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Chapter One
  
Shira huddled beneath the overhang to the side of the door. She couldn’t imagine anyone would be coming or going in this downpour, but she’d rung every bell, and no one answered. The longer she stood in the rain, the more soaked she got. At least with the narrow ledge overhead, she could lessen the pelts to her face.
A chill raced down her spine, and she shifted her shoulders. Already, she could feel the ache in her muscles. Tomorrow, she would be stiff and sore. Yet, that was better than pain in the usual way she got it.
A sound to her right caught her attention, and she perked up. Someone was coming out. She straightened her shoulders and reached into her pocket for her keys. After tugging the useless hat lower on her head, she jangled the keys in her hand as she approached the door. A man stepped out.
“Really coming down, isn’t it?” she muttered and zipped past him into the dry hall. The man might have said something in response, but she didn’t wait around to hear. She only hoped her little act worked, as if she was a tenant just getting home and glad she didn’t have to use her keys to get into the building.
Before she’d run away, she never would have had the guts to pull that stunt. Maybe her life was taking a turn for the better with the decision to leave Sam. Virginia was home, and he’d acted like he was doing her a favor moving back here after five years in Maryland. In reality, he was just running after a bigger, better position in Emergency Room medicine. The hospital where he worked now had stroked his ego, like everyone did, including her own mother, and Sam had made the decision to come. He hadn’t even told her until a week before they needed to have everything packed and move down to his new house.
Shira took the elevator. While she had rung every bell to be let into the building, there was still the hope that Whisper was just asleep and hadn’t heard the buzzer. Of course she could be out for the night. If that was the case, Shira would wait at her door.
The elevator dinged, and the doors slid open. She stepped out and walked down the hall. As she approached a turn in the passage, she checked the numbers on each apartment’s entrance. Her stomach muscles tightened. What if Whisper didn’t want to help? No, she couldn’t think like that. Everything would be fine, and she would have a warm bed to sleep in tonight. Whisper would understand.
Then again, will she remember me?
She peered down at her figure. Slimmer than she was in high school, she didn’t think she’d changed that much over the years. Thirty-four wasn’t so far away from eighteen. Thinking that, she almost laughed, but wasn’t in the mood.
At Whisper’s door, she pressed the bell and waited. The chimes echoed in the apartment beyond, so she knew it was working. When no one answered, she pressed the bell again. The hope she’d bolstered herself with was fading fast. Maybe she shouldn’t have come. To go begging for help from a woman who hadn’t exactly been a friend in school was lame. Whisper might think she was crazy, or a bum.
She twisted her cold fingers together in front of her and hesitated another few seconds. No, this was a bad move. She swung away from the door just as the locks were being undone. New hope rose in her, and she turned back.
The door opened to the handsome, if scruffy, face of a man. His blond hair, in need of a cut, hung all about his head, and he looked like he hadn’t shaved in days. What she could see of his clothes was rumpled as if he’d slept in them. Despite that, he gave off a sexy, dangerous air. His broad shoulders and big chest, paired with the size of the hand curved around the door made her take a step back.
“What,” he snapped.
“I think I might…” she began. This could be Whisper’s boyfriend or husband. She hesitated. “Is Whisper home?”
His eyebrows shifted higher. “You know her?”
Was she too low class to know Whisper? Maybe he hadn’t put the emphasis on the word you like she thought. His presence scrambled her senses, and she was tired, so she couldn’t be sure.
“Yes, we went to school together. I thought I would look her up,” Shira explained. She tried to sound cheerful like this was a friendly visit but was sure she’d failed. “Is she in?”
“No.”
He gave no explanation other than that, and Shira waited.
The man sighed. He swung the door wider and stood up straighter. For some reason, he must have been almost bent in half, because when he did, he towered almost a foot above her. Shira didn’t mean to allow the squeak of fear to escape. The man was unnecessarily big. She took another step in retreat.
“She’s out of town with her boyfriend visiting family,” he told her. “I don’t expect them back for a while.”
“Oh.”
All her hopes came crashing down. There was nothing else to say. Whisper had been her last resort. She didn’t have an extensive family to go to. There was only her mother and an uncle she would never risk asking for help.
“Thank you.” She turned and walked down the hall. In the lobby, she stopped at the door, and the tears gathered. She would have to go back. 
The skies had no mercy as she moved out into the storm. Water dripped down her back, freezing her to her core. Her shoes sloshed on her feet, and she huddled behind the thin jacket. While it was mid-summer, the evening had turned chilly. The trek here had taken the last of her money, so she would have to walk to Sam’s house. Not that it would matter since she was already late.
Hours later, her feet hurt, and her thighs burned. She sneezed incessantly and couldn’t stop shivering. On the side of a busy street, she tried extra hard to keep from being run down. Dizziness and exhaustion made that difficult. A car drew up beside her, and Shira’s blood ran as cold as her body seeing it.
The passenger side door swung open, and the sharp command, “Get in,” rang out from within. Shira didn’t dare disobey. She climbed into Sam’s car and buckled the seatbelt. He drove in silence, his hands gripping the steering wheel as if it was the only thing keeping him from strangling her. She didn’t think that was the reason because as far as she knew nothing had ever kept him from hitting her.
Every now and then, she peered at him out of the corner of her eye. He was handsome in his way, clean-shaven, hair perfectly ordered. He wore an expensive suit that had not one wrinkle. Despite all of that, he didn’t look as good as the man she’d met earlier at Whisper’s apartment.
That’s probably because I hate him.
“Weren’t we supposed to have dinner tonight to celebrate my new position and the new house?” Sam asked.
“Yes.” She had learned long ago to keep her words simple and to the point.
“Yet, you’re not dressed.”
He eyed the jeans she’d worn and the old sneakers. She had dressed for comfort for the trip to Whisper’s place. Three weeks ago, she had looked Whisper up to find out where she lived and had plotted the bus route.
“I’m sorry.” Her voice trembled, and she bit down to try to gain control. In a minute, he would notice the bag on her lap. Who was she kidding? He never would have been out here on this road if he didn’t know she had run away. The fact that she’d made him late for his reservation was bad enough. Sam didn’t like his plans to be interfered with.
“Oh we’ll go to the restaurant. I’m hungry. Maybe you’ve eaten wherever you were.”
She opened her mouth to protest, but clamped it shut before uttering a word. Her stomach growled. She hadn’t had a bite since morning. Nerves had taken her appetite.
A short while later, they pulled into the restaurant’s parking lot. Sam reached across to nab her bag from her cold fingers. She didn’t try to hold on, and he tossed it in the back seat of his jag. Sam got out of the car and came around to open her door. She gritted her teeth against sore muscles and followed him to the entrance.
They were seated quicker than Shira had expected, but then she shouldn’t have questioned Sam’s willingness to cover anyone’s palm with money as long as he got what he wanted.
She sat across from him in silence and picked up the menu the waiter had offered to her. When the man returned, Shira was about to tell him her order when Sam cut her off.
“She’s not that hungry tonight. Why don’t you bring me the prime rib with two helpings of mixed vegetables on the side.”
“Of course, sir. Anything to drink before that?”
“If you could bring a bottle of your best chardonnay, that would be great,” he ordered. Shira sat stark still. Her stomach again made its protest, but she didn’t say a word. Anger and humiliation vied for dominance inside her. He knew she was hungry, but he punished her. What could she say anyway? She had no money of her own. He’d made sure of that, pushing her to quit her job six months ago and threatening to get her fired if she didn’t. Sam wanted her dependent on him, and he had succeeded in getting her to that place. She was beginning to think she would never get free of him.
Sam sat in front of her, discussing his job and prospects between bites. Shira kept a pleasant expression on her face the entire time, hands clutched in her lap. She knew when they got back to his house, she would be in trouble. He was always civil when they were out, even funny and entertaining sometimes. Yet, when they were alone and she’d pissed him off, that’s when the hammer would fall. He smiled at her and winked at a joke he’d made. His teeth were even and white. She knew they got that way by his meticulous care and time in the mirror. The man took way longer than her in the bathroom each morning or whatever shift he had to work at the hospital. Up until now, the only consolation Shira was able to enjoy was that he’d often take double shifts. That allowed her to heal until the next punishment.
How had she ended up in this position? She’d been a strong woman with prospects of her own. She’d intended to go to school and major in child development. Her dream was to own a daycare center, but stuck with Sam it would never happen. Her world had to revolve around him. He’d said so the day he insisted she move in with him. By then, it was too late for her. Sam had his claws in her emotionally and physically.
“Where did you intend to go?” he asked without warning.
She jumped and twisted her hands together in her lap. “I don’t know. I didn’t have a plan.”
“To your mother?” He chuckled. “She loves me. I suspect more than she loves you. I can do no wrong in her opinion.” He waved his glass of wine, amusement lighting his cruel gaze. “Might have to do with the fact that I pay her rent and bought her the car she and her deadbeat boyfriend drive. What lengths would she go to if I actually bought her a house outright?”
Shira dug her nails into her pants legs. “I wouldn’t know. Maybe you should ask her.”
He narrowed his eyes, nostrils flaring. “Careful, Shira, you don’t want to piss me off worse than you already have with your stunt tonight.”
A sob rose in her throat, but she forced it down. “I think it can’t get any worse.”
He dragged his napkin across his mouth and tossed it aside. Then he pushed his chair back, raising a hand to signal the waiter. “Let’s find out, shall we? Time to go.”
With a sense of doom, Shira watched him settle the check and come around to help her from her chair as if she was someone precious to him. He laid her hand on his arm with deceptive gentleness, and they headed out to the street.
 


  
Chapter Two
  
At the first light, with the rain coming down in sheets, he pulled the car to a stop and drove his hand into her mouth. Shira’s head snapped back, and she cried out. He almost never hit her in the car. That meant she had pushed him beyond his limit.
Tears drenched her face, and the metallic taste of blood filled her mouth. She pressed against the car door, feeling in the darkness for the door handle. Sam took off before she could find it and tooled the vehicle too fast for her to risk jumping out. She prayed he would slow down. Otherwise, they risked hydroplaning. He didn’t care. He shook his hand and growled in annoyance.
“You made me hurt myself,” he complained. “These are my money-makers, and a lowly bitch like you can’t be allowed to risk them.”
“I’m sorry.”
“Oh, you better be.” He grinned, staring at the road ahead. “No, you’re going to be.”
Panic set in. She directed her gaze from one side of the road to the other. She didn’t look forward to going back out in that mess, but she had no choice. She didn’t think she could stand it one more time, the cruelty, the beatings. Tears flooded her eyes, and she sniffed. Long ago, she’d learned to hide how terrified he made her, because that gave him satisfaction. Tonight, she had no control. Sobs rose no matter how hard she tried to quell them, and Sam laughed.
They were on a quiet back road. She had no idea how close they were to his house as it was too dark, and she wasn’t familiar with this area. Now was her chance—do or die. She flipped the lock and threw the door open. The ground came up hard and fast when she unbelted herself and jumped out. The fact that the side of the road was mud and grass helped break her fall, but the impact still hurt.
Behind her, tires squealed. Get up and run, Shira. Come on. Do it!
She staggered to her feet and started off in the opposite direction from him, but her movements were sluggish at best. He grabbed her arm, and she swung at him. He backhanded her, and she landed in the mud once again. Shira cried out. Above her, Sam raised his fist. She stared at him in terror. He looked like a demon with his dark hair plastered to his forehead and water running off his angry face.
“Please,” she begged.
He raised his arm higher. The growl seemed to come from all sides, and the cat that followed from nowhere. The beast was huge, and Shira thought it might be a leopard. If it was, it was the biggest one she’d ever seen. The thing was all muscle, highlighted by the flashing lightning and rain slicking off its smooth physique. She scrambled backward on her hands and feet, but the cat wasn’t coming at her. Sam screamed at a high pitch she’d never heard before when the leopard leaped at him. He hit the ground, letting out a cry of pain. She watched unable to move when he flipped over and scrambled back to his car. The cat gave chase, but Sam was able to jump into his jag and slam the door. Shira couldn’t believe he actually threw the car in reverse, did a one eighty, and sped off down the dark road. He’d left her there.
The rain continued to come down with lightning flashing at intervals. Shira sat stark still, peering into the darkness. She had no idea where the leopard went, but she couldn’t see or hear it. After some time, her fear eased, and she struggled to her feet. She swayed but managed to stay up.
Were you a figment of my imagination? You saved me either way, and Sam believed you were real.
Sam had taken her bag with him and her ID, but it didn’t matter. He was gone. I’m free. She took a step in the direction he hadn’t been heading when he left. As if on cue, the rain let up and then stopped. No matter how bad she ached or how far she had come already, she wouldn’t die out here. A better life was coming somehow. She was determined to make it true.
Not twenty minutes later, a car came along the road. Her heart hammered in her chest, and she stopped. Whoever it was, was moving fast. Shira whimpered. She took a step toward the ditch. Goodness if she fell down there, she wasn’t climbing out.
The car slowed and rolled to a stop. She had to be thankful at least it wasn’t Sam. When the man stepped out, she didn’t know if she should be relieved or scared all over again. “It’s you,” she said.
The light from the interior of the car illuminated his face. He was breathing hard as if he’d been running. She frowned at him.
“Max,” he said. “My name is Max. Would you like a ride?”
“I…” All of a sudden the weariness of what she’d been through came over her, and she couldn’t have said no if she wanted to. She nodded, and he guided her to the passenger side. Shira dropped into the seat. Her arms wouldn’t obey her to buckle herself in, so when Max got in on the other side, he reached across to do it for her. “Th-Thank you.”
He grunted in response and started the car. They were off down the road, but Shira saw no more than that. Exhaustion would not be denied any longer, and she fell into a deep sleep.
  
* * * *
  
Max propped his feet up on the railing and leaned back in his chair. He pondered the day. The rain had stopped, and the air was clean and fresh. That only served to annoy him. The day didn’t need to be this nice, especially with his mood.
He caught the sound of her movement as soon as she woke. Her scent had been disturbing the entire night before. She smelled sweet like candy, and she stirred his hunger—but not for food. That pissed him off, too, so he decided to keep his distance from her. She could get going now that the storm was over and she’d gotten some rest. He didn’t know why he’d brought her here of all places anyway.
“You were the man at Whisper’s apartment,” she said from the doorway behind him. Max didn’t turn around.
“So? I was checking on her things like she asked me to.”
“It was such a big coincidence that I ran into you on the road.” Now she was making conversation. Why couldn’t she just go? He closed his eyes, because what he really wanted to do was turn around and stare at her.
There was no coincidence of their meeting the second time. He’d seen the devastation in her eyes when he told her about Whisper being out of town. That expression had hounded him until he tracked her. Not a big deal for his kind, even in the rain.
Rather than answer, he shrugged.
“I-I could cook you breakfast,” she offered.
He glared at her over his shoulder. “In other words, you’re hungry, and you want me to feed you.” He didn’t know where his light-heartedness had gone. The entire time his brother dated Whisper, he’d joked around, even if he was fighting despair and depression.  Now, he couldn’t muster a smile to save his life. Maybe it had to do with the parade of stupid women Whisper had marched by him, trying to tempt him into falling in love again. She couldn’t know being human that he mated once and that was it.
She frowned. “Is this attitude a morning thing, or are you always an ass?” After the words left her mouth, she slapped a hand over her lips. When she winced, Max’s anger flared again.
“He do that to you?”
She dipped her head and redirected her gaze anywhere but at his face. “No. Um, I should go.”
“Three eggs, bacon, and sausage. I like them fried hard, and don’t be skimpy with the meat. Also toast and coffee!”
She spun away and marched back into the house. Max let his gaze drop to her ass. Despite how slender she was, there was a roundness there that he found sexy. His cock twitched in his pants, but he forced himself around in his chair and closed his eyes. A woman like that didn’t need someone like him for a bed partner. He would have to be blind not to recognize the signs of abuse—and anything but a leopard shifter not to smell her fear.
When she called him in to eat, Max walked into the kitchen to the scent of food and coffee. He breathed deep and noticed the full plate waiting. She’d taken his charge seriously not to skimp on the meat. Four slices of bacon and three sausages sat on his plate with more in the center of the table. He hid his approval from his expression and took a seat across from her.
“What’s your name?” he asked.
“Shira.”
Pretty. “That’s unusual.”
“I was named after my great-grandmother on my father’s side. I don’t know where she got the name, but I’ve always liked the uniqueness of it.” She offered a slight smile, and Max blinked against the sunshine in it. Irritation rolled along his spine. He focused on her plate rather than her face. She’d given herself one egg and one slice of bacon with a half a piece of toast. He grabbed the tongs and piled more meat on her plate. She squeaked in protest like a little mouse.
“You’re too thin.”
“Sorry.”
He thought he’d insulted her and searched his mind for a compliment he didn’t mind giving, but none he could think of wouldn’t give her the impression he was interested. He most certainly was not.
“You have a beautiful house,” she said, distracting him from his thoughts. “I can see where this place was once amazing and where it can be again.”
Max muttered his thanks. “I didn’t put much effort into choosing it. My brother moved and threw all of my stuff out.”
Shira blinked at him, eyes wide. The cute wrinkle in her nose told him she thought he was poor and a bum. He decided not to enlighten her to the fact that he and his brother had amassed a small fortune in real estate, and he bought this house with cash. Let her think what she wanted. None of it mattered anyway since he’d lost Sarah. Not the money, not his life.
Shira licked bacon oil from her lip, and he found himself staring. His cock was so hard it was painful, and he shifted in his chair. Her hair was cut to her shoulders and straight, and it framed her soft features. Slender, she had small breasts, that scarcely caused a rise in her blouse and yet, he’d never seen a more beautiful African American woman. The large chocolate eyes were so full of innocence and pain, he almost winced from their affect on him. She couldn’t know how vulnerable she appeared, he thought, which was why he couldn’t have anything to do with her.
Not that he was looking for a lover. Since Sarah died, there had been no one. Despite the fact that a leopard shifter experienced a more aggressive sex drive, and he was no exception, he allowed his desires to go unsatisfied since her death. He would rather suffer than find solace in another woman’s arms, least of all this tiny human.
“Do you know if there’s any place hiring nearby?”
He looked up from his plate. “What are your qualifications?”
She hesitated. “Well I used to work in child care, at a center. Not a long time, so I don’t have that much experience. The place I worked at was managed by a friend, and she did me a favor. I don’t expect any other facility to hire me without a reference.”
He was about to ask her wouldn’t the friend give her a glowing reference even if it wasn’t true, but she beat him to the punch.
“My friend and I had a falling out,” she explained. “But I’ll take anything. I need the money.”
“You can be my housekeeper and cook,” he blurted and then kicked himself for the impulse. He was a fool.
Her mouth dropped open. “Are you serious?”
He frowned. “If you’re too good for that…”
“No! I’ll do it.” Her smile blinded him once again, and Max gritted his teeth. “I guess you need someone to get this place in shape. I mean have you ever cleaned it?”
“Does your mouth always run away with you?” he growled.
She jumped and shrank back as if she expected him to hit her. “I’m sorry. I never learn. You’d think I’d know how to shut it by now. I’m too blunt. I’m so sorry.”
“Relax.” He rose from his chair and took his dishes to the sink. Keeping his back to her, he drew in breath after deep breath, trying to calm down. On one hand he wanted to draw this woman he didn’t know into his arms and ease her fears. On the other, he longed to beat the man to a bloody pulp who had made her feel like she had to apologize for everything she said. “You have clothes?”
“Um.” She hesitated. “I lost my bag, but I can pick up some more things later.”
He ignored the explanation. “You can wear another one of my T-shirts.”
“Another one?” she squeaked.
He peered at her. The silly woman had just realized he’d changed her clothes the night before. He couldn’t put her to bed wet. “I didn’t look.”
Her brows lowered like she didn’t believe him, but she didn’t pursue that line of conversation. “Thank you. I’ll wash my clothes out and then clean yours when mine are dry.”
“Whatever.” Max had to get out of there before he did something he would regret. He left her in the kitchen doing dishes and walked outside to get into his car. Something told him he made a big mistake offering her a job, but he couldn’t take it back now. The engine roared to life, and he peeled out of the driveway, putting as much space as possible between himself and Shira.
 


