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   About Dirty Lion Shifter
 
   Lushly curved tiger shifter Scottie Monroe and her family own the Pitch & Paw Bar and Motel—a safe haven for shifters passing through the territories. As a guardian of neutral ground for paranormal beings, Scottie has one hard fast rule: no hooking up with the customers.
 
   Until sexy lion shifter, Shane Largos walks through the door.
 
   Shane has traveled to Georgia to find his father, the cold-hearted bastard who’d walked out on the human female carrying his child. With no Pride to protect them, life for Shane and his mother was rough, but now Shane is old enough to challenge his father for Pride leadership.
 
   From the moment Shane meets Scottie, his animal and human sides want her more than he wants air to breathe. A lie of omission leads to a night of scorching passion, and to the realization that Shane has found his true mate. However, he has a promise to keep, and a life-long score to settle—and he’s determined to finish what he started.
 
   When Scottie learns Shane’s true purpose, she’s determined to save him from his own stupidity, even if it means putting herself in harm’s way. Shane’s rage toward his father consumes him—leaving room for little else. Only a true mate would risk everything for the heart of a wounded shifter. But will Scottie’s love be strong enough to conquer Shane’s need for vengeance?
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   Chapter One
 
   Shane Largos paced back and forth in the Southeast Itan’s study. The older man, Terrence Jensen, sat in his chair, watching, as Shane’s jaw worked back and forth. “Is that a thing? Shifters knocking up human women and leaving them to pick up the pieces alone?”
 
   “Sometimes.” Terrence shrugged. “It’s bad, but not unheard of. But usually not when it’s a fated mating.”
 
   “I don’t know what that is.”
 
   “When two shifters mate, the offspring is always a shifter, but when a shifter mates with a human, unless it’s a fated mating, the offspring is a non-shifter. My Itana, my human Itana, gave me three children. All shifters. We are fated. You understand?”
 
   Actually, Shane was more confused than ever. He hadn’t realized there was a difference. The news pissed him off even more. How could his father have left his fucking fate? The lion inside him roared with anger and contempt. His human side raged alongside the beast, both parts of him in equal agreement. His father, no, his sperm donor, needed to be punished.
 
   “I have to do this, Itan.” He shook the stack of letters at Terrence, his beast crawling to the surface as golden fur sprouted along his forearms. The burgeoning black claws cut into a parcel of envelopes. “This proves he knew. Proves he mated with my mother and abandoned her.”
 
   He shook his head to clear it, his beast receding as the Itan’s power flooded the room. Wow. He’d never felt anything or anyone like Terrence before. The guy was a force. No wonder he held the Southeast on his own.
 
   Shane’s animal pushed him to show dominance, but he’d lived in the human world his entire life and had learned how to curb his beast.
 
   Terrence raised his brow. “You have excellent control for someone untaught.”
 
   Shane shrugged. “Keeps me out of prison.”
 
   There’d been many a night he could have killed someone easily just for looking at him the wrong way. His mother had been his steadying hand, his moral guidance, and Shane had lived the entirety of his thirty-two years trying hard to make her life more comfortable.
 
   While Shane wasn’t familiar the ins and outs of shifter politics, he’d learned a lot from the WereWeb, a Shifter Social Network that Keen Abrams had created. From the chatter, he knew he needed Terrence Jensen on his side. He would be passing through several territories, including Grayslake and Redby. Terrence could open the way for him.
 
   “My mom never married after he left her,” Shane said. “Hell, she didn’t even date. She was sure, as sure as the bite scar on her shoulder, he would return. She died of complications related to her Parkinson’s disease, but even worse, she died broken-hearted. That cold-hearted fucker never came back.” He held up the letters. “But I found these when I was cleaning out her closet. He’d sent her a love letter every year since the day he returned to Georgia. He kept her on a string!” he exclaimed, exasperation setting his nerves on fire.
 
   “What would you have me do?”
 
   “There is no excuse for abandoning a mate. Right?” He asked because he really didn’t know. “There has to be some kind of retribution for such an act. There has to be justice.” Being raised by a human mother in a human world had made Shane ignorant to shifter rules. But if there was a way to make his father pay for what he’d done to his mom, he had to try. It had taken him three months since her death to get an audience with the Southeast Itan, and he hoped the long wait and the longer drive would be worth it.
 
   “The Leone Pride is…difficult, Shane. They keep to themselves. So much so, I don’t think I’ve even met the new Rex. He and his Regina took over twenty-three years ago.”
 
   Shane had gone to university and studied Latin one semester, so he knew that Rex and Regina meant king and queen. Of course, a group of lions and big cats would have a monarchy. He rolled his eyes at the cliché. “I don’t care. I need to gain entrance. Even if I can’t do anything, I need to confront my father. He needs to know how his carelessness ruined my mother’s life.”
 
   Terrence stood up and rubbed his hand over his head then nodded. “What’s your father’s name?”
 
   “Matthew Shane Pierce.” He winced as he said the entire name. He hated that he shared a name with the lying deadbeat.
 
   “Fuck.”
 
   Shane narrowed his gaze. “What?”
 
   “Pierce is the Rex. He’s the head of the Leone Pride.” Terrence went to a small bar and poured himself a drink. “There is something you can do.”
 
   A small thrill of victory zinged through Shane. “Tell me.”
 
   “As his son, you can challenge him for the Pride.”
 
   “I don’t understand.”
 
   “Twenty-three years ago, Matthew Pierce challenged his father Solomon to be alpha in the Pride. To be the Rex. You can do the same.”
 
   “And what happens to him if I win?” Would the Pride kick his father out? Would he, as the new Rex, dictate the terms of Pierce’s exile?
 
   “You bury him.”
 
   “I…what?”
 
   “A challenge in the Leone tribe is to the death.” Terrence shook his head. “Your father is very strong. He keeps an iron hold on his people. Taking him won’t be easy.”
 
   “What are you saying?”
 
   “I’m saying,” Terrence said, taking a sip of his whiskey. “I suggest you take some time to learn different fighting styles. Regardless, get your affairs in order before you go. I will call the Itans in that area and ask for your safe passage, but chances are, this is going to be a one-way trip for you, right into a grave.”
 
   Terrence’s words were a warning, one that Shane didn’t take lightly. Was courting his own death worth confronting his father? Maybe not. Was he foolish in seeking justice for his mother? Probably. But his anger wouldn’t allow him any other course. “Thank you, Itan.”
 
   Terrence nodded. “I hope to see you again, Shane Largos.”
 
   Shane could tell by the grim set of the Southeast Itan’s mouth, and the doubt in his eyes, Terrence believed this would be their only meeting.
 
   “Until we meet again,” said Shane.
 
   ****
 
   One year later…
 
   Scottie Monroe watched her Aunt Tig, a big, buxom blonde, wiggle her hips at the customers and ply them with a charm unmatched. Blenders whirred, bottles spun, and drinks were set up expertly as the four men, three bear shifters, and one wolf gave Tig their undivided attention.
 
   Scottie owned and operated Pitch & Paw Bar and Motel with her mom, Lin, and Aunt Tig. The shifter-only establishments were located just outside the Leone, Grayslake, and Redby territories.
 
   Tig yelled, “Hey!”
 
   Scottie looked up.
 
   Her aunt slid a quarter from the bar and flick it with her thumb through the air. Scottie reached up and snagged it as it flew above her head.
 
   Tig gave her niece a nod and a smile. “Play something nice, baby. Something easy.”
 
   Scottie glanced around the bar at all the faces. Most of the customers were regulars, bears from the Grayslake and wolfs from Redby, and no hyenas. Not since they were purged from Boyne Falls two years earlier. The Grayslake’s Itan Ty Abrams and the Redby Pack’s Alpha Reid Bennet did the shifters and the humans in that territory a huge favor by taking over. Scottie’s family never played politics, but they’d all been relieved when the battle was all over. Tig had made a regular practice of banning the werehyenas over the years. That group never seemed to get the message about no violence in the Pitch & Paw.
 
   Of course, there were always a few shifters who were simply passing through the territories and wanting a neutral place to stay for a day or two. They were the ones who fascinated Scottie the most. Because of the bar’s neutrality, the Pitch & Paw had a reputation as a safe haven for shifters who didn’t belong to the Leone Pride, the Grayslake clan, or the Redby Pack. And as long as the Monroes quelled violence and keep their noses clean, the Itan and Alpha left the three ladies alone.
 
   As for the Leone Pride, those cats rarely left their lands. They were a secretive tribe that took in big cat shifters from largest lions all the way down to the smallest lynxes. They had one rule: pure-bloods only. They hated other types of shifters almost as much as they hated humans. While Scottie saw a variety of cat shifters in the bar, other than her mom and Aunt Tig, she’d never seen anyone from the Leone Pride, at least none who claimed affiliation.
 
   Many lone travelers chose to stay only a night or two at the little motel, which was a long ranch-style building with nine rooms. Tig shared a room with Tony Collins, a lone wolf and caretaker of the property, and the other eight were rentals. Originally the place had twelve rooms, but the other three had been converted into an apartment with a kitchen, two bedrooms and two bathrooms for Scottie and her mom. 
 
   The place wasn’t much, but Scottie loved her independent life. Some shifter males seem to think women were possessions. That attitude reminded her of the way Golem coveted the ring in The Hobbit. She wouldn’t be surprised if the mated men didn’t stroke their wives on the head at night and whisper, My preciiiioouussssss. Uh-uh, no way did Scottie want to give up her freedom in exchange for a warm bed. The only person she answered to was herself, and that’s the way she intended to keep it.
 
   Scottie squeezed the coin her aunt had tossed to her and smiled. She put the quarter into the old Wurlitzer jukebox up against the south wall and punched in A34. The machine hummed and clicked as an old forty-five record was moved from its slot and onto the player.
 
   When the needle touched down, she turned around to watch the customers as “Weeeeeeeeeeeelllllllll,” blared from the speakers. A rise of cheers went up as Rock this Town by the Stray Cats went into full swing.
 
   Tig’s sweetheart Tony Collins took Scottie’s hand and twirled her around to the music. She was much shorter than the older man, and she giggled as he effortlessly turned her under his arm.
 
   Another man, one Scottie wasn’t familiar, got up from his table and pressed his sweaty body against her back when Tony spun her out. The stranger took the opportunity to reach around and grab Scottie’s breasts with both hands and grind his groin against her lower back.
 
   “You’re so sexy for a big girl,” the asshole yelled to the back of her head.
 
   Tony’s eyes turned amber as Scottie watched his wolf surface, matching her own rage. She rotated in the drunk’s arms, grabbed his forearm with her right hand, dropped to the ground sliding her right leg in between his, and used her free arm to hook the back of the man’s right leg. In one quick yank of his arm, she brought him down face first onto the concrete floor.
 
   She pressed her nose to his ear. She could smell beyond the whiskey to the musk of his animal. “I’m fast for a big girl, too, garbage mouth.”
 
   “Bitch!” he shouted.
 
   Before Tony could do more than gape at the smooth way Scottie had taken down a man twice her size, Tig had hopped over the bar and crossed the room. She grabbed the drunken jerk by the back of his neck and lifted him straight up.
 
   “You’re out of here.” She pointed to the sign over the bar. No shifter fights. No exceptions. “Banned,” Tig said, reading the last line out loud. “For life.”
 
   “What about her?” He pointed at Scottie. “She’s the one who got violent. I was just being friendly.” He bared his teeth, sharp and large. Big cat shifter, Scottie decided. The flash of spotted fur made him either jaguar or leopard. Because of his large size, he was probably the first.
 
   Scottie put her hands on her hips and smirked. “Get friendly like that with me again, and you’ll crawl away on bloody stumps.”
 
   His nose wrinkled with contempt. “I’d chew you up and spit you out, you fat whore.”
 
   “Your pillow talk needs work, ass-face.” Scottie gestured behind her, knowing what the man would see. Two seven foot Amazons covered in deep golden fur laced with uneven black stripes, razor sharp claws, and the strength of two bears. In other words, Mom and Tig. Her mom, who had come out of the back office, roared, the sound vibrating the floor enough to make the Stray Cats record skip.
 
