
        
            
                
            
        

    
The fur’s about to fly… 
A Sexy Shifter story. 
Ava Minor is done being the good girl. As the smallest and weakest in a pride of shape-shifting lions where size and strength rule, she’s never had any choice but to toe the line. Now, with sexy, nomadic alpha Landon King winning control of the pride, she grabs her one chance to let her inner feline out to play. 
Landon would rather focus on reforming the antiquated traditions of his new pride than taking a mate…until the rebellious Ava crosses his path. All his noble intentions go up in flames, incinerated by the heat she exudes—especially when he realizes she’s in heat. 
Ava, knowing she isn’t mate material, is determined to revel in one wild night before she’s sent back to her place in the pride pecking order. 
Except Landon has no intention of letting his daring, seductive lioness go… 
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Dedication 
For Kristan Andrews, aunt extraordinaire, who keeps me in a never-ending supply of books during my starving artist phase. Thank you for sharing your love of romance with me. 
Chapter One 
Ava Minor was looking for trouble and, from the look of the Bar Nothing, trouble was exactly what she was going to get. 
She stood alone in the dusty parking lot of the rundown honky-tonk, listening to the gravel spray as the taxi driver who’d dumped her there took his slimy leer and his smelly cab off to greener pastures. She’d asked to be taken to the most notorious pick-up bar in town. Now she stood in the parking lot, paralyzed by an attack of be-careful-what-you-wish-for jitters. Ava Minor, the cowardly lioness. 
Friday night. Even in this rural backwater, the bar would be filled with human men on a Friday night. 
Men who wouldn’t see the smallest, weakest lioness of her pride when they looked at her. They’d see a petite, sexy woman whose grace was just a little too feline, but they’d never suspect she was anything more than human. 
More than human. That’s what she wanted to be tonight. For once more than human, instead of less than all the other shifters in her pride. Less strong. Less fast. Less worthy. 
Now or never. 
Ava tossed her head, flipping her long, white-blonde hair over her shoulder. Her hair brushed her bare shoulder blades, teasing at her sensitized skin. Anticipation ran through her like electricity, charging every more-than-human sense. 
She wasn’t in the habit of making dramatic entrances, but when the heavy door slammed shut behind her and every alcohol-blurred gaze in the place rolled over her in blatant assessment, Ava struck a pose, planting a hand on one hip and arching her back. 
The heat and smell hit her simultaneously. Clearly ventilation was not a top priority in the establishment she’d selected for her first foray into the dark side. The stench of stale beer and sweat assaulted her nostrils, but beneath it all, almost completely masked by the eau-du-honky-tonk, was a subtle, tantalizingly masculine aroma that had her shivering in her high heels in spite of the smothering heat. Her inner lioness rolled over and purred. 
Ava smoothed her hands over the denim hugging her hips. She resisted the urge to cross her arms in front of her bare stomach or tug at her shirt. She didn’t know if she would have tugged it up or down; the crimson tube top stretched tight over her breasts didn’t have much room for maneuvering in either direction. 
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Her audience appeared to appreciate her costume. Not a single gaze had veered away from her since the door slammed shut behind her. 
A drink, she thought, eyeing the sparsely populated stools lined up against the chipped imitation mahogany bar. A beer or twelve would calm her jumpy nerves. 
Ava strutted toward the bar, swiveling her hips in what she hoped was a decent parody of Marilyn Monroe. She felt the weight of a dozen pairs of eyes tracking her as she crossed the room, but being the timid good girl was too deeply ingrained and she couldn’t bring herself to look around to bask in the attention. She kept her eyes locked on her destination, hoping her nerves came across as haughty sex appeal. 
The man at the end of the bar leered at her as she approached. A regular Romeo with three missing teeth. Ava kept walking, ignoring the kissy noise he made in the direction of her ass as she passed. 
Three empty stools down, Bachelor Number Two gave her a thorough once over from her tits to her toes and back again before making it all the way up to her face and giving her a lazy, you-know-you-want-it smile. It wasn’t a bad smile. Cocky as all hell, but Ava was used to cocky men. She could handle this asshole. And he had all his teeth. We have a winner, ladies and gentlemen. 

Ava hitched herself up onto the barstool next to her lucky bachelor—the man didn’t know how lucky he was about to get. She resisted the urge to yank on her shirt when her Casanova’s eyes locked on her braless breasts to enjoy the show as she bounced up onto the stool. 
“Buy a girl a drink?” 
Casanova’s eyes dilated until they were all pupil and Ava smiled, her confidence getting a healthy boost. She may be a good girl, but that didn’t mean she didn’t have a voice like a phone sex operator. 
Smoky, husky and low, her voice was one of the many reasons her overbearing brothers insisted she remain silent as often as possible around the other men at the ranch. 
But she wasn’t on the ranch now… 
Casanova waved the bartender over, never taking his eyes off her. “What’s your name, darlin’?” 
He had a smooth Texas drawl and Ava’s back arched a little at the sound of it. The idea of hauling him outside and having her way with him was starting to gain momentum in her mind. She could do this. 
She could really be the bad girl for a change. 
“Ava. Yours?” 
She didn’t care what his name was one little bit. Her nerves felt electrified, like she was a car someone was trying to hotwire. When the bartender plunked a beer in front of her, Ava sprang off the stool. 
She leaned against the chipped wood of the bar like a life raft as she downed half the bottle in one long swallow. 
“Chance.” 
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Chance? Oh, right. His name. Yippee. Ava took another drink. Her hips pushed back of their own according, sticking her ass out, almost as if her body expected the mate it craved to rip off her jeans and shove into her from behind at any second. 
Ava slammed the beer back onto the bar. The alcohol was not helping. 
She tossed her hair again and, again, the slide against her sweat-slick skin had her shivering. 
Hopefully, Chance wasn’t looking for a long heart-to-heart before she climbed on top of him and took what she needed. She didn’t think she could wait much longer. 
“So…” Chance drawled, clearly intent on starting a conversation she didn’t want to have. 
Ava wondered how he would react if she put her tongue down his throat. He’d probably stop talking pretty damn quick. 
She started to turn toward her lucky cowboy, when a distinctive scent hit her nostrils, dark and hot, like midnight on the savannah. Her body reacted to the presence behind her with a rush of moisture between her legs even before her mind registered he was there. A heavy hand landed on the back of her neck, not shaking her by the scruff like the errant child he probably thought she was, but pressing warm and steady and firm into her flesh like he could brand her with his palm. 
Landon. 
Ava didn’t need to look to know who would be standing behind her, no doubt glaring at her and her Cowboy Casanova equally. She’d never reacted to another man the way she did to Landon King, simultaneously melting and tensing. 
She pressed her thighs together to hold back the flood of heat, praying he wouldn’t smell her arousal, but knowing he would. Why did it have to be him? Anyone else would have been preferable. She would have rather been caught shaking her ass at strangers by one of her over-protective brothers than the man who loomed behind her, the Alpha of her damn pride. 
She’d been so careful to stay clear of him. So careful to ensure he would never know of her stupid infatuation, the mindless lust he inspired in her. Landon would never want her, that much was a given, so she preserved her dignity by making sure he would never know how badly she wanted him. Now all of that effort was about to go up in smoke. He stood less than three feet behind her. He was just as much of an animal as she was. He would be able to smell it on her. He would know. 
