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 Prologue 
 
      
 
    “You’re a good woman, Rose. I remember.” 
 
    Rose jerked her attention to Talon Lawson’s face. His eyes were open now and bright gold. He must’ve been in a lot of pain if his lion was still present. He had a thick silver beard and matching hair that was mussed just right. He was even more handsome than she remembered from his time in the Tarian Pride all those years ago. What was it? Fifteen years now? Something must’ve happened to his mate, Mariah. Mariah was a Tarian lioness, too, and wouldn’t have allowed her mate to be beaten like this. She would’ve gotten him out of the Old Tarian Camp if she were still alive. Or she would’ve died trying. 
 
    “I’m not what you remember,” she whispered as she cleaned the long cut where one of his ribs had broken and stuck out of his skin. She’d wrapped the rib so it could heal properly, but this cut was still open and seeping. She was worried. 
 
    “If you aren’t good, you wouldn’t be wasting your time trying to save an old rogue like me.” 
 
    Rose inhaled deeply and let the potency of his compliments wash through her. It had been a long time since a man was kind to her like this. But the timing was bad. His daughter had just traded her life for his. “The Old Tarian Pride has Emerald,” she murmured low. 
 
    Talon’s nostril’s flared, and he grunted as he tried to sit up. His body was completely broken by whatever torture Cassius’s Pride had done. 
 
    “Stop, stop, stop, you’ll undo everything I’ve done,” she said, frantically pushing his shoulders back onto the mattress. 
 
    He groaned in agony. His bare torso was a latticework of claw marks, bandages, and long, black bruises, as though they’d beaten him with a pole of some kind. He shouldn’t have survived, but here he was. Steel man. 
 
    “I have to get her back,” he said, his eyes wild. 
 
    Rose tried to smile reassuringly, but probably failed when she uttered the words, “Then let me be your claws.” Why couldn’t she hold his gaze? Because he was hurt? Because he’d gone through worse than her? Because she’d begun to care for him as he fought for his life? They’d become a little team without him knowing. She’d poured her energy into saving him so that she didn’t have to think about her own time in Cassius’s “care.” Somewhere along the way, the unconscious man had started to matter to her. Terrifying, steel man. 
 
    He didn’t understand. She could tell because he just lay there, staring at her, eyes so wide and confused, his hand gripping his stomach, his abs flexing with every struggled breath. 
 
    Rose might never see him again after tonight, so she did something she would’ve never ever done if she had the guarantee of a long life ahead. She leaned closer and pressed her lips to his forehead. And then she eased away and said, “Tonight, Ronin’s going to war, and I’ll be at his side.” 
 
    “No,” he rumbled in a deep, inhuman voice. He was going pale, and a cold sweat broke out across his skin. He would pass out soon. “No, Rose, I don’t want you…” 
 
    “It’s my choice. Emerald is important to Ronin, and Ronin is very important to me.” And you’re important to me too, Talon. “Your daughter is worth the war.” 
 
    He was breathing so heavy, panting, through his mouth. His pupils were getting bigger, his eyelids heavy. Steel man, trying to stay awake. Nearly dead and still wanting to go back into Hell to retrieve his daughter. Steel Dad. 
 
    “You did so good,” she whispered, cupping her hand on his cheek. His beard was soft under her touch. “You kept your girl safe all these years, but now you have to let us protect her while you rest—” 
 
    “Don’t need rest,” he gritted out, his voice breaking on the words. 
 
    Rose snarled and gripped his shoulders, looked him right in the eyes. “I’ll bring her back. I swear it. No matter what, your daughter will come back to you.” 
 
    His brows relaxed and his breathing steadied, and with his gold eyes going hazy, he said, “Be…my…claws.” 
 
    It was in that moment of vulnerability when his eyes rimmed with moisture. It was the moment he accepted he wouldn’t be able to be a war-lion for his cub tonight…that look of deep regret that she understood so well… 
 
    That moment was the one that made her heart beat a little harder for Talon Lawson. 
 
    She scratched his beard gently and nodded. “I will.” 
 
    And then his eyes closed, and his body went limp. She left the room, thinking she would never see him again. 
 
    And that was the terrifying part—the sadness in her chest at not seeing a man again. It wasn’t her fate to pair up this late in her life. Her focus was to get the Tarian Pride rehabilitated with Ronin. That’s all. That was everything. 
 
    No one understood how loyal her heart got when she chose a person. She never let go, never gave up on them. She couldn’t afford to let her heart get attached to this one. 
 
    Caring for a man who was rogue and trained to run wasn’t okay. Not for a lioness like her. He would leave, and she would hurt for the rest of her life. 
 
    If this war didn’t kill her…falling for a rogue would. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter One 
 
      
 
    Talon Lawson had lost his anchor. 
 
    For the last two and a half decades, his entire world had revolved around his daughter, Emerald. But as he sat here, watching Emerald lean into her mate at the head of the sprawling dinner table, he knew he’d lost her. 
 
    Not in a bad way. He’d always wished for a pairing like this for her. She’d found a childhood crush. Or maybe fate had nudged them together. Ronin, Alpha of the New Tarian Pride, was a good man and caring toward his daughter. Protective of her just like every father dreamed for his child. A love match, like Talon had with Mariah, Emerald’s mother. 
 
    His daughter was happy and stable and would make an amazing queen for the Tarians. This Pride needed her kind heart and steel backbone. 
 
    No, he hadn’t lost her in the tragic sense. He’d lost the need to take care of her. Or she’d lost the need for him to be her protector. Her hero. 
 
    She had figured out how to take care of herself, and now what? What was Talon’s purpose? 
 
    Kannon, a dark-haired lion shifter next to him, leaned in and tinked his beer bottle against Talon’s empty. “We’re going into town later if you want to join us.” 
 
    “Mmm? All of you? Why?” 
 
    “To celebrate.” 
 
    Talon frowned. “Celebrate what?” 
 
    “Winning the war.” 
 
    Talon huffed a laugh and shook his head. “Boy, you ain’t won the war until every Old Tarian is snuffed out of existence. They’re like a cancer. How many do you think survived last week?” 
 
    Kannon sighed and leaned back in his creaking chair, took a swig of his drink, a thoughtful look on Ronin and Emerald. “I counted nine of the Pride and four council members.” He lowered his voice. “But all their females rebelled against them and traded to our side. One of their males, too, Orion.” He twitched his head at a blond-haired bruiser who was sitting alone on the couch, watching football. “We have the numbers on our side now, and they’ve been shamed. Plus”—Kannon grinned—“we have a dragon.” 
 
    Talon chuckled. “You do have that.” There was no “we.” Talon would leave as soon as he knew Emerald was settled. He wasn’t here to crowd his newly-paired daughter. He just wanted to make sure she was adjusted to her new throne before he started his new life. 
 
    He wasn’t very hungry tonight. Last week had just about done him in, and he wasn’t quite healed yet. Apparently, being systematically beaten by a rival Pride and then dragged behind a snowmobile was bad for the health. He had good healing, thanks to his inner lion but, good God, those assholes had done a number on him. 
 
    He was a Lawson, though, and Lawsons didn’t show weakness. Especially around a bunch of dominant strangers. Talon excused himself from the table and cleared his plate. The second he made it to the kitchen, a petite blond, Sora, reached out and tried to take the dish from him. “Sora,” he rumbled, easing the plate out of her reach, “this isn’t your old Pride. You don’t have to do everyone’s dishes.” He twitched his head toward the table. “Go on in there and relax. Everything’s okay.” 
 
    She was looking at the ground, wringing her hands. She cast a glance at her brother, Orion, still sitting motionless on the couch, and then gave Talon a forced smile that looked more like a grimace. “I don’t even know what that means anymore.” 
 
    “You will,” he promised, wishing he could revive all those Old Tarians who’d made her cower like this just so he could put them through a second death. Poor girl. If Emerald had been struggling to adjust this bad, it would’ve broken Talon’s heart. 
 
    “You’re safe with these guys,” he murmured, sidestepping her to get to the sink. “And I’m wary of every shifter. Been on the run for years. These boys, though?” he said, looking over his shoulder at the table of chattering lion shifters. “They’re different.” 
 
    “Yeah,” Sora said on a soft breath. Didn’t sound much like she believed him, but this was her battle. Get tougher and learn to trust. Or stay a mouse her whole life. He hoped she didn’t stay broken. He would talk to Emerald in the morning and tell her to pay special attention to Sora. Emerald was submissive, but tough as nails, and her care for people was unmatched. Probably Emerald had already noticed Sora was struggling. It’s just the way his daughter was. 
 
    His phone vibrated in his back pocket. He dried his hands quick on a dishtowel and answered the call. “Yeah?” 
 
    “Hey, this is Wade at Effects Delivery. I’m towing your car and your belongings. I’m at the address you gave me, but some twat-wrinkle named Gray won’t let me in the gate.” 
 
    Aw shit, he should’ve given Ronin a heads up his things were being delivered today. “Hey, Ronin?” he called, covering the speaker of the phone. 
 
    Ronin was on his cell phone and leaned back in his chair, but looked back at Talon. “Your car?” 
 
    Talon nodded. “Yeah, I should’ve—” 
 
    “Nah, no worries. We have to be careful who we let in right now, though,” he said, standing. “I’ll head to the front gate with you.” 
 
    “I can go to!” Emerald said. Sweet daughter. 
 
    “No, you two stay. Enjoy your dinner. It won’t take me but a minute.” Talon put his plate in the dishwasher and murmured into the phone, “I’ll be right there,” and then ended the call. 
 
    “You don’t have to go alone, Dad,” Emerald said, her dark eyebrows furrowed. 
 
    Before he could reply, the door opened, and in walked trouble. Holy shit, the woman who had nursed him back to health, Rose, was here. He’d waited to see her again for three days, but she didn’t live with the Pride. He’d begun to think he would never see her again, but here she was, cheeks pink, straightened silver hair mussed from the wind, a blue sweater that made her pretty blue eyes pop like a spring sky. 
 
    “You look better,” she said, her eyes wrinkling at the corners with her pretty smile. 
 
    Well, now, he was definitely not going to limp when he made his way to the coat rack by the door. Grabbing his thick winter jacket, he tipped his chin toward the door she was closing. “Want to go for a walk?” 
 
    “A walk? It’s freezing out,” Rose said, her delicately arched brows lowering over those pretty eyes of hers. She had this smile on her lips, though. One that said that she would still be up for questionable ideas. 
 
    God, there was something about her. She was tough, sweet, and happy, and all the things that drew in a man like him. 
 
    He tossed a look at Emerald who was smiling like a lunatic and waggling her eyebrows. “That one doesn’t want me to go to the front gate alone. Apparently, I’m fragile now.” 
 
    Rose snorted. “Fragile is not a word I would ever associate with you.” She narrowed her eyes and studied him, then nodded once. “Okay, it’s a date.” 
 
    “Wait, a date?” he gulped out before he could stop his words. 
 
    “You should see your face right now. You look like I just proposed to you,” Rose said, laughing as she made her way back outside. “You’re driving.” 
 
    Stunned by this little tornado and her directness, he murmured, “Oh. Okay,” as he followed her out the front door and onto the porch. 
 
    It was cold as a witch’s heart outside, and he shrugged into his jacket quick. His whole body still hurt, but he would be damned if he showed an ounce of pain in front of a Tarian lioness like Rose. She was tough as leather. Leather women didn’t go for soft men. They went for men who were made of metal. That was if he was interested in her going for him. Which he wasn’t. Because he was good at being a bachelor. And better off alone. And…stuff. 
 
    He’d thought she’d meant she was going to let him drive her car to the front gate, but nope. She’d meant a snowmobile. Fantastic. 
 
    “You know, the last time I rode one of these I was being dragged behind it,” he muttered. 
 
    “It’s important to get right back up on the horse,” she said, tucking her whipping hair behind her ear. Gorgeous hair. Silver with darker gray streaks. Girls nowadays paid good money to have the silver look, and Rose had mastered it naturally. He bet it would feel great between his fingers. Oh good, he was turning into a creep now. Women like Rose were pure class. She didn’t need some lowlife—” 
 
    “Shot of whiskey?” she asked, handing him a flask from the storage on the side of her snowmobile. 
 
    “Okay, I was just walking behind you, thinking about how classy you are, and you want to shoot whiskey. That’s my kind of classy. Classy and badassy.” 
 
