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      When I decided to go into publishing, I didn’t just want this small business to be about creating stories that catch the reader’s attention and draw them into a new shifter world. I wanted to do something for the creatures who inhabit this world with us.

      

      I’ve always had pets. Dogs, cats, hamsters, tortoises, frogs … You name it. Although I spent a good deal of my early life in a cast because of an unusual bone disorder, I would dream from afar of riding horses and braving the wilds (while occasionally sneaking away to do things a girl just shouldn’t try to do with a broken arm, leg, or both).

      

      In college, I studied all types of animals in the Biology program I graduated from. Before college, I also did an African Safari in the heart of Nairobi.

      

      All of these experiences led to my love of wild animals and to my wish that sanctuaries stay exactly that. I want to protect the Earth we’ve been given and to celebrate the creatures we often overlook (or even the ones that we adore).

      

      Hence, the Shifter Kings series was born.

      

      And also, hence, all of this is the reason why 5% of all profits for my business will go to various charities, shelters, and sanctuaries to help support wildlife and clean habitats.

      

      I hope you enjoy this series!

      

      Yours,

      Holly

    

  


  
    
      This one is for the best brother in the world, AJ. To a man who is strong and fierce and just happens to be a Leo.
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      Southern Comfort is a stereotypical Nashville country bar. There’s a blonde on stage next to a scruffy, cowboy-hat-wearing kid who looks to be straight off the farm. Don’t knock it. Nashville is home and country’s as good as anything else. Saying this, most lion shifters, like myself, appreciate more mellow rock sounds. My best friend, Poison, calls it lazy music.

      I’m here on this Thursday night as I am every Thursday night … the same for every Friday night, and well, damn … every Saturday night as well. It’s a way to be out on the town but not so much out on the town that we’re reliving our early twenties and having to call out a family member to come pick us up. After a day working at the logging factory, where I’m a number-cruncher, it’s good to hit a place that’s comfortable. Where we can kick back, grab a drink, and not have to worry about life’s troubles.

      Tonight’s not just any Thursday at our favorite bar and grill though.

      Yesterday was the thirty-year mark and end of the most recent shifter tribe ruling cycle. Shifters like the number thirty. I’ll prove it. Every thirty years, our leaders’ power transfers to the next king and queen of the species. There are thirty tribes in total, each with a different animal. These tribes are further broken down into prides, packs, shivers, and so on, depending on the species. Thirty tribes. Thirty years of leadership. And every king gets called up at the age of thirty. There has never been any exception for the males, but our queens’ ages vary.

      This morning, I turned toward the mirror and there it was as it always is. My lion tattoo, a birthmark really. Now it’s no longer faded. It’s a vibrant black as of this morning. This happens when the former king’s cycle of power ends. It’s my turn at bat, as they say. The tattoo of a lion on my lower back proves that I’m the king’s successor. I’m a guy, and we don’t do tramp stamps. Yet, that’s what that little guy right above my ass is.

      “Last night of freedom,” Spider says good naturedly from his stool at the bar. He’s on my left. Wolf’s on my right. And Spider ain’t lyin’.

      Once the former rulers’ cycle ends and the tattoo solidifies to that prominent black, the thirty new kings across the U.S. join a race of sorts. Every month, a geographic area of future kings gets a tattoo upgrade. As luck would have it, the kings of Nashville are up first. There are four of us in Tennessee. And us four have, you guessed it, thirty days to find our queens. If we don’t find her, our power gets snuffed out. The tattoo gets lighter and lighter until it fades, entirely. Then, some other poor unsuspecting bastard gets passed the baton.

      Finding your queen is essential to not only the seat of the king and queen’s power but also to the furthering of your shifter species. In times past, when what we call a Runner-Up became king, there were less births in that tribe as a whole. Even more rare are births between the king and queen who were runner-ups.

      The pressure is on and for all my apparent good looks (this is sarcasm), I’ve never had it real good with the ladies. I’m a tall guy with a wiry frame, dirty-blond hair, eyes the color of amber, and as with all lions, skin a burnished tan.

      In addition to working in the office at the logging factory, I’m also a part-time adjunct professor of mathematics at a local community college. I tend to growl at inappropriate moments, and while my lion is a graceful beast, I am not. I am, for lack of a manlier word, an utter klutz.

      Spider’s comment about this being our last night of freedom only makes me growl and fix my glasses.

      You may be thinking, Girls like the geek in glasses with the wiry runner’s body muscles. No, no they do not. They like the everyday guy or the geeky guy or the gym buff. It’s the boxes females and males like. Mix any of those boxes together and you might get ogled like a piece of meat, sure, but that only lasts until you trip over your feet or make awkward comments that cause a girl to wonder if you can tie your shoelaces. It sounds as if I’m making this up, but swear on my sister, Henry’s, signed album collection—it’s true.

      I wait with Spider and Wolf for Poison and Shark in the dark of Southern Comfort. But my mind is obviously elsewhere which is why I don’t hear the fact that Wolf’s been trying to grab my attention for god knows how dang long.

      “… okay?” Wolf asks, sitting on a stool and leaning forward against the bar, near as awkward as me in a crowd. He doesn’t show it as much as I do. He comes off cool as anything. I stand abruptly at the sound of his voice. This leads to the stool I’ve just vacated, clashing to the floor with a loud bang. I don’t look around. I stand as still as a gazelle being chased by a … well, a lion.

      Spider reaches out with a long arm, picks it up, and I sit my ass back down.

      You’re wondering about those names, aren’t you? It’s tradition you see, for a chosen king to be named after some version of their tribe’s animal. Poison is the only one of us five, who isn’t in the running for king. He’s got a paw-print tattoo just as all wolves do. His half-brother, Wolf, is the destined king. Wolf would rather read a Kierkegaard book and spend time in his log cabin in the Smokies. He’d hand over his kingship in a heartbeat. Alas, life does not work that way.

      I don’t catch the start of what Wolf asks but the gist is obvious. He’s trying to assess how I am. I might be socially and physically inept in my human form but not with my friends.

      I shake my head to clear my thoughts. “Sorry, I’m just thinking.”

      Spider sits back down on the stool to my left and Wolf mirrors him on my right. We’re in the same formation as before. Only now, I feel cornered.

      We remain quiet, Spider moving anxiously which is his tendency. Wolf’s more still, his body at peace. I’m a mix of the two.

      “Thirty days,” I say ominously.

      Spider lifts his shirt up to show his lowers abs and the tattoo of his animal there. A few women, and men, look. “It went dark this morning.”

      “Which means,” Wolf interrupts, “that it’s more like twenty-nine days.”

      “Shit,” both Spider and I say at the same time.

      I glance at Wolf. He really is relaxed, not a care in the world. “Why are you so chill, man? Twenty-nine days when let’s face it, we’ve all had shitty luck with women in the past. It’s not enough time.”

      Wolf shrugs.

      “What’s that mean?” Spider asks, as he mimics Wolf’s shrug sarcastically. Then his eyes go wide. “Damnit, you aren’t thinking of giving it a pass, and letting it fall to the runner-up, are you?”

      Wolf keeps his gaze forward and takes another swig.

      “You can’t!” I blurt.

      His bottle hits the bar with a louder clank than my stool did. Then, his eyes brighten from their typical brownish-green to a hue close to bright blue. When our animal is close to the surface, king or not, our eyes flash to a more piercing color.

      He hides the revelation of his inner animal as soon as it appears.

      Leaning in, he whispers, a dark edge to his voice, “I can do whatever the fuck I want, Lie. There’s a reason that system’s in place. I’m not a pawn for the witches, the tribes, and the goddamned fates to toss around and use for thirty years. I won’t do that to myself or a queen.”

      After those words, he ignores us, hitting the bar and putting some bills down. The bartender, a tiny thing with short dark hair, one side shaved, and eyes the color of thunderstorms replaces his drink as soon as the nonverbal request is issued.

      I check her out, notice her eyes hold mine for a second longer than I’m used to. She doesn’t smile but there’s an intensity to her stare that grabs ahold of me. I return the look, suddenly feeling confident, but turn my friend’s way when Spider gives me a nudge. I shake my head to indicate that no, she’s not my queen. She’s human. This doesn’t mean she isn’t intriguing. When I glance back, those tiny hands are already helping someone new. The moment is over.

      She’s still got my absolute attention, though. I’m mesmerized by her movements. I get lost in her patterns, in her mannerisms, in her not-quite-there smiles, and in her intelligent eyes of grey, dark blue, and small showers of green.

      I quit looking when I consider the reality. A human cannot sit at my side on the throne of the prides. Nor would I want someone so fragile to be subjected to that. I feel strange enough as a human when my lion is so much stronger. It would break something in me, I think, to have to watch a woman as beautiful as this one, be a human in a lion’s den, and be whittled down to the mess I am as a human.

      A mess. What an understatement. Most of the bar saw me trip coming in. Maybe the pretty bartender did too. Did she see me trip over my feet? Has she watched me fix my, ever-sliding, glasses every few minutes? Did she see when I froze over my stool falling?

      I turn away from her before I can even allow myself to chance the possibility of what I might see in her eyes, should they meet mine again.

      In my turning, I notice Spider’s scrutiny is no longer on me but on a still brooding Wolf. He grabs my attention and his lips form the question. Should we leave Wolf to his brooding, or pull him out of his funk? The outcome is always a toss-up when it comes to Wolf’s moods. I shake my head. For tonight, we will all need to feel how we feel.
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      I’m not a rockstar. I just look like one.

      That’s a joke.

      In reality, I’m a short-order cook turned bartender at Southern Comfort Bar and Restaurant. The ‘turned bartender’ part is only for a couple nights because Kimmie’s out with a cold. My boss, Sal, reminds me of this again as he pulls me from the bar and from the intriguing man with the ticking jaw, the wiry muscles, awkwardly adorable clumsiness, and eyes a color close to amber. I just manage to grab the ten-dollar tip when Sal calls my name a third time, this last with a bite I can’t afford to ignore. He wants me to take the trash out of the bins in the kitchen. Why the kitchen help can’t do this, I don’t know. I’m Southern Comfort’s bitch, it seems.

      Wanna see how high a person can jump when a superior requests it, just because without tonight’s tips she’s dead? Jules Jacobson can show you how high!

      Wanna imagine what your life will be like if you have nothing to lose? Jules knows! Pick her, pick her!

      Wanna know how far a person can fall? Well that Jules, she’s example A.

      Ridiculous. My life is a series of unfortunate, unlucky, ridiculous circumstances.

      I growl, not anything animal-like. I’m entirely too human to growl like my brother. Jeffery has always been the underachieving overachiever in the family. While it’s been near on two decades since my dad was alive. Mom is soft, the opposite of my dad which is probably why they made such a good couple; he was the strength. She was the soft that rounded out his rougher edges. I know she can’t be anything different but she looks for that strength in Jeff now. This means she takes my younger brother’s side, always. I don’t blame her. Jeff is strong—he can shift, while my mom is a human who mated a lion. A lion who died in the same car accident that crippled her when I was sixteen and Jeff was twelve. I take after my mom; not much lion in me. I’ve got a bit of purr, I can climb trees like it’s nobody’s business, I’ve got a wee amount of added strength and my eyes even flare when I’m stressed or angry. But otherwise, I’m a human of the garden variety. I don’t have the burnished bronze tan Jeff has. My skin’s porcelain with a touch of pink to the cheeks. My sense of smell is the same as your average Joe. My hair is dark, as in the darkest brown hair can get before it’s black. I shave one side in order to create a bigger part on either side. My hair’s too thin to do anything cool with it but too frizzy for it to have that sleek look.

      I’m human. An average, boring human.

      The trashcans line the back of the restaurant bar where I’ve worked for four months, though it feels like longer. Before Southern Comfort, I was a pastry chef at Beaumont Cakes, a family business. I’d apprenticed there since I was twenty-four, after realizing I didn’t want to be a receptionist for the rest of my life. I’m almost thirty-three, and if life hadn’t gone south, I would be a full-time chef and own a percentage of the newly opened Beaumont Bridal. A wedding planning business, Chantelle Beaumont and I have wanted to open since we became best friends at sixteen, when we moved to Nashville, where my dad was originally from, right before his death.

      I haven’t talked to my best friend, Chanty, in four months. This doesn’t stop her from texting every morning. Something, I’ll add, that as much as it burns a hole in my stomach in worry that I’m hurting her, it also makes me feel loved when no one else cares that much. I text back most mornings with an, “I miss you. We’ll talk soon.” We haven’t.

      I’ve fallen.

      Chanty won’t care how far, but I do.

      I care. Mostly because on that thought, there is the counter thought that’s becoming harder and harder to ignore: if only Jeffery didn’t think he is stronger than he actually is.

      My brother is the reason I’m fallen.

      I lug one large bag and lift it up with only the strength a half-lion shifter, who’s never shifted, can manage. I go back to get another.

      Then another, and another.

      After I haul the last one out and throw it overhead, I sit on an abandoned stool out back for a minute. Sal won’t come out back. He doesn’t dirty his hands in that way. No, he dirties his hands in other ways.

      Salvatore Truman (I shit you not, that’s his real name) is the owner of Southern Comfort as well as two other Truman-run restaurants and bars in the area. The Trumans are wannabe mob, though even at wannabe level, they’re more powerful than Jeff. Jeff doesn’t see it that way. He thinks, as a lion, it’s his due to have all the glitter he wants.

      He may be strong but hand to god, my brother is a dimwit. Who else would think they could get out of trouble with the fucking (wannabe) mob by beating up a few lesser members of the family? Jeff’s lucky Sal didn’t bust his knee caps or inflict on him some other horrific mob-movie-inspired form of torture.

      I hate lions. They sit on their thrones, sure, confident, no worries, thinking the world will clean up after them. Meanwhile, the rest of us human-peons get left with their messes. Messes, in this case, being over sixty thousand in gambling debts. I can barely make that in a year’s time, let alone afford my apartment in Nashville, support Jeff and my mom, and also pay our bills.

      Now, I’m expected to continue doing all of that and also pay Jeff’s debts. When I worked it out with Sal, he told me it would take five years working sixty hours a week. I almost walked at that proclamation, but Jeff was in the wings to reel me right back in. He had the audacity to claim lions in the wild depend on the females. That’s horseshit. The males earn their spot with the females, and this does not apply to older sisters.

      Entitlement, thy name is Jeffery Jacobson.

      When I pointed out the animal kingdom falsehood, however, he did what he always does when he needs me to bail him out. He brings up Mom, and I cave. At twenty-eight, he should have learned. But at thirty-two, I should have learned better. I never have.

      I pull out a cigarette and hold it in my mouth. I once read a book where the lead male character liked to take a cigarette and hold it in his mouth. It calmed him. That character stuck with me so much, that when I had a near on breakdown after Jeff told me what he’d been up to and the debts he’d accrued in addition to his other idiotic choices, I went out and bought a package of cigarettes.

      Even now, the one in my hand is nothing special.

      It smells nasty.

      It tastes worse.

      And it’s not calming in the least.

      But those terrible parts are what make sucking on a cigarette the perfect centerpiece to my life.

      The idea being: when you think life’s a fairytale, believe what you can taste and feel and smell, not what you want to be the truth.

      Dreams are fleeting. In the end, they’ll turn to sawdust in your mouth.

      A throat clears and I look toward the door.

      My feet hit the ground and I stand too quickly. I have to use my (very human) reflexes to set the stool to rights. Sal watches my movements with his stern boss-man face and I almost cringe and lower my eyes.

      I resist the urge. He’s got my soul. He’s got me working sixty hours a week in addition to caring for my mom. He doesn’t get to humble me below that.

      Still, he’s the boss. “Sorry, boss man,” I say. Even to my own ears, I hear my defiance. Sal says nothing, just holds the door for me.

      When the door closes, he gestures with his chin toward the bar.

      Jeff’s here, drinking, racking up a tab, adding to his debts—which I’m paying.

      I feel such anger, that it’s not rage that finally hits my system but another anxiety attack. I get them all the time. I’ve gotten them my whole life, since I was a kid. When I was young, my dad used to help me breathe through them. He’d look at me as though he expected something from them but as the attacks continued into my teen years, his face grew more grave. Still, he always stuck by me and helped me through.

      The fire ants crawling along my skin finally recede as I breathe deep. I suck down my anger, my impending rage, my fears, even the tears that often come on the tail of a panic attack. It all crawls back into my belly to be held at bay for another day. Or never, which is more likely the case.

      At the bar, my brother buys a couple guys drinks and I let him.

      “That’s my big sister,” Jeff says loudly. “She makes the big bucks and lets her brother drink for free.”

      I don’t say anything. Every time I make the decision to tell Jeff to grow up, I think of my mom, of her disappointment if she knew the truth. I think about the fact that my brother also lost my dad at a young age, at a boy’s most important age. And though my compassion is slowly ebbing, I know I have not hit that breaking point—yet.

      Again, I suck down my feelings, this time in order to serve him and his “friends” drinks without smacking him upside the head and giving him a damn wake-up call.

      While serving a man with a shark tattoo on his arm, I let my intense gaze linger. I don’t smile but I’ve learned a flirtatious intensity gets the job done as much as a smile does. I need the tips.

      At my flirtation, however, I hear a growl, this one definitely animal-like. My head whips around and I see the man from earlier, the one with the amber eyes. I sniff. I don’t know why. My sense of smell sucks.

      “Shark,” another man who looks Native American says, “stop flirting with the pretty bartender. You’re riling Lion.”

      I shift my gaze between the five men and feel a tingle along my lower back. That’s when I know why the man with the amber eyes keeps drawing my attention. Those eyes, that skin, hair, and the fact that he’s hanging out with a guy named Shark … I know exactly who he is.

      I feel my eyes burn bright, something else that happens to me, though, a lion never pops out of my skin. I quickly hide the reaction. By the sly smiles and nervous glances, these guys have caught my lapse.

      Damn lions. Damn shifters as a whole.

      Focusing back on the Native American man’s comment, I growl almost as roughly as the one he called Lion did. My own isn’t driven by jealousy or territorial urges, however. It’s a very human growl and it’s less of a sound and more me gritting words through my teeth. “Not gonna happen, Lion-O.”

      Then I turn my back on dead silence.