  
Chapter Three
  
Max. Shira chided herself for repeating his name. She was attracted to her new boss. She could admit that. The man was sexy as hell and so tall. After what she’d been through, she had no business thinking about another man, but she couldn’t help it. Max was like a big teddy bear. She didn’t know why she felt like that, but he didn’t scare her. Not too much. She smiled to herself as she dried and put up the dishes. He was gruff and rude, and she’d ended up sassing him. His roughness around the edges didn’t offend her. Shira had been hurt, so she knew another person in pain when she saw one. Max was like a wounded animal, and when a beast is injured, they tended to strike out at whoever was nearest. That meant her. Still, he hadn’t scared her off.
Staying in the area wasn’t ideal, of course. If she wanted to start a new life, she needed to get as far away from Sam as possible. That would take money. She would stay with Max long enough to make bus fare and some extra to live off of until she found a job in whatever city she chose. The housekeeper gig would be good, too, because it meant she could hide out in Max’s house most of the time. There was less chance of her running into Sam. The night before, she’d fallen into a deep sleep when she got into Max’s car, so she had no idea how far he drove from where he picked her up. She didn’t imagine it was the next state over. That would be too good to be true.
She pushed the curtain back at the kitchen window and peered out. There was nothing to see except beautiful trees. From what she’d seen from his front porch, he didn’t have close neighbors. That meant when she had to do grocery shopping, Max would have to take her. He could protect her for that time, even if neither of them preferred it.
After she was done straightening up the kitchen, she wandered around the house. Max’s place had four bedrooms, and none of them were supplied with even a stick of furnishing, except the master bedroom. She stood in the doorway of that room staring in. He put me in his bed last night.
Nervousness tightened the muscles in her stomach, but she was pretty sure he’d slept elsewhere the night before. Where, she didn’t know because he didn’t even own a couch. The kitchen set was no more than a table and two chairs.  They had looked like they were meant as patio furniture rather than a kitchen, but she wasn’t one to judge. Could he even afford to hire her?
Shira sighed. They hadn’t discussed salary. Max was a big man and a stranger. For all she knew, she could have fallen out of one bad situation and landed into another. Yet, she had no choice. She had to hope that Max was the decent person he seemed to be.
Thinking to dust in his room since there was nowhere else to clean other than sweeping and mopping the floors, she found a rag and some furniture polish under the kitchen sink and headed back into his room. The bedroom set was deep mahogany, heavy wood, and appeared to be brand new. Maybe he’d sunk the last of his money into it. She hoped the landlord wasn’t charging him through the nose for rent. Or had he said he owned this place? She doubted it.
When she shifted items on the dresser to wipe it down, she found a picture in a frame turned toward the wall. Shira examined it out of curiosity. The blonde staring back at her in the frame was incredibly beautiful with blue eyes and big, natural-looking breasts. “So this is his type,” she mused.
Then it occurred to her that this woman could be the reason he looked so sad. The fact that he’d turned the picture away said volumes. He had a broken heart. She’d maybe left him for another man. Of course she’s out of her mind, and must not have looked at Max. The man is gorgeous! Her loss.
In light of finding the photograph, Shira considered Max again. His meanness seemed more turned inward than to her, as if he wanted to punish himself for something. Maybe he’d driven the blonde away. Max was no doubt regretting it big time. She wondered what it was like to be loved that deeply, or for that matter to love someone else to that extent.
She ran her hand over the T-shirt he’d put on her. The shirt was gigantic and hung over one shoulder. All morning, she’d been pulling it up so she wouldn’t flash him with one of her small boobs. Not like he’d be tempted when he liked them busty. She had never minded her tiny size until she started seeing Sam. Then she was hearing all the time how pathetic her breasts were, how she should get a boob job so she wouldn’t be such an embarrassment to him. Sam had never offered to pay for it, and she couldn’t afford it on her own. She suspected he thought if she did get implants, people would assume he had pushed her to it. Everything had been about image to him. Sam had a terrible cruelness, and no matter how rude Max was, she didn’t believe he was like her ex.
Later that morning, the bell rang when Shira had just finished mopping one of the spare bedroom’s floors. She figured she could borrow some blankets and a pillow and sleep down there, because it was for sure she wasn’t sleeping in Max’s bed again. She dropped the mop and bucket off in the kitchen and headed toward the front of the house. Her stomach knotted, and she twisted her fingers. There was no way Sam would know she was here.
She peeked through one of the windows at the side of the door and spotted a man who looked like delivery personnel. Behind him was a huge truck with a picture of a living room set designed on the side. How the heck did they find their way out here?
She opened the door. “Yes?”
“Miss…uh…” He checked his notes. “Miss Shira?”
She almost laughed because Max didn’t know her last name. For that matter, she didn’t know his either. “Yes.”
“We have a delivery for Max Macgregor—a bedroom set, dining room, and living room set.”
“Wow, really?” Her eyes widened. Had he gotten it all on credit? Maybe he wasn’t as poor as she had assumed. “Can I see your order form, please?”
The guy smiled. “Of course.”
After she’d confirmed everything, she let them in, and the man and his partner set up all the furniture. She directed them to the bedroom she’d chosen for her own and hoped Max wouldn’t mind. Hers was across the hall and down a little, the farthest from his. She also hoped he wouldn’t notice that fact.
After the deliverymen were gone, Shira straightened out her room, shoving furniture into positions she liked better. Max might change it all, but for now she arranged it her way. She didn’t know why she felt a slight excitement but put it down to this being one small part of her new life. Sam had stolen five years, and now she was free.
When she was done with her room, she puttered some more about the house. Max didn’t show up until late evening, and by then, she had dinner waiting for him.
He came in the side door tracking mud, and she opened her mouth to protest but clamped it shut. He glanced up at her and must have read her displeasure because he said, “What?”
“Nothing. The people delivered the furniture.” Her words came out in a rush, and she looped her fingers together. “I hope you don’t mind I chose the bedroom at the end of the hall, near the back of the house. If you want, you can move everything. After all it is your house, and I’m just an employee.”
“Stop.”
She fell silent. Her breaths came in heavy pants, and he walked toward her. She tried holding her ground and then took a step back. Max towered above her and grasped her arms. Electric currents pinged all over her body, and she could do nothing but gape at him.
“You’re upset.”
“I’m not,” she protested.
He frowned. “You talk fast when you’re upset.”
She pressed her lips together. He tugged her fingers apart.
“You also wring your hands.”
“I—”
He looked over her head and scanned the kitchen. Shira could have fallen over when he sniffed the air. “Was someone else here other than the delivery men?”
She broke from his touch and backed up. “Of course not! If you must know, I take exception to you tracking mud in my kitchen.”
His blond brow rose, and she chewed on her bottom lip, but then raised her chin. The man had no manners, and if she was going to work for him, he better get some.
“I scrubbed this house top to bottom, and the least you could do is take off your shoes!”
She must be crazy. He was going to fire her before she even got a dime. Max didn’t say a word for a long time. He just looked at her. Why oh why did she have to act like this? She never would have gone off that much with Sam. Not without getting her teeth knocked down her throat.
“I’m so—”
“Don’t you say it,” he growled. He pivoted on his heel and marched over to the door. Shira stood there in amazement while he stripped his shoes off, put them to the side, and then began mopping up his mess. When he was done, he picked up some bags he’d brought in, walked over to her, and shoved them into her arms. “What’s for dinner?”
Shira couldn’t help feeling like they were an old married couple, but as soon as she had that thought, she pushed it away. There was no sense getting attached to Max. She was going to move on as soon as possible. Besides, why would he want someone like her? “What’s this?”
“I’m hungry,” he said instead of answering her question.
She rolled her eyes and laughed a little. As she tucked the bags away in her room, she considered the fact that she hadn’t laughed in forever. Come to think of it, in the short time she’d known him, Max hadn’t smiled once. She wondered what she could do to give him that pleasure.
She left her room and found Max in the dining room, sitting at the head of the table. “I changed my mind.”
She put a hand on her hip. “I guess reading minds is included in my job description?”
A twitch at the corner of his mouth got her excited, but she tamped it down.
“Check the bags,” he told her. “I can wait until you change. Maybe the blue one?”
She frowned at him, and then it hit her. He’d bought her clothes. A tremor started somewhere deep in her belly. He was a good man. Shira wouldn’t let herself care. She couldn’t afford to. “Thanks. You didn’t have to do that.”
He made no response.
“I’ll hurry up.” She whirled to run back to her room. Searching through the bags, she found several sundresses, a couple pairs of shorts, and some capris. She found assorted tops in various colors and styles. All of the clothes were in her size. The man had a good eye. She couldn’t believe it. He’d gone all out, and it wasn’t necessary. Tears filled her eyes. Sam had never done anything like that. He’d once shoved money into her hand when they were planning to go to a party and said, “Don’t buy anything that would embarrass me.” Sometimes she had wondered how he could date a black woman if he was so hung up on how people viewed him, but she learned his sleeping with her was what he considered his one vice. He had a thing for black women that his sense of the perfect image couldn’t erase. She’d resented him for that view.
Shira stripped her clothes off and threw on the robe Max had included with the clothes. She ran for the bathroom and took a hasty shower. After she was done, she put on the blue dress he had indicated. Blue wasn’t her favorite color. Lilac was, but the dress was pretty, and she wanted to give back to Max in this small way for what he’d done.
As she left her room, she considered whether Max wasn’t similar to Sam. Max was still dominant. The fact that he’d found it necessary to tell her which dress he would like to see told her a lot. She wondered what he would say and how he would act if she’d put on the butter yellow dress. Too late now, she didn’t go back to change. The man must be starving since it was well after seven.
Tonight she had made lasagna with double the usual amount of meat she put in. She dished two plates up and prepared to warm the food a bit more in the microwave when the phone rang. Shira set the plates down and answered the extension hanging on the kitchen wall. “Hello?”
“Hello?” a man said. The timbre of his voice was deep and sexy, very similar to Max’s. In fact if she didn’t know he sat waiting in the dining room, she would have thought it was him on the phone.
“Is this Max’s brother?” she asked.
Instead of answering, she heard the man speaking to someone in the background. “Baby, there’s a woman at Max’s house.”
“What the hell?” a woman responded. “A woman? Who is it?”
Shira tapped her foot waiting for the exclamations and shock to settle. Apparently, Max didn’t entertain much.
“Give me the phone,” the woman said, and she came on the line. “Hello? Who is this?”
Shira had been thinking the woman sounded familiar. Now she realized who it was. “Whisper, is that you? This is Shira—from school. You probably don’t remember me.”
“Shira!” The excitement in Whisper’s tone warmed her. “Hey, girl. I can’t believe you’re at Max’s? How did you two meet, and how did you convince his grumpy ass to let you come over?”
Shira suppressed a laugh, but then she sobered and told her old schoolmate how she’d met Max. She left out the part about needing to escape from Sam. That wasn’t the kind of thing she wanted to share over the phone, and Max might be listening. For some reason, she didn’t want him to know how stupid she was to let a man hurt her for so long. She hadn’t intended it to go on, and she couldn’t explain how she had lost herself in the process. The one thing she knew was that when the fear set in, that was it. He’d had control.
“Oh, sweetie, I’m sorry I’m not there to see you,” Whisper said. She sounded happy with her life, and Shira was jealous, but she was glad Whisper had found someone special and was living. “Can I ask you a favor, though?”
Shira raised her brows. What favor could she do for Whisper? She had nothing. “Um, if I can, sure.”
“I’m going to be out here in Maine with my boyfriend’s family. He’s Max’s brother by the way. We’ll be here for at least another month. Can you look after Max while I’m gone? He’s had a tough time, and I feel like if he let you in, you must be something special. You might be the one to make him realize his life isn’t over. Can you do that for me?”
Alarm rose in Shira. She hadn’t planned to stay, and looking out for Max wasn’t in the program. What could she offer a man like him? He had a broken heart. She couldn’t fix a thing, and she was most definitely not special. “I…”
“I’m sorry. I shouldn’t put that kind of pressure on you,” Whisper said. “Just please think about it, and if it progresses, great. If not, it wasn’t meant to be.”
“Progresses? Meant to be?” Looking out for him had nothing to do with being meant for him. Shira’s hands shook. She hated the hope that sprung up inside of her that a miracle would happen and she’d be able to stick around rather than leave. That was unrealistic. If she was going to learn to be strong again, she had to keep her head out of the clouds. She took in a deep breath and steeled herself. “I will try to cheer him up while I’m here. That’s all I can do.”
“Thanks, girl.”
Shira hesitated and then lowered her voice. “Can I ask you something?”
“Sure.”
“Is he okay to work for? I mean, he seems…I don’t know. I’ve had some bad experiences in the past with men, and I don’t want to trust my judge of character.”
Whisper was quiet for a moment. “He’s a great guy. You don’t have to worry about Max. He’ll take care of you. He might seem rough around the edges and like he has no ambition.” She laughed at this. “But he really is brilliant. He has a, um, let’s say a wild side, but deep down, he’s a pussy cat. He’ll never hurt you.”
“Is he suicidal?”
“Oh, nothing like that,” Whisper assured her. “Their kind has too much pride.”
Shira pondered what their kind meant, but didn’t ask. Whisper’s words encouraged her somewhat. “Okay, thanks. Well I should let you speak to him. Hold on.”
Shira called Max into the kitchen for the phone and went to heating their food. She didn’t mean to listen to the phone conversation, but she couldn’t help it.
“Any particular reason you didn’t call my cell?” he asked. Shira rolled her eyes. So his rudeness wasn’t reserved for strangers. “Oh, yeah, no one called me, so I guess I forgot to charge it.”
Shira smothered a laugh. She could imagine Whisper putting him in his place, but she’d also heard the affection in her friend’s voice. Whisper obviously loved him like a brother. She wondered how Max felt about Whisper. For some reason a little jealousy rose. Whisper had been plumper with bigger boobs and a good size butt in school. Guys had always been exclaiming over it. Whisper would be the kind of woman he went for.
Stop it, Shira! Damn it, it doesn’t matter what he goes for. You’re leaving. The best you can do is try to cheer him up like Whisper asked. That’s all. So suck it up!
She finished heating their lasagna and went to set the plates on the table. With it, she’d made garlic bread and a pitcher of sweet tea. When all was in readiness, she sat down at the table to wait for Max.
At last, he walked into the dining room to take his seat. She’d piled his plate high with food but would heat him more if he wanted it. “I hope you like it,” she said. The one thing Shira could be confident about was that she was a decent cook. Not spectacular, but no one would go hungry because of her.
He eyed her plate. She’d made sure to put a decent amount on it so he wouldn’t complain, and he nodded. “Tastes good. Thanks.”
The compliment was unexpected if plain in its delivery. She appreciated it all the more. Max wasn’t just flattering her. “I’m glad you like it.” She considered making conversation. One thing that seemed to help people who were feeling down was talking about what was bugging them. Not that she planned on exploring her own feelings. “So, I was cleaning up in your room, and I came across a picture.”
Okay, great way to start a conversation, Shira. You’re an idiot.
Max grunted.
“The woman in the picture is beautiful. Was she your wife?”
He gave her a hard look, which seemed to say drop it.
“I know how hard it is when the relationship with the person you love so much doesn’t work out. It can be tough to walk away and let them go.” She drifted off feeling lame. Was he even listening? Max sat there tucking into the food with gusto. He put away the huge slice of garlic bread in a couple bites and drained half his glass of tea at a shot.
When he set the glass down, he eyed her. “Let’s get this straight just to settle your curious mind,” he began. Shira shifted in her chair. “Sarah was my mate, soon to be my wife. She did not leave me. She died.”
And the conversation went to hell. Shira couldn’t make herself respond. She hadn’t made him feel better. She had dredged up painful memories and come off to Max as if she was just being nosy.
“Oh.” Rather than say I’m sorry, which she was, she kept quiet. Saying that had pissed him off before, and if she hadn’t set him off just now, she wanted to avoid it. As she pushed her food around on her plate, the nature of her job occurred to her. Did housekeepers sit down to dinner with their employers? Probably not. Embarrassment took her appetite. She jumped to her feet. “I should wash the pots.”
“Sit down, Shira. You’re not done.”
Her hands fluttered above her dish, and she curled her fingers into her palms to keep them still. “I shouldn’t be in here eating with you. I know housekeepers don’t do that.”
“We’re not keeping to tradition.”
Damn, did he have to be so deadpan about everything? Irritation rose in her. “Are you going to spend the rest of your life feeling sorry for yourself? Or are you going to live, because I doubt Sarah would like it.”
Max narrowed his eyes at her. One minute he was on the other side of the table. The next he stood in front of her, and she hadn’t even seen him move. “Don’t pretend to know what Sarah would have wanted. In fact, don’t mention her at all.”
To her disgust, Shira cowered. She threw up an arm to block the blow that had always followed harsh words. Stumbling backward, she bumped her chair and knocked it over. Max’s hand shot out to steady her, but he must not have calculated the strength needed. His pull catapulted her to his chest and knocked all the wind from her lungs. She cried out.
Both his hands were on her waist, and she was sealed to him, head down and too afraid to look him in the eye to see the rage he must be feeling. When he spoke though, she was surprised by the gentleness in his tone. “I didn’t mean… I wouldn’t hit you.”
She shook, hating her weakness. This wasn’t the way to start her life over. Her hands were trapped against his chest, but she couldn’t bring herself to move. They were so close, he had to feel how she trembled. He must think she was pathetic.
“Look at me.”
Shira closed her eyes and pressed her lips together.
“Shira.” His whisper sent chills down her spine, but not from fear. Her fingers spasmed where they lay against the hardness of his muscle and the warmth from his being. He clenched her waist a little tighter. “Look at me, Shira.”
She took her time raising her head and started when her gaze met his. The deep concern she saw in his brought tears to her eyes. To her shame, they ran down her cheeks, and he made a sound in his throat before his lips covered hers. At first, Shira didn’t know what to do, but then the desire she’d been feeling for him from the first time she met him rose inside her. She parted her lips to take the kiss further. He tasted so good, and his lips were soft for a man of his build. She moaned when he pushed his tongue into her mouth, but in the next instant, Max put her away from him.
His big chest rose and fell, and his breathing sounded harsh to her ears. Shira panted just as much, and she put fingers to her tingling lips. What had she been thinking going that far with the kiss? He must think she was a whore and deserved whatever treatment Sam had dealt her.
“I’m sorry,” he muttered. “I couldn’t think of a better way to comfort you. I made the wrong choice.”
Shira frowned. “It was good. You don’t have to snatch it back!”
A feather could have blown her over when Max gave a sharp bark of laughter. In a roundabout, crazy way, she had done what she set out to do.
 