   “If you think they’re scary now, just wait until you’ve got three four-hundred pound tigers ripping out your heart. And anything else they can claw off you.” Scottie’s gaze dropped to his crotch as she let her own beast, which in reality was half the size of her mom and aunt’s, bleed into her eyes. “Don’t let the door hit you where Mother Nature split you.”
 
   The guy, drunk but not so stupid he had a death wish, mumbled some obscenities, and stumbled toward the door.
 
   “Buh-by, twattle-waffle.” Scottie held up her hands and said, “Shots all around!” Another cheer went up as the majority of the patrons went back to what they were doing before she’d taken down the asshole.
 
   Tony patted her on the back. “Nice moves, kid.” He gave her a wink, his eyes returning to their normal brown.
 
   She smiled. “Thanks.” Her hands shook like crazy as her adrenaline waned.
 
   Mom, now unfurred, put her arm around Scottie. “That man could have killed you, baby. You need to save those moves for times when talking is no longer an option.”
 
   Scottie sighed. “Yeah, yeah.”
 
   Tig laughed. “And maybe you should work on your insults. Twattle-waffle? Really?”
 
   “I was just skimming the well, Tig. I had about twelve more zingers in my bag of tricks.”
 
   Her mother shook her head. “I’ve had enough excitement. I’m calling it a night.”
 
   “All right. You get some sleep.”
 
   “I’ll sleep better if I knew you weren’t causing trouble.” Lin chuckled. The action made her face look younger. Beautiful. “Just…”
 
   “I know,” Scottie said. “Be careful.”
 
   “Yes.” Lin kissed her on the cheek. “Be careful.”
 
   Scottie watched her mom walk away. The tall woman’s shoulders were slumped as if she carried the weight of the world. Maybe she did. She’d never tell Scottie either way.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter Two
 
   Stray Cats played loudly as Shane walked into the Pitch & Paw just in time to see a curvaceous beauty take down a much larger man in a move so swift, he could hardly believe his eyes. His first instinct had been to jump in and rip the man apart. In other words, come to her rescue. But wow, she was certainly no damsel in distress. For someone so short, she carried herself like a warrior, and his lion rushed to surface to get a better look.
 
   Goddamn, she made Shane’s blood sing! The lion roared his agreement. She’d turned his way without really seeing him, and Shane was captivated by her grass-green eyes. He’d never seen that color in any human. Not without the aid of colored contacts. Her apple cheeks held a flush of triumph as a small smile raised the corners of her plump and kissable bow lips. A warm rush tingled through him. He had to meet her. He would challenge his father in the morning, but tonight, he and his lion found, for the first time in fifteen months, they were interested in something more than revenge.
 
   Terrence Jensen had warned him to avoid the Redby Pack. Reid Bennet was an honorable man, but his wolf consistently wanted to challenge dominant males that came in their vicinity. Shane had checked in with Ty Abrams, the Grayslake Itan. His wife, like Shane’s mom, was a human. The fact that it was an accepted practice by shifters to take a human mate if it was fated still burned his ass. It made his father’s abandonment all that much worse.
 
   But the woman, now with her back to him—and damn, what a fantastic view of her well-shaped ass—felt like cool rain over his fiery rage. Men wrote sonnets for females like her, they fought wars to protect them, and they moved mountains to make them happy. Shane wondered if there happen to be any mountains nearby.
 
   Tomorrow, he would face a Rex—a man who’d spent his entire life defending his position. Shane didn’t care too much about the leadership issues. He just wanted to rip apart the shifter that ruined his mother’s life. He’d sink his claws into Matthew Pierce, even it if meant Shane would never see another day.
 
   But that was tomorrow. Tonight, he would give his eyeteeth for one moment of real happiness. It had been a while for Shane, almost two years since his last date, but flirting was like riding a bike. Right? When her eyes had brightened, her skin had taken on an orange hue, so he assumed she was a tiger shifter like the two women who’d backed her up. Would she be a tiger in the sack? He smiled at the thought. He certainly hoped so.
 
   ****
 
   A tap on Scottie’s shoulder had her jumping at the unexpected touch. She turned, ready to go into take-down mode again, but the tall man’s golden amber eyes stunned her into inaction. His smile thinned his lush lips and crinkled the corners of his startling eyes.
 
   He held up his hands in surrender. “I just want to order some drinks.”
 
   “You think I look like the help?” Irrationally, the handsy jaguar shifter had made her feel defensive.
 
   The guy pointed to her chest, and Scottie blushed. She usually didn’t give to shakes of a possum’s ass what anyone thought about her weight or size, a plump five-foot-five-inches at one-hundred and eighty-five pounds, but this newcomer made her self-conscious.
 
   “Your shirt says Pitch & Paw on it. I assumed you worked here.”
 
   Of course, he’d been looking at her shirt. A guy like that, broadly built chest and the slender hips of an Olympic swimmer, wouldn’t be looking at her or her boobs. He probably had a whole slew of women falling all over themselves to get him back home. Wherever home was. Which was just fine with Scottie, since she wasn’t interested in starting something with a guy who’d probably want to keep her barefoot and pregnant. Even if he was interested.
 
   Scottie sighed. “What can I get you?”
 
   “Can I get a beer and two shots of bourbon?”
 
   “Starting heavy, eh?”
 
   “Liquid courage,” he said.
 
   “And what are you trying to find the courage to do?”
 
   “You.”
 
   His response sent a zippy-tingle through Scottie, and her nipples hardened and pointed at him like two divining rods finding treasure.
 
   The guy laughed. “Easy, kitten. I’m trying to track a relative who lives sixty-some-odd miles from here.”
 
   His drawl was slight, not deep south, like someone from Alabama or Georgia. “Where you from, mister?”
 
   “Shane,” he said.
 
   “Where’s that?”
 
   He chuckled.
 
   Scottie’s lower bits clenched and her belly warmed. 
 
   Tall, Dark, and Thirsty shook his head. “My name is Shane. I’m from Dallas.” He smirked. “You know, in Texas.”
 
   Shane, Shane, Shane, Shane. A man so hot, he’ll drive you insane. She let slip a hint of a smile at her internal rhyme.
 
   Shane notice. “You have a pretty smile.”
 
   Was he flirting with her?
 
   “I have drinks for you, Scottie!” Tig yelled from the bar. “Come on, girl. Beers are getting warm.”
 
   About seven bar regulars yelled back, “And no one likes warm beer!” ending with fists pounding on the tables and feet stomping on the floor. Some drunk had hollered it back several years ago, and it had become a bar ritual over the years.
 
   “Scottie, huh?”
 
   Scottie hated the girlish flutter that settled in her belly when he said her name. Worse, she knew by the raised brows nearby that her scent must have done a major swing from annoyance to lust. Gah! Being surrounded by shifters all the time sucked. Privacy was non-existent, especially when every mood was showcased like an updated high-definition version of Smell-O-Vision.
 
   “Those beers aren’t the only thing getting warm, kitten.” His lip curled, and Scottie resisted the urge to grab a handful of his hair and yank him down so she could bite him. Hard.
 
   “Just you never mind,” she said when she could form a complete sentence. “I’ll be back with your order in a few minutes.”
 
   Shane’s nostrils flared, and he grinned. “Can’t wait.”
 
   The last thing Scottie saw before she fled his general vicinity was a satisfied smirk. What a jerk. There was nothing worse than a good-looking guy who thought he was hot shit. She rolled her eyes at the bar and grabbed the tray of drinks. The glasses clinked together sloshing the beer over the edges.
 
   “Ease up, baby,” her aunt said. “You okay?”
 
   “Yes. No.” She set down the tray and shook her head. “I’m fine.”
 
   “So is that man over there eyeing you hard.”
 
   “Tig!” Scottie shook her head. “He’s messing with me.”
 
   “Oh, honey, I can tell from waaaaay over here that the man thinks you’re sexy as hell.” She winked. “And from just a few feet away, it’s very easy to tell that you think he’s majorly doable.”
 
   Scottie smacked her aunt on the arm. “I’m not going to be one-night entertainment for an arrogant shifter just passing through the area.”
 
   “Your loss,” Tig said. She cupped her niece under the chin. “You know I only want you to be happy. Your mom has made you too uptight.”
 
   Scottie ignored the remark about her mom. For sisters, Lin and Tig Monroe were opposite ends of the coin. Her mother stayed away from the customers. She preferred to handle the business side of the bar and motel. But Tig, even with Tony around, relished the attention.
 
   Scottie held up two fingers. “I need a draft and two shots of bourbon.”
 
   “With a barmaid on the side?”
 
   “Control yourself,” Scottie said.
 
   “Loosen up, kitten,” Tig replied with a knowing smile.
 
   Scottie grabbed the tray of drinks from the bar again and fled before Tig could add more. Jesus. It was turning into a night of running away.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter Three
 
   The more Shane watched Scottie, the more he wanted her. His blood pulsed with the need to possess her. Every time she glanced his way, her lightly bronzed skin pinked up with a blush that made him want to strip her naked and ravish her right in the middle of the crowd. Her sumptuous curves made his stomach dip and his cock hard. Earlier, when he’d gotten near enough to tap her shoulder, the strong scent of booze and shifters faded until all he could smell was her earthiness—a combination of jasmine and ripe oranges. Fresh, sweet, and sexy as fuck.
 
   And the moment his fingers had grazed her shoulder, damn, it was as if someone rang the Mine! gong in his head.
 
   Shit, what’s wrong with me?
 
   He wanted her like he wanted the girl next door when he’d been a horny, post-pubescent teenage virgin. Only a thousand times more intense. It had been a long time since high school, and he’d been with many women since his first time, but as he stared at Scottie, his beast wanted her to be the last.
 
   If he got himself killed tomorrow, his beast might get his wish. That is if Scottie could be seduced. He could tell that he turned her on. He was keenly aware of her body’s reactions, from the hardening of her nipples to the sweet musk of her desire. Would she want more than he could offer? He couldn’t give her a lifetime, but he could give her a single night of passion.
 
   He wanted to keep his mind and gaze off Scottie, but it was impossible. When she bent over to pick up a napkin that had fallen from her tray, Shane’s mouth watered as he unabashedly stared at the two round globes of deliciousness. God! He wanted to sink his teeth into that ass. Well, more than his teeth. The more he watched, the more he tried to convince himself that he could keep their night casual. He’d had lots of one-night stands. This would be more of the same. Right? His body agreed readily, even if his heart argued that this woman deserved more. She deserved everything.
 
   Scottie returned to the bar and grabbed the tray with one beer and two shots. Shane’s order. He clenched his fists to control his racing heart. His claws slipped forward, digging into his palms. The pain was a welcome relief to the desire pulsing in his veins. If he were a smart man, he’d get up and leave. Immediately.
 
   Scottie sashayed over to his table, her wide, seductive hips swinging back and forth with each step. Shane’s erection pressed painfully hard against the seam of his jeans.
 
   He was not a smart man.
 
   “Hi,” she said. The corners of her mouth dipped down, creating a sexy pout. Shane was ninety-nine percent certain the side effect of making his dick throb was entirely unintentional.
 
   She set down the beer and pushed the two shots next to the tall, frosted glass.
 
   “Thanks,” Shane said, swallowing the knot in his throat as he imagined bending her over and fucking her until she screamed his name and begged for more.
 
   “That’ll be fifteen-fifty. Six for the beer and five and a quarter for each shot.”
 
   He lifted his hip, an uncomfortable feat thanks to his raging hard-on, and pulled out his wallet. He plucked a twenty-dollar bill. “Do you have any rooms available?”
 
   She blushed again, and her scent of jasmine and oranges took on the headier, earthier fragrance of lust. Goddamn, she wanted him too. Her green eyes glowed almost iridescently as she licked her lips.
 
   His lips tugged into a grin. “Something with a bed big enough for two.”
 
   Scottie swiped the twenty off the table, and without a word, she hurried away. The sight of her coming or going had him fantasizing about coming and coming.
 
   One night, he reminded himself. A last meal, so to speak, since he probably wouldn’t live past tomorrow.
 
   ****
 
   “I can’t go back over there,” Scottie said.
 
   “Did you at least get his name?”
 