      I send Tiffany and Garrett to the other end of the bar for the rest of the night. Although I’ve only worked at Southern Comfort for four months, people listen to me. Not my brother, of course. I’ve just always had this ability to understand other’s needs. It’s not enough to understand, so I have learned to also make sure those needs are met. With my mom, her most basic need, though she doesn’t realize it, is me letting Jeff live. With Sal, even though he may not show it, he enjoys the fact that I’m snarky with him—not many are brave enough. With my fellow Southern Comfort bitches, it’s showing them they’re appreciated. In this case, I’ve already complimented them both on several occasions tonight, letting them know they’re doing a great job. I hate using that rapport to get something, but I need to. I can’t be near other shifters. And especially not him. Not now, not with another panic attack sending little insects to pick at my skin.

      My fellow bartenders comply immediately.

      I might feel Lion’s eyes on me for the rest of my shift, but I don’t do what my body wants me to. I don’t look back at the man with the amber eyes who is to be king of the lions someday.
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      They rib me. What are friends for? Most of the time, I’m game. Tonight, I’m not.

      I head to the pseudo plains area outside Nashville where my pride lives. Everyone knows when I’m not myself. They sense my mood. It touches them the way a king’s does his people. I don’t want to burden them with my feelings. I also don’t want to burden them down the road when I don’t take care of those moods in appropriately healthy ways—in this case, shifting.

      All that’s on my mind is her.

      Twenty-nine days and there’s a woman in a bar who takes one look at all that is me and tells me it’s not going to happen. She sees my weakness. I know this as soon as the words come out of her mouth.

      Her very pretty mouth. Even as the words score my heart, I feel the need to have those lips for my own. To take them soft. To take them rough. To take them with passion.

      The moon is at half waning, and the light touches me but not with warmth. At night, it’s the wind and the chill in the night air that hits my fur.

      When I feel the weakness of my human form. When my heart seeks a change of pace. When I need to be free in spirit and mind. When I just need to be me, I become this. This creature that feels more and more like my true form as I age.

      My lion.

      That is who I am, isn’t it? This lion.

      I’m not much of a human. I don’t have anything to offer a queen in that form. But as a lion, I am the king I was born to be.

      The wind whips harder, and I let off a long roar that’s echoed by others of my pride who’ve shifted and are running, playing, or lazing.

      Mine lasts the longest. It’s the loudest. The sound comes from deep in my belly, releasing the anxious fear that sits there.

      “Therapy on the cheap,” the current king and my mentor, Leo, says. He’s got a lope to his gait from a fight he had, with a natural born lion, when he was eighteen. I heard him coming but I must need the talk so I wait for him to make his way nearer.

      I don’t shift back, and he inclines his head with a smile.

      “So, it’s gonna be like that then, son?”

      His rough voice is a father’s voice. I loved my parents. They were older when they had me and Henry, though they met young. And yet, in some ways Leo was the second father I needed. My dad helped build the man. Leo helped build the leader, the lion.

      Right now, I need the man who helped me become the lion.

      His shift is quick.

      Clothes don’t shred like in the movies. They shift with us. We don’t know how or why. It’s part of our magic as shifters that our clothes change with us.

      His lion is a few hundred pounds less than mine but he’s almost as tall. In some ways, Leo’s smaller form is to his benefit. Being a thousand-pound American cave lion means I’m bulky and I move like a linebacker. You heard that right. There’s a reason even a geeky math professor by night, logging facility number-cruncher by day can rule over the prides of the U.S. My lion species should be extinct. We’re listed in the fossil record as last having been last seen over 10,000 years ago. Only we never died out. Our natural brethren might have, but the number of American cave lions in our pride has numbered anywhere from ten to thirty over the last thousand or so years.

      Leo moves swiftly, like a cat in the traditional sense.

      His paw swipes at my side, and I appreciate that he’s helped raise me to be the man I am and knows when I need him to just dive in.

      I block the first paw he sends my way but not the second. That scours along my flank, exposing blood to the air and tinging the wind with my pain. It’s a pain I embrace. It’s also a pain I get lost in.

      Paws, fur, blood, pain, anger, release. I let the world go on the shoestring I’ve attached my being to and I ride the wave of a good fight. My blood is a fire of sensation. My heart beats at a steady yet elevated pace. My growls sound every few moments.

      When I pin him, I do it only for a moment. I’ve won but I don’t need to gloat. I know some would think this weak. For me, I want to be a king who shows mercy when I’m able to. That is strength, Leo has taught me, not weakness. There is a reason some are given the power to be king, and others are not.

      We shift back, the process taking less than a minute for the both of us. There is a little pain as we shudder back into our human forms, but when we stand facing each other in our human forms, we are clean of blood and injuries. Although a shifter can’t heal every wound, one of the reasons we’ve survived so long is that when we shift between forms, our injuries go the way of our other form. This is true even when we’re hurt in human form. When we shift to our animal, not only our clothes disappear but so do our injuries. Depending on the injury, we might need to stay shifted for weeks, days, or hours. When we take our human form back, what we were wearing is still in its same condition but our body is healed.

      A clean slate in some ways. A life lesson in other ways.

      It’s a lesson I’ve learned often from my king. Tonight, he’s taught it to me again.

      You can always survive through the pain. It’s after that matters. The blood and pain might be gone from sight but the remains of it are still under your skin. You can use that pain or you can fear it.

      In other words, I can wallow in my fear of my humanity.

      Or I can become a king and not let one phrase, from a pretty shifter bartender and my worry about the next twenty-nine days, drag me down.

      I nod to Leo and he pulls me in for a hug.

      I absorb the touch and the feeling of a father’s love then clear my throat, fix my glasses, and walk away.

      I’m going to use the knowledge of what’s under the surface.

      What I’m not going to do is let fear rule me—neither as a lion nor as a man.
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      Wolf’s still not himself when we head back to Southern Comfort the next night. We’re here every night but like last night, tonight’s special. Last night we were subdued, contemplative. It was about the end of something, almost. I’m not entirely sure what, other than becoming king, but there’s this pit in my stomach that says life’s about to change in an even bigger way than I ever imagined. Hopefully for the better.

      The future king of the wolves is grumbling when Poison, Shark, Spider, and I walk into the bar.

      I, of course, trip over the entryway and my eyes lift to see if the bartender’s there. She’s not.

      “Good thing your lady love isn’t here yet, Romeo, or that would have been strike two.”

      Not wanting to show how close to home Shark’s comment hits, I shake it off and shrug as though I don’t care. It seems my resolve to not let fear rule me is going to take a bit of, fake it ’til you make it.

      They all know I care. They also all know that there’s a possibility the lion shifter female from last night might be my queen. I’ve never had such a strong reaction to a woman before. Ever.

      We’re at the bar, another blonde is on stage, though this time there’s a second blonde who’s joined her and they both have guitars. I smile at them when they glance my way, but when I stand to grab my drink it spills all over my work shirt. Fixing my glasses, I look up to find they’re no longer glancing my way. This time, I really don’t care. I just want to know why, as my eyes search Southern Comfort at seven o’clock on a Friday, my bartender isn’t here.

      No, not my, I correct. I shouldn’t get my hopes up. I breathe and settle in. Waiting, as you might guess, just makes me appear more awkward. Tonight, I choose to pull on my animal nature and my gaze brightens just enough to not frighten the natives. My awkward waiting becomes a predatory, watchful patience almost instantly.

      “I’m gonna see if there are any tables in the back or a dart board free,” Shark says, and Poison follows.

      Spider’s glancing around the bar but his dark gaze lets me know I should say something to Wolf. What I can say that anyone else can’t, I have no clue. With my lion at the surface, though, I feel a new sort of confidence.

      “You good, Wolf?”

      This confidence does not translate into subtle phrasing, it appears.

      Spider shakes his head and I swear I see his lip twitch from the side.

      Wolf’s gaze lifts for a minute but all I see is his pain. I want to comfort Wolf. This month is going to be the hardest on him. He’s not in this to become king. He wants to be left alone.

      I nod at his expression because there are no words.

      Wolf has a reason for the angry words he spewed last night.

      It’s not the witches’ fault. They’ve worked with the Shifter Kingdoms of the United States, in secret, hidden from humans just as we are, for over three hundred years. Witches are part of the reason why every country is able to have a different tradition for shifter kings and queens. In the U.S. we decided, a long time ago, on a thirty-year ruling cycle. Other countries and geographic areas have upwards of one hundred-year ruling cycles, some as low as ten. Shifters are a long-lived lot but most only make it to the big one-fifty. This is an average. Some die young just as with any creature. Our oldest shifter in the U.S. is two-hundred-and-forty years old. This is not typical. That’s a boar for you, though. Those bastards are hearty.

      Wolf’s issue is that he’s lost too much to the process of kingship. His mom died when he wasn’t even two. His father’s runner-up murdered her. That’s a flaw in our system; the runner-up often finds out that they are just that. While the tattoo flares in color at the start of our thirty days, it diminishes slowly as the thirty days progress if we haven’t yet found our queen. As it fades, the runner-up’s marking starts to darken. For the Wolf tribe and Wolf’s father, Grey, in particular, he had a nasty runner-up. A few years after Grey mated Wolf’s mother, the runner-up came back. His tattoo had disappeared as quickly as it showed. Knowing he was so close to being king but didn’t get the chance to rule, the runner-up felt he was gipped, I guess.

      Wolf’s mother should not have died so easily. Queens are powerful, they aren’t easy to kill. And because they are a part of the power for ruling and procreating, no one dares go after the king or queen. His father was away when it happened. Wolf was too young, a cub, and his mother was killed while he toddled around. His father came home only minutes after his queen’s death.

      A king is never the same after he loses his queen.

      Wolf’s father got remarried two months later, not to a wolf, but to a woman whose species is unknown. She’s known only to be poisonous. Wolf’s father married her to protect her and she became pregnant with Poison not long after their mating.

      When my eyes fall on the entry to the dart board area, I see the second son of the wolf king is walking back this way now, Shark in tow. Spider and I catch each other’s gaze, and we notice both Poison and Shark stop just short of us, reading the tension.

      Shark’s lip twitches and after glancing at Wolf’s back, he slides the saved stool to Wolf’s right and puts his arm around their friend.

      “Don’t be broody, pal. There’s a future little Wolfette out there somewhere, who’ll move with you to the Smokies, join you in the throne room and help you take the pelts of the wolves you don’t like. In between, you’ll make little wolf babies that’ll get into all sorts of shit, because like your other canine brethren, you’re troublesome devils, even if your sense of smell is only just up to par.”

      Wolf scoffs, and turns his face sideways, raising an eyebrow. “Just up to par, my ass.”

      “Was that a dig at me not being able to smell anything, Wolfman?” Shark asks.

      Wolf shrugs his shoulder to push Shark’s arm off and shakes his head in humor. He doesn’t answer; there’s no need. Shark’s sense of smell really is abysmal.

      Shark hits the bar with his knuckles so he can order a drink and that’s when I see her.

      Black jeans, a tattered tee with the word Muggle on its front, a choker that’s almost the exact shade of her dark-brown hair, skin like moonlight.

      Seeing her, I’m back to the human awkward I was before. I’m nursing my beer. I want to guzzle it down, make some cool gesture, grab her attention, even if it’s just to order another beer and say something to her.

      Shouldn’t I just know if she’s my queen or not? Our current king and queen, Leo and Penelope, tell their story and it was one of those ‘bam!’ moments where they just knew. Isn’t that how it’s supposed to be? She’ll be there and I’ll just feel it. I’ll know she’s the one. My awkwardness will fall away and with her, I’ll be the strong man I need to be. Like magic.

      Thunderstorm eyes of deep blues and greys slide past mine.

      “What can I get you?” That voice gets me in the gut. It’s not too low, not too high. Her voice reveals there’s a softness underneath that fierce exterior she shows the world. I want to know her softness and her ferocity. I want it—her to be mine. Which means, awkward future king that I am, I stare at the poor bartender.

      Shark smirks and I hear Spider guffaw on the heels of Poison’s snicker. Tonight, I don’t growl but it takes a herculean effort not to.

      Shark orders a whiskey and lime, Poison gets a beer like me. Spider and Wolf already have their drinks. Once Shark’s drink hits the bar, the tip follows, and she’s gone.

      “That’s not going to get you the girl,” Spider comments, downing the rest of his whiskey and letting out a hiss through his teeth.

      I should be offended but I’m not. I’m desperate. She’s something special. I feel it in my bones. When I decided that, I have no clue. When I first saw her. When she flashed those shifter eyes at us and I smelled her lioness for the first time. Not many can hide their scent like that. It could also have been when she threw me attitude and told me in no uncertain terms that it wasn’t going to happen. The comment hurt but the strength she showed was a damn fine turn on.

      “How do I get the girl then, because I’m at a loss, guys.” That’s me—awkward. And I hate that this is who I am, someone who’s awkward. Awkward doesn’t get the girl and awkward can’t speak up for itself. In this human skin, I’m a man who doesn’t fit the typical male epitome. It’s not often but right then, I wish I were someone else. Someone cool and brooding like Wolf. Someone mysterious but playful like Poison. Someone wise and sarcastic like Spider. Or even someone strong but goofy like Shark. Someone. Anyone. Anyone but who I am.

      This is the opposite of the lesson from the night before, but I’m unable to shake the brooding I’ve allowed to seep under my skin.

      Poison’s, “Just be you,” advice does not help. In fact, it makes me feel worse. Still, I give him a small smile and nod my head as though that’s doable. Being me and getting the girl who might be my queen. My stomach drops at that impossibility.

      Spider is quiet and watchful, a smirk on his lips that isn’t condescending but that’s more secretive. I wish he’d share the secret, especially if it’ll help.

      Wolf’s mumbling about bars being terrible places to pick up girls. And with his mumbling, I change my mind. I don’t want to be a brooding but cool old grump.

      Shark’s the one who speaks up in a way that I’m wondering who’s wiser, him or Spider, though we always give the latter more credit in that regard.

      His bright-blue eyes catch mine and his voice is rough but measured when he says, “Poison oversimplifies but he’s right. I get you’ve never known how to be comfortable in your own skin, dude. I get you’re tongue-tied. I even get that tripping over every surface would make me feel a little less than cool.” I run my hand through my hair and fix my glasses nervously. “But come on, Lie. You’ve gotten girls before—”

      “Girls, not his queen,” Spider interrupts.

      Shark concedes their friend’s point with an inclination of his bleach-blond head, then continues. “You want your queen to like someone other than you? If a queen’s any queen, she’s our complement. Our other half. Focus on that and just be you.”

      “What if she’s not my queen?” I ask, voicing one of my fears aloud. “What if I don’t have a queen, like my dad? His tattoo faded four kings ago. The runner-up took the crown. And Dad fell in love with my mom, who he always claimed was his fate. He and my mom were together for a hundred and twenty years and he wouldn’t trade a day of it for the thirty years he would have been king. But that’s my fear, that I’m an anomaly like my dad. What if I don’t have a queen?” I hold up my hand to stop any interruptions. “It’s not about the crown. It’s about the fact that there are only four things I’ve ever known to be true.” I tag them off on my fingers. “One, you guys, Henry, my parents before they died, and Leo will always be there through thick and thin. Two, my lion is stronger than any in history. Three, my queen will match me in strength. And four, I will be king. That’s all I’ve ever known to be true.”

      There’s silence for a beat.

      “That’s mighty lonely,” Spider whispers.

      “It’s also boring,” Shark declares, finishing up his drink.

      Poison shakes his head at Shark. “Lie, you’ve never had to fight for anything is what you mean. Maybe you thought when you met your queen, that was it. Life would keep rolling. Only life doesn’t work that way.”

      I almost disagree. Everyone has struggles. Everyone learns to sacrifice and prioritize at some point. Still, I nod because I can’t disagree entirely. It’s also eerie how closely what he says resembles my own thoughts from earlier about how meeting my queen will be one of those ‘aha!’ moments.

      “Yeah. I guess that’s true. There was nothing unusual about my parent’s deaths. They had us late in life, even though they met young. I’m not legally blind like Henry. I haven’t been through what you guys have.” I feel defensive, because I pride myself on the fact that I’ve made it through my life’s struggles. But making it through a struggle and having to fight for something you want, are two very different things. “I’ve never had any real fights, never had to rise above. I’ve never had anything to fight for.”

      “Until now.”

      My best friend expertly giving it to me in a nutshell.

      “Yeah,” I say, “even if the lioness from last night isn’t my queen, someone is, and it’s scary to not know. So, until now, no, I haven’t had to fight for anyone or anything, not to that degree.”

      There’s a half a beat of silence before Wolf asks, “So, was there a dart board or not?”

      Shark gives him a push from the side but although lanky, wolves are dense. He doesn’t move an inch. We all smile, however, because at the end of the day, this is who we are. And a game of darts might help me get some courage. We’re down to twenty-eight days to find our queens.

      “You still got issues with the unknown bull sharks ending up in the local river waters?” Wolf asks as we make our way over to a now empty dart board. Our favorite, in fact.

      “Yeah,” Shark answers. “There have been three sightings in the Cumberland River and one twenty-one-year-old kid got a good chunk taken out of his calf just a couple weeks ago, at a local diving spot.” He rubs his jawline between his thumb and fingers, worry evident in his gaze. “The local shiver of shark shifters in the area haven’t been able to swim. We aren’t like the other sharks in our tribe, the ones that live near the oceans. We rely on our access to the rivers to shift and stay strong as a species. These attacks are threatening our home.”

      Spider leans forward to catch Shark’s eye. “Your dad thinking of moving your shiver to a new location?”

      He shakes his head. “No.” Then, glancing down at his arm where the outline of a shark is now pitch black, where just the Sunday before at Wolf’s place, it was a light grey. “Though, by the time he would make such a decision, it’ll be mine, won’t it?”

      Didn’t that just bring us full circle?

      For a Friday, it’s surprising the dart board area is empty. So, we take turns throwing, but it’s while the other three play a few rounds that I sit down on the faded, broken pool table. It’s never been relined and is used now for eating and hanging out, sometimes for card games or parties in the back. We use it for sitting when we play darts two or three at a time.

      Poison joins me, his face paler than his normal Chinese American skin tone, which makes me worry.

      “You good there, man?”

      He shakes his head, his skin near ashen now.

      “Didn’t sleep well.”

      Lion smiles. “Got a girl you haven’t told me about?”

      Poison leans back against the table, his hard cider in hand, and he smiles in return as he tips his head back and takes a long pull.

      “Nah,” he finishes with his drink resting against the hip of his pants. “It’s like I’m coming down with something.”

      “Best friend withdrawal,” I counter, then I hold up my hands. “Don’t worry. It’s only twenty-eight days of searching, then it’s back to the grind and life as we know it.”

      Yes, we get vacation time from the shifter-run logging factory where we work. Just kings get the privilege of using their time all at once but to be fair, everyone has thirty days of vacation, sick, or PTO time every year.