  
Chapter Four
  
Shira tossed and turned in bed. She’d been unable to sleep since eleven. Max had left the house soon after their kiss, and he hadn’t come back before she turned in for the night. Maybe she was worried about him, or it could be she wasn’t used to this much country. Even in Maryland, she’d lived with Sam in the suburbs. Not far from their house had been a main thoroughfare, and one could hear traffic in the distance all hours of the night. In this house, one heard nothing except crickets. Not that she didn’t like the peace. In Max’s house, she had a sense of being protected, like she was cocooned from the rest of the world and specifically the danger that Sam represented.
Giving up on resting for the time being, she rose and went out to the kitchen. She didn’t want to disturb the tranquility of the night, so she didn’t turn on a light. The windows, barren of shades or curtains, let in plenty of moonlight, so she saw fine. A scratching toward the front of the house caught her attention, and she went to investigate. As she approached the front door, she heard it, the mewling of a cat. Shira peered out and gasped. The leopard sat on the front porch facing the house and looking right at her.
“What the hell?” Didn’t anyone report to animal control around here? Then she recalled how the beast had saved her life. She owed him. The least she could do was feed him if he was hungry. She returned to the kitchen and searched the refrigerator. All the meat was frozen. She wouldn’t take any out to defrost until morning. Tuna came to mind. That was cheap enough. Giving a wild animal too much of Max’s food wouldn’t be right. She took a can from the cabinet and opened it, and then she went back to the front door. The leopard was nowhere in sight.
Shira stood there wondering what to do. She was too scared to approach it straight out, but if it had wandered off, maybe she could leave the can out where it could find it, that would be okay. Again, she checked the window and saw that the coast was clear. She strained her ears for any sounds. None reached her except the damn crickets. Having opened the door a crack, she peeked out. She crept onto the porch and walked to the steps. She bent to put the can down and froze when she heard a sound behind her. Shira twisted in degrees to find the leopard between her and the door.
“Oh no,” she squeaked. “Okay, boy, don’t eat me. I have some nice tuna for you.”
She slid the tuna toward the animal and waited. He sat down and watched her. Somehow he didn’t appear to be threatening despite his big body and the corded muscles. After a while, the leopard lay down and actually crawled toward her. “I think I’ve seen it all. Did someone train you?”
He looked at her as if he was insulted. Shira covered her mouth on a chuckle. The animal ignored the tuna and lay down at her side. After a long while hesitating, she stroked his back. A muscle twitched, but he didn’t move. She’d seen the same thing in a housecat she’d had once and didn’t let it scare her.
“Thank you for saving me,” she whispered. His ears perked each time she spoke. “I didn’t think I’d get away, but you were right there. Maybe you don’t remember, but Sam… He would have definitely…” Even though she spoke to an animal with no way of knowing what she was talking about, she couldn’t voice the words. She hadn’t spoken to anyone about how he had treated her except her mother, and that had gotten her nowhere.
“Are we going to be friends?” she asked the cat. The animal made a muffling noise and laid his head in Shira’s lap. She froze in place until she realized he wasn’t about to attack, and then she stroked his head. “I guess that means yes. Anyway, you better get going before Max comes back. I wouldn’t want him to call animal control on you.”
On impulse, she dropped a kiss on the furry head and stood. The leopard headed down the steps and walked off into the night. Shira shrugged, picked up the uneaten can of tuna, and returned to the house.
Shira decided she might as well head to bed even if she didn’t think she could sleep. Funny enough, meeting the leopard must have calmed her more than she realized, because as soon as her head hit the pillow, drowsiness took hold, and she found herself drifting off.
The next time she opened her eyes, she had no idea how much time had passed. Darkness was still reflected outside her windows, and the moon had gone behind some clouds, so she couldn’t see as well. Yet, she knew someone was in her room. No, not just someone. Max was in her room. She squinted at him standing just inside the door. She wondered if he’d just come home and was checking on her. He didn’t know she had an animal protector now.
The longer he stood there, the more she wanted to shift her position. Her sheet had slipped low on her thighs while she slept, and she’d gone to bed in the T-shirt he’d put on her the first night. Because he hadn’t purchased panties for her, she had to wash hers out, so she wore nothing under the shirt. Somehow that made her feel more naked. The only consolation was that there wasn’t much light in the room, so there was no way he could see anything.
“I’m sorry for offending you earlier,” she whispered.
Although she couldn’t see him move, something told her she’d surprised him. “I didn’t mean to wake you.”
“You didn’t,” she lied.
“Tell me about him,” he said.
She reached down for the sheet and dragged it up to her chin. The thin material seemed a poor barrier to admitting her stupidity to this man. She didn’t want Max to know how weak she was, how she let Sam destroy her self-worth and rule her every waking moment for so long.
“I think you know it’s painful,” she said. “So I’ll agree to tell you whatever you want to know, if you do the same.”
She didn’t have to see his face to know he frowned. At first she thought he was going to leave the room without another word, but then he pushed off the doorframe and walked over to her. He took a seat on the side of the bed, and Shira’s pussy clenched as if he’d touched her.
“There’s not a lot to tell. Her name was Sarah. She was my mate.”
“You said that before. Is it like some biblical sense or whatever?”
“No.” He didn’t explain his wording but went on. “She was meant for me, and everything I could want in a partner. One day we planned to go running together. I had a last minute business deal to make and told her to wait. She needed to work off some stress, so she was looking forward to our time away from civilization.”
The entire time he relayed the events from his past, he sounded emotionless and cold, like he was reporting the news, but she didn’t believe he felt that way at all. The monotone was a defense mechanism.
He’d said they needed time away from civilization. Where the heck had they run, in the woods? She wouldn’t put it past Max since he seemed to like his house out there in the middle of nowhere. She was a city girl. Two people couldn’t be more different than she and Max. Sarah sounded like she was right down Max’s alley.
“She didn’t wait?” she guessed.
Max clenched a fist into the sheet, but he relaxed it right away looking at her. Shira hadn’t thought to get scared.
“No, she didn’t wait.” He stood up and paced the room. She thought it was interesting that he didn’t stumble over the ends of furniture. He must have good night vision. “She left me a voicemail that she couldn’t wait. She needed time away. Her job was stressful. She was a veterinarian.”
“Wow,” Shira commented. His girlfriend had been a professional. She’d obviously gone to college, where Shira hadn’t been able to finish. Right then, she couldn’t feel more like a loser.
“There were hunters out that day.” Max’s tone of voice made her shiver. “They knew what they were looking for.”
The way he spoke about the hunters, it seemed like the men were more than just out to shoot a deer, but she couldn’t figure out what else they might be going after.  Then she gasped. No, that was impossible. “Was it here or in Maine?” she asked.
“Maine, why do you ask?”
She hesitated. “Because…uh…” How could she tell him about the leopard? He’d think she was crazy, but it was a pointless explanation anyway. The beautiful cat was here in Virginia not in Maine, so there was no way they were chasing him. Although she wouldn’t be surprised if the hunters wanted that cat. He seemed more intelligent than any she’d seen at the circus. Just thinking of men trying to cage him pissed her off. “No reason,” she said instead.
He went on. “The hunters got her. One shot, straight to the head, which of course killed her instantly.”
Shira cried out. She didn’t think about it before she threw the covers aside and rose to go to him. She laid a hand on his arm and gave a light squeeze. “I’m so sorry, Max. How devastating. I can’t even begin to imagine what that did to you, and to your family.” Anger bubbled in her chest. “How could they even make such a stupid mistake! It’s not like she looked like an animal. I saw her picture. She was pale-skinned and very beautiful.”
For some reason, what she said amused him. He raised a thumb to run along her jaw line. “Thank you for that.”
Shira didn’t think she would ever understand the man. At the weirdest times, she made him smile. She supposed she should be happy to see it. Max took her breath away he was so sexy. His presence outweighed Sam’s by a million percent, and yet she was drawn to him.
I shouldn’t let myself like him too much.
They stood so close, she felt the warmth off his body. The sensation raised goose bumps along her flesh and made her too aware of how attracted she was to him. He probably didn’t feel a thing, which disappointed her. To keep her head on straight, she moved back to sit on the bed and dragged the sheet over her lap.
“Like I said, I can’t imagine what you went through, or what you’re dealing with now but—” She bit her lip. “Max, I thought I would never climb out of the gutter I let myself get dragged into. That’s the only way I can describe it, a gutter. I did climb out. Well, sort of. That’s not the point. I have so much hope in me, for my future. I’m not down at all. I’m alive, and I have to believe that there’s going to come a time when some seriously awesome stuff will happen, and I’m looking forward to it.”
“I’ve never met a woman as positive as you are.”
She laughed. “You mean in the face of being butt poor with no prospects?”
The sound he made had her thinking he agreed but wasn’t going to admit it. “Now it’s your turn.”
Shira wanted to avoid the subject, but she’d set the terms of their conversation. She couldn’t back down now. Unfortunately, she didn’t think she could talk about her dealings with Sam in an emotionless tone like he’d done. Just don’t get to crying, girl.
“My meeting Sam wasn’t a fairytale. Well, at the time, I thought it was. I mean a doctor interested in me. I was a student at my local community college, starting way late, and he came there as a guest speaker. Half the women in there hung on his every word, including me. He was handsome and intelligent. After his lecture, a bunch of women ran up to him asking questions and trying to get his attention. I wasn’t even trying because I figured I didn’t have a chance. Later, when I was walking between buildings going to my next class, I ran into him again. I blurted out that I enjoyed what he had to say. I couldn’t believe it when he ignored my comment and asked me out.”
She twisted the sheet in her hands thinking back. The way Sam acted should have been a clue right there. He was never interested in what she thought or what interested her. He was all about his agenda and what he wanted.
“I was too flattered by his attention, too impressed by his credentials. I was stupid.”
Max moved by the window and crossed his arms over his chest as he leaned there. “I’m sure you aren’t the only woman to fall prey to that type. You shouldn’t be too hard on yourself.”
She sucked her teeth. “I know you’re right, but it doesn’t take the sting out of it.”
He nodded. “Go on.”
“We started dating. Like I said, everything was great, like a fairytale, but then he became more demanding, wanting to choose what I wore and who I hung out with. He couched it in compliments like, ‘Honey, I care about you, so of course it’s important to me that you are around the right people.’ Eventually, that changed.” She was pretty sure Max could figure out for himself what came next, and she didn’t want to say it. Her weakness, her humiliation, wasn’t easy to share. Max kept silent as if he encouraged her to go on. 
In her lap, she twisted the sheet. Her fingers ached, but she kept it up. The action was the only thing to keep the tears at bay or to stop her from running out of the room. “The first time he hit me was a shock I think for both of us. He apologized. I forgave him. By then, I loved him so much. Also, my life was intertwined with his. My friends had been driven away, even my acquaintances. All of my entertainment revolved around him. He helped me to study and start getting good grades. He helped me get the better-paying job I was in at the time. Sam wanted me grateful and dependent in every way possible, and I fell for it all. So when the harsh words he sometimes spoke turned physical much more often, it was almost easy to let him do it.”
She dropped her head into her hands, shoulders shaking. The sob that rose in her throat was barely contained. At any moment, she expected Max to judge her or call her pathetic, but he walked over and sat down beside her. A light touch to her leg was so warm and comforting, it set her off balance. She didn’t mean to, but she found herself in his arms, leaning on his chest.
He stroked her back, and his embrace was strong and steady. She longed to stay there. Logic said she needed to get up and get distance between them. One didn’t jump out of one relationship into another. Besides, he was just as emotionally damaged as she was. They didn’t need to make a party of it.
“I’m sorry,” she said, trying to make herself move her hands off his chest.
“Don’t be.” He raised her chin, and she looked into his eyes. The anger she caught there took her by surprise, but she didn’t think it was directed at her. “He deserves to be castrated.”
She winced but smiled. “Yeah, he does.”
They stared at each other for a while, and Shira told herself to turn away, but her body didn’t respond. Just the act of Max massaging a small area on her shoulder held her in place. The movement was so in contrast to the way Sam used to clench her upper arm and squeeze until he left bruises. Yet, there’s more strength one touch from Max. I can’t put my finger on it. There’s something different about him. What is it?
“I should move,” she whispered. Instead, she leaned in and kissed him. Her nipples brushed his chest, and Max took in a sharp breath. She nibbled his bottom lip and waited for Max to push her away, but he held very still. In degrees, she ran her hands higher on his chest until she reached his shoulders, and then she arched into him. Her body was on fire, but she shouldn’t be doing this. How the heck was she trying to seduce a man like Max? This wasn’t in Whisper’s request to look after him, but she was turned on more than she’d ever remembered being. “Something about you…”
When he didn’t move, at first she thought he wasn’t interested, but all of a sudden, he swooped her up onto his lap. The sheet she’d wrapped around herself slipped, exposing her thighs. The T-shirt had risen, and her little cat was exposed. Shira shivered as Max took in the sight. She could have sworn in the dim light that his eyes changed, but he lowered his head and she couldn’t see well enough.
“I shouldn’t.” He swallowed, still focused it seemed, on the patch between her legs. “You’re a guest in my house.”
“I’m actually your housekeeper,” she corrected.
“All the more reason not to…do what we both have in mind.”
Of course, I’m the hired help. “I get it.” She slipped off of his lap and stood yanking the T-shirt down.
Max rose. “Make no mistake about it. I want you, but it’s a been a long time since I was with anyone.”
She waved a hand but kept her eyes averted. “Oh yeah, of course. Don’t even worry about it. I completely understand.”
He strolled to the door and was gone before she drew her next breath. Bitter regret choked her and made her drop into bed knowing it would be a long time before she slept.
 


