
        
            
                
            
        

    

    
      THE LYNX AND THE LLAMA

      A FUC ACADEMY STORY

    

    




      
        AMANDA KIMBERLEY

      

    

    
      
        
          [image: EveL Worlds Press]
        

      

    

  


  
    
      Copyright © 2023, Amanda Kimberley

      Cover Art © 2023 Dreams2Media

      

      An EveL Worlds Production : www.worlds.EveLanglais.com

      ALL RIGHTS RESERVED

      This story is a work of fiction and the characters, events and dialogue found within the story are of the author's imagination and are not to be construed as real. Any resemblance to actual events or persons, either living or deceased, is completely coincidental.

      No part of this book may be reproduced or shared in any form or by any means, electronic or mechanical, including but not limited to digital copying, file sharing, audio recording, email and printing without permission in writing from the author.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CONTENTS

          

        

      

    

    
    
      
        Introduction

      

      
        Acknowledgments

      

    

    
      
        Chapter 1

      

      
        Chapter 2

      

      
        Chapter 3

      

      
        Chapter 4

      

      
        Chapter 5

      

      
        Chapter 6

      

      
        Chapter 7

      

      
        Chapter 8

      

      
        Chapter 9

      

      
        Chapter 10

      

      
        Chapter 11

      

      
        Chapter 12

      

      
        Epilogue

      

    

    
      
        Also by Amanda Kimberley

      

      
        About the Author

      

    

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            INTRODUCTION

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        This lynx doesn’t want any drama, but the new llama in town is making her purr.

      

        

      
        First an orphan then a pincushion for a mad scientist, Quinn Taylor is a llama shifter who’s wanted nothing more than to find a place where he belongs. Now, he’s been given the chance to move on from assistant at the Furry United Coalition Newbie Academy to become a true field agent—so long as he doesn’t mess up his first assignment.

      

        

      
        Erika Jean’s life was turned to shambles by her ex, but ever since leaving Paris and working for King Rayan, things have been looking up. The lynx shifter especially looks forward to the annual Shifter Hellenic Island Talks—they’re always full of excitement and also a chance to see her besties.

      

        

      
        But this year, Erika isn’t just in the role of assistant. As the only single lady in the group, she’s asked to go undercover… in a fake relationship. The only problem is this llama is imprinting his way into her heart, and how can she have that if his life is an ocean apart from hers?

      

      

      Does this premise and world seem familiar? That’s because it is based off the Eve Langlais Furry United Coalition. Eve Langlais has invited her author friends to come and play in her world. To find out more,  visit worlds.EveLanglais.com.
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        To all of my readers,

      

        

      
        I’ve written about love since I could hold a pencil to paper and have always written about love in all forms. So, from my first story, which I penned in the fourth grade about a pair of shoes trying to make his “papa maker” proud (he succeeded, btw, and shod some famous feet at an inaugural ball) to now The Lynx and the Llama, happy reading.

      

        

      
        With every story I write you, I pour my heart and soul out onto the pages, but some resonate more with me than others, and it’s because the characters hit too close to home for me.

      

        

      
        I wasn’t an orphan in my life like Quinn was, but I do wholeheartedly know what it’s like to be a person on the outside of life looking in.

      

        

      
        My struggles with being a sandwich caregiver made me feel out of sorts for two decades of my early adult life. I just turned fifty this year, and I’ve lost almost every single member of the family I grew up with.

      

        

      
        While my friends enjoyed Vampire Diaries and True Blood, among other shows I’m just now catching up on, I was in the midst of living a reclusive life. And yet? I spent a great social time with those that I held precious who are no longer with me.

      

        

      
        Fitting in can be a huge struggle for us all, but it’s a fleeting feeling when you compare it to the grand scheme that’s called your entire life. I learned that the hard way, too. So? Truth is? Everyone fits in somewhere at some point in their life. All you have to do is buckle up and enjoy the ride. ;)

      

        

      
        Stay fabulous!

      

        

      
        Amanda
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      “Shit, I can’t be late today,” Quinn said as he rushed to get in line for coffee in the WANC cafeteria. The Working and Administration Networking Core, main building at the Academy, was full of others trying to find some fuel for the day.

      He let out a sigh as he mentally counted how many people were in front of him.

      “Richard will kill me if I’m late with his reports.”

      At the cashier, he purchased two coffees then juggled them while carrying Richard’s laptop and reports, along with his own briefcase and a bag of bagels. It amazed him he made it clear across campus without spilling a drop.

      Once he entered the office, he placed the bag of bagels and the coffee on Richard’s desk. Richard nodded and grunted as his thank-you. Glad Richard had no comments about his lateness, Quinn turned on his heel and headed out the door to the main office area, where his desk was. A stack at least five inches thick of CRAP—Campus Reports Accounting Petty-cash—lay in wait for him to input. As Quinn thumbed through them, he noticed some of them dated back six months ago, which should have been on last year’s budget.

      “What is this crap?” Quinn asked as he turned to face Richard’s open door.

      “I forgot to give you some of the Campus Reports Accounting Petty-cash to file.”

      “No, Richard, I really mean crap, as in stuff you’d describe being on the bottom of your shoe. Richard, we should have filed many of these reports on last year’s tax forms. Why did you wait this long to give this stuff to me?”

      Richard waved a dismissive hand in the air as if that explained the dick move.

      “That’s Dick for you,” Quinn muttered under his breath, though he’d never call the boss that to his face. That was reserved for Richard’s ex, Carol. The former FUC—Furry United Coalition—now turned BS—Bonifide Security—agent had the right above anyone to call Richard a dick to his face. And she was probably the only one who could get away with it.

      “It’s nothing you can’t handle,” Richard called back. “I’ve seen you work on stuff like this all the time.”

      “Just because I’m an excellent assistant doesn’t mean you should take advantage of my talents!” Quinn couldn’t help it. He’d started his day off on a stressed note, and now his llama nature had to let some of it out, no matter how Richard might react. “I’m a FUC, and I have the diploma to prove it. So, for once, I’d like to come in here and have a simple day. You know, like sending out emails, scheduling appointments on your calendar, and typing up whatever needs to be typed. I shouldn’t have to sift through a mountain of CRAP to figure out where we can balance the budget over two years! I’m your assistant, not your accountant!”

      “Yes, you are an assistant and a damned good one. You’ll find a way to make it work. You always do.” Richard, also a llama shifter, had a better handle on his temper, but Quinn knew not to push it.

      A sigh almost escaped his lips in front of Richard, but he knew better. Richard would just say something stupid again. And then Quinn would shrug it off, like he always did, as he worked on the reports and filed them. It was almost like a dance they did daily. Richard would make that stupid motion with his arm, and Quinn would shrug a shoulder as if he didn’t care. Because why should he? It wasn’t like Richard was capable of human empathy or anything. Nope.

      Quinn sat down to glare at the stack of CRAP on his desk. Every day it was getting harder and harder to care about his job. Pushing papers wasn’t what he wanted to do, but what other options were there for him? Despite finishing training at the Furry United Newbie Academy—FUCN’A for short—he’d not been able to obtain an apprenticeship in a field office. For some reason, the higher-ups thought he would do better working under Richard, as though the senior llama shifter might be some kind of mentor to Quinn.

      But seriously, though? Who was he kidding? No one here thought of him as a real candidate for fieldwork. He was just an orphan and a botched shifter experiment. Well, if he was honest, he was more like a pincushion and not a science project. Nothing Zagan had done to him seemed to work. Quinn had never become anything more than a llama shifter. He wasn’t a hybrid, like Zagan, who was a bull-griffon. Somehow, that fact made Quinn feel even worse—if that was possible.

      He winced at the thought. He’d been far from a people-pleaser by any stretch of the imagination, and he certainly hadn’t wanted to be friends with Zagan. But Quinn had to admit he missed being surrounded by people who enjoyed his company. He hadn’t had that in so long.

      Everyone, even Zagan back then, piled a ton of crap on him, not that Quinn wanted that kind of attention at eighteen, but this was different. Back then, he’d fit in. He’d felt appreciated. Special. It had been everything he’d longed for, having his boss like him and make him feel like he belonged somewhere for the first time in his adult life.

      After Quinn’s parents died in a car crash when he was seventeen, he became a product of the foster care system. The homes seemed more like revolving doors than places to hang his hat. It made him learn it was best to mostly keep to himself and expect little from people. Quinn had been much older than most of the foster kids, and after turning eighteen, he was an adult with bills. So, yeah, there was that. And sadly, being eighteen with no real ties, he’d been an easy target for Zagan.

      Quinn had to remind himself that the years with Zagan weren’t so rosy. No, while Zagan had him brainwashed into thinking he was special and appreciated, he was really setting Quinn up. The five years in the lab that followed had been hell, and once Quinn had been rescued, he made himself a promise. He would never get close to anyone again—friend or otherwise.

      But lately, it was the otherwise that concerned him.

      He began sifting through the files on his desk, grumbling to himself. Why hadn’t the top folks of FUC allowed him an agent position? If they had, he wouldn’t be stuck at his desk, day in and day out with too much time on his hands. Sure, the paperwork kept him busy, but it was so repetitive and mundane that his mind often wandered onto topics such as this.

      Relationships.

      It was one thing not to be friends with the people he worked with. In fact, some people swore it made life more complicated if you did. Even so, he yearned for some folks he could go to the pub with and share some after-work drinks.

      More than that, though? He wanted someone to share his life. Someone he could confide in and trust. That would be heaven, especially now that he’d been through and graduated from the FUCN’A cadet program and was turning twenty-four in his human years—or at least that’s what he figured. When FUC found him, he remembered only bits and fragmented pieces of his former life. His parents’ names were a blur, even though he knew they had died. His birthday was unbeknownst to him, as well as his birth surname. That was one of the things he wished for the life of him that he could remember. He wanted to carry on his parents’ legacy. And what better way to do that than to have children bearing his surname? Instead, the FUC gave him the common surname: Taylor.

      Quinn longed for a mate, for family, but that just didn’t happen for someone like him. Nor would becoming a FUC agent. Which was why he’d decided he was better off keeping to himself and setting some new goals that extended well beyond the campus walls of FUCN’A. Farther than the borders of Canada, even.

      He’d decided to join BS and head to the SHIT in Greece. The Shifter Hellenic Island Talks.

      Carol, Richard’s ex, had suggested it to him. Sure, Quinn realized that Carol was likely just trying to give Richard a hard time by poaching his assistant, but he couldn’t help but feel proud that Carol had asked him personally.

      His last hurdle was his interview with Stan, which was scheduled during his lunch break that very morning. Sure, it would have been nice if Dick had given him time to meet with Stan during the actual workday, but his boss didn’t believe in a work-life balance. And that was probably why Quinn could only take his lunch at ten thirty in the freaking morning! God forbid he took it at a standard time because, nope! Richard needed his nap, or the guy would be a cranky llama.

      When finally the time arrived, Quinn ordered his favorite, MMM—Maude’s Meatless Meals—to go. He rounded his shoulders a bit while in the pickup line and silently cheered when he saw that today featured Maude’s famous meatballs. Yum!

      He paid and darted across the building as fast as his feet could carry him. Thankfully, Stan was just down the hall from Richard. This way, Quinn wouldn’t be late getting back to his desk and the mountain of paperwork that awaited him—because, of course, he’d barely made a dent in the CRAP so far that morning. He’d only tackled a little over a quarter of it before lunch.

      But if the interview went right, he might just be able to tell Dick what to do with all that CRAP…

      Thank God!
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      Stan peered at the clock on his desktop. It read 10:20 a.m. Quinn would be in his office soon.

      Stan stretched his arms over his head and pushed his seat a little away from his desk. Quinn was a great kid who’d tugged at Stan’s heartstrings on more than one occasion after Stan had been part of the team who’d recused the boy from one of Zagan’s labs.

      The kid had worked his butt off from the moment he’d been accepted into the cadet program. He’d proven himself more than capable of becoming an agent, completing his program at the top of his class.

      But the FUCN’A director, Alyce Cooper, had insisted that he not be sent off to a field office. Stan had to agree. While Stan had felt responsible for the kid since he’d been part of the rescue team, Alyce had because she was a llama shifter, like Quinn.

      “Our type can be great workers, but the boy is young,” Alyce had said. “If we allow him to bury himself in fieldwork now, he’ll never stop and develop the other parts of his life.”

      Stan had agreed. A little time doing desk work was just what the boy needed to realize he wanted more out of life than work, to realize he needed to come out of his shell and—God willing—make friends. Form relationships.

      If only there had been another llama, someone other than Richard, for Quinn to have for a mentor. Alyce certainly couldn’t kick out her own assistant, Eliza, so that left Quinn with Richard—who had regular turnover with assistants. Despite being one of the biggest WANC dicks Stan knew, there was more to Richard than he let on.

      Too bad Richard hadn’t revealed that side of himself while he was supposed to be mentoring Quinn. Ever since his relationship with Carol had gone badly, Richard seemed just too far-gone. Unable to connect with anyone. In some ways, Stan had wondered if Alyce’s plan was meant not just to help Quinn but to help Richard as well, that the two grumpy llamas could help each other to come around. Too bad it seemed to have failed.

      Richard was good at his job, and Quinn had proven to be a hard-working assistant, growing ever more competent under Richard’s—however rough—tutelage. The kid was strong and could handle anything thrown his way, but Stan saw that Quinn was becoming even more isolated working for the complete dick.

      Part of Quinn’s closed-off behavior had to do with being a rescued experiment, but the other part had to do with being a foster kid. He was a product of two systems that were very good at making folks feel as though they didn’t matter. That they were expendable.

      For his part, Stan had tried his best to help Quinn feel like someone cared, but Stan knew better than anyone that the best thing for making someone feel like they belong was a peer group. Even better, a mate.

      Stan let out a breath and rolled his eyes. He couldn’t believe he was doing this again. He raked a hand over his face and sighed. Would it happen again? How many times now had he gotten involved in a young person’s life and led them straight to their mate? He didn’t know why it happened, but he could no longer deny that it was a thing.

      At least this time, he knew it was needed. Alyce had agreed with him.

      “That damn Dick is letting our poor little llama boy shrivel up,” Alyce had said, sounding more maternal than Stan had ever heard her. “If you think this mission is going to lead Quinn to his mate, then I say send him.”

      “That’s not what I said!” Stan tried to object. “I said I have a good feeling that young Agent Taylor will thrive in this engagement.”

      Alyce had given him a knowing grin and patted him on the shoulder. She sent him the authorization forms that afternoon.

      Stan’s interview with Quinn that morning was just a formality. He’d already recommended Quinn to train with Bonafide Security when the Shifter Hellenic Island Talks happened, and he’d already confirmed that King Rayan’s assistant, Erika Jean, was available to team up with Quinn for this specific mission.

      Because part of the assignment was for Quinn to have a fake girlfriend, and that girlfriend was going to be Erika. At least, that was what Carol suggested to him anyway when Stan gave her a call about the kid.

      He groaned, thinking about the teasing that would come his way if Quinn and Erika ended up being another match for Stan’s scorecard. Sure, Stan was a bear shifter, but did they really need to compare his matchmaking skills to characters first used on American Greetings Cards some forty-two years ago? Stan the TLC—Tenderhearted Loving Caringbear.

      He supposed he should be happy they compared him to the light brown bear rather than the pink bear, who apparently liked to be cheerful. Stan let out a growl. He was far from that, for sure. Especially if he was sleep deprived.

      A knock at the door interrupted his thoughts.

      “Hey, Stan!” Quinn entered his office with a hopeful grin. “They had meatless meatballs today, so I got some takeout for us both.”

      “Thanks, kid.” Stan gave Quinn a half-smile as he clasped the yumminess. “I’m astounded that Richard made you do this interview during your lunch hour.”

      “Well, you know him—he says work hours are for work,” Quinn replied with a shrug.

      “Does the dick really think he can prevent you from moving on?” Stan cupped his mouth and then released his hand. “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to call your boss that. It’s just that I got so used to Carol calling him that for so long.”

      “Yeah, I get it.” Quinn actually laughed. “Sometimes I want to call him Dick to his face, too, but the guy is so dense. He’d think I was referring to a Data Imagery and Communication Collector. And I just don’t have the energy for that these days. The guy barks orders to me without even looking up from his computer screen.”

      “I’m sorry, Quinn. You don’t deserve that.”

      Quinn shrugged a shoulder. It was a classic move for the kid, and Stan saw it as a sign to change the subject.

      “So, let’s talk about Bonafide Security. You think you’re ready for the BS?”

      Quinn nodded as he shoved an enormous meatball into his mouth. His left cheek grew round for a moment as he chomped on the thing, working his lower jaw as was a trait of most llama shifters. Quinn swallowed the massive morsel before he continued the conversation.

      “Well, I have questions. First, when would this assignment start? We both are well aware that Richard needs a babysitter, so I’d have to train my replacement if—”

      Stan raised his hand before Quinn finished his sentence. There was no way he would allow Quinn to shoot himself in the proverbial foot. The boy had to grow, and the only way to do that was to get out of Richard’s office and out on assignment. Quinn had wanted to make a difference ever since Stan rescued him, and there was no chance in hell he’d let Quinn give up his dream. Plus? A fresh start on the Greek Islands might do Quinn some good. Stan saw the glimpses of sadness in Quinn’s almond-shaped eyes. And he knew it was because the memories of being held captive here in British Columbia were still raw. No, Quinn needed this fresh start like he needed his right hand.

      “First off, you should know that this interview is a formality. I’m not sure if I was clear about that. You already have the assignment. Second, Richard is a big old drama-llama. The man should be capable of taking care of himself. Even so, his position here at FUCN’A includes having an assistant, and because I know you have a deep sense of loyalty and responsibility and won’t want to leave him in the lurch, I’ve already taken the step of lining up a replacement. One of my recent cadet graduates, Amira. She’s quite the little lamb, but that girl’s also a firecracker and can put Dick—I mean Richard—in his place.”

      “Are you sure?” Quinn scratched his head.

      “Yeah, Amira’s a great candidate, and she’s already trained in all the admin tasks. Plus, she just turned thirty, which is Richard’s age, meaning she’s more at his peer level so he might not try to walk over her as much.”

      “Won’t she tire of the BS?”

      “She didn’t inquire about wanting to work in Bonified Security.” Stan furrowed his brows. “What have you heard?”

      “No, Stan. I meant BS, as in actual bullshit.”

      “Oh! Yeah, no.” Stan laughed. “She’ll be good. I’m sure of it. Now, we’ve got to get all the paperwork signed and filed. You’ll be working with Erika Jean, King Rayan’s assistant. She’ll schedule your flight to Greece, and she’ll meet you when you touch down.”

      “Erika Jean?” Quinn asked. “I thought I’d be training under Carol.”

      “I’d have Carol meet you herself, but she’s busy with the prelims for the SHIT to take place. Once you are there, Carol will be your go-to trainer, but Erika is who you’ll primarily be working with.”

      Quinn’s eyes widened with each word Stan spoke.

      “I didn’t think I already had an in with BS. Thank you, Stan. This means everything to me.” Quinn stood up and extended his hand. Stan clasped it and gave the boy a firm shake.

      “You deserve this opportunity, Quinn. I’ll make Richard aware that I’m putting you on an assignment. It’ll sound better coming from me. Then, keep an eye on your email. If I know Erika as I think I do, she’ll schedule the flight for first thing in the morning.”

      “Will do! Thanks, Stan.”

      Stan watched Quinn leave his office, a warmth in his heart knowing the young agent was about to embark on the next chapter in his life.

      What Stan didn’t know? If his matchmaking record would still stand or if this would be the first miscalculation of his unofficial cupid career.

      Good luck, kid.
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      Erika bit the tip of her pen cap as she tried to decipher what her boss, King Rayan, had stuck in his itinerary calendar for the next day. She shook her head.

      How did the man manage to triple-book himself for lunch?

      The man had become more and more unbearable now that he was planning a wedding. Sure, Erika was ecstatic that Carol, one of her now closest friends, would stay on the islands more permanently because she was marrying King Rayan. But did that excitement have to come with her boss’s brain turning to mush?