      My comment doesn't bring about a chuckle or even the small smile I hope for. Instead, Poison’s face goes serious. “It’s not back to the grind, Lie. Once you all find your queens, you’ve got territories to visit across the whole of the U.S. You won’t be at the factory anymore. It’ll be me there, day in, day out, without you guys.” Before I can say anything further he stands to his full height of five foot, ten. He’s a couple of inches shorter than me but where I’m wiry, Poison’s broader than the typical wolf or lion. A great deal broader. “I thought I could do it. It makes me a huge dick to say this but I don’t want to be alone in a dead-end job for the rest of my life.”

      I don’t know what that’s like. My life has always been laid out for me.

      I’m about to say something comforting. That’s what friends do. Even when they don’t really understand, they empathize. Except it’s at that moment that my heart speeds up. No warning. I feel it quicken as though it’s tearing through my chest and the hairs on my arm stand on end.

      Before I know it, my body’s taking me across the room, through the back of the bar, and into the night.

      A night where blood coats the wind and all I see is red.
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      There aren’t many times in my life where I’ve replayed a moment over and over again.

      The last time I saw my dad is one of them. We’d been fishing because that was our thing. He’d take Jeff hunting in their lion forms but for me, it was fishing. We’d sit, patient as predators, rods in our hands. It was more than just fishing. It was listening to the sounds of nature and each other’s breathing. It was wearing ugly clothes that were more practical than stylish, something that at the age of sixteen was a rare occurrence. In school, I had to be on my game with what I wore. Chanty and I weren’t the top of the heap but with her looks and money, and my ability to be the helpful person everyone turned to, we weren’t at the bottom either. My dad and I hadn’t said much that day but he said one thing that always stuck with me.

      “Jules,” he said, “you know that birthmark isn’t just a birthmark. It’s a symbol of who you are, of the woman you’re going to be. If you find him, show him you’re special. You might not shift but you’ve got the strength and the heart to be a good leader. Remember that.”

      And I did remember—but only just. I forgot that I’m worth something, just as myself, a non-shifter with shifter genes.

      I give too many chances. I say yes when sometimes it should be a firm no. I square my shoulders and waltz into battles that are not mine to fight. I’m loyal to a fault, as my dad also often said.

      Taking out the trash for the second night in a row, as the primo Southern Comfort bitch, that thought hits me again.

      The memory of my dad sharing that, mixed with the choices I’ve made recently get me somewhere deep. I know, in that moment, my dad would be proud of me because he valued loyalty. He’d also be disappointed that I’m not letting those around me fight the battles they need to fight to become worthy themselves.

      I lug the other ten bags out and throw them in the bins, doing it rotely. I won’t ever admit it to Sal, but it’s almost soothing doing this—being outside, the lights of Nashville surrounding me, doing something steady. Who’d have thought being the designated trash girl at a Nashville bar would be soothing.

      Afterward, I take my break again, plopping my butt down on the same stool as before. I start to pull out a cigarette but when it’s in my hand, I just stare at it as another moment replays.

      Like I said, I don’t have many moments in my life that are on replay, but catching the eye of the man called Lion, is one I know I’ll never forget.

      He’s got eyes the deepest color amber, a face carved to perfection, a pair of glasses that soften his harsh exterior. And that wiry frame, muscles and length. I’ve always been a sucker for tall guys with glasses; the muscles are just a bonus.

      I smile and pull my prepaid cell out of my back pocket.

      Me: I might have met a guy.

      Two seconds later.

      Chanty: Oh, did you actually talk to him?

      I wrinkle my nose.

      Me: Uh … I kind of told him it’s never going to happen.

      Chanty: Sugar, seriously? You’re 32. You ain’t no virgin. Get out there. Find a man and please god, get the hell away from your douche of a brother.

      I laugh, even as it hurts to admit she’s right. My brother has become someone I don’t like.

      Confession time, at least in regards to Lion.

      Me: His friend has a shark tattoo on his arm. They saw my eyes light up. And the guys he was with called him Lion.

      A longer moment of silence ensues and I worry she’s going to give me the, “You can’t wait around for a king,” lecture. I have definitely not waited around for him. I touch the small of my back and let out a deep sigh. Okay, that’s a lie. Maybe a part of me has waited. I’ve stayed in Nashville, where my dad’s originally from, since we moved here about a year before he died. I could have left, gotten work elsewhere, even gone to college. In high school, my teachers all told me I was smart enough. But I didn’t. Because of Mom and Jeff. Because I couldn’t bring myself to leave them. It’s not their fault I’ve used them as a crutch to stay close, to not lose our family. Though, because my mom is how she is, our family has felt lost for sixteen years. But if I’m being truthful, a part me was waiting for my king.

      Chanty: Is he cute?

      I bust out laughing even as I text back furiously.

      Me: He’s tall. Next to me, really tall. A little nerdy which is cute. Dirty-blond hair, glasses, a jaw to die for, eyes the color of amber, skin that burnished color lions have, muscles for days though they’re like runner’s, and hon, he’s got a dimple. A legit dimple. I want to lick it.

      I can’t believe I say that. Yet, it’s true. I do want to lick it.

      Chanty: So, you’ve found him.

      I sigh again, this time closing my eyes and sliding off the stool so I can head back inside.

      Me: Gotta get back to work, but yeah, Chanty. I think I’ve found him.

      Chanty: The thirty-year ruling cycle ended the other night.

      My heart stops for a moment. It really is happening.

      I put my phone in my back pocket. I’ll answer later. I can’t be late getting back. I don’t need to give Sal any ideas on what work he can add to my load.

      A throat clears in the dark.

      Deja vu. Only it’s not Sal this time.

      While my smell is on level with a human’s, my eyesight is killer. It takes a millisecond for my vision to adjust. When it does, I scowl.

      After the conversation I just had and a night of replaying a vision of a stranger in my head along with memories of my dad, I’m just not in the mood.

      “You know, you could actually work instead of pretending to be Mom’s protector.” This is one thing I learned two months earlier. My brother is not my protector. I’m his.

      “Don’t be a bitch,” Jeff replies with a sneer. He didn’t always wear a sneer. It’s been a slow-growing look for him, something that started a few years back and is now such a part of him, I don’t know how it took me so long to see his true colors.

      “Ah, but I play the part so well, don’t I, little brother?” My voice lowers to mimic his. “JJ, I’m so sorry. It won’t happen again. Promise.” And, “JJ, I just need to borrow a few bucks.” This is a daily occurrence. Then there is, “JJ, it’s kind of your fault. We need more money in this house and you just bought that brand-new couch.” We hadn’t had any furniture, at all, at the time. The couch had been a Goodwill steal. I continue with my mimicking before he can interrupt. “And my favorite: If you don’t do this or fix that, JJ, it’s Mom who’s going to suffer.” We’re a goddamn cliché. And I’ve played right into his hands yet again.

      He moves in closer, a charming smile on his lips. He’s so close, I can smell the liquor on his breath. “It’s five years, JJ. Then, you’re free.”

      I react as though I’ve been slapped. My head snaps back. I’ve thought it but until this moment, I’ve never felt it. I’m not his protector at all. I’m his slave.

      I stand abruptly and glance over at him. “You’re not getting drinks on the house tonight. I told you already, I’m not adding on to that five-year debt.” I turn my back on him and add, “So, I don’t know why the fuck you’re here.” If you can believe it, four months ago, I only cussed when it mattered. Most people don’t like swearing and if anything, I’ve always been the people-pleaser type. The F-word is now my favorite word. It’s a shield. If I don’t say it at least a dozen times a day, I know my heart’s getting too soft for this world.

      Jeff is in my space again before I can even take a step.

      His nails bite into my jaw as he holds my face up to meet his. Another disadvantage. Lions and lionesses are tall. I’m barely five foot, three. I have to look up at my five foot, ten brother. His claws dig in just a little too roughly. It’s not the first time. It’s just the first time it’s not an accident.

      In his eyes, I see something worse than entitlement. I see a stranger and a monster.

      “Don’t ever presume to tell me what I can and cannot do—”

      He starts, but he never finishes. Because my brother may be a lion under those clothes but he is not the strongest nor is he the only shifter in Tennessee.
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      I have him held high, his back against the wall, his nails digging ineffectually against the rough lion’s hair of my partially shifted hand.

      I can smell his weakness.

      “A man does not harm his mate.”

      Even saying this, I feel the need to shift, to scream and roar that she is not his. But to do so might say that she is mine. And she isn’t mine, not in the sense I want her to be.

      The man, however, is mine.

      He is one of my lions, a mountain lion not an American cave lion. It’s not this lion’s fault he’s the lowest weighted of all our prides, nor is it his fault he weighs less than two hundred pounds shifted while I weigh closer to a thousand.

      The man tries to speak and I tighten my grip on his throat but I have to keep my head. Her blood is fresh and the smell reaches me on the wind, sending my body into hyperdrive and demanding of me that I kill this man. He has what is mine. He’s hurt what is mine.

      I shake my head and in doing so, loosen my grip on my subordinate. Instead of maintaining a show, I let him go entirely.

      My eyes are a deeper amber now, bright on the inside, almost black on the outside. My jaw is hardened. My flesh is taut. My face and neck have sprouted fur, and though I know she’s a shifter, not many shifters have a half form. We’re our animal or we are human. As a king, I can shift any part of my body. However, I haven’t been able to do it until now, not until the power of kingship seated itself upon my shoulders.

      Out of the corner of my eye, I see her but I don’t dare look at her, this woman I want to be my queen, though I’ve not yet spoken to her.

      Still, I must ask. “You alright?” My voice is rough, a near on growl of frustration.

      “I don’t need a damn lion shifter stepping between me and my brother, thanks.”

      She comes to stand between me and the man, her brother it seems. Only she doesn’t leave her back fully exposed to him. She still crosses her arms across her chest. It’s a very full chest, something I’ve always liked. Most lion females are lithe and have very little flesh in that area.

      “You’re lion too,” I state but it comes out as a demand.

      Any other lion, her brother included, would notice the threat. He’s on his knees even now, whispering, “JJ …”

      She ignores his hand on her lower calf. She ignores his insistence and she glares at me.

      I won’t say I’m used to this defiance. Among lions, I’m not.

      “Half,” she answers. “It’s a half I’m good without.” Her brother tries to interrupt again and I meet his cold eyes with a warning. My hand goes up as well. I’m going to trip going back into the bar but right now, I am the future king. Or not future, I think.

      “Half-lion is still lion,” I assure her. I saw how her body tensed when she said half. I know there’s some prejudice among some, but a shifter is a shifter. Her smell is weak, though. Perhaps she’s a great deal smaller than her brother when she shifts.

      She shakes her head. “No, I mean I’m human,” she counters. “I can’t shift.”

      I feel the hit of those words, so hard, for a moment I cannot breathe. I almost take a step back. A king does not show his shock. Yet, I know I haven’t hidden it completely when her gaze becomes even more defiant.

      Her lip curls. “Yeah, Lion-O. That’s me, a fucking freak of nature.”

      “It’s not possible.” My voice is a whispered growl, my lion so close to surface it just spills out of me.

      “To be born half shifter and to have the human side win out?” she asks, her face moving to impassive and her eyes going cold. Eyes like storms shouldn’t be cold, not in the sense that they’re near death. Storms are alive. Storms are lightning and thunder, rain and rebirth. They’re heart-pounding. There’s nothing better than running through a field or plain when a storm is brewing overhead. Mud on your paws, catching your food.

      I look into her eyes and instead of saying what I’ve always been taught, I take a step closer. I can almost touch her. “I’m sorry.”

      Her eyes flash with brief sadness at my tone. I don’t mean it to be pitying. I mean it as I say it. I’m sorry that she has some of the advanced genetics of a lion. Those bright eyes show this. She cannot shift, though. To know who you are and to be unable to change, that is a fate I would wish on no one.

      She takes a step back but I know when she quickly changes her path and steps to the side that she does not want to be near her brother either. “I don’t need your fucking pity, lion.” Her voice is a near growl. I can’t help it. I go hard. Not the best time. I’m tall and wiry but I’m also big. It’s not easy to hide my dick when it’s at full mast.

      Her eyes go there and I realize I’ve cupped himself to hide it.

      Her wide eyes hit mine and I can’t help my reaction. I grin. Her eyes narrow. There’s a standoff of sorts. I don’t know why it’s important to hold her gaze but it is. This is not about dominance. This is about something else entirely.

      “Alright, kiddos,” Shark intrudes. “Break it up.”

      I turn my head toward him slowly, a growl emitting from my lips. I don’t like him interrupting our moment. When he inclines his head, I know he’s placating me as a king and not as his friend. I’m on edge and he understands this.

      Poison follows in his wake, Wolf and Spider not far behind. I didn’t even notice them hanging back. Now that I think about it, though, they would have followed me at the first sign of danger.

      “Oh, for fuck’s sake,” the woman says. “Nothing bad’s happening. My brother’s drunk. He got a little carried away.” My eyes are on her and I know she’s lying. Her eyes say she’s infuriated with her brother. Her face says she wants to hurt him. Her body is tiny, though, and she is not lion.

      It’s that thought more than anything, that has me relaxing. She is not mine. But the other man is.

      I turn my gaze back to the man. “Name,” I demand.

      The guy’s eyes come to me only briefly. Good. He doesn’t know much. He doesn’t know to leave his sister’s body alone. He doesn’t know his own strength or worse, he thinks what little might he has, entitles him. He doesn't know much. But he knows his king.

      “Jeffery,” the guy answers.

      I wait in silence, and even without the growl, it’s implied.

      “Jeffery Jacobson,” the female replies for him knowing what I’m asking. Her eyes narrow as she takes in the tableau and finally realizes that her douche of a brother is kneeling still. Not because he’s hurt. Her head tilts to the side in thought. “You really are him, aren’t you?”

      I nod, because I know what she’s asking. Am I king? Technically, the tattoo makes it so but until I find my queen I am not he. For the purpose of this conversation, I am.

      I’m stuck on something else she said though. It’s Wolf who asks, “Jacobson?”

      She nods, meeting my friend’s gaze. Her eyes swiftly return to me. Almost reluctantly, she holds out her hand. “Jules Jacobson.”

      “Your father was Reginald?” Poison asks.

      She never answers. Her head shoots up at the same time my hand grabs for hers. If this is the only time I get to touch her, I’m going to take it.

      When my hand touches hers, those eyes light up. I see those storms now. Her eyes are lightning, a pure dark blue with flecks of grey. The brackish green is gone. My breath catches. Time holds.

      Her other hand reaches behind her as she bites her lip.

      At first, I think she’s being coy because the touch is affecting, to say the least. But when she pulls her hand free and reaches to her lower back, her face twisting, I know.

      I make the biggest mistake of my life.

      “But you can’t shift,” I say. This is, of course, when my own tattoo flairs to life in reaction to hers becoming more vibrant. It’s painful and if I were not king, I might fall to my knees as the tattoo reforms itself into my skin, branding me even as I know it’s branding her.

      She’s had it all her life. They always do—the queen to our king in so many ways. Ours goes dark when it’s our time to search and stays dark if we find our queen.

      A queen’s crown-shaped birthmark becomes a mirror of our own tattoo when she willingly touches her mate—the king—for the first time.

      And I’ve just asked my queen the only question that could make her face change from a look of wonder to hurt in the span of a heartbeat.

      Our markings change.

      As with all ruling pairs, however, I know mine will not be just a lion anymore just as hers will not be a barely-there birthmark.

      We’ll have matching imprints of a lion and a lioness now.

      We will never be lion and lioness, though.

      My queen is human.
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      “Stay the fuck away from me,” I whisper, as I massage the mark on my back. I know what it means. I’ve always known. I just didn’t know touching him would reveal who I was nor did I know how much he’d hate it. I’ve hidden the small crown-shaped birthmark well, especially from Jeff who might use such a thing to his advantage. It’s the only mark on my body. Every other scrape or injury has always healed.

      Now, just as my dad once told me it would, I know the marking will be a lioness and a lion tangled up in each other. A king is always king of the animal species he is born to. That’s why he takes the name of his animal. A female can be queen to any species of shifter. It’s why we hide our marks while the kings do not—or at least why many of us do. Because while the king will rule within his shifter tribe, if a female is born within the same tribe, she isn’t necessarily going to be queen of that tribe later on. Also, queens aren’t born every thirty years like kings. A queen can be any age, so there’s actually no telling which ruling cycle our king will fall into. Some birthmarks, my dad said, are so tiny, they look just like any old mark. I’ve known what mine means; yet, I’ve hidden the mark to keep myself hidden, because I always knew I was different. I feared what that difference might mean.

      My mom has hidden mine for so long, I think she’s forgotten it’s there. Dad died and we stopped talking about it. One of the things I remember about him is his pride every time he saw that birthmark claiming me as a future queen. The only other person who knows about it is Chanty but that’s because she’s got one of her own.

      I want to touch it. I want to make sure it’s healed and not bleeding through the back of my shirt.

      Against my will, I reach behind me again. His eyes follow and I stop the movement, my hands going up in front of me. He can’t touch me. I can't allow someone who hates the fact that I can’t shift near me.

      There are no happily ever afters.

      I have learned this time and again, but it became alarmingly clear, when my brother let me take on the burden of his debts, four months earlier.

      This blow is worse somehow, maybe because as I earlier realized, I really have been waiting for this moment. To meet my king. Saying I’m disappointed would be an understatement.

      “Do not,” I start, taking a step away from him and narrowing my eyes, “ever touch me. I don’t want this. You don’t want this. Good. I’ve had it with lions anyway.”

      It’s then I realize I have. I’ve had it with all lions. I pull my prepaid cell out of my back pocket. The king and his friends watch warily. My brother is still on his knees. I wish he would stay there. Forever, preferably.

      Mom picks up on the third ring and I’m happy I don’t have to leave a message.

      “What’s up, baby?” she asks and that tone with those words has me catching my breath. I second guess the internal decision I’ve just made.

      Then the lion takes a step forward. His friend, the one with the shark on his forearm, shakes his head and I give the shark man my best thank you face. It’s not much. I don’t have much in the way of thanks to give. I don’t owe anyone in this alleyway. I owe me, though.

      It took a king in an alleyway reacting to me being his queen to nail the lessons of my life firmly in the coffin I’ve built for myself.

      Jeff isn’t going to be happy but it’s time I stop enabling him. Yes, just like that. I may never have a happily ever after but I’m not going to continue being a doormat for everyone.