Unless she could convince him that the thick heat of her desire wasn’t for him. 
Ava’s eyes locked desperately on her Cowboy Casanova as he frowned up at the big blond god who had come to fetch her home. 
“Can I help you with something, mister?” 
“Sure you can,” Landon growled. “You can get lost.” 
His growl hit her in the base of her spine, streaking upward, arching her back. She nearly came at just the sound of his voice. Yeah, way to be calm, Ava. 
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The Cowboy Casanova glanced at Ava, but she was too busy trying to get a hold of her lust to send him covert signals with her eyes. She wasn’t even sure what signal she would have sent. If he ran off and left her alone with Landon, well, then she was alone with Landon. But if Casanova didn’t vamoose, Landon sounded like he would happily remove the cowboy’s arms from his body, and Ava was afraid he just might do it. 
The Alpha of her pride ripping the arms off a cowboy in a local watering hole had lynch mob written all over it. She needed to get Landon out of here before his temper exploded. 
“I don’t think I can do that, friend,” the cowboy said, making “friend” sound a lot like “asshole”. He straightened, rising off his stool. He was a tall man, but Landon still had a few inches on him. And probably fifty pounds of solid muscle. The cowboy was lean. Landon was a tank. In any form. 
“You don’t look like her daddy and she ain’t wearing a wedding ring, so until this little lady asks me to go, I’m staying right where I am.” 
Landon growled. Her Alpha still hadn’t moved into her line of sight, but she could feel his unnatural body heat radiating against her back. She didn’t have to look at him to know he was spoiling for a fight. In her experience alphas of both genders tended to be stupidly aggressive and the Alpha was worse than most. 
Of course, as one of the smallest betas in the pride, aggression of any sort was stupidity itself for Ava. 
It was past time to diffuse the situation. 
“I think you should go, Chance,” she said. 
Landon’s hand tightened fractionally on the back of her neck before easing and stroking downward. 
Was he actually  petting  her?  A tremor rippled down Ava’s spine. She knew it was too much to ask that he not suspect what had caused it. 
Chance eyed her. And the hand gripping the back of her neck. “Now, see,” the cowboy drawled, “I’m not sure I can just walk away without some sort of assurance that the little lady is okay. You aren’t scared of this bully, are you, Ava?” 
Ava blinked in surprise. Either Chance still thought he had a shot of getting laid tonight, or he was a better man than she had given him credit for after his tits-to-toes inspection. 
“I’m fine,” she assured him. “Landon would never hurt me.” He was sworn to protect her and the rest of his pride, but Chance didn’t need to know that. Nor did she think it was wise to point out that if Landon decided to hurt her, there was nothing Chance could do about it. In a knock-down-drag-out, Chance wouldn’t last five minutes against five-foot-nothing Ava, let alone the hulking Alpha. 
“You sure, darlin’?” 
Landon made a noise that had never come out of a human throat, snarling wordlessly. He dropped his hand from her neck and took a threatening step toward Chance. His chest brushed against her shoulder and the contact jolted her. Ava looked down, fighting for control of her body, and saw his hand crooked into a 
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claw, his fingernails extending and retracting, sharpening into claws and then flattening into healthy human nubs. 
Landon was way too close to losing control completely. 
“She’s sure,” he growled. 
Ava turned toward Landon, putting her back against the bar, and raised her face to him. As always, the sight of him hit her low in her stomach, a blow to her equilibrium. 
Tall and broad, every inch tanned and muscled, he could have stepped right off the set of a gladiator movie, thrown on a black knit shirt and jeans and wandered into the bar. A man so large should never seem graceful, but there was a sense of the feline in Landon, even in his human form. He kept his hair short enough that it just fell over his brow, but the mix of dark golds and browns still called to mind the heavy mane of an African lion. And his eyes, Ava always wondered how they could be mistaken for human. A bright feline gold with the slightest sheen of green, those eyes always seemed to see so much more than they should, piercing right through her. 
“Landon,” she said, her voice even smokier than usual. “Let’s just go.” 
She reached across him to put her hand on his arm, so that her own arm stretched like a bar between him and his cowboy prey. Her arm wouldn’t stop him, but she was counting on it to act as a psychological barrier more than a physical one. She gently squeezed his biceps and those green-golden eyes shifted away from Chance to lock on her. 
Ava bit her lip. She’d never been so close to him before and the way he was looking at her…it was a miracle she didn’t combust on the spot. But then his eyes flicked from Chance to her and back again, the martial gleam in them brightening. 
“Landon,” she said his name again, lowering her voice to little more than a purr. She shifted toward him. They weren’t separated by much, so it didn’t take much to press her front against his. His eyes slammed down on her, Chance forgotten. She had all of his attention now. 
Now all she had to do was convince the big bad kitty that he didn’t want to kill the man who had threatened his territory. 
Ava rubbed her body against his, a gesture that was more familiar in her other form, but she hoped would have a similarly calming effect. Her intention wasn’t sexual. Social touching to soothe one another was common among the lions of the pride, but when Ava rubbed her cheek against his shoulder and tipped her face to scent his neck, she felt anything but soothed. Desire coursed through her in a shuddering wave, pooling in her stomach and releasing a flood of moisture and heat between her legs. 
Landon inhaled sharply and coughed, a hard ridge against her stomach marking his body’s reaction to her arousal. Ava knew better than to think his erection had anything to do with her personally. Any lion male scenting a female’s lust would react the same way. 
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He closed one arm around her, pinning her to his front. “I’m taking you home.” She felt more than heard his words vibrating through his chest. 
Chance, wisely, didn’t protest further as Landon ushered Ava out of the bar. Stepping out into the oppressive heat of the summer night, Ava scanned the parking lot until she saw Landon’s jeep, starting toward it without being told. She’d caught a taxi to the bar, thinking her brothers would be less likely to track her down if they couldn’t use the LoJack that was in all the ranch vehicles, but her carefully laid plan evidently hadn’t slowed them down much. 
“They sent you after me, didn’t they?” Ava snapped, as Landon hustled her across the parking lot with an unyielding grip on her upper arm. 
“Honey, no one sends me to do anything,” he snarled. “I’m the boss.” 
An illicit thrill shot through her. 
He’d come for her. Landon King, Alpha of the Three Rocks Pride, had come after lowly little beta Ava Minor. Which meant he actually knew who she was. Which meant she wasn’t completely invisible to him. 
It may not be a declaration of love, but life was looking a hell of a lot brighter than it had a few minutes ago. 
“I was already in the bar when you showed up. A fact which you would have noticed if you hadn’t been so busy shaking your ass at anything that would stand still long enough.” 
And, just like that, life was a dark and depressing place once again. 
Of course he hadn’t come for her. Why would he? As far as he was concerned, she barely even existed. 
And as for her brothers…they probably hadn’t even noticed she was gone. No one was out scouring the night for unimportant Ava Minor. Her little rebellion had been crushed without so much as a kiss from a stranger to make her feel like a woman. 
