Manny whooped and did a few overly exaggerated karate moves. “I’m going to kick ass.”
“You’re going to learn how to defend yourself, and hopefully, help protect someone else,” Rome corrected.
“That’s what I said,” Manny said, and executed a few more moves.
Knowing how he’d been at the same age, Rome said nothing more. Manny would discover it wasn’t all fun and games when he was planted on his ass a few times.
They arrived at the treehouse. Rome introduced Manny to the wolves, shared the file Jackson emailed him, and they talked tactics. When they had a feasible game plan, Rome told Sam and Bull to come with him to meet the pride while the others returned to patrol.
 



Chapter Six
 
Outside, Rome motioned for Manny to take the lead, since he knew where they were going. Bull followed behind Manny, with Sam trailing, and he brought up the rear. The wolves were good, but the rainforest was cat territory. Earthbound animals rarely thought to look up. With Manny in front and him behind, they should be safe enough from surprise attacks.
 About fifty yards past Zuri's treehouse, the gravel path curved to the right. Manny turned left, exiting the path. They entered the forest. 
At first the going was easy. Gradually it became more difficult. After about fifteen minutes, Sam glanced back at him with an eyebrow raised. Rome nodded. The kid was testing them, or he was deliberately taking them the long way around in an effort to confuse their senses. 
This was not a path regularly trod by countless feet. He didn’t scent any other people or shape-shifters. The heavy jungle undergrowth felt planned, not natural, and the walk was straight up hill. It was tough going, dodging branches, stepping over logs, and watching out for snakes. By his estimation, they’d headed north, west, and then backtracked east again. Time passed and the day grew hotter. He worked up a sweat in the humidity and his t-shirt quickly plastered to his chest and back. Rome was seriously wishing he’d brought along a machete when suddenly Bull stopped and whistled. "Would you look at that?"
Rome followed the direction of his gaze, straight up. What he saw was something out of a Star Wars movie. It was a real live Ewok village, high up in the canopy. These tree houses were different from the ones in the resort. They weren’t as large or luxurious, and were circular in nature. A network of cabled, wooden walkways connected the huts to each other and a central massive lodge, like spokes in a wheel. 
It was obvious these homes were not meant to be accessible to humans. Rome estimated the lowest one to be thirty feet up in the air. The trees were massive, like the ones in the Redwood forest in California, only their bases weren’t as large. He’d read once that trees in Costa Rica grew more than twenty stories tall, and here was living proof. 
Manny walked over to the nearest tree. “I’ll climb up and lower the ladder.”
Rome narrowed his eyes. “Don’t bother, kid. We got this.” Turning to Bull and Sam, he said, “Human ladder?”
Still looking up, Bull shoved his hat back, scratched his forehead, and then resettled his hat on his head properly. The toothpick in his mouth switched from one side to the other. “Doable. You know us wolves ain’t much for tree climbing.”
“No, you’d rather jump out of planes,” Rome said to the former Ranger.
Grinning broadly, Bull said, “Too bad I left my rappelling gear home. This looks like fun.”
Manny stood watching them, a frown on his face.
“Sam?” Rome said.
“Yeah, that’ll work,” Sam said.
The trunk of the tree was pretty much straight up and down with no limbs until near the halfway mark. The base of the tree was wider with some of the roots visible above ground. Motioning for Manny to move out of the way, he backed up a few steps and let his cat out in a partial shift. He took two running steps and leapt up ten feet. He could have gone higher but decided to make it easy for the wolves. Claws out, Rome dug them into the tree trunk and gripping the wood with his thighs and booted feet, anchored himself.
“Ready?” Bull asked.
“Yep, go for it,” Rome said.
Rome heard pounding footsteps and felt the impact of Bull’s weight land lightly upon him. One furred, clawed hand landed near his face as Bull wasted no time using his body like a ladder, climbing up until like Rome, he had a good grip on the tree. Then it was Sam’s turn. When Sam was in place, Rome climbed over them until he was on the platform. He held out a hand to Bull, who followed up behind him, and the two of them pulled Sam up. 
Minutes later, Manny joined them, still frowning. “It’s this way.” He led them towards the large treehouse in the center of the community. 
Like Sam and Bull, Rome gazed around with avid interest. He’d never seen anything like it and with all the traveling he’d done, he’d seen a lot. It was hard to tell just how many of the hut-styled cabins there were in the trees. Many were hidden by leafy branches, allowing only partial glimpses of the structures. 
The center building was three stories tall built on the framework of four trees. Each level had open, railed decks. The top level had a glass roof. Or maybe it was Plexiglas. Hard to tell from this distance. 
They entered through the lowest level to find about thirty or so women and dozens of children awaiting them. Rome’s eyebrows rose. From their scent, each one of them was a cat of some kind. He hadn’t known there were this many female feline shape-shifters in the world, let alone in one location. Imagining the havoc this news would cause if unattached males hunting mates got wind of it, he felt his eyes narrow. Hell, no wonder the boy screened all outsiders.
Rome glared at Zuri, who stood in the midst of her pride. The damn woman could have given him some kind of warning.
“Man oh man,” Bull muttered. “How the hell did she manage to keep this quiet?”
“Did you know about this?” Sam asked.
“No.” His gaze was still locked with Zuri’s unrepentant one.
“Ladies, this is Rome, Bull, and Sam. They’re the men I told you about, here from my hometown back in the States. They want to help,” Zuri announced, finally breaking their staring contest.
All the eyes in the room transferred to him, many filled with wariness, fear, and outright distrust. Children crowded close to their mothers. The only ones not bothered by his presence were the women he’d seen earlier when he’d followed them on their hunt. 
Manny had gone to stand next to his mother. Not wanting to be perceived as the enemy, Rome moved to stand with them, laying a hand on Zuri’s shoulder. The action, and her acceptance of it, raised eyebrows and sent silent waves of communication between the women. 
“The men who died here weren’t alone. They are part of a bigger organization who may even now be seeking revenge. The threat isn’t over,” he said.
 Conversations erupted all over the room, along with cries of alarm. Zuri elbowed him in the side. “You couldn’t have eased into it? I told you I didn’t want them scared.”
Knowing the women could hear him, he said, “Zuri, you women took down two mercs. They’re tougher than you give them credit for. If they stay smart and alert, and don’t take any unnecessary chances, they can handle this. The men I have coming in will assist, and for anyone who agrees, my men and I will teach them basic self-defense. No one needs to be a victim here.”
That shut most of them up. In some he could see a burgeoning hope and a budding confidence. 
“You teach us to fight?” one woman asked, her broken English thick with a heavy Spanish accent.
“We will teach you how to defend yourselves,” Rome confirmed. “Tricks you can use to protect yourselves and your children.”
An older Hispanic woman with graying hair stepped forward. “This is good. When would we begin?” 
The other women nodded their agreement.
He looked at Sam and Bull. Bull glanced at his watch. “After lunch?”
“That work for you?” he asked the woman.
She looked first to Zuri, and then to the others, who nodded again. “After lunch would be good. Now, tell us please, of this threat we face.”
So Rome told them what he knew, leaving nothing out. “Zuri, Manny, and I will go over your security system. See what improvements can be made. We need for all of you to keep a sharp look out for anyone who doesn’t belong, and if you spot someone, tell me or one of my men. The others should be here by the morning at the latest.”
“What about the women who were wounded?” another asked.
His hand clenched on Zuri’s shoulder, and his gaze pinned hers. “You have wounded? Where? How bad? And why the hell didn’t you tell me you weren’t the only one injured?”  
“The last I heard you didn’t have a medical degree,” she grated out.
“I may not have a medical degree, but I did receive basic first responder medical training. And I have access to people who do have medical degrees. Where are they?” Rome asked the older woman. Next to Zuri, she seemed to be the one the others looked to for guidance.
“In our infirmary,” she said, pointing up.
“I want to see them.”
The woman glanced at Zuri. 
“Go ahead, Lola. You might as well.” Zuri sounded resigned.
After gaining Zuri’s permission, Lola said, “I’ll take you to them. Like you, I have some medical training. I did what I could for them—cleaned and bandaged wounds. Most will heal with time. However there are one or two I’m concerned about.” She turned and walked to one corner where an open stairwell led to the second level.
“Bull, set up a training schedule with Zuri. Sam, follow me.”
As Rome strode behind Lola, the women quickly cleared out of the way. Zuri muttered something about “men coming in and taking over,” which he ignored. He was a take-charge kind of guy. She’d have to get used to it because he wasn’t changing any time soon.
 

 
Zuri watched Rome stalk off. As much as she hated his natural arrogance, both she and her cat were comforted by it. Her lioness would never have chosen him to mate with if he weren’t strong. She knew now that Rome was here, he’d never let anyone hurt her or anyone important to her. No, the biggest threat here was the damage Rome could do to her heart.
She turned to find Manny studying her. “What?”
“You like him.”
“What makes you say that?”
“You didn’t bite his head off.”
Zuri shrugged, not really wanting to get into this now with her son, especially when her emotions were so undefined. “He’s my mate.”
There were several sharp gasps, and then dead silence filled the room. Zuri closed her eyes. She couldn’t believe she’d forgotten her pride was in the room, virtually surrounding her. 
“Your mate?”
“You have a mate?”
“Are you leaving us?”
The last question had her eyes popping wide open. “No! I’m not leaving.”
“But if he is your mate…?” Julita said.
Zuri glanced around. All the women’s faces held the same worried expression. Mentally she cursed Rome for putting her into this position. “This is not a new discovery. He has been my mate for many years, and we are not together. Nothing has changed. He is here to assist us and when the threat is over, he will return to the States and things will return to normal.”
“I wouldn’t bet on it,” the wolf Rome called Bull muttered under his breath.
She glared at the man before turning back to her pride. “Kimmi, take the older children into the kitchen and prepare lunch. It’s time for them to eat. Ingrid, work with Mr….” Zuri glanced at the wolf. She refused to call him Mr. Bull. 
“Just Bull, ma’am.”
“Work with Bull on creating a sign up list for those who want self-defense training. I’m going to the office. I have work to do. Call if you need me.” Zuri knew they still had questions. Who wouldn’t? But she wasn’t in the mood to answer any. She turned on one heel and walked away, aware of Manny trailing behind her.
She felt like her life had gone to hell in a handbasket, and she was trapped in the flames. The sad part was as much as she wanted to blame Rome, none of this was his fault. She was the one who’d screwed up, trusted the wrong person, and tried to help the wrong woman. Now they were all paying the price for her error.
“Mom, this isn’t your fault.” It was like he’d read her mind. Her son had a maturity beyond his years and the ability to read her like a book. It was annoying how well he knew her. It saddened her as well. He’d seen the lack of love, the lack of interest his father had for her and even as a child had known it wasn’t right. Some part of him had determined to give her the love she’d needed. 
Maybe it was because Manny had sensed the same lack in his relationship with his father. In a sense, she and Manny had been all the other had long before Noah had finally decided his son was old enough not to need him anymore and ended his life. If mating caused you to become so wrapped up in the other person that losing them sucked all the feeling and enjoyment out of life, Zuri didn’t want any part of it.
“I’m the one who brought Talina here. I’m the one who ignored the warning signs and made excuses for her when things about her didn’t quite add up.”
She could feel Manny’s serious gaze. “What warning signs?”
“How secretive she was. The way she was always going off alone, disappearing for days at a time.”
“You mean the way half the pride does when they first arrive, until they settle in and begin to trust us?”
“Well, yeah.” However, even she could see the flaw in her logic. There had been no warning signs. No way to know Talina was feeding information to her gang-member boyfriend, the man she whored for. He’d pimped her out, beat her black and blue when she hadn’t brought in enough money, and generally treated her like trash. But because he said he loved her and was sometimes nice to her, Talina had been willing to do anything to please him. Even betray the women and children who had given her the first safe home she’d ever had.
Let it go, she commanded herself. As Noah used to say, “You can’t save everyone, Zuri. Some people are beyond redemption.”
Manny threw his arm around her shoulder. Her son was getting so tall, becoming a man. At the age of fourteen he already stood five-nine, six inches over her petite five-three frame. His hair, worn in a bushy mane of an afro, added another three inches to his stature. His lanky upper body was beginning to develop mass and thickness. Based upon the size of his feet and hands, he still had more inches to grow.
“She fooled all of us, even Lola, which I didn’t think was possible,” Manny said.
Zuri wrapped an arm around his waist and leaned into him. Talina had paid for her betrayal with her life. The man Landry brought with him had used her brutally and when finished, he’d snapped her neck and dumped her body in an out of the way location on the grounds. Manny and a few of the boys he ran with had been the ones to find her rotting remains. Something no child should ever have to see.
It was Landry’s first and greatest mistake. Finding Talina had put the already skittish pride on high alert. More importantly, it had caused Zuri to take a second and third look at all of their guests in order to find the murderer. The humans had almost instantly been ruled out. Though Talina had been young, barely nineteen, she’d still been a female shape-shifter. She’d been screwed up in the head when it came to her definition of love, but she hadn’t yet been damaged to the point where she’d allow just any male to harm her and not fight back.
“She’s dead now.” Zuri was able to feel sorrow and sympathy for the senseless loss of life, even though Talina’s duplicity had almost cost Zuri her son. 
They hadn’t reported Talina’s death to the Medical Examiner, choosing instead to bury the body. The ME would have contacted the Institute for Judicial Investigations (OIJ), Costa Rica’s equivalent to the Federal Bureau of Investigations in the US, and Zuri hadn’t wanted the negative publicity. Fortunately, the local police hadn’t found anything suspicious with her account of Landry’s death. His body had been collected and taken to the morgue, and the police report closed. They’d warned her to be more careful with her security precautions but admitted there was nothing to be done with an unruly tourist who blatantly disregarded the rules.
“What are we going to do?” Manny asked.
“Trust Rome. He’s the expert here.”
“What happens if he leaves before the problem is solved? He’s a county sheriff. He can’t stay forever,” Manny said, his body tight with tension.
Though Zuri also worried about the same thing, she said, “We learn what we can from them while they’re here and do as we’ve always done when they leave, handle it ourselves.” 
“Maybe he’ll stay,” Manny said.
“He won’t.”
“He might. You’re mates.”
“It didn’t keep him from leaving before,” she reminded him.
“Things were different then,” Manny insisted.
Zuri stopped. “What’s this about? I can’t believe you’re suddenly welcoming the idea of me having a mate.”
He kicked a fallen tree limb out of the way. “I’m not opposed to you having a mate. I just want to make sure it’s the right man. Soon I’ll be an adult. I don’t want you to be alone.”
Her heart clenched. Manny had been her reason for living for so long—he and the pride. She didn’t want to think about how things would change once he no longer needed her. “We still have time. Don’t worry about me. I’ll be fine.”
“Dad told me to take care of you. Of course I worry,” he muttered.
Stunned, she dropped her arm from his waist and pulled away to face him. “Noah said for you to take care of me?” Noah shouldn’t have laid that heavy of a burden on a child, she thought angrily.
Manny scuffled one foot, clearly uncomfortable. He cleared his throat and gazed over her shoulder. “Yeah, he said you were a good woman and you’d given up a lot in your life to be with us. You never got to go to college or anything. He said—” Manny swallowed hard and gave her a quick glance before looking away. “—that if you ever met a man you loved and wanted to start a family with him, not to be stupid and try and stop you. That everyone should experience at least once in their life the kind of love he and my birth mother shared.”
Zuri cupped his cheek so he’d look at her. “And that’s why you encouraged me to be nice to Mr. Landry?”
Her son met her gaze with troubled eyes. “He seemed to like you, he was a lion shifter, and I thought maybe…”
“Yeah, me too,” she admitted.
“But you have a mate.”
She sighed. “A mate who didn’t love or want me. Manny, not everyone is fortunate enough to find their true mate like my sister and your father did, but it doesn’t mean they can’t have a loving, meaningful relationship with another person. Landry seemed like a nice guy, and like you, I didn’t think it would hurt anything to test the waters. I simply wasn’t attracted to him, which in hindsight is a good thing.”
“Did you love Rome?”
Zuri thought back. “Did I love him? Sure, we grew up together. Was I in love with him? I thought I was then, but now?” She shrugged. “How much of it was my cat being in heat? It hurt me when he left, but I wasn’t devastated like your father was when my sister died. To be honest, if loving someone means losing your soul, your will to live, when they die, I don’t want it.”
He gave her a somber look. “Yeah, it does sound kinda scary, doesn’t it?”
“You bet.” Zuri tossed her arm around his shoulder and they continued walking.
“Since Rome is here, does that mean he changed his mind about the two of you?” he asked.
“We’ve already had this conversation, Manny. It doesn’t matter what Rome does or doesn’t want. I’m not leaving Costa Rica, and since he has a career and a life in the States, he’s not staying.” She’d have to keep reminding herself of this fact. Her cat was losing its wariness of Rome and beginning to push her to complete the physical mating. Right now she was heart whole. If she had sex with Rome and he left, who knew what would happen?
The many women she’d helped over the past ten years didn’t help her negative mindset. On the one hand she had Noah, who’d loved so completely he’d given everything he had to his mate and had nothing left over when she died. Then there were these women, who in the name of love had suffered many atrocities. To be honest, if she hadn’t had her parents as a reference while growing up, she’d want nothing whatsoever to do with the deadly emotion.
They arrived at the office. Manny branched off to the dining hall to eat. Zuri checked in with Gary, the human part-time employee who manned the reception desk during the afternoon hours. She dealt with paperwork that couldn’t wait any longer. Then, feeling too restless to settle, left base camp. What she needed was a long run.
There was a place she liked to go when she needed to break away from it all. A little waterhole she’d found while exploring. The location could only be accessed on four feet. She headed to the edge of the camp and once she was far enough not to be seen, undressed and shape-shifted to her lioness form. She’d collect her clothes later. Now it was time to play.