      “Mom, I won’t be home tonight. In fact, I won’t be home for a while. Jeff’s got a new job and he’ll be taking over the lease on the apartment starting in a couple of weeks. I’ve got the rest of the month paid up.”

      My eyes cut to Jeff when I hear him growl. He shuts his mouth. I’m not naive, I know he shuts the fuck up because of the lion king. I want to laugh at that thought. I don’t. This conversation with my mom will take all my concentration.

      I don’t want to worry her but she’ll be more worried when I don’t come home. And I’m not going home.

      “Jules, is everything okay?”

      She doesn't know about Jeff and his debts.

      I nod even as I look to my feet. For the first time since taking on my bitch persona, ironically at the same time becoming everyone’s bitch, I want to cry. I suck in a breath and say, “Yeah, Mom. I’m gonna call Chanty and see if I can stay with her for a bit. I just need …” What do I need? I don’t know. I’m sure the men watching me want to tell me what I need. But none of them know me.

      My mom isn’t that much of a fragile flower, however. I often underestimate her because of how she fell apart after dad’s death but also because, although she gets around on her own, she’s in a wheelchair. She surprises me when she says only, “I understand, baby. Go. Be free for a little while. Jeff will take care of me.”

      That’s my hope but he’s never done a good job of it in the past.

      Again, I feel like crying. My voice is rough when I say, “Thanks, Mom. Love you.” I hang up after she replies with an, “I love you too, Jules.”

      When she’s gone, I look back toward Jeff.

      “So, that’s it then? Moving up, sis?”

      I shake my head at him and take a step forward, leaning over him. “Do you listen to anything but your own goddamned ego, Jeff? Mom doesn’t know. She thinks you’re like Dad, that you’re strong. But I’m the one who holds us together. I’m the one who’s kept us afloat. And I let you do this. I let you run me over, take everything too damn far. I let you turn me into your fucking slave.” I’m still leaning over him when I say, “You know if I go in there, Sal won’t give a fuck who works off the debt. It’s yours. You get to pay it, little brother.”

      He moves forward but again, I’m quick. Not as quick as I’d be if I was a true lion shifter. Still, I’m quicker than Jeff. I move with a speed I’ve never had and use the momentum to propel my hand forward against his chest, slamming him against the wall. “You do not ever,” I spit out the words, “touch me again, Jeff. Never fucking again. I’ve given up a lot for you, Brother. Too much. You don’t get to steal anything else.”

      Jeff looks almost guilty when he says, “JJ, I didn’t—”

      “You did,” I reply before he can get any words out. There are no excuses. Nothing can undo what he’s done. “You get the next five years to pay for your earlier actions.”

      “So, what?” He’s back to angry. I can see it in his eyes. Childish. “You’re just going to go off and be queen and leave me and Mom?”

      I feel the other men react to that. Is that what they think all this is for? They might. They’re men. Even my statements from earlier, that I don’t want the lion to touch me, might not hold the resolve I meant them to.

      I back away from Jeff and point to king of the lions.

      “I’m not going anywhere with any damn lion, Jeff. You cured me of wanting anything to do with shifters.” I don’t know why I do. I look back at the others—I realize there are four other men there, and I say, “No offense.”

      A large man who looks part Chinese, his face a sculpture of pure beauty, smiles and says, “Nah, gorgeous. He was a dick. We get it.”

      “Poison,” the man named Lion warns, his voice low.

      Poison’s hands go up. “Just saying, Lie. The lady’s already had a shit time of it with lions. You didn’t do anyone any favors by pointing out she can’t shift.”

      “Total dick move,” a light-brown haired man with a casual air says.

      “I’m with Wolf and Poison,” the spiky-haired blond with the shark tattoo on his arm jumps in with.

      “Glad we’re all agreed.” A Native American shifter, with the most beautiful long black hair I’ve ever seen, meets my gaze and smirks.

      I almost smile back, then shake my head. I’m succumbing to their damn shifter charm. I don’t need charm. I need a couch to crash on.

      The night’s weighing on me. I run my hand along the shaved side of my head. Feeling the texture helps settle me. It’s good I’m settled because that’s when lion-man gets closer.

      “I didn’t mean—”

      My hand is up before he can finish.

      “Shut it, Lion-O.” His friends chuckle and guffaw but I’ve not said this for them. The nickname is another shield. Still, I can’t help myself. I tilt my head to the side in what I know is more of a dog than a cat expression. “Why did Poison over there call you Lie?”

      “Name’s Lion.” He holds his hand out to me.

      I shake my head. “Not gonna happen, bucko.”

      Of course, I know his name. I’ve only thought about him five billion, seven hundred, eight thousand, two hundred and three times since the night before. The nickname, Lie, though. I like it just a little too much.

      Even without Jeff, I know I don’t need a king, though. I stuff down the good feelings from earlier. Who needs someone who tries to overpower them? Who wants to be the background noise to some chauvinistic male’s proclamations? Not me.

      When I refuse to take Lion’s hand, he pulls it back. I don’t miss the sadness in his eyes. I want to soothe that hurt. I won’t. It’s not my place because I have no intention of being queen to his king.

      Before calling Chanty, I look to the other men. My people-pleaser persona comes back online and I’m quieter when I say, “I didn’t catch your names.”

      I don’t sound like a bitch but I do sound more demanding that usual. Though I’ve seen the flash of a spider on Spider’s lower abs and the prominent shark on the spiky-haired one’s arm, the others might be lions for all I know.

      Poison separates himself, gives his name in an official capacity, and turns back to the others. “Tall guy next to me with the light-brown hair is my brother, Wolf. Taller guy next to him with the long black hair is Spider. The spiky bleach-blond my height is Shark.” He gets a mischievous glint in his eye. “And the handsome devil who’s king to your queen is Lion, Lie for short.” I flinch at the mention of Lion not five feet away.

      “Well, thanks for coming to my rescue, but I’ve got a job to quit and a best friend to visit.” I incline my head and walk toward the back door. A growl reverberates through the alley. I don’t stop but I do a backward wave. “Bye, Lion-O. Don’t cause too much trouble.”

      And the snark comes out. Not good. Even to my own ears, the way I say it sounds like a challenge. Cats like a challenge. They save up all their energy for those moments when they can finally chase a new adventure.

      I want to take the snarky comment back. Instead, I walk inside.

      I’ve been out back a while. According to the clock on the wall, it’s been thirty minutes. It has felt like hours. Sal seems to think the same. His expression is dark and pissed.

      I speak up before he can yell or threaten. “Sorry, boss. I was out back with Jeff. He wants to take over my shifts and pay his debts back himself.”

      I didn’t think anything could shut Sal up. His jaw’s hanging wide open, though. I’ve shocked him.

      In case the shock on his face isn’t enough, he then says, “No shit?”

      “No shit,” I reply.

      He nods. “This is good. You can both work—”

      “No,” I state firmly and I know that the epiphany I had in the alleyway is new to everyone around me but it’s been growing in me for a while. “Just Jeff. It’s his debt. He’ll take over my deal, take care of my mom.”

      Sal’s eyes meet mine and I see his intelligence. He’s not just a wannabe mobster. “Tryin’ to get your baby brother to grow up, kid?”

      My chin dips slightly and I exhale. “That’s the hope, Sal.”

      Again, he nods. “I accept.”

      My head jerks. Until that moment, I don’t think I realized it could have gone another way. Is that a queen thing? I hope not. Stories tell of queens who come into a great deal of power when they meet their kings and vice versa. They’re supposed to complement each other as partners and rulers. I don’t intend to find out. Still, I file away my sudden demanding nature and my increased speed and strength for later.

      “I’ll finish the shift,” I say as I walk toward the kitchen door in order to make my way to the bar.

      Sal’s not having it. “Kid, your brother officially takes over the contract tonight. He not gettin’ no excuses. If you want him to grow the fuck up, he starts this minute.”

      I don’t want to see Jeff, not anymore tonight. Maybe not for a long while. When I turn toward the back door, it’s opening and Wolf and Spider have my brother. By have him, I mean Jeff’s walking on his own two feet. He’s in front of the two taller men, his face in that ever-present sneer. Spoiled. My brother is spoiled.

      “You good to start tonight, Jacobson?” Sal asks.

      Jeff looks to me, then his eyes slide to first Spider then Wolf. Finally, his gaze lands on Sal. “Sure thing,” he replies.

      Sal’s booming laugh reaches me and I don’t want to be charmed. Not by lions. Not by shifters. But especially not by mobsters. I can’t help it. His laugh reaches me, and I feel a small smile hit my lips.

      This is, of course, when Lion joins the boys.

      Poison and Shark walk in with him.

      All of them watch me smile like it’s something they didn’t think I was capable of. I purse my lips and notice Sal’s looking at me, a smirk on his chubby Italian face. “Got yourself a bodyguard contingent of Romeos?”

      I raise an eyebrow. “What makes you think they’re with me? I need a man to protect me like I need another lazy ass brother.”

      I hear a couple amused grunts and a snort. Whatever my brother’s reaction is, I ignore him entirely.

      Sal, though, he gives me an up and down perusal. Not sexual. Pointed.

      “Don’t let my height and general appearance fool you, boss—”

      “Not your boss anymore, bella.”

      No, he isn’t. Now, I really do smile.

      “It’s been real, Sal.”

      “Take care,” he replies.

      I don’t look back. The shifters have been given my denial. No queendom for me. Sal has my brother. My mom knows I’m on a soul-searching mission.

      I mean to call Chanty, especially about a certain tattoo I’ve recently seen that is more about her life than mine. But she’s probably already in bed. She gets up at four a.m. every morning to start her day at Beaumont Bridal. When I call, she’ll bitch that I’ve only been texting minimally, although we chatted longer earlier. Then, she’ll cry at hearing my voice for the first time in forever. Then, she’ll insist I come right over. I need my best friend. I need her in order to feel like me again. Only, right now, talking isn’t what I want.

      I know that when I call Chanty, she’ll get her parents on the phone and they’ll hire me back in a heartbeat. This means I now have some extra money. I should save that extra cash.

      Instead, after throwing on my Beaumont Cakes sweatshirt and my headscarf from my locker, I head out into the night. My 1989 VW Beetle is waiting for me in the crowded parking lot. It’s only nine-thirty. I’m free. Truly free.

      I get into my car, shift into gear, and head to the local market. There, I grab strawberry ice-cream, double-stuff chocolate cookies, salt and vinegar chips, and basically any food I’ve disallowed myself. These items have been on the “special occasion” list of grocery items for years now.

      Then, I get a motel room. I’m not rich. I’ve got enough saved to make it through a couple of months on Chanty’s couch. This weekend, I’m going to enjoy my freedom though.

      Movies. Check.

      Food that is bad for me. Check.

      A bed I don’t have to make myself. Check.

      No clean clothes because well, fuck it. Check.

      A knock at the door … Shit.

      I growl. It doesn’t sound like a human growl. It sounds like an animal.

      Then, that sense of smell that just hours earlier was shitty chooses that moment to perk up.

      I smell sunshine, fur, and I think, home.

      This is when I know the past hour and a half of freedom has been a lie. Because there’s a lion at the door, and I can’t seem to stop my feet from walking to him.
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      “Should I ring the doorbell?” I turn to Shark. He seems level headed enough to deal with this very uncertain moment, where I have to pull my head out of my ass. Or is it my foot out of my mouth?

      “There is no damn doorbell,” Poison points out from behind me.

      “So, then, I knoc—”

      Wolf cuts me off. “You be a goddamn king.”

      That gets me. In the chest. I feel his words for the truth that rings in them. He’s right. The one who least wants to be king is right.

      I nod and go to knock, then turn back.

      “Fuck me,” Shark mutters in exasperation.

      Spider sighs.

      Poison has a brow raised.

      Wolf’s eyes are all challenge. Go in there. Do this. Those eyes taunt me as a friend’s should. Be a man, they say. At almost thirty, no one should have to tell me this. Except, I’ve never been as confident as others think I should be.

      I haven’t turned around to tell them I’ve got second thoughts. I’ve turned around to tell them to leave.

      Shark seems to get this first. “Oh,” he says. He glances at the others, a smirk turning to a shit-eating grin. “Seems we are no longer needed here, gentlemen.”

      I make this clearer when I say, “Leave,” but it comes out as a growl. It’s like I have multiple personalities. My lion is not a separate being. Yet, the truth is that when you’re over a thousand-pound beast, it’s hard not to be confident. When you’re a human male with a runner’s body, a tall frame that causes you to trip over your feet, an awkwardness of speaking that gets you nowhere with the females, and glasses that slip down your nose every moment of every day, however … well, enough said.

      They book it, laughing and slapping each other’s backs. In my chest, there’s this ball. It tightens at the sight of them walking away. This moment is life-changing. The minute our tattoos went dark was the catalyst but Poison is right. Things won’t be the same after Wolf, Spider, and Shark and I find our queens and take over our respective prides, packs, clusters, and shivers.

      I watch them leave and I absorb the moment, feeling it get lost in time but knowing I won’t forget it.

      I experience the bittersweet sensation of endings foreshadowing new beginnings as I turn toward my queen’s motel room and knock. Waiting a moment, I knock again.

      There’s shuffling inside and a few choice swear words can be heard through the thin motel door. I smile. My queen’s got a mouth on her. I’d be lying if I said it was a mouth I didn’t want to taste. I want to do more than taste. I want to devour. I want to pull the breath from her lungs and fill her mouth with tongue and teeth and with so much touch she won’t be able to talk. She’ll be all feeling.

      The door opens and I see she’s got her disgruntled face back in place. She doesn’t want to like me. Jules has made it clear lions are persona non-grata in her current world. Who would blame her?

      I have a strong urge to push past her, embrace this king-thing Wolf’s challenged. But a king is about balance, not force. At least, that’s the kind of king I want to be.

      “Hey,” I say. That’s me, Mr. Cool.

      Except, my greeting throws her off. Her brows draw together so tight I want to smooth the little lines that form there. She won’t thank me for the thought but all I can think is, she’s so fucking adorable.

      She replies with a, “Hey,” as well. Hers is tinged with a great deal of suspicion.

      We’re quiet. I’m waiting for her to let me in, leaning my body casually against the doorframe to show her I’ve got all the time in the world. I want to convey that I’m here for her, I’m trustworthy. Basically, the hope is she won’t think I’m a douchebag forever.

      It’s a lot for a standing position to say without words. I’m pretty sure it fails in the entirety of its message when she asks, “You want to tell me why you’re here?”

      Time to buck up.

      “Can I come in?” I ask.

      “No,” she answers, “I don’t think you can.” Her arms cross her chest and I have to force my gaze away from the bounty. I clear my throat and lift my eyes. Her stare is hard … cold. At least that’s the feeling she intends to give off. I hold that gaze and realize those eyes aren’t so hard. She’d kill me for saying so but I see the show. She’s got a softer core to her than she lets on, something I noticed the night before. I just need to pull that out.

      “Jules,” I start, “give me a chance. We all make mistakes. We all fail those who mean the most to us. Or who might mean the most to us in the future. I just want a chance to”—To what? I say the first thing that comes to mind— “to court you.”

      As soon as I say it, I know it’s the second dumbest thing I’ve said that night. That’s it, genius, remind her she can’t shift when you realize you’re a ruling pair and then tell her you want to court her. Were you slapped with the dumbass stick when your tattoo went dark, asshole? My inner critic is on pointe tonight.

      “Court me?” Jules asks.

      I’m surprised when she doesn’t laugh. Her eyes go sort of soft. The suspicion is still there, but I realize I’ll give anything to keep that softness in her expression for the rest of my long life. I want to take up that challenge more than anything.

      This is, of course, when my ‘dumbassery’ gets ahold of me once again, and I say these words aloud. “I’m not bulky. I look like a runner, only I’d probably trip over my feet, in human form, if I took up racing. Ask me about quotients and the square root of such and such number and I’m your man. I say things awkwardly. If you get to know me better, I get less awkward but I still say weird things. People don’t always get me and I’ve learned to hide that it hurts. But tonight, it wasn’t me getting hurt. It was you. I didn’t mean what I said or how it came out. I meant that I’ve always felt when I found my queen, she’d—”

      “She’d shift,” Jules interrupts, her arms once again across her chest. I notice it’s a protective gesture. She hides behind those arms.

      I shake my head. “No.” My voice comes off irritated. “I just want my queen to have everything. Love. Partnership. Challenges and beauty. All the good things she deserves. What I don’t want,” I continue, “is for my queen to feel like she’s missing something. I don’t know you, and you don’t know me. It wasn’t fair of me to put that on you. Maybe you don’t feel that lack.” This is when I make sure she’s not hiding her eyes from me. I catch her gaze and state plainly, “I, in no way, meant to imply that I found you lacking. Never will you feel that way with me.”

      She’s got the gentle back in her expression but worse than the hardness, now I see confusion. So much confusion, it’s like I’ve changed something elemental in her with my words.

      She slowly lets her arms fall to her sides and takes a step back, out of the doorway.

      There are no words. Her chin dips for a moment and then those stormy eyes that I first saw behind the bar collide with mine. She invites me in with those eyes. I can’t deny this woman anything. And I know in that moment that I’ll never be able to. This feeling will only grow until one day I realize that everything I do will be a reflection of her needs.

      This thought should scare me but it doesn’t. It emboldens me to reach into the future with both hands and try to seek out that moment.

      That’s who a king is. He’s the queen’s partner. He’s a better man when he looks into her eyes. Most importantly, he never lets the invitation in those eyes, to always be exactly as a king should, waver to something else.
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      There are candy wrappers littering the bed and an ice-cream container, half-eaten near a pillow. It’s when I see the pizza box open on the dresser that my stomach growls.

      Perhaps I’m imagining things but out of the corner of my eye, I swear Jules’ lip quirks. Her voice is dry, however, when she says, “Help yourself.”

      I watch her expression a moment then move over to the still-full box where there are napkins but no plates. I grab two slices, putting one on a napkin for her and one for myself. I can eat a whole pizza on my own, extra-large and topped with everything. I don’t think this ability will impress her.

      She studies me as she sits on the bed. Her body is stiff as I walk toward the bed as well. “Is that all you’re going to take?” she asks. Her hand comes up naturally when I hold a napkin with dinner out to her. Eyes narrowed in question, she slowly brings the pizza to her mouth and takes a bite. Those same eyes close, in what appears to be bliss, like she hasn’t eaten in days when, glancing around, she’s on a binge.

      Jules, closing her eyes in pleasure is almost as fucking beautiful as Jules’ stormy eyes flashing with anger.

