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      Working at a strip club for the notorious lion shifter Leo Castill?

      It sounded dirty, wrong… exciting.

      It took many years for Tatum Weatherton to grow comfortable with her curvier body, but she was confident now and took a chance to apply at one of the hottest gentlemen’s club in the city, The Lion and the Lamb.

      But from the moment Tatum and Leo met, something changed in her. He made her feel hot, needy, wanting things she’d never even dreamed of, things that were arousing and obscene.

      He was bigger than life, his body strong and muscular, built to pleasure the opposite sex.

      Built to make her feel good.

      And when he said she was his mate, that he’d claim her, mark her so every other male knew who she belonged to, Tatum should have ran in the other direction.

      But she couldn’t stop wanting him.

      When a threat forced Leo’s inner lion to come free and protect her, the blood of his enemy covering her powerful beast, Tatum knew the only place she’d ever feel safe, the only spot she was meant to be, was at Leo’s side.

      

      Reader note: This book was previously published under the same title. It has been re-edited and minimally revised. The story itself is the same for those who previously read it. There may be sensitive material to some readers.
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      “I can’t work at a strip club, Kiki.” Tatum would have laughed out loud at her best friend’s suggestions if she didn’t know without a doubt Kiki was being dead serious.

      “And why not?” Kiki gave a little huff of irritation.

      “Well—” Tatum cut the rest of the watermelon and tossed it into the bowl. “—for one thing, it’s a strip club.” She said those two words like they were the dirtiest thing imaginable, and she instantly felt the air chill. Looking over her shoulder, she saw Kiki cross her arms under her huge breasts and scowl.

      “What in the hell is that supposed to mean?” The indignation in Kiki’s voice was crystal-clear.

      Tatum sighed and turned around. She placed her hands on Kiki’s shoulders, and said, “You know I didn’t mean anything by that. It’s just…” Tatum sighed and looked at the ceiling. “Do I look like someone who would be prancing around a strip club?” When she looked back at her best friend, she could see a smile touch Kiki’s red-painted, Botox-injected lips.

      “First of all, it’s a gentlemen’s club.” Tatum rolled her eyes. She refrained from pointing out that “gentlemen’s club” was just a fancy and expensive name for a house full of strippers. “Second of all, if you wanted to dance, you so could. You definitely have the body for it.”

      Tatum held up her hands. “No, no, no. I do not want to dance, and I most definitely do not have the body for it.”

      “Whatever. We are so not going there again.” Kiki picked up the bowl of fresh fruit. She turned away and started walking out of the kitchen, talking as she went. “Besides, the position that is open is for a waitress, not a dancer.”

      Tatum had no choice but to follow her. She grabbed the paper plates on her way out the door. The outside patio of Kiki’s home was like some kind of oasis. A small Koi pond sat off to the side and was surrounded by greenery and a trickling waterfall. A pool was situated on the far end of the yard, the color an unrealistic blue, but looked refreshing nonetheless. The covered deck held the table that Beau and Kiki filled with grilled meats and side dishes.

      The heat of a Las Vegas evening in July was close to the surface of the sun. Beads of perspiration started to cover the back of Tatum’s neck as the dry heat slammed into her. Sitting on one of the chairs, she watched Kiki wrap her arms around Beau, who stood behind the grill. Smoke billowed around him as he laughed softly at something Kiki murmured to him. Coming over to eat dinner with Beau and Kiki every Sunday evening was the norm. Tatum had known her since they were bratty, pimply teenage girls.

      Beau had come into the picture the year they turned twenty. That had been five years ago, and even after all that time, Kiki and Beau acted like teenagers in love for the first time. 

      Tatum did this a lot—just watched them interact with each other. They were so intense together. Maybe it was a bit creepy that she watched them, but she liked to see the person she cared about most in the world happy. Her own love life was nonexistent, and aside from a few boyfriends after she graduated high school, she had been alone. 

      “I told Tater that she should go apply for the waitress position at the Lion.” Kiki sashayed back to where Tatum was seated.

      She refrained from rolling her eyes at the ridiculous nickname Kiki had given her when they were kids. It did no good asking her to stop calling her a vegetable, because Kiki did whatever the hell she wanted. Beau turned and brought over a heaping plate of more meat. There was already enough on the table to feed an army, but then again, Beau was built like a soldier.

      “I think that’d be sweet. That way I can watch over both of you.” Beau’s deep voice was like an instant fire-starter. At well over six feet tall and layered with thick muscle, Beau wasn’t someone to mess with. He had a headful of auburn hair that fell to his shoulders and only intensified his dangerous persona.

      Most of the time, he kept it in a tight, short ponytail at the nape of his neck, especially when he was at work, but at home, he let those silky locks hang free. His body was corded with muscle, and the tribal tattoos that wove their way up his arms added to the whole intimidating factor.

      Kiki had started working at The Lion and the Lamb two years ago. She certainly had the body and moves to be a “dancer” there. Beau had gotten a job as a bouncer shortly after Kiki started her employment there. Even now, Tatum suppressed her laugh as she remembered the way he went all caveman when he tried to get his girlfriend to stop working at a strip club. He didn’t know how stubborn Kiki was, and at the end he loved her enough to have trust in their relationship and calm down with the alpha shit.

      But it also helped that he could keep an eye on the drunks and their grabby hands.

      “I just don’t think working at a ‘gentlemen’s club’ is really something I’d like.” She didn’t look at Kiki, because she knew her friend would be staring daggers at her. Instead, she started piling fruits and veggies onto her plate. The table was silent, and she chanced a glance up. Of course they were both staring at her.

      “I thought you said you were sick of being the cigarette girl at the Flamingo?”

      Tatum exhaled and leaned back in her seat. “Yeah, I am, but I don’t think working as a waitress at a strip club is much of an upgrade.”

      “Gentlemen’s club,” Beau said through a mouthful of food.

      “Whatever.” Tatum speared her fork into a chunk of watermelon and shoved it in her mouth.

      “You’d be making triple what you make now. Just think of how fast you could get out of debt.” 

      Tatum dropped her fork and rubbed her hands over her eyes. Of course Kiki was right. With her mother passing away last year and her mom leaving her a ratty house and debt up to her neck, Tatum was the sole person responsible for fixing everything. It didn’t help that she had no other family to rely on for help. Kiki was like a sister to her, but Tatum refused to take money from her. 

      Tatum didn’t mind stepping up and getting things cleared up, but when the majority of that debt stemmed from drinking and gambling, it made dealing with everything so much harder. 

      “I don’t know, Kiki.” The opportunity sounded great, and even though carrying around a tray with cigarettes to gamblers wasn’t the most lucrative of jobs, it had kept her afloat, until she felt like she was drowning in late notices and past due letters, courtesy of her mother. She looked at Kiki and saw a sheepish look cross her face. 

      “What? What did you do?”

      At least Kiki had the courtesy to look embarrassed by whatever she was about to admit, which couldn’t be good.

      “I actually already set up an interview with Mr. Castill.”

      “Ugh!” Tatum speared her hands in her hair and tugged on the strands. The dark locks slipped through her fingers easily, but she really wanted to rip them out. “Why would you do that?”

      Kiki rolled her eyes. “Quit being so dramatic. A lot of girls are applying for that position, but you have an insider to help you nab it. Why wouldn’t I help my best girl out?”

      Tatum knew Kiki only tried to help, and she loved her for it, she really did, but sometimes Kiki took matters into her own hands when they were better left alone.

      “Your interview is tomorrow at noon,” Kiki said, and Tatum made a noise in the back of her throat. “Oh, and make sure to wear something sexy that shows your killer cleavage and curves.” She wagged her eyebrows and grinned.

      “I’m not going.” 

      Kiki knitted her brows in what Tatum knew to be frustration. “You’re going to go, because if you don’t, you’re going to make me look bad in front of my boss.” She got a smug look on her face. “Is that what you want to do?”

      Ugh! Damn her! “You know damn well I don’t want that.”

      Kiki clapped her hands, and her smile widened. “Great! Noon, don’t forget.”

      Like Tatum would forget. This would either be the best thing that happened to her or the worst. She had a feeling it was the latter though.

      Lord, help her.
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      The interior of The Lion and the Lamb was ostentatious. Tatum had seen plenty of strip clubs working in Vegas, but this place topped anything she had ever seen before. A large stage with a pole sat in the center of the room. A bar was to the right of that, the counter curving in a crescent shape with gleaming counters and top shelf liquor lining the mirrored wall.

      A second level showcased more intimate tables that looked down at the “main attraction area.” The main floor was huge with dark carpet, lush leather chairs, and intimate lighting. The whole place screamed of class and sophistication, which almost seemed like an oxymoron, since half naked women was the selling point.

      At that moment in time, she only saw one person actually working, and that was a gorgeous blonde with a chest so large Tatum wondered if she could see her feet. The woman didn’t pay her any attention, just continued to stock the back of the bar with bottles of alcohol. She felt increasingly uncomfortable just standing in the middle of the deserted strip club.

      “You must be Ms. Weatherton.” 

      The deep drawl behind her had her heart instantly pounding and chills forming along her arms. Turning around, Tatum felt her breath stall as she looked at the imposing man before her. His shoulders were as wide as a linebacker’s, all broad and strong and irresistible. Those incredible shoulders tapered down to a hard stomach and narrow hips. All of that hard muscle was sheathed in a white button-down shirt, which did nothing to hide what lay beneath.

      His legs were incased in a pair of designer jeans, the denim molding to his tree trunk thighs. She let her eyes travel back up the length of him and settle on his face. Eyes the color of the Caribbean stared back at her. The way he watched her was very knowing, like he could see into her mind and knew exactly what she thought. Heat started to travel up her neck and settled in her cheeks. The only problem was it wasn’t from embarrassment, but from arousal.

      “Ms. Weatherton?” One blond eyebrow cocked, and she felt herself grow even warmer. Now she felt humiliation take place the of her desire. Despite her embarrassment for blatantly checking out this stranger, she couldn’t stop where her thoughts were headed. His blond hair hung loosely and brushed the top of his collar.

      He wasn’t one of the pretty boys who walked up and down the strip, their tans artificial and their smiles bleached. The man standing before her was rugged and dangerous, and the air around him became electrically charged.

      She swallowed and clutched her purse tighter. “H—” Ugh, she acted like she had never seen a gorgeous man before. Straightening her shoulders, she forced a smile and pushed back her ridiculous and lustful thoughts. “Hello. You must be Mr. Castill.”

      The corner of his mouth twitched in suppressed amusement, but it was gone as soon as it arrived. He strode toward her, and she felt herself take a step back. He lifted that damn beautiful brow again, and she forced herself to keep her cool.

      “Please, call me Leo.” He lifted her hand before she could object and brought it to his mouth. His lips were full and soft, and when he brushed them against the back of her hand, she could have sworn she felt the roughness of his tongue stroke her. Before he dropped his hand, she caught sight of a ring around his pinky finger. She had never thought jewelry on a man was attractive, but he worked it. He gestured for her to have a seat in one of the leather chairs. 

      Feeling out of place didn’t even begin to describe what went through her at that moment. He sat in the seat across from her, his long, thick legs slightly parted as he relaxed into the leather. He slung his arms over the back of the chair and regarded her silently. This man could make her feel so unnerved with just a look. Fortunately, he didn’t make her squirm for too long.

      “So, Tatum—may I call you Tatum?” The corner of his mouth curved up in a devilish smile. Why he even asked was beyond her. A man like him did whatever the hell he wanted.

      “Sure.”

      His smile grew. “Kiki tells me you’re in need of employment.” At her nod, he continued. “Do you have any special skills you would bring to The Lion and the Lamb?”

      For some reason, she thought he’d ask her to strip down and ride the pole as part of his interview process, but the fact that he wanted to know her skills instead of her bra size had her feeling a little more at ease.

      “Well—” She dropped her gaze to her lap. “—I have great people skills. I kind of have to work the floor at the Flamingo.” When she lifted her head, she became caught in his icy-blue stare.

      “Go on, Tatum.”

      Gawd! The way he said her name was like the smoothest, sweetest chocolate. Her nipples hardened, and she prayed he couldn’t see the way her body betrayed her. “I, uh…” She became speechless and shifted in her seat. “Since graduating high school, I’ve always worked in the casinos as one trade or another.”

      “And that’s what you like?” His question caught her off-balance.

      “I’m not sure I understand what you mean.” She shifted again.

      “You enjoy working at low-paying jobs that put you constantly around drunken men who most likely molest you on a daily basis?” All amusement left him, and the man sitting before her looked frighteningly calm.

      “I….” How was she supposed to respond? She should have been offended by his statement, but Tatum was in a little bit of awe that this man had described every single shift she worked. She hated her job and longed to go back to school, to actually do something with her life that meant something. 

      “What is it you really want out of life, Tatum? You have to want more than this.” He waved his hand around the club, and she felt her face heat.

      How in the hell had this interview turned into a look at her personal needs and wants? She should have told him to fuck off and stormed away, that asking questions that delved too deep would likely blow up in his face. “I don’t think this is proper interview etiquette.” Despite the words coming from her, they were empty and held no real heat.

      “Why don’t you just answer the question?” He sounded steady, but she could hear a slight hint of amusement laced through his tone.

      “Are you always this pushy and demanding?” Pulling her shoulders back, she really didn’t like someone wanting to see more than what there was. She stood and tightened her hold on her purse. “Thank you for your time, but I think this was a bad idea.” She turned, but before she could take another step, his steely voice stopped her.

      “Sit down, Ms. Weatherton.” He didn’t say it rudely, just demandingly, like he got what he wanted no matter what. Tatum found herself wanting to argue, but there was no need to be disrespectful, no matter how unnerved Leo made her feel. She sat back down, and a satisfied smirk crossed his face. She fought the need to scowl at him and instead gritted her teeth.

      For several long moments, neither spoke, and the only noise in the room was of the clanking of bottles as the woman behind the bar put them on the shelf. 

      “Tatum, let me ask you something.” He leaned forward and rested his forearms on his thighs. She couldn’t help but watch the muscles under his flesh bunch as he got into position. “It’s clear working at an establishment like this isn’t something you care much for, so why agree to come for the interview?” Had she been that transparent that this stranger had picked up on her discomfort in the short time she had been in his presence? 

      “Listen, I’ll be completely honest.” She took a deep breath and met his stare head on. “I know Kiki set this up, and as much as I appreciate the opportunity, I just don’t know if I’m cut out for this kind of work.”

      “And what kind of work is that, Ms. Weatherton?” He didn’t reveal anything in his expression.

      “Kiki said this position was for a waitress, but I’m not stupid enough to think that job wouldn’t entail ‘entertaining’ the clientele.” Lifting her chin slightly, she continued to hold his stare. For several long moments, he didn’t say anything, just continued to watch her. He steepled his fingers in front of his face and watched her.

      “Let’s say I offer you a job as the hostess.” He dropped his hands, and something flickered behind his eyes. He leaned forward, so close she could smell the sweet yet spicy aroma of whatever cologne he wore. “I can guarantee no male would lay his hands on you.” The husky roughness of his voice sent tingles in all the right places. A growl laced within his words. He sounded animalistic and hardened and had her thinking all kinds of filthy things. 

      Despite her mind telling her to get a handle on her shit, her body became even more aroused. Women like her, full-figured in all the places that weren’t exactly attractive, didn’t catch the eye of potential buyers in this industry. Men like Leo Castill wanted women who were tall and lithe, with big, fake tits, implanted asses, and bleached hair. She was the complete opposite of that. Dropping her gaze to her lap, she inhaled slowly through her nose. Is that why he offered her a hostess job? Is that why he said no one would touch her?

      Her eyes and hair were dark. The locks were wavy and the majority of the time could be called frizzy. Her breasts were her most attractive feature, in her opinion, but that didn’t erase the fact that she had thicker thighs and an ass that rivaled J-Lo’s. Kiki and every woman who worked at these types of places were beautiful, something Tatum didn’t see herself as. She most certainly would not let a man like Leo make her feel bad for how she looked. 

      So what if she wasn’t a size two? Tatum was finally proud of the way she looked—well, she started to feel that way again. It helped having incredible people like Beau and Kiki around. Maybe if her childhood hadn’t been so fucked up, she would have a little bit more self-confidence. As it stood, she slowly tried to get her feet on the ground when it came to her self-image.

      “You never answered me about what your plans for life are.” He looked at her, all intimidating and unrelenting. It was clear he wouldn’t give up on this. It wasn’t any of his damn business, but she felt herself telling him anyway.

      “I started going to school for accounting.” She rolled her eyes when he smirked. “Yeah, not the most entertaining profession, but I like numbers, so I thought I might as well go with what I’m good at.”

      “I’m sure you’re good at more things than that, Tatum.” Her mouth parted at his softly murmured words. His voice was like sandpaper, all gravelly and rough, but the end result sounded smooth and flawless.

      “So why didn’t you continue with that and get your degree?”

      He hadn’t touched her yet it electricity went straight between her thighs.

      Licking her lips, she knew this conversation would be going down a road she didn’t want to take. “I had some family problems arise and couldn’t continue going.” His gaze locked on her mouth, and she felt everything start to close in. Despite the chilled air in the room, heat consumed her, and beads of perspiration lined her spine.

      This man was so dangerous for her, especially if she had this kind of reaction to him after only being in his presence for twenty minutes. Pulling her hand away, she took a step back, trying to get some much-needed air into her lungs.

      He cocked his head to the side and regarded her in that too silent way of his. When he crossed his arms over his wide chest, she refused to let her eyes wander down to watch the act. “So, you want a change? You want to go back to school and do something you love. I completely understand, and I want to help you achieve that.”

      It was her turn now to cock her head and stare at him silently.

      He chuckled softly as if he knew where her thoughts were. “Listen, I really do need a hostess. The job is easy enough. You work every other weekend, and three days during the week. You just have to escort the customers to their tables.” His smile widened when she narrowed her eyes at him. “Honest.” He lifted his hands in surrender. “I have enough girls to dance. I don’t need another one.” He stood and took a step closer to her, and she found herself craning her neck back just to meet his stare. “I need someone who is professional and knows how to be sweet to the patrons.”

      “I’ve been anything but sweet to you, Mr. Castill,” she said almost breathlessly.

      “I’ve asked you to call me Leo, Tatum.” His eyes were on her mouth again, and she found herself licking her lips. His jaw clamped down tight, and he took a step back. “You’re a tough girl, I admit, but that’s what I like about you. I don’t think you’d be quite so rough with the customers though.” He smiled, all straight white teeth that reminded her of a hungry animal.

      “I’m sure there are other girls who aren’t….” She ran a hand down her body. It wasn’t that she was ashamed of the way she looked, but standing next to the women who looked like life-sized Barbies, she would look like the marshmallow man. His eyes did a slow travel down her body then back up again to her eyes.

      Everything inside her screamed that he wanted her, but she knew that couldn’t be the case. Men like Leo could have any woman they wanted. There was no way he’d want a cigarette girl with a love of everything starch when he could have some blonde bombshell. That wasn’t the way reality worked.

      “Do you want to know what I see, Tatum?” With his voice deadly calm and eyes half-lidded, she could almost imagine that’s what he sounded and looked like during sex. He took a step closer until his warm, sweet breath trailed over her face. “I see curves in all the right places and a face that could drop any man to their knees.” Her eyes fluttered at his words. “I could easily see myself on my knees… before you.” The way he said it had her seeing herself sprawled out with Leo on his knees, right between her thighs. She barely held in her moan. He stepped away again, and just like that, the spell of desire disappeared.

      “So, what do you say, Ms. Weatherton? I’m offering you the job. Will you take it?”

       “Okay.” The word tumbled out of her mouth, and she hoped she didn’t regret it.
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      Leo had been standing in the same spot for the past ten minutes, trying to wrap his mind around the fact that his mate had just walked into his life. It certainly didn’t fit into his plans, but he couldn’t deny that Tatum Weatherton was his mate and that he wanted her. 

      “Fuck.”

      “What’s wrong, Leo?” Sugar came from behind the bar and walked toward him. She used to be his type, all tight body, big tits, and legs that went on for miles. Of course, that was before Tatum walked into The Lion and the Lamb. She was half the size of him and thick in all the right places. Her curves were what grown men jerked off to, and her face could get her anything she wanted. Hell, it had worked on him.

      He didn’t even need a hostess, but he knew he couldn’t let her walk away from him, and she would not work as a fucking waitress. Every girl working in the club wasn’t opposed to a little tap on the ass and some heavy petting from the customers, but just thinking about Tatum getting mauled by the horny fucks had his hackles rising. 

      Sugar ran her long, cotton candy pink painted nails along his shoulder. “I can get that frown off your face real fast, boss,” she purred right by his ear, but he shook her off. 

      “You know I don’t mix business with pleasure.” He moved away from the cloying scent of her perfume and ran his hand over his jaw. “Finish stocking up.” He turned and headed to his office, feeling all kinds of confused over the revelations that just landed in his lap. 

      The door shut behind him, and he leaned against it. He could still smell the sweet scent of Tatum’s arousal. It was a spicy aroma that tingled in his nose and had him hard as hell.

      He didn’t doubt he could convince her that he was the best potential male for her, and if she didn’t want him, he’d just have to try ten times harder to make her see they belonged together. The intense and primal urge to be with her was not something he was accustomed to. Lust, he knew all about, but what he felt for Tatum went against everything he had ever viewed. A need inside him crashed against the surface and clawed to get out. He knew that feeling all too well, knew the animal inside him wanted out so it could properly take its mate.

      The only problem was…

      How in the hell did he plan on telling his very human mate that he was actually a lion shifter?
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      “I don’t understand what you’re so worried about,” Kiki said as she applied the second layer of lipstick. It was probably called Passion Fruit or Sex on the Sand.

      “I have everything to be worried about.” After she left Leo, over two weeks ago, Tatum had this feeling in the pit of her stomach that something was going to happen. She couldn’t put her finger on if that something was good or bad, just that it would happen. 

      She caught Kiki’s look in the mirror and rolled her eyes. “I mean, it’s still a new job, even if that job is filled with gorgeous women and men shoving dollar bills down their G-strings.”

      Kiki turned around and crossed her arms under her breasts. “This is a classy place, Tater, and besides, we live in Las fucking Vegas. We’ve seen a lot worse than that. You remember that homeless guy with the cardboard sign saying for twenty bucks he’d let someone kick him in the balls?”

      Tatum started laughing. “Yeah, but this is totally different. I already feel out of place, and I haven’t even started working there yet.”

      Kiki giggled and turned to grab her purse. “I wouldn’t worry about getting hit on.” She eyed Tatum up and down. “I think you’ll be the one wearing the most layers of clothing.” Her grin had Tatum frowning. She stood and looked down at herself. The uniform Leo had sent her last week was classy yet modest.

      “What? I think I look nice.”

      “You do, Tater. It’s just… who wears a knee-length black skirt, a blouse, and a cardigan over that to a gentlemen’s club?” 

      She looked down at herself and smoothed the imaginary wrinkles from her skirt. The outfit was nice, but Kiki had a point. Tatum would have assumed Leo covered her up because he didn’t want plump girls working at his club, but that didn’t make sense at all, since he hired her, and the sexual heat had been coming off of him like a tidal wave.

      Even weeks later, she could still picture him standing in front of her, his eyes looking all kinds of smoky goodness as he told her he liked her curves. Thank God for the black cardigan that would hide her hard nipples.

      “All right, girl, come on. We don’t want you to be late on your first day.” Kiki took her hand and hauled her out of the chair. “I gotta say, I kicked ass on your hair though.” Tatum looked in the mirror before they headed out. Her normally frizzy hair fell in glamorous waves around her face.

      She normally didn’t wear makeup, but of course she let Kiki talk her into it. The eye shadow was dark-gray, and the image of “bedroom eyes” flashed through her mind. Aside from a splash of peach on her lips, she wore no other makeup. 

      Kiki drove them to the club, The Lion and the Lamb sitting right off the strip where they built the new multimillion-dollar hotels and casinos. They pulled into the parking lot, and Kiki pulled the car to the side of the two-story building. The construction was beautiful, with perfectly manicured patches of AstroTurf and potted flowers and trees. 

      The club didn’t open until eight on the weekdays and four on the weekends, but stayed open until all hours of the night. The sun hadn’t yet set, probably wouldn’t until well after the club opened, but she knew places like this didn’t need the cloak of darkness to make them feel safe. Kiki pulled into a parking spot, and they made their way out of the car and to the employee entrance.

      From her standpoint, Tatum could see the brightly lit sign right above the front doors. It was a massive lion’s head, its jaw open wide and its teeth lethal-looking. The thick mane of hair surrounding the face looked so realistic, like she could make out each individual piece of hair. The eyes, an eerie blue color, stared straight ahead. One paw poised high above the beast’s head, and its claws were outstretched. She could see where the “lion” came from in the club name but saw no depiction of the “lamb.” 