Chapter Seven
 
Rome’s jaguar was very close to the surface. His vision had gone cat, his fingertips and toes ached with the need to go clawed, and his jaw hurt from clenching it so hard. The muscles beneath his skin rippled, but still he held on, not wanting to frighten the already skittish pride with a display of male fury.
Zuri had claimed him as her mate.
He held onto the thought. Used it to anchor both man and beast. She’d verbally acknowledged him and in doing so, had freed her pride to tell him all of what had happened here. The information, coming on top of the injured women he’d just finished tending—two of whom barely clung to life—left him and his cat with a burning need to find their mate. He needed to assure himself Zuri was alive and well.
I could have lost her.
The thought rang repeatedly through his mind. While he’d been in Refuge, strategizing how best to retrieve his mate, she’d been here dealing with scum like Landry. The most important person in his life, and she’d almost been taken from him forever. 
No more. Rome had a primitive need to stake his claim, to put his mark of possession on Zuri. The courting could begin after he’d embedded his scent so deep into her skin, she and everyone else knew to whom she belonged. He moved so suddenly, several of the women startled and jumped back. 
“Sam?” His jaguar had control of his vocal cords, and it came out barely human.
“I got this. Go!” Sam said. 
“What’s wrong? Where’s he going?” Lola asked. 
Rome ignored the frantic questions. He strode out the nearest door and crossed over to the safety rail. Gripping the railing with one hand, he leapt over it, landing lightly on the ground in a crouch. Then he and his jaguar went hunting.
As attuned to Zuri’s scent as he was, tracking her was easy. At one point, the scent trail overlapped. He studied his surroundings. She’d gone to base camp when she’d left the pride but was no longer there. He turned and followed the strongest thread.
He’d only been walking ten minutes when he found the clothes Zuri had been wearing in a pile on the ground, indicating she’d shape-shifted. Rome undressed quickly, stashed his clothes and weapons up in a tree out of the hands of the curious, and freed his jaguar. Loosed, the cat bounded after its prey.
The trail headed north, through rugged territory more suited to four-legged animals than humans on two. He heard the sound of running water before he spotted her. The jungle opened up into a small rock-faced pool of sunlit water fed by two small waterfalls. Beneath the crystal clear blue water he could see the pool was lined with river stones. Near the edge of the bank on a large slab of moss covered rock lay Zuri in her lioness form. Her scent reeked of forlornness and defeat.
Rage instantly transformed into concern. He made his way down the rocky outcrop until he stood at her side. Though she had to have heard his approach, Zuri gave no indication she was aware of his presence. He nuzzled her face and neck, and when she didn’t budge, lay protectively at her back with his head resting on his paws. What’s wrong?
She sighed. I’m feeling sorry for myself. My pride was hurt because of me.
It was bullshit, pure and simple, but Rome didn’t argue with her. He shape-shifted suddenly and catching her by surprise, wrapped his arms around her and rolled them off the rock. They hit the cold water with a big splash and sank to the bottom. Zuri surfaced in her human shape, sputtering and coughing, her eyes spitting gold fire at him as she shoved the mass of curly black hair out of her face. She looked, ironically, like a drowned cat. Her nipples tightened into small, hard points. In the clear water, nothing was hidden from him. His dick immediately came to life.
“What the hell did you do that for?” Zuri shouted, still blinking water out of her eyes.
Rome said nothing as he stalked forward, his intentions clear. She froze as she got a good look at his face. Her gaze dropped below his waist, where his straining erection bobbed just below the waterline. She turned to flee but not before he saw a responding lust fill her eyes.
Before she’d taken more than two steps, he was on her. He caught her by the waist and tugged her into the heat of his body. Though he wanted Zuri more than his next breath, he wouldn’t take what she didn’t willingly offer. “Tell me to stop, Zuri.”
 He brought his hands up and roughly manipulated her breasts, squeezing and tugging the nipples firmly, as was her preference. He’d never forgotten a minute of the night he’d almost fucked her. The taste of her slick cream still haunted his dreams, and phantom nails clawed his shoulders as he brought dream Zuri to orgasm night after night. 
“Rome.”
It wasn’t a yes, nor was it no. “Tell me you don’t want me, Zuri.”
Nuzzling her ear with his nose, he worked his way down to her throat and scraped his teeth along the tendon. Her throaty purr had his cock jerking against the small of her back. He did it again and her purr became a husky moan. She placed her hands over his, neither pulling him away nor urging him on.
Take her, claim her, his jaguar demanded. The man refused to take the chance of Zuri later calling what they did here today rape. “Zuri?”
“Damn you, Rome. Yes!”
The jaguar roared its approval and lunged forward. Rome snatched it back. Their first mating wouldn’t be in a frenzied rut. “Thank you, Zuri.” 
He scooped her up and carried her over to a large rock, almost in the center of the pool, whose smooth surface rose barely above the waterline and laid her on it. For a brief moment he regretted their first time together would be on a hard rock instead of a soft bed after a candlelit dinner. He was fucking everything up, rushing Zuri, and screwing up his master plan. However, she’d said yes and he wasn’t going to let this opportunity slip by.
Rome hopped up beside her and stretched out, and then lay there simply looking at her. His intense scrutiny made her uncomfortable and she began to squirm. Finally she said, “Rome?”
“You’re so fucking beautiful, Zuri. As a teenager you were gorgeous, but now you take my breath away.”
Her eyes grew wide and her mouth formed a small “O.”
“Do you have any idea how hard it was for me to walk away from you that night?”
Her face clouded and she glanced away. Rome wasn’t having it. It was time she understood once and for all the effect she had on him. Had always had upon him. He caught her by the chin and tilted her face back toward him. “No. Don’t look away from me. You accused me of avoiding you and you were right.”
Rome took her hand and wrapped it around his cock. “Any time I got within smelling distance of you, this happened.”
She gave his erection a small squeeze and he hissed, losing a bit of his hard won control. “Even then?” she asked, searching his gaze.
Nodding, he admitted the worst of his sin. “Even before I left for the Navy. I would leave the house and sleep in the woods so I wouldn’t come to your room at night.”
Zuri sat up. “Before?”
“I felt sick, perverted, like I’d been lusting after my little sister, but nothing I did stopped it,” he confessed. He caught her by the nape and pulled her down so her lips hovered inches over his. “I was fighting it with everything within me when you threw yourself at me, and I couldn’t contain it anymore.” Rome crushed her mouth with his, kissing her the way he’d dreamed of doing for fifteen long years.
She groaned into his mouth and her little claws dug into his shoulders. The mating fever swept over them like fire. He dragged her lithe body on top of his, burrowed his hands into her hair, and took the kiss deeper. She tasted like innocence and sin, and he couldn’t get enough of her. 
She arched into him, her body moving in a sensuous motion that announced the presence of her cat close to the surface. Her beast called to his and the embrace became even more feral. His claws shot out and his jaw elongated. Forgotten was the need to take it slow, make it memorable.
Rome grabbed Zuri by the hips and positioned her over him, rubbing his thickness in the slick cream of her heat. He made sure to angle the head so it glided against the tight nub of her clit. She caught her breath in a sharp gasp. A growl rumbled through her chest. The scent of her arousal rose, overpoweringly into the air. She raked her claws down his chest, drawing blood.
In retaliation, he bit her lower lip. The sharp nip had her purring into his mouth. He rolled so he was on top. Rising above her, he knelt and pulled her into a seated position. Then he flipped her over onto her stomach and forced her onto her hands and knees.
Rome gathered her hair in one hand and used it like an anchor to angle her head to one side. As he mounted her, he locked his teeth into the tendon between her neck and shoulder, marking her as his mate. At the same time, he thrust his cock into her pussy.
The barrier shocked him into stillness for the barest second. Then the mating instinct took over. He rode her deep and hard. No finesse, no expertise. Just the hard fucking of his beast on hers. Zuri spread her knees, dropped down onto her forearms so her ass lifted higher in the air, and matched him thrust for thrust. 
The noises she made were primal. All around them was the sounds of the waterfalls, the calls of the birds, and the smack, smack, smack of flesh on flesh. Rome couldn’t get close enough, deep enough, or fuck her hard enough. It was like he was possessed.
He felt the warning tingle in his spine, the tightening of his balls, and wanted to curse. It was too soon. Thankfully he wasn’t so far gone that he’d leave his mate unfulfilled. He took one claw-tipped finger and delicately stroked her clit. Zuri went wild beneath him. He felt the ripple of her sheath, saw the way her body tightened and gathered right before she screamed her release. The tight clamp of her vaginal muscles on his shaft and the accompanying milking motion sent him over the edge. Rome roared as his climax hit.
Flocks of birds took flight in a thunderous flapping of wings. Monkeys shrieked in protest. He was sure the sounds of their orgasm had been heard all the way at base camp. Rome hunched over Zuri, his body jerking as the last of his seed spurted into her.
Before he could collapse on top of her, crushing her much smaller body into the unforgiving hard surface, he reversed them again so he lay on the bottom. The only sounds they made were the harsh gasps of lungs sucking in air. Zuri was a limp noodle. He idly stroked her stomach, even now unable to stop touching her. His cock was still hard inside of her, ensuring no semen escaped. If she’d been in heat, she’d be carrying his child now. For a moment he mourned the loss, but comforted himself with the knowledge there would be later opportunities.
Thoughts of Zuri in heat led him to thinking about sex and her virginity, which he’d just taken. “You were a virgin.”
She stiffened slightly, but said nothing. He continued his languid caress and she gradually relaxed again. 
“You and Noah never had sex, not even when you went into heat?” he pressed, unable to believe the man would have allowed her to suffer. Still, there was no denying she’d been untouched and he needed to know why.
If he were totally honest with himself, one of the reasons he’d hesitated to come after Zuri was fear she’d developed feelings for her sister’s husband. They’d been married a long time, living in the same home, and had raised a child together. It had to have created an unshakable bond. It would have been totally natural and nothing less than he deserved for throwing away his chance with her.
“What heat?” she muttered.
“You haven’t—?” He repositioned them so they lay face-to-face, cleared his throat, and tried again. “You haven’t gone into heat the whole time you were married?”
Zuri firmed her lips, and he knew she didn’t want to answer him, but they were past the point of secrets. He held her stormy gaze until she relented. “My cat hasn’t gone into heat for fifteen years.”
Fifteen years? Female shape-shifters only went into heat once a year. It was the one time when both beast and human sides were fertile, and the only time a woman could conceive. Zuri had been infertile since her first heat, the night before he’d left for BUD/s. His mind may have struggled to understand how that could have happened, but it didn’t stop him from responding. “I can’t say I’m sorry. The thought of you being with another man and creating a family with him was like a hot poker in my belly.”
Her mouth dropped open. “You told me you wanted me to find someone else.”
“I lied.”
She scowled. “I don’t believe you.”
He sighed. It always came back to that night. Would they ever get past it? “I believe my exact words were you should find someone who could make you happy. Not that I wanted you to find another man. I was trying to do the right thing.”
“Nobody asked you—”
He spoke right over her. “I’m a jaguar. Other than the few years I spent with your pride, all I knew was the roam. You’re a lioness. Your whole life is the pride. I didn’t see how the two could coexist.”
“That’s a bunch of crock and you know it! You just didn’t want a mate. You said so yourself.” She tried to pull away from him, but Rome tugged her right back. When she continued to wriggle, he placed his leg on hers, anchoring her to him. 
“I was scared, Zuri.”
His quiet statement captured her full attention and she stilled. “You, scared? Of what?”
“Doing to you what had been done to me, and having you come to hate me because of it.”
Zuri studied him. “This is about your parents.”
He gave an abrupt nod. “The one thing my childhood taught me is family is expendable. Don’t get too attached because they won’t stick around. I thought it was genetic.”
Her face softened slightly. “What changed?”
Rome smiled ruefully. “Believe it or not, becoming a SEAL did. It taught me that family is what you make of it. I learned I could make a commitment and keep it, no matter what it cost me.” SEAL teams had a loyalty, a brotherhood, that went deeper than the bonds of blood. “What Josiah started, the Navy finished, but even then I wasn’t sure I had what it took to put down roots and live in the same place, year after year. These last three years in Refuge not only proved I could establish a home base, but that I actually enjoyed having one.”
“Must be all the time you’re spending with the wolves. You even marked me like one.” She placed her hand over the bruise on her neck.
He grinned, flashing even white teeth. “The wolves got one thing right. When you stake a claim, make sure everyone knows.” Left unsaid was his intent to also claim her in the human manner by putting a wedding ring on her finger. 
Zuri’s mood turned somber. The hint of smile in her eyes disappeared. “This changes nothing. In a few days, you’ll return to your life in Refuge and I’ll still be here.”
Not wanting to discuss the future at this moment, Rome disentangled their limbs and eased into the water. “Come here.”
Thankfully, Zuri didn’t push the issue. She scooted over in front of him, with her legs dangling in the water. He noticed the way the movement caused her to wince. “I was too rough.”
She pressed a fingertip to one of the long scratches on his chest. “We’re cats. It happens.”
“We’re also human. It was your first time. I should have been gentle.” He scooped water in his hands and washed the blood and cum from between her thighs. The cold should help soothe the ache. Rome parted her labia and gently inserted a finger. She hissed and tensed with the discomfort, but didn’t push his hand away.
When she was clean, he crouched and placed his mouth on her slit, doing again what he’d wanted to do for fifteen long years. He tasted her. Holding her nether lips apart, he licked the delicate flesh, chasing every drop of cream. When her sex didn’t release it fast enough, he stabbed his tongue inside, greedily hunting the delectable essence.
Zuri gasped his name and curled into him. Her hands burrowed into his hair and her sharp little nails dug into his scalp as she held him to her. She didn’t have to worry. He wasn’t going anywhere. He was determined to take his time and give her the slow loving he’d denied them both the first time.
Rome savored her, taking his sweet time. He wallowed in the scent and flavor of her, and kept his jaguar firmly in check. This was him, the man, pleasuring his woman. He couldn’t make up for years of rejection and neglect in one day, but he could give it a damn good try.
She was so passionate. Every gasp, every moan, and every growl spurred him on. He brought her to peak, held her there, and then pushed her over again and again. Each climax soothed a portion of his deep seated need to imprint himself on her very DNA. How could he have been so stupid to walk away from the only woman who could ever complete him?
When the hunger to possess Zuri became too great, he stood and caught her by the legs, opening her wide. His cock lined up with her entrance like it had a homing signal. He surged inside until his balls snuggled against her ass. There he paused to savor the intensity of the moment. He hadn’t had sex with a woman since discovering Zuri was his mate. There’d been no choice. If he couldn’t have her, he wouldn’t have anyone. 
Instinct took over and he began to move. This time there were no long, hard thrusts, just the smooth silky in-and-out glide of a man slow-loving his woman the way she deserved to be loved. He fought his jaguar, fought his lust, and maintained control. 
When Zuri screamed and tightened around him, Rome had only one thought. “Again.”
There was fucking, and there was loving. This was loving. Rome loved Zuri until the sweat poured off his body. Until the muscles of his shoulders, neck, and back screamed with tension. Until his balls grew tight as a rock and only sheer determination and gritted teeth kept him from erupting.
When Zuri lunged up and sank her teeth into his chest, Rome lost it. His vision went cat, his claws released, and everything primal in him came to the forefront. He grabbed her around the waist and jerked her closer, changing the angle of her lower body. Then Rome powered into her, long sure strokes that bottomed out at her cervix. Even then he thought to protect her by placing his arm behind her to cushion her back from the hard rock. 
Zuri raked his back with her claws and wrapped her legs around his waist. “Rome, Rome, Rome,” she chanted. Each husky note drove him closer to the edge of insanity.
“Come for me.”
She shook her head wildly, her eyes wide and fearful. “It’s too much.”
“Come for me, baby. Let go!”
She cried out, threw back her head and with her face lifted to the sky, let the orgasm rip through her. She took him with her. Rome gave her everything—his body, his heart, and his soul.
They clung together like survivors of a storm. When their shaking stopped, he lifted Zuri off the rock and carted her to the deeper end of the pool. The water lapped around his sternum. Zuri allowed him to hold her. She even went so far as to wrap her arms around his shoulders and rest her head on his chest. 
“I’m sleepy,” she murmured drowsily.
Rome laid his head on hers. “Rest, I’ve got you.” And I’m never letting go, he thought.
As she dozed, he lazed in the pool. Both parts of him loved the water, which is why being a SEAL had been such a natural fit for him. Right then there was no place in the world he’d rather be than here. His woman was soft and cuddly in his arms, trusting him to keep her from drowning. He had Zuri’s trust, but did he have her love?
If Zuri didn’t fight it—even if she did—love would come. It was a byproduct of the true mate bond. What worried him was what came after. The true mate bond didn’t magically fix every relationship problem. 
Stick to your priorities, Barrio. First ensure your mate’s safety. Then you can work out everything else.
He glanced around their location. It was soothing and peaceful, a tropical retreat. The whole property was beautiful and wild. He could see why Zuri loved it. This was jaguar territory, and he’d never felt more at home than being here in the country of his birth. 
A stray thought occurred. He should track down his father and see if the man still lived, but he quickly discarded it. The man had walked out on him and his mother when Rome was five. His mother hadn’t been upset, but Rome had been devastated. For months he’d waited anxiously for his father’s return. 
Finally his mother had sat him down for a heart-to-heart chat. “Don’t fret so. Your father is a jaguar. Jaguar men don’t stay. They come, make babies, and move on. He gave us five long years. It’s more than I expected.”
“Why don’t they stay, mommy?” he’d asked.
“It’s the nature of the beast. We don’t like to stay in one place too long. There’s always something new to see. Some new territory to explore,” she’d explained.
“Like you do with your job?” Even then his mother had traveled the world. He’d stayed with his father while his mother had gone out on various assignments as a photo journalist, the career which had eventually gotten her killed.
“Yes, like that. You’re a big boy now. You don’t need your father. When I leave next time, I’m taking you with me.”
“Will we come back?” he’d asked, wondering how his father would find him if he were gone.
“Maybe,” she’d said, but they never had returned to Costa Rica. 
And so their adventure had begun, but Rome had never forgotten the hole his father’s leaving had left. When his mother had also abandoned him, the hole had become a crater. He’d told Zuri the truth. At the age of twenty, the only thing he’d known of what it meant to be a family unit was what he’d seen of her father and his pride. To be lion was to be pride. To be wolf was to be pack. To be jaguar was to be alone.
The sun was sinking in the western horizon when he woke Zuri. “We need to head back before Manny and the pride begin to worry.” And he needed to check in with his men. He’d left his phone with his clothes.
She murmured a sleepy agreement. He wished they could stay longer. Zuri had a huge weight on her shoulder, and he desired to do anything he could do to help lighten it. She needed the rest, but duty called.
He carried her to the side of the pool, eased her onto the bank, and hopped up beside her. She shivered as the cool breeze struck her damp body. “Shift.” 
He waited until she’d changed before shape-shifting himself. They turned and tracked their way back. Zuri took the lead, but Rome was right on her tail. Though they could communicate in cat form, neither said a word.
They arrived at the place where their clothes had been left, shifted, and dressed. Needing the contact, Rome took Zuri’s hand and held it the rest of the way. The path eventually separated. To the left lay base camp and the treehouse he’d been assigned. To the right was the pride den. Zuri turned right.
Rome stopped, pulled her close, and kissed her. “I need to check in with the wolves, and I’m sure you want to check on your pride. Meet in an hour for dinner?”
“Who’s cooking?” she asked.
“I was hoping you’d feed me. If not, we can eat in the dining hall.”
Her eyes shadowed, she nodded and turned away. He let her take three steps. “Zuri?” She glanced over her shoulder. “This is just the beginning for us. We’ll figure things out.”
Zuri stared a moment longer before walking off. 
“That’s a promise, sweetheart,” Rome said to her retreating figure. He would not live another year without her.