      She asked if that was all I was going to take.

      It’s not.

      She just doesn’t know it yet—and I don’t mean pizza.

      And if that thought doesn’t make me seem like some B-movie bad guy, I don’t know what does.

      I don’t care.

      I’ll take and she’ll give. I’ll give and she’ll take. I’ve decided we both need someone who does that for us. For too long I’ve been taking care of myself and my sister, who’s twenty-eight but as Henry likes to say, “blind as a bat.” For too long Jules has been taking care of her jackass brother and their mom, who should have stood tall and taken care of her kids when Reginald Jacobson passed, but who instead left that responsibility to her daughter. I shouldn’t judge but with the little my queen has said tonight, it’s hard not to.

      Slowly lowering myself to the mattress, I sit on the opposite side of the bed, the bottom portion, and turn my body toward her. Her legs are underneath her and she’s finishing her piece. My speed is great, my hunger greater. I’ve finished my own slice in three bites. I jump up, grab the box, and settle it between us. I nod with my head toward the extra-large hamburger, mushroom, and onion.

      She again gives me that questioning glance and settles in for one more slice. I grab two this time when she insists. Five minutes later, she’s had four pieces, and I’ve eaten the other ten at her near demand for me to take more.

      We do all of this in silence until I’m on the last piece and, her words a whisper, she asks, “Did you mean what you said out there? You don’t care if I can’t shift?”

      I finish chewing and put down the last couple bites on top of the closed pizza box. My eyes meet hers, dark amber to her thunder and rain.

      I don’t speak, though. I just nod.

      She seems to be considering something as she looks me over. “You’re right.”

      I don’t know what I’m right about. Usually not much that comes out of my mouth socially, would qualify as right. But though I’ve pegged her as one to keep her emotions in and her honesty to herself, she surprises me.

      “I do feel a lack. I’ve dealt with that for years now, but I feel sometimes like a part of me’s missing. The last four months have been hard but before that, I was different. Less unyielding, softer. I saw the world in rainbows and butterflies and thought if I worked hard, I’d get what I wanted. I had a good life. I have a good life,” she corrects. Her smile is small but it’s there. “Tonight, it wasn’t you saying something hurtful that threw me. I thought it was at the time, but no. It’s the fact that there isn’t much I can control. I can’t control my mom being too weak to care for me and always relying on Jeff, though in reality, it’s me she relies on. She just chooses to keep her head in the sand. I love her”—she adds this quickly as though stating the facts means she loves her mom less— “I just …” Her voice trails and she’s quiet for a moment. I wait because I want to know her secrets. I wait because I want to know my queen. Eyes lit up like a shifters’, her small, sad smile is back. “I just, I can’t control my brother and his whims and complete lack of regard for others. I can’t control much. My best friend, Chantelle—Chanty—and I were getting our business up and running. I’d been apprenticing at Beaumont’s for years. I had a good life and steady income, not enough for extras because I took care of Mom and Jeff, but I had enough. These last couple months, I’ve just felt like nothing in my life was mine.” Her next words break my heart. “And after all Jeff’s done, here comes this lion who reminds me I can’t shift, that I’m supposed to be this powerful queen but I can’t lead lions if I can’t shift into one. I can’t protect those weaker than myself if I’m just as weak. In the span of ten minutes, I was shown another possibility of a life I couldn’t take for myself.”

      She ducks her head and I know she’s embarrassed. She’s made herself vulnerable for me. I take the last few bites of pizza because it’s foolish to waste even a bite of food. Then, I throw the box on the floor and before she knows what to do with herself, I’m sitting, long legs splayed to the side. My hip is touching one of her knees, the side of my thigh the other knee.

      I again wait for her. This needs to be her choice. Letting herself be vulnerable with me will take time but right now, she has to make the choice. She has to not be the hard woman she’s made herself. There will be a time for that version of herself, of course. She’s learned a valuable skill in the last four months, it appears. The ability to stand tall, strong, and commanding takes some kings and queens a long time to gain. The king before me always told me that he had to fake it till he made it. Even with all these years knowing I would eventually be king; a sense of hard and unyielding command is a skill I’ve never mastered. I don’t know how to be hard. Then I think back on earlier with Jules’ brother, how I chose an action and stuck with it, how I was firm. It appears I do have such a skill, at least when it comes to protecting my mate.

      Ever so cautiously, her face lifts.

      “I’m a dork,” is her strange comment. She continues. “That was really girly of me, wasn’t it? I got mushy and a wee bit overdramatic, and I shouldn’t have.” Her eyes plead with me. They ask me to lie and tell her, no, you aren’t a dork. No, you aren’t a girl. I can’t lie.

      I lean closer, which puts my face inches from hers, and I smile. “You are a girl. And I’m a boy. If you think what you just said makes you a girl though, you weren’t paying attention to what I said earlier when I told you about my own feelings.” Her head tilts to the side at this. “We aren’t broken up into boys and girls, women and men, this and that. We are people. And if we’re good people, strong people, people who want relationships that withstand the test of time, we share how we feel. Each individual gives pieces of themselves, and eventually, those pieces become a story in and of themselves. You’re my queen,” I say and have the unadulterated pleasure of watching her lips part and her eyes get that soft look again. “I’m your king. There is nothing more natural than our stories blending together with emotion, vulnerability, and sharing.”

      Is she holding her breath? Her lips and chest are still. I’ll be honest. Though I’ve been serious with her in these past moments, I’ve also been paying quite a bit of attention to that chest and those lips, and it really does look like she’s stopped breathing.

      I take a liberty and gently place my hand against her face. My thumb slides along her bottom lip. I feel a puff of breath and realize it’s me who’s been holding it in. I release it as soon as I feel that puff.

      “What do you want?” she whispers.

      I say the only truth that I know is absolute. “I want you.”
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      He’s good. He hasn’t even kissed me yet and I’m already feeling all that grit I’ve worked on for four months melt into a puddle around me. We’re on a bed. In a motel room. There are candy wrappers crinkling under my ass. He smells of sunshine, grass, pizza, and his own unique masculine scent, and I want to roll in it. I want to rub against him and feel his pulse race, knowing it’s me who’s making him lose his sense of time and space.

      “I want you too.” His thumb on my lips presses in at my reply.

      I’ve said it. There’s no taking it back.

      I don’t know if I want his honesty, his strength, his protective instincts, his slow smile with that amazing dimple, his deep amber eyes meeting mine, or his body. Maybe I want it all. Maybe I want all that and more. Maybe I want just this: to be with my king. I shake off that last thought because it hurts too much right now. I can’t control the future. I can only take this moment and make it mine.

      I fall forward into his sideways facing body. I’m on my knees, my hands going to his thick dirty-blond hair. His lips are the softest thing I’ve ever felt and I lick at them wanting a taste. He tastes of the same things he scents of: pizza and sunshine and Lion.

      “Please.” I murmur a plea when a hand settles roughly on my hip to pull me closer. That rough touch is a beat of pressure that feels like catching your breath on the upward climb of a roller coaster. I know what’s coming. I’m there on the edge. And Lion’s doing everything to push me over. Lips and hands—on my face, on my hips. Trembling yet strong fingers trail a path from my jaw. Those fingers cascade down one side of my neck, along a pulse, until they reach the small crevice in the center. His palm rests against my chest and I think, just a little lower. I want to beg. My voice is hushed when I whimper, “Lie.” There’s warmth flowing through me. I haven’t felt warmth in what seems like forever. And I’ve never felt anything like this.

      Then he just stops.

      My eyes are barely open, I’m so turned on, so desperate.

      His breaths reach across the space he’s put between us and I manage to cry in a broken voice, “Lie, don’t stop. Please, Lion. Please, don’t stop.”

      His breathing is harsh. When his forehead leans against mine, I feel like I’ve missed something. Before I can protest, he says, “Jules.” That’s it. Just my name. And that’s when I get it. I haven’t said his name. Just moments before, his fingers gliding along the sensitive flesh of my throat. That was the first time.

      My king.

      My eyes open and there’s only a beat. Just a beat where our eyes meet and it’s like earlier in the alleyway when we met soul to soul for the first time. His friend interrupted at the time, which is good. I hadn’t known then what the look was, this pull between us. This beat is when I know. We are meant to be. It’s not just tattoos branding us. It’s not just this chemistry. It’s more. It’s us. I don’t know how. I don’t know why. I just know, mind, body, and soul, this man is the one I would have chosen for myself whether we were shifters, humans, or another species entirely. He’s mine. My king.

      One moment.

      That one beat.

      And I’m never the same again.

      I keep my eyes on his and a dimple comes out that has my core tingling with the ever-present warmth. It’s like I can feel every vein in my body as the blood pumps through me. My arms move around him, and I slide my hands down along the muscles of his back until I hit the top of his jeans. I slide them under his t-shirt and lift up, backing away in order to pull his shirt overhead. He returns the favor, pulling me close, again using my hips to maneuver me. He’s found a weak spot.

      My sweatshirt goes up and over. It’s not when it comes off that I feel him, though. It’s before. It’s his agile fingers, his calloused palms, his thick thumbs, his nails that scratch just a bit. Every inch of my skin is subjected to the sensation of his hands removing my sweatshirt and then my t-shirt.

      When those thumbs come to rest under my breasts, I go to taste his lips once more. I lick. I nip. I show him what I want at my breast. He knows. I feel his mouth smiling against mine.

      He slides his lips lower. My head falls back. I give him access. My arms hold on. The rollercoaster is just getting good.

      Lips savor the skin of my upper chest and then shift to the flesh of my breasts. I bite my lower lip and moan. There’s that warmth again, working its way through the veins of my body but I’ve got a focus now. Getting this man to latch onto my tit.

      He’s a lion. He likes to play.

      So do I.

      My hand grazes the outside of his pants. I feel his thickness. It takes three slow caresses before he growls and swallows down one of my breasts. I wonder if he’s trying to devour it. My nipple hits the top of the back of his mouth, and I think suddenly that I’ve never realized how many textures are present in the human mouth. He flicks his tongue against the base, letting the breast slide out and making sure to release it with a pop. The pop has me clenching my thighs. The tough texture of his tongue is not human and I realize it must be a lion shifter thing.

      “God,” I cry. “Like that, baby. Do that again. Please, Lie.” I pull his head back to me and his chuckle releases air. Pushing my chest closer to him, I throw back my head. I just need that mouth back. I’ve never had a tongue feel like that. I’ve never before experienced the sensation of rollercoasters and warmth and scent and depth the likes of which I’m feeling right now, with Lion.

      My lion complies. That mouth is taking me in, sucking deep until my nipple hits the back of his throat, then sliding along his tongue, he releases it. Wet. Beautiful. So much running through my body that—what’s a girl to do but surrender?

      I throw my legs over his hips and press my chest toward his mouth. He doesn’t need the help. His breaths. His tongue. His teeth. He’s very capable of dragging noises out of me I’ve never made with any man. I’m lost to his mouth. My hips move against his. We’re clothed. Still, I can feel him. Strong hands force my hips closer, and I can feel his dick against my sweet-spot. And no matter what anyone says, sometimes that’s enough.

      His mouth is swallowing my breasts down, using teeth and tongue and breath and throat to consume me. Fingers, so thick I can only imagine how they’ll feel elsewhere, dig into my hips, relieving tension even as my body snaps tight, climbing higher, succumbing to the roller coaster.

      My lion is talented with his mouth. So damn talented. His hips thrusting against me, do me in, though.

      I let go. I ride the rails. I’m soaring down a sharp incline. My belly feels the whoosh and I gasp, head thrown back, body on fire, veins pumping blood, demanding I bask in the smell of sunshine and lion.

      His teeth dig in deep at the flesh of my breast, almost breaking skin and there’s a quiver coursing through my pussy right at the end of my orgasm.

      If he does that during sex, I’m done for. I may die. I can’t wait.

      Licks settle me but it’s the steady circles from his index fingers against my lower back that have me near purring. I rub my face against his and he returns the gesture.

      It’s then I realize he’s still wearing his glasses. I feel a jolt low in my body at that knowledge.

      His voice is rough when he says, “I hate to ask …”

      My eyes meet his and he sucks in a breath. His fingers run through my hair, pulling at the strands of my hair until my face is as close as it can be with him still being able to see me. “Fuck,” he whispers, my new favorite word but it sounds different coming from his lips. A sort of reverent shock rather than a true swear, the protective device I’ve used it as. His eyes are shifting over every inch of my face. “You’re the prettiest woman I’ve ever met, Jules. Those eyes. No one has eyes like thunderstorms.”

      I do?

      Ducking my head, I once again rub my cheek against his and say only, “Thanks,” before asking, “What do you hate to ask, though?”

      “Can I …”

      He coughs and I glance back at him. He’s embarrassed.

      “I just ground myself against you. You tried to suck down every inch of my boobs. I came from just that and your scent surrounding me. So, trust me, Lie, there’s not much you can ask that you should be embarrassed about.”

      Laughter fills the room even as Lion pulls me by my hair to keep me in place.

      “I want to see the whole of your tattoo and I want to see it when I fuck you our first time, my queen.” I shiver. I suck in a breath. My belly drops out from under me—the good kind of drop, the kind when a rollercoaster is just getting good. The world is askew, and it’s beautiful. I smile and say the only thing a queen can say to her king when he asks something with such a mixture of humility and confidence.

      The answer comes out like a breath of air. “Fuck me, Lie.”
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      Positions aren’t something I’ve worked on. Missionary is pretty much my standard go-to position. I don’t suck at sex. In fact, I feel that if you’re good at something, stick with it. Perfect it. Get better at it. Thus, my missionary-style is mind blowing.

      I’m also not an aggressor in my human form. Maybe because since as far back as I can remember, my lion form has always been bigger. When I go back to human, it’s this skin that seems the disguise.

      Having felt the shuddering form of my queen as she came undone in my arms, tasting her, breathing in that scent of clean rain and having the gift of her soft flesh in my hands, is something that makes me finally realize how much I love this form.

      I want to have everything with Jules while in this skin. Positions are rushing through my mind. Missionary for sure. I’m taller but I can give her pleasure that way, in a way I know I’m good at. It’s other positions I want to try now. Is it strange that I want to do this because a part of me wants to be brave for her? It’s sex. But again, I’m not confident in this body. She makes me want to show her I can be strong whether I’m in my human skin or later when I show her my lion.

      Jules doesn’t argue about the position I choose.

      Like me, she’s willing to try anything together. We move as one and we haven’t even made love yet. Yes, make love. I asked her to fuck because in the end, I’m an animal. She’s my queen. We’re new. And as much as we’re lazy lions, lions aren’t as lazy as people think, we just save our energy for important things. I have a feeling fucking and making love to Jules is going to be one of the most important aspects of my life for many, many years to come.

      I settle my glasses on the side table closest to me, then drag my jeans and boxers down my hips, past my thighs, and let them fall until I can kick them out of the way. Jules does the same but leaves her underwear on. They’re green, sparkly, and say the word pink on the front. I bring her body closer and shake my head when she starts to shyly pull them down. I love seeing the shyness. I was afraid I’d be the only one with such a nature. She keeps surprising me, though. She’s often strong and still there are these glimpses of shyness, where that hard exterior falls away.

      “Mine,” I growl and I nip at her lips. I can’t wait until my teeth are back on the erect yet velvety smooth flesh of her tits. Perhaps that’s where my bite will go. I wonder where she’ll put hers and then my heart stops. It’s just a beat but I hide my reaction to the pain there and the awful thought in my head. She can’t shift. Her teeth won’t be strong enough to leave a mark. I can feel blood flow to a strange place and my tattoo pulses. It warms, and with our bodies both kneeling on the bed, I put aside the realization. This night is for a king and his queen, not for other things.

      She’s enough. She’s more than enough.

      So am I.

      I will be her king, always. Tonight, is the start of that.

      I turn her body around and pull her underwear down her thighs. The long sigh she releases comes on the heels of a moan that has my dick filling, getting harder, seeking out its own release. I want inside. I need inside.

      The underwear doesn’t just have a glitter look but the texture as well. I tighten the fabric as I drag the panty down her ass, then her thighs and calves. They leave light lines along her soft skin. She likes it. Her moan tells me this.

      When you want to know what a woman wants, you listen to her body and the sounds her mouth makes.

      My mate’s mouth emits almost purrs, moans, sighs, and quick gasps. My favorite sound is the, “Uhn …” that reaches my gut and has me hardening even further. Underwear gone, I’m at her back, looking over her tattoo, tracing it with my fingers, feeling a possession of mind and of body that calls to every part of me. My whole being commands me. Lion and man are one at all times but in that moment, I feel comfortable in the skin of both. I feel the stretch of my teeth as my canines elongate and I lean forward. Her hips come up. I glide in. So tight. So perfect. Already milking me. I want to give her time to adjust but she’s wet and so damn tight, when I try to back up, I get sucked right back in. My thrusts are shallow until I feel just the edge of her cervix. The different types of flesh she has inside her pussy, rubbing against my hard cock, it’s like a straight up playscape of sensation as I glide in and out. My pace quickens when she leans further forward.

      “Fuck me, baby,” her voice calls into the room.

      I speed up and I know this is like no other moment in my life. Her slick heat engulfs me like my mouth on her tits earlier. She devours me, seeking out a touch only her king can give. I’m her one and only from here on out. And she is mine.

      I growl and now I’m thrusting with true power. I don’t want to hurt her. She’s human. Even holding back just a little, I know this is going to be the most amazing release. She may kill me. I smile even as I grunt. I would die happily in this cunt with that tattoo under my hands, this tiny woman with her perfect curves, her beautiful tits, and her thunderstorm eyes underneath me, being pleasured.

      “Lie,” she cries, “harder, baby. Fuck me.” She chants the word harder, and for some reason, I listen. I forget the human part. I forget my control. I snap. I let go. I feel only her cunt swallowing my dick as I drive into her over and over again.

      Her body tenses and her “Uhn …” noise is my signal. I don’t leave my mark on her tit. That’s what I wanted. More so, I wanted to see her tattoo the first time. Though I can feel her tits shaking as I power my hips into her, I don’t have the time to flip her, enter her body once more, and make her come as I bite into that tender flesh. My bite has to be now. The urgency is in me and those elongated canines sink into the flesh of her shoulder.

      When she screams, I worry I’ve hurt her. Then, those hips of hers tip up and the scream is followed by that “Uhn …” sound as her heartbeat races to climactic heights. She’s coming again, pulling me deeper, holding my cock inside her, making sure my body knows she owns me.