      No, honey, the lambs are inside, waiting to get sacrificed.

      Kiki led the way through the side entrance, which took them down a long, brightly lit hallway. Several entryways lined the wall on either side of her, their doors closed but the noise of female giggling coming through. It sounded like a group of high school girls were having a slumber party.

      “There are several dressing rooms the girls use before and in-between shows.” 

      Tatum wanted to tell Kiki that information didn’t pertain to her but knew it would be smart to know where everything was located. 

      “The kitchen is over there.” Kiki pointed to a set of steel double doors once they cleared the hallway. “I’ll take you to Leo, because I’m not sure what he wants you to do.”

      They stopped right before they made it into the main floor. The sound of glasses clanking and female and male conversation floated around her. “What do you mean you don’t know what he wants me to do?” Yeah, Leo had explained what her job would entail, but the way Kiki said it had the hair on her arms standing up.

      Kiki looked at her and shrugged. “I just mean we’ve never had a hostess before, so I don’t know where you’re supposed report.”

      Shock filtered through Tatum. “You’ve never had a hostess before?” 

      Kiki shook her head and opened her mouth to say something, but another dancer dressed in a few strips of latex called her over. “Listen, I’ve got to go, but we’ll talk after work. I’ll meet you by the employee entrance, okay?” 

      Tatum nodded and felt her anxiety start to rise. She should be used to working. It wasn’t like this was her first job right out of high school. Squaring her shoulders, she watched Kiki disappear down the hall and behind one of the doors. 

      “I see you decided to give me a chance.”

      She turned to the smooth, deep voice that belonged to Leo. He strode toward her, his hands in the front pockets of his pants, and he held himself like he knew he had swagger. He wore a simple black T-shirt, but it looked expensive and fit over his chest to perfection. 

      Give him a chance? “Excuse me?” He stopped in front of her, his smile widening as he took in her uniform.

      “The club. I’m glad you gave my club a chance.” He ran his thumb and forefinger along the edge of her cardigan, and she forced herself to stand still. The very tip of his finger brushed along her collarbone every once in a while, and the effect it had on her was akin to pouring gasoline on an open fire. “I’m liking this uniform on you.” His voice was low, and she thought she sensed a hint of sexual heat laced through his words.

      Forcing herself to swallow so she didn’t make a fool out of herself by drooling down her chin, Tatum nodded. “Yes, I’m liking the uniform too.” She looked into his blue eyes and started to feel herself get lost in them. He smiled slowly, and he looked satisfied as it curved his full lips. 

      “I feared you’d make me wear a thong and pasties to work,” she teased him, for the most part, but when she heard a low rumble come from Leo, she felt her eyes widen. Pulling his hand back, he lifted it and ran it over his jaw. He cleared his throat and looked around the floor as his staff prepared it for the night.

      “I’ll show you where to stand and what to say. This is a very casual position, so don’t worry about screwing it up.” He smiled and gestured for her to precede him toward the front doors. His big hand landed on the small of her back, and she tensed, feeling the heat travel straight through her body. “All you have to do it stand here and greet the patrons as they enter.”

      She turned, and his hand fell from her. She didn’t have any training prior to tonight, and she had assumed her first night would be shadowing someone, not diving in by herself. “I haven’t even been trained. I thought tonight I’d just be following someone around.”

      “Tatum, I’m not going to throw you to the lions.” His straight, white teeth flashed, and her mouth went dry. “I’m going to have Peaches seat them. So all you have to do is say hello, flash them your gorgeous smile, and lead them over to her.” He turned and pointed to a petite little thing standing a few feet away.

      She spoke to the same girl Tatum had seen behind the bar the first time she met Leo. The two women stopped talking and turned to stare at them. Peaches waved enthusiastically, but the bartender gave her a withering stare.

      Peaches literally skipped over to them, her breasts barely restrained under the teeny, tiny cutoff tee. Her shorts were the length of some of Tatum’s panties, and the stilettos she wore were probably illegal in several states. She also wore a bobbed bright orange wig. 

      “Hey, hon.” Peaches lifted her hand and wiggled her fingers at Tatum.

      “Hi.” She felt her cheeks heat and felt like an idiot. The girl was beautiful and nice. At least she didn’t get paired up with the bartender still shooting daggers at her.

      “Peaches here already knows her role to play.” Leo faced Tatum again, completely blocking out the pixie behind him. He leaned close to her, and she felt his breath tease the shell of her ear. “And, Tatum, if anyone touches you, male or otherwise, you come get me right away.” He leaned back slightly, his face stoic. “Do you understand?” 

      His chauvinistic ways infuriated her, but he also enthralled her, and she found herself nodding. He snapped his teeth together and straightened. Their eyes held for so long she knew others had to have noticed by now, but before she started to feel uncomfortable, he turned and strode away. A low whistle sounded, and she tore her eyes from Leo’s retreating back to look at Peaches. 

      “Dayum, honey, Leo has it bad for you.” Tatum just noticed Peaches chewed a piece of gum. She chose that moment to blow a big bubble, reminding her of a child. It popped, and she grinned.

      “No, he doesn’t. He’s my boss.” 

      Peaches’s grin widened. “Girl, he’s my boss too, and he doesn’t place a claim like that on me, or any other girl for that matter.”

      Tatum huffed, not liking where this conversation was going. “There is nothing there.” She clasped her hands together in front of her, hoping Peaches took the hint that the conversation was over.

      Peaches took a step closer, and a serious expression crossed her face. Even with those six-inch heels on, the girl barely matched Tatum’s height. “Sweets—”

      “My name is Tatum.”

      She shook her head. “In here, you don’t use your real name. It’s better that way, especially when you get some real clingers, if you know what I mean.” Tatum didn’t, but she didn’t say otherwise. “You’re all sweet and innocent. You look like you should be workin’ in a library or at an elementary school, but the boss sees something special in you obviously.” She lifted her hand and picked up a lock of Tatum’s hair. “That’s why I called you Sweets.” Peaches dropped the lock and eyed her clothing, a smirk on her face. “Conservative too.”

      “Leo gave these to me.” 

      Peaches quirked a perfectly shaped brow and laughed. “Yeah, the boss has it bad. He must not want other guys looking at what’s his.”

      Tatum bristled at the implied statement. “I’m not his. I just started working here.”

      The look Peaches gave her appeared droll. “Girl, if Leo wants you, he’ll get you. It’s as simple as that.” With that, she smacked Tatum on the ass and went back to talking to the bartender. 

      Two beefy bouncers came out from the back and straight toward her. They unlocked the front doors, and Tatum took a deep breath. 

      Well, this is it.
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      Tatum’s feet were killing her by the time her shift ended. It was going on two-thirty in the morning, but there was still a group of five men celebrating a bachelor party, several older businessmen getting a private show, and another handful who had paid a hefty amount to have a private party in the champagne room. All of this told to her by Peaches, who seemed to know what went down at every corner of the club.

      She had watched Kiki dance, which she had been enthralled with. The girl knew how to move, and when she worked the pole, it was more artistic than slutty. Tatum never really knew women could be so beautiful and graceful on a stripper pole, but boy had she been wrong. Even she found Kiki’s act seductive.

      The men had watched her like they couldn’t get enough, like they had just seen gold fall from the sky. Pepper, which happened to be Kiki’s stage name, had done moves Tatum didn’t even know were physically possible.

      “You ready, Tater?”

      Tatum rolled her eyes at once again being called that ridiculous nickname. “People are going to start calling me that if you keep it up.” 

      Kiki chuckled and nudged her in the shoulder. “Nah, sounds like you’re all set as the little Sweets of the club.”

      She followed Kiki out of the main floor and down the employee hallway. Right before they clocked out, the same voice that seemed to send chills up her spine called out her name. She turned to see Leo leaning against the wall, his arms crossed and his biceps bulging. 

      “Can I speak with you a moment?”

      She looked at Kiki, and her friend winked. The backdoor opened, and Beau stepped in and wrapped his arm around his woman’s waist. She squealed in delight when he pulled her out of the building, the door slamming shut behind them. 

      Taking a deep, calming breath, Tatum walked toward Leo. He hadn’t spoken to her after he left her boneless at the beginning of her shift, but he had been watching her. She had seen him sitting in a rounded booth in the corner, a glass of something amber-colored always full in front of him.

       Even now, she could imagine him leaning against the deep-red leather that was behind him. One arm slung over the back of it, the other resting on the table, and his fingers wrapped around his glass. His legs had been stretched out in front of him and crossed at the ankles. All of that had been a sight that left her feeling unhinged and very aware of the incredibly attractive and very dangerous man watching her. 

      She stopped in front of him and felt herself start to bite her bottom lip—a nasty and nervous habit she had. When she saw how he watched what she did with her mouth, she stopped immediately and instead felt that damn heat travel up her neck once again.

      “How was your first night?” Voice pitched low, he lifted his eyes to hers and waited for her reply.

      “I-It was fine, great even.” Her voice squeaked on the last word, and she tightened her hands on the strap of her purse. What was it about this man who made her feel so uncomfortable? It wasn’t a bad kind of nervousness, just one that made her acutely aware of her surroundings.

      “Good, that’s real good.” The silence stretched between them, and she started to shift on her feet. “Listen.” He straightened to his full, intimidating height and reached into his back pocket, handing over a business card. “That has my personal cell number on the back, just in case you need anything.” 

      She reached out and took the card. The front had the same lion face as the sign out front, and nothing else. She flipped it over and saw ten digits scrawled on the back in masculine handwriting. Lifting her eyes to his, she smiled. “Thanks.” She didn’t admit she would never use it, because honestly, just thinking about him giving her his personal number could have sent her into cardiac arrest. She felt like a hormonal teenager who had just found out what the male population was.

      “Well.” She pointed to the back door. “I better get going. Kiki’s waiting.” He nodded but didn’t say anything. For some reason, she thought he would have stopped her, or maybe she just wished he would. When the warm night air hit her face, she breathed it in. The smell of asphalt surrounded her, but it was a welcome scent. She didn’t know how much more expensive cologne she could have inhaled.

      Kiki and Beau were pressed intimately against her car, their faces so close it didn’t leave anything to the imagination. Knowing them, they’d be at it for a while. It didn’t matter they’d been together for years. They acted like rowdy teenagers at every turn. It was actually sweet, and Tatum felt a pang of jealousy over missing out on something like that.

      “It looks like it might be a while before you get your friend back.” The sound of Leo’s amused voice so close had her jumping in surprise. She spun around and almost ran right into the thick, hard wall of his chest. How had he come out the backdoor and she didn’t even hear him?

      “God, you’re stealthy.” Her hand rested on her pounding heart. He smiled, which just made him appear even more devastatingly handsome.

      “So—” He tipped his chin toward the couple still almost participating in a little public exhibitionism. “—you need a ride, or are you one of those who like to watch?” He wagged his eyebrows, and she couldn’t decide if she should be amused or pissed. 

      She smiled instead.

      “Nah, but thanks. They’ll be done in a minute.” They both turned when Kiki chose that moment to moan loudly. Leo chuckled, and she turned to see him shaking his head, his gaze on Tatum.

      “Really, I don’t mind. In fact, I insist.”

      She shook her head when she heard the click-clack of Kiki’s heels on the pavement behind her.

      “Hey, Tater.” At the nickname, Tatum groaned inwardly but didn’t miss how Leo grinned. “You ready?” She watched as Beau kissed and nipped at Kiki’s neck. She groaned and tilted her head to the side.

      “I was just telling Tatum that I’d be happy to take her home.” 

      Kiki lifted her head, and her eyes widened. She looked between Tatum and Leo then back at Tatum.

      “Really?” A hint of excitement crossed her face, and she smiled widely. “Actually, that works out great.” Tatum pursed her lips and stared at Kiki, hoping to express her irritation in just that one look. “Beau and I were actually going to go for a ride.” She wagged her brows, as if implying that she would be doing the riding. Tatum rolled her eyes and sighed. “I mean, as long as it’s okay with Tater here.” 

      Tatum felt everyone’s eyes on her. “It’s okay, I guess.” Being in the same vehicle as Leo did not seem like the best thing for her already overworked libido, but the hopeful look in Kiki’s eyes had her caving. She turned and looked at Leo. “As long as you don’t mind?”

      “I can’t think of a better way to end my evening than taking you.” Those words seemed to suggest a lot more. 

      Tatum gave Kiki and Beau a hug and didn’t miss the frown marring Leo’s face when she turned back toward him.

      “Drive safe and text me when you get home,” Kiki said over her shoulder. Tatum watched Beau wrap his arm around her slender shoulders and steer her toward the beast he called a truck.

      “Shall we?” Leo held his palm out, and she slipped hers into it. His hand was big and warm and engulfed hers completely. He led them toward the very back of the building. There were two large bay doors in the rear of the club. He reached in his pocket with the hand not holding hers and pulled out a small, black box.

      He pushed the red button, and one of the bay doors opened to reveal a sleek-looking car. A light overhead automatically came on and illuminated a gunmetal-grey Corvette. It was shiny, flashy, and looked brand new.

      “Wow, nice.” 

      His hand tightened in hers, and she looked up at him to see him once again watching her intently.

      “You like it?” 

      She nodded, because she couldn’t find her voice. It was as if that’s all he seemed to be doing whenever she was around—staring at her. If there weren’t heat behind his eyes, she would have thought there might be something wrong with her, but even she wasn’t blind when it came to his attraction toward her. That, coupled with the fact that she seemed to be incessantly wet in his presence, was a very bad combination—one that would equal an explosion of monstrous proportions.

      “I’m glad.” He squeezed her hand again, and they started walking toward the car. 

      He opened the door for her, and she sank into butter-soft leather. The door shut with a light click, and she watched as he walked around the front of the car and toward the driver side.

      God, he was all smooth moves and stealthy grace. One would think a body as big and muscular as his would be awkward, but no, this man knew how to work it. He also probably knew the effect he had on women. No doubt, he got as much pussy as he wanted, but she was a fool to feel any kind of jealousy over the fact.

      What’s wrong with you? This is your employer, and therefore totally off-limits!

      The door shut behind him, and he started the car. The engine revved to life. The smooth purr of it went through her whole body. Buckling up, she relaxed into the seat as he pulled out of the driveway and onto the strip. This really was the city that never sleeps. Bright lights, neon signs, and hordes of people walking up and down the sidewalks filled her vision.

      “Thanks again for the ride home. I’m sure you had more important things to do.” Her head rested against the seat, and she turned to look at him. 

      “I meant what I said, Tatum.” He turned and looked at her, his face serious. “There isn’t anything I’d rather be doing tonight.” He looked back at the road and shifted the car into another gear. It shot forward, and she let herself feel free for that short time. 

      After she told him her address, he navigated his car through the city and finally pulled into her driveway. It was actually her mother’s house, but now that she had passed, all her mom’s assets had been left to her.

      When the attorney had read the will, which Tatum hadn’t even known her mother had, shock filled her at the knowledge her mother had left her everything. Of course, that wasn’t saying much. A rundown house out in the sticks, a crappy car, which she now remembered she left at Kiki’s, and a mountain of debt.

      He pulled onto the cracked driveway, and they sat there while the car idled for a few moments. 

      “Thank you again.”

      “You don’t have a vehicle?” His voice was hard as he looked at her house then at the few homes scattered around it. She lived outside the city but still close enough that she could get on the highway to commute to work.

      “I do, but it’s at Kiki’s. I drove over there so we could carpool.” He watched her again.

      “So you’ll be stranded here until someone takes you to get your car or they bring it to you?”

      She heard what he said, but she also couldn’t focus very well. The smell of him saturated the interior of the car. His presence surrounded her, and she realized if she just inched toward him, their lips would meet. This vehicle was made for speed and style, not for comfort. The interior was on the small side, giving the passengers the feeling of intimacy. “What?” 

      “Your car. How will you get it tomorrow?”

      She stared at his lips and wondered what they would feel like pressed against hers. The way his mouth moved to form the words hypnotized her.

      Tatum! Get a fucking grip.

      Looking into the deep pools of his eyes, she knew if she wasn’t careful, she could get lost in them. She was already halfway there. 

      “Kiki will come get me, or Beau will follow her in my car.” She heard the way she sounded, dazed and drugged and totally moronic. She refused to be one of those women who threw themselves at a handsome man. She had never been that way and wasn’t about to start. Tatum lived the past few years alone and enjoyed it—well, for the most part. Cleaning out her mother’s home and going through her estate paperwork had been time-consuming and brought back a lot of bad memories. 

      “How about I come get you tomorrow afternoon, take you to lunch, then to Kiki’s to get your car?” 

      Her body screamed yes, but her mind said no. She shook her head. “That’s okay, really. I don’t want to inconvenience you or have any of the other employees saying you’re giving me special treatment.” Not that she really cared what anybody else said, but at this point, she would say anything to dissuade him from helping her. Things were just moving too fast, and she knew if she let them continue on, she would end up doing something she regretted—like jump his bones and make a fool of herself.

      “Tatum.” Leo reached out and brushed a hand along her jaw. “I’m not a man who gives a fuck what other people think.” He took a lock of her hair and twined it around his finger. “And I’m not a man who likes to leave a female stranded when I could easily help her.” He let her hair slip from his fingers and leaned in another inch. He was inches from her, and she felt his heat surround her. “I’m also a man who, when I see something I want, I make sure it’s mine.” Their eyes were locked, and she felt every word he spoke go through her body and straight to her erogenous zones.

      “Do you understand what I’m saying, Tatum?”

      She did, but she found herself shaking her head. Was she that sick and desperate that she needed to hear him say it? Yes… yes, she was. 

      His lids dropped a little lower until all she could see were slits of blue that seemed to glow in the darkness. “I’m saying I want you, and I know you want me too.” His hand found hers, but she refused to look down and watch as he caressed her fingers. 

      “I’m saying you can run and deny the heat we both feel, but in the end… I’ll catch you.” He looked at her lips, and she found herself running her tongue along her bottom one. His next words were said on a murmur. “I won’t stop until you want me as badly as I want you.”

      And just like that, he moved away from her, out of the car, and opened her door. She couldn’t think, couldn’t move or even breathe for that matter, as his words played over and over again in her mind. Her hand in his, she let him lead her to her front door.

      “Give me your keys, Tatum.” 

      At this point, she felt like she was on autopilot as she reached into her purse and gave him her keys. He moved in front of her and opened the door. He was inside, and Tatum heard him inhaling as he walked into each room. Turning and looking down at her, she realized how fucked up this was.

      Never had she been in the presence of a man who was so sure of himself and what he wanted. The fact that someone like Leo Castill wanted her seemed a little farfetched, but he had made his intentions and feelings for her quite clear.

      “I don’t really know how I feel about you living out here. The neighborhood isn’t the best.”

      She blinked a few times to try to clear her head, but it seemed nothing worked. “I’ve lived here for years, way before you came around. I think I’ll be okay.” Her words held no heat, even though she felt a bit bristled by his comment. 

      He smirked. “My little firecracker.”

      His little what? What in the hell is going on? Had she stepped into the Twilight Zone? “I’m not your little anything.” She took her hand away from his and started rubbing the back of it. It seemed wherever he touched left fire on her skin. 

      He didn’t respond to her jab, just kept that damn smirk on his face. “I’ll pick you up at eleven. We can go to lunch then to Kiki’s. He caressed her cheek again, and before she could tell him not to bother, he strode out her front door, and his Corvette blared to life seconds later. Grabbing her cell, she typed out a quick text to Kiki, dumbfounded at the way her night ended.

      Tatum: I’m home. And BTW, Leo is a demanding ass!

      Her cell beeped an incoming text a second later.

      Kiki: OMG. What happened?!

      Ugh. She did not want to get into it right now but knew if she didn’t tell Kiki, she would be getting harassed all night. Typing out a condensed version of what happened, Tatum sat on the couch and waited for the reply. It didn’t take long.

      Kiki: Girl! He wants you!! ;-)

      Tatum: Maybe, but I don’t want him!

      Kiki: LOL. Ur a bad liar, Tater! Let him take you to lunch, but make sure it’s a swanky place. God knows he can afford it!

      Tatum: This is a bad idea, Kiki.

      Kiki: Maybe, but he must really like u. I’ve never seen him go after a girl who works for him. That’s like a big no-no for him.

      Tatum: Yay for me! 

      Tatum hoped Kiki picked up on her sarcasm.

      Kiki: LOL. Seriously though. Have a good time. U can always say no if he wants more. Leo’s a good guy and won’t hold it against u. Besides, I saw the way u were checking him out! U want him 2!

      Tatum: I plead the fifth. I think shit will hit the fan if I stop fighting myself on this.  

      Kiki: U can’t let the past control u being happy! She’s dead, honey. Let urself b happy for once. I love u and think u should go for it!

      Kiki always had a way with words. She was the only one who knew how fucked up her childhood had been. She had also been the only one who didn’t care she had been poorer than dirt, didn’t have the name-brand shit, and had no friends. Kiki liked her for herself. 

      The few relationships Tatum had managed to have weren’t anything more than a couple of moments of lost pleasure. Her baggage always seemed to get in the way, which in all honesty was what she was afraid of happening with Leo.

      Never had she felt anything remotely close to the sensations of arousal and want for a man like she felt for him. Fear of Leo seeing how damaged she was and realizing what a mistake it had been to want her in the first place filled her.
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      After Leo left Tatum, he made a phone call and sat across the street from her house until the black SUV pulled up behind his car.

      Calling in one of his men to watch her and not tell her was a douchebag thing to do, but he didn’t want to take any chances when it came to the safety of his mate. The fact that she lived in a rundown part of the city didn’t sit well with him, but her safety overrode everything else, even her anger if she found out.

      He only kept a detail outside her home. She still needed her privacy, and until he could convince her that she was his mate and she belonged with him, having someone watch her would help him sleep at night. He had no doubt she wanted him as much as he wanted her. Her arousal had been sweet and strong, and he knew her pussy had been wet. The only problem was she fought it while he embraced it.

      The next day, he drove to her house, impatience filling him. He didn’t know if having a mate would fill some void in his life or be the death of him. He pulled into her driveway and killed the engine.

      He knocked three times and took a step back. A look over his shoulder showed the black SUV in the same spot he had left it. The blacked-out windows made sure to keep the driver’s identity ambiguous.

      The front door opened, and he turned back around. For a solid minute, all he could do was stare at her. The dress she wore was cut low both at the bottom and top. Her cleavage peeked above the lacy top, and the hem stopped at midthigh.

      Holy. Fucking. Shit.

      His cock started to harden, and he thought about anything else to make that shit go down. “God, Tatum.” Scrubbing his hand over the back of his neck, Leo tried to calm himself down. “You’re gorgeous.”

      She looked away, but he still saw the blush that covered her cheeks. She murmured her thanks. The aroma of her embarrassment was a baby powder scent that filled his nose. 

      Her hair was twisted at the crown of her head, and tendrils of curls cascaded around her face. Looking at her made him think of things other than fucking. He wanted to take her to nice places, to show her off while she clutched his arm. He wanted every fucking male to know who she belonged to. 

      Her bare neck called to him, and he could imagine his mark on it, warning others that she was his. His mating scent started to come out, and he felt his lion pace within him. It wanted out, wanted to press her against the wall, lift up her dress, and feast on her cunt. He knew it would be pretty and pink, knew from the tantalizing scent of her arousal that she’d be soaking too.

      She inhaled, and Leo knew she was taking his scent into her lungs. That thought alone had a low growl leaving his chest. He couldn’t help it, not when his mate was so receptive to him. Yeah, he wanted to be gentle and coax her into his life, but he also thought about all the dirty things he wanted to do to her—things that required her to be naked and underneath him.

      She stepped out of her house and shut the door behind her. When she turned around, she ran right into chest. He had been too focused on the way her ass moved under her dress to step back and give her room. Of course, with her pressed up against him, her lush curves forming to him, he didn’t regret not giving her the space.

      He steadied her with his hands on her waist and stared into her eyes. Even if his senses weren’t heightened, he would have been able to see the changes in her, the increased pulse at the base of her throat, her pupils dilated from her lust, and the way her nipples stabbed through the thin material of her sundress. All of it had him wanting to rip that damn dress off of her, throw her on the ground, and show her exactly how good it would be between them.

      “Ready?” That one word was breathy and low, and he forced himself to let go of her and take a step back.

      Cock unbearably hard, Leo forced himself to lead her to his car. Once inside, he had to roll down the window. The scent of her pussy was so tantalizing and teasing that he feared if he didn’t clear his head, he would change right in front of her.

      How bad would that be before he could fully explain what she meant to him and that he could shift into a lion? He needed to remind himself to go slow, because if she ran, all hell would break loose.

      He would stop at nothing to find her, and that would be shitty all around, because forcing her to mate was not what he wanted.
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      Lunch was unexpectedly pleasant. Leo had taken her to a new steakhouse, one that had been opened by some famous chef. The drinks alone cost more than she felt comfortable paying, but Leo footed the bill, so she let herself indulge. At first, things had been a little uncomfortable, but that was mainly on her part, not his. He did everything right, said everything right.