Chapter Eight
 
Zuri walked until she could no longer feel Rome’s gaze on her, and then she stopped and took a deep breath. His scent saturated her to the point where she couldn’t even smell herself, and her shoulder throbbed from where he’d marked her. Damn possessive jaguar. What the hell had she done?
Sex with Rome had not been her intention. She’d planned to ride out his visit, let him do what he’d come to do, and send him on his way. Completing the mating with Rome had never been an option. He had a life, a career, and a home in Refuge. Her home was here in Costa Rica, and she couldn’t give it up even if she wanted. This place was Manny’s inheritance. His future. Someone had to safeguard it for him until he was old enough to manage it himself. 
The timing for her and Rome never seemed to be right. The first time she’d been too young. This time they both had obligations and commitments in different countries. The mating bond didn’t allow for long distance relationships. Mates needed to be in close proximity to each other at all times or their health and sanity could be affected. 
She and Rome were well and truly mated now. She’d felt the bond when it snapped into place and wasn’t certain how she felt about it. Despite Rome’s optimism, she didn’t see how a relationship with them could work unless one of them gave up something vital. She couldn’t give in, and Rome wouldn’t. He’d already chosen his career over her once. Zuri doubted this time would be any different.
As Zuri saw it, she had two courses of action available to her. She could enjoy her time with Rome while it lasted, storing up memories for the pain to come. Or she could try to distance herself in hopes of lessening the agony which would strike when he left. Neither action appealed. What Zuri wanted was the fairytale, the happily ever after ending the true mate bond promised. Unfortunately, this didn’t seem possible with the hand they’d been dealt.
She entered her treehouse, thankful Manny wasn’t home. He was fourteen, and they’d long ago had the sex talk so her son was aware of the facts of life and sexual reproduction. However, no child wanted to think of his mother as a sexual being, especially when said mother had lived the life of a nun in front of her child. Manny had almost thrown a temper tantrum at Rome’s scent being in their home. She could only imagine his reaction to his mother being covered in it.
She stripped off her outfit and shoes, and tossed the t-shirt and shorts into the laundry basket. Pausing only long enough to gather clean clothes, she locked herself inside the bathroom and took a long, hot shower. Zuri took the time to wash and condition her hair, and moisturize her entire body before coming out. 
Though she fought to keep her thoughts away from Rome and sex, a low hum of sexual tension vibrated through her flesh. He’d turned her inside out. The brief taste of pleasure he’d given her as a teenager had in no way prepared her for today. She’d heard tales of the mating fever. Had seen the effects of it in her sister and Noah when they’d first mated, but nothing could have prepared her for the experience.
Even though the flesh between her legs was tender and sore, she still wanted Rome. She wanted to do everything she hadn’t done earlier. She wanted to taste him, touch him, and learn his body from head-to-toe. She wanted to know what pleased him, what drove him crazy, and what caused him to lose control. She wanted to hear him cry out her name and know no other woman could make him feel the way she did. 
Her lioness hissed and roared its displeasure at the thought of Rome with another woman. Zuri wasn’t too happy herself. Over the years she’d tried desperately not to think of the many women Rome had been with. The jealousy alone would have driven her out of her mind, and that was before she knew what she was missing. Now, if he touched another woman, Zuri really thought she’d kill him. Literally.
Dragging her mind from dangerous thoughts, she dressed and spent a few minutes braiding her hair. She had a half-hour to check on the pride and determine what to do about dinner. Taking Rome to eat in the dining hall with the resort guests seemed safest. 
Now that the pride knew Rome was her mate, she wanted to limit his contact with them. Noah’s death had left a hole in the pride’s leadership. They needed a strong, alpha male and were used to being led by a mated pair, even if she and Noah hadn’t truly been mates. The  few males she and Noah had allowed to join their pride were too old to count. The pride would naturally turn to Rome to fill the role, something Zuri wanted to avoid at all costs.
Manny came in before she could leave the house again. He reeked of gunpowder and sweat, and his clothing was damp, courtesy of the short rain shower he’d walked through. Her nostrils twitched. “What have you been doing?”
Grinning from ear-to-ear, he proudly announced, “Bull taught some of us how to shoot a gun.”
She scowled and felt her cat rumble in her chest. “Without my permission?”
His grin faded. “I asked Rome, and he said I could.”
“Rome isn’t your parent,” she said.
Manny squared his shoulders and lifted his chin. “He said it was a good idea for us to know how to defend ourselves. If I’d have had a gun on me that day, you wouldn’t have got hurt.”
Zuri closed her eyes and sighed. When she reopened them, she said, “If you’d have had a gun, more people would have been hurt and possibly dead. Those men were professional mercenaries. They would have had no problem disarming you.”
His jaw got that stubborn tilt to it that reminded Zuri so much of her sister. “I want to learn how to defend the pride. We’re way out here in the middle of nowhere. We have to learn how to protect ourselves.”
Damned if that didn’t sound like a direct quote. Zuri wondered which man she had to thank for it—Rome or one of the wolves? “We’ll discuss this later. Right now it’s time for dinner. We’re joining Rome in the dining hall.”
“I already ate with the guys,” he said. “I just came to tell you there’s a small party who wants to take a nighttime hike. We leave in a half-hour. I need to shower and change.”
She frowned, not liking the idea of Manny out in the jungle when things were so uncertain, but business had to continue. “Who’s going with you?”
“Logan and one of the wolves. His name is Ethan,” Manny said, already on the move.
“How long will you be gone?” she called to his retreating back.
“About two hours. We should be back before it gets too late.”
“Make sure you leave me a map in the office of the trail you’re taking, and take one of the radios with you in case you run into any trouble.” The two-way radios had a range of up to two miles. 
“I got it. Gotta go,” he bit out impatiently.
Zuri clamped her lips shut to keep from snapping at him. He might only be fourteen but in many ways, since his father had died he’d taken on the role of an adult. It was hard for her to balance the two. She couldn’t continue to treat him like a child when he did the work of a man.
Leaving the house, she headed for the dining hall. She’d check on the pride later. Zuri took her time, debating how to handle the issue of Manny and guns. Though she knew many boys his age used them and were proficient hunters, she personally didn’t like the idea and wasn’t sure she wanted her son anywhere near them. Logic said if her son was going to be around the weapons, it was best he be trained in how to use them. However, she didn’t like Rome taking it upon himself to make such an important decision without discussing it with her first. 
The more she considered it, the unhappier she became. As a result, as soon as she spotted Rome standing outside the dining room with two other wolves, she let him have it. “You told my son he could handle a gun without asking me first?” The emphasis she placed on ‘my son’ left no doubt about her feelings on the subject.
Rome arched a brow, before glancing at the other men. “We’ll meet you inside.” 
After a quick, neutral glance at Zuri, they turned and followed orders.
“Manny asked me if he could have a gun. I asked him if he’d been trained to use one.”
She planted her hands on her hips. “And then you told him you’d teach him, again without asking my permission.”
“I told him I’d teach him self-defense. Nothing was specifically said about using a hand gun,” he corrected.
“He came home smelling like gunpowder. Said your deputy had taught him how to shoot.” Zuri wasn’t sure why she continued to press the issue. She didn’t want to argue with Rome, did she?
He stepped closer her and his scent hit her nostrils full force. She bit back a moan but couldn’t keep her eyelids from fluttering. He smelled like virile male, and her cat wanted to roll in it. The woman did, too. She took a quick step in retreat. Rome kept coming forward until her back was literally against the wall.
He placed both hands on the wood surface, palms flat, caging her in. “Let’s try this again. Hello, mate. I missed you. Couldn’t stop thinking about you. Is there something you’d like to discuss with me?”
“Rome.” It was a weak protest. The man spoke and her panties got damp. It wasn’t fair. She dug her nails into the wood to keep from reaching for him.
“While I don’t see the problem with teaching an intelligent young man the proper way to safely handle a firearm, I wouldn’t have done so without getting permission from his parent. He is still a minor, no matter how mature he acts. If my deputy did, I’ll have a talk with him,” Rome said quietly, his gaze intent.
Zuri sighed and dropped her gaze to the ground. “No, don’t bother. Manny’s old enough to make the decision for himself. It worries me. He believes if he’d have had a gun, no one would have been hurt. I wouldn’t have been hurt.”
Rome cupped her face. “I’ll talk to him, teach him the proper respect for weapons, as well as their limitations.”
“Thank you,” she said.
“Pretty words but I want more.” He leaned in and kissed her. 
Zuri opened her mouth, eager for his touch. Before she knew it, Rome had her pinned to the wall, his hard cock snuggled firmly against her damp heat. It took serious effort to pull away.
“Dinner and then I’m coming home with you. I’m not spending another night away from you,” he announced, breathing heavy.
“What about your men?”
“They’ve got things covered.”
“Manny—”
“Will just have to adjust to the idea,” Rome said.
Could she protect her heart if Rome spent each night beside her? Who was she kidding? Her heart had already been claimed and she knew it. Also, it wouldn’t be the first time they’d shared a bed. As a young girl she’d frequently crawled into bed with Rome when his mother had first left him. A child’s way of comforting a hurt she couldn’t see but knew existed. “All right.” 
She tried to ease around him. Rome caught her by the upper arm, halting her forward momentum. “Zuri, this isn’t the States where anyone can pick up the phone, dial 9-1-1, and help comes running. Tooth and claws can’t handle everything and with the women you have here—”
“What about them?” she asked, giving him a nervous glance.
He gave her an exasperated look. “I’m a cop, Zuri. I recognize abuse when I see it. I can also tell when someone’s on the run. I don’t know where you found them, but I’m willing to bet their lives weren’t all cream and roses. If what they’re running from tracks them here…”
Inwardly Zuri flinched, thinking of Talina. Is that what happened? Had Talina’s trouble found them, or had she brought it with her? Focusing her attention back on Rome, she said, “We’ll handle it.”
He simply watched her with his knowing gaze. The faint light from the dining room reflected off his pupils, telling her his eyes had gone cat. 
She sighed. “You’re right. We’re careful but as was recently proved, careful isn’t always good enough.” She refused to talk about Landry and the damage he’d caused. “I’ll take the classes and encourage others to do the same. I know you’re worried about my safety.” At heart, Rome was a protector and he’d always been. She wasn’t the least bit surprised he’d ended up in law enforcement.
“Thank you.” He let the subject drop and propelled her into the dining hall, still gripping her upper arm. 
Zuri greeted the other diners as she stood in the serving line. Inside her mind was a caustic brew of troubled thoughts. She knew Rome was right. Costa Rica was nowhere near as safe as it had been when she’d first relocated here. In the beginning, crime had been almost non-existent, especially in rural areas like theirs. Now trouble surrounded them on every side. Due to the drug trade in neighboring countries who saw Costa Rica as a convenient passage way, the crime rate had tripled. Murder was still low, but burglary and sex crimes were on the rise. 
Her pride, filled as it was with abused and damaged women and children, was particularly vulnerable. The few men she’d allowed to work here had been chosen deliberately because of their age and how non-threatening they were. Noah’s death had left them in a hell of a predicament. 
Zuri wasn’t a foolish woman. She could see situations where a few weapons would not only be beneficial, but needful. She could only be grateful that Landry hadn’t used guns in his takeover attempt, but only because he hadn’t wanted to damage the merchandise. 
A small shudder, quickly suppressed, shook her frame.
Tooth and claws, Rome had said. The truth was, she couldn’t even depend upon the pride to protect her back. When the attack happened, the majority of the women had stood frozen while Zuri shifted and charged into battle. It wasn’t until the adolescents and youngsters had screamed, “Mamma, help Zuri and Manny,” and launched themselves into the fray that the rest had acted. Had they waited any longer, she and Manny and who knew how many others would be dead right now.
She couldn’t, wouldn’t, allow herself to blame them. She’d known when she’d rescued them that many had been severely abused and traumatized by the male of the species. They were all receiving help to deal with their issues. The majority of the healthy ones who’d joined her pride over the years had later moved on, with only a few like Julita staying on to help others achieve the same level of healing. 
Food in hand, Rome escorted her to the table where the wolves sat already finished with their food. He held out a chair for her, surprising her with his manners, and scooted it forward when she awkwardly sat. Settling beside her, he dug into his plate of food which like hers, was piled high and heavy on protein.
Still consumed with her own thoughts, Zuri listened absently as the men talked tactics and strategy. Due to their use of military jargon and acronyms, she only understood about half of what was said. She perked up when she heard the name of two of her cats. “What?”
Rome glanced at her. “I forgot to tell you. Sam’s flying them to Refuge for medical attention. Thanks to the Raven pack, we now have a state of the art medical facility capable of treating shape-shifters without the worry of hiding what we are. We called Alex and he said to bring them.” He glanced at his watch. “They should arrive in another hour.”
“Why didn’t you tell me?” she fumed.
He gave her a lazy, sexy grin with hooded eyes. “Honey, once I caught up with you I forgot.”
Zuri felt her face heat, remembering all that had happened after Rome had found her. “They’ll be all right?” She’d been really worried about Shelia and Martha, but they’d done the best they could for the women with the tools they had. They hadn’t dared transport them into Golfito to the medical clinic. The police would have been contacted, and there would have been questions.
“Yes, Alex is sure they’ll recover fully once they receive the appropriate medical care.”
She chewed on her lower lip. “What about medical expenses? They don’t have insurance, and I’d rather they not be put into the system.”
He laid his hand over hers. “I explained the situation to Alex. Trust me. No one is getting to those women. They are under the protection of the pack. We look after our own, remember?”
It was the unofficial motto of Refuge, extending to more than just the pack, though the wolves made up a large percentage of the population. Shape-shifters looked after each other, and in the case of rogue shifters, they policed their own as well. She’d gotten so accustomed to pride mentality that she’d forgotten, and admitted as much to Rome. “I forgot.”
“It’s because you’ve been away from home for far too long. It’s changed a lot in the last five years. The town is really turning around. It’s still quiet but it’s no longer dying,” he said.
“It’s all the new matings,” one of the wolves—Zuri thought his name was Kane—muttered.
Zuri felt her eyebrows rise. “Matings?”
Zane began counting them off on his fingers. “Yeah. First the alpha found his, then the bear, the vampire—”
“Nikolai has a mate?” she choked out, eyes wide. The vampire had actually come off his mountain long enough to meet someone?
The other wolf, Grey, grinned. “Shocking, isn’t it? He mated a female wolf from the Sparrowhawk pack.” He grimaced and shook his head. “I guess she’s a Raven now.”
Sparrowhawks? Zuri wasn’t a wolf, but even she knew the two packs didn’t get along. There was a story there. She glanced at Rome, her eyes questioning.
“Later,” he said.
“It’s not just Refuge, though it seems our alpha’s mating is the one which triggered the rest,” Kane said. “Don’t forget the Sparrowhawk’s alpha mated our alpha’s cousin.”
“Alex’s cousin?” Zuri asked, her eyebrows squished together.
“What? No, Kiesha, Alex’s mate. Her cousin came to visit and ended up mated to the Sparrowhawks’s alpha. In fact, it was her best friend who mated with the bear, Hugh,” Grey said. 
Zuri rubbed her forehead, still confused. Who’s best friend, Kiesha’s or her cousin’s?
“And don’t forget, the lone wolf also found a mate. Isn’t he one of yours?” Kane asked Rome.
She knew Alex and vaguely remembered there being a small bear clan in Refuge, but Zuri had no idea who the rest of these people were.
“Yes, Chad is one of my deputies,” Rome said, supplying the name of the lone wolf. To Zuri he said, “He followed Bull to Refuge after they got out of the military, so you wouldn’t know him. Do you remember Mr. Ned?”
She nodded and smiled. Mr. Ned and her father had been pretty close friends. He’d give her candy whenever he came over to visit. The smell of peppermint still made her think of Mr. Ned.
“Mr. Ned met his mate on a cruise about five, six years ago, I’m told, and brought her back to Refuge. He died last year in a hunting accident, and his mate followed him. She left the property to her granddaughter. My deputy mated her,” Rome explained.
Males took mates all the time. Otherwise the shape-shifter population would have died out already. She shrugged one shoulder. “What’s the big deal?”
Grey answered. “That’s five matings in a small area in less than a year. People are taking note. Alex has been receiving all kinds of requests from wolves wanting to visit our territory, or join our pack.”
“And with the exception of the vampire, these were all human/shape-shifter matings,” Kane said.
“That’s not possible.” Everyone knew humans and shape-shifters couldn’t mate. They could marry, but it wouldn’t be a true mating with off-spring.
“True mates, Zuri, like us,” Rome said.
She glanced quickly at the others to see their reaction. No one seemed surprised. She turned her narrowed-eyed gaze back to Rome. Talk about letting the cat out of the bag.
“They already knew. I told them about us on the plane ride here. I needed them to understand where my focus would be,” Rome said.
Of course he would explain himself to his men. From a security standpoint, it only made sense. In Rome’s mind, he was a weak link. She was the one trying to keep the true nature of their relationship quiet. Or she had been before she’d slipped up and accidently announced it to the pride. To get the conversation off them and the growing heat between her legs at all this talk of mating, she asked, “How do you know they’re true mates? I thought a mating between humans and shape-shifters was so rare it was thought to be a myth.” 
She’d certainly never heard of a mating between a vampire and shifter. Of course, Zuri only knew of one vampire and he was secretive in the extreme. Calling Nikolai unsociable would actually be a step up.
Kane shook his head. “Myth? No. It happened to Carol, the Raven’s beta. She met her mate, a human, in college, so we knew it was possible. Never thought I’d see it happen again in my lifetime.”
 “But—” 
“Kiesha’s pregnant. So’s her cousin. I heard the bear’s mate, Mary Elizabeth, is too but if she is, she’s denying it. With bears, it’s hard to tell,” Grey said.
“More importantly,” Rome added, “they’ve all become shape-shifters. Every single last one of them.”
Mouth pursed, she lifted an eyebrow. “All of them?” 
“Saw them shift myself,” Rome said.
“And you’re sure they were human?” Zuri asked, not able to let it go.
“The nose knows,” Rome reminded her, tapping his. “Your pride members are safe with Alex. Now, if you’ve finished eating, let’s go.” The banked heat in his eyes told her it wouldn’t be wise to linger any longer. 
She rose with her tray in her hand. “Ready whenever you are.”



Chapter Nine
 
As they walked, Zuri tried to ignore the firm, warm pressure of Rome’s hand on her lower back and what his touch did to her insides. A task which became marginally easier when she spotted the red glow of cats’ eyes staring at her through the trees before they darted away. Inhaling deeply, she caught the scent of two of the pride’s male juveniles and frowned. “What are they doing this far from the den?” 
Following her gaze, Rome said, “Patrolling.”
Zuri bit back her automatic protest. As much as she disliked admitting it, life here would never be the same again. They’d been touched by violence, and it had changed everything. She couldn’t afford to hide her head in the sand and pretend nothing had happened.
The women, even the children, of her pride had felt the ghostly fingers of violence playing with their lives. She’d been the innocent, observing from the outside the results of its damaging ways but not understanding its full impact until she’d been the one on the receiving end. 
“I hate this. Hate this, hate this,” she muttered when what she really wanted to do was scream at the injustice of it all. Why her? Why them? The pride hadn’t bothered anyone, or asked for any of this to happen. Why had they been targeted?
Rome caught her close in a hug. “Hey, now. It will be all right,” he said, stroking her back in a manner designed to soothe.
She squeezed shut eyes she hadn’t realized had gone teary. Bitching about it wouldn’t change what happened so she just held on to Rome and let his solid strength ground her. Zuri wished she could go back in time and undo some of the decisions she’d made. Wished she’d left Talina to suffer her fate in her troubled life rife with poverty, drugs, and prostitution. Sighing, she gave herself to Rome’s comforting embrace and accepted the truth. Even if she’d have known how it would all turn out, she’d do it again. It just wasn’t in her nature to see someone suffering and not try to help.
“Don’t make promises you might not be able to keep.” She might let herself lean just a little, but she wouldn’t depend on him. Not in the forever scheme of things. Rome would be returning to his life in the States, and she’d be here. Alone, again, and her safety would be her responsibility.
“I don’t,” he said, he voice firm and sure. “Where’s Manny?”
Zuri wasn’t sure if he really wanted to know, or if he was trying to distract her. She answered anyway. “He took a small group on a nighttime hike. They should be back soon. He said he’d only be gone two hours. I think he took one of the wolves with him.”
“Ethan,” Rome confirmed, inadvertently letting her know he already knew her son’s whereabouts. He cupped her chin and lifted it so he could see her face. In the dim lighting, his cat’s eyes glowed. “Did you check on the pride?”
She shook her head. “By the time I got out of the shower and spoke with Manny, there wasn’t time.”
“Do you want to see them now?”
Zuri gave it a moment’s consideration before coming to a decision. “No. In the morning is soon enough.” Truthfully, at this moment she wasn’t up for their questions. She needed to regain her equilibrium. 
“Then let’s gather my belongings and go home,” he said.
Home. It had a nice ring to it. If only this were his home, she thought with a sigh. 
He’s here now. Don’t be greedy, Zuri. He came running when he found out you were in trouble, not knowing what kind of reception he’d receive. That has to count for something.
“Okay.” She turned to walk toward his assigned treehouse. Rome slipped his arm around her waist, and they walked in companionable silence. 
Making the abrupt decision to enjoy having a mate for as long as he stuck around, Zuri returned his half-embrace and leaned her head on his upper arm. It was nice, being a part of a couple. She and Noah had been a parenting unit, but they’d never been a couple. 
For a little while, she let herself dream that she and Rome were simply another long-mated couple, returning home from an evening out. Or maybe they’d spent the night with the pride. Their son was out with his friends so they’d have the house to themselves to do what mated couples did so well—have lots of hot sex. 
Rome’s hand slid from her waist down to cup her ass. “I can smell your cream, Zuri. It’s driving me crazy. How long did you say we had until Manny returns?”
“Not long enough.” She twisted around to face him and twined her arms around his neck, making sure her breasts rubbed up close and personal with his chest. As she stood on her tiptoes, she repeated, “Not nearly long enough.”
His eyes flashed with heat as he accepted the silent invitation of her mouth. Rome slowly lowered his head, allowing anticipation to build. Zuri parted her lips expectantly. He stopped a breath away. They stared at each other, eye-to-eye, mouth-to-mouth, breathing together. The moist heated air escaping Rome’s mouth kissed her lips, and she breathed deeply of his scent. He smelled like virile man and the after-dinner mint he’d consumed. 
Finally, when Zuri felt like she couldn’t bear it another second, their lips made brief contact. Rome kept it light, coming close enough to brush her lips before veering away to nuzzled her cheek, her chin, her nose, and ear. Occasionally he’d nibble on her upper or lower lip, suckling it into his mouth with a light tug only to quickly release it. This was nothing like the hungry kisses at the pool. These were soft and sensuous and left Zuri hungering for more.
Those strong, mobile hands of his were all over the place. They caressed her butt, slid up her back and massaged the length of her spine. He cupped her face and angled her head. Then he stroked her hair and glided his fingers along the sensitive tips of her ears. It turned her into a puddle of mush.
Their feet moved and Zuri realized he was backing her off the main path into the black of the surrounding jungle. She gave no thought to the snakes or poisonous frogs which inhabited the area. Her focus totally centered on the sensations running through her body as a result of the delicious things her mate did with his mouth.
He teased her with his tongue, leaving a damp trail on her lower lip and underside of her top lip without entering the crevice of her mouth. Zuri heard a whimper and realized it came from her. The kiss turned frantic. Her body flowed up and melded to his like two halves of a whole, but the pieces didn’t line up to her satisfaction. She made a sound of discontent and tried to climb him. Rome helped by cupping her ass and boosting her high. Zuri curled her legs around his hips and pressed her soft center right against his hard ridge and rode his erection. 
With a hiss Rome disentangled their mouths and threw his head back. The corded muscles of his neck stood out. Unable to help herself, Zuri tracked one with her tongue.
“Baby, you’re killing me here. We’re out in the open where anyone can see or hear us, but all I want to do is bury my cock in your sweet pussy.”
She didn’t particularly care who was near. It was nighttime and they were hidden by the trees. The only one who could possibly see them was another of their kind, and they’d scent her and Rome long before they came into view. Common courtesy would demand they turn aside and go in a different direction.
Zuri slid her fingers between them and cradled his cock, giving it a slight squeeze. “Don’t care. I want you.”
“That’s the mating fever talking.”
She nipped his lower lip and gave his cock an extra hard squeeze. “It’s your mate talking, telling you she has a need. You have a duty to see to it.”
His white teeth showed as he flashed her a grin. “A duty, huh?”
“Yes.” She skimmed over his fly until her fingers found the zipper. 
Rome captured those busy digits and brought them to his lips for a kiss. “Your wish is my command. Drop your legs.”
Obeying meant denying herself. She arched into him again. “Give me one reason why I should.”
“If you don’t, I can’t lick that pretty pussy of yours.” 
Zuri immediately dropped both legs. Chuckling huskily, Rome lowered her feet to the ground. He reached for the snap on her loose denim shorts, released it, and eased down the zipper. He groaned when he realized she’d gone commando and went down on one knee. “Spread your legs, baby. Give me some room.”
This time she eagerly complied. Zuri braced her hands behind her on the nearest tree trunk to support her weak knees, and spread her feet as far as the denim would allow. 
Over the years she’d given herself plenty of orgasms using the memory of Rome’s talented mouth on her virgin flesh when she’d been a teenager. However, time, distance, and sheer self-preservation had forced Zuri to convince herself she’d embellished how good it had felt. Today she’d learned not only had she not exaggerated how good it had been, but if anything her memory hadn’t done it justice.
Rome leaned forward and lightly rubbed the tip of his nose in her pubic hair while inhaling deeply. His jaguar let out a low rumble. “I fuckin’ love the way you smell. It comes second only to the way you taste.”
Zuri tilted her hips, silently urging Rome to get on with it already. He laughed. “So eager.”
“Rome.” Her tone held an implied threat.
“You rushed me earlier. This time I’m taking my time with you.”
She’d rushed him? He was the one— “Oh!” she gasped as his tongue made contact with her clit. He placed his hands on the inside of her thighs and held her open as he lapped at the delicate flesh. Zuri watched his face. Rome had his eyes slitted and his expression was one of sheer bliss. She imagined hers appeared the same on the rare occasions when she indulged in a bowl of fudge flavored gelato. 
Fascinated, she couldn’t take her gaze off him. He really meant what he’d said. He enjoyed going down on her. This wasn’t the mating fever driving his body to do something the man would rather not. Would she find the same pleasure when she tasted him? Zuri was determined to find out. 
Her eyelids grew heavy and slowly drifted closed as the sensations in her lower body built to a crescendo. Her sharp hearing picked up the sounds of humans nearby, headed down the path in their direction, and Zuri bit her lip to keep from crying out. She panted through her nose as her hips thrust demandingly. When Rome inserted two fingers into her sheath and rubbed her sweet spot, she lit up like fireworks on the inside. Her body arched high and tight and stiffened like a bow, right before the arrow is released. How she managed not to scream, she’d never know. 
When she returned to her senses, Rome was easing her spent body down to straddle his lap. He’d opened his pants and his proud cock stood up, waiting to be claimed. She helped Rome ease one foot from the shorts opening so she could spread her legs wide. Then capturing her by the waist, he held her so she could position herself over his penis.
Zuri grabbed his sex by the root, enjoying the silky feel of the hardened flesh. She wanted to explore but could tell by the way Rome gritted his teeth, now wasn’t the time. Positioning him for maximum penetration, she slowly lowered herself onto this cock, watching intently as her pussy swallowed him whole. When their pelvises finally met, they both breathed a deep sigh of relief. 
“What do I do now?” she asked.
“Whatever your body tells you.” To give her an idea, he punched up with his hips. 
A moan caught at the back of her throat. “That felt amazing.”
“In this position, you’re in control. Do whatever feels good,” he said. 
Rome cupped her left breast and tilted it up before engulfing the nipple in his mouth. The soft cotton covering it was no barrier. Zuri felt each suctioning pull deep in her core and could no longer sit still. She had to move. Rocking her hips, she tried to determine which motion felt best. It was all good. The back and forth movement forced his cock to bounce around inside, hitting all of her vaginal walls. Up and down motions caused his shaft to rub against the interior front wall, setting off all kinds of goosebumps and tingles. She finally settled on a combination—up and down, and around and around. 
When Rome cupped her ass and thrust up, adding extra force to the movements, her eyes rolled back inside her head. She gasped loudly, forgetting the need to be quiet.
“Did you hear that?” she heard a female voice say.
A man chuckled. “Sure did.”
“You think it’s an wild animal? We were warned most are nocturnal and sometimes wander into the camp searching for food,” the female said, sounding worried. 
“I think it’s someone who couldn’t wait until they got back to their quarters,” he said, still sounding amused.
“Oh!” This time embarrassment colored her tone.
“Come on. Let’s give them their privacy.”
As their footsteps faded, the woman said, “In the woods, in the dark? Aren’t they worried about snakes? I’d be.”
“Honey, when you’re that horny for each other, it doesn’t matter where you are,” the man said. Zuri finally placed them as the couple celebrating their twentieth wedding anniversary. 
Rome pinched her left butt cheek and she jolted. “Get this sweet ass moving,” he demanded, and Zuri realized she’d frozen in place when she heard the couple speaking.
She dropped down, slapping their hips together. Rome countered her movement and Zuri once more forgot about everything and everyone else. The need for completion drove her now. She gradually picked speed as tension grew, tightening each muscle. Her breath came in gasps and pants. Low in her belly the sensations intensified to a glorious crescendo. When the climax struck, Zuri’s scream sounded more cougar than lion.
Rome held her tight as he pumped into her. She felt it when his orgasm took him. He roared his release as his body went rigid. There was no way they hadn’t been heard by the entire camp. Zuri couldn’t find it in her heart to care. She wrapped herself around her mate, holding him close while they both recovered. If only they could stay in this moment forever.
“Did I properly execute my mately duty? If not, I’ll be more than happy to do it again,” Rome murmured into her hair.
Zuri laughed. “Maybe later. We should get back before Manny comes looking for me.” When she went to pull away, Rome stopped her.
Cupping her face, he looked deep into her eyes. “I love you, Zuri.”
She closed her eyes at the intensity of the emotions sweeping through her. Those were three words she believed she’d never hear from her mate. “Rome.”
“Always have, always will. This time is forever, Zuri. Don’t give up on us, okay?”
Zuri cursed inwardly as stupid tears welled up in her eyes and squeezed out the corners. “The timing for us isn’t any better this time than it was the last.”
“With enough love, all things are possible. I didn’t believe that before. I do now. You love me, don’t you, Zuri?” he asked.
She nodded.
“Say the words, sweetheart. I need the words.”
“I love you, Rome Barrio. Always have, always will.”
“Nothing else matters. You hear me? Nothing else,” he said fiercely.
Zuri wanted to believe him, but she’d learned to be a realist. Fanciful dreams had no place in her world. When the threat was over, Rome would return to his world, and she’d remain here in hers. Since she didn’t have a response, she kissed him.
Rome returned the kiss, taking it over, and dominating it like the predator he was. When it ended, he said, “I need to get my gear.”
He helped her stand and dress before rising himself. With her hand captured inside his much larger one, they walked to the quarters where the men had bunked, collected Rome’s things, and headed home. 
Manny was there when they arrived. His nose twitched and he glanced sharply at the two of them, taking in their appearance, but said nothing. 
“I’m staying here,” Rome announced as he set his gear on the floor.
Her son shrugged, but his mouth and the skin around his eyes tightened. “All right.”
“How did the outing go?” Zuri asked to break the tension in the room.
“Fine. Ms. Davis twisted her ankle, but Ethan got it all wrapped up and helped her back.” When he saw her expression he added, “It was sore, but not serious. If she keeps it propped up tonight, she’ll be fine tomorrow.”
“Did you have Lola look at it?” Zuri asked. There was a release of liability clause in their reservation contract but still, she believed in doing everything possible to protect the resort from negative publicity.
“Yes, she did. Lola told her to take it easy for a day, keep the ankle supported, and she’ll be fine. I’m going to take a shower,” he announced and took off for his bedroom.
“That was awkward,” Zuri muttered.
Rome laughed. “No teenager likes the idea of their parent having sex. He’ll adjust. I’m going to put my bag in the bedroom. Do you have somewhere safe to secure my weapons?”
She frowned. “There’s a gun locker in the main building at base camp.”
“Noah didn’t keep any weapons?” Rome asked, looking surprised. “Wasn’t he former military?”
“Yes, he had a couple of handguns and two rifles,” she said. “I got rid of the guns after he died. There’d never been a need for them when he was alive, so I didn’t think we’d need them when he was gone.”
“How did Noah die? Josiah didn’t say and nothing in his paperwork indicated what happened,” Rome said.
Zuri glanced automatically in the direction Manny had taken. This was still a difficult topic for the both of them. While she hadn’t loved Noah in a man/woman type of way, they’d still been friends and his leaving had hurt. “He crashed the Cessna.” 
Hearing something in her voice, Rome frowned. “On purpose?”
She gave an abrupt nod and hugged herself. 
He drew in a deep breath, and then released it in a rush. “Are you sure, Zuri? Plane crashes are pretty common.”
“I’m sure. The authorities called it an accident—mechanical failure—but Noah planned it. He left Manny a letter,” she said, trying not to let her bitterness show.
“But not you?”
She shook her head. “I wasn’t important.”
“Fuck that, Zuri. You were his wife. He owed you that much, after all you did. You gave up your life to come here with him and what the hell did you get in return?” Rome said, scowling.
“He gave me a son,” she said quietly. For Zuri, it was enough. 
Apparently for Rome it wasn’t. “That’s not enough. You deserved more. At the very minimum he could have made sure your future was secure.”
Zuri gave a mirthless chuckle. “Noah did. Believe me. He had insurance out the wazoo. Both Manny and I are set financially for life.”
“I still think he should have taken better care of you,” Rome muttered. He stalked into her bedroom, effectively ending the conversation.
When he returned, he’d stripped down to bare, golden skin. “I’m going for a run. You want to come?”
She gave it serious consideration. “No, I’d better stay. I want to talk with Manny, and he’ll be more open if you’re not here.”
“Okay.” Rome dropped a kiss on her mouth and strode out the door. 
Zuri watched his retreating figure. The flex and bunch of his muscles had heat building in her womb again. She’d heard stories of the mating fever. Had seen it in her sister and Noah, but observing it and experiencing it herself were two different things.
She went into the kitchen to clean. In the jungle they had to be extra vigilant if they didn’t want insects and rodents. Manny came in as she finished.
“He’s staying here?” he asked.
“Yes. You okay with that?”
Again, he shrugged but his eyes were guarded. “He’s your mate, and he came to protect you. Where’s he sleeping?”
Watching him carefully, she said, “In the room with me.”
A subtle tension left his body. “Good. I know he’s your mate and all, but it wouldn’t feel right, him sleeping in dad’s room.” Noah’s bedroom was separated from the main dwelling by a short walkway. Even in their home he’d maintained a certain level of distance.
Zuri crossed over to him and cupped his cheek. “No one can replace your father. Rome wouldn’t even try.”
Manny flushed and dropped his gaze. “It’s stupid, I know, but sometimes I pretend he’s coming back.”
“It’s not stupid. It’s natural. Sometimes I forget he’s gone, too. I’ll think, ‘Oh, I need to tell Noah this, or ask Noah that,’ and I’ll remember I can’t ask him anything because he’s dead.” And then I get angry, Zuri thought to herself.
Like an echo of her thoughts, Manny said, “Sometimes I get so angry with him for leaving me.”
Zuri hugged him close. “I know, baby, I know. Sometimes I do, too,” she confessed.
He glanced at her in surprise. “You do? But you weren’t mates.”
“But we were friends. Or at least, I thought we were. Besides, I’m not angry for myself. I’m furious on your behalf. How dare Noah decide his grief was more important than you.” Zuri once more pushed down a rage that tasted old.
“Dad said he tried to hold on for me, but the pain was too great. He apologized for leaving me but said he’d done his best to make sure I was taken care of, and I still had you.”
Zuri had never asked what Noah had written in his suicide note, and Manny had never volunteered the information. Maybe she should have, but deep in her heart, part of her had been hurt Noah hadn’t had any final words for her. Nor had he given either of them a chance to say a proper goodbye. As Rome had stated, she’d deserved better. Moreover, she’d thought Noah had been getting better, conquering his grief. Instead, he’d been plotting his death. What she’d interpreted as Noah finally beginning to heal was in fact his relief and joy that the end was near.
She finally released Manny and took a step back. “We have to be satisfied with the time we had with him, and pray we never experience the depth of pain he did at the loss of his mate.”
“I’ll never do to my cubs what dad did to us,” Manny vowed.
“Then your father’s death wasn’t wasted,” Zuri said, though it was cold comfort.