  
Chapter Five
  
To Shira’s annoyance, Max avoided her for most of the next few days. He didn’t stick around the house much, and even when he did, he spent most of the time out in the shed tinkering with she didn’t know what. Shira busied herself with cleaning and re-cleaning the house. She experimented with various recipes, some of which she was able to download off the Internet using his laptop.
Once she met him in the hall and blocked his path. She knew she looked a hot mess with wrinkled, damp clothes, but she didn’t appreciate his attitude. “So you’re scared of me. Is that it?”
Max’s eyebrows went up. He studied her from head to toe, and the words she’d blurted out embarrassed her. She didn’t weigh much on a good day, and he must be just over two hundred pounds of solid muscle. “Scared? No.” Max put a thumb up and rubbed it across her cheek. “You’re dirty.”
“Thanks,” she snapped. “If you weren’t such a slob, I wouldn’t be.
Amusement lit his eyes. “If I were a neat freak, I might not need you.”
“Seriously!” She huffed and turned to walk away, but he caught her arm and swung her around. Shira found herself penned to the wall, and Max’s big frame keeping her there. The emotions roiling to the surface were both surprise and desire. He glared at her for a long while, saying nothing. Shira couldn’t catch her breath to protest, or for that matter to encourage him.
He dipped his head so that his mouth came close to hers. Her lips parted of their own accord, but he didn’t take the invitation. “Is this what you wanted?”
“I…” Her brain was scrambled.
“You play a dangerous game, little girl,” he warned. “You do not want to tempt the beast.”
“Interesting choice of words,” she quipped.
His eyes narrowed. “Why is that?”
“Nothing.” She lowered her gaze. He didn’t need to know about the leopard, but then it didn’t have anything to do with him anyway. “Are you going to start something or let me go?”
Max released her too quickly and stepped back. “I’ll stay out of your way.  It’s better for both of us.”
Shira decided not to argue. She might not be Max’s first choice of a partner, but he was attracted to her. The bulge she’d felt in his pants when he pressed her to the wall said it. That was enough to stroke even her tiny ego. She smiled as she headed down the hall, and Max kept going in the opposite direction.
Sometime later, Shira was just finishing up with drying the dinner dishes when one of the glasses slipped from her hand shattered on the floor. She swore, hoping Max wouldn’t be too angry.
“Leave it. I’ll pick it up,” he said from the doorway.
She gasped. She’d thought he’d gone back outside after he ate. “No, I’m sorry. I’ll get it up in a jiffy.” She stooped and picked up the first piece a little too quickly. A sharp pain sliced through her palm. “Damn.”
Max was there in a flash. “Let me see.”
“It’s fine.” She tried pulling away from him, but he held her wrist in a firm grip.
He concentrated on the cut, and Shira cringed at the gush of blood that welled up and fell in great glops onto the floor she’d scrubbed earlier. Max hauled her to her feet and guided her to the sink. While he stood behind her he washed her hand under cool water. Only the pain could keep her from enjoying his closeness.
“This looks deep,” he said. “I think you’ll need stitches. I’ll take you to the hospital.”
“No!”
“That wasn’t a suggestion.”
Shira snatched her hand away, grabbed a wad of paper towels, and wound them around her palm. “I said it’s fine. I’m not going to the hospital.”
His nostrils flared. “And I said you’re going. You will not bleed to death in my house.”
“Be still my heart,” she groused. “I didn’t know you cared so much.”
Shira’s smartass comments covered the fact that dread had risen with the mention of the hospital. She couldn’t go there, not with the risk of running into Sam. She spun on her heel and started for the kitchen door. Max caught up with her and grabbed her elbow. She couldn’t get away from him without a fight, so she headed outside and let him open the car door for her to get in. Down the highway, she sat like a statue beside him, saying nothing. As she watched more and more of the tissue turning red, she had to admit Max was right. She needed stitches.
“Put pressure on it, and raise your arm. That should slow down the flow.”
She did as he suggested. “I…I don’t have any money or ID.”
“I’ll take care of it.”
“I don’t know why I didn’t think of that before.” She had, but somehow she’d felt safe hidden away at his house. The fact that they were heading back to civilization and possibly Sam was a wake up call. Waiting until she’d saved enough money might not be an option. She would need to ask Max for help getting new ID. Then she would go, money or no money.
The moment they pulled into the hospital parking lot, her jaw started hurting from clenching it so tight, and her head pounded. The one consolation she had was that any emotion in her expression Max would probably put down to the pain in her hand, which had dulled to a slight ache.
He opened her door and guided her into the emergency room entrance. Please don’t be on duty. Please don’t be on duty.
When they passed through the sliding glass doors, Max had pulled out ahead of her by the fact that he had longer legs and wasn’t lagging in dread like she was. He stopped cold though, and she smashed into his back. Grumbling, Shira moved from behind him and glanced up. Max drew in a sharp, swift breath like he smelled something foul. Rage transformed his handsome face.
Shira stumbled in nervous fear and took a step back, but he reached for her and walked alongside her to the triage nurse’s station. She listened in a daze as Max commanded attention, gave his personal information, and had a nurse evaluating her cut in seconds.
“You’ll have to wait here, sir, if—”
Max cut her off. “I am her fiancé. I’m going back.”
Shira’s mouth dropped open. She should probably tell him it wasn’t necessary to join her since all she was getting was a shot and stitches, neither of which she was scared of. The truth was, she was nervous about running into Sam. He wasn’t likely to attack at work, but still, she was scared.
With her good hand, Shira held onto Max’s arm. She told herself over and over to “woman up” and stand on her own, but her fingers wouldn’t uncurl from his sleeve. Max made no mention of it. In fact, she wondered if he knew she stood at his side the way he swung his gaze from one face to another as they walked, like he searched for someone. Her stomach clenched. Did he remember her saying Sam was a doctor? No, even if he did, there was no reason for him to think he worked in emergency medicine. Virginia was a big enough state, and there were plenty of hospitals for Sam to work in. Only she knew that this one happened to be where he’d taken a position.
They were led into a curtained off section, and Shira took a seat. Max stood near the hall, arms crossed, alert. She chewed her lip. “Max, what’s wrong?”
He frowned. “Nothing.”
Was he always like this in hospitals? Was he afraid like she was but for a different reason? She wondered if the last time he’d been in the emergency room was when his girlfriend died. Maybe that’s what was upsetting him. Thinking that turned her mind from her own issues, and she searched for some way to soothe him.
“It’s fine. Everything is okay, Max,” she said.
He gave her a look full of curiosity, and then the curtain slid back. Shira almost vomited and fainted on the floor. She sucked in a deep, steadying breath that did absolutely nothing for her.
“Shira, what a surprise,” Sam said, but he didn’t look surprised at all. She knew he’d read the chart with her name on it and made sure to rush over—any opportunity to make her life miserable.
“S-Sam,” she whispered and then cleared her throat.
“You’re the doctor?” Max asked. She couldn’t believe the hostility in his tone. One would have thought he knew Sam was her ex, but he couldn’t know that. The only one who would was that leopard that had stopped him from dragging her back into his car that rainy night.
“I am.” Sam gave a blinding smile that she used to watch him practice in the mirror when he wanted to impress. The act fell flat with Max, and Sam frowned a little before he recovered himself. “I’m Doctor Samuel Ellerby. Shira is an old friend of mine, and it’s good seeing her. You are?”
He offered his hand to shake Max’s, but Max ignored it.
“My employer,” Shira rushed to say, but she didn’t know why. Maybe it was the fact that Sam intimidated her.
Max glanced at her, but he didn’t contradict what she said. Sam seemed too pleased, and she kicked herself for not going with Max’s earlier excuse, that he was her fiancé. Of course Sam wouldn’t believe that knowing how recently they were together, but she could have let him think she and Max were involved. Max outweighed him by a good thirty pounds and was taller by several inches. The wildness she’d sensed in Max when she met him was plain even in his leaning against the wall unmoving. Watching him and knowing he would protect her if need be calmed her down some.
“Then maybe I’ll need to see my patient while you wait in the visitor’s area?” Sam suggested.
“No.”
Both Shira and Sam blinked at his one word answer with no pretense of being pleasant. Shira put a hand to her mouth and tried not to laugh at the reddening, which started in Sam’s cheeks. She liked Max a lot!
“No?” Sam stuttered with a few incomprehensible words before he turned to Shira. In the past, if she’d reduced him to idiot status, she would have paid for it with tears and pain. She was glad Max was the one dishing it out. Let him try getting into her boss’s face. He could see what he got.
With an expression of innocence, Shira held her hand out to Sam. She didn’t want to trust him to stitch her up, but he wouldn’t risk his livelihood just to get back at her. He ground his teeth together so obviously, she was surprised she didn’t hear the noise. After he’d washed his hands and had a nurse assist him with numbing her, he eventually stitched her up. By the time they were ready to leave, Shira was on cloud nine. All she’d done to escape Sam was worth it. Going to Max was a good choice. Her hope in the future multiplied tenfold.
When they were almost out the door leading to the waiting area, a nurse stopped them. “I’m sorry Mr. Macgregor, I have a form I forgot to have you sign.”
Max paused. “Sure.”
The nurse started to walk away, and Max followed. Shira yawned. She stayed near the door, leaning against the wall and thinking about the rest of the mess she needed to clean up at home. She hadn’t realized she closed her eyes until she sensed someone nearby. She popped upright and started to find Sam in front of her.
Shira shifted left to see if she saw Max, but he was nowhere in sight. Sam moved to block her view. “What’s between you two?”
“Nothing,” she muttered. “If you’ll excuse me.” She started to go around him, but he blocked her path once again.
“Do you think he’s going to keep you from me?”
The pounding in her head, which had calmed since they arrived, started up again. She didn’t answer.
“You belong to me, Shira, until I’m ready to toss you aside,” Sam warned her. “I’m going to bring you home, and you’re going to pay for ever having anything to do with him.”
Shira balled her hands into fists. “Back off! I’m over you. You can’t scare me anymore, Sam. I’m never returning to your house or having anything to do with you.”
He chuckled low in his throat so that it sounded menacing. Shira didn’t want to admit that it scared the crap out of her. “You know the influence I have, the people I know. How long do you think he’ll tolerate you after I ruin his life?”
“Y-You wouldn’t do that.” She cursed herself. “He’s not some nobody that you can push around with your money.”
Sam’s grin widened, and he raised an eyebrow. “Oh? You’ve got me curious, Shira. Just who is this guy? Something tells me he’s more than just your boss. What kind of service do you provide for him?”
She shook with anger and fear. Instead of getting Sam to drop his interest in her, she’d only whetted his appetite, making him want to know more about Max. Hell, she didn’t know much about the man. What she did had been enough. He was a good man, and he didn’t deserve Sam’s acid directed at him. The sooner she got out of town the better.
  
* * * *
  
Max scratched his name on the last line of paperwork. He didn’t know why, but he felt like this stupid nurse found extra forms for him to sign that weren’t necessary. At first he suspected she was interested in him, but she didn’t do any of the things he’d come to recognize in women who were attracted to him. Of course he scented it on her, but it wasn’t for him.
He paused over the last sheet. “What do you think of Doctor Ellerby?” he asked.
The blue eyes turned cloudy, and a simpering grin stretched her deep rose lips. “He’s brilliant! I can’t believe we have such a great man at our hospital. When we met him…”
Max didn’t need to listen to more. Now he knew the truth. That bastard had asked this airhead to distract him so he could get at Shira. If he’s upset her, I will shred him!
Shoving the papers at the nurse, he turned away and ignored her calls saying she had one more. As he walked toward the area where he’d left Shira, he drew in a deep breath. He didn’t need to get this worked up over a human woman. She wasn’t his type, and he had no intention of taking their relationship any further than it’s already inappropriate state. He knew they were more than employer and employee. Hell, they were practically living a role-playing fantasy, but that’s all it could be—without the sex.
Well, the guy’s an asshole, so I can still wipe the floor with him, he mused. The minute they walked into the hospital earlier, he’d picked up on the scent. He recognized it from that night in the rain when he had stopped Ellerby from dragging Shira into his car. He had realized later from her sharing of her past that the man wasn’t just some random pervert. He was her ex. Too bad he hadn’t also made the connection that she didn’t want to go to the hospital because he worked there. The fact that Ellerby was an emergency room doctor hadn’t entered his mind.
Max picked up his step when he spotted Ellerby talking to Shira in a low tone near the exit. Max stopped behind him. “You have nothing to say to her,” he growled. “Get lost.”
He raised his hand to snatch the doctor by the collar and drag him away, but Shira darted around him and grabbed his arm. “It’s fine, Max. Let’s go.”
Max didn’t move. He flared his nostrils and stared into Ellerby’s face. Everything inside of him wanted to attack. The beast was coiled for it, but this wasn’t the time or the place. He didn’t make a habit of going after humans even if they deserved it, and not since he’d visited Whisper in his leopard form did he risk exposure. He’d been unable to resist visiting Shira in his shifted form. Of course, he’d told himself it was just boredom that drove him, but deep inside he wanted to see how she would act. After all she’d been through, he should have thought twice about risking her fear. He was an idiot.
Shira tugged on his arm again, pulling him from his thoughts. “Max.”
He shook himself and nodded. While they drove back to his house, he watched her from the corner of his eye. Shira was afraid, and the realization enraged him. He tightened his hands on the steering wheel and did all he could not to swing the car around and drive back to the hospital.
“What did he say to you?” he asked.
She squirmed in her seat. “Nothing.”
“You’re lying to me.”
“It doesn’t matter, Max. Let it go. Sam is in my past, and I’m not letting him get to me.” She offered him a smile that was obviously forced. “I’ve moved on, and I’m happy.”
“You were happy at my house.” He left the comment at that because he regretted saying it. He’d spoken the truth though. Shira had hidden away, and he didn’t mind. She’d needed time from civilization, from the man that hurt her and from the knowledge that her choices had kept her in the situation as long as she’d been in it. He knew she blamed herself in that respect. Yet, the blame should be placed like a boulder on the head of that fool. “I’ll leave it for now, but don’t let him get to you. He is a weak, small man, and he will not come against me or anyone in my care if he knows what’s good for him.”
Shira sat in silence with her head bowed. After some time, she whispered, “Thank you. You’re a good person, but I don’t want to drag you into my mess. I…just thanks, for everything.”
Max didn’t push, but an inflection in her words gave him a sense of finality. A suspicion rose inside of him, but he kept his thoughts to himself and continued the drive home.
 


Chapter Six
  
The night had grown late, and Shira stayed in bed as long as she could. She kept falling asleep because her mind and body were worn out. One would think she couldn’t rest after Sam’s threats. She had bid Max goodnight after they got home and cleaned up the mess in the kitchen. Or rather he’d cleaned it up. He hadn’t let her cross the threshold. In the end, she had told him she was going to bed, but she kept her clothes on in preparation of leaving when he fell asleep.
Of course going this way was ridiculous. All she had to do was say it wasn’t working out and she had to move on. Somehow she didn’t want to face Max and see him work out the truth about why she’d come to this decision—that she was scared. If he questioned her, she feared he’d learn about the specific threat to his life Sam had made. No, she had to go in the middle of the night. That was her only option and best for everyone.
She threw her legs over the side of the bed and reached beneath it for her shoes. After putting them on, she tiptoed to the bedroom door and listened. Max slept like the dead, she had learned. The man didn’t even snore, and he kept his bedroom door open as if he liked being ready at a moment’s notice. She had at first worried that could be a problem in passing his room, but then she remembered the window of one of the guest rooms was the single place no bush had been planted beneath. The house was a rancher, so she could climb out and drop to the ground.
As she gathered her bag, guilt assailed her. Max had given her money the day before, way more than she needed to get incidentals like pads or for that matter the underwear she still needed. He’d promised to take her to the store in the morning, but that wouldn’t be necessary. She would leave this area long behind. In fact, she would leave Virginia in her wake.
The money wasn’t enough to start a new life, but somehow she would find a way to live. There were shelters and other opportunities. People found a leg up out of the gutter every day. So would she.
Shira eased her bedroom door open, paused to listen, and then inched into the hall. Each step she took was excruciating, but there were no sounds from Max’s room.  She made it into the spare bedroom, still empty of furniture. That was a good thing. At least she wouldn’t crack her knee on the edge of a dresser or bed frame.
The window latch opened without a hitch, and the window rose. She was glad she’d come in here to dust the windowsill, so she wouldn’t sneeze and give herself away. She peered out through the window and wondered how she would coordinate the climb with her bandaged hand. She didn’t want to bust her stiches.
“Can I help you onto the sill?” came the deep voice from behind her.
Shira froze. “Fuck!”
Max tsked. “Such language.”
She turned slowly from the window, and he strode toward her. She was a deer caught in headlights. The expression was old but so apt about then. Max stopped just to her left, leaned forward to close the window, and faced her. “What were you doing?”
She frowned and folded her arms. “You know what I was doing.” Her bag lay on the floor not far from his feet. He eyed it with a raised brow, and she fought the need to defend herself. “It’s for the best.”
“Whose best? Yours? Mine? You mean for you to sneak out of the house in the middle of the night?”
“Nobody was sneaking,” she snapped.
She started to walk off, but he stepped into her path and stood as solid as a tree. If she wanted to get through him, she’d have to bring a lot more strength than she possessed. All of a sudden, her palm itched to smack his face because something told her he’d been awake the entire time, waiting for her to make a move.
“You can’t keep me here, Max.”
“I wouldn’t dream of it.”
She grunted, frustrated that he spoke so deadpan, like they discussed the weather.
“You’re letting him run you out of town like a scared little girl, and I’m calling you on it. How is that holding you prisoner?”
Crack! She’d done it before she knew she would follow through, and she gasped in horror. Even in the moonlight, she saw his eyes change and the anger that filled them. She took a step back only to crash into the wall.
“I’m so sorry. Please don’t…”
He pivoted and presented a broad back to her. “If you want to pretend you’re starting over by letting him chase you away, be my guest.”
He walked toward the door, but she ran after him. “You don’t know anything about it. Who’s the last person that bullied you, huh? How many punches have put you on the floor trying to draw a breath but can’t because it burns so bad? How many times have you been told you’re so disgustingly thin you look like a boy?”
To her horror and shame, she started to cry, and she would have run past Max to hide in her room if he didn’t catch her. She fought him, pounding at his shoulders and kicking his shins. He wouldn’t let go.
“Stop it, Shira, before you bust your stitches.”
“What the hell do you care?” she griped.
He hoisted her off her feet and carried her across the hall to her room. She struggled against him the entire way, but he didn’t release her until he dropped her on her bed. Shira was about to scramble to the other side until he joined her. She froze in shock, staring at him stretched with casual grace on a bed she realized was too small for his large frame. His presence made her feel tiny, but no longer afraid. In fact she couldn’t believe how her anger and despair had morphed to desire without warning.
Max ran a palm over her hair, brushing it from her face. She didn’t move. “He is both a fool and a liar.” She looked away, but Max grasped her chin and made her look at him. “You know you’re beautiful, don’t you?”
“Don’t say what you don’t mean.”
“I never do.”
His hand went from her chin to the space between her breasts. Even though he didn’t touch her nipples, he might as well have. They grew taut in anticipation, but he moved on, skimming her belly and lower to the zipper on her pants. Shira’s breath caught in her throat. ‘You don’t have to prove anything.”
“Tell me not to touch you, and I won’t.”
How the hell was she going to say that? She wanted it all right. She wanted it bad. Horny didn’t exist the way it did now, until after she’d met Max. When she didn’t deny it, he ran his hand lower still, and Shira arched her back the second his hand settled between her legs. A gentle squeeze sent pleasure to every corner of her being. She pushed her ass into the bed and brought her hips up to meet his touch. He curled his fingers until only one was straight to torment her. Max flicked the single digit over her swelling bud through her clothes, and she bit off a moan.
Would he go all the way this time, or would he back off? Was he doing this to prove that he thought she was beautiful, or to convince her that she was, no matter what he thought? Her mind raced with questions, and yet, all she wanted was to forget the reasons and let it happen. If it did.
She rolled onto her side toward him and ran a palm over his chest. Max’s hand stilled, which she’d trapped between her legs. “Do you really want me?”
He looked down, and she followed his line of sight. The bulge in his pants was unbelievable, and her mouth watered. Just how big was he? Daring to see for herself, she did as he had done, moving her hand down his chest. Max’s abs clenched beneath her touch. He’d removed his T-shirt earlier, so she got a good look at the perfection of his upper body. Rippling muscle responded each spot her fingers skimmed, and she took her time exploring. When she reached the band of his boxers, she paused, waiting for him to protest. This time he must be serious, because she knew from past relationships, play with a man’s cock, and there was no turning back without major disappointment.
She curled her fingers inside the band and dragged it lower. A trimmed patch of blond hair came into view. She licked her lips and swallowed. When she peered up at him, she caught the excitement in the dark depths of his eyes. Max was in it, and although he seemed like a very dominant man, he was letting her enjoy herself while he waited. For some reason, that knowledge choked her up. Sam had rolled her onto her back and penetrated her before she could catch her breath.
She uncovered Max’s cock and swore in amazement. The man was hung. She almost wanted to pay homage to the long, thick shaft. A brief touch with the tips of two fingers let her know it was hard as a rock. Shira didn’t ask for permission. She couldn’t help reaching in and stroking it from base to tip. The shaft responded to her touch, twitching under her hand. She straightened her fingers and ran them all the way down to his balls, massaged there a moment, and headed back to the top. The head dripped with precome, and she teased it with a light touch.
“Mm, Shira,” Max moaned.
She looked at him again. “Are you going to give me some of this?”
“Do you want some?”
“Ya think?”
He chuckled at her smart mouth but removed her hand from his dick. Shira could have sobbed in regret. “I’m not saying no, but I want to be sure you’re not in too much pain.”
“I’m doped up,” she insisted.
He caught her injured hand and looked at it. Her bandages were snug, and she’d been given painkillers. She’d taken another one not too long ago, so she was good. Besides, the wound wasn’t so bad now.
Max appeared doubtful. “I don’t want to be selfish.”
She leaned back and raised her T-shirt a bit, exposing her belly. A little higher and the edge of her bra was revealed. She was small, but her breasts were perky with good size nipples. She could go without a bra but didn’t often because of them. “If you don’t want it, I understand.”
She made a show of unbuttoning her jeans and then lowering the zipper. Max’s exposed cock seemed to strain toward her. “I never said that.”
He flipped her onto her back and moved above her. “Did I not warn you about teasing me?” She matched the grin on his face with one of her own. Not even a good two weeks ago, it was as if he never smiled, but she could bring one to his lips no problem now. Pride swelled inside of her, and she wondered what else she could do for him. “What is that look for?” he demanded.
She shrugged. “I don’t know.”
He hadn’t brought his weight down on her, so she had room to flip over, and she did, sticking her ass up until it brushed his crotch. Max moaned.
“Damn it, woman, we shouldn’t do this.”
“Why not?” She pushed her jeans over her hips, exposing her panties. “These are the only panties I have. I really should take them off before you make me ruin them.”
“I’m sorry. I should have bought you more by now. I didn’t want to presume.”
She sucked her teeth. “Please, you saw no reason not to choose my clothes. Why not my panties?” She glanced at him over her shoulder. His gaze was directed at her ass. Shira bit her lip. Max wasn’t fooling anybody. He hadn’t bought panties for her because it meant shopping in the middle of some really sexy stuff, and at the time, he didn’t intend on giving into the attraction between them. Well, she wasn’t taking no for an answer this time. Should or shouldn’t, they were grown, and she wanted to see what it was like to be in the arms of a man like him.
She rose to her knees, and as she did, he backed up some as if he was scared to let his skin touch hers. She noted he didn’t bother tucking his cock away though. Shira shed her clothing with her back still turned to him. Her bra and panties landed on the floor behind the T-shirt and jeans, and then she laid an arm over her breasts to glance at him.
Now that she was naked, nerves kicked in. She was underweight, although she was pretty sure she’d put on a few pounds being in Max’s house and eating with him. If she didn’t see desire flaming to life in his eyes, she didn’t know how she would live down the embarrassment. Well, he said it’s been a while.
He laid a tentative hand on her back and stroked. “You’re so small. I feel like I’ll crush you.”
“I’m durable.” She reached behind her and grabbed hold of his cock. Rubbing it over her ass cheek and moaning made his member twitch in her hold. She gave it a small squeeze and then guided it between her legs to push back on it. Max’s cock didn’t enter her, but just the act of them going all the way seemed to set him off.
“Shira, damn it, I need…” He cut himself off, but she knew what he wanted to say. She lay down on the pillow while pushing her ass high in the air. She ran palms over his hard thighs and wiggled her hips. A growl erupted from Max’s throat that startled her at first, but she decided it was just the heat of the moment and the blood rushing through her ears that made her think the noise was more animal than human.
“Aren’t you going to put that in me, Max?” she teased, speaking in a deep, throaty tone. “You don’t want me to suffer, do you?”
“Hell, no.”
She smiled at his passion. Max leaned down and kissed her ass cheek. Shira’s pussy clenched. She gripped the sheets until her fingers ached but waited for him to make the next move. When he bent and ran his tongue along her heated skin, she thought she’d lose it. Max planted kiss after kiss and followed them with more licks. Just the fact that he was back there doing what he was doing had her shaking from head to toe.
“Max, I think…” What did she think? She had no idea. Did she want him to stop or something? Her mind wasn’t acting right. She couldn’t figure out what she should say let alone what he should do. The one thing that started to become clear was that she didn’t want him to stop touching her. Her body was hot and ready to ignite at any second. The only man to put the fire out was Max because he had started it. “I want it.”
“”Right here?” He kissed her so close to her back entrance, she yelped in alarm and excitement.
“Um.” She was too scared to admit what she wanted.
“Tell me, Shira.” He kissed her closer to the entrance. Tremors rippled through her thighs.
“W-Whatever you want,” she said, coping out.
“Oh no you don’t.” He nipped the back of her thigh, and she cried out. He soothed the spot with a lick of that big, rough tongue. Then he bit her again. Goose bumps broke out on her arms and legs. Strength ebbed until she thought she’d collapse on the bed. “Maybe you want it here.”
Max shoved her cheeks apart and sucked so hard on her juicy pussy that she screamed in delight. “Yes!”
“Ah, there’s an answer.” He went at her again, this time sticking his tongue inside. Shira whimpered and pushed against his mouth. He slurped and licked until the sounds and the feel drove her to the brink. Her inner muscles clenched. She scratched at the bed. An orgasm threatened to take hold, and she gave into it, pleading for him not to stop.
Over and over he ate her. Shira whispered his name, both excited that he was so into making her feel good and nervous that he would draw away before she was done. Her body was greedy for more. Each time he brought her to climax, she craved another.
“I’m being selfish,” she muttered, gasping for breath. “You should get yours.”
“Mm,” he moaned, allowing the vibrations to tickle her over-stimulated pussy. “Do you think I’m not enjoying you? Do you know how sweet your come is?”
“I don’t know.” She moaned as an orgasm took hold. When the tidal wave of pleasure eased, he sat up. Shira was about to turn around, but Max held her still. He moved in behind her, and she arched her back. She was so wet and ready. From the first penetration of his massive cock, she stiffened.
“No, sweetheart, relax,” he instructed.
She sucked in a deep breath and let it out slowly. None of her previous lovers had been so well-endowed. Max didn’t hurt her. He seemed to be taking his time, waiting for her muscles to relax, but he stretched her. She felt so full, it overwhelmed her and sapped her energy.
Max squeezed her hip and massaged it with a gentleness that didn’t surprise her. “I don’t want to hurt you. It’s hard to hold on. It’s been so long.”
“I know.” She covered his hand. “You’re not hurting me. It feels good.”
To show him she wasn’t afraid or worried, she began pumping her hips, making it so his cock slipped deep inside of her and then out to the tip. The sensation was incredible, and from the way Max panted, she knew he felt the same. He hadn’t begun to move yet. From what she’d learned about him so far, she was pretty sure it would piss him off if he released too early.
Neither of them had anything to worry about because Max gained control of his body, and when he did, he held her in an iron grip without pain. He arched his hips to push his cock to the hilt, and then he pulled out until not even his head pierced her. Shira grunted in complaint, but Max set the pace. He placed his cock tip against her pussy. She tried pushing onto it, but he wouldn’t let her move.
“Hold still,” he commanded.
“Put it in me,” she pleaded.
He teased her pussy from base to top and twirled the head of his cock over her bud. Shira cried out his name. He dipped the head into her put pulled out too quickly. She smacked his thigh, and he drove into her hard and deep.
“Yes, yes,” she encouraged him. “Take all of me, Max.”
“I intend to.”
He thrust so fast and hard over and over, but the movements were controlled to the point that he didn’t bump her cervix or cause her any pain. Her muscles stretched around his girth, yet they sucked at him as well, eager to be invaded. Shira rotated her hips the best she could.
“Max, I want to pump,” she begged.
He whipped out of her and rolled them both to the end of the bed. Shira found herself sitting on his lap facing him, and he entered her. She held onto his shoulders while he grasped her hips. “Do it,” he encouraged her.
Shira began bouncing up and down his length. She arched into his chest, and each time she rose or fell, her taut nipples scraped his chest and sent missiles of pleasure to her pussy. She called out his name, and he shouted hers. They found each other’s mouths, and Shira pushed her tongue between his lips. She couldn’t get enough. Her libido was high, but Max’s seemed to be a good match.
“Please tell me you can keep this up all night,” she pleaded.
The growl she heard this time couldn’t be mistaken—definitely animal. She didn’t give a damn as long as Max ravished her and she could come again.
“I will take you as long as you can handle me,” he told her. “Make no mistake about it—you will beg me to stop before I am done.”
Shira squeezed her legs around his waist. “You’re on!”
 