      She let a sigh escape her lips as she palmed the phone to dial numbers to reschedule his lunch meetings for tomorrow. But the phone rang just as she was about to lift the receiver.

      “Good evening, King Rayan’s office. This is his assistant, Erika Jean. How may I assist you?”

      “Oh, Erika! I forgot the time difference. I’m so sorry! It must be nearly nine p.m. there. What are you still doing in the office?”

      Erika tried to stifle a yawn. Her eyes, though at half-mast, lifted along with her lips into a smile when she heard the familiar voice on the other end of the phone. “Hey, Stan! Good to hear from you. I’m just fixing Ray’s–I mean King Rayan’s—calendar for tomorrow. It’s still so hard to address him as the king when I’ve been working for a prince for the past five years.”

      “Tell me about it! Listen? I hate to be the one telling you this, but they have finally approved the paperwork for Quinn to join the Bonafide Security team and undergo training with Carol. I know you wanted me to tell you the minute they approved it, but it’s so late there.”

      Erika loved Stan to death. In fact, he was the main reason Erika got to see Carol so much. Ray was the delegate of Sambaina, Madagascar, and often traveled to the islands to advocate for shifters’ rights. Stan was the one who gave Carol the BS assignment last year, and Erika couldn’t be more grateful.

      She often got to see Treasure, her other bestie, for the same reason. Her husband, Mateo, ruled in another territory of Madagascar. The Shifter Hellenic Island Talks were starting again soon, and they had all been scheduled to meet in the hub island of Skyros to plan security details for the event. Sure, this year, the SHIT would be on Santorini, but they had to plan the details ahead of time.

      Zagan may not have shown his ugly mug since last year, but they weren’t taking any chances with the bull-griffon shifter. That man was pure dark magic. He seemed to possess ultra-healing powers and rose better from a nearly dead position than anything natural. The whole proverbial Scooby Gang—meaning Carol, Ray, Treasure, Teo, Harriet, and Lear—had to put their heads together to nab Zagan once and for all! And if it meant they’d get a newbie recruit, all the better. Erika was practically smiling into the phone with her voice. She’d have yet another gal pal, so there was no way she would say no to Stan’s request. The quicker Quinn got here, the quicker she’d be able to meet the new recruit.

      “Am I not Ray’s personal best? I have my way of planning a trip to British Columbia and back here. In fact, I have all the preliminaries prepared. I figured someone would approve the paperwork soon.”

      “You are just as awesome as Quinn! Richard will be sad to replace such an awesome PA, but Quinn is too good not to be on assignment. I’ll email all the paperwork you need after we hang up, Erika. See you once the SHIT is in full swing.”

      “Sounds like a plan, Stan!”

      She quickly hung up, giddy at the idea of seeing everyone again soon and adding another girlfriend to the growing list of their group. She probably shouldn’t presume they’d get along, but Erika couldn’t help it. This past year was such a change from her former lonely self. Erika spent most of her nights alone binge-watching Netflix when she started working for the then Prince Ray. She’d had no one to chill with, though, because of her drama-filled past. Moving to Greece proved to be a fresh start from her former life in Paris.

      The more distance there was between her and Jean Claude, the better. The guy was a dog—and since he was a Siberian Husky shifter, there’s a definite double meaning there. A lynx like her should have known better. When she caught him cheating on her with her supposed best friend, Erika lost it. Like more-than-a-hissy-fit lost it. She went full-on cat-fight mode. Which led to said bestie getting Erika fired because her dad was Erika’s boss. UGH! Talk about drama!

      When Ray needed a PA who specialized in the press, she applied and thanked the Greek gods that he’d hired her because, after that, she didn’t look back. She was glad the drama didn’t follow her to the Greek Islands, but she’d often wondered if King Rayan knew about the soap opera she’d left behind in Paris. She had her suspicions because getting the job had seemed too easy, somehow. He’d seemed too eager to hire her. Sure, they chatted via Skype for her interview, but the talk sounded more like he’d already decided about her. It seemed short. Shorter than any interview she’d had in her natural shifter life.

      Plus, with Ray’s connections, she assumed he’d have a background check done on her, and for all she knew, he probably had and found out all the nasty things her supposed bestie did to her. But what Erika couldn’t figure out? Why Prince—now King—Rayan would have been so eager to hire her.

      Back in Paris, she’d been blackballed, so she couldn’t get a job elsewhere. Her ex-bestie sure knew how to hit below the belt—and for what? It wasn’t like Jean Claude was a sex god! Erika had more personal contact with her vibrator than that man. Many nights she’d found herself taking care of her own business because he was too into his own needs to care about hers.

      That should have been her first red flag that things were off, especially since that all started when she agreed to let him move in with her. It was like his personality changed overnight with her. They stopped going out altogether. Well? Scratch that. He went out but expected Erika to stay home and do all the cooking and cleaning. The alpha male also started complaining about her work attire. Who in their right mind thought a business suit showed too much leg? They had it out before she left for work, and she caught him with her ex-bestie when she returned home. And to hit even further below the belt, he kicked her out of her own condo using some little-known co-habitation regulation that ensured she couldn’t evict him! Her choice was to stay there with him—since she legally couldn’t get rid of him—or leave.

      Erika let out a sigh and pushed the past away, focusing instead on the flight plan. There was no need to make a trip down her dippy lane from her past. She’d moved on and found some real friends. Friends that had her back and made her feel less lonely in the world–at least most of the time, anyway. And if things went well, she’d add Quinn to that mix. She didn’t need a man in her life. Not one with alpha tendencies who stopped at nothing to impress, only to break your heart once the chase is over. No, thank you.

      Erika certainly didn’t need that.

      Within an hour, she emailed Stan and carbon-copied Quinn with the itinerary. She closed her laptop, turned off the light at her desk, and headed home.

      Tonight might be about binge-watching shows alone, but soon it will be the SHIT, with lots of fun girls' nights while we set traps for the bad guy!
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      Quinn pulled up the email Erika had just sent and was poring over it when Richard came into sight.

      “Why is Stan informing me I need to replace you? And it’s effective immediately?”

      “I signed up to become a BS agent and train with Carol on the Greek Islands. According to the itinerary just sent to me, I leave around six a.m. tomorrow. Once there, I’ll travel between the islands for various training so I’m ready for the SHIT.” Perhaps it was his excitement over the mission that caused him to provide Richard with so many details, but whatever the reason, Richard didn’t seem to care.

      “But what am I going to do?” he whined, thinking only of himself, as usual. “You’re the best! I need you. You know I can’t handle the paperwork all by my lonesome. Plus, I get cranky without my scheduled naps. I wouldn’t want to bite anyone’s head off.”

      “And that is why Stan is sending someone named Amira to take my place.”

      “But you have to train her!” Richard’s eyes grew stormy and wide as he spat out each word. “She needs to be exactly like you! You’ve got to be the best FUCN’A has ever offered. So you can’t leave until she’s as good of a FUC as you are!”

      “Don’t be so dramatic, Richard!” A voice in the doorway had both Richard and Quinn turning to look at Stan.

      “What are you doing here?” Richard pivoted on his heel and marched across the room to come face-to-face with the other man.

      “The boy is doing exceedingly well.” Stan shrugged, seemingly unbothered by Richard’s fury. “You can’t keep him from moving on just because you’ll flounder without him.”

      Richard gave him an incredulous look. “Why are you talking about flounder? Now you’ve made me hungry! I’ll have to stop by the market before I get home. You are making me crave some sushi, of all things, and I’m a vegan!”

      “Good god, Richard! You’re laying on the drama thicker than the honey I ate for breakfast this morning! Did you get up on the wrong side of the bed?” Stan took a step back from Richard. Quinn knew from experience the dude could spit out his words when he was really mad. Richard gave new meaning to the “say it, don’t spray it” line, for sure.

      “This llama was especially given to me to mentor!” Richard objected with words that made little sense to Quinn. Richard, his mentor? Weren’t mentors supposed to nurture those under them? All Richard had done was throw more and more work on Quinn.

      “And now he’s been given a new job opportunity,” Stan replied. “I knew you’d try to get in the way, and I came to make sure you didn’t. All the paperwork has the T’s crossed and the I’s dotted. You can’t try to stifle this opportunity as you tried with Carol five and a half years ago, Richard, because I won’t let you.”

      “Hey! I was only looking out for her! Since her parents passed and all, someone had to. Don’t forget that! And I did it to keep her safe! That’s what I’m trying to do here, for Quinn. Big surprise, another orphan I’ve tried to keep and protect decides I’m not good enough and wants to leave!”

      “Richard…” Stan shook his head, and Quinn swore he saw something like sympathy in Stan’s eyes. But why? Was Stan really buying Richard’s load of lies?

      Richard cleared his throat, breaking eye contact with Stan. “Quinn is fantastic at being my assistant. He needs to stay here and prove himself further.”

      Stan crossed his arms and planted his feet firmly in place. “Are you even listening to yourself right now? You sound worse than any drama-llama I’ve known! And I can think of at least one other in this Academy who is pretty bad. Heck—Quinn is a llama, and he’s never been this over the top. Especially not like you are right now. Richard, the boy has a right to move on.”

      Richard’s eyes widened into saucers, and Quinn had never witnessed such a sight. It felt good to watch his boss being put in his place, whether Quinn had something directly to do with it or not.

      “But you said it yourself. Quinn’s just a boy. He needs more time to be nurtured before we feed him to the proverbial wolves. Or, in this case—Zagan! Quinn was that madman’s pin cushion for far too long. Can’t I want to keep him safe for a little longer?”

      Heat rushed from Quinn’s gut and shot straight to his cheeks like a bottle rocket. It didn’t sit right with him that two men stood there in front of him discussing his life. Not only that, but how dare Richard speak like he actually cared about Quinn? No, Quinn had heard words like that before—from Zagan. And he wouldn’t be fooled by them again. No one—No. One!—was going to tell Quinn how to live his life. Especially not his dick of a boss.

      “Not one person gets to tell me what I can or can’t do!” Quinn stood from his desk and spat the words as if venom were coming out of his mouth. Yeah, he was a llama, and they got testy if provoked, but what Richard had just done? He didn’t just poke the hornet’s nest—he tried for a home run with a baseball bat, and that would not happen. Not on Quinn’s watch. Nope! “I have been taking care of myself since the age of seventeen and ever since Stan’s team rescued me from Zagan, I’ve wanted to collar the bastard myself! Training as BS gets me one step closer to my goal! You will not deny me that right, Richard. Stop being a dick!”

      He almost wanted to take back his last sentence. Almost. But his boss—no, make that ex-boss—had crossed a line, and Quinn wasn’t taking it all that well.

      Richard’s eyes widened to saucers again.

      “I’m sorry!” Richard said, shocking Quinn with the words—shocking him even more with the way his face softened into something that looked like actual chagrin. “I didn’t mean it like that. It’s just I want nothing bad to happen to you, Quinn. I feel you are my responsibility sometimes.”

      There was something in his tone that almost made Quinn believe him. Almost. But he had to remember who he was dealing with. Richard was not a good guy. Good at his job, yes—which was the only reason Quinn could find for why FUCN’A kept him on—but a good person? No. He cheated on Carol, treating her poorly while they were together and afterward, from what Quinn had been told. Richard had gone through a revolving door of assistants who couldn’t stand to work with him, proving he was a bad boss. And he’d certainly not shown any genuine care for Quinn at any point while they’d worked together.

      “Well, you’re not my keeper,” Quinn said, crossing his arms and planting his feet more firmly into the floor. “I mean I can appreciate the fact that both you and Stan have been surrogate father-figures to me in some ways since rescuing me from Zagan’s lab. But I lost my parents a long time ago. I don’t need someone to protect me. I’m old enough to protect myself. This is not up for discussion. I am going.”

      Yeah, what he said about the men was only a half-truth. Quinn indeed looked up to Stan and considered him a father-figure in his life. But he didn’t feel the same way about Richard. The guy was an impossible PITA—Pain In The Ass—to be around. If anything, Quinn could only liken Richard to a very distant uncle.

      “Exactly. This isn’t up for discussion,” Stan added, looking at Richard. “So you can either let him go on good terms, or you can do what you’re known for—act like a Dick about it.”

      Seeming to choose the later, Richard stormed off into his office, slamming the door for emphasis.

      “Don’t let him get to you,” Stan said, looking back at Quinn. “Here’s a folder for you to peruse. It has tactics that Bonafide Security has used in the past for the Shifter Hellenic Island Talks. This is the first year the talks will be in Santorini, so some of this might not work on that island. It is a bit more touristy than the previous islands. But there’s been talk resurfacing that Santorini is the original lost city of Atlantis. Lear has witnessed sea turtle shifters unfamiliar to him on the island and wants to see if they may be Atlantean shifters or part of Zagan’s gang. Many of them have been combing Ancient Akrotiri, which worries Lear because some of his people have gone missing. It’s all there in the report.”

      “Thanks, Stan. This will be great reading material for the long flight.”

      “Now, how about you head on home and pack? You’ll be there for less than a week, and you don’t have much time between now and six a.m. to pack your street clothes. Carol will have your standard-issued security uniforms, complete with combat boots, when you get there. Still, you will also have to pack things to blend in. A lot of your BS sweeps will be done in your civies.”

      “Will do, boss. I’ll pack enough, then.”

      Quinn gave Stan a smile and then looked thoughtfully toward Richard’s door. In all this time he’d thought Richard just a dick, had there really been a part of him that had cared?

      Quinn might never know, but he certainly wasn’t sticking around to find out.
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      The next morning Quinn woke up before his alarm, excited to start his next adventure in life. He quickly showered and gathered the suitcases he’d left by the door the night before. He took one last glance around his room and then headed out, not looking back again.

      He was determined to make the most out of the next several days, no matter what they might bring him. A pang squeezed his heart as he thought about his parents. While he’d never recovered all his memories—including his last name—he had remembered that he’d always wanted to make them proud. He hoped to live up to that legacy as a trained Bonafide Security agent.

      “Can I get you anything to eat or drink, Mr. Taylor?”

      The flight attendant broke his thoughts with the question he wasn’t actually prepared to answer.

      “Some crackers and whatever beer you’ve got—high test, of course.” Quinn gave her a smile, and she headed to the back of the plane to get him his specially formulated alcoholic beverage. Because of his shifter side, he wouldn’t get buzzed off of human liquor, but with the shifter stuff, which was definitely a high-test concoction, he could. Not that Quinn wanted to get drunk, of course! He’d be on duty in a little over a day from now, so he didn’t want to get crazy—just one drink to celebrate his new venture and to help him relax during the long flight. He wasn’t exactly fond of flying—llamas liked to keep their cloven hoofs firmly on solid ground—so anything that would take the edge off was something he’d welcome.

      The attendant returned shortly, and once he had his refreshments, Quinn opened the file for his briefing with Carol tomorrow. He started by reading the brief mission overview:

      Zagan worked for a group connected to illegal experiment labs FUC raided in British Columbia. A project himself, he’s now a hybrid bull shifter with griffin wings.

      Zagan was first drawn out into public when King Gregor and Prince Lear Andino visited FUCN’A. Enticed by their royal blood, he kidnapped King Gregor, using a shift-inhibiting potion. A team led by FUC agent Harriet Hopper and Prince Lear rescued King Gregor. While Zagan was apprehended, he managed to escape and go back into hiding.

      Over the next year, leatherback turtles began to go missing around Skyros and were later discovered in labs. This was attributed to Zagan. While the annual SHIT was approaching, Zagan attacked King Ambrose, Princess Treasure Garner’s father, right before the SHIT opening ceremony. King Mateo Abara battled him, and Zagan fell into the ocean, thought to be deceased.

      Zagan surfaced again the next year, kidnapping King Serge Michel of Madagascar before the annual SHIT. When his son, Prince Rayan, along with BS agent Carol Smith rescued King Serge, Zagan managed to escape via motorboat.

      Many resources have been used to ascertain Zagan’s location, but no sightings have been confirmed. It is agreed that the most likely reason for him to resurface would be the temptation of royal blood again. Therefore, the royals previously involved in interactions with him will continue to involve themselves in the case.

      Bait. The royals would use themselves as bait. Quinn shook his head. That took a lot of bravery, but he couldn’t say he wouldn’t do the same.

      He shuffled through the papers, finding information on this year’s mission. He found his itinerary and then a few descriptions of locations. Next were profiles of the others he’d be working with.

      That’s when he noticed her. Erika Jean.

      The photo on her personnel file showed a gorgeous woman with black horned-rimmed glasses and pulled-back dark hair in a bun. A typical librarian look—and utterly Quinn’s type. Intelligent, sexy, a woman who could give him a run for his money if they ever debated one another. To Quinn, the banter was everything with dating a woman. Not that he was thinking about dating—’Cause, hey! He shouldn’t. Not when this was his first-ever BS assignment. He didn’t want to do anything to screw this opportunity up. Especially because Stan put himself out there to get Quinn this assignment. Of course, if Quinn didn’t bring his A-game to the assignment, he’d be back inputting CRAP for the rest of his natural life for Richard.

      Quinn brushed his index finger over the picture of Erika, wanting to memorize every part of her face. A perfect button nose, high cheekbones, thick, pouty lips. She was everything he’d always pictured his true mate to be. He let out a breath he didn’t realize he was holding in, and suddenly his mouth became bone dry.

      This wasn’t like him. Sure, he’d been thinking more and more lately about how he wanted to find his mate, but he wouldn’t call himself desperate. Especially not desperate enough to feel this strongly about a photo of a woman. How could a woman he’d never met before have such a hold over him? It was impossible. Totally impossible. Especially since he didn’t believe in love at first sight. Why would he? It wasn’t like anyone gave him an opportunity to fit in, be a friend, or, dare he say, wanted to date him.

      Still? He stared into those eyes that seemed clearer, more profound, than the Aegean Sea. He couldn’t help but seek calm and clarity from the depths of those undeniably gorgeous pools staring back at him. She was simply stunning. He’d never seen a woman more beautiful in all the years of his life.

      He forced himself to turn to the next page and continue to look over the file, but he kept finding himself turning back to the page with Erika’s photo. Kept looking at Erika’s beautiful, welcoming smile, wondering if he’d get the chance to grab lunch with her. He wanted to know if her lips were as luscious as they looked.

      Shit!

      And he wasn’t talking about the talks. Nope! He was chastising himself for becoming sidetracked, thinking about kissing Erika. He needed to slow his roll, dial back his lust, and figure out how to get his dick under control.

      And on a serious side note? How did that thing come to life? He hadn’t had a hard-on for any girl since high school, since before his parents died. After he lost them, he didn’t see a point in being attracted to anyone. He focused on his survival, finding food and shelter, neglecting any other thoughts. Sure, he had a few fosters he thought might be his actual stand-ins for parents, but there was always something that didn’t make that possible.

      He remembered one couple he really wanted to be adopted by. It was the first one they had placed him with. They seemed like loving and caring people at first. But then they wanted to go on vacation with only their own child, so back to the foster care system he went. After that experience, he didn’t really think he would get placed. They only looked at him when some rich woman sought a charity case for a stint.

      So he had no time for falling in lust with someone. They didn’t need his closed-off self. He had no time for dating now, not just any level but a level on steroids! He was starting a whole new life, so why screw it up by being attracted to someone who was too gorgeous to be involved with someone like him? And even if she was single, he just shouldn’t go there because, with his lack of social skills, why bother?

      If he was honest with himself, that probably hurt him the most about himself and his past. His lack of social skills was the absolute worst. It was downright embarrassing that he wasn’t a popular llama. It was in a llama’s DNA to be social, but he always seemed to be the wallflower. The one always on the outside looking in. He thought about Richard’s comment about being his mentor—how laughable. If there was one llama Quinn shouldn’t take after, it was Richard. That guy certainly wasn’t sociable or popular by any means.

      Am I just like Richard? Quinn wondered, the idea horrifying him. Sure, if he was being honest, he’d been called a drama-llama before, just as Richard was. He’d never really thought of himself that way, but then again, Quinn did have a temper, so perhaps he was a drama-llama?

      Sure, Quinn got grumpy if provoked—every llama did. That was part of the reason they had to move him from one foster home to another, because of his aggressive behavior. After a while, Quinn got used to being over dramatic and even used it as a sort of coping mechanism.