      He had been a perfect gentleman, and she wanted so bad to let herself fall into the sugar-coated bubble she pictured having with him. It would be so easy to put all her preconceived notions behind her, to forget about why she didn’t want a relationship. A man like Leo painted a beautiful picture.

      He was gorgeous, successful, and powerful. He was the complete opposite of her, and once again, she felt all the things she shouldn’t. Why would a man like him be interested in a woman like her? He was constantly surrounded by perfection, yet his interest was solely on her. It made her wonder if all he wanted from her was a piece of ass.

      Maybe he saw her as some kind of conquest, as the thick girl he wanted to experiment with. She refused to let herself think about the “what ifs.” In the end, it wouldn’t do her any good but make her feel like shit.

      She drove her car home from Kiki’s, thankful her bestie hadn’t been there and therefore wouldn’t be able to grill her for details. Tatum knew she’d have to spill everything eventually, but right now, she just wanted to go home and wrap her head around what the hell was going on in her life. 

      She swung by the grocery store and picked up a few things before going home. At a stoplight, she looked at all the people walking up and down the strip. The streets were packed despite the fact that it was the middle of the week. Every other person held some kind of alcoholic beverage in their hand, but that seemed to be the norm. 

      Tatum thought back to the conversation she had with Leo. He was forty, fifteen years older than her, but he wore his age extremely well. Even now, she pictured him sitting across from her, the sounds of someone playing a piano filtering around them. She had learned a lot about him in just that short time they spent together.

      The conversation had been comfortable, but when he asked about her life, she closed up tight, not ready to tell him about how her mother had been an alcoholic, or how she had developed an eating disorder as a result of her mother’s abuse and the cruel kids at her school.

      What would he think if she admitted she had spent a good chunk of her adolescent years in therapy? She may have stopped starving herself and now filled out her clothes, but a part of her still saw that fat kid in school who got made fun of by her peers and her mother. Even thinking about it now had her picking at her clothing. 

      Taking a deep breath, she didn’t want to ruin her afternoon by thinking about the hurdles she had gotten over in her life. She liked Leo, enjoyed his company, and saw him as a man she could possibly fall for, but her past was sticky and a ball and chain around her ankle, and she knew what the end result would be.

      Not a lot of men could handle how screwed up in the head she was. Her past relationships, or lack thereof, were a testament to that.

      Resting her head on the seat, she stared ahead again and let her mind drift back to Leo. God, even now, her panties were soaked. All her good intentions went out the window when it came to him. Her mind screamed at her to stay away, but her body demanded she let herself go for it. 

      Is this how it’s always going to be with him, or am I just the flavor of the week?

      The temptation to quit analyzing it sat strong inside her, so strong that she found herself picking up her phone and sending a text to the man who invaded every single one of her thoughts as of late.

      Tatum: Had a wonderful time today. Thank you for lunch. 

      She set her phone back down, and a second later, it vibrated with an incoming message.

      Leo: Believe me, the pleasure was all mine.

      Her body heated uncomfortably.

      The stupid grin on her face would not go away, but at that moment, she didn’t want it to.
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      It was Saturday, and the club was packed with men and even several women. Music pulsed all around, the bass low, and the sultry voice a good sound for the girls dancing on stage. Tatum had been working at The Lion and the Lamb for over a month now, and although she hadn’t gone out with Leo again, his presence was a very big factor in her life. It seemed he was always there at the club.

      Of course that wasn’t unusual, since he owned the place, but she did find herself very aware when his eyes always seemed to be locked on her.

       No matter where she was, he seemed to always be there. A little unnerving? Not in the least, and that realization did not sit well with her. The heat in his gaze when their eyes locked reached out and grabbed hold of her. It seemed the sexual tension between them was going to explode at any moment. 

      It was because of her dodging him at every turn that had resulted in them not going out again, despite Leo asking several times. The man just didn’t give up, and Tatum didn’t know if she should be irritated or flattered. In all honesty, she wanted Leo with a passion that burned brightly inside her, but she was just too damn scared of what would happen if she let herself go there.

      Tatum could admit she was a coward, but a part of her knew that if she let herself fall for her devilishly handsome boss, things would only go downhill. It was her curse to screw up the good things in her life. 

      The front doors were pulled open by Zeb, one of the beefy bouncers working the door. A group of sophisticatedly dressed men walked in. The man in the center of what looked like a protective detail was incredibly attractive in an exotic way. His green eyes were piercing as they scanned his surroundings, and his short dark hair and equally dark suit reminded her of an investment banker. It was clear he was the hotshot of the group by the way he held himself, especially given the fact that he wore a three-piece suit in Las Vegas when it was hot enough to roast an egg on the concrete.

       She smiled brightly, putting on her sugary personality that made her seem like a good girl ready to do what she was told. She had lived in Vegas long enough to know men of power seemed to like a little submissiveness in a woman. It put them at ease and made their “he-man” personalities roar and beat their chests.

      “Good evening, gentleman. How many in your party this evening?” The hairs on the back of her neck tingled, and she knew it was because Leo watched her. She always had that reaction around him, even if he wasn’t physically touching her. His eyes were like fingers from across the room, and the sensation of being touched had her instantly turning liquid.

      The man with the emerald eyes snapped his focus away from his surroundings and looked at her. She wasn’t surprised when he let his eyes travel up and down her body. He either wondered why in the hell she worked at the prestigious gentlemen’s club—because obviously she was a hell of a lot thicker than the dancers—or he honestly liked what he saw.

      When he slowly lifted his gaze to her face again, she didn’t doubt that he liked what he saw. A chill slid down her spine at the expression on his face. Oh, it was filled with a lot of promise, but whatever he tried to convey with that look was not something she was interested in. The man in front of her was not what she wanted to mess with. 

      The air seemed charged around him, but not in the good way that it was around Leo. Whereas Leo’s power and presence had her aching and needy, this man left a bad taste in her mouth. She always went with her gut instincts, especially when she lived in the City of Sin. Straightening her back, she continued to smile and refused to show her distaste. 

      “Five.” One of them men standing beside him answered. Staring at the green-eyed man was like watching a cobra dance, a slimy, evil cobra. This intense disinterest she felt toward a virtual stranger shocked her, but obviously something inside her recognized how dangerous he was.

      She nodded and turned to lead them to one of the back tables, when a strong hand latched around her forearm. She turned and looked into a set of hard, cold green eyes. For several long moments, everything faded around her as his touch seeped past the cardigan she wore. Cold settled into her bones, and all she wanted to do was rip her arm away, but fear and unease had her frozen. 

      Snubbing a customer would not look good, especially one who clearly had the money to blow on three-hundred-dollar bottles of champagne and thousand-dollar private lap dances.

      His nostrils flared slightly as he inhaled deeply, and she was struck by an image of Leo doing something similar. She had never seen one man, let alone two, do something like that. A wicked smile curved his mouth, and she forced the lump in her throat down. A glance down at her arm showed him stroking the covered skin.

      She didn’t like it, and when she pulled her arm away, she was surprised he allowed it. A part of her knew a man like this didn’t allow a lot of things to slip through his fingers. Literally and figuratively.

      “We prefer a private room. We want three dancers.” His eyes dropped to her chest, and she forced herself not to cover her breasts. “All of them are to be brunettes with dark eyes.” He lifted his hand, and Tatum held her breath. His fingers touched the end of her hair. He smirked again, but before she could do or say anything, someone gripped her waist from behind and pulled her back.

      In the next instant, she looked at Leo’s wide back covered in expensive material. The tension grew thick in the room, but she couldn’t deny that having Leo protect her instantly made her feel safe. Whoever that other man was, he had a bad vibe around him.

      “I thought I made myself perfectly clear, Slade.” The way Leo said the green-eyed man’s name was low and rough and filled with hatred. He kept his hand wrapped possessively around her waist, and although Tatum had never been much of a woman who needed to be saved, she couldn’t deny she liked the way Leo watched over her.

      His reaction proved that her instincts hadn’t been wrong. There was clearly something dangerous about the stranger.

      “What kind of business are you running by discriminating against patrons?” Amusement laced Slade’s voice, which caused his men to chuckle. Tatum kept her hands on the center of Leo’s back. He was tense, and the muscles were bunched tight under her palms.

      “We both know your words are bullshit and that you aren’t just any patron.” 

      A low growl came from Slade, and she sensed something inside Leo shifting. Looking past the thick arm Leo had pressed against her, Tatum saw the anger on Slade’s face. As if he sensed her stare, he turned his icy eyes on her. The lascivious look that crossed his face made her feel like ants crawled over her flesh.

      “I see you’ve picked yourself up a little piece of ass.” Although she knew he couldn’t possibly see her body past the thick wall that was Leo, she felt dirty as he scanned his eyes up and down. He acted like he could see her, and that seemed just as bad as if he actually could.

      “You’d do best to watch your fucking mouth in my house, Slade.”

      The men standing beside Slade took a step forward, but their boss lifted his hand to stop their ascent. 

      Leo’s fingers tightened on her hip, and she looked up at him. His focus was trained on Slade, but she knew he was very aware of her presence. 

      “Threatening a customer, Leo?” Slade made a tsking noise then grinned. “Never thought I’d see the day when Leo Castill settled down and found himself a mate.” 

      Slade’s words had Tatum creasing her brow. Mate? What in the hell was going on, and why did everyone speak like they were from another planet?

      Another low growl came from Leo. “She is not up for discussion.” He used his hand on her waist to pull her more firmly against his back. Tatum looked over her shoulder and saw several people had their eyes on them. Two of those people were Sugar and Peaches. If Tatum didn’t get this situation under control, all hell would break loose. 

      “Leo?” It took a heartbeat for him to tear his murderous glare off Slade, but when he did, his gaze softened. “Can I speak with you? Alone?” She lifted her eyebrows, hoping he wouldn’t press the issue. She had no idea what she planned on speaking to him about, but all she could think about was getting him away from Slade and defusing the situation. 

      The animosity grew thick until she could have cut it with a knife, and whatever problem these two had with each other would only escalate if given time.

      “Yeah, run along like a good boy.” Slade made a shooing motion with his hand, and Tatum gritted her teeth. She had half a mind to let Leo have at him, because there were no doubts in her mind Slade’s ass would be grass if Leo got his hands on him. Fortunately, Leo didn’t take Slade’s bait. Instead, he gave one last growl, turned away, and started walking toward his office.

      His arm stayed around Tatum, and his fingers clenched on her hip. His steps were fast and long, and she struggled to keep up with him. Right before she stepped into his office, she glanced over her shoulder again. Sugar was behind the bar, her narrowed eyes trained on Tatum.

      Peaches’s worried expression was clear even from the distance, but the pixie of a woman led Slade and his men toward one of the private rooms in the back. A tug on Tatum’s waist had her in Leo’s office with the door shut firmly behind her. 

      Leo was a few steps in front of her, his body rigid, his pacing quick and agitated. When he stopped and stared at her, she felt her nerves skyrocket. Maybe this hadn’t been such a good idea. He looked furious. His chest rose and fell with the force of his breathing. His hands clenched and unclenched by his sides, and the blue of his eyes looked fierce and bright. His nostrils flared, and she heard him inhale deeply. What was it with the men around her inhaling so strongly?

      “I….” What in the hell could she say? Something shifted in the air in the next moment. She became hot and wet as Leo stared at her. The shirt she wore seemed too tight, and her panties were soaked. Now it was her turn to inhale deeply, and when she did, the most glorious scent invaded her senses. It smelled spicy and masculine, and she remembered it from when Leo picked her up for lunch. 

      Beads of sweat dotted his forehead, and he took a step toward her. The desire to have him was so pronounced she couldn’t breathe. How could someone’s cologne smell so good that she couldn’t think clearly?

      “Leo—” Before she could get another word out, he strode toward her with determined lust written all over his face.
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      He slammed her body against the wall, his breathing hot and heavy as it brushed along the back of her neck. Head turned to the side, Tatum kept her eyes shut as she felt his hands slide down from her shoulders to grip her waist. He pulled her ass back toward him, his erection digging into the small of her back.

      The sensation of his fingers tunneling into her hair sent chills dancing along her flesh. A hard tug of her hair being pulled had her head craning back. His other hand snaked around to curl his fingers around her bared throat.

      What in the hell was happening? Her goal had been to get him away from Slade and talk to him, but in a quick twist of events, that arousal she had been trying to deny came crashing to the front. All thoughts of Slade fled her.

      “Say who makes you feel good, Tatum.” The rough timbre of his growl went straight to her pussy. Her clit throbbed, and her cunt gushed from her need to have him between her thighs. There had been so much sexual tension between them that she was on the verge of climaxing just watching him walk into a room. Despite the fact that this was all she wanted, she liked the idea of teasing him.

       “Not a chance.” The sting of him tightening his hand in her hair had a gasp of pleasure/pain leaving her.

      “Baby, by the end of the night, I’m going to have you screaming my name.” He used his leverage on her hair to turn her head to the side even more. His tongue ran up the side of her neck, and a shiver raced through her. The roughness of it had an incredible sensation coursing through her, one that had her grinding her ass against him and groaning. “Yeah, baby, by the end of the fucking night.”

      He spun her around so fast dizziness claimed her. She had to blink away the fog that threatened to consume her. This was too wild and untamed for her. Tatum had never had a man make her feel like this, make her want to be fucked. 

      His mouth claimed hers, his tongue stroking her bottom lip. She opened for him and sucked his tongue in, loving that his spicy male flavor filled her taste buds.

       Hands on his shoulders, she curled her fingers into his flesh and pulled him closer. His growl of need went through her, and she reciprocated it with one of her own. His hands were suddenly on her ass, gripping the mounds with a force that rivaled her lust.

      He lifted, and she wrapped her legs around his waist, their kiss never breaking. In the next moment, he came forward. The cool wood of his desk met her ass. She gripped the edge of his tee and started pulling at it like a madwoman. Whatever came over her was like a tornado of emotions, and she didn’t see it stopping anytime soon. 

      Ripping his mouth from hers, he tore his shirt away and went for the buckle of his belt. She was already unbuttoning her blouse and pushing it off her shoulders. Her hands went to the clasp at the back of her bra, but a slow shake of his head had her stopping. The belt slid through the loops of his jeans and clattered to the floor.

      He undid the button of his pants but didn’t push them down. Instead, he moved close to her until her knees brushed his legs.

      “Feet flat on the desk, baby.” His grin widened when she did what he said. His hands landed on her knees, and he pushed them apart. Her muscles stretched and protested, but the burn felt oh-so-good. The skirt she wore was already bunched around her waist, so when he slid his hands down her inner thighs, he touched her bare flesh. Leaning forward, his lips were a hairsbreadth away from hers.

      The tips of his fingers brushed the edge of her panties, and she used all her strength not to close her eyes, tilt her head back, and bare her throat to him. All she wanted was the roughness of his tongue sliding along her skin again, igniting her like a firework on the Fourth of July. 

      “I love your curves. The way you fill my hands makes my cock so hard I ache to be inside you.” His eyes roamed over her body, but she didn’t feel self-conscious about how she looked. The way he spoke about her had her pussy gushing with her desire for him. He started sliding his hands over her, squeezing her body until she felt like liquid beneath him. “I bet your pussy tastes as good as it smells.” 

      The air around them heated and thickened, and she found herself wanting to have him just as aroused as she was. “Why don’t you find out?” 

      Never had she spoken so wantonly before, but with Leo, she acted out of character quite frequently. A nip at her bottom lip was the only response he gave her before he dropped to his knees between her splayed thighs.

      He kept her legs open as he kissed her ankle then ran his tongue up her calf, over the side of her knee, and started working his way back down her inner thigh. The feel of his hot, humid breath and of his tongue leaving a trail of liquid fire all over her had her legs shaking. She felt marked by him, like he staked his claim for all to see.

      Something inside her grew warm and soft at the thought, but she knew it had to be misplaced.

       Leo Castill wanted one thing from women, and normally she would have scoffed and told him to fuck off, but she was way past that. She deserved to feel a little bit of pleasure, even if it was for only one night, and Leo was the man who would give it to her.

      His finger slipped beneath the lace of her panties, and he pulled it aside. His breathing increased, and she could feel the hard, hot puffs of it waft across her soaked folds. At the first swipe of his tongue through her cleft, she threw her head back and moaned. Every little touch amplified inside her.

      The way his lips suctioned around her clit, drawing the bud deeper into the warm cavern, had her trying to catch her breath. His thick fingers spread her lips apart, opening her for his wandering tongue. The pleasure climbed higher until she thought she’d shatter from it. When he speared her pussy with two thick fingers and blew a stream of air over her clit, she came undone.

      Her orgasm stole her sanity until she cried out like a banshee.

      He continued to work his fingers inside her, ensuring that she continued to be off-balance from the pleasure. His stubble scraped against her inner thigh, and she found the discomfort almost reassuring.

       He wrung the last ounce of her orgasm out until she couldn’t hold her head up any longer and her legs fell completely open. The post euphoric bliss that started to settle in was short-lived as her panties being torn away and her bra opening pierced her hazy brain. She opened her eyes to see a sight that would have frightened her if she didn’t know Leo would never hurt her.

      How she knew that was beyond her, but that knowledge was so strong she felt a surge of power grow within her. He stared up from between her thighs, his gaze heavy-lidded and his lust slamming into her and leaving her dizzy with drunkenness. 

      His full lips parted, and she watched with wide eyes as he ran his tongue in the crease where her thigh met her pussy. With slow, deliberate finesse, he flattened his tongue on her inner leg and dragged it up. The almost grainy texture of it was her undoing, and she closed her eyes and moaned at the feeling.

      He continued to lick every inch of her right thigh before moving to her left. He left no part of her untouched by his wicked mouth. He moved over her rounded belly, dipping his tongue in the small indention before moving between her ribs and breasts. With expertise, he flattened his tongue over her nipple. Immediately, she felt the peak stiffen as blood surged beneath the surface.

      His big hand cupped the mound as he suctioned his mouth around her and pulled hard. She grew mesmerized by the sight of what he did, and when he lifted his eyes to hers while he still sucked on her, she felt her pussy contract desperately. 

      He alternated between her breasts, licking, nipping, and sucking on her nipples like they were the tip of an ice cream cone. Her flesh felt abraded from his harsh tongue and the stubble that covered his cheeks. When he finally made it up over her collarbones, to her throat, then to her lips, she gasped for air. Hands now clenched on his wide shoulders, she looked her fill at all the tan, smooth flesh that surrounded her.

      His mouth took hers in a crushing kiss. He delved his tongue inside her mouth and stroked it along hers. She felt saucy with him, and so she sucked it fully into her mouth, loving how his gruff moan rumbled from his chest.

      “You’re mine, Tatum. All. Mine.”

      Snaking his hands down to grip her ass, Leo pulled her forward with so much force the roughness of his jeans scrapped along her sensitive folds and her breasts slammed against his bare chest. His skin felt warm, smooth, and solid. It was such a contrast to her softness that a sense of feminine appreciation swirled within her.

      He let her be in control of the kiss for only a few precious moments, and then he used his dominance to lead the way. The way he made sure no part of her mouth was left untouched had liquid heat sliding out of her. Unable to help herself, Tatum rubbed against him, loving how his raging erection pressed against her pussy, demanding entry even through the barrier. She had never felt so wanted before, and she found it very liberating.

      Tatum was ready to have him take her right then and there. It didn’t matter he had her on his desk, his papers and pens scattered all around them. This was the hottest thing she had ever done, and she didn’t want it to stop.

      Before she could make this known to him, he had her in his arms. Holding onto him with her legs and arms, they continued to kiss. In the end, it really didn’t matter where he took her, as long as the end result was him inside her. 

      The sound of a door opening and of him descending a set of stairs pierced her lust-filled mind. The scent of natural wood and leather filled her senses, and she forced herself away from his skillful kiss and looked at the room he had taken her to. Mouth going dry and heart thundering a mile a minute, Tatum stared at the bed that dominated the majority of the room. Leather furniture and an impressive kitchen were also present. It was a small apartment and stocked with the most expensive appliances and décor.

      His fingers gripped her chin and turned her head to look at him. With his eyes boring into hers, Tatum felt the tension leave her body as she melted under his blue gaze. His next kiss was slow and gentle, and she had a feeling he tried to ease her into whatever he had in store.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            9

          

        

        
          
            [image: ]
            [image: ]
          

        

      

    

    
      Leo started moving again until she felt cool, silky sheets meet her back. Breaking the kiss, he trailed his lips down her throat and started paying a lot of attention to the skin where her shoulder and neck met.

      Never had Tatum thought that particular area would be so sensitive, but maybe it had nothing to do with that spot. Maybe it was all because the man delivering the tempting touches drove her insane with lust.

      “Do you like my touch, baby?” His rough, deep voice had her inner muscles clenching in need.

      “Y-Yes….” A gasp left her at the feel of his teeth scrapping along her throat.

      “Do you want more, Tatum?” There was no teasing in his tone, just unadulterated lust.

      “God, yes.” A little pressure from his teeth had her almost going over the edge. He moved away from her, but she noticed the way he kept his hands on her even though his body no longer touched hers. He stroked her a few more times then stood. His pants were off in the next instant, and his big body covered hers.

      She felt so small, so feminine compared to him. There had never been a time when she felt like that with a man, but Leo made her feel wholly beautiful. He touched each one of her curves, murmured how he loved her body, how it drove him wild and made him hard. Each word had her climbing higher and higher until she found herself pleading with him. “Leo, please. God, please take me.”

      He didn’t respond, just groaned against the breast he currently licked. 

      “My girl wants it, doesn’t she?” The amusement made his voice sound thick, but all she found inside her by the noise was frustration. She was wet and ready, and clearly he was having more than enough fun tormenting her. 

      She opened her mouth to curse, or maybe yell in irritation, but before any words came out, he had her flipped on her belly. Lips skimmed down her spine while his hands massaged the globes of her ass. The feeling relaxed and drugged her all in the same breath. 

      Dragging his tongue up and down her back, she felt every emotion he had poured into his touch. His hard cock pressed against her, and the wetness from the tip coated the back of her thighs.

      “I want you so bad, baby.” He nipped her earlobe as he grunted the words. Her ass felt bruised from his touch, but it was a good kind of pain that morphed her pleasure into something indescribable.

      “Then take me. Please, Leo, take me now.” She buried her face in the mattress, her tears of desire coating the sheets.

      “Say it again, Tatum.” He bit down on her shoulder, and she gasped from the feeling.

      “Leo, please, I want you inside me.” She was overheated, covered in a sheen of sweat, and so ready to finally feel him moving within her. He groaned and ran his tongue down her spine again.

      “You taste so good. So fresh and sweet and clean. I could lick every inch of your body and never get enough.” In the next instant, he had his knee wedged between her thighs and shoved them apart. The thick, heavy length of him slid between her folds, and she lifted her ass, needing to feel more of him. He shoved a pillow under her hips, further baring her to him. Before any other touches, kisses, or licks could be dealt, Leo sank into her body. Fingers curled around the sheets, and Tatum squeezed her eyes shut as he filled and stretched her. The burn felt so good, so powerful. 

      There was no place inside her that he left untouched.

      Turning her head to suck in some much-needed air, Tatum was assaulted when he slammed his mouth on hers. She pushed herself up slightly, giving herself more leverage so that she could move her tongue in and out of his mouth. He started pulling out and pushing back into her, slow at first but then picking up speed. 

      Leo broke the kiss and growled. His hands landed on her hips, and he hauled her up until she was on her knees. With her ass in the air and his hands still holding onto her waist, Leo plunged in and out of her pussy. His fingers dug into her as he pounded into her body, his growling and grunting making him sound like a feral animal staking claim. 

      “Fuck.” He pumped his hips faster. Her breasts swayed from the force, and he snaked one hand around her to cup a mound. His fingers tweaked the nipple, adding a bit of pain to balance out the pleasure.

      “Yes, Leo.” She said the last word on a moan.

      “God, I love it when you say my name.” He sank into her again, his balls slapping at her clit. “Say it again, baby.”

      “Leo…” He pinched her nipple again, and she screamed out his name as her orgasm slammed into her. “Oh. God. Leo.” He continued to move in and out of her as pleasure consumed every cell in her body. Right when her body started to calm and the pleasure waned, he flipped her on her back. Tatum was weightless, and her legs fell open, the strength to hold them up no longer inside her.

      She couldn’t keep her eyes open, but she forced herself to stare at the intimidating and feral man above her. He loomed over her, his wide, hard chest covered in beads of sweat, and his blond hair a chaotic mess around his face. It made him look wild and untamed, and she knew she had to watch him fuck her.

       The blue of his eyes was savage in the dim lighting of the room. They shone with vicious desire and ferocious lust. He directed all of that toward her, and it left her winded in the aftermath of her ecstasy.