   “Shane.”
 
   “Well, there is nothing wrong with occasionally getting your bell rung, and that man looks like he’d be a prize-winning ringer.”
 
   “A one-night-stand with a lion shifter? No, thank you.” The only thing she knew about lion shifters were what Tig and Lin had told her about the Leone Pride. Her mom and aunt had been born there when Rex Solomon Walker had been in charge. When her mom fell in love with a human, Solomon killed him and banished Lin from the Pride.
 
   Scottie had been a newborn at the time. Solomon was a lion shifter who believed in the purity of the races, and that women should defer and obey their men in all things. In other words, he was a misogynistic, racist twat. While Shane didn’t seem like a racist, after all, he was in a room full of mixed shifters, did Scottie really want to chance that he didn’t believe the same archaic notions about women?
 
   Tig patted Scottie’s cheek. “Not all men are like the ones your mom, and I grew up with.” She looked wistfully at Tony and then smiled. “Your mother has never regretted you, Scotia. Not for one single second.”
 
   “I don’t like the way the guy makes me feel,” Scottie said. “I feel…soft.”
 
   Tig put her hand on Scottie’s. “I know I’ve told you this before, but it bears repeating. You should never be ashamed of your desires. Sex can be two things. It can be an expression of love, or it can be an expression of pleasure. If you’re lucky, it can be both, but either way, it’s a beautiful thing to take joy in your body.”
 
   “Can we change the subject, please?”
 
   “Sure.” Tig smiled, mischievousness brightening her pale green eyes. “Hey, you!” she shouted across the room, her voice carrying over a slow-playing country song. “Yeah, you cutie.” She pointed to Shane. “Get your sweet ass over here.”
 
   “Oh, God.” Scottie, mortified by her aunt’s big brass balls, diagramed an escape route in her head. “What are you doing?”
 
   “You like this boy.” She raised a brow when all six-foot-five inches of Shane stood up. “By the looks of things, he likes you right back.”
 
   Holy shit. He had a bulge in his jeans that both scared Scottie and mesmerized her. She took off her apron. “I’m outta here. Get Tony to bus tables because I’m gone.”
 
   Tig grabbed Scottie by the back of her shirt. “Hold up, baby. I’m not saying you need to start planning the wedding, but you aren’t ever going to find a mate if you don’t give a man a chance.”
 
   “This guy is from Dallas, Texas. He is passing through, not looking for a mate,” Scottie hissed.
 
   “Tony was just passing through, too.” Tig cast a fond glance across the room at the wolf shifter. “Fourteen years ago.”
 
   Scottie tried to tug away again, but her aunt held her in place until Shane got to the bar.
 
   “Hi,” he said.
 
   Tig let go of the shirt, and Scottie tumbled into Shane’s big, strong, strapping, muscular… Gah! She pushed herself away before she started squeezing his biceps.
 
   “Hey,” Scottie said. She couldn’t look him in the eyes, mostly because her gaze kept tracking farther south. Christ on a cracker, the man could pole vault across the room with that thing.
 
   “You’re from Dallas?” Tig asked.
 
   “Yep,” Shane said.
 
   “No Pride affiliation?”
 
   Scottie could see he didn’t want to talk about where he was from. If anyone should know how that felt it was Tig. “Let him be, Tig. You’re making him uneasy.”
 
   “Being near you is making me uneasy,” Shane said. “You are beautiful.” He reached out to her, his fingers grazing her cheek for split second. “If you don’t mind me saying so.”
 
   “Hell no, she doesn’t mind,” Tig said. “It just means you got good taste.”
 
   “I don’t need a pimp, Auntie Tig.” Scottie gave her aunt a pointed look. This was moving past embarrassing to mortifying.
 
   Tig laughed. “I don’t remember anyone talking about money.” After a few seconds of awkward silence, Tig threw her hands up. “Fine, I got customers anyways.” She turned on her heel and headed down to the opposite end of the bar.
 
   Shane’s gaze on her intensified. “I mean it, you know.”
 
   “What?”
 
   “That you’re the most beautiful woman I’ve ever seen.”
 
   He had to be messing with her. “For a big girl,” she quipped, borrowing a line from the drunken groping jaguar.
 
   He shook his head. “For anyone.”
 
   “You need to get out more, Shane.”
 
   “I am doing that right now, Scottie.” He leaned forward and put his elbow on the bar. “All I can think about since the moment I walked into this place is how much I want to lick and nibble every gorgeous inch of you.”
 
   Scottie’s pussy thrombed in a steady, hard pulse. “I don’t date customers,” was all she could manage in reply, but Lord All Mighty, she was having some very erotic visuals of Shane’s sensually wide lips on her heated skin.
 
   He leaned in closer and stroked the dimple in her chin with his thumb. “About that room?”
 
   Hot damn, the man smelled like raspberries. She resisted the urge to move closer and sniff his hair. Her lips and throat were dry as she spoke. “We have one room available. Room seven. The price is eighty-five bucks, but that includes free Wi-fi, satellite TV, and a full breakfast in the morning.”
 
   “And about the company?”
 
   “That is not one of the amenities.” Scottie scooted around Shane, her arm brushing against him, her skin alighting with goosebumps, as she walked behind the bar to the cash register. She rang up his room. “Eight-five even.”
 
   Shane got his wallet again and pulled out five twenties. “Can I get a bottle of bourbon to go?”
 
   “Sure.” Scottie grabbed a cheap, dusty bottle from the bottom shelf of the liquor cabinets. She wiped down the glass. Some of the loose dust got in her nose, and she sneezed.
 
   “That’s adorable,” Shane said.
 
   Scottie’s body reacted to his flirting, and she silently cussed her lady bits for being so freaking obvious. Whether she was attracted to the guy or not, it sucked to have her hormones shouting, I’m so horny! from the rafters.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter Four
 
   Shane rubbed his groin as he walked out to his truck in an attempt to tame his Scottie-induced erection. Jesus, she had him losing his mind. He hadn’t come all the way from Texas to get distracted by a woman. He pulled the truck around back to the motel and parked in front of room number seven.
 
   The motel wasn’t much, but it looked clean and well kept. The room consisted of one queen-sized bed, a dresser, a nightstand, and a small table with two chairs near the window. A mid-sized flat screen television was mounted on the wall. On the nightstand, a little card offered, “TV Remote in the top drawer of the bedside table. WiFi Password: PitchPaw + room number.”
 
   Shane threw his one bag onto the floor and plugged in his phone. His chest tightened as the screen saver revealed the only woman he’d ever loved. Mom. She’d died fourteen months ago. Complications related to her Parkinson’s disease, the doctor had said. Watching her waste away had chipped at Shane’s soul. When he’d found the love letters written by his father, Shane placed the blame for his mother’s suffering on its source: the shifter who’d broken her heart. He wanted Matthew Pierce to feel his pain, his fury at the injustice of being left alone in a world that would never understand him. His mother paid the price every single day for Shane’s mixed heritage. She taught him what little she knew about the shifters, but he’d needed a true mentor. He’d needed his father.
 
   And so had Mom.
 
   Because of Matthew Pierce, Shane’s mother lived a life alone. She never married, never even looked at another man. Pierce would soon know the pain he’d caused Lila Largos. And he would pay for his sins.
 
   God, why hadn’t he stayed in the bar? For the first time in months, Scottie gave him something to think about something other than his anger and resentment. And flirting with her, even if it couldn’t go anywhere, was better than stewing in his own misery.
 
   Shane stripped down to his briefs and flopped onto the bed. At six feet five inches, his feet hung off the end. He stared at the stark white ceiling. The buttercream painted walls felt as if they were closing in on Shane. He could smell a faint scent of Scottie in the room. She had been in here last, he guessed. Most likely to clean, because, other than pine, lemon, and the chemical aroma of disinfectants, she was the only shifter he detected.
 
   Tomorrow, he would meet his father for the first time. And he would try to kill him. He hadn’t made any plans past confronting dear old dad. He’d been able to find out very little about the Leone Pride, but he did know how much that hated half-breeds. Even if he managed to take out Pierce, he doubted the Pride would allow him to survive.
 
   He slowed his breathing. Even with all he faced the next day, he couldn’t get Scottie off his mind. He sat up and unscrewed the cap on the bourbon. Tipping the bottle to his lips, he drank deep, ignoring the burn in his throat as the dark amber liquid warmed his belly.
 
   He needed to walk. Needed to clear his head. He got up, slid on his jeans, but didn’t bother with shoes, and stepped out of the motel room to get some air.
 
   ****
 
   After the bar had closed, Scottie lay in bed unable to stop thinking about the handsome lion shifter. He’d been flirty and too good-looking. The kind of guy she liked to keep her distance from. So why did her pussy thrum whenever his name popped into her brain?
 
   Shane.
 
   Thrum.
 
   Shane.
 
   Thrum. Thrum.
 
   It was as if she was a small motor, and he was the ignition. She pulled her pillow close, hugging it to her chest and pretended his hard muscles were pressed up against her eraser-hard nipples. Fuck, she wanted to be in his arms, to feel his skin pressed to her chest. What would it be like to kiss those full lips, caress his muscles, and feel his cock slide in and out of her body?
 
   She moaned as she closed her eyes and imagined her hands were Shane’s hands. Her stomach fluttered as palms moved over her breasts. Fingers dipped down to the curly hair of her mound, taking the time to twirl and tug the hair before sliding a finger between the folds of her wet and aching sex. Her clit swelled, throbbing beneath his imagined touch. She writhed, urging him to take more. The wet sleekness of arousal eased the finger she pushed into her channel, then out. She placed it to her lips, tasting her desire.
 
   Quickly, she moved a hand between her thighs once more and plunged into her drenched pussy. Moving in and out, playing the fingertips over her cunt, then back into the silky canal.
 
   “Oh, Shane,” she moaned as the fantasy took on life.
 
   She could feel the tingle, the rush of blood to her groin on the verge of orgasm, as she neared climax. She groaned as she thrust two fingers in and out of her depths. Would he call her name?
 
   Yes, she decided.
 
   Scottie, he would say. Come for me. And…
 
   “Ahhh!” she cried out as her body convulsed and spasms gripped her fingers in her tight sex. When the little orgasm quakes subsided, Scottie opened her eyes and began to laugh. Fantasy Shane had been the best date she’d had in a very long time.
 
   She got up and put on a robe then sat on the bench in front of her window. It was a beautiful night out. The sky was clear, and the stars looked close enough to pluck.
 
   A crackle of gravel moved her attention from celestial bodies to the heavenly body walking around the parking lot. What was Shane Largos doing out there? And why was he shirtless?
 
   She decided a smart woman would close the curtains, turn out the light, and forget she ever saw Tall, Dark, and Half-Naked.
 
   Unfortunately, she was not a smart woman.
 
   She knocked on the window. Shane looked up. His eyes lit up when he saw her. It gave Scottie a warm fuzzy. He made a gesture to open the window.
 
   Scottie unlatched the frame and slide the pane up. “Hey,” she said. “Whatcha doing?”
 
   “Clearing my head,” Shane said. “You should join me.”
 
   Scottie shook her head. “I don’t have shoes on.”
 
   “Wimp.”
 
   “I’m bad ass, thank you very much.”
 
   Shane raised a questioning brow. “Prove it.”
 
   “By letting you perv on me?” She giggled, and against her better judgment swung her legs out the window. Her ass got hung up on the ledge, and she ungracefully toppled out.
 
   In a hair’s breadth, Shane was next to her hauling her up to her feet. “You okay?” He dusted her thigh and her bottom.
 
   Scottie stared as her insanely horny, body wanted him to keep touching her booty. “You’re awfully free with those hands.”
 
   “I’m sorry,” he said, not sounding sorry at all. “I was just trying to be a good Samaritan.”
 
   “Uh huh.” God, why did he have to be so handsome. She inhaled his masculine scent. And why’d he have to smell so…right. “Now that my robe is torn, I should probably go back inside.”
 
   “You have the prettiest eyes, Kitten.” He fingertips brushed her cheek. “I love how bright the green gets when you’re thinking about me naked.”
 