      Which, sadly, he probably shouldn’t have. All of his psych classes made him more than realize he was always self-sabotaging. In fact, it surprised him that Richard said nothing when Quinn called him a dick. Any other boss probably would have fired him for saying something like that.

      Quinn rubbed an index finger over Erika’s photo as thoughts of meeting her swam to the surface of his mind yet again. He sure hoped he could get his self-sabotaging behavior under control when he met such a gorgeous woman.

      Quinn’s eyes felt heavy, and he tucked the file folder containing Erika’s picture under his arm as he allowed sleep to overtake him.
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      Just another half an hour!

      Erika was bouncing in her seat at the airport, waiting for Quinn to show. It had been such a long few years with all the problems, like Zagan trying to kidnap her boss. Sure, she had some fun stuff happen, like meeting Carol, Harriet, and Treasure, but with the next Shifter Hellenic Island Talks coming up—and the girls taking on more BS responsibility—Erika wasn’t sure just how much she’d be able to see her crew. Since Quinn was the new one, that meant that they wouldn’t be laying on much of the BS details with Quinn. Erika would have time to get to know the newbie before the rest of them, which excited her.

      Erika smiled at the thought. She wasn’t inept socially, but it took her lynx side a bit longer to open up with someone new. Having time with Quinn, who apparently was assigned to be another assistant to King Rayan as an undercover Bonafide Security Agent, Erika would have ample time to become acquainted with her new co-worker before they ultimately all hung out for drinks.

      She loved her crew, but it had taken her about three months to get used to being around Carol, Harriet, and Treasure. They were so tight-knit—and, of course, they were because the three of them were married to or were marrying kings. Erika wasn’t royalty. She was just a personal secretary to a king, forever hovering on the outside of that world and never quite fitting in. They’d always been gracious and never once made Erika feel like there was a tax bracket or twenty between them. Still, Erika always became a little uncomfortable fitting in because, to her, it was like she was an alien from another planet. Okay, well, she was a shifter like they were, so perhaps using an alien analogy was off, but Erika still felt like she wasn’t part of the inner circle. A better description was more like she was a part of the outer oval.

      Having someone normal—someone who put pants on in place of ball gowns one leg at a time—was what she needed. Mainly because Erika was no Cinderella. There wasn’t a Prince Charming sweeping her off her feet now or ever—thank you very much! And all because she wasn’t a princess by birth. Sure, that didn’t matter! Carol hadn’t been a princess before she dated Rayan when he was a prince. Neither was Harriet. But come on! That type of stuff would never happen to Erika! She was as plain Jane as they came!

      Also, there’d be no way she’d be marrying into the crown. She wasn’t as pretty as Carol or Harriet. She wasn’t as outgoing as either of them either. Carol was a perfect fun-sized ferret with gorgeous curves and pretty much the best social person to be around at a party. The woman made a conversation about folding laundry seem fun! Seriously, that was some major talent right there, and it was something that Erika lacked. Harriet was also just as pretty and just as fun.

      Erika simply wasn’t royalty material in any of those aspects. Not that she’d particularly want that sort of thing! Because seriously? Why would she want to attract all the Diarist Author Milos Newspersons—DAMN for short—drama adding to her already complicated life? No. She was better off being behind the scenes and making sure the schedule for the people better equipped for the limelight was up to snuff.

      Erika glanced at her smartwatch and noticed she’d managed to pass the time with all her daydreaming. Quinn’s flight would touch down any minute. Every fiber of her being tingled with excitement. She was looking forward to meeting a gal pal more like her, a commoner in the proverbial Aegean Sea of royalty she was surrounded by on a daily basis.

      People started flooding her waiting area, and she knew Quinn would be among them. She stood with her sign reading “Quinn Taylor” and watched every female passenger walk by her without a second glance.

      Did she miss the flight?

      Ericka balanced the sign while digging in her purse for her cell phone. She wanted to scroll through it, checking for new emails. She was mid-dig at the bottom of her bag when she heard a deep, husky voice.

      “I’m Quinn Taylor.”

      Her hand ceased digging for the phone. She looked in the direction of the voice that dripped with sexiness and met a pair of silvery blue-grey eyes. The man’s smile was broad as he tapped the bridge of his black-horned-rimmed glasses on his nose. Erika opened her mouth to say “hello, Quinn,” or something else audible and intelligent, but nothing came from her lips. And how could it? All this time, she thought she would meet her next best friend, and instead… Instead, she was face to face with the sexiest guy on the planet, sporting a cocky smile. The nerve!

      “You must be Erika Jean. I saw your picture in my file. Good thing too!” He swiped at his hair before he swallowed hard in front of her. Then he shoved his hands in his jeans pockets. And damn it! Her eyes followed the gesture, and she noticed his rather large package in the groin area of the thick fabric.

      Fuck! Why did I look? Squeeze those peepers shut, Jean! You don’t need to go there! Damn it! Now I’m going there. Why do you have to speak up now, inner diva? Why?

      Thoughts of those powerful broad arms wrapping around her waist flooded her mind. Her stomach did a backflip as if that wasn’t a dead giveaway of her attraction to Quinn. And her nipples may have gone as hard as that cock pressing against the zipper of his jeans.

      Fuck, indeed!

      She flinched at her thoughts and almost shut her eyes, but then that sexy voice started again. All Erika did was arch her back, thrusting her small assets in the direction of that succulent, god-like voice. Why was she fawning over this guy? Sure, he was—pardon the pun—a Greek god. But come on! She had to be smart about this.

      “I almost missed the sign with my name on it.”

      His eyes widened as she opened her mouth again and nothing intelligent came out again. How had this happened? A whimper came out instead of a sentence.

      Ugh! Good show, Jean! Good show! WTF is happening to me right now? Surely I will die of embarrassment.

      “I am talking to the right person—right? You are Erika Jean, and you are picking up Quinn Taylor, the new Bonafide Security Personnel?”

      His lips parted slightly, and all Erika could think about was putting her mouth over them. She visibly licked hers as she watched his part in a similar fashion that made her panties wet and her mouth dry all at once.

      Shit!

      She bit her bottom lip to squelch a moan.

      WTF am I doing?

      This couldn’t be happening! It couldn’t! Not to her! Erika had always been on the ball. Never once had she lusted after a guy and put him before her job—never! And now she was doing it with a guy that had surprised the shit out of her?

      Because damn it! She’d thought about supposedly meeting her best gal pal right now! The one who was supposed to be the normal and the calm of her royalty storm! That wasn’t happening with this sexy guy with broad shoulders and an eight-pack—yeah, she looked! And sexy fuck-me glasses? Why did he have to own sexy fuck-me glasses? The kind she’d always dreamed of seeing on a man straddling her at her desk at work? Because, shit, that’s the only reason she wore sexy fuck-me glasses herself!

      Again? WTF am I doing?

      “Yes!” Her voice came out breathy and husky, and she instantly likened it to Meg Ryan’s in When Harry Met Sally.

      Crap! Did I just agree to fuck him without actually having a consensual convo?

      She cleared her throat in a horrible attempt to start over.

      “You are Quinn Taylor? The new BS agent?”

      “Yes. Yes, I am.”

      Erika swallowed hard as his eyes darkened. His eyes clearly were fucking her as they studied her body. She was certain of it. Maybe he was saying yes, too?

      Damn it! No! This can’t happen, Jean! Shut it down! Now!

      “Okay. Follow me, then. My car is just outside. I’ll take you to meet King Rayan Michel first. And then I will take you to the hotel we’ve booked for you.”

      “I’ve heard the king has done a lot of development on Marathi Island. It’s now commercialized with several hotels, restaurants, and housing developments. He’s taking great strides to get closer to his people. I admire that.”

      “I do, too. I’m not all that social myself, but Carol is good for people like him and me. She’s quite the chatterbox—but in a good way, of course!”

      “Of course.”

      She immediately turned around and regretted it because she felt his steely blue gaze go straight to her ass. And was she actually sauntering to accentuate the wide and shapely load she called her backside? Was she really doing that? Fuck! She was! She bit her lip to stifle a sigh. Heat rushed through her back, clinging to every curve as if he were branding her with his gaze alone. Who was he? Team Jacob in the most apparent literal sense? Because his stare alone was like standing next to the sun! WTF?

      “So the debriefing folder told me I’ll be working with you in some capacity. I’m supposed to be your assistant to King Rayan. At least, that’s what my undercover story is as a BS agent. Does that mean I get a cubical next to you or something similar?”

      Erika kept walking straight while fumbling for her keys in her purse. She grew hell-bent on getting to the car to drive him where he needed to go, specifically the hotel, so Erika could run away from him as fast as her lynx legs would take her. She needed time to think. Time to sort out what was going on in her head. And most definitely time to stop thinking about wrapping her legs around his waist!

      “Yes.”

      And there was the breathy tone again. What was this guy doing to her? Was he some sort of shifter witch, hell-bent on putting her under his spell? And now, she had to work with the guy!

      Forget about the next several days! How would she last an entire day around him when she couldn’t last two minutes in the same breathing space as he was right now?

      Just the thought made the keys in her hands shake, and they quickly slipped out of her grip as she failed to stick the damned thing in the hole.

      Bet he wouldn’t have any problems finding the hole on his first try. Damn it, Erika! Stop thinking about jumping the man’s bones!

      Oh my god, she shouldn’t be thinking these things! The keys made a loud crashing noise, and both she and he crouched to the ground to grab them. When his hand palmed hers, she felt his scorching touch and mewled, literally, like a lynx in heat! The horror! Her gaze stayed on their hands clasped together as she counted the seconds his palm lingered on hers. She tried to will her hand free from his grasp, but she remained frozen in place.

      He rubbed a smooth thumb over the back of her hand before he released his grip on her. She sucked in a breath, trying to compose herself, and willed herself to stand all at once, but then his hand palmed her cheek, and Erika’s heart caught in her throat. It was pounding so damned hard that she wouldn’t have been surprised if he heard it. Llamas had excellent hearing, sight, and smell. And if she was being honest with herself? She knew he could sense her musky scent drenching her panties and all from him touching her hand.

      “Your skin is so soft, Erika.”

      His lips were less than an inch from her ear, and the heat lit her skin with goosebumps.

      “And I love how responsive your soft skin is to my touch, kitten. You don’t mind me calling you kitten, since you’re a lynx, do you? Because that sexy mewl of yours is too damned cute not to give you a nickname.”

      Okay, so if she doubted it before, she knew it now. This man was clearly attracted to her, but this couldn’t happen between them. They had a job to do, and no amount of eye-fucking from the heavenly man before her would change her mind about this. If she didn’t cock-block him now, they’d be fucking like jackrabbits, and she was pretty sure Rayan would disapprove. No. She had to not only cock-block him, but she had to clam-jam herself, too. It was the only way she could keep her sanity intact. She rose from her squatted position and placed some distance between them.

      “Mr. Taylor, let me make something clear. This”—she motioned a hand between them—“will not happen as long as we are working together.”

      Crap! Did she just give him an out? Fuck! Who was she kidding! She’d given herself an out, too! Why did she do that? She dared a glance his way, and a cocky grin formed on his lips.

      Yeah, he’s taking it as a challenge-accepted sort of thing because, of course, he is!

      I’m so fucked right now.

      She almost groaned at her poor word choice—almost.

      “Okay, Miss Jean. We can play it your way… For now.”
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      Erika was even more gorgeous in person than in her photo. And while he’d spent the end of his flight worrying about his lack of people skills, he’d surprised himself by not having any trouble talking to her. Oh no, quite the opposite. Somehow, he’d managed to speak like some kind of Casanova, with words rolling off his tongue easily to lavish her with sweet talk. It was like seeing Erika in person had unlocked the llama’s innate social abilities that he’d previously not had access to.

      Maybe it was because she smelled like roses and lilies, his favorite combination, which he’d decided right then and there when he took in his first breath of her.

      But if he was being honest with himself, once he palmed her hand and caught her distinct feminine musky scent, he liked that too. His dick twitched the minute her skin broke out in goosebumps, and oh, how he wished he could slip his palm between her thighs to see just how wet she was from his touch. No woman he’d ever dated before was that responsive to him, and he loved it.

      She’d climbed into the driver’s side, and her scent filled the car. His cock tightened in his pants to the point he was wondering how he’d take his next breath. There was no doubt in his mind that he was attracted to her and she was just as attracted to him. But—and he hated to admit this—she was right. They couldn’t fool around as long as they were working together. Still, he wanted to be with her. Every fiber of his being sensed the electric heat vibrating between them.

      What could be done?

      The answer came to him like a bolt of genius lightning: he would use these next several days to convince her to go out with him on his last day on the islands. She’d given him that option when she’d said, “As long as we are working together.” As far as he was concerned, she’d left that door open, and he was so taking it!

      “So, how long have you lived in British Columbia? You don’t seem to have an accent, so I’m curious.”

      “I have little of any type of Canadian accent. Quebec the French-speaking province is on the other side of Canada. I bounced from home to home after my parents passed away so I didn’t stick around long enough in any home to develop local dialects.”

      He swallowed hard because his mouth went dry. Sure, it was common knowledge to his boss and Stan that he was an orphan. But he had never openly admitted that to a complete stranger before. Why was it so easy to open up to Erika? Sure, she was hot as hell, but the physical attraction was all they had between them, right?

      “I’m so sorry to hear that. I didn’t mean to bring up any painful memories for you.”

      “It happened a long time ago. It’s okay. But, yeah, that’s why I don’t have much of an accent.”

      “I wouldn’t say that. You sound a little like Lear. Come to think of it—you also look a bit like him. Are you sure you don’t have any Greek heritage in you?”

      “Not that I’m aware of,” he said with a quizzical tone. No one had ever asked him about his family history before. And frankly, after being taken prisoner by Zagan, he couldn’t answer the question with any certainty. He’d lost vast chunks of his memory when Zagan experimented on him—chunks he’d given up on trying to remember.

      She met his gaze for only a moment and then turned her attention back to the road.

      “It’s strange that you resemble him. Perhaps you should take one of those tests to figure out your heritage.”

      “Perhaps. I didn’t think I looked like him at all. Well, at least according to the photo in the file, anyway. I’ve never met him in person.”

      “Well, I see the resemblance. You have Lear’s cute smile.”

      He glanced her way and noticed her cheeks turning the same shade of pink as her lips.

      “Do I now?”

      He noticed her jaw tightening along with her knuckles on the steering wheel and smiled.

      “Mr. Taylor—”

      “Quinn! Call me Quinn. I insist.”

      “Fine, Quinn, I was serious before. If we are going to work together, nothing can happen between the two of us.”

      “I remember what you said. But what if we aren’t working together? Your rule wouldn’t exactly apply—would it?”

      She swallowed hard, and the color from her face seemed to drain visibly. How did this woman possess such responsiveness to him? She placed the car in Park and opened her door. He got out of his side and quickly ran to hers to help her out of the vehicle. She reached for his hand as if it was the most natural thing to do. As if they’d been doing it for years.

      “Well, Erika?”

      “I… guess my rule wouldn’t exactly apply.”

      He smiled and tucked a few loose strands of hair behind her ear.

      “Then give me these upcoming days to convince you to go out on a date with me. I know you live here, and my life is back in Canada, so I can’t promise you anything more than a date.”

      She bit her lip before responding. “I don’t know, Quinn…”

      “Please say yes! All you’re agreeing to is for me to convince you.”

      “Well, when you put it that way—fine. You have less than a week to persuade me to go out with you.”
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      Why did she agree to such a stupid thing? Oh, right—his cute smile made her turn into mush. Plus? All she agreed to was for him to persuade her to go out on a date. That didn’t mean she had to say yes at the end of their partnership! That was a win-win as far as she was concerned.

      He smiled again at her as she led him into the palace office. More heat rushed her back as he followed her. God, his gaze was like lava searing against her back. It wasn’t long before they entered her office area, which really wasn’t anything grand.

      “Here we are.” Erika waved her arm around the area. Her desk was situated right in front of the elevators leading to Rayan’s office, completely out in the open.

      No walls separated her from the people coming and going, which meant she couldn’t hang any art. Behind her desk was one door that led to Rayan’s office and a row of filing cabinets. She didn’t have any windows to glance out of, so potted plants were out of the question, too. Her only scenic view was the elevators.

      She’d never taken the time to spruce up her little area. Why bother when there really isn’t any space to hang things? She had no personal pictures or even a fake plant on her desk. Of course, to have a photo would mean she had someone in her life. Putting up a picture of herself seemed rather conceited and sad, all rolled into one. Just her computer, mouse, and keyboard were on the dark cherry-wood desk. Even her mouse pad lacked her personality. It was a drab shade of grey.

      “Looks like they have your desk all set up for you, right on time,” she said, showing Quinn to his station. The tech guys had listened to her, and while she was gone, they’d moved her desk to the right and placed an additional desk on the left for Quinn. They equipped the desk with his own laptop, mouse, keyboard, and the same basic drab mouse pad. The tech guys had finished everything before Quinn arrived, and Erika sighed in relief. Not that she’d had doubts, but there was always room for something chaotic to happen. Erika hated messy drama, especially after her ex.

      “So this is your home away from home,” Quinn murmured.

      “And yours for the time being,” she replied. “Let me knock on King Rayan’s door and see if he’s available to meet with you now.”

      His smile didn’t quite reach his face, but she turned on her heel and knocked. Rayan’s voice boomed from the other end.

      “Come in.”

      She entered, shutting the door behind her.

      “Mr. Taylor has arrived. Do you have time to meet with him now?”

      “Yes. Send him in, please, Erika.”

      Erika opened the door and motioned for Quinn to come in.

      “King Rayan Michel, this is Quinn Taylor, our new BS recruit from Furry United Coalition Newbie Academy.”

      Quinn bowed his head before greeting the now-coronated king. During the past year, King Rayan had his now-retired father by his side. But it was time for the former King Serge to spend some much-needed time with his friend Stan in British Columbia.

      “Stan is really looking forward to King Serge’s visit. I’ve hinted to become part of your father’s permanent detail once I’m officially trained and back in Canada.”

      King Rayan raised a brow.

      “Oh? That’s interesting.”

      Quinn furrowed his brows.

      “What do you mean?”

      “I didn’t think they had an assignment lined up for you just yet. Perhaps that is my mistake.”

      “Well, I only hinted to Stan that I’m interested.” It was one of the few ideas he’d brought up to Stan—the other being assigned to a FUC office as a field agent. Anything other than returning to working with Richard.

      “Huh. I see.”

      Erika had only heard King Rayan speak this way once before. His eyes seemed determined and with a slight heat behind them. She knew the look well. King Rayan was sure about something in his mind and determined to convince the world he was right. It was how he could become engaged to his mate, Carol. Once the man got an idea in his head, he’d stop at nothing to make it happen. But what was he thinking about now? Quinn wasn’t anything to him, after all.

      “The entire BS team will all meet tomorrow, and I’ll have the car pick you both up between seven and seven-thirty a.m. I wish to debrief you both before meeting with the rest of our Scooby Gang at eight-thirty a.m. Dress in plain clothes because we will go on a sightseeing tour of Santorini after the debrief on Skyros. I have already planned for the chopper to take us from Marathi to Santorini. Carol and Harriet are the only BS accompanying us to Santorini. That’s why it’s important for you to be with us, Quinn. Yes, finding out about Zagan or Atlantis shifters on that island was supposed to be just Lear’s bag, but I am also curious.”

      Quinn nodded.

      “Excellent, King Rayan,” Erika said, filling the silence. “I will make preparations tomorrow morning for your lunch and dinner reservations. I assume we will eat at King Lear and Queen Harriet’s palace for breakfast?”

      “No, you won’t be making the reservations. I took care of all of that. All I need from you tomorrow is to accompany Quinn while we take in the sights.”

      Erika’s eyes widened.

      “But King Rayan, there’s much to prepare for with the SHIT. I still have to work on your speech. I can’t do that if I’m required to hang around with BS.”