Chapter Ten
 
Rome roamed the rugged terrain he was coming to think of as his. It was good land, the perfect home for his cat. Noah and Zolanda’s idea had been a great one. His concern was Zuri. How long would she be content to live out her sister’s vision? She’d denied herself the opportunity to realize her own dreams, whatever those might have been. Did she have no personal ambitions?
He’d thought when he left her behind to pursue his military career, he’d been freeing Zuri to do all the things youth her age dream of—attend college, pursue a career, get a life. Instead she’d tied herself to Noah and taken on the burden of mothering her nephew. While her actions were commendable, it wasn’t the life he’d wanted for her.
However, the past was the past and if he were to ask Zuri, Rome was sure she’d say if she had it to do all over again, she’d make the same choice. Could he blame her? If he could go back in time to the night before he left for BUD/s, wouldn’t he do the same? 
Yeah, he would. Maybe he’d have spent more time talking with Zuri. Do a better job of explaining the reasoning behind his decision. Maybe he’d have tried to leave a door open for them to revisit their mating when she was a little older, and he more settled. But the bottom line was when morning came, he’d have still gotten on that plane.
It was a relief to be able to admit it to himself. Rome felt the weight of the guilt he’d been carrying lift. 
As he prowled, his path crossed with those on guard duty. While Rome trusted the wolves and the young cats they’d selected for patrol, he wouldn’t completely entrust the safety of his family to others. He needed to check things out for himself.
His family. He liked the sound of it.
Noah had been an ass, leaving his son like he did. Rome didn’t understand why some cats found it so easy to abandon their offspring. His father, his mother, Noah. Why couldn’t they be more like the wolves with their pups? 
He knew not all cats were loners. Some had strong family ties, like Josiah. Josiah had been very protective of his pride and cubs. Even the ones he’d fostered, like Rome. It was because of Zuri’s father that he’d learned he didn’t have to be like his parents.
There were still issues to work out with Zuri. She didn’t want to leave Costa Rica, and having spent time here, Rome understood completely. However, he still had another year to serve as Sheriff in Refuge and eight more years until retirement from the military reserves. The people of Refuge and Bradford County had taken a chance on him when they’d elected him over the incumbent Sheriff. It was a trust he wouldn’t abuse by deserting his post before the appointed time.
Neither did he want to spend a year away from his mate while finishing out his term. Surely Zuri had pride members she trusted to leave in charge for a short period of time? A year passed quickly, and with air travel, they could make frequent visits until he was free to move here permanently. As for his military duty, as long as he reported to his duty station on time, he could live anywhere in the world. 
Rome had an idea of how he could make La Retirada Bella more secure on a permanent basis once the immediate threat was removed. He’d need to discuss matters with Jackson and some of his SEAL buddies, but he was sure it would work. The question was whether Zuri would agree to his plan.
One step at a time, he reminded himself. One step at a time.
He patrolled the highest, most remote areas of Zuri’s territory—where her property line butted against the Panamanian border—marking the area so any shifter who came along would understand this land was protected by a dominant, apex predator. It was a warning, pure and simple. Cross this line at the risk of your life.
Satisfied he’d done all he could, Rome headed back. Along the way he stopped to gather some mountain flora as a gift for Zuri. Carrying it between his massive jaws without damaging the delicate stems was a feat worthy of commendation, and he hoped his mate appreciated his effort.
Six days. That’s how long he had to make sure his mate was safe and convince Zuri to return to Refuge with him. Some might consider it mission impossible, but Rome was counting on the love they shared and the growing mate bond to do some of his persuading for him. He had plenty of arguments he could give to sway her to his cause, but would she listen? Would it be enough? Was seven days of togetherness long enough to erase the impact of fifteen years apart?
He could only pray it was so.
As he entered the small clearing surrounding the house, he noticed every light in the treehouse was off. He thought everyone had gone to bed until he spotted a pair of night-glow, golden cat eyes staring at him from the top of the stairs. His nose told him it was Manny.
Rome lowered his head and gingerly set the blossoms on the ground, cautioning himself not to accidently step on the delicate buds and ruin them. He shape-shifted and said softly, “Are you waiting for me?”
Shirtless and shoeless, Manny came bounding down the stairs and motioned for Rome to move away from the house so they wouldn’t be overheard. Without warning, the skies opened up and a sudden downpour drenched them. Sighing heavily, Rome automatically glanced down at his feet, knowing what he’d see. The wilted, muddied orchid petals hadn’t survived the pounding. All of that effort for nothing.  
Manny followed his gaze. “We’re those for mom?”
Shoulders slumped, he muttered, “They were.”
Making a mental note to try again later, Rome turned and walked into the shelter of the tree canopy. Here the rain wasn’t as heavy. Water ran in rivulets down his chest and back. Rome wiped his face to rid it of excess moisture and slicked back his dripping hair.
 Manny followed and when he stopped, hooked his thumbs in the front pockets of the saturated denim, stood with his shoulders straight and head held at an aggressive angle. The intended effect was ruined by his rapidly blinking eyelids and sodden hair plastered to his scalp. “I don’t want my mom getting hurt.”
Rome arched a brow. “You think my intentions are to hurt her? I love Zuri. The last thing I’d ever want to do is to cause her pain.”
“No, but stuff happens. What happens to her when you leave? I don’t want her ending up like my dad,” Manny said.
“These are two totally different circumstances. Your dad’s mate died. I’m very much alive. When I leave, I want you and your mom to travel with me,” Rome said, exercising patience.
“Mom won’t leave the pride, and she says you have to get back to your job in the States. She’s acting like it doesn’t matter, but I know different,” Manny said, no longer looking so belligerent. 
“It’s true I have to finish out my term as Sheriff, but once it’s done I want to come here to live. I have some ideas of how we can make everything work, but I’ll need your help,” Rome said and then explained to Manny what he wanted to do. “What do you think?”
Manny stared off into the surrounding darkness as he considered. “I think it’s a good idea, but I don’t think mom will go for it. All those men, this close to the pride?” He shook his head. “She’s very protective. Even more so now. I don’t think it will fly.”
“It will be up to us to convince her,” Rome said. “Things can’t continue the way they are now. You’re sitting ducks with a big, shiny target on you. The police here can’t help you. If your mom wants to protect the pride, things with have to change.”
Manny snorted. “Good luck getting her to agree.”
“What about you? You want to come to Refuge, and see what living in the States is like?” Rome asked.
Again Manny was silent. “Dad’s taken me there, several times. We’d do the tourist thing whenever we had to leave the country those three days each quarter to keep our VISAs intact. That’s when Mom picked up a lot of the women Dad referred to as her “projects.”
This was something Rome hadn’t known. He’d assumed his mate’s work with abused women and children was something Zolanda began and she’d continued. “It was Zuri’s idea to bring the women and children here?”
“Yeah. When she sees someone in trouble, if she can convince them to leave, she brings them here and gets them the help they need. Some of the women stay on. Others leave and join other prides once it’s safe,” Manny explained. 
Rome had more questions, but Zuri was the person he needed to ask. “You’ve visited, but you’ve never lived in your birth country. Aren’t you curious?”
Manny shrugged. “Sort of, but I like it here. You can’t shift in the city.”
“Where I live, it’s a lot like here. There’s a lot of woods and mountains. The area is populated with shifters of all kinds, so we can shift whenever we want. You could attend school with other kids your age. Play sports. Learn to drive. Have fun. It wouldn’t be forever. Just a year. In the meantime, we can fly here for long weekends to check up on things, and you can keep up with the business online,” Rome said, knowing if he could persuade Manny to his way of thinking, he’d have won half his battle. “Think about it. You don’t have to make your decision now. Just know I want the three of us to be a family.”
“I won’t call you Dad,” Manny warned, his chin lifted.
“I wouldn’t expect you to. I have no desire to take your father’s place. Technically, I’d be your uncle and any cubs Zuri and I have would be your cousins.”
The tension slowly left Manny’s body. “What would I call you?”
Rome arched a brow. “What do you call me now?”
“Rome.”
“There you have it,” he said. “We straight now? You have any more questions for me?”
“Not now. I’m sure I will later.”
“Good. I have no idea what time it is, but it’s been a long day. We’ve got a lot to do tomorrow. I need my beauty rest.” His comment surprised a chuckle out of Manny. “I’m going to bed.”
He strode toward the house, unconcerned over his nude state, and paused long enough to pick up his gift to Zuri before jogging up the steps. Maybe he could salvage them. He wrapped the stems in a damp paper towel and stood them in a cup. They drooped, looking as sad as Charlie Brown’s Christmas tree. It was the thought that counted, right? 
Manny came in behind him, saw the blossoms, and shook his head. “I’m going to bed.”
“Goodnight,” Rome said, still studying his offering. 
Short of going back out into the rain for more flowers, there was nothing he could do until morning. Rome took a quick shower before climbing into bed beside his mate. It felt good to be home. Being with Zuri felt right, and if he had his way, there would be no more lonely nights sleeping in empty beds. After checking to make sure his weapon was nearby, he scooted close to Zuri and curled his body protectively around hers. 
A sudden yawn caught him by surprise. Jackson and his crew should be here sometime in the morning. He hadn’t heard from Sam, who’d promised to text and confirm he’d arrived safely, but neither had he checked his phone. For a brief moment, Rome considered getting his cellphone from the bedside table and checking his messages. 
Zuri rolled over and into his arms, and all thoughts of business fled his mind. He pulled her compact little body into his and cherished the feel of her. When she inserted her curvy thigh between his, Rome knew the true meaning of home. Closing his eyes, he let the cares of the day fall away and went to sleep.
 

 
The ringing phone woke Zuri out of a sound, comfortable sleep. The muscle beneath her cheek shifted as Rome stretched out a hand to snatch up the phone, making her realize she sprawled on top of her mate like a blanket.
“What’s up, Adam?” Rome’s deep voice vibrated through her.
She felt his sudden tension and focused in on the other side of the conversation in time to hear, “...life-flighted to Mission Health.”
Rome eased her to his side and swung his legs over the edge of the mattress to sit on the side of the bed. “What’s his status?”
“Last time I checked he was still in surgery.”
“You’ve notified Sally?”
“I sent a patrol car to get her and take her to the hospital. Her mother has the boys.”
“Anyone else hurt in the accident?”
“A few civilians got banged up, but they were in vehicles. Jenson was the only one on a bike.”
Rome rubbed the back of his neck. Zuri could see his tense shoulder and neck muscles standing out in bold relief. “You caught the driver?”
“Yeah. He led us on a merry chase, but he’s cooling his heels in the tank. The hell of it is the accident wasn’t his fault. If he hadn’t left the scene...”
He dropped his hand to his side and straightened. “Why did he run?” 
Zuri wanted to go to him and give him a massage, hopefully ease his discomfort.
“Kid let his insurance lapse. Knew he wasn’t supposed to be driving. When the accident happened, he freaked,” Adam said. “Sorry to trouble you on your vacation, but I figured you’d want to know.”
He ran a hand through his hair and sighed. “You figured right. You got Jensen’s shifts covered?”
“Don’t worry about it. I have everything handled on this end. This was an FYI call.”
“All right. Call me if you need anything.” Before she realized it, he’d disconnected and dialed another number in his contact list. “Yes, this is Sheriff Rome Barrio. You have one of my officers there, Officer Larry Jenson. I’d like to know his status.” He stood and began to pace. 
As Zuri listened to the hospital staff give Rome an update on his officer’s medical condition, she studied his rigid back. The muscles stood out sharply, flexing and relaxing as he continuously dragged his hand through his hair. Given the serious nature of his phone call, she shouldn’t find the sight so sexy.
“Thank you. I’ll be in touch.” Then he dialed another number. “Sally, I just heard the news. How are you holding up, honey?” His voice soft with concern, he stopped his agitated pacing and stood with his free hand braced on the wall, head hanging low as he listened intently. 
The woman rambled on and on. Zuri could hear her fear and distress clearly through the phone line, but also her trust that Rome would handle everything.
“Don’t worry about a thing. You need something, you let us know. We’ll take care of it. You want someone to take care of the boys so your mom can be with you? ... She’s already made arrangements? ... Good. I’m out of the country, but I’ll be checking in periodically. Deputy Goodie will make sure you have everything you need, and don’t worry about the farm. We’ll make sure it’s taken care of. ... You’re welcome. Jenson’s a good man, a great officer, and a credit to this department. We won’t let him or you down.” Rome murmured a few more encouraging words to the distraught woman before ending the call.
Zuri thought he was finished, but Rome made another call. 
“Dana.”
“Hey, Sheriff. How’s the vacation going?”
“It’s going well. No complaints.”
“Well, you deserve it. You work way too hard. I can’t think when’s the last time you took off, ‘cept when you had some work done on that place of yours, and you’re never sick. Guess you heard about Jenson, huh? It’s a shame. And him with his wife and two small boys,” Dana said.
“Jenson’s why I’m calling. I want you to put up a volunteer roster for the men to go by and help Sally with the chores. Reach out to local churches and see if they’ll help with food. She’ll be spending a lot of time at the hospital, and I don’t want her to stress about the little things. Let’s do what we can to help out,” Rome said. 
“Yes, sir. The men have already begun dropping by with donations. I’ll make sure her family has what they need,” Dana assured him.
“Coordinate with Adam to make sure Jenson’s shifts are covered,” Rome said.
Dana huffed. Zuri could imagine her waving Rome away. “We’ve got this, Sheriff. You enjoy your vacation.”
“Okay. Call if you need me.” Rome swiped the screen to disconnect the call and turned to face her. 
“What happened? I didn’t catch everything.”
He began pacing again. “One of my officers was involved in a motor vehicle accident. My officer was on a motorcycle. It set off a chain reaction. One of the cars involved fled the scene and there was a chase, which caused a few more fender benders.” 
“Is Jenson a shifter?” she asked, sympathy rising for his poor wife and family.
“No, he’s human. Lives in Colbyville. He’s only been with the Sheriff’s office about three years. Before that he was a city cop out of Ashville.”
“You want to be there.” Zuri watched him closely, wondering, would he leave?
Scowling, Rome turned to stare at her. “I’m concerned because one of my men went down, but I have no intentions of leaving. There’s nothing I could do there anyway that hasn’t already been done. I have good officers and a good staff. I’m going to wash up. How about fixing me some coffee? I’m woke now.” 
Zuri glanced at the clock as Rome strode into the bathroom. It was a little after six a.m. The sky was the pale purplish-pink of early sunrise. She slid out of bed and went into the kitchen to make the requested coffee. The day started early in the jungle.
On the counter sat a woebegone looking cup of flowers. The orchids had withered and turned brown, and most of the petals had fallen off. Manny must have brought her flowers.
As she studied the unexpected gift, Rome joined her. He wrapped his arms around her from behind, and nuzzled her neck. “Good morning,” he said in a much more civil tone.
She reached an arm back and curled it around his head. “Good morning to you, too. That wasn’t the best wakeup call in the world.”
He shrugged. “Goes with the territory. Coffee done?”
“Almost.
“Good, I have time for this.” He turned her around and gave her a kiss that curled her toes. When it was over, he rested his forehead on hers. “Now it’s a good morning. Did you see my gift?”
Zuri was hot and bothered, wanting nothing more than to drag Rome back to bed, she glanced around dazedly. “Gift?”
“The flowers I picked for you.”
“Those?” she asked, pointing at the cup. “They’re from you? I thought it was from Manny.”
He followed her finger with his gaze and winced. “Damn, I thought they’d recover some once they dried out. The rain got to them.”
Smiling, she kissed him on the cheek for making such a sweet gesture. “It’s okay. You were thinking about me. That’s what counts.”
 He flashed his white teeth in a cheeky grin and snagged another kiss. “That’s what I thought. What’s on your agenda today?” 
“I need to go into the office and catch up on paperwork. There are reservations pending I need to finalize, and I need to make the work schedule for the coming month.”
“You make your schedule out a month in advance?” he asked, pulling away to stare down at her.
“Have to. The Pride’s on weekly rotations. Doing it by the month helps me keep track of where everyone is. How often do you make yours?”
“We have three shifts—A, B, and C—with each officer working ten hour shifts. The schedule is pretty much set, with C shift rotating to cover the others. I merely have to adjust for vacations, sick leave, and things of that nature. Our department isn’t large compared to others in the state, so scheduling is easier than it might otherwise be.”
She could hear pride, commitment, and dedication in his voice. “You like being Sheriff, don’t you?”
“I like helping people and giving back to the community that help raised me, yes.” Rome released her and reached for the cup hanging under the now empty coffee sock. 
Her mate had a job he loved and people he worked with who clearly respected him. What did she have to offer as incentive to stay here with her? A pride full of troubled women and children? A business that pretty much ran itself? 
Zuri didn’t count herself. She hadn’t been enough for Rome to choose over his career fifteen years ago. She doubted she’d be enough now. He claimed to love her, and she believed him, but he loved her before, too. 
He touched her chin with his forefinger. “Hey, where’d you go?”
She blinked and focused on Rome, who was gazing at her, brow wrinkled with concern. “Sorry, just thinking about the pride and what needs to be done today.”
He frowned. “Zuri, you know shifters can smell a lie. What’s wrong?”
She shook her head. “I just realized how important your career is to you. It’s not just a job.”
Rome set his coffee to the side and wrapped his arms around her. “Yes, it’s important but it’s not essential. You are critical to my wellbeing.”
“You say that now but when you’re back in Refuge—” 
“I say it because it’s the truth. I only have a year left as Sheriff. When I leave here, I want you and Manny to come with me. Let me finish out my term, and then we’ll come back to Costa Rica together to live permanently.”
Zuri placed her hands on his chest and stared up at him as her mind raced. Leave Costa Rica? For an entire year? “You know I can’t leave the pride for that long. They need me.”
He ran his hands up and down her back as his gaze drilled into hers. “I need you more, and it wouldn’t be for the entire year. We can travel back and forth. Surely you have someone who can step in and take over during the times we’re away?” 
She shook her head, feeling like she’d been sucker punched in the head. “Lola could, but that’s not the point.”
“What is the point, Zuri?” His mouth firmed and a hint of temper sparked in those deep brown eyes flecked with gold.
She pushed away from him. “You want me to leave my home, my business, my pride, and do what? Sit at home and twiddle my thumbs while you do your important work?”
He put his hands on his waist and took a hipshot stance, head titled as he studied her through narrowed eyes. “Zuri, this is the 21st Century. Your business is mobile. You can keep up with the majority of the resort functions via the internet. Hell, you could probably run the resort from your phone. Mine isn’t. I’m only asking for one year. As for the pride, Sam will be more than happy to let us use one of the Pack’s planes to travel back and forth to check on them. Or we can buy our own plane. Between the two of us, we have enough money. I have a pilot’s license.” 
“I do, too, and the pride owns a plane. We had two. The remaining one hasn’t been used much since the accident, but we have it,” she muttered.
Rome threw up his hands. “Then what’s the problem?”
She rounded on him. “You are! You can’t just show up out of the blue and expect me to change my whole life for you.”
“The way you want me to do for you?” he asked quietly.
Zuri sucked in a sharp breath. Is that what she was doing?
“I’m not asking you to change your entire life, Zuri. I’m asking you to make a temporary compromise to your current living situation so we can be together. I’m willing to leave the States and live here with you and your pride. I even have some ideas of how we can increase the security of this place while providing an additional source of income. We can make our relationship work, but you have to want us as much as I do,” he said in that same quiet voice. Then he left the room. 
Seconds later, Zuri heard the front door open and close.