   “I am not—” Okay. There it was. A vision of Shane in nothing but his birthday suit.
 
   He grinned. “You’re thinking about me naked right now, aren’t you?”
 
   “Maybe.”
 
   “That’s all right. I’m thinking about you naked too.” He kissed her cheek. “And all the ways I’m going to pleasure you.”
 
   Scottie’s heart fluttered. She caught her breath as his mouth pressed against hers. After a momentary stillness, she responded, her lips and tongue moving with his. His body molded to the shape of her own, his hard cock pressing against her abdomen. As the kiss became more aggressive, Scottie stopped and pushed him slightly away from her. “Shane.”
 
   “I want you, kitten.”
 
   “I don’t do this,” she said, hating herself for killing the moment. “I don’t date.”
 
   He placed a finger over her mouth and then replaced it briefly with his lips. “I don’t want to date you, Scottie.”
 
   “Then what do you want?”
 
   “I want the joy of holding you in my arms. I want the excitement that comes from kissing your berry pink lips. I want to lose myself in your gorgeous body until I don’t know where I begin, and you end. I want to drink the nectar from your sweet pussy until your orgasm shatters around my tongue. And then, I want to fuck you until you come screaming my name. After, when you’ve had a second to breathe, I want to fuck you again. And again. I want you.” He pulled her fingertips to his lips and kissed them lightly before placing her palms on his broad chest. “I want you more than anything else in this world.”
 
   Scottie’s heart pounded against the inside of her chest. The strong whoosh-whoosh thundered in her ears. “Oh, damn,” she whispered. “Damn.” Her nipples pebbled into two hard nubs, and her slick sex throbbed with unrequited need.
 
   “Do you want me?” Shane asked.
 
   “It’s not that simple.”
 
   He caressed her cheek and gave her a heated gaze that curled her toes. “There is nothing simpler than a yes or a no.”
 
   I am so going to regret this. She took the opportunity to take in his body — hard, wiry muscles in his chest, which was devoid of hair except for a pleasure trail leading to the short curly brown patch peeking out the top of his briefs. She stifled a moan of approval.
 
   “Yes,” she finally said.
 
   Shane smiled, his golden eyes glowing with lust as he traced the pad of his thumb over her lower lip, the warmth of his gaze making her skin tense and her lower bits clench. Slowly, he moved his mouth over hers, hovering for a moment, and then meeting her lips with his—soft and slightly moist. Unable to resist, she slid her tongue along the crack of his mouth, parting his lips, slipping between his teeth. His mouth tasted like sweet bourbon, deliciously warm.
 
   The kiss suddenly became fierce, hard, punishing, and oh so erotic. Shane shoved Scottie against the wall, opening her robe and pressing his bare chest against her naked flesh. He cupped her breasts as his mouth went to her lips, her neck, kissing and licking over her skin. She flung her head back, her skull connecting with the wall.
 
   “Ow,” she said.
 
   “You okay?”
 
   “Yes,” she panted. “Fine. Don’t stop.”
 
   Shane nodded. He scooped Scottie into his arms, and she nearly swooned at his strength. He carried her to Room 7 and took her inside. He set her down on the bed. She sat up, his bulging button fly at eye level.
 
   Scottie licked her lips, eager to taste him, to have his rigid length in her mouth. Before he could join her on the bed, she said, “Not yet.” She unbuttoned his jeans, hooked her thumbs in his waist, and tugged both his jeans and underwear down his thighs. His thickly rigid cock sprung free, nearly whacking her in the nose. After she muffled a giggle, she told him, “I want to suck you.”
 
   “God, yes,” Shane said. He stroked his hands through her hair.
 
   She tugged Shane toward her and twirled her tongue over the tip of his erection, enjoying the noises her actions elicited from the large shifter. Every caress of her mouth brought a new sound from Shane’s throat, some whimpering, some primal, but each one charging Scottie’s lust. Sucking and licking, she admired the firm, smooth shaft that slipped like silk between her lips.
 
   Scottie cupped the loose sac of Shane’s testicles, drawing him deeper into her mouth, rolling her tongue across the distended veins, swallowing hard when the bulbous head hit the back of her throat.
 
   Shane trembled. “I’m not going to last if you keep that up.” He stepped away from Scottie, effectively removing his cock from her grasp. “And believe me, kitten, I want this to last.”
 
   Scottie’s body tightened as Shane dropped to the floor between her legs, kissing up her thighs. Tenderly he parted her folds with his lips, stroking his tongue first into her canal, then, unhurried, dragging it up to her clit. He sucked on the engorged nub, teasing the pulsating core with licks and flicks. The feel of his lips on her pussy drove Scottie to the brink of orgasm, but she held on.
 
   Like Shane, she wanted this experience to last.
 
   ****
 
   Shane’s body tightened as he stroked his tongue inside Scottie’s hot, wet sex. He licked her cream, sweeter than any dessert. He sucked clit, enjoying its pulse on his tongue, teasing the pulsating core in twirling licks. The sweet smell of her pussy drove him to the edge of ecstasy.
 
   He growled when she fisted his hair and said, “I want to suck you while you eat me.” Her eyes glinted with sexy mischievousness. His girl had a naughty streak, one he hadn’t expected considering her earlier reluctance. He liked it. A lot.
 
   Shane crawled with Scottie up onto the bed, and they lay toe to head on their sides. He lifted her leg, reaching around her thigh to spread her so he could lick the dew that gathered at her inviting hole. Her warm breath over his the sensitive skin of his cock caused his hips to jolt as she took his length into her mouth. He grabbed her buttocks and pulled her closer, thrusting his tongue inside her.
 
   She gasped her pleasure even as her mouth slid up and down over his cock, her throat undulating in a way that drove him to frenzy. He moaned beneath her, licking and sucking her juicy bits. She writhed against him. The warm heat from the blood rushing to her clit, and the swell of her pussy fueled his ardent desire.
 
   Her hips surged forward against him, and he drove his tongue into her inviting heat. The tight strokes of her mouth on his shaft drove him to the point of explosion.
 
   His rhythm became quicker, harder, with each thrust going deeper into her, aching to taste her orgasm on his tongue.
 
   Her moans turned into mewlings, her breathing into gasps. She began to hum, the vibrations sending shockwaves to his groin.
 
   “Ah!” she cried out. Her hands flew around and gripped his ass, holding him inside her mouth as her lower body bucked against his face. She moaned her pleasure once more as her hips jerked forward and her body convulsed in ultimate ecstasy, triggering Shane’s climax.
 
   His head went back as a growl tore from his throat. He thrust his length between her lips, as she drank him down. “Fuck!” he shouted. “Fuck!”
 
   When he finished, Scottie let go of him and giggled.
 
   “Did you find that amusing?” he asked.
 
   “Oh,” she said, wiping the corner of her mouth. “I found that very amusing.”
 
   “And fun.”
 
   “Yes, definitely fun.”
 
   “And fucking hot.”
 
   “Volcanic hot,” she agreed.
 
   “That’s what I thought.” He laughed and rolled onto his back.
 
   Scottie crawled up into the crook of his arm. “Do you really have to leave tomorrow?”
 
   “Do you want me to stay?”
 
   “Yes,” she said.
 
   “Then I’ll stay.” Though he didn’t say for how long. He’d come all this way for a reason, and just because he’d met this brilliant, wonderful, sparkling woman, didn’t mean he’d deviate from his ultimate purpose.
 
   “I’m so glad,” Scottie said. “You have some promises to fulfill, and it’s going to take more than one night.”
 
   “Promises?”
 
   “You know, something about fucking me again and again while I scream your name.” She shrugged. “Or something like that.”
 
   Shane grinned, as he imagined all the wicked things he would do to her body. “I am a man who likes to keep his promises.”
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter Five
 
   “I have to go,” Scottie said, for the hundredth time, but this time she’d made it as far as the door. “I have to be back in my room before Mom wakes up.”
 
   “Is she going to ground you if you stay out all night?”
 
   “Yes, and then she’ll send me to bed without supper,” she quipped.
 
   “It’s a good thing we’ve already eaten then.” For a lion shifter, his smile was awfully wolfish.
 
   “We certainly did.” She laughed. “I really do have to go, though.” She kissed Shane, enjoying the way his lips moved against hers. “You’ll come for breakfast?”
 
   “Sure.”
 
   “Eight o’clock. Mom does the whole she-bang. Bacon, sausage, biscuits, gravy, pancakes, and fried eggs.”
 
   He pulled her in close, the heat of his body warming her from head to toe. “Can I get some Scottie for dessert?”
 
   “I think we can arrange that,” she said breathlessly. She kissed Shane again, then patted his chest. “I have to go now, though.”
 
   He lifted his hands in the air. “Fine. Go.” He caressed her cheek. “I’m going to miss you in my arms.”
 
   “Oh, Jesus.” If he kept talking like that, she’d never leave, which she suspected was his plan. “I’ll see you in the morning.” And with a final, quick peck, she skirted out of his room, shutting the door between them.
 
   Her skin vibrated with pleasure as the cool night air whipped across her legs. Shane made her want a relationship for the first time in her life. He made her want the thing she never thought were in the cards, love, marriage, and maybe even children. Was it possible that fate delivered her the perfect guy—all the way from Texas of all places?
 
   Her heart ached almost as much as her body ached to be back with him.
 
   Scottie twirled, grinning as the hem of her robe flew up. She shoved it down around her thighs. Suddenly, she was knocked forward as pain exploded in her back. She stumbled and fell to her knees. What the heck? Before she could get to her feet, she was hit again. She screamed as her body hit the gravel parking lot. Small, jagged rocks bit into her skin. Scottie scrambled to get out from under the weight pinning her to the ground. A rough voice rasped in her ear, “Not so hot shit now are you, bitch?”
 
   Her heart hammered as she recognized the voice of the drunken, asshole jaguar she’d humiliated and then banned. Had he been out here the entire night lying in wait?
 
   “You surprised me earlier, little girl. But you won’t get a second chance.” He pinned her arms to her sides and punched her in the back of her head. Scottie’s face smashed into the ground, and the rocks cut into her cheek and her lip.
 
   She couldn’t get leverage on the guy. He punched her again—this time in the middle of her shoulder. When he drew his arm back again, Scottie’s tiger poured out as her skin exploded in a sea of fur. She bucked the man from her back and whirled, tearing at him with sharp, vicious claws.
 
   He roared, his own skin sprouting brown fur. Unfortunately, his cat, a large jag with medium brown with black spots, was twice as big as her beast. Christ. He had to be close to four-hundred pounds, and he was all bulk and muscle.
 
   Whatever it took, Scottie wasn’t going down easy. This fucker wanted a fight? He’d get one. She cried out and leaped the distance between them, her strong jaw locking onto his shoulder.
 
   The jaguar swiped at her, and his claw sliced across her stomach, nearly dislodged her grip. She felt the warmth of her guts spilling out as he twisted his body and flung her side to side. The next thing she knew, he was on his knees, his hot blood coating the inside of her mouth as her teeth pierced his jugular.
 
   Her vision clouded as darkness closed in. Don’t lose consciousness, she told herself. Tony had taught her one hard fast rule. Stay awake to stay alive. A thunderous roar penetrated her foggy brain, and she was tossed sideways as a blur of golden fur tackled the spotted cat to the ground.
 
   ****
 
   The tiger’s screeching roar jolted Shane into action. He’d raced out the door just as Scottie changed from human to tiger. Her magnificent beast tore at her assailant, her powerful jaw clamping onto the large cat shifter in a bite meant to kill. Instinct had him shifting immediately, and within seconds he leaped into the air and swatted the jaguar down. He sank his teeth into the jaguar’s skull, relishing the moment of victory as his enemy crumpled lifeless to the ground. Shane gave the attacker, as the man shifted back to his human form, a final shake before letting go.
 
   Even in tiger form, the lion knew his mate’s scent. But her jasmine and citrus were marred by the stench of blood and fear. He raced to her, dread like a lead weight in his chest. Her stomach was split open, her guts exposed. His lion raged. There was nothing he could do for her. Not in this guise. Two women and a man ran toward him and his wounded mate.
 
   His mate.
 
   Mine.
 