      His hands landed on her ankles, and his hands smoothed up her calves. The rough pads of his fingers clamped down on her knees a millisecond before he slid them down her inner thighs. He framed her pussy with his hand.

      His thumbs brushed the opening of her body, and the tips of his fingers touched the top of her mound. Gaze riveted to her cunt, she felt moisture seep out of her. Maybe she should have felt self-conscious over the fact that she was obscenely on display, but how could she when the look Leo gave her had her feeling like she was the most beautiful woman he had ever seen? 

      He moved his hips closer, so close she felt the hot, slick tip of him rub along her folds. In one swift move, he buried himself inside her again. This time he didn’t allow her body to adjust to his massive size. He plowed in and out of her, his eyes trained on where their bodies met. 

      God, had she ever experienced anything as carnal as this moment?
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      Her pussy was pink and plump, juicy and ready for him. When Leo had taken her from behind, the urge to sink his teeth into the soft flesh of her shoulder had been overwhelming. His body was primed for her, and adrenalin and testosterone coursed through his veins. When he saw Slade walk into the club, everything inside him went on high alert.

      It wasn’t because the shifter was his enemy and walked into his business, but because the fucker had been steps away from his mate. But then Slade had put his hands on Tatum, and the lion inside Leo clawed to be free.

      He wanted nothing more than to shift and tear Slade’s limbs from his body and feast on his blood. The motherfucker had touched her. The only reason he found the strength not to reveal his true identity was the fear of Tatum running. She might keep declining his offers to take her out, but he felt a shift in her every time their eyes locked. 

      He pushed his thoughts away and focused on his mate. Her body was made to be worshipped, and he tried to do just that. More than once, he dragged his teeth over the back of her neck, down her spine, and across the spongy mountains of her lush ass. All he wanted to do was break the skin just enough that his scent would be ingrained in her, that she would never be able to wash him off of her body or from her pussy.

      The need to make her his overpowered every part of his being. It was like he had to prove to himself that she was here, unhurt, and wanted only him. The desire that came from Slade as he looked at Tatum had Leo’s claws unsheathing in fury. The fucker wanted her, but that would never happen, not when he would fight for her with his last breath.

      Now, she was laid out before him, legs splayed wide open, his cock buried deep inside her sweet pussy. He couldn’t have torn his eyes from the sight of his dick moving in and out of her if his life depended on it. The sight of her wetness glistening off his shaft, her pussy lips, and her inner thighs, tested all his strength. 

      He pulled out until just the end of his dick lodged at the entrance of her cunt. The skin stretched wide around his girth. Leo slammed back into her. Tatum’s back arched, and her lovely tits thrust upward. The nipples were a dusky rose color that had gotten redder from his mouth.

      “That’s it, baby.” He dug his hands into her thighs harder and continued to watch his cock fuck in and out of her cunt. “Take all of me, Tatum.” Lifting his eyes to her face, he watched with male satisfaction as ecstasy washed across his mate.

       Rearing back, he then slammed into her over and over again. Her gorgeous tits bounced from the force of his thrusts. A low growl left him, and he saw her eyes widen. He didn’t stop his growl from rising. He wanted her to know, needed her to know, that she was his and nothing would change that.

      “You’re mine, Tatum.” He sank into her again, and again, and again. Her cream was slick and glossy, and he wanted more from her. His thumb found her clit, and he rubbed the tight bud in quick circles. Her inner muscles clenched and unclenched around him, and her breathing hitched. His mate was close to coming again, and he wanted her doing it while he marked her. 

      Falling forward, Leo braced his weight on one forearm and pushed the hair from her face. Desire was thick in her gaze. His hips started swinging as if they had a mind of their own. Slanting his mouth on hers, he fucked her with his tongue like he fucked her pussy with his cock.

      Her whole body tensed, and he knew she would explode once again. Honestly, he didn’t know if he could have held off his own orgasm any longer.

      “I-I’m…” As she arched her neck, baring her throat, he let his groan spill from him at the submissive sight she threw off. “I’m coming.” Her eyes widened a fraction before they slammed shut and her cunt clamped down hard around his dick. 

      The lion inside him went berserk. Pistoning his hips back and forth, he clamped his teeth on the arch of her shoulder and bit down. A gasp and the sound of her crying out in pleasure filled the room. The sweet flavor of everything that was Tatum spilled into his mouth. His orgasm came upon him, and he relished the feeling of finally having his female beneath him.

      He came hard, his semen filling her, marking her. A flash of color exploded behind his eyes, and he tore his mouth away from her and gritted his teeth. His lion wanted out, wanted to claim Tatum in every way possible. She wasn’t ready to see him change though.

       Right now, he needed to focus on making her see that he was the man she could be happy with. Once she was fully his, he would worry about explaining his animal side to her. How would she react to finding out he could shift into a lion at will, and that she was the one and only female who could bring him to his knees? 

      When her pussy milked every last drop of cum from him, he sagged in relief. Never had being with a female been so consuming. Although, he knew being with Tatum would always be like this. In fact, it would only grow the longer they were together.

       He rolled off her, although he wanted nothing more than to be the blanket that kept her body warm all night. The only sound that filled the room was that of their combined breathing. He reached over and wrapped his hand around her waist. Leaning forward, he ran his tongue between her breasts and gathered the droplets of perspiration that settled there.

      “That was…” A smile filtered across her face, but he watched as it slowly faded and a look of panic replaced it. “Oh, God.” She turned to face him and gripped his forearm—ready to push him away or pull him closer, he wasn’t quite sure. “We didn’t use a condom.” Her chest rose and fell with exertion from their lovemaking and her fear. 

      “Baby.” He dipped his head kissed her gently. “It’s fine,” he groaned.

      “What about pregnancy? Oh God.” She pushed herself up, but he wouldn’t let her panic consume this moment. 

      “Tatum, look at me.”

      Her wild eyes met his, and he wished he could soothe her. He pulled her close to his chest and smoothed his hand over her damp hair. With their eyes locked, the temptation to tell her the truth slammed into him.

      Leo wanted her to know everything about him, wanted to take the worry from her and only give her happiness and pleasure. These feelings were foreign to him, but he knew to his very marrow that they were true. 

      He heard from other shifters how it could be once a lion found its mate, but he never thought he’d experience it himself. The possessiveness inside him was potent and had him wanting nothing but to keep her tucked away from all the ugliness that was his world. 

      “Since meeting you, I haven’t been with any other females.” He ran his finger between her eyes and tried to smooth away the worry line. He closed his eyes and inhaled. “So pure,” he murmured. “And as for pregnancy…” He stared into her eyes and imagined her pregnant with his child. The idea for him wasn’t as abhorrent as it would most likely be for her. They didn’t know each other very well, had only known one another for just over a month, but for him, he had searched for her his entire life, even if he hadn’t realized it until she walked in looking for a job. 

      Leo only wanted to watch over her, protect her, and bring her happiness. To him, it had already been a lifetime without her by his side. “As much as the idea of you big and swollen with my baby turns me on,” he groaned before he could stop himself, “you’re not fertile. You won’t get pregnant right now.”

      But you will be pregnant with my baby. One day. One day, you’ll fully be mine.

      He wouldn’t stop until she knew who she belonged to, that no other male would touch her. That was something he didn’t want to think about. 

      Leo would chase her until she couldn’t run anymore.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            11

          

        

        
          
            [image: ]
            [image: ]
          

        

      

    

    
      Tatum tossed her purse on the table and sat on the couch. She stared at the black television and listened to the sound of silence fill her ears. The sun had just risen, and she still felt pleasurably sore from her night with Leo. He tried to get her to spend the day with him, and in all honesty, it sounded like heaven, but she still tried to wrap her mind around what happened. 

      It had been… intense. 

      Never had she been with a man who worshipped her body like he had, and that was exactly what Leo had done—worshipped her. Of course there was still the issue about birth control. She had to be more careful. 

      She stood and walked to the bay window and pulled the curtain aside. A dark SUV sat across the street and down a few houses. When she first noticed it a few weeks back, she had started paying attention. It was always there, yet not in the same spot. Maybe paranoia got the better of her, but she had the sick feeling that whoever was behind the wheel was there to watch her.

      Shaking off the uncomfortable feeling, Tatum went back to the couch. Through the stillness, she could hear small noises. Crickets chirped annoyingly outside, and the sound of someone’s bass in their car pumped loudly. The clock in the living room counted down the seconds a little too loudly for her liking. 

      What in the fuck had she done? 

      You know damn well what you did. You stupid, stupid girl!

       Since leaving Leo at the club, all she could think about was him on top of her and his massive body pumping into hers. In all honesty, she didn’t know what had come over her. It was like something possessed her, and the only cure was Leo.

      She had never seen such a finer male specimen than he, and the fact that he had taken her with such force and need still startled her. Tatum didn’t even get to ask him about who the hell Slade was and what their anger had been about. What Tatum needed was a good girl-talk with Kiki, but it was still early, and she knew her best friend worked last night.

       Closing her eyes, she breathed in deeply and smelled Leo. The spicy musk of his scent covered her skin, and although she needed a shower, the thought of washing him off her body felt so wrong.

      She wanted him on her… in her.
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      Kiki stared at Tatum from across the table, the wheels turning in her head. Her Jackie-O sunglasses took up the majority of her face, but the way her lips pursed told Tatum that nothing got by her. “You slept with him, didn’t you?” The sound of Kiki’s lemonade slushy being sucked up the straw seemed overly loud in the restaurant. 

      “I….” Tatum looked around the small sandwich shop and shot Kiki a murderous glare. “Do you have to say it so loud?”

      A gasp left Kiki, and she tore the glasses off her face. “Oh. My. Effing. Gawd! You did sleep with him, you bitch.” Her expression started off shocked but then showed excitement.

      “Shhh.” Tatum leaned forward and glared at her friend. “I don’t want the whole city to know what the hell I do.”

      “Sorry, sorry.” Kiki’s still grinned as she brought her straw to her mouth for another drink. “So, tell me, Tater.” Kiki looked around and leaned closer. “Is he as big as the rumors claim?” She wagged her brows, and Tatum rolled her eyes in exasperation.

      Tatum wasn’t a fool to think a man like Leo Castill didn’t have hordes of women falling all over him. The fact that every single female at the club flocked toward him and rubbed their scantily clad bodies against his wasn’t lost on her either.

      The only thing that made it remotely tolerable was that Leo didn’t seem interested in them. In fact, at every turn, he pushed them away with a scowl, and that was before they had slept together. The girly part inside her jumped up and down.

      “Kiki, I am so not going there with you.”

      Kiki leaned back and crossed her arms over her chest. For several long minutes, they stared at each other, and finally Tatum relented. Holding out information wouldn’t do any good, not when Kiki was determined to get whatever the hell she wanted.

       Breathing out, Tatum looked around before speaking. In truth, Tatum had been holding it in all day, dying to tell the only person who had ever stuck by her side. 

      “Oh God, Kiki.” She couldn’t help her smile as she told her friend every wonderful, incredible, and amazing part of her night with Leo. When it was all said and done, Kiki’ expression was priceless, and the fact that she was speechless was even better.

      “You little slut.” The smile and tone that poured off Kiki told Tatum she didn’t mean the insult. “I can’t believe you let him screw you.”

      Tatum almost spit out of her drink. “God, Kiki. Do you have to say it like that?”

      “What? Girl, that is totally what he did. Leo Castill fucked your brains out, and by the look on your face, you loved it and want to do it again.” 

      Tatum felt her cheeks heat with embarrassment. She looked down at the glossy table and felt her thoughts take over.

      “Hey.” Kiki reached over and took her hand. “Sweetie, don’t go there, okay?”

      Tatum looked into her deep-blue eyes. Her friend’s long blonde hair was swept in a stylish side ponytail, and her halter top left little to the imagination. Her vile thoughts invaded her mind, trying to take her down, but she wouldn’t let them have her this time.

      “Kiki, I like him.” 

      “I know, honey.” She tightened her hold on Tatum’s hand and smiled. 

      “No, I really like him, and that scares the shit out of me.” The restaurant seemed overly crowded all of a sudden. “Ever since I met him, I have felt this attraction to him that goes against everything I feel comfortable with. It’s so intense, Kiki, that I feel like I’m spiraling out of control every time he’s in the same room.” Tatum closed her eyes. She could smell him, even when he wasn’t physically with her. “And the way he smells. God, it drives me crazy.” When she opened her eyes, it was to see her friend looking wistful. “What?”

      Kiki’s smile grew. “Honey, I am just so glad you finally let yourself feel something.”

      Tatum shook her head and pulled her hand out from under hers. “That’s why I’m so scared. I’m frightened that once I tell him about how screwed up I am, he’ll look at me differently. I don’t think I’ve ever wanted someone as much as I want him, but I know once I tell him—because he deserves to know—he’ll want nothing to do with me.” 

      “Tatum, look at me.” She hadn’t realized she looked away until Kiki’s words penetrated her self-loathing. “If you really want this, want to move on with your life and leave the hateful, toxic waste behind you, you have to take that first step. And you know what? If Leo wants to be a coward after you spill your heart to him, then fuck him. There is someone out there for you, Tater, someone who will love you, because you’re a wonderful human being with so much to give.” 

      Kiki moved and sat in the seat beside her. “Listen to what I’m saying.” She took Tatum’s face in both her hands until their eyes locked. To the patrons around, it probably looked like they were about to kiss. “Since I started working at the club, I have never seen Leo more enamored with a woman than he is with you. The way he looks at you…” She shivered, and a dreamy look passed over her face. “The way he looks at you is the kind of look a man gives a woman he wants to devour. And, honey, Leo Castill wants to gobble you up. I don’t want to hear about what might happen if you open up to him. If you are serious about him, and he is a good guy who is willing to give you what you deserve, he’ll stick by your side.” Kiki leaned in close. “You should see the way he looks at you when you aren’t aware. It makes me wish I could find Beau and make him do me against the bathroom wall in the club.”

      Tatum gasped then giggled. “You’re so bad.”

      “Yeah, but that’s why you love me.” A serious look replaced Kiki’s playful one. “Now, what are you going to do? You plan on letting that bitch of a mother continue to control your life, even from the grave, or are you going to dive in headfirst and take what you want?” The hopeful look on Kiki’s face made Tatum want to take that leap forward.

      “I’m going to take what I want.”

      “Thatta girl.”

      They finished lunch and did a bit of shopping, but all Tatum could think about was going to Leo and laying it all out for him. She threw caution to the wind and was ready to let herself feel free for the first time in her life.
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      “What do you want to do, boss?”

      Slade sat behind his desk and stared out the window of his office that overlooked the strip. Since going to The Lion and the Lamb, his thoughts had been consumed with Leo and the sweet little mate he had staked his claim on. He and Leo could have been business partners and ruled Vegas if not for the other lion’s need to do everything by the book.

      That initially had been what started the rift between them, and over time, that tension had grown and grown until it was like a third entity. The fact that Leo thought he was better than him, that he didn’t have to resort to back-alley business deals infuriated Slade. Staying away from the other male hadn’t done anything but piss Slade off more, because all he could think about was his enemy across town laughing at him, thinking he was nothing more that the scum on the bottom of his boot.

      It had been weeks since he had gone to Leo’s club, and Slade hadn’t bothered going back to The Lion and the Lamb, but he certainly intended to, especially now that he knew the luscious female worked there. He hadn’t sensed Leo’s lion had mated with her yet, but he had no doubt in his mind that Leo had done so since.

      The possessiveness that poured off his enemy had been thick enough to strangle him, and the scent that surrounded her had been strong. Of course, no human would have been able to detect it, and even though he hadn’t fucked that sweet little ass of hers, Leo’s scent had clung to her.

       It was a subtle warning, meant to stave off other males, but to Slade, it meant a challenge. He wanted to see the female again, wanted to touch every fucking inch of her. True, he could have any female he wanted, but having the one Leo claimed was a far better pick. 

      He turned and looked at his right-hand man, Collin. There were only a few who worked for Slade who knew of his shifting abilities, and all of those were shifters as well. Collin, a lion shifter, the same as Slade, had come from the same pride.

      When Slade decided to take root in Vegas, he had instantly butted heads with Leo. Whereas Leo started a legal shop, Slade had gone the less traditional route. He might own a “legal” club and a strip club as well, but his girls did a little extra work on the side for him. They made sure each and every one of the horny bastards who stopped at Stripped got their happy ending.

      Prostitution was such an ugly word for what his girls did, so instead, he liked to think of it as a business transaction of mutual understanding. Yeah, the men paid for his girls’ services, but what good business didn’t make money?

      “You really gunning for Leo’s girl?” Collin tapped his fingers on his thigh. Any other male who questioned his motives would have found themselves castrated, but he and Collin had been through a lot of shit, and therefore Slade let a lot slide with him.

      “I think she’d make a good addition to Stripped, and also as a permanent fixture in my bed.” He had a lot of plans, ones that included starting his own personal pack, and Leo’s sweet piece of tail was going to help him accomplish that.
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      Tatum let herself think about what she and Kiki talked about. She didn’t work tonight, but she wanted to see Leo for more than one reason. He needed to know where her head was at, and she needed to find out the same with him. If he wasn’t into her with the same intensity as she was for him, then she wanted to know up front. What if their night together was just that—one night?

       No, she didn’t want to think about it, because now that she let herself contemplate more with him, the idea that she meant nothing more than a piece of ass had a sick sense of dread settling inside her.

      It was going on ten at night, and she could have just sent him a text asking him to talk to her, but she knew what she had to say needed to be done in person. Deciding she would just go to the club to talk to Leo, Tatum grabbed her purse and keys and headed out. That damn SUV sat parked across the street again, but she was smart enough not to go over there, as it sat where the light didn’t quite reach it.

      She quickly got into her car and headed to the club. It was time to come clean.
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      “She left the house. I think she’s onto the detail as well. I’ve noticed she’s been looking at the car every time she leaves.” 

      Shit. Leo leaned back in his chair and ran a hand over his eyes. He really wasn’t surprised. Tatum was a smart girl, and nothing got by her. “Keep on her ass but stay back. Just make sure she’s okay.” He hung up and tossed his cell across his desk. He had a fucking headache and was tired as hell. All day, he had tried to get Tatum to spend some time with him. She declined at every turn, and he started to worry that her skittish nature would keep a wall between them. Ever since their night together, it felt like she avoided him. He didn’t like it, wasn’t used to it, and all it did was make him want her more. 

      Too many times to count, he had grabbed his keys, on the verge of going to her and demanding they talk about what happened between them. He had no doubts she felt the same desire he had—hell, he’d seen it on her face, smelled the sweet aroma come off her when he buried his cock deep inside her. His little mate was stubborn, but she wanted him, and he just needed to show her that. 

      A knock on his door had him dropping his hand and staring at the thick metal. “Yeah?”

      The door pushed open, and Sugar stood on the other side. The mini skirt and belly shirt she wore was meant to entice, but he felt nothing stir below his belt. He couldn’t even get hard anymore unless it was with Tatum. 

      “Can I talk to you, Leo?”

      He motioned for her to enter. She closed the door and took a seat in front of his desk. Her dirty-blonde hair was teased in what reminded him of the eighties. The thick layer of makeup she wore seemed to make her appear a hell of a lot older than her mere twenty-two years.  

      “What is it, Sugar?” He rubbed his eyes again and tried to relieve the pounding ache that settled behind his orbs.

      “I actually wanted to talk about the new girl.”

      Leo leaned back in his seat and stared at her. He didn’t let any of his emotions show, not until he knew where this conversation was going. “Yeah? What about?” Hand resting on his desk, Leo strummed his fingers over the top of it. He smelled her nervousness and arousal. 

      “I just don’t think she’s a good fit for The Lion and the Lamb.”

      Lifting a brow, he spoke calmly. “And why’s that? She do something against club policy?”

      “No, well, no….” She looked around the room, and her nervousness became a tangy scent in his nose. “She just… she just doesn’t really fit the look. Know what I mean?”

      “No, I don’t know what the fuck you mean.” The image of Tatum’s lush curves, bountiful breasts, and snug pussy slammed into his head. His cock instantly got hard, and his body temperature soared. He closed his eyes and swallowed. Who knew that once a lion found its mate, all common sense and self-control flew out the window? 

      He felt the lightest touch across his chest and snapped his eyes open. Sugar was right in front of him, her breasts inches from his face. She leaned forward and brushed her lips across the collar of his shirt. The fact that she moved quick enough he hadn’t even noticed showed exactly where his mind was.

      His thoughts were a jumble, and if one waif of a female could make a move on him without him even realizing, he needed to pull his head out of his ass and get back in the game. Shit like that could end up getting people killed.

       She started trailing her hand down his abdomen, but before she could get to his erection, which was most definitely not for her, he grabbed her wrist in a gentle yet secure hold. 

      “What are you doing, Faye?” He rarely used the girls’ real names, but this particular instance called for the stern approach. It seemed as of late she became more insistent with her attraction to him, despite the fact that he had reinforced he wasn’t interested. 

      It wasn’t because she worked for him, but more so there was the scent of desperation that lingered around her. She also wasn’t the type of woman who he found attractive. He had caught her glaring at Tatum on more than one occasion, and the putrid stench of her jealousy came out like a crack of a whip.

      “I just think you should reconsider your policy.” She gave her hand a tug and tried to continue her downward path. “I see the way you look at her, Leo.” She placed her ass on his desk and thrust out her chest. The fucker behind his fly had yet to relent, and he noticed the way her eyes widened when she glanced down at the bulge. 

      “You can’t tell me you don’t want me when that monster is about to rip through your slacks.” Her other hand rested on the desk beside her leg, and before she could touch him with it, he had it in his grasp.

      “I’ll tell you once again, Faye, because it seems you’ve forgotten since the last time I said I wasn’t interested.” He leaned in close enough that she could get a good look in his eyes. “There won’t ever be anything between the two of us. Even if you didn’t work for me, you’re not my type.” The change that came over her face wasn’t subtle. Her eyes narrowed, and her lips thinned.

      “So you’d fuck a fat bitch over this?” She ripped her hands free and stood. Her hands moved up and down, as if she were showing him what she thought he might be missing. 

      When he stood, it was slow and deliberate. His anger clawed right at the surface, and he could feel the change trying to take over. He would never harm a female, but the low rumble that left him was a subtle warning that she pushed him to a dangerous point.

      It was instinct to defend the woman he had grown to care for, the female who was his. When someone hurt her, verbally or otherwise, his lion wanted to cause harm. It was his human side that kept it in check.

      “You’d do well to watch your tongue when speaking about Tatum.”

      She crossed her arms under her breasts, and he knew she didn’t do it just to appear pouty. She still tried to entice him. Her indignation was at the same level as her need to try to tempt him. 

      Both had no effect on him. 

      Taking a step toward him, she looked up at him and popped out her bottom lip. The act reminded him of a petulant five-year-old child.

      “I’ve worked for you for three years, Leo. At every turn, you’ve turned me down, yet this bitch is here for a couple fuckin’ months, and you’re all over that shit? Why her and not me?” Her voice rose as her anger, frustration, arousal, and even hurt swam in the air. “What does she have that I don’t?” He really didn’t want to hurt anyone, especially one of his female employees, but enough was enough.

      “I’m only going to tell you this once, Faye. If you value your job, then you won’t insult Tatum again.” He spoke low and conveyed exactly how serious he was through his words. “My personal life is none of your fucking business.” He took another step toward her. Her neck craned back, and he had to give her credit, because she held her ground and refused to be intimidated.

       “I’ll add this though.” He flashed his teeth at her. Her eyes flared with fire right back at him. “What she has is class. She would never insult a fellow employee, or another person for that matter, just because her jealousy got the better of her.”

      A terse moment passed where they did nothing but stare at each other. He was frustrated and annoyed over plenty of things, Slade being one of them. He didn’t need his employees giving him a hard time over stuff that didn’t concern them. 

      Faye’s nostrils flared before she turned and stalked out of his office. He sat back down in his chair and leaned his head against the back of it. A sigh escaped him when he loosened his tie and undid the first few buttons of his shirt. If things didn’t start looking up, he was liable to shift in front of a roomful of humans, then the shit really would hit the fan.
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      Tatum waved to Stan, the bouncer for the night, and made her way through the already packed club. It was barely a few hours after opening for the night, yet the house was full.

      There appeared to be a bachelor party going on in the upper level and some kind of “business meeting” on the main floor. Men in suits lounged in the leather chairs surrounding a table that one of the girls danced on. She made her way toward Leo’s office.

       As his door came into view, it opened, and Tatum’s steps faltered when she watched Sugar come out. Her cheeks were tinted red, and a small frown covered her made-up face. She glanced up, and her expression changed instantly. A wicked smile curved her too red lips. Sugar lifted her finger and wiped the corner of her mouth and proceeded to adjust her breasts under the barely-there tee.

      “Hey.” Tatum tried to be polite regardless of the fact that the bartender had been anything but.