Was that so much to ask? To feel different for a change? For once not the weakest member of the pride. For once not a protected little sister, a helpless little girl, a lioness so small she was never even included in the hunts. Tonight, for once in her life, she was going to be more. But it hadn’t worked out that way. It never worked out that way. 
Ava had never felt more invisible. 
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Landon opened the driver’s side door of the jeep and tossed her across the stick shift into the passenger seat. He’d all but thrown her into the car, but she didn’t make a single sound of complaint. She curled into the far seat, more cat than woman, and he jumped in after her, slamming the door harder than necessary and barking, “Seatbelt.” 
What the hell had she been thinking walking into a place like that dressed the way she was? Acting like everything she had was up for grabs. Smelling like… fuck.  The scent of her from half a room away had his cock standing up for duty. Sitting in the cab, the air around them smelled heavily of her. It was scrambling his brain. That was his only excuse for the fact that he had nearly shifted in the middle of the bar—in public—just for the satisfaction of ripping out that cowboy’s innards. 
Landon revved the engine to life and slammed it into gear. Gravel sprayed up, pinging against nearby cars, as he tore out of the parking lot. She clutched at the doorframe as he took the corner too fast. The jeep rocked, the left-side wheels nearly lifting off the ground, but instead of easing up, Landon’s foot slammed down on the accelerator. Tires screeched and jolted as they found purchase on the asphalt of the county road and the jeep shot forward like a rocket, passing eighty miles per hour as the abused engine screamed. 
She didn’t make a sound. 
Landon was still spoiling for a fight, his blood up higher than it had ever been outside of the challenge circle. His claws kept springing out, his usual, rigid control of the animal inside him beyond him in his current state. His body wanted to shift and go to battle, not to hunt but to fight for his territory, protect his pride. He needed the violence. And barring that, he needed to snarl at someone, verbally rip into someone until his claws no longer itched to fillet the cowboy who had stood too close to her. 
Beside him in the passenger seat, Ava’s calm mocked him. A silent challenge. 
“What the fuck were you doing?” 
She started at his tone, instinctively shying against the door. Her fear, subtle though it was, only served to enrage him further. Then she spoke and her words disabused him of the notion that she was afraid of him. 
“I don’t have to explain myself to you,” she snapped, her voice brittle as she stared straight ahead out the window. 
“Think again, sweetheart. As far as you’re concerned, I’m judge, jury and executioner. So start talking.” 
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She shifted against the door again and Landon took a deep breath, thinking to reassure himself that there was no tang of fear in her scent, but instead his head was swamped by a rush of heat. His hands tightened convulsively on the steering wheel. There was no fear in her scent. Only lust, thick and heady. 
He’d thought it would diminish once he got her away from her cowboy toy, but the close proximity inside the jeep made her scent even stronger. He was drowning in it. And hard enough to pound spikes. 
“You’re not talking…” he growled, the promise of a threat creeping into his voice. 
“I could declare myself a nomad,” she said defiantly. “Then you wouldn’t have any rights over me.” 
Landon laughed sharply, incapable of actual humor in his current state, but bitterly amused. “Shall I call your brothers or would you rather tell them you’ve decided to go off the reservation yourself?” 
She hissed a curse under her breath. 
“I don’t hear an explanation, Ava.” 
She turned to him sharply, blinking in surprise. “You know my name?” 
“Of course I know your name,” he snapped, made defensive by the fact that he wouldn’t have known it if the cowboy hadn’t said it in front of him. He’d known she was one of his pride by the scent of her and a vague sense of familiarity, but twenty minutes ago he wouldn’t have known her from Eve among the lionesses in his pride. 
He’d only known to dangle her brothers over her as a threat because he’d heard those brothers, four of his most effective enforcers, talking about their kid sister more than once. “Little Ava” was nothing like her hulking brothers. She was tiny, almost frail for a lioness. She couldn’t possibly be fully grown, could she? 
Though in that outfit, she looked plenty grown-up. 
“Your brothers are going to have kittens when they see you dressed like that.” 
“I just wanted to have a good time. Is that against the law?” 
“Yes.” The answer shot out of his mouth before his brain caught up. Technically, fun was not illegal either among the humans or the pride, but Landon would happily fabricate a law if it kept her ass out of that bar for the rest of her natural life. 
She snorted, unimpressed by his heavy-handed answer. “My, my. Aren’t we king of the double standard?” she purred, the sarcasm coating her words like molasses. “And what were you doing at such a notorious meat market, my liege?” 
Landon hissed, spinning the wheel to take the turn onto the ranch road and nearly throwing the jeep into the ditch in the process. He got a little yelp of surprise out of her this time, but she quickly contained herself, silent and stoic as the jeep bounced painfully along the rutted dirt track. 
She was right. He had gone to the Bar Nothing to find a nice, malleable human piece of ass and get laid. Ever since he’d won the challenge to take over the Alpha position in the pride three months ago, every lioness on the ranch had been waving her tail under his nose, angling to get her paws on the position of his 
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mate. The female he picked would lead the Hunt. She would rule the pack in his absence and preside over the other females. She would be the strongest, the fastest. The best genetic material to pass on to his cubs. 
He knew he needed to pick soon. The pride was unstable without an Alpha female in place as his mate. But he wasn’t ready to choose just yet. He and his sister had been nomads before he had challenged for control of the Three Rocks Pride. He didn’t know the pack and its social undercurrents as well as he needed to before he elevated one of the lionesses to be his mate. 
He’d slept with a few of them—he was a cat, after all, and there was only so much teasing he could take—but he’d been careful not to lead any of them to believe that their efforts in his bed had pushed them to the front of the line for his consort. Tonight, he’d just wanted to relax. A simple, easy romp with a woman who didn’t have political gain on her mind. Just sex. No obeisance to the big strong Alpha, and no machinations to become his queen. 
Ava had shot his plans for the evening straight to hell. 
“No response?” the assassin in question purred acidly. “Afraid you’ll have to apologize for dragging me out of there?” 
“I’m not the one who’s going to be sorry if you don’t stop baiting me, little girl.” 
She didn’t back down from the threat. Her body angled toward him on the seat and she snarled, “If you can go out looking for a piece of ass whenever you feel like it, then so can I.” 
Landon slammed his foot down on the brake pedal. The jeep fishtailed and the brakes shrieked, bouncing and jolting them to a sudden stop. He cut the engine and crawled across the stick shift, caging her between his arms and the door. He loomed over her, his animal nature lapping up the flash of wariness in her pale gray eyes. 
“Did you honestly think some human would be able to satisfy you?” he growled low, pressing in on her with his heat. 
Her eyes widened, the expression in them suddenly raw and vulnerable, exposed. 
“You should have just come to me if you needed to be fucked.” 
Anger burned away the vulnerability in her eyes. “Fuck you, you arrogant prick.” 
Landon laughed darkly. “All you had to do was ask.” 
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He slammed his mouth down on hers, ready to force her lips apart, but she opened for him willingly, hungrily. He jerked her hips across the seat toward him and her legs fell open. Landon fitted his hips into the invitation of her wide spread thighs and ground his aching cock against her clit, the friction making them both growl. 