Chapter Eleven
 
Rome stood on the landing, hands fisted by his side. He’d known convincing Zuri to come with him wouldn’t be easy, but he hadn’t realized she’d be so opposed to the idea. He thought she would at least consider it. However, he wasn’t giving up. There were still a few days yet before a final decision needed to be made.
He retrieved his phone out of its holder and checked his messages. There was a text from Sam saying he’d arrived, and the transport of the patients to the hospital had gone smoothly. 
A second text from Jackson read, “Call me.” Rome checked the time stamp. It had come in last night, about twelve hours ago. 
Rome called Jackson’s cellphone. The call went straight to voicemail. Rome left a message, and followed up with a text. Then he stared out at the incredible sunrise, oblivious to its beauty, wondering what Jackson’s cryptic communication meant. Was there trouble? Had there been a change in plans? He didn’t know and speculating would get him nowhere. 
Best case scenario was Jackson was in route here and had his cellphone off while in the air. Either way, there were still preparations to be made. He hadn’t arranged housing for Jackson’s men. Seeing how his mate felt about them being here, this was something he’d better handle himself. With Sam gone and him bunking with Zuri, he’d have Kane and Ethan take their gear and bunk with Bull and Trager. That would leave the three-bedroom house clear for Jackson’s crew. He sent a text to the wolves telling them to make it so.
Next he put in a call to Logan, alerting him to be on standby to provide transportation for Jackson and his men from the airport whenever they arrived. Zuri wouldn’t like him ordering her employees about, but in Rome’s estimation, Logan worked for him as much as for her. As Rome slid his phone in its holder, he looked over his shoulder at the house. He wanted to enter it and push Zuri more for an answer, but thought it prudent to give her time to brood. She might balk now but eventually she’d come to the right decision. 
He hoped.
Rome trotted down the stairs and headed for the dining hall. The smell of cooking meat in the air said they were either open for business or soon would be. He’d eat breakfast, check in with the wolves to see how patrols were going, and if he still hadn’t heard from Jackson, take a round himself. He had energy to burn. If Manny were free, maybe he’d take the boy with him.
In the dining hall, he found Grey and Ethan already seated to a table with a plate of food piled high in front of them. The two made steady inroads into demolishing the contents. He joined them. “Have any of you heard from Jackson?”
They both looked up, brows furrowed. 
“No, is there a problem?” Grey asked.
“He sent a text last night telling me to call him. I didn’t see it until this morning. He’s not answering his phone,” Rome said.
“Maybe he’s enroute,” Ethan said.
“If he ran into difficulty and he couldn’t reach you, he has our contact information,” Kane said.
A fact Rome was well aware of, since he had been the one to send it. The wolves were right. No sense borrowing trouble. “You’re right, but I’d feel better if I could make contact.”
“I moved our gear. The house is free for them when they arrive,” Kane said.
“Thanks. How’s the patrol going?” Rome asked.
“It’s quiet,” Grey said.
“Too quiet?” Rome asked. Every soldier knew that feeling of the other shoe about to drop.
“No, I don’t think there’s anyone out there,” Grey said, elaborating. “I think if trouble comes, it won’t be from over the border. I think they’ll drive up to base camp like Landry did and present themselves as tourists wanting to book a reservation.”
“You’ve checked out all the guests?” Rome asked.
“Yes,” Kane answered. “That boy, Manny, does a hell of a job weaning out the undesirables. I think Grey’s right. Landry’s crew hasn’t made a move yet. Maybe they don’t realize he’s dead. It hasn’t been seventy-two hours yet.”
“I’ve thought of that. What we don’t know is if he missed his check-in time,” Rome said.
“From all accounts, he was a cocky bastard. I’m sure he thought he’d have no problem handling a bunch of scared women and children. It’s doubtful he left a failsafe,” Grey said.
A failsafe was a backup plan that went into operation if the main op failed. Like Grey, Rome didn’t think Landry believed he needed one. The man had been dealing with humans for so long, he’d obviously forgotten how fierce lionesses could be when protecting their cubs. He’d pick the wrong prey this time, and it had cost him his life.
“You’re probably right about the approach they’ll take,” Rome admitted. “They don’t know we’re here or that we’re on to them. That being the case, I’d like everyone to stay close to base camp today. We can let the cubs patrol the outer perimeters, just in case. Let me text Ethan and Trager and tell them to pull it in. Bull’s with the pride?”
Bull had a way with women and children. The wolf was deadly when the need called for it, but came across as harmless and affable. 
Grey grinned. “Of course. The cubs love him. I’ve never seen the like. I don’t think they’d have let him leave last night, even if he’d tried. They’re treating him like a king, or a leo.” 
The irony of a wolf being treated like a feline pride leader had Rome chuckling.
“He’s their protector. More, he’s teaching them how to protect themselves and be independent. Your mate is doing a good thing here. These women need all the help they can get,” Kane said.
The door opened and they all glanced over. Bull entered the dining hall with a couple of eager cubs on his heels. 
“Speak of the devil...” Grey murmured.
Bull shooed the juveniles away and crossed to the serving line to load his plate. With his food in one hand and coffee in the other, he came and joined them at the table. He immediately began to eat. Finally the silence penetrated and Bull glanced up to find them all watching him. “What?”
“Just waiting for you to begin purring,” Kane said, straight faced.
“I think he’s growing a mane,” Grey added, head tilted to study the five o’clock shadow on Bull’s jawline.
Bull pointed his fork at them. “You two are jealous. Don’t hate me because I’m lovable.” 
Kane and Grey threw their napkins at him while Rome laughed, grateful for the temporary relief from the underlying worry he felt. 
After letting out a jaw-cracking yawn, Kane rose and grabbed his dishes. “I’m beat. Unlike the lion king here,” he said with a nod toward Bull, “I’ve been patrolling dense jungle all night. I need a few hours shut eye. Let me know when you hear from Jackson.”
Grey stood and gathered his things as well. “Hold up. I’m coming. Keep us informed.”
“What was that about? Is something wrong with Jackson?” Bull asked.
“His end’s gone silent. He texted for me to call him last night, but I didn’t get the message until this morning. Now I can’t reach him,” Rome said, once more feeling that underlying anxiousness. 
“I’m sure if it was important he’d have kept calling until he reached you or called one of us.” Bull scooped up a bite of food.
“That’s probably it. However, with my mate’s safety hanging in the balance, I don’t like being out of the loop.” He’d spent years on active duty as a SEAL, gone on countless missions, and he’d never felt uneasy as he did now.
“Understandable. It’s your mate we’re talking about,” Bull said between bites of food. 
A companionable silence fell. Rome sat sipping his coffee, resisting the urge to hunt down Zuri and hound her until she made the right decision. In addition, he tried not to think of all the things that could have gone wrong to cause Jackson’s end to go silent.
“Boss, mind if I ask you a question?” Bull asked.
“No, go ahead.” Anything to get his mind off his thoughts.
“I hear it’s different for each couple, but how did you know Zuri was your mate?” Bull asked, his expression as serious as Rome had ever seen it.
“I didn’t at first. The cat knew before the human side of me recognized it.”
Bull frowned. “So you didn’t just instinctively know?”
Rome sighed. “Zuri and I grew up together. At first she was like a sister to me, but as we both grew older, things changed. I started noticing her in a way I wasn’t comfortable with, given her age and our relationship. I figured my cat had latched on to her because she was also a feline and we were surrounded by wolves.”
“So you didn’t have that overwhelming desire to claim her the way I hear some do?”
“Did I want to fuck her? Hell, yes, but it’s not a mindless lust, no matter what others may say. You can control it.” Rome wondered where all these questions were coming from.
“But you walked away. I didn’t think it was possible for mates to be separated from each other. Alex and Kiesha barely came up for air at the beginning of their mating. They still can’t stand to be far from each other,” Bull mused.
“If I had given the mating fever a chance to kick in, I don’t think I could have, no matter how bad an idea it was for both of us at the time. Fortunately, I wanted what was best for Zuri, above and beyond my own personal wants and desires.” He scowled, hating to admit the next part. “At least, what I thought was best for her at the time.”
Bull’s brows furrowed and his head tilted to the side. “So how did you know she was a true mate and not just a woman you lusted after? You know, that whole thing about forbidden fruit being the sweetest and all.”
His mind traveled back to the first night in the woods when he’d had Zuri under him. “Because once I had a taste of Zuri, I lost desire for any other woman.”
Bull stared, eyes wide and a little wild. "You mean...?" He made the sign of a limp dick with his finger.
Grinning widely and trying his best to muffle a chuckle, Rome nodded. "No one else appealed. I couldn't let myself have the woman I wanted, and my cat wouldn't accept anyone else."
"Hmph." Bull stared off into space, deep in thought.
"Something you want to share?" Rome asked.
"Huh?" Bull shook himself. "No, I'm good." He dug into his food again and began eating with gusto. 
Rome studied him for another moment. "Well, if you need anything, you know I'm here."
Bull gave a short nod.
He waited, sensing the conversation wasn’t over. To pass time, Rome rose and walked over to the big coffee urn and poured himself another cup. He bypassed the sweeteners and cream, preferring his coffee strong and black, the way they drank it at the station. Taking a sip of the hot brew, he returned to his seat and settled in to wait Bull out. By his estimation, it was ten minutes before Bull spoke again. 
“What if there was a woman—and I’m not saying there is—but just supposin’ there was one I felt strongly attracted to, but based upon the things I’ve heard, I’m not sure she’s true mate material?”
Both of Rome’s eyebrows rose. That sounded too pretty damn specific to him to be merely hypothetical. “Have you kissed or had any sexual contact with this woman?”
Bull played with the utensils, lining them up in precise order. “It’s possible I may have locked lips with this person once or twice.”
“And...?”
Bull sighed and turned to face him. “Look, I like women. Hell, I fucking love ‘em. The way they smell, the way they move, the way they look. Everything about them just does it for me. I’ve never been a one flower kind of guy. I want the whole damn garden. Except this one woman... This one damn, finicky, prickly woman, I can’t get her out of my mind. Every time I try to get close to her she pushes me away. It’s driving me crazy.”
“Why do you think she’s not true mate material?” Rome asked, curiously. Whoever this woman was, she’d done a fine job of getting under his deputy’s skin.
“Alex figures, and he’d be in a position to know, that only humans with a particular gene in their DNA are able to somehow become true mates. The gene is hereditary. It’s what makes these humans able to make the transition to shape-shifter when others can’t. With Kiesha it was her father, which is why her cousin was able to mate the Sparrowhawk’s alpha. Their fathers are brothers. Ms. Emma had the gene and so does her granddaughter, Tameka.”
Rome hadn’t heard this theory, but he could see why Alex would believe it to be so. “Okay, and...?”
“I don’t believe the woman I’m interested in carries the gene. Not that I’m looking for a mate,” Bull added hastily. “I’m too pretty to settle down with one woman just yet.”
“So what’s the problem?” Rome asked, enjoying seeing his deputy squirm.
“Her scent.” Bull closed his eyes and an expression of such intense hunger filled his face, Rome had to glance away. “It calls to my wolf, man, every time I get near her. I just want to lay her out and taste her from the top of her head to the soles of her feet. Then I want to do it all over again.”
Surprised at the admission, Rome turned to look at Bull. “Sounds a lot like the mating fever.”
Bull swallowed hard, appearing a bit panicked. “No, can’t be. The lust, the need to be together, it’s supposed to be overwhelming, right? If she were my mate, I wouldn’t be able to stay away from her.”
He could if the human half wasn’t ready, Rome thought. However, it sounded like Bull’s wolf had already decided the issue. 
“That’s not exactly true. Proximity plays an important factor in the mating fever. Didn’t Kiesha’s cousin take off and stay gone for six weeks, after the Sparrowhawk’s alpha mated her?” Despite how careful Bull was being not to mention any names, Rome had an inkling of the identity of the woman he was losing it over. “My advice to you is if you truly aren’t ready to settle down, and you’re sure this woman isn’t your mate, fuck her and get her out of your system. Then move on.”
Bull growled, his pupils turned gold, and every muscle in his body stiffened.
Inwardly laughing at the wolf’s instant reaction, Rome arched an eyebrow. “Not your mate, huh?”
Wolf gold slowly gave way to brown as Bull gained control. “Fuck!”
“Yep, that about sums it up.” Rome stood and slapped the wolf shifter on the back. “Buck up. Mating’s not the worst thing that can happen to a wolf.”
Bull let his head and shoulders slump “Damn sure feels like it.”
As he walked off, Rome mused Bull would change his mind soon enough. The lure of a mate was too tempting to resist for long. Suddenly, he grinned and chuckled aloud. What he wouldn’t give to be a fly on the wall when Bull finally gave into his wolf and went after Tameka’s spitfire of a sister. If any woman could put an end to his deputy’s womanizing ways, it was Ms. Emma’s other granddaughter.
 

 
Morning heated into afternoon. Afternoon faded into early evening. Still there was no word from Jackson or his team. Sam texted to say he’d be remaining in Refuge to handle some unexpected business, but would ensure he was able to fly them home when they were ready. The women were responding well to treatment, and Alex figured they’d be ready to return home in a week or so, should they desire to do so. 
Rome spent the day taking Manny through physical maneuvers. He taught him how to fight, and then he taught him how to fight dirty. When the boy was sweaty and panting, eyes gleaming with the thrill of combat, Rome made him shift and trained him how to battle in lion form. 
By the time they finished, there was a crowd of young males around them. Each wanted to learn. “Please Mr. Barrio, will you teach us like you’re teaching Manny.”
“The moves you’re showing him are way cooler than the ones the wolf taught us.”
Before Rome could respond, Manny said, “No, these are just for me.”
They glared at him, their anger and dismay apparent. Then their ringleader stepped forward. He was about three years Manny’s senior, but it was obvious from the disdain in his manner the two boys were fierce competitors. “What makes you so special?”
“He’s my mom’s mate.” Manny’s flat tone said the issue was settled.
The older youth looked at Rome with the gaze of a street thug, sizing him up. “Are you going to be our new pride leader?”
“He can’t be,” another one said. “He’s not a Leo.”
“Can too, if he’s Ms. Zuri’s mate. Mates always rule a pride together,” a younger boy spoke up.
“Lion mates always rule together,” the older one said, stressing the word lion. “He’s a jaguar.”
“But if they’re mates...” the younger one insisted.
“I think he can be anything he wants to be,” another one said with a shy smile at Rome.
“Duke, shut up. You don’t know anything,” Manny said to the older boy. “Who says he even wants to be pride leader? He’s got an important job back where he’s from.”
All eyes focused on Rome.
“Is that true?” Duke, the ringleader asked.
Not willing to get into his plans with a bunch of juveniles, Rome simply said, “For now it is.”
The littlest one walked up to him and patted Rome on the thigh. “You’re leaving?”
“For a little while.”
“Who’s going to protect us?” he asked, those big eyes of his very wide and worried.
Rome crouched down so they’d be on the same level. “I have some men working right now to make sure you’re all safe.”
“Like the wolves?”
He smiled. “Yes, like the wolves. These men are soldiers, warriors like me. I promise I won’t leave until I know the pride is protected from the bad guys.”
“Promise?”
“I promise.” Rome stood and reached for his clothes. “Time to head back. I’m sure your mothers are wondering where you are. It has to be close to dinner time.”
All but Manny and the youngest one ran off. 
“Go on, little man,” Rome encouraged as he tugged his shirt over his head.
“I wanna walk with you.”
“Leave, squirt. I want to talk to Rome,” Manny said as he dressed.
The little boy kicked a small rock and with slumped shoulders, walked off.
“What’s on your mind?” Rome asked when the child was out of hearing distance.
“I’ve been thinking a lot about what you said, and I have questions. Are there other shifters in Refuge? Kids my age?” 
“Yes, a whole town’s worth. The majority of them are wolf shifters. The Raven pack has a large presence there, but there are other species as well. The town’s not big enough to have its own high school, so you’d attend the county school which is fairly large. And remember, it would only be for a year. Just long enough for me to finish out my term as Sheriff,” he reminded Manny. 
Manny gazed at the ground. Rome could tell he was deep in thought. “I don’t like the idea of leaving my friends.”
“It wouldn’t be forever, and with the plane the pride owns we can make frequent visits.”
Sighing, Manny said, “I still don’t think Mom will agree, but if she does, I’m willing.”
Rome laid a hand on his shoulder. “Thank you.”
 



Chapter Twelve
 
Zuri felt a headache grow at the base of her neck and spread up the back of her head until it throbbed unmercifully. It had begun when Rome left her this morning, and continued to grow in strength and intensity as the day progressed. Everyone was on edge, including the humans. 
The wolves were being extra vigilant. Their serious demeanors and visibly armed presence caused a stir among the guests. She’d explained to the worried humans that the men were security hired as a safety precaution due to the increased drug traffic trade to the north in Panama, and the increased crime in Costa Rica directed toward tourists. This seemed to satisfy most. 
The paperwork she’d planned to work on had proven beyond her abilities. Who could concentrate on data and figures with all that was going on? Not to mention, Rome’s words kept circling through her mind. Was she being unreasonable? 
She hadn’t asked him to come running when he’d heard there had been trouble. In fact, calling Rome for help hadn’t even crossed her mind. To her way of thinking, he’d made his choice fifteen years ago and that was the end of it. The course of their lives had altered, and there was no going back. 
Except here she was, in the last position she’d ever expected to find herself, mated to one Rome Barrio. She hadn’t had time to determine how she felt about it. Things were moving too fast. Had it only been four days ago she’d been in a fight for her and her son’s lives? So much had happened, she still hadn’t found her bearings. 
Accepting defeat, Zuri left the office and headed for the pride compound. She needed to speak with Lola. Maybe Lola’s wise counsel would help her to make sense of everything. 
Fifteen minutes later, Zuri stood outside Lola’s dwelling. The older woman appeared in the doorway before she could knock. “Come in. You look troubled. Have you had lunch?” 
Sighing, Zuri entered the cool interior. “No, I’ve been too busy putting out fires. Everyone’s so tense, even the humans are feeling it.”
“Has your jaguar heard from his friend?”
Zuri sat on one the oversized floor pillows. “I haven’t spoken with Rome since he left this morning at dawn, but from the way the wolves are acting, I’d say no.” She wasn’t completely certain but she believed Jackson’s men were supposed to have arrived this morning. So far there’d been no sign of them. “I don’t know if it’s a good or bad thing. You know I wasn’t too comfortable with the idea of them being here.”
Lola entered her small kitchen and began assembling sandwiches. “I know but the women can’t remain isolated forever. They need to see how the real world functions, and that means being exposed to men. Rome vouched for them. Knowing how protective he is, I can’t see him allowing anyone he doesn’t absolutely trust to come here.”
Zuri scowled, feeling testy. “How do you know he’s protective? You just met him.”
Lola smiled, Zuri’s ill humor leaving her undisturbed. “It shows in his manner toward you and the rest of us. If he weren’t protective by nature, he wouldn’t have dropped everything and come running as soon as he heard there’d been trouble.”
Rubbing absently at her neck to ease the tightness, she sighed and admitted Lola was right. “He’s always had a protective streak, even when we were children.”
Lola entered the room with a tray. On it was a plate of turkey and wheat sandwiches, water, and two white pills. “Take something for that headache before it turns into a migraine.”
Zuri took the pills gratefully. “I thought shape-shifters didn’t get sick.”
“We don’t catch human viruses like the cold and flu. However, stress can cause just as much damage to our bodies as it does to humans, and you, my dear, are under a tremendous amount of pressure right now. Want to talk about it?” Lola asked.
“He wants me and Manny to go back with him when he leaves. He has another year in his current position and wants us with him while he finishes his term,” Zuri said, getting right to the heart of the matter.
“Of course he does. You’re his mate. What kind of man wouldn’t want his mate by his side?” Lola said easily.
Zuri shook her head. “You know I can’t leave the pride.”
Lola did a slow blink. “No, I don’t know that. Why can’t you leave?”
She sputtered. “Well...because...the pride needs me.”
Lola held Zuri’s unsettled gaze with her cool, calm one. “The pride needs leadership, yes, but they don’t require you to be by their side twenty-four-seven. You’re allowed to have a life. In fact, seeing you in a stable, mated relationship would go a long way toward helping them to heal. So what’s the real problem here?”
Figuring Lola didn’t get it because she didn’t know her and Rome’s history, Zuri explained the whole thing, beginning with how they’d met, her discovery they were mates, his choosing the military over her, and ending with his reappearance in her life. “Now do you understand why I can’t go with him?”
After a long, quiet moment with Lola examining Zuri closely, she said, “Do you want to know what I really think, Zuri?”
“That’s why I’m here.”
“I think the pride is just an excuse. Your head may have forgiven Rome for abandoning you, but your heart hasn’t,” Lola said.
“You think I’m trying to punish him?” Zuri asked, astonished at Lola’s conclusion.
“Are you? Only you know the answer. What I do believe is that you’re putting up hurdles to your being together in order to force him to prove his love and commitment to you. You want him to prove you come first.”
Zuri dropped her head, unable to maintain eye contact. “Is that wrong? I wasn’t important enough to him before for him to choose me.”
“That’s one way of looking at it,” Lola agreed.
Zuri glanced up. “What other way is there?”
“You could try believing your happiness was so important to Rome fifteen years ago, he made the toughest decision a mate should ever have to make—he choose to forfeit his own happiness and leave you behind so you could be happy,” Lola said.
Zuri pursed her lips, her expression sour. “Yeah, that’s what he said.”
“But you don’t believe him.”
“It’s difficult,” she admitted.
“That’s the young girl in you speaking. What does the woman say?”
Shrugging, she said, “Logically I know you’re right, but logic isn’t helping my feelings.”
Lola sat in quiet thought. “You were how old when Rome left for specialized military training?”
“Seventeen.”
 “How old is Manny?”
“Almost fifteen.”
“So he’s not too much younger than you were then,” Lola said.
Wondering where Lola was going with this line of questioning, Zuri agreed. “No, he’s not.” 
“I want you to imagine this. Imagine Manny meeting his true mate tomorrow, only his mate is four years older than him. She’s already nineteen, an adult. They both recognize what they are to each other and want to be together now. Would you let them?”
Zuri’s response was instant and vehement. “He’s too young. He hasn’t finished high school, hasn’t finished maturing. There’s no way a relationship between the two of them would work.”
“So you’d be against it?”
“Most definitely.”
“What if he were sixteen? Would you agree then?”
No hesitation. No need to think about it. “No.”
“Seventeen?”
“No.”
Head tilted, Lola asked, “Why not?” 
Zuri huffed. The answer was obvious. “He’d still be too young.”
“The way you were with Rome?” Lola said gently.
She opened her mouth, but nothing came out. The realization of just how young and sheltered she’d actually been all those years ago hit her like a blow to the midsection.
“I can’t help but think your father must have been happy one of you had the good sense and maturity to realize a mating at such a young age would have been extremely difficult,” Lola said.
She thought back to that night and the conversation she’d overheard Rome and her father having in the kitchen. She’d been going into her first heat, yet her father had trusted Rome not to take advantage of her. She remembered what Josiah had said. “She won’t always be young, and you won’t always want to roam.” Her father hadn’t been encouraging Rome to claim her then, but later when they’d both had time to grow and mature. Zuri had misunderstood. Or maybe her perception of events had been skewed because of her age and lack of experience. 
She’d been so young. So sure she had the answer to everything. The temper tantrum she’d thrown when Rome wouldn’t go along with her plan should have clued her just how right Rome had been to wait. Neither one of them had been ready for the type of intense, committed relationship the mating bond would have required of them. 
But now they both were older, more settled and mature. Rome was a male in his prime, who knew what he wanted out of life—a home and a family. He no longer wanted to roam, and possibly no longer felt the sting of being abandoned at such an early age by his parents.
As for herself, she was no longer that starry-eyed young girl filled with romantic fantasies of what life with her mate would be like. She knew love didn’t always conquer all, and marriage was hard work. She was a lioness, leader of the pride she’d molded and shaped to her specifications. She had an important job, a self-imposed mission. She was making a difference in the lives of others. No longer a child, she was Rome’s equal.
“You think I should go with him,” Zuri said.
“I think you need to be honest with yourself and with Rome, whatever you decide. Make sure your decision is based upon the right reasons and not old pain,” Lola said.
 