      “He’s all yours. He should be nice and relaxed.”

      Tatum stopped and looked at her. Sugar licked her lips and wore a wide grin that had Tatum’s stomach doing flips. She looked at the closed door then back at the blonde. The feeling of dread settled inside Tatum as scenario after scenario played like a movie reel in her head. They were dirty images that had her pulse racing, but not in a good way. 

      She watched Sugar walk away, her hips kicking back and forth with such force Tatum was surprised she didn’t throw a joint out of alignment. Her heart slammed against her chest as she walked toward Leo’s door. What she wanted to do was push it open and catch him in the act of zipping up his pants. The thought hurt, but maybe it would help her brain get in the right direction. She wanted this, but she wasn’t about to be his pussy on the side. Courtesy won out in the end, and she knocked.

      “What?” That one word was a rough bark through the thick door. Tatum gripped the handle and pushed the heavy metal inward. He sat behind his desk, his arms behind his head and his eyes closed. He didn’t look at her as she shut the door, but she noticed his nostrils flared a second before his eyes snapped open and found her. 

      “Tatum.” The way he said her name sounded like melted chocolate, and damn did she love chocolate. He straightened and pushed up from his seat. Even from the distance, she could see the smear of red lipstick on the collar of his shirt. Anger and jealousy slammed into her, and she tightened her lips.

      Heat consumed her, and she hated that he had this effect on her. It made her weak and vulnerable, and those feelings were no longer welcome inside her.

      “You’re upset.” It wasn’t a question, and she gave him credit for picking up on her instantaneous foul mood. 

      Not bothering to respond, Tatum crossed her arms and thought on how she would handle this situation. Did she continue with the conversation she wanted to have with him, or did she say fuck it and leave? The fact that his tie was loose and lipstick painted his shirt might have been a testament that maybe her feelings only went one way. Leo was surrounded by beautiful women every single day. 

      Did she actually think he would want anything more than a piece of ass from her? Wow, she had been a monumental fool to think otherwise. Shaking her head, she turned and gripped the handle.

      “I can’t do this.” Her voice was thick with emotion, and she hated herself for feeling anything but disgust for him. Things had gone too fast between them, and she had stupidly fallen for it all. Had she been so desperate that she wanted someone to hold her and see her for her?

      Before she could open the door and escape, a heavy hand wrapped around her wrist and stopped her from fleeing. His hot breath brushed along the back of her neck, and she closed her eyes, thankful he couldn’t see the reaction he caused inside her. Even though she knew he had done something sexual with Sugar, her traitorous body lit up like a firecracker at the simplest touch from him.

      “I can smell your anger and jealousy, Tatum. You’ll tell me why you feel this way.” 

      He was so damn pushy and perceptive that it made her wish she wasn’t so transparent. “Sometimes the things you say are so damn strange.” He hadn’t moved away from her, and his body heat felt like she stood by a furnace. 

      “Baby, you have no idea what strange is.” He pressed his body against hers, which had her front molding to the cold, hard door. His fingers teased her nape and pushed the hair away. Teeth scraped her flesh and gently bit down. Damn but she got wet at the feel. 

      “Put your hands flat on the door, Tatum.” With his voice low and hard, she found herself doing exactly what he said. “That’s a good girl.” His hands gripped her waist, his fingers digging into her. In one quick motion, he popped out her ass so it became flush with his crotch. The hard length of him nestled between the seam of her ass, and she bit her lip to stem off the moan that threatened to spill. His hips thrust forward, pressing his erection into her bottom harder. “You’re going to tell me what I want to know, baby.”

      “You’re a pushy asshole.” There was no anger behind her words, just needy want that had her gritting her teeth in frustration. Tatum wanted her anger to be at the forefront, not her lust.

       His deep chuckle went straight to her clit, and she curled her fingers inward.

      “I’ve been called worse.” Teeth scraped along the side of her throat, and her heart did a little patter behind her ribs. “Now, are we going to do this the easy way, or the hard way?” There was amusement in his voice, and that further irritated her. 

      He thought this whole situation was funny. Reaching deep down inside her, Tatum pulled at her strength and pushed back. It was like a mountain nestled behind her for how much he moved.

      “Please, Leo.” What she pleaded for was up in the air at this point. A light kiss to her temple was the only response he gave her, but after a moment, he did move back. She turned around on unsteady legs and stared up at him. His presence was so pronounced that if she could have taken a step back, she would have. The sight of that red lipstick became a harsh reminder that she was in way over her head.

       Leo followed her gaze to his collar, and his teeth snapped shut and ground together. His eyes met hers. “Is that why you’re angry?” He didn’t need to emphasize what he meant. They both knew. 

      She needed to go for it and not beat around the bush. Being honest and upfront at this point was the best course of action. At least, she hoped it was. 

      “There is nothing, absolutely nothing, going on between me and any female.” His expression was fierce. “Do you understand me, Tatum? You are the only female I want. The. Only. One.” He said it with so much conviction she felt her eyes widen and any thought on the contrary leaving her. Maybe she was a fool, but this man had gotten under her skin in the best, or maybe it was the worst, of ways. 

      “I want to know what you see when you look at me. Honestly.” She crossed her arms and feigned confidence she so didn’t have. His jaw worked, and she watched the muscles jump under the skin. For several long moments, neither said anything, yet she felt the tension in the room grow.

      When he exhaled roughly and turned from her, she let herself breathe. It was like watching a caged animal as he paced his office. The square room seemed tiny in comparison to his massive frame. He speared a hand in his tawny hair and gave it a tug before turning back toward her.

      A frustrated sound came from him, then he strode toward her. Hands on her arms, Leo led her over to the leather couch against the far wall. He gently pushed her down on it and took several steps back.

      “Leo?” Looking around, she felt the air become filled with something strange.

      “You said you want to know what I see when I look at you?” She nodded. “Fuck, this is so much harder than I thought it would be.” He went back to pacing.

      “Leo, can you please stop that and just tell me whatever it is you’re struggling to say?”

      He stopped and looked at her for several long moments. He then started to unbutton his shirt.

      Holding up her hand, she felt her mouth dry at the sight of the tan, hard flesh that was revealed. “Leo, I don’t think now is the time for this.” Her panties were uncomfortably wet and became even more soaked when he gave her a lopsided grin.

      “Baby, we aren’t going there, even though that sounds like a fantastic idea.” He rolled his shoulders and moved his neck from side-to-side. “I need you to promise me something.” He moved until he crouched on his haunches before her. Her hands in his, she stared into his eyes. “No matter what you see, you will try to not freak out.” She felt her brow furrow at his words. This whole situation went from strange to fucking bizarre. 

      “I’m not sure I know where this is going, Leo.” He leaned in and kissed her. Tatum wanted to push him away, to get on with why she actually came here, but she knew that whatever Leo tried to get across to her was important to him.

      “I promise everything will be answered in the end.” He tightened his hold on her hands and leaned back. “I just need you to trust me.” That was easier said than done. “Please, Tatum.” His voice sounded sharp like shards of glass, yet his words were smooth. She had no idea what was about to happen, but she felt herself nod in agreement.

      “Okay. I trust you.”

      He stood and took several steps back again. His hands went to his belt, and he deftly undid it. When he became completely nude in front of her, she felt her arousal heighten. Tatum had no idea what in the hell Leo planned on doing, but whatever it was caused her insides to turn to mush. 

      He moved to his desk, pressed a button beneath the top, and a click sounded as the lock on the door slid shut. Leo stood in front of her again. She didn’t speak, just sat there with her hands in her lap, her heart beating wildly. Suddenly, the air thickened, became charged with electricity. The hairs on her arms stood up, and the flight-or-fight instinct instantly kicked into overdrive.

       Whatever was about to happen had her urge to run strong.

       Gripping the arm of the couch, Tatum felt her breathing increase as the man before her started to change into something that she could not wrap her mind around. The sound of bones breaking filled the room in a sickening rush. Muscles stretched, popped, grew, and reshaped. Thick, caramel-colored hair rippled along his massive body. 

      She blinked several times, not knowing if what she saw was actually real. The wild animal in front of her should have been roaming the Kalahari Desert, not pacing back and forth in front of her. 

      A lion. There is a fucking lion standing in front of me.
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      Tatum’s survival instincts told her to get the hell out of there, but awe filled her at the unbelievable situation in front of her. Familiar blue eyes stared back at her with intelligence. For that one moment she could see Leo behind those eyes, watching her, gauging her reaction.

      The size of him was immense, far bigger than what she knew a normal lion to be. The thick mane of hair around his face looked soft. Shaking her head, she knew none of this could be real. What she needed to do was get out of there.

       Standing slowly, Tatum felt everything starting to spiral out of control. 

      This isn’t real. This isn’t real. This isn’t real.

      Over and over, Tatum said it, like a mantra meant to soothe her. As she edged closer to the door to freedom, the large beast watched her with intelligence. A low rumble sounded deep within its chest. She knew that sound, had heard it come from Leo many times before. 

      How could this even be possible? Every romance book she had ever read with wolves and vampires had all helped to flame her fantasies, but this was reality. Keeping her eyes locked with the wild animal’s, she felt the door greet her back.

      Hands reaching behind her blindly, Tatum tried to wrench the door open, but the damn thing wouldn’t budge. Her frazzled mind remembered Leo locked it just moments before he shifted into the beast before her.

      She closed her eyes tight, felt sweat make a slow trail between the valley of her breasts, and prayed she would wake up. This had to be a dream, right?

      Warm breath tickled her arm, and she squeezed her eyes tighter. No, that animal was not in front of her. No, no, no, no. The low purring had her slowly opening her eyes and staring into blue ones. He butted his head against her hand, and she snatched it back, cradling it against her chest. The sound of her heart slamming against her ribs and working its way up her throat and into her ears drowned out every other sound around her.

      He sat on his hind legs, but despite his sitting position, the animal’s huge head reached her chest. Tatum half expected him to bare his teeth or unsheathe his claws, but when he did nothing but sit there and stare at her, she felt a miniscule amount of her fear slipping.

      He just sat there, watching her with those intelligent eyes, waiting for her to make a move. What she really wanted to do was run the hell out of there and never look back. 

      The heavy thump of the music from the club sounded like a dull hum compared to everything else. Whatever came over her, whatever courage suddenly spiked within her, had her lifting her hand. She could see her fingers shaking out of the corner of her eye as she moved closer to the animal. Who was this woman, the one actually reaching for some man/beast out of a book or movie? 

      No doubt Tatum was crazy, certifiably insane for what she was about to do. Maybe it was the fact that those blue eyes, so familiar and warm, watched her without malice or hunger. Sitting right in front of her was a gentle giant, or at least she perceived it that way. Maybe it was just her optimistic thinking that had her hand spearing into the silky, thick hair.

       The purr that came from him grew louder, and his big eyes closed. 

      Everything on the lion was large, even the massive paws that could crush bone, no doubt. His head lowered, and she let the thick, lustrous strands of fur sift through her fingers. He dropped lower until he lay in a relaxed position at her feet. Tatum let herself lower until her ass hit the floor. She was now face-to-face with the frightening beast, but at that moment, as their eyes locked, his loud purr of contentment filling the room, her hand still buried in his fur, she didn’t feel fear, only awe. 

      The muscles in his incredible body flexed as she moved closer and rested his monstrous head in her lap. The weight was substantial, and she forced herself to breathe evenly. She closed her eyes and felt the rough scrape of his tongue as it ran along her arm.

      The sandpaper feeling of it reminded her of the time Leo had done the same to her body. God, just thinking about this being possible had her brain hurting. The urge to run was still inside her, but then what would happen next?

      The hair on her arms and the back of her neck stood at attention again, and she felt a powerful jolt go through her. A large, human hand cupped her cheek, and she opened her eyes. Leo’s beautiful, masculine face was right in front of hers; blue eyes that had only looked upon her with care and gentleness stared back at her. This time, those intense blue pools appeared worried as they searched her face.

      “Say something.” He spoke softly, as if he thought he’d spook her. She snorted inside, knowing she was far from being spooked. She was downright scared shitless by what she had just seen and how she felt. 

      Here was a very naked Leo, his body so strong he could destroy anything in his path, yet the way he held himself and his softly spoken words made him look and sound so vulnerable. 

      “I don’t know what to say, how to feel.” Tatum shook her head, feeling tears of confusion rise up. The fact that she could have cried at that moment didn’t make sense to her. All she had ever known seemed so inconsequential at this moment. All her worries and problems were meager in comparison to this man who had changed forms, changed species, right in front of her.

      His thumb brushed the spot below her eye as the crease between his brows intensified at her silence. “I didn’t mean to frighten you, but I didn’t know how to tell you what I really am.”

      “You could have just come out and told me, you know, over coffee or something.” She tried to tease when she felt anything but humor.

      His eyes searched her face again, but he didn’t smile. Clearly, he didn’t find any humor in this situation either. “Somehow, I don’t think you would have believed me any other way.”

      Closing her eyes, Tatum rested her head back on the door and inhaled deeply. “I don’t even know how to accept this.” The feel of him stroking her face with his thumb had a lulling effect on her. His uncanny ability to calm her nerves when she felt frantic inside had her opening her eyes and looking at him. “What is happening?” She didn’t need to elaborate on what she meant. The look on his face told her he knew she wasn’t talking about the situation in general, but the connection and chemistry between them. Of course his transformation act played a big part in it all. 

      He moved in closer, and his body heat wrapped around her like a thick blanket. “For me, there is no one else, Tatum.” His lips pressed to hers. “No. One. Else.”

      The finality in his words twisted her heart and stomach. 

      The fact that he kissed her, after what she just witnessed, should have had her shoving him back and demanding to be let go. Of course she did none of that. Maybe it was stupidity, or maybe it was shock, but either way, she stayed right there, letting Leo pepper her with kisses. 

      The tears fell down her cheeks, and he kissed them away. His tongue laved at her flesh, the act having her cry harder as her emotions bombarded her.

      “I’m not just human, but I am a man, Tatum. A man who wants whatever you’re willing to give.” He pulled back to look her in the eyes. “You’re mine, Tatum. I just want you to say you’ll be there with me, wherever this takes us.” The earnestness in his eyes undid her. This was a crazy, messed up, and unbelievable situation, but at that moment, all she could think about was the reason she had come here to begin with. Slamming her mouth on his, she poured all her feelings into that kiss.

      Fear. Pain. Arousal. Everything rushed out of her in a torrent of actions.

      “This is so fast,” she said between kisses. He groaned and wrapped his arms around her, bringing her onto his lap. Her legs straddled his waist, and she pressed every inch against him.

      It seemed she couldn’t keep her hands off him.
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      “I know.” Those two words came from him with all the heat she felt. At least they were on the same page.

       Their lips meshed together again, their tongues sliding back and forth between their mouths. The taste of him exploded against her tongue, and she wanted more of it. He started unbuttoning her shirt with sure, quick moves. When the offending material was tossed aside, his hands molded to her lace-covered breasts. 

      “I love how you fill my hands.” Breaking the kiss, he started trailing his lips down her neck. The drag and pull of his tongue on her sensitive flesh sent chills racing across her limbs. He moved his hands down to grip her hips. She didn’t feel anything but being desperately wanted at that moment. Fingers curled into her body. “I love… everything about you.” Suddenly, he shoved her skirt up her thighs and over her hips. Her panties were ripped away, and she watched in stunned arousal as he brought the tattered remains of her panties to his nose and inhaled deeply.

      Her face became hot as he dragged his tongue up the center of the silk. Tatum should have felt embarrassed but only felt raw lust. He licked the wetness of her arousal off the curled remnants of her panties he held.

      “I love the way you smell.” He dragged his nose up the center of her throat, inhaling deeply as he went. “The way you taste drives me insane with need.” Teeth nipped at her, and she gasped. 

      Letting her head fall back, she gripped Leo’s broad shoulders and held on as he brought her body to a raging inferno. The feel of his thick length settled between her slick folds. Unabashedly, she rubbed herself against him, loving how he growled in response.

       “You’re tempting an animal, baby.”

      His words had her heart stopping and her pulling back. Both of their breaths grew ragged. Hearing his words was like being doused with cold water. 

      “Don’t look at me like that, Tatum.” He took her hand and placed it over his heart. The steady beat of it and the warmth of his skin helped to calm her. “I am just a man.” He tightened his hold when she went to remove it. “I am just a man who has found the woman he wants in his life.”

       They stared at each other for several long moments. Pushing her fears and uncertainties away, she placed her other hand on his chest and pushed. He gave little resistance as his back met the floor. With him in this position, she felt in control of the situation, a first for her.

       Moving down his body, she made sure to keep eye contact with him. When his cock was right in front of her, she saw the way his throat worked as he swallowed. His heavy-lidded gaze was trained on what she was about to do. 

      Tatum licked her lips and gripped his thick shaft. The girth was substantial, and a thrill went through her over the fact that her fingers wouldn’t touch. Tearing her gaze off Leo’s face, she looked down at the impressive length between his legs.

      Thick, hard, and long, Leo was all man. The head flared and was painted red from his need for her. The veins that lined his shaft seemed to pulse from the increased blood flow. She wrapped her mouth around the bulbous crest and hollowed out her cheeks. The burst of saltiness that claimed her taste buds had her moaning and lowering her mouth down his erection. 

      Hands speared into her hair, pulling at the strands yet seeming to push her more firmly onto his cock at the same time. The part of him she couldn’t reach with her mouth, she worked over with her palm. 

      “Christ, baby.” Lifting her eyes to watch Leo, Tatum loved the fact that he seemed to be unraveling right before her. Neck arched and tendons strained tight, Leo looked like a man in the throes of ecstasy. Biceps bulged, pecs flexed, and his six-pack rippled as his whole body bowed toward her mouth. Another spurt of his pre-cum bathed her mouth, and she swallowed it. Tatum needed more of it, wanted the thick liquid to coat the inside of her mouth right before it came down her throat. 

      The tip of him bumped the back of her throat, and the urge to gag took hold. But she forced it down, refusing to give up the incredible sensation of him in her mouth. Moving her head up and down his shaft, Tatum worked him like she couldn’t get enough. He started lifting his hips in time with her descending mouth, fucking her face like he had done between her thighs.

      “Yeah. That’s it, baby.” His fingers tightened in her hair, and she knew he was close to getting off. Leo’s thighs tightened beneath her, and she had never wanted to taste a man like she did at that moment. 

      Reaching lower, she found the heavy weight of his balls and rolled them around in her hand. He grunted in response. 

      “You gotta stop, Tatum.” His words had her moving her mouth along him faster. “Fuck.” Hands gripped her biceps, and he lifted her off him. Her mouth felt swollen and tingled from the increased blood flow.

      “You didn’t like it?” If he had, why would he pull her away?

      “Oh, I liked it, baby. I liked it a little too much, and if I didn’t stop you, I’d end up coming in your mouth.”

      A shiver worked through her. A glance down at his cock showed a bead of clear fluid at the tip. Leaning down, she ran her tongue over it and collected the cum, moaning at the flavor. Leo ran a hand over his jaw and sucked in a breath. She couldn’t help but smile. 

      “You’re such a tease.” His face sobered, and he said, “Come here.” When their faces were inches apart, he lifted his head and slanted his lips on hers. His hardness was like a hot poker between her legs, demanding entry that she was happy to give. Leo’s hand moved to her pussy, stroked her clit back and forth before sliding it down her cleft to her hole.

      “Goddammit, baby. You’re fucking soaked for me.”

      “Mmm,” she murmured against his mouth. The head of him aligned with the opening of her body, but before she allowed him entrance, she lifted up. “What about a condom?”

      He cupped her cheek and ran the tip of his nose along hers. “If it makes you feel better, we can use one, but my kind doesn’t carry human diseases, Tatum.” 

      “What about pregnancy?” There was so much they needed to talk about, and although sex right now didn’t seem like the smartest thing to do at the moment, it was the only thing that kept her grounded. She needed to feel the man she had grown to care about moving inside her, reassuring her that he felt the same thing for her.

      “I’d be able to tell if you were fertile, which you’re not.” His lips moved along hers. “Besides, when that time comes and we’re ready to take that next step, we will make that decision together.” One would think a conversation like this would turn her off, but it was clear Leo had thought about this, and that had the girl inside her swooning.

      Not responding with words, Tatum wanted to show him that she was right there with him. Now, it was her turn to grip his cock and realign it with her opening. She lifted up slightly and lowered herself on him.

      The feel of his cock filling her, of his length stretching her insides, had her eyes rolling back as pleasure washed through her. Hands on his muscular pecs, Tatum started rising and lowering on Leo. Hands landed on her hips, and his biceps bulged as he lifted her and brought her back down on him.

      “That’s it, Tatum. Yes.” He drew the word out as he stared at her with half-lidded eyes. The desire on his face was thick and aimed directly at her. Tatum found a steady rhythm that had her panting in pleasure. Her skin became warm and damp, and strands of hair stuck to her face. Moving faster and harder on him, Tatum felt herself move closer to going over the edge.

      She ground her pelvis against his, felt the root of his cock press on her clit. Shocks went through her, and she shook with the force of everything she felt. The fullness of Leo inside her, the way his big hands clenched her waist, all of it was enough that she threw her head back and moaned. 

      Her climax tore through her like a derailed train. Through her pleasure-induced fog that settled into her, Tatum heard Leo’s guttural groan of completion. The feel of his thick, hot cum filling her was so intense it set off another orgasm inside her.

      She couldn’t think, couldn’t breathe, couldn’t feel anything but this male. And one thing became clear as day—she’d gone and fallen for her lion shifter.
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      When Tatum’s legs gave up their strength and she could no longer move on top of him, Leo did all the work. For another several moments, he lifted her up and down his length until she collapsed on top of him.

      In one fluid motion that she knew couldn’t possibly be human, Leo was off the ground and had his arms wrapped around her. With her eyes closed, she didn’t know where he planned on going, but she didn’t have the mental power to open them to find out.

      It was when she felt him descending stairs then the chilled air of his basement apartment that she finally opened her eyes. He laid her back on his bed and hovered over her, doing nothing but stare at her. 

      “You are so beautiful.” His fingers trailed over her eyebrow in a gentle sweep. He moved it down her cheek and over her lips. Back and forth, he moved his thumb over her bottom lip.=

      Tatum parted her lips and stroked her tongue over the pad. The way his eyes darkened and the feel of his cock thickening against her thigh told her she was playing with fire. It was dangerous, but she couldn’t seem to help herself.

      “I could take you all night long, baby.” He kissed her, but it wasn’t with the heat she saw in his expression. “But we need to talk.”

      He was right, of course.

      “There are so many other things we can do besides talk.” She nipped at his strong chin and loved the sound of his deep chuckle.

      “You might just be the death of me.” He kissed her once more, but to her disappointment, he rolled off her and propped himself up on his elbow, staring down at her. 

      There were so many things rolling around in her head she wanted to ask him, now that the seriousness of what happened settled inside her. “I guess we should just start from the beginning.” It was strange that even though she had seen some stuff that would be classified as fucked up, she could only see the man she had grown to care about. His deep exhale had her rising up and turning toward him. He lay back and propped his hands behind his head, his focus now on the ceiling. 

      “I’m like a human in many ways, Tatum.” He turned and looked at her. “But I’m also an animal. I have this force inside me, this wild entity that is always with me, giving me strength and power, but also making me very dangerous.”

      “Were you bitten or something, like in the movies?” She had seen enough werewolf movies to last a lifetime, but a part of her knew this was not like a movie in any sense.

      “It doesn’t work like that, baby. I was born this way. My mother and father are lion shifters, as are my two brothers and sister.” He smiled and cupped her cheek. “I moved to Vegas when I was twenty-two. My father wanted me to run the pride after he stepped down as Alpha, but I never wanted that. I never saw myself as the leader.” 

      It’s hard to believe he wouldn’t want to do something like that, especially when she had seen exactly how domineering and assertive he could be. He was a born leader, even if he didn’t realize it. 

      “So, I started at the bottom in Vegas and worked my way up. It took a lot of blood and sweat to be where I’m at today, but it was worth it.” The way he looked at her in the moment was so deep it stole her breath. “Especially now that I’ve found you, Tatum. My mate.”

      Mate? That word sounded strange as it rolled around in her head, but for some unknown reason, it felt so right.

      “Everything about you calls out to me and my animal. The way you smell, so sweet and delicious, makes my mouth water. Your luscious curves have my lion purring in need, baby.” The air started coming in and out of her in faster intervals. He moved closer to her so their lips were mere centimeters apart. “You are the only woman I will ever want for the rest of my life.” She blinked from the seriousness of his words. “Tatum.”

      She focused her eyes until his magnificent face came back into view. “Y-Yes?” Never had a man said such things to her.

      “You own me. Body, soul, and animal.” He slanted his lips on hers, taking her mouth with a fierceness that rivaled her own.