      It’s on that thought that my tight balls draw up and let loose. I’m coming inside her, splashing against her walls, shaking and grunting against her body.

      There is an emptying of my mind, of my body, of my soul. My spirit soars. My whole being is centered on her. Not just in this moment. Forever.
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      My chest vibrates with a long purr as his cock slides out. In this beautiful moment, my pussy doesn’t want to let go and that’s when the vibrating starts. It continues, as my body settles against his, front to front, his arms around me and my hands resting against his chest. He takes my leg and puts it over his hip. I feel like jelly.

      I’m purring. Like a lioness.

      The fact of this doesn’t even register until my lion places one of his hands on my upper back. He massages there and his own vibrations reach me.

      It’s not just me who’s purring.

      Two lions. A king and his queen, together, made one, our tattoos on each other, his mark on my shoulder. It tingles but it doesn’t hurt.

      Thinking about vibrating purrs and markings has me freezing against my mate.

      I’ve done it again.

      I’ve let the dream take me away. I’ve let the moment pick me up into the air and drop me again and again with the delirious beauty that is the rollercoaster ride of being with someone who sees you for who you are.

      However, he sees something I don’t. It’s then the truth I’ve allowed myself to push to the side rears its ugly head. He is all that is a king. Strong. Commanding. Humble. Beautiful. A true shifter with the abilities needed to lead his people.

      But me? I am no queen.

      “I can’t wait to introduce my queen to the prides.”

      His words bring tears to my eyes.

      I know he feels them when suddenly I’m flat on my back.

      “What—”

      He starts but he doesn’t finish. My tears of sadness are now tears of anger. Who I’m angry at, I have no clue. I’m just angry. So damn angry, my mouth runs.

      “Only, I’m not a queen, am I? Fuck, Lie, what are we doing? I’m not a queen. I’ll never be a queen. Not a true one. How can I protect my people if I can’t shift?”

      “You know,” he replies, “my name sounds much better on those pretty pink lips of yours when it’s saying it in ecstasy. Can we go back to that?”

      My eyes narrow. “You aren’t taking me seriously, Lion-O.”

      His lip twitches. “I guess the Lion-O thing isn’t going away now that you and I have made love, huh?”

      “Love?” I’m pretty sure my mouth is hanging open, catching flies as my dad would say. He can’t be serious. And yet, how stupid am I that I want him to be serious? “There is no love. We did not make love. We fucked.” There’s so much lying going on right now and I don’t just mean my back on the bed and Lion looming over me.

      He reaches for his glasses on the nightstand, puts them on, and pushes them over the bridge of his nose. Although his face has grown stern, I see his mouth quirk at the edge and it does this after my chest rattles with a purr. Men and glasses. It’s a thing.

      “You know? I never purred before you,” I blurt out. I don’t even know what I’m saying anymore. I just know I need to leave this bed before I let myself fall further into lust (not love) with this man.

      I attempt to roll and the damn king of the lions rolls with me until we’re both standing, side of our thighs to the bed, facing each other. His dimple’s out, and I’m trying not to be charmed.

      “You never purred before me?” Those strong hands of his span my hips and good god, I want to lean into him. I want to be seduced. I want to be someone’s partner but most especially, there’s that special something about Lion. He’s all geek meets strength meets unsuspecting hero meets surprisingly wise. He gets me better than my mom and my brother ever have, which is heartbreaking. Yet, it’s also something I’m both terrified of holding onto and yet also of letting go of. His voice is raspy, low, and he knows how to push my buttons already. Lips at my ear, he’s asking me a question. I don’t know what. I don’t care what. I just know I want him to whisper in my ear for all eternity, until the sun swallows the earth and the world burns around us.

      My mouth shares what my heart and soul fear most. “What if I’m not enough, Lie?” Wet eyes meet his, and Lion grabs my chin when I try to duck my head. “What if I can’t protect our people? What if I f-fu … What if I mess things up?” And my deepest, most selfish fear of all, “What if I don’t fit in because I’m not a shifter?”

      Still holding my chin, Lion leans forward and his lips touch my forehead. The touch is barely there but I feel its whisper soft presence. His answer is spoken with his mouth still on me. “What if you fall in love with the strength of my lion and realize how klutzy I am as a human? What if my glasses start to annoy you when we kiss? What if I get tongue-tied in public or trip over my feet and you start to think I’m not the brightest bulb? What if you get tired of the million and one sex positions I want to try with you? What if I leave my towel on the floor and it drives you so insane that you murder me in my sleep?”

      I lean back and bark out a laugh. “I was warming up to your way of thinking until the last, Lion-O.”

      “Ah,” he says, “so I get the nickname when we’re joking as well.”

      Damned if I do, damned if I don’t. I decide then and there. He’s going to have this nickname for a long time.

      Our eyes hold steady as we touch but neither of us speak. It’s then I know I need to be the first to speak.

      Brushing a hand through his soft dirty-blond hair, I stand up on my tippy toes and run the side of my head against his jaw. “I’m sorry,” I whisper. I don’t know what for, exactly, until I start speaking. “We were purring. We’d just made l-love”—I only fall over the word a little bit, kudos to me!— “and I’m scared, Lie. I’m scared this is happening too fast. I’m scared of losing something that feels so good, feels right, you know?” He nods, his face peaceful. “I’m so scared. But you’re right. There are always ‘what ifs’. There’s always a reason we don’t feel enough.” Then, “But just to clarify, the glasses are hot, sex positions galore sounds like heaven, and you tripping or tongue-tied couldn’t make you less than who you are. You’re pretty damn amazing, Lie. It’s just the cherry on top that you’re also cute.”

      He scrunches his nose and says, “Cute? Jules, no guy wants to be cute.”

      I kiss his jaw. “Yeah, but you’re not just any guy. You’re my guy.”

      He shakes his head. “No, I’m your king.”

      An unwavering stare is all I get, the likes of which only Lion no-last-name can give and which is also pretty intense. Still, I want to answer with a truth I can live with.

      I lean forward, guiding him toward the bed, so we’re horizontal once more, naked, skin to skin.

      I want him inside me again. I want the movement of our bodies to roll through me like a wild ride that never ends. I want him to know, with the body I’ve given him and the words I’ve let him have, that I’m his.

      I tilt my head to the side and instead ask, “What’s your last name?”

      His laugh is deep and rolls through me like sunshine. “Richland.”

      “Huh,” I reply. “Lion Richland—”

      “Lion Leo Richland,” he clarifies.

      My eyebrow hitches up. “Lion Leo? Isn’t that a bit redundant?”

      Those lithe fingers play with a short strands of my hair and he smiles. “The king of the prides is always a lion, and for a thousand years now, it’s always been an American cave lion, which are thought to be extinct. We’ve got pumas, which are really cougars or mountain lions, and all forms of lions in our prides. Tigers have their own kingdom. Because there are so many, leopards and jaguars form another kingdom, though they are related to the mountain lion. And lynxes, bobcats, and other small to medium wild cats are the last kingdom. That leaves the names having to do with our particular species next to nothing. The options are pretty much Leo, Rex, Hunter, Fang, Pride, Paw, Lionell, Puma … Well, you get the picture. No one before me was ever named Lion, even the runners up who take a name of their species once they become king. My mom wanted to name me Rex but our king before Leo was Rex and before him, Hunter, and she wasn’t going to name me Lionell. She put her paw down on that.”

      I smile. Her paw down. Hehe.

      “So, Lion Leo? Why the Leo?”

      “When the king is born and he’s got the tattoo birthmark, he’s given his first name, which represents duty to their species and future kingdom. However, he also trains with the current king and so in a sense, becomes part of the current king and queen’s family. To show this, a future king takes on the former king’s middle name.”

      “So, it acts almost like a hyphenated last name in a way.” Thinking on it, though, my hand runs along his forearm as I say, “That must be lonely, knowing you’re destined to be king, being different.” Another thought occurs to me. “Did your previous king, Leo, have children?”

      He nods then tells me about growing up in the prides, about what it means to be king and queen, about his fears and his dreams, about why he thinks my hips are his second favorite part of my body—after my thunderstorm eyes. When he grabs at my hips and uses them to direct my body atop his, I think he’s right. My hips are awesome.

      They get more awesome when his hands stay rooted to them as I slide down his cock, my pussy enveloping him, sucking at him, holding him as close as possible. My body knows exactly what we want even if my head’s taking some time to adjust.

      When I start to move, I know my eyes are alight, and his are too.

      We watch each other, my body sucking him in as I take on a rhythm. His own body tense, holding back. Not at all what I’m looking for. I smile and run my nails along his chest, marking him the only way I can. He needs to know he’s mine too. His low, hissing growl has my cunt tightening in such a wondrous way that I moan and that’s when my king takes over.

      I’m flipped, my back to the bed, and Lion’s body is powering into me. His body demands things I’ve never given in this position. Though I can’t see his eyes, I see the marks on his chest that I’ve made. I see him firm and strong above mine. I see the taut square of his jaw.

      More than seeing, I feel. He’s a master in this position. When he touches the side of my thigh and starts to pull them closer to his body, my legs wrap around his hips. He’s deeper now, thundering into me. His body is an artist, wrecking my own for any other, creating something masterful and more extraordinary than anything I’ve ever experienced. The building tension in my pussy means its clutching at his cock, trying to pull him closer again.

      Lion’s no slouch, though. While I’m pulling him deeper, he’s keeping a steady rhythm. One of his hands still on the bed, the fingers of his other sift through my hair. He tugs at the strands within beats and breaths, again not letting go of the rhythm he’s built.

      And every time he’s seated fully inside me, our lower bodies touch completely. Just for a second and with just enough force that my moans get longer each time. That is until finally, the washing tide of warmth overcomes me, and I’m falling over the edge.

      My cunt drags him in. I hear his moaning growl and know he’s coming again. It feels different in this position, like I’m working him so hard, he’s able to let go entirely. I take it all, everything he’s offering, and I sigh when both of us are silent once more with release.

      It’s when we’re cuddled again and our purrs mingle in a cacophony of beautiful music that I realize I forgot to answer his earlier question. So, I press forward, my lips against his forehead and tell him, “No, Lie. You aren’t just any guy. You’re my king, and I’m your queen.”

      Through thick and thin. Through fear and bravery. Through all the shit I’m sure to get when the lions realize I’m not a real shifter—but a fake.
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      Cheeseballs are arguably the best food in the world. Pizza is just slightly higher on the list. Maple bacon brussel sprouts just a little lower. I’ve got a new favorite food, though. I don’t care what you think. I’m a cat. We like our cream. And Jules ... well, she’s got the best pussy I’ve ever tasted, and for all that I’m a geek who trips over my own feet, I have had more than enough experience eating pussy.

      I shouldn’t be thinking of pussy while playing Cheeseball Soccer though. It sounds, ummm … cheesy, but this is a serious game especially when you’ve got a bunch of alphas playing it.

      Wolf and Poison work in the lumber yard. Spider and I work in the office. It’s Shark who’s top dog, since it’s his Shark tribe who owns the lumber warehouse. He’s not CEO but he will be. For the sharks, this is their main form of business in Nashville and even the U.S. as a whole. The prides have tithing as most of the other tribes do, but all the shivers across the U.S. work for Shiver Construction or Shiver Lumber, both of them national companies with a reputation for hard work, fair prices, and getting the job done efficiently. Yeah, I’ve read the brochure a time or two.

      While we all work different departments, we still meet up for lunch a few times a week. Lunch is a two-hour long gig since we’re shifters and it’s about stuffing our faces as much as it’s about getting up and moving to work off some energy. Two years ago, we were in Shark’s office, much like we are today, and Poison was making his way through a tub of cheeseballs when one fell on the ground. Wolf walked past it, accidently kicked it, I kicked it to Spider, Spider got that mischievous glint to his eye, kicked it to Shark, and Shark sent it Wolf’s way. Honestly, the fabulous game of Cheeseball Soccer could have ended there. You’d think a canine by nature would have more of a sense of play but Wolf is too serious for his own good. Wolf shocked us all by kicking it into the little opening of Shark’s desk. When it made its way under the desk, Wolf stole a cheeseball from Poison’s tub and threw it in the air, caught it with his mouth before he said, “Point to me.”

      Thus, began a two-year long battle.

      We have big feet. Some of us have clumsy big feat (read: me). It is an itty-bitty cheeseball. If one of us accidentally crushes the little snack, it’s minus a point. This means, for every goal that’s scored, there’s a crushed ball of cheese dirtying Shark’s pristine carpet. At the end of these two years, the score is now 12-13 with Poison and me in the lead against Shark, Spider, and Wolf. Yes, I know. Shocking with those clumsy feet of mine.

      In general, even as humans, our reflexes are stellar. For the others, this is true. Good reflexes aren’t the problem in a game of Cheeseball Soccer. The problem is we’re dicks and we find a million and one ways to distract the other team.

      Cheeseball Soccer is a predator’s game. The objective: distract and destroy.

      And I’m thinking of pussy.

      “Get. Your. Head. In the fucking game, Lie.” Poison’s more testy than usual. Normally, we get distracted and he shrugs his shoulder and shakes his head—whether it’s him or me.

      “Dude,” Spider comments, “his queen’s got him in knots. The lion’s thinking of play time later not Cheeseball Soccer.”

      I can’t help but smirk. I’m totally thinking about spending the night with Jules. She’s with my sister, Henry, today. They met the night before, Sunday, after a weekend of just me and my queen. This very moment, they are most likely shopping with Jules’ friend, Chanty, and then going out to eat at Southern Comfort, which isn’t just a bar but also has the best fried chicken, chili, and biscuits in Tennessee, bar none.

      I switch my gaze to Poison. “What’s up?” I ask.

      He meets my gaze and shrugs but it’s not his casual move. “Just not feeling like myself still.”

      “Even after the weekend?” I counter, my brow drawing down in question. Shifters don’t get sick, not in the traditional sense. There are certain diseases we can get but they last a day at most. The only one that lasts longer is Percy’s Disease but that only hits kids.

      Poison sits on the edge of the desk. “Whatever. It’s nothing. It’s probably late nights with all those women I’ve got on the hook and my fears of abandonment,” he jokes.

      Only Wolf and I know him best and we know he’s not joking. He’s worried about us leaving him. He might be happy for us because he’s a good guy but he’s also feeling the loss of the change that’s already started to happen.

      We’re all quiet because honestly, what do you say to that?

      “You should go see Doc,” Spider comments. “No way you should still be feeling off, not since Thursday.”

      It’s Wolf who gets in on it this time, but he’s got that occasional playful streak shining out of him today. “Plus, I think Doc misses you.”

      We all chuckle and that gets Poison back to rights. “She’s two years older, guys, and she’s not exactly looking for love. She just wants to prod at me, so she can find out what species my mom is, since Mom won’t say.”

      Spider coughs, “I think it’s you who’ll be doing the prodding.”

      “Dick,” Poison returns, as he stands from his place at the desk.

      “Well, again, it’ll be your dick—”

      Shark starts, and he and Spider share a look but Poison lifts his hand in the air to stop their stupidity.

      I enter into the conversation by honing in on his earlier comment. “You’re not getting rid of us,” I say.

      Poison doesn’t go back to being a dick. He smiles and comments, “Apparently Lie here is all about the manly feelings now that he too is getting it from an older woman.”

      “She can’t shift,” I blurt.

      “Yeah,” Wolf says, his voice low and serious, “so the fuck what?” He straightens to his full height. “Don’t tell me you care.”

      “I don’t,” I reply, “she does. And …” I blow out a breath. “She’s right about what she shared our first night together. Some of our people will care too.”

      Spider’s the one who gets it first. “You mean Leo’s son, Pard, and his get will care.”

      Shit, that’s exactly what I’ve started to worry about, how to deal with Pard and the others when we do the run as a pride at the coronation, but the queen runs on two feet instead of four. I’m worried they’ll think it’s a bad omen when I don’t have a bite mark from her, as the king is supposed to. I’m worried about a lot of things that hit me suddenly. There’s a feeling in my gut, crawling up my throat. My stomach is in knots and I don’t know why, but I suddenly feel the urge to run, to move and go find my queen, in order to hide her from the world.

      I nod at Spider. “Yeah. Pard and the others like him. They won’t get it. They won’t support us as king and queen.”

      “First,” Shark interrupts, “it’s not like Pard doesn’t have something that sets him apart. He’s a freaking leopard in a pride of lions when the leopards and jaguars have their own king and queen.” His parents are lions. Lions are not the same as leopards. They’re related but not the same. But just as with Jules’ brother, because we’ve cross-mated in the past and the cat tribes used to be one big happy family, we see recessive genes show themselves in every generation.

      Shark adds, “Also, they don’t really have a choice. You’ve got the tattoos. If they want the protection of the prides and to be accepted within the tribal system of shifters as a whole, that means they tithe and they suck it up.”

      Eyes on Shark, my voice quiet, I say, “Yeah, but the truth is we know they can replace the king and queen.”

      Poison shakes his head. “No, you can’t be challenged. This isn’t some dominance fight in the wild. We stopped that practice over a thousand years ago. That’s why the witches are important. Kings and queens are a system brought about to keep people in check. The magic chooses the most powerful king and queen but also the most compatible couple.”

      Wolf’s the one who continues. “But we all know there are those who get jealous and take it upon themselves to rule. You can’t stop them once they do, except kill them as well. When my mom died, Dad had to restore order. He killed the wolf who took Mom’s life but it doesn’t bring her back and it doesn’t change the fact that, with her death, there was serious unrest. It’s easy to break a system. Our tribal ruling cycle system isn’t fragile. It’s strong. It’s been strong for a very long time. And yet”—he snaps his fingers— “it can be gone in a second.”

      “You’re scaring Lion, I think,” Spider comments but now he isn’t joking. Turning to Wolf, he adds, his voice soft and controlled, “I get what you’re saying but the witches know what they’re doing. The fates know what they’re doing. It’s very rare that a king or queen are taken out. And it never happens that they are chosen wrong.”

      This last is for me.

      “She’s mine,” I say. “I know that. I don’t care if she can shift or not, but I do worry that others will hurt her.”

      God, that’s what it is. I’m worried about being unable to protect my queen when the few who are going to get pissy get the notion they need to bring her down a peg. My growl reverberates through the room. All I can think about is Wolf’s dad, about the fact that weakness comes with love, about Jules calling me Lion-O and those thunderstorm eyes as we talk or make love.

      Poison’s there before I can wallow any further. “Man, snap out of it. You’ve got a lion who’s twice the size of any other in the tribe as a whole, except Leo and Rex. But you’re even bigger than them. No one’s challenging you.”