    Tipping her pointed chin higher, Rose’s eyes sparked with amusement. “I’ve never been called those two words together before. I like it. You’re a charmer, aren’t you, Talon?” 
 
    Ooooh, he liked the way she said his name. She damn-near purred the word, and for the first time in a long time, he wanted to kiss a woman just to shock her. Or maybe to shock himself, he didn’t know. Rose did something strange to his insides. She was like one of those heart defibrillator machines that shocked a man back to life. He’d been a damn corpse for years and, here he was, looking at this woman and taking his first breaths back in the land of the living. 
 
    But there were hard truths in his life. 
 
    One, he had nothing to offer a woman. He’d known Rose years ago when he’d lived in the Tarian Pride, and she’d been used to a well-kept lifestyle. 
 
    Two, he was an old grizzled rogue lion, grumpy sometimes and set in his ways, who had never been good with compromise or change, and women needed both. 
 
    Three, his insides were about as ugly as they could get right now. He’d gone through hell in that Old Tarian camp, and he didn’t know how to talk about it, or to feel better. He didn’t know how to make his lion less angry. No one could understand when he was this raw. 
 
    Four, he was leaving soon. 
 
    What right did he have to charm Rose? None at all. 
 
    So he offered his hand to help her onto the snowmobile. He had to push away the myriad of awful memories of being dragged behind one of these damned things. He swallowed his snarl and climbed on. 
 
    And as he started the engine and revved it, he said over the noise, “If I was a charmer at one time, I’m not anymore. I can’t do dates, Rose.” 
 
    “I know,” she said, sliding her hands to his shoulders to hold on. 
 
    “Do you?” 
 
    “Why do you think I’ve stayed away?” 
 
    That part he hadn’t understood. Still didn’t. When he’d woken up here in the big house, his nightmare in the Old Tarian Camp done, Rose had been sitting on the edge of the bed. She’d looked so worried. She’d been ever vigilant, nursing him back to the land of the living. She hadn’t left his side much for two days straight. He was hurt and couldn’t do a lot of talking, but she hadn’t seemed to need entertainment. She’d just changed his bandages, fussed over his healing, brought him food. Hell, she’d fed him when the bones in his hands were still shattered from fighting. And then after she’d gone to war with Ronin to rescue Emerald, she’d disappeared. “Why have you stayed away?” 
 
    She gripped his shoulders gently and said, “I know better than to fall for a man who is used to running.” 
 
    And in this moment, he respected her even more. Not only was she beautiful and fearless and strong…but she was wise as well. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Two 
 
      
 
    Truth be told, Rose had thought Talon would be long-gone by now. That’s the only reason she’d come back to New Tarian Pride territory. She’d waited until she was sure he was headed back to his real life before she came to check up on the Pride. And really, she was lonely. Or her lioness was lonely. Talon had done something to her insides in the two days she’d taken care of him, and she didn’t much like the hole he’d put into her chest when she wasn’t around him. 
 
    You’re a good woman, Rose. I remember. 
 
    Rose slid her arms around Talon’s middle as they sped down the road on the snowmobile toward the front gate. She should’ve left her hands on his shoulders, which felt less intimate, but her stupid lioness was practically purring just being around him, and it had been so long since she’d been warm like this. The good warm. The kind that emanated from another person’s body. She closed her eyes just to get lost in the feel of him. God, she was weak around this man. When he didn’t shove her hands off, she smiled behind her whipping hair. 
 
    When the snowmobile slowed, she eased her eyes open and looked around his broad frame at the front gate. There was a one-man check-in stand, and Gray was standing in front of it, arms crossed as he glared at a man leaned up against an old black Chevelle with two white racing stripes down the front. 
 
    “Whose car is that?” Rose asked. 
 
    “It’s mine,” Talon said in that deep timbre of his. 
 
    Whatever she’d expected him to drive, it wasn’t this. “But…when you lived here, you only drove old rusted-out pickup trucks.” 
 
    The chuckle that rumbled through him warmed her to her soul. 
 
    “I was in that pickup truck phase for a long time. I got out of it about ten years back.” He parked behind the check-in station and cut the engine to the snowmobile. “I bought an old rusted-out Chevelle instead and badgered Emerald into working on it with me every Sunday. Bribed her with dinner. It was our tradition.” 
 
    Rose couldn’t keep the smile from her face if she tried. “That’s a lovely tradition.” 
 
    Talon dismounted and gave her a wicked smirk, tilted his head toward the old muscle car, and offered her his hand. “Do you want to go for a ride in that old tradition?” 
 
    “Oh…well…” She shouldn’t do this. She should ride her snowmobile right back to her cabin and get back to fixing the damage the Old Tarian did to it the night they’d kidnapped her, maybe drink a beer, watch her favorite Alaska shows, and hit the hay. Early. Because she definitely wouldn’t be lying in bed, thinking about how it felt to have her arms around such a solid, burly man. Rose cleared her throat. “I can’t just leave my snowmobile here. I have responsibilities and—” 
 
    “Gray, can you take Rose’s snowmobile back up to the big house when your shift is over?” 
 
    Gray nodded and smiled big enough that Rose could see his dimples. Dangit. That was a yes, and when Gray waggled his eyebrows like he knew things about things, Rose traded her smile for a frown. There went her excuse. Now, how was she supposed to keep her heart safe from this…this…ramblin’ man? 
 
    Talon was wearing a silly grin as he said, “Don’t worry, Rose. It’s not a date.” 
 
    She swallowed a growl and stomped around the security bar that Gray hadn’t lifted yet and directly to the passenger’s side door of the very attractive vehicle. One yank on the door handle, and the driver enlightened her, “It’s locked.” She wanted to claw him. No shit, it was locked. Why was Talon still smiling like that? And Gray. Males were obnoxious. Rose lifted her chin higher and waited. Impatiently. They couldn’t see her foot tapping, but she was sure she was beating a divot in the snow with the toe of her boot. 
 
    “Can you let the lady in while I sign the paperwork,” Talon murmured. “I don’t want her getting cold.” 
 
    Driver Mc-driverson rolled his eyes and huffed a sigh like a brat teenager and crawled inside, popped the lock on her door, then scampered back out. Smart man. She really did feel about fourteen percent violent all of a sudden. 
 
    The car smelled like leather, oil, cleaner, and the piney wood-scented air freshener that hung from the rearview mirror. It was pristine inside. Rose touched the white leather stripe that ran down the driver’s seat and now only felt about five percent violent as her inner lioness looked around Talon’s den. Because that’s what this was, right? He didn’t put down roots, but he took care of his car. This was home for him. This and Emerald. Not a place. 
 
    Talon was talking low to the delivery man and Gray, signing some paperwork on a clipboard. She twisted in the seat and read the labels written on the boxes stacked in the back seat. 
 
    Kitchen. 
 
    Bedroom. 
 
    Memories. 
 
    Emerald’s Baby Stuff. 
 
    A car and four boxes. 
 
    “Is this your whole life?” she asked Talon as he slid behind the wheel. 
 
    With a frown, he cast the boxes a quick glance and turned the key. The engine roared to life, the seat rumbling under her. Oh, hello. 
 
    “It’s the important parts of my life. It made it easy to pack up and go if I didn’t attach to material things.” 
 
    “Why did you do this, Talon?” 
 
    “Do what?” he asked, reversing the car past the tow truck the delivery man had unloaded the Chevelle from. 
 
    “Train yourself to live on the move.” 
 
    She didn’t miss the wince on his face as he threw the stick shift into first gear. He was still hurting. With a sigh as he hit the open road, he said, “Because I wanted to keep Mariah and Emerald safe. And being rogue isn’t like what you think, Rose. There’s not free territory out there that isn’t claimed by some Crew or another. If we found some space, after a while, a Crew would move in and push us out or ask us to pledge. Or stalk us. You think the Tarians just let us go free when we ran from here? They’re hunters who don’t let anything or anyone go. They lost the family they could shit on the most when they had a bad day. The ones they could blame for any bad luck. You didn’t have a submissive cub, Rose. And your grandson, Grim, sure as hell wasn’t submissive either. I remember how you were. You and your mate. You were both tough as nails. We ran the night we thought Leon killed Ronin. He called that meeting and said they would be culling the submissives. I was a Tarian long enough to know what that meant, and I wasn’t going to let them kill my daughter. Learning to live on the move? It was the easiest decision in the world. Tonight, I watched my daughter laughing and loving her mate, happy…safe…home. That’s the life I dreamed of for her, but we had to wait for it to all work itself out.” 
 
    Rose swallowed hard. “I feel like I should apologize.” 
 
    “Apologize?” he asked, casting her a quick frown as he shifted gears. 
 
    “I…” Rose blew out a breath and tried again. “I made a snap judgement, but your life was completely different than I imagined. The judgmental old bitty in me thought less of you for running. For roaming. For keeping your mate and Emerald on the move all those years. But you didn’t do it for selfish reasons, did you? You lived a harder life so that Emerald had a chance at surviving. And look what you did. Look where you got her.” Rose relaxed back against the creaking leather seat and looked out the window, smiled at the man in the moon hanging low in the sky in front of them, illuminating the road ahead. “You’re a good man and a good dad. Any wandering habits you picked up in all those years of moving…who am I to judge? Perhaps I should’ve made that same decision for Grim. Perhaps you were the one in the right. Perhaps I should’ve worked harder to save my grandson from being tormented into a monster in the Tarian Pride.” She rolled her head against the seat and smiled at him, crossed her arms over her chest to ward of the cold. “Perhaps standing my ground made me the weak one and running made you the brave one.” 
 
    “Hmmm,” Talon murmured. “Or perhaps there was no right or wrong way. Perhaps we just had to make the decisions we thought were best at the time. I heard about your grandson. Sure, the council made the Reaper in him, but he’s head of a Crew now and paired up with a love match. He came here to help Ronin get Emerald back. Him and his Crew. They’re loyal to him, and he has a friend in the Red Dragon, too. He ain’t doin’ too bad, Rose. You did just fine with that one.” His smile in the dim blue moonlight loosened the tight sensation that had constricted her chest. “When you get to our age, there is so much history behind us. So much story. And I don’t know if it’s the same for you, but I can lie awake every night and regret, overthink, and remember. And I have to pull myself back to the here and now because I’m not done yet.” He tossed her a wink. “And you ain’t either. Not even close, ya wildcat.” 
 
    Rose snorted and barely resisted the urge to roll her eyes like the delivery driver had done. “Wildcat, huh? I eat boring fiber cereal for breakfast and take about a dozen vitamins and medications every morning. I get a senior citizen discount on movie tickets, and I’m getting arthritis in my hands so I can’t do the things I used to and—” 
 
    “And you just went to war and whooped some dominant male lions’ asses.” 
 
    Shocked, Rose let her mouth plop open. “How did you…?” 
 
    “Oh, I asked around about you.” He changed gears and gunned it on a straightaway. 
 
    The squeak that fell from Rose’s lips was mortifying. She left her stomach clear back there on the road somewhere, and Talon wasn’t slowing down. He hit another gear, and Rose clutched the seatbelt, prepared to bellow, “Good lord, let me live!” But right then, Talon let off the gas and the car slowed to a not-so-terrifying speed. 
 
    “Wildcats don’t squeak,” she said in a very small voice. 
 
    Talon chuckled and slipped his hand from the gearshift to her thigh. He squeezed it once and told her, “It was the cutest damn squeak I’ve ever heard.” 
 
    “I’m a cougar,” she blurted out. 
 
    Her cheeks felt like they lit on fire, so she pressed her cold palms there to cool the heat. 
 
    “Pretty sure you’re a lioness. I saw you Change when I was here before, and unless you’ve been part of some gnarly experiments, I’m pretty sure you can’t switch shifter animals right in the middle of your life.” 
 
    “No…I mean…” Oh, God, how did she say this without further embarrassing herself? “You’re young, Talon. And I’m…” 
 
    “I swear to God if you say ‘old,’ I’m going to pull this car over and make you walk back.” He said it with a smile in his voice, but she dared a look at his face just to make sure his dark brown eyes were dancing. They were. “How old do you think I am?” he asked her. 
 
    “Don’t tell me! I don’t want to know.” 
 
    Talon belted out a laugh. “Why not?” 
 
    He was teasing her, and enough was enough. She was embarrassed. Embarrassed! She didn’t let men affect her like this. Never. She was above this and much too aloof to encourage his laughing at her. 
 