   Shane stood over her body and growled a warning. He would kill anyone who tried to get near her.
 
   “Scottie!” one of the women gasped. He recognized her from the bar. She’d been one of the tigers who’d backed Scottie up in the bar fight.
 
   “It’s okay, big fella,” the man said. “We’re her family. We mean no harm. You have to let us look at her.”
 
   Family. Yes, this was her home. Her family. He fought to put his lion back in the cage of his human body, not an easy feat considering the beast wanted to kill everyone to keep Scottie safe.
 
   “Oh, Jesus,” he said, scrambling to pull Scottie’s tiger into his arms. Her pulse was thready as her heart beat frantically trying to pump blood she was losing too fast. “She’s bleeding to death,” Shane said. She was dying. Dying in his arms, and he couldn’t do anything about it. He hadn’t been able to save his mother. Was that his lot in life? To lose those who held his heart?
 
   He stroked the tiger’s fur and looked up at her people. “Help me.” He swallowed his fear and anxiety. “Help me save her.”
 
   Tig brought a blanket and wrapped it around Scottie. “We need to bandage her wound and keep all her insides on the inside,” she said. She looked at the man. “Tony, go call Abrams and see if his healer is around.”
 
   “Isaac went to Cutler,” he said. “I don’t think he’s in the area.”
 
   “Find someone who can fix her, goddamnit,” she snapped. “Just tell Abrams to send help.”
 
   “This can’t be,” the other woman said. Her voice trembled, but the sharp spike in her scent denoted anger, not fear. “He’s part of the Leone Pride.”
 
   The Leone…his father’s Pride? No. Would this be the second death in Shane’s life his father was responsible for? “How do you know?”
 
   Lin lifted the werejaguar’s arm. His rib, just below his armpit, had a scar in the shape of a capital L with a circle loop at the top like an Ankh or a sun cross. “It’s the brand we’re all given as children.” She raised the side of her shirt and showed her own matching scar. “Tig and I both have them.”
 
   They moved Scottie inside. “Why isn’t she changing back to her human body?” Shane asked.
 
   Lin shredded bed sheets and tied them around her daughter’s stomach. “I’ve seen this in the very young when they’re frightened or wounded. Scottie has never been hurt before. Not like this.” She tied off the last knot and put her hand over her mouth. “I thought she was protected. I didn’t think they could get to her here. Not here.”
 
   “You think this was part of a plan from your old Pride?” Shane asked.
 
   “Yes,” Lin said.
 
   Tig jumped in. “Of course not. Matthew Pierce could give a rat’s ass what happens to us out here. Solomon was the problem. When he died, the problem died. They aren’t coming after you. After us.”
 
   “Then what’s this?” Lin’s grief was palpable, and the heft of it weighed on Shane.
 
   “This is the work of a fucking asshole who didn’t like being humiliated by a woman.”
 
   Lin shook her head. She stroked the curve of her daughter’s head. “Come on, sweet child. Come back to me.” She blinked at her sister. “She’s so weak, Tig.”
 
   Shane crawled into the bed behind Scottie and put his arm over her shoulder. “I can’t lose you, kitten. Not like this. Please, not like this.”
 
   Tony came into the bedroom with another man who carried a bag. “This is Flynn.”
 
   “Is he a Healer?” Shane asked, recognizing the man as unmated. Reacting to his lion’s need to protect, he gathered Scottie closer to his chest.
 
   “I’m trained in healing,” Flynn said. “I worked for Isaac Abrams for many years before he went to Cutler.”
 
   “Let him work,” Tig said. “You can stay with her, but he has to treat her injuries.”
 
   Shane murmured to Scottie as Flynn went to work. Even unconscious, the tiger flinched every time her wound was probed. It took all of Shane’s willpower not to tear the man to shreds. When Flynn finally finished, he said, “I’ve cleaned her up and glued the wound shut. The rest is up to Scottie.”
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter Six
 
   “She needs to shift. She needs to rest. She needs to heal,” Scottie heard someone say.
 
   “I swear to God if you say time heals all wounds, I’m going to gut you.” She recognized that voice. Shane. Why did he sound so distant?
 
   Scottie’s limbs felt cold and heavy, too heavy to lift. She tried to open her eyes, but her lids refused to cooperate. What’s wrong with me?
 
   She’d been attacked. The memory came back to her. And so did the pain. “Come back to me, kitten,” Shane said.
 
   I’m here. Right here. Had her attacker done something that made it impossible for her to move or communicate? Had she been turned into a freaking vegetable?
 
   “The Itan wants to speak with you, Shane,” she heard her aunt say.
 
   “I’m not leaving Scottie.”
 
   “I’ll stay with her, lover. I don’t think it will take long.”
 
   Scottie felt the bed beneath her move. Shane had been holding her. She couldn’t feel his presence, but she definitely felt his absence.
 
   “You’re man is a feisty one, baby.” Her aunt sounded sad, maybe even scared. “It’s been two days, and he hasn’t left your side.”
 
   Two days. She’d been out for two days. How was that possible? And Shane had never left her side? Why? Why would he stick around for her? If the jaguar broke her neck, she would make a lousy date. Shane and his coma girl.
 
   Tig kept talking. “He must have one impressive bladder because I don’t even think I’ve seen him get up to pee.”
 
   The thought of Shane with a bladder the size of a watermelon, for some crazy reason, made Scottie happy.
 
   “Did you just smile?”
 
   I don’t know. Did I? Why couldn’t she speak? A rumble like vibration shook her body.
 
   “She’s purring,” Tig shouted. “She’s fucking purring!”
 
   The commotion of chairs being scooted across the floor and heavy footfalls happened next. She heard a chorus of voices, her mom’s, Tony’s, a gravelly voice of a man she didn’t know, and Shane.
 
   Scottie wished all of them but Shane would shut up.
 
   “Is she waking up?” Lin said.
 
   “She smiled,” Tig told her. “I swear it. And look.” There was a short pause. “She’s purring!”
 
   “But why isn’t she waking up?”
 
   “I can help her shift,” the man whose voice she didn’t recognize said. A thunderous growl occurred, and the man added, “I have no designs on your mate, Shane Largos. If you don’t want my help, I’ll go in the other room.”
 
   Mate? Who was Shane’s mate? Did he really have sex with her while he was mated to someone else? No. Was she his mate? No, not after one night. Or rather three, if you counted the two she was unaware of. That was just stupid. Why was her brain being stupid? Did the fight give her a brain injury?
 
   Open eyes. Open. Open. Her lids felt almost glued shut, but finally, she blinked. Then again as Shane’s face was inches from her own. “Hello, kitten,” he said softly. “You need to shift.”
 
   Shift? Her head felt like it was full of bricks, but she managed to lift it from the pillow. Her body was covered in pale orange fur with black stripes. She had transformed during the fight. She remembered now. But why was she still in cat mode?
 
   Because your human side is too weak, her animal growled inside her.
 
   Well, it was time for the genie to go back into the bottle. She concentrated on her body, willing her fur away, but for some reason, she couldn’t change.
 
   “Help her, Itan. Please,” Shane begged. Scottie could tell the plea cost him macho points.
 
   Scottie saw now that the stranger in the room was Ty Abrams. He was a broad man with brown hair and brown eyes, and while he was shorter than Shane, Scottie’s beast could feel the Itan’s power as it flooded the room. She felt her tiger withdraw.
 
   “Call to your woman, Largos.”
 
   “Scottie,” Shane said. “You got this. You are so strong. You just need to fight a little more.”
 
   Scottie held on to Shane’s words like a lifeline as their gazes locked. His golden eyes swirled, and she could almost see his lion pacing behind his irises.
 
   “There you are,” he said.
 
   Scottie blinked again. Skin had replaced fur. She could move again, but her stomach hurt. “Did someone get the license plate of the car that hit me?” Her voice was hoarse and raspy. Shane grabbed a glass of water and held a straw to her lips. She sipped down the cool liquid.
 
   Tig started laughing. Lin began to cry.
 
   “Kitten,” Shane said, and damn it, she was beginning to really like the nickname, He pulled a sheet up over her and caressed her cheek. “Your poor face.”
 
   “Do I look really bad?”
 
   “You look beautiful. Just…pretty bruised. If I could resurrect the asshole who did this to you and kill him again, I would.”
 
   “He’s dead?” She’d blacked out before that part.
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “Good. That jackhole deserved to die.”
 
   “I concur,” the Itan said. “Which is what I’ll tell Rex Pierce.”
 
   “I’ll tell him myself,” Shane said. His scent shifted from anxiety to anger.
 
   “The jaguar was part of the Leone Pride?” Scottie looked at her golden lion. “Why would you tell Rex Pierce anything?”
 
   “Because he’s my father.”
 
   “But you’re half human,” Lin said.
 
   “Yes.” Shane nodded. “My mother, who Matthew Pierce mated with then abandoned her.”
 
   “No,” Lin said. “It’s…it’s not possible.”
 
   “Why didn’t you tell me?” Scottie asked, horrified.
 
   “The Rex is the reason Scottie doesn’t have a father. Your grandfather had my mate executed. A fated mating. We had no choice in our love,” Lin cried. “But Solomon believed that mixing blood, whether human or non-cat shifter, weakened our Pride.”
 
   “Solomon killed my dad?” Scottie asked.
 
   Lin shook her head. “I did.”
 
   “What?” Scottie sat up, her head spinning as she clutched the sheets to her breasts. “Why? How could you?”
 
   “He said I could kill the man I loved, or he would kill him and you,” Lin said. Her voice had grown cold. She stared at Shane as if he was betrayal personified. “I could lose both of you or just him. I wanted to kill myself, but Solomon promised me that if I took my own life, he’d make sure that Scott and Scottie would both suffer days before he killed them. He wanted my misery. All because I wouldn’t mate with his son.”
 
   “My father,” said Shane. “He was supposed to mate with you?”
 
   “I was already mated—and had a child. We were happy—until Solomon demanded I fall into line with his wishes. Matthew didn’t even want me. I don’t know why Solomon pushed so hard, but his prejudices nearly destroyed me. He couldn’t stand that I loved a human. And all this time, his own son had a bastard half-breed…”
 
   “Mom!” Scottie said. “That’s not fair.”
 
   “No,” Lin agreed. “It’s not fair. His mate got to live. His mate and his child. It’s not fair at all.” Lin shouldered past her sister and walked out of the room.
 
   Tig looked at Scottie. “She’ll calm down.” She tapped Tony. “We should go check on her.” They left next.
 
   The Itan, who’d been strangely quiet during her mom’s big confession, put his hand on Shane’s shoulder. “You two have a lot to talk about.”
 
   “Understatement,” Scottie said.
 
   After Ty Abram’s had left, Shane sat down on the bed next to Scottie. “I’m sorry about your dad. And your mom.”
 
   “Why didn’t you tell me?”
 
   “I didn’t expect to meet you, Scottie. I didn’t expect any of this.”
 
   “What was the plan?”
 
   “He abandoned my mother. She died a little over a year ago. I found love letters he wrote to her. She was alone. Always alone. Because of him. I planned to challenge him for his Pride.”
 
   “So you planned on getting yourself killed.” Her ire rose at his explanation. “Why would you hook up with me if you knew you weren’t going to be around?” She fisted the sheets, and they fell down around her waist. She yanked them back up when she caught him staring. “None of that,” she told him. “You’ve lost viewing privileges. Hell, you’ve lost all privileges when it comes to my body.”
 
   “I didn’t know fate would intervene. I didn’t know that I was running toward something more than vengeance.” He tried to take her hand, but she pulled away. “I won’t go to the Leone Pride. I won’t challenge Matthew Pierce.”
 
   “Really?” Scottie gazed into his eyes, testing his sincerity. “Why would you give up your revenge now?”
 
   “Because I want to be with you. The moment I saw you, my heart was certain that it couldn’t beat without you. I was a ghost of a man. A shell.”
 
   “We barely know each other.”
 
   “I’m willing to wait as long as you need to fall in love with me. Unlike my father, I won’t turn my back on you. Ever. I want to woo you, Scottie.”
 