      “And what about when she’s alone?” I ask. “What about when I’m not with her to protect her? She’s tough and she’ll make an amazing queen but not if she doesn’t get the chance to show them how worthy she is to lead.” Like now. She’s alone right now. My gut twists and I turn to the others. “I need to go.”

      I don’t know why I need to go.

      I just know I do.

      The guys follow.

      I step on something as I head to grab my keys from my office.

      It’s a cheeseball.

      Well, if that feeling in my gut isn’t a distraction, I don’t know what is.
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      “So, do you like music?” Henry, short for Henrietta, Lion’s only sibling asks. There’s more to the question, like what I say now will forever determine the tone of our relationship.

      There’s a probability there might be a wrong way to answer this, short but still taller than me, dirty-blonde haired, twenty-eight-year-old firecracker’s question. Erring on the side of caution, I counter her question with another, “Don’t most people like music?”

      She catches on to my game and her lip twitches revealing a small dimple that’s just like her brother’s. Henry’s eyes aren’t amber, though. Hers are a light, almost foggy blue, but I haven’t been brave enough to ask if the color is because she’s legally blind.

      We’re at a medium-sized clothing shop called, Wolf in Sheep’s Clothing, and while I can smell wolf on a couple of the store clerks and lion on one, it’s the owner’s scent that catches my attention. It’s so unique; I can’t place it. I’ll ask Lion later to help me with scents since it appears I’m getting a much better sense of smell.

      Henry’s long fingers are fiddling with a purple top that has sequins at the neck, which she’s done time and again, getting a feel for the fabric. I think she’s the type to like soft things. Her powder-blue silk top that shows a slight amount of midriff and the black silk loose pants she’s got on are all about a sensory experience.

      “You’re so totally a cat,” she replies to my question with a wink.

      My stomach falls and I gently grab her arm where she’s touching the fabric.

      “You should know,” I whisper, “I can’t shift.”

      Her eyes hold mine, and though I know she can’t see more than a shadow or an outline, it’s eerie how much I feel she truly is seeing.

      Her smile is small but almost sad. “That must be tough,” she comments and resumes touching the fabric when my hand falls.

      Just the week before, I would have chafed at such a comment. But she’s right. It is sad. And it makes me angry, so angry in fact, I get lost in the moment and I swear I feel the slide of fur along my body. Wishful thinking. I can dream now. I can wish now. With Lion, I am safe to do both dreaming and wishing. And yet, I still need to remember to be smart and guard my mind against wishful thinking that might turn to bitterness down the road. There is no fur in my future.

      “It is tough,” I continue. “I want to be able to protect you all. I want to be the queen the Lion tribe deserves.”

      I’ve never seen an eye roll quite like Henry’s. “Trust me, you can’t be anything but amazing. I’ve spent very little time in your presence but the way you’ve got my big brother wrapped around your finger and the take-charge attitude you’ve got … No way you’ll be anything but an amazing queen. Most of the lions will love you.”

      “Most?” I ask because this is what I’ve been looking for. Intel.

      Henry’s nose scrunches and again I’m reminded of my lion. “Well, let’s just say, there’s a contingent of assholes, King Leo’s son included, who aren’t gung-ho about my brother. They talk behind his back mostly. Comments about how he’s too clumsy to be a king, how he needs to get stronger. But,” she says with a sly smile, “like I said, it’s behind his back. And that’s because our king isn’t just an American cave lion, he’s the fucking biggest of all the lions—ever.”

      My belly warms with pride. My man is special, and though we belong to our people, in many ways, he is all mine.

      The door opens behind us and Henry sniffs, her brow furrowing. I can smell it too. Before I could smell but not this well, another change I’m glad about. I’ll need all the weapons in my arsenal to prove to the prides within the Lion tribe I’m worthy to be queen.

      Distraction is my game now because no way in hell do I want to look at or deal with my brother who happens to be the lion who just entered the female clothing shop.

      “Let’s go check out the clearance section. Chanty’s supposed to meet us later. I really wanted her to hit up this place, but she had some business to finish, so she’s going to meet us at Southern Comfort at four.”

      I don’t give Henry time to answer or ask questions. I bustle her toward the back of the store where the clearance section is.

      My stomach feels funny. It’s my skin that’s making me nervous though. This happens sometimes. Doctors in the past have told me it’s just anxiety and I’ve learned to avoid supremely stressful, fight or flight situations because this level of anxiety might kill me.

      My anxiety starts with fire ants, crawling along my skin, nipping at the flesh as though it’s my skin that doesn’t belong. This is followed by a warm rush along my spine, at which point, I almost always need to bend over. The pain is too much when I hit this juncture. I breathe heavily and Henry goes to touch my back.

      I growl at her. Yes, growl. Like an animal, not like a human.

      She backs away and I watch her go, almost as though I’m a predator watching prey. I hold her gaze until she drops it but it’s not fear I see in her eyes. It’s triumph. She’s happy about something.

      I feel my brother getting closer and there are others with him. I can’t do this now. I especially can’t do this because I sense something I’ve never sensed before. Violence. I don’t know how I know this to be true, but my brother and his friends aren’t here to talk. They’re here to teach a lesson.

      Out of the corner of my eye, I notice the back door, and the owner of the store lifts her hand and says, “Come,” to both me and Henry. We don’t delay even though my back is bowed and I can barely move. I let them help me out by tamping down my instincts to growl at them and show them I don’t need their assistance. I’m strong enough on my own.

      The fire ants turn to snakes. They dance along my arms, legs, and belly, squeezing tight and then releasing. Squeezing tight, then releasing. Over and over, they try to suffocate me, then let go.

      All of my senses are attacking me. Not just snakes strangling my skin but so many colors, so many sounds, so many smells. My body and brain are overloading.

      I take a deep breath and try to settle my nerves. Never before has my anxiety been so bad. It’s not anxiety, a part of me whispers. However, there’s comfort in knowing our weaknesses and it’s more important right now that this pain has a label. When I’ve taken a couple breaths, using my usual ways of dealing, I tamp down the need to give my anxiety another name.

      We’re in the sunshine. We’re in the clear. I am safe.

      Only, as soon as the door closes and we’re rushing through the back-lot to where it meets woods, we hear the squeak of metal and the door is off its hinges, a ruin on the ground.

      I see red.

      Not really. In fact, my vision has changed so much that most everything is muted to a greyish or brownish tone. Rather than scaring me, I take a deep breath. The sights, sounds, and smells were becoming too much, but now I can see more clearly. It’s not dimmed. More hyper-focused because of the color change.

      My skin shifts as I stand to my full height. The fire ant sensation is gone. The pressure that resembled snakes, now that I’ve calmed, feels more comforting than it does dangerous. I let them move around my skin, tightening then letting go. That’s what’s happening, I realize. My skin is pulsing. I’m vibrating. It’s like a full body purr.

      I smile, as this time I feel true fur slide along my arms, taking over skin, and making me something new. It’s not just the feeling and the knowing what’s happening. It’s the look on the five faces as they glare at us. The glare turns to fear, and I can taste their fear.

      In less time that it takes for me to see their fear, I’ve changed. With the release that comes of such a change, my mouth, full of teeth, lets loose a long, loud roar that shakes the ground around us. I have only a moment to realize that it’s good we’re in a secluded back parking lot.

      Henry’s laugh is full but in case the others don’t get why she’s laughing, she ends her laugh with, “You guys are royally screwed.”

      They are. Because I’m a lioness. No, I’m the queen. And a few blocks away, I can smell my king.

      They attack but good god are they stupid. Even I can see how large I am. I pounce. With just a swipe of my paw, that’s three times the size of one of their heads, I take down the first combatant.

      It’s then I smell Lion, but they didn’t come after my king. They came after me. He’s going to have to wait his turn.
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      Other than my own, I’ve never seen a lion the size of Jules’. She’s got to be almost the same weight as the beast under my skin. Her fur, though. It’s not just near black, like her hair. The black is joined by so many colors, she’s a moving rainbow of earth tones. Golden brown, dark chocolate brown, chestnut, toffee, caramel … Every shade finds its way into the workings of her animal’s coat.

      She’s fucking beautiful, I can’t help but stare.

      I could jump into the fray but I’m a lion. I’d say I’m lazy as fuck. However, when it comes to my mate, it’s not that I’m lazy. I’d tear the throats out of anyone here to keep her safe.

      The fact of the matter is, though, lions have a great deal of pride. I see that she’s taken out Chelsea, Roni, Hector, and even Pard’s enormous leopard in a matter of seconds. They’re bowing now, blood matting their fur.

      When her brother, Jeff’s much smaller mountain lion form swipes at her, I feel the urge to shift. But I want to see how she does. I want her to know I feel she’s capable at this, that she can protect. Even before this moment, before she shifted, I’ve known she can do this. I’ve become stronger in a matter of days because of her, but she’s made herself strong along the way. Now, she just needs to trust her instincts.

      “I told them they were royally screwed,” Henry says from my side after Jules pins her brother underneath her paw and looks around. Her roar once again shakes the ground. I have a momentary thought that my queen might be more powerful than me. Instead of feeling anything sinister, I smirk.

      “Yeah, she’s great.”

      “Wrapped around her finger, aren’t you?” my little sister asks, leaning into my side.

      I pull her close but glance at her sideways, unwilling to move my gaze entirely away from the vision of the lioness walking toward us, shifting as she walks.

      Henry removes her arm from my waist to make room for Jules, but she doesn’t leave my side.

      “Absolutely,” I finish, just as my mate makes it to me, all five feet, three inches, one hundred and fifty pounds of her. She’s so much smaller than me, and she’s a great deal smaller than her lion form. As she gets closer, she trips over her feet and right into my arms.

      There’s no blood on her, just the salty sweet scent of sweat and Jules, all traces of violence are gone, like magic. What happens in our shifted form disappears when we turn human again and vice versa just as it did for me with Leo only days earlier.

      The others stir and I make sure to put power into my voice when I say, “Stay down.”

      They do as they’re told, and I’m more vindictive than a king should be when I smile toothily at them.

      Shark got a call on the way over, that there was another bull shark attack, and Spider took his back knowing the local shiver is getting nervous about their swimming holes being sequestered and closed one by one. It’s just Wolf, Poison, and me, but Wolf and Poison go to Jan and help keep the lions in check while we wait for King Leo and Queen Penelope. They’re still officially the king and queen although only because we haven’t had the coronation.

      “Ah, that’s what she smells like,” Jules says roughly against my chest.

      I pull her back just a bit and give a questioning glance.

      She points behind her and tilts her head toward Wolf, Poison, and Jan. “The store owner. She smells like Poison. I thought earlier she smelled unique, but I think that’s because my sense of smell wasn’t great when I met him. Now, it’s stellar.” I chuckle and bring her in close.

      “That’s Jan, Wolf’s stepmom and Poison’s mom. No one knows her species but their dad. Not even Poison. His mom didn’t think it was necessary since he’s a wolf shifter and didn’t take after her.” I don’t say it aloud but I’m surprised my lions tried to attack with Jan around. She’s looked down on, just as I am in my human form by the same lot, but she’s also feared because of her rather unique talents.

      “She smells sweet but dangerous, like if I touched her, it might be the last thing I’d do.”

      “That about sums it up,” I reply.

      “I like her,” my mate whispers. She’s falling asleep so I swing her up into my arms with very little fighting.

      I shush her meager protests and say only, “Most first shifts, the shifter overloads and passes out only to wake in their human form without any recollection of what happened. Your first shift, you made it through, changed into a big ass lion almost the same size as mine, and I’m bigger than any in history, fought off five opponents, shifted back, and even had a mini conversation. I’m taking care of you, my queen.”

      Cuddling into my chest, she murmurs something I don’t understand but my heart skips a beat when my sister says, “She says she loves you too.” I want to wake Jules up. I want to know if it’s true. I want to make sure my younger sister isn’t messing with me, although, I don’t think she’d mess with me about something like this. Also, Henry says it so casually, as though it isn’t a shock to her.

      It’s not a shock, I think. What else is this that’s happening between us but love? She’s my queen and I’m her king. We make each other stronger. We complement each other entirely.

      I pull her tighter to me and she purrs.

      My words whisper against her forehead as I lean forward to kiss her temple then share my truth as quietly as possible. “I love you too, my queen.”
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      Guillotines should be brought back, I think. Then I quickly shift that thought because if there was a guillotine, I wouldn’t have the pleasure of tearing out their throats.

      “Lion-O, your body’s vibrating and you’re growling.” Jules, on her toes, whispering in my ear, calms me. Only just, but still the calm is there. Just enough calm not to kill them this very second.

      They may be my lions. They may have gotten their asses handed to them by their queen, but I don’t know if the punishments done at Jules’ paws are enough. Suitably chastised is not a look I trust. I want to know Pard, Chelsea, Roni, Hector, and even her brother aren’t going to come back and try again. I want all the prides to know my mate, my queen, our people as a whole, are not to be victimized—even by their own.

      The five accused are prostrate on the grass of our pride’s town hall arena. Town hall being a town square really, located in the center of the houses. Most of the houses are medium-sized. Our human tendency is to den, to hole up with our families. Lions will den but they like wide open spaces and plains. This is the closest area of flat, plain-like land near Nashville, and we’ve owned it since before the Mayflower came. We kept it because we mated with the Europeans when they came and because the ones who wouldn’t mate with us were too terrified of the rumors that there were monsters in the pseudo high-plain areas. Every once in a while, we’ve had to fight off a few roaming risk-takers but today it’s one of our own kneeling in the plain’s grasses and not meeting my or Jules’ gazes.

      Leo and Penelope congratulated us on our mating when they got to Wolf in Sheep’s Clothing but mostly, their eyes were on Pard.

      “I’d be growling too,” Leo confesses now, “if it were not my own son who perpetrated this act. Now, I’m at a loss as to what to do.”

      Leo turns to Jules and kneels at her feet though he’s still technically king. The soon-to-be-official change comes at a good time seeing as their son is one of the accused. “Queen, have mercy.”

      Well, there you have it. I can’t do anything now. Queen’s Mercy is not something we take lightly in the tribes. Shifters are a long-lived lot but we aren’t immortal. We still value life. When someone calls for Queen’s Mercy, it’s not saying the queen is softer and more likely to offer such a thing. It’s an old tradition that’s asked only by a parent to a queen in hopes that she understands that karma plays a role in all that we do. She must weigh the act of justice that’s been chosen versus the act of justice the parents feel would be adequate. The parents are the ones who’ve raised the child. In understanding why they’ve behaved the way they have, the mother, father, or those who’ve raised the individual set to receive judgement are able to offer an alternative punishment.

      I’ve already explained to Jules how this works because I knew there was the possibility it could be asked for in this case. Still, her back goes straight at the request. For a moment, it’s as though she holds her breath and thinks through all her options. I want to guide her but I can’t which I’ve also shared with her. The king cannot interfere with Queen’s Mercy. I should know better than to worry. She’s been built for this role as much as I have.

      Her own voice rings through the clearing, hitting the other lions. “You would ask this for Pard, King Leo and Queen Penelope but I can’t let just one lion go.” The other lions in the crowd take a subtle but still visible step back. “Does anyone else here claim the lions at our feet?”

      Slowly, Chelsea, Hector, and Roni’s parents come forward to kneel at Jules’ feet, asking for Queen’s Mercy. No one is there for Jeffery. From the way he lies flatter against the ground, he knows this to be true.

      There’s an ace up our sleeve, though, because Shark and his father needed to deal with the shiver without Spider. So, Spider’s errand has been cut short and he’s done me a solid by pulling Jeanne Jacobson into the fray. Jules and I thought this would be best. If Queen’s Mercy was called for, Spider would bring her mother, Jeanne, forward.

      He does so now, wheeling her chair along the planks we’ve set along the grass.

      Only Jeanne doesn’t ask for Queen’s Mercy. She turns to Rex, who’s sitting in a chair with his mate and former queen, Juno. When she glances back at her son, he’s so busy prostrating himself, he doesn’t smell his own mother. He doesn’t smell the fact that there’s family all around him. Jeanne shocks the hell out of everyone, including I think, Jules, when she glances down at her son and says, “Reginald would have been so disappointed in you, son.”

      I want to ask if she wants Queen’s Mercy but I can tell by the set of her shoulders that’s not what she’s asking for when she makes her way to Jules. Jeanne glances around before slouching her shoulders in shame and then saying, “I’m so sorry, Jules. I should have been stronger. I should have fought for you. I shouldn’t have spoiled your brother so much. I didn’t—”

      Jules shushes her. “Mom, it’s not your fault. This was Jeff and the others’ choices.”

      Her mom glances toward Rex again and she sighs. “Yes, but I also should have told you—”

      “That the former king and queen, Rex and Juno, are my grandparents, and that dad was not just a Jacobson but he was, in fact, set to be king and gave it up for you? Because you’re human and it’s not allowed—”

      It’s her mom who interrupts this time. “And I’m weak. Even before the accident, I was weak. After the accident, I had plenty of time to recover and get back to myself even if it wasn’t on my own two feet, but your father always took care of me, of us. It’s no excuse, but I’ve never been strong. Not like you. Not like Reggie.”

      Jules doesn’t prevaricate or say no. Even though her mom was injured and that allowed her time to grieve and recuperate, it’s been sixteen, almost seventeen years since her mate’s death. She’s since gotten physically better but she’s let her children take the brunt of her emotional and mental incapabilities. So, in a way, yes, her mom has been weak.

      “I don’t want to be weak anymore,” her mom whispers. Then she kisses her daughter’s forehead, gives a signal to Spider, and even in her chair, she leans over her son. Jeff doesn’t get cocky. He doesn’t try to claim innocence. Instead, at his mother’s touch on his back, I hear sobs. True sobs. The kind you feel to your soul. “I should have protected you when your father died, not expected you to protect me. You were twelve years old. If I’d been stronger, it could have been a lesson I helped you work through. It still wouldn’t have been right at any age but you would have been prepared for it and I would have helped you through. I’ve not helped turn you into a man, though. I’ve helped turn you against your sister. I’ve helped keep you spoiled, through my guilt.” She’s rubs his back the entire time she speaks, soothing his sobs as a mother does. She straightens in her chair and Spider moves her toward the other parents. “Queen’s Mercy.” Her voice rings out in the clearing and I know I’m not the only one who exhales in relief.

      When Jules lets Queen’s Mercy stand and hears each of the parent’s pleas and requests for punishment in turn, there are murmurs among the crowd. Not because mercy is given but because, for some, death might have been preferable.
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      My favorite part of a rollercoaster is the dip that goes into the next lift. A lot of people want the dives, the headlong rush of falling into an oblivion and not knowing when it might end. Perhaps the fall will go on forever.