  
Chapter Seven
  
Shira woke up to her hand killing her. If her stitches weren’t busted under the bandages, she’d be surprised. Not once in their all night sex party had she thought of the injury, but now it could not be ignored. She climbed out of bed and went to the bathroom. Max wasn’t beside her when she opened her eyes. He was an early riser, yet he didn’t mind eating breakfast late. Only at that moment, looking at herself in the bathroom mirror, did she realize they had fallen into a routine over the last couple of weeks.
She grinned. “Damn, I almost look like a woman in love.”
Shira shook her head. No way. Too soon. Max would be a rebound relationship, so it couldn’t go anywhere. As she brushed her teeth, flossed, and used mouthwash, she wondered what he thought of them having sex the night before. I just hope he’ll want a repeat as often as possible.
After she was dressed, she headed toward the kitchen, checking rooms to see if she spotted Max. He was nowhere in sight. When she got to the kitchen, she noted the sheet of paper there, and a flutter stirred in her chest. Get a grip, Shira. You’re not in love, girl. She thought the words in a sing-songy tone that did nothing to help her pull it together.
The note was short and without emotion:
  
Needed to go to the bank. We will make arrangements about where you’ll go when I get back. Do not leave before then.

- Max

  
Shira sank into a chair, glad it was behind her because she hadn’t checked before her knees gave out. All the giddiness of a moment ago drained away. Whatever she’d thought about last night was not how Max saw it. He was, under no circumstances, in love. To her bitter disappointment and shame, tears welled up in her eyes and spilled down her cheeks.
Of course she couldn’t blame him. After all, she’d been trying to convince herself from the beginning. A man like Max Macgregor didn’t choose a woman like her to be with long term. He was on another level. The sex had been good. She knew he’d enjoyed himself, but that was it. Shira could feel good that she had brought him out of his funk and helped him to smile. He had protected her, and it sounded like he wanted to help get her on her feet so she could leave town. She should sit here and be grateful, happy even.
While she sat there feeling sorry for herself, the doorbell rang. She sniffed and found tissue to wipe her nose. No one ever visited, and as far as she knew Max hadn’t ordered more furniture. Not that he was forthcoming about his plans. The note he’d left had been a surprise, but then he didn’t want her to leave and feel guilty. She told herself that to try to cheer up. The argument didn’t work.
Shira peeped out the window and gasped when she saw Whisper. The woman looked exactly the same as she’d been the last time Shira had seen her. Behind her old schoolmate stood a man comparable in height and build to Max. In fact, he couldn’t be anyone else but Max’s twin.
Shira unlocked the door and jerked it open. “Oh my goodness, Whisper!”
“Shira,” Whisper shrieked and ran into Shira’s arms. They hugged laughing. “I can’t believe how little you’ve changed, girl. What’s it been, fifteen years?”
“About that.” She stepped back and let them both in. “I’m sorry Max isn’t in. He had a couple of errands to run.”
Whisper waved her hand and moved into the living room. She studied the room, and Shira remembered that she hadn’t seen the furniture before. Probably the last time she’d been to Max’s house, the place had been empty.
“Oh, wow, this looks awesome. I like what you’ve done with the place.”
Shira shifted from one foot to the other and picked at her pants leg. “Not my doing. Max chose his own furniture. I’m just the help.”
Whisper rolled her eyes. “Don’t you talk like that. The fact that he let you stay here is a lot. Trust me.”
Shira felt eyes on her, and she turned to find Max’s brother’s piercing gaze trained in her direction. Her throat was dry, and she swallowed, but nothing helped. The same sense of danger rolled off this man, but she couldn’t read him the way she felt like she could read Max. Plus his darker looks made him seem more mysterious. She wasn’t sure she liked him.
“Where are my manners,” Whisper chirped. “This is my boyfriend, Alec. He’s Max’s twin.”
Shira muttered a greeting. She didn’t remember Whisper being so bouncy. Being in love must suit her big time. Jealousy was an ugly beast, so she beat it down and forced a smile.
“How are you?” Alec held his hand out, and she shook it but then put distance between them.
“Would you two like something to eat?” she offered. “I know it’s close to lunch time, but I haven’t eaten, and I feel like I’m about to pass out.”
Whisper linked her arm with hers. “I’m famished.”
“You wouldn’t be if you weren’t in such a hurry to get back to Virginia,” Alec complained. Whisper ignored him and all but dragged Shira off in the direction of the kitchen.
Shira hesitated as she took eggs, bacon, and sausage from the refrigerator. “Is everything okay? I thought you told me you’d be back in about a month.”
Whisper shuddered. “Girl, I was done with those people. You wouldn’t believe the amount of testosterone thrown around up there. Everything was a contest, and Alec has so many male cousins feeling themselves it’s ridiculous. Of course they were all sexy as hell, but Alec gets a little overprotective and…well, never mind. We’re home. Let me help you cook.”
They worked together talking about old times in high school. Shira enjoyed the female companionship. She hadn’t had a friend in forever, and the way Whisper took to her, she wondered if the woman didn’t feel the same. Regret stirred her heart thinking soon she would be gone.
“What about you?” Whisper said, a question Shira had been dreading. “You said you came by my apartment looking for me when you met Max. Is everything okay?”
Shira didn’t want to discuss it, but she owed Whisper an explanation. Whisper had vouched for Max, and because she was an old friend, he had given Shira a job and a place to stay. With as few words as possible and stuffing her emotions down, she told Whisper about Sam. The anger that sparked in the woman’s eyes surprised her.
“He should have his dick cut off.”
Shira burst out laughing, and her friend joined her. “You’re right. He should. Well, I’m free now, and I’m never going back. I’m going to make something of my life and see my dreams come true.”
“Good for you!” Whisper hugged her. “Now let’s get this food on because Alec didn’t say but he’s hungry, and he’s a big grump when his stomach is empty.”
Shira shook her head. “Does he eat like an animal, because Max sure does.”
Whisper started as if Shira had surprised her, but she smiled. “Yeah, like an animal.”
Just when they were setting a huge bowl of scrambled eggs, a platter of pancakes, and another of bacon and sausage on the table, a key sounded in the front door. Shira’s hand shook, and Alec nabbed the pitcher of ice tea she still held. She couldn’t help her gaze arrowing straight to Max when he walked into the room. His focused on her as well, but then he shifted his attention to his brother.
“Hey,” he said.
“Hey, yourself.” Alec walked over to him and shook his hand. Whisper elbowed past the big man and threw herself into Max’s arms.
“Max! It’s good to see you,” she said. “Although I admit I thought you’d be looking less grumpy since Shira is here.”
“Can you be less obvious?” he complained. “I had enough of your matchmaking before you left, woman.”
Shira watched their interaction. They joked and prodded each other. When Whisper went into his arms, he hugged her tight and kissed the top of her head. Again jealousy rose in Shira’s chest. She tamped it down and turned to the table.
“You’re just in time to eat,” she said.
“Good,” he responded.
They all sat down, and Shira remained quiet while Max and his brother chatted about family. Occasionally, Whisper tossed in an observation about whomever they were discussing. Shira shoveled her food around her plate, not hungry. She’d never felt so out of place, like she didn’t belong. Max had gone out that morning to get money so he could get her going on her way. She couldn’t blame him. After all, she’d been about to leave in the middle of the night. Yet, deep inside, she’d hoped he would ask her to stay. Pride wouldn’t let her beg. He didn’t want her.
“I was wondering, Whisper,” she blurted, cutting off their conversation. She ducked her head when they all turned her way, and then forced it up. “Do you mind if I crash at your place a short while? I promise it won’t be long, just until I find a job and I can stand on my own two feet.”
No one said a word, but Shira started a little at the clatter of Max dropping his fork on his plate. He rushed to pick it up, and then set it down again. From the tension she caught in his shoulders and the way he had clenched the utensils, she knew he was angry. So what? He was the one that left her a note like them having sex meant diddly.
“You have a job,” Max snapped.
She frowned. “A temporary one, and if I’m not mistaken, it was ending today!”
“That wasn’t settled.”
She turned to Whisper. “I can come here from your place every morning, and leave in the evening to go back. Is it okay?”
Whisper hesitated. Her glance swung from Shira to Max. “Of course, girl, no problem. I’ve spent most of my time at Alec’s house, but I’ll be glad to stay with you and help you get back on point. It’ll be fun.”
“I thought you were moving in permanently, Whisper,” Alec interjected. “We discussed it.”
“Right, we talked about it,” Whisper agreed. “I never said one way or another.”
“You can stay here a little longer,” Max said.
Shira rolled her eyes. “Yeah, I think I’ll be fine at Whisper’s.”
He grumbled. Shira didn’t know why he had a problem with it. Not like he really wanted her to stay. Maybe his issue was that he didn’t arrange the solution. She didn’t give a fat rat’s ass.
Whisper and Alec began arguing about her living arrangements, and guilt assailed Shira. She would tell her she didn’t have to stay at the apartment with her. Shira would be fine on her own.
Max picked his fork up again and then slammed it down. “Just how do you expect to get all the way out here?”
“Ever heard of a bus?” she shouted.
His brows crashed low over his eyes. “There is no bus for three miles.”
She scraped her chair back. “Then I’ll walk!”
Shira made it to the front door before the tears fell, and she slammed the door in her wake. While she stomped across the front lawn, she cursed herself for being an idiot. She’d let him see as plain as day how she felt about him, and that was the last thing she wanted.
“Shira,” Whisper called out behind her.
Shira stopped walking and scrubbed her face. She sniffed and turned with what she hoped was an apologetic smile. “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to get in the way of you and your boyfriend. I know you don’t know me that well, but I promise I won’t steal anything at your apartment. You don’t have to stay there and entertain me.”
“How about we catch a movie tonight?” Whisper said.
Her offer took Shira by surprise. “I…uh…”
Whisper linked her arm through Shira’s and turned her so they could continue walking away from the house. “You need a break. I know what a stubborn ass Max can be. Trust me. I love him like a brother, but whew, a handful. Anyway, don’t worry about Alec and me. We’re good. After what you told me though, I think you need a girl’s night out. We could do dinner and a movie. Or we could go to a club.”
“Ah, dinner and a movie would be great,” Shira admitted. “It’s been a long time since I’ve been to a theater. I don’t know what’s playing.”
“Leave that to me.” Whisper patted her arm. “Leave Max to me too.”
  