   “I…I wouldn’t mind some wooing.” She smirked. It was hard to laugh through the physical and emotional pain she’d been dealt, but Shane made her feel as if, together, they could get through anything. “No challenging the Rex?”
 
   “No challenge,” he agreed.
 
   “Then kiss me.”
 
   Shane’s hand slipped behind her neck, and his dipped his face to hers. The light press of her warm lips stole her breath and made her skin buzz.
 
   “None of that,” Tig said at the door. “You still need to heal, Scottie, and I have a feeling your man is not a gentle lover.”
 
   The hot burn of mortified embarrassment singed Scottie’s cheeks. “Tig!”
 
   In a low and super sexy voice, Shane said, “I can be gentle.” He smiled. “But your aunt is right, you are still healing. But when you’re better,” he kissed her again and growled, “your pussy is mine.”
 
   “Hot damn,” she breathed.
 
   “I need to clean up. It’s been a couple of days since I showered. You going to be okay?”
 
   Scottie nodded. With Shane by her side, she would definitely be okay. She just hoped her mom would be. The bastard son bombshell really shook her.
 
   Tig poked her head into Scottie’s bedroom. “You need anything before I go, kid?”
 
   “How’s Mom?”
 
   “She’ll be okay. She went for a run in the woods. That always makes her feel better. No worries, baby.”
 
   “Thanks.” Scottie couldn’t imagine what her mother must have gone through all those years ago. The awful choice she had to make so that her daughter, at least, could survive. Scottie wondered if she would have been strong enough to make the same choice.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter Seven
 
   The next morning, Shane carefully crawled out of bed. He didn’t want to wake Scottie. Her lightly tanned skin looked almost pale as she recovered from the severe blood loss her stomach wound had caused. Thank God she was a shifter and not human. It was the only reason his little tiger had survived.
 
   Even after they’d hooked up in his room, Shane had still planned on going through with challenging his father. He’d felt so connected to Scottie, but until she was dying in his arms, he hadn’t realized just how much she meant to him. His lion agreed. Scottie was theirs. Their mate. He should have known it from the second he kissed her, but not growing up with other shifters, he’d had no idea of the instant joining of two souls that happened when meeting fate.
 
   “What you doing?” Scottie murmured sleepily.
 
   “I’m going to go get my bag from my room.” He leaned down and kissed her cheek, his hand trailing down her back to rest on her delicious bottom. “I’ll be right back.”
 
   “Hurry,” she said, turning to give him a view of her supple breasts as the covers slipped down. “I’m feeling much stronger today.”
 
   The heady scent of lust and jasmine permeated the air. Shane’s cock went rigid as she pulled the covers up and gave him a half-hearted, oops.
 
   “Woman,” he growled.
 
   “Man,” she said back.
 
   “Keep this up, and I’m going to forget you were almost dying a day ago.”
 
   “I thought you were a big, take charge lion.” Scottie shrugged. “But I guess you’re just a pussy cat. A gentle, tame kitty.”
 
   “You want to hear my roar?”
 
   “Over and over.” She gave him a serious look and said, “Besides, don’t you have some promises to keep?”
 
   Lacing his fingers in her auburn hair, Shane plunged his tongue between Scottie’s lips, his cock painfully swollen as he pressed his body against hers. He could feel her wince.
 
   “Did I hurt you?”
 
   “A little.” She blinked as he stroked her hair away from her face. “I guess my stomach isn’t completely healed.”
 
   “Let me see,” Shane said. He sat up and gently pulled the covers off Scottie. The line where she’d been opened by the jaguar’s claw was red with yellow bruising on either side, but it was closed and healing. He pressed his lips lightly to the forming scar and Scottie rewarded him with a happy sigh. “It’s looking better.”
 
   “Liar,” Scottie said. “I look like someone gutted me.”
 
   He traced the scar, his fingertips lightly dancing on her skin, “You are beautiful.”
 
   “You just want me for my body,” Scottie teased, but he could hear the uncertainty in her voice.
 
   “Damn right,” he said. Did she really not know how fucking turned on he was by every inch of her?
 
   He and his beast both wanted Scottie. Wanted to claim her as their mate. To mark her as his. Forever. His cock, fully hard and ready for sex, agreed whole-heartedly.
 
   He leaned in close, his voice low and guttural as desire permeated his blood. “If you were strong enough, I would make love to you until believed as much as I do that you are perfect, Scottie Monroe. Perfect, sexy, and beautiful in every way. I can’t even tell you how desperate I am to have you, to be inside you, to give you everything I am, and have you give it back to me. I may not be claimed yet, but I am taken. I am taken by you, Scottie. Every gorgeous inch of you.”
 
   “Wow,” she said, her eyes blinking back tears. “So…you do like me?”
 
   His mouth watered with the need to put his lips on her breasts, but Tig had been right, he wouldn’t be able to be gentle. “More than,” he said. His need was too strong. His desire for Scottie went beyond self-control, and he worried if he let himself start, even with the best intention to be easy, slow, in the end, he would damage her. “I’m going to get my stuff.”
 
   “Party pooper,” Scottie said.
 
   “That’s me,” he agreed. “I’ll be right back.”
 
   The apartment was empty as Shane made his way out to the parking lot. He glanced at the dark stain on the gravel where both the jaguar and Scottie had bled. God, he couldn’t believe how close he came to losing her. It would have left a hole in his heart, right next to the one left by his mother. He wondered if that’s how his mother had felt about his dad. But what about his father? If the mating had been fated, wouldn’t it have killed him to give her up? What kind of cold-hearted monster was Matthew Pierce anyway?
 
   When Shane got to his room, he paused. Something didn’t feel or smell right. The door to Room 7 had been jimmied open. Inside, a man sat on his bed and was thumbing through the stack of letters. His mom’s letters.
 
   “Who are you?”
 
   “I am your father’s enforcer, cub.” When the man stood, his dark hair and dark eyes menaced Shane. He was almost as tall Shane, but with a boxer’s build. The scars on his arms and neck marked him as a seasoned fighter. “My name is Lance Stringer, and you’re Shane Largos, the bastard son of Matthew Pierce.”
 
   “Now that we have all that sorted, what the fuck do you want?”
 
   The man set the letters down on the bed. “I thought I wanted to kill you, boy. That was my first impulse. But I decided to watch you for a while. The way you took down Brandon Meyers last night makes me think you might be useful.”
 
   “The jaguar shifter? So my father did send him?”
 
   “Brandon is…was a hot head. He got himself killed over a bad case of pride.” Lance snorted. “Your daddy has no idea you’re even here.”
 
   “Then how did—”
 
   “I have a friend in the Southeast territories who works for the Itan. He called me and let me know about your little plan to challenge my Rex.”
 
   “So you came to stop me?”
 
   “I considered it, but then I saw you shift into a lion. It’s one thing to fuck a human and get her pregnant, but to have her whelp a shifter? Matthew is a goddamn traitor to his kind.”
 
   “So you want to use me against him?” Shane shook his head. “I’m done living in the past. I won’t challenge the Rex.”
 
   “You’ll do as your told, boy.”
 
   Shane’s beast roared forward, his claws slipping down in preparation for a fight. “Or else?”
 
   Lance held up his right hand. “Hold up.” With his left hand, he pulled his cell phone from his back pocket. He swiped it with thumb twice and turned it over so Shane could see the screen as a short video played. It was Lin Monroe. She was battered, bloody, and behind bars. “What did you do to her?”
 
   “Me?” Lance shrugged. “Our Regina loves to use trespassers as scratching posts. Lin entered Pride Lands last night with the intent of confronting the Rex. As per our laws, she’s been arrested. Tomorrow she will be judged.”
 
   “No,” Shane said. This was his fault. His anger and need for revenge had brought him into Scottie’s life, and his revelation about being the Rex’s son had fueled Lin’s hatred. “If I do as you ask, will you let her go?”
 
   “I promise you, she’ll die if you don’t.” Lance gave him a thin-lipped, cruel smile. “You see, here’s the deal. You come to the Pride with me today and tell our people what a human-loving traitor your father is.”
 
   “That’s it?”
 
   “That’s all I need. Now, if you do this and don’t challenge the Rex, you and Lin Monroe will both be killed. But, if you do challenge him, you have a fifty-fifty shot of saving both of you. Most likely, though, Rex Pierce will rip off your head and yank your heart out through your throat.” Lance held up his hands in a who knows gesture. “There is a chance, though. I mean, lightning might strike the Rex before he gets his hands on you.”
 
   “When I’m Rex…”
 
   “Yes?”
 
   “I’m going to kill you next.”
 
   “Dream big, boy.” The enforcer hooted a laugh. “Dream big.”
 
   ****
 
   Scottie got up for a glass of milk. She checked in on her mom first, but the bed was empty. Maybe she went to the office early. The choice Lin had made to live must have felt like dying. Her mom never showed it, though. She’d always been loving. She’d never made Scottie feel like an albatross of sorrow. But how could her mom not feel that way?
 
   Walking around the apartment hadn’t been easy at first, but the more Scottie moved, the more her muscles limbered up. Bending was still a nearly impossible task, and lifting made her stomach feel like someone was jabbing knives into her gut. Still, better than death.
 
   She heard the front door open. “Shane, you back?”
 
   “It’s me,” Tig said.
 
   “Have you seen mom?”
 
   “No. Why?”
 
   “She’s not in her room,” Scottie said. “Do you really think she’s going to be okay?”
 
   Tig walked over and put her arm around Scottie. “She’s a tough chick, baby. Don’t you ever forget it.” She cuffed Scottie under the chin. “And so are you. You got strong stock running through your genes.” Her aunt looked around. “Where’s that man of yours? I thought we’d have to get a doctor to perform a separation surgery to get him away from your side.”
 
   “He went to grab his bag from his room. He’ll be back soon.” A knock on the door made Scottie smile. “There he is.” But when the door opened, Tony stood there.
 
   “Why did Shane just get in a truck with Lance Stringer?”
 
   “Lance?” Tig asked. “Like Enforcer Lance from Leone?”
 
   “Yep.” Tony’s expression was pinched. Worried. “Lance looked pleased as punch, but Shane looked like he wanted to hurt someone.”
 
   “No, no, no!” Scottie said, the bitter taste of fear rising in her throat. “He promised me. He wasn’t going to go to the Pride. He told me he wouldn’t do it.”
 
   “Calm down, baby,” Tig said. “You don’t know what’s going on.”
 
   “I know exactly what’s going on. Shane Largos is a dirty, lying bastard.” She was more frightened than angry, but anger was an easier emotion to process. Orange fur sprouted her skin as anxiety brought her beast. “He’s going to get himself killed, Tig. I can’t…I have to stop him.”
 
   She grabbed her car keys from a bowl in the living room, but Tig stopped her before she got to the door. “Put some clothes on, Scottie. You won’t be saving anyone in a robe and slippers.”
 
   Scottie nodded, wiping at her eyes with the back of her hand. “Good call.”
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter Eight
 
   Scottie leaned forward and addressed Tig and Tony from the backseat. Because of her injuries, her aunt had refused to let her drive. “That fool better not have gotten himself killed already.”
 
   Tig gave Scottie a quick glance over the shoulder. When her eyes went back to the road, a turtle had suddenly appeared. She swerved, her right front wheel hitting the drift bumps along the side of the highway. “Where the hell did that thing come from?” She took a deep breath after getting the car and her pounding heart under control. “It just came out of nowhere.”
 
   “Turtles don’t just come out of nowhere, babe,” Tony said. “They aren’t the fastest animals on the block.”
 
   “Smart ass.” Shaking her head, she gripped the steering wheel tighter. “Look, baby,” Tig said to Scottie. “I said this already, but this is a bad idea. I think you have no business at the Leone Pride. They don’t take kindly to strangers. Especially ones that aren’t pure blood cat shifters.”
 
   Which meant, Tony was in danger as well. The previous Rex, Rex Solomon had threatened to kill Tig and Lin if they ever returned.
 
   Scottie bit her lower lip, trepidation making her skin itch. “The new Rex might not want your head, but we can’t know that for sure.”
 
   Tony patted Tig’s knee when she gave Scottie a sharp look. “Eyes on the road,” he said.
 