      Not me.

      I like that last part when it’s still a rush but you know there’s something else to look forward to. The ride’s not over yet.

      Being with Lion is like that all the time.

      Whether we’re out at Southern Comfort, spending time with my mom, getting to know his pride, preparing for our upcoming trip to visit the prides of the Lion tribe, or any number of troubling activities we take part in with his friends who are working on finding their queens—and keeping them.

      But one of my favorite places, where the ride is never boring, is when we’re in bed.

      I’m on that upward climb right now, in fact.

      My legs are over his shoulders, feet digging into his deltoids and that rough tongue of his is wreaking havoc on my pussy as he licks up one side then down the other.

      Breathe touches my cunt and he swears, something my lion-man is not prone to doing. “Fuck, Jules. It’s like the more I eat you out, the more cream you give. Best taste ever.”

      I love that. He enjoys the taste of me, maybe more than I enjoy him tasting me.

      That’s a lie. I love him tasting me. He knows how to swirl, suck, lick, lap, and savor every inch of my pussy until I’m wetter than I’ve ever been.

      I can feel every bit of texture from his tongue as he swirls it along my clit, drawing a long breath from me, what he calls my, “Uhn” sound. Something that always makes him growl.

      That growl reverberates along my labia and clit, adding to the sensations, to his rhythm, and soon, I’m no longer riding over a crest, I’m sliding down it, into that unknown, and then finally reaching the dip.

      My feet dig deeper into his back. My fingers hold tighter to his thick dirty-blond hair.

      My body rides the coaster to the end.

      Only it’s just the beginning.

      Because as soon as the ride starts to slow, I’m taken up another hill when Lion sits back and uses his strength to lift me to sitting as well. Before I know it, he’s sliding me onto his cock, his breaths harsh, his chest at eye level, my body totally open to the invasion of my king.

      My hands reach for his shoulders and I look up to see those amber eyes of his darken to a shade that’s near black. He grips me tighter, one hand landing on the flesh of my ass and the other curling into my hair. We just watch each other. Our eyes hold tight in a moment that has become our new normal but that is anything but.

      It’s just us, his sweat touching mine. His breaths coming strong and true just like the man he is. When his steady pace has me so close to coming, I nearly close my eyes, he grips my hair with just a bit of bite, and says, “No. I want to see those thunderstorm eyes when your pussy tightens on me and you come.”

      I grant his wish.

      I hold my eyes open for him as I come, as I move over the crest, and into another fall, then watch him do the same.

      I can feel him coming inside me. It’s a feeling that’s like no other.

      It’s the feeling of sex and naughtiness but also of love and family to come.

      He is my king and I am his queen. In every way.

      After we clean up, we whisper to each other. We laugh about new inside jokes and talk about the trip we’re taking around the U.S. and what we both want to see.

      As we talk, I start to play.

      He’s lying face down and I know his dick’s hard because every time I move to a new spot, lap and savor its taste and tease it with my teeth, his hips move against our bed. I know my king. He doesn’t want to be face down fucking the comforter. He wants me face down, or on my back, on my side, on my ass, on my knees—really in any position he can get me, so he can fuck me and love me, as he powers into me. I can already feel him inside. I met him only two weeks earlier but I know the truth: he’s conquered my body the way he conquers everything, patiently.

      Lion aren’t lazy, I think as I nip at the sharp, sculpted edge of a shoulder blade. They’re patient. The perfect predator. Like my own ability to shift. My lion form came when I needed it most but in reflecting back, the lioness was always inside. I’ve just always been strong enough as a human. Where Lion needed to become more confident in his humanity, I needed to realize the strength of the lion had been in me all along. We needed each other to become king and queen of the prides.

      Just as I know he’s about to growl with purpose, flip me over, and fuck me—I hear a knock at the door.

      My lion-man growls; just not in the way I want him to.

      I moan long. The way he watches my body hop off the bed, I know he’s thinking the same, that I’m moaning but for the wrong reason.

      Throwing on my shorts that I find by the bed, I’ve still got the red t-shirt, that’s Lion’s and reaches my knees, on. I reach for the door groggily but smell some familiar scents before I open it.

      I’m probably a bitch—though I’m a big cat and not a wolf—but that smell makes me feel just slightly vindictive.

      I swing open the door. “Well hello, Jeff. What’ve you got?”

      What he’s got are a couple of rare steaks, four twice-baked sweet potatoes, fresh green beans, and corn on the cob. Saliva pools in my mouth. My brother rattles off the menu.

      He’s not acting spoiled. He doesn’t have the glint in his eyes that says he’s a smarmy, entitled brat. He’s just Jeff, the Jeff from his teens before he started to change and his being spoiled turned to something worse.

      Pride life changes a person.

      When Lion says, “What’s up?” I notice for the first time that Spider and Poison are there. Spider, who’s met his mate and I can’t help but be proud of that little maneuvering, though, obviously the witches were the ones who put the match together in the first place. She’s changed—in all the best ways. She’s finally accepted who she is, not who she’s told herself she should be. When I watched her walk away last night to deal with Beaumont Bridal business, her suit light pink and pressed, her blonde hair shiny and wavy against her back, her heels and sheer nylons in perfect order when I’d have a run in them, a wrinkly suit, and my hair has never been that shiny, I knew there were some things that would never change.

      She’s just queen now.

      And so am I.

      “Shark or Wolf?” I ask. The guys are trying not look at the rumpled bed, my messy hair, and probably the fact that I’m not wearing a bra and smell clearly of long bouts of sex. “Uhhh, I’ll just change while you guys talk.”

      I slip into the bathroom but I don’t miss Poison’s news. When I hear it, I speed up and get dressed in record time, throw a clip in my hair and book it out of the bathroom.

      I smack my lion king on the rump to get him to chill his growl, since Jeff’s cowering at the sound. “Lion-O, get your ass in gear. We need to break a shark out of a Tennessee slammer.”

      “Sorry, Spider,” Poison says, glancing my way as we wait for my king. “But she’s my favorite queen of the lot so far.”

      Spider just shrugs. However, our eyes meet and we share a smile. No way I’m staying the favorite for long.

      It’s Jeff who surprises me by laughing. I like the laugh. I like that, even though I’m being vindictive and liking the fact his punishment is that he has to wait on us hand and foot for two years when he’s not working for Sal, he’s not taking a turn for the worse. He’s coming out of his shell in a different way. Some might say I’m a fool to believe it but they don’t understand lions. We’re lazy. We don’t like to take the hard way, if we can help it. We’re also patient, sure, so it’s possible he’s waiting to slice my throat open. But he smells like Jeff. I never noticed a difference but I do now. He’s my brother again and I don’t know what that means but the laugh is a start.

      “You don’t know Spider’s queen like I do,” he comments.

      Poison’s eyes narrow. “What do you mean?”

      And that’s when Jeff, Spider, and I all share a look. We’re cracking up so hard, our eyes water. So much so that when Lion comes out, he isn’t paying attention and he trips over his feet. The bed catches his fall but I’m there at his side in an instant.

      “I’m still a klutz.”

      I shrug. “I’m in the club now.”

      And I am. I’ve found that having a lion form as large as we do, it’s odd moving as a human. I’ve tripped more in the last week than I have in my entire life.

      He smiles and the others groan. I turn on them.

      “Just you wait, gentlemen. When you get your mates, you’ll know.”

      Poison and Jeff share a glance. I think it’s the first time they’ve ever shared anything. When your best friend’s basically brother-in-law tries to kill your best friend’s mate, it doesn’t leave room for bonding. Jeff’s got a long way to go to prove himself to a lot of people. In that glance, there’s camaraderie though. They won’t get queens but I’m going to make sure they at least get mates.

      Spider’s, “Shark’s not getting any younger,” gets all of our asses in gear.

      “Be safe,” Jeff whispers so low I barely hear him. Lion’s hand tightening in my own tells me he hears it too.

      I turn on my heel and quickly kiss Jeff’s cheek.

      “Love you,” I say and I realize it’s been years since I said so. His startled look tells me he noticed.

      Life’s funny. Ironic, really. A roller coaster. But it’s not what I thought before Lion; it’s not hopeless.

      Heading out with my king and his closest friends to bail one of them out of jail tells me that it’s not only not hopeless, it’s a whirlwind of laughs and pain, of hope and loss, of joy and struggle, and of jealousy and love.

      For me, I know with Lion I’m looking forward to a lifetime of the good. Yet, I also know that when the bad comes, I’ve got a lion-man at my side who’ll rule with me.

      

      
        
        Spider’s story is next in the Shifter Kings: Nashville series …
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CHANTELLE

        

      

    

    
      The lioness in front of me snorts.

      The only reason I know the snort is a laugh and not a sneeze or a sign that she’s about to turn and eat me, is that the female lion is actually my best friend.

      Jules is also the new queen of the lions, though, her actual ceremony isn’t until the following Saturday night. It’s Tuesday, typically just the day after Monday.

      But today is a wee bit different—for two reasons.

      First, just yesterday Jules and her king stopped a few rogue pride members who decided taking my girl down a peg would work. They lost.

      Second, she’s still not working because they’re prepping for their visit to the Lion tribe prides around the U.S., and I take Tuesdays off. As a wedding planner, my weekends are booked but no one wants a Tuesday wedding. Historically, however, Tuesday was the day to get hitched.

      So, because she’s all hopped up on adrenaline . . . because we both have the day off . . . and lastly, because she’s got her king but I haven’t yet met my own, it’s sussing out the situation time.

      Jules calls it ‘educating ourselves’ and ‘doing reconnaissance’.

      I call it stalking.

      We have agreed to disagree.

      She shifts back to her human form after snorting an animal laugh, and her clothes come back with her. The gifts of a shifter, exhibit A: We shift between forms and not only do any injuries we acquired in that form disappear, but we also fold our clothes into our animal skin, magically, only to return to our human form—injury-free and not walking around in our birthday suit.

      “Chanty, you’re never going to be able to keep up with me in those heels.”

      Perhaps wearing heels, fitted work pants, and a peach silk, short-sleeve shirt into the woods was not my best decision.

      I’m usually much brighter, but it’s been ingrained into me, since I was in Susan Beaumont’s womb, that a lady dresses as though she’s about to meet company at all times.

      “We’re doing reconnaissance”—I use her word— “and if we get caught, no way in all that is holy, sugar, am I being caught dead wearing hiking boots.”

      Jules rolls her eyes and smiles.

      Others might think my attitude is snobbish but Jules knows me. She knows how hard I’ve worked to be the face of a Beaumont business, to tone down my natural loudness, and to fit into the part my family needs me to. Beaumonts work all over Nashville, in everything from construction to banking. We’re best known for Beaumont Construction and Beaumont Cakes. I’m hoping to make the newly formed Beaumont Bridal another top hit. It’s taken me years to perfect my look, to cool my attitude, and to be who I need to be. What I wear is a part of the image I’ve created, but it’s only been the past few months that I’ve been able to tone down my natural sass and be the Beaumont I’ve felt all along I should be.

      “Chantelle, you’re so stubborn,” Jules comments, using my full name instead of my nickname (a rare occurrence). Like it’s a no-brainer, she adds, “Just shift.”

      My eyes go wide like she’s said a swear word in front of Grandma Beaumont, who considers a girl swearing one of the cardinal sins. A lady of the South never deigns to fall prey to the sins of swearing, being a bad hostess, speaking above an octave that sounds way too close to a whisper, or eating more than one bite of food per minute. If you’re not from the South, she doesn’t care. The more you swear like a sailor, hide away alone in your home, speak at a normal volume—not becoming a lady, and shovel food into your mouth at a meal, the more likely it is she’ll think you’re a fallen woman from the West. Or worse, that you’re a Yankee.

      My indrawn breath adds to the drama of the moment.

      The status of Drama Queen is something I have not lost in smoothing out my edges since being a bit of a loud and rowdy teen (and twenty-something … and thirty-something) … What? This is all new to me. I definitely shovel food into my mouth and have had a lifetime issue with the volume of my voice.

      I try to contain the drama but that does not always work.

      Like now.

      “Jules Jacobson, you know I do not shift in front of people.” Obviously, it’s not because of nudity. There are other reasons. None that I want to get into with Jules right now though, so I just say, “That’s just not an option.”

      She squints at me and focuses on my forehead as though she’s trying to read my mind. When she finally realizes she doesn’t have powers of telepathy, she just sighs. “Fine,” she grumbles. Then, right before she shifts back to lion, “Just don’t walk so much like an elephant or you’re going to ruin our gig before it’s even in full swing.”

      I call out, “Sugar, don’t grump. Or pout. You’ll give yourself lines.” I smile when she turns her lioness head my way and growls.

      She’s going to live until she’s one hundred and fifty. She’ll age at a quarter of the speed of a human. I just like to get a rise out of her. Even if I know it’s superficial, we’ve-been-friends-forever, best friend growl, I still think, Shoot nugget, she’s huge. And as one of the few American cave lion shifters, she is. Thought to be extinct, the American cave lions were enormous beasts. Her mate, named Lion because all kings are named at birth after their animal, is only a little bigger than her at a thousand pounds.

      We walk another three hundred and fifty-seven point two miles and finally arrive at our destination. I don’t let on that my feet have fallen off about two hundred miles back but the lioness’s animal-wince tells me I’ve not hidden my painful predicament.

      In reality, we’ve only really walked about two miles from where we parked; again, I’m stubborn and I’ve worn heels. In the woods. Granted, it's a wooded area abutting a secluded suburb of Nashville, but still, it's wooded.

      We reach the back of one of the houses, and I see a girl in a tree whose got her pixie face turned toward the horizon. She’s so high up, without my advanced shifter eyesight, she’d be a speck against the tree’s trunk. I feel a dip in my belly and I’m about to shift. Just as soon as the thought comes, she herself shifts into a large spider, about twenty or thirty pounds.

      I smile. She’s a cute spiderling.

      I’m watching the young lady in the tree when I smell him.

      He’s walking our way, so I duck behind a tree of my own, glad I’ve worn a good dose of my fragrance to hide most of my natural scent. It doesn’t always work but I’m counting on it working now. You can’t spy on someone when they can smell you.

      Because I’m behind a set of trees, and his focus is on the girl, I can appreciate him.

      “He’s perfect,” I whisper and notice Jules is human again and watching me. There’s a look on her face, as though she’s got some ‘best friend wisdom’ to impart.

      “Jules?” we both hear before whatever’s on her face can be communicated.

      I plaster my front to the tree and put my face against it. They can’t see me if I can’t see them, right?

      Only, Jules has apparently thrown herself on the altar of best friend reconnaissance in an epic move of self-sacrifice, because the next thing I hear isn’t, “Chanty’s here too.”

      Instead, it’s Jules saying, “Hey, guys. Just out for a walk.”

      I bite my lip to keep from laughing and push my face further into the tree. I’m going to have bark marks on my tan skin when I finally leave my hiding spot. Out for a walk.

      Sugar, please.

      I slowly separate my face from the tree and look their way.

      “Out for a walk in a spider cluster’s woods?” says the man I recognize as Poison, not because I’ve met him but because he’s the only Chinese American of the bunch and that’s how Jules has described him.

      “Why am I in the spider cluster’s woods, you wonder …,” Jules hedges. I press my face tighter into the bark and swear my lip is bleeding from how hard I’m biting it to keep from laughing. “Well … Uh … You see, I needed a jaunt … in the woods … and these woods seemed as good as any … maybe better. They’re … greener.”

      I swear I hear a grunt that’s bordering on a laugh, it’s louder than the cough that also sounds suspiciously like a laugh.

      Spider’s, “You smell different” pulls my face away from the tree again. His comment comes right before a light-brown haired tall guy who looks as Jules described Wolf says, “Where’s Lion while you’re … jaunting?”

      Jules apparently decides to ignore the smell comment. “Uh … work?” Then, “Yeah, Lion’s at work.”

      “He’s not at work, Jules. Kings get thirty days to find their queens and we work for a shifter company. That translates to vacation for everyone but Shark, who’s going to own the company, and Poison because he’s not in line to be king. We have another twenty-four days, longer if Lion doesn’t come back to work after,” Spider replies with a sly smile.

      I clench my thighs together at that smile. It’s a beautiful smile. A deadly smile. A smile meant to make a woman wet, although, I don’t think he means it that way when talking to one of his best friend’s mates.

      “I needed time alone!” Jules blurts. Good lord in heaven, she’s going to fudge this up. “Girly time. Pampering time with”—I see her look around at her surroundings— “nature and shit.”

      Poison’s guffaw rings loud across the back yard and I glance up at the tree, only to see the spiderling isn’t watching me anymore. Her various arachnid eyes are watching Jules and the men. Avidly. Even in spider form, an idiot can see that she looks like she wants to be a part of something but doesn’t know how to ask.

      I watch her for a moment, and although my dad says my mom and I have elephant ears, I miss all the rest that is said between the adults.

      I came here to spy on my king, the only man who’s meant for me. My crown-shaped birthmark might be missed by some women but mine’s on my lower abs, and I’ve had it since birth. I know it means I’m meant to be queen. Although kings’ rule within their own species, queens rule the species of their king. Yet, I know who my king will be. I’ve always known.

      Instead of watching the man meant to be my king, however, I watch the girl. But by the time I finally meet up with Jules back at her 1989 VW Beetle, I’ve learned a lot.

      In watching what happened next to that girl in the tree, I, in fact, learn a great deal about the girl and my future king. All of it good. All of it humbling. And all of it causing me to get a pang in my belly at how real my king is, at how honest and wise.

      The pang isn’t because he’s these things.

      The pang is because I’ve finally made myself into the image of a Beaumont, a family I’m incredibly proud to be a part of. But in doing so, I hope I haven’t unmade the things that would have made me a good queen.
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        Dear Reader,

      

        

      
        We hope you loved Jules and Lion, our first shifter king and queen this ruling cycle! If you want more Shifter Kings, be sure to read the other books in the series available on Amazon and Kindle Unlimited!

      

        

      
        Stay weird,

        Holly & T.
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      I'm the proud momma to a golden retriever named Charlie, two tortoises named Jake and John, a frog named Toad, and a gopher snake. The latter is my girl, Holly Jr. There's also the fact that I'm a thunderstorm-loving, front porch-sitting, hot cocoa-drinking, beauty product-hoarding, self-proclaimed environmentalist who just happens to write erotic romance.
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