* * * *
  
Max stood by the window overlooking the front lawn. He watched the two women talking and wondered what Shira was telling Whisper about him. He’d seen her wipe her face and knew she was crying. He hated making her cry, but it was better that she realize there could be nothing between them. He’d be crueler letting her believe something that would never happen.
“So, you said there’s nothing going on between you,” his brother said, still at the table eating. Of course he was happy and content. Max knew the argument between him and Whisper meant nothing. They were sealed as one.
“Do I need to repeat myself?” he grumbled. Whisper was right. His attitude hadn’t improved. He glanced over his shoulder to find his brother buttering toast. The calm irritated him.
“That’s funny,” Alec said, not looking up, “because I smell you all over her.”
“Shut up!”
Alec laughed. “Oh, so I hit a nerve. Tell me you haven’t had sex with her, brother.”
“I don’t have to deny that.” He swung from the window and returned to the table. His eggs were cold, so he poured himself another cup of coffee. “I fucked her.”
“Careful,” Alec warned.
Max sighed. He didn’t want to disrespect Shira even to prove to his brother she didn’t mean anything. “We had sex. It meant nothing.”
“She can be your mate. I think it’s obvious to one and all that she cares about you.”
Max clenched the cup’s handle so tight, he thought it might snap at any moment. He willed himself to relax. “She’s human.”
“So?”
“So she’s not my mate. I had a mate. She died.”
“Max.”
He slammed the cup down, sloshing liquid over the sides onto the tablecloth. He recalled Shira had placed it on the table fresh the day before. She’d have his head for the stain. Damn it, that doesn’t matter. She’s leaving.
“She’s not my mate,” he insisted. “You know as well as I do we mate for life. When Sarah died, that was it for me.”
“It doesn’t have to be.” Alec narrowed his eyes on Max. “Unless of course she’s not the sweet thing she appears to be.”
Max grunted. “She is. Shira needs…well, she needs someone to look after her.”
His brother’s eyebrow rose. “If you know that, then you know you can be that one. Max, if you don’t get your head out of your ass, you’re going to miss what’s right in front of you.”
“I don’t want her. Not now. Not ever.”
Alec didn’t answer. When Max raised his attention from the mess he was trying to get up, he noticed Alec staring past him. Dread tightened the muscles of his stomach, and he turned around. Whisper and Shira were standing in the doorway. There was no doubt in his mind that Shira had heard his last words and knew they were about her. He was the worst of all men and the biggest fool.
“Shira—”
She held up a hand and directed such a scathing look at him, he flinched. “Don’t even. Whisper, want to keep me company cleaning up this mess? Then we can get out of here.”
Whisper’s gaze raked over him as if he was nothing more than scum. That hurt. He loved her like a sister. Then she nodded to Shira. “Yeah, sure.”
Shira walked over to the table and took up his plate without asking if he was done. She nabbed his coffee cup and his silverware and disappeared into the kitchen. He knew he should say something to her, but maybe this was for the best. She would get along a lot better if she was angry and not hurt. He’d handled everything wrong, but none of them seemed to understand that he could not have a second mate. To even try was an insult to Sarah’s memory. He scraped his chair back and stood up. What he needed right now was a run—bad. He met his brother’s gaze and saw agreement there. Alec would join in their leopard forms and run off some steam through the woods. Maybe when he was done, Shira’s face wouldn’t loom in his mind’s eye bringing with it guilt and an odd tightness in his chest.
  
 


  
Chapter Eight
  
Shira laughed at every funny scene in the movie and traded comments with Whisper as they watched. On some level she enjoyed herself, and her smile never wavered, but deep inside, a weight pressed on her. She couldn’t stop thinking of Max and of what he’d said. Whisper had lit into him. Shira had heard them arguing while she kicked herself for cowering in the kitchen. The truth of the matter was she was angry, but if she said one word to Max, she thought she might break down. She’d given enough of her tears to Sam, and he didn’t deserve them. Max wasn’t getting any. Not after what he’d said.
She kept leaning toward making excuses for him, telling herself that he was just hurt from losing the woman he loved. She wanted to tell herself that he was cut off from his emotions, but whether that was true or not, she couldn’t afford to give in to thoughts like that. They were what led to her staying in a relationship that was not good for her. Never again.
“Hey.” Whisper tapped her arm. “Movie over. Where are you?”
Shira blushed. “Oh, sorry. My mind was wandering.” She forced another smile.
“Stop!”
Shira jumped at the sharpness in Whisper’s tone.
“You’re pretending to be on top of the world, and you don’t have to. I know what it’s like to be hurt when you give yourself to someone and they throw your gift back at you.”
Shira stilled at Whisper’s words. She didn’t want to hear it, but her friend went on.
“I could have ripped Max a new one for the way he acted and what he said. I know he’s not that kind of man, but there he was acting like it, and that I won’t stand for.” She rose, and Shira did as well. She couldn’t bring herself to say a word, but then Whisper didn’t seem to need a response. “I think he cares about you. He just doesn’t know how to face it. He thinks he’s betraying Sarah.”
This time Shira did comment. “Don’t. I can’t hear that right now. I get it that he likes me. He may even want me again after… Well, whatever. I’m over it.  I admit I feel a little sad, but we’ve only known each other a short while. No need to throw myself into a depression because he said some mean words. Please, I’ve heard that and much worse.”
Whisper took her hand and held it. “I’m so sorry. You’re the last person to deserve him acting like that.”
Shira shrugged it off as if it was nothing, which was so not true. “My past made me stronger. Come on. I’m hungry. Let’s get dinner.”
They left the theater and walked down the street in the direction of the stores and restaurants. Shira noticed Whisper power up her cell phone. She needed one if she was going to get calls for jobs. She tallied the money she had and didn’t think she could afford anything other than a pay as you go phone for the time being.
Whisper made a noise of frustration, capturing Shira’s attention. Her friend handed over the phone, and Shira read the text message. “Whisper, please have Shira give me a call. I need to talk to her.”
Shira handed the phone back just as it rang.
“Speak of the devil,” Whisper said. “You want to talk to him?”
“Nope.”
Whisper chuckled and pressed a button that made the phone stop ringing. “So where are we eating?”
They found a restaurant and sat down. Soon they had drinks at their elbows and menus in hand. Shira automatically scanned the prices more so than the food itself.
“Get whatever you want,” Whisper said. “My treat.”
“You got the movie. I can get this,” she said.
“You can get everything the next time,” Whisper insisted.
Pride made Shira want to argue, but she had to give in. One way or another, she would get on firm ground. “Okay, fine. And thanks.”
“You got it. We have to stick together.”
Shira was half way through her dinner, at last able to fully enjoy herself, when she glanced up and froze in place. On the other side of the restaurant sat Sam with a woman.
“You look pale, Shira. Are you okay?” Whisper asked.
She opened her mouth to speak, but the words were nothing more than a breath. “Fine.”
“Who’s that?” Whisper said, obviously following her line of sight.
“My ex.”
“That’s him? The asshole that—”
“Yeah.”
Her friend sucked her teeth. “I think I should get Alec to kick his ass.”
“Whisper!”
“What? He deserves it.”
Shira snapped out of her shock and fear, and laughed. “Yeah, he does. Thanks for the sentiment, but no, leave him alone. As long as he stays out of my life, I’m happy staying out of his.”
“And you should be.”
Shira made herself finish her meal even while her appetite had taken a nosedive. She would not let Sam steal anything else from her, including the delicious steak, baked potato, and side salad she had ordered. She had just swallowed the last bite and was wiping her mouth when a shadow blocked the light on her right. She looked up into Sam’s blue eyes.
“Shira, I thought that was you,” he almost simpered. “How are you?”
She stiffened when he leaned down and kissed her cheek. Whisper moved as if to stand, but Shira put her hand out. The anger rolling off her friend must have been obvious to Sam, but he acted like he didn’t notice. Shira glanced at Sam’s companion and caught an expression of resentment and jealousy, but she focused on Sam. Not paying him attention had cost her, and it was habit to do so now.
“Sam,” she said. There was no need to get into a conversation with him. The sooner he moved on, the better. She wasn’t going for the acting like they were old friends even if she was scared of him. A sense of panic had risen in her when his lips touched her cheek, but he hadn’t pushed it by staying close.
“I’ve missed you, Shira,” Sam went on. She chewed the inside of her cheek, hating him. Sam kept his distance, and his tone of voice was low and pleasant. Yet, he provoked emotions in her that she couldn’t explain. “Looks like you’ve put on a little weight.”
You always hated me so thin. Their short time apart hardly made that much of a difference, but then eating regularly without drama didn’t take a lot to gain.
Shira clutched her hands in her lap and drew courage from somewhere deep. “Save your comments or compliments—or whatever they’re supposed to be—for someone who doesn’t know you like I do.” She eyed the woman and then focused back on him. “You’re not real, and what’s more important, I don’t give a damn what you think.”
The rage that flashed in his eyes made her want to run, but she stood her ground. He sucked in a deep breath and then smiled. “You hurt me, honey.”
“Don’t call her honey, fucker,” Whisper snapped. “Why don’t you just go about your business. Your girlfriend is getting jealous.”
Whisper’s words seemed to be too much for him. He whirled on her. “Know your place, before I put you in it.”
Her friend stood up, hands on her hips. “Oh please try. Pretty please! My boyfriend would put you in the ground without breaking a sweat.” She looked Sam up and down. “Matter of fact, I’m sure I can take you myself, a spoiled little egghead like you.”
Shira sat there in awe. She didn’t know if she should laugh or drag Whisper back into her seat. She’d run her mouth too many times to Sam, and she never felt like he’d completely broken her. Still, even she wouldn’t have gone so far as to belittle him to his face. Whisper was brave, but then she could afford to be with a man like Alec behind her. What she’d said was probably true. Shira had seen the way Alec looked at Whisper. She bet he wouldn’t think twice about killing Sam because he put his hands on Whisper.
Sam’s face turned beet red. His nostrils flared, and he flexed his fingers at his sides. Even his date seemed surprised at his attitude and the way he appeared to be seconds from attacking Whisper. Shira reached out and pulled her friend’s hand.
“Don’t let him provoke you. He’s not worth it,” she said.
“Listen to your friend,” Sam pushed between clenched teeth.
They faced off for long minutes, but Sam was the one to turn away first. Whisper hadn’t blinked, nor had she backed down. Shira found herself wondering if Whisper would be that brave if she had no one to protect her and if she’d already suffered blow after blow from this man. Maybe some people were different. Maybe Whisper would have beaten him in his sleep and walked out. She admired her friend’s grit no matter what.
Sam uttered something insulting and turned to walk away. Then he came back and leaned close to Shira’s ear. “You remember what I told you, don’t you, honey?”
She stifled a tremor but said nothing. Sam left the restaurant at a clipped pace. His date had to almost run to keep up with him, and he didn’t hold the door for her as he disappeared through the exit.
“You had to deal with that for how many years?” Whisper asked.
Shira shook herself. “Five years. I was stupid, but I’m over it now.”
Whisper studied her. “Not yet, but I’m here for you, sweetie. Everything is going to be fine. I promise.”
Shira nodded, but she was beginning to wonder. Discussing the situation would do no good, so she changed the subject. For the rest of the evening, Sam occupied her thoughts and what to do about him.
  
* * * *
  
Shira snapped her earring into place and peered at herself in the mirror. She’d changed them three times from the selection Whisper had given her. The dress she wore was figure-hugging and short. The smooth, silky material stopped halfway up her thighs, and the neckline plunged a little lower than she wanted, but Whisper had convinced her to buy it along with a pair of sling backs that made her legs look longer than they were. Not that she didn’t think she looked good. She had to admit she did. The problem was, she wasn’t happy about going to this party tonight. Max was escorting her, and from what she could gather, his brother had coerced him into doing it for the sake of their business.
“Oh, wow,” Whisper exclaimed when she stepped into the room, “you look amazing. Max is going to be drooling over you all night.”
Shira rolled her eyes. “Please. The only reason he’s taking me is because of his business or whatever he and Alec are up to.”
Whisper walked over and began working a curl Shira had let fall at her temple while she’d put up the rest of her hair. She’d been to plenty of fancy functions on Sam’s arm, so she was an old hand at putting herself together.
“They’re trying to convince some mogul or whatever to get up off this commercial property they want,” Whisper explained. “He’s throwing this party, and they figure they’ll charm him. Alec is pretty good at that kind of thing.”
Shira wondered if Max was when he tried. The last week of him picking her up from Whisper’s apartment and taking her home in the evening wasn’t the best experience. He was quiet most of the time and gruff when he spoke. He mostly left her notes with instructions while he disappeared somewhere, but then later he would insist they have their meals together. He pissed her off, but this was their relationship until she found something else. Now that she was building a good friendship with Whisper, she couldn’t make herself leave town, even if Sam wasn’t far away. What to do about him still plagued her. She could only hope he would lose interest and move on.
“Well, why do I have to go?”
Whisper smacked her on the shoulder. “Because I’m not going to be bored mindless with those two talking business all night. Besides, you need to get out, so you’re going.”
Shira laughed. Whisper did push her more to live, and she didn’t mind. If she had her way, her face would be to the grindstone working overtime at some job so she could save. That dinner and movie the other night had been great aside from the run-in with Sam. She needed to unwind sometimes. “Fine. I’m ready. You look awesome by the way.”
Whisper did a spin. Her dress extended just a bit longer than Shira’s, but it was no less sexy. The style and vibrant color played up Whisper’s generous figure and set off her big breasts. Shira looked down at her own and sighed. Oh well, it is what it is.
They left the bedroom just as the doorbell rang. Shira drew back, sudden nerves stirring in her belly, but her friend had no such reservations. Shira had noticed Whisper seemed lonely when she wasn’t with Alec, and they called or texted constantly when they were apart. She’d never seen two people more in love.
When Whisper threw open the door, she launched herself into Alec’s arms, and he whipped her around as if she weighed nothing. “You didn’t even look through the peephole,” he complained. “It could have been a dangerous stranger.”
“I knew it was you,” Whisper assured him, and they were lost in a kiss so hungry Whisper would have to redo her lipstick when it was over.
With a sigh of impatience, Max stepped around his brother and Whisper into the apartment. Shira smoothed her moist palms over her dress.  “Hey,” she said.
He stared. His expression was so blank, she couldn’t tell if he thought she looked a mess or he liked what he saw. “Well?” she demanded to cover her nerves.
His gaze swept her from head to foot. “You look fine. Isn’t that a bit too much skin showing?”
She swung away about to return to the bedroom when he was all of a sudden behind her, grabbing for her hand to keep her where she was. He stood too close, which meant he had to hear her racing heart. Damn him.
“You don’t have a bra on,” he said softly.
That was obvious because the back of her dress was cut low. One couldn’t wear a bra with it. “Is that all you can do? Complain? If you don’t like it, you don’t have to be seen with me.”
His warm breath stirred the loose tendrils at her nape. “Let me make this plain. The only reason I haven’t already ripped that dress off of your hot, little body is because I have business to take care of. But you knew the impact dressing like this would have on me, didn’t you? Let’s go.”
Shira blushed. Max’s compliment was rough, even angrily given, but the impact was way more powerful than if he’d just said, “You look nice.” She couldn’t help being pleased with it. Yeah, he has the charm ability all right.
The party was being held at the mansion of the man Alec and Max wanted to do business with. As soon as she and Max pulled up in his car, Shira lost her breath. The fact that it was nighttime did not hide the beauty of the place. Outside lighting flooded the circular driveway, and when they stopped, a valet moved forward to park the car. Shira tightened her hold on Max’s hand as he helped her from the car.
“Am I dressed right for something like this?” she worried.
He smiled, and she was lost. “You look perfect. Will you fish for compliments all night?”
She rolled her eyes at him, but his dig had done the trick. Her nerves fluttered away, and she was able to walk into the house without too much care.
All around them were other guests dressed to the nines and looking like they were born with money. To her surprise, Max stayed close while she and Whisper were introduced to their host.
“Alec, Max,” a thin, balding man in a dark suit called out. “Good to see you, and who are these two beauties?”
Alec put Whisper forward. “Corbin, this is my fiancée, Whisper Price. Whisper, this is Corbin Mancini.”
Corbin shook Whisper’s hand with a friendly smile, but he turned right away to Shira. “And you are?”
Max spoke before she could. “This is Shira Hill, her friend.”
Embarrassment crept up Shira’s back. He’d put her with Whisper even though he stood at her side. Pissed off, she stepped away from him toward Corbin and held out her hand. “How are you?”
He took her hand and tugged her a little closer than necessary. “Very well now. So this one didn’t claim you for himself?”
“Claim?” Whisper blurted as if it was some kind of key term. Alec shook his head, and Shira wondered what the big deal was.
“You can be my special guest tonight, my lovely lady,” Corbin told her and tucked her hand on his arm to lead her farther into the house. He called over his shoulder, “Alec, Max, Whisper, enjoy the party.”
Shira was tempted to look back at Max, but she straightened her shoulders and raised her head. Why should she cling to him when he didn’t want her? This man thought she was beautiful, and even if he didn’t do it for her, hell, he could be fun for the time being.
Face after face zipped by her as Corbin introduced her. Shira had learned the art of conversation in a way that kept most of the attention on the person talking to her or the man at her side. Sam had drilled the skill home, so she had no trouble keeping anyone from knowing she was a housekeeper and a college dropout.
Dancing started up in a room set aside for it, and Shira was surprised to find she didn’t lack partners. She scanned the room for Whisper and located her at the side of the room looking slightly bored and holding a glass of wine. Alec and Max stood a few feet away speaking with several other men. A man approached Whisper looking too eager. He said something to Whisper, and she smiled but shook her head. Shira almost laughed when she pointed out Alec and the guy took in Alec’s heated glare. He backpedaled and almost fell over his feet to escape. Shira sighed. No one would care about her that much.
The song ended, and she extricated herself from her dance partner. She couldn’t remember his name. “If you’ll excuse me, I’m going to take a break. Thank you for the dance,” she said.
The man, who extended only to her shoulder, held onto her hand. “Can I find you later?”
“Um…”
“Shira.”
She jumped at the voice because it was so unexpected. Her mouth went dry, and she spun slowly to her left. Sam approached her. This was too much of a coincidence. This city wasn’t so small that they had to rub shoulders at every opportunity. “Sam, what are you—?”
“Doing here?” He grinned, and a raised eyebrow sent her dance partner on his way. Right then, she’d be happier with the squat man than Sam. “Did you forget how many people I know, Shira? Maybe you forgot what I told you.”
She gritted her teeth.
He took her hand just as another song started up. She was about to snatch it away, when he spoke again. “Corbin Mancini is a good friend of mine. Imagine the conversation he and I held regarding Max Macgregor.”
She froze. “You don’t… You couldn’t have…”
He led her into a slow dance, a palm at her lower back while he clutched her hand in a grip she couldn’t escape. “Did you think I would walk away so easily? I told you if you wanted to defy me, I would ruin that bastard’s life. I have already begun. If he thinks he’s making a deal with Corbin, he will be sorely mistaken.”
“Sam, don’t do this,” she begged. “Max has nothing to do with me. I work for him. That’s all, and when I find something else, I won’t see him. He doesn’t even like me.”
He scowled, his face crumbling so much that it made him ugly and shook her to her core in its evil. “Yet I see desperation to save him in your eyes. If I thought that you loved him—no, that’s impossible. Did you fuck him, Shira?”
Her fingers spasmed under his. “None of your damn business.”
“Which is a yes.” He squeezed her hand until she gasped. She would not give him the satisfaction of crying out. Never again.
“Let go of me.”
His response was to draw her closer until their bodies touched. Memories of their nights in bed together flooded her mind and made her sick. She wished she could block out the past and never think of it again. 
“You still want to fight me?” He tsked. “Where is this coming from? Him? Did opening your legs for him make you bold, Shira? Tell me, did he say he loves you, that he’ll protect you from me?”
She looked away. Of course Max had never said that. Hell, he’d denied even bringing her as his date tonight. He wouldn’t protect her. She had only herself to depend on, and yet, she couldn’t let Sam punish Max because of her. Tears filled her eyes, and she did everything she could to blink them away. Whatever hope she’d been feeling about her life fizzled. How had she thought she could stay in town? Whisper’s friendship had made her think she could stick around, and on some level, she had resolved to enjoy seeing Max’s face even if she couldn’t be with him.
Sam’s threats weren’t empty. Although he was a doctor, she had seen him destroy men before. Not because of her, but because they had crossed him in some way. He had influence in ways she could only imagine until she’d seen them first hand. His family came from money, too, and his father had political ties. Sam had never backed down from using every resource available to him to get to people. Max might not be the poor man she had first assumed him to be, but he was still just a real estate businessman. He couldn’t hope to match Sam’s influence. She had to do what she could to protect him, especially since it was her fault that Sam had turned his evil in Max’s direction.
“I’m not going back to his house,” she offered in a low tone of resignation. “I’ll tell him I quit and never see him again.”
“Of course you will.” The confidence in Sam’s voice grated on her, but she didn’t say a word. He continued laying down the directives. “You will move out of that girl’s apartment and come to me tonight.”
She started at his words and looked up at him. He chuckled.
“Did you think I didn’t know where you were? I let you get comfortable, give yourself enough rope until I was ready to jerk you back where you belong.”
“I have to go to the restroom.” If she didn’t get out of there now, she was going to cry in front of everyone, and that would be worse. Sam would be embarrassed and make her life even more of a living hell. “Please, I have to go.”
He turned her, and as calm as if they were taking an evening stroll, walked her toward the room’s exit. When they drew up to it, Max stepped in front of them. He stood with easy confidence, one hand tucked into his pocket. A smile graced his sexy full lips, but she picked up on the anger in his eyes and the tension in his shoulders. “You’ve been busy all night, Shira. I think this is my dance.”
She opened her mouth to speak, but Sam cut her off. “You’re mistaken. My fiancée dances only with me.”
Max’s nostrils flared. “Since when is she your fiancée? My understanding is she dumped your sorry ass. Couldn’t get it up or something like that. She hasn’t had any complaints since she came to live with me.”
Shira gasped, and Sam went red. His fingers dug into her lower back. That’s all she needed was for Max to confirm that they’d been lovers. Even if it was only once, that was one time too many for Sam.
“Tell him you’ve agreed to be my wife, Shira,” Sam said.
Max’s gaze slid from Sam’s face to hers. She could read him with no problem right now. His expression said all she had to do was say the word and he’d wipe the floor with Sam. She suspected that was only an excuse because he didn’t like Sam, not because he cared about her.
She drew in a deep breath and raised her chin. Hey, if they could act, so could she. “He’s right. Back off, Max. Sam and I are getting married. I don’t need you anymore. I won’t be coming back to work. Thanks for everything.”
Her mask was about to crumble, so she ducked around Max and beat a hasty retreat out the door. The bathroom was too busy with women, so she found the nearest exit and jetted outside. Cool air eased the heat in her face but did nothing to calm her emotions. The tears fell.
She ran along the drive, but when she heard laughter from other guests who had wandered outside, she left the paved drive and hurried into the trees. The mansion must lie on several acres, and she was glad of it. She could disappear until she pulled herself together.
She found a tree to lean on and sobbed her eyes out. Seeing Max again was impossible, but returning to Sam’s wasn’t an option. She couldn’t go back into that nightmare now that she had tasted freedom. I won’t go back. I can’t!
 