He plunged his tongue into her mouth, driven by lust and lust-fogged purpose. He needed to intimidate her into retracting, apologizing, something. The drive to make her submit was overpowering, but not as strong as his other motive. He would make her forget the puny human. He would drive every other man from her thoughts, banishing them with his body, claiming her wholly as his own. 
Ava arched beneath him, her small hands fisting in his shirt and ripping it cleanly down the center. 
She hummed her pleasure into his mouth and her back bowed again, rubbing her breasts against his now-naked chest, her nipples hard little points through the thin fabric of her top. Landon yanked her shirt down to her waist and took one perfectly formed breast in his hand. 
She was small, so much smaller than the other lionesses, but her breast filled his hand perfectly, the hard nub of the nipple teasing at his palm as he plumped the warm flesh. When he lightly pinched her nipple, she broke away from his mouth with a hiss, her hips pressing up, grinding against him mindlessly. 
Landon gently scraped teeth too sharp to be human down the side of her neck, nibbling down across her chest and drawing the peak of one small breast into his mouth, careful not to pierce her soft skin. Ava moaned, her hands tangling in his hair, gripping so tight it hurt, but he didn’t spare a thought for the slight pain. His attention remained fixed on her delicate, perfectly formed body, laid out before him like a feast. 
He sucked and licked at one breast, the wet warmth and sandpaper roughness of his tongue wringing short piercing cries from her lips and spasmodic thrusts of her hips against his. He turned his attention to her other breast, to begin the process all over again. Her cries became his name and something in the tone of her voice cranked up the dial on his need for her. His control became a memory. 
Landon growled, his claws tearing at her jeans. He needed her naked. Now. But though the denim shredded, it did not melt away and the tattered ribbons of her clothing still bound her. She made an alarmed noise in her throat and Landon’s head snapped up to meet her eyes. He was too desperate to be ashamed of his frenzy, but he managed to grunt, “Did I hurt you?” 
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Ava blinked at him, her clear gray eyes fogged over with want. “No…yes…” She shook her head as if trying to clear it and reached out a hand to him, almost as if she would stroke his face, but instead she ran a fingernail across his nipple. “You startled me.” 
Landon blinked at her uncomprehendingly. There was not enough blood flowing to his brain to work out what she wanted him to do. “Stop?” 
She laughed and his cock jumped like a puppet on a string. “No. More.” 
Thank you, God. Crying defeat for the moment on the wreck he’d made of her jeans, Landon attacked the fastenings on his own. He struggled with them, his hands refusing to stay in full-human form long enough to work the button fly. 
Ava brushed his hands away. “Let me.” The backs of her fingers rubbing against his shaft as she slowly, carefully worked the buttons was a new kind of torture in itself. Landon braced his hands on the seat and closed his eyes, determined to let her work and not fall on her like a ravening beast until she had freed his cock. Then he could be an animal. He just had to hang onto humanity for a few more seconds. 
She shoved his jeans and underwear down over his hips. As soon as it was free, his cock sprang up, pointing due north like a fucking compass. Landon hissed as Ava wrapped her small soft hand around it. 
Lights exploded in his brain. Landon wondered idly if he was having a seizure as Ava’s hand worked slowly down to the base of his shaft, giving him a little squeeze and then a slow, tugging pull up his shaft to the head. He was going to die. That much was clear. But what a way to go. 
He let her have two more torturous strokes before closing his hand around her wrist and squeezing gently. “Enough.” His voice didn’t sound human, which was fine by him. He didn’t feel particularly human. 
She released his cock, but he didn’t release her wrist. He pulled her hand away from him, pinning it against the seat near her head. He lowered himself to take her mouth again as his free hand probed between the shredded remains of her jeans, seeking the source of the musky moisture between her thighs. He brushed one spot and her entire body jolted. Bingo. 
Landon eased her—amazingly still intact—panties aside and pushed one finger inside her slick heat. 
Her hips pushed up against his hand and moisture swamped his finger. He worked his mouth against hers as he worked a second finger inside her, stretching her. She was so tight. Her pussy was going to feel like a goddamn vise on his cock. 
Landon released her mouth as he removed his fingers, pressing his face against her neck to breathe in the intoxicating scent of her as he positioned himself between her legs. 
“What’s that sound?” Her voice was breathless. 
Landon stiffened, trying to hear beyond the blood rushing in his ears. It took him a moment to identify the tinny ring-tone rendition of “The Lion Sleeps Tonight”, his sister’s idea of a great joke. “Shit. It’s Zoe. 
She wouldn’t call unless it’s an emergency.” 
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She’d better not have. He was about fifteen seconds away from the fucking promised land. If someone wasn’t dying, someone was about to be. 
He found his cell phone in the pocket of his jeans, tangled near his knees. “What?” 
“Ava’s missing!” 
Landon blinked, startled by the depth of panic in Zoe’s voice. He wasn’t aware his sister had formed any strong attachments since their arrival in the pride three months ago, but her concern for Ava was unfeigned. 
“I’ve got her.” At least, he’d been about to have her, a few seconds before Zoe had decided she needed rescuing. “I’m bringing her back to the ranch now.” 
“Oh thank God,” Zoe whispered. “I’ll tell her brothers we can call off the search. Where was she? Is she okay?” 
The mention of Ava’s brothers searching—Jesus, they wouldn’t search the ranch road, would they?—
not to mention his sister’s barrage of questions, had the effect of a bucket of cold water. Landon shifted off Ava, ignoring the small sound of protest she made, and retreated back to his own seat. He braced himself against the door, as far away from her as he could get, and tried to tug up his jeans one-handed without much success. 
“We’ll be back at the ranch in—” he glanced around, looking for a landmark through the darkness outside the jeep, “—five minutes. You can ask her all the questions you want, then.” 
Ava groaned from the passenger seat, pulling herself into a more traditional seated position, rather than her I’m-about-to-have-my-brains-fucked-out-on-a-bucket-seat sprawl. 
“But she’s okay?” Zoe pressed. 
Landon looked at Ava out of the corner of his eye. She was a sight. Rumpled, sweaty, trying to get her top back into place over her breasts with her jeans in useless tatters from her upper-thighs to her waist. She looked gorgeous. Fan-fucking-tastic. “She’s fine. See you in five.” 
He disconnected before Zoe could lob another question at him, mentally crossing his fingers that his ornery sister didn’t keep calling him back every five seconds until they arrived at the ranch. Although, given his current control—or lack thereof—that might not be a bad idea. 
Dropping the phone, he yanked his jeans back up over his hips and tried to shove his uncooperative cock back inside. He winced as each button closed, but managed to keep his hands from half-morphing into claws long enough to get his jeans fastened. Thank God. If Ava laid one finger on his fly, he was a goner. 
Shit, if her brothers ever found out he’d come about five seconds away from fucking their baby sister in the front seat of a jeep, he’d be lucky to see his next birthday. 
Landon started the jeep and punched the gas pedal. The vehicle jumped forward obediently, punishing them with a rough ride the last three miles to the ranch. 
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They were closer to the main compound than Landon had thought—though, to be honest, he hadn’t been doing much thinking. Anyone out for a run tonight could have seen them, groping in the car like teenagers. 