      “It’s nothing you can’t do the day after tomorrow. No. This isn’t up for debate. You will accompany us. If nothing, it will give you time to spend with my soon-to-be wife, who is dying to talk to you about wedding stuff. Even Treasure asked for you to come because she also wants to talk about all things wedding. I’ve made reservations for the six of us for dinner at Maeadia. Erika, I’ve also taken the liberty of purchasing a dress for you for the evening. It’s hanging on the door there.”

      The color drained entirely from Erika’s face as her boss barked orders at her. She hadn’t heard him this determined since he wanted to sweep Carol off her feet.

      “King Rayan, you don’t need to do—”

      “Ms. Jean, you seem to forget an important detail about this assignment. We still don’t know if Zagan is behind all the disappearances of Lear’s people. Yes, Quinn is BS, but he was once Zagan’s prisoner. We can’t risk Zagan figuring out what we are up to. So whether you like it or not, you are part of this assignment now. That means you will be Quinn’s date for tonight. Consider it a dry run, and you will wear the dress I’ve picked out because it’s appropriate for this evening so that you will blend in. Mr. Taylor, I have someone dropping off your suit for the evening at the hotel.”

      Date? Had she heard this right? And what was that about Quinn being a former prisoner of Zagan’s? Suddenly Erika felt woefully unprepared—a sensation that she usually never experienced as an assistant who excelled at her job.

      There was something else in Rayan’s words that sparked the oddest feeling. Was she experiencing déjà vu? She could have sworn King Rayan had this exact same conversation with Carol just last year. Suddenly, warm heat caressed her shoulders. She blinked twice and found that Quinn had wrapped an arm around her.

      “We will certainly play the part you need us to, King Rayan. Every agent needs to excel in BS. Especially if they ever want to be good at their job.”

      King Rayan winked. “Exactly. I’m glad you get it, Quinn. Erika, please escort Quinn to his hotel so he may get ready for tonight. Then go home so you can do the same. I will have my driver pick both of you up. Four p.m. for you, Quinn, and four thirty for you, Erika. That’s all for today.”

      Erika grabbed the dress bag from the hook on the door and headed out of King Rayan’s office. Once Quinn closed the door behind them, Erika let out a huff and slumped her shoulders.

      “I can’t believe he’s doing this to me. I’m not good at pretending!”

      Quinn wrapped an arm around her waist.

      “Then don’t.”

      She gave him an incredulous look.

      “We both can’t deny that we are attracted to one another. And now that we are going out on a date sooner rather than later, how about I take these few days to convince you to date me?”

      “Date you? As in more than one date? Oh no, Quinn. I agreed to one, and that seems to be tonight.”

      He squinted his eyes at her and bit his bottom lip. Heat rushed to her core as she watched the sexy-as-hell gesture. She found herself licking her lips. Then her panties dampened as she thought about those teeth nibbling on her bottom lip. Her breath hitched as he drew her closer. His erection pressed hard against her inner thigh, and she couldn’t help but suck in a shaky breath at the size of his bulge.

      “Admit it, woman! You like me. I can hear how I affect your pounding heart and love the essence of your soaked panties! It’s futile to deny this to a llama because all our senses are keen.”

      “I will admit… nothing.”

      She nearly smiled a shit-grin, proud that she could restrain from telling him she was maybe five seconds away from an orgasm. And especially if his chest grazed her already hard nipples. Seriously? WTH was going on with her? He pulled her closer to him—as if that was even possible! His lips were a breath from hers, and she closed her eyes. Her body was more than willing to accept whatever he would give her, so why couldn’t her mind play along? Especially now that the FUC had thrust her into this assignment. Sitting next to a date, she’d appear pretty ridiculous all stiff and stoic. So maybe if he were going to kiss her right here and now, it wouldn’t be so bad…right?

      Hot breath scorched over her lips, and she sucked in another breath. Electric heat shot through her body as she waited for Quinn’s lips to brush hers.

      “You don’t have to admit anything, darlin’. Your parted lips and closed eyes say it all. You want me to kiss you.”

      She found her head bobbing up and down, a total betrayal since she’d been biting her lip to keep her voice from responding with a yes.

      “Not yet.”

      A cool breeze came over her as his body moved away from hers. Her eyes flew open.

      “What?”

      “I will not kiss you yet.”

      “Why?”

      “Because we made a pact, and I intend to keep up my end of the bargain. I’m supposed to be convincing you to date me. Kissing you even before the first date isn’t getting things off to the right start. So I’m not going to kiss you until we’ve gone on a date.”
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      “Are you serious right now?” Erika asked in an incredulous tone.

      Her blood started to boil. What kind of guy gets a girl all worked up and then doesn’t deliver the goods? Was he a drama-llama?

      “Yes, I’m serious! You deserve a gentleman who is on his best behavior. So that is what I’m going to give you,” Quinn said in a firm tone.

      “How are we supposed to pull off tonight if you won’t kiss me? And what about tomorrow?”

      She almost winced at the whining she was doing right now. If she weren’t careful, it would turn into desperation.

      “I’m not worried about looking like a natural couple. I’ve told you, darlin’, your body sings for me. You don’t need any fine-tuning. I’m certain of that. And someday soon, I’ll play your beautiful body with crescendo after crescendo until you scream my name and beg for an extended encore.”

      His cocky grin appeared once more, and Erika wanted to wipe it right from his face. But instead, she mewled. She actually mewled for the guy again! What was wrong with her?

      “Keep doing that and I’ll definitely start calling you kitten.”

      Erika let out a huff. How dare this guy get her all hot and bothered and then deny her!

      “Let’s get you to the hotel. I’m not saying another word in fear of incriminating myself.”

      The drive to the hotel was silent, which suited Erika because it gave her time to think. This man was turning her libido into a diva, crying, whining, and aching for this man’s touch. But she was nothing special—certainly no Cher who reinvented what was sexy every decade she’d been singing.

      All of this made her feel desperate and needy, and Erika wasn’t sure if she liked what she was feeling all that much. She bit her bottom lip in an attempt to figure out how she was going to get herself out of this whole mess. She wasn’t entirely convinced she had gotten into this mess alone. Her boss had been acting weird the entire time they were in his office, and Erika couldn’t figure out what was up with that.

      She felt the heat of Quinn’s gaze hit the entire right side of her body as she pulled into the parking area for the hotel. His stare was warmer than sitting beside a coal-burning stove. Scratch that! It was definitely like a walking-on-the-sun type of deal. And then there was the whole date thing.

      It was one thing to have a guy try to convince you to go on a date. That felt safe because she could say no—which was what she had fully intended to do! The last thing she wanted to do was to go out on a date because she hadn’t gone on one of those since Jean Claude cheated on her. She wasn’t sure she even remembered what to do on a date.

      What would she talk about? She certainly couldn’t keep up a conversation on the pitfalls of fixing a king’s calendar. That would be simply boring! As she placed the car in Park, she searched her mind for something, anything, that would be a decent topic to talk about, but she was going blank. She bit her lip as she came to the realization that her life for the past five years had been composed of only work, stir-fries for dinner, and falling asleep to the sexy voice of Josh Gates from Expedition Unknown.

      Good lord! Even her taste in TV shows was bland and bordered on the geekier side! Who watched archeologic finds for fun? Well, Erika did. She was incredibly excited when Josh had an entire show dedicated to the first look at the face of Nefertiti, King Tut’s mother. Erika’s heart pitter-pattered just remembering the first airing of that show five years ago. It was the first thing she’d seen on TV since leaving Jean Claude, and she continued to replay it to get sleep during those early days of her hurt.

      She exited the car and locked it once Quinn pulled out his carry-on and travel bag.

      “Do you need help with that?” Erika asked as she tried to grab the rolling bag from Quinn.

      “You don’t need to help me with my luggage. I’m perfectly capable of managing on my own.”

      “Well, it’s the nice thing to do.”

      He gave her an incredulous look. “I’d never have a woman help me with something heavy.”

      Heat rushed to her cheeks, and not for a good reason. “What’s that supposed to mean?”

      “It means that I’m man enough to make sure my woman is pampered in such a way that she not only thinks but believes she’s the most beautiful and cherished being on the planet. I want my woman to know I’d do anything for her.”

      Erika let out a huff. Clearly, this date would be doomed from the start. She’d dated chivalric guys before. Jean Claude was one of them; they were just too chauvinistic for her taste. Strike one for Quinn.

      “Yeah, because a woman should only look pretty. Is that it?”

      Her tone was sharper than intended, and more heat rushed through her cheeks. Quinn put a palm out as if to surrender to her kitty temper tantrum. Good! Because if he didn’t submit to her thoughts on the matter, she might have to bite and scratch him. Nothing better than leaving a mark on the ones you lo—like!

      Wait… What? Was she just about to use the damned other “L word”? WTF? Clearly, this Quinn was messing with her head on an entirely different level!

      She could NOT be in love. Nope! Let’s try a completely different word on for size… One she’d often mistaken for love. She was in lust. Yup! That’s it! Lust! She didn’t even like him! Especially after the whole crap of him wanting to put his lover on a pedestal. Who did that?

      “I didn’t say that! Quite the contrary, in fact. I view my lover as an equal. Anything I can do, she can too. But I won’t ever entertain the thought of her working for me! That’s something I refuse to do to a woman! I can cook, clean up after myself, take out the trash—really anything. And I would never have my significant other doing these things for me—ever.”

      Did her heart just flutter? And of its own volition? Her insides seemed to warm after the long years of her heart being held captive in an ice-cold trap. Her knees began to buckle as the melting seemed to turn her into a pile of goo.

      “Good to know. Follow me, and I’ll get you checked in.”

      “You don’t have to go through all of this trouble. I’m pretty sure all I have to tell them at the desk is my name, correct?”

      He had her there, dead to rights, but she didn’t want to say goodbye yet. Which, if she was honest with herself, was a little strange.

      “I just want to ensure they charge the palace for your stay. After all, you’ll be training here, so I want to ensure you are all set.”

      “Having problems saying goodbye?” The cocky grin appeared again. “How about we get a drink before you have to leave for your place? It’d be good practice if nothing else.”

      No. Say no. Say no!

      “Yes! That sounds great!”

      Damn it!

      He smiled brightly, and they both headed to the check-in desk.

      The woman at the desk offered a smile to Quinn, but when she glanced at Erika, she frowned. Figured the woman behind the desk would have the hots for Quinn. Not that she could blame the woman because Quinn dripped sexiness from every single pore.

      Wait?

      Was she getting jealous? No. That couldn’t be right. She didn’t do jealousy—not after her ex.

      “Your reservation is all set. It also says that your employer will handle your bill and all additional charges.”

      The woman’s voice was saccharin as she smiled brightly again in Quinn’s general direction. And now the woman was eye-fucking him.

      Mine, bitch! Back off!

      “Yes, that is correct. Do you need the physical charge card?” Erika’s voice came out a little harsher than she’d intended, but the scowl on her face was intentional. She didn’t like the woman flirting with Quinn at all.

      “That isn’t necessary,” the lady said with a dismissive hand. “Here are your room cards, Mr. Taylor, and if there is anything else I can help you with, please let me know. Also, someone left this for you.”

      She presented a suit on a hanger to him, which Quinn took along with the cards. Then he turned to Erika.

      “Let me drop off this stuff, and then we can get that drink,” he said to her as he motioned to the elevators.

      “I can wait for you down here.”

      “Please come up with me. Call me crazy, but I don’t enjoy leaving a date all by her lonesome, even if it’s just for a few minutes.”

      “A date?”

      He reached for her hand while he pressed the button on the elevator and then drew his lips to her ear.

      “Relax, Erika. Play the part.”

      His breath was hot against her ear, yet it still made her skin prick with goosebumps. He gently tugged her closer to the elevator and escorted her into the empty car, which appeared when he pressed the up button.

      “I could have stayed downstairs and gotten us some seats at the bar.”

      “No, you couldn’t have. If you had, the woman at the desk would have been suspicious. She’d already assumed you and I weren’t together, which tells me you aren’t all that good at playing the part, Erika. We have to get this right for tonight and tomorrow.”

      “Why must we convince that woman at the desk? She isn’t about our supposed assignment. An assignment—need I remind you—FUC has thrown me into!”

      “No, she’s not. But she was flirting with me because she thought I was available.”

      “And that’s my fault because?”

      Admit nothing, Erika! Admit nothing!

      “Don’t you gals have that look between you? Something that says he’s mine so back off?”

      “Okay, first? I tried, but she wasn’t getting the hint. So how am I supposed to know there’s some kind of other gesture between girls?”

      Crap! I opened the door there. Admit nothing more!

      “Though I enjoyed your green-eyed monster, you are right. She didn’t understand it. Clearly, we have to work on your approach.”

      His body pressed to hers now, and all that did was make her heart pound in her chest. She sucked in a breath as his hand cupped her cheek.

      “See what I mean? You flinched.”

      “Quinn, it isn’t like I’m in the dating circuit right now. Of course, I flinched!”

      “Then we need to change that, and fast,” he said as he reached for her hands. This time she didn’t flinch, and as soon as his fingers laced hers, she felt the heat between them. She sucked in another breath and glanced his way. His eyes were locked on hers and seemed to want to burn into her soul, branding her in every way possible and making her feel totally and utterly naked.

      “That’s a little better, but…”

      Her eyes went to slits. She knew what Quinn would ask next but wasn’t ready for it. She needed liquid courage before she let him kiss her. Fuck this! Fuck her boss! Why was Rayan making her do this? She was just a secretary and not La Femme Nikita—another of her favorite binge-worthy shows. In fact, she wasn’t a FUC anything, so why was Rayan asking her to do this assignment? The thought alone made her miffed because this job wasn’t in her pay grade.

      “There’s no way I’m letting you—”

      Her words were blocked as Quinn pressed his lips to hers. It was a mix of heat and softness, and she almost melted. Almost. She would have if it weren’t for the fact that she was pissed. Erika placed a hand on his chest and put distance between them.

      “Stop kissing me! We can appear to be a couple without that sexy side! Now you need to play my part, Taylor!”

      “And what part is that?” he said as his arms coiled around her waist.

      She let out a frustrated sigh. “I need a drink before any of this”—she motioned a hand between them—“can happen.”

      And yet another shit-eating grin graced his face. “So you need a little liquid courage? I can understand why. You’ve been fucking me with your eyes since I first met you at the airport. It’s okay to admit you think I’m sexy.”

      “You are a very conceited man. That won’t work for me. It’s a big turnoff.”

      He let out a chuckle as they got off of the elevator. His room was right next to the elevator. As he opened the door to his suite, he placed his bag, carry-on, and suit in the entryway and then shut the door.

      “Let’s head to the bar. What would you like? My treat,” he told her as they reboarded the elevator.

      “Oh no you don’t! I can buy my own drink. I’m quite capable, thank you very much!” Erika said as they stepped out of the elevator car.

      “And I’m sure you are, but seriously, please let me. Especially since the woman from the desk is at the bar and flirting with the bartender. I’m making it a personal goal to convince her we are a couple before you leave here to change for tonight.”

      Erika let out an exasperated sigh. “Fine. I concede. But only because it’s a good idea.”

      He placed a palm on the small of her back and guided her to the bar. Heat rushed straight to her core from the placement of his hand. She mentally yelled at him to cup her ass with each step, but his hand hadn’t budged. And probably because she had placed distance between them moments ago when he kissed her. Perhaps she’d made a mistake with that gesture. He pulled out a seat for her at the bar and slid into the one next to her.

      “What would you like?”

      “A glass of the house chard is fine.”

      “Well, what do you know? We have something in common. I was going to order a glass of chardonnay myself.” That grin appeared on his face again and looked even more devastatingly sexy up-close. Electricity seemed to pulsate from his body, something she wasn’t completely aware of until he sat this close to her. “So let’s start with the basics. What’s your favorite place to visit?”

      “Definitely not Paris.” She blurted that nugget out as Quinn ordered them a bottle of the regular house wine and handed the bartender his credit card. For the first time in her natural-born shifter life, she was glad to have the human alcohol in place of the high-test shifter variety. All the islands served human alcohol because of the tourists, and Marathi was no different. In fact, that was the first thing King Rayan insisted on when he began developing the island for his people. And that was fine with her because she was already committing verbal diarrhea, so she didn’t need a buzz to make her say even more stupid things.

      “Strange. I thought all women wanted to visit the city of love.”

      The bartender placed the wineglass in front of her, and she took a sip, desperate to stall a response. A tsunami of snarky retorts flooded her mind, but her lips betrayed her as she sat the glass down on the cocktail napkin.

      “I got dumped in the worst way while living there.”

      Shit! Did that just come out of my mouth?

      She visibly saw his eyes soften, a telltale sign that she had, in fact, admitted to him what she didn’t want to.

      “I’m sorry to hear that. What happened?”

      “He cheated on me like the damned dog shifter he is. I should have known not to trust a Siberian Husky. They give out free love to anything with two legs. It was upsetting that the free love he dished out was for my supposed best friend.” She didn’t mean to be this forward with her explanation, nor did she desire to deliver such information with disdain in her voice.

      She’d been circling the rim of her wineglass with an index finger before she dared to glance at his eyes. They seemed to darken. Was he pissed? Why?

      “Whoever he was, he didn’t deserve you.”

      She gave him a half-smile. “Thanks.”

      “Is he why you are so resistant to going out with me?” His hand circled the wrist toying with her wineglass, and then he placed her palm into both of his and rested it on his thigh. Her hand was dangerously close to his package. It was straining at the zipper of his pants again. Scratch that—it wasn’t a package. It seemed to be more like a cargo container. He was freaking huge! And she was a pinkie-finger slip away from stoking the glorious display. She sucked in a breath before answering him.

      “It’s not that I’m reluctant about dating with just you. I’m reluctant, period. I don’t think I can go out with anyone. My supposed best friend happened to be the daughter of my boss. Because of the whole situation and how I handled catching them...” Her voice trailed off briefly. “I sort of threw the entire condo at them. I started with the dishes and gravitated to the fireplace poker. It’s why I haven’t been on a date since then. Too much drama. That and I’m dreadfully boring and wouldn’t know the first thing about bringing up topics of conversation.”

      “You seem to be doing well so far.”

      “Isn’t talking about an ex a cardinal sin—especially on a first date?”

      “First, aside from the potential assault you attempted, they both did you wrong. I can’t blame you for being so upset. As a llama, I also tend to get angry. Second? You want to call this our first date?”

      “No. No! This is a practice date—isn’t it?” She let out a shaky breath as his cocky grin returned.

      “Relax, I’m only kidding with you.” He squeezed her hand, and another rush of heat shot through her arm and down to her core.

      “That’s easy for you to say—you’re a pro at all this.”

      He chortled. “Hardly! I’m just as bad at this as you are. I haven’t dated anyone seriously in quite some time myself. When my parents passed, I was seventeen, which would have probably been the start of my serious dating life. Their deaths affected me greatly during my last year in high school. So much so that I hid behind my aggression and anger. That was my coping skill. Then Zagan happened, of course.”

      It was her turn to squeeze his hand. “I’m sorry to hear that.”

      He shrugged his shoulders. “It was a long time ago. Still stings because I don’t think one ever truly gets over losing their parents, but I’m not as sad as I once was.”

      “I understand. My family all live in Paris. I’ve been meaning to visit, but I haven’t been able to bring myself to do it just yet. Too many terrible memories of my ex and my supposed best friend. Plus, her father blackballed me in the press industry, so I can’t show my face again.”

      “I understand. So how about another question instead of harping on the bad memories for us both? What’s your favorite food?”

      “I know this may sound weird, but I love terrine.”

      “Meatloaf is a little surprising out of everything you could have mentioned. I figured you’d say crepes or even croissants. Doesn’t every respectable woman enjoy baked goods?”

      “I do, but they aren’t my favorite thing in the world.”

      “There you go.” He squeezed her hand again as he gazed into her eyes.

      “I’m not sure what you mean.”

      “You’re carrying on a conversation during a date and are fantastic at it.”

      She smiled at him. “Yeah, I guess I am.”

      “Hello, Mr. Taylor!” said the woman that checked Quinn into the hotel. “Did you find your room to your liking?” She brushed his shoulder with her hand.

      “My boyfriend and I find it very suitable. Thank you.”