 
Rome checked in with the wolves and with Logan. Though he knew it was pointless, he tried calling Jackson again. As it had several times before, the call went straight to voicemail. He tamped down the worry he felt. His friend was damn good at the job he did, which was why Rome had involved him. Jackson was a highly capable warrior and to think anything less was an insult to his friend and the SEALs who’d trained him.
Since he still wasn’t ready to confront Zuri, Rome parted ways with Manny and went off to reconnaissance the area. If his idea was to work, he’d need to have a solid game plan to present to Zuri. Shifting into his jaguar, Rome prowled in and examined the less accessible areas of Zuri’s property. When he’d found the perfect site for his business plan, he marked the area with his claws before returning to base camp.
It had been long enough. Too long, actually. Both Rome and his cat were ready to hunt down his reluctant mate, unable to spend another minute apart from her. Need for her was a deep burn in his gut. He didn’t know how he’d managed to stay away from her this long. 
Rome tracked her to the main lodge in the midst of the pride compound. He could tell the moment Zuri became aware of his presence. The sweet, delicate scent of her arousal perfumed the air. His cock stiffened and lengthened in preparation for what was to come. She stood talking to some of the younger women. He didn’t hear and didn’t care what was being said. His complete focus was on his mate.
He crossed the room and stood behind her, his chest pressed to her back. Wrapping one strong arm around her waist to hold her close, he bent and nuzzled the sensitive skin behind her ear. Her words faltered.
“I want you,” he said, not caring who heard him.
“Rome, I’m in the middle of something here,” she said, but her breath was gaspy.
“I need you.” Rome stroked one hand down the front of her body. Zuri caught and held on to it before it reached its destination, the damp heat between her thighs.
“Rome, I’m busy.” The complaint came out a breathy.
Rome looked at the women. “You’ll excuse us, won’t you, ladies? We haven’t seen each other all day. My mate and I need to reconnect.” He rubbed his cock against Zuri in a blatantly sexual move so there’d be no mistaking his meaning. 
She choked back a breathy moan and the scent of her sweet heat intensified.
One or two appeared uncertain, but the other three giggled and waved them away. “Go ahead. If I had a hunk like you waiting for me, he wouldn’t have to ask twice.”
“Zuri, go with your mate,” another one said. “He obviously needs you more than we do. Our discussion can wait.”
“Thank you, ladies. We appreciate it.” Rome scooped a protesting Zuri off her feet and carried her out of the room, to her mortification.
“I can’t believe you did that,” she hissed when they were on the ground and she was once more standing on her own.
He backed her up until she was trapped between a massive tree trunk and his hard, aroused body. Encasing her between his arms, he planted his hands on either side of her head. “Sweetheart, that was nothing. If you don’t come with me right now, your entire pride is going to see me strip you naked and bury my face in your pussy.”
Zuri shushed him, glancing around to see if anyone had heard. Of course, they had. He and Zuri were the center of everyone’s attention. While he couldn’t see anyone standing out in the open, he knew they were there because he could feel the weight of their stares. He arched a brow, waiting on her to decide.
She turned, ducked under his arm, and began to stalk toward her treehouse. “I can’t believe you’re embarrassing me like this.”
Rome caught her swinging hand and held it in his, unable to be out of physical contact with her. “You think others knowing how much your mate lusts after your luscious body is embarrassing?”
“No, of course not.” However, her scent told a different story. 
He pulled her to a stop. “Zuri, what have I told you about lying to me?”
Sighing, she turned to face him. “It’s not that. Rome, I’m their leader, the one in charge. With you, I’m clearly not and the pride knows it.”
Both his eyebrows rose. Those women knew damn well he was no submissive. Hell, even the kids knew he was an alpha. “And this is a problem for you.”
“No, but I’m not sure how good of an example I’m being. These women are used to having men run their lives, mostly to their detriment. They haven’t had any strong female role models to show them what they’re capable of. I don’t want them getting the wrong idea about us.”
Zuri was still lying to him, and maybe to herself, but Rome was willing to pursue this argument if only to see how far she’d take it. “And what idea would that be?” he asked in a carefully neutral voice. “That you can’t be a strong female and have a mate that’s equally powerful?”
She stiffened. “No.”
He continued to press. “That being in charge means you make all of the decisions, all of the time, no matter what anyone else thinks or wants?” 
“No!” She looked horrified. “That’s not what I’m saying at all.”
“Then what exactly are you saying, Zuri? I missed the hell out of you today and wanted to spend time alone with my mate. Especially since said mate has no intention of accompanying me to Refuge when it’s time for me to leave. So tell me exactly what it is I did that embarrassed you so much,” he demanded, temper good and stirred at her avoidance of the real issue.
When she simply stared up at him with those big, dark brown eyes huge in her face, frustration got the best of him and he turned and stalked off before he said something he’d regret. Damn it to hell, was his mate ashamed of him? She’d been the one to announce to her pride what they were to each other. He’d been willing to keep their mating private between the two of them, at least until they’d worked out all of their issues. But now that she had acknowledged him, he had no intentions of pretending to be anything other than what he was, her mate. 
“Rome, wait!” She scurried after him, catching him by the upper arm to drag him to a halt. 
He stared over her head, refusing to look at her. “Leave it, Zuri. Go back to your pride and finish your meeting.”
She shifted to stand in front of him. “Rome, please. You’re right, okay. It had nothing to do with being in charge and everything to do with sex.”
That caught his attention and he glanced down. “What?”
She couldn’t hold his gaze. “I’m not used to being so open about sex,” she muttered.
Rome cursed himself. Of course she wasn’t. Up until a day ago, she’d been a virgin. It was natural she’d be uncomfortable with her sex life being the object of speculation. He cupped her nape and used it to haul her to him. “I want you, and I don’t care who knows it. You’re a sexy, beautiful woman, and I’m ecstatic you’re my mate. I won’t hide how I feel about you, but I will try not to be so blatant about it in front of others until you’re more comfortable with the idea.”
She shook her head. “No, I’m being silly. It’s not like they couldn’t smell my desire for you. I missed you, too. I even thought about coming to find you, only everyone’s so tense, I needed to stay here and calm the waters. Doing so gave me a hell of a headache.”
He switched his hold to massage her scalp. “Feel better now?”
Zuri sighed and leaned further into his embrace, resting her forehead on his chest. “Yes, Lola made me take something for the pain. The wolves said something’s going on with your friend, Jackson. Have you heard from him?”
He trailed his massaging hands to her shoulders, easing the tightness there. “No. No word yet.”
“You’re worried.”
“Jackson can handle himself.”
“Even so, you’re worried about him,” she insisted.
Rome stopped the impromptu massage and wrapped his arm around her shoulder, silently urging her to continue walking. “I’m concerned,” he said, unwilling to admit to more.
“And you think sex with me will take your mind off it?”
“No, I think it’s been over twelve hours since I’ve had my cock buried in your pussy. To my way of thinking, that’s twelve hours too long.”
“Rome!”
“What? It’s just the two of us. I said I’d tone it down when we were around others. Just be happy I’m waiting until we get behind closed doors, like civilized people, before I take you rather than stripping you now. ”
Her “thank you” sounded strangled.
He chuckled, delighting in being able to tease her. His Zuri was a curious mixture of innocence and seductress. He looked forward to corrupting her. 
Slowly, his grin faded. “Don’t think I didn’t notice how you avoided the subject of coming home with me.”



Chapter Thirteen
 
Zuri should have known Rome would call her on it. The truth was she still hadn’t decided what to do. It was too big of a decision, affecting too many people, to make in such a short period of time. However, she realized she needed take Lola’s advice and have a mature discussion with Rome about her feelings on the matter. Abruptly, she changed directions. For this conversation, they didn’t need any interruptions. “Follow me.”
He trailed along behind her, a strong, silent presence at her back. Ten minutes later they arrived at their destination—a small, isolated, hut-like treehouse. A spiral staircase circled the base of the tree leading to the railed landing outside the entrance. The house itself was almost hidden by branches. The treehouse was octagon-shaped with screened windows facing in every possible direction. Interior wooden shutters provided privacy and extra security. 
“What is this place?” Rome asked.
“It’s where we house newcomers until they acclimate to being in the pride,” she said. 
 They climbed the stairs and entered the shadowy dwelling. The inside was one large open space with the exception of the small bathroom, which was partitioned off with frosted glass blocks. It contained a shower, toilet, and miniscule sink. The home was built around the trunk of one massive tree with a water tank on top to collect rainwater. 
The tree trunk stood as a silent fortress in the middle of the dwelling. Storing was provided in the form of upper and base cabinets, which were made of real cedar wood and mounted to the trunk’s circumference. A granite countertop with a lip graced the top of the base cabinet, and four short stools were stashed underneath. Situated to the left was a raised platform bed covered in large colorful pillows, which also did double duty as a couch. Two small bookcases served as end tables at either end of the couch.  
“Let me open the windows and get more light in here,” she said, moving to the first shutter.
“I’ll help,” he said. 
Soft sunlight soon flooded the interior, which was dust free and cleaned to a polished shine. Even when no one was in residence, they kept the house ready. Zuri never knew when she’d find another woman who needed rescuing that was also willing to accept the help she offered. Not all of them did. It broke her heart, but she’d learned not to waste energy on women who didn’t want her assistance. Not when there were so many of them out there who did.
The late evening sun wouldn’t brighten the house for long, so Zuri switched on two LED battery-operated lamps. Then she knelt on the couch and patted the space beside her, indicating for Rome to sit. He did so and stared at her, waiting expectantly for whatever she had to say.
“I thought about what you asked. In fact, I’ve given little thought to anything else all day.” She closed her eyes briefly while she took a deep breath, mustering the courage to be completely honest with both of them. “The truth is, I’m not ready to take that big of a step with you. I love you and want to be with you, but it’s only been three days. That’s not enough time for me to make a decision of this magnitude.”
He frowned. “What you’re saying is you don’t trust me. Don’t trust us.”
She shrugged helplessly. “I guess I am. You may have known you intended to come and claim me, but for me this is all coming out of the blue. I need more time to adjust.”
Rome leaned forward, braced his forearms on top of his thighs, and studied the floor. “I don’t like it, but I understand your position.”
Zuri crossed her arms over her chest. “So what happens now?”
He turned his head and pinned her with a heavy stare. “I’m not letting you go. We’ll figure something out. I can understand your reluctance to trust me, and in a way I deserve it. But I’m not giving up on us. I’ve got a lot of time on the books. I’ll use it and fly here to be with you every chance I get. I hope you and Manny will come to Refuge and spend time with me. It’s not what I want, but I’ll take whatever time with you I can get.”
She was surprised to feel tears on her cheeks. 
“Come here.” Rome pulled her into his arms and turned them so they lay on their sides, facing each other on the bed. “You’re my mate. I know you don’t believe me yet, but you’re all that matters to me. All that has ever mattered.”
“I know that up here.” She pointed to her head, and then pointed to her heart. “It just hasn’t sunk in here.” 
Rome used his thumbs to dry her cheeks. “It will. I’ll see to it.”
They cuddled together as darkness fell. The sounds of the forest at night sang its lullaby. Neither spoke a word, content at simply being together after so long a separation. Zuri slowly relaxed. It was quiet moments like these she’d longed for when she imagined being Rome’s mate. Times where their heart beat as one, and loneliness was simply a word.
“I’m sorry, Zuri.”
She glanced up at him. “For what?”
“This isn’t how I’d planned for things to go. I wanted to romance you. I wanted to bring you flowers and shower you with diamonds and precious gems. I wanted to show the world you’re mine, and that I belonged to you. I haven’t done any of it.”
She cupped his face, wondering how he could be so oblivious to the truth. “Don’t you know? All I ever wanted was you.”
He held her gaze for a long moment. “Then I’m yours.” 
They slowly drifted together. Instead of the passionate storms of before, their lovemaking was a gentle rain. It soothed and helped to heal fissures deep inside Zuri’s wounded soul. When her climaxed washed over her, she had tears in her eyes.
“I love you, Zuri,” Rome groaned as he shuddered over her. He held her as if he’d never let go.
She might lie to others, but she admitted, if only to herself, that Rome’s rejection had done serious damage to her sense of self-worth. As she’d told Lola, reason and logic didn’t always fix bruised emotions. Some things only time and loving attention could heal. If she left with him and things didn’t work…?
It didn’t bear thinking about.
Pushing all negativity aside, Zuri luxuriated in finally being with her mate. Any day things could change. All she had was this moment, and she wouldn’t ruin it with thoughts of what could go wrong. She’d savor their time together, however limited it might be.
Their timeclock ran down quicker than expected. 
Rome’s phone rang and he stirred. Easing her to the side, he reached down and snagged his pants so he could retrieve his phone. As soon as he saw the name on the display, all hint of relaxation left his body. “Jackson! Where the hell have you been? I’ve been blowing up your phone.” 
“Your little problem’s been handled. I’ll explain when we arrive, which should be in about thirty minutes. Meet us at the airstrip. The party’s a bit larger than anticipated. I hope you have room for us,” Jackson said. To Zuri’s ears, he sounded both tired and wired.
“We’ll be there. Is three SUV’s enough?” 
“We’ll make it work, and Rome, we’re flying in under the radar,” Jackson warned.
“Understood.” Rome was already dressing, the phone tucked between his ear and shoulder as he zipped his pants. “See you in thirty.”
“Thirty minutes,” Jackson echoed.
“What does that mean, flying in under radar?” Zuri put on her clothes, knowing their interlude was over.
“It means he’s not going through customs. Probably didn’t file a flight plan.” He began strapping on weapons.
“What do you think he meant when he said ‘your little problem’s been handled’? What did he do? How did he handle it?” Zuri knew he needed to leave, but she was reluctant to let him go. She knew things would change when he walked out the door, and she was concerned about the impact of strange shape-shifters in her territory.
“Knowing Jackson, it means the threat against you has been eliminated. Are you ready?” His impatience to be gone was a living, breathing entity between them. This was Rome the warrior. The lover had been tucked firmly away.
Sighing inwardly, she gave in to the inevitable. “Yes.” 
Turning off the lamps, she joined him at the door. 
“What about the shutters?” he asked, motioning to them.
Zuri tried to speak calmly and be practical. “Depending upon how many men he has with him, we may need this space. No sense covering the windows only to uncover them again. I don’t want strangers this close to the pride, but maybe the wolves can relocate here. The women know them.” 
Though she tried not to let it show, her stomach was tied in knots. Rome had come running to her side because of the danger she’d found herself in. If that threat had now been eliminated, he had no reason to remain. Moreover, he had an important career and life in Refuge waiting on him. 
It was fifteen years ago, all over again.
Zuri ordered herself to snap out of it and pull herself together. Neither of them was the same as they’d been back then, and this situation was totally different. “The resort has an SUV you can use to collect the men. The two you rented won’t be enough.” They’d purchased the large nine-passenger vehicle with its extended cab space for ferrying visitors back and forth to town. 
He pressed a quick kiss onto her forehead before hurrying her out the door and down the stairs. “Logan has it. He’s already on standby. I need to call him and the wolves and give them the status.”
Zuri didn’t have the energy to get mad at Rome for ordering her employee around. She remained silent while he made contact with his men. Watching him operate gave her an idea of what Rome must be like with his officers—cool, calm, and totally in control. Only the lines around his eyes betrayed his tension.
When he finished making arrangements, he turned to her. “Go to your pride, Zuri. I’m sending Bull and Ethan to you. The rest are coming with me in case there’s trouble.”
“Why can’t I come with you? It’s my pride,” she reminded him, though the women and children were the last things on her mind. Zuri wanted to spend every possible second with Rome that she could.
“These men are coming from a hot zone. They may be feeling...aggressive,” he said, frowning. “Until I know what the situation is, I don’t want you or any of the others near them. Gather the women and children and tell them to stay away from base camp. If you have housing available on the far edge of the resort property away from the pride and your human guests, I’d like you to put the men there. They probably won’t bother the humans, but it’s better to be safe than sorry.”
Heart beating a rapid tattoo, she followed instructions though every part of her wanted to beg him to take her with him. Deep inside, she could feel her time with Rome winding down and couldn’t help but resent anything that took him away from her, even if it was necessary for her safety. 
 