       Yes, this was what it felt like to be wanted wholly. Breaking the kiss—which was so much harder than she imagined—Tatum placed an unsteady hand on his chest. Things needed to be said from her side, things that she needed to reveal about herself. 

      “I want to tell you about me, Leo.”

      The lust in his eyes dimmed when he heard her words. He nodded and leaned back but kept a hand on her hip. Digging deep inside her, she pulled up every ounce of strength she could muster.

      Kiki was the only one who really knew about what she had gone through, and she found it frightening as hell to be about to tell another person.
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      Tatum lay beside Leo on his massive bed. His arms wrapped snugly around her, a reassuring presence. They had been lying like this for a long time, neither of them saying anything. She knew Leo was giving her time to tell him, and she found it a lot harder to say the words than she could ever have imagined.

      “My first memory is watching my mother stumble into the house. I was only four years old, but even then, I knew what I saw wasn’t right. She had a man hanging all over her. She always had a man hanging all over her. I could smell alcohol on her, although at that time I didn’t know that’s what it was. It was a scent I associated with her, because that’s what she always smelled like.” Tatum took a deep breath and continued.

       “She always had different men coming and going. Most of the time, they ignored me or didn’t even know I was there, but other times….” His arms tightened around her, and a growl left him. A smile curved her lips at the sound. Strange to think she actually felt comforted by the animalistic noises.

      “Nothing ever happened, not in the way you think, but that’s only because I became smart and started hiding when I heard her come home. After one of them tried to get me to go with him to his truck, I knew those men were bad.”

      “Christ, Tatum. You were just a baby.” He kissed the top of her head, and she snuggled deeper into the hardness of his chest.

      “I learned at a very young age that I could only rely on myself. There were times when it seemed my mother had her sober moments and tried to acknowledge my presence. I was still so desperate for her love that I absorbed anything she gave me.” She stared at a patch of hard, tan flesh on his abdomen and drew lazy circles around his skin. She got lost in the past as she retold it.

      “When I became a teenager, her verbal abuse became a daily occurrence. I wasn’t skinny by any means, and she made sure to point that out at every turn. My mother was a waif, but she had her lack of eating and her alcohol consumption to blame. She already thought I was a burden, but now I was her fat teenage daughter who had become a chain around her ankle.”

      “Tatum, baby—”

      “No, Leo, please let me get this out.” He kissed her temple but didn’t say anything else. “Every time I saw her, she would get a disgusted look on her face. After a while, I grew used to the insults and made myself scarce. She made it no secret that she should have aborted me when she had the chance.” 

      She would not cry. She would not cry. It had been over a year since her mother passed away, but reliving the abuse Tatum suffered at her mother’s hands reopened the wounds she thought had long since healed. Apparently, she wasn’t as put together as she thought.

       “I was her fat fuck of a daughter who could stand to lose half my body weight and still be overweight. Her words, not mine.” She laughed humorlessly as she remembered that particular conversation with her mother. “She told me maybe if she had a beautiful daughter, people would love me. And in turn, I thought if I were beautiful, then maybe she would love me.”

      “Baby…” The pain in Leo’s face had her closing her eyes as tears slipped down her cheeks. 

      “I wanted her to love me, to think I was beautiful. It wasn’t like I gained weight at home. Hell, there was hardly ever any food. I spent a lot of my time at Kiki’s, but I never gorged myself. It was like I was built differently, and I hated it. I wanted her to see me as the daughter she could be proud of.” Tatum wiped angrily at her tears and pressed on. It hurt to get this out, but she knew she had to. She was a broken woman, and Leo deserved to know why. 

      “I started starving myself, and anything I did eat, I threw up.” The tears fell harder, faster. “The weight began dropping, and I finally started thinking I could be more than the fat, ugly daughter of Carey Weatherton.”

      “Sweetheart, you have to know that isn’t true.” Leo turned his head and cupped the side of her face. “I’ve never met a woman more beautiful than you.”

      And she believed him, with every part of her. “But dropping the weight wasn’t enough. I kept binging and purging. The guilt from eating, even if I just ended up throwing it up, had me starving myself as well. It didn’t matter though, because all I saw in the mirror was a girl with big hips, too thick thighs, and a size fourteen frame. The only person who showed any kind of concern was Kiki, but I didn’t care. I started to get compliments. The boys at school noticed me, and my mom praised me instead of degrading me.” Those little compliments meant more to her than anything else. “I actually felt beautiful—”

      Leo cut her off when he slanted his mouth on hers. The kiss was hard yet showed her that his pain for her was very much real. Was it possible to love someone so quickly? Because her heart swelled, and something shifted in her when it came to him. 

      “I wish I could have been there for you. I would have showed you how important you are.” He kissed her again. “I would have showed you that you are beautiful inside and out.” His lips were still pressed against hers when he spoke. She could have stopped there, but he needed to know how bad it had been.

      “Thank you for that, Leo. I wish you had been there too. I have no doubt my life would have been far better than it had been if you were by my side.” She took a deep breath and continued. “I got really sick. My mom had been gone for three days, but that wasn’t too unusual. Kiki was the one who found me when I didn’t show up at school. I spent weeks in the hospital as a result of malnutrition and dehydration. They said I was lucky not to have had a heart attack.”

      Tatum shook her head as her past flipped through her mind like a movie reel. “Can you imagine a seventeen-year-old dying of a heart attack as a result of an eating disorder? The repercussions of what I did never delved deeper than the surface.” Even now, she could see herself lying on that white, sterile bed, the IV machine beeping a steady rhythm.

      “My own mother didn’t even come to see me in the hospital. Kiki was the only one who loved me, who still loves me for who I am.” Squeezing her eyes shut, she knew that to be the truth. 

      “Tatum, look at me, sweetheart.” She opened her eyes and tilted her head back. “She isn’t the only one who loves you.” He kissed her tears away. “I love the way you talk back to me.” His lips touched another tear as it crept down her cheek. “I love that you’re soft and caring and think of others before yourself.” Another chaste kiss. “I love how beautiful you look when your hair is rumpled and your cheeks are rosy right after I’ve been inside you.” Her heart picked up. His hand landed between her breasts, and she knew he had to have felt how fast her heart beat. “But do you want know what I love most?”

      “What?” Her eyes fluttered closed when his lips brushed hers. 

      “I love the strong, independent woman you are, and that you know what you want in life.” His tongue slipped along hers, and she moaned. “I love you, Tatum. I love everything about you, inside and out.”

      She rested her head against his shoulder and thanked whoever listened for bringing Leo into her life. Whatever happened between them was fast yet strong. It wasn’t conventional, and there were a lot of things that were not the norm, but it worked for them. 

      “It took a long time for me to get better, mentally and physically. If Kiki hadn’t been there, I don’t think I would have made it. Once I graduated, I left home with Kiki and started a new life.” Her hand stilled on his chest, and she looked into his eyes. “I’m telling you all this, because I want you to know who I am. I’m not perfect, still have issues with my self-image, and know I could relapse at any moment. I want you to know I have been broken, and although I put myself back together with the help of Kiki, I still have cracks that run deep. I don’t want you to look back and wish things had been different.”

       In the next second, she was on her back with Leo’s body covering hers.

      “Let’s get one thing straight, Tatum.” His forearms were beside her head, his fingers playing with the ends of her hair. “When I say you’re mine, I also mean I’m yours. I’m not going anywhere, and I’ll be here for as long as you’ll have me.” The feel of his hard length rubbing along her cleft had her instantly aroused. “I want you no matter what. The woman I see is all I’ve ever wanted.” He ran his nose along her cheek. “Just tell me that you want this too,” Leo whispered against her ear, and she closed her eyes and nodded.

      In one fluid, smooth move, he slid into her. This time, it was slow and sweet. There was no rush, because for the first time in her life, she felt like she had all the time in the world. 

      She let him know she wanted this, more than anything, with every lift of her hips and moan that left her mouth. It was the single most eye-opening experience she had ever encountered. 

      They made love for several more hours before she finally fell asleep in his arms, with the sound of his heartbeat lulling her to sleep. And when she woke and he insisted he follow her home, she felt like the butterflies in her belly would burst forth.

      She couldn’t remember another time when things had felt so right, and she couldn’t wait to tell Kiki that maybe she was on the road to finally mending herself from the inside out.
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      “I have plans tonight, Kiki.” Tatum pursed her lips to hold in her laughter as she watched her best friend fall dramatically on the sofa.

      “You always have plans.” She threw an arm over her eyes and sighed. “Let me guess. Leo?” Kiki dropped her arm and turned her head so she stared at Tatum. 

      “Yeah.” When Kiki didn’t say anything Tatum looked up. “You’re not mad, are you?” Tatum poured the second glass of white wine and made her way into the living room.

      “Of course I’m not, but I’m in desperate need of a girls’ night out.”

      Tatum sat beside Kiki and handed a glass over. She watched with a raised brow as Kiki downed half of it in one swallow. “Everything okay?”

      Kiki sucked in a big lungful of air and set her glass down. “It’s just…” She picked at her shirt before continuing. “I think Beau’s cheating on me.”

      Tatum sputtered on the wine she had just swallowed and wiped her mouth with the back of her hand. “What?”

      Kiki nodded and grabbed her glass. She drank the rest of it and handed it to Tatum to refill. When both of them were topped off, Tatum finally found her voice.

      “Kiki, I think you might be seeing things that aren’t there.” 

      Kiki shook her head, and tears swam in her eyes. “No, I mean, I hope I am, but I don’t think so.” She wiped angrily at her tears and refused to look at Tatum.

      “Honey.” She placed her hand on top of Kiki’s. “What makes you think he’s cheating?” Tatum honestly couldn’t see Beau doing anything like that. He loved Kiki, doted on her like she was precious crystal. For five years, Tatum had watched their nauseating PDA.

      “I don’t know. He’s just been acting very secretive the past few weeks. He’s getting these phone calls and leaving right in the middle of dinner to answer them. I’ve tried to overhear what he says, but all I can make out are urgent whispers.” Kiki sniffed loudly. 

      “Did you ask him about it?”

      Kiki nodded. “Yeah, and let me tell you that didn’t end well. He was all nonchalant about it, like I imagined everything. That pissed me off even more.”

      Lord, Tatum could just imagine how that ended. Kiki wasn’t known for keeping her anger in. More times than not, she set her inner wild child free, and the destruction tended to be cringe-worthy.

      “I think he’s seeing someone at the club.” Kiki let her head fall back on the couch and sighed. “I’m happy for you and Leo. I truly am. But I need this girls’ night out, Tatum. I need to get good and wasted, dance my ass off, and not think about who Beau is fucking behind my back.” Kiki pouted in an attempt at humor, but Tatum could see the pain behind her friend’s eyes.

      There was no way she planned on not being there for her. Kiki had always been there when Tatum needed her. Grabbing her phone, Tatum typed out a quick text to Leo.

      Tatum: Sorry. Can’t make it tonight. Need to have a girls’ night out with Kiki.

      A second later, her phone buzzed.

      Leo: Everything ok?

      Tatum: Yeah, just guy problems. Can we reschedule for tomorrow?

      Leo: Of course, baby.

      “Kiki?” Her friend’s eyes were closed.

      “What?” She sounded so forlorn that it pulled at Tatum’s heart.

      “Where do you want to get drunk?”

      Kiki squealed right before she jumped off the couch. After she told Tatum where she wanted to go,  she sent a text to Leo, and then  headed into her bedroom to get ready for a night of trying to help her friend forget her problems.
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      Leo sat at his desk, his gaze on the papers strewn across the top. His mind was on other things than work, more important things. He couldn’t help but think about Tatum and everything she had told him.

       Since they spoke a week ago, things had been going better than he could have ever imagined. The fact that she had accepted his lineage astounded him beyond comprehension. He had expected her to run away from him, to see him as the animal he truly was. She had opened her arms to him, and he had eagerly fallen into them. He was putty in her hands, whether she realized that or not. 

      A knock on his door had him lifting his head and putting the thought of Tatum in the farthest part of his mind. Whoever was coming to him would not taint the image or thought of her.

      “Yeah?” He unlocked the door by a simple press of a button under his desk. The lock unlatched, and Tryck, one of his bouncers, stepped inside and shut the door behind him.

      “Slade’s here. Peaches took him to the champagne room. He’s got three girls in there now and two of his men hanging back.”

      Shit.

      Leo didn’t know what was going on with Slade, but the shifter had been sniffing around his house, and Leo wasn’t feeling it. Whatever the hell Slade had up his sleeve couldn’t be good. He had known the asshole since he first moved to Vegas. Ever since their altercation five years back, they had kept their distance from each other. The town was big enough for both of them, but Slade didn’t see it that way. The lion wanted full reign of the land, but there was no way Leo would back down. 

      After a lot of bloodshed, Slade had walked away, but Leo wasn’t fool enough to think the psychotic shifter would let it be. It might have taken five years, but Slade kept coming back to his club for a reason, and Leo had a feeling it wasn’t for anything good.

      He stood and made his way to the champagne room. The steady, low bump of music surrounded him, and the closer he got to the closed door of the VIP room, the more the bass intensified. Without knocking, because really, it was his fucking club, Leo pushed the door open. Slade sat on the black leather couch situated in the center of the room. Two girls in nothing but a G-string and their tits hanging out danced seductively to music. 

      Slade looked the relaxed part as his arms were thrown over the back of the couch and his legs were parted. One of the girls moved between his legs and turned around, showing her ass. She did a little shake before popping her ass out in Slade’s face.

      The lion’s expression appeared almost bored as he watched.

      “Candy, Pepper, and Macie, get the fuck out of here.” The girls hurried out of the room at Leo’s menacing tone. He was beyond pissed that Slade was here, and the fact that the fucker had a smug grin on his face had his blood roaring in his ears. 

      Once the girls were out, Tryck took a step closer. Slade’s men followed suit, their hands at their waists. Leo didn’t doubt there were guns hidden under their suit jackets, but Leo was beyond that gangster shit. If things were going to get ugly with Slade, they were going to do it lion to lion. No guns, no backup. Just the two of them, and may the best shifter win.

      “Why are you here, Slade?” Leo didn’t bother to keep the growl out of his voice. He had been disappointed to get the text from Tatum cancelling, but now he was glad she wasn’t coming down. If shit got bad with Slade, Leo sure as hell didn’t want her anywhere near the sick fuck. Leo had seen what Slade had done to girls he “cared about.” He liked sick shit, shit that left scars and broke hearts, literally.

      “I enjoyed myself so much last time that I wanted to come back. Is that so wrong?” Slade lifted a brow in question.

      “You’re not welcome here, and you fucking know it. The deal was you stay to your side of town, and I’ll do the same. The fact that you are here leads me to believe you are up to no good, and I’m not about that, Slade.” Especially not now that he found Tatum, but he wasn’t going there.

      The grin Slade gave him was feral and filled with a lot more than he said. “I hoped to see that sweet piece of pussy you got at the door, but to my disappointment, she’s not here.” Slade’s grin was downright disgusting. Leo could only imagine the vile things he had swirling around in that fucked-up head of his.

      Gritting his teeth, Leo breathed out his anger. What he really wanted to do was fuck Slade up for even thinking about Tatum, but he knew if he gave any indication of what Tatum meant to him, Slade would use it against him. Leo opened his mouth to respond, but no words came out. Slade’s grin widened.

      “Cat got your tongue, brother?”

      “You are not my brother.” The words were forced past Leo’s teeth.

      Before he could say anything further to piss Leo off, Slade’s phone rang. Nothing was said, but Slade kept his cold eyes locked on Leo. He tucked his phone back in his pocket when the call ended and stood.

      “Well, looks like I’m needed elsewhere.” Slade walked past Leo, but right before he exited, he stopped and turned his head so they looked in each other’s eyes. “I like what you’ve got going on here, Leo. Makes me want to change things in my own life.” 

      Leo turned on him and bared his teeth. “You better watch it, asshole.”

      Slade’s two men took a step forward, but Slade held up his hand to stop them. For several long moments, they just stared at each other. The tension was heavy, and the aggression and testosterone pulsed between them. Leo was on the verge of shifting, and he could tell Slade was right there with him.

      Slade winked and turned to leave.

       Leo stood there, catching his breath and calming his beast. His blood boiled as a plethora of violent acts he’d like to do to Slade passed through his mind. Things between them were a lot tenser, and Leo knew sooner than later the explosion between them would crush cities and destroy lives.
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      The bodies crushed on either side of Tatum as Kiki kept a firm grip on her hand and led her through the club. At the last minute, Kiki decided to change where they were going. Now, they were practically nose-to-nose with half-dressed people at Stripped. 

      The dance club was the newest addition to the strip and was decked out in mellow colors and modern décor. It seemed sophisticated, but the majority of the people crammed in were young. Tatum felt overdressed in her linen shorts and poppy blouse. She had thought she spiced things up by wearing heels, but she felt like a granny compared to the girls who grinded with the overly muscled men.

      Kiki pushed a few girls away from the bar, which in turn got them some nasty glares. Drinks in hand after about a ten-minute wait, Kiki led the way to one of the few available tables. Luckily, everyone was out practically having sex on the dance floor or they’d be standing around. 

      Kiki grabbed her shot and downed it, chasing it with her fruity, bright-orange drink.

      “You want to talk about Beau?” Tatum had to yell over the deep bass of music.

      Kiki shook her head vehemently and sucked back the rest of her drink. Looked like Tatum was going to be carrying a very sloshed Kiki home tonight. “Let’s dance.”

      Kiki stood before Tatum could respond. She held her hand out, and Tatum shook her head.

      “You know I’m a horrible dancer.”

      “I can’t hear you, Tater. Come on.”

      Tatum knew damn well Kiki heard what she said, but Kiki was in her zone and wouldn’t have taken no for an answer no matter how much Tatum complained.

       Picking up her drink, Tatum gulped down half of it. Kiki gave her a smile and wink and dragged her to the center of the dance floor. The heat was intense as the bodies gyrated all around her. Kiki started swaying to the music, throwing her hands in the air and closing her eyes.

      She looked free at that moment, and Tatum wished she wasn’t going through shit, although she felt in her heart that Beau would never do anything to hurt her. He loved Kiki too much.

      Tatum didn’t drink much, so the alcohol she had all but guzzled rushed through her veins and had warmth spreading through her. Closing her eyes as well, she let herself feel free. Her life was starting to go in the right direction, and for once, she felt happy. 

      The music washed through her, and she swayed, not caring that beads of sweat dotted her flesh or that arms and legs bumped into hers. When she opened her eyes, she saw Kiki bumping and grinding with a blond-haired man.

      She couldn’t see his face, but the view from the back was impressive. Kiki opened her eyes and caught Tatum’s. Her smile seemed slow and a little hazy. She was already buzzed, and if Tatum didn’t intervene, Kiki would do something she regretted.

      She took a step toward them, but the man pushed them through the bodies and farther away from Tatum.

       Kiki stared up at the man, and Tatum watched as he dipped his head and whispered something in her ear. She shook her head and continued to sway. Before Tatum could move another step, strong arms wrapped around her waist and pulled her back toward a thick, hard chest.

      She tensed, ready to spin around and rip into the asshole who thought groping her was okay, when a deep voice she remembered whispered in her ear.

      “The way you move can make any man putty in your hands.” She was spun around until she looked into green eyes. Slade grinned down at her, his straight, white teeth looking feral. She wondered if he was the same as Leo, more animal than man.

      They hadn’t spoken about Slade or their altercation at the club, but now that Tatum was this close to him, she could sense some kind of animal magnetism pouring from Slade. 

      Yeah, no doubt the man who had his arms around her was deadly.

      “Let me go.” Her instincts told her being this close to him, whether Leo was here or not, was not a good idea. Slade used his strength to pull her closer to his body. She could feel every hill of muscle beneath his expensive suit.

      “I just want to talk to you.” His warm breath whipped across her cheek, and she fought the wince of disgust. Having him touch her felt abhorrent. It was nothing like Leo’s touch. This just felt wrong on so many levels.

      “Please, let me go.” She pushed at his chest, but he wouldn’t release her until he was ready to. He lifted his head and motioned to someone behind her. Tatum glanced over her shoulder and saw the blond man Kiki had been dancing with face them. He had both arms around Kiki’s waist. Her friend looked a bit shell-shocked.

       “What the hell are you doing?”

      Slade grinned down at her and lifted his hand to push her hair off her shoulder. She refrained from flinching and stared straight into his cold eyes.

      “I’m playing the game, Tatum.” He spun her around so fast her head spun. Before she knew what was happening, he pushed her through the crowd and into a room off of a long, darkened hallway. Fortunately, Kiki was right there with her. As soon as the door shut behind them, Tatum grabbed Kiki’s hand and pulled her close to her side.

      “What the hell do you think you’re doing?” She looked between Slade and the blond man. Tatum had seen him before, when Slade had come to The Lion and the Lamb. He had kept in the background, but she had seen the way his eyes scanned everything, not missing a thing.

      Slade moved behind a desk, and it was then that Tatum realized they were in an office. Everything was masculine, with dark, rich colors and leather furniture. There were several pictures on the walls, some showing scantily clad women, others with famous individuals. The one main thing in all of them was Slade.

      She realized with horrifying clarity they had quite literally stumbled into the lion’s den, and he awaited them with his mouth wide and his teeth sharpened.

      “This is your club?” Tatum asked, astonished and outraged. Why she was pissed over that, she wasn’t quite sure, but clearly the reason they were brought to his back office couldn’t be good.

      He didn’t respond right away, just moved behind his desk and took a seat. The blond man produced a lighter for the cigar Slade slipped between his lips. His green eyes stayed on Tatum, and she had the disgusting feeling of being undressed.

      He took several deep pulls, smoke billowing around him, further adding to the sinister air that followed him. He flicked his hand toward the man beside him. Blondie moved until he stood behind Tatum and Kiki, blocking the only exit.

      “Do you know why I brought you here?” 

      Tatum tightened her hand on Kiki’s. “No, but I do know I want to get the hell out of here.”
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      Slade’s eyes narrowed slightly. “Why don’t you have a seat?” Tatum shook her head. He slammed his fist on the desktop and stood. His chair slammed back against the wall. “Take a fucking seat.” He didn’t raise his voice, but his low, even words were like a slap to her face.

      Her heart slammed against her chest, and she moved to the couch with Kiki beside her. Whatever this psycho wanted was beyond Tatum. She had nothing, but she wasn’t a fool. Doing what he said was clearly the smart thing to do.

      He smiled, but it was far from sweet. “There now, that wasn’t so hard.” He sat down behind his desk again and went back to puffing away on his cigar. “Now, about the reason I have you here.” He tapped his ash out and took another long drag, holding the smoke in his mouth before blowing it out. “Would you say your relationship with Leo Castill is strong, Ms. Weatherton?” 

      Tatum felt her brows pull down. “Excuse me?”

      “You heard me.” She flicked her eyes at Blondie. “I assure you Collin won’t be any assistance to you.” Collin’s blue eyes stared at her, unflinching and unsympathetic.

      “I don’t really see how that matters.”

      He chuckled, but it sounded humorless. “I assure you, Ms. Weatherton, it is very relevant to my intentions.”

      Tatum wanted to tell him that, yes, things were very serious between her and Leo, but the protective part of her didn’t want to give this man any ammunition. Whatever his plans were, they clearly concerned Leo. 

      “I…” She looked at Kiki, whose expression was one of worry and fear. Tatum felt the same way. “No, there isn’t anything serious going on between the two of us.” Saying those words hurt her, and she felt an ache settle in the center of her chest.

      For several long moments, Slade stared at her, not speaking, just puffing away on that damn, smelly-ass cigar. “I want you to work for me.”

      What? “All of this is because you want me to work for you?”

      When he leaned back in his chair, the leather creaked from his weight. “Yeah, somethin’ like that.”

      The feel of Slade’s stare was powerful, but for the life of her, Tatum couldn’t bring herself to look away from him. For whatever reason, Slade looked so damn smug, like he knew she would jump at the idea to work for him. 

      “I work for Leo.”

      Collin shifted, and Tatum looked over at him. His blue eyes were trained on her, and she felt herself wish he’d look away. All these eyes on her made her feel like she was under a microscope.

      “You said yourself there isn’t anything serious between the two of you. I’d pay you better than him. You don’t have anything to lose and everything to gain.”

      If this wasn’t the weirdest thing she had ever come across. “I don’t understand why you’re offering the job to me when I’m sure you could find someone else who actually wants it.” For several moments, he watched her. The cloying scent of tobacco filled the room, and she wished he had a damn window in the office to open.

      “I don’t want anyone else working in my club.”

      Despite the fact that she had no intentions of leaving her employment, she was curious as to why a man like Slade wanted her. Could this be some kind of pissing contest? Did Slade just want her because she worked for Leo and they hated each other? “But why me?”

      He set his cigar in an ashtray and rested his elbows on his desk, leaning forward. “I can see why you’re curious, but does it really matter?” He steepled his fingers in front of his mouth; he looked every bit the cunning asshole she met at the club.