      The woman glanced at Erika’s hand, which was still in Quinn’s lap. Erika drew small circles with her finger on his thigh.

      “I’m sorry! How rude of me, Mr. Taylor. I didn’t realize.”

      The woman walked off as Quinn brought Erika’s hand to his lips.

      “And that, my dear, is how you do it.”

      Erika smiled.
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      After successfully convincing the hotel receptionist that they were, indeed, dating, Erika finally pulled herself away from Quinn. She had to go home and get ready for their big group outing—and the official start of her fake public dates.

      She hauled the dress bag up to her room and placed it on her bed while she showered. She took her time styling her hair and applying her makeup before she finally peeked at her ensemble for the night. Erika opened the garment bag and gasped. The gold iridescent Kiera keyhole dress designed by Costarellos was simply stunning and must have cost her boss a small fortune. The Esiot heels in matching gold looked expensive. Leave it to King Rayan to go big.

      She slid on the dress, which fit perfectly and hugged all her curves. Just as she finished putting on her lipstick, her doorbell rang. It most likely was King Rayan’s driver. She grabbed her keys and purse and headed out the door. Quinn’s eyes widened when she got into the car.

      “You are absolutely stunning, Erika.”

      “Thanks.” Erika smiled as her cheeks heated. She wasn’t used to compliments. Most of the time, she went unnoticed by everyone around her.

      He reached out and tucked a loose strand of hair behind her ear. “You should wear your hair down more often. It’s beautiful. Not that I don’t like your bun, of course.”

      She smiled again. “Thanks.”

      “Are you nervous?”

      “A little. I don’t normally get involved with anything FUC or BS related. I leave all of that to the experts like Harriet, Treasure, and Carol.”

      “I understand.”

      Within a few quick minutes, they’d reached the restaurant, and Quinn helped Erika exit the back seat of the town car. Once out, he guided her to the entrance, resting a palm on her back. Heat pooled around the skin. Her body was once again set ablaze by his touch. Erika sucked in a breath. His hand moved away from her to reach for the door handle, and she let out a whimper, mourning the loss of his touch.

      The hostess led them to King Rayan and Queen Consort Carol’s table.

      “Quinn, Erika! Glad you are here!” said Carol with a smile that met her eyes.

      “Glad to be here, Your Highnesses,” said Quinn with a smile matching Carol’s brightness.

      “You are absolutely gorgeous, Erika! I knew that dress would look stunning on you.”

      “I should have known you had a hand picking this out, Carol. You’ve always had great taste.”

      “You aren’t bad at it either. It was only last year that you came to Harriet’s palace to help me pick out a couple of ball gowns.”

      “How can I forget?”

      “I took the liberty of ordering us some chardonnay to start us off,” said Rayan.

      Erika smiled briefly as she sat down and welcomed the drink. It wouldn’t take the edge off. No normal human alcohol would, but at least it gave her something to do in between what she assumed would be a lot of idle, awkward moments between her and Quinn.

      “How was your flight, Quinn?”

      “It was surprisingly relaxing, Queen Carol.”

      “I’m glad you got your rest. It will make the jetlag less exhausting. Especially for tomorrow when we go to Santorini. I’m anxious about Lear’s suspicions of there being Atlantean shifters on the island—or worse! Could be Zagan’s on the loose again.”

      “Zagan…” King Rayan growled.

      “I want to collar that guy in the worst way, King Rayan,” Quinn assured him.

      “Please call us by our first names when we have private conversations,” the king corrected him. “Carol and I aren’t as formal as the human King of England. Plus, we are working together, so it feels weird.”

      “Okay.”

      Carol nodded at Quinn. “Stan told me Zagan held you captive for quite some time. I can certainly understand why you’d want to be the one to bring him in. Hopefully, with your training, we can make that possible.”

      “I’m looking forward to it, Carol.”

      Rayan turned to face Erika. “I’m glad you came with us tonight.”

      “You really didn’t leave me a choice, boss. And I’m still unclear why I had to be here. Couldn’t the two of you meet up with Quinn?”

      “I told you, Erika. Quinn is undercover. I couldn’t make it appear that he was on Bonafide Security detail because if Zagan is up to no good, we don’t want him gaining the upper hand. Just seeing Quinn might blow his cover. It’s less conspicuous if it appears we are all here for fun and not planning anything for SHIT.”

      “I can’t argue with that thought process. The Shifter Hellenic Island Talks are critical for all shifters, and if any BS details broke out, we’d be screwed. I never really thought about it that way. It’s just, well, I’m not great at this whole fake-dating thing.”

      Carol shot Erika a knowing nod. “Yeah, Jean Claude did you dirty—I get it. Say the word, and I’m on the next flight to Paris to kick his ass. I’ll take the palace jet—Ray won’t mind.”

      “That won’t be necessary, Carol, but I thank you for the thought, anyway.”

      “Well, I happen to think you are doing just fine. Good thing we had that practice date this afternoon,” Quinn said as he placed a palm over hers and gave her hand a slight squeeze. His steely blue eyes bore into her as if he were rereading her soul.

      How can he do that? How can he make me turn into a pile of goo so dang quickly?

      Carol chuckled. “Practice date, huh? I knew there’d be some type of spark between the two of you. Stan is great at matchmaking.”

      The color drained from Erika’s cheeks. “Matchmaking? What’s that all about?” She gave her bestie an incredulous look.

      Carol put out her palms as if to surrender. “Hey, don’t look at me to blame! Stan set up Harriet and Lear, Treasure and Teo, and then me and Ray. It’s only a matter of time before you two go out for real. Face it—it’s inevitable. Stan’s got the TLC touch.”

      Erika took another sip of her wine. What was she going to do with this new information? She knew Stan but didn’t think he was trying to fix her up with Quinn. Quinn was flying back to Canada after the Shifter Hellenic Island Talks, so why would Stan bother trying? It didn’t make any sense.

      “Well, maybe he got it wrong this time,” Erika said as she took another sip of wine and plastered the menu close to her face. She hoped it would block her heated cheeks. “I’ve never eaten here for obvious reasons before. What’s good? The red snapper aged from Pesciugatore looks good.”

      “Their fish is always an excellent choice,” said Rayan.

      “Yeah, but the pork in the pot with fennel seeds and honey also sounds good.”

      “I was thinking of getting that one myself, Erika. Order the snapper, and we can share.” Quinn gave her a smile that made her melt.

      “Okay, I like that idea.”

      Once the food came, there seemed to be longer than normal pauses in the conversation because everyone was busy eating. Erika wasn’t so sure she liked that. When she dated Jean Claude, he was a chatterbox, which afforded Erika some liberties. Erika didn’t have to scramble to come up with topics of conversation—hence her reason for not being all that social herself. Sadly, that was something she now realized she’d taken for granted. However, in her defense, Jean Claude being a chatterbox was exhausting, mainly because he was a drama king. The man loved to talk about himself. And incessantly!

      “This pork is superb,” Quinn said as he stabbed a piece with his fork and wafted the aroma in Erika’s direction. “Here, try some.”

      The fork was inches from her lips, and his gaze was fierce and steady as she opened her mouth to greet the morsel. As soon as the flavors burst on her tongue, she closed her eyes and let out a soft, almost inaudible moan. Almost.

      “What’s the matter, Erika? Did your mouth have an orgasm?” Carol said with a snortle.

      “What? No. I mean I simply…” Heat immediately rushed through Erika’s cheeks. “Did it get hot in here all of a sudden?” Erika immediately began fanning her face to cool her cheeks down.

      “Relax, Erika! I was only kidding! Well, a little, anyway. You two make a cute couple. I knew this would work out. And by working out, I mean you won’t blow our cover.”

      Erika’s red cheeks moved to the rims of her ears. “Were you in on this with Stan the whole time? We’re friends, but that doesn’t give you the right to meddle in my relationships.” She tossed the napkin that was on her lap onto the table. “I must use the ladies’ room to freshen up. Please do not follow me, Carol.”

      Erika rose from the table and bolted to the restroom area. She wasn’t sure if she could handle all of this. She was just starting to get used to this being a fake relationship. And now? Now it seemed like so much more. Plus, it was one thing thinking that her boss had set this all up, but now Carol and Stan had a hand in it, too? Did everyone really think her life was so dull that she needed to be set up?
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      “I was only trying to make a joke—”

      “I understand that.” Quinn interrupted Carol’s explanation with an outstretched palm. “And clearly, Erika doesn’t want you following her, but I am going to because I am certain it’s me that is more at fault than you. After all, I’m the one who made her uncomfortable, to begin with.”

      “Quinn, I’m not sure that’s a good idea.”

      Quinn dismissed Carol’s remark with a wave of his hand and dashed off in Erika’s direction. He reached her just as she was placing her hand on the bathroom door handle.

      “Quinn, I don’t want to discuss this, especially with you.”

      “Why?” he asked incredulously as his fingers brushed the back of her hand and traced the length of her lower arm. “Do you realize how soft and touchable your skin is?” He couldn’t help touching it, touching her. He glanced her way, hoping to tell her with his eyes that she was everything he wanted, everything he needed, and oh, so much more.

      She sucked in a breath, and suddenly, her scent caught Quinn’s nose. Lilies with a hint of roses. Such a divine scent. So divine that he couldn’t help but bring his lips a breath from her ear.

      “Let me kiss you, please, Erika. Please?”

      That was apparently all she needed to hear. Their first kiss had surprised her, but Quinn was more than ready and willing to give her advanced notice this time. She laced her fingers in his thick, wavy locks and drew his forehead to hers.

      “Quinn, I don’t know about this. I just don’t know. You’ll be back to your life by next week, and so will I.”

      “Don’t think about that right now.” He cupped her cheek. “Just kiss me. Please? I need to taste you, kitten, and probably more so than anything I’ve ever needed in my life.”

      She panted out a couple of gasps of air before she cupped his cheek, nuzzled his nose, and lightly pressed her closed lips on his. His hands slipped from her cheeks, down her arms, and wrapped around her waist. He then pulled her closer to him. Her soft curves met his hard planes; all he could think about was shoving his tongue down her throat and tasting her essence, tasting all of her body. Because why shouldn’t he find out how she tasted? He playfully parted the seam of her lips with his tongue, and she opened herself to him. The gesture made him soar with electric heat.

      Quinn plunged his tongue inside her welcoming mouth. The explosion of goosebumps pricked every inch of her exposed skin where he grazed his fingers. And the wine they’d just consumed touched his tongue in the most intimate way imaginable. He’d never kissed someone quite like this before. The touching, the caressing, the exploring seemed far more convivial than he’d ever expected in his dating experience.

      She let out a muffled groan and ground her hips into his hard cock. The sensation flooded him with thoughts about taking her back to the hotel with him. But they couldn’t exactly do that right now since they were on assignment with her boss.

      Shit! The assignment! How long have we been kissing? And right by the bathroom, no less!

      He’d never had a PDA encounter in his life! Why would he? Zagan ruined more in his life than any other person. Hell—Zagan would probably be the only one to make him put up a line of tighter defenses around his heart than Fort Knox! What continued to make him lose all of them with this woman?

      She slid her palms down his chest. Wanting to place some distance between the two of them again? No. Thank god! She was feeling his pecs and his hardened nipples. That was a stupid idea since it only made him want her more. His lips broke from hers to kiss her jawline and down to the crux of her neck. All while sliding his hand down from her shoulder to her breast. He was about to rub small circles around her nipple when she spoke.

      “We have to stop,” she said as their heat drained from his body. “Because if we don’t, I will forget about this assignment and take you back to my place.”

      Fuck!

      She panted a few breaths, her pupils completely blown out as he gazed into her violet-blue eyes. And fuck did she look completely perfect this way. So damned perfect.

      “Do you mean it?” His voice was gravelly as his palms grazed her ass for a moment. She arched her back in response to his touch, pushing her wet sex into his hardened cock.

      She let out a sob and panted as his heated breath blew next to her ear.

      “No! Yes?” She huffed out another panting breath before she continued. “Damn it! I don’t know what I mean anymore.”

      He cupped her cheeks and put distance between them. It was a gesture he regretted from her utterance because he instantly mourned the loss of the close heat between them. His dick grew to an unfamiliar ache, too. The woman was doing things to him he never imagined possible. He was just as confused about her as she was about him! He was attracted to her, and his brain shouted all kinds of warning signs. He’d only be with her for the next few days. Nothing more. But something in him didn’t care about any of that.

      “Let’s get back to the others. Unless, of course, you really need the ladies’ room. If you do, I’ll wait until you come out and escort you back.”

      Her hands were still on his chest, and she began sliding them to his forearms. Why she was caressing him was beyond his imagination, but he didn’t care what it meant at this point. All he cared about was ensuring the moment lasted as long as possible. Her touch was electric and carnal, all at once.

      “I’m okay. I just wanted to hide in the bathroom for a bit.”

      His hand slid to cup her cheek again. “I figured as much. Are you good now?”

      “Yes.”

      He placed a palm on the small of her back and guided her to the table. He felt her heat searing into his hand, growing quite attached to the electricity between them. When they reached the table, Quinn almost made an orgling sound at the absence of her touch. Almost.

      “Glad you are back, Erika,” her boss said as she got into her chair that Quinn had pulled out for her. “The best way to deal with these unknowns is to hit them head-on when we go to Santorini tomorrow morning. I say I grab the check and we all head back home to turn in early. It will be a busy day tomorrow. Just a reminder, the car will pick you both up between seven and seven thirty in the morning.”

      “Okay, King Rayan,” said Erika.

      Quinn sensed sadness in her voice. Was she just as affected by him as he was with her? God, he hoped so!
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      Quinn somehow managed to put work first. He knew if he went home with Erika—or she returned to the hotel with him—they’d get no sleep whatsoever, and that would leave them less than ready for a full day in the field. The mission came first.

      Not that he was sure Erika still wanted him. While she’d seemed okay when they’d headed back to the table, she became quiet on the ride back to her home. Distant. She barely uttered goodnight before bolting out of the car.

      He couldn’t help but feel that didn’t bode well for him, even though the kiss they shared had plagued his dreams. He couldn’t stop thinking about it.

      The next morning he packed a day bag with enough civies to cover their undercover sightseeing and loaded them into the car that Rayan—or more likely, Erika—sent to pick him up. When the driver was only two minutes from Erika’s place, Quinn’s palms began to sweat. Now that Erika had an entire night to think, how would she feel about him?

      They pulled into the parking area where Erika was already waiting. A bright smile sprang to his lips the minute she got into the car, which made his heart squeeze a little. He couldn’t help himself. He had to return the smile because he’d be spending the day with her, and he couldn’t think of anything better.

      “It’s a beautiful day. I’m glad the rain isn’t coming until tomorrow. We should be able to get done with what we need to. Though I’m unsure if either prospect is such a good thing. Zagan is dangerous, but the Atlanteans might be just as dangerous if there is such a shifter race,” Erika said with a knowing look.

      Quinn sucked in a breath. Out of all the things Erika could have said, he didn’t expect she’d talk about work first, which caught him off guard. So much so that he almost regretted the following sentence that came out of his mouth. Almost.

      “Can we address the elephant in the room, please?”

      Erika crossed her arms almost as if she was hugging herself, took a long breath, and released it before speaking. Okay, maybe he should have regretted saying what he said, especially since it came out a little harsher than he’d intended.

      “I didn’t want to start a conversation like that BC—Before Coffee. I’ll give you fair warning, anyone that starts a hard conversation with me before I’ve had copious amounts of caffeine is in danger of getting their head bitten off.”

      His mouth instantly became bone dry, and he had to swallow just to get his voice to work. “I’m sorry. It’s just I don’t want anything weird coming between us today. You were so quiet in the car last night, and I thought—”

      She lowered her head, avoiding his gaze, and he didn’t like that one bit.

      “Yeah, I should apologize too. I was kinda freaking out, and I didn’t want to say anything to screw this up.” She gestured a hand between the two of them before continuing. “I like you, Quinn. And whether this turns out to be a fling for the next few days or something more, I want to make it work for as long as you’ll have me. I’m out of practice with the whole dating thing, so please forgive my weirdness.”

      “You have nothing to apologize for.” He gave her a small smile as the car came to a stop. Just as they hopped out of the car, Carol and Rayan greeted them.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      The helicopter brought them to Skyros, where they met with Harriet, Lear, Treasure, and Teo at Lear’s palace.

      “Hail, hail! The Scooby Gang’s all here!” said Harriet, who greeted everyone at the door. They followed her into the breakfast room, where a large spread of fruits, baked goods, eggs, and various meats awaited them.

      Quinn’s mouth watered at the feast.

      “You didn’t have to go through all of this trouble. Toast would have been fine for me,” Quinn said with widened eyes. He’d never had anyone go out of their way for him like this before. And probably because it had been so long since his mother cooked a holiday dinner. He’d almost forgotten how nice it was to sit and eat with people he cherished. Not that he could say that he cherished them, just yet! But he was glad Erika was with him.

      “Shifters burn tons of calories, especially if you’re a FUC agent. So eat up! Trainer’s orders!”

      “Yes, ma’am! I mean Carol. Sorry, I forgot you hate being called a ma’am.”

      “I’ll let it slide this one time, Quinn, but never do it again.”

      Quinn smiled and took a seat next to Erika. He reached for her plate and piled on various choices for her to eat.

      “What are you doing?” Erika asked.

      “I’m putting stuff on your plate for you.”

      “I’m quite capable of doing that myself, you know.”

      “I’m sure you are, but I want to do this for you.”

      “Well, okay. Just make sure you add a croissant, crepes, and some strawberry compote,” she said with a wink.

      “Carol, you were so right! They make a handsome couple. Stan has outdone himself this time.”

      Quinn almost choked on his food when he heard what Harriet said. He hoped it didn’t bother Erika, like it had the night before. Quinn wasn’t sure if he was still on shaky ground with the idea of them being a couple or not. He thought it best to change the subject quickly so Erika wasn’t more embarrassed than she already was.

      “So what’s the plan for today when we go to Santorini?” Quinn asked. “I know you are all involved in the public operation because you’re hoping to bait Zagan into approaching you, correct?”

      “Bait… yes, somewhat,” Harriet answered. “All Zagan has wanted is royal blood, and at this point, the vendetta against us is personal for him. But it’s more than that. We’ve all been part of this case, and crowns or no crowns, our agent sides don’t just disappear. We want to be out there, catching this bastard ourselves.”

      “No need to get hopping mad, dear.” Lear patted his wife’s hand before looking back at Quinn. “Yes, the bait aspect is convenient for us. It is likely to force Zagan to act, and it does allow us to continue being part of this operation.”

      “And you wanted Erika and me to appear to be on a date, but that can’t be everything,” Quinn added.

      “Trust that our intelligence has been working on this,” Rayan assured him. “We’re not tossing you into a strange city in the vague hope that Zagan will appear. We have had tons of people tracking strange and unusual activities, and it’s been building as the talks get closer.”

      “He’s resurfaced around each SHIT for the past two years,“ Erika said. “Wouldn’t it be wiser for him to avoid this one? To lay low?”

      “I wouldn’t categorize anything Zagan does as wise,” Rayan replied with a bitter laugh. “No, we’re certain he’s on Santorini, and it’s just a matter of nabbing him before he can wreak havoc again.”

      “That’s the beauty of this sightseeing tour!” Carol chimed in. “We have a pretty good idea of where Zagan is hiding out. We’ll go there, and we can all fan out pretending we are taking in Akrotiri’s rich history while doing our rounds. One of us is bound to see Zagan or the unfamiliar turtle shifters.”

      “Yes, exactly,” Lear concurred. “But I almost hope it’s Zagan and not those pesky Atlantean shifters. I don’t think my people could handle an additional threat.”

      “Yeah, that would be tough on all our people, Lear,” Carol agreed.

      The group finished up their meal and headed back to the helipad. Once they were all in the helicopter, it took only fifteen minutes for them to touch the land on Santorini.

      It was still early, so there weren’t many tourists walking around. They’d planned this on purpose so as not to attract attention to themselves. While Quinn and Erika might not be recognizable, the other couples were royalty. Celebrities in their own right. And if they drew a crowd of fans, that would create more barriers for Zagan to approach them.