    “Turn here,” she said, pointing at a mailbox. Or what would’ve been a mailbox if the Old Tarian Pride hadn’t run it over with one of their ridiculous SUVs they’d souped up like they were preparing for the damn zombie apocalypse. 
 
    Talon slowed and turned onto the gravel driveway. “Is this where you live, or am I just turning around?” 
 
    “I’m up the road a ways. I can pick up my snowmobile tomorrow. I’m suddenly tired. You wouldn’t understand because you aren’t old.” 
 
    Talon slammed on the brakes and jerked them to a stop. “Seriously, how old do you think I am?” 
 
    “Well, I had a child at fifteen, and my daughter was an apple that fell a little too close to the tree, if you know what I mean. She had Grim at sixteen, and Grim is a grown man. You have a daughter his age. So roughly fifty. And I know all about single fifty year old men in their mid-life crisis. They go for the young spring chickens and don’t keep their interest on us mature ladies long.” 
 
    “I’m not a mid-life crisis kind of man, and age isn’t something I notice on a woman.” He chuckled and said, “I sewed my wild oats much longer than you young breeders. I didn’t have Emerald until I was in my thirties.” 
 
    Hope blossomed in her chest. Honestly, part of the reason she’d stayed away the last few days was because she knew he was a runner, and part of it was because she’d assumed he was much younger, and she didn’t want to feel gross for having a little schoolgirl crush on a younger man. 
 
    “I’m only five years younger than you,” Talon murmured. 
 
    “Oh, thank God,” she whispered, pressing her hand over her pounding heart. “I’ve been thinking how gross I am for having this…this…thing for a younger man, and—” 
 
    “You have a thing for me?” 
 
    “What? No. That’s not what I said.” 
 
    “Yes, it is. And I quote, ‘How gross I am for having this thing for a younger man.’” 
 
    “Okay, okay! Okay.” She held up her hands. “It’s not really a thing, per say. It was just the wrong word. That I used. I used the wrong word.” Oh hell, stop talking!  
 
    “Even if I was fifteen years younger than you, I would still think you’re a beautiful woman and I’d still want to take you out to dinner.” 
 
    “Wait, what?” 
 
    “Dinner. Me and you. As cliché as it is, I truly feel like age is just a number.” 
 
    “But your mate was younger than you. Mariah. I remember her. Why would you want to take me out?” 
 
    “I didn’t pair up with Mariah because of her age, Rose. You’re stuck on that part. I don’t give a fuck about the number of years you’ve lived on this earth. I care about your experiences in that time. Besides, you’re like wine, woman. You’re even prettier now than I remember you back then. Your eyes are still just as blue, and you have the same wily smile. Your hair is a different color, pretty silver, and you wear it longer than you used to.” He picked up a strand of her hair and rubbed it gently between his finger and thumb before he released it. “I like it this way. You look damn good to me.”  
 
    He put the car in first gear and coasted up the road toward her cabin while she sat there in utter shock at the butterflies battering her insides. 
 
    Sometimes a person could be complimented a hundred times by strangers or acquaintances, and it never really reached them. But then there would be that one person who could say a compliment, and it really went in the ear and settled in the mind. Talon was that person. Her cheeks were so warm right now, but she didn’t cover them again. Instead, she slipped her hand into the crook of his arm and bit her bottom lip to hide the trembling smile there. “Thank you for all those kind words,” she whispered. 
 
    “Been a long time?” he asked. This man knew a lot about a lot. 
 
    Rose cleared her throat and lifted her chin primly. “Maybe.” 
 
    “So, is it a yes?” 
 
    “To dinner?” 
 
    “Mmm hmmm,” he murmured, easing to a stop in front of her cabin. 
 
    Admittedly, Rose thought Talon was very handsome with his sexy-man smirk, dark eyes, and silver beard and hair that he’d obviously had taken care of at one of those modern barber shops. She’d noticed the tattoos on his big strong arms when she’d been taking care of him. And he smelled divine. Whatever cologne he wore was her new favorite scent. She loved a man who took care of himself. His smile was one of those that would bring a grown-ass woman to her knees. He was a flight risk, but in a way, that made this all a little more exciting. Yeah, it had been a while. A while since she’d felt anything for a man like this, a while since anyone had actually touched her heart with compliments, a while since a man had made her feel attractive. It was all a little addicting. And dangerous. But fun? And terrifying. 
 
    What was the harm in one little dinner? It was just two people eating food near each other. And talking. Just like they had been in this car. And that was probably okay. “When? I have a very busy schedule.” 
 
    “Tomorrow. I’ll pick you up in my hotrod. A hotrod for a hot granny.” 
 
    “Oh, shut up,” she said, swatting his arm while he cackled like a buffoon. She was trying not to laugh, but utterly failed. 
 
    He was cracking up so much, arms thrown around his middle, he ended up groaning in pain. 
 
    “Serves you right. You shouldn’t laugh at a lady.” 
 
    “I can’t believe you had a hang-up about your age,” Talon said, wiping the corners of his eyes. 
 
    “I don’t see why my insecurities are something to laugh at.” 
 
    “Because look at you!” Talon flipped down the sun visor, and there she was, looking grumpily back at herself in a tiny mirror. “Really, look at yourself, Rose. You were a stunner when I knew you before, and you’re a stunner now. I know how old you are from before, but no one would ever guess your age. You know why?” 
 
    Rose swallowed hard and shook her head. 
 
    “Because you don’t live like your age, do you? Tattooed forearm, ripped-up jeans, wild hair, leather boots, riding all over these mountains on your snowmobile. That saying ‘you’re only as old as you feel?’ You’re a great example, and you know it. There is nothing sexier than a woman in her prime who has the confidence of experience and the strength that comes with having to figure life out on her own. You are a woman who can handle your shit, Rose. Aren’t you?” 
 
    Okay, now he could have a little smile. Clever man. She nodded. “That I can.” 
 
    “And there is that wicked glint to your eye and that sly-fox smile that’s probably had half the men in these mountains tumbling over themselves to get your attention. But you don’t give it easy, do you, Wildcat?” 
 
    “I’m picky and don’t have time or patience for men’s shenanigans,” she conceded. 
 
    “Oh, I know. You’re a fiercely independent woman who doesn’t need a man for anything. The only way you would ever let yourself be with a male is if you wanted him there. He ain’t needed. You would only throw attention at a man if he doesn’t get in your way. If he empowers you. I’m gonna guess that those boys around here don’t cut it, do they?” 
 
    “No. No, they do not.” 
 
    The smile dipped from his full lips and then reappeared smaller as he searched her eyes. “Maybe try a man then.” 
 
    Chills rippled up her forearms and, whooo, those butterflies got to flapping their wings in her stomach. How many years had it been since she’d gotten butterflies? She felt like she was in high school talking to her crush under the bleachers. This was ridiculous. She was being ridiculous. Everything was ridiculous. 
 
    “I’ll go to dinner with you, Talon Lawson, on one condition.” 
 
    “Name it.” 
 
    “I pay for my own food.” 
 
    He frowned. “Why?” 
 
    She offered him a Cheshire cat grin. “Because then it won’t be a date.” Rose pushed open the door, got out, and then shut it firmly before walking away. Don’t look back, be cool. Don’t look back. 
 
    “Hey, Rose?” Talon called. 
 
    His voice sounded off. Confused maybe, so she turned and asked, “Yes?” 
 
    His eyes had lightened and were locked on her destroyed cabin. “What happened to your house?” 
 
    Oh, dear. She hadn’t thought about this part. She’d been so wrapped up in his charisma and conversation, she’d forgotten he hadn’t seen the destruction. No one had but Kannon, who’d figured out she was missing in the first place. 
 
    Heart aching, she looked at her home and tried to see it from Talon’s perspective. The front porch was gone completely, and there were two massive holes in the front wall. All the windows were busted out so she’d covered them in blue tarp while she was waiting on replacements to be shipped here. And her beautiful, precious rosebushes were all completely trampled or ripped from the ground entirely. 
 
    What could she say? How could she explain in as few words as possible that her house had been hurt, and it felt like her heart had been hurt right along with it? Simple honestly was always best. “You weren’t alone.” 
 
    “What do you mean?” Talon asked, opening his door. 
 
    As she watched him approach, Rose said, “You weren’t the only one the Old Tarians took.” She tried to smile because the ordeal was over and she could reassure him a little bit. That was kindness, not putting burdens on people who already carried so many of their own. “Cassius and four males from his Pride came for me in the night.” 
 
    Eyes wide, Talon looked at her house. And when he dragged his gaze back to her, his eyes were a fiery gold and full of fury. All around them, the air grew heavier and heavier. 
 
    “Everything’s okay. Ronin came for me. We didn’t know you were there in one of the prisoner cabins. We didn’t know, Talon. If we had, we would’ve gotten you out of there the night Ronin came to rescue me.” 
 
    “I saw the bruises,” he murmured. “When I woke up, I was delirious with pain, but I remember the bruises on your cheek and neck. But the next time I woke up, they weren’t there, so I thought I imagined them.” 
 
    “I might not be a real wildcat, but I’m a pretty fast healer.” 
 
    Talon inhaled deeply then released the breath, looking as troubled as a man could look. He pulled her close, hands on her waist, and then he shocked her completely with what he did next. He hugged her. Just…hugged. Just…wrapped his strong arms around her and stayed like that. Frozen, Rose didn’t know what to do. She hadn’t hugged a man like this in years. Didn’t have any urge to. She was Rose, Tarian Lioness, badass, respected…untouchable. Or so she’d thought. 
 
    “I fought,” she whispered. 
 
    “I know you did.” 
 
    “I fought hard.” Her guts felt like they were being torn in two. 
 
    Talon hugged her tighter. “I know.” 
 
    Rose’s lip quivered. Why did this embrace feel so good? She slid her arms around his waist and melted against him. As she squeezed her eyes closed, two tears streamed down her cheeks, and she pursed her lips hard to keep the sob trapped in her throat. 
 
    “Were you scared?” Talon asked. 
 
    Her voice would shake too bad if she spoke, and she couldn’t bear that. So she nodded instead, her cheek pressed to his chest. 
 
    “Good,” he said in a deep rumble. “You didn’t shut down, you didn’t go dormant, and now you’re dealing with what happened. You’re alive, Rose, because you’re tough. Doesn’t surprise me one bit that you were fighting them. That’s the kind of woman you are. Beautiful badass.” 
 
    His strong hand went to the back of her head, cupped it, and then stroked her scalp gently. It felt better than she could remember anything ever feeling before. Her lioness let off a soft purr, but she didn’t try to stop it. Her walls were breaking. He’d taken a layer of bricks off with those three words. Were you scared? It was the way he’d said them that had shattered her defenses. He wasn’t disgusted by the thought of fear. His voice had gone tender. He’d really wanted to know. 
 
    “Will you be able to sleep tonight?” he murmured. 
 
    She gripped his jacket in her clenched fists and nodded. “Eventually. I’m still in that strange phase where I think I hear something and check the house over and over until I’m exhausted and fall asleep on the couch with a shotgun on the coffee table near me.” 
 
    “Shit,” he whispered. “Rose, Rose, Rose. Why haven’t you been staying with the Pride?” 
 
    “Stubbornness,” she said with a half-laugh. “If I leave my home, it gives those men power. Most of them are dead now. I killed one of them in the war. They’re ashes now, and I refuse to give power to ghosts.” 
 
    Talon chuckled. “Atta girl.” 
 
    There was a snarl to his voice, and he smelled like fur now. Fur and cologne—an attractive combination to her senses. Ugh, what a disaster she was. Crying and having a breakdown one moment, then sniffing Talon the next. 
 
    “I’m fine, really,” she said. “My lioness will settle soon, and my defensive instincts won’t be so kicked up. I’ll get the house fixed up and get back to normal. You’re just seeing me raw, when everything is still fresh.” 
 
    “I like seeing you raw. I think you probably don’t let the world see this side of you.” 
 
    Rose eased back and released her grip on his jacket, then ran her fingernails from his short gray hair at his temple, down, down through his beard, massaging gently.  
 
    Talon rolled his eyes closed.  
 
    “Been a long time?” she asked, using his words. 
 
    His chuckle was deep and settled the heartache. “Maybe.” He leaned down suddenly and kissed her forehead. It was fast, just a few moments of his soft lips lingering there, but it was powerful. Her lioness settled, her body relaxed, and she was filled with some sensation she couldn’t identify. What was it, this steady feeling inside her? 
 
    “Go on, Wildcat,” he murmured, swatting her on the ass. “Go on to bed, and no checking the house.” He turned and pulled his jacket off, then tossed it in his car. 
 
    “What are you going to do?” 
 
    “I’ll watch the house so you can get a good night of sleep. I’d rather not be picking buckshot out of my ass by morning though, so leave the shotgun alone tonight, yeah?” 
 
    A stiff breeze could’ve knocked her over right now. He was going to watch the house? What did that even—? 
 
    Talon peeled off his black sweater and began shucking his pants. Oh good gracious, he was going to Change. 
 
    “Talon, you’re still hurt,” she said, gesturing to his bruised and mangled torso. 
 
    He just shrugged like it was nothing and kicked out of his boots. “I’ll probably heal faster if I get a good Change in.” 
 
    Naked. Talon was getting naked. 
 
    And, holy hell, that man had aged well. His muscles were rock hard and flexed with every movement, and she really shouldn’t be staring, but her body was all tingly and her nipples had perked up like two little marbles. He had abs and tattoos. The butt…the butt was glorious. Had she ever liked a man’s butt before? Possibly not, but Talon’s butt was a work of art. The man hadn’t skimped on his squats. 
 
    When he looked up, he had a smirk on his face like he knew she’d been watching, but just didn’t care. Rose wiped her damp cheeks real fast and cleared her throat. “I’ll make you breakfast then. In the morning. As repayment.” 
 
    Her piece said, she turned and marched to where the porch used to be. And then a little ungracefully, she climbed over the rubble and got her keys out, dropped them, found them again, shoved them into the lock, pushed open the door, and climbed inside on account of there not being stairs. She stood up, dusted off the knees of her jeans, and was about to tell him, ‘You really don’t have to do this,’ but a massive silver lion was standing there, staring back at her with those glowing yellow eyes. His paws were the size of dinner plates. She didn’t know if she’d ever seen a lion as big as him and such a light color. He was beautiful, if something so lethal could be called that. His mane was full, and he had lines of scars on his skin. His long tail twitched as he watched her. If they’d Changed together all those years ago when she’d known him, she couldn’t remember his lion. And this one would be impossible to forget. 
 
    Her heart was pounding, but not from fear. It was pounding because, in this moment, she’d realized what that steady feeling was. The word clicked into place as he sat down, a guardian of her home for the night. A guardian of her. 
 
    Safe. 
 
    Tonight, she was safe. 
 
    And even if he moved on and left her behind, she would never forget what he was doing for her right now. He was giving her a gift. Sleep. He was allowing her to let her guard down and rest her weary mind and instincts for a little while. 
 
    He was a very, very good man. 
 
    Through a full heart and a grateful smile, she murmured, “I’m really glad you’re back. Goodnight, Talon.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Three 
 
      
 
    A wooden plank. 
 
    Rose had turned into a wooden plank. That’s the only thing that explained the stiffness in her body. With a groan, she log-rolled over in bed and squinted at the harsh ray of sunlight that blasted her in the retina. What in the hades? 
 
    She reached out and yanked the alarm clock closer. 11:40 am. 
 
    Rose sat up in a rush. What sorcery was this? She only slept past six if she was lucky. She patted her body all over, but the stiffness wasn’t from her injuries from the war. She lifted up the hem of her oversize T-shirt and looked at her stomach. Every claw mark and puncture wound from the war was completely healed, leaving only silver scars. “Whaaat?” she whispered in shock. She pushed up her sleeve to expose the cut she’d gotten across the back of her arm the night she’d been kidnapped. It had happened when Cassius had slammed her against the full-length bathroom mirror. The cut had been to the bone and bad enough that she’d thought she would bleed out the first night she spent in captivity with the Old Tarian Pride. She’d said her goodbyes in her mind to Grim, Ronin, and the rest of the boys in the New Tarian Pride who were trying to change the fate of all lion shifters. To improve it. She was so proud of those boys.  
 
    That night had been hard, but now she was staring down at her arm at a silver scar. She was really okay. 
 
    There was a scuffling noise in the bathroom attached to her bedroom. She had been using the bathroom on the other side of the house since she’d returned from being taken. She hadn’t been able to face what had happened in this one. Rose sniffed, scenting the air. The smell of cleaning solution and Talon’s cologne wafted to her. Tenderly, she got out of bed and stretched her aching back. She hadn’t in a million years ever imagined she would sleep good enough, deep enough, and long enough to get a stiff back like this again. Rose padded across the cold wood floors to the bathroom door opened just a crack. The light was on, casting a streak of gold across the floor and beckoning her closer. 
 
    With just a second of hesitation, she pressed her fingertips against the door and pushed. It creaked open until she could see him, Talon, on his hands and knees, scrubbing the floor. He wasn’t wearing a shirt, and his powerful shoulder muscles flexed with every movement. There was a blue plastic bucket beside him half-full of water that had turned crimson. 
 
    Talon leaned back on his folded legs and jammed a finger at the broken mirror. “Tell me whoever did this is dead.” When he looked at her, his eyes were glowing an impossibly bright gold color. 
 
    Rose crossed her arms over her stomach like a shield as she scanned the bathroom. He’d cleaned up the broken glass and all of the blood. He’d even hung the shower curtain back up, and the ruined bathmat was shoved into a trash bag on the ground. “Cassius did this. The girls killed him in the war.” 
 
    Talon’s broad shoulders lifted as he inhaled deeply. He blew his breath out slowly, fists clenched on his thighs. “Rose, are you okay?” 
 
    She showed him the scar. “Yes, look. All healed. That good sleep benefited me.” 
 
    “I don’t mean physically, Rose. Are you okay?” 
 
    She swallowed hard. She wouldn’t get away with a lie. Not when Talon seemed so attuned to her already. “I’m better now that I had a good night and you cleaned this room. I’ve been putting it off.” 
 
    “Letting it haunt you.” 
 
    Clever, clever man. She nodded. 
 
    He cast a quick glance at her toes and said, “Red is my favorite color. You look cute.” 
 
    Cute? She was sixty-two years young, and yeah, shifters aged well, but she hadn’t been called cute in a couple decades at least. Rose huffed a laugh and wiggled her toes. “Maybe I’ll get my fingernails done the same color. For you. As a thank you for…” She shrugged and looked around. “For this.” 
 
    “Yeah, well, I’m not done.” 
 
    “What do you mean?” 
 
    “I mean, I can’t leave here until this place is a safe home for you again.” 
 
    The mention of him leaving felt like someone had punched her right in the stomach. It sucked the air from her lungs, so she waited until she could draw a breath again before she forced a smile. “I’ll be fine.” 
 
    “Damn right, you will. I put in some orders for supplies. You gotta truck out back I’m gonna need to borrow to bring the supplies back here. I don’t want to pay extra for shipping it. There’s no point when I can do it myself. I made a list of stuff you need fixed up, Rose. It’s a long one.” 
 
    This man had stunned her on so many occasions since he’d come back, and here he was doing it again. “Oh, Talon, you don’t have to do that. It’s a lot of effort and—” 
 
    “I assume you aren’t going through some human insurance company because you would have to explain how your house got destroyed like this, and from my time with the Tarian Pride, I remember the rules. No human law to govern us.” 
 
    “I’m going to have to fix up the house in sections. I’m a retired florist. I get paid every couple of weeks from my retirement funds, but it mostly covers living expenses, not home repairs.” 
 
    Talon snorted. “Woman, you aren’t retired. I saw your greenhouse out back. You’re a worker bee.” 
 
    “Yeah, well, did you happen to see it’s destroyed? They wanted to make sure Ronin noticed me missing. They wanted to get to him by taking the only female in his Pride.” 
 
    Talon shrugged. “We will rebuild.” 
 
    “How?” She frowned and leaned against the open doorframe. “How do you know what to do?” 
 
    Talon smiled. “The best job for staying on the move was construction. I got real good at finding teams that needed help for a week, a month, or two months. I learned a lot that way, too, didn’t stay stagnant just hanging sheetrock or laying brick. I learned it all.” 
 
    Oooh, he was a fixer. Okay, that was the sexiest thing in the world. She had a huge thing for men who were handy with tools. When her lioness purred, she covered it with a cough. 
 
    The smile that curved his lips was nothing shy of wicked, though, so she figured he probably heard it. 
 
    “I don’t have the money to tackle it all at once.” 
 
    “Let me worry about that. I’ve already been calling in favors on some of the supplies we need.” 
 
    Stressed, Rose shook her head. “It still costs money, Talon.” 
 
    “Have you told anyone in the Pride how you can’t get your house fixed up?” he asked softly, hands relaxing against his jeans. His eyes were so direct and earnest on hers. 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “I figured. You’re tough, Rose, but you aren’t alone.” 
 
    Felt a little like she would be when he left, but she wasn’t going to utter that little gem out loud. 
 
    “I got money just sitting in the bank getting moldy,” he said through a grin. “No material possessions means I saved my earnings. If it bothers you, pay me back in time. But know that I’m not asking you to.” 
 
    “Why are you doing this?” she asked. 
 
    Talon leaned toward her and tugged her hand until she stepped into the bathroom. He tugged and tugged until he eased her into his lap. “Because, Rose,” he murmured against her hair, “you deserve to feel safe. You deserve to have something good happen to you. That’s how the balance of the world works. You do good, and good comes back to you. There’s gonna be bad patches in a life. What happened in this room was a bad patch. But woman, you can’t have a rainbow without rain, right?” 
 
    Okay. 
 
    Okay, Rose. 
 
    Go ahead and fall a little harder. 
 
    He’s catching you. 
 
    She slid her arms around his neck and nuzzled her cheek against his shoulder. How could affection feel this good? She hugged the boys and Emerald. She hugged Grim and his crew. But this was different. This was slipping into a warm, safe room where nothing could touch her, nothing could hurt her. She did have a lot of history, a lot of cracks in her story, but Talon was good at pointing to them and then wordlessly accepting them or fixing them without her even asking. He wasn’t just a fixer of houses. He was a fixer of broken pieces. 
 
    “I will be sad when you leave,” she admitted softly. 
 
    “You’ll miss me?” 
 
    With a sigh, she nodded. “Something like that.” 
 
    A deep chuckle reverberated through his body and drew a giggle from her. A giggle. Like a school girl again. She’d always believed in magic. She’d seen too much in this life not to. Talon made her believe in it even more. Magic was shaving years off of a person and, right now, sitting in a strong man’s lap, growing a crush, she felt decades lift from her shoulders. 
 
    “All right,” she said decidedly. 
 
    “All right, what?” 
 
    “Let’s fix up the house together. And have fun while you’re here. I’ll pay you back a little at a time. Each month, you send me a postcard, and I’ll send you a check. And that way I don’t lose you all at once. I’ll poke pins in a map for each place you send me a postcard so I can track where you travel. We can be pen pals.” 
 
    “Pen pals, huh? I like it.”  He lifted her chin and searched her eyes. “You didn’t answer me earlier. I won’t ask again after this, but I need to know for certain. Are. You. Okay?” 
 
    Rose smiled then stretched up and pressed her lips against his. It would have to be answer enough for now. 
 
    She wasn’t okay yet. Not completely. 
 
    But as he slipped his hand behind her neck and moved his mouth against hers, the world melted away, and she knew one thing for certain. 
 
    She would be. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Four 
 
      
 
    Like the bathroom, Rose needed to face everything that was done to her property. As she stood inside her greenhouse, amid all the shattered glass and her precious plants that had been hacked to pieces, her heart ached. This had been the place she’d found sanctuary when the loneliness made her feel empty. This greenhouse had been her sanctuary, and the Old Tarian Pride had shattered it just to hurt her. Most of the dead plants were dried floral carcasses on the ground or brown splintered twigs sticking out of toppled pots. This place wasn’t her sanctuary anymore. It was a cemetery for old happy moments instead. 
 
    Talon had spent the morning hauling the splintered wood of the destroyed porch to a burn pile in the side yard. It was freezing out, and she could hear his boots in the snow as he approached the greenhouse. She turned, not even trying to hide the hurt on her face through the open doorway. He strode straight for her through the snow with only old work gloves on, a black T-shirt, his silver hair mussed, and a worried look in his dark eyes. 
 
    Voice hoarse and thick, she said, “Nothing survived them.” 
 
    “The Old Tarian Pride?” he asked, bumping his clenched fist on the splintered door frame. “That’s not true, Rose. You survived and I survived. Emerald, Grim, Ronin, Kannon—” 
 
    “Okay, okay,” she muttered with a sigh. He wasn’t one to let her dwell. 
 
    Talon chuckled and patted her backside as he walked by. 
 
    Rose made a little squeak and clenched her butt cheeks in shock. “Did you just spank me?” 
 
    “Woman,” he murmured, turning around and walking backward a few steps as he arched one dark eyebrow. “When I spank you, you’ll know it.” 
 
    Hells bells. Spanking was for young, wild people. Not classy queens. Right? But as she watched Talon kneel down to right a trio of potted plants, the masculine curve of his butt pressing against his jeans, his triceps flexing with each movement, and his tattoos stark against his skin…she was a little curious.  
 
    “Hypothetically speaking, would a spanking hurt?” Oh, her cheeks were on fire! She didn’t talk to men like this. 
 
    “It would sting, but it would feel so good you wouldn’t mind.” 
 
    “Oh,” she said, wringing her hands. “So it wouldn’t be punishment.” 
 
    He threw her the naughtiest look she’d ever seen on a man’s face. “Pleasure only.” 
 
    “Hmmm,” she squeaked out. “Interesting.” 
 
    From where he knelt below her, his eyes sparked an intense gold. A hungry look washed over his face. “Leave a little pink handprint on that cute ass of yours. Remind you for a little while what I did to you. You’re gonna want to look in the mirror at it so you can think dirty things. Think of how it felt when I was buried between your legs—” 
 
    When her phone rang in her hand, she startled so hard she dropped it. The dadburned thing clattered across the dirt floor and landed by Talon. With a wink that just about brought her to her knees, he handed her the phone. 
 
    Braindead, she answered the call without even checking the caller ID. 
 
    “Hey,” Grim said. “Where you been, lady? I tried calling the landline, but you didn’t pick up. Even called up at Ronin’s, but they said you left your snowmobile there last night and they haven’t seen you.” 
 
    “Oh, I’m sorry. I’m here. At…home.” 
 
    Talon slid his hand up the inside of her leg and asked where she wanted the pots stacked. 
 
    “Who’s that?” Grim snarled. 
 
    “Wh-what?” Rose asked, trying to keep her mind on track. Talon’s fingertips making their way to her inner thigh and his devilish smile were terribly distracting. 
 
    “I asked who’s there with you? I heard a man’s voice.” 
 
    “Oh! It’s Emerald’s Dad. Talon. Lawson. He’s helping me—” 
 
    “I’ll be right there.” 
 
    The phone clicked and went dead. Rose frowned at the screen just to make sure but, yep, Grim had most assuredly hung up on her. Little protective toot. He’d always been like that. He wouldn’t really show up, though. That meant taking a flight and leaving his Crew, and he’d only just gotten back home after the Tarian War. 
 
    Silly grandson. 
 
    Rose texted him quickly just to make sure he wasn’t online, looking at flights. I’m fine, boy. At home having a nice time with a nice man. I’ll call you later. Tell Ash hello for me. I miss you all very much. 
 
    Crisis averted, she set the phone on the edge of a table and smiled down at Talon who was still exploring her with his touch. She ran her hands through his hair, nails against his scalp, and couldn’t, for the life of her, tell if he was growling or purring. The sound he made sure got her blood pumping, though. 
 
    Her legs trembled as he wrapped her inner thigh in his strong hand, and when he leaned forward and set his teeth gently to the sensitive spot right over her knee, she gasped. She was wearing leggings and could feel every point of his teeth. With a soft moan, she leaned forward and gripped his hair for balance. He adjusted to his knees and slid his hands to the backs of her legs, laid his teeth on her a little higher, a little harder. 
 
    Rose swayed into him and rolled her head back. Everything had been heavy for so long, but right now, he was cutting the weight from her with every nip. He’d started a fire in her, and he was tending it as he clamped his teeth higher, right at the apex between her legs. 
 
    The world didn’t exist anymore. Nothing did except for Talon. 
 
    Go ahead and fall. 
 
    He ran his hands up the sides of her legs, then under her sweater and gripped her waist. She hadn’t been touched like this in so long, but did her age mean she didn’t deserve to feel adored? To feel coveted? To feel beautiful? She didn’t think so. 
 
    Talon was purring against her skin, and her breaths came in quick pants as his fingertips trailed warmth up her back to her bra. He unsnapped it in one easy movement, then dragged his palms under the material across her ribs until he cupped her breasts. 
 
    “Talon,” she whispered helplessly. She rested her hands on his broad shoulders for balance and leaned into his touch. The feel of skin on skin held such power. She didn’t understand why. Perhaps it was because it had been so long since she’d felt cared for like this, or maybe it was just Talon and whatever charisma he and his lion possessed. Sweet addiction. That’s what this was. She would do awful things to never have this end. To fuse his hands to her, to cement this feeling to her soul. The one of belonging to someone. Of being possessed by them. 
 
    Of not being alone. 
 
    For once…not being alone. 
 
    He pushed her sweater up and kissed her stomach. And God, his beard felt divine against her skin. She was totally lost already. He dragged his fingers down her sides as he kissed her stomach, just a hint of tongue against her skin. Down, down, his hands went until his fingers hooked in the elastic of her leggings and dragged the material right down with him. It was so smooth, there was no time for her to balk or overthink or let her insecurities have her head. Three downward trailing kisses, and his mouth was on her sex. 
 
    It’s okay to fall. 
 
    His steel hands eased her back against the edge of the table, and his tongue lapped at her clit. She let off a long moan. 
 
    “Louder,” he snarled. “Tell me how much you like it.” And then he splayed her knees farther apart and slid his tongue inside her. 
 
    Rose cried out his name, over and over as he stroked into her until she was right there. He was growling loudly, the sound vibrating the air around her, pulsing right through her, consuming her. It was a feral sound of pleasure. She was doing that to him, just by enjoying herself. Having power like that over a man like Talon was the most erotic thing she’d ever been a part of. 
 
    With a snarl, Talon yanked her leggings to her ankles, ripped them off the second she lifted her feet for him, and then he stood, threw them to the floor. He spun her around, and all Rose could do to stay upright was splay her hands on the table. 
 
    Talon cupped her sex as he rolled his hips against her ass, and his erection was so hard it pressed against her through his jeans. 
 
    Right as she found the rhythm of them moving together, him rubbing against her, he pushed two fingers into her deep. “Oooooh,” she moaned, tossing her head back. 
 
    Talon rumbled, “Good girl,” and clamped his teeth onto her sensitive earlobe. 
 
    And then the sting of that slap on her bare backside came shockingly fast. It was a sharp pain and then direct pleasure as he stroked his fingers into her and then rolled against her again, that sexy snarl rattling from his chest to her back. 
 
    The sound of his zipper just about did her in. 
 
    Ooooh, she liked spankings. In desperation, Rose spun around and tugged his shirt over his head, and then she was shoving his pants down his muscular hips with fumbling fingers. His long, thick, swollen cock was freed from his briefs, but she only got a glimpse of it before he took it in hand and guided it to her slit. Rose cried out as the head of it slid inside of her. Legs splayed, the table behind her creaked as it slid a few inches back and rested against the wall. Thank God, because she needed the support as he pushed into her again, hard. 
 
    Fuck. Fuck! Nothing could touch this feeling. “Deeper,” she begged. 
 
    Flexing his hips, Talon pushed into her farther. He gripped her waist and held her in place as he stroked a little deeper into her each time. 
 
    Rose didn’t even know what the hell she was yelling anymore. All she knew was that the tingling, erotic sensation between her legs was building at a blinding pace, and she wanted more. She wanted it all. 
 
    Powerful Talon, the man rammed into her and hit her clit as he filled her, and all Rose could do was sink her nails into his back and hold on. Over and over, he pumped into her until she saw stars at the edge of her vision. Her orgasm came so intensely she dragged her nails down his back. 
 
    He let off a bellowing roar as he drove into her hard…and then hesitated. Her body was pulsing fast, but she didn’t miss the deep throbbing of Talon’s dick inside of her. The grunts that he made as he jerked into her, emptying his seed, were so sexy. Her release fluttered on and on, slowing and then easing as he continued to move inside of her. 
 
    Gasping for breath, Rose rested her forehead on Talon’s and closed her eyes, cupped his cheeks with her hands. Soft beard under the pads of her thumbs, strong chest against her soft one. His lips finding hers as he remained buried deep inside, connecting them both. He’d just changed the way she felt about herself, about life, about everything with the simple power of touch. 
 
    A long-buried part of her perked up and grinned. I’ve still got it. 
 
    She wished she was poetic, or good with explaining how much something like this meant to her, but that wasn’t Rose. Pretty words and thoughtful sentiments belonged to her when she was younger, but she’d lost them a long time ago. 
 
    Now, she had that say-it-how-it-is syndrome. 
 
    “Well,” she murmured, “that was pretty fuckin’ athletic.” 
 
    There was a second of silence, and then Talon belted out a single, echoing laugh. 
 
    Rose snorted and then let off a giggle. 
 
    And then Talon was chuckling. 
 
    Rose hugged him tight as she lost it completely and cracked up. Then there was Talon, filling the entire greenhouse with a baritone laugh that made her heart happy. 
 
    And as they wiped tears from the corners of their eyes and petted each other, lost in a passionate moment that had turned to fun, she found herself grateful. 
 
    Rose had never felt more alive, but it was more than that. As she looked around the greenhouse, all of the damage didn’t seem as important anymore. It wasn’t so dire. The hurt wasn’t everything. In fact, right now, it counted for very little. 
 
    She’d thought this place could never be a sanctuary again, but Talon had fixed that little broken part of her. He’d come in here and made this place mean something again.  
 
    And as he turned her slightly and looked at her rump with a smirk on his face, she broke into giggles again. He’d left a perfect pink handprint. 
 
    A greedy little part of her lioness wished it would never go away. “We took back the greenhouse,” she murmured breathlessly. 
 
    Talon’s dark, dancing eyes looking right into her soul made her heart thump wildly. “We sure did, Wildcat.” 
 
    **** 
 
    You’re with Rose, aren’t you? 
 
    Talon read the text from Emerald twice. How should he tackle this one. He’d been sending her the ‘I’m fine’ texts for two days while he’d stayed with Rose, but Emerald worried. She cared about people deeply, and was sensitive, like her mother had been. She’d been asking over the past year if he would ever date again, but he didn’t want to get her hopes up with this. 
 
    Run. 
 
    The lion was a relentless asshole lately. The smell of coffee permeated the house, and Talon sat up and rubbed his hands down his beard. It was barely dawn, and hard to see in the dim room. 
 
    It was one of those happy scenes from a movie, where he should be lying here all happy and content, but… 
 
    Run. We’ve been here too long. 
 
    His phone screen lit up again. Dad, you are many things. A protective, shit-handling, intimidating, loyal old fart. But you aren’t an avoider. Are you having trouble dealing with what happened when you were with the Old Tarian Pride? We’ve always been able to talk, but you’ve shut down about what happened there. I would call, but I’m pretty sure you’re with Rose, and I don’t want to wake her. 
 
    He sighed, kicked the bedsheets off his legs, and rubbed his aching ribs for a few seconds before he responded. I’m helping her fix up her house. I’m alright. Stop worrying. And I’m not an old fart. I’m a very young fart. Dad. Send. 
 
    OMG why do you always sign your texts with Dad? I know who I’m messaging. *laughing face emoji* 
 
    Talon snorted. Little turd. He would now sign every text with ‘Dad’ because he could just imagine her laughing to herself. And his daughter deserved laughter after everything she’d been through. 
 
    This bed sure felt empty without Rose. 
 
    Run. 
 
    She’d gotten up early today, and he’d made love to her slowly. And after, she’d snuggled against his chest for a while, her freezing cold feet warming between his calves, and then she’d said she wanted to make him coffee. Sweet Rose. How had he gotten so lucky with her? 
 
    Run. It’s not lucky. She’s getting you addicted to this place. To this feeling of belonging, but we don’t belong. 
 
    Talon’s attention darted to the window for the tenth time since Rose had wrapped herself in the comforter and padded out of the bedroom. Bad news. That’s what roamers did. They started looking out windows and imagining the places they would go next. They started feeling trapped. 
 
    Run. 
 
    With a growl, Talon pushed out of bed and ran his hands through his hair roughly. Sometimes he wished he wasn’t a shifter at all. He and the lion didn’t always see eye-to-eye. 
 
    But from here, he could see the broken mirror through the open doorway to the bathroom, and a long, low growl rattled his throat. And it was times like these that he did appreciate the lion. Because as long as he was here, no one would ever hurt Rose again. 
 
    He looked out the window again and winced, shook his head. Why couldn’t he just appreciate this place for what it was? A safe haven with a woman he wanted to spend the rest of his years learning about. She had a million layers, and each one she revealed was more consuming than the last. 
 
    Talon pulled on a pair of sweats and followed the scent of fragrant coffee down the hall and into the living room. Rose wasn’t in the kitchen like he’d expected. When he saw her standing with her back to him, the comforter draped loosely around her shoulders, he drew right up and froze in awe. She leaned on the open front doorframe, her silver hair cascading down her shoulders, her face slightly turned and catching those first gray streaks of dawn on her high cheekbones. She said things sometimes that made him shake his head and chuckle because it was so apparent that she didn’t know how damn beautiful she was. Her eyes crinkled at the corners from years of smiling, and her skin had lost some of its firmness, but was replaced with a softness he couldn’t stop touching. Her tattoo ink, like his own, had lost the crisp lines over time, and now they had more character. He could see her shoulder bones as she stood there stoically, soaking up the dawn, a mug of steaming coffee cupped in her hands. 
 
    Sometimes Rose called herself old, but that wasn’t right at all. 
 
    Her years were one of the most attractive things about her. 
 
    She was broken in just perfectly. 
 
    Unable to stand this far away from her, Talon walked up behind Rose and slid his hands up the soft skin of her back. He wrapped his arms across her chest in a silent promise to protect her as long as he was here. To be at her back until the moment they were separated. He rested his cheek against the side of her head and smiled when she melted back against him. And he stood here and watched the sunrise with her. No words were needed between him and Rose, but he had a favor to ask of his lion because for the first time in a long time, he wanted to belong somewhere. He wanted to belong to someone. He would give anything to belong to Rose, and to moments like these. 
 
    Let me keep her. Let me stay. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Five 
 
      
 
    “I need to get groceries,” Rose said over the Queen song blaring on Talon’s radio. 
 
    “You mean you need sustenance after all the horizontal exercise we’ve been doing?” he asked cheekily. 
 
    “Don’t be crass,” Rose said through a private smile as she held her hand out the open window of his Chevelle and caught the wind against her fingertips. It was still cold, but the sun was out, and she hadn’t stuck her hand out a window in ages. “But yes, I need sustenance.” 
 
    Talon chuckled and took a right onto New Tarian Pride territory. At the security station, it was Kannon’s shift right now, and he froze mid-bite of his burger and frowned at them. 
 
    Talon pulled up to the window and told him, “We need to pick up Rose’s snowmobile. Do you know where Gray parked it?” 
 
    Kannon was staring at Rose with an odd and unreadable expression on his face. He took a slow bite of his burger and chewed it like a cow chewing its cud. 
 
    “Cat got your tongue?” Talon asked him, his arm resting on the open window. 
 
    “No,” Kannon drawled. “But I’m pretty sure that cat has yours.” He pointed to Rose. 
 
    Utterly stunned, she didn’t even get a word out before Talon was driving them through the gate Kannon had buzzed open. 
 
    “Do you think he can tell that we’re…we’re…” 
 
    “Fucking like rabbits?” Talon asked. 
 
    “No! Together!” 
 
    Talon ran his hand down his beard and smirked. “Probably. We are giving off that sexy pen pal vibe.” 
 
    Oh. Rose’s heart dipped to the fragrant leather seats. She’d had so much fun and been so distracted the last couple of days with Talon, she’d forgotten about the pen pal deal. Forgotten he was leaving at all. 
 
    Now a selfish part of her wished the house would never be repaired so he would stay. 
 
    She was prepared to pout, but he reached over and wrapped his hand around hers, settling the upset emotions that were building like a storm in her chest. “We aren’t there yet,” he murmured. “Don’t start counting down.” 
 
    “Oh, you’re a mind reader now?” 
 
    He threw her a sideways glance and hit the gas, spinning out on the gravel road. 
 
    Rose laughed and swatted his arm. “You can’t get out of every serious conversation with a gas pedal.” 
 
    “I know that. I have other weapons, too.” 
 
    “Like?” 
 
    Talon waggled his eyebrows, and now Rose was snickering again. “Ridiculous man.” 
 
    But she forgave him and slid her hand to the inside of his elbow, her favorite place to rest it while he was driving the stick shift. He patted her hand there and then rested his palm over her knuckles as he pulled to a stop in front of the big cabin. 
 
    Everything was different. It was like the colors were brighter. Maybe it was just the sunny day that was making everything so brilliant. There were little green grass shoots poking through the melting snow. A bird in the tree nearest them had feathers on his chest the same color as the sun, singing a pretty little song that made her happy down to her soul, and even the stain on the cabin looked new. More orange than she remembered. 
 
    Ronin and Emerald were sitting on the porch stairs of the cabin. Ronin was tying his work boots and Emerald was wrapped in a blanket, cupping a mug of something hot and steamy in her hands. 
 
    “Hey, Dad,” she called with a wave. “What are you doing out so early?” 
 
    Talon eased to a stop and pushed his sunglasses to his silver hair. “Bringing this one back to pick up her snowmobile.” 
 
    He was so handsome that sometimes it was hard to look away from him. “I like to stare and I don’t care,” she sang under her breath. 
 
    Talon looked over at her with a smile. “Poetic,” he complimented her. 
 
    “I’m using all of my wiles to keep you attracted to me.” 
 
    He slid his hand over her thigh and squeezed. Under his breath, he said, “Make me any more attracted to you, and we’ll never leave your house again.” 
 
    Mmmmm, yummy man. Her cheeks had to have been positively pink with pleasure. She wiggled her shoulders and hips in a little happy dance with the music. 
 
    When Talon shoved open the door, he pointed to her and demanded, “No moving. I’ll get your door.” 
 
    One of those songs that Grim used to sing came into her head. What a man, what a man, what a man, what a mighty good maaaaaan, what a mighty mighty good maaaaaaan… 
 
    Talon jogged around the front of the car and opened her door for her, then helped her out. It wasn’t like she needed it. She was a Tarian lioness after all. She didn’t need help with anything…but it was really nice and sweet that he was a gentleman with her. Well, outside of the bedroom. He was an utter rogue inside of it. 
 
    She followed right behind him, staring at that fine butt of his flexing with every step. She wanted to bite it. A growl rattled up her throat and Talon, that fine man, gave her a wicked glance over his shoulder. 
 
    When she looked up at Emerald and Ronin, she skidded to a stop beside Talon. 
 
    The two of them were sitting there frozen with matching what-the-fuck looks on their faces. Ronin held two shoestrings in his hands that were only halfway laced up his work boot. And the only thing that moved on Emerald was the steam of her drink. 
 
    “You two seem…different,” Ronin drawled out. 
 
    Rose cleared her throat and straightened her spine, lifted her chin. “It’s a beautiful day out. I’m in a good mood.” 
 
    Emerald’s bright green eyes narrowed to slits. “What happened to your hair?” 
 
    “My hair?” Rose patted it. Oh, God, there were leaves in it and the right side was like a bird’s nest. Right before they’d gotten into the car, Talon had made love to her from behind in the woods after they’d Changed together. Mortified, Rose frantically plucked foliage from her tresses and tried to comb it through with her fingers. 
 
    Talon wasn’t even hiding his laughter. “Here, let me help. There’s a stick in it.” 
 
    “Why didn’t you tell me I look like a mess?” she whispered. 
 
    “Because you don’t. You look like a well-fucked, sexy—” 
 
    “Shhh!” she hissed, swatting his hand away. 
 
    Incorrigible man was smiling so big, and everyone was going to know she was a hussy for him. 
 
    Finding the very last single shred of her dignity, Rose stood as tall as she could, lifted her chin, shook out her wild hair, and walked proudly past Talon toward her snowmobile. 
 
    Talon smacked her ass. 
 
    With a yelp, Rose’s gait hitched, and then she went back to walking. Like royalty. 
 
    Talon snorted behind her. 
 
    “What am I even supposed to do with this?” Ronin asked. “The only reason Grim is not here right now is because I told his panicked ass that he was mistaken, and that his grandmother did not have a boyfriend. Or…manfriend?” He muttered a curse under his breath and tried again. “Bedmate?” 
 
    Rose was perfectly fine letting him continue. He sounded so uncomfortable with this discussion. This was kind of amazing. 
 
    “Oh, my God, Ronin,” Emerald said, her mouth agape as she stared up at her mate. “That’s my dad. Don’t say bedmate.” 
 
    “I don’t know if I’m okay with this,” Ronin called from behind Rose. “You’re my…and he’s Emerald’s…” 
 
    Rose mounted the snowmobile and glared at Ronin. “I’m old, not dead.” 
 
    “You’re not old,” Emerald argued. 
 
    Talon had stayed by the car and was leaning against the front of it now, watching them with a remorseless smirk on his lips, as though he didn’t give a single care about everyone’s discomfort. Okay, now Rose was biting back a smile. 
 
    “Yeah,” Rose said. “Emerald is right. I’m not old. I don’t feel old. I feel like me. Just Rose. And I can have a crush—” 
 
    “Grim would literally shit himself if he heard you say the word ‘crush’—” 
 
    “Ronin Dillon Alder, if you and Grim have it in your heads that I don’t deserve happy moments with a man, you are dead-ass wrong.” 
 
    “Oh?” Ronin said louder. “Am I dead-ass wrong, Rose?” His eyes turned gold as he took three steps closer. “You’re my grandma to protect!” 
 
    “Or cock block?” Rose asked. “You realize I’m much more than just someone’s grandmother, don’t you? I’m a woman, too. I have feelings and all that shit. I don’t want to shock you, but I can still be attracted to a man. That part doesn’t just die when I hit grandma status.” She enjoyed the stunned, angry look on his face. His mouth was hanging open, hahaha. 
 
    “Don’t say cock block!” he ordered. 
 
    “Cock,” Rose said. 
 
    “Block,” Talon finished for her. 
 
    Rose snorted and tried to swallow down her laughter. Ronin’s face was getting so red. 
 
    Static blasted across the walkie-talkie at his hip, and Kannon said, “Hey Ronin.” 
 
    Ronin ignored him. “But you’re—you’re—you’re Rose. You’re strong and independent. You already had your mate—” 
 
    “Hey Bonin’ Ronin,” Kannon said, an annoying smile in his voice. 
 
    Ronin snatched the walkie-talkie from its sling, pushed the button, and snarled, “Don’t call me that.” 
 
    Okay, this was a little funny. Made more so by Talon’s shoulder-shaking silent laughter behind Ronin. And now Emerald was snickering, too. 
 
    “None of this is funny,” Ronin pointed out, rounding on them. 
 
    “Hey, Alpha,” Kannon said. 
 
    “What?” he bellowed loud enough for Kannon to hear him all the way at the check-in station. 
 
    “Rose is bangin’ Talon, boink, boink.” 
 
    The Alpha of the New Tarian Pride just stood there, face lookin’ like a cherry. Emerald jogged over and slid her hands up his back. “Babe, I love that you’re protective over Rose, but she’s not doing anything wrong. She likes a man. So what? I called this happening the night of the war. Rose fixed him up, and there was something in her smile when she left the room. She looked…happy.” Emerald nodded to Rose. “It’s good to see you happy, and even better for me to see my dad happy. So whatever you two are doing…keep it up. You deserve the smiles on your faces.” She tugged Ronin’s arm. “Come on, ya crazy. We have to get the girls into town.” 
 
    “Did you hear me?” Kannon asked over the walkie-talkie. 
 
    Ronin turned and made to throw the handheld radio at the side of the cabin, but stopped himself mid-throw. Jaw clenched with anger, he pulled the contraption to his lips and jammed his thumb on the button. “Fuck off.” And then he turned the volume down and slammed it back into the sling at his hip. And then he kicked at the snow. 
 
    Today was the best day ever. 
 
    “Why are you taking the girls into town?” Talon asked, pushing off his car. “Are they okay?” 
 
    “Oh, yeah, they’re fine,” Emerald said. “A couple of them have decided to find different Prides just so they can distance themselves from the Tarian Pride and what they went through, but Annamora and Sora and Maris are staying for sure, and they want jobs. And honestly, I think it would be good for them. Give them some confidence. We couldn’t find any job openings online, but I figured if we went into town, they could fill out some applications and hope a spot opens up eventually.” 
 
    Well, Rose perked up at that. “I think that’s a great idea,” she murmured. “Those women are tough, but they had their confidence shaken in that awful Pride. Let’s help them get their legs back under them.” 
 
    Emerald looked relieved and exhaled a big breath. “Okay, thank goodness. I was afraid I was pushing them too hard, too fast.” 
 
    “No, give them something to focus on. Remind them that it’s okay to care of themselves for once.” She’d been struggling with similar feelings before Talon came along. Self care was important for a woman. 
 
    “Do you…” Emerald cleared her throat. “Do you maybe want to come with us? We can do a girls’ day. Maybe do dinner afterward.” 
 
    Rose’s whole face stretched with a smile. “I would love that.” 
 
    “You ladies want to take the Chevelle?” Talon asked. 
 
    “Whoa!” Emerald exclaimed. “You would let us drive your hotrod for the day?” 
 
    Talon gave Rose a wink. “It’s the perfect girls’ day ride. I need to pick up supplies, so I’ll borrow a rig from one of the boys here and get a work day done.” 
 
    “Supplies for Rose’s house?” Ronin asked thoughtfully. 
 
    “Yeah, it’s a mess. That Old Tarian Pride did a number on it.” 
 
    “I got a full-size truck,” Ronin said. “Do you need help?” 
 
    “Are you asking so you can grill me the whole way to the lumber yard?” 
 
    Ronin shrugged. “Maybe.” 
 
    Talon scratched the corner of his mouth with his thumb and chuckled. “Fair enough.” 
 
    Plans all changed up, Rose dismounted the snowmobile and made her way to Talon. She leaned into him and murmured, “I’m gonna kind of miss you.” 
 
    “Kind of?” He offered her a crooked smile and leaned against the car again, arms crossed over his chest. “Say what you mean, Wildcat.” 
 
    Rose rolled her eyes heavenward and cocked her head at him. “I’m going to miss you today.” 
 
    He kissed her quick, just a peck, and patted her backside. “I’m just guessing, but it must’ve been very hard to be the only female in this pride for a while.” 
 
    Oh, Talon was very intuitive. It was one of the things she loved about him. Loved about him. Oh, no, she needed to be careful with that. Those were big feelings. Scary feelings. Feelings she didn’t have a right to have for a man who was upfront with his desire to leave soon. 
 
    Missing him today would be a little taste of how the rest of her life would be. 
 
    Rose was careful to keep her poker face because she wasn’t one to show weakness, but inside, it felt like a hole had been torn into her heart. 
 
    Talon’s dark gray brows drew down, and he brushed the knuckle of his finger down her cheek. “Where did you just go?” 
 
    Rose forced a smile and took the keys from his other hand. “Nowhere. I’m still here.” 
 
    And here was where she would always stay. 
 
    The thought that this was home used to make her feel steady and comfortable, but now everything was different. 
 
    When he left, the colors around her wouldn’t be as brilliant anymore, and there would be less to look forward to. Less laughing, less letting her guard down, less feeling safe, less exposing her soul and knowing she was accepted. 
 
    Less everything. 
 
    When he left, home was going to feel very empty. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Six 
 
      
 
    “Are you staying?” Ronin asked. Direct and to the point. Talon actually liked that about him, but he didn’t like answering direct questions he wasn’t ready to answer yet. 
 
    “I’ve never been much of a stay-er,” Talon murmured, staring out the window as the town of Telluride blurred by. “I was with the Tarian Pride my whole life until the day we thought Leon killed you and he was talking about culling the submissives. I was looking down at my daughter, scared for the first time ever, scared they were going to hurt her and I wouldn’t be able to do anything. That I was going to fail her as a father. Someday, you and Emerald will have cubs of your own, and you’ll realize that for all the excitement and fun and good, there are also moments that terrify you.” 
 
    “When we have cubs, Emerald will want you around, you know,” Ronin said, not taking his eyes off the road. “I want you to pledge to me. To the New Tarian Pride. I want you to be a part of this.” 
 
    The lion inside of him snarled at the thought of being caged into a Pride, and Talon owed it to Ronin to try to explain. He swallowed hard so the noise in his throat would stop. “Do you know what happens to a lion when you make him roam? Or to a lioness?” 
 
    “They always have to roam?” Ronin guessed. 
 
    “Not always, but most of the time. Emerald is settling well. I can tell. Her eyes aren’t darting to the road, she isn’t twitchy, she isn’t looking out the window all the time, feeling trapped. She isn’t pressing the outskirts of the territory when she Changes. I’ve been watching for any of the signs Mariah used to get, and she just doesn’t have them.” 
 
    “I remember your mate from when I was a kid. What happened to her?” 
 
    “Car accident. The first year was absolute hell. I had Emerald, though. We moved eight times that year.” 
 
    “Jesus,” Ronin whispered. 
 
    “It’s addictive. When we got settled into one place, other shifters would threaten us, or something would spook Emerald, or we would get sad about her mother and want something else to focus on.” 
 
    “And roaming took that focus?” 
 
    “At first, moving was necessary to escape the Old Tarian Pride, but eventually, I guess it was our coping mechanism for dealing with life.” 
 
    “So break the habit.” 
 
    Talon huffed a dark laugh. “I wish I could, but it’s not up to me.” 
 
    “Who is it up to?” 
 
    Talon blinked slow and let Ronin see the lion in his eyes. He knew they’d be gold. Talking about the cage of a Pride constricted his chest and made the cab of this pickup feel too small. 
 
    “You like Rose,” Ronin said, “so you should know how it is for her. You should know what you’ll do to her when you leave.” 
 
    Talon didn’t even try to hide his growling now. “Ronin, I like you, but you don’t have a say in what Rose and I do or don’t do.” 
 
    “She doesn’t attach to people, Talon. She is sooo careful. So careful.” He pulled into the gravel parking lot of the lumber yard and parked right up front. “Her kid was a piece of shit. Never appreciated her or Byron, her mate. Dumped Grim on her right when she lost Byron and then left. Was manipulative and only came back when she wanted money. And if Rose didn’t help, she would threaten to take Grim and never let Rose see him again. And he was the only steady thing she had left by then. Imagine that, Talon. How it was for her. You remember how awful the Tarian Pride was? Rose isn’t submissive by our standards, but by the council’s? She was nothing, treated like a pariah. Were you there the day Grim turned into the Reaper?” 
 
    “Fuck,” Talon murmured, squeezing his eyes closed at the awful memory. He’d been lucky enough to forget it until now. 
 
    He pressed the heels of his hands against his eyes as he saw her face in his mind. Rose had watched Grim in a dominance battle. Watched him and the other kid…Who was it? Justin…something… Justin Moore. “Fuck, I don’t want to do this.” It had been dark out, stormy, the two boys had just maimed each other, and the council had kept everyone back, kept everyone out of it. Two kids. Barely eighteen. Too young for a fight like that, but Tarians didn’t give a shit about ethics. They cared about dominance and prepping those two to run the Pride someday. They’d damn near killed each other. Grim was laying in the mud, eyes on his grandma, and Rose was losing her shit. Council members were holding her back as she screamed and clawed and fought to go to Grim… 
 
    Talon shoved the door open and stumbled out just so he could be out in the open and breathe again, but the memory wouldn’t go away. 
 
    Ronin, young blond-haired best friend of Grim, practically raised by Rose, was hugging her tight as Grim died. Or at least they thought he was dying. They didn’t know he was becoming the Reaper instead. The tears streaming down Rose’s face as she watched her grandson bleeding out was something that had stayed with Talon for years. He’d worked hard to get rid of that memory, and Ronin had dug it back up. 
 
    He gripped the side of the pickup bed, locked his arms against it, and lifted his furious gaze to Ronin, who was leaning against the other side. 
 
    Ronin told him, “Rose just gave up a baby she was helping raise to Vyr Daye and his mate, Riyah. Do you want to know why she gave that cub up?” 
 
    Part of him wanted to know every single thing about Rose, and part of him was terrified of seeing the deep parts of her. Why? Because those deep places would tether the man in him to her, but it would scare the lion off. Losing a mate had wrecked him. Now he was a monster who knew fear. Not in a fight, but on an emotional level. And scared animals either felt cornered and fought their way out…or they ran. 
 
    Louder, Ronin repeated, “Do you want to know why?” 
 
    “I would rather know why you are doing this,” Talon snarled, feeling like Ronin was taking a knife down his torso and releasing his guts slowly. 
 
    Ronin’s eyes were bright gold-green as he growled, “Partly, she gave him to the Red Dragon because it was best for the cub, and partly she did it for Vyr, who was losing his mind without offspring. But the biggest reason was that Rose was afraid to get attached to the cub, and have him taken away. So you see, she’s given you a gift that you don’t realize yet. She’s given you her time, and she doesn’t give that away lightly. Not unless she feels like the risk is worth it. Talon…she thinks your worth it, or you wouldn’t have her attention at all.” Ronin’s eyes flashed with anger, and he lifted the side of his lip in a snarl. “Don’t fuck it up.” 
 
    The Alpha walked around the back of the truck and sauntered through the open gates of the lumber yard. He didn’t look back. He’d just put a bomb in Talon’s mind and was letting the time run out on it. Tick, tock, tick, tock. 
 
    He had fucked up. He shouldn’t have ever pursued Rose. He wished he was different and worth it, like she thought he was, but the cold, hard truth was, he wasn’t worth a damn to a woman like her. She deserved the world. 
 
    And what had he been doing since he’d come here? 
 
    He’d been staring out the windows, feeling trapped. 
 
    Looking at the road with a sense of urgency. A sense of longing. 
 
    He’d used sex with Rose as a coping mechanism to deal with the chaos of his life. He’d tried so hard to get his lion to anchor to this place and get him to stay. To cut the chaos out of his life. He wanted his lion to let him keep her. 
 
    He’d failed. That much was evident by the bone-deep urge to run now. His lion was practically roaring for him to walk away from all of this. 
 
    Rose was a goddess and he was a fucking disaster. 
 
    Tick, tock, tick, tock. 
 
    And standing in this old, dusty parking lot, watching Ronin disappear behind a stack of lumber, he knew what he was going to do. What he had to do. 
 
    He couldn’t keep a tender heart like Rose’s safe. They weren’t alike. 
 
    He’d tried so hard to fix his lion’s roaming glitch that somewhere along the way he’d gone and fallen in love. 
 
    In love. 
 
    With a Pride member. 
 
    With a non-roamer. 
 
    A non-rogue. 
 
    With a steady woman who’d grown her roots deep and strong. 
 
    Fuck. 
 
    And the longer he stayed, the more he was going to bond her to him and ruin her. 
 
    The longer he stayed, the more he was going to hurt Rose. 
 
    Tick, tock, tick, tock. 
 
    His heart was going to be very empty without her. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Seven 
 
      
 
    Rose had an idea. 
 
    A tiny inkling of the beginnings of an idea. 
 
    A little seed that could grow into something beautiful if she worked hard enough. 
 
    As she stood outside the florist, her attention drifting from the bouquets of roses sitting in the window to the woman inside, Annamora, talking to the manager about filling out an application for when they were hiring again, that little seed started to grow. 
 
    There was a flyer taped to the door, right under the building number, 1010. A loose corner of the paper was flapping in the wind, practically begging for Rose to pay attention to it. The flyer asked for flower growers to contact the shop so the owner could support other local small business as much as possible. 
 
    Inside, Annamora nodded and smiled as she said her goodbyes to the shop owner, but her smile had ghosts in it. The girls had all struck out on the job search today. Emerald was with Maris and Sora down the street, but Rose could see them from here. They were settling on a park bench, talking to each other. They looked upset. 
 
    They’d been sheltered and in an abusive situation in the Old Tarian Pride, made to feel like they were nothing. These women needed something to boost their confidence so they could start thriving in the New Tarian Pride. Because right now, they were still all scared as little bunnies and uncertain, heads lowered, eyes always on the ground. They had trouble talking to the males in the Pride, and they were good ones. All of them. Crass, sometimes rude, definitely perverted, but down to their core, they were good. And still, these lionesses were struggling to break free of their submissive habits. 
 
    But that flyer… 
 
    Something about it felt special. 
 
    She pulled out her phone and called Talon’s number. It was her first time calling him, and butterflies beat their wings in her chest. She shifted her weight to the left, then to the right, fidgeting as the phone rang and rang. He was the first person she wanted to talk to about this. Honestly, he was the first person she wanted to tell anything to. 
 
    This is Talon, leave a message at the beep. 
 
    Beeeeeeeeeep. 
 
    Shoot. “Hi, it’s me, Rose.” She let off a nervous laugh and gripped the cell phone tighter. “I just had this idea. You know how I said I’ve been bored and having a hard time adjusting to retirement? What do you think about maybe me setting up the greenhouse as an income-earning flower-growing business? Oh, I can talk to you about this all later. See you so soon. Headed to dinner with the girls. I’m rambling. Talk soon.” 
 
    She almost, almost said, “I love you.” It was so close, the words right on the tip of her tongue, but instead she hung up quickly and exhaled a steadying breath. She’d called a man first. How very modern of her. 
 
    Tonight, she was going to buy the girls drinks and cut loose, give them some time away from their own heads, because Talon had taught her something important. A break from the tough stuff, even if it was a small one, could make a world of difference for someone. 
 
    And tonight she would talk to Talon all about her greenhouse plans to get the girls back on their feet. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Eight 
 
      
 
    Angel Fire, New Mexico. 
 
    The other three envelopes tumbled right from Rose’s fingertips to the ground, and she stared at the postcard. 
 
    It had been two weeks since Talon had disappeared without a word. 
 
    Two weeks since her world had gone dim and the colors had lost their vibrance. 
 
    Oh, he’d called her once a few days after he’d disappeared. She’d been in the greenhouse cleaning up and missed the call. The voicemail had been short and sweet. And heartbreaking. 
 
    His voice sounded gruff and thick. All he’d said was, “I’m so sorry, Wildcat.” It had sounded like he was crying, but she knew better. Steel men like Talon Lawson didn’t cry. 
 
    Emerald had kept her updated on where he was and how he was doing for the first week, but it had gotten too hard for Rose to know, so she’d asked Emerald not to talk about him anymore. 
 
    Her heart had no business breaking over a man she only spent a few days with. A man who had never made her any promises. 
 
    She tried to explain that to her heart, but the pitiful little thing refused to listen. 
 
    She’d forced herself to stop checking her phone for his messages and looking at the driveway expectantly, hoping his Chevelle would be rumbling toward her. 
 
    He owed her nothing, no explanation; he was free. There was no need for anger at him. He’d told her from the very beginning he would leave, and maybe the way he did it made it easier on both of them. 
 
    Honestly, she was grateful, because he’d reminded her that she wasn’t done yet. That she was alive. That she was sexy, playful, and worth a damn. And that, in itself, was a great gift. And if that wasn’t big enough, the deliveries started arriving a few days after he left. Over the last two weeks, everything she’d needed to fix up the house had arrived at her doorstep. Ronin and a couple of the boys from the Pride had started coming over and fixing the place up with her. On the deliveries, there was never a name to claim who paid for the supplies, but she knew it was him. Talon. Her Talon, even if he didn’t know she thought of him that way. 
 
    Angel Fire, New Mexico. 
 
    Under the lettering, there was a picture of a beautiful mountain with ski slopes. 
 
    She turned the postcard over slowly and read the block print letters. 
 
      
 
    Hey Wildcat, 
 
    I swore I was going to make a clean break to make this easier on you. I’ve picked up and put down a dozen postcards in different places and talked myself out of sending them to you. I tried not to send you anything so you could forget about me, but the selfish side of me doesn’t want you to forget. Apparently, I’m no good all around. All I think about is you. 
 
    I’m sorry. 
 
    Talon 
 
      
 
    Rose clutched the postcard to her chest and squeezed her eyes closed as a mixture of joy and regret washed through her. Her eyes burned with tears because she really really wished he was here, telling her those words instead of writing them from so far away. 
 
    Rose made her way to her fridge, lifted a magnet, and tacked the postcard under it. Then she pulled out her phone and texted him, knowing he would never text her back. 
 
    The snow looks beautiful in Angel Fire. I hope you find peace there. Send. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Nine 
 
      
 
    San Antonio, Texas 
 
    This one came on a Friday, one day shy of one week after the first one, and it had a package with it. 
 
    The postcard had a picture of a the Riverwalk, all lit up at night. It was beautiful. She flipped it over. 
 
      
 
    Wildcat, 
 
    It sure feels empty out on the road without you. I keep looking over at the passenger seat and imagining you sitting there, hand catching the wind out the open window, smile on your face, hair a beautiful mess. Emerald told me what you’re trying to do for the girls. Giving them work in your greenhouse and teaching them a trade. Teaching them to plant. You’re one helluva woman. Hopefully this little present helps. I wish I could do more. You deserve so much more. 
 
    I’m sorry. 
 
    Talon 
 
      
 
    After she put it on the fridge next to the last postcard, she opened the package and cried a little, hoping this would be the last postcard that brought tears. 
 
    It was a plastic container organized with flower seed packets, set in alphabetical order. 
 
    She hadn’t gotten flowers from a man in decades. Well, that wasn’t entirely true. Her grandson, Grim, sent her roses with the thorns cut off sometimes. Pink ones because they were her favorite. But that was her grandson, not a man courting her. Perhaps Talon didn’t mean for it to feel big, but for her, this counted. 
 
    She texted him. This was the only time she allowed herself to—on postcard day. Thank you for the flowers. They’re beautiful and made me smile. Send. 
 
    She pulled a red tack out of the drawer and pinned it to the city on the map she’d bought last week. She stuck it right into San Antonio, Texas. 
 
    And her silly little heart loved him still. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Ten 
 
      
 
    Oklahoma City, Oklahoma. 
 
    One week after the last post card. 
 
    This one had a black and white photo of the downtown. 
 
      
 
    Dear Wildcat, 
 
    I don’t feel the same as I used to. I keep searching for something, but there’s no joy in the looking anymore. Feels like I already found it and perhaps threw it away, not realizing what I had. I hope these are the right color. You deserve for a man to get things right. 
 
    I’m sorry. 
 
    Talon 
 
      
 
    The post card came with a delivery of a dozen rose bushes. 
 
    Her heart didn’t hurt so much on this one. Perhaps it was his note that gave her hope. 
 
    Ronin had stopped working on the porch when she’d come in with the mail. He’d stuck his head in the door and watched her ritual. 
 
    Read the postcard. 
 
    Put it on the fridge. 
 
    Stick the tack in the map so she didn’t feel so far away from him. 
 
    This time the ritual was different, though. She didn’t cry. 
 
    Ronin asked, “Are the pink rose bushes from him?” 
 
    Rose nodded. 
 
    Ronin’s smile was sad, but still, Rose didn’t cry. After he patted the doorframe twice and went back to work, Rose pulled out her cell phone to finish her tradition. 
 
    You got the color right. Send. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Eleven 
 
      
 
    Topeka, Kansas 
 
    Three days after the last. 
 
    The picture was big, beautiful sunflowers. 
 
      
 
    Hey Wildcat, 
 
    Been sick. I think it’s my lion. Nothing serious. I think I just maybe broke my own heart. 
 
    I’m so sorry for what I’ve done to us. I feel like I should lead with that on every postcard I send. You don’t have to forgive me. I sure as hell don’t. I ask Emerald about you. I don’t know what I’m doing. 
 
    I’m sorry. 
 
    Talon 
 
      
 
    This one worried her. 
 
    Sounds like you have a silly heart, too. Sometimes, they want what they want, and who are we to convince them they’re wrong? I’m still here. Send. 
 
    Her heart hurt as she stuck the post card on the fridge and the tack in the map. She didn’t understand his need to wander. 
 
    But her heart loved him still. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Twelve 
 
      
 
    Dodge City, Kansas 
 
    Two days after the last. 
 
    The postcards were coming faster now. 
 
      
 
    Hey Wildcat, 
 
    I have an admission. I look for postcards everywhere because I know when you get one from me, you’ll text me. It’s becoming a little addiction. I hang onto every word of your post-postcard text. I’ve read them a hundred times. Pull them up at truck stops when I’m getting gas, stare at them when I’m laying in hotel beds. You did something to me. To my animal. I can’t tell if it’s good or bad yet, but I can say one thing. The three days I spent with you were the best days I can remember. Thank you for making me feel alive again. 
 
    I’m sorry. 
 
    Talon 
 
      
 
    She held this one for a while before she put it on the fridge with the others. Read it over and over like he did with her texts. 
 
    And then she did her tradition. Post card up on the fridge in line with the others, a pin in the map. 
 
    This time, she wanted to give him something to really think about. 
 
    I wish you would come home. Send. 
 
    And her little heart loved him more and more. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Thirteen 
 
      
 
    Telluride, Colorado 
 
    Rose read those two words over and over. The picture was historic downtown with the mountain she lived on towering in the background. 
 
    Telluride, Colorado. 
 
    Could it be? Rose turned the card over. 
 
      
 
    Wildcat, 
 
    Go put the tack in the map. Have you figured out what I’ve been drawing for you yet? 
 
      
 
    Shocked, Rose looked up at the map she’d hung on her wall by the fridge. She put a red tack in Telluride and completed the outline of a heart. 
 
    Tears burned her eyes as she continued reading… 
 
      
 
    I should’ve told you how I really felt about you before I left, but I needed to work on some stuff. I spent the first few weeks beating myself up for not being enough, for not being steady, for not being able to just stay put for you. And then I got mad enough to start working my way back to you, and fuck what my lion asked for. Eventually, the old rogue grew a heart in the old empty chest cavity of his and wanted to go back to you too, because I figured out something big over these last weeks. I’m nothing without you. Been sick without you. Been empty without you. I’m sorry I had to do this to us. Sorry I had to draw you a heart on a map instead of just telling you…I love you, Rose. 
 
    Talon 
 
      
 
    Telluride, Colorado 
 
    Chest heaving with her breath, Rose dropped the postcard and ran to the door. She threw it open and staggered out onto the new porch. 
 
    Across the clearing, he was there, her Talon. 
 
    Behind him, the towering pines swayed this way and that in the breeze, but Talon didn’t move. The way he looked at her made her feel beautiful. 
 
    “Talon,” she uttered brokenly. She bolted down the stairs, ran across the snow right for him. 
 
    He was crying, her steel man. His dark eyes were rimmed with tears, and he jogged for her, and then ran, and then his arms were out to catch her. 
 
    Okay. 
 
    Okay, Rose. 
 
    Go ahead and fall the rest of the way. 
 
    He’s catching you. 
 
    Talon lifted her off the ground and hugged her tight, his beard soft against her cheeks as she nuzzled him on one side and then the other. Her lioness was purring so loud, but she didn’t care. Not anymore. He could see all of her, and it was all right. He was the only one who could see all of her. 
 
    “Swear it,” she said in a ragged whisper. 
 
    He would understand because he knew her. He had since she’d healed him. He really saw her, really understood her. 
 
    “I swear I won’t run again, Rose. I won’t go anywhere without you by my side.” 
 
    There was an unbreakable oath in his tone. A promise in the purring that rattled his throat and matched her own. Their lions were talking. He wouldn’t do this to them again. He’d tortured his nomadic animal with an aching heart, and now he wouldn’t run anymore. Not from her, because she belonged to him, and he belonged to her. 
 
    Some men required patience. 
 
    They needed complete freedom to figure out love was never a cage in the first place. 
 
    That love had been the freedom all along. 
 
    Talon settled her on her feet and cupped her cheeks, wiped her tears with his thumbs, and searched her eyes. “Forgive me.” 
 
    “Silly man,” she murmured, “you made me no promises. You were already forgiven before you even left. I just missed you.” 
 
    “You told me to come home.” He scanned the clearing and the house, and then his dark eyes landed back on her. “You have to know…I didn’t understand what home was until I met you.” 
 
    And if he hadn’t drawn her the heart with his travels or said he loved her on the postcard, well…she would’ve known his feelings from that admission. Love was finding a home in someone. 
 
    Rose’s smile stretched her whole face, and she melted into him, hugged him so tight and rested her cheek against his chest, right over his drumming heart. Her lioness had picked him. She had picked him, and now he’d chosen her back. All these years, she’d thought she was destined to be alone. To watch the couples pair up around her because she’d already had her time. She’d had her chance when she was young. She’d thought those three most important words would never belong to her again. 
 
    But Fate hadn’t been done with her yet. It hadn’t been done with Talon either. 
 
    “Hey Talon?” she whispered. 
 
    “Mmm?” he asked, smiling down at her knowingly. 
 
    “I love you, too.” 
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