      “Yes, it does.” Straightening her shoulders, she was not about to be intimidated by him. The corner of his mouth kicked up, and he shook his head and started laughing, as if this was the funniest thing he’d ever heard.

      “I don’t get a lot of people questioning me.” He sobered instantly. “I’m answering your questions because I’m being courteous, but don’t mistake my politeness for patience. Now, Ms. Weatherton, would you like to work for me?” He leaned back again in his seat and regarded her. 

      Tatum looked between Kiki, Collin, and Slade. “I’m sorry, but I’m going to have to respectfully decline your offer.” 

      He picked up his cigar and puffed on it. “Are you sure?”

      “Yes, I am.” Tatum wanted to get the hell out of there, like an hour ago. This whole situation was weirder than hell, and the back of her neck itched with uneasiness.

      Slade’s smile looked anything but pleasant. Tilting his head, he said, “Collin will see you out. Have a good evening.” The way he said those parting words had Tatum’s skin tightening.

      She stood, still with Kiki’s hand in hers, and followed Collin out of the office. She had never been more thankful for the thickening heat and crush of bodies around her than she was at that moment. Collin stopped right before the exit and stared at her. The way his eyes bored into hers made Tatum feel uncomfortable. They hustled out of the club and toward Kiki’s car.

      “What in the fuck was that about?”

      Tatum shook her head, not knowing where to even begin.

      “Obviously, that creep wanted a hell of a lot more than just you working for him. Did you see the way he watched you?” They stopped in front of Kiki’s car.

      “Yeah.” Tatum didn’t want to admit how much that whole situation scared her. It hadn’t felt right, not in the least. “You okay to drive?”

      “Girl, that was a sober-me-up kind of situation. Come on, I think I’ve had enough excitement for one night.” They got in the car, and Kiki pulled out onto the strip. “How do you know that guy anyway?”

      “Saw him at the club a few times.” Tatum rested against the seat and stared out the window. Hordes of people walked up and down the streets, drinks in their hands and smiles on their faces.

      Tatum wanted to think about something else. “You still mad at Beau?”

      Kiki sighed, and Tatum noticed the way her hands tightened on the steering wheel. 

      “I love him, Tater, but I just don’t know what’s going on with him. Things have been going so good… well, up until the weird way he’s been acting.” She sighed loudly again. “I just don’t know.”

      “Go home, Kiki. Talk it out with him. Tell him how you feel.”

      “I tried that.”

      Tatum leveled an incredulous look at Kiki. “I know how you ‘try to work things out.’ They usually end up with you screaming and swearing in-between throwing shit.”

      Kiki laughed. “Yeah, well I’m going to have an adult conversation with him this time. No throwing shit.”

      “Tell me how that goes.” Kiki slapped her on the knee, and Tatum grinned.

      Kiki turned onto her street, and Tatum’s heart sped up when she saw a gunmetal-gray Corvette in her driveway.

      “You are so freakin’ lucky.” 

      Tatum snorted and opened the car door. “Text me when you get home so I know you’re okay.”

      “Yeah, yeah.”

      Kiki sped off, and Tatum found herself staring at the back of Leo’s car, her feet moving extra slowly. When his large frame folded out of the car, everything inside her heated. Her pussy became wet, her nipples beaded, and she became overly warm. It didn’t matter that she had a crazy-weird night; just seeing Leo made everything else fade into the background.

       God, she was so in love with him, a revelation that freaked her out more than anything else.
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      Like every time Leo saw Tatum, his heart stopped. She wore a pair of shorts that were too fucking short, and her top barely held in her tits. He clenched his hands at his sides, reining in the possessive need to pull her to him and stake his claim.

      He had put Frankie on detail tonight and told his guy to watch her and Kiki when they went out clubbing. But then Frankie called him and said the girls had gone to Stripped. He had freaked the fuck out. The way Slade departed suddenly left no doubt in Leo’s mind that the shifter had known Tatum stepped into his club. He should have known the fucker had been gunning for his girl.

      When she was close enough to him, the wind decided to pick up, and he inhaled. A snarl left when the scent of his enemy came off of her. He had been on his way to Stripped when Frankie called him again and said the females were leaving. He had hauled ass to Tatum’s and waited until she showed.

      “It’s late.”

      Blood would be shed when he confronted Slade. That fucker had put his hands on her. He nodded, his tongue tied as he stared at her. He didn’t know what had gone down, but he sure as fuck was going to find out. 

      The scent of her unease hit him like a damn brick to his chest.

      “Want to come in?” She didn’t wait for a reply, just moved past him to the front door. She was turned on too. He could smell the sweet scent of it. His animal wanted to take her, right there, prove to her that she was his and no other male could put their fucking hands on her. 

      Leo followed her inside and shut the door. “You weren’t where you said you were going to be.” It sounded like an accusation, which wasn’t what he was going for, but damn if he could help himself. She turned around, her eyes wide, her lips parted.

      “Kiki changed her mind at the last minute.” Her brows lowered. “Wait. How did you know I went somewhere else?” For a solid minute, they did nothing but stare at each other. The way her eyes slid to the living room window and stared across the street knew he needed to come clean. Clearly, she had an idea of what he had been doing anyway. “You’ve been having me followed, haven’t you?” The hurt in her voice pierced his heart.

      “Yeah, I have.” There was no point in lying, and he wasn’t about to feel bad about doing it. “I wanted to make sure you were safe.” He took a step toward her and stopped. “At first, it was because I didn’t like the neighborhood you lived in, but then Slade started sniffing around, and I knew it was best to keep a detail on you.” She shook her head and looked away. “I did it to protect you.”

      “That’s a sneaky thing to do, Leo. It’s not right, no matter what your intentions were.” She turned and tossed her keys onto the counter. Resting her hands on the Formica, her head dropped between her shoulders, and she inhaled loudly. 

      He moved forward until he was right behind her. Fingers itching to touch her, Leo refrained and inhaled. Pushing away the stench of Slade, he found what he had been looking for. It was the sweet, subtle scent that was all Tatum. The lion inside him purred, and he grew instantly hard. 

      “Tatum, look at me.” She shook her head, and he clenched his jaw. Her act of defiance had the dominant part of him rising to the surface. “Look. At. Me.” Voice low, his cock jerked to attention when she turned around and looked up at him with her smoky, dark eyes. 

      “You shouldn’t have had me followed.” Her voice was soft, but the scent of her arousal was stronger. 

      He took a step forward until they were chest-to-chest. “Is that what really has you acting strange?” And she was, and he knew it had to do with Slade, but until she was ready to tell him, he’d wait her out. Besides, he’d find out eventually, meaning when he left her house, hauled his ass to Stripped, beat down Slade’s fucking door, and kicked the living shit out of the shifter for even thinking it was okay to speak to his mate.

      He looked at her mouth. The fact that she needed him took his common sense away. He hauled her to him and slanted his mouth on hers. The taste of her exploded along his tongue, like apples and honey and everything good. Hands cupped her ass, and Leo squeezed the mounds. He couldn’t help himself from grinding his cock into her belly.

       Tatum moaned into his mouth, and he swallowed the sound, loving that it was because of him she made those sexy little noises. Wrenching away from her, he tore at her clothes until tatters of material fluttered around her body and landed at her feet. She stood in nothing but her bra and panties, and his cock jerked fiercely against his zipper.

      “I liked those clothes, Leo.” The words fell flat from her lips as she pressed her breasts against his chest. Ignoring her comment, because he didn’t trust his voice, Leo slipped the straps of her lacy bra off her shoulders. The creamy swells looked pale in the darkened room. Cupping a full mound, he massaged the globe. The sounds that came from her were deep and throaty and had him impatient for more. He wanted inside her, wanted his cum filling her up and marking her as his, irrevocably. 

      “I’ll buy you more, baby, a whole fucking closetful.” Yeah, he’d do that, then he’d tear each piece off her luscious body. Taking her waist in his hands, he spun her around and pressed her upper body forward with a palm to the middle of her back. The sight of her bent over the breakfast counter, balancing on her toes, her ass high in the air, had him fumbling like a damn teenager to free his cock. 

      When he finally took his shaft out, he stroked himself a few times and let his eyes zero in on her ass. It was round and full, perfect for fucking, which was what he wanted, so damn bad.

      Smoothing his hand on one cheek, he bent forward until he felt his cock press between the crease. The G-string she wore left little to the imagination, and he was thankful that she had decided to wear the miniscule piece of fabric.

      “Fuck, baby, what the hell are you doing to me?” He had never felt so out of control before, but then again, he’d never had a mate. “Tell me he didn’t touch you.” His words were a growl. She didn’t answer, but her increased breathing and accelerated heartrate answered for her. 

      His lion growled and clawed, demanding that he take what was his. He wanted the scent of Slade off of his mate. Ripping the clothes off of her had been a start, but it wasn’t enough. He wanted her smelling only of him. Tonight wouldn’t be about romance and going slow. He needed her now. Leo needed to mark her in every possible way. And by the way she ground her ass against him, made sweet little sounds of need, and smelled so fucking hot, he knew in his mind she would give it all to him.

      “Please, Leo, please. I need it.” Arms stretched out in front of her, she gripped the edge of the counter and moaned. 

      Yeah, he’d give it to her, all right, give it to her until she screamed his name over and over again. Leo reached between their bodies, gripped the elastic of her panties, and tore those from her. The scent of her desire was like a punch to his cock. He felt the damn thing swell even more between his thighs. When he felt the hot, wet center of her at the tip of his dick, he surged forward. A gasp left her, and he grunted as her muscles clamped down, drawing him deeper inside. Hands on her hips, Leo started pounding in and out of her, faster and harder, trying to get as deep as he could. 

      “I want all of you, Tatum. All of you, dammit.” He growled and thrust into her. Her ass shook from the force, and the sounds she made… fuck, the sounds she made had his balls drawing up tight to his body. He didn’t want to come yet, not until she screamed his name, not until she knew who she belonged to.

      “I’m yours, Leo. Oh God, yes….” Sweat dripped down from his hairline, and he felt her come around his cock. The extra lubrication had his dick sliding in and out of her slick pussy with so much ease he couldn’t stand it. 

      He pulled back, watched his cock sink in and out of her, her cream coating the length. Seeing his erection glisten with her pussy juice was hot as fuck, and he worked himself deeper, harder inside her. She came again, incoherent words spilling from her mouth as the pleasure stole her. 

      “That’s two, baby. How ‘bout we go for three?”

      She shook her head, but he knew damn well she wanted more, would take whatever he gave her. His orgasm rushed forward fast, and he let it take him over the edge. He fucked her like his life depended on it, and roared out when she came once again. Yeah, this was what it was about and how is was supposed to be.

      When she milked him dry and he pulled out of her with a groan, little aftershocks of her climax rippled around his dick before he slid free. The image before him had his cock hard again, ready to go for round two. Her legs spread, her cunt pink and swollen and dripping wet with her cream and his cum, was a sight that he would never get rid of.

      The image would be burned into his damn brain, and he was fine with that.

      More than fine.
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      The smell of her sweet fucking pussy filled Leo’s nose, and his skin tightened with the threat of shifting. Oh, hell no. Moving behind her again, he palmed her tight ass. Spreading her cheeks, he looked down at the hole in the center. The rosebud of her ass beckoned him, and his cock swelled further, filling with blood until he thought it would explode.

      He ran his tongue up her back, licking the saltiness of her sweat off her spine. When he reached her ear, he gave the lobe a tug with his teeth.

      “I want to fuck your ass, baby.” He nipped at her again, and she shivered. “You’re gonna let me have it, aren’t you?” Snaking one of his hands around, he found her clit and rubbed it back and forth. 

      “Yesss.”

      “Yeah, you’re going to let me do all kinds of things to you.” Leo ran his finger up and down her slit, gathering her moisture until his fingers were drenched with their combined fluids. He pulled back, kept one hand on her ass cheek, spreading it wide so he still had a good look at her hole, and swiped his slicked-up fingers over it. Using his foot, he kicked her feet farther apart until she was spread good and wide for him, not hiding anything from his view. 

      Leo worked first one then two fingers into her ass. The hole was tight and sucked at the digits fiercely. Letting go of her ass cheek, but still keeping his fingers buried inside her, he gathered more of her cream and spread it over his cock. When his dick was lubed, he removed his fingers and pressed the tip of his dick to her anus. 

      “Bear down for me, baby.” As soon as she did, his dickhead popped through the tight ring of muscle and slid home. He was careful to go nice and easy, but damn she felt good. “Fuck, Tatum. Fuck yeah.” Buried balls-deep inside her, he pressed his chest to her back and kissed her shoulder. 

      “Oh God, Leo. Move. I need you to move.” Her ass clenched around him, and he grunted. He didn’t want to disappoint his girl.

      Pulling out until only the head of was erection pressed at the entrance, he pushed back inside. Over and over, he slid his shaft home. He felt his balls slap against her wet pussy, having her cries of ecstasy fill his ears. He started moving faster, feeling his second orgasm of the night rearing up fast. He wanted her to come again, especially while he was buried in her tight, hot ass. 

      Reaching in front and finding her clit, he stroked it fast and hard. She cried out again before her back bowed and she came on a long, loud moan.  That was it, all it took for him to get off. The instinct to mark her ascended until it consumed him and couldn’t be ignored.

      His cum shot out of him, filling her body at the same time he opened his mouth and clamped down on her shoulder. His lion rose up, and his canines elongated. The taste of her blood hit his tongue, and he went crazy. 

      She was his. All. His.

       His dick filled her, his cum bathed her insides, and now his mark would cover her flesh. It was a testament to all who saw, all who were his kind, that if you fucked with her, you fucked with him.

      He sagged against her, spent yet deliriously happy. There was no going back. She wouldn’t push him away, and there would be no one else. 

      “Mine.” Leo kissed the center of her back and heard her sigh. He pulled out of her, scooped her limp body into his arms, and headed down the hallway to her room. There were only two doors, one being the bathroom, so finding it was easy enough.

       When he had his girl on the bed, he got a wet, warm washrag from the bathroom and went back to Tatum. He cleaned his mate up, then himself, and settled in next to her. With the blankets over them, Tatum curled right around him. It was a good feeling, one that made everything right in this fucked-up world.

      He wanted to ask her a lot of things, but the sound of her deep, even breaths told him she fell asleep. So, letting himself relax into the only woman he had ever loved, Leo fell asleep with a smile on his face for the first time in his life.
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      Leo paced his office, his rage rippling across his skin. He was on the verge of shifting, so close to letting his beast free that he could feel his muscles stretch in preparation for it. The morning after he had fallen asleep with Tatum beside him, she told him everything that happened.

      Slade touching her on the dance floor, him forcing his mate into his office, the offer he made her. Just knowing she had been alone with him had Leo seeing red. There were so many things that could have happened to her, and he wouldn’t have gotten there in time to save her. That thought had a cold sweat covering his skin and his pulse racing. 

      “You wanna go take care of business now, boss?” Tryck leaned against his door, picking at his fingernail with a blade. Tryck was human, but he had been loyal to Leo since the very beginning and knew pretty much everything, including his shifting abilities. Tryck also knew about Slade, about all the shit between him and Leo, and knew that what was going down was bad. 

      Leo had left Tatum right after she spilled it all. It had still been early, but he wouldn’t have been able to stay in her bed a moment longer, even if his dick complained otherwise. He had wanted blood on his hands and needed to form a plan so this shit with Slade ended, like yesterday. 

      He stopped pacing and looked at Tryck. What he wanted to do was go alone, but he wasn’t stupid enough for that. Slade fought dirty, and Leo needed to be smart about this. 

      “I want to go talk to him, alone, but I want you there hanging back in case I need you.”

      The sound of Tryck sheathing his blade seemed louder than it should have, or maybe Leo was just overly perceptive right now, seeing as some fucker tried to move in on what was his. 

      Slade never made it a secret that he wanted to control the territory, but Leo wasn’t having any of it. He had been here first, had been around years before Slade showed his ugly fucking face, and wasn’t in the business of illegal fucking shit.

      But Slade had a lot of men on his side willing to do some dirty fucking shit, stuff that made even Leo wince. So, that being said, a lot of people were afraid of him, letting Slade get away with a lot of shit, because they thought it best when concerning their survival.

      “All right, boss. Just tell me when and where and I’m there. You wanna take more than just me?”

      “Bring Rocker and another.” Rocker, one of the muscles he had behind The Lion and the Lamb, would come in handy for some damage control if and when Slade decided to dispatch his goons. Rocker was good with a gun, whereas Tryck knew his way with a blade. 

      Shit. Tatum didn’t even know the kind of man he was. Guns and knives were just the tip of the iceberg when it concerned making sure his business ran smoothly. Leo wasn’t all about illegal shit, like prostitution and killing just for the sake of it, but he would be lying if he said he didn’t, on occasion, have to rough a few people up to make his intentions clear. What would she say if she knew that? Tatum had to know that nothing was as it seemed.

       Life was an illusion, and it just depended on whether you opened your eyes and saw through the haze.

       Tryck nodded once and left his office. Leo grabbed his phone from inside his pocket and punched in Slade’s number. The asshole only let it ring once before he picked up.

      “Funny hearing from you, lion.” The sound of Slade inhaling deeply proceeded his words.

      “Know you saw my girl, Slade.” Leo didn’t bother keeping the growl out of his voice. “You know that shit isn’t going to fly with me.”

      “Yeah, we talked.” Slade chuckled, and Leo tightened his grip on the phone. The thing started to crack in his hand, and he eased up on it. “Offered her a job, but you know that, or you wouldn’t be calling me.” Inhale. Exhale.

      “I should go over there right now and rip your fucking throat out.” His voice became distorted as his lion started to take control. It was inevitable, especially with his mate being in the conversation and her safety at risk.

      “Sounds like you’re having quite the time controlling yourself, brother.”

      “I’ve told you I’m not your brother.” Leo went back to pacing. He wouldn’t be able to stop himself from going over there and finishing this.

      Slade chuckled deeply. “That’s where you’re wrong. Leo. You and I aren’t that different, especially when something as juicy and sweet as Ms. Weatherton comes along.”

      The phone snapped in his hand. Pieces of it fell to the ground, and he let the roar free that had been brewing since this shit with Slade went down.

       Leo threw the remnants of his phone against the wall, and a small sliver of pleasure at the way the rest of it shattered filled him. Snatching his keys off his desk, Leo stormed out of his office, past Tryck and the rest of his staff, and into his car. 

      Yeah, this shit ended today.
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      Tatum washed the last cup and set it in the drying rack. Since Leo had left her pleasantly sore in her bed this morning, she hadn’t been able to think of much else. It was her night off, so she just stayed at home, cleaning things she hadn’t cleaned in far too long. A knock on her door told her it was either Kiki or Leo. 

      Kiki had sent her a quick text last night saying she got home okay and that Beau had been waiting up for her so they could talk. She hadn’t heard from her all day and knew if something bad happened between them, Kiki would have been a blubbering mess at her door this morning. The fact that it was going on dinnertime and she hadn’t heard a thing from her was a good sign.

      So, chances were it was Leo on the other side. A thrill went through her. They hadn’t spoken either since he left, but she had more than enough to keep her busy. After telling him all the crap that had gone down at Stripped, she thought he would have an aneurysm. His anger had been pretty clear, and when he left, Tatum worried he was going to do something that got him in trouble. 

      Oh, she had tried to call him, but there hadn’t been an answer, and his reply texts had been short. After that, she had given him space, knowing he obviously dealt with this in his own way, and her continuing to pester him was only going to make things worse.

      She pulled the curtain aside and felt her brows lift to her hairline at who stood on her porch. Pulling the front door open, Tatum smiled.

      “What are you doing here?” Tatum stepped aside. “You want to come in?”

      “Actually, no, but thanks. Leo sent me over to bring you to the club.”

      Tatum felt her brows knit in confusion. “Really? Why didn’t he just call me?” 

      “Not sure, but I do know he’s got a lot of shit going on right now. He just said to come get you and bring you to the club.”

      The situation was weird, but Tatum did get the feeling that Leo had been busy today and had a lot on his mind after she told him about Slade. She still didn’t know what their issue was with each other, but it obviously ran deep. “Well, okay, let me just grab my phone and call him.” 

      “We really need to go. I know there is some shit going down with Slade, and he said to get over there quick.” Tatum started to feel really uncomfortable with the urgency.

      “I think I should at least call him, let him know I’m on my way.” Tatum turned to get her phone, when a searing pain lanced the back of her skull. The world tilted as she fell forward. The last thing she saw before darkness crept over her was a pair of mile-high stilettos stepping in front of her face.
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      Tatum blinked several times to try to clear her vision. She was on something soft, and when she inhaled, she caught the scent of leather. Was she in Leo’s office? For a moment, she couldn’t remember anything, and the pain in her head stopped her from delving any deeper.

      “Ah, she wakes.” 

      Tatum closed her eyes and struggled to sit up. Rubbing a hand over the back of her head, she winced when she skimmed over a particularly sensitive spot.

      “I have to apologize for Lucy. She got a little carried away.”

      Tatum turned to the sound of the voice and saw Slade sitting across from her in a leather chair. His suit jacket was thrown across the back of it, and the periwinkle-colored dress shirt was unbuttoned at the throat. The color itself was feminine, but on Slade, it seemed to make him look all the more dangerous. 

      “I specifically told her to bring you in unharmed, yet she got a little excited when you went to call Leo.” Slade leaned forward and rested his elbows on his knees. “You see, we can’t have you spoiling all the fun just yet.” His grin was all teeth and filled with predatory excitement. He leaned back and threw his arms over the chair.

      The knock on the door was overly loud, and the pounding in Tatum’s head intensified. The door opened, and in walked Peaches—or Lucy, as Slade called her. Peaches sauntered over to Slade and placed her tiny ass right on his lap. 

      “Baby, I thought you were just going to shift and deal with her?” Peaches let out a sexual purr and rubbed herself against Slade. Clearly, the woman knew all about men changing into lions, and clearly, she didn’t bat a lash at that knowledge. In fact, it seemed Peaches wanted Tatum out of the picture. If she could have, Tatum would have left right then and there, but Slade wouldn’t have any of that, not until he got whatever he wanted from her.

       Slade’s hand landed on the busty female’s bare thigh. “Shut up, girl.” His tone was serious, but he looked at Tatum as he addressed the other woman. She let her eyes go back to the woman she had thought was her friend at one time.

      Today, Peaches wore a bright-pink, pin-straight wing, a pair of boy shorts, and a shirt that looked more like Tatum’s bra selection. Looking between the two of them, realization finally slammed home.

      “You’re a smart one, honey.” Slade grinned and crept his hand up Peaches’s leg, stopping at her bony hip.

      “You’re happy with me, baby?” Peaches rubbed herself against Slade in a sickening display of affection. “I did just like you asked.” She leaned forward and kissed the corner of his mouth, but right before her lips made contact, Slade jerked away.

      “Not now, Lucy.” He glared at her, and Tatum watched as the young girl curled into herself. “Can’t you see I have a guest?” He pushed her off and made his way toward Tatum. She moved to the farthest corner of the couch and eyed him warily. 

      “What is this about?” she asked as she looked back at Peaches. The girl had narrowed eyes trained on her. When Tatum looked back at Slade again, he had his upper body turned toward her and a smirk on his face.

      He cocked his head to the side and stared at her throat. Tatum’s face heated, and her hand instinctively went to the mark Leo left where her shoulder and neck met. It wasn’t anything overly flashy, more like a mix of a hickey and a scrape. 

      Just thinking about what they had been doing when he gave it to her had Tatum’s heart racing.

      Slade inhaled deeply and made a deep noise in the back of his throat. “You know, when you think of him, the most intoxicating scent leaves you.” His fingers tapped a rhythmic sound on the arm of the couch as he watched her. “I can’t say I’m pleased it’s Leo who causes that reaction in you, but given time, I have no doubts that aroma will be all mine.”

      Tatum’s heart beat faster at Slade’s words. “I don’t understand what you want with me.” She looked at Peaches, hoping the woman she had grown to call her friend would come to her aid. Why Tatum thought the same woman who hit her over the head and knocked her out would save her was beyond her, but she was desperate. Whatever fucked-up delusions Slade had about her, this would not end well.

      “Has Leo told you who and what he is?” Slade looked smug, like he was just itching to reveal some deep, dark secret.

      “Leo told me everything.” Whether that was true or not was beyond Tatum, but she wasn’t going to give Slade the advantage that he knew more. Besides, how could she believe anything he said when his intentions were nefarious? 

      “Oh, he did, did he?” Those damn fingers tapped a quicker tempo on the leather. “Tell me, Tatum, what did Leo Castill tell you?”

      She didn’t know if he was trying to fish information out of her, or if he really wanted to see if she knew anything. Instead of revealing something that might ultimately hurt Leo, Tatum clamped her teeth together and straightened her shoulders. Slade chuckled deeply and snapped his eyes to Peaches.