  
Chapter Nine
  
Shira took a step in the direction of the street. If she could make it to the main road, she could flag down a taxi and get to Whisper’s apartment to pack. Then she would catch a bus out of town. With any luck, Sam would think she was in the bathroom, or maybe he and Max were still arguing. She heaved a sigh remembering the many times she had run before.
“Shira.”
She stopped and turned. The moon had passed behind clouds, so there wasn’t much light. She just made him out standing in the trees.
“Where are you going?”
“What do you care?” she demanded.
He strode closer just as the moon reappeared, and her heartbeat picked up seeing his handsome face. Why did she have to long for him when he didn’t give a crap about her?
Max stopped in front of her and ran a finger down her cheek. She turned away, but he made her look at him. His touch burned, making her desire him like no other man. He had to know what he did to her.
“I-I have to go,” she whispered.
“Where?”
She was so lost and so scared, she closed her eyes willing everything to go away, including Max. He didn’t budge but wrapped his arm around her waist. A sob escaped her, and she struggled to hold it in.
“Don’t,” she pleaded.
He kissed her lips, and she clung to him. His tongue found its way into her mouth, teasing her with his flavor and making her crazy with need. Shira pulled away and pushed at his chest. He didn’t let go, but his hold loosened.
“This is not what you want,” he told her.
“How do you know?” She turned her back on him and walked a couple of paces. Everything inside of her wanted him to stop her and for him to tell her she couldn’t leave him. Max wasn’t the type to throw himself at her and make wild declarations of love, but here she was hoping for it. Girl, seriously, wake up to reality.
“If you choose to quit working for me, that’s fine,” he said. “We don’t ever have to have sex again.”
Her heart clenched in pain.
“But you’re a fool if you marry him.”
Shira didn’t think twice. She whirled on him and smacked his face as hard as she could. “And you’re an asshole!”
She took off running through the trees, swiping at branches that clawed at her face and hair. Several times, she tripped, and once she fell. She scrambled to her feet and ran some more. She had no idea of the direction she took, whether she headed to the road or back toward the house. All she knew was that she had to keep moving.
When she came to a wooden fence that blocked her path, she stopped. The scratches on her arms burned, and she was so upset that she didn’t care if the one on her face left a scar. Her chest hurt from running, and a stitch had started in her side. She panted, trying to recover. A sound in the darkness to her right had her calming heart rate kicking up. She stiffened, and then from the shadows came the leopard.
“It’s you,” she exclaimed. “How did you find me out here?”
She was still nervous around the animal, but with the mess of the humans in her life, the leopard seemed like a welcome relief. She dropped to her knees feeling the cool earth under them and knowing she probably looked a hot mess. The leopard came to her with gentle grace. She wrapped her arms around him and laid her face in his fur. The sobs she’d held in check came unbidden, and she let the tears fall for a long time.
After some time, she raised her head sniffling. She scratched the cat behind his ears, and he purred. “I’m not going back,” she said. “To either of them.”
The leopard pulled from her hold and turned away from her.
“You’re leaving me too?”
The way it bobbed its head she could have sworn it told her no, but she decided she was seeing things. The leopard paced toward the trees away from the fence and then stopped. She figured out that it wanted her to follow. She stood up and went after him. They walked for what felt like hours. She dug the cheap cell phone she had purchased out of her purse and saw that it had been forty-five minutes. Missed calls reminded her that she had put her cell phone on vibrate earlier and hadn’t taken it off. Whisper had phoned three times, but Max hadn’t. She sighed. He didn’t give a damn, so why should she?
The leopard led her out to the road, and she couldn’t believe he was smart enough to have done that. She stooped and kissed his head. “Thanks, sweetie.”
She started to walk along the street, but the leopard crossed in front of her, blocking her path. She stopped. Behind her, she heard a car coming, and she shrank back to the tree line in fear. She considered running the way she had come, but again the leopard blocked her. Lights blinded her when the car pulled to a stop. Her heart raced.
“Shira,” a man called. At first she thought it was Max, but then she realized it was his brother Alec. “Come on. Get in.”
She wondered why he didn’t say anything about the leopard, but maybe he couldn’t see it in the shadows. She waited to see if the animal would stop her again, but he didn’t. Exhausted, she had no choice but to take the ride. Maybe Alec could run her to the apartment and then take her to the bus station.
Alec got out of the car and walked around to open the passenger door. She sighed and got in. He shut the door and then opened the back one. Shira’s eyes widened when he held it until the leopard got in, and then he hopped in on his side. Her throat was dry as they rode down the street.
“You know him?” she asked after some time.
“Yeah.”
She waited for an explanation, but he didn’t offer one. “Um, I was wondering if you could take me to Whisper’s apartment to pick up my things and then take me to the bus station.”
The leopard growled in the back, and Alec gave him a look that appeared to be a warning. The animal fell silent.
“Is that what you really want?” Alec asked.
She frowned. “Does it matter?”
“I heard… I mean my brother mentioned to me that you were planning to marry your ex. My understanding was that relationship wasn’t the best.”
“Wow, word travels fast.” She waved her hand. “Well, you all can relax. I’m not marrying Sam, but neither am I going to keep working for Max. I’m leaving.”
“Whisper won’t be happy. It seemed like the two of your were getting close.”
She clutched her purse so tight her fingers hurt. “Why is everyone so quick to tell me what they want?”
He stared at her a second. “I wasn’t aware that was happening.” Alec pulled to the side of the road and came to a stop. He jumped out of the car, and she watched him march around to her side and open the door. Oh goodness, he’s so mad he’s going to leave me on the side of the road.
“I sorry,” she blurted. “I didn’t mean…”
He tugged her from the car and slammed the door before the leopard could get out. “Walk with me a little.”
Shira pressed her lips together. Both brothers were bossy. She gave in and fell into step beside him. They paced a short way from the car, and she looked back to see that the leopard was not pleased to be trapped in Alec’s vehicle.
“My brother likes you. A lot,” Alec began.
“I don’t think so.” She fidgeted with her dress, embarrassed.
“He’s been hurt. The pain of his loss goes deeper than anything you could imagine. I’m only now getting it. If I imagine losing Whisper, I can see the despair he must have felt.”
“Why are you telling me this?” She shrugged as if it didn’t matter. “I said I’m leaving, so I don’t have any false hopes in his direction.”
“That’s the wrong move.”
She put her hands on her hips. “Excuse me?”
He grumbled, giving a good impression of the gruff noises the leopard had made earlier. “My brother is a fool, but it’s clear to me if you leave, you’re doing the same thing Sarah did.”
Shira blinked up at him. “What?”
“Sarah left him. It might not have been her fault, but she left him alone. You’re doing the same.”
“In case you didn’t know, your brother pushed me away. You heard him yourself say he doesn’t want me. Besides, we were only employer and employee, nothing more.”
“Don’t lie to yourself.”
She stomped her foot and started to walk back to the car. “Please take me home. I’ll find my own way to the bus station. And if you don’t want to do that, then I’ll walk!”
“Two stubborn asses,” he muttered.
She whirled around. “What did you say?”
“Nothing,” he snapped. “Get in.”
A short while later, they drew up to the apartment building. Shira hesitated in getting out. “What will you do with him?” She indicated the leopard.
“I’ll take care of him. Don’t worry. And I’ll tell Whisper you’re okay.”
She thanked him and got out. Now that she was home, she realized she was too tired to pack let alone get to the station. There wasn’t a doubt in her mind Sam would come by at some point, so she would set her alarm to wake her at five in the morning, then get moving.
After a hot shower, she slipped into a nightie, ready to go to bed. The doorbell ringing stopped her in her tracks, and fear kept her where she was. Had Sam come straight over? He’d said he had known all along where she was staying. Whisper had said earlier that she was spending the night with Alec. She was alone.
Shira searched the apartment for a weapon. If she knew Sam, he wouldn’t go away until she answered. He would stand out there knocking until she worried he would disturb the neighbors.
Whisper had placed a bat in the hall closet, and Shira retrieved it, gripping the handle as she approached the door.
“Go away, Sam. I’m not coming back.” She couldn’t make herself get close enough to the door to check the peephole. 
“Shira, it’s me.”
Her heart fluttered. “Max?”
She threw the locks back and wrenched the door open. There he was, looking oddly like he’d been desperate to see her. She decided she was fantasizing from all the stress of the evening.
Max eyed the bat still in her hand. “Were you planning to bludgeon me to death?”
She let the weapon drop to her side. “What do you want?”
“Don’t go.”
“What?” She didn’t just hear the words she’d longed for him to say. Her imagination had run into overtime.
Max stepped into the apartment, forcing her to retreat a pace. He shut the door and locked it, then turned back to her. From the first touch of his hands on her upper arms, she was lost, but she forced herself to remain silent.
“I don’t want you to go,” he said. “Stay here with me.”
She lowered her gaze to his shirtfront. He hadn’t changed, but his suit jacket was gone, and his shirt had wrinkles that weren’t there earlier. “I’m sure you can find another housekeeper.”
Okay, so she was pushing it, but the man wasn’t spouting words of love. The least he could do was be plain about what he wanted. All she knew was that her heart had gone haywire, and it was taking a lot of willpower not to bury her face at the base of his neck and plead for him not to let go. She had more pride than that.
Max cupped her face between his palms and made her look him in the eyes. The intensity in his gaze took her breath away. She had to part her lips and draw in air just to keep from falling to the floor. He’s a rebound relationship. Not more than that. I can’t afford to love him so deeply.
“Please… Shira…”
Blood pulsed in her ears making it hard to hear, but she read his lips. They were so close. He didn’t speak words of love, but she saw the longing and what she hadn’t expected to see, although it echoed in her own heart.
“I can’t be alone,” he said. “Not again. I don’t know what’s right or what’s wrong. I can’t let you go. Stay.”
She nodded, swallowing before she could say anything. “I won’t leave you.”
Her feet left the floor when he scooped her into a crushing embrace. He didn’t hurt her, but he devoured her lips and moaned in her mouth like she was a lifeline. He kissed her long and hard, until she felt lightheaded. Her body ignited, and she wrapped her legs around his waist. He carried her down the hall as he continued to drop soft caresses to her cheeks, her eyes, her temples.
He loves me. He must love me.
He laid her on the bed and rested a big palm on her mound. Shira trembled. Her nightie had risen, revealing her panties. The flimsy pink thing was a barrier she needed gone now. She reached down to slide them over her hips, but he stopped her.
“Wait.”
She paused, eying him. “Don’t you want to?”
“Woman, are you mad?” He chuckled. “Let me look at you for a minute. Let me feast on your slender curves, the soft, chocolate skin, so smooth and tastes so good.” He demonstrated his meaning by leaning down and brushing her nightie higher to reveal her belly. A gentle kiss there sent shivers down her spine. He helped her get the nightie over her head and stopped to stare once again.
“You don’t think I’m too thin?” Getting his ex’s well-endowed figure out of her head was difficult. To fill a B cup bra was a challenge for her, and when she’d lost so much weight being with Sam, she’d gone down to an A. She had never heard the end of it.
Max flicked a thumb over one of her nipples and licked his lips. She didn’t miss the lust in his eyes. “Your breasts fit in my hand perfectly, and I don’t think I’ve met a woman with such large nipples. Is that normal for black women?”
He seemed genuinely curious, and Shira rolled her eyes. “Are you going to try to find out?”
He lowered his head and kissed her pussy through her panties. Shira caught her bottom lip between her teeth and raised her hips a little. Max drew away to her disappointment. “Do you want to be the only black woman I ever have? The only woman period?”
She gasped. Was he asking he to marry him? He couldn’t be. Not like this.
Max didn’t seem to expect an answer. He at last removed her panties, the whole of his attention focused between her legs. All of Shira’s doubts about her body melted away, and she raised a knee and spread her thighs. She knew he liked what he saw. She could please him and bring him to a strong release if nothing else. Knowing whether he loved her was a mystery, but for now, this was enough. This pleasure between the two of them, however long it lasted.
She played with her nipples for him, twisting the peaks and massaging them while she moaned. A low growl started in Max’s throat, and he went still watching her. She squeezed her breasts and arched her back, then ran her hands down her belly. At her mound, she used one hand to play with her pussy. She parted her folds and fingered her clit. All the while a light danced in his eyes. Shira could have sworn they changed color, but she wasn’t sure.
Max licked his lips once again. “Put your finger inside. Let me see it covered in your come.”
She did as she was told, not minding the command at all. “Like this?”
“Yes, just like that.” If possible, his voice had gone deeper if a bit craggy. She liked it. “Now two fingers, baby. Oh, yeah, deeper.”
She ran her fingers in and out of her pussy, getting off on the sounds her cream made. She raised her hips and gasped her pleasure. “I wish it was you in me.”
“What part of me?”
She turned her head away. He tsked, and turned her head back before focusing on her pussy again. 
“Tell me what part of my body you want down here, Shira.”
Nervous and a little embarrassed, she didn’t say anything. Max leaned down and kissed her lips. She ached to be filled, but dirty talk wasn’t something she’d done before. The mere thought got her hotter, but saying it out loud. Using the P word seemed too clinical and was a turnoff.
She shut her eyes tight and blurted, “Your dick.”
She expected his laugh, but his lips touched hers a brief second and then were gone. “Can you say cock?”
“Cock.” She threw her arm over her face. “You must think I’m an idiot. I promise I’m not so virginal.”
This time he did chuckle. “I have first hand knowledge that you’re not. Open your eyes for me, Shira. I want us to look at each other when we come.”
She peered up at him, and the embarrassment ebbed.
“Does it bother you to say it?”
She shook her head. “It turns me on. I want you to talk dirty to me, Max.”
“In that case…” He sat up and began dragging his clothes off and tossing them over his shoulder. “The sooner I get my hard cock inside your tight, little pussy, the better. I’m about to explode, and I want to do it buried as deep as I can get. Now”—he positioned himself over her—“would you like me to fuck you in the ass as well?”
Shira’s pussy gushed anew. “Hell, yes!”
Max stroked a hand over her mound and squeezed. “So wet, baby. You’re all ready for me, aren’t you?”
She raised her legs higher, causing her pussy lips to open more. “I need it now, Max.”
“Mm, do you know what you do to me?” He ran a hand from the base of his cock to the tip, and her mouth watered just seeing how stiff he was. She knew even though they’d had sex for hours the last time, it had been too long. He would stretch her, and she’d welcome it.
Max caressed her cheek and leaned down over her. The tip of his cock touched her entrance. She moaned, and when her lids lowered, he tapped her cheek. Shira focused on him. She tried to hide it, but something told her all the love she felt for him was plain in her face. An expression of surprise came over him, but then he smiled. He pushed into her, and she cried out his name.
“Take it all, baby,” he whispered. “Every inch belongs to you now. I won’t be with another woman, Shira. Only you.”
Tears filled her eyes. She shook all over and wrapped her arms around his shoulders. His skin was hot and moist. His muscles contracted with each thrust, and she couldn’t get enough. Not of touching him or of feeling him invade her body. He claimed her in the basest of ways, and she offered herself up to him. When her orgasm came, she screamed and threw her head back. Max captured her chin, forcing her to face him. She’d always closed her eyes, so it was hard to focus on him. Something told her he needed it. He needed her, and knowing that was scary and exciting all at the same time. He needs me.
“Max.”
“Shira.” He thrust harder and faster. His breath came in short, harsh bursts. When he tensed in his jaw, she knew he was ready to come. He let go, but his gaze never wavered from hers. She melted into him as if his soul opened up and took her in. A sense of wildness came over her, and for a moment, terror welled, but Max’s gentle voice cut through. They were together, and it was okay. He was stronger than any man she’d ever met, and vulnerable too. Max hadn’t wanted to let go of his pain because facing a future alone was more than he thought he could bear. She didn’t know everything about him, but she knew that. She would do whatever it took to help him heal, and maybe one day he would come to love her as she loved him.
 