      Rayan led them toward what remained of Akrotiri. If any Atlantean shifters still existed, they’d settle somewhere near the island’s most important and oldest place. It made the most logical sense since the Bronze Age would be where they were most comfortable. As Quinn set foot on the remains, the hairs on his neck pricked to attention.

      It can’t be! Zagan?

      Quinn scanned the area, looking for the son of a bitch that had robbed him of so much of his life. His hair always stood at attention when that bastard was near—call it a natural reflex or shifter radar, but Quinn knew when Zagan was around and close! Rayan met his gaze and gave Quinn a knowing look. He placed a hand on Quinn’s shoulder.

      “Remain calm. If you look like you’re looking for him, he’ll vanish.”

      No sooner had King Rayan said it than the sensation of Zagan’s presence disappeared, much to Quinn’s disappointment.

      “We let him get away!” Anger bubbled in Quinn’s stomach, and he balled his fists at his sides. His voice took over just as heat rushed through his cheeks and ears. It was more forceful than he’d ever intended it to be in front of Erika, the royal couples, or Carol, his trainer.

      “Quinn!” Erika hissed. “It’s okay. Give it a minute. He might come back.”

      Quinn glanced at Erika, whose color had flushed from her face. He had no intention of scaring her with his anger for Zagan. Just the thought horrified him and made his stomach churn. The bile shot up his esophagus and balled up in a lump in his throat.

      This is it, exactly what I didn’t want to happen. Letting my temper get the best of me. Self-sabotaging.

      “Erika, I didn’t mean to—” He unballed his fists and attempted to go for hers to comfort her from his anger. He turned to look at Carol and the others instead. “I know I’m green, but can you all promise me I’m the one that collars the rat bastard? For FUC’s sake, I’ll bring him back to Canada to answer for his crimes. But please, let me be the one to collar the ass.”

      Now Carol was at his side and palming his other shoulder. “Who knows what will happen when shit hits the fan, but I promise we will try. Is that okay?”

      “Fair enough. I wouldn’t ask you to jeopardize the Shifter Hellenic Island Talks on my account.”

      “Actually, Quinn, I was referring to how it might go down with Zagan,” Carol clarified. “He’s a slippery mother fucker, and it might take more than one of us to bring him down. That’s all I meant.”

      “Well, well, well. Fancy meeting all of you here!” Suddenly, Erika’s words—he might come back—came back to haunt them as they turned to face Zagan. “And so close to the talks, I might add! Are you scoping out the lay of the land up close and personal, Rayan? And Lear and Mateo, it’s been a while! You never call. You don’t write.”

      Quinn looked at the others out of the corner of his eyes. The women had all stepped back and were speaking into earpieces, while the men—those Zagan had called by name—stepped forward, ready to taunt the man and distract him while they waited for others to arrive.

      “How dare you show your face here,” Teo spat.

      “Just couldn’t resist another thrashing?” Lear added.

      “Show some respect,” was Rayan’s reply.

      Zagan branded a smug smile before giving Rayan a slight bow of his head. “I apologize. I should have said King Rayan, Your Royal Highness. That is your title now, is it not?” His gaze broke from Rayan’s and finally met Quinn’s.

      “Zagan,” Quinn said, surprising himself with how level and steady his voice sounded.

      “Little Quinn.” Zagan shrugged, as though his presence was irrelevant. “It’s been a while seeing you, as well. It’s sad, actually. You left in such a rush from my lair in British Columbia. I never got a chance to thank you properly.”

      “Thank me?” Quinn asked, incredulous.

      “Yes, thank you. You know, at first, all the failures to turn you into something noteworthy frustrated me. But then, I had an epiphany. Your blood resisted changes from experimentation, so what might it hold if used with the experimentation? It’s thanks to you I was able to make myself into the bull-griffon shifter I am today. But I digress.”

      Quinn would have pondered Zagan’s words more, but the man began stalking closer to the group. Carol stepped up, blocking his path.

      “Don’t make this harder on yourself,” Carol said in her commanding voice. “Come quietly, and I won’t pummel your ass all the way back to Canada!”

      Zagan gave her a slow smile and cackled.

      “It will be harder for you to extradite me now that I have dual citizenship between here and Canada. But if you start the paperwork now, I’m sure you’ll have everything in order once the SHIT happens.” His gaze now landed on Erika. “And who is this delicious morsel? Lynx shifter, I take it?”

      That set Quinn off.

      Oh, FUCK NO! He can’t look at her! She’s mine! MINE! I won’t let him take her! FUCK THIS!

      “You leave her alone, Zagan.” Quinn closed the distance between him and Erika and was by her side before Zagan reached her. He clamped a protective hand around her waist while glaring at Zagan. “If you touch her, I will be the one kicking your ass, and I won’t stop.”

      “I’d like to see you try, llama.”

      “I’m not an impressionable kid that you can overpower anymore, Zagan. Go ahead, take a swing! I dare you to give me a fucking excuse, you piece of shit!”

      “Uh-uh!” Zagan made a tsking sound with his tongue while waving an index finger. “You best not tangle with me, Quinn. Not if you know what’s good for you. Adults are talking now. It’s best if you keep quiet.”

      He then turned back to Rayan, Lear, and Mateo.

      “I’m going to cut you a deal, and you have until the talks to think about this. Give me what I want—an endless supply of royal blood—and I won’t harm any of your friends, family, or subjects when the SHIT goes down every year.”

      After he said the words, he clapped his hands together, gave them all a toothy grin, and flew into the air. Quinn’s eyes widened, and he darted for the area Zagan was just in, trying to grab him before he was gone. But instead of grabbing Zagan’s leg, Quinn’s intended target, he grabbed air instead.
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        * * *

      

      “Damn it!” Quinn let out an aggravated sigh.

      “Quinn, we will get him.” It was Carol who approached him as the others called different BS and FUC offices to report the Zagan encounter.

      “I get it, Carol, but he slipped away from us again, and it’s beyond frustrating. Not to mention, the whole undercover job is a bust.”

      “You’re not wrong about that. Now that he knows you are here, you’ll need just as much protection as the rest of us.”

      “Why?” Quinn threw up his hands. “You heard him—he doesn’t want me. He’s only after royalty.”

      “I don’t know…”

      “What?”

      Carol furrowed her brows before responding. “Has anyone ever told you that you look like Lear? I mean you could pass for his brother!”

      “Erika mentioned it.” He shrugged and shook his head, unsure of why it was important at the moment. “I’ve never met the guy till now. I glanced at his picture in the case file but didn’t notice the resemblance. And even face to face, I don’t see it.”

      “Well, we should discuss that. Your file indicated that you still have quite a bit of amnesia post-experimentation, correct?”

      “Yeah.”

      “Including your legal surname? Where you came from?”

      "That's correct.” He nodded as he started to understand where Carol was going with her line of thinking.

      “Zagan revealed to us that your blood turned him into the bull-griffon he is. I’m not positive, but as far as I know, the experiments only work when royal blood is involved.”

      “Wait…” Quinn sucked in a breath as his heart began to pound harder in his chest. “Do you mean what I think you do?”

      Carol nodded. “It’s possible.”
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        * * *

      

      It wasn’t long before Quinn was back in the helicopter with Erika, Carol, Rayan, Mateo, Treasure, Harriet, and Lear to go out to dinner. Though he felt much too frustrated for a social engagement, he understood the importance of sticking to the plan.

      They’d continue to sightsee—which included dining out—and acting as though they were all enjoying each other’s company too much to care about any threats from Zagan.

      At least that meant that Quinn and Erika were still expected to act like a couple. The better for Zagan to think they could be caught off-guard. Not that Erika paid him much attention. Her silence made him worry that he’d done irreparable harm by losing his temper earlier.

      Unfortunately, they wouldn’t have a moment to talk alone anytime soon. Not with the whole “gang” in tow.

      The ride to OMill of Balabani restaurant wasn’t long, which was good because it was hard for Quinn to resist touching Erika. Her body was pressed against his in the tight quarters, and he wanted nothing more than to kiss her as they had last night. Alas, she kept her gaze out the window and her hands to herself, much to Quinn’s dismay.

      Once the helicopter landed, Dayton, Treasure’s driver, greeted them.

      “Hey, Dayton! Long time no see!” Carol said as Dayton opened up the back of the car.

      They all piled into the stretched Lincoln Town Car, though somehow Quinn and Erika ended up on opposite sides.

      All the better to avoid temptation, he thought, while also hoping that she wasn’t purposely avoiding him.

      “Yay, all the Scooby Gang is officially going out to dinner! This is exciting!” Treasure exclaimed once the car took off. Then her gaze turned onto Quinn. “You know I still can’t get over the fact that you look like a younger version of an uncle of mine.”

      “Everyone has said that, but I don’t see it.” Quinn shrugged. Yes, he’d been mulling over Carol’s suspicion since she’d said it, but it just didn’t make sense to him. He couldn’t be royal. Couldn’t be related to Lear and Treasure…

      Could he?

      “Yeah, Uncle Cadmus,” Lear added. “We lost touch with him many years ago. Once it was clear I would be next in line for the throne, he moved to British Columbia. Last we’d heard, he’d gotten married. Do you have any family in Greece?”

      “Not that I know of,” Quinn answered. “My parents died in a car crash in my late teens, and then I got carted from foster home to foster home for a bit until Zagan nabbed me for his relentless experiments. I don’t have any family left—at least, I don’t think so.”

      “I’m sorry to hear that, Quinn,” Harriet said with a sympathetic look on his face.

      “Zagan needs to pay for his crimes.” Lear shook his head. “It’s uncanny how much you resemble Uncle Cadmus.”

      “It certainly is strange that I resemble him, but after all the experimenting that Zagan did on me, I suffered severe memory loss. I don’t even remember what my parents looked like anymore.”

      “No pictures?”

      “No. I lost all of those once I was in the system. Too many moves from foster home to foster home.”

      Dayton pulled up to the restaurant entrance and opened the back passenger door to let them all out.

      “I’ll text you when we are ready to head out, Dayton,” Treasure told him.

      “Certainly, Your Highness.”

      As soon as they were seated—this time with Erika next to Quinn—King Lear asked for a couple of bottles of white wine for the table and two orders of calamari.

      While Erika’s beauty and scent could possibly provide a distraction, Quinn knew there would be no satisfaction. Not with the way she continued to evade his inquisitive gaze.

      Frustrated with Erika’s silence on top of Zagan’s escape, Quinn knew he couldn’t sit through more pleasantries—or more suggestions that he looked like a distant relative. He had to ask outright what their next steps were.

      “I know I’m new to all of this since I only recently graduated from FUCN’A, but what are we going to do about Zagan? Giving him what he wants—unlimited access to one of you or someone from your families—is clearly out of the question, of course.”

      “You’ve got that right, Quinn,” said Lear.

      “What if we offer me up, instead?”

      The table erupted with objections. Even Erika proclaimed, “I absolutely hate the idea.”

      “No, hear me out.” Quinn held up his hands to ask for silence. “We already know he can use my blood for experiments. It clearly worked for him because he kept me for so long. Perhaps if he thinks he’s getting me long-term again, he will leave the rest of you alone.”

      “No,” Lear answered, shaking his head stiffly. “He gets no one. Not one of us.”

      “It could work,” Carol said slowly. “Lear, you may hate it, but Quinn has a point. He’d be the perfect bait. Zagan will be focused on his prize and won’t see us coming. He’ll lead us to his lair, which might get us closer to the answers of the missing shifters. Plus, eight against one are pretty good odds.”

      “There will be no more discussion of this tonight,” Lear hissed. “May I remind you all, we’re in public?”

      After his chastising, the rest of the dinner discussion kept to mundane, socially acceptable topics. The weather, the upcoming talks, their plans for tomorrow’s sightseeing. At least Erika started to speak to him again, and he didn’t spot any hints of disgust in her eyes when she looked at him.

      Maybe I haven’t screwed things up completely.

      Once dinner ended and they took the helicopter back to Marathi Island, Quinn was pleasantly surprised to share a car ride alone with Erika back to his hotel. Heat shot through his entire body when their thighs brushed each other in the now seemingly tight quarters. He closed his eyes and sucked in a breath as the urge to kiss her shook him right to his core.

      “Quinn? Are you okay?”

      His eyes flew open at the sound of her breathy tone, and as he turned toward her, his palm brushed her thigh. She let out a shaky breath, and her hand was right over his. He began rubbing small circles on her exposed skin, leaving goosebumps where he touched her.

      “Erika?” His words were a breath from her ear. “Are you okay? You hardly said a word to me since Akrotiri. I’m so sorry that I lost my temper. I didn’t want you to see me like that.”

      “Ye-yes, I’m fine.” It came out more of a statement rather than a retort back. It was as if she wanted to be kissed just as much as he wanted to kiss her. “I understand how frustrated you were.”

      “You do? Then why have you been so quiet tonight? I thought you were upset with me.”

      "I couldn't be mad at you. It was just… well, a lot to process. I’m not a trained agent like you are. This is all new to me.”

      He pulled back, realizing that he had been so wrapped up in his frustrations that he hadn’t considered her feelings. “I’m so sorry. I should have—"

      “K-kiss me, Quinn,” she interrupted him. “I don’t want to think about anything else. All I want is you. I don’t think I can stand another second of waiting.”

      And there it was, his absolute understanding that she, in fact, wanted him as much as he wanted her at this moment. He grazed his lips over her jawline until his mouth was over hers. He licked the top seam of her lips, and she opened to him. The gesture alone made him let out a growl that vibrated between their open mouths.

      Her hands fisted in his thick, wavy hair, causing his pants to tighten as his dick pressed against the seam of his zipper. And he wasn’t sure how much longer he could take of this purely pleasurable punishment she was dishing out. It made him want to give more of himself to her, but they’d just met, and they were now working together. He would not blow his wad in the figurative and literal sense with this woman. She was far too classy for him to do that to her. He broke the kiss, and cool air rushed to his senses, making him instantly regret what he’d done.

      “We should slow things down a bit because if we take this any further, it will be done before it even starts.” He cupped her cheek before continuing. “You drive me that crazy, kitten.”

      His eyes didn’t quite meet hers as he shared that nugget with her. And who would blame him? He hated saying no to a woman, especially one this sexy. But this was a little too fast, even for him. How was she turning him on this fast? All they did was kiss. And if he felt this crazy now, what would happen when he took her to his bed?

      Shit!

      Why the hell was he even thinking this way? She was clear with him yesterday. She had no intentions of going out with him long-term. They were focused on their fake-dating relationship for the assignment. And heck—today was a stretch because she only promised him one date. And that was only if he convinced her to do so!

      She played with the collar of his golf shirt and smoothed invisible wrinkles out of the top half of the shirt, her skin seemingly branding his pecs with her sensual heat. “You’re right. We should take things slow.” She sucked in a breath, and her brows shot up her forehead. “I mean…”

      His lips curled upright. “Wait… Are you having second thoughts about us?”

      “Yes. I mean no. I… I don’t know, okay? You scrambled my head. Give me time to sleep on this. I’ll have an answer for you at the office tomorrow.”

      “That’s fair.”
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      Settled in at his desk in King Rayan’s palace office, Quinn couldn’t stop thinking about the previous day’s events. Coming face-to-face with Zagan and then watching him escape. Discussing the mystery of Quinn’s parentage with people who might be his relatives.

      But the thing that kept his stomach in knots, his heart pounding, and both palms sweaty? Erika and the kisses they’d shared in the car.

      He’d arrived at the office fifteen minutes early because he wanted to make a good impression on Erika. It turned out she wasn’t at her desk yet. He sat down and fussed with the mouse pad and keyboard, putting them in a position on the desk that would be comfortable for him. He then adjusted the office chair to a lower position. Whoever had the thing before him must have been pretty short. And a smile sprang from his face when he pictured Carol at a desk with her combat boots and camos on. That woman was fun-sized.

      A ding from the elevator broke his thoughts, and he nearly fell off his chair. He wasn’t used to an elevator so close to his office—not that he’d had an office. He had a desk outside of Richard’s, much like the setup Erika had here.

      “Hey there, partner!” Erika greeted him immediately and then quickly passed him with a load of files and a cup of to-go coffee.

      “You’re in a good mood this morning,” he mused, admiring her. Unlike yesterday, when she’d been in more casual tourist attire, today she was back to her office attire, stirring up all of Quinn’s naughty-librarian fantasies.

      “As long as I keep the steady stream of caffeine going.” She chuckled and held up her to-go cup, shaking it to demonstrate it was empty. “I haven’t had nearly enough yet. I usually consume a pot a day.”

      “Oh really?” he asked, wondering if she was serious.

      Clearly, she was. “Yup. You can come with me to the office cappuccino machine if you want. It’s always my first stop. Gotta keep the good stuff coming.”

      He got up and began walking with her down the hall. Their bodies were a couple of feet apart, but he still felt the heat, making his dick strain against the zipper of his pants yet again. How was he going to last the whole day with her? They finally made it to the break area, and Erika started to explain how to use the cappuccino maker. Quinn nodded to make it look like he was listening, but he couldn’t get the images of ripping off her clothes out of his head.

      “So now that you know how to work that, let’s get back to the desks. I need to get you signed in and make sure your clearance codes were entered into the palace’s protocol. If they dropped the ball with that, you can’t even access your email. Did they fingerprint you yet?”

      “Fingerprint? I… I’m not sure. Wouldn’t Stan send all of that over?”

      “Oh, no. I mean a computer scan of your fingerprint to allow you access to your computer.”

      Quinn let out a chuckle. “Are you serious? Are you gonna ask for a retinal scan of my eye next?”

      Erika’s brows furrowed. “Top-level security clearances usually do. At least here. Don’t they over at FUCN’A?”

      “I’m sure they do.” He didn’t add in the fact that he wasn’t top-level security cleared. Hell, he wasn’t even a field agent or a high-ranking admin officer. Just Richard’s assistant-turned-BS-trainee.

      His palms began to sweat, and it was probably for no good reason for him. It wasn’t his fault that he didn’t know what she was talking about.

      Her face contorted, her eyes widened, and her lips formed an “O” shape. And damn it! Now he was thinking about those lips wrapped around his dick. What was wrong with him?

      “I’m so sorry! I didn’t mean to assume anything.”

      “It’s okay. No need to apologize.” His mouth grew bone dry as he tried to push naughty thoughts of her out of his head. No matter what, he wanted to keep their personal feelings and personal life separate from their jobs, even though these past couple of days had blurred the lines.

      “Okay, well, let’s get you set up on your personal laptop so you can access your emails and all the updates to our mission.”

      He followed her back to their desks, trying not to notice that her body was radiating so much heat as she bent over his desk to click on a few screens. The scent of lilies and roses hit him again. He turned toward her, which was his biggest mistake because he came within an inch of her cleavage. Soft, inviting skin greeted him, almost begging him to place his lips over the tantalizing line and lick all the way down the length of her body.

      “Okay. Now all I need from you is to place one of your fingers on that black button over there.”

      As if it were even possible, her body got closer to his, and he desperately needed to put some distance between the two of them before he bent her over the damned desk. Quinn jerked his hand up to rake it through his hair but missed, making contact with her chest instead. As he stood, his hand slid down and cupped her breast.

      Fuck! Now I’m feeling her up in our shared office space, and I didn’t even mean to do that!

      “Sorry! I’m so, so sorry! I didn’t—I—”

      Well, damn, this wasn’t what he’d planned this morning when he rolled out of bed. How embarrassing! He couldn’t fuck this up anymore, even if he tried! Quinn shot his hand up to her shoulder in a split second.

      “God, I’m sorry. I meant to brush my hand through my hair. And—wow, that sounds just as stupid as what I just did.”

      “It’s okay. But let’s finish this.” She placed her steady palm over his, guided it over the black button, and pressed his index finger over it. “There! You are all set. I’ll be back. I need to get the documents that need the king’s signature.”

      Quinn quickly sat down at the desk and buried his face in his hands.

      “This is going to be the longest day of my life,” he said while raking his hands across his face, hoping his red, hot cheeks didn’t look as bad as they felt.
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        * * *

      

      Erika rushed out of the office as quickly as her legs would carry her. Because if she stayed? She would have run her hands through his thick, wavy locks and kissed him like there was no tomorrow.

      Why did all logic leave her senses when it came to this man?

      Because he’s hot as hell with those fuck-me glasses—that’s why, Jean.

      She let out a sigh once she knew she wasn’t in earshot of the sexy llama and placed a palm over the top of her breast he’d held with his hand just moments ago. It was still searing with his heat, branding her with his essence, and it felt like nothing she’d ever had before. No man had ever touched her like this.

      How the hell am I going to last a day, let alone the rest of the week, with this guy in the same room as me?

      She let out another sigh before heading over to the desk where all the documents were for the king’s attention. She clutched the folder close to her chest to hide her nipples, which were still as hard as diamonds from Quinn’s touch. Once she returned to the office, she avoided eye contact with Quinn and breezed into King Rayan’s office, placing the documents down on his desk. All she wanted to do was hide in Rayan’s office, but she couldn’t because no matter how much she wanted to kiss Quinn again, she shouldn’t. They were working on a case together, and that was that. And not to mention the fact that he’d be going home to British Columbia once his assignment was done.

      She took in a deep breath, puffed out her chest, and tried to shrug off all signs that she was in heat before sitting at her desk to review King Rayan’s SHIT speech.

      She successfully avoided Quinn’s brooding stare throughout the day and was proud of herself for doing it. But now that the king had left for the day, she felt strange not talking to Quinn. She peered up from her computer, and her breath hitched when his steely gaze met hers.

      “Look, I get what I did was inappropriate, and I said I was sorry. So why are you avoiding me?”

      Erika rose from her desk and walked over to the printer to retrieve King Rayan’s speech she’d just printed out. She always enjoyed doing the final read-through on hard copy with a red pen.

      “I’m not avoiding you,” she said as she headed into the king’s office. Quinn followed behind her before the door closed.

      “Yes, you are,” he insisted as he clasped a hand around Erika’s wrist. He turned her to face him. “Please tell me I didn’t completely fuck up with you. I think I’d die if you told me that.”

      Erika’s breathing became rapid as his gaze bore into her, and his hot breath caused goosebumps to pepper each exposed part of her skin.

      “Quinn…” Her mouth went dry, and she quickly swallowed before speaking again. “I know it was an accident. It’s just—”

      She bit her bottom lip, and that sent his eyes into a blazing heat. He pulled her closer to his waist and palmed her cheek.

      “It’s just what, exactly?”

      “I had to ignore you, or I wouldn’t get any work done. All I’ve been thinking about is that kiss from yesterday.”

      “I can’t stop thinking about it, either.”

      His voice was a whisper over her lips, and before she could catch her breath, his mouth was on hers. She let out a quick gasp as his palms slid down the length of her back and cupped her butt cheeks, pulling her closer to his rock-hard erection. His tongue pressed against the seam of her mouth, and she opened it, welcoming him inside her. He licked and teased her tongue before nibbling on her bottom lip. A groan vibrated deep within his chest before he ripped his lips from hers.

      “I’ve been wanting to do that all day, kitten,” he whispered over her lips before pulling her into another warm embrace.

      She slid her palms up on his pecs. “Quinn, we should stop now, or there is no way I can promise you I will want to later.”

      His lips began kissing the crux of her neck, and she let out a soft moan before digging her nails into his skin.

      “Kitten, I’m well past wanting to stop.”

      “Quinn, this is the king’s office. We need to stop.”

      Quinn let out a sigh before resting his hands on Erika’s shoulders and putting some distance between them.

      “I’ll stop, but only on one condition—come to my hotel with me. We can order room service and kiss some more. A lot more.”

      Say no, Erika. Say no!

      “Okay.”

      Damn it! Why did I do that? I’ve managed to resist this long…

      She wanted to take it back and blurt out just how wrong this was fifty ways to Sunday. But when his lips curled into a smile, and he placed her hand delicately in his palm, she melted into an immense pile of goo.

      “Dinner first,” he said with a smile. “We want to make sure we have lots of energy.”
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        * * *

      

      Erika still thought she was certifiably out of her mind, yet it all felt so right. Dinner was perfect. Perfect food, perfect conversation. It was as if they’d been together for years. She was that comfortable with him, but her heart was beating to an entirely different animal.

      Was it just her hormones talking, though? She still wasn’t sure.

      The man was sexy as hell and had been plaguing not only her dreams when she slept but during the day, too. The instant attraction made her wonder about many things and made her question if she knew what love was all about. Her ex never made her feel any of these things.

      How could she be so wrong about everything? Especially after her ex! The one she’d loved for the longest in her life who did nothing but break her heart.

      The trip from the restaurant to the hotel was short, and it wasn’t long before they got to his room, yet the seconds dragged on. She wanted this—wanted him—badly.

      As soon as the door shut, he pinned Erika between the door and his hard planes with an arm just above her shoulders on either side of her.

      “I want you, Erika. I want you more than anyone else I’ve ever known in my life.”

      Her breath hitched as his lips claimed hers. A groan vibrated deep within Quinn’s chest as he snaked an arm around Erika’s waist and pulled her close. She moaned softly as her back arced in response to his light kisses on her neck.

      “You’re driving me crazy, kitten,” he said as he scooped her up in his arms and led her to the bed. “I need you.” He plunged his tongue into her welcoming mouth as his hand slid down her shoulder, stopping at the top of her breast.

      He cupped her breast briefly, and she let out of whimper of disapproval.

      “Quinn, I need, I need—”

      Her voice broke.

      “I’ve got you, kitten. I intend to kiss those, but only after seeing them first.” He unbuttoned her blouse and kissed a line from the tip of her chin down to each newly exposed part of her skin. Once he shrugged off her blouse, he tossed it along with his shirt to the floor. Her bra was the next thing he discarded.

      “Kitten, you’re so beautiful,” he whispered as he rubbed his thumbs over each of her nipples. They pebbled in response. “So, so beautiful.”

      His lips sucked and licked each of her breasts before he trailed a line of kisses down the flat plane of her stomach.

      “I want to taste you, kitten.”

      His hands were playing at the seam of her skirt as he slowly began hitching it up her thighs until his thumbs hooked either side of her panties and tugged them off. Scorching heat came from his breath as his lips hovered over the center of her inner lips.

      “You are so, so gorgeous, Erika, and you smell delicious.” His tongue slipped into her thick folds. “But you taste divine!”

      She let out a soft moan as he continued to plunge his tongue in and out of her, his tongue so skillful that pressure was already starting to build. She writhed beneath him for only a few seconds before cupping his cheeks and guiding him back up to her mouth.

      “Quinn, I need you inside me.”

      “I’ve got you, kitten.”

      He hovered over her wet heat for a tortured second before plunging himself inside her, and that was all she needed. Her inner lips clamped around his cock, and with each thrust he gave her, she began pulsating to a pleasurable rhythm that mimicked his own. Liquid heat pooled between their sexes, exciting Erika even more. She cupped his ass and dug her nails into his skin.

      “That’s it, kitten. Come for me.”

      Her body responded to his demand as the two of them flew over the edge. When they caught their breath, Quinn rolled onto his side. The heat was gone, and then her senses came back with the cool as she took in his nakedness. Now Erika went into full-on panic mode.

      What am I doing? This is wrong. So wrong! We have SHIT to do tomorrow, and then he’s leaving! Not to mention the possible elephant in the room—him possibly being related to King Lear! Why am I making this harder on myself? It’s best to cut ties now so I don’t get hurt. I’ve gotten too close too soon to this man. It will be hard enough to forget him. It’s best if I leave now before we get even closer!

      She placed her palms over his hands.

      “Quinn, I…” Her voice trailed as she tried to cover herself up with the sheet. He quickly smoothed the fabric of the bed sheet out to help her cover herself.

      “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to do anything you aren’t comfortable with. Is having the lights on bothering you? I know it’s our first time together, but I couldn’t resist looking at your beautiful body. I can turn them off now.”

      How her heart squeezed! But she couldn’t… No, she wouldn’t allow herself to turn into a pile of goo again. She needed out of here and now!

      “No, you’re fine.” She got up from the bed and reached for her bra, shirt, skirt, and panties from the floor. “This is all on me. I can’t… I mean we shouldn’t…”

      She was fumbling with her buttons as she was stammering her words, making sure she didn’t make eye contact with him.

      With a sigh, she told him, “I’ll be right back.”

      She dashed into the bathroom and turned on the faucet. She splashed some cold water onto her face to cool her raging hormones. Her face was beet red, so she doubted the water would do her any good. Mainly because she’d soon have to face Quinn and his sexy fuck-me glasses again.

      God, she didn’t want to face him. And she knew he was standing right by the door. But this was for the best. She’d breeze by him to exit the room and drive home—that was the plan, anyway. She sucked in a breath as she reached for the doorknob and opened it quickly. And sure enough, he was right there and now fully clothed himself.

      “Erika, I’m so, so sorry. I shouldn’t have pushed you. Please stay. We can either order room service or head downstairs and order dessert from the hotel restaurant.”

      “I think it’s best if I head home. It’s getting late, and there’s all the SHIT to consider,” she said as she reached for his hand and patted it before continuing. “I’ll see you tomorrow—okay?”

      He rubbed the back of his neck with his free hand and then shoved it into his pocket.

      “Okay, I guess. It’s just… I don’t want to leave things like this between us. I’m really sorry.”

      “Quinn, I told you, you did nothing wrong. This is all me.”

      She took one long stride and another and another to the door. She placed her hand on the door and looked back at Quinn. His eyes were glistening. Was he crying? Damn it! He was, and that squeezed at her heart. The last thing she wanted to do was hurt him because that hurt her worse than she cared to admit to herself right now.

      Wasn’t I leaving to stop myself from getting a broken heart? Fuck!

      “I’ll see you tomorrow. Please don’t blame yourself. Please.”

      She was out the door before he could respond, and she raced to the stairs and took two at a time to make sure she wasn’t visible from the stairwell, just in case he planned on following her. She wasn’t sure she could say no to him if he followed her. But this was best because Erika didn’t do one-night stands. Well, until now anyway.
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      Quinn sent her some apologetic text messages, but Erika ignored them.

      Better to focus on the work that needed to be done.

      She spent the night looking over everything—nothing that needed tending to. She’d already done everything to her highest standards. The night before SHIT was reserved for emergencies—thankfully none had come up—or fun, which she’d kiboshed by running out of Quinn’s hotel room.

      She finally worked up the nerve to reply to him, letting him know that she made it home safely. Then she confessed that the reason she’d run was because she’d gotten scared. He replied that he understood.

      And then nothing.

      Now she faced a whole new problem. She didn’t think she’d miss someone she’d gone on only a few dates with. Yes, they’d had sex in Quinn’s hotel room. But she stopped herself on purpose from spending the night with him, determined to ensure her heart wouldn’t shatter into a million pieces once he left. One-night stands weren’t her thing for this very reason. And if that was the plan to keep her heart intact, why did she feel like someone just sucker-punched her?

      She managed to sleep, waking up to face the first day of the SHIT and, with that, the likelihood that they’d all have to face Zagan again. Erika was terrified. She never thought she’d deal with big bads up close and personal. She wasn’t on Marathi Island when Zagan attacked King Rayan and Carol last year, but it still irked her she walked the same halls that Zagan once had.

      “We all know the plan?” asked King Rayan once the team of four entered the helicopter that would transport them to Santorini.

      “Yes, dear,” Carol answered. “Our team is keeping an eye out for Zagan. We have loads of BS all over SHIT, so you don’t have to worry. You be your usual regal self and just let me take care of you. Nothing will happen to you or Erika, even if shit hits the fan.”

      “I’m pretty sure the SHIT will be inside with air conditioning. Yeah, there’s that whole thing about conserving natural gas because of Russia. But I’m certain they won’t be resorting to portable fans. The warm-blooded shifters like me will get cranky otherwise.”

      Carol squeezed Rayan’s knee. “Leave it to you to think I wasn’t actually swearing.” Her face lit up with a broad smile as Rayan chuckled.

      Their helicopter landed, and no sooner had Erika’s feet hit the ground than a now-familiar man strode toward them, flanked by two others Erika didn’t recognize.

      “You finally arrived!” Zagan called out, a smug smile plastered on his face and his eyes glued on Quinn.

      “Quinn? What’s going on?” Erika asked, bewildered.

      “I’m taking the little llama with me, that’s what,” Zagan said in a taunting, singsong voice.

      “No,” Erika whispered. She’d hated when Quinn had suggested it in the restaurant, but thankfully, Lear had been against it.

      Why hadn’t she even considered that this plan might still be in the works?

      “That’s right! Take me, Zagan, but leave the royals alone.”

      “Are you serious right now, Quinn?” Zagan let out a cackle. “Have you really not figured it out? Why I held you captive for so many years? And how I became a bull-griffon, to begin with?”

      “Did you kill my parents?” Quinn asked, ignoring Zagan’s questions.

      “Of course not. It was pure coincidence that a prince landed in my lab. Well, it wasn’t my lab at the time, but working as an underling allowed me to discover the secret of your blood and get away before those bastards at FUC captured me like they did my bosses.”

      His eyes went to Erika, looking her over like she was his next sexual conquest.

      “Don’t look at her,” Quinn commanded. “This is between you and me.”

      “I’m changing the deal. I want the girl, too.” Zagan jutted his chin in Erika’s direction, making her stomach roll in disgust.

      “What do you want with her?” Carol asked, her calm voice breaking through. “I thought you were all about royal blood?”

      “She’s gorgeous,” Zagan answered with a shrug. “And Quinn, my boy, this woman deserves a real man.”

      Quinn’s face was set ablaze. “You can’t have her!”

      Two males headed in Erika’s direction and grabbed her. She tried to fight them off in her human form, but their hands clenched tighter around her wrists with each struggle. She knew they couldn’t herd her lynx, so she quickly turned into it, biting and scratching at the men. Quinn shifted instantly into his llama to go after Zagan and the men. Zagan lunged for Quinn but he spat on Zagan while getting up on his hind legs, intending to strike. Zagan backed up.

      “If it’s a fight you want, you’ll get one! Boys, hold the girl while I finish this up.”

      Zagan shifted into his bull-griffon and let out a guttural growling moo before charging at Quinn with his horns. Quinn stepped to the side, and when Zagan flew past him, Quinn lunged for Zagan, connecting with Zagan’s thigh. Before Zagan could break from the hold, Quinn clamped down with his razor-sharp teeth. The teeth pierced Zagan’s skin and muscles, but for good measure, Quinn used his hoof to clock Zagan’s head, causing Zagan to fall to the ground.

      At the sight of blood, Erika turned away, diverting her face from the gruesome scene.

      She heard Zagan howl, which turned into a whimper. She chanced a look behind her to see that Zagan had fallen to the ground and both he and Quinn had gone back into their human forms.

      The two men who Zagan had instructed to grab Erika had fled after being bitten and scratched around every exposed part of their skin.

      Carol handed Quinn a set of cuffs. “Don’t count on the injuries to keep him down. Thanks to his ultra-healing powers, he’ll be up in no time.”

      Quinn nodded and slipped them on Zagan. “You have the right to remain silent. I suggest you do that during the entire plane ride back to British Columbia because I’m in no mood to listen to your sorry ass! Let’s go!” Quinn growled.

      Only then did Erika realize what was happening. “Wait! You’re leaving, now?”

      “Yes, Erika,” he told her, sparing barely a glance in her direction. “This was my entire purpose for being here, and this detainee isn’t slipping through our fingers again.”

      Erika watched as Quinn left with Zagan. A heaviness grew within her chest that she’d never felt before, and then a flood of tears sprang from her eyes.

      No goodbye?

      If she’d known this would be the last time she’d ever see Quinn, she wouldn’t have run out on him at the hotel last night.
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      “I don’t understand what you’re talking about, Stan. Carol and I did what you asked. Zagan is in custody. Sure, we didn’t get Zagan’s other two goons, but you are practically foaming at the mouth and telling me I should be back at the SHIT right now?”

      “Because you tasked yourself with catching Zagan, but your actual assignment was BS! Bonafide Security provides protection for the royals at SHIT!”

      “I did provide them protection,” he objected. “I took the biggest threat straight out of there.”

      “Well, you need to get your ass back there, because they can’t be short a guard.”

      “Carol can handle it,” Quinn said with a shrug. He’d tried hard to forget Erika over the long flight back to FUCN’A, and the idea of going back there to face her again seemed insurmountable. Plus, he’d rather stay where he was and assist in whatever interrogation might take place with Zagan. Because seriously that bastard was his to book!

      “No, she can’t, because she’s going to be busy being a bride.”

      “What?”

      “They’re getting married once the SHIT ends.”

      Now everything was starting to make more sense. Carol needed the extra time to prepare for her wedding, and who was he to be selfish and get in the way of Carol’s happiness? All Quinn could do was smile at Stan’s assignment. Carol deserved such happiness. Suddenly, his heart felt lighter, and he could admit to himself that the idea of returning appealed. He missed his Erika.

      His Erika?

      Wait…

      What?

      At what point did she become his? She was her own person and told him that in spades when she ran from his hotel room. He was still kicking himself in the ass about that. She deserved nothing but his best, and he’d misread her signals in the worst way. He’d let her down in the worst way, too.

      Did I really fuck up? Or was it what she said that night? Did she really get scared about us? About her heart shattering once he left?

      He sucked in a breath and raked his hair with a hand.

      No. Erika was scared. She wouldn’t lie about that. She was so forthright with her opinions, so if I fucked up, she’d tell me…

      A smile broadened his face as he thought about flying back to Marathi.

      I can’t wait to see her!

      But…

      Will she want to see me?

      His head spun with such questions all the way back to Marathi. Carol, who greeted him at the airport, immediately sensed his issue.

      “Stop overanalyzing, Quinn! Erika is head over heels in love with you,” Carol said as she patted Quinn on the shoulder. “She just doesn’t know it yet.”

      “How can you be so sure?”

      “Because I’ve never seen her as happy as she’s been with you.”

      “I’ve never known happiness until I met her.”

      “You two will be married soon—I can picture it.” Carol let out a sigh. “Hopefully, I’ll be married soon, too.”

      “What are you talking about? I thought that’s why I’m returning—to get you and King Rayan married off.”

      “We were, but the human minister we hired canceled on us because he’s ill—had a heart attack. And since Mateo and Treasure were going to get married by the same minister the following week, they won’t get married anytime soon, either.”

      “I could do it.” The words fell out of his mouth for no reason. He wasn’t a minister, had never done a ceremony, yet the idea felt right. “Shouldn’t be hard to find a church online to ordain me.”

      “You’d do that for all of us?”

      “Of course! I mean you’re my trainer, and Treasure is family. How could I not?”

      The DNA test results had been waiting for him on Stan’s desk at FUCN’A. Not a question about it; he was Treasure and Lear’s cousin.

      “Yeah, I forgot about that after this whole Zagan thing. How does it feel knowing that you’re a prince who could take over Skyros should Lear and Harriet wish to retire?”

      “Probably just as surreal as it is for you to become a royal queen consort of Marathi Island. I’ve always had a hard time fitting in. And now? Now I’m part of a royal court. It’s weird, to say the least. But it feels fantastic to have a family, though.”

      “Yeah, that’s a little trippy-dippy still for me, too. I actually fought with Stan about him assigning a BS detail to me. I’m glad it’s you, though. You were the best cadet out of your graduating class. Just don’t tell Treasure or Harriet. They’d kill me,” Carol said with a wink.

      Quinn smiled.

      “So, you ready to go see Erika? And have you told her the good news yet?”

      "No. I’ve hardly processed the decision myself.” Since all he had to do was return to the plane with the same suitcase he’d been traveling with, it wasn’t like he’d had to pack all his things for his move. Stan said they’d have a team take care of all of that for him.

      “There’s a lot to learn about being a prince,” Carol said. “Believe me, I’ve had to learn lots since joining the royal circle. But I can also tell you that it’s much easier with the person you love at your side.”

      “Speaking of which, why are you picking me up? Aren’t you supposed to be guarding Ray?”

      “I got some other BS to watch him for a moment. I knew I might need to be here in person to make sure you didn’t chicken out.”

      “I’m not chickening out,” Quinn said with a laugh. “But I’m not ready to see Erika yet. I want it to be a surprise.”

      Carol jumped up and down and let out a squeal.

      “I love surprises like this! It’s so romantic! What are you thinking?”

      “Well, is Erika part of the bridal party?”

      “Of course! She’s the maid of honor for both weddings.”

      “Perfect. So when Erika comes down the aisle, she’ll see me, officiating.”

      “Eek! That’s awesome! And you know what would be even better? What about a double wedding? Treasure and I have the same caterer, so combining everything shouldn’t be hard. We even have the same guest list,” Carol said with a chuckle. “I’ll have to ask Treasure, of course, but I’m sure she’d love the idea.”

      “I love that idea, myself.”

      “I’ll text Treasure on the chopper before we take off for Marathi Island, and I’ll make sure she doesn’t spill the beans about you.”
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        * * *

      

      It was day three of the Shifter Hellenic Talks, and Erika let out a sigh as King Rayan left the podium. He’d executed her speech perfectly—as she knew he’d do–but when she heard the words, she only thought about Quinn. She checked her phone for what was probably the millionth time in the past minute, and there were no messages from him.

      Not that she expected him to reach out to her. After all, he was only on an assignment. He didn’t owe her anything. And after she’d run out of his hotel room like a stupid, love-sick teenager, she wouldn’t blame him for losing her number.

      Of course, now there was a whole other issue with Quinn. Treasure hadn’t been able to hold back the announcement that the DNA results confirmed that Quinn was a prince. That had made things all the more complicated, in Erika’s estimation. Like it or not, Erika had no business dating a prince. She never felt she fit into that lifestyle. Erika wasn’t bubbly like Carol, Treasure, and Harriet. So if she was honest with herself, it was a good thing he’d ghosted her.

      “What’s the matter?” Treasure asked her, placing a palm on Erika’s arm.

      “Nothing. It’s stupid to even think about it. I’m sure Quinn is doing fine back home and not thinking about me.”

      Treasure blinked twice before responding.

      “Something tells me he’s thinking about you.”

      “You weren’t there when I made a fool of myself. God, I was so dang stupid! I ran out of the hotel room like a teenager. No. He has every right to ghost me.”

      “Don’t you get it, Erika? The man’s in love with you!”

      “Well, I don’t know about that,” Erika said, huffing and crossing her arms.

      “Well, if you don’t believe me, that’s on you. But you must admit to yourself that you’re in love with him.”

      “What’s the point? It’s not like we will ride off into the sunset together. He’s literally an ocean apart from me. Plus, the whole royalty thing is crazy, too. I’m not Cinderella.”

      “Carol doesn’t exactly own glass combat boots, Erika.” Treasure made a clucking sound with her tongue before continuing. “All I’m saying is give him a chance if he calls. You never know!”

      “You’re right. I will—if he calls.”

      Erika didn’t want to admit defeat, but arguing with her was futile. She was adamant that she was right. But all Erika had was a mere flicker of hope that she desperately tried to put out so the flames wouldn’t consume her.
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        * * *

      

      The day had finally come. King Rayan and Carol and King Mateo and Treasure decided on a double wedding. Erika was ecstatic for her friends, but her heart wasn’t happy. How could it be?

      As she’d predicted, her heart shattered, and she hadn’t even had a real relationship with the guy! How pathetic was that? It split into a thousand pieces all on its own. It had been four days since Quinn left for British Columbia, and he hadn’t called or texted her. Not even once. She knew she’d really screwed things up with Quinn and all, but all so she wouldn’t get a broken heart!

      The sad part about her stupid plan was that it didn’t work. She hated to admit it to Treasure the other day, but Treasure was right. Somehow, in the few days that she was with Quinn, she fell for him. She just wished she’d known it then and wished she said something to him. Maybe then he wouldn’t have ghosted her.

      Erika walked down the long staircase from King Lear’s palace and out the patio doors to the altar. She made brief eye contact with the guests in their white wooden chairs on the outdoor lawn and garden that overlooked the ocean. Erika had little choice but to look up at the photographer and videographer. She could not ruin her friends’ weddings because of how heartbroken she was. So when she was halfway down the aisle, she looked up at everyone, including who was at the altar, and nearly tripped over her own two feet.

      Standing at the altar with King Rayan and King Mateo, and dressed in a ceremonial minister stole, was Quinn. She tried to regain her composure, but her heart was now caught in her throat. Quinn’s smile broadened, making her practically run to the altar to meet him. Once she got there, she tossed her bouquet to her boss, King Rayan, and rushed into Quinn’s arms.

      “You’re here! You’re really here! I can’t believe this.”

      “I am, my kitten. I wanted to surprise you, but from now on, I’m never letting you go. These past few days have been sheer hell not being able to talk to you,” he said to her, and then he planted his lips on her mouth. The wedding guests fell silent.

      Rayan cleared his throat. “Um, Quinn? Shouldn’t you wait to be doing that—you know, like after marrying us off?”

      The guests began to laugh and clap. Erika broke from the kiss first and fixed her dress, smoothing out invisible wrinkles.

      “Right. Sorry about that. I’ll just”—her voice broke briefly as she motioned to the flowers in Rayan’s hands—“take those from you now.”

      “I’m just kidding with you, Erika! I knew Stan had it right—you two make a cute couple. It’s too bad he couldn’t make it today. Damned extradition paperwork is a bitch. It stalled the arraignment.”

      “Yeah, it’s too bad, but I’m sure we will see him soon enough.”

      Erika looked back at Quinn as she got into her place for the ceremony. “We’ll talk after?”

      “You can count on that, kitten. Okay, shall we get this show on the road?”

      The processional music came through the speakers, and King Lear escorted both Carol and Treasure down the aisle. Each of their dresses was stunning, with beaded crystals, lace, and long trains. Their soon-to-be husbands couldn’t take their eyes off of their brides. But Quinn wasn’t looking at them. His eyes were on Erika and Erika alone. Sure he had one more task to do—marry off some royals—but he didn’t have to focus on this too hard. Zagan was in custody, and Erika was safe. That was all that mattered to him. A long pause of silence grew, and Quinn realized he needed to start. He cleared his throat and began reading from his notes he’d printed off the website minutes before the wedding.

      “Dearly beloved, we meet here today to witness a sacred ceremony: the union of His Royal Highness King Rayan and Her Royal Highness Carol, as well as the union of His Royal Highness King Mateo Abara and Her Royal Highness Treasure. With great reverence, we come together to celebrate the love and devotion shared by these four children of God that stand before us. We are especially blessed to be joined today by family and friends. The grooms and the brides are honored you could be here to take part in this momentous occasion.

      “As the Bible reminds us in Corinthians, ‘If I have the gift of prophecy and can fathom all mysteries and all knowledge, and if I have a faith that can move mountains but do not have love, I am nothing.’

      “Over the course of their relationships, our couples, King Rayan and Carol, and King Mateo and Treasure, have developed strong bonds. These are based on shared values and mutual respect. With a solid foundation from which to grow, they have decided to take the oath of marriage and spend the rest of their lives together.

      “Let us revel in the joy and love on display here today. May we treasure these memories as Rayan and Carol and Mateo and Treasure, under the eyes of God, get set to begin their new lives together.

      “Who gives these brides today?”

      “I do,” said King Lear.

      “If anyone has cause to object to the forming of these unions, speak now or forever hold your peace.

      “Marriage is a venerated institution and one deserving of deep reverence. Today we observe the unions of King Rayan and Carol and King Mateo and Treasure in holy matrimony, a commitment they have chosen to undertake with all the sincerity that it warrants.

      “While marriage is a sacred and serious tradition, it is also cause for tremendous joy. Married life is full of surprises, adventures, and memory-making—all made possible by the enduring power of love. When Rayan and Carol and Mateo and Treasure finalize these unions, they will begin a new life of a partnership, one defined by shared hopes, dreams, and successes.”

      As Quinn read the passages, his heart kept tugging each time he uttered the word love. He glanced at Erika before continuing and noticed a tear spilling from her eye. God how he wanted to rush over and wipe it. Even if it was a tear of joy, he wanted to bring her that comfort. He cleared his throat again before continuing.

      “King Rayan and Carol, and Mateo and Treasure, as you learn to live as one in your individual couple, you will encounter many challenges that can help you grow. Do the things that make life precious—cooperate with each other, always make time to laugh together, and never lose appreciation for the love that you share. Remember, too, to adhere to the vows that you will make today. Seek strength from each other, give hope to each other, and let your trials help you grow together. They say love can build bridges and climb mountains—and they’re right. You will find that as it grows and matures over time, your love will prove both fulfilling and empowering.

      “Yes, there will be challenges in life, but the strength of your bond will offer you protection against life’s storms. Always make your relationship a priority and continue to nurture that bond. Through a commitment to love and the power of faith, you will navigate any obstacles that come your way.”

      The sentiment tugged at his heartstrings once more. He may not have known Erika for very long, but oh how he wished he could rush this ceremony along so he could utter his own words of commitment to her. They’d been apart for far too long, and the agonizing minutes they spent separate but together on the altar were driving him bonkers. He smiled at the guests before continuing.

      “Under the eyes of God, I solemnly bear witness to these matrimonial proceedings. I will now complete the sacred covenant you shall enter into on this day.

      “The rite of marriage is an ancient institution, an important ritual that binds two people together for the rest of their days. Today, as you form these unions, you’re choosing to take a vow that is as sacred today as it was to your ancestors.

      “The Bible makes note of the power of partnership in Ecclesiastes. It reminds us that ‘Two are better than one because they have a good return for their labor: If either of them falls down, one can help the other up. But pity anyone who falls and has no one to help them up. Also, if two lie down together, they will keep warm. But how can one keep warm alone?’

      “King Rayan and Carol, and King Mateo and Treasure, I invite you to express your sacred vows to one another in your respective couple. Please face each other as you declare these vows before God and in the presence of your family and friends. King Rayan, you may start.”

      “I, King Rayan, take you, Carol, to be my lawfully wedded wife. I promise to keep you by my side through good times and bad, for richer or poorer, in sickness and in health. I vow to stay true to you, honor you, and love you for the rest of my days until death do us part.”

      “Carol, now is the time for your promise.”

      Carol said her vows to Rayan as a tear slipped down her cheek. Rayan caught it with an index finger. She gave him a thankful smile and they both turned to face Quinn. Quinn smiled back.

      “King Mateo, you may start now.”

      “I, King Mateo, take you, Treasure, to be my lawfully wedded wife. I promise to keep you by my side through good times and bad, for richer or poorer, in sickness and in health. I vow to stay true to you, honor you, and love you for the rest of my days until death do us part.”

      “Treasure, now is the time for your promise.”

      Treasure smiled at Mateo and spoke her vows. When she was done, they both turned to Quinn. Quinn glanced back at his paper.

      “King Rayan and Queen Carol, please join hands. Under the eyes of God, King Rayan, do you take Her Royal Highness, Queen Consort Carol, to be your lawfully wedded wife? Do you promise to support her completely and love her unconditionally so long as you both shall live?”

      “I do.”

      “Under the eyes of God, Queen Carol, do you take His Royal Highness King Rayan to be your lawfully wedded husband? Do you promise to support him completely and love him unconditionally so long as you both shall live?”

      “I do.”

      “King Mateo and Queen Treasure, please join hands. Under the eyes of God, King Mateo, do you take Her Royal Highness Queen Treasure to be your lawfully wedded wife? Do you promise to support her completely and love her unconditionally so long as you both shall live?”

      “I do.”

      “Under the eyes of God, Queen Treasure, do you take His Royal Highness King Mateo to be your lawfully wedded husband? Do you promise to support him completely and love him unconditionally so long as you both shall live?”

      “I do.”

      And there it was. Their words, their commitments to one another, which made Quinn realize he was falling in love with Erika. He knew he had to tell her, too.

      “King Rayan and Carol, as well as King Mateo and Treasure, now that you’ve spoken the words to seal your unions, you will now plant your marital trees to celebrate the joining of your souls. Just as a tree lays down its roots over time, so will you grow ever stronger together.”

      Quinn handed King Rayan, Carol, King Mateo, and Treasure a small jar of soil. He then gestured at the saplings positioned to the right of the altar in pre-dug holes.

      “Each of you now holds soil from the earth. This soil represents your life, all the ups and downs, laughter and heartache, hopes and dreams. Take a moment to reflect on all that you’ve been through up to this point. Think of your proudest moments and your deepest fears. Each molecule of soil represents a unique experience that led you to this point in time.

      “Now give this soil to your tree together, bringing it life and health.”

      King Rayan and Carol and King Mateo and Treasure added the soil to their individual saplings as hundreds of cameras flashed from the DAMNs.

      “As these trees mature, your relationships will become as sturdy and reliable as the trunk of these trees. Life may bring its storms, but they will pass, and beyond, you will always find days of sunshine and joy. Just like your love, these trees will continue to thrive as they grow ever stronger.”

      Quinn glanced over at Erika, who was smiling from ear to ear at him, making his heart squeeze so much so that he almost forgot where he was.

      Just one more page and you can be with her, Quinn!

      “It is now time to exchange the rings. The circle formed by each ring is a symbol of your love and eternal commitment to each other. May these rings remind you always of the sacred promises you’ve made to each other today in the company of your family and friends. King Rayan, please repeat after me as you place the ring on the hand of your loved one. I, King Rayan, give you, Queen Consort Carol, this ring as a symbol of my love, commitment, and the eternal vows we have made today to each other. With this ring, I thee wed.”

      “I, King Rayan, give you, Queen Consort Carol, this ring as a symbol of my love, commitment, and the eternal vows we have made today to each other. With this ring, I thee wed.”

      “Carol, your turn. I, Queen Consort Carol, give you, King Rayan, this ring as a symbol of my love, commitment, and the eternal vows we have made today to each other. With this ring, I thee wed.”

      “I, Queen Consort Carol, give you, King Rayan, this ring as a symbol of my love, commitment, and the eternal vows we have made today to each other. With this ring, I thee wed.”

      Quinn turned to King Mateo and Queen Treasure and they repeated the exchanging of rings in the same manner as King Rayan and Queen Carol.

      “And now, by the power vested in me, Marathi Island in Greece, and by the online church by which I became a minister five minutes before this ceremony, I pronounce you, King Rayan, and Queen Consort Carol, and you, King Mateo and Queen Treasure, as husbands and wives, lawfully wedded before God. King Rayan and King Mateo, you may now kiss your brides!”

      The kings kissed their queens, and a roar of clapping came from the guests who rose from their seats.

      “Ladies and gentlemen, it is with great honor that I officially present to you their Royal Highnesses, the Michels and the Abaras!” said Quinn once the clapping died within the crowd.

      As the new couples walked down the aisle, Quinn dashed over to Erika and reached for her hand before she started down the aisle herself.

      “Find me once we are done? There’s something I need to tell you.”

      “I will.” She gave his hand a squeeze before walking down the aisle. Quinn followed her as her words came to the forefront of his mind.

      I will.

      He loved those words almost as much as he loved her, and tonight was the night he’d tell Erika he was madly, deeply in love with her.
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      Once the reception started, Quinn weaved in and out of the crowd, searching for Erika. He had to get to her soon, or he might lose his shit. He finally found her by the bar and tapped her shoulder.

      “Quinn!” she said in a breathy tone with a smile plastered on her face. “Would you like a glass of bubbles?”

      The initial looks of worry he’d seen on Erika when leaving for British Colombia seemed to melt away the minute he took the flute of Asti Spumante and a familiar spark flared within her eyes as his fingers brushed hers.

      “Yes, please.”

      She smiled again while taking a sip of her own.

      “So, about that night at the hotel—”

      Oh no! They weren’t going to talk about that night! Not yet, anyway! Not until he told her he loved her! He wrapped his palm around her upper arm before dismissing that topic altogether. She wouldn’t chicken out this time because he wasn’t going to let her.

      “Erika, don’t worry about that night. In fact…”

      She twisted out of his grasp to place some distance between them.

      Fuck!

      “But I can’t not worry about that! You’ll be gone again after the wedding and—”

      Wait! Did she really not understand what he’d said up on the altar? Apparently she didn’t! He raised a palm to stop her in mid-sentence with knitted brows.

      “Who said anything about me leaving after the wedding? Erika, I meant what I said on that altar. I’m never leaving you again. That’s a promise.”

      “Wait… You’re staying?”

      “Yes! My permanent assignment is to be part of Carol’s BS detail. I’ll be a backup for Rayan, too. Well, I guess I should call them King Rayan and Queen Carol now.”

      “Oh, my god! Really? So, I get to see you every day?”

      “Every day,” he said, cupping her cheek. “I love you, Erika Jean, and I’m never letting you go ever again. That is my commitment to you.”

      She pulled him into her arms.

      “And I’m not letting you go either! I love you, too, Quinn.”

      
        
        The End.

      

      

      
        
        Not quite! There are more FUC Academy books coming every month!

      

      

      
        
          
            [image: More FUCN’A Books]
          
        

      

      
        
        To find out more about these books and more, visit worlds.EveLanglais.com or sign up for the EveL Worlds newsletter. If you haven’t already downloaded the free Academy intro (written by Eve Langlais) make sure you grab it on our website!
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      The Turtle and the Hare
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        What happens when pure hare-itage meets royal blood?

      

        

      
        When Prince Lear comes face to face with Harriet, he’s smitten. Fast of word and fleet of foot, not only is this hare his lucky charm, she’s his mate too.

      

        

      
        As if his royal turtleness didn’t have enough to balance on his back, a plot is afoot to steal his royal blood. Can Harriet keep him safe?

      

      

      Available on all major platforms
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        He’s her rock, and she’s his everything.

      

        

      
        Will Teo be able to keep his Treasure out of harm’s way once she becomes the object of Zagan’s evil plot to steal her blood? 

      

        

      
        Being a phoenix and rock agama, Teo was her rock in more ways than one. But once Treasure knows the truth about Teo and who his father betrothed him to, will she want to fight to keep her love?

      

      

      
        
        Available on all major platforms
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The Ferret and the Fossa
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        This ferret is about to tunnel her way into this fossa’s heart!

      

        

      
        Carol answers to no one, which suits her just fine. Until she meets Rayan, a smooth-talking fossa who’s not thrilled to have a combat-boot-wearing pint-sized pocket pet as his protector!

      

        

      
        When the fantastically fragrant ferret moves in and takes over the fossa’s space, will he remain a creature of habit? Or will these two unlikely allies bond while discovering the truth about Rayan’s father?

      

      

      Available on all major platforms
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        USA Today bestselling and award-winning author Amanda Kimberley has written in various genres for four decades.

      

        

      
        Her nonfiction blog, which focuses on the chronic disease fibromyalgia, has garnered recognition from various organizations, including Health Magazine, naming her blog, Fibro and Fabulous, as a top blog for fibro sufferers. Amanda has also written for medical magazines and sites like FM Aware, The National Fibromyalgia Association’s magazine and ProHealth.

      

        

      
        When Kimberley is not writing nonfiction, she enjoys penning romance. Her first Furry United Coalition story, The Turtle and the Hare, earned the 2020 Summer Splash Book Awards of Ink and Scratches for Best Romance. Her Forever Series Books, Forever Friends and Forever Bound, were featured in 2015 and 2016 on the BookCountry website, a division of Penguin/Random House as editors’ picks. She has also been featured as a USA Today Happy Ever After Hot List Indie Author with Claiming My Valentine, a Best Poet of the ’90s ranking for an anthology and has had a #1 PNR ranking with Immortal Hunger and Hearts Unleashed.

      

        

      
        Amanda Kimberley is a Connecticut native who now lives in the warmth of Northern Texas with her zoo, consisting of her husky, tuxedo cat, mice, rabbits, guinea pigs, a tank of fish, two daughters, and a husband. When she is not writing, you can find her cooking whole foods for her pack. She also enjoys reading, hiking, and gaming.

      

      

      

      Find her online:

      
        	Website: authoramandakimberley.com

        	BookBub: bookbub.com/profile/amanda-kimberley

        	Facebook Group: facebook.com/groups/AmandaKimberleysReaderGroup
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