How had he let things get so far out of control? He’d never even noticed Ava Minor before tonight, but the second she’d walked into the bar, he’d wanted her. The scent of her, the way she pushed her ass back at him as she stood at the bar, the reckless challenge in her voice as she argued with him in the jeep, all of it seemed calculated to drive him wild. 
The truth smacked him between the eyes, making him feel like a prize idiot for not realizing earlier. 
He should have realized it as soon as she walked into the bar, but his hormones had short-circuited his brain. It was so damn obvious. 
Ava was in heat. 
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She needed to say something. They couldn’t have been driving for more than a few seconds, but the oppressive silence coming from the driver’s seat made it feel like a millennia. He wouldn’t even look at her. 
“I take it they discovered my absence,” Ava said, her tone a pathetic attempt at lightness. 
Landon sounded about as light as a midnight hunt on the Serengeti. “Didn’t you even leave a fucking note so your brothers wouldn’t panic?” 
Ava snorted. “Saying what exactly? ‘Gone to get some nookie. Back by noon.’ That’d go over real well.” 
“Better than not saying anything at all,” he snapped. “They’re searching the ranch for you, Ava.” 
Ava looked out the window, realizing they were on ranch land and had been for a while. In fact, they’d been on ranch land when they’d… “Oh.” 
“Yeah. Oh.” 
Ava tipped her chin defiantly. She wasn’t going to cower. She didn’t have anything to be ashamed of, dammit. “So what? I deserve to get out just as much as the next girl.” 
“Ava.” Her name sound like a curse on his lips. “There are reasons why we do things the way we do,” 
he said as if explaining the facts of life to a simpleton and hanging onto this patience by the thinnest of threads. 
“Yeah, well, maybe your reasons are stupid.” Keeping a healthy, attractive young woman with the libido of a cat cooped up on a secluded ranch with a bunch of men she couldn’t have was downright cruel and unusual. Ava had seen Lifetime movies about religious cults that did the same and things always ended badly for the misogynistic pigs running the show. 
“Valuing human life is stupid, now?” 
They hit a particularly nasty bump and Landon was forced to slow to a reasonable speed. 
Ava frowned. “What does human life have to with a—” 
“Ava,” Landon interrupted, her name sharp this time. “You’re in heat.” 
“No, I’m no…” Her denial was automatic, but her voice trailed off as she mentally did the math. 
“Shit.” 
The shape-shifters who traded shapes between human and lion form didn’t possess the exact physiological traits of either. A shifter lioness would go into heat only three times a year, lasting anywhere Vivi Andrews 
from a few hours to several days. And like their feline cousins, they wanted sex almost constantly during that period. Even the birth control shots she received to suppress ovulation couldn’t combat the hormonal demands her body made during her heat. 
“I don’t see what that has to do with anything.” Ava folded her arms across her still-sensitive breasts, knowing she looked like a petulant child, but feeling like one giant exposed nerve. 
“You don’t s—” Landon cut himself off, his hands fisting on the steering wheel. He bit out his next words with careful precision. “Have you ever had sex while you were in heat?” 
A blush rose up her already warm face until she felt like her cheeks were on fire. “No.” She left her answer at that. He didn’t need to know that her entire sexual history consisted of a few bumbling encounters in dorm rooms the one semester of college when her family had eased up on the reins enough to allow her to live on campus. 
She’d been embarrassingly celibate ever since she’d moved back to the ranch. As if it wasn’t bad enough having four ridiculously over-protective older brothers lurking around every corner, the lionesses who weren’t old enough or genetically desirable enough to mate were cloistered while they were in heat to avoid unwanted pregnancies. So her opportunities for sex in heat were severely limited. 
“When a shifter is in heat, everything is amplified,” Landon explained, his tone carefully blank. 
“Many females, particularly the younger, less experienced ones, will shift uncontrollably when they climax. 
That is why we have rules against seducing humans during heat. It isn’t safe to be with someone who can’t defend himself, or understand what the fuck just happened when he finds himself in bed with a several-hundred-pound lioness.” 
Ava’s blush was getting downright uncomfortable. “I’m sorry,” she muttered in the direction of her lap. “I didn’t realize.” But then her remorse faded and she frowned at the Roman gladiator driving the jeep. 
“It still doesn’t seem fair. You guys get to go around screwing anything that moves and we have to be virgin priestesses.” 
“I’m not telling you not to get fucked,” Landon snapped. “I’m telling you not to fuck a human.” 
Ava bit her lip on the complaint that was poised to jump out of her mouth and mortify her—that the only lion she had ever wanted was him. She was afraid he already knew. The way she had reacted to him, wordlessly begging him to take her, had made her feelings for him pathetically clear. 
She had wanted him since the second she saw him walking through the compound the first day he arrived, wary and worn from his travels. Even before he was Alpha. She had felt desire tightening her body when he was just another reckless nomad, a lion without a pride. She’d had more of a shot with him then. 
The second he became Alpha was the instant he rose out of her reach. 
To a nomad, any lioness was a prize, even a small, abnormal one. But the Alpha? He would mate with the strongest and fastest among them, and Ava would never even come close. 
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So why had he leapt on her in the jeep? Was it possible he could really want her? Or was the truth much more awful than that? Could he have somehow learned of her infatuation? Was he taunting her? 
Playing some horrible game? Was that why he had stopped just short of taking her? 
Ava glanced over, her eyes locking hungrily on the impressive bulge beneath his fly. No, he wanted her all right. There was no doubt about that. 
Landon looked over at her—just in time to see her staring at his crotch. Ava’s blush reached terminal levels as he shifted uncomfortably in the seat. “That’s another reason unsuitable females are sequestered when in heat.” 
Ava flinched back from the words like he’d slapped her. Unsuitable? 
As they pulled into the compound, he went on relentlessly. “Any male coming into contact with you, looking and smelling and acting the way you did tonight would have lost control and climbed all over you. 
That’s why there are rules, Ava.” 
She averted her face as he slowed the jeep, rolling slowly between the low-lying bungalows that made up the ranch compound where the pride lived. She was not going to cry in front of him. Even if he was telling her that the electric, soul-searing almost-tryst they had shared not ten minutes ago was nothing more than a forced chemical reaction. 
Ava felt an ominous tightness behind her eyes and swallowed thickly, fighting to keep it together. So what if he didn’t want her? So what if he was saying he never would have touched her if not for the hormones messing with his impulses? He was just the only lion she had ever wanted. What was so special about that? 
Landon parked the jeep in front of a small cluster of bungalows. Hers wasn’t one of them and his was on the opposite end of the ranch, but she wasn’t about to argue the point with him. At the moment, she needed to get away from him. Fast. Before she started blubbering all over his upholstery. 
Ava threw open the door and launched herself out into the night, running toward the nearest familiar bungalow, Zoe’s. She managed to get the door firmly closed behind her before she collapsed to the floor in an undignified heap and burst into tears. 
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In retrospect, bursting into Zoe’s one room home with her clothing in shreds and collapsing into hysterics was not the best course of action. After Ava brought herself under control, it took a long and embarrassingly detailed explanation to calm Zoe enough that she stopped threatening to bring in Ava’s brothers. Or worse, her own. 