  
Chapter Ten
  
Max had to admit he felt better having accepted his desire for Shira. She meant a lot to him. He knew that. Pushing her away had been hard. He’d thought it was for the best and found out real quick, it wouldn’t work. He needed her. So, he could admit that too. Now that she had decided to stay, he had greater peace, even happiness. They had spent the entire night in bed together, and then he had insisted they transfer her stuff to his house. He had no intention of letting her move out again. In fact, he had brought her clothes to his bedroom where they belonged.
“Are you sure about this?” she asked, coming into the room behind him.
He swiped the bags she held from her hands and tossed them on the bed. Then he turned her toward the door and swatted her ass. “I’m hungry. Go fix me breakfast.”
She frowned over her shoulder at him.
“Hurry, or I’m not taking you shopping later.”
Her face brightened like the sun, and he ignored the flutter in his chest. Just what would he be willing to do for this woman? Everything! I would kill for her.
The sentiments embarrassed and annoyed him. He swung away from her and began unpacking her clothes. He hung the dresses in the closet and wondered what she would like to buy when they went shopping. Panties definitely. Could he get her into one of those shops that sold raunchier items? He hoped so. The dirty talking they’d done was blistering, and he intended to take it further. Shira was a fireball and hot as hell. He got a hard-on just thinking about her naked.
While he thought of bedroom antics they could get up to, his cell phone rang. He dug it out of his pocket and saw that it was his brother calling. He stabbed the connect button. “Alec, this better be important. There’s a beautiful woman in my kitchen who I’ve decided to take on the counter next to the eggs and bacon.”
“Wow, all kinds of detail I don’t care to know,” Alec said. “You sound disgustingly happy.”
“Shut up.”
“I’m sorry I have to call with the news I have.”
Max stiffened. “What news?”
“Not only is Corbin not doing business with us, he’s saying there’s a rumor going around that we strong-armed Wilson into his deal, and Wilson is backing that up. I got a call from the DPOR who are investigating it.”
“Are you shitting me?” Max ran a hand through his hair and began pacing.
“No, I think someone’s behind it. I’m about to go over there and talk to Wilson myself.”
Max thought he heard an exclamation from Shira like something upset her. “No, you can’t go to him now that the DPOR is in it. We can talk to Mancini together to find out where he heard the rumor. If someone’s gunning for us, they will be taken down. I’ll pick you up in half an hour.”
He ended the call and went to check on Shira. She stood by the refrigerator with her back to him, but it was clear that she was shaking. Max hurried to her and drew her against him. “Baby, what’s wrong?”
She jumped and tried pulling away, but he held on. “N-Nothing.” She smiled, but it was forced.
“What’s going on, Shira? Tell me now.”
She spun out of his hold, but he caught her wrist. When he tugged her to him, she lost the grip on her cell phone, and it began to fall. He moved with the easy speed that came to his kind and caught it. The horror and fear in her gaze as she looked at the phone told him volumes.
Max held Shira at his side while he flipped the phone open.
“Max, stop. Give it to me. I said nothing’s going on,” she insisted. “I just burned my finger. That’s all.”
He didn’t smell any food cooking. She was lying to him. Anger welled in him, but not at the woman he’d chosen as his new mate, at whatever had caused her to be afraid to tell him the truth. The person who took away the happiness that had shown on Shira’s sweet face would pay dearly.
He pressed the call button, and the number that came up wasn’t one he recognized. Shira made a sound of alarm, but he ignored it. He pressed the call button again to connect. A familiar voice came on the line. “Have you decided to come to me, Shira? You made the right choice. Now I won’t have to ruin your lover. Not entirely anyway.”
Max had his answer of who was behind the sabotage of his and his brother’s business. He gripped the phone in his hand so tightly he heard it crack. “I’m coming for you, Ellerby. Wait for me.”
He tossed the phone on the floor and turned to Shira. She wrung her hands together, and tears collected in the corners of her eyes. “I have to go,” she said.
He gripped her arms tighter. “No! Didn’t you tell me you wouldn’t leave me?”
She sniffed and shook her head. “I’m not leaving you.” Anger sparked in her gaze. “He’s not going to break us up. No, I have to leave and go to his house so I can get him straight. We’re together now, and no amount of threats is going to change that.”
Max smiled. He was proud of her, and she was cute with her determination and grit. Still, Max wasn’t crazy enough to let her go anywhere near Ellerby. “I’m glad you feel that way, baby, but you’re not going anywhere. I’m going to handle this, and you’re going to wait here until I get back.”
“Max—”
“Promise, Shira.”
“No, I’m going! You can’t stop me. I have to show Sam he can’t intimidate me anymore.” She continued outlining reasons she had to talk to Sam, to convince him to leave them alone. Max knew it would take more than words. For a moment he considered allowing Shira to go with him, but he changed his mind. He still needed to tell her about the shifting, and seeing it firsthand without warning wasn’t the way to go about it. She needed to stay home.
“I have something very important to discuss with you when I get back,” he said in a quiet tone. Shira fell silent. He watched her eyes widen and excitement spark there. He knew she jumped to conclusions, and he was okay with that. Shira was his mate, so whatever she wanted, he would give her. “Wait for me, please?”
She blew out a resigned breath and nodded. “Fine, but be careful.” She reached up and stroked his cheek. Desire hit him between the eyes. What he wanted more than anything was to stay here and make love to her. From the way she trembled when he touched her, she felt the same. “I don’t want him to hurt you.”
“I promise he won’t, and I’ll come back soon.”
Max kissed her and left the house on a jog. He hopped behind the wheel of his car and peeled out of the drive. First, he would pick up his brother, and then they would have a word or two with that scum Ellerby.
  
* * * *
  
“He’s under the illusion that he’s important,” Alec commented when they pulled up to the house.
Max frowned. “You’re sure this is the place? The way he comes off you’d think he would live in a mansion like Mancini’s. This seems too…”
“Average?” Alec supplied. “My information isn’t wrong. He’s here. That’s the car he was driving the other night at the party, and I’m picking up his scent.”
Max agreed. He would never forget Ellerby’s scent as long as he lived, and he’d better not pick it up after today within a five mile radius of Shira. “Let’s go then. The sooner we put the fear of the leopard in him the better. I need to get back to Shira.”
His brother eyed him but said nothing and slid from the car. Max met him on the other side, and they ascended the walk to the front door. Max leaned on the bell long and hard. He picked up the grumbling complaints on the other side of the door and schooled his face.
Sam Ellerby opened the door. “What the hell are you two doing here? If you think you’re going to intimidate me, you’re wrong. If you’re foolish enough to—”
“Look at me, Ellerby,” Max demanded. He let his eyes shift to that of the leopard. “Do I look impressed with you?”
Ellerby paled, blinked, and then scrubbed his eyes. He swung his gaze from Max to Alec, and his brother took a step forward to rest a clawed hand on Ellerby’s shoulder. “Let’s have a chat inside, shall we?”
Ellerby stuttered and stumbled backward. Max and Alec followed him inside and shut the door behind them.
“What-what-what,” Ellerby stammered. “What kind of trick is this? How did you get your eyes to look like an animal’s?”
“To be more specific, a leopard,” Max corrected him.
His brother dug his claws in where he still held onto Ellerby’s shoulder. Ellerby winced. “That’s good makeup. Let go,” he demanded of Alec.
Max’s brother frowned. “Are you telling me what to do, Ellerby? I’m sure you’re not afraid, right? An influential man like you? I mean you could make one phone call and ruin our reputation, cause us to lose close to a million dollars.”
Alec backed him into his living room and shoved him down on the couch. Ellerby stayed where he was, staring in horror up at them. The most Max had done was shift his eyes, but it was enough for now. If Shira’s ex didn’t start changing his tune, Max was prepared to do much more, and Ellerby might not recover from it.
Max towered over the man with arms folded across his chest. “Now let’s get this straight so there are no misunderstandings. You convinced Mancini not to do business with us. Our association with him is somewhat new, but you’ve known him a while. Am I right?”
Ellerby cleared his throat and tugged at his collar. “I met him a few years ago at a gathering Senator Jones was having in honor of his daughter.”
“Oh a senator,” Alec commented, although he didn’t sound impressed. Neither was Max. Tossing around names was the kind of thing a small man like Ellerby did.
“Changing Mancini’s mind wasn’t enough. You went one step further and brought Wilson into it,” Max continued. “I’m willing to bet that isn’t the end of your plans though.”
Belligerence set in Ellerby’s expression, and he looked away saying nothing. Max leaned down and thumped the man’s chest with the back of his hand. He pulled most of the strength at his command. A real blow would crack a human’s bones with one hit. He let just enough through to drive the air out of Ellerby’s lungs. Ellerby sputtered and coughed, trying to drag in a breath.
“Answer,” Alec snapped.
“Y-Yes, but I won’t…” All of a sudden Ellerby couldn’t seem to think straight. Max supplied the words.
“You won’t open your mouth to speak a word against me and my brother.” He leaned down and brought his eyes level with Ellerby’s. He allowed more of the leopard to come through, just enough for the color of his skin to shimmer and hint at the animal inside him. His nails grew to claws, and his teeth sharpened. Max allowed his jaw to grow slack so Ellerby could see. A bite or a scratch could tear him to shreds. A sharp, foul scent burned Max’s nose, and he glanced down. Ellerby had wet himself. Somehow he didn’t feel sorry for the man. “You will correct the rumor you spread and set Wilson on the right path. If you come within a state of Shira, I’m sure you can guess what I will do—what my brother and I both will do.”
“A state,” Ellerby shrieked like a little girl. “I just moved back here. I just took this job.”
“Sucks to be you, doesn’t it, pal?” Alec growled.
Ellerby shrunk away from the animosity in Alec. “Okay, just please, don’t… Don’t kill me.”
Max clamped his lips together to keep from laughing. They’d never killed anyone, and despite what Ellerby had said, they’d never pressured anyone into a business deal either.
“As you can see,” Alec told him, “we’re not your average businessmen. Don’t cross us. Got it?”
“I got it,” Ellerby muttered.
Max and Alec watched him for a little while longer, and then they turned to leave. When they were back in the car and driving down the highway, Max let out the laughter he’d held in check, and his brother joined him.
When they sobered, Alec glanced over at him, growing serious. “Have you told her about your ability?”
Max knew he was talking about Shira and them not being human. “I’m heading back to tell her now.” He gripped the steering wheel until his knuckles turned white. “I never believed I could have another mate, but I’m beginning to think she’s it. I can see myself with her forever. But if she—”
“Don’t. She will accept you. From what I’ve seen, she loves you, and you—”
“I want to protect her. I don’t want her ever to be hurt again.”
Alec grinned. “Fine. Anyway, I’m sure everything will work out great. She’s not going to let the fact that you grow a little extra hair once in a while and get a penchant for running in the wild get between you.”
“I hope you’re right.”
Max dropped his brother off, waved to Whisper who stood in the doorway of his house, and drove toward home. With each mile he covered, the tension in his neck increased. He ran a hand over it and massaged the muscles. Dread settled in the pit of his stomach, but he wouldn’t put this off. He should have told Shira before she said she would stay. She had a right to know everything about him—especially the way he felt about her.
When he walked in the door, intense joy displaced his nervousness seeing her waiting for him. He held out his arms, and she darted across the floor to settle into his embrace. He tipped her chin up to kiss her soft lips. She tasted like honey, and his heart swelled. I can’t believe her power over me.
“Shira, I need to tell you something.”
A tremor passed over her, and he caressed her shoulders, trying to soothe her. He hesitated and then took the plunge. “Baby, I love you.”
Her sharp intake of breath was the only sound in the room. “What? You… I never thought…” Tears spilled down her cheeks, and she wiped them away almost violently. “You love me? You really do? You’re not just saying that?”
He shook his head. “No, I wouldn’t say it if it wasn’t true. It took me by surprise, and I thought it wasn’t possible for my kind to mate more than once.”
She wrinkled her nose. “Have sex more than once?”
He chuckled. “No, have a mate.” He put her from him and then led her to a chair to sit down. “That’s the other part of what I need to tell you. First, am I right in believing you love me too?”
“Do you even have to ask?” Her smile lit up his world, and he was hard-pressed not to forget the conversation and take her into his arms. Her light-hearted laugh made him join in. “Yes, Max Macgregor, I love you so much!”
Max dropped to one knee and took her hands. The wideness in her eyes told him he’d made her jump to the wrong conclusion. He refused to take it back seeing the fluttery movements in her hands and the spark in her gaze.
“Do you remember the leopard you saw?” he began.
Her brows dropped low in confusion, but she nodded.
Max gripped her fingers and brought them to his lips. He kissed each one, feeling her shiver with every touch. How the hell did he tell her and hope she wouldn’t panic, thinking he was a psycho like her ex? Showing her might frighten her, and that was the last thing he wanted. Shira had had enough fear in her life.
He sparked on an idea.
“Do you remember when you were running in the trees that night at the party and about how confused you were about which way to go?”
“How did you know about that?”
He didn’t answer her question right away but continued with his line of questioning. “What did you feel when you saw the leopard?”
“I was kind of relieved,” she said. “I know you’ll think I’m crazy, but I feel like he’s my protector, my friend. If I had any sense I’d call animal control and have them pick him up. He shouldn’t be running free around residential areas. I wonder if a circus lost him.”
Max jiggled her hands to call her attention back to him. “Focus, baby.”
She chuckled. “Sorry. Anyway, I suppose I trusted him. He led me back to the street and to your brother. Alec said he knew the leopard.”
Max nodded. He rubbed her fingers. “Shira, that leopard was me.”
She blinked at him. “Oh, you mean, the way I feel about him, and that you’ll protect me? I know. I trust you, and I know you won’t let anyone hurt me.”
“No.” He released her hands and stood up, then backed away. When he began removing his clothes, she focused on his body. His cock went erect as he saw the interest in her gaze. This wasn’t the time to get excited, but he couldn’t help it. The woman he loved looked like she wanted to have him for lunch, and he didn’t mind at all.
When he was naked in front of her, she reached out to his cock, but he caught her hands. “Whoa, baby, I’ll never do this if you start that.”
“Do what?”
He shifted. No pretense, no warning. Shira surged to her feet and slapped a hand over her mouth. “Oh my goodness!”
He didn’t move a muscle in case he scared her. In fact, he did all he could not to appear threatening. To his surprise, she dropped to her knees and threw her arms around his neck, sobbing. “I can’t believe it. I just can’t believe it. I must be dreaming. Max, you’re the leopard? I knew it wasn’t natural to be so drawn to a wild animal like that! Wow! This is amazing.”
He shifted back to his human form and sat on the carpet, pulling Shira onto his lap. “Wait, you’re not afraid?”
“Of course not.” She grinned. “It’s you isn’t it?”
“It’s me,” he affirmed.
“Incredible.” She kept touching his skin, ran fingers through his hair, and stared at him in awe. “You’re amazing.”
Warmth spread over Max’s insides. “No, you are. Marry me, Shira.”
She gaped. “But we’ve just met.”
“Marry me,” he said again. “This time I won’t let my mate get away without claiming her in every sense of the word. Be my wife.”
She hesitated and ducked her head. “Are you sure you want me? I can’t be like her.”
“I’ve never been more sure.” He raised her chin. “I love you for you, and I know you are the one for me. Shira, you’ve taken my heart, and I won’t ask for it back.”
“Then, yes, I will marry you, Max, because you’ve taken my heart, too, and you’ll always have it.”
She threw her arms around his shoulders and pressed her breasts to his bare chest. Max felt her nipples tighten, and he moaned. “Now I can take you freely.”
“Yes, you can.” She grinned at him and then stood up. Her pussy was in line with his face, and Max’s mouth watered as she began removing her clothes. Happiness surged within him along with desire. He never imagined his life would take this much of a turn for the better. He’d been down on everything and everyone, and a few weeks ago, he wouldn’t have believed a woman as perfect for him as Shira would come into his life. She was here now, and he had no intention of letting her go.
When she was naked, he reached out and ran a finger down the slit of her pussy. She was already wet, and he tasted her juices. He wanted to eat her out, but that would take control, something which was missing at the moment. Instead, he tugged her back to his lap. As she descended, he guided his already stiff cock between her legs. She sank slowly onto it, and a hiss of breath left his lips. Up to the hilt, he fit in her warm channel. Her inner muscles clenched around his member, milked it. He arched his hips and drove into her while cupping her ass. Shira pumped hard, her eyes closed and head thrown back. She murmured his name, and each time she did, his cock pulsed and seemed to grow harder. Shira’s slender form sent him insane. He couldn’t stop kissing her skin, licking it, and enjoying the feel of her squirming on his cock. Everything about his lover brought him to the edge of an orgasm, and he willed himself to fall.
“Shira, baby, you’re going to make me explode.”
“Do it, Max. I want it so bad,” she purred. “I want to feel your come in me.”
That was all she needed to say. He ran his hands up her back, pressed his fingers to her soft skin, and crushed her to him. He devoured her delicious mouth and thrust his tongue in to taste her. With his fingers tangled in her hair, he took what was all his and no other man’s. He ground deep into her pussy, and made her bounce on his erection until the sensations were more than he could stand. She screamed, and the spasms in her thigh muscles told him she had come. Just a few more thrusts and Max let go. He came strong and hard, shaken from head to toe as he emptied himself inside of her.
When he was done and they had calmed somewhat, Max held onto Shira and stood with her in his arms. He carried her into his bedroom and kicked the door shut. What he would do now was to spend the rest of the day giving Shira and himself pleasure to make up for all the pain that came before. From then on, nothing would come between them, and he would be all the protection she needed.
  
  
The End
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