   Scottie sighed. Heavily. “Do you think he’s already fought the Rex? It wouldn’t happen that fast, right? A challenge would require some formal set-up. What was he thinking?”
 
   “We don’t know what Stringer said to him,” said Tony. “My instincts about Shane are that he’s the real deal. I don’t think he’d leave you without good reason.”
 
   She’d opened her heart to Shane Largos. She’d let him in. Oh, who was she kidding? Nothing Shane could have said or confessed would have made her want him less, but she would have at least had her eyes wide open. Maybe she could have hog-tied him while he slept. Her knuckles were going white as her worry simmered into anger.
 
   “If he’s still alive when we get there, I am going to kill him myself. Why the hell would he trust anyone from the Leone?” It was hard to keep the heat from her voice. Scottie didn’t even try. “He left without saying anything to me. Who does that?”
 
   “Someone who doesn’t want to say goodbye,” Tig said.
 
   “Or someone without a choice,” Tony added, his gaze wistful.
 
   “Well, it’s a coward’s move, and I’ll be damned if he’s going to challenge his dad without me being there.”
 
   “As his mate should,” Tig said.
 
   “I’m not—” Scottie shook her head. There had been no official claiming by Shane. She still wasn’t well enough, but her fear for Shane had driven most the aches from her body. Still, they were promised to each other. The driving need to be by his side, even without him claiming her, marking her, meant he was hers. Had the Leone Pride insisted on his presence, or had Shane thrown his life away on a half-baked scheme for revenge?
 
   “Stop that,” Tig said. “Your forehead is going to have a permanent crease. Besides, we’re almost there.”
 
   Clearing his throat, Tony pointed to a gravel road on the left. “There it is.”
 
   Tig put on the blinker and rapidly decelerated to make the turn. Although the road seemed well-maintained, the white gravel threw dust everywhere behind them, making the highway disappear completely from the rearview mirror. Several small houses loomed on either side.
 
   “Those are the Pride homes.” Tig gestured to a blue one with a small white porch. “That’s where we grew up.”
 
   “Really?” Logically, Scottie knew her mom and Tig had been part of the Pride. She’d heard the stories her entire life. But seeing their home crystalized the reality. This was where her dad died.
 
   This is where Shane will try to kill his own father.
 
   After about twenty small houses, there was nothing for another four miles except wooded land and hills. “Where is the Rex’s place?”
 
   “We should be coming up on it anytime. It’ll be another left.” Tig pointed out the driver side window. “Like right there.” 
 
   Scottie glanced over to see two worn tire track marks between two large trees.
 
   “You’ve got to be kidding me. That’s not a road. It’s a path.” The trees were so thick that the road was darkened under the looming branches of oaks and maples, poison ivy encroaching on the edges, giving her the sense of an old fifties horror film. A heavy sense of foreboding weighed on her. “It’s a goddamn spooky path in the middle of freaking nowhere.”
 
   Please let Shane be okay. Please let him be alive, she prayed to any god or goddess listening. In her heart, she believed he still lived. He didn’t feel dead to her. Not in her soul. If he’d been torn from this earth, she would have felt it. Right? Was she fooling herself about being his mate?
 
   The tree branches dragged over the hood of the car reminding her of Freddie Kruger cutting into the side of a metal wall with his bladed fingers. “God, will this awful road never end?”
 
   “I think I see the light at the end of the tunnel,” Tig said.
 
   And then, there it was. The sun peeked through the trees, throwing its blessed light down on the road now opening into a pastoral setting. She’d expected a small rustic cabin, something out of Grizzly Adams, but instead, it was more like the Kennedy’s home. “Holy bejeezus. This place is freakin’ huge.”
 
   “Yes, it’s good to be king,” her aunt said.
 
   “Ya think?” The cabin, if you could call it that, was a three-story house accented with cedar panels and had to be at least 8,000 square feet. Tig pulled up into a paved circular drive in front. 
 
   “Who would have thought something like this…” Scottie gestured toward the house then jerked her thumb. “…would have been at the end of that,” she finished, pointing at the path of darkness.
 
   As they exited the car, the front door of the house opened, and two large men barreled out the front door. They stood at the bottom of the porch, arms crossed, and waited for Scottie and her family to exit the car.
 
   Scottie got out first. Whatever will be will be. She marched between the two men. “We’re here for the challenge.”
 
   The larger of the two guys nodded to his partner after Tig and Tony strode out of the car. “Take them.”
 
   Before Scottie could react, the man farthest from her pulled out a gun. “Don’t try anything. I will shoot you.”
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
   Chapter Nine
 
   The Pride territory seemed deserted. No children played, and no adults worked in the yards. When Stringer had driven Shane down the hidden driveway to the Rex’s house, he could hear the drone of people. A lot of people. It was only when Lance took him around the backside of the property that he understood. A crowd of a hundred or more shifters sat in bleachers around a large field.
 
   There was a fenced in arena in the middle. Lin Monroe was on her knees in the center with her hands tied behind her back. On the north side, a platform had two grand, high back chairs. In one sat a woman with pale blonde hair and milky skin. Next to her was a man with dark hair and golden eyes. The same eyes Shane saw every morning when he looked in the mirror. Rex Matthew Pierce and the woman had to be his Regina.
 
   The Rex looked startled when he saw his enforcer walking with Shane toward the gathering. He stood and slammed the bottom of a gnarled wooden staff into the platform. He had his scepter and his throne, Shane thought. The only thing missing was a crown. The Regina, her expression sour and pinched, stood up next to him and raised her hand. The crowd immediately silenced.
 
   “What is this?” the Rex demanded.
 
   Shane had to work hard to keep himself calm. He had to save Lin. For Scottie. The rest didn’t matter.
 
   “Do it,” Lance muttered. “You want to save the bitch. This is your only shot.”
 
   At Lance’s prompt, Shane said the words he’d been practicing for more than a year. “I am here to challenge Rex Matthew Shane Pierce. By right of birth and blood. I am a firstborn son. I am heir. I call you out.”
 
   A dull roar of disbelief and surprise rippled through the spectators.
 
   “I have no son,” the Rex said. His Regina’s nostril’s flared with anger and the woman shifted uncomfortably in her chair.
 
   “I am the son of Lila Largos. The mate you abandoned in Texas thirty-two years ago.”
 
   The Rex appeared surprised. No, stricken. “I…I don’t believe you.”
 
   “I have a birth certificate to prove I am her son.”
 
   “But no proof you are mine,” Pierce said.
 
   Fury swept over Shane. How dare this man deny him! He brought his lion to the surface, fur slipping his skin as his face widened and became more animal than man. He roared his rage. “Deny this, Matthew Pierce.”
 
   The Rex sat down, his face ghostly pale. “She never told me.”
 
   “You’re lying! I have the letters. Proof that you have kept in touch with her over the years.”
 
   “It’s true, I wrote to Lila.”
 
   “Enough,” the Regina barked. “Stringer, do your job and dispose of this…this trash.”
 
   “Can’t.” The enforcer shrugged. “If he’s the Rex’s son, he has a legitimate right to challenge him for the Pride.”
 
   “This is ridiculous!” she shouted. “Tell them, Matthew. Tell them he is not your son.”
 
   The Rex shook his head. “I can’t. I…I…He might be.”
 
   There was a louder joining of voices then. Talk of human hybrids, traitor, liar, and bastard son. And while Lance Stringer was eager for Shane to challenge, the Rex looked less than willing to accept. Maybe he could keep his promise to Scottie and save her mom.
 
   “I will forfeit my right to challenge if I can take the Monroe woman out of her with me.” He gestured to Lin. “I will never return if you grant her mercy.”
 
   “What is she to you?” the Rex asked.
 
   “She is the mother of my mate,” Shane said. “A mate who will never forgive me if I don’t bring her mother home alive.”
 
   “I see.” The Rex stood up. He gestured to his guards. “Let her go.”
 
   They didn’t look happy, but they complied with his order. Next, he strolled from the platform, walked across the arena to Shane and stood in front of him. Lance moved in behind the Rex in a defensive position, one he’d probably taken many times.
 
   “I didn’t know that Lila was pregnant. I wouldn’t have left you behind.”
 
   “He’s a fucking mongrel,” the Regina spat. “I’ve had enough. Kill him!”
 
   “No,” the Rex countermanded. He put himself between his son and his enforcer. His eyes widened with shocked surprise when Lance’s knife went sank into the base of his skull.
 
   Two guards grabbed Shane’s arms, and he shook himself loose. His muscles shifted and bulged, bones snapping and reforming as fur sprouted fine, but dense along his skin. His clothes tightened and ripped as his body grew more than double in thickness and a least a foot more in height.
 
   Lance shifted just as easily.
 
   He was a lion too, his main a mixture of rust and black hair. His half-form was large, bigger than Shane’s. Shane drew strength from his rage. He would win.
 
   Lance was a pure brute, launching himself at Shane, roaring and snapping as he reached, claws out, for Shane’s throat. Shane easily sidestepped the telegraphed attack. He spun, hitting the other werewolf in the back, using Lance’s own momentum to send him crashing to the ground. The large werelion raged in frustration. He quickly turned on Shane, sweeping a leg and catching Shane’s ankle.
 
   The wind whooshed from Shane when he hit the hard dirt. Lance didn’t waste a second. He jumped on top of Shane, his claws carving painful and bloody runnels into his chest.
 
   A scream pierced all the other sounds. Scottie. What was she doing here? He looked around and saw her and Tig held by two men. A blow knocked his head into the ground.
 
   Scottie screamed his name again. No. She couldn’t be here. She should’ve been safe. He had no choice now. He had to win. Shane threw up an arm at the next crushing blow and pushed with his knee, bucking Lance off him. He latched on to the enforcer’s chest with his teeth.
 
   Lance howled. He punched his massive fists into the sides of Shane’s head, trying to break his hold. Instead, Shane clamped his jaws tighter. He could feel pure bone beneath his teeth, and if he weren't careful the muscle would come away, and he’d lose the hold he’d gained. Lance made the option moot when he put his hands on the either side of Shane, and using his legs and arms, sprang away from Shane, leaving him with nothing but muscle and blood in his mouth.
 
   Frustration ground his guts. Lance Stringer would die.
 
   ****
 
   Scottie watched helplessly as the man Tony had identified as Lance Stringer killed his own Rex and attacked Shane. When he’d jumped on top of Shane, she struggled to get free from the guy holding her arms.
 
   “Let me go!” She kicked her foot back, but the man was quick and well trained. He easily sidestepped her attack. “Shane!” she shouted and watched Lance punch him in the back of the head.
 
   When he Shane turned the table on Lance, by biting into his chest, Scottie rejoiced. The celebration was brief as the enforcer got out of the hold and sprung away to circle around for another attack. Her captor had moved her, Tig, and Tony down near the action. The intensity of the fighting had everyone’s attention. She heard someone say they were “impressed with the boy’s fighting skills.” Mostly, they couldn’t believe Shane had lasted this long against the Pride’s enforcer.
 
   A hand grasped her forearm and yanked Scottie sideways. The Regina, a woman as tall as her mother, wrapped her arm around Scottie’s chest and put a knife to her throat.
 
   “I’ll kill your woman,” she shouted at Shane. “I’ll—”
 
   Scottie didn’t wait to listen to the rest of the threat. She thrust her up to break the hold then dropped down to a knee as she drove her elbow into the woman’s gut. When the Regina doubled over and dropped the knife. Scottie kicked out and landing a blow to the Regina’s head as she rolled away from her. Pain blossomed in her stomach as she got back up to her feet.
 
   With the bitch queen on the ground, Scottie moved quickly, putting several onlookers between the two of them. She watched Shane drop down and give a low sweeping kick to Lance’s legs, effectively taking him down. He glanced at Scottie then, his face full of fear and pride and love. She gave him her bravest smile. “Kick his ass, honey!”
 
   “You got it, kitten.” The exchange, unfortunately, had given Lance time to recover his feet. He grabbed Shane by the back of his neck and hit him in the jaw hard enough to rattle his teeth. Shane snarled, throwing an elbow into Lance’s wounded side. The enforcer was strong, unbelievably so, but Scottie had to believe Shane was stronger.
 