Ava sprawled on the one item of furniture in Zoe’s place, a low, sturdy, king-sized bed, and watched her friend prowl the floor. Ava didn’t know why Zoe’s five-ten Viking goddess appearance didn’t intimidate her, but for some reason the former-nomad was the only lioness in the pride she felt completely comfortable with. 
Too alphic for Ava’s preferred method of strategic retreat, Zoe stalked across the room attacking the problem head on. “He said you were unsuitable? That was the word he used?” Zoe questioned, no shock or outrage in her tone, just a need to get the facts straight. 
“Unsuitable,” Ava repeated, trying to distance herself from the pain of the word. It hadn’t been said to her, she told herself. She was just recounting the experiences of some unknown third-party, talking about last night’s TV drama. It wasn’t real, this hurt she was feeling. 
Zoe shook her head, frowning in confusion. “That doesn’t sound like him. He’s always said that cloistering the women who weren’t ‘pure’ enough to breed was barbaric. Just like tossing perfectly strong males out of a pride when they matured because of the threat they posed to the Alpha.” 
“He tossed out Leonus and Kato,” Ava reminded her. 
“Who ran this pride like their own private harem before Landon challenged them for control. Half of the lionesses hated them. Those two were not the type to take their defeat lightly. If he hadn’t banished them, they would have ripped the pride apart. But he didn’t throw your brothers out, did he?” 
“Neither did Leonus and Kato when they took over. Too afraid of them.” 
“Which is why the Bastard Coalition never bothered you, but that isn’t why Landon keeps them around. He likes your brothers.” Zoe tipped her head to the side, pausing in her pacing to consider some new angle. “Which might explain why Landon felt so guilty for jumping on you in the jeep.” 
“Fear of my brothers?” 
“No, respect for them. And exposure to their idea of you. They talk about you like you’re fifteen, Ava. 
And while you may look like a mature young woman, you’re small enough that Landon probably thought he had come this close to raping a baby.” 
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“I clearly wanted him,” Ava protested. 
“You’re in heat. He thinks you don’t know what you want, that you can’t control your body.” 
“I’m not howling and scratching the walls yet,” Ava snapped. 
“Of course you aren’t, and I’m not suggesting you will. It’s my brother who had a hormonal lobotomy tonight, not me.” Zoe began pacing again, her long-legged stride eating up the room. “What did he say exactly?” 
“I don’t know,” Ava hedged, as though the words had not been seared into her mind, leaving a ragged scar in their shape. “Something like ‘There’s a reason unsuitable females are sequestered. Any male who smelled you would have lost control.’” 
Zoe turned toward her sharply, tossing the hip-length mass of her dark golden hair over her shoulder. 
“He said he lost control?” she asked eagerly. 
“He said anyone would have,” Ava corrected. 
Zoe waved away the clarification, smiling smugly. “You made him lose control!” she crowed. “Of course, you did, he destroyed your jeans. Oh, this is good. Big, bad Alpha can’t keep it zipped around sweet little Ava. I love it.” 
“I’m glad one of us does,” Ava grumbled, hugging her knees to her chest. 
“Don’t you see, Ava? This is fantastic.” 
Ava grunted, not sharing Zoe’s enthusiasm. 
“Landon never loses control. He’s too busy playing master of the universe. But, you, Ava. You wrangled an alpha in a rage out of a bar fight, no mean feat. And then you incited him to jump you, without even trying. You ruled him tonight.” 
“Then why did he stop?” Ava blurted, blushing furiously when Zoe laughed throatily. 
“Kitten, if you want a spot in my brother’s bed, that isn’t a problem. But if you want to be his mate, his partner, the love of his life, rule the pride and breed little Landons off him, then you’re going to have to grow a spine and get ready to fight tooth and nail, fang and claw, for him, because no matter how much he wants you, he isn’t going to make you his one and only unless you can prove that you aren’t a submissive little doormat.” 
“Little being the operative word,” Ava snapped. “I can’t just run around challenging the female alphas, Zoe. Some of them have a hundred pounds on me in their human form. I wouldn’t last five seconds.” 
Zoe smiled, a purely feline curve of her lips. “There’s more than one way to skin a cat, Ava-dear. Just because you can’t take them in a fight, doesn’t mean you can’t dominate them.” 
“I don’t think—” 
“Then I guess you don’t want Landon,” Zoe cut her off brutally, frustrated by her prevarications. 
“Because until you stop meekly obeying every order, bowing down to your bullying brothers and the 
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bullying cats angling to be Landon’s mate, you will never be strong enough to deserve him. If you want to mate the Alpha, you need to be the biggest, baddest kitty in the pride.” 
“But I am the smallest,” Ava wailed. 
“Physical size doesn’t mean shit,” Zoe snapped. “Size is a state of mind, kitten. And yours is only microscopic because you are too damn scared to go after what you want.” 
“I can’t—” 
“I don’t, I can’t, I won’t.” Zoe threw her hands up in the air and stalked to the opposite end of the bungalow. “I wash my hands of you. You need to change your attitude, but if you don’t want it for yourself, let alone for darling Landon, there is nothing I can do.” 
“Zoe…” 
“I’m done,” she said, her voice sharp and dismissive. Then she turned and her face softened at Ava’s stricken expression. “I’m glad you’re home safe,” she said, much more gently. “It just drives me crazy when people are too frightened to go after the things they want. You play it safe and all you end up with is a lifetime of should-have-beens.” 
Zoe turned to look out the window, once again dismissing her. 
Ava climbed off the bed, tugging at the wraparound skirt she had borrowed to replace her massacred jeans. “I’ll return this tomorrow.” 
Zoe waved away the comment without turning from the view. “Keep it. It’s too short on me anyway.” 
“Zoe…” 
“I’m not mad at you, Ava,” Zoe said, still without looking at her. 
Ava knew Zoe couldn’t stand indecision. Everything was black or white to her, but Ava couldn’t seem to stop seeing the grays in every situation. She waited for Zoe to go on, but the silence stretched. 
“’kay,” she said finally. “Good night.” 
“Night, kitten,” Zoe said, her tone affectionate even though she continued to gaze out the window. 
“Bite those bed bugs back.” 
Ava laughed softly and slipped out into the darkness outside. There were no floodlights in the compound and the moon had long since set, but Ava could easily pick out the shadowy shapes of the bungalows from the dim, distant light of the stars. 
She set off across the ranch toward her own little one room house, stepping silently so as not to alert the sensitive ears of her pride members. The midsummer heat was still stifling, even so long after sunset, but Ava didn’t mind the weight of it on her skin. Lions were often nocturnal hunters, active in the coolest part of the night, but the itch along Ava’s spine was not the urge to shift and run after game. She had prey of a different sort on her mind. 
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Landon’s jeep had disappeared, presumably back to his own bungalow, but for all she knew he was off sating himself with some “suitable” female. Ava clenched her teeth against the flood of angry jealous that welled up at the thought. 
Who he slept with was none of her business. He didn’t belong to her. He never would. In fact, in days, weeks at most, he would select his mate and then he would belong heart, body, and soul to someone else. 
Someone big and strong who Ava would be afraid to go up against. If she even stared at him too long, his mate would be within her rights to take her down a peg. 
She sighed. Even her fantasies had an expiration date. 
Ava stalked through the night, her skin slick from the heat, both external and internal. She’d been in heat before, but it had never felt quite like this. Landon’s presence, in the jeep, in the bar, over the last few weeks around the ranch, had amplified everything. 
Her skin felt two sizes too tight. She walked fast because if she slowed, even for a moment, the slow, writhing pressure would take over her limbs. Her breasts were heavy and tender, the flesh between her legs swollen and wet. She’d had precious little satisfaction in the jeep. Just enough to drive her even further into this madness without providing any relief. 
Ava rubbed at the tension in her neck, the touch transforming into a caress sliding down the throat, the softness of her own skin teasing her fingers. She flung her hands out, fighting the temptation to touch herself, and stopped on the darkened path in front of a bungalow, breathing too quickly after her walk. 
She looked up, confused to find that her feet had not carried her home. That instinct had been overridden by the clamoring of her body. The shadow of a figure within stalked past the lit window. 
Landon. 
Ava shuddered at the sight of him. She could never be his mate, that much was clear, but Zoe’s challenge to go after what she wanted still rang in her mind. She might not be able to have him forever, but she could have him tonight. This may very well be her one chance to be with Landon before he irrevocably belonged to another. 
Her skin was about to crawl away without her and only Landon would do to scratch her itch. No other male, man or lion, had ever made her feel this spiraling insanity of lust. 
Any male would lose control if she went to him, in heat, and waved her tail in his face. He would lose control. And if he didn’t…did it even matter? She’d already embarrassed herself—ripping his clothing off him, begging for more. Why not go for full-fledged humiliation? 
She shook away the thought. She wouldn’t be humiliated. Tonight she wasn’t weak, passive Ava. 
Tonight she was a feline goddess, hopped up on hormones and irresistible to men. 
Ava tipped back her chin, feeling purpose blazing through her. Tomorrow, she would be invisible Ava again, but tonight, she was his. 
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Landon prowled across his room, the spacious bungalow feeling like a cage, as thoughts of Ava chased him. The memory of her fleeing from him, sprinting into the safety of Zoe’s bungalow, burned in his mind. 
He didn’t blame her for her fear. He’d been a beast, feral and uncontrolled, attacking her like that in the jeep. Was it possible she really hadn’t realized she was in heat? How could she not have known what her scent was doing to him? 
Landon growled low in his throat as he stalked the room, the blind need she had ignited in him still burning in his gut. He should have dropped in on another lioness or two before coming back to his own place. Shana had made it clear on numerous occasions that she was always available to him, more than willing to crawl into his bed whenever he would allow her there. She was an ambitious minx, but he knew exactly what he was getting with her. She would never make him feel unhinged and out of balance the way Ava did. 
Shana was strong and fast, aggressive and manipulative. She would make an excellent consort, but Landon hadn’t been able to bring himself to declare her so. Some instinct had always held him back. But at the moment, those same instincts were screaming for him to track Ava and brand her as his own, body and soul. So perhaps his instincts with the females of this pride were not to be trusted. 
Landon turned and paced. Paced and turned. The bungalow in the ranch compound designated for the Alpha’s use was second in size only to the Great Hall where the pride gathered for ceremonies, but it felt microscopic tonight. The high ceilings with rough, exposed wood beams seemed to press down on him. 
And even the natural wood floors, nicked and scarred by the claws of his predecessors, taunted him with everything he could not allow himself to do. 
He couldn’t shift. Not tonight. When he took his other form, the animal in him had too much control. 
He would not be able to stop himself from hunting Ava down and proving his ownership of her in the most primitive way. He couldn’t risk running on all fours through the acres of private land belonging to the ranch. Even that freedom was denied to him tonight. 
The creak of the step outside his door sounded unnaturally loud to his heightened senses. Landon spun to face the door, falling into a crouch, his lips pulling back in a snarl. He knew better than to expect Ava to come to him, but second to her presence, the one he wanted the most was that of a threat. Someone he could decimate. His heated blood would eagerly boil over into violence. 
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The step creaked again. The intruder didn’t knock. Landon’s eyes locked on the door, watching the knob as it turned, inch by inch, waiting, ready to spring. 
“Landon?” 
Her voice, husky and scratched, was a blow to his composure, cracking the façade of his inhuman control. She already sounded as hoarse as if she’d been screaming his name all night. 
Ava pushed the door open a few inches and peered inside. When she saw him there, crouched for attack, she froze with her hand on the knob. 
Ava eyed him hungrily. He was barefoot and bare-chested, wearing only the snug blue jeans he’d had on earlier, the partially buttoned fly straining over his erection. She dimly recalled ripping his shirt off earlier and silently thanked herself for her foresight. The muscles across his chest and shoulders stood out prominently in his tense stance, his tan skin gleaming in the golden light of the lamp. 
His appearance stole her breath, primitive and wild. She knew the feral gleam in his eyes should have frightened her, but instead she licked her lips, her own excitement ratcheting up to a frenzied pitch in instantaneous response. 
Ava forced air into lungs that felt suddenly tight and refused to expand all the way. She tossed her head, defiant of the threat implied in his stance, his eyes. Her hair flicked around her shoulders and his nostrils flared as if reacting to the scent of her shampoo. 
Feeling daring and far too excited to be touched by fear, Ava shoved open the door all the way and stepped into the predator’s lair. The door fell shut behind her with an audible click through the humid silence. 
“What are you doing here?” 
His voice was more beast than man, but the shiver that shot down Ava’s spine had nothing to do with fear. 
“You told me to come.” 
Landon straightened, as though suddenly recalling his less than human posture, but his new stance was no less threatening. He took a step toward her then stopped, feet braced, glowering down at her. “I don’t remember telling you anything like that.” 
Ava wet her lips and his eyes tracked the movement. “You did,” she insisted. 
There was no question that she was in heat. The feline had taken over entirely or she would never be able to say what she was about to say without stammering, blushing and collapsing in a mortified heap. 
Ava cleared her throat. She wasn’t going to say this twice. She tipped back her chin, looking straight into his eyes. 
“You told me to come to you if I needed to be fucked.” 
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He didn’t react beyond the almost imperceptible stiffening of the muscles across his shoulders. For what felt like an eternity, he gave no response, watching her with heated green-gold eyes that revealed nothing. 
Ava held herself perfectly still under his gaze, afraid if she moved the moment would shatter and he would toss her out on her ass. She flinched when he took a step toward her, startled to have the statue resolve itself once more into a man. Another step and he stood directly in front of her, separated by mere inches but careful not to touch. 
“I did say that, didn’t I?” he mused, husky and low. 
Ava caught her breath and held it, her eyes falling closed as he leaned in until his face hovered over the curve of her neck. He inhaled deeply and Ava felt herself mimic the action without conscious direction from her brain. The scent of him hit her nostrils and shot straight to her clit. A gush of fluid drenched her thong and Ava gasped, breathless again, sucking in another lungful of him. 
“Do you know what you’re doing?” 
She couldn’t answer. Did she? How would she even know? She’d forfeited brain function in favor of sensation the second she walked in the room and now he wanted her to contemplate the repercussions of her actions? Impossible. 
Ava nodded, eyes still closed, praying that was the right answer, the answer that would make him touch her. 
“Good.” 
When he did touch her, it wasn’t where she wanted it. Where she needed it. His hand closed like a shackle around her wrist. He touched her only there, and with the cool brush of his breath blowing against the side of her neck. His thumb rubbed a small, rhythmic circle against the pulse-point on her inner wrist and Ava felt her entire being narrow to that point. 
She wanted to leap on him, tearing both of their remaining clothes off. Knock his feet out from under him and beat him to the ground. She wanted him fast and rough and hot, but she stood motionless, hypnotized by his stillness, captivated by his unyielding control. Helpless to hurry him, she let herself feel. 
The hand circling her wrist was impossibly warm, the air he blew against her skin icy cool. He was firm but gentle. The patience of his current stillness refuted the frenzied wildness that had been in his eyes when she walked in, but she knew it was still there, lurking just below the surface, waiting for him to lose the battle with the beast. Ava couldn’t wait. 
She opened her eyes. He was still bent over her, inhaling her scent, his muscular chest right in front of her face. 
Ava leaned forward and bit him right above his nipple. Her human teeth sank into his skin, hard enough to leave a mark, but not hard enough to make him bleed. Landon hissed and snarled, spinning her away from him to break her hold. Ava released him with a wicked little laugh. He jerked her back against 28 
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him, her back to his front, one arm a tight band across her bare stomach as the other still caged her wrist. 
The stiff fabric covering his erection pressed into the small of her back. Ava leaned back against him, rubbing sinuously. 
“You’re a feisty one, aren’t you?” he growled, his breath stirring her hair. 
“What are you waiting for?” She bumped her hips back against him. “You’re obviously up for it.” 
He whipped her away from him again, this time to tow her across the room toward the wide, sturdy bed. Ava started to climb on the mattress, but Landon grabbed her and spun her until her hips were pressed up against the footboard, facing the bed. A hand on the center of her back pressed her forward until she was bent over the rail of the footboard, her hands braced on the mattress, her ass presented to him like a present. 
He wasted no time unwrapping her. “You’re going to be sorry you taunted me,” he growled, stripping her borrowed skirt so quickly she barely had time to gasp before he was pulling down her tube top. The stretchy fabric caught on her hips, but that didn’t slow him down. Landon grabbed the shirt and her thong, yanking them together down her legs. 
Completely naked and totally exposed, Ava had never felt more powerful. She fought the urge to writhe with sheer pleasure, then gave into it when his palms slid up the backs of her bare legs, cupping her ass almost reverently. Dipping his fingers between her legs, he found the juices dripping down her thighs and hissed something that might have been a prayer or a curse. “God. I’m sorry, baby, I can’t wait.” 
The sudden loss of his hands and the heat of his body behind her had Ava turning. Landon stood a few feet back, wrestling with the buttons on his fly, though the difficulty this time was not his hands, but the heavy erection pressing against the seam. Ava reached out a hand to help. 
“No.” 
Ava snatched back her hand, startled by the abrasive command. Landon, his hands now folded almost protectively over his cock, closed his eyes and took a deep breath. 
“I can’t have you touching me right now, Ava,” he said, his voice strained. “I won’t last.” 
Ava was tempted to test his control, but she didn’t think her own need would wait for him to recover if he was right. She resumed the position he had put her in, watching him over her shoulder. “Well, come on then,” she urged, when he didn’t immediately drop his pants and dive at her. 
Landon opened his eyes, saw her position and groaned, closing them again. But his motivation was apparent. His claws sprang out and he slashed down the outer seams of the jeans, whipping his pants and boxers off like a Chippendale’s dancer. His cock sprang up, thicker than she remembered from the jeep and already glistening with the first drops of pre-come. 
Ava squirmed, her body screaming for him. What was he waiting for? An engraved invitation? 
Landon moved up behind her, the heat of his body enveloping her. She dropped her head forward onto her arms, bracing her feet and arching her back to give him easier access as he shifted behind her, making accommodation for the drastic differences in their heights. 
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When she felt his head at her entrance, Ava moaned. Landon froze at the sound. 
She wondered if there was anything within reach she could throw at his head. What the hell was he waiting for? Her insides were coiling, twisting, every nerve on high alert, waiting for his possession. 
Right when she was about to scream her frustration, he moved, sliding the head in, then working another inch deeper. Oh, yes. He was bigger than anyone in her limited experience and she was naturally tight, but she stretched to take him in another inch, then another. He filled her so perfectly, but she needed him deeper. She needed him faster and harder, but he just eased forward, controlled and smooth. 
Then he stopped. Again. Ava hissed. 
“Landon.” His name was a plea. Hard. Deep. Please, please, please. 
She saw his hand gripping the footboard, the knuckles white with strain. “I’m sorry, Ava,” he groaned, easing back. 
She stiffened in alarm. If he backed out on her now she was so going Lorena Bobbitt on his ass. 
“You’re so fucking tight,” he bit out, sounding like he was on the verge of asphyxiating. He slid out until just the tip was still inside her. “Am I hurting you?” 
Men were such fucking morons. “I have never felt anything so fucking fantastic in my entire fucking life, you fucking idiot,” Ava snapped, her tone far from loverly as she swore more in that one sentence than she ever had in her life. “Now would you please just fuck me already?” 
Landon made a choked sound that might have been a laugh. “Yes, ma’am.” 
He gripped her hips between his hands and slammed into her so high and hard that her toes lifted off the ground entirely. Ava screamed. Half a second later, she came screaming. Every cell in her body felt like it expanded and exploded, shattering her into a thousand tiny pieces. Landon rammed into her two more times before he fell over the edge after her, roaring, his body stiffening and jerking against her back. 
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That wasn’t enough. 
Ava’s first conscious thought after her brain put itself back together was the realization that the Hiroshima sex she and Landon had just had had barely been enough to take the edge off. She needed more and she needed it soon. Fuck, being in heat sucked. She couldn’t even enjoy a good afterglow. Although, she did get the kind of sex that people wrote sonnets about, so she probably shouldn’t complain. 
Her second conscious thought was that footboards were not meant for lying over. 
“Landon.” 
He grunted, his weight still pressing her down onto the wooden rail. 
“Landon. As much as I love this…” she tightened her inner muscles where he was still lodged and her lover groaned appreciatively, “…this isn’t the most comfortable of positions for me.” 
He swore with feeling and shifted his weight off her, his cock slipping wetly out of her body. He gently turned her and lifted her into his arms, carrying her not around to the side of the bed as she had expected, but across the room to the only other room in the bungalow, the bathroom. 
He perched her on the edge of the sink and wet a washcloth with cool water. Standing between her knees, the big bad lion looked tentative, his movements cautious, as if she were as fragile as porcelain. 
The chill of the washcloth pressing against the hot flesh between her legs had her gasping at the surprising pleasure of the contrast. Landon brushed her hair back away from her face with his free hand, still wielding the delicious washcloth with the other. 
“Are you sore?” he asked gently, not meeting her eyes. “I know I was too rough. I couldn’t control myself.” 
Ava snorted. When Landon’s eyes snapped up to inspect hers, she rