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 Chapter One 
 
      
 
    Annamora Fredrickson had money to burn. Not much, but enough for a girl like her to be excited about. 
 
    She checked herself in the full-length mirror she had found lying beside a dumpster in town and forced a smile. Her mouse-brown hair hung in waves, thanks to her taming her wild locks with a curling iron, and her dollar store makeup had been applied with care. She’d even contoured her cheek bones for the special occasion. She’d tried to glue a pair of false eyelashes to her eyelids, but she’d learned that was basically witchcraft, and she didn’t know a spell strong enough to glue those little suckers on straight. They were now sitting in the trash like two dead, hairy caterpillars. 
 
    “Today will be a good day,” she murmured to her reflection. 
 
    Her little one-room shack was her castle. It was sanctuary, and it was high time she decorated it as such. Right now, other than the mirror, it was bare bones with no personality. Just a kitchen, a loft with a twin mattress and a plain gray comforter, a little two-seater table, and a kitchen she could traverse in three small steps. There was nothing on the log walls, nothing hanging from the exposed log ceiling except a single hanging lightbulb, and everything was in shades of brown. 
 
    Brown. 
 
    Someone assholeyish had once told her she reminded them of the color brown. Boring Annamora. Easily overlooked, invisible at times, quiet Annamora. Well, times were a-changin’, and she didn’t want to remind anyone of the color brown anymore. 
 
    She would even take one of the ugly colors of the spectrum, like puke green, if it made people notice her. Well…not all people. One people. With blue eyes and platinum-blond hair and abs of steel and the perfect number of tattoos and a big-swingin’ willy and… 
 
    Annamora cleared her throat and forced that train of thought off its rails. 
 
    Orion Burge was about thirty levels out of her league. 
 
    That, and she was pretty sure he was crazy. 
 
    “Positive energy begets positive energy,” she said on a breath as she yanked the door open and held out her arms to greet the day. Only the door banked on the wall loudly, and a wasp flew in her face that she swatted around for a few seconds before apologizing to the house. 
 
    When she opened her eyes from the terror of that damn six-legged, dagger-butted assassin, Ford Owens, the Dark Lion himself, was standing in front of her cabin, staring at her like she’d grown an armpit on her face. 
 
    “Hi, hellooo. Good morning,” she said cheerfully, doing her best to lift her chin and compose herself like the self-help books had told her. Look people in the eyes. Sound confident. Give compliments if you think nice things… 
 
    “Your eyes are a little less scary today than yesterday.” 
 
    “Uuuuh.” Ford frowned and looked terrifying once again. “Thank you. I think.” And then he walked away. Ford was maybe the worst person to practice social skills on. He only liked his mate, Sora. And maybe the stray cat that lived at the back of the New Tarian Territory that hissed at everyone. He and Sora lived in the cabin the farthest away from everyone because…well…Ford was a monster. 
 
    To be fair, all the boys in the New Tarian Pride were monsters, but they were sort of nice monsters. 
 
    Annamora shut the door firmly to her cabin, because a squirrel had been sneaking in and eating her stash of candy bars when she was at work at the greenhouse, and made her way down the stairs. Ford was walking in front of her and cast her a narrow-eyed glance over his shoulder. 
 
    Annamora grinned and waved. 
 
    Ford’s eyes got even more squinty. “Are you following me?” 
 
    “No. I’m just heading in the same direction as you.” 
 
    “Hmmm,” Ford muttered as they passed Kannon and Katy’s cabin. 
 
    Kannon was sitting on the front porch with a cup of something that wasn’t steaming. Probably his morning beer. He jammed a finger at Ford. “I challenge you for Second.” 
 
    “I’ll kill you,” Ford said without even looking at Kannon. His voice was very believable. 
 
    “I rescind my challenge. Have a good day,” Kannon said without missing a beat. She’d heard this same exchange of not-so-niceties every morning for the last month since Ford had been named Ronin’s Second. Or as Ford liked to call himself, the Enforcer of the Tarian Pride. Or as Annamora liked to call him, Mr. Scary Cat. Get it? Like scaredy cat? But he was the one who was scary? God, this was why she was going to die single. 
 
    The ground was weed-riddled and uneven, and she nearly tripped on a tuft of grass. Kannon chuckled. Annamora thought about tossing him the finger like Emerald had taught her to do to rude people, but she would not let anyone annoy her today. Today was going to be a good day. 
 
    The girls were all out at the greenhouse working, but today was Annamora’s day off, and she had exciting shit to accomplish! Like getting her nails done. She hadn’t done that in years. Project Self-Care was underway. She pulled her purse tighter to her side and tried not to think about the boocoos of money she had in there. She’d never carried around so much at once. She had a real-life, legit, hundred-dollar bill. And also three twenties. She was feelin’ pretty wealthy right now if she ignored the fact that she was about to spend every penny of it today. 
 
    She’d been looking forward to this shopping spree. 
 
    Perhaps she would paint her nails a Lovely Lavender. Or an Opulent Orange. Definitely not Boring Brown. She wanted her nails to dazzle her every time she looked down and saw them. She wanted to feel colorful. Piglet Pink or Glitzy Green, or perhaps a little oh!— 
 
    Annamora slammed into a solid wall of Orgasmic Orion. 
 
    He steadied her with his Greek godlike hands and leveled her ovaries with one look. He was as tall as a tree and solid as a boulder. Cool mint toothpaste. His deodorant smelled divine. Her skin sparked and tingled where he touched her. His mouth was forming something delicious, but time had slowed and she couldn’t understand what he was asking. For her number? For a date? For her hand in marriage? 
 
    “W-what?” she whispered with a slow blink. 
 
    “I said watch where you’re going.” Orion frowned down at his hands where they gripped her upper arms and then released her quickly. He put about six feet of space between them quick. 
 
    “I’m so sorry,” she whispered, dropping her gaze and clutching her purse. Her cheeks were on fire! She’d been staring off into the woods, imagining nail colors, and she’d slammed right into him. Real smooth, Annamora. All of her self-help tips floated right out of her mind. 
 
    “Well, don’t look at the ground,” Orion advised. 
 
    “Right,” Annamora yelped, but she couldn’t hold his gaze because of her eternal embarrassment so she stared over his shoulder at a squirrel in a pine tree. Even the squirrel was staring at her like she was an idiot. 
 
    “Why do you look terrified?” 
 
    “I—I’m going to get my nails painted. A pedi. No! A mani! Do you want to get a manicure with me?” Oh, my hell. Stop. Talking! 
 
    “Manicures aren’t for dudes.” Orion was backing away. 
 
    She’d made that frown on his beautiful blond brows. She’d made his icy blue eyes all tight in the corners like that. 
 
    “Ask one of the girls,” he said. 
 
    “They’re all working today!” The words came out in a rush like one long word. She needed to escape! Every single encounter with him was like this. She could be fourteen percent normal around anyone else, but with Orion, she was zero percent normal. “Have a good day then. Bye-bye, okay? Okay.” 
 
    Clutching her purse like titty armor, she walked away, tripped again, righted herself, told the weeds under her feet to, “aw, fuck off!” and refused to look back. 
 
    Today was going to be a good day, today was going to be a good day. 
 
    “Hey, Annamora?” Orion called. 
 
    Hopeful, she turned with a plastered smile. “Yes?” 
 
    “If you’re going into town, you should know your dress is tucked into your underwear.” She’d never seen the man blush, but he looked uncomfortable as hell right now. Making people uncomfortable was basically her only skill. 
 
    “If I had a magic lamp, I would make a wish that the earth would open up and swallow me whole right now.” She tugged at her dress, releasing it from the iron grip of her granny panties. “Have a salvageable day, sir.” 
 
    Oh, to hell with it all…today was not a good day. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Two 
 
      
 
    “Have a salvageable day?” Orion murmured back to himself as he watched Annamora walk stiffly away. Other than her tripping on nothing and telling the ground to fuck off, she resembled a robot. 
 
    What was wrong with her? She was so…soooo…he didn’t even know. Awkward? But only with him. He’d been trying to figure her out for four months since the Tarian War. Like him, she’d been part of the Old Tarians. There she’d been steady and clever. She’d kept to herself, but she was always the strong one keeping the girls out of trouble with those asshole males. But over the last few months, in the safety of the New Tarian Pride, she’d become tongue-tied around him. 
 
    He missed how easy they used to be in passing. He missed being able to protect her in little ways she would never know about. He missed watching her. Missed counting the little smiles on her face that she thought no one saw when she was having a happy moment. Those were rare with the Old Tarians, but they’d existed. He knew because he’d counted forty-seven secret smiles. 
 
    Here, she kept to herself and had grown quieter around him. It was either silence or extreme discomfort that radiated from her, and that made his lion act strange. Made him want to watch her more, stalk her a little, figure out what was wrong with her, figure out a way to reset her. To fix her. He was a fixer. Now that his sister didn’t need his protection anymore since she’d paired up with Ford, Orion had some time on his hands. Especially since he’d been moved to the night shift at his security job. And honestly, he needed to escape his head for a little while. A good stalk would be just the distraction he needed. 
 
    With a determined sigh, he made his way after her…slowly, so she wouldn’t realize she was being hunted. He was good at this part from his Annamora-hunting days with the Old Tarians. And Annamora wasn’t like other lionesses. She didn’t pay attention like she should. Always lookin’ at the ground, lost in some daydream world. Orion was all about the here-and-now, about what he could control, who he could fight, who he could protect. He had two feet squarely planted in reality. But Annamora? She was one of those creatives that holed up in their own imaginations and didn’t spend as much time in the real world. 
 
    Have a salvageable day. Orion gave a delayed chuckle. That was actually kind of funny. And that bit about a magic lamp. Also amusing. He had to bite back a smile now; no use giving away his game with laughter. She might not pay enough attention, but she still had lioness senses. 
 
    He could see her ahead of him now through the trees. The trail to the front of the property had curved and he was toeing the edge of the worn path so he could duck behind a tree if she wised up and looked behind her. Annamora sure was pretty. She was taller than Sora. Five-foot-eight maybe. She wore a navy spaghetti-strap sundress covered in little pink flowers. The hem of the garment fell right to her knees, and the light material lifted and billowed in the breeze as she marched on. Why was she holding her purse so tight? Her hair was down, and he realized it was longer than he’d thought. Lately, she’d been keeping it up in a messy bun, but today she’d forced it into perfect curls with one of them heated curling iron girl-contraptions Sora liked playing with lately. He used to make fun of how much time his sister spent on taking care of herself, but now he didn’t see much wrong with it. If it made a woman feel good? Do it. If being natural made a woman feel good? Do it. To each her own. See? An old dog could learn new tricks. 
 
    When Annamora yelped in startlement, Orion reacted. He sprinted toward her, digging his toes in the dirt for traction, but it was just Ronin who had scared her. Big-ass Alpha Lion out for his Change. He’d been Changing a lot lately, ever since he’d found out his mate, Emerald, was having his cub. He was growing more and more protective of the territory. Ronin ran across the road, nearly barreling into Annamora. She stomped her foot hard on the ground as she looked after him disappearing into the woods, then bent down, ripped up a handful of grass, and threw it. The green stuff floated harmlessly down right in front of her. Orion gripped his shirt over his heart, willing the damn drumming thing to stay in his chest. Annamora had scared him with that startled scream. 
 
    He didn’t get scared much. This was a bad idea, following her around. She was making him feel weird. 
 
    But just as he about to stop his stalking, she turned abruptly off the beaten path and headed straight into the woods. Orion narrowed his eyes as she disappeared into the thick forest. There was nothing that way save some ATV trails and an old rundown cabin that was unlivable with a caved-in roof. Curiosity had his kitty again, so he meandered after her and followed her scent through the woods. And when he caught the movement of her dress through the trees, he watched her walk right up to that old cabin, look around suspiciously, pull up an old, creaking cellar door that was flush with the ground, and then disappear down the stairs. Two minutes later, she reappeared, closed the door behind her, and made her way through the woods up another trail away from the cabin. Huh. 
 
    Orion made sure she was well away from the place before he bent at the knees and opened the heavy cellar door himself. The wood was waterlogged and rotten, and as he stepped down into the cellar, the smell of earth and mold nearly overpowered him. But he pressed on, down the stone steps into the cellar, illuminated by the sunlight filtering in through broken windows and a hole in the ceiling. There was an easel in the corner with a canvas on it. He could only see the edges because it was covered haphazardly with a course fabric that lifted slightly in the breeze. It beckoned him, drawing him closer step by step. The boards under his boots creaked and complained. They knew he wasn’t supposed to be here. The edges of the painting were colored with rich blues and greens. He caught the corner of the fabric between his fingertips and began to lift. More green, brighter as it reached toward the meat of the painting in the middle. He shouldn’t do this. This was stealing. She’d covered it so not even the mice who scampered in here for shelter would see it. Like those mice, he hadn’t been invited.  
 
    Orion forced himself to release the cover and step back. He dragged his attention from the mystery painting. A long wooden table was littered with paints and brushes, cups of water, and decorated with a mishmash of colorful paint blobs and smears. There was a stack of notebook pages, and the one on top fluttered gently. He made his way across the creaking floors and exhaled slowly as he studied a black and white charcoal picture with a black background. A lion with a full mane was in the center, stalking forward through the trees. The lion had no pigment at all. Like it was pure white. Like his lion. 
 
    Orion frowned. Was this what she’d come in here for? To drop this in her secret art stash? He moved it aside and exposed the next. It was a sketch of a male lion looking over his shoulder at the viewer, eyes intent and almost as white as his fur. 
 
    The next was a dark lion. Ford. He could tell from the scars on his face. The next was of the Tarian Lionesses, all sauntering toward the viewer, mouths hanging open like it was a hot day and they were on the hunt. Another light-colored lion after that. Was that him? He couldn’t tell if it was just wishful thinking or another white lion. He rummaged through the stack and then made his way to a pile of paintings. Male lion with no color on a neon green background. Looked like a rainbow jacked off on the background of the next one. The lion had only been outlined and filled in with white. This was him. Right? She was drawing and painting him? Not only him, but the New Tarian Pride. There was one of Sora, and a study of Emerald’s bright green eyes. And another one of him. And another. God, the talent. She was just as good as one of those artists in the fancy galleries in the city. Everything was in proportion, every sketch had an acute attention to detail, every lion had little quirks that let him know who was who. Sora’s scar on her cheek and Ronin’s chin always lifted high. She’d even captured the calm readiness in the Alpha’s eyes. And then those of himself. He was always stalking. Always…stalking. 
 
    Orion let the last sketch fall from his fingertips and backed toward the stairs. He shouldn’t be in here. This was her private hideaway. No one knew she could create like this. He scanned the strands of yarn hanging from the ceiling that held charcoal drawings by clothespins. Cassius’s face. Talon working in a garden. Kannon sitting on his front porch playing a harmonica. God, everything he’d thought about her was changing in moments. Annamora had deep layers that he hadn’t realized existed. 
 
    She saw things. 
 
    Saw people. 
 
    His gaze landed on a charcoal sketch of a white lion standing over the body of another. His dad. She’d drawn the moments after he’d killed his dad. 
 
    She saw him. 
 
    Exhaling in a rush, Orion burst up the stairs and out of the cellar. He stood outside in the sunlight, panting, surrounded by woods and birdsong, feeling like his legs had just been knocked out from under him. 
 
    He only had a talent for protecting things that couldn’t protect themselves. 
 
    Annamora had a talent for seeing the world differently and putting it on paper. 
 
    He’d never met a creative like that. 
 
    And as he inhaled deeply to clear his senses of the moldy smell of the cellar, he picked up another one. Annamora’s floral scent from her shampoo. 
 
    She stood on the edge of the woods, looking at him with such hurt in her light brown eyes. “That was mine,” she said simply. 
 
    And then she turned and walked away, leaving him there to shoulder a hundred pounds of guilt. 
 
    He’d never been a thief before today. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Three 
 
      
 
    Stupid boy. 
 
    Stupid, nosy boy. 
 
    That had been her special place, and he’d snooped in it. And stupid her, she hadn’t had the courage to go down in the cellar and kick him out. Instead, she’d waited there on the edge of the clearing for him to finish looking at her private thoughts recorded on paper. How many paintings and drawings and watercolors and scribbles had she done of Orion? Had he seen the studies of his face she’d stored in the cabinet? Had he seen the animation she’d done of his white lion on black Post-it notes? 
 
    She’d never felt more embarrassed. 
 
    And now here she was on the day that was supposed to be her big, happy day, staring at a case of nail colors, unable to choose one because her brain was circling her epic humiliation. He was probably laughing at her. Probably thought she was so dumb. Probably thought— 
 
    “That pink would look really pretty on you.” 
 
    Annamora gasped and spun to find Orion standing right behind her. He blocked out the entire nail salon with his big-ass Mack-truck shoulders. His blond hair was way messier than it had been when she’d busted him snooping an hour ago. Maybe he’d been rubbing his hands through it. That, or he’d electrocuted himself or stuck his face out the window like a Doberman while he was driving. He had his hands clasped behind his back, which just made his arms look even more cut and muscular under his thin white Harley Davidson T-shirt. He hadn’t shaved this morning, so his chiseled jaw was dusted with light gold scruff, and his bright blue eyes bore right through her. 
 
    “Oh.” Annamora swallowed hard. “Which pink?” she asked in a whisper. 
 
    He reached past her, his lips coming inches from hers, and then handed her a bottle of a shade called Happy Tulips. She read it out loud and then said, “Tulips are my favorite flowers. Not that you need to know that. Or not—not that you would care. Just a fact.” She cleared her throat but couldn’t drag her gaze back to his. Her cheeks were on fire, yet again. God, she was a mess around him. 
 
    “I’m sorry,” he murmured. “For earlier. For before. For a lot of things.” 
 
    “For before?” she asked, confused, frowning down at the pink bottle in her hands. 
 
    “Look up, Anna.” His tone held such confidence, such command, how could she deny him? 
 
    Annamora forced herself to meet his gaze, and when she did, the corner of his full lips curved up. Beautiful boy. Much too beautiful for a girl like her. 
 
    “Someday I’m going to tell you all the things I feel like I need to apologize for, but for today, let’s just have fun. Okay?” 
 
    “Do you…?” Her mouth was so damn dry, as if she’d swallowed cotton balls. She licked her lips and tried again. “Do you want to stay?” 
 
    His smile grew a little bigger, and her heart pounded a little harder as he considered it. A petit, dark-haired woman walked up and asked if Orion wanted a pedicure, too. Perfect timing. His eyes went round, being put on the spot like that, and Annamora snickered. 
 
    “Do I have to get paint?” he asked. 
 
    “No, no, no, boys just get their nails taken care of and leg massages.” 
 
    “And beer,” Annamora added. 
 
    Orion’s face went comically blank. “You get leg massages and beer?” 
 
    The nail technician giggled and said, “You look like a Coors Light man.” 
 
    “Oh, and she’s a magician, too,” Orion said, looking at Annamora with his blond brows arched high. 
 
    “You two can have those chairs beside each other. I’ll get your beer. Miss, would you like anything to drink?” 
 
    “Uh, do you have white wine?” It was only ten a.m. but, Lord, she needed some liquid courage to get through this without making an even bigger ass of herself. 
 
    The woman nodded and winked and gestured to the chairs. And as she walked away, she said, “He picked out a very pretty color for you. Matches the pink in your cheeks.” 
 
    Annamora looked up just in time to see Orion’s cheeks darkening. “Are you blushing, too?” 
 
    “No,” he grumbled, making his way toward the farthest chair. “Boys don’t do that stuff. Men.” Orion cleared his throat and deepened his voice. “I meant men don’t blush.” 
 
    His voice held a false note, though, and Annamora had to bite back her smile. He was being weird, too! It wasn’t just her circling the toilet of awkwardness right now. He’d jumped in, too! 
 
    She marched her Happy Tulips nail polish right on over to the chair next to him, kicked off her flip-flops, settled into the chair, and slipped her bare feet into the warm, bubbling water. 
 
    “Holy heeeeeeelll,” Orion groaned in the sexiest voice she’d ever heard. He had rolled up the cuffs of his jeans, put his feet in the water, and had melted into the thickly cushioned chair. 
 
    Annamora reached over and hit the button on his massage chair to turn it on, and when it began to kneed his back, he groaned again and rolled his eyes closed. 
 
    Okay, this was awesome. Orion was noisy when something felt good. A sudden vision of her running her hands down his chest and him making that same sound suddenly confiscated her imagination so that she froze in her chair, embarrassed all over again. 
 
    Her nail technician brought out her wine, and Orion leaned over with his beer bottle and held it up for a cheers. She tinked her plastic cup against the lip of his long-neck and tried to say something intelligent. “You have nice chest.” Aw, fuck it all. She stared ahead and chugged her wine. 
 
    Orion was chuckling and, for the second time today, she would’ve loved to have had that magic lamp to wish herself into oblivion. 
 
    “I think I’ve figured out the problem with you,” he mumbled, relaxing back into his chair. 
 
    “There is no problem. I’m fine.” 
 
    Orion took a draw of his beer and let out a long, “aaaaah.” “I think you’ve been watching me, too.” 
 
    Wait, watching him too? What did that mean? Had he been watching her? But when she parted her lips, about to say something else super smart, probably, his nail technician started massaging his calves and Orion slid down farther into the chair cushion and whispered, “Ffffffuuuuuuuuuck.” 
 
    The ladies doing the pedicures were giggling, and Annamora’s nail technician pointed to Orion and said, “He’s noisy.” 
 
    “Yes, he sure is,” Annamora agreed. 
 
    “It’s good,” she said. “Lots of men are. They figure out what they’ve been missing.” 
 
    “I’m getting a pedicure every week if it’s like this,” he murmured without opening his eyes. “Don’t tell my friends.” 
 
    Annamora rolled her eyes heavenward and handed her nail polish over. And then she settled in for the next hour of ooohs and aaaaahs coming from Orion. This was the coolest mani/pedi she’d ever gotten. One, because it had been so long that she’d felt pampered. Two, when Orion was happy, it did something good to her heart. And three, even though they’d spent most of the man/pedi time not conversing, Orion paid for both of them while her nails dried. 
 
    When they got outside, she murmured, “You didn’t have to do that.” She was doing the damp-nail-pluck-the-keys-from-her-purse-so-carefully maneuver. 
 
    “Here, let me,” he said, tugging her purse from her arm. Only she didn’t know he was going to do that, so she ninja chopped his forearm for no reason at all, and across his skin, she dinged the still wet color of her second favorite finger. The middle one. The pinky was first favorite because it was little and cute. 
 
    She and Orion froze, staring down at the smudge of her pink nail. 
 
    “Why did you flail?” he asked. 
 
    “I don’t know!” 
 
    Orion’s sigh turned into a growl as he dug her keys from the side pocket. He unlocked the door of her ancient pickup truck, parked right up front. And then he turned and handed her the keys. 
 
    “W-why are you frowning so hard?” she asked. 
 
    “Because I’m usually smooth, but you’re making me so…so…” 
 
    “Bumpy?” 
 
    “Bumpy is definitely not the word I was searching for.” He stood up straighter and placed his hands behind his back again in some formal gesture that confused the heck out of her. “Annamora, this was fun. Sort of.” 
 
    “Ugh,” she groused. “It sounded good until the ‘sort of’ part. I had fun, too. No sort of. I just had fun.” 
 
    “What are you going to do now?” 
 
    “Shop for decorations. You paid for my nails so that freed up even more money for me to fix up my cabin. Make it not so…brown. Not that there’s anything wrong with brown. It’s just not my favorite color. I’m rambling.” 
 
    “What’s your favorite color?” he asked suddenly. 
 
    Annamora dropped her attention down to her dinged-up middle finger. “Pink.” She would have told him that green was her favorite color up until he’d picked this color for her. 
 
    “See you later, Annamora.” 
 
    Orion made his way toward his old Chevy. 
 
    “Hey, Orion?” 
 
    “Yep?” he asked as he yanked his door open. 
 
    “I liked when you called me Anna. Okay bye. Have a good day. Bye. I already said that. Get in the truck.” 
 
    “Me?” 
 
    “No, I’m telling myself to get in the truck. You don’t have to say anything else. For real, bye. Kill me. Bye.” 
 
    Annamora scrambled into the front seat and barely resisted bashing her head on the steering wheel a few times and reprimanding her mouth for all of its mistakes. Instead, she put the truck in reverse and nearly ran over some human normie who was crossing the road. Lurched to a stop. Apologized as he gave her the finger. Wished for the magic lamp again and then motored down Main Street, trying her best to ignore Orion, who was standing next to his truck, tracking her as she drove by. 
 
    Today was one for the record books. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Four 
 
      
 
    Sunset was Annamora’s favorite time of day. She always opened the windows at the front of the house for it. Sometimes, the lightning bugs came out about now, and it was important to appreciate the little things. The simple things. The things that were so easy to take for granted. She’d done that in her old life before she’d been pulled into the Old Tarian Pride. Before her little safe world had been demolished and she was left to rebuild everything from the foundation up. But she was trying! 
 
    She set the painted mason jars into the antique white wooden holder and tied rough twine around the necks of each jar for a little added character. And then she placed it on the mantle above her tiny fireplace. The little decoration was the first spot of color in here. There were three jars, one in eggshell white and two in a muted teal color. Soon she would buy something to put in them to make them more interesting, perhaps some artificial flowers, but the store she’d found in town was expensive and she couldn’t afford those right now. She was going to have to do this a little at a time. 
 
    The wooden holder was a little off-center, so she readjusted it. 
 
    There was a soft knock on the door. “Just a minute,” she called. 
 
    Décor perfectly centered on the mantel, she made her way to the front door, pulled it open, and froze. No one was there. But a glance down revealed a wooden box with a folded piece of paper taped to the top. She frowned and stepped over it, then searched the path in front of her cabin both ways, but didn’t see or sense anyone. Huh. 
 
    Annamora stooped and picked the box up, then brought it inside and unfolded the note. 
 
      
 
    Anna, 
 
    Here is something just for you that isn’t brown. 
 
    Orion 
 
      
 
    Something big happened to her heart. There was this huge dipping sensation, like she was on the loop-de-loop of a big rollercoaster. This was his handwriting. She’d never seen it before. He wrote in neat print letters. And he’d called her Anna again. With shaky hands, she set down the letter and opened the box. Inside, there was nestled ten tulip bulbs. There was a florist card that said they were Pink Impression Tulips. 
 
    “Ohhh myyy goooosh,” she uttered on a breath as she cradled one in her hands. Rose had been teaching her all about planting and growing flowers at the greenhouse where she worked. But she’d never had flowers of her own to grow. And Rose didn’t have tulips yet. These would be the first ones in New Tarian Pride territory. 
 
    Also in the box was a carton of pastels. She didn’t have these either. She’d always wanted them, but art supplies were expensive. When she opened the carton of pastels, Orion had removed the three brown ones. She giggled. He’d listened. 
 
    There was another folded piece of paper underneath the pastels. She opened it carefully so she wouldn’t rip it. She was going to keep these notes forever. 
 
      
 
    First apology was for snooping around in your art cellar. You have a right to your own secret room. Your art will be safe until you invite me to see it. I hope you do someday. Until then, I’ll keep an eye on the woods around the house and make sure no one messes with the old cabin. That’s your safe place still. Second apology is from “the before.” You may not even remember it, but it’s burned into my brain. You and Sora were in the kitchen, and Cassius was having a meeting at the table with the new council. You and Sora were doing your best to stay out of the way and quiet while you cooked for them, trying to stay invisible so the males wouldn’t lash out, but Sora dropped a bowl on the counter and it broke. I lurched forward because I knew Cassius would hurt Sora, but you cut me off and stood in front of her, started apologizing to him. He was raging in your face, screaming every insult in the book, and you said over and over, “It was my fault. I wasn’t paying attention. It was my fault.” I didn’t know what to do because you held your finger up whenever I stepped closer. You were telling me to stay out of it. But you got a slap across your face for protecting my sister. And I think you were protecting me, too. I’m sorry I didn’t ignore you and blast a hole through that motherfucker’s jaw for what he did to you. Seriously, you’ll never know how sorry. 
 
    Orion 
 
      
 
    Annamora slid down with her back against the wall and read it again. She remembered that night like it was yesterday. She remembered all of them. But Sora had been queen, and her punishment in the bedroom could’ve been much worse than Annamora’s smack on the face. And the punishment would’ve been worse still for Orion, who looked like he wanted to kill everyone. She believed him. His lion was a monster. He would’ve brought the wrath of the entire Old Tarian Pride on him if he’d interfered.  
 
    Even with her fast shifter healing, it had taken two days for the bruises to go away. The bruises on her heart still remained. 
 
    Orion had paid attention. Yes, she’d been protecting them both. 
 
    A single tear for that memory was all she allowed before she brushed her knuckles against her cheek and stood back up. She was a New Tarian now, and a few weeks ago, when she’d seen a pretty picture Sora had taken of her, she’d decided the ground didn’t suit her anymore. 
 
    Orion had given her more gifts than just pastels and tulips. He’d acknowledged a sacrifice she’d made, one she’d never asked an acknowledgement for, but in a way, he’d thanked her with this letter anyway. 
 
    That was pretty special. 
 
    He would be at work all night running security for the big storage lockers on the edge of Telluride, so she had until six in the morning to come up with a response. 
 
    She needed to think of a gift that would make him feel special, too. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Five 
 
      
 
    Orion canted his head at the six-pack of orange soda sitting on his porch. He blinked hard and shook his head to make sure he wasn’t just dreaming. Night shifts were hard on him, and he always came home stumbling exhausted. 
 
    There was a folded letter underneath the drinks, the corner lifting in the wind. Orion knelt down and pulled it from underneath, unfolded it, and read. 
 
      
 
    Orion, 
 
    This gift also isn’t brown. I have a story. It’s a good one. Ready? Once upon a time, there was this girl who didn’t mean anything to anyone. She was small in a land of giants who didn’t pay much attention to small things. She was a watcher and a waiter, wishing for the day someone would come into the land of giants and look at her. One day, a princess came to the castle, and behind her, a bodyguard with white hair and eyes the color of ice. He was big, felt bigger than he was, and had a snarl in his throat. Everyone was waiting outside to greet the new princess, and she was captivating. But the quiet girl couldn’t take her eyes off the bodyguard because he did something special. He looked at her, really looked at her, and he smiled. It had been a very long time since anyone had smiled at her. The girl couldn’t stop watching him as he greeted the giants. He had smiles for them, too, but they were tight, like they weren’t genuine. Like they were a little angry. Like he was ready to fight them. But when he looked back at the girl again, the smile softened. Just for her. She was special, or so she imagined. For days, she looked for any excuse to go to the big house near the princess, just to catch a glimpse of the bodyguard, just for the chance that he would give her one of those smiles again. Just for the chance that someone would be nice to her, but he was nowhere to be found at first. Until one day, she walked into the big house to help the princess prepare the giants’ dinner, and there he was at the table with the bad ones. Sitting across from the horrible king of the giants. He wasn’t smiling as he spoke. He looked tired, and he was angry about something. The girl could tell from the grim line his lips had formed. She wanted to make it better, whatever was angering him. She had to. It wasn’t a choice. She just needed him to smile. So she began preparing drinks for the table. One by one, she passed out ice water to the giants. But when it came time to make the bodyguard’s drink, she had something special she’d hidden away for herself. Her favorite drink in the whole world was orange soda. She’d hidden one orange soda in the very back of the pantry behind a bag of rice. She dug it out, poured it over ice, and gave it to the bodyguard. He thanked her, and he said orange was his favorite. Then he smiled. 
 
    And she could breathe again. 
 
    You don’t have to be sorry for anything. 
 
    Anna 
 
      
 
    Whoa. 
 
    Orion scratched the corner of his lip while scanning the clearing and woods around his cabin. He wished like hell she was here right now. He would’ve kissed her. Awkward Anna, she could touch his empty heart with a letter. He remembered that day. He’d been pissed at Sora’s treatment, was realizing how trapped he was as he watched her be misused. After Anna had given him the drink, he’d asked to be the guard of all the girls. He’d made it sound harsh so Cassius would approve, but he’d had an ulterior motive. He wanted to help Anna in any way he could. He’d had no idea she’d given him such a gift in that drink. She’d stashed away a little treat for herself to have a joyous moment in a place that didn’t have many of those. But she’d given it to him. For a smile. 
 
    It was 6:30 in the morning, and she was probably asleep, but he’d gotten his second wind with that letter, and his body wouldn’t rest until he did this. Orion grabbed one of the drinks, pocketed the letter, and jogged down his porch stairs toward Anna’s cabin. Her lights were off, and he couldn’t hear her moving around. Definitely asleep. Carefully, he set the drink on the porch. She would understand. He hoped it made her smile first thing in the morning. 
 
    A drink for a smile. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Six 
 
      
 
    Today was going to be a great day. 
 
    Annamora knew this without a shadow of a doubt because, as she stepped onto her front porch, there was an orange soda sitting on the top stair. Her face stretched with the biggest smile, and inside her, it felt like bats were flapping around in her chest. Her stomach was at the fun part of the roller coaster. 
 
    She knelt, picked it up, and held it to her chest. She searched the clearing in front of her little cabin. The walking trail was empty, and her animal didn’t sense anything in the woods. Orion was probably sleeping now. His schedule was messed up when he worked one of his three night shifts a week. Hardworking man. She’d always admired that about him. 
 
    He’d really given her an orange drink back. 
 
    She made her way inside and did something silly. She didn’t care, though. It felt right to move the bag of rice out of the way and tuck the drink back in the farthest corner of her little pantry. 
 
    She was going to be late to her job at Rose’s Greenhouse if she didn’t hurry. She’d spent too much time fixing her hair and putting on eyeliner, but it was worth it! She felt like a million bucks today. Not even the dark clouds in the sky or the sprinkle of rain on her skin could dampen her mood. 
 
    She checked her newly buried tulip bulbs, but those wouldn’t come up for a while yet. She was going to enjoy watching her little flower babies grow. Orion’s box of flowers and apologies was the best present she’d ever gotten. 
 
    As she made her way down the trail toward the front of the New Tarian property, she had a little bounce in her step. Which was fun until her perfectly curled ponytail got a little too much momentum and whacked her in the face. It had started to sprinkle harder now, and the raindrops were getting bigger. Mayday! She hadn’t brought a jacket, and she’d worn about a pound of eye makeup that would definitely smear with water. 
 
    She followed a crook in the trail and froze when she saw him—Orion. He was standing twenty yards off, tall and wide as the trunk of an old Oak tree, jeans slung low on his hips, light blue hoodie hugging the curves of his broad shoulders. The color of the sweatshirt made his eyes look even brighter. His platinum-blond hair was mussed as though he’d just woken up. The storm clouds opened up in the seconds she got captivated by his hotness, and now she was about to look like a wet rat. Great. 
 
    Orion held up an umbrella. “Figured you would need one today.” Even his hoarse, sleepy voice was sexy. 
 
    “Umbrellas are good,” she called. Why weren’t her legs moving? 
 
    Orion strode forward and, thank goodness, because apparently her damn work boots had grown roots. 
 
    “Just be cool. Move,” she growled. 
 
    You know those movies where the hero and heroine run toward each other in slow motion, arms out, joy on their faces, and they fall into each other’s embraces and kiss and live happily ever after? Why couldn’t she accomplish that shit? Instead, her one leg did finally move because she forced it but then nearly high-kneed Orion in the ball sack. She lurched forward, plastered her open palms and face against his Grecian-statue chest, and then apologized to his nipples for accosting them. Her guardian angel was fired. 
 
    “God, you are so weird around me,” Orion muttered with a chuckle. 
 
    “Well, it’s not like I’m trying to be.” 
 
    Orion steadied her on her feet with his firm grip on her upper arms, then stepped back and peeled his hoodie off. His T-shirt came up with it, exposing a perfect eight-pack and the sexiest belly button she’d ever seen. Some people ogled asses and hip muscles, but not Annamora. Bellybuttons were her thing. She liked abs and innies. God, what was wrong with her?  
 
    He was stripping down. Sex was going to occur. This was awesome, and she was grinning at his belly button like she’d won some kind of lottery. 
 
    “Right. Focus. This is happening,” she murmured as she yanked her tank top over her head. 
 
    “What?” Orion asked, his eyes round. “What are you doing?” 
 
    “Uuuuuh…” Oh, no. He was pulling his T-shirt back into place. 
 
    “Woman, I was going to give you my hoodie. You look like you’re freezing. You got goosebumps everywhere and now you’re…you’re… You don’t have a shirt on!” 
 
    Annamora pursed her lips. No one’s mortification had ever been more infinite than hers was right now. She cleared her throat and squared her shoulders “chest up, tits out,” as her Aunt Janine used to say. She took the hoodie from his hand and then the umbrella as well. “I hope you have a dwell say. A swell day.” Her single laugh echoed through the trees before she said to herself, “Now, Anna, walk away with pride and grace.” She squeaked. “I don’t know why I said that out loud.” Annamora glided off as gracefully as one could with rain pelting her cleavage and tree roots reaching up to trip her. She was going to have to move states now. Just pack up her things and banish herself to some hole under a rock. 
 
    “Your tits are perfect.” Orion’s murmured words rattled around in her head, and she stopped. 
 
    Her cheeks were on fire, and she was so embarrassed she couldn’t make herself turn around if she tried, but she heard him approach. His fingertip brushed up her spine like a feather, and she exhaled a shaking breath, rolling her eyes closed. Up, up, his touch went, drawing more gooseflesh until his finger circled her shoulder, traced her collar bone. He pulled her back against his chest and lowered his lips to her ear. “The animal in me wants to see you wearing that hoodie because you’ll be covered in my scent. The man in me wants to push you up against that tree and claim you in a different way. Don’t pull those perfect tits out again unless you’re ready to take me.” His teeth brushed her sensitive earlobe, and his voice lowered to a growl. “Put the hoodie on, Anna.” 
 
    “Oh-fucking-kay. I would literally commit murder if you asked me to right now. Biting my ear like you own me. Hoodie on, okay. Yeeep.” She tried to put on the giant hoodie, truly she did, but her hands were shaking and her body wasn’t obeying. 
 
    Orion took control and pulled it over her head smoothly, spun her toward him, gripped the edges of her hood and dragged her forward, pressed his mouth against hers, shocked the shit out of her so she just stood there like a plant with her lips puckered. His lips were so soft, and he tasted delicious. A growl was rattling his chest as he released her. He yanked the umbrella out of her hands without breaking their locked gazes, popped it open, placed it over her head, grabbed her hand, and wrapped her fingers around the handle. 
 
    He gave her one of those hot-boy smirks, eyes flashing white, and then turned and made his way into the rainy woods. 
 
    She loudly sniffed the collar of the hoodie like a lunatic. It smelled like him. Fur and dominance and cologne. 
 
    Well fuck a duck. 
 
    Annamora didn’t remember the drive out of Tarian Territory, through the check-in gate, down the mountain to Rose’s Greenhouse located at the back of the eldest Tarian Lioness’s property. One minute, Annamora was standing there in the rain, watching the sexiest man in existence walking away from their kiss, and the next, she was getting out of her old work truck and stepping into the squishy mud of Rose’s property. 
 
    She was one minute late, but the girls didn’t seem to notice. There was an SUV backed up to the front door, and Sora, Rose, and Katy were all bustling about, loading cut flowers into the back. Whoa, they’d been cutting from the fields of flowers and rose bushes they’d started growing a few months back. 
 
    “What’s going on?” she asked Orion’s sister, Sora, as the blond beauty bustled by with two armloads of pink roses secured to a vase. 
 
    “Girl, the mayor is getting married, and his florist fell through. They have no flowers for the reception, and his bride-to-be is stressed so we are going to help them out. We’re selling them every bit of extra inventory we haven’t sold to the florists! We have six hours to get these all there and arrange them.” She set the box of roses into the back of the SUV and pushed them up against each other firmly. “Emerald is in town with the bride’s sister, trying to find vases and ribbons and everything else. We need to hurry up and arrange these. It’s gonna be a long d—” Sora frowned at Annamora’s clothes. “Is that Orion’s hoodie?” 
 
    “Uuuuuuuh…yes?” 
 
    Sora’s eyes flew open wide. “What’s happening?” 
 
    “Nothing, nothing. He just…noticed I was cold and gave me his hoodie. And an umbrella.” And he kissed the ever-lovin’ shit out of me, but don’t say that out loud to Orion’s sister— “And he kissed me!” Gasp! “Shit!” Annamora clapped her hand over her mouth. “Stop talking,” she murmured behind her palm. 
 
    Sora yanked her by the arm to the side and out of Rose’s way. In a screamy-whisper, she asked, “My brother kissed you? And gave you his hoodie?” She sniffed said garment. “And he gave this an extra spray of his cologne so he wants you smelling like him. Annamora…are you with my brother?” 
 
    “God, stop calling him your brother. Just call him Orion!” she said in a muffled voice from behind her hand. “And, no, we aren’t together! I wish. He’s like a majestic, studly unicorn, and I’m like the three-legged hamster who’s escaped its cage and gotten lost in the wilderness and just keeps screaming for someone to save it—” 
 
    “Annamora.” 
 
    But she couldn’t stop talking now. Everything was tumbling out of her. “He’s…well he’s…way too good for me and about seventy-five levels out of my league, and his eyes are really striking. I get lost in staring at him, and he has an innie belly button and—” 
 
    “Oh, my God, stop talking before I puke.” 
 
    “And my stomach is full of butterflies all the time. I can’t tell if I’m hungry or nervous. My armpits sweat around him, and I say the dumbest shit. Today I took my shirt off for no reason at all, and I’m pretty sure I’m going to have to leave this Pride and join another one with awkward hamster shifters because those are apparently my people—” 
 
    “Annamora!” 
 
    “He gave me back an orange soda, and I can’t quit drawing him. Like a psychopath. I’m a psychopath. I’m not okay. Do you have a candy bar? My stomach is doing the fluttery thing again, and I think I’m hungry. I can’t remember if I ate breakfast.” 
 
    Sora grabbed her by the shoulders and rattled her hard. “Enough. Everything will be fine. Well, except for you and the rest of your life because my brother isn’t the settling down type and he will definitely fuck this up.” She inhaled deeply. “I’m sorry, Annamora, but my brother is off-limits.” 
 
    “W-what?” Annamora asked, shocked. 
 
    “Let’s just get through this work day and talk about this later.” 
 
    Rose had just walked by to load up more flowers into the SUV, but she stopped and turned to Annamora. “Talk about what?” 
 
    “I like Orion,” Annamora blurted out. “But Sora says I can’t.” Why did she feel like crying? Oh, shit, she was crying. “Am I on my period?” she asked, panicked. “Am I on my period? Are we synched up? Katy, when is your period?” Why was she hyperventilating? 
 
    Katy was frowning at Sora from inside the greenhouse behind a potted shrub she held cradled against her. “Annamora, did I hear you say you like Orion?” 
 
    “Yeah, and now I feel like I’m going to Hell, or wherever they send people for liking your friend’s brother,” Annamora said, throwing her hands up. “I forgot to put my shirt back on. I just realized that. I’m only wearing a divine-smelling hoodie.” She looked down at herself. “That goes to my knees like a dress. Orion is a very big man. Make me stop talking, please.” 
 
    “Annamora!” Rose roared, her voice cracking and echoing through the woods like thunder. 
 
    “Yes ma’am?” Annamora whispered, barely resisting a sob. 
 
    “Everything will work out the way it’s supposed to work out. You clearly have a lot of pent-up anxiety about this, but I promise everything will be okay.” 
 
    “Disagree,” Katy said from behind her bush. Her head was canted, and she was watching Sora through narrowed eyes. “Orion has said on several occasions that he wouldn’t be any good as a mate, and I kinda agree. The man just killed his father. He’s a murderer, and he’s been acting like it’s nothing. I’ve tried to have Katy’s Therapy Sessions with him half a dozen times, but he just says, ‘I’m fine.’ That’s code for ‘I’m definitely not fine.’ Annamora, do you really want a mate like that? Who will be shut down and never be able to express his feelings?” 
 
    “Well,” Sora muttered, “in his defense, our dad was a murderous asshole, and Orion is very tough. Never liked talking about his problems. Doesn’t mean he’s not the type to have a mate. Someday. He has good qualities, too, just perhaps not the ones that would be a fit for Annamora.” 
 
    Katy came to stand with them by the SUV, and now they were all getting rained on. “Like what good qualities?” she asked. 
 
    “He’s protective,” Sora said, lifting her chin higher. A raindrop splatted on her forehead, but she didn’t seem to notice. How did she still look like a queen in booty shorts and purple rainboots? 
 
    “And he’s loyal,” Annamora murmured. 
 
    “Fantastic bloodlines,” Katy said helpfully. “Your cubs would be the cutest in the world ever. You’d have royal monster lineage in your babies.” 
 
    Sora swallowed hard. “I don’t like talking about him like this. I just always thought he would find someone…” 
 
    “Someone what?” Katy asked. 
 
    Sora parted her lips and pursed them again, like she couldn’t come up with soft enough words to destroy Annamora. Sora tried again. “He will make a very good mate someday. I just thought he would choose someone like him. Someone who doesn’t require a lot of attention.” 
 
    An uncomfortable pause followed, and Annamora couldn’t look the girls in the face anymore. She was needy? That’s how she was seen? It stung. 
 
    Katy set the potted bush down in the back of the SUV and turned to Sora. “If he’s all these nice and decent qualities, doesn’t he deserve to pick a girl he thinks is his match? He could do way worse than that little badass over there,” Katy murmured over the sound of the rain. “Orion went and found Ford when he had no control, just on the off-chance that he could make you happy. He was being a good brother. You should want him to be happy too.” 
 
    Sora rolled her eyes closed, and her shoulders sagged as she murmured, “I’m not saying this right. I sound like a jerk.” 
 
    Annamora slid her hand into Sora’s and squeezed. She understood. “You’re not a jerk,” she said softly. “Just protective. I imagine it was you and Orion against the world in that Deadlies Pride. He’s a prince, a dominant, and he’s…well, he’s Orion Burge. It’s okay if you don’t think I match him. I agree with you.” Her stupid smile trembled. “Let’s stop talking about this and get the mayor’s wedding to be the event of the rainy season. Everything’s okay.” She turned and made her way to her truck. 
 
    “Where are you going?” Rose asked. 
 
    “To change my shirt. Give me one minute, and I’ll be the best little worker bee.” She didn’t turn around when she said that because she was tearing up and didn’t want Sora to see. Orion’s sister was right to not want Annamora hovering around her brother. 
 
    Someone like him. Well, Annamora was about as opposite as she could get from a man like Orion. 
 
    They didn’t match, simple as that. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Seven 
 
      
 
    Well, that was the shittiest sleep Orion had ever gotten. He’d stayed restless, dozing in and out between thinking of Anna. He’d never been like this with a girl—obsessing over what she was doing, where she was, if she was happy or not… 
 
    His imagination sucked, but suddenly he had this ability to remember every encounter with her in vivid detail. Every time he had bumped into her over the past couple of years, every shy smile she’d given him, every murmured conversation in Old Tarian Territory, every awkward exchange in New Tarian Territory. Every moment they’d shared took on a new meaning, took on a new light, because he had a feeling she’d been paying attention to him for a long time, just like he’d been secretly doing to her. 
 
    His bed was comfortable, but here he laid, wide awake, the sunlight beaming him in the freaking face, his dick hard just thinking about her soft tits. And the taste of her lips. How soft her skin was. The little noise she had made deep in her throat when he’d clamped his teeth onto her ear. Fuck, his dick was throbbing. 
 
    Giving up on sleep entirely, Orion made his way into the bathroom and locked his arms on either side of the sink, glared at himself in the mirror. He looked like his dad. Like a ghost. Same icy-cold eyes, same jawline, same lack of smile lines, same hard set to his lips. He was aging into his asshole father quite nicely. Dad was laughing from Hell right now. Orion had killed him for coming after Sora and the New Tarians, but Orion had been poisoned a long time ago. Dad’s final revenge was that Orion would end up just like him. And now he had to see Dad’s face every time he looked in the mirror. 
 
    The war was over for the New Tarians, but the day he’d ended Dad’s life, the battle had begun inside of Orion. 
 
    Should he tell Annamora? Tell her he was Alpha of the Deadlies now? Tell her they were just waiting for him to take his place on his father’s throne? Tell her that he was failing at keeping his lion steady? Tell her everything he hadn’t uttered out loud to anyone? Should he tell her Beaston’s prediction? 
 
    Fuck. 
 
    He ripped his gaze away from the monster in the mirror. 
 
    No one would ever be a bigger traitor than him. 
 
    He got in the shower, but no matter how much he scrubbed his skin, he couldn’t rid himself of the skin-crawling, filthy feeling that had resulted from the war. It had been months, and he still felt dirty. Probably always would. Anna was a beautiful distraction. A snarl rippled through him. Fuck you, man, she’s more than a distraction, and you know it. 
 
    He turned the water hotter and rinsed shampoo out of his hair, closing his eyes to the world, only to open his imagination to Anna. The way her lips had curved up this morning when she’d found the orange drink on her porch. Because, yeah, he’d been hiding in the woods, spying on her just to witness her face when she saw it. A few days ago, he’d thought he would never be able to make anyone smile again. He was so messed up. If he was a good man, he would leave her alone, but the cold, hard truth was…he wasn’t a good man. He was his father’s son. 
 
    If Annamora had good instincts, she would run. She would stop his hunt. She wouldn’t melt against him when he touched her. She would be cringing instead. 
 
    Soft tits. Perfect tits. Full and spilling over that little bra she was wearing. Who would’ve thought she would have that lavender lacy little thing on under that forest-green tank top? Skinny jeans with holes at the knees, muddy hiking boots, hair pulled into a ponytail. She looked rough and tough on the outside, but had that pretty, dainty little panty set on underneath. He hadn’t seen her panties, but in his mind, they matched her bra. Orion locked his arm on the wall and took his throbbing dick in hand, stroked it slowly, imagining if he’d let them take it farther out there in the woods. Imagined if he’d unsnapped her bra in the back, kissed her throat, pulled her nipple into his mouth and sucked until she moaned his name. Boots off, jeans off, pulling those lavender panties down her hips slow. Laying her back on the muddy ground and sliding between her hips. Teasing her until she begged. Feeling how tight and wet she was as he pushed his fat cock into her. Fuuuuuck. He was stroking harder now, water rolling off his shoulders, streaming to the shower floor. Felt so good. Faster. Legs splayed, leaning forward as he reached his climax, he ground out Annamora’s name as the first jet of cum shot out of him. Dick pulsing, he emptied himself, growl in his throat, head arched back, muscles spasming, his imagination on Anna. 
 
    And as he stood there, water rinsing his skin, aftershocks dying away, a new vision hit him. An ugly one. One of Annamora at his side in the Deadlies. Watching him fight to keep a throne he hated. Watching him slip into insanity. Watching him give into the bloodlust little by little. The disappointment on her face. The anguish of being in a Pride that was no different from the Old Tarians that had hurt her so much. 
 
    He had nothing to offer her. 
 
    His head circled that thought as he dressed and made coffee. He couldn’t think of a single benefit he could give her. Not a single long-term improvement he could make to her life. 
 
    Just as he was feeling good and sick of himself, a knock sounded on the front door. And immediately another one, even louder. “Yeah, I’m coming,” he muttered, gripping the handle on his coffee mug. 
 
    The second he opened the door, he was struck by a tornado, and that tornado’s name was Sora Burge. She pushed him hard in the shoulder, and he staggered back, his coffee spilling. 
 
    “Shit, Sora!” he yelled as the scorching liquid burned his hand. 
 
    She held up his hoodie, the one he’d given Annamora. Her eyes flashing with fury, she threw it at him. “She’s better than this, and you know it.” 
 
    “What?” he asked. “For fuck’s sake, Sora. Go peddle your PMS somewhere else.” 
 
    “I know what you are! I’ve known since the war. I knew it the second you killed Dad. I knew it the moment all those surviving Deadlies were looking at you like you were a god. Alpha. You’ll leave here and leave Annamora heartbroken, and she deserves better than the storm you are going to put her through. That woman is getting her shit together, and you’re coming in and standing directly in her way? I know you, Orion. You’re the one who is always there, but you’re quiet and you like being alone, and you are headed for that throne of that damn Pride who treats women like dirt. Usually, you protect people you care about, but this time you’re going to take her right into the fire. After all she’s been through?” Sora shook her head. “It’s going to break you both. She’s getting her life together, and you aren’t in a position where you can push her to improvement. You’re choosing to stand right in her way, Orion.” 
 
    There it was. He couldn’t hide anything from Sora; she was too sensitive. She saw too much. 
 
    Orion shook his head and gritted his teeth against verbally fileting his sister about what was and wasn’t her business. He spun and strode for the kitchen to get some paper towels for the mess on the floor. 
 
    His ever-annoying sister followed him like a gnat. “She’s getting better. You can see that, right? And it had nothing to do with you. She was getting better from the inside out. She was getting over all the shit that happened with the Old Tarians and carving out a good life for herself, and you have her crying over taking off your hoodie. That’s what you already mean to her.” Fury flashed across her face, and her eyes turned the gold of her lioness as she stepped right up to him and jammed a finger in his face. “All you had to do was leave her alone until you left.” 
 
    “What does that even mean? You think I’m doing this on purpose? I’m gonna ruin a good woman on purpose?” 
 
    “Your bond was green, Orion!” She waved her hand around at him like she was swatting at a fly. “It was plain green, the color of grass and steady, and now look what you’ve done. Look at yourself!” 
 
    Orion looked down at himself, but he didn’t know what she meant. He looked just like he always did. 
 
    Sora’s eyes filled with tears, and her lip trembled. Her cheeks were red with anger. “She’s special, Orion. I wanted her to stay here, stay safe, and get better. You don’t think I know what’s coming for you? You’re grabbing onto her hand, and you’re going to drag her back to being broken.” She swallowed hard, and a tear streamed down her cheek. “Nice bond, Orion. Now it’s the same navy-blue Mom and Dad’s was.” 
 
    A spear right through him would’ve meant less pain than those words. Dad had destroyed their beautiful mother one mistake at a time, one insult at a time, and now Orion had created the same color bond to the girl he cared about? To Annamora? Shit. His transition into his father was coming along nicely. 
 
    Orion cleared his face of emotion, like he always did when something hurt. “Your radar is off, Sis. I just gave a girl a hoodie in the rain. Being a gentleman and all.” 
 
    “Bullshit. I can hear the lie in your voice.” 
 
    Orion shrugged and sipped his half-spilled coffee, gave her a little smirk like he didn’t give a care. 
 
    “I wanted things to be different for you,” Sora whispered. 
 
    Fuck, his chest hurt. They hadn’t talked like this in years. The real talk? She’d gone quiet, and so had he. 
 
    He gave her his back and busied himself rinsing a plate in the sink. “I don’t know what you mean. I’m fine.” 
 
    “Are you?” 
 
    Frustration boiling through his blood, he spun and asked, “Am I what, Sora?” 
 
    She wiped her damp cheek and lifted her chin higher. “Are you okay?” 
 
    He couldn’t answer her. The truth would make this God-awful conversation continue, and he would have to admit to things he wasn’t ready to pick at. He just wanted to not think about all the shadows inside him. He wanted to think about anything else. He was so drained. He couldn’t meet her bright gold eyes. Couldn’t see all the tears built up there. 
 
    “Your silence is answer enough.” Sora looked so sad as she murmured, “I’m still here, you know.” 
 
    “Yeah,” Orion muttered thickly, still unable to pick his damn gaze off the ground. 
 
    “Dad deserved it,” she whispered. “I never thanked you for what you did. I just let you carry that burden all this time, didn’t I?” 
 
    “It’s no big deal,” Orion said. Fuck, look her in the eyes so she believes you. But he couldn’t. 
 
    “It is, and it was, and you’ll always carry that guilt because that’s what you do. You shoulder everything. You’ve done it since we were cubs. No matter the toll, you protected me.” 
 
    “Did I?” he asked, finally dragging his gaze to hers. “Did I save you from anything, Sora? I watched you break in that Old Tarian Pride.” 
 
    “Because of Dad.” 
 
    “I watched a man treat you like a possession.” 
 
    “Because of Dad.” 
 
    “I watched Cassius hurt you, and I couldn’t do a fucking thing about it without making everything worse.” 
 
    “Because Dad sold me to him for an alliance!” 
 
    “I watched you pine for Ford.” 
 
    “Dad took me away from him, not you.” 
 
    “I watched you break.” 
 
    Sora strode over to him and grabbed his shoulders, searched his eyes. “Because. Of. Dad. And what did you do about that?” 
 
    Orion’s lip trembled, so he bit it hard. He didn’t do this. He didn’t get emotional. Carefully, he gritted out, “I killed him, knowing I would be Alpha of the Deadlies, so that no one would come after you again. I wanted you to have that fairytale shit. That happily ever after.” 
 
    “By giving yourself an unhappily ever after.” A slow smile took Sora’s face, and she hugged him tight. “Thank you for all you’ve done for me. I have Ford because of you. I’m safe here because of you. I’m happy. Guess why.” 
 
    Because of me. 
 
    It was enough. Everything she’d said was enough. Every sacrifice was worth it. Even the ones he still had to make. 
 
    He hugged her back and sighed. And then he admitted something big. “I feel okay when I’m around Anna. I know I can’t have her. I know she can’t be a Deadlie with me. She’s better off here, but for a little while, she made me feel okay.” 
 
    Sora squeezed him harder and released, eased back and looked up at him. “You should tell her that.” 
 
    “Tell her what?” 
 
    Sora made her way to the door. And just as she left, she said over her shoulder, “Tell her everything, or leave her alone.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Eight 
 
      
 
    Annamora had lost his hoodie. 
 
    She could’ve sworn she left it right on the front seat of her truck, but it wasn’t there. She was drenched from the rain and shivering after a long day of playing florist for that wedding. The team had done amazing, but down to her bones, Annamora was exhausted. And it wasn’t just from the long work day and the physical work of hauling and setting up all of the floral arrangements. Her mind circling Orion constantly had left her feeling drained. Truth be told, Sora’s reaction had made her sad. Annamora had wanted support, but Sora had barely talked to her all day. 
 
    And now she came back to the hoodie missing from her front seat. She’d meant to return it, and now she was going to have to tell Orion she’d lost it instead. She definitely wouldn’t be awkward about it. Ha. 
 
    Feeling like the slime on the bottom of a river rock, Annamora got out of the truck and lumbered up the trail that led to Orion’s cabin, shoulders slumped like a kid who had to admit to his mother that he drew on the walls. She was about to get in trouble. 
 
    This was why she couldn’t have nice things. She got distracted and didn’t pay attention  and— 
 
    Orion’s cabin appeared through the trees, and there he was, sitting on an old lawn chair on the porch, the sky-blue hoodie folded neatly in his lap. 
 
    What the heck? 
 
    “Did you take that out of my truck?” she asked, squinting against the rain. 
 
    “Sora did.” 
 
    “Oooooh,” she murmured, shifting her weight and dropping her gaze to the ground. 
 
    “Come here,” he said, soft as the rain pattering against the grass around her. 
 
    “It’s okay,” she said, climbing the stairs. “I get dumped all the time. Tons of fish in and out of these flood gates. Constantly.” She gave a nervous laugh as she sat on the top stair and leaned against his porch railing. “By fish I mean boys. Men. Men break up with me a lot. I’m totally used to it.” She cleared her throat and smiled brightly. “So it’s no big deal, and you shouldn’t give it a second thought. I understand.” Annamora frowned. “Why are you smiling?” 
 
    Orion smelled good, and his hair had some kind of spray in it that made the top the perfect amount of messy. He’d shaved his face, and his cheekbones belonged on a model. And, yep, he was definitely smiling. Rude. 
 
    “Out of respect, one shouldn’t smile during a breakup,” she admonished him, crossing her arms over her chest. Her shirt made a slurpy wet sound. 
 
    “To break up with someone, they have to be together in the first place,” Orion pointed out. 
 
    Annamora waved her hand in the air and stared into the woods. “Technicalities.” 
 
    Orion snorted. “I’m not breaking up with you…” 
 
    She offered him a bright, open-mouthed smile as a reward. 
 
    “But I am leaving.” 
 
    And now he got a frown. 
 
    “Leaving me?” 
 
    “No. Yes.” He sighed and leaned back in his chair. “I’m leaving everything. Shit, Anna, I’m not good at this.” 
 
    “Where will you go?” 
 
    Orion leaned forward, elbows on his knees, hands clenched in front of him as he searched her face. Uncertainty swirled in his bright blue eyes. “I don’t know how to explain. I’m not good at talking or sharing any of my life. Never have been.” He pulled his phone out of his back pocket and leaned forward, handing it to her. “Here.” 
 
    She took it slowly. “What do you want me to do with it?” 
 
    “Read the messages.” 
 
    The lock screen lit up with text notifications.  One minute ago, someone named Cale had written, Still need to hear from you. Things are falling apart. 
 
    Four minutes ago, someone named Roden had texted him, Hunter was arrested last night. He Changed in public and went after a human. What do I do? 
 
    Why aren’t you answering? 
 
    This is so messed up. We have no Alpha. Help us. 
 
    I don’t know what to fucking do. I’m Second. I never wanted to make these decisions. 
 
    What the hell, man? You killed him. You won the Alpha fight. Come fix all these broken bonds. We’re getting sick without you. Claim us or lose an Alpha fight. 
 
    You forgot something, dude. You left us all in purgatory. 
 
    It’s still us. You’ve known us your whole life, and you’re going to let us fall apart like this? Fucking fix it. 
 
    Coward. 
 
    Traitor. You seriously fought against us? 
 
    Hunter is getting sicker. He ain’t sleeping, and he’s fighting everyone. Your fault. Fix his bond. 
 
    You’re a fucking Alpha, act like it. You should be reaching out to us. We shouldn’t have to beg you to do your job. You should be here for us. 
 
    Something’s wrong with Hunter. 
 
    There’s a grizzly shifter and a raven sniffing around here. Probably Bloodrunners. Wyatt James and that Novak Raven. They’ll figure out we’re crippled sooner or later. They got fuckin’ dragons, man, and we ain’t got no Alpha. Plus, we just lost half our damn Pride. Diesel and Nyle are talking about running in the night. We’re about to lose even more. 
 
    Just tell us what to do. No one is stepping up for Alpha while you’re figuring your shit out, or whatever it is you’re doing. None of us want to fill your dad’s shoes. It’s gotta be you. 
 
    Liam, Holt, and Jasper left last night. We can’t hold the territory like this. The Pride is too close to dragon territory to be this small. The Deadlies you guys didn’t kill? We’re going rogue one by one. Everyone is getting sick in the head. 
 
    “Are these messages from your old Pride?” she asked. 
 
    “Yeah. The one I grew up in. There are a hundred more messages just like those. I killed their Alpha, so I’m supposed to step up for them now.” 
 
    “But…it wasn’t just their Alpha. He was your dad. They aren’t angry that you killed your own dad?” 
 
    “The lions left in the Deadlies Pride aren’t right in the head. Never were. They don’t care that their Alpha is dead. They just care that someone steps in and keeps them all steady.” 
 
    “And you’re supposed to do that?” 
 
    He nodded his head, his lips forming a thin, unhappy line. “I always knew I would end up back there. I just didn’t know how it would happen. Never would’ve guessed it would be because things got so shitty that I had to kill my own father.” Pain and anger flashed through his eyes, but in an instant, he rearranged his face to stoic and leaned back in his chair again. “Anyway, my destiny was set the day I was born.” He cracked his knuckles. “My dad almost took me on a trip once when I was eight. My dad didn’t want a son. He wanted a weapon, so I started fight training when I was little. But that trip…I was so excited, I packed my little suitcase a week early, counted down the days to our father-and-son trip. You have to understand, my dad was Alpha for a long time, and his priority was the Pride, not his cubs. So Sora and I were on our own a lot. We were starved for his attention. Any word he would say to us in passing. Any time he actually came home in time to tell us goodnight. It’s not tragic, being ignored like that, and I’m not trying to make you sad. He was brutal, loud, and demanding, quick to point out any of our imperfections. But when you’re a kid, you look for light. It’s natural. So we lived and breathed for his approval because he was king there. Everyone lived for his approval. I didn’t realize until later that he didn’t earn their respect, though. He was just a dominant, aggressive bully with a lot of power, and everyone was scared of him. So the morning of this trip, Sora’s at the breakfast table crying because she feels left out, and I’m feeling like shit because she wasn’t invited. Mom’s staring out the window like always, looking sad as hell with her life, Dad’s insulting her cooking as usual, and I’m sitting on this bench at the front door clutching this suitcase because I just know in my heart that this trip was going to make my dad like me. He was going to approve of me. We were going to bond.”  
 
    Orion’s eyes had lightened to almost white now, and he was staring off into the woods with a faraway expression. “There was a knock on the door, and I remember the hairs on the back of my neck stood straight up, like I’d grabbed an electric fence or something. I knew…knew…that whatever was on the other side of that door was something terrifying. There was this heaviness that pressed against my back, and when I looked at my dad, I knew he could feel it, too. He stood up so fast the chair fell back and crashed onto the floor and one of the legs broke. I remember he yelled at my mom, “Dammit, Lore!” like it was her fault. He stomped on over to the door, took one look out the peephole, and uttered a string of curses. When I asked who it was, he grabbed me by the scruff of the neck, opened the door, and shoved me out first. I’ll never forget the moment I saw Beaston.” 
 
    “Whoa, whoa, whoa, what? The Beaston? Of the Gray Backs?” Annamora asked. “The one who knows the future?” 
 
    Orion huffed a humorless sound. “He isn’t what everyone says. They talk about him like he’s this angel or something. A perfect legend. But when you actually meet him? He walks with a deep limp, his hair is dark, and his eyes are this bright green I’ve ever seen on anyone. He had a beard that was showing a little silver, and his face was twisted with hatred. He made the air around him impossible to breathe in. His massive fists were clenched at his side like he wanted to put them right through my face. It wasn’t me he was pissed at, though. He looked at my dad and growled the worlds, ‘I know you. Seen you in my dreams, and I don’t want you around my territory. Sick a dragon on you for dragging all those ghosts to my home. Your place is here.’ I didn’t understand. All I knew was I was standing in the middle of my pissed-off dad and a pissed-off stranger, who was definitely a big predator shifter. My dad said, ‘I want to know his fate.’ Beaston asked, ‘Why should I tell you anything?’ Dad said, ‘I got cursed with a weak son. He got too much empathy from his momma and not enough fight in him. She ain’t giving me any more cubs, so I need to know if this one is a rotten egg or not.’” 
 
    “Oh no,” Annamora whispered, scooching closer to him across the porch floorboards. “That was the trip he was taking you on? To see Beaston?” 
 
    Orion nodded. “Yep. Beaston just stood there glaring at my dad, and it’s the first and only time I’ve seen my dad drop his gaze for anyone. When the man looked down at me, something in his eyes softened. I dunno, maybe whatever heartache he saw on my face got to him. I knew the trip wasn’t happening anymore, and my dad just called me weak. He knelt down and asked the weirdest question I’ve ever heard. ‘What kinda pop you like?’ I told him orange.” 
 
    Chills rippled up Annamora’s arms as something big clicked into place. Something huge. “Orion,” she whispered. She scooted all the way to him and settled on the ground right in front of him. “When I was nine, my mother took me into town. We didn’t have two pennies to rub together, so I never got treats, didn’t want them. I knew we didn’t have money. She worked herself to the bone just to put mac ’n cheese on the table. One day when we went to the laundromat my mom worked at to pick up her paycheck, there was this man…” She closed her eyes so she could visualize what he looked like, but the memory was so old, she couldn’t remember his face. Just green eyes. “He was sitting in the corner, and while my mom was talking to her manager, I wandered over to this old-timey soda machine. Never had money for it, but I liked pushing the buttons. The man smiled, leaned over, and rolled five quarters to me, one at a time. A buck twenty-five was what they cost. And he told me, ‘Orange is the best flavor.’ I asked if he wanted me to get him one. I was confused. But he said, ‘No, you try it. You deserve good things. Orange is the best.’ And then he stood up and limped out of the laundromat.” 
 
    “Holy fuck,” Orion whispered, and she could see the gooseflesh all over his arms to match hers. “Did you get one?” 
 
    Annamora nodded. “It was my favorite treat, and when my mom got a raise a couple of weeks later, she always bought me one orange soda from the machine on Fridays when she picked up her paychecks.” Holy fuck was right. Annamora hadn’t even realized it, but she’d met Beaston, too. And just now, she had a strange feeling of being a puppet and him the puppeteer, and for the life of her, she couldn’t decide if that was good or bad. “What else did he say to you?” 
 
    “Well, he told my dad I would be Alpha of the Deadlies someday, and he said it with this empty smile. My dad said, ‘Good,’ and then left me out there with Beaston, like he didn’t care if I got eaten by him or not. After my dad went back inside, Beaston lowered his voice and told me that someday his raven boy would live in my territory, our paths would cross, but not until I’d turned traitor. He said I wasn’t the rotten egg. Said I would figure out someday that my dad was. He told me to practice forgiving myself because I would do unspeakable things, and guilt could make a man go crazy. Told me I would never escape the Deadlies, so don’t fight it. He called them quicksand.” Orion shrugged. “So I’m not fighting it. You know as well as I do what they say about Beaston’s premonitions. Everything he said is coming true. Learned my dad was the monster, killed my own father, killed others in the Tarian War, too. And here we are. The Deadlies are mine, lucky me. I haven’t quite got the forgiving part down, though. I don’t much like being a traitor.” 
 
    “But how were you a traitor?” she asked, shaking her head. 
 
    “I’m about to rule one of the Prides who came after Sora and my friends here. Can’t get much more traitor than that.” 
 
    “Did you do it?” she asked softly. 
 
    “Do what?” 
 
    She hooked her hand around his calf and rested her cheek on his knee. “Practice forgiving yourself?” 
 
    Orion rolled his head back and pretended to snore, so she swatted his leg. 
 
    “In conclusion,” he said, “that’s why I can’t bring you presents anymore. I’ll be gone by next week. I’m putting in my notice with my job tonight.” 
 
     “Hmm. Just like that,” she murmured. 
 
    “Just like that,” he agreed. 
 
    “Well, then, we have one week to have fun before you turn your life into a shitshow.” She arched an eyebrow. “And look at me, actually talking to you like a normal person—” 
 
    “—You’re hugging my leg like a frightened cat—” 
 
    “—And not being my weird self around you. The pressure is off now that we are broken up.” 
 
    “Oh, God, I already told you we didn’t break up. We were never together.” 
 
    “Whatever. I got you a two-day anniversary gift.” 
 
    “A what?” 
 
    “It would’ve been our two-day anniversary if you didn’t break up with me. Here.” She pulled the wedding favor she’d taken from the event today. “They said we could have as many as we wanted, but I just wanted one. It was the last blue one they had left. The others were pink and covered in glitter.” She offered the little bag of chocolate candies to him. “The bag is the same color as your eyes.” 
 
    Orion untied it immediately and dumped the candies into his hand, handed her a few, and tossed the rest in his mouth. Around the bite, he said, “Why did you get these for me?” 
 
    “I don’t know, Ex-Boyfriend. I guess because I was thinking about you.” She was trying not to giggle at the face he made every time she mentioned breakup or anniversary or ex-boyfriend. Now he was the uncomfortable one. 
 
    This she could do—joke. Because there was no way she was going to admit how deep his leaving would hurt her. She needed to keep it together until she was in her cabin tonight, alone, where she could fall apart in private. For now, she wanted to make Orion smile. She didn’t like when he was sad. 
 
    “I have an admission,” he murmured. 
 
    “You don’t mind me hugging your very sturdy calf muscle.” She poked it, and it was as hard as a stone. 
 
    Orion chuckled and relaxed back into the chair, rested his hand on her head casually and scratched her scalp in a circular motion. She purred, of course, because why wouldn’t her lioness embarrass her right now when she finally wasn’t stumbling over her words. 
 
    “I’m not good at talking about myself, my past, or what I feel,” Orion said. “I would rather be quiet.” 
 
    “Talking about feelings makes them real sometimes.” 
 
    “Exactly. You get it. I had a feeling you would.” 
 
    “Well, you did very good with me. And I’m not good at talking either, so there’s no need to explain.” 
 
    “Why are you soaking wet?” he asked. 
 
    Scratch, massage, scratch. His touch felt so good. She was purring really loud now. “Friends probably shouldn’t be petting other friends.” 
 
    “Seriously, Anna. You’re shivering. Where’s the umbrella I gave you?” 
 
    “Lost it at the wedding. You probably shouldn’t give me stuff anymore. I’m not that responsible. My brain flits this way and that since I left the Old Tarians. There, my brain was full of a hundred things at all times, and I never missed a beat because I would get in trouble. I was careful to be perfect. But now there isn’t that pressure, so I’ve just gone back to my old, irresponsible ways.” 
 
    “You feel safe here,” he observed. 
 
    “Yeah. I guess I do. Still, I’m sorry I lost your umbrella. I let the mother of the bride borrow it, and then I got so busy with flower arrangements I didn’t think about it when I was leaving. Then I noticed your hoodie was gone from my truck, and I freaked out over that. I hope it wasn’t an expensive umbrella.” 
 
    “Nah, stop worrying over something that doesn’t matter. You just said something way more important.” 
 
    “That friends probably shouldn’t be petting other friends? But please don’t stop because it feels really good.” 
 
    He changed positions, and when he began to massage the back of her head, she nearly choked on her purring. 
 
    “Yeah, they probably shouldn’t. You know what, though? We have a week to make up our own friendship rules. I like what you said earlier about having some fun.” 
 
    “Yes! What should we do? I’m really good at Scrabble. I’ve always wanted to learn how to play horseshoes. What about building birdhouses together?” 
 
    “I have a better idea. It’s a surprise, though, for tomorrow morning. You have tomorrow off, and I have tomorrow night off. You’ll have to deal with me being a zombie tomorrow, but I know an adventure I think you’ll like.” 
 
    “A one-day breakup anniversary adventure. I like it.” Annamora beamed up at him just in time to see him roll his eyes. 
 
    “Go back to being weird and tripping on air,” he muttered. 
 
    “Don’t wish that on me! I think I’m the least graceful lion shifter in existence. It’s unfair, really.” Annamora gasped dramatically as a thought struck her. “Orion! Beaston told you that you’ll meet his son someday. Weston Novak! He’s famous, so if you’re friends someday, by association, you’ll basically be famous, too. I’m gonna need you to keep in touch and get his autograph for me. And also Air Ryder’s. And any of the dragons.” Whoo, her teeth were really chattering now. 
 
    Orion snickered and stood up. “Unclaw me, woman, I need to put clothes on you.” 
 
    “Ugh, that’s the opposite of sexy. Broken up for ten minutes, and we’re reverse-stripping already.” 
 
    Orion made his way to the door. “Remember that one time I gave you a hoodie and you took your shirt off?” 
 
    “Oh, my gosh, I don’t want to talk about it. I was really embarrassed,” she whispered as she followed him inside. 
 
    He turned and handed her the blue hoodie. “Take your shirt off.” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    He gave a wicked smirk. “And put on one of my dry ones.” 
 
    “Oh.” She pouted her lip as she looked at her clothes. “But I look kind of cute. Look, the rain is making my shirt stick to me like a second skin.” When she pulled the fabric and released, it made a wet slap on her belly. 
 
    “Yes, you do, but I don’t want you getting sick.” Orion frowned and hooked his hands on his hips. “Or something.” 
 
    “Shifters don’t get sick,” Annamora pointed out. 
 
    “I just…need you to put on something dry, okay?” There was pleading in his eyes.  
 
    She didn’t understand, but… “Okay.” 
 
    “I’ll be right back.” Orion made his way to the bedroom and left Annamora standing in the living room, hugging his hoodie. 
 
    She’d never been in his cabin before. Everything was tidy except there was a bed pillow and crumpled blanket on his couch, as if he’d fallen asleep watching TV. There were no paintings on the wall or appliances on the kitchen counters. Something about the lack of character in here made her sad. Orion hadn’t left his fingerprint in here at all. Probably because he’d always known this wasn’t home and he would leave. 
 
    Don’t fall apart now. Wait until you are alone. 
 
    Orion appeared with a towel and a T-shirt. The logo was just the word Beer. She giggled and set his hoodie down so she could undress. But as she peeled her shirt over her head, Orion turned and gave her his back. 
 
    “Gentleman,” she murmured. 
 
    “If you knew the filthy things I’ve done to you in my mind, you would never accuse me of that.” 
 
    Annamora froze. “You think of me? When you…you…” 
 
    Orion turned his face just enough to show her his chiseled jaw profile. “You don’t see how sexy you are, but I don’t have that problem.” 
 
    “H-how many times?” 
 
    Orion’s cheeks swelled with a wicked smile. “Enough. What about you? What do you think about when you touch yourself?” 
 
    Annamora went dumb. Orion had shorted out her brain, and her mind went blank. This was dirty talk, and she didn’t have any practice. “That’s embarrassing to talk about.” 
 
    “Why?” he asked, curiosity tainting the word. 
 
    “Well…ladies aren’t supposed to…” 
 
    “To what?” he asked, turning. “Touch themselves?” He made a clicking sound behind his teeth and shook his head. “False. I like a girl who enjoys feeling good.” His eyes dipped to her breasts, pushing against her soaking wet bra with every panted breath. His wicked smile got bigger. “My self-control slips around you.” 
 
    Annamora cleared her throat primly. “Why?” the word came out a whisper so she tried again. “W-why?” 
 
    “Because you’re beautiful and so damn sexy. Because it’s been a really long time since my lion wanted anyone. Because you keep my attention, and I can’t stop thinking about how it would feel to slide into you. Because you smell like you want me. You smell ready.” 
 
    “I smell?” Well, hell, that was mortifying. 
 
    “You smell so good,” he growled, approaching her slowly, bright blue eyes trapping her gaze. “The biggest compliment to a male is being wanted without words. I like actions, and your body talks for you. Plus, you keep showing me these tits.” His body inches from hers, he dragged his fingertips up her stomach lightly to the underwire of her bra. 
 
    Touch me. Please touch me. 
 
    Orion ran the knuckles of his hand over the swell of her breast up to just under her collar bone, and he pressed the back of his hand there. “Listen to that heartbeat go. When I affect you, that’s what gets me off, and you, Anna, you’re soooooo sensitive to me.” 
 
    “I can’t help it,” she whispered. “I like everything about you.” 
 
    He growled through a slow grin. He placed her palm over his heart and then gave off a little groan when she dragged her nails lightly down his chest, down each mound of his abs and to the hem of his jeans. Be brave, be brave, don’t screw this up! 
 
    Orion leaned forward and whispered in her ear. “Do whatever you want.” 
 
    He’d just granted her freedom. Loosened her up with a few words. Given her permission to play. Consequences be damned, because they were both in this now. 
 
    So…she did what she wanted. Annamora slipped her hand under the thin material of his shirt and felt his skin. Really felt it. Warm and smooth. Her palm glided up his stony muscles easily. His nipple was puckered, and she was lifting chills where she touched him. That was power. Under her touch existed an Alpha. Big, dominant, quiet, protective, tortured Alpha, and he was asking her to play with him. 
 
    Orion peeled his shirt off of his head smoothly and lifted her other hand to his chest. “This feels so good,” he murmured, pressing both of her hands onto his skin. 
 
    Orion’s chest was rattling with a purr, and a thought occurred to her. She couldn’t mess this up. He was still here despite all their awkward encounters. He was okay with her just as she was. 
 
    The rain was coming down harder now, loud against Orion’s tin roof. It was the perfect soundtrack to this moment. Right now, nothing else existed except for her and Orion and the rain. 
 
    He pushed her wet hair out of her face and leaned down. His hand cupped her jaw, his thumb pressing into the little dimple of her chin. His lips pressed to hers gently. It wasn’t like the first one that had felt like a lightning storm. This was gentle. His lips softened against hers before he angled his face and brushed his tongue along her lips. Asking, not demanding. She opened for him as she leaned into his chest, her hands flat between them. They were both purring now, so she didn’t have to be embarrassed by the sound of pleasure in her throat. In fact, the louder she purred, the deeper he kissed her. Nothing else existed outside of this connection with him. His tongue stroked against hers slowly, rhythmically, and with each passing second, he owned her body a little more. His hands moved along her skin as if he was memorizing her curves. As if he was worshipping her. Coveting her body. 
 
    This was the part when she was supposed to squirm away, when he touched the soft bits that she was self-conscious of. Right? She was supposed to get shy and encourage Orion to touch her somewhere else where she had more confidence. But…but…Orion wasn’t turned off at all. He was paying more attention to her rounder parts. He kept gripping her ass, the curves of her waist, and when he moved to her tits, she couldn’t find a modest bone left in her body because he had a raging erection. He liked her. He really did. All of her. This was awesome. 
 
    Suddenly, he grabbed her ass hard and dragged her body against his. The kiss became harder, more demanding, so Annamora slid her hands up his chest and around his neck, jumped, and wrapped her legs around him. 
 
    “Fuck, yes,” he murmured, gripping the backs of her thighs and walking them to the bedroom. She thought he would take her straight to the bed, but he pressed her against the wall outside of the door instead, rolled his hips into hers and moaned. Annamora had never been more turned on than right now. Every squeeze of his hands, every kiss, every nibble on her neck and ears, every growl, every sound of pleasure—Orion was pure confidence, and there was something so sexy about that. 
 
    And even better? He wasn’t rushing them. 
 
    His muscles rippled against her skin as he set her down on her feet. He undid her bra in the back with the snap of his finger and pulled it off her arms, barely breaking their kiss. When he unsnapped her jeans and went to his knees as he undressed her, she ran her fingers through his hair, nails grazing his scalp from front to back. The groan in his throat was the hottest thing she’d ever heard. He was so sensitive to her touch and so good at letting her know when she was doing something he liked. With her shoes and jeans on the floor with her bra, Orion ran his hands from her ankles to her thighs, gripping her when he got to the thickest part of her legs. His eyes flashed up at her, almost white, his lips twisted into a hungry snarl. He lifted up on his knees and wrapped his arms tightly around her back, kissing her from the crease underneath her breasts, down her belly, down, down, kiss, kiss… 
 
    Only her pink satin panties stood between his lips and her sex now, and when he grabbed the front of them and slowly pulled them down, the excitement in her hit fever pitch. Just the feel of his knuckles brushing her skin there locked her legs. Orion didn’t let her topple, though. He laid her down on the living room floor, smooth as anything, like she was a feather. And now he was kissing her stomach again, only this time she could feel the graze of his teeth. Had anything felt so good? Had her body ever tingled with desire like this? She couldn’t recall a single time. Tonight was everything. 
 
    One of his hands massaged her breast, and one gripped her thigh as his lips found her entrance, and all she could do was rest her hands on the wall behind her and arch her back to encourage him. 
 
    His purr rattled against her most sensitive place as he lapped at her with his tongue, teasing. He was working her up, getting her close, and just as she was about to beg for more, he plunged his tongue inside her. Annamora cried outand gripped his hair, held him close. 
 
    “Mmmmmmm,” he rumbled approvingly. The vibration against her felt even better, and she gasped out his name, arching her back hard against the ground. 
 
    Over and over, he thrust his tongue into her until her body imploded. She saw stars zigzagging this way and that on the edge of her vision as her body throbbed against his mouth. He dragged every damn aftershock out of her until she was spent and twitching, gasping for breath, stunned and staring at the top of his head like what the fuck just happened to me? 
 
    He eased back, kissed the inside of her thigh, bite, kiss, bite, kiss. And then he got up on his knees and undid the button of his jeans, shoved them down his muscular hips. He unsheathed his dick from his underwear and holy shit, he was huge, hard and thick. “You ain’t done yet. That’s one. I would never leave you with just one.” He lowered onto her and kissed her neck, then murmured, “I’ll take care of you.” 
 
    Those five words. Annamora ran her fingernails through his hair and gripped the longer part on top, pulled his head back so she could look him in the eyes when she told him, “I’ll take care of you, too.” Did he know she meant more than just in the bedroom? From the look in his eyes, he understood just fine. 
 
    In all honesty, she was intimidated by his size. The human body could only take so much, and he was packing a fucking torpedo. But he wasn’t rushing her. Instead, he settled on top of her and moved his hips, sliding easily in the wetness he’d already conjured from her. And his hard, swollen cock rubbing against her clit so smoothly felt just as good as his tongue did. With every roll of his hips, she became wetter. His lips and teeth felt so good against her throat. Arching her head back, she spread her knees wider for him, inviting him in. 
 
    Smooth as you like, Orion rocked back and pushed the head of his cock inside of her. It wasn’t scary like she’d thought. He’d prepared her and he was going slow, easing in and out of her shallowly for a few thrusts, and then driving a little deeper. 
 
    Felt. So. Good. 
 
    “More,” she pleaded, her hands on his hips, feeling the power of each thrust. 
 
    He wrapped his arm around her back, pulled her tight against him, and slid all the way into her. 
 
    Annamora moaned at how perfect he felt buried inside of her like this. He stayed deep, keeping his thrusts shallow, hitting her clit over and over, faster and faster. 
 
    “Come for me again,” he growled over the needy noises she was making. 
 
    She was so close. She dragged her nails up his back, and he arched his spine and moaned. “Come on, Anna.” He lowered his lips to her ear , and his voice was pure snarl when he said it. “Come for me again. You feel so fucking good. So perfect. Ffffuuuuuuuck.” He bucked into her harder, and she was there, on the edge, eyes closed to the world, claws digging into his back, body completely devoured by this man. She cried out every time he slammed into her now. He was holding her so tight. Safe. God, he was powerful. Her head was about to hit the wall, so she threw her hand back and braced against it. “Fuck…me! I’m coming!” 
 
    Orion roared against her throat as their bodies shattered together. He was throbbing with her, deep and hard, adding to the warmth he’d already created inside of her. Nothing could ever top the pleasure of this moment. Every pulse of his dick drew another aftershock from her. Every touch on her skin drew chills. Every touch of his lips as their releases faded away made her fall more in love with him. 
 
    I’ll take care of you. 
 
    He’d earned the loyalty of her heart a long time ago, but tonight he’d gone and changed everything. He’d earned the loyalty of her body, too. 
 
    I’ll take care of you. It was another way of saying she wasn’t alone, and she’d felt alone for so damn long. Not anymore. Not after he’d claimed her body tonight. She felt whole in herself for the first time in a long time, and like she was half of something truly important. 
 
    What it meant, she didn’t know yet. All she knew was she wanted to make the most of the time they had left, the consequences of a broken heart be damned. 
 
    She really was going to take care of him, too. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Nine 
 
      
 
    Annamora had officially lost her damn mind. 
 
    It was three in the morning, and here she was, standing outside of Tanner’s Storage in a pair of threadbare sweatpants, flipflops, and a tank top, no bra, trying to figure out a way to break in and give her boyfriend-in-her-imagination a sack lunch that he probably didn’t need. 
 
    The parking lot was empty except for her truck and Orion’s old Chevy which, if she was honest, looked really cute next to her rig. They were a couple, she decided. Their trucks were getting married. She would paint their wedding later and put his truck in a bowtie and her truck in a veil and—aaaaahhhhh! 
 
    She fell knee-deep into a motherfluffin’ pothole that was so deep she could’ve gone fishing in it. Pain shot up her knee as soon as she hit the rocky bottom, and muddy slush splashed up her pant leg, clear to her crotchatile region. It looked like dooky. Great. 
 
    With a groan, she pulled her leg gingerly from the pot-canyon and shook off her dripping pants. “Son of a biscuit lump,” she muttered, using her mother’s favorite curse as she patted at the giant watery mud stain covering most of her sweatpants. Wiping it was only making it worse. 
 
    She should leave before Orion saw her being her normal, charming, un-matable self. 
 
    Yep, new plan, march back to truck, start truck, speed away, eat his sack lunch and ponder why a smooth-talking, hot-as-hades, alpha lion like Orion had settled for diddling the likes of her. 
 
    “Where are you going?” Orion asked. 
 
    “Aaaaaaaaaaaah!” she screamed, nearly throwing the bag of food. 
 
    After checking the ground to make sure her heart hadn’t leapt out of her chest and plopped onto the asphalt, she turned slowly with a plastered smile on her face. “Hi. Hello, hi.” 
 
    Orion was leaning on the ten-foot metal fencing beside an automatic gate. He was wearing thick black pants that rode his hips low and an open jacket over a black T-shirt with the Tanner’s logo on it. His work uniform made his platinum blond hair look white and his eyes lighter. Hot, hot man. Her nethers tingled. She should tell him he made her nethers tingle. No. No, just be cool. 
 
    “I stepped in a puddle. It was huge.” Like your dick. Say like your dick, but with a cool-girl smirk. Be smooth. “I like dick. I mean, like your dick! Huge like your dick…that I like. Fuuuuck, my face.” She put her hands up to her burning cheeks. “Get in your car, drive away, eat his lunch.” 
 
    Orion was laughing. Not a subtle chuckle either. He was shoulder’s shaking, squinty-eyed laughing. At her. “I’m glad we’re back to you being weird.” 
 
    “I’m actually not glad at all,” she said, staring down at her muddy pants. Seriously, her flip-flops didn’t even match. Make up an excuse for why your flip-flops don’t match. “I dressed in the dark. Here.” She walked stiffly over to the fence and held out the sack of food. 
 
    “Did you cook me dinner?” he asked, the smile lingering in his voice. 
 
    “If by cook you mean, did I make a sandwich and put in a bag of potato chips and a cupcake I got from the store like my mom used to make me? Yes. Yes, I did cook you dinner. I’m a grade-A chef. I belong in a restaurant.” She sighed and stared up at the barbed wire lining the top of the fence. “Shall I toss it over so I can go die of mortification or…?” 
 
    Orion pulled a little doohickey out of his pocket and held it up in the air. It looked like a garage door opener, and eyes locked on hers, he arched an eyebrow and clicked the button. The fence began rolling open. 
 
    “Whoo, fancy.” 
 
    “I saw you fall in the puddle,” Orion said. He pointed to something on the top of a post. A camera. Fantastic. “I don’t think I’ve laughed that hard in a long time.” 
 
    “Yeah, well, I’m glad I can amuse you,” she muttered as she meandered through the open gate, her left flip-flop squishing with a fart sound every time she stepped. She should write a book on how not to get laid. 
 
    She was feeling good and dejected when she squared up to him and handed him the paper sack, but he pushed off the fence and shocked her with a hug. And not a friend-hug either. He pulled her in, wrapped his arms around her tight, rested his cheek against hers, and sighed a relieved sound. She totally understood that little sigh because every ounce of tension lifted from her body, too. He was magic. She scratched his back gently with her nails until he gave her a soft purr. 
 
    “Noisy man,” she murmured, snuggling her cheek against his. 
 
    “I’ve never been big on affection, but when you touch me, it feels good.” His voice was scratchy and sexy in her ear. 
 
    “Good.” She hugged him tighter. “I have to enjoy this while I can.” Her eyes flew open as he tensed. “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to say that out loud.” 
 
    “No, it’s okay. We should be able to talk about that.” 
 
    “About our expiration date?” 
 
    Orion swallowed audibly. “You’ll be glad to be rid of me.” He gave her a smile that didn’t quite reach his eyes and then twitched his head toward the huge storage building. “I’ll give you the tour. Come on, Biscuit Lumps.” 
 
    “Oh, good, you heard that.” 
 
    He pointed to the camera as they walked by. “It has audio, and even if it didn’t? You said it so loud your voice echoed.” 
 
    “It was my mom’s favorite curse.” 
 
    “Hmm. It would be fun to meet her.” 
 
    “You would love her,” she murmured. “It was me and her against the world. Bottom of the Pride I grew up in, but we still had an okay life. She’s a good mom.” 
 
    “Where’s your dad?” 
 
    She shrugged. “Hell if I know. He sent me birthday cards a few times. Wanna hear something scandalous?” 
 
    “He’s a llama shifter?” he asked, holding open the door for her. 
 
    “I wish, but he’s not a shifter at all. He’s human.” 
 
    “Whooooaaaah,” Orion murmured, stopping in front of an office door. “Okay, that is scandalous. You’re a lion.” 
 
    “Yup.” 
 
    “And your mom is a lion.” 
 
    “Yuuup.” 
 
    “Lions only pair up with lions.” 
 
    “Mmm hmm. Hence the bottom of the Pride ranking. I was a disgrace to the Pride. My mom ignored a contract pairing and got pregnant by a human. We were the talk of the Pride for…well…until two years ago when they traded me to Cassius. Where I’m from, everybody knew my story.” 
 
    “You mean everyone knew that part of your story. That’s not who you are, though. You’re more than who your father is.” 
 
    “So are you,” she said. 
 
    Orion’s blond brows lowered over his serious eyes. “I don’t know about that. Anna, you know, just because your dad is human doesn’t make you any less than anyone else…right?” he asked. 
 
    “Oh, I know. Mostly. It was hard growing up like that, people always whispering or insulting you. It was hard not to believe them. If everyone thinks something of you, eventually it’s easy to start believing it, too. You think it must be true. And they were calling my mom a whore, calling her a human-chaser. Saying I would be a whore, too. Genetics and all. But the real story, the one that no one cared enough to pay attention to, was that me and my mom were still happy. It was really hard on her the first few years, being treated like that by the people she loved. She was shunned from the Pride until she had me, and that was hard—her going through that alone, without any support, and without my dad around. Everyone just bailed. So when I came along, it was just us. A little team. She did everything she could to make sure I had a happy life. The Pride stopped shunning us when I was a year old and let us live on the outskirts, and sometimes I think that was the best thing for us anyway. We got left alone for the most part, and the both of us got really tough about insults, you know? Like every meeting or dinner or meet-up or hunt…we went into it knowing we would be called names, and eventually those names lost their sting. So in a way, we were both lucky because we got really tough. And that Pride is still bickering and bitching and tripping over their own insults, getting sensitive over every little thing. There’s drama always, but for me and my mom, living on the outside of the Pride, we were okay.” 
 
    Orion canted his head. “You’re an extraordinary woman.” 
 
    “Me? Oh, no, I’m just a normal one. Well…not normal, but you know what I mean.” 
 
    “You don’t see it, do you?” 
 
    “See what?” 
 
    “How important you are. How unique your perspective is. Anna, think about it. How many people would live a hard life in a Pride like that and grow bitter? How many people would go through what you did in the Old Tarian Pride and break? And here you are, still standing, still smiling, still trying, still fighting for a happy life. You didn’t ever take your misfortunes out on other people. You’re still nice. The world needs more people like you.” 
 
    Oh, this was very serious, and she didn’t know how to take compliments graciously. Joke your way out of it. “More people who fall into potholes and stumble over their words?” 
 
    The corners of his lips lifted and fell as he shook his head. “I’m serious. I wish you could see yourself from my eyes. Just for a minute. You would never question how incredible you are again.” 
 
    His words clicked something into place for her. Something big. They made her think differently of what she’d gone through. She’d never thought of how she handled stuff, only that she managed it the best she could. She hadn’t known she was different in that way. “Orion?” she said on a breath. She swallowed hard and stared down at her hands so she wouldn’t get tongue-tied while looking into his eyes. “That was the nicest thing anyone’s ever said to me. Also, you were wrong earlier.” 
 
    “About what?” 
 
    “You said I will be glad to be rid of you.” She dragged her gaze back to his icy blue eyes. “You were wrong. When you leave, I won’t be glad at all. You will be missed.” 
 
    He didn’t respond. His face went unreadable, and he opened the door to a big office filled with monitors with different views of the facility. “This is home base for me,” he explained, leaning onto the massive mahogany desk and scanning the screens. “There are some very wealthy people who live on ranches around here. You would probably recognize some of them from TV shows or the radio. And this is the storage facility they use. Because of that, and because it’s common knowledge that we are a high-end storage facility, we get targeted.” 
 
    “Targeted by robbers?” 
 
    “Yep. My boss, Ron, hired me specifically because I’m a shifter. He wanted the extra senses after this place got robbed bad last year. I’m how he convinced the big spenders to stay with this facility. He told them he put a lion shifter as head of security. I have a couple of other people who take shifts so I can get some sleep and a day off every week, but Ron tries to keep me on the shifts that this place gets hit the most.” 
 
    “Has anyone ever tried to break in while you’ve been here?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    He didn’t elaborate, and there was something stony in his voice so she asked, “And what happened?” 
 
    Orion smiled and shook his head. “They won’t be robbing anyone else.” 
 
    “Did you get hurt?” she asked. 
 
    Orion cocked his head and frowned slightly. “You don’t care what I did?” 
 
    “I know your heart. You do what you have to do and nothing more.” 
 
    Orion lifted the hem of his shirt and angled his body toward the glowing computer screen light. There was a small, perfectly circular scar that had silvered with time and healing. She hadn’t noticed it before. It was right over his hip. When she traced it with her fingertip, he exhaled quietly.  
 
    “Is that a gunshot scar?” she whispered, quiet as a breath so the camera wouldn’t pick it up. 
 
    “Yeah.” 
 
    “But I never heard anything about this. You’ve only been working here since the Tarian War. Four months, if that. Who knows you were shot?” 
 
    “Just you and Ron.” 
 
    “You didn’t tell the New Tarians? You didn’t tell your sister or anything?” 
 
    Orion shrugged. “What could they have done?” 
 
    “I don’t know. Taken care of you while you healed.” She turned him, looking for the exit wound and, yep, there it was on his back. That scar looked brutal. She leaned forward and pressed her lips to it, then straightened up. “I would’ve taken care of you while you were hurt. I would’ve made it easier.” 
 
    His face was a study in shock, his eyes wide, lips parted. “Why did you kiss it?” 
 
    “To make it better.” 
 
    “Will you send me letters?” he asked suddenly. “When I have to go, will you send me letters?” 
 
    “Instead of texts?” 
 
    “Will you send me both?” He cleared his throat and scratched his bottom lip with his thumbnail. “I have a silly admission.” 
 
    “Oh, my gosh, I love this game. Okay…” She straightened her spine and blew out a breath. “I’m ready.” 
 
    “I’ve read the letter you left with the orange drinks a bunch of times. I kept it. I want more.” 
 
    Well, knock her over with a feather! “Me, too. Wanna be pen pals? I will feel so cool being pen pals with a real-life Alpha.” 
 
    He went still, and his eyes darkened. “I think your letters are gonna get me through something big.” 
 
    His words broke her heart. They were so serious and sad. He didn’t want to leave, she could tell. He was going to have to live a life he hadn’t chosen. He saw hell coming for him, and he was searching for a light. She would be honored to be a light for him. 
 
    “Can I draw cartoons on the letters?” she asked innocently. 
 
    A smile cracked his face, and she was flooded with relief. 
 
    “What kind of cartoons?” he asked. “Dirty ones?” 
 
    She shoved his shoulder. “What kind of cartoons do you watch, perv? Next question, can I send you little presents in the letters?” 
 
    “That’s a definite yes, but only if—” Orion jerked his head to the monitor and scanned three of the screens. 
 
    “What is it?” she asked, the hairs lifting on her arms. She didn’t see anything on the screens. One was of a hallway with storage doors on either side, one was of the parking lot, and one was of a dark alleyway between two buildings. He was focused on the alleyway, but it was empty. 
 
    The faraway echoing tink of metal hitting the ground touched Annamora’s sensitive ears, and Orion turned his head at the same time. “There,” he murmured, pointing to the bottom corner of a screen on the far right. A small black flashlight rolled into the frame. 
 
    “Oh, my gosh, is this a robbery?” 
 
    “No. He’s here for something different.” Orion pointed to the next monitor, and there was something that chilled Annamora to her bones. A lion’s tail ghosted the very edge as the predator walked just beyond the line of sight of the camera. Clever animal. 
 
    A snarl ripped through Orion, and he strode for the door and yanked it open. “Stay here and lock the door.” And then he was gone. 
 
    Okay, what should she do? It wasn’t a New Tarian, obviously. Orion had no problems with Ronin’s Pride that she knew of. 
 
    A roar suddenly echoed through the building so loud Annamora covered her ears in surprise. Another lion answered from farther off, and she searched the screens desperately for Orion. A flash of white fur burst down one of the hallways with doors to storage units and then appeared on the next screen. Orion looked like he knew exactly where he was going. She sidestepped to the screens on the far left and…there! A massive tan lion was trotting in Orion’s direction. That wasn’t the terrifying part, though. It was the three lions that followed him. 
 
    “Shit!” Panicked, she pulled her phone out of her sweatpants pocket and hit the text button. First name that appeared was Sora. Help!!! Send. 
 
    That’s all she had time for before her animal started clawing at her skin. 
 
    Help him! her lioness growled. 
 
    Heart hammering, Annamora threw the phone onto the desk and bolted for the door. Four lions, four lions, four fucking lions! That was a small Pride against one! Not fair, not honorable. 
 
    She ran down the hallway to the chorus of roaring. Orion had reached them. She could hear their death chants, their fury. She tripped forward and landed on hands and knees, but it wasn’t her clumsiness that had affected her balance this time. It was the lioness, done being hidden away. Annamora threw her head back and gritted her teeth against the pain as her body broke.  
 
    One, two, three, I am the lion, the lion is me.  
 
    She always chanted the same thing so she didn’t lose track of time. The pain made seconds drag on, but if she was done with her Change by the end of the chant, it was only a four-second ordeal. She stood the moment she was able to and ran down the hallway under the fluorescent lights. This place was a maze, but she had a beacon to follow. The sound of battle rattled the whole place. She was to the hallway with the rows of storage units now. The noise of her panting and her pounding heartbeat rivaled the snarling and roaring. 
 
    There was a sharp turn at the end of the hall and she skidded into the wall, trying to find purchase with her claws on the concrete. Ahead of her, the ground was speckled with red and the air smelled like iron, fur, and fury, but there weren’t any lions. At the back of a large hangar lined with RVs, there was a set of double doors that were wide open. She scrabbled for it, faster and faster until her muscles burned. She was almost there, almost to the night air when it happened—BOOM! Something enormous slammed into her like a cannon ball. She snarled as she was blasted sideways. Anger overtook her lioness as an unfamiliar male herded her toward the back corner. His mane was a reddish color in the fluorescent lighting, and his eyes were a strange whiskey color instead of gold. His ears were flattened back, and when he got close enough, he swiped his claw out aggressively, backing her up. Annamora hissed and clawed back but he jerked out of the way. One side of his lip curled up, exposing his long teeth. There was blood on his long, curved canine. Did it belong to Orion? Just the thought of this asshole hurting him infused rage into her bloodstream. He charged again, using his size to bully her back, but she was done. Done with his game, whatever he intended. She used the power of her back legs to push up just as he charged again, and she latched onto him the second his claws hit her shoulder. She lost her mind. Snarling, roaring, raking his face with her claws. He tried to wrap his claws around her, but she knew this move. All males did it when they had a size advantage. He might be bigger, but she was faster. She spun out from under his grasp and latched her teeth onto his shoulder. He roared in pain and sank his claws into her ribs, but she only bit him harder, shaking her head to inflict as much damage as she could. 
 
    The lion lurched backward, ripped from her grasp so hard it jerked her entire body. She had to release his shoulder in a rush so she could keep her teeth. In a flash of white, Orion slammed the lion onto the ground, pinning him onto his back, aiming his open jaws for his face. His eyes were as white as his fur and filled with bone-chilling hatred. There were two other lions charging Orion so he had no time for a kill bite. He pushed off the lion and spun, catching full in the chest the largest tan lion with a dark mane. As they both went up on their hind legs, warring with claws and teeth, Annamora could see every muscle ripple in Orion’s powerful body. She’d seen him fight in the Tarian War and the war with the Deadlies, but this was different. He was focusing on the one lion while the other two had circled away from them and were pacing out of range, like they were waiting for…something. 
 
    Annamora trotted over to the lion she’d been fighting just to test, but he moved away from her, giving her a wide berth. What the hell? He was nearly twice her size, but he didn’t want to engage? 
 
    The fight was loud, and the lion’s manes shook and twitched as they brawled. 
 
    From outside, the flash of red and blue lights illuminated the room. Shhhhit. Cops. 
 
    Red Mane was panting, his attention on the door and, suddenly, he curled in on himself and Changed. He stumbled upward in a rush. “Orion! Hunter! Stop!” He beseeched the lion nearest him. “Cale, get them to stop!” 
 
    Cale and Hunter? She knew those names. Those were the Deadlies who’d been texting Orion. Stop. She had to stop him. 
 
    Outside, the police were yelling for them to come out of the building. The engine noise of more cruisers filled the room, but Orion and Hunter were savagely mauling each other still. 
 
    Cale Changed back in an instant, his body blurring from enormous predator to man, and on his hands and knees, the green-eyed man yelled Hunter’s name. But there were no Alpha’s orders in the man’s tone. There would be no stopping this fight without brute force. 
 
    The police were yelling instructions. Cale and the other Deadlie dropped to their knees and put their hands behind their heads. 
 
    She didn’t know what to do. So she charged the fight and sank her claws into Hunter’s back, clamped her teeth around the back of his neck and held on as he spun on her. 
 
    A dart blasted deep into her leg and radiated pain. A cold sensation crept into her blood instantly, like she had ice water in her veins. 
 
    “Stop!” Cale was screaming. “They can’t help themselves! Stop!” 
 
    The police were yelling at the Deadlies, and suddenly three more darts stung her hind leg. Her limbs tingled, her blood chilled, and a numb sensation crept through her body like spiders crawling slowly through her. She lost her grip on the lion and was thrown backward. She hit the ground with an oof, the wind knocked out of her. What was happening? Her body wasn’t working right. Hunter detached from the fight and sat heavily onto his hind quarters, swaying. 
 
    Orion was walking toward her, but he was unsteady, and all along one side of his body were syringes with little tufts of red feathers sticking out of them. Tranquilizers. Oooooh crap. This was braaaad. Baaaad. Thiiiiis wassssss…baaaad. She licked her lips to try and rid herself of the drunk feeling and the cotton mouth. Unsteadily, Annamora looked at her hiney bo, and there stuck four darts. The red feathers were kinda pretty. She was like a little red-butted bird. Wished she could fly right out of here. Flyyyy. Fly out of here. She felt like a dumpling. Like a chicken-flavored dumpling—sort of soft and mushy. Everyone was yelling so much. Ugh. Boys were so loud. 
 
    Orion wanted to snuggle her. She could tell because he was belly crawling toward her, but all she could do was lay there staring at him, hoping he made it to her before his body stopped working. But he was moving at the speed of a gopher. Like a sleeping gopher? She was almost numb, and the police were flooding in. They all smelled like humans. Poor humans, didn’t even have fur. Didn’t even pee in the woods. Didn’t even…even… Orion? I want to go home. 
 
    His paw touched hers, and he laid his head on the ground next to her. And her strong Orion, riddled with tranquilizers, still he kept his eyes locked on hers. It’ll be okay, Anna. 
 
    Everything went dark except for Orion’s eyes. Those stayed bright white until she couldn’t keep her eyes open anymore. 
 
    I want to go home. With you, Orion. I want to go home with you. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Ten 
 
      
 
    “Where’s Annamora?” Orion asked Officer Davis who was discharging him. 
 
    “She’s just now coming to.” 
 
    “What the fuck did you give her? She didn’t have anything to do with any of this!” 
 
    “Yeah, well, when we came in, she was latched onto another lion’s neck, so forgive us if we didn’t know she was an innocent,” he said sarcastically. “Fuckin’ Tarians. Do you know how many years I’ve had to put up with your shit? Besides, we gave you ten tranqs and her only four. All you shifters react differently. It’s not like there’s some magic dose to give you.” He shoved another door open, and now all that stood between Orion and fresh air outside was a short hallway with stale white walls, tiles, and an exit door. Out the small window, he could see the flash of cameras and hear the murmur of people. 
 
    “I’m not leaving without her,” Orion said when they reached the door. “I’ll wait here. I won’t cause any trouble, but I don’t want her waking up alone.” 
 
    “Look, the only reason you’re getting out of here at all tonight is because your boss, Big Ron, got you and your little scary-ass lion friends out of here. And since he’s the one who called us to Tanner’s in the first place, and since you didn’t do any property damage, we’re more than happy to get you the fuck out of our precinct. You are more than welcome to wait for her.” Officer Davis gave him an empty smile and shoved open the door. “Out there.” 
 
    The flash of news cameras nearly blinded Orion. 
 
    A strong hang grabbed his arm, and a familiar voice murmured, “This way.” Ronin, the Alpha of the New Tarians, led him through the mass of bodies yelling questions and sticking microphones in front of Orion’s face. He squinted against the flash of cameras, and when someone grabbed his shirt, he snarled at them, “Back off.” 
 
    The crowd didn’t let up until he climbed into the back of a black SUV that Ford had lifted from the Old Tarian’s property. Ford was driving. “You good?” he growled, his eyes glowing gold. 
 
    Good? No, he wasn’t fucking good. 
 
    “Orion?” Ford growled as Ronin got into the passenger’s seat and slammed the door, nearly taking out several grabby hands when he did. 
 
    Ford twisted in the seat and glared at him. “You have to fucking talk, man. Are. You. Good?” 
 
    “No. NO! Okay? I’m not good. Everything is falling apart right when I find a girl I want. My timing is the shittiest on earth. I killed my dad, and now I’ve inherited his shitty Pride. They aren’t going to stop until I’m king of the fucking degenerates. And all I want to do right now is go back in that precinct and rip every fucking wall down until I find Annamora. I had to watch her get tranqed tonight because of the shitstorm the Deadlies once again brought into this territory. And I know what I’m supposed to do. I know. I’m supposed to go back to the home I hated, the one that treated my sister like shit, and I’m supposed to be some Alpha like I give a shit what happens to that Pride. When I left, it was for a reason! It was for good. I liked it here! I wanted…I wanted…I want Annamora. Fuck. Ford, I wanted something for me. When have I ever asked for a single thing for myself?” 
 
    “Never,” Ford murmured, staring at him with the saddest look in his gold eyes. 
 
    Orion huffed a sigh and stared out at the people trying to see through the tinted windows. “It doesn’t even matter.” 
 
    “Why can’t you bring Annamora with you?” Ronin asked softly. 
 
    “If you saw how they treated Sora…how they sold her for an alliance like she didn’t matter at all, you would never ask me to put another woman in front of them. Anna deserves so much better.” 
 
    “Anna,” Ronin repeated in a thoughtful voice. 
 
    “Yeah. My Anna.” He didn’t know why he said that. Why he clarified. It just came out of his mouth and hung in the air between them.  
 
    “What are you going to do?” Ford asked. 
 
    Miserable, Orion shook his head, staring at a news reporter out the window who was doing a segment on camera and pointing to the SUV. “I’m gonna call a meeting with the Deadlies before they leave the territory.” 
 
    “A meeting for what?” Ronin asked. 
 
    Orion closed his eyes and remembered how Annamora had fought Roden with no fear. He remembered the claw marks on her as she’d slipped away under those darts. This was the uncertain life the Deadlies would give her. His and Anna’s expiration date was already here, way too soon. 
 
    Beaston’s voice whispered through his head. You’ll never escape the Deadlies. They’re quicksand. You’re gonna learn to breathe in it, so don’t fight. Learn. 
 
    “I have to stop running from my fate.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Eleven 
 
      
 
    She’d gone to jail! Real-life jail. In a shifter cage below the precinct. Made for criminal shifters. 
 
    Yeah, she’d slept through most of the night, but it still counted. She was now bad to the bone. Maybe she should make a tattoo appointment. And get a piercing and a motorcycle and maybe some tight pleather pants. 
 
    “Can I have a souvenir?” she asked the nice policeman who was escorting her out. Officer Davis, his nametag read. 
 
    “What?” he asked, holding her steady as she swayed. Whatever sleeping meds they’d shot her with were no joke. She still felt strange. 
 
    “A souvenir. I’ve never been to prison before—” 
 
    “This isn’t prison—” 
 
    “And I would like something to remember this night by. Because I don’t plan on coming back,” she added. “Because I’m a good, law-abiding shifter.” 
 
    He stopped in front of the exit door and looked nonplussed. “You were bare-ass naked when you Changed back. Your jail uniform is a good enough souvenir. And besides, good law-abiding citizens don’t nearly kill other shifters.” 
 
    “It was a love bite.” She grinned brightly. “An accident.” 
 
    “Yeah, well, we don’t have any criminal souvenirs, so just…stay out of trouble.” 
 
    “This jumpsuit is too big and it isn’t my favorite color. I’m gonna steal your pen,” she whispered, reaching for the cap that was sticking out of his pocket.” 
 
    He swatted her hand away. “No.” 
 
    “It’s not stealing if I warn you that I’m going to do it. Then every time I look at this pen, I will remember our night together.” 
 
    Officer Davis rubbed his hands down his face roughly and gave off a very non-terrifying human growl. “If I give you the damn pen, will you leave?” 
 
    “Sure. Probably. You keep it a very comfortable temperature in here.” 
 
    He yanked the pen out of his pocket, slapped it into her open palm, and opened the exit door. “Make good decisions.” 
 
    And then she was thrust out into the night with about a billion flashing camera lights making her feel like she was at a rave. “Whoa,” she murmured, shielding her eyes with her hands. She couldn’t even see to go down the stairs to escape, and people were lined along the railings so there was nothing to hold onto. 
 
    And just as her anxiety wrenched up and a snarl scratched up her throat, Orion appeared in the crowd. He was no knight in shining armor, though. His eyes were white and his hair was mussed, his skin was pale, and his lips were twisted into a snarl as he moved with the grace of a predator through the masses. There were claw marks all over his face and neck, still red and raw and angry from his fight. 
 
    He looked terrifying. Beautiful. Deadly. Perfect. 
 
    He climbed three stairs and held out his hand to her. No words were needed. He just locked his eyes on hers, and she was safe. 
 
    “You guys have a good night,” she murmured, slipping her hand into his. 
 
    “Look at her eyes…” 
 
    “Turn the audio all the way up, she is growling…” 
 
    Annamora followed right behind Orion’s massive back as he parted the crowd. He was holding her hand, and she kept looking down at it because it made her happy and made all of this chaos and attention seem less important. He was taking her away from here. Taking her home. 
 
    “Are you a mated pair?” 
 
    “Check the shifter registration…” 
 
    “Can you tell us what happened tonight?” 
 
    “Were your Changes unintentional?” 
 
    “Did you lose control of your animals tonight?” 
 
    “There are reports that you nearly killed members of another Pride…” 
 
    “Tarian Pride has always been a problem in this town…” 
 
    “Are you a breeding pair?” 
 
    The questions went on and on, and Annamora had to dodge around microphones and cell phones shoved in her face. Twice, Orion snarled at someone to back off, glared them down until they shrunk away. 
 
    She didn’t know where they were going, but Orion apparently did. He led her right to Ford’s SUV, opened the door, helped her in, and then climbed in behind her. 
 
    Ford rolled down his window and yelled a string of colorful words at the reporters who were standing in the way of their escape. His voice was really scary. 
 
    “Are you okay?” Orion murmured. 
 
    “Oh, yes.” She held up the pen she’d been clutching onto. “I stole a souvenir.” 
 
    Orion just stared at her and blinked slowly. 
 
    So she explained, “Because I’m a criminal now.” Grin. “It’s been a big night for me.” 
 
    The worry faded from Orion’s eyes, and he huffed a laugh. “Of course, you would see it that way.” 
 
    She didn’t know what that meant, though, so she scooched closer and ran her fingertips along the lines of healing scars on his neck. “That was a little scary tonight. Why did they come for you?” 
 
    “I don’t know, but I’ll find out.” 
 
    “We’re being followed,” Ford growled, his glowing gold eyes flicking to the rearview mirror and back to the road. “Buckle up.” 
 
    “Who tipped off the reporters?” Annamora asked. 
 
    The leather of Ronin’s chair creaked as he turned toward her. “Probably the police. You know how it is in town now. They fought the Old Tarians setting up territory here for years. They’re tired of it. A few months back, when the Old Tarians went to war with us, and the townies saw their weakness and started pushing back, and good for them. They’ve had to deal with years of public fights, risk, missing people, missing livestock, being bullied, and treated like shit. They just haven’t separated us from the Old Tarians yet, so we can’t even breathe in this town without negative attention on us right now. We might not have been the ones who made those mistakes, but we’ll be the ones paying for them until we can earn our place in the town and build a rapport with them.” 
 
    “Yeah, and how do we do that?” Ford asked. “Humans get an opinion in their head and hold onto it forever. I know. I used to be one.” 
 
    “Aw, shit,” Ronin muttered, staring down at his glowing phone screen. “This is the storm we get to deal with now.” He pointed his phone toward them. It was a new story. On the screen was Orion leading Annamora out of the precinct. The subtitle across the bottom read, The Tarian Pride has a new Bonny and Clyde. Telluride is in for another wave of shifter trouble. 
 
    “What the fuck?” Orion growled. “No one’s in trouble. I fought an Alpha Challenge in the privacy of a secure storage facility with zero property damage and no humans around.” 
 
    “That’s not how the public will see it,” Ford said in his deep, gravelly voice. 
 
    “Okay, well, I don’t feel right leaving you guys to deal with a mess I made.” 
 
    “You could just not leave at all,” Annamora offered helpfully. 
 
    Orion sighed and slid his hand over her thigh, squeezed it reassuringly, and then rested his elbow on the window, bit his thumbnail, and stared out at the night. “I think I have an idea.” 
 
    She didn’t miss that he hadn’t responded to her. He was really leaving and wouldn’t make her promises he couldn’t keep or tell her untrue things just to make her feel better. That wasn’t Orion’s way. But she knew him. Knew his heart. He wouldn’t leave until he fixed the problem they’d created for the New Tarian Pride. 
 
    And that was fine with her because it bought them a little more time. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Twelve 
 
      
 
    “Anna.” 
 
    Annamora snuggled against his warmth. “Mmmm?” 
 
    “Anna, wake up. We’re home.” 
 
    Annamora eased open her eyes. Her head was resting in Orion’s lap, and she was hugging his arm tight. She’d fallen asleep to the murmured lull of the boys’ conversation. She’d felt all warm and relieved and safe and just passed out, she supposed. 
 
    Ronin and Ford had already gotten out of the SUV and were talking to the Pride gathered just outside. 
 
    It was late. Or early in the morning, depending on how one looked at it. She liked the start of the days, so early morning worked for her. There were faint gray streaks in the sky that disappeared behind the mountains. 
 
    “Is it a Pride meeting?” she asked as he helped her out. 
 
    “No. They were just worried.” 
 
    “About what?” 
 
    “About you,” Sora said, closing the distance to them. She hugged her up tight. “Annamora, you sent me a text and all it said was Help. I didn’t know where you were and what was happening.” 
 
    “Oh, my gosh.” Anna hugged her back. “I didn’t even remember doing that. It was a moment of panic and I…I…” 
 
    “You texted me because you thought I could back you up, and that’s awesome,” Sora murmured. “Just…good Lord, woman, next time give me a detail, a place, what’s happening, anything. I woke up the entire Pride, but we didn’t know what to do. I was worrying to death until Ronin and Ford tracked you two down. I thought…I don’t know. I thought a lot of things. I was worried about the both of you.” She released Annamora and shoved her brother in the arm. Orion winced, probably because Sora had hit him on a healing gash across his bicep. “You deserved that. You had one call in jail and you called Ford? Thanks a lot. It’s not like I’m your sister or anything who would’ve bailed you out.” 
 
    “Ford is a monster and doesn’t care if I get arrested. I didn’t want you to give me any shit,” Orion deadpanned. 
 
    “Way to be successful,” Annamora said with a giggle. “She’s giving zero shit.” Sora was a really good sister. 
 
    Orion snorted, and his shoulders sagged. “Sorry.” He held out an arm, and Sora melted into him. 
 
    Thickly, she said, “You two are a little important to me.” 
 
    Someone was making barfing sounds behind them, and when Annamora turned around, Kannon was standing there with his arms crossed over his chest. “Hey, Alphy, can we go back to sleep now?” 
 
    Ronin sighed a tired sound. “Stop calling me Alphy, Kannon, before I maul you. I don’t have patience for your shit tonight.” 
 
    “I like Alphapotamus,” Katy called from behind Rose and Emerald. 
 
    Ronin was squeezing the bridge of his nose as he said, “I’m calling a mandatory team-building event.” 
 
    “Like a ropes course?” Talon asked from beside his mate. 
 
     “We’re good at ropes.” Rose waggled her eyebrows at him. 
 
    “In the bedroom? Are you making a sex joke?” Kannon demanded, looking scandalized. “But you’re old.” 
 
    “Boy, if you call me old one more time, I’m gonna skin you,” Talon growled. 
 
    “Old but limber,” Rose teased. 
 
    “I’m going to bed,” Kannon muttered, walking away. “Right after I scrub my eyeballs out with soap to get the vision of you being tied up out of my horrified imagination.” 
 
    “Can you teach me about ropes?” Katy asked Rose. 
 
    “Wait, that’s okay then,” Kannon said, turning back around with a bright smile. “Yeah, that’s good. Teach Katy about bedroom stuff.” 
 
    “Boy, I know about bedroom stuff,” Katy popped off through a grin. “You don’t complain.” 
 
    “Tread carefully,” Ronin advised him, his smile lopsided. 
 
    Kannon cleared his throat. “What I meant to say is...yes, Rose, with all of your wisdom, can you teach Katy about tying me up so we can have even more fun in the bedroom, which is unimaginable because I am already completely satisfied with my—” 
 
    “Okaaaay,” Orion dragged out. “Let’s do a quick meeting and then we can all go to bed. I’m sure you’re all just as tired as we are, and we all have a big day tomorrow.” 
 
    “A big day?” Talon asked. “What are we doing for this team-building business?” 
 
    When Orion put his arm around Annamora, she lost all train of thought. The Pride looked just as surprised as she felt, and for a minute, she couldn’t understand a word Orion said. He was talking, but it might as well have been in pig Latin. He was showing affection in front of everyone. She slipped her arms around his waist and rested her cheek against his chest. Maybe he was tired and just needed to lean on her. But no, he was moving his hand from her shoulder to the back of her hair as he talked, gripping her hair like it was the most natural thing in the world. 
 
    “…flea market…” 
 
    “Wait, what? Flea market? What?” she asked, shaking her head. She couldn’t focus on anything other than his touch making the neon sign above her hoohoo flicker with the words vacancy, please enter. 
 
    “That was the surprise I wanted to do with you. The last date? I wanted to take you to this big flea market outside of town and find you decorations for your cabin. But the town is wary of us, right?” 
 
    Annamora nodded. “Yeah.” She didn’t understand the connection. 
 
    “So I think we should go in there and set up a tent. A big one. Bring flowers to sell. Sora, bring photographs if you have any ready to go. Start talking to townies, show them we aren’t the Old Tarians. That we want to be a part of the community, not hated by it.” 
 
    Clever imaginary boyfriend. “I can do face painting for kids,” Annamora offered. “If their parents will let them near me after tonight.” 
 
    “Yeah, but that’s the point,” Orion said. “Don’t give them time to react or form an opinion. The town is waking up right now to those stupid news stories told by strangers. So be at the market, talk to people, be your normal, happy, goofy—” 
 
    “Awkward,” she added. 
 
    Orion laughed and so did some of the others. He nodded and conceded, “Awkward, caring, sweet, amazing self. Show the town who you really are.” 
 
    “Aaaaaw,” Emerald said. “That was really sweet.” 
 
    “Pregnancy hormones,” Kannon muttered. “Are you crying?” 
 
    Emerald wiped her eyes. “I don’t know what’s wrong with me. I cry at anything that makes me happy lately because this is the best Pride in the world and you all are coming together so well—” 
 
    “Two of us just got arrested!” Kannon pointed out. 
 
    “Yeah, but only a little arrested,” Emerald said. “They were only in there for a night.” 
 
    “Oh, my God,” Rose murmured. “Okay, I vote yes. I thinkit’s a great idea. Even if no one comes to our tent, and they probably won’t, at least they will see our immediate response is to try to be part of the community, like Orion said. I think it’s fucking genius.” 
 
    “I like when you say fucking,” Talon growled, grabbing her ass. 
 
    “And here we go,” Kannon said, throwing his hands in the air. 
 
    Katy bent over slightly in front of Kannon. “If you are feeling left out…” 
 
    Kannon uncrossed his arms and grabbed both her ass cheeks and then just stared at Orion, waiting for him to continue. 
 
    “This is the weirdest Pride in the world,” Orion muttered. 
 
    “Isn’t it great?” Annamora whispered, looking around with such pride. Ronin was shaking his head tiredly, Emerald was crying for no reason, but smiling and snuggling against him. Talon was muttering something into Rose’s ear, probably something filthy from the wicked smile on her face. Ford was sitting off on the stairs of the big house with Sora beside him, his eyes ever-glowing like the monster he was, and Katy and Kannon were in their grab-ass position, just staring at Orion with completely serious faces. 
 
    Tonight, life was good. They had a plan, and she had more time with Orion. 
 
    “When is the flea market?” Rose asked. 
 
    “It’ll be this morning at eight am,” Ronin answered. 
 
    “Uh, so in three hours?” Kannon asked seriously. 
 
    “Yep. Aaaaand break.” Ronin clapped. “Go team go. Meet back here at seven-thirty with whatever you can get. It’s last minute, so I understand if it’s a bit of a shitshow, but either way, it’s not about what we sell at the flea market. It’s about showing our good side to the town.” 
 
    As everyone scattered, talking excitedly, Annamora looked up at Orion. He was gazing down at her with the softest smile on his lips. “You look really pretty in this light.” 
 
    “Oh, in almost darkness?” She nodded magnanimously. “Why, thank you.” 
 
    Orion laughed and brushed a strand of wild, flyaway hair from her cheek. “Well, I have great night vision, but I always think you’re pretty.” 
 
    “I think you still have drugs in your system.” 
 
    “And I think you’ll always be C minus at taking a compliment.” 
 
    She hugged his waist tighter and laid a little kiss on his shoulder. “Can I show you something?” 
 
    “You can show me anything,” he assured her. 
 
    She slipped her hand into his and led him up the trail to the cabins. But before they reached the first one, she turned off at the old oak with the big split branch from a lightning strike. She knew this trail by heart, could walk it with her eyes closed. Her heart was beating faster and faster the farther she led him into the woods because being brave was hard. He’d written in that first apology that he hoped she would show him the art room someday. She wasn’t quite courageous enough to tell him exactly how much he meant to her, but hopefully he would understand that this was saying it for her. 
 
    He didn’t say a word the entire hike through the woods, but when they came to the clearing with the old, dilapidated cabin, he pulled her to a stop and spun her to him, slipped his hands onto her waist, and kissed her. He smiled into the kiss. Did he know how important his smiles were to her? Would he ever know? 
 
    He eased out of the kiss and said, “Look.” 
 
    Annamora opened her eyes, and there was a little flash of light. And then another. And another. Fireflies. The breeze made a whooshing sound and lifted her hair, and Orion, her tall, strong Orion, looked at her like she was more important than all the stars in the sky. 
 
    How could a man make her feel this whole with just a look? How could he make her feel this safe with just a touch? 
 
    She’d never shown anyone her artwork before. It had always been a private, personal thing, but Orion made her feel like she could do and be whatever she wanted. He gave her the confidence to share parts of herself she’d been scared to show before. 
 
    Steeling herself with a deep breath, she led him down into the cellar of that old house and hoped that he would see her…really see her…and want to stay for her. 
 
    **** 
 
    Orion stood at the mouth of the old, creaking stairway, watching his Anna turn on a trio of electric lanterns around the room. “This is where all of my paychecks have been going,” she explained. 
 
    Everything was as he’d left it the other day, but also completely different now. He wasn’t stealing this. Anna was giving it to him. 
 
    She showed him the stack of quick sketches. They were studies of the other members of the pride. Charcoals and pencil. A few watercolors. The set of pastels he’d gifted her were sitting on the table next to her paints. 
 
    “I like that you took out the browns,” she murmured, running her fingers across them. Some of them were already used, the tips of them worn. She picked up a piece of paper with a sketch of Orion’s truck. His old Chevy was painted realistically, but the background had a blue and green pattern. “Do you even understand how talented you are?” he asked as he studied it. 
 
    Annamora was rummaging through a storage bin. “I found them!” She held up a pallet of paints in a plastic container. “Face paint. For the flea market.” 
 
    “Anna,” he murmured, holding up the little Chevy pic. “Do you? Understand how talented you are?” 
 
    She shrugged, and her cheeks tinted pink in the lantern light. “I’m okay. I just like the way I feel when I’m drawing. Or painting. Creating, I guess. I like the challenge of getting better. It’s not a big deal, though. Just something that makes me happy.” 
 
    Orion picked up the stack of sketches of the New Tarian Pride, both their human sides and their animals. “You have this unique ability to make other people happy, too.” 
 
    Her chin was lowered, but at least she was still looking him in the eyes. The awkwardness she’d been plagued with around him had evaporated. It was like watching a flower bloom right in front of him. And she had no idea how damn beautiful that was. 
 
    “Did you see this the other day?” she asked softly, her fingertips brushing the sheet over the canvas on the easel. 
 
    “I couldn’t bring myself to lift the cover. Felt like taking something that didn’t belong to me.” 
 
    “Don’t think I’m silly. But a few weeks ago, you know how Sora took those pictures of all of the Tarian lionesses? The ones about sanctuary? At the time, I was so scared I would mess up those pictures. The other females here are so beautiful, and I was having a hard time. In my head.” Her eyes flicked to him and then back to the sheet she was fingering. She licked her lips and continued. “Sora showed me the picture of me and the other Tarian Lionesses on her camera when she took the first set of pictures and something lifted in me. I looked different than the person I saw in the mirror. I looked…okay. I’m not saying I was this beautiful, perfect girl in the pictures. I just mean that I looked like I still existed and maybe I could be all right after everything. It was a good moment. One of those I’ll never forget. It’s when I started wanting to decorate my cabin and not be so quiet, not just be on the outside anymore. I wanted to be a part of everything. I was watching you, and you were still quiet and on the outside, so I started wishing you could find your sanctuary, too.” 
 
    Annamora pulled the sheet off the canvas. 
 
    The background had been built up with thick layers of texture and color, blues and greens. And in the middle was a white lion walking, head low, ears erect, white mane full, one leg straight, one bent in mid-stride, staring at the viewer. It looked exactly like him. Flanking the lion were four other males, a dark lion, Ford, a silver lion, Talon. Kannon and Ronin were there, too. And in the background were the Tarian Lionesses. Rose, Emerald, Katy, Sora…and in the very back corner sat a tan lioness with gold eyes locked on the white lion. 
 
    “Holy shit,” he murmured, stepping forward to study the intricate details. 
 
    “I know you’re thinking of leaving. It breaks my heart to even think of it, but I know you have a bigger destiny than the one here. You should know you aren’t ever really alone. No matter what, you’ll have allies in the New Tarians. And no matter what, for always, no matter what comes our way, you’ll have me.” 
 
    Orion ran his fingertip over the bumpy texture of the layered paint. The grass was realistic, except it was colorful instead of a wheat tone. He’d never seen anything like this painting. “Do you want to know my real sanctuary?” he asked. 
 
    Annamora whispered, “Yes.” 
 
    He dragged his finger across the painting and rested it on the lioness in the back corner, the one with her eyes on his lion. 
 
    Annamora looked up at him with such hope in her pretty eyes. 
 
    She should know her effect on him and how important she was. He touched her soft cheek and wished it was his to touch a thousand times more. “No matter how far away I am, it’s always going to be you.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Thirteen 
 
      
 
    Well…the Tarian tent didn’t really look like the others in the market. 
 
    Annamora compared it to the tent she had just drifted by with handmade jewelry lined up in perfect rows on a professional looking table with a banner and everything. The woman behind the table had perfect bouffant hair and a horrified expression on her face when Annamora waved to her. Annamora suddenly became pretty sure that the Tarian’s “party tent,” as she’d heard one of the passersby call it, stuck out like a sore thumb. 
 
    Music echoed from the giant wedding tent on the end. Why a wedding tent? Because on three-hour notice, Rose decided to use the one they still had from the mayor’s wedding. 
 
    The market was held in a giant, mowed, level field, so the boys had just parked their trucks right under the tent. Kannon was playing DJ, and apparently bartender, since he’d put a tarp down in the back of his truck, filled it with ice, and now it housed a metric ton of ice waters, soft drinks, canned margaritas, and beer. He and Talon had made a sign with poster board and a permanent marker: dollar beerz, get ’em herez. 
 
    Annamora tried her very best to ignore the sign someone had posted with the rules for the flea market vendors. No alcohol was number one. No Animals was number two. 
 
    They were definitely going to get kicked out of the flea market. 
 
    The place was starting to get busy, and the field was filling up with cars, but the townies were giving the wedding tent on the end a wide berth, which freed Annamora up to do some shopping. She had two twenty-dollar bills a-burnin’ a hole in her pocket. Orion had left an hour ago, and she had no idea where he was, so she’d gone adventuring on her own. 
 
    “Hi,” she said shyly to the pair of vendors who were selling homemade honey sticks and homegrown vegetables. No one else was at their table, and they looked up with matching smiles, but Annamora could tell the exact moment they recognized her. The smiles fell away. 
 
    Crap. She moved on, but it kind of bothered her that everyone thought she was this awful thing. This awful person. She wasn’t. She was nice.  
 
    She should just keep walking, but she couldn’t help herself, so she turned back around. “How much are your peaches?” she asked. 
 
    “Uuuuuh,” the man said. He and the woman exchanged glances. 
 
    “I’m not so bad,” she said. “To me, I’m just normal. I have a house and friends, and I was a kid once. I like playing in the sprinklers and eating birthday cake even when it’s not my birthday…stuff like that.” 
 
    For a few awkward seconds, they just stared at her. It was the woman who softened first. Her shoulders slumped, and she sighed. “Peaches are three dollars for four. Or one dollar for one.” 
 
    That was going to eat into her home décor budget, but it was the principle and she’d already circled back around. “Can I get a four-pack? I’m gonna get some for my friends, too. Orion. He’s kind of my boyfriend, but he’s leaving soon. Still, I like to get him presents while he’s around. And his sister Sora and her mate Ford are really nice to me, so I’ll get them one, too! I talk a lot. These look amazing.” The peaches were huge and smelled so good. “You’re very good peach growers.” 
 
    The woman laughed and stood from her chair, then handed Annamora a small cardboard canister. “I’m Elora, and this is my husband Dave.” She held out her hand, and Annamora shook it. 
 
    “Good to meet you.” She handed a twenty over, and while she waited for change, she picked out four perfectly plump peaches. 
 
    A catcall whistle sounded behind her. Nine-point-nine times out of ten, those kind of whistles weren’t for her, but today was different. When she turned around, a tall glass of water in a desert heat was walking her way. Orion was wearing her favorite smile, old threadbare jeans, work boots, and a white V-neck T-shirt that made her want to bang him in the porta-potties. He had on sunglasses, and he hadn’t shaved in a couple of days, so his dirty-blond whiskers looked rugged and hot as hell. 
 
    “Hiiii,” she said, bumping his shoulder with hers when he made it to her. “I’m buying you something.” 
 
    “Another present?” 
 
    “Yes!” 
 
    He chuckled and took the peach from her hand, bit into it, and muttered, “Oh my God, these are amazing,” around the bite. 
 
    “Elora’s fruit,” Annamora said, taking the change from the woman. “This is Elora and her husband Dave. They’re nice.” 
 
    “Orion,” he introduced himself, offering his hand for a shake. “We’re at the big rowdy tent at the end if you all want to stop by. So far it’s a ghost town, but we’re hopeful.” 
 
    Dave chuckled. “Well, that’s probably because you’re a little intimidating. Y’all got a long history with this town.” 
 
    “Not really,” Annamora said. “All the lions that are left here? They’re mostly new, and they’re good people.” She winked. “We chased away the bad ones for you.” 
 
    Dave and Elora exchanged another look. “You did?” Elora asked. 
 
    “Yeah, look around,” Orion murmured. “All the key players who used to bully the town? Have you seen them lately?” 
 
    Dave leaned back in his chair thoughtfully, chewing his lip. “Maybe we’ll stop by later. Barter some of these peaches for a beer or two.” 
 
    “Sounds great, lookin’ forward to it.” Orion held up his partially devoured fruit. “These really are good.” Orion winked down at Annamora. “I found something I think you’re going to like.” 
 
    Annamora squeaked simply because she couldn’t help it. Maybe she was delirious from being so tired, she didn’t know, but today she was having so much fun. 
 
    “Good to meet you,” Annamora called as she walked away, cradling her cardboard carrier of peaches. 
 
    Orion lingered, and she could’ve sworn she heard him say, ‘Hey, thanks for being nice to her.” 
 
    “Oh…” Elora murmured. “Of course. You two are cute together.” 
 
    One more squeak crept up Annamora’s throat. She was cute with Orion? Orion was seven levels of hot! That was a really neat compliment. 
 
    Orion swatted her ass as he walked up beside her. “Hear that? We’re cute. And that’s from a human’s mouth.” 
 
    “Mmmm hmmmm. The cutest.” 
 
    Orion chuckled and led her down the rows of tents, zigzagging between people. “I found an iron worker, and she makes that shabby stuff you like.” 
 
    “Shabby chic?” 
 
    “Yep, that.” 
 
    “Okay, yay! I have thirty-five dollars left. Let’s do this!” 
 
    Orion slid his arm around her shoulders and pulled her against his side as they walked. He kissed her temple and said, “Today, don’t worry about money. I’ll pay. Today let’s just have fun. No thinking, just fun.” 
 
    She knew what he was doing. He was telling her to ignore the looming future and pretend for today they were just a normal couple with a hundred of these dates still left to come. And she could do that. She could get lost in the moment with him. Orion was easy to get lost with. 
 
    The crafter was friendly, more interested in making a sale than in the shifter gossip. Orion bought her an antique white mandala sculpture for her bedroom wall. He’d taken pictures of the inside of her cabin this morning, and they had so much fun meandering from one stall to the next, looking at pictures of her cabin and where they would hang everything. 
 
    “I’ve never enjoyed this kind of stuff before,” he admitted at a woodworker’s tent. He’d bought her a trio of storage baskets and a rough wooden bench for right beside the door to store her shoes in. At another stall, they got a wooden coaster set, an antique white vase for her kitchen table, and a rustic coat rack to go with the bench for the front door. And in between home décor vendors…they ate. Corn dogs, street tacos, and then they shared a homemade ice cream sandwich that had strawberry ice cream between two chocolate cookies. It would forever be her favorite desert, not just because it was delicious, but also because she had so much fun sharing it with Orion in the shade of one of the tents while they talked to a few nice people from town. The longer they were out there, just hanging out and joking and flirting and playing and chatting with people, the more comfortable humans seemed to be around them. 
 
    “Hey, Annamora?” Sora asked from behind them. 
 
    “Yeah?” she asked, turning from the conversation she and Orion were having with a couple with a toddler swinging between their hands. 
 
    “Um, I think you’re needed at the tent.” 
 
    “Excuse us,” she murmured to the couple. “It was really nice to meet you.” She picked up the cardboard box of decorations and followed behind Sora, who was already walking down the row of tents. 
 
    “What’s wrong?” Orion asked as they followed Sora through the growing crowd. 
 
    “I don’t know how to price Annamora’s artwork. I don’t want to get it wrong.” 
 
    “What artwork?” Annamora asked. 
 
    “Oooh,” Orion said behind her. 
 
    He was hefting a ridiculous amount of stuff, so she waited for him to catch up and tried not to get distracted by his bulging biceps. 
 
    “What did you do?” she asked. 
 
    “I brought some of your sketches of the Pride and asked Sora to set them out next to her photographs.” 
 
    “What?” Annamora speed-walked after Sora. No, no, no, no. Those weren’t good art. They were just quick sketches. She would time herself, keep them to five minutes or less. It was just a fun game, not art. Mortification crept into her cheeks. Why had Orion done that? 
 
    When the crowed thinned, she gasped the second she saw the party tent. “What the hell?” 
 
    “Yeah,” Sora said excitedly, “whatever you two social butterflies did, it worked. We’re slammed.” 
 
    “We didn’t do anything! Just talked to people.” 
 
    “And told them the party tent barters for beer,” Orion said. 
 
    Annamora scrunched up her face. “Oh yeah, we did do that,” Annamora said over the music as they made their way through the crowd. 
 
    “I’ve got her,” Sora announced as she led Annamora to a long table Talon had brought in. On it were a bunch of black and white prints Sora had taken, and on the other side, to Annamora’s great embarrassment, were her sketches all laid out in rows. 
 
    “Oh, my gosh, I’m so sorry,” she murmured, shoving the box of décor under the table. “These don’t belong up here.” 
 
    She began gathering them up, but a woman stopped her. “Wait, I wanted that one. Sora just said we had to wait until you could decide prices.” 
 
    “I want that one,” a long-legged teenager with thick curly hair and glasses said, pointing to a charcoal sketch of Ronin. “Sora said that’s the Alpha.” The girl waved to Ronin, who was handing a bouquet of cut roses to a man while Rose took his money. Ronin nodded to her and gave her a smile. “Would you sign the back for me?” the girl asked Annamora. “Ronin already said he would sign it, too.” 
 
    “Sign it? Like…an autograph?” 
 
    “Yeah! You’re the lioness from TV. Rumor is you were fighting a boy lion. My mom and I watch you guys. We keep up with you. It’s always been our thing, but usually it’s just the boys who get attention. But last night you were called the Tarian’s new Bonny.” The girl grinned so big she showed her braces. “That’s really cool.” 
 
    Annamora was staring. “No one has ever called me cool before. Uhhh, yes. Of course, I will sign it. With my name. If I have a pen.” She looked around, and suddenly a pen appeared in front of her. Orion was grinning down at her. “I’ll handle payments. You sign.” 
 
    “The cash box is over here if you need to make change,” Kannon said from the row of truck beds. There was a line of people beside him, ordering drinks, and Talon was making change like a pro. 
 
    The rock music was blaring, and over on the other side of the tent, Emerald, Ford, and Ronin were selling flowers. Out in the sun, there was another table set up where Rose was teaching a dozen people how to arrange flowers in a vase. Two of them were little girls. Awww. 
 
     Orion handed her a beer with the cap off, shoved a bag chair against the backs of her knees, and here they went. 
 
    “How much for the Dark Lion?” another woman asked from the back. She was waving a ten dollar bill in the air. 
 
    Annamora’s mouth hung open for two seconds too long to be polite. “Uh, ten bucks works. Ten for each picture, and we’ll sign whatever you want us to. I guess?” 
 
    Chaos reigned after that, but it was the good kind. People were asking about the lions and the people on the sketches, so Annamora got to say nice things about her friends. About Sora’s loyalty or Dark Ford’s protectiveness. Ronin’s patience and Emerald’s steadiness. Rose’s quick wit and Talon’s ability to always lighten a dark moment. Kannon’s humor and Katy’s also-humor. They then argued who was the funniest out of the two of them over the noise of the crowd and music and made people laugh. 
 
    She signed autographs. On her artwork. That really happened. People actually saw her artwork, saw her, and they said nice things about it. Real compliments about her shading, her highlights, her steady hand, or her eye for detail. Sure, sometimes people asked questions about last night’s brawl, but mostly they just talked, and she got to know things about them, too. Like the teenager who came back a second time with her mom so she could pick out a sketch and meet the Pride. From here on, if she saw them in town, she would know she could say hi to them. 
 
    Sora was selling her pictures, too. The moment Annamora signed the first print with her lioness in it, she found acceptance in herself. These people were okay with her animal. They were okay with all of Annamora. 
 
    “Look how many people you’re making happy with your art,” Orion murmured in her ear as the next lady in line took her time choosing a sketch. 
 
    She leaned her cheek against his, reveling in the scratch of his short beard, and took stock of the moment. It was like a little make-shift party in this tent with a bunch of strangers who weren’t really strangers anymore. They were all just people—laughing, joking, chatting, drinking, learning…just enjoying life instead of hurling insults. 
 
    Orion had been right. This was a great way to start forming a bond with Telluride. 
 
    “Smart man,” she murmured and kissed him quick on the cheek before she gave her attention back to the dark-haired woman still deciding between a picture of Ronin’s lion sitting between two trees and one of Talon peeking out from behind a cabin. 
 
    “There’s not too many left to choose from, huh?” Annamora asked. “Slim pickins. If you want, I can mail you a different picture. Just let me know the lion you want.” 
 
    “Oh, no, it’s not that.” The woman looked down at her little boy, his hand squeezing hers. He was maybe five, up on his tiptoes staring at the pictures. Then he’d look at Orion and then the pictures again, back and forth. 
 
    “I’m a single mom,” the woman said. “Sherry.” When she held her hand out, it was trembling. “Sorry, my hands are sweating. I’m nervous.” 
 
    “It’s okay,” Annamora said, shaking it. “I’m Anna. Nice to meet you. And who’s this?” 
 
    “I’m Drake,” the little boy said. 
 
    “That’s a very good name,” Orion said. “A strong name for a strong boy.” 
 
    “Which one is the strongest?” Drake asked, looking between the pictures. 
 
    Orion leaned down and smiled. “Definitely this one.” He pointed to Ronin’s picture. “He’s the king of the Pride.” 
 
    “I want to be like him.” 
 
    His mother laughed nervously. “Sorry, he really likes the shifters.” 
 
    “That’s awesome,” Annamora said. “We really like him. Hey, Drake, do you want me to paint your face like a lion? And then for today, you can be Drake the Lion?” 
 
    “Yes! I want that!” 
 
    “H-how much for the picture and the face paint?” 
 
    Annamora waved her off. “No charge. It’s fun just hanging out with you two. Your cub is pretty cool. I’ll be right back. Just let me grab the face paint out of the truck.” 
 
    Orion hung at the table, talking to the little boy, and Annamora kept looking back at them as she made her way to his truck where her supplies were. She couldn’t help it. Orion was so cute talking to the kid, and Drake’s eyes just lit up like the sun when he had Orion’s attention. 
 
    With a happy sigh, Annamora opened the passenger door and began riffling through the packs in there, looking for the face paint. Orion had put them somewhere this morning, but she couldn’t remember where. Not in the blue backpack. She pulled a duffle bag from his seat and unzipped it, then froze. 
 
    Inside were neatly folded jeans, T-shirts, socks, and underwear. There was a toothbrush and toothpaste in the mesh side pocket along with deodorant, shampoo, and Orion’s cologne. 
 
    Annamora dropped the duffle bag onto the seat like it had burned her hands, and really, it felt like it had. She stumbled back two quick steps and stared at the bag. 
 
    He was leaving. 
 
    Really leaving. 
 
    When she dragged her gaze away from the duffle bag to Orion, he was staring back at her with the saddest look in his crystal blue eyes. 
 
    Her chest hurt with an ache she’d never felt before. 
 
    “The paints are in the front pocket of the blue backpack,” Orion said. 
 
    “Okay.” She found them along with some sticks of charcoal, a few colored pencils, and a small drawing pad. She scribbled a note as fast as she could, just poured her heart out, and then ripped the paper form the notepad, folded it, and tucked it into his duffle bag. 
 
    She would keep it together and not make this harder for him. 
 
    But if he was really going to leave, the second he got to wherever he was going, she wanted him to know he was still cared about. 
 
    Annamora needed him to remember her. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Fourteen 
 
      
 
    Annamora grunted as she hoisted the cooler into the back of Orion’s truck. It was late, and the first stars were twinkling up in the sky. They’d stayed all day and met so many people, but down to her bones, she was exhausted. 
 
    Orion came up behind her and gripped the tailgate on either side of her hips, leaned against her, and brushed his lips against her ear. “I’m sorry.” 
 
    “That you have to go?” 
 
    He kissed her neck. “You know I don’t want to.” 
 
    “I know.” 
 
    He set his phone on the tailgate between her hands, the glowing screen looking straight up at her. It was the group thread with his Pride. His Pride. 
 
    “Just so you understand.” He kissed her neck and eased away from her. 
 
    She turned and hopped up onto the tailgate, the metal cold against the backs of her legs. She dangled her feet as she read. 
 
    Orion: You’re gonna come to Tarian Territory and challenge me, Hunter, you stupid fuck? What was your plan? Force me back by pissing me off? Roden, YOU HURT HER. 
 
    Roden: I didn’t mean to hurt her, man! I was just trying to keep her out of the Alpha Challenge. She went kitty claw claw on me! 
 
    Orion: I’m gonna fucking murder you. Where are you? 
 
    Cale: They released us earlier than you. No property damage. and no one was pressing charges. We didn’t have meds to sleep off. They couldn’t keep us. 
 
    Orion: Where. The fuck. Are you? 
 
    Hunter: I had every fucking right to pull an Alpha Challenge. You aren’t here. We lost everything. Our entire way of life and those goddamn Bloodrunners are sniffing around our territory like we’re steaks. We’re sitting ducks in Maggie’s Valley, and that’s on you. Fighting against your own damn Pride. You’re a piece of shit. Hey, good job on winning the Alpha Challenge, though. Now we can stay in purgatory while you sit up in Ronin’s mountains and get your dick wet. 
 
    Orion: I’m a traitor? I protected Sora. 
 
    Hunter: From your own dad? 
 
    Orion: Yeah, from my fucking dad. And you assholes, too. If you would’ve engaged during that Tarian/Deadlies war, I would’ve killed you, too. You came after my friends. 
 
    Cale: We were your friends! 
 
    Orion: Who sanctioned the sale of my sister! I watched you assholes stand up in that vote. Who fought me when I tried to free Sora from that contract? You three. Some friends. If you knew the disgusting shit she suffered because of you, and because of my father, you’d go straight to Hell where you belong. Sit on your flame and shut the fuck up. Ask me if I regret turning traitor on the Deadlies. Ask me if I’m sad that your bonds are broken. Hurt Anna. Are you fucking kidding me? You’ll throw Sora to the wolves and then lift your claws on Anna and want me to rule you? I WAS ALREADY COMING BACK! 
 
    Roden: Look man, Hunter wanted to challenge. It’s a Pride of three right now, and we have the wolves sniffing at the door. We’re right in the middle of vamp territory, on the edge of Harper’s Mountains, and we’ve got one scary-ass grizzly in our woods. You left us unprotected. At least Hunter was trying to fix us. 
 
    Orion: How? 
 
    Roden: He was trying to take Alpha. At least then we could make decisions for ourselves, and you could go on living your happy little life. 
 
    Hunter: I’ve already started making decisions. 
 
    There was a link titled Deadlies Pride applications. Annamora clicked the link. The introduction went a little something like, Abandoned by our asshole twatsniffing pansyboy Alpha, looking for new Pride members, interviews start on May 2. 41010 Donner Way, Maggie’s Valley, NC. If you come to start some shit, we will bring some shit. Serious inquires only. 
 
    Roden: So that happened, and Hunter’s dumb ass didn’t specify LIONS ONLY 
 
    Orion: So? 
 
    Cale: So we’ve had exactly zero lions apply, but we’ve got a handful of vamps, bears, one coyote, a raccoon shifter, which I didn’t even fucking know raccoon shifters existed, and some asshole lunatic who is claiming to be a dragon. Oh, and four male humans and a bunch of single bitches trying to secure contract pairings. With us. So Hunter’s about to turn us into a fucking CREW instead of a PRIDE because he can’t ask us to edit his goddamn application form before he posts it. 
 
    Hunter: Fuck you all. I lost the password, so I don’t know how to edit the form. I tried my usual ones. Orionsucks, IhateOrion, Orionisaballsack, and my most used one, Orionisapussyboy, but none of them are working. 
 
    Orion: you’re all just as stupid as I remember 
 
    Cale: we weren’t trying to ruin your life or go after your girl, Orion. Hunter was just trying to take over the Pride. Way to win yet another Alpha Challenge for a Pride you don’t even want. 
 
    Hunter: you mean Crew. Crew he doesn’t even want. 
 
    Roden: seriously Hunter, I hate you so much right now. 
 
    Cale: Orion, you’re it, man. Help. I’ve never asked anyone for help, but I’m fucking begging you. Just come get us on our feet. We’re hurting, we’ve lost family and friends. Lost leadership. And now we have a whole bunch of desperate shifter rejects headed to our unguarded territory in a week. We don’t know what to fuckin’ do. Just…help. 
 
    That was the end of the messages so Annamora turned off his phone screen and watched him help Kannon dump the ice out of the back of the truck. 
 
    She felt sick. Orion was pulled in so many directions. He had so many people to make happy, and she didn’t know how he shouldered pressure like that so quietly. But she did know one thing: she hated to see him sad. 
 
    So when she caught his glance, she smiled at him. He closed the tailgate to Kannon’s truck and straightened, gripping the metal edge. 
 
    “Everything will be okay,” she said, knowing his shifter senses would pick up her words just fine. 
 
    “Swear?” 
 
    She nodded and tried to infuse more confidence than she felt into her words as she lifted her pinky in the air. “I pinky swear.” 
 
    He dropped his head and shook it before he meandered over to her and sat on the tailgate next to her. I’m flying out with the boys. Plane leaves in four hours.” 
 
    “Okay. Then for the next fifteen minutes or so, we can still pretend we have a hundred more days like today ahead of us. 
 
    “You had a good day?” he asked. 
 
    Annamora nodded and leaned against his shoulder. “Honestly? It was the best day of my life. You kissed me fourteen times today. I counted. And you did it in front of people, like you were proud to have me on your arm. And I’m not saying weird stuff around you anymore or hating my awkwardness. I feel better about myself and my artwork, and I have so much cool stuff to decorate my cabin with. I’ll always think of you when I look at it.” 
 
    Orion sighed and scooted back, then rested his legs on either side of hers and wrapped his arms around her shoulders. “Take a picture of us like this, so you remember me on your best day.” 
 
    Annamora giggled and held up her camera phone. “Say I’ll miss Annamora’s hoohah.” 
 
    Orion cracked up, and she took the picture just like that. Both of their eyes half closed, open mouths laughing as he snuggled her cheek against his. Affectionate man. 
 
    “Will you drink lots of orange soda?” she asked. 
 
    “It’s all I’ll drink.” 
 
    “And will you write me letters back?” 
 
    “Yes,” he promised. 
 
    “Will you ask for help when you’re hurt?” she asked seriously. 
 
    Orion let off a soft growl. 
 
    “Who’s going to be your life cheerleader when I’m not around?” she asked sadly. “Who will tell you when you’re doing an amazing job as Alpha?” 
 
    Orion went quiet and just shook his head. 
 
    “Who will make you sack lunches and write you sweet notes in them, only for you to forget your lunch at your job and get into a fight with a Pride and never get to read the life-changing letter that I spent a whole thirty seconds writing?” 
 
    He kissed her neck. “Who will remind you of how cute you are when you say weird cuss words?” 
 
    “Probably Kannon. But instead of the word ‘cute,’ he will use the word ‘disastrous,’ and it will make me miss you.” 
 
    Orion snorted. “In your head, just learn to replace all his insults with nice words.” 
 
    “Who will leave you presents on your porch?” she asked. 
 
    “Who will leave you presents on yours?” 
 
    “We were pretty great for a few days, weren’t we?” 
 
    “I think we had more in that few days than some people have in their whole life,” he said in a scratchy voice. 
 
    And for as long as she lived, she would never forget those words. Maybe she was the lucky one. At least she’d found it. Some people never found it. Never knew how great it could be. 
 
    Love. She knew without a shadow of a doubt she’d found the real kind of love. The selfless kind that could wait while she let a man go fulfill his destiny. 
 
    She’d held it in her hands for a few beautiful days, like a cut flower before it wilted. She’d known beauty, the real kind. The kind that reached a heart, the kind that reached a soul. 
 
    Oh, she broke down when he got in his truck and drove away, but that wasn’t the important part. Sure, she fell to her knees in the dirt the second his taillights faded from view and let off her first sob since she’d fought her way to freedom from the Old Tarians. And, yeah, she cried because the emptiness in her chest was so big it swallowed her up whole. And, yeah, she leaned back against Sora and the rest of the New Tarians as they wrapped their arms around her and kept all her pieces from breaking apart. 
 
    But that wasn’t the important part of this night. 
 
    The important part was his words and the knowledge that, after all the damage, a girl like her could still be complete enough and happy enough with herself to fall in love with a good man. 
 
    And despite the heartache…that was a victory. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Fifteen 
 
      
 
    Orion sat on his old bed, the mattress springs creaking under him as he looked around. Nothing and everything had changed at once. His room looked the same. Simple and clean. Same brown bedding… Brown. The opposite of Annamora. Same clean, beige walls, same TV up on the simple five-drawer dresser, same brown dirty-clothes hamper, same desk in the corner, same cushion-less chair in front of it, same curtains, same window, same room. 
 
    But it felt different. It felt unfamiliar, like someone else had lived here and he’d only heard secondhand stories about this place. Like they weren’t his memories because they were too blurry. The only thing in focus was Annamora. 
 
    He wondered how her new decorations looked in her cabin. 
 
    He was unpacking his duffle bag and paused when he came to the letter in the bottom. A part of him didn’t want to read it because he was already having such a hard time. She’d looked so sad when he’d driven away. He’d taken her smiles away. 
 
    He sat there holding the little paper treasure for a few seconds before he unfolded it. 
 
      
 
    Orion, 
 
    First letter, here we go. It’ll have to be quick because you are distracting a very cute little kid named Drake. You’re leaving. Just writing that makes it real. Whenever you get where you’re going, I want you to know it’s okay. You’re gonna be a great Alpha. It doesn’t matter how many miles separate us. I’m still here. You won’t ever be alone because you can just call me, text me, or write me, and then we won’t feel so far away. I’m gonna be good at this, you’ll see. I miss you already. And just so you know, you are deeply loved. I mean, you’re loved by a plain, strange, bottom-of-the-pride, awkward gutter-lion who eats too many potato chips and has some really questionable handwriting right now, but it’s still the L-word. It counts. 
 
    You are important. 
 
    Yours always, 
 
    Anna 
 
      
 
    He read it four times and would’ve read it a fifth if his phone hadn’t vibrated. 
 
    He pulled it out of his back pocket and exhaled a relieved breath when he read the name on the text. There she was. 
 
    Anna had sent him four pictures. One of the front entryway with the bench and coat rack, one of the iron decoration in the bedroom, and one of the table with the new vase and wooden coasters. The cabin looked so damn cute. And colorful, like her. The final picture was a half-eaten tub of chocolate chip cookie dough ice cream, a bottle of wine, a box of tissues, and the television in the background, paused on a romantic comedy he’d never been tempted to watch. The girls were in her living room, all talking. 
 
    Anna: Goodnight, Orion the Tough Lion. 
 
    He smiled as he typed out You girls enjoy movie night. Anna, Come Sit on My Banana. Send. 
 
    Anna: Very poetic. 
 
    Whatever, go drink that bottle of wine, ya lush. Send nudes. Send. 
 
    She sent a picture of a naked mole rat. 
 
    Orion laughed for the first time since yesterday. Felt good. Are you okay tonight? Send. 
 
    Anna: Sad. Otherwise I’m okay. You? 
 
    Same. Send. Thank you for the letter. I just read it. Send. 
 
    Anna: I’m glad you found it. Sleep good, okay? 
 
    Just so you know…you are loved too… Send. 
 
    Anna: I love you too. 
 
    Anna: What? 
 
    Anna: I mean you already said that. I love you. 
 
    Anna: Oh God. 
 
    Anna: Love y 
 
    Anna: Go to sleep. 
 
    Anna: None of this happened. 
 
    Anna: Just pretend I was smooth when you said the L-word. 
 
    Anna: Okay, nighty night. 
 
    Anna: Yep. 
 
      
 
    And there she was, his little weirdo. Orion couldn’t help the chuckle as he laid back on the bed and messaged her back. 
 
    Goodnight, Anna. Send. 
 
    **** 
 
    Annamora could do this with her eyes closed. She had trimmed the thorns off what felt like a billion roses. This bundle was a vibrant orange, like the color of a sunset. 
 
    “You sure are quiet lately, Annamora,” Rose pointed out from the table across from her where she was planting tulip bulbs in long, rectangular planters. “Are you good?” 
 
    The other girls were around the greenhouse, pretending to be busy, but they kept glancing at Annamora. “Thank you guys for checkin’ in on me,” she murmured. “I’m good. Just miss him.” 
 
    Rose and Emerald exchanged worried glances. 
 
    “But I’m good! I’m always good.” 
 
    “Has he texted?” Emerald asked. 
 
    “Not since the first night.” 
 
    “Well, have you texted him?” Katy called from where she was unboxing seed packages on the other side of the massive green house. 
 
    Annamora sighed and answered, “A couple of times. He is probably busy.” Or more likely, he forgot about her already and moved on with his life, but she didn’t want to voice that to the Tarian Lionesses because they would want to talk about her feelings. And her feelings were all over the place right now. They were better off locked up tight inside her. 
 
    “I have something!” Sora called from outside. “Anna, I have something!” 
 
    Annamora’s chair screeched as she turned toward the door in time to see Sora bolting through it, waving a pair of letters. 
 
    She weaved through the tables covered in potted flowers and dropped the letters on the table right in front of Annamora. “There’s two addressed to you. One without a return address label and one from Orion. I would recognize his shitty handwriting anywhere!” 
 
    Heart hammering, Annamora sliced open Orion’s letter with the florist blade, yanked out the folded paper, and read. 
 
      
 
    Anna, 
 
    I have a million things I want to write down, but I’ve been sitting here for half an hour and the only thing that comes out is… 
 
    I wish you were here. 
 
    It’s best if I’m quiet for a while. I’m sorry for everything. Yeah, yeah, more apologies, I know. But you deserve them. 
 
    I keep remembering something. Something I didn’t think about before. After the Tarian War, everything was chaos. So much happened in so short a time. But after the fight, you were in that room with Emerald, Sora, and the other girls. I came in just to check on everyone, and the second you saw me, you asked if I was going to be okay. At the time, I was so confused. I wasn’t used to people asking about me. Or really, anyone seeing me. But you cared. I told you yes, but I was hurt. I like being alone when I’m hurt, so I went into the woods away from everyone. I was having this moment, coming down off the adrenaline of the fight and the aftermath, leaning on this tree trunk, staring up at the moon, my body hurting like hell, and I felt completely alone. And then you came out of nowhere. You stood in front of me for a few seconds, looking at the scratches on my chest, and then you set a backpack by my feet. You didn’t say a word—you seemed to know I needed to be alone—but you brought me bandages, food, and water. And before you left, you knelt down in front of me and said, “Everything will be different, but it will be better.” We were both getting absorbed into the New Tarian Pride, and you must have been terrified after everything that happened, but you were telling me it would be okay. I’ve been holding onto the way you looked that night. Blue moonlight on your face, your eyes gold, your hair a wild mess, your clothes streaked with blood from your own injuries, and you were in the woods checking on a man who didn’t even thank you for your kindness. 
 
    You are good, Anna. 
 
    Orion. 
 
      
 
    “Aaaawwww,” Sora crooned from where she’d apparently been reading over Annamora’s shoulder. 
 
    “It’s not sweet. It’s scary,” Anna told her. Her hands shook as she gripped the letter and scanned his story again. 
 
    “I remember that time differently. Orion was really hurt after that Tarian War, and he went off by himself. I thought he was going off in the woods to die. I brought him supplies that would save him. Just in case. He didn’t thank me because he passed out in a puddle of his own blood, leaned up against an old rotted tree stump. I sewed him back together that night. It doesn’t surprise me that he blocked that memory for a while because it was awful. I was terrified I was going to lose him. This,” she said, holding up the letter, “isn’t romantic. That’s not what he means.” 
 
    The color had drained from Sora’s face, and the other Tarian lionesses had gathered around. 
 
    “What does it mean?” Rose asked somberly. 
 
    “It means he’s hurt.” Annamora looked at the other letter, sitting on the table, beckoning her with its bright white envelope and her scribbled name across the front. 
 
    She opened it and pulled out the notecard. 
 
    All it said was… 
 
      
 
    Dear His Anna, 
 
    Go. 
 
    Beaston 
 
      
 
    Annamora stood so fast the chair went flying. She gathered the letters and bolted from the greenhouse. “Where are you going?” Sora asked from where she was running beside her. 
 
    “Four one zero…” Crap. What was the address on the application form she’d read in the texts? “Four-ten…” 
 
    “Four-ten-ten Donner way!” Sora said. “Smoky Mountains. North Carolina. Up in Maggie’s Valley. My dad lived there. The Deadlies are there.” 
 
    “Orion is there. That’s all I care about.” 
 
    “I’ll take you to the airport,” Sora yelled, sprinting faster toward Annamora’s pickup. 
 
    Anna tossed her the keys and skidded to a stop, climbed in the truck, and started searching for flights before Sora even got the truck turned on. 
 
    “See if there are two tickets. I’ll go, too. You’ll need backup. The boys in the Deadlies aren’t the welcoming sort of bunch.” 
 
    “There’s a flight out to Asheville in a few hours. Two seats left, one in the back and one in the middle. If we don’t pack anything, we might be able to make that one.” 
 
    “Just need IDs.” Sora peeled out of the yard, spraying mud as she went. She drove like a bat out of hell, skidding this way and that down the old dirt road out of Rose and Talon’s property. 
 
    Annamora booked the flight as fast as she possibly could, terrified the last two seats would be taken before she could max out her credit card with the tickets. 
 
    When they were confirmed, she texted Orion. I need a picture of you. Send. 
 
    She waited about forty-five seconds until she gave into her impatience and typed out, ORION, PICTURE. Send. 
 
    A message came through of a selfie. Cheeeeese. Orion was smiling, but it didn’t reach his eyes and his face was as pale as a ghost. He had bags under his eyes and looked exhausted. The blue color of his eyes was dull and glazed over.  
 
    Annamora narrowed her eyes and typed out, Full body pic. Now. 
 
    I’m headed into a meeting. Everything is fine. I’ll message you when I get out. 
 
    By meeting do you mean a fight? Send. Orion! Send. 
 
    Clever girl. Be back soon. 
 
    PICTURE!!!! I WANT PROOF THAT YOU ARE OKAY! 
 
    There was no response after that. Shit. Annamora wanted to throw the phone. She felt completely helpless. “Why would he be fighting? Why would he be hurt? He’s already Alpha.” 
 
    Sora put her phone to her ear. It rang a couple of times before someone picked up.  
 
    “Now is literally the worst time,” A male voice said on the line. 
 
    “Roden, what’s happening?” 
 
    “None of your goddamn business, Tarian!” 
 
    “Fine, we’ll just find out when we show up at your doorstep.” 
 
    “Wait, what? Who is showing up?” 
 
    “Everyone. You met my mate, Dark Ford. I’ll call Vyr Daye in, too, why not? Maybe the Grim Reaper. We’ll make it a party. Or you can tell me what the fuck is happening to my brother!” 
 
    A long sigh that tapered into a snarl blasted through the phone. “Hunter isn’t the only one going after that Alpha title. Orion has some competition. Apparently, everyone wants this territory.” A mass of yelling sounded in the background. Had to be a dozen men’s voices, at least. “Fuck, I have to go. Don’t come here. Not right now.” 
 
    “Why not?” Sora asked. 
 
    “Because one of you needs to survive to carry on the Burge lineage!” 
 
    “Oh, my God,” Sora whispered. “Roden, help him!” 
 
    “We’re fucking trying!” Click. 
 
    Sora roared at her phone as the screen went blank. 
 
    Annamora scrolled through her contacts with a shaking finger, looking for one who could help the fastest. She was a good stalker and had compiled a list of shifter numbers a long time ago when she’d plotted to someday take the Old Tarians down. 
 
    Air Ryder. No. 
 
    Harper James, the Bloodrunner dragon herself. Getting warmer. 
 
    Weston Novak. Nope. 
 
    Damon Daye. No, it would take him too long to get there. 
 
    The Red Dragon and the Grim Reaper would take too long, too. 
 
    Z. There it was. Just a single letter. She’d saved him as Z. The one no one should ever call unless they were prepared to bring hell to earth. Z. The end of days. The apocalypse himself, Dark Kane, the black dragon. He lived real close to whatever was happening, and Annamora was about to get really good at begging for a life. Orion’s life. Desperate times and measures and all. If Orion lost his Alpha fights, the Black Dragon’s territory would be directly affected. She was going to dig in on that, or beg him on behalf of her love for Orion, or hell, promise him a lifetime supply of Rice Krispy Treats if he would just help. 
 
    “What are you doing?” Sora asked as Annamora connected the call. 
 
    “I’m finding Orion some back-up.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Sixteen 
 
      
 
    “Caw!” the raven in the tree cried out. Big-ass thing was the size of a turkey and definitely a shifter. “Caw, caw, caw!” 
 
    The clearing was filled with monsters. Gorilla shifters, wolves, bears, tigers… Three eagles sat in an old hickory tree, bending the branches with their weight. Some were Changed, some weren’t. The ones who still had their human skin were all dominant. Orion could smell it on them. The air was so thick with dominance it was hard to draw a good breath. 
 
    “Tired yet?” a snarling man with longer hair and lizard eyes asked as they circled each other. 
 
    Orion’s body was shredded, but he would die before he showed even a limp. First rule of Alpha fights: show no weakness. Weakness surged adrenaline and bloodlust in an opponent. It gave them an advantage, and he sure as shit wasn’t going to lose the Deadlies to a Komodo dragon. 
 
    How many fights was this? Ten? Twelve? They were all running together now. Orion snarled when Lizard Man paced too close, fists up, lip streaming blood down his chin. Orion had already popped him a couple of times, but the mob was getting restless already, tired of seeing the same man win the fight this many times. 
 
    A gorilla shoved him in the back, pushing him into the circle, and Orion could hear the immediate retaliation from Hunter. The crack of a breaking nose echoed through the clearing and then Hunter’s snarl as he Changed and wrapped his claws around the gorilla’s neck. When a few others joined in on that fight, Orion hoped Hunter lived. They’d been through war together for two days now. Hunter and Roden and Cale could’ve left at any time, but they were here until the end. And, oh, the end was coming. There were rules to this Alpha Challenge business, and the boys were doing their best to enforce them, but this wasn’t some fair and honorable fight. This was a takeover. One by one, the shifters were fighting him, bleeding him, weakening him. They would win this territory eventually and kill Orion and the Deadlies to secure it.  
 
    But not on this fight. 
 
    He wasn’t losing to a fucking reptile. 
 
    Thank God, Annamora was far away from this. That was the thought he clung to. At least she would be okay. 
 
    The fight behind him was distracting. His broken ribs, seeping gashes, and guts that were being held in by a bandage Cale had quickly strapped around him were distracting, too. His body felt like he’d been run over by a train, but he wasn’t done yet. 
 
    No time for rest, no time for food or water since the opponents were throwing down another Alpha Challenge before Orion even killed the previous one. 
 
    The lizard shifter looked creepy as hell, all green eyes and elongated pupils. And the second lizard man shifted his attention to the brawl going on behind him, Orion was ready. He stepped forward, arm already swinging, and blasted the guy across his jaw. Hurt like hell, probably broke a couple of knuckles because whoever, or whatever, he was, his face was made of stone. 
 
    “Caw, caw, caw!” 
 
    “Someone shut that thing up!” one of the shifters yelled. 
 
    Lizard man stood back up and offered Orion a bloody smile, and then he lunged. They locked up, fists on face, body shots, uppercut, uppercut. The crack of his breaking hands was deafening. Lizard man was pummeling him back, every shot hurting like a boulder had fallen on Orion. They went to the ground, scrabbling, hitting. Orion lost his mind as the lion ripped out of him and put his teeth on the man’s neck before he even finished the Change. All he had to do was pull back, and he could rip the asshole’s throat out, but there was yelling all around him. 
 
    “Stop him!” someone screamed. 
 
    The smattering of bones sounded, and something hit Orion like a tsunami. He was thrown out of the circle and into a trio of Changing shifters who went down hard with him. 
 
    “End this!” someone bellowed. 
 
    Something bludgeoned his back, and Orion roared in fury and pain. His vision blurred as the shifters charged. No more rules. Here it was—the end. These shifters had no honor. 
 
    Time changed. It slowed to a crawl, and Orion could see the last few seconds of his life in vivid detail. Cale and Roden were savagely fighting a pair of wolves, Hunter was pinned on the ground, a massive gorilla above him, fist drawn back, eyes blazing green, mouth open in a death promise, all of his long canine’s exposed. There were no men left, only animals now—wolves, hyenas, tigers, gorillas, boars—all charging straight for him. And between two of them, on the edge of the woods, something caught his eye. A man stood there, arm held out to a raven who flew down to him from the tree. He was tall with broad shoulders, hair gone gray at the temples. His blazing green eyes were so sad. 
 
    Orion recognized him. Beaston. 
 
    The man’s lips formed the word Hold. So sad. His eyes were so sad. 
 
    A tiger reached him from the other side, claws out. When he pulled Orion under him, Orion fought desperately to keep his teeth off his already shredded neck. He looked back at Beaston. He’d been wrong. Orion felt betrayed. His whole life he’d thought he was destined to be Alpha of the Deadlies, but Beaston had been wrong. His destiny was to die trying to be Alpha of the Deadlies. 
 
    You took me from her. I believed you. 
 
    “Hold,” Beaston yelled, the veins in his neck popping and his face going red. 
 
    The tigers were close now, a silverback gorilla, too. They were in it for the death blows, Orion could see it in their eyes. Annamora. He wanted to see her face at the end. 
 
    The raven landed on Beaston’s arm and opened its glossy black beak to caw again. It drew in a breath and— 
 
    Roaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaar! 
 
    Time sped up again as the earth rattled with a horrifying sound he never in his lifetime thought he would hear again. 
 
    Another roar sounded from farther off as he shoved the startled tiger off him. And then another roar. 
 
    The dragons were here. 
 
    Please don’t let it be, please don’t let it be— 
 
    A monstrous shadow covered the clearing, and the air from the tattered wings of a black scaled beast pressed the animals to the ground with its hurricane-like force. 
 
    Oh, shit, they were all screwed now. Kane was out. 
 
    Ruuuuuuuuuuuuuun! He tried to scream to Cale, Roden, and Hunter, but it came out a roar. 
 
    The first stream of lava and fire hit the tree line, but the gorilla and wolves didn’t seem to care. That’s what bloodlust did to some animals. The sick ones. They didn’t care about living or dying, so long as they finished a kill. The gorilla hit him full force, but Orion was ready. He opened his arms and caught him in the chest, latched his teeth onto his jugular and ripped back as hard as he could. Everything hurt, and stars dashed this way and that on the edge of his vision, but he held on as best as he could to the thrashing silverback. One of the wolves latched onto the back of Orion’s neck, but he was swatted off by the enormous paw of a green-eyed grizzly. A raven dove down and clawed at the eyes of the snapping gorilla, and another raven, and something white. Feathers. An owl? 
 
    Orion was thrown backward so he twisted in the air to land on his feet and then skidded to a stop. Where was the black dragon? Where was the damn black dragon? There! He had circled back and was headed straight for them. 
 
    Shit shit shit. With a groan of agony, Orion Changed back and sat panting on hands and knees. “Beaston!” he screamed hoarsely. “Hunter, Cale, Roden. Run!” 
 
    Dark Kane was bigger than a damn planet, and his eyes were focused right on Orion. His hole-riddled, battle-scarred demon wings stretched out and beat the air. Claws tucked under him, he dove and opened his mouth to burn them all to ashes. 
 
    Like a torpedo, a silver dragon spun, wings tucked, and blasted into Dark Kane’s side, sending him sprawling off-course. It had to be Rowan, Kane’s mate. She was buying them time. Time to run or hide—he didn’t fuckin’ know! There wasn’t really an escape from the motherfuckin’ End of Days. 
 
    Shifters were scattering now. Orion struggled to his feet and bolted for Cale, who was staring at the battling dragons. “That’s…that’s…” he murmured. 
 
    Orion lifted him off the ground and shoved him hard for the house. “That’s our death if you don’t move, Cale!” 
 
    Beaston’s enormous silver grizzly was running beside him, snarling at anything that came too close. Roden caught up to them, but Hunter was nowhere to be seen, so Orion skidded to a stop and turned. “Hunter!” he yelled. 
 
    In human form, he was on his knees in the middle of the field, heaving breath, blood and sweat decorating his skin, the trees on fire behind him. “My leg.” Hunter shook his head and looked so sorry. “My leg,” he repeated. 
 
    “Orion, no!” Cale yelled as Orion bolted for Hunter. 
 
    There was no cover here, no protection, but he couldn’t live with himself knowing Hunter had died protecting him. Orion was limping bad, too slow. Dark Kane had already steadied out and circled around. He was high in the sky, beating his wings, and then he tucked them and dove to earth. 
 
    Rowan was nowhere to be seen; there was no more time to be bought. Orion locked his legs, skidded to Hunter, yanked him upward, and told him to, “Run for both of our lives!” 
 
    Hunter gritted his teeth and groaned with every step. He was leaning his weight on his left leg, so Orion damn near carried half of him. He could hear him now, The End of Days. Hear the whooshing sound as the wind hit his scales. Hear his Firestarter clicking in his throat. 
 
    Beaston was Changed back, standing near the house, the raven on his shoulder. “Kane! Nooo!” 
 
    Kane hit the ground behind them, and the earth shook and cracked with the force of his impact. His massive claws skidded across the ground on either side of Orion and Hunter, and when Orion looked up, he saw a set of razor-sharp teeth coming for him. 
 
    Without thinking, he threw Hunter down and shielded him with his body. “Annamora, I’m sorry!” 
 
    The apology was for everything. For letting her down. For hurting her, because that’s what his end would do. For stealing her smiles. For not staying with her. God, he should’ve stayed. 
 
    His apology echoed through the mountains. 
 
    Orion waited for an end that didn’t come. He heard the Firestarter and smelled the igniting gases from the belly of the beast. And then he heard the force of the flames. But the heat didn’t touch him. 
 
    Orion jerked open his eyes and looked up to find Kane standing over him, spewing fire at the shifters who were trying to escape through the trees. 
 
    The Apocalypse…the End of Days…was protecting him? 
 
    Shocked, Orion looked at Beaston. 
 
    A slow grin took over the seer’s face. “No chomp. Huh. Your Anna called in a black dragon, and she begged good.” He straightened up and looked at the raven on his arm, Beaston’s Anna. “I did not see that coming.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Seventeen 
 
      
 
    “We’re almost there,” Sora murmured, taking another sharp curve in the mountain road in the rental car. 
 
    I’m okay. 
 
    Those two words… 
 
    Annamora read and reread them a dozen times while she was waiting to get off the plane in Asheville. She’d nearly Changed on the flight here, panicking every second she didn’t know what was happening to Orion. Sora was the only thing that had stopped her. 
 
    I’m okay. 
 
    God, let it be true. If he was okay, she could be, too. Was that another part of love? She’d never felt this before. 
 
    This place was so green, every hill covered with ferns and pine trees. It was evening here in the Smoky Mountains, and the road they were traveling snaked right beside a river. Sora took a right onto a gravel road that dropped steeply and then sped across a bridge over the river. On the other side, it just looked like a mountain jungle, covered in gold speckles of the sunlight filtering through the towering evergreens. There was a single sign on the left with an outline of a lion burned into it. 
 
    “It smells kinda like smoke,” Annamora said. 
 
    “Have you ever lived around dragons?” Sora asked softly. 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “This won’t be the last time you smell smoke like this.” Her voice had gone somber as she eased to a stop at the edge of a huge scorch mark across the road and through the woods. Everything was black, and ashes lifted in the wind and floated around like a first snow. “I’m going to miss you so much.” 
 
    “What?” Annamora asked, studying Sora’s profile. A tear ran down her friend’s fair cheek, but she didn’t understand why she was sad. 
 
    “You place is here, after all. Orion is really okay, and he’s waiting for you.” 
 
    “How do you know?” 
 
    “I wish you could see you through my eyes right now.” 
 
    “Your brother said that once.” 
 
    Sora smiled emotionally. “You have captured both of our hearts. I was afraid this place would break you, and I wanted to keep you safe, because you’re special. You’re important and deserve a good life. And you’re my friend. This place and this Pride made me feel worthless, and I wanted to protect you from that. It’s not my responsibility to protect you from what the Deadlies can be though. It’s Orion’s. And I believe in him. He’s going to fix these mountains, like Ronin fixed the Tarians. And you’re going to be there to see him do it. Wanna know how I know?” 
 
    “Yes,” Annamora said on a soft breath. 
 
    “Because I can’t even see the black dragon’s smoke,” she said, looking around them. “All I see is your bond reaching for Orion. You’ve filled this place with the prettiest shade of sky blue.” 
 
    Shocked, Annamora looked around, but all she saw was smoke and ash and destruction. “Really?” 
 
    Sora grabbed her hand and squeezed it. “You’re going to be the queen the Deadlies need. You’re the strongest person I know, Anna. I know in my heart you’ll keep Orion strong, too.” 
 
    Annamora’s heart was in her throat as Sora released her hand and eased onto the gas pedal again. She didn’t say another word as they climbed the winding road through the woods. So much land had burned, but the farther into Deadlies’ territory they drove, the better Anna felt. The less tension there was in her chest. Almost home. Almost to Orion. 
 
    One final line of burn, and Sora eased into a clearing. 
 
    “Oh, my gosh,” Annamora whispered, shoving open her door. 
 
    There was a crowd of people in front of a burned-down house. To the left was a firepit with a dozen tree-stump seats. Four men sat, not speaking, looking like they’d just been through literal hell. Orion sat on one stump, staring back at her with such hope in his exhausted eyes. He wore a pair of jeans, and his entire torso was bandaged. His face was black and blue, his lip split, his neck clawed, his white hair disheveled. 
 
    But that slow smile… 
 
    I’m okay. 
 
    A sob of relief escaped her as Annamora bolted for him. He stood slow, limped toward her, his bare feet pressing down the knee-length wild grass that separated them. He stretched his arms out for her just as she reached him. She threw her arms around his shoulders and lost it. Just…cried with joy, fear, happiness, but most of all…with relief. 
 
    “What did you do, crazy girl? Calling in the Apocalypse?” 
 
    “Well, it worked,” one of the men behind him muttered. “We’re all alive, aren’t we?” 
 
    “Kind of,” said a man with a big splint on his left leg. “I feel like a corpse.” 
 
    Orion winced as he eased out of her hug. He grabbed her hand and nodded his head toward the three men. “Anna, this is Cale, Roden, and Hunter. They’re mine.” He looked at the boys. “This is my Anna.” 
 
    “Look, we’re not just letting any old riffraff in with us,” Hunter said, wincing as he straightened his leg out in front of him. “We’re going to need you to fill out an application for our Crew.” 
 
    “Pride,” Roden growled. “She’s a lioness, and we’re all lions, so we would still technically be a Pride.” 
 
    “I don’t knooow…” Hunter drawled out. “I think some of those assholes who attacked us would make great candidates for this shitshow.” 
 
    Cale sighed and said, “Anna hasn’t said if she will even join us or not.” 
 
    Orion turned to her. “Annamora Fredrickson, I have nothing to offer you but a broken Pride of morons…” He gestured to Hunter, Cale and Roden. Cale and Roden looked offended but Hunter was nodding, like yep. “And a burnt house.” He gestured to the smoking, charred home across the clearing. “And we’re living too close to dragons to survive the fire, but I tried to do this without you, and I’m no good.” 
 
    “He’s really no good,” Hunter pointed out. 
 
    “Dude, shut the fuck up,” Roden said. “They’re having a moment.” 
 
    Anna wiped her damp cheeks and laughed despite the grave situation. 
 
    “Will you have a home eventually?” she asked. 
 
    “Yes. I’ll make sure you have a safe place to live.” 
 
    “Can I bring all my house decorations? And plant pink tulips in front?” 
 
    “Pink?” Hunter demanded. “Ow!” he yelped as Roden elbowed him in the shoulder. 
 
    “Of course,” Orion murmured, ignoring them. “You can decorate it however you want. The only rule is…no brown. Brown doesn’t suit you.” 
 
    She looked at the smoldering house and chewed on her bottom lip thoughtfully. “Maybe there will be enough left of that one to make it into a little dilapidated art sanctuary.” 
 
    Orion let off this little chuckle and looked at her like she was the special one. “You always find bright sides, don’t you?” But before she could answer, he asked suddenly, “Did you really beg a dragon for my life?” 
 
    Annamora shrugged her shoulders helplessly. “I had to. If you don’t exist, I don’t either. I don’t want to be a ghost anymore. I want to live.” 
 
    Orion’s chest lifted and fell with his breath as he searched her eyes. His were almost white right now. “With me?” 
 
    Annamora wanted to be strong when she said this, so she blew out a shaking breath before she answered. “I want to be with you. I want everything. You said you only have three things to offer me, but you missed one.” She pressed her hand gently over the bandages that protected his heart. “You gave me that, and everything else turned blurry. You’re the only thing that makes sense to me, so I don’t care where your destiny is. I only care that I’m with you to watch you fulfill it. Make me a Deadlie.” 
 
    Orion smiled into the kiss he gave her, and she melted against him like they were one. And in a way, they were. From here on, neither one of them would ever be alone again. He ended the kiss with a soft smack and pulled her into a tight hug. He smelled like blood, dominance, dragon’s smoke, and exhaustion…but he was alive. And she was safe. And the hard parts of their story to get to this moment didn’t matter. It only mattered that they’d gotten here. She eased her eyes open at the crowd behind him. All the faces she’d only seen on shifter registration…all these badasses she’d looked up to. Sora was standing with Beaston, his son, Weston Novak, and a raven-haired woman. His Anna. She remembered Beaston’s smile from the laundromat all those years ago when he’d bought her an orange soda that would set her on a path to meet the love of her life. 
 
    The Bloodrunner and Blackwing Crews were standing loosely together, chatting quietly. And then at the very edge stood a tall man with shoulder-length black hair that partially covered his face. His head was cocked to the side as he stared at her. His eyes had long pupils. Dark Kane. The Apocalypse. The End of Days, but he’d given her the beginning of her days. He’d protected her Orion. 
 
    Thank you, she mouthed as another tear streamed down her face. 
 
    The corner of his lip curved up, and he nodded once. 
 
    Orion sighed and kissed her temple three times. Then he eased back by inches and cupped her cheeks. “I don’t know what’s going to happen, but I’ll make it okay. I’m going to make this Pride a good one for you. I’m going to make sure you’re safe and happy.”  
 
    They were the most beautiful promises in the world. He was going to give her a home where she could feel like she belonged. A Pride, his loyalty, his heart. 
 
    In this moment, looking into the eyes of the man she loved, she realized her past didn’t matter. No girl had ever been luckier than her. 
 
    “I thought I was going to lose you today,” she whispered. 
 
    He gave her the smile she breathed for. “And then you went and saved me instead.” 
 
    She searched his light blue eyes, awed that her life had led her here. Happiness existed because he existed. “No, Orion. I think we saved each other.” 
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    T.S. Joyce is devoted to bringing hot shifter romances to readers. Hungry alpha males are her calling card, and the wilder the men, the more she'll make them pour their hearts out. She lives in a tiny town, outside of a tiny city, and devotes her life to writing big stories. Foodie, bear whisperer, ninja, thief of tiny bottles of awesome smelling hotel shampoo, nap connoisseur, movie fanatic, and zombie slayer, and most of this bio is true. 
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