   Scottie knew the enforcer believed sheer force would win the fight, but she knew better. Overconfidence would be Stringer’s weakness. She had to stifle another scream as Shane took a punch to the head that sent him careening backward. He landed flat on his back, but when Lance pounced again, Shane had already rolled away. He huffed, blood flying from his flaring nostrils. Lance charged again, but this time, Shane leaned to one side, threw out a leg, and with both hands yanked Lance off balance. He used the enforcer’s stunned surprise to finish the fight by clamping his teeth against his throat.
 
   The entire crowd stilled as they waited for the finishing blow. Shane snapped Lance’s neck and let his body drop dramatically and unceremoniously to the ground. “It is finished!” he roared.
 
   “Kill them,” the Regina shouted to her people. “What are you waiting for?”
 
   “The Rex claimed him as heir,” someone said. A few others muttered their agreements.
 
   A disheveled woman walked up behind the Regina. It took Scottie a minute to realize who it was. “Mom?”
 
   Lin balled her hand into a fist and said, “Shut up, Mercellas, you stupid bitch,” the cold-cocked the Queen B right in her sourpuss kisser, leaped on top of the woman, and snapped her neck.
 
   “Whoa,” Scottie said. “Go, Mom.”
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter Ten
 
   It had been two weeks since the Rex’s death and the Leone Pride, for the most part, had accepted Shane as the new Rex. The ones that didn’t were given permission to leave with expediency. Terrence Jensen had driven up from the Southeast Territory. He and Shane brokered alliances between the Leone, Grayslake, Redby territories. It would be a long road for Shane’s people, and damn did it feel weird calling them his people, but he would bring them into the twenty-first century if it killed him.
 
   Scottie, understandably, had spent most of her time with her mom. When she’d maneuvered away from the former Regina, she’d reinjured her stomach wound, and caused some internal bleeding. Luckily, the Itan’s brother Isaac, a true Healer, had come for a visit and was able to help her. After ten days of bed rest, Scottie was doing much better.
 
   On the topic of the Pride, he worried she wouldn’t want to join. To be his Regina. He couldn’t blame her. The antiquated ideas of the Leone were why her father was dead.
 
   “You’ve got a strong woman,” Isaac had told him.
 
   It wasn’t something he’d needed anyone to say. Scottie’s strength wasn’t the issue. Her willingness to give up a life of independence—that was the issue.
 
   He knocked on her bedroom door.
 
   “Come in,” she said. She wore a pale, pink camisole that set off her green eyes and made them look like jewels. Her delicate cotton candy pink lips were turned down at the corners as she gazed up at him from the bed. “You come in here to gawk or talk?” she asked.
 
   Shane grinned. “Both.” He closed the door behind him as he entered the room. “You sure do look pretty today, kitten.”
 
   “Don’t you even try to sweet talk me. I haven’t seen you in two days, Shane Largos, and Rex or no Rex, if you want me to be your girlfriend, you won’t miss another day.”
 
   He frowned. “I don’t want to be my girlfriend.”
 
   Her chin dimpled. “You don’t.”
 
   “Nope.” He shook his head and sat down on the bed. “Uh-uh. Not in this lifetime.”
 
   “Then what do you want?”
 
   “Other than your thighs wrapped around my face…”
 
   “Shane!” Her eyes widened, and she slapped him on the chest.
 
   He laughed. He loved the way Scottie made him feel. Most of the time it felt as if he had the world weighing heavy on his shoulders, but one smile from her and his burdens seemed to float away. “What I really want is to lay down beside you every night and have you in my arms as I fall asleep. I want to wake up with you every day and know that with you I can get through anything. That life’s challenges are minor obstacles as long as you are mine. I want to kiss you, and hold you, and make love to you every day of the week, maybe even twice on Sunday.”
 
   “Wow.” She wrinkled her nose. “You sound like you got it bad for me, Mr. Largos.”
 
   “I got it bad and then some, Ms. Monroe.” He dipped his head and kissed her, relishing the sweet taste of her lips. “I love you, kitten. What I want most of all, is I want you to marry me.”
 
   ****
 
   Scottie’s throat was suddenly hot and tight. “You love me?”
 
   He blinked down at her, his golden eyes soft with sincerity. “More than anything.”
 
   She’d only known Shane for a couple of weeks, but she felt the same way about him. Every time they were apart it felt like she was missing a piece of herself. “I love you, Shane.”
 
   “Enough to be my Regina?”
 
   “Will you claim her already?” Tig shouted from the other room.
 
   Scottie should have been horrified, but she pretty much felt the same way. “Yes,” she told Shane. “Enough to marry you. Enough to be your Regina. And enough to take your mark.”
 
   Shane’s hand slid up her side, and Scottie’s body reacted: her nipples tightened and her pussy heated… wet. He stood up and stripped his shirt off first then his shoes, socks, and pants until he was standing in front of her wearing nothing but black briefs. He definitely looked like an Olympic swimmer, and with the size of his cock, Scottie knew she’d be awarding him the gold.
 
   He knelt on the floor in front of her and slid her camisole up and over her head. He cupped her breasts, taking one nipple into his mouth then moving to the other for a rough lick. “These are awesome.”
 
   He looped his fingers into the waistband of her matching pink shorts and pulled them down her legs. She wore white lace panties underneath, and Scottie watched the slow smile spread on his lips as he parted her thighs and licked the wet crotch of the fabric. “Mmm, you are delicious.”
 
   “Oh dear.” She bit her lower lip to keep from climaxing right then and there. He spread her knees farther, his thumbs biting into her inner thighs. His tongue laced itself under the panties and slid along the folds of her pussy. Placing his arms against her back, he lifted Scottie until her knees were over his shoulders. He nibbled and teased her aching clit.
 
   “Wowzers!” She rocked her hips forward wishing the fabric between his mouth and her throbby bits was gone. “There is too much clothing between me and your mouth."
 
   Shane’s looked up at her, pure male satisfaction in his eyes. “Your wish is my command.” His canines dropped down, sharp and long. He bared his fangs then bit into the white cotton and yanked, ripping her underwear right off.
 
   “Sweet Jesus,” she murmured, her aching clit grazing against his chin and teeth.
 
   His tongue swiped the folds of her sex, twice. She could feel him grinning against her flesh. He sucked and licked and nibbled her pussy until his face shined with her cream.
 
   “Feels so good.” She squirmed forward, her hands grappling with his hair, pulling his face against her. Unexpectedly, something amazing happened. Shane’s tongue slipped inside, and she could feel it, thickening, lengthening, filling her tightly with its heat. He began to thrust, his teeth grazing and bumping her clit with every inward push.
 
   “Oh, God, Shane. Shit. This is…” The tip of his tongue fluttered against the spot just inside her channel, and her whole body shook as pleasure exploded inside her.
 
   Shane continued his erotic oral assault, plunging, fluttering, in and out until a second orgasm hit her just as hard as the first. She screamed as her hands braced against the bed and her body quaked with ecstasy. After the last bit of her orgasm faded, Shane eased his tongue from her.
 
   He rose up between her legs and pulled her close enough that they could share the same skin. He smoothed her sweat-drenched hair back from her face and kissed each eyelid. “Your pussy tastes so sweet.”
 
   He lifted her breast to his mouth and sucked her rigid nipple. The action triggered after effects of the orgasm, sending little shockwaves straight to her clit.
 
   “Yes, yes,” she murmured. “I need you inside me.”
 
   “I want that,” he said, kissing her neck. “I want you so much.”
 
   He wrapped his arm around Scottie’s waist, surprising her when he lifted her up and crawled with her onto the bed. His rigid cock rubbed against her thigh as he positioned himself between her legs. He stared down at her, and she could see his lion lurking just below the surface. She allowed her tiger to join in the pleasure as Shane entered her in one quick motion.
 
   She cried out as the sheer size of him stretched her wide, but it was a cry of joy, of complete joining, one mate to another. Her lips mashed against his once more with fired passion. Nips and bites flitted along his throat, chest, abdomen, as Scottie worked her lower body over Shane’s erection. A throaty hum of delight escaped from her as she rocked against him.
 
   Scottie’s mouth met his as a fresh, hungry desire filled her. She wanted to weep her joy at being in his arms. Every stroke inside her caused a rush of blood to her groin. The strain on her engorged clit felt wonderful and painful at the same time. She bit her lip as his amber gaze bore straight through her. Keeping hers fixed on him was a much tougher task with every plunge of his rock-hard length, and he was relentless.
 
   “Yes, yes,” she mumbled because it was all that she could manage, other than grunts and moans of pleasure. “Shit.” Her eyes started to glaze, and a sharp tug of her hair snapped her to attention. “Shit, this feels so good.”
 
   “Mine,” he rasped, his thrusts solid and deep. “You are mine.”
 
   “Yes, yes, oh, hell, yes!” she said. Shane’s face widened, and a fine sheen of fur sprouted along his skin. When he bit down into her shoulder, Scottie cried out again as her back bowed. “Shane!”
 
   A wave of spasms wracked her, and a frenzied euphoria danced through her body. Grinding herself onto him, she milked his cock for every ounce of pleasure, riding the ecstasy as pain and pleasure burned through her body.
 
   Shane’s orgasm tore through him. He flung his head back, and a roar ripped from his throat. He held her tightly, almost vise-like until the last of his hot seed was spent inside her womb.
 
   They held each other for a long moment, neither of them saying a word, just the pure, unadulterated, and silent happiness of the claimed.
 
   “It’s about fucking time!” Tig yelled from the other room.
 
   Scottie covered her mouth. She’d forgotten Tig was in the other room. “Oh my gosh. I was really loud,” she whispered.
 
   Shane grinned. “Yes. Yes, you were.”
 
   ****
 
   One year later…
 
   “Go to papa, Simba,” Scottie said.
 
   Shane smiled at her little joke and the horrified expression on Mia Abrams’ brown eyes as the Grayslake Itana gasped. “You didn’t name your son Simba.”
 
   Scottie laughed. “No, of course not. His name is Aslan.” She handed the boy over to Shane.
 
   Mia put her hand on her hip. “The Chronicle of Narnia.”
 
   “His name is Michael Scott,” Scottie said, a playful smile on her lips. “We named him for my father.”
 
   “Hey, Mikey,” Shane said, making a face at the baby and eliciting a giggle. The boy had been born one-hundred and thirteen days after he’d claimed her. It didn’t take long after that for their son to shift. A lion cub with tiger stripes.
 
   Though Grandma Lin and Great Aunt Tig and Uncle Tony didn’t join the Pride, they remained a huge part of Scottie’s life. And since Shane had opened the Leone Territory, it had become less of a haven for inbreeding. Half the werecats left after Shane became Rex, but the half that stayed were flourishing and almost every day cat shifters from all over petitioned to join the Pride.
 
   “Itana,” Shane said. “You’ll get used to my wife’s sense of humor.”
 
   She balled her fists on her hips and peered down at Mikey. “He is really adorable.” She poked his belly. “Little pudgy thing.”
 
   “Just like his mamma,” Scottie said.
 
   The Itan and his wife had come at Shane’s invitation. As a human-raised werelion, he was more used to breaking bread with a homegrown barbecue than breaking heads.
 
   Scottie took Mikey back from Shane. She and Mia went to the opposite end of the room to coo and play over the kid. Showing off their son always made Scottie happy. He smiled. How much his life had changed in the past year. He’d come here expecting to die, and in a way, he had. The old Shane no longer existed, and the new Shane was never so glad to shed the old baggage.
 
   Ty Abrams handed Shane a beer as they walked to the back deck. In the yard, children played and adults laughed and shared a community. Something the Leone Pride had never had before Shane and Scottie.
 
   “You did a good thing here, Largos,” the Itan said.
 
   “Thank you, Abrams.” Scottie snuggled up under Shane’s arm.
 
   “Yeah,” Scottie said. “Who’d have thought two bastard mongrels could unite a Pride.”
 
   Shane looked down at his wife. I had been her idea to open the territory and run it like her family had run the sanctuary. And it worked.
 
   “You did.” He kissed her soundly.
 
   She kissed him back. “We did.”
 
   The End
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