 
Rome and his men drove out to the airfield with their headlights off, not wanting to attract attention. The small regional airport closed at night, due to a lack of nightlights on its one runway. For anyone other than a shape-shifter, landing on the mountainous airstrip would qualify as a suicide mission. Fortunately for them, shape-shifters had excellent night vision. Still, Rome had his men position their vehicles along the strip at intervals to provide extra illumination, and not a moment too soon. His sharp hearing caught the drone of a plane’s engines seconds before it came into view, landing gear already lowered. 
The pilot landed smoothly and Rome drove over to where the plane sat with its engines running. The door opened and the staircase lowered. Eighteen burly men, all moving with the same economy of motion that screamed warrior, exited the plane. The last turned and help close the door. As they moved to a safe position, the plane rolled forward, turned in a sharp circle, and revved its engine. Minutes later, it left the way it came. The whole process took less than five minutes.
Rome exited his SUV and caught Jackson’s attention. Logan and Trager followed suit. 
“My teams, half with Rome and the other half with Trager. Boulie, you guys take the larger SUV and the bulk of the gear. Move it! I want to get the hell out of here,” Jackson said.
Two minutes later, they were pulling onto the blacktop, headed back to La Retirada Bella. 
“What happened? Your men seem spooked,” Rome said to Jackson. He glanced in the side mirror to make sure both SUVs were behind him, and they hadn’t picked up company. 
“Boulie heard about the feelers I sent out. Turns out he was after the same objective and was already in position, so we joined him. We had surveillance in place and were set to go after the target when someone beat us to it,” Jackson said. 
Rome flicked a glance in his direction. “Someone?”
“Yeah. Somewhere along the way your guys must have seriously pissed of a vamp. He took out the whole group,” Jackson said. His face had a funny expression on it. Even his voice sounded strange. 
 “You’re sure it was a vamp?” Rome asked, frowning as he turned his attention back to the road.
“Oh yeah. We caught the whole thing on surveillance. Bastard knew we were watching. At the end of the carnage, he actually stopped and posed for us before disappearing,” Jackson said. “All we had to do was clean up the mess. We went in and destroyed the drugs, released the captives, and took all their computer equipment to analyze later. Ian’s flying it back to headquarters for a team to work on. When we get to your mate’s place, we’ll call in an anonymous tip into the local police.”
“You think they’ll suspect?” Rome asked.
“Hell, I saw it with my own eyes and still don’t believe what happened. The bastard made them turn on each other. Looked like the mother of all turf wars. The locals will believe exactly what the forensics tells them, a falling out among thieves.” Jackson shook his head and leaned it wearily against the headrest. It was an indication of how rattled the man was.
“So, it’s over.” His mate was safe.
“The mercs are dead. If there are any members of Los Reyes Del Infierno left alive, they won’t present a challenge, not after we finish draining their bank accounts dry,” Jackson agreed. 
Thinking of Zuri, he asked, “What about their victims?”
“Boulie left a man behind to keep an eye on the situation. The locals should be able to return most to their families. The ones they can’t, we’ll help. Think your mate might be willing to provide assistance to the shape-shifters we found? We temporarily directed them to a local safe house but not all had packs or prides to return to,” Jackson said.
“I’ll ask but I’m sure her answer will be yes.” He had no doubt his mate would be chomping at the bit to help all those she could.
For a time, the only sound was the tires turning on the road and the light breathing of half a dozen men. Jackson broke the silence. “Have you ever met a vamp?”
Rome thought of Nikolai, Refuge’s resident vampire, and the legendary Conor he’d met at Alex’s wedding. “Yeah.”
“I’ve heard of them but never seen one,” Jackson mused. 
“That you know of,” Rome said. Unlike shape-shifters, vampires were very good at hiding who they were. 
Jackson snorted. “You’re right about that. I knew they were supposed to be powerful. Top of the supernatural food chain and all of that, but what this one managed to do, how he got inside their minds, even the shape-shifters...? No wonder we used to hunt ‘em,” Jackson said.
“Vampire wars,” a low voice muttered from the back.
The original cause for the war had been lost over the centuries. What was known was that it had almost annihilated both species. What shape-shifters lost by way of power, they’d made up for in sheer numbers. Vampires, with their longer lifespans, had a slower birthrate and lower population. In the end, none of it mattered. As a result of the wars, certain breeds of shape-shifters had become extinct while other’s numbers dipped so low they’d become endangered. The carnage had reduced both species’ populations to the point that humans were able to climb out of their caves, and through their sheer numbers and reproductive abilities, become the top of the food chain. 
Thinking of Nikolai, Rome said, “For the most part, they tend to be loners. This group really fucked up if they managed to rile one to the point of coming out of isolation. You said you got it on tape?”
Rome could feel Jackson staring at him. “It’s on the laptop. I brought it with me, figuring you’d want to see. How do you know so much about vamps?”
“There’s one who lives in our area. He tends to stay to himself, though he helps out when needed,” he said.
“You know a vamp?” one of the other guys asked from the back. This time Rome was able to identify the voice. It was Drew.
“I wouldn’t say anyone knows Nikolai. Like I said, he tends to keep to himself. He’s been a bit more social since he mated one of the Raven pack’s she-wolves.”
“A wolf-shifter and a vamp? I thought it was forbidden,” Drew said. The others murmured their agreement.
“I don’t think Nikolai cares,” Rome said easily, not wanting to discuss Refuge business with outsiders. “Jackson, before you leave, I have a business proposition to put to you.”
“Does it involve making money?” Jackson asked.
“Yes.”
“Then I’m all ears,” Jackson said.
The rest of the ride passed in silence. When they turned onto the road leading to base camp, Jackson said, “I researched your girl. Sounds like she’s got a sweet setup here. No wonder they came after her.”
“It’s a cat-shifter’s paradise,” Rome confirmed.
“Well, she no longer has to worry about Landry’s crew, but it doesn’t mean someone else won’t come sniffing her way. A pride full of women and kids? It’s just asking for trouble,” Jackson said.
Rome brought the SUV to a halt in the parking lot. “That’s one of the things I want to discuss with you. Tomorrow’s soon enough. Right now I need to see what arrangements Zuri made for lodging and get you guys settled. I also want to see that video.”
“Any chance we can get some food while we’re at it?” Jackson asked.
“The dining hall closed at seven, but I’m sure we can scrounge up something,” Rome said.
Before his hands touched the office doorknob, the scent of sweet feminine flesh hit his nostrils. Scowling, he shoved open the door to find Zuri standing behind the short counter. “What the hell are you doing here, woman? Didn’t I tell you to stay with the pride?”
She shot him a narrowed-eyed glare. Gold sparks in her normally dark brown eyes hinted at the temper brewing. Glancing beyond him, she watched the men crowd into the small office. “I have the keys to the treehouse you requested. Here’s a map with directions on how to reach it.” Zuri slammed both on the countertop. “If you stop by the dining hall across the way, I had the staff prepare food in case you’re hungry. It’s just chips, sandwiches, and cookies. No one wanted to dirty the grill.”
Jackson stepped forward. “I appreciate it, ma’am. Sorry to drop in on you this way, but I figured you’d want to know the situation’s been handled and you and your pride can relax.”
She smiled warmly at Jackson, but those flecks of gold still sparkled. “Thank you for all you and your men did to assure the safety of my pride. Now if you gentlemen will excuse me, I’ve someplace else to be.” With another cold glare at Rome that should have frozen him where he stood, she turned and exited the back door.
Jackson whistled softly. “Mi amigo, you’ve got trouble there. That’s one unhappy feline.”
“Too fucking bad. When I give an order, I expect to be obeyed,” he snarled.
Boulie chuckled. “How long you been mated?”
Rome nailed the Cajon liger with a furious glance. “What difference does it make?”
“You got a lot to learn about women, son. Lesson one is lionesses don’t take orders well. Lesson two is they hold a mean grudge,” Boulie said, still smiling.
Rome sighed. He knew all too well how good Zuri was at holding grudges. “Let’s go over to the dining hall. I want to see that video.”
It would give both him and his mate time to cool off. 
 



Chapter Fourteen
 
An hour and a half later, Rome left Jackson and headed toward Zuri’s treehouse and his irate mate. Images of the bloodbath Boulie’s cameras had caught on tape still played in his mind. He was no stranger to firefights, having been in more than a few himself during his time on active duty. However, seeing grown men being toyed with like puppets on a string sickened even his cast iron stomach. He could only be thankful Refuge’s resident vampire had been given no reason to show the extent of his powers, and the retribution he could deliver should the need ever call for it.
As he neared the house he was coming to think of as home, Rome found Manny sitting on the steps. 
“You really stepped in it this time. Mom’s lit. I wouldn’t go in there until she’s calmed down,” Manny said when he stopped in front of him.
Rome felt his eyebrow rise. “Your mother doesn’t scare me.”
The boy shrugged as if to say it was his funeral. “Are we safe now?”
“Yes, the situation’s been handled. Landry’s men won’t be bothering anyone else,” he said. The sharp rap of what sounded like kitchen cabinets being slammed closed drifted down to them. Rome glanced up, eyes narrowing. 
Manny rose. “Like I said, Mom’s really angry with you. I think I’ll go camp out with the pride. The sight of blood makes me squeamish.” There was a cheeky grin on his face.
“Smart ass,” Rome said as the boy walked past him.
“That’s what my teachers all say.” Manny laughed and ran off.
He cast another considering glance upstairs, squared his shoulders, and headed up. As he entered the dwelling, the acidic scent of lemon cleaner assaulted his nose. Every corner of the space sparkled and gleamed. Hmm, cleans when furious. Rome filed the information away for future reference.
As he stepped into the kitchen opening, Zuri turned with a butcher knife in her hand. Pointing the sharp metal at him, she said, “You can go right back where you came from. You’re not welcome here.”
Eying the knife warily, he said, “That’s not happening. This is my home.”
“Your home is in Refuge, and speaking of Refuge, how soon are you leaving?”
He arched an eyebrow. Outwardly, he gave the appearance of being relaxed, but inwardly he was a coiled spring. “You mind pointing that thing somewhere else? I get twitchy when someone points a lethal weapon at me.”
Zuri glanced down. Turning, she slid the knife into its slot in the wood block. 
“As happy as you may think you’ll be to see the last of me, I’m not going anywhere. My place is with you.”
She spun around. “I don’t need a dictator in my life. If that’s your idea of mating, I’m better off without you.”
Rome was suddenly right up in her face. “My idea of mating is to keep you safe, even when you don’t like my methods.” The anger he’d been tamping down and delaying dealing with surged to the forefront. He grabbed her by the shoulders and shook her. “Do you have any idea how I feel? While I was sitting on my ass in Refuge, strategizing how to get you back in my life, you were here fighting for yours. I couldn’t kill the bastard who dared to lay a hand on you. Couldn’t go after men responsible for jeopardizing your pride and make them pay. I had to sit here with my thumb up my ass while others did the dirty work.”
As quickly as he’d grabbed her, he spun away and drove his fist into the nearby cabinet. The physical action felt so good, he repeated it, over and over, until the wood was nothing but splinters and his hand a bloody mess. Rage temporarily abated, he braced his hands on the countertop and stared at the laminate, concentrating on gaining control. “What the hell, Zuri? Do you have any idea how much danger you could have been in?”
“Rome, I was completely safe.”
Flabbergasted, he closed his eyes and shook his head. “How do you figure?”
“You were there.”
The simple answer shattered him. How the hell was he supposed to argue with her now? She was right. He’d have died protecting her, not that it would have come to that. The majority of the men were shape-shifters who respected the mate mark, and anyone who didn’t would have found themselves on the wrong end of his Ka-Bar. 
Rome sighed. She’d always had the ability to tie him in knots. Why should he think anything had changed? He glanced over at her. “That’s not the point. When I give you a command, it’s for a good reason.”
“And who did you think would run the office? You told me to have the women of the pride all report to the den. I couldn’t leave Abby in there alone, so I sent her to the kitchen with the other staff. The only man I trust in the office is Logan, and you had him with you. Besides, you asked me to make housing arrangements. How was I supposed to do that from the den?”
He couldn’t respond. She was being reasonable, and he still wanted to kill someone with his bare hands, rend them limb from limb, and bathe in their blood while their agonized screams echoed in the air. That was the man’s need. The cat wanted to do worse.
Zuri came, wrapped her arms around his waist from behind, and rested her head between his shoulder blades. “What happened wasn’t your fault.”  
Tension thrummed, turning his muscles hard as rock. “If I’d have been here—”
“But you weren’t. We can’t change the past and honestly, I don’t know that I would if I could. You came as soon as you knew and stayed with me even though you wanted to be in on the hunt. It means the world to me to know I was important enough to you to do so.”
He turned and caught her by the chin. “Damn it, Zuri, how many times do I have to tell you you’re my everything?”
“Every day for the rest of our lives until it sinks in,” she said, her face solemn. 
Abruptly, he caught her up into a bear hug. “You scared the shit out of me. I can’t lose you again. The last time almost cost me my sanity.”
 
Sighing, Zuri burrowed her hands underneath Rome’s shirt until she touched skin. His body vibrated with what she knew was the frustrated fury of a predator denied his prey. That was his cat. The man’s protective instincts—which were the foundation of his personality—were giving him hell. How could she fault him for being himself?
It had been a long time since she’d been on the receiving end of a man’s protective nature. After losing Zolanda, Noah had barely managed to function normally. She’d been the alpha in their marriage, the one ensuring everyone else’s needs were met. 
“You’re here now, and Manny and I are fine. Let’s not waste the little time you have left worrying about what could have happened.”
Rome stared down at her, his expression one of inner torment. “Zuri—”
“No,” she interrupted firmly, knowing what he was about to say. “I understand. You can’t stay and to be honest, I don’t want you to. I need time. Time to pull my pride back together and frankly, time to adjust to you being in my life again.” She felt like a broken record but it needed to be repeated. “Too much has happened in too short a timeframe, and there’s more than me to consider. While I’d love to be able to drop everything, return to Refuge with you, and trust that everything will work out fine, I can’t. If I’m wrong and things fall apart, Manny’s the one who will suffer the most. I won’t put him through it.”
She planted a kiss on his chest to show there were no hard feelings. “Let’s just enjoy the time we have left together.”
His dark brown eyes turned a molten gold. He lowered his head, and Zuri braced herself for the passionate force of his kiss. Instead, he was tender, reverent. In his touch was all the words she hadn’t allowed him to speak: his regret he couldn’t stay here with her; the same brew of love, desperate hope, and crippling fear that were tearing her insides to pieces; and his determination this time, finally, they’d be together forever. 
He carried her into the bedroom and made love to her with a tenderness that brought tears to her eyes. No words were spoken of their uncertain future. Instead, they lived completely in the now. If, in the back of Zuri’s mind, she heard a countdown clock ticking, she kept the knowledge to herself.
Later, as she lay in the dark with her head pillowed on Rome’s chest, for the first time Zuri questioned her resolve. Had she made the right decision? In the grand scheme of things, Rome really hadn’t asked much of her. Return to Refuge, the place of her birth, for the few months it would take him to get his affairs in order. Then they would come back to Costa Rica to live out the rest of their lives together. Manny would have the opportunity to explore his American heritage, interact with other shape-shifter species, and spend time in the town where his mother grew up. 
The pride didn’t actually need her to stay here with them. She had people in place who could step up and take over the day-to-day operations of both the pride and the resort. For the rest, there were telephones, the internet, and computers, and she could easily fly in for the occasional weekend once a month to handle any business that wasn’t mobile. So why wasn’t she?
Zuri was still asking herself that same question two days later as Rome’s plane rolled down the tarmac and lifted into the sky. 
 
Four months later...
 
“The County Commissioner has appointed you to be Acting Sheriff until the election later this year,” Rome said to Adam, his Undersheriff. 
Adam sighed and leaned back in the visitor’s chair in front of Rome’s desk. “You’re really going to do it? You’re giving all this up?”
Rome glanced around the office, taking in all the pictures and awards lining his bookshelves. A corkboard mounted on the wall in the corner contained a plethora of papers, flyers, and memos. His desk, an L-shaped monstrosity, was covered in stacks of neatly organized paperwork, law books, his desktop monitor and laptop, phone, and other instruments of the job. Would he miss it? Yes, but the job couldn’t hold a candle to what awaited him. “Yes, I am. Wouldn’t you in my position?”
From the soft expression on his face, Rome knew Adam thought of his wife and family. “Yeah, I would.” He straightened and his face settled into its regular neutral expression. “We’ll miss you. Your shoes are going to be difficult to fill.”
He frowned, uncomfortable with the praise. “I didn’t do it alone. Without you and the others helping, I couldn’t have filled this position.” Adam, especially, had been instrumental. Rome knew the military. He hadn’t known how to play the political games that came with this office. Adam had helped him navigate those shark-infested waters. “I have every confidence you’ll do an excellent job. You have a rapport with the men, and you know how to handle the politicians. In any case, if you need me, I’m just a phone call away.”
Adam didn’t appear reassured. “I’m human. Most of the staff is a shape-shifter of some sort.”
“Only about half, and it doesn’t matter. Shape-shifters respect the chain of command, and if the wolves give you any problems, report them to Alex Wolfe. I doubt you’ll need to do so. If all else fails, fire them.” As Sheriff, Adam would have absolute hiring and firing authority. He could get rid of all the deputies and start over with a new staff, if that’s what he chose to do. 
Finally appeased, Adam nodded. “True enough. Not that I would, but they don’t have to know it. When are you leaving?”
“I figure it will take about two weeks to get all my affairs in order and arrange for someone to take care of the house in our absence.”
“You thought about renting it out?” Adam asked. Like most small towns, housing options were somewhat limited.
“Not yet. Not until I can determine how often we’ll be in residence.” Rome had some business ideas he planned to pursue involving the property here in Refuge. First he needed to discuss things with Zuri. Make sure she was onboard since it would affect her too.
Adam stood. “Although I’m sorry to be losing you, I’m happy things are working out for you and Zuri.”
“Thanks. I’ll make the announcement in the morning staff meeting, and begin transitioning everything to you,” Rome said, standing to escort Adam out of the office. “I think you should move your things in here, and I’ll take your office for the remainder of my time here. It will get the guys used to coming to you.”
Adam glanced around the office space a little wildly before squaring his shoulders and firming his chin. “Good idea.”
Rome slapped a hand on his shoulder and left it there for a brief moment. “You’ll do fine. There’s not a better man for the position.”
Sighing heavily, Adam nodded. “I’d better ask Dana if she has any boxes tucked away.”
“Of course she does. It’s frightening how organized that woman is.” Rome motioned to the empty boxes he had sitting in the corner, provided to him by his secretary.
“She’s the one you should have recommended be appointed as Sheriff,” Adam muttered. “She’d whip this county into shape in no time.”
“Criminals would leave the county in droves. More importantly, she’d have the County Commissioners quaking in fear,” Rome said, smiling at the thought of it.
The two men stared at each other and then burst into laughter. Still grinning, Rome returned to his seat after Adam left the office. Slowly he sobered.
These last four months had been a struggle. When he’d first come home, the time in Costa Rica had felt like a dream. He’d called and spoken with Zuri every day, and they’d used Facetime as much as possible. He’d also racked up a lot of flight hours with Sam’s charter company flying to Costa Rica, using as much of his leave time as he dared. 
He hadn’t forgotten his vow to romance Zuri. Once a week, like clockwork, he had flowers delivered. He sent gift baskets filled with delicacies he knew she’d loved, jewelry, and chocolate covered strawberries. In between it all he’d sent handwritten notes telling Zuri how much he loved and missed her, and how he couldn’t wait until they were together again.
Manny hadn’t been overlooked, either. To appeal to Manny’s hacker’s heart, he sent a top of the line laptop. With it he’d included an Amazon gift card worth five hundred dollars so Manny could shop to his heart’s content.
His diligence had paid off. Zuri and Manny had surprised him by coming in to spend Christmas with him. For ten glorious days, he’d had his family with him. It had been heaven. For ten magical days his home had been filled with love, laughter and warmth. His staff had good-naturedly teased him. Instead of living at the office, Rome had eagerly departed at the end of each eight-hour shift, though he’d continued to be available by phone or radio for emergencies. 
Then the New Year had arrived, and Zuri and Manny had returned to Costa Rica. Nothing had been the same. The house felt empty. He’d experienced a level of loneliness he never knew existed. Phone calls and video chats were no longer enough. Worse, he’d begun to resent his position as Sheriff, seeing it as the only thing keeping him from being with his family.
He’d told Zuri she was the most important thing in his life. He hadn’t seen his need to finish his term as sheriff as a contradiction to that claim. When he’d been sworn into office, he’d made a commitment to the citizens of Bradford County, and his sense of honor and integrity wouldn’t allow him to renege on his promise. However, these last few months had taught him when it came to the citizenry of the county versus the needs of his family, there was no contest. He’d begun brainstorming ways to leave his elected position before time was up without compromising his honor.
Chief Deputy Adam Goodie was the answer. As he’d told the County Commissioners when he’d met with them, he had every confidence in Adam’s ability to be an outstanding Sheriff. He would serve the citizenry and the County officials well. The deputies and staff all liked and respected him, and Adam had a good, stable head on his shoulders. In fact, when his term as Acting Sheriff was over, Rome hoped Adam would run for the position in truth. The county was lucky to have such an honorable, experienced officer of the law working for them.
To Serve and Protect. It was a motto Rome had lived by for the last fifteen years of his life. Giving it up would be difficult, but being with his mate would be worth the sacrifice. He began boxing up his personal possessions.
 
Four weeks later...
 
One week and three days after officially ending his position as Sheriff, Rome landed his small, private jet at Golfito’s Regional Airport. He’d leased the small business class plane with an option buy. The Land Rover he’d purchased off Craigslist Costa Rica with Logan’s assistance sat in the parking lot, waiting for him. 
 Rome garaged the plane in the hangar he’d rented and loaded the SUV with the few personal possessions he hadn’t wanted to leave behind in Refuge. Zuri had no idea he was coming. His plan was to surprise her. Maybe this would prove, once and for all, she was his number one priority. 
As he drove down the interstate, he mentally rehearsed how he’d break the news of his new business to Zuri. Hopefully he could convince her his plan was a good one. She was so protective of the women in the pride, and with good reason. However his business should enhance the security of not only the pride, but the resort itself. Whether she approved or not, it was a done deal. 
The breeze from the open window ruffled his hair. He tapped his fingers on the steering wheel and glanced at the speedometer to make sure in his impatience to reach his family, he wasn’t speeding. He needed to stay on the right side of the Golfito police force. However, the need to be with Zuri was a fire in his blood and an ache in his belly. 
After today, there’d be no more sleepless nights missing the scent and feel of his mate beside him. He and his family would be together under one roof, and if God were gracious, he and Zuri would be blessed with a cub or two. Rome believed he’d make a good father. He already knew what not to do, and he was financially sound. More so now than at any other point in his life; another discussion he needed to have with Zuri.
When he’d informed Jackson of his intentions, with the idea his friend might want to buy in, Rome could have never anticipated the result. Jackson had told Buie about it, and Buie had told a few others. On the flight home, Rome had discussed the matter with Sam, thinking of the transportation aspect, and Sam had a talk with Alex. In less than a month’s time, Rome had a consortium of investors, all willing to buy into his new business which at that point was nothing more than an idea in his head. He hadn’t even written out a business prospectus.
His idea was a simple one. Rome planned to open a training camp based upon the same challenges and principles as SEAL Hell Week. While there were several located in the States, his was unique in that it was located in the rainforest of Costa Rica. Here he could take advantage of the mountainous, jungle terrain and by traveling forty-five minutes west, could add an ocean component. 
Knowing Zuri’s fears about so many unknown men being near her pride, and with more funds than he’d ever dreamed available to him, instead of using La Retirada Bella as he’d originally intended, Rome had purchased one hundred acres of land. His property abutted Zuri’s to the east. With Logan’s assistance, the deed to the property was already in his name and Rome already had his business license.
The first thing they’d done was create an access road off the highway to where his base camp would be located. The camp would be eco-friendly, a concept he’d borrowed from Zuri. In base camp would be an office, the galley, latrine, and barracks. Or for the non-military, the office, dining hall, bathrooms, and sleeping quarters—not that his clientele would spend much time there. Most of the time they’d be outside, the opportunities for resting in bed few. 
He and his partners were still working out the details of the operation and were nowhere near ready to open for business, but already they had a waiting list. As word continued to spread, more and more people were contacting him to reserve their slot. He had military, former military, law enforcement, government, private security, and extreme sports adventurist contacting him for rate and reservations. Rome anticipated business would continue to grow.
Now he just had to break the news to Zuri that he was opening what amounted to a military survivalist camp next door to the pride compound. Although from the amount of shape-shifters who’d contacted him, he couldn’t help but wonder if Zuri’s pride was part of the appeal. There were a lot of males looking for mates, and she had a pride full of them. Male shape-shifters of all species were also stepping up to the plate, asking for the opportunity to provide protection to the pride. If the vampire hadn’t taken out Landry’s gang, Rome knew they wouldn’t have lived much longer as outrage at their actions spread throughout the shape-shifter community. 
He glanced at the clock. Still another thirty minutes before he’d arrive. Rome occupied his time making a mental list of things to be accomplished in the next month to get the business up and running by their projected date. Before long, he was pulling into base camp and his thoughts immediately switched to his mate. He couldn’t wait to see her.
He parked the Land Rover, and leaving his belongings in the vehicle to retrieve later, strode to the office. As he walked inside, Logan looked up with an expression of intense relief. “Good, you’re here.”
Frowning at this unexpected reaction, Rome said, “Why? You didn’t tell Zuri I was coming, did you?”
“No, she doesn’t know. Neither of them do. I know you wanted to keep it a surprise.”
Before Rome could question Logan further, his phone rang. Unclipping it from its holder, he glanced at the caller ID. Both eyebrows rose as he put the phone to his ear. “Manny, what’s going on?”
“You need to come as quick as you can. Something’s wrong with mom. She ordered me not to call you, so you can’t let on I did,” Manny said, his voice sounding young and tense.
Rome narrowed his eyes, staring hard at Logan, who wore a sheepish expression. “That’s what I was going to tell you.”
“Is that Logan I hear?” Manny asked, sounding shocked. “Where are you?”
“In base camp. What’s wrong with Zuri?” Rome demanded. 
“You’re here? Oh, thank God. Why didn’t you tell us you were coming? Never mind. It doesn’t matter. You’re here so she can’t yell at me for telling you. Mom’s in heat. It started a few days ago, but she wouldn’t allow anyone to call you. Said she’d deal with it on her own,” Manny said, his relief at Rome’s presence evident. “You have to go help her.”
Rome felt his jaguar sit up and pay attention. Their mate was in heat? It racked its claws against his insides, demanding out. Wincing, he commanded it to wait.
“Don’t worry. I’ll handle it. You grab a few of the guys and come unload my vehicle. Then pack a bag and stay with the pride for a few days. Logan will have the keys.” Rome was handing the other man his keys, weapon, and the presents he’d brought to give to Zuri as he spoke. 
“Okay, and Rome?”
“Yeah, kid?”
“Thanks. I was worried,” Manny said.
“I’m here now, for good. I’m not going back. Leave your mom to me. I’ll take care of everything.”
“You quit your job?” Manny squeaked.
“Yeah, I did. We’ll talk about it later. Got to go.” As Rome disconnected, he said to Logan, “I need you to handle things here while we’re gone. Between you and Lola, you should have everything covered.” Feline mating wasn’t an overnight process. It could take days of nonstop sex before the women’s heat abated.
Logan waved him off. “I got it. Go tend to your mate.” 
Rome handed him the cell phone and took off.
 



Chapter Fifteen
 
Rome’s skin itched, his heart raced, and the fine hairs on his arms and legs stood on end. A fine tremor shook his body. The jaguar wanted out, and it wasn’t taking no for an answer. Blood dripped from fisted hands as his claws pierced his palms. His vision went cat and Rome felt his jawline began to elongate. He broke into a jog, grateful no humans were close enough to see.
Once he cleared the base camp’s perimeter, Rome stepped into the trees, undressed, and shifted. The human side knew each treehouse sat on its own island of two acres of land which were connected by wooded paths and zip lines. With his jaguar’s natural camouflage and stealth abilities, as long as he stayed off the main walkways, no one would see him. The jaguar didn’t give a damn if they did. His mate needed him. 
His jaguar ascendant, he lifted his nose to the air and roared his warning to other males in the area. This is my territory, my woman. Everyone else stay the fuck away or suffer the consequences.
He pricked his ears forward, listening intently as he stalked his mate. Despite the many scents layering the area, the mate bond acted like a radar, pointing his feet in the right direction. He padded north, away from the pride compound and the lioness’s den, higher into the mountains, following one, singular, tantalizing thread. 
When he cleared the human compound, he lifted his head and let out another coughing roar. I’m here, and I’m coming for you.
The lioness’s responding roar filled the air. Like a tuned antenna, the jaguar homed in on her signal and bounded off. The closer he got to her, the stronger her scent became. The path was a familiar one, and suddenly he knew where she was. Zuri had retreated to the pool where they’d first mated. He crashed through the undergrowth, sending monkeys screaming and birds screeching in flight, and reached her in record time. 
Rome burst into the clearing and skidded to a halt at the bank of the waterfall. Zuri rose regally to her feet, her tawny head held high as she gazed at him out of golden eyes. She came to him and touched muzzles with him before grazing his side in passing. He turned to follow, eyes on the hypnotic sway of her swishing tail. 
Coming closer, he sniffed her between her legs, testing her readiness. Feline shape-shifters were unique from wolf-shifters in that they had to mate in both their feline and human forms for pregnancy to occur. She stood patiently while he touched his nose to her sex and stuck his tongue out to lap carefully at her. She was wet and ready. 
He nudged her and she lay on her belly. The jaguar mounted her, locked his teeth in her neck, and pumped until his seed released. She growled and he moved away, standing back as she rose and walked around a bit, before lying down again. Approaching carefully, he waited until she lifted her tail in welcome before mounting her again. This went on for hours. 
At one point he left and hunted dinner for them both. He ran down his prey, killed it, and brought it to his mate, dropping it at her feet. They ate, swam, and mated for another couple of hours. When the lioness tired, he curled protectively next to her and they dozed. It took thirty-six hours for their cats to become sated enough to let their human halves take control. 
Rome came out of the change in a crouch, balanced on his hands and feet. “You should feel lucky I’m too horny right now to paddle your ass. What the hell, Zuri? Why didn’t you call me as soon as you recognized what was happening?”
Zuri’s golden fur faded away to reveal smooth chocolate skin. He only had a second to appreciate it before she launched herself at him. The impact knocked him onto his back. 
“Fuck me!”
“After you answer—”
She slammed her mouth on his. When he tried to turn away, determined to get an answer to his question, she bit his lip. Rome tasted blood and snarled into her mouth. They could argue later, he abruptly decided. 
Zuri straddled him and glided her silky slit along his rigid erection. He grabbed her by the hips and thrust up. His cock slid home. They both groaned. Then there was no more talking, no more thinking. The only thing that mattered was sating the frantic, sexual need which had them both in a frenzy. The animal sides of their natures may have pulled back but they hadn’t left. They were still there, just beneath the surface, giving every touch, every kiss, a primal edge. 
This was mating fever multiplied to the tenth power. Zuri scratched, clawed, and bit. He was just as merciless. Never had he been this rough, this feral with a woman. They fucked like their lives depended upon it, unable to stop, no pausing for breath. 
They couldn’t get enough of each other. Each fought for control of the embrace. First one was on top, and then the other. They rolled all over the small clearing. At one point they landed in the water and continued mating until the need for air drove them to the surface. 
He orgasmed so many times, and spurted so much come, Rome didn’t know how he’d managed it. But every time she looked at him, every time Zuri gave him that come hither smile or spread her legs so the scent of her heat hit him, he got hard. By the time her heat finally abated, his legs quivered and refused to hold him. His body was bruised and battered, and felt like he’d gone a few rounds with a prize fighter. His dick was limp as a noodle. Rome wondered if it would ever thicken again. 
Then Zuri’s sighed as she lay comatose beneath him, and it twitched. Damn thing better not rise again, he thought. He didn’t think he could handle another round. Vaguely the thought occurred he must be crushing his mate, and he mustered the strength to roll off her lax body. Once his heart quit trying to pound its way out of his chest and his lungs quit laboring for air, he glanced at Zuri to see how she fared.
She was unconscious. Scrambling to her, he checked her pulse. It was steady, and a glance at her chest showed her breathing was easy. Rome relaxed and brushed a tangle of hair off her face. There were dark circles under her eyes. The poor thing was simply exhausted. 
Rome took stock of their surroundings, wondering what day it was. From the position of the sun, he’d say it was mid-morning or early afternoon. His stomach chose that moment to remind him he’d missed a few meals. If he was hungry, Zuri had to be starving. 
They both were covered in sand and leaves. He went into the pool, stood under the waterfall, and scrubbed himself clean. There were twigs in his hair, plastered to his body, and he had rock-shaped bruises turning purple on his flesh. Rome couldn’t help but laugh. What a wild ride! Talk about a rush.
 Remembering the reason for the sexual frenzy, Rome sobered and left the pool. He crossed to Zuri and knelt at her side. After brushing the debris off her stomach, he lowered his face, pressed his nose to her belly and inhaled deeply. Slowly, using the enhanced senses of his jaguar, he separated the scent layers. Underneath the smell of rich, damp earth, the musk of sex, and his possessive scent, Zuri’s held the fragile delicacy of new blossoming life.
Rome squeezed his eyes shut, rested his forehead on her navel, and said a prayer of thanksgiving. A flood of tenderness and love washed over him. His mate was expecting. He was going to be a father.
He gathered her sleeping form into his arms and carried her to the pool. Kneeling with her in his lap, he rinsed her hair and splashed the dirt from her body as best he could. When she murmured a sleepy complaint, he shushed her. Then he carried his precious bundle home.
 

 
The tantalizing aroma of cooked food drifted across Zuri’s nostrils, tempting her to wake. Her body ached deliciously in all the right places, reminding her she’d been well-loved. She slitted her eyes open to see Rome, her mate, seated beside her on the mattress wearing nothing but a pair of denim cutoffs. What a lovely fantasy—her mate home, their child resting beneath her breastbone, and all was right in their world. Purring in contentment, she let her heavy eyelids close, unaware she’d laid a protective hand over her belly. 
A hard masculine hand covered hers. “Good morning, mate. About time you woke. I was beginning to worry.”
Zuri’s eyes popped open. “What are you doing here?”
The lazy indulgence in his expression disappeared and his face became inscrutable. “We can discuss it after you freshen up. I’m sure you’ll want to shower and wash your hair. I wasn’t able to clean it as well as I’d liked.”
She lifted her hand to her hair. It was matted and hard, and Zuri thought she felt the grit of sand near her scalp. Uggh! She worried what the rest of her looked and smelled like. Not only was she grungy, her bladder felt uncomfortably full. “How long have I been asleep?”
“About twenty-four hours. Lola said it was normal after the ordeal you’d been through.” Rome helped her stand and hovered nearby as she made her way to the bathroom. “How do you feel?”
“Tired.” She shut the door in his face. As she emptied her bladder and washed her hair and body clean, Zuri deliberately kept her mind blank. She felt fragile, like she’d break at the least little thing.
She exited the bathroom wrapped in a towel to find Rome waiting for her. “You need to eat. I changed the sheets on the bed. You want to eat in here? I’ll bring you a tray.”
She glanced at the newly made bed and wanted to cry. “I’ll come out there as soon as I dress.”
Zuri could feel him studying her, could scent his confusion, and knew he was wondering what the hell was wrong with her. Finally he sighed. “Call if you need me.”
Keeping her face averted, she nodded. The door closed behind Rome as he exited, but she still couldn’t relax. He was being so nice, so tender, so caring. It made her want to scream at the injustice of it all.
She tamed her hair and braided the mass in one thick braid. Then, foregoing a bra, she pulled on a tank top, the first one she put her hands on. Pulling a pair of loose cotton drawstring pants from another drawer, she finished dressing and went out to face her perplexed mate. 
Rome had a plate piled high with food set on the countertop. When she took her seat at the bar, he slid it in front of her. “Coffee, juice, or milk?”
“Just water.” She picked up the fork and began eating. Fortunately her emotional turmoil hadn’t affected her appetite. She’d tucked away half of the food when Rome broke the silence.
“I quit my job.”
Damn, damn, damn. She couldn’t hold it in any more. Tears streamed down her face and she crumpled. Rome swept her off the stool, carried her over to the couch, and settled her on his lap. “I thought the news would make you happy. Did I make a mistake, Zuri? Do you not want our child? Is that why you didn’t call for me?”
Her head snapped up. “No!”
When he flinched like she’d hit him, Zuri realized he’d misunderstood and hurried to explain. She placed her hand on his cheek. “I mean, yes, I do want our child. I knew if I told you I was in heat, you’d come running. That’s why I didn’t call.”
Frowning, he took her hand and nudged it off his face. “That doesn’t make any sense.”
He’d never rejected her touch before. It broke her already aching heart. “I wanted you to choose me, not be forced into a decision because of our child.”
He smiled and actually chuckled. His narrowed eyes softened and filled with warmth. “Silly woman. I did choose you. More importantly, I chose us. After you left in January, nothing was the same. It only took a week for me to realize I didn’t want to spend another day apart from you. It took another month for me to figure out how to quit my job without breaking my word. How do you think I got here so fast?”
She shook her head, unconsciously rejecting what he said. “I thought Manny or Logan—”
“Manny did call, but I was already in base camp with Logan when the call came through,” he assured her.
Zuri couldn’t wrap her mind around it. More tears leaked out, these the result of sheer happiness. “You really quit your job to be with me, before you found out I was in heat?”
He brought her hand up to his mouth and kissed the palm. “Of course, I told you you’re the most important thing in my life. Maybe now you’ll believe me.”
She nodded and then confessed, “I don’t know why I’m so blubbery. I never cry.”
His smile was full of tenderness. “You’ve never been pregnant, either.”
Awe filled her when she thought of the child she carried. “We’re pregnant.”
“Yeah.” From his raw expression, rough voice, and moist eyes, she knew he felt the same powerful emotions she did.
They speculated, as most new parents do, whether the child would be a girl or a boy. 
“I want a little lioness who looks just like you and has your same feisty spirit,” Rome said.
“Maybe he’ll be a little jaguar with his father’s determination.” Zuri laid her hand over her stomach. “I don’t care what it is, as long as it’s healthy.”
Rome grinned and cuddled her close. “According to Lola, he might be multiples. She said when a woman goes as long as you did without having a heat cycle, the cat sometimes releases multiple eggs to make up for lost time. From the strength of your reaction, she believes that’s what happened.”
Mind racing, Zuri said, “I knew this heat felt a lot different than my first one. It was so strong it was almost unbearable. I figured it was because I was older.” She paused, mouth gaping as her brain caught up with what he’d said. “Multiples? You mean twins?”
Rome rested his hand on her stomach. “Twins, triplet, quads—who knows? Does it really matter?”
No, not at all. She’d love every single one of them. 
 

 
It was much later, after she’d eaten and rested again that Rome shared the rest of his news. She sat, cross-legged on the bed, while Rome sprawled beside her. They shared a large bowl of ice cream. Her mate was really taking this whole “eating for two” thing to heart. He’d been shoving food at her all day. The next nine months promised to be interesting. 
Earlier in the day, Manny had come home for lunch and hadn’t been able to stop talking about Rome quitting his job. No more weekends spent here and there, traveling back and forth. If she’d had any worries about Rome and Manny’s relationship, she laid them to rest. When they’d broken the news of Zuri’s pregnancy, he’d been ecstatic at finally being a big brother. Zuri hadn’t scented any deceit, so she knew he was truly happy at no longer being an only child.
Now she asked her mate, “What are you going to do with yourself since you’re no longer Sheriff?” Zuri couldn’t see him sitting around being a house husband. He still had reserve duty, but it was only for one weekend a month, and he’d made it clear the resort was hers.
He scooped up a spoonful of ice cream. “I purchased a hundred acres of property next to the resort for my new business venture.”
“A hundred acres? That’s a lot of land. Where’d you get the money?” Her eyes widened as a thought struck. “You didn’t sell the house in Refuge, did you? No, you wouldn’t sell it. You took out a mortgage on it, didn’t you? Are you crazy? What were you—?”
He laid a finger on her mouth to shut her up. She pressed her lips firmly together and bit back the dozens of questions racing through her mind. “No, I didn’t sell, mortgage, or in any other way get money from your Dad’s house. I used my money.”
His money? “You have that kind of money?” she said, speaking against his finger.
“I do now.” She opened her mouth to ask another question but closed it when he shook his head in warning. “Listen.” He told her about the offshore bank accounts Jackson’s team discovered in the computer equipment they’d taken and how the money had been distributed.
“Is that legal? Don’t you have to report the money to someone?”
He arched an eyebrow. “Would I do something illegal?”
It wasn’t a direct answer, but Zuri decided to let it go. Landry’s group had gained that money on the misery of others. Rome and his friend Jackson would use it to help the people they’d hurt. In her opinion, that was justice. “So you paid cash for the land. What do you plan to do with it?”
She listened intently as he explained. Once she got past her instinctive rejection of the idea, Zuri had to admit not only was it a solid plan, it was a great idea and perfect for Rome. “I’m still not happy about all those men being near the pride, but your idea is an excellent one. It suits you.”
He leaned forward and kissed her, tasting of vanilla ice cream. “Thank you. I’m glad you approve.” After setting the empty bowl on the floor, he took both her hands in his. “Zuri, you know I won’t let anything happen to the pride. What’s important to you is important to me. With the money we took from Landry’s illegal activities and the funds my business will bring in, you’ll be able to help even more women and children. You can hire grief and rape counselors and set up training for the women to help them with their new lives. If the pride here gets too small, we can set up a secondary location on the property in Refuge. Whatever you want to do, I’m on board.”
Zuri went into his arms, heart overflowing with gratefulness. Life hadn’t turned out the way she’d imagined it would when she was seventeen. In a way, it was even better. She had her mate, she had her child and another one on the way, and she had a fulfilling career helping women and children in need. Most of all she had the love and support of the one man in her life who mattered.
 
Seven and a half months later...
 
The jaguar came charging into the pride compound, bounded up the tree, and raced across the walkway. Seconds later he barreled into the central treehouse at top speed. Women scattered out of his way. All except one. The jaguar braked so hard he skidded on the wood floor. 
Lola stood baring the stairway to the infirmary. “Rome Barrio, you will not go racing in there like a wild animal. Shift!”
There were some twitters and giggles. The women and children had long ago stopped being afraid of him. None of them would hesitate to take him to task if they felt he deserved it. 
Rome shifted and stood bent over with his hands propped on his knees, breathing heavy. He’d run all the way from the survival camp as soon as he’d heard Zuri was in labor. He and one of the other trainers had been out in the middle of nowhere with their first group of clients. It had been faster to run over than return to base camp for the vehicle.
“Has she had the babies?” he panted.
“No, not yet. Wash up and then you can go in,” Lola said.
“What happened? I thought she had another month before her due date?” Rome said as he followed Lola to the second level shower.
“The babies happened. They decided they didn’t want to wait.”
After the fastest shower on record, Rome stood by Zuri’s side dressed in a pair of jeans. Manny was also in the room. Despite all of his rushing, it was another two hours before Zuri delivered.
He sat at the end of the bed, holding his son in his arms. Manny perched on the opposite side, holding his baby sister. In Lola’s arms was their third child, another girl. Rome couldn’t stop smiling. He blinked away tears as he looked at his exhausted wife. “You did good, Zuri. However, next time, a little more warning would be appreciated.”
“Next time...” she sputtered. “Are you crazy?”
Rome chuckled under his breath and lifting his son up so they were face-to-face, nuzzled his downy soft cheek. Yeah, there would be a next time. He couldn’t wait. 
 
 
 
If you enjoyed this story, please check out the other books in the True Mates series.
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True Mates: Carol’s Mate 
© 2010
*True Mates Prequel
 
Life happens when you least expect it…
 
Carol Scott has everything planned. She’ll finish her studies, do her internship, and return to Refuge to help run the medical center being built by her pack—the Ravens. When the time is right, she’ll chose a male from her pack to mate with, push out a few pups, and life will continue—nice, neat, and orderly, just the way she likes it.
Then she meets Mark Johnson, sexy, handsome…human. Forbidden. A man who won’t take no for an answer. He stirs her senses and even has her wolf sitting up and paying attention. What’s a girl to do? Obey the rules or follow her heart and damn the consequences?
 
Then the choice is taken out of her hands.
 
True Mates
© 2008
 
Kiesha Morgan is a plus-sized, bi-racial business woman who lives life on her own terms. Her life is all about control…her control. Kiesha owns her own business, her own condo, and conducts her relationships the same way she runs her business—by her rules. Any man that doesn’t like it is welcome to leave.
Alex Wolfe is the town of Refuge’s only veterinarian. He’s also a shape-shifter and the Alpha of the Raven Pack. He’s been waiting for the woman who can complete him, his one True Mate. Even though the odds of finding her are slim, he refuses to settle for second best. Once he finds his true mate, he’ll never let her go.
Their worlds collide when Kiesha is snatched out of her nice, safe world and mysteriously teleported to a clearing in the woods outside of Refuge. She’s out of her element, and things are out of her control.
Life just got a little bit more interesting.
 
 
 
True Mates 2: Mary and the Bear
© 2008
 
Mary Elizabeth’s life is spiraling out of control. Her twin sister was killed in an automobile accident. Her bereaved brother-in-law has decided now is a good time to renew their college romance, and her healthy, domineering mother is demanding she move home and slave, ah, make that care for her. What’s a woman to do? Get the heck out of Dodge! She jumps on the promotion offered by her best friend, Kiesha Morgan, and moves to Refuge, NC. The last thing she wants or needs is a man. She’s got enough going on in her life.
Hugh Mosely, owner of Refuge’s only eating establishment, as a favor to Alex Wolfe, good friend and alpha of the Raven Pack, agrees to rent the empty apartment above his diner to Mary Elizabeth and keep an eye on her. Hugh’s also a bear-shifter actively searching for a mate, a she-bear he can breed with and continue his nearly extinct species. Despite his nearly overwhelming, explosive attraction to Mary Elizabeth, he has no interest in human females. 
Unfortunately (or is that fortunately?) for them, the true mate bond doesn’t care about personal agendas. Watch as they both get caught up in the mating fever and try to fight their way out.
 
 
 
True Mates 3: Nikolai’s Wolf
© 2009
 
 
A blue moon’s coming and for wolf-shifter Shannon McFelan, it’s bringing nothing but trouble. Something she’s got enough of already. Her body has mysteriously turned on her, going into heat for the second time this year at the worst possible moment. It will take all the cunning in her possession to survive this lunar cycle without ending up mated.
Vampire Nikolai Taranosky knows exactly what’s wrong with Shannon. He’s the reason she’s in heat. By the waning of the blue moon she’ll definitely be mated—to him—despite what Shannon, her wolf, or anyone else thinks about it.
 
 
 
True Mates 4: Tameka’s Smile
© 2009
 
Deputy Chadleigh Wilson, former lone wolf and new to the Raven pack, was raised among humans in foster care. He doesn’t know anything about true mates, but one smile from Tameka Jones and he knows he has to have her. He’ll do anything to claim her. Once she’s his, he’ll do whatever it takes to keep her safe.
Tameka Jones is baffled by her response to the handsome deputy. She came to Refuge to simplify her life. Instead, she finds herself surrounded by people who think they’re werewolves, of all things, and now her dead grandmother is talking to her. But Chad’s not the only person interested in Tameka. Someone wants her land and is willing to do anything—even kill—to get it.
 
 
 
True Mates 5: Claiming Shayla
© 2012
 
Six weeks ago, Shayla Morgan, geek extraordinaire, fled the tiny mountain town of Refuge NC as though the hounds of hell—or one horny werewolf—were on her tail. Now the time has come to return for her cousin’s wedding and pay the piper in the form of one determined, red-haired wolf-shifter who believes she’s his mate.
After the hell of his childhood, Rory McFelan, alpha of the Sparrowhawks, determined never to mate or reproduce. That was before the Creator dropped one feisty, irritating human female with a scent his wolf wouldn’t let him ignore into his path right before a blue moon. In the few short days it took the blue moon to wane, Rory found himself mated with a pup on the way, and his mate gone. 
Getting her back is the easy part. Keeping her is more difficult. He’ll have to fight demons—his and hers—his pack, her family, and an unknown enemy determined to destroy him, any way they can. 
Claiming Shayla was instinct. It’s keeping her that’s proving to be a challenge. 
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