      “Get the fuck out of here.” 

      A small almost hurt sound left Peaches, but she left without making a scene. 

      The finality of that door closing sent a wave of dread through Tatum. 

      “Come here.” Slade’s voice was deceptively soft, but she could see right through it. He patted his lap, his grin speaking of painfully ugly things. 

      Shaking her head, she placed her back farther into the couch. The air around him shifted, and a flash of white beamed from behind his green eyes. The creature staring at her right now was no longer human. “Come. Here.” His distorted voice sounded deep and crazed.

      “No.” Shaking her head, she whispered that lone word. The door was to her left, close enough that if she sprinted, she might be able to make it. The look in his eyes told Tatum he knew what she thought.

       If she could just get out of the room, she could make it to the main floor. It seemed everything in the room slowed until only that one moment mattered. Jumping off the couch, she raced toward the door. It felt as if she was in a dream, one where she ran and ran to get away from her unseen attacker, but no matter how fast she ran, she didn’t make any progress. It was a slow-motion reel, one where her legs kept moving and moving, but she didn’t advance. That was exactly how she felt at that moment.

      Her fingers curled around the handle, and she could taste freedom, but just as she would have wrenched the damn thing open, he grabbed a chunk of her hair, his laughter filling her head.

      Pulling her back, her feet came out from under her as he yanked her backward. The ground met her in a rush of concrete and pain. In the next instant, he hauled her back like she was the caveman’s prize.

      Clawing at Slade’s hand tightly wrapped in her hair, she cried out. Kicking at the air, Tatum tried to grab something to give her leverage, but he made sure everything was just out of her reach. Slade suddenly let go of her hair, and sweet relief from the searing pain filled her, but that was short-lived as Slade hauled her up with his hand on her throat. 

      Toes barely touching the floor, Tatum gasped and gripped his hand that clenched tightly around her neck. Green eyes bored into hers.

      “I could have been gentle with you, Tatum, but it’s clear Leo’s hold on you is far too strong.” His other hand lifted, and he smoothed it over her cheek. Before she could react, his lips were on hers and he kissed her.

       Twisting her head away, bile rose in her throat as the taste of cigar smoke and liquor filled her mouth. Gagging, Tatum sucked in air when he pulled away. His smile showed elongated canines, and it was then, as she stared at the wicked sharpness, that she tasted the metallic flavor of blood.

      He bit me. 

      “No worries, love.” She closed her eyes as his hot, sticky breath moved along her cheek. “I plan on making you scream my name over and over again until the name Leo Castill is a painful memory. Soon, you’ll be my little bitch.” His lips touched the shell of her ear. “I’m going to make sure every last inch of you is covered in me. Leo’s mating scent will be a distant memory.”

      “He’ll come for me.” The fierceness in her voice surprised her as she stared into his lifeless eyes.

      “I’m counting on it, Tatum.” Face stoic, Slade tightened his fingers around her throat until stars and darkness flashed in front of her vision. Not thinking, just acting, Tatum brought her knee up and connected with his balls. Satisfaction filled her as he let go of her to cup himself in pain. 

      Hands and legs grappling for leverage, Tatum scrambled back to the door. Her heart pounded, adrenalin raced through her veins, and the fight for survival gave her the strength to rip the door open. Tatum half expected to see Collin standing on the other side, Slade’s henchman all snarling and growling hatred, but the hallway was empty. A sob left her, and she tore down the hallway, running as fast as she could, knowing that if Slade caught her, she would not get another chance.
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      Leo’s Corvette skidded to a stop in front of Stripped. A few cars were parked in the lot, but he didn’t need to see Slade’s Mercedes to know he was inside with the woman he loved. Zeb had been on detail at Tatum’s house, and when Leo had gotten the call that Peaches had gone to see his girl, Leo knew something wasn’t right. 

      Zeb, being blinded by the fact that he knew Peaches on a personal level—meaning he had fucked her—hadn’t thought the waif of a female a threat, but it turned out they had both been wrong. Leo planned on murdering the fucker for dismissing what was clearly a shifty situation and putting his defenses down. 

      When Zeb finally saw Peaches leave, with an unconscious Tatum thrown in the front seat of her car, it was too late for him to do anything but follow. At least that’s what the asshole had told him. 

      The rage Leo felt was indescribable.

       Zeb  followed Peaches to Stripped while he kept Leo on the phone, giving him play-by-play details of what the fuck was going on. Leo had hauled ass, told a few of his men to follow him, and took off to get his mate back. He had broken every fucking driving law known to man, but there wasn’t a human or shifter who was going to stop him from getting her back.

      Throwing the car into park, he rushed to the front of the club. The fact that there were none of Slade’s goons waiting, and that the club doors swung open, told Leo they expected him and shit was about to get real.

      It only took a moment for his vision to grow accustomed to the dim lighting, but when he did, everything inside him lit with rage and power. Tatum ran from the back of the club, her dark hair a wavy mass trailing behind her.

      The scent of her fear and tears, and the sight of the bruise in the shape of a pretty fucking large hand on her throat, had the shift overtaking him without any warning. Good thing too, since Slade charged after her, his change already taking shape as his enemy dropped onto all fours. 

      The lion he had become was lean muscle and glowing green eyes. Slade roared out and was too distracted by his running prey that he didn’t see Leo shift into his animal and charge forward. He slammed into the side of Slade, taking the other lion across the room and into the wall. Plaster rained down around them.

      Leo was focused on Slade, but he also heard Tatum cry out at their fight, smelled her increased tears, and wanted nothing more than to roar at her to run as fast as she could.

       He could take on Slade, not an issue and something he should have done years ago, but he did not want his mate seeing the blood he would be taking from the bastard.

      He didn’t have time to get her away, not when claws were tearing into his flesh and canines were puncturing his neck. Leo needed to put all his focus on Slade, but he couldn’t, not when his mate was far too close to the violence. 

      Wrapping his front legs around Slade’s middle, he rolled until Slade was beneath him in a submissive position. Baring his teeth, Leo roared out and used all his strength to keep Slade down. The front doors opened, blinding him momentarily from the descending sunlight. Since Slade was beneath him and not affected by the light, he used that to his advantage and reared up, clamping his jaws on Leo’s throat and sending Leo onto his back.
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      Tatum froze, her ass planted on the cold, hard ground. All she could do was stare at the scene in front of her—Leo and Slade in their lion forms and fighting for supremacy. They were ruthless as they attacked each other. Claws swiping at flesh and tearing it open, and teeth bared and snapping. They were fierce-looking creatures, and even with the blur of massive bodies and the flash of fur, Tatum didn’t lose sight of Leo. He was larger in height and muscle mass than Slade, but where Leo dominated him in overall size, Slade appeared quicker.

      All she had wanted to do was escape whatever disgusting and sick plan Slade had for her, but that all changed when she saw Leo shift in front of her and attack Slade. Frantically looking around for something that could be used as a weapon, Tatum’s gaze landed on the bottles of liquor lining the shelf behind the bar. It was only a few feet away and seemed like it would do more damage than the only other option, a wooden chair flipped on one of the numerous tables. 

      A shocked cry left her when she heard the front doors open and saw Slade throw Leo onto his back. He had his big jaw locked tight around Leo’s throat, and even from the distance, Tatum could see the spray of blood.

      She covered her mouth with her hands and looked around frantically. Sitting here and possibly watching the destruction of the man she loved was not an option. 

      Tatum swallowed and winced at the tenderness of her throat. Pushing her discomfort away, she scrambled up and rushed toward the bar. She reached out, her fingers skimming one of the bottles. So close, but just barely out of reach.

      On her toes, she reached with everything she had and would have cried out in relief when her fingers wrapped around the neck, but her excitement was short-lived when someone grabbed a chunk of her hair and pulled her back forcibly. Bottle still in her hand, Tatum fell on her ass and reached back to clutch at the hand in her hair. 

      What is it with my hair tonight?

      Her grip on the liquor loosened and rolled toward the wall—which meant away from her. Peaches’s face landed right in front of hers, the other woman’s sneer meant only for Tatum.

      “You stupid fucking bitch.” Peaches pulled hard on Tatum’s hair, and she cried out in pain. No doubt the little tart had pulled a good chunk out. Before she could brace herself, Peaches’s palm cracked across her cheek, sending Tatum’s head whipping in the opposite direction. The taste of blood filled her mouth, and flashes of light danced behind her now closed lids.

      “If not for you and the little fucking affair you have with Leo, Slade would have no interest in you.” Peaches yanked Tatum’s head back and growled. “I am his girl, the one who has been by his side this whole time.” Spit flew out of her mouth and sprayed across Tatum’s cheek and neck. “But then your skanky ass had to come around and fuck everything up. Why either of them wants your fat ass is beyond me.”

       Peaches started dragging her back, and it was then Tatum realized she was sick of this shit. She would not be a victim any longer.

      Digging her heels in the ground, she twisted in Peaches’s grip, taking the other woman by surprise. That was the opening Tatum needed. Ripping her head out of her grasp Tatum pulled her own arm back then brought her fist to the side of Peaches’ face. Satisfaction filled her when Peaches screamed in pain and rage.

      “You fucking whore.” She jumped toward Tatum, her fake, acrylic claws outstretched for Tatum’s face.

      Grabbing Peaches’s head, Tatum wrestled with the female until they landed hard on the ground. First, Peaches had the upper hand, but then Tatum was able to roll her onto her back. Fingers curled into Peaches’s hair, Tatum turned her head and spat a mouthful of saliva and blood out.

      “You are going to wish you never worked at The Lion, bitch.” Peaches’s hot-pink wig sat askew on her head, and Tatum could see the mussed strands of her blonde hair peeking out.

      “Why are you doing this?” The throb in Tatum’s head intensified as she spoke. Peaches sneered at her again and struggled to break free. “Bet you’re wishing you weren’t such a skinny thing now, aren’t you?” Tatum really didn’t have time for this shit, but she couldn’t help Leo with this bitch attacking her. The sound of Leo and Slade behind her was loud, and her heart thundered. She had to get to him, had to stop it before things got any worse.

      “Why not?” Those two words were spoken with so much hatred that Tatum knew she couldn’t work through this with Peaches. The woman had some fucked-up sight on what was going down. Whatever Slade promised her was obviously worth more than the lives of others around her.

      Tatum’s inner thoughts cost her as Peaches threw her off and reached behind her back. Tatum wasn’t a fool. The flash of a gun pierced her vision right before she dove for Peaches. “No!” Tatum tackled the woman, but not before the sound of the gun going off splintered through the room. Searing pain lanced her side, but she couldn’t let the pain take control. Wrestling with Peaches for the gun proved harder than she thought with the burning agony in her side. The second shot rang out, and everything seemed to stop.

      The two women looked at each other. Peaches’s eyes were as wide as Tatum’s, and that was when she finally let the pain and darkness take her away.
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      The scent of Tatum’s blood and her cry of pain had the animal inside Leo pushing his human side away. From the time he had entered the club and shifted, he had still been in control. Not any longer. He tore out of Slade’s grasp, his flesh tearing as the other lion’s teeth were wrenched from his body.

      It was because of him that she got hurt. It was because of his irrational thinking, and his need to take Slade out, that his mate lay just feet from him, bleeding. 

      A mighty roar left him, his animal scenting Tatum was injured. It was like taking the backseat in a race, watching everything that happened head-on, but unable to do a damn thing about it. Claws swiped out, blood sprayed the walls, and flesh tore open. His pain and wounds had nothing on the carnage his lion inflicted. 

      Grunts, cries, and roars filled his ears, and he couldn’t tell if they came from Slade or a mixture of his animal taking control. After what only seemed like seconds, Slade’s mangled body lay at Leo’s feet. Taking huge, gulping breaths, he turned to where he scented Tatum. Her body lay crumpled on the ground, the pool of dark blood forming around her. Peaches lay just a few inches away, the hole in her belly gaping. 

      He rushed toward her, his muzzle nudging Tatum’s lifeless body. He could hear the sound of her heart beating—faint but there. The front doors opened again, and he crouched in front of his mate, the low, primal sound coming from deep within him.

      His emotions were a jumbled mess inside him. All he could think about was protecting Tatum, his mate, his female. Hunched low, he braced to take down whoever came close to her. 

      Tryck, Whren, and Rocker stood in the entrance, their eyes taking in the scene. Blood filled the air, and he knew the humans who worked for him smelled it too.

      “Fuck.” Tryck took a step forward, a low whistle coming from him. “Shit just got real.” He threw his hands up when Leo took a slow, deliberate step toward him. “Get control of yourself, boss.” He looked over Leo’s shoulder, his eyes widening fractionally before he looked back at him. “Boss, we need to get your girl looked at or she’ll bleed out, yeah?” 

      And just like that, Leo pushed his animal down and shifted back to his human form. He had been too wild, too primal to realize Tatum would die right in front of him if he didn’t get her help. Blood covered his body as he knelt down in front of her.

      Some of it came from the various wounds on his body, but the majority was hers. Lifting her into his arms, he cradled her frail body and strode forward. It didn’t matter that he was naked. He didn’t give a fuck about anything aside from making sure his girl lived.

      “Get Doc to the club,” he said over his shoulder. Doc, a smarter-than-fuck man who knew about Leo, was someone he could trust with the life of his mate. He didn’t need to tell his men to get the mess cleaned up. They knew the drill, knew that if this shit got out there would be trouble from both sides. 

      Once he got Tatum well and better, he would make sure she knew exactly how much he loved her. He would protect her, not like the shitty job he had done of late. She meant everything to him, and not just because biology told him she was meant to be his.

      He loved everything about her. The way she went toe-to-toe with him without backing down showed the kind of strength she had within. He couldn’t have picked a better mate.

      She would survive. He said it over and over again, not accepting anything less. 

      She. Was. His.

      He took her hand in his, hating that it felt so cold and limp.

      “Come on, baby. Don’t you fucking give up, not now.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            29

          

        

        
          
            [image: ]
            [image: ]
          

        

      

    

    
      Searing pain the likes of which she had never experienced coursed through her, like a strong current intent on taking her down. When she peeled her eyes open, the bright light had her snapping them shut. A low groan left her, and someone grabbed her hand and gave it a tight squeeze.

       Low, deep murmurs came from her right, but they were jumbled. Turning her head in that direction, she opened her eyes again and blinked, trying to get everything in focus. The large, dark shape in front of her was blurry. Tatum inhaled and smelled a rich and spicy scent, and she let out a sob. 

      Everything came rushing back to her. Her fear that Leo would die at Slade’s hand came back like a wound reopening, but as she felt him stroke the top of her hand and whisper things against her temple, she let that soul-crushing fear leave her.

      Leo was okay, alive, and right beside her. Everything would be okay. 

      With that thought, she let herself drift off again.

      The next time she woke, the pain felt more tolerable. Her vision cleared substantially, and as she pushed herself up and looked around, Tatum realized she was in Leo’s underground apartment. Her throat felt raw, and even breathing had her placing a hand on her neck, as if the act would somehow help her. A ticking clock broke up the silence. 

      As she shifted on the massive bed, a cry of pain left her. Clutching her side, she looked down, lifted up her shirt, and saw a white bandage wrapped around her middle. Red started to form on the gauze, and she gritted her teeth from the pain.

      She had been shot. That realization had her remember the struggle with Peaches over the gun. The sound of that second shot had her pulse accelerating. Had Peaches been shot, or did the bullet go elsewhere? Was Peaches okay? Although the woman tried to kill her, Tatum didn’t even want to think if she had inadvertently killed someone. 

      Heavy, quick footsteps pounded down the stairs, and her eyes flew to the door that led up to Leo’s office. It opened, and the man she loved filled the space. He breathed hard, his eyes frantic as he stared at her. She tried to move and go to him, but a cry left her as her side protested at that idea. 

      Leo strode toward her before she even recovered. Wrapping his arms around her, he gently brought her head to his chest. His hands stroked over her back, and his whole body shook. At that moment, as her tears soaked his shirt, she realized her big, strong man cried as well. The words he whispered were fast and jumbled in her hair, but it didn’t matter. They were both alive.

      After several long moments, he pulled away but kept his hands on her back. Red-rimmed eyes stared at her. His emotions were painted clear as day on his face, which only caused her tears to fall harder. His thumbs swept under her cheeks, collecting her tears and bringing them to his mouth.

      “I…” His eyes closed, and he shook his head. That one word sounded pained. When he finally opened his eyes, which seemed to take forever, the blue of his irises seemed to glow with emotion. “I could have lost you, Tatum.” His hands cupped her cheeks, and he rested his forehead against hers. “I could have lost you, baby.” His voice was low and strained. They held each other’s stare, and she couldn’t contain it anymore. Bringing her lips to his, she kissed him with all the love she felt for him. 

      “I love you. I love you.” Their kiss turned desperate, and she spilled the words over and over again, letting Leo know exactly how much he meant to her.

      “God, baby. I love you so much.”

      All the air left the room, left her.

      He loved her. She loved him. And they were both alive. What more could she ask for?

      “How are you feeling?” The concern in his face and expression pulled at her heartstrings. “You’re in pain.” His eyes went up and down her body and stopped on the bandage slowly turning red. “Fuck.” He rushed away from her and into the bathroom. When he returned, he had clean bandages, ointment, and antiseptic. “Lie back.” He gently pushed her back and went about the task of removing the soiled wrap.

      Tatum looked down at the angry wound. It had been stitched up, but when Leo dabbed the antiseptic on it, she winced and tensed. He mumbled an apology, lathered on some ointment, and wrapped her back up.

      “You have to be careful, sweetheart.” The feel of his lips on her forehead had her smiling up at him. “Doc said the bullet made a clean pass through and should heal nicely.”

      “Is…?” Tatum couldn’t even say the words. When she lifted her eyes to his, Tatum could see the confirmation on his face. Peaches was dead because of her. Leo lay down beside her and wrapped his arms around her shoulders. Tatum let the scent of him wash through her as she cried out. She had killed a person.

      “It’s okay, love.” His hands stroked over her hair. “It’s okay. Everything will be okay.”

      “It’s not, Leo.” She cried harder, clutched his shirt, and wished things could be different.

      “Baby.” He lifted her head with a finger under her chin. “You did what you had to do to survive. Peaches would have killed you.” His face hardened, and his eyes flashed. Right then, he looked like the animal he housed inside. “If I could take this away from you, I would in a heartbeat. I don’t want you feeling anything but happiness.” He pulled her head to his chest again. 

      The sound of his heart beating, steady and strong, had her wishing everything could be fine.

      “I’m going to make sure that every day from now on puts a smile on your face.” And she believed him, because if Leo was anything, he was good on his word. “It’ll be hard, I won’t lie, but you have to know you did what you had to, baby. You fought and survived.”

      Tatum knew he spoke the truth, but it didn’t make the pain less real. They lay together until her eyes grew heavy and the only thing she was aware of was Leo Castill—his smell, his warmth, and his very presence. They had each other now, and she hoped it was enough to get them through everything else.
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        Thirteen months later

      

      

      “I’m fat.” Tatum looked at herself in the mirror and grimaced. She wore a sports bra, the only thing that held up her huge breasts lately. Her big, round belly, with the skin stretched tight, looked ready to burst. Kiki chuckled behind her.

      “Girl, you are positively glowing.” Kiki placed both hands on her shoulders, and the large engagement ring caught the light, nearly blinding Tatum.

      In the past year, things had slowed down considerably. Kiki and Beau had worked out their problems, which had really just been Kiki being paranoid. Turns out Beau had been so secretive, because he planned on proposing to her. 

      When she grilled him that night she came home from the club, he had come clean. It hadn’t been the romantic proposal he had been diligently trying to surprise Kiki with, but it had been one that made her best friend happy nonetheless. For weeks, she had to hear the same story over and over again, but watching the way Kiki lit up every time she retold it was worth it in the end.

      “I don’t think I can last much longer.” Tatum ran her hand over her belly. “It looks like my skin is going to tear right open.” Her skin that covered the large mound was shiny from the tautness of it. “Not to mention this.” Tatum turned to the side. Her ass had been big before, but the damn thing had inflated to ridiculous proportions. 

      “Girl, you look hot with your J-Lo booty.” Kiki swatted her ass, and Tatum pushed her away.

      “You can say that, because you don’t have these.” She cupped her breasts, the weight substantial in her hands. “Or this.” She stuck her ass out again.

      “What does Leo think?”

      Tatum snorted and walked over to her bed. She picked up her shirt, pulled it over her head, and smoothed the stretched material over her stomach. “He’s a man, Kiki. He thinks the more, the better.” The stretchy pants she wore were the only thing her big stomach and ass could fit in anymore.

      “You only have a few weeks left and little Charlie will be here.”

      At the mention of her and Leo’s son’s name, Tatum couldn’t help but smile and place a hand on her belly.

      “Listen, I gotta run, big wedding planning and all.” Kiki threw over her shoulder as she headed out. Tatum stood there in front of the mirror, just staring at her reflection.

      After the fiasco with Slade and Peaches, it had taken Tatum a long time to come to grips with her life. She realized that what she had done had saved her life and Leo’s in the end, but the road had been bumpy for her to understand that. She had still killed someone, and that would always stay with her.

      Leo had refused to let her continue to work at the club and instead helped her complete her degree. Now, she did the accounting for the club from home. Maybe she should have put up a bit more of a fight in regards to Leo acting all he-man and refusing to let her work at the club, but in reality, she preferred being at home, especially when little Charlie was born.

      They moved in together three months later, got engaged, and she became pregnant a month after that. Their life had moved quickly, but it was going exactly how she wanted it to go. The diamond on her finger had her smiling. 

      Leo had wanted to get married as soon as she healed from the gunshot wound but settled until they had been together longer. Then she found out she was pregnant, and she wanted to wait until the baby was born so she didn’t have a shotgun wedding. Tatum wanted to plan her wedding, instead of just throwing something together before she showed and couldn’t fit into her wedding dress.  

      After she healed, he had been so paranoid to let her out of his sight. It had taken a lot of reassuring that she didn’t plan on getting shot any time soon and that she still needed her space, but he had backed down, a little. Of course, three months really hadn’t been a long time, but she realized she was sick of going slow in her life. She wanted Leo, and he wanted her. After that, things just flowed. 

      In fact, after everything settled, Sugar had come to her and apologized for the way she treated her. Tatum had been a little taken aback by the sincerity in the other woman’s words and demeanor, but life was too short for her to hold a grudge. The women were far from best friends, but there was definitely respect between them, and that was good enough for Tatum.

      Tatum hadn’t realized Leo was home until he pushed their bedroom door open and leaned against the frame. It hadn’t taken much convincing on her part that she didn’t want to live in his apartment below the club. The very next day, they had gone house hunting.

      “Hey, baby.” His smile spread slowly across his face as he let his eyes linger up and down her body. Even with her being nine-months pregnant, he still had fire starting in her belly. “Did I tell you today that you look beautiful?” He sauntered in the room and moved behind her. Arms wrapped around her stomach, he laid a light kiss on the side of her neck.

      “Yes, but I don’t see how you can think that when it looks like I’m a balloon ready to pop.” He had her turned around and kissed her senseless in the next second. 

      “I love that my son grows inside you. You’re providing for him and making him strong and healthy.” He placed his hand on her belly, and Charlie chose that moment to kick. Leo grinned broadly and beamed like a proud father. 

      “Things are exactly the way they should be.” Backing toward the bed, she giggled when he used his body to push her down. “You look so good that maybe I’ll just keep you pregnant and barefoot.” His grin was playful, and she glowered at him.

      Despite the fact that she wanted to call him a damn liar, Tatum knew he was being honest. He told her daily how much he loved her and how beautiful her body was. Leo lavished her with affection every minute of every day. Living a life that had been filled with only hate and sorrow, it had taken Tatum some getting used to.

      Leo moved over her and kissed her soundly on the mouth. He always had a way of making her forget her horrid past, and for that, she loved him even more. Her life had been filled with everything except happiness, but being here with Leo ensured she would never feel worthless again.

      Her life had been handed a bunch of sour-ass lemons, and now she intended to make some kick-ass fucking lemonade.

      

      
        
        The end.

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            About the Author

          

        

        
          
            [image: ]
            [image: ]
          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Find Jenika at:

      

      

      

      
        
        www.JenikaSnow.com

        Jenika_Snow@yahoo.com

      

      

      
        [image: Facebook icon] Facebook

        [image: Twitter icon] Twitter

        [image: Instagram icon] Instagram

        [image: Amazon icon] Amazon

        [image: BookBub icon] BookBub

        [image: Goodreads icon] Goodreads

      

    

  

cover.jpeg
THE LION

&

THE LAMB

JENIKA SNOW





images/00002.jpeg





images/00001.jpeg





images/00004.jpeg





images/00003.jpeg





images/00006.jpeg





images/00005.jpeg





images/00008.jpeg





images/00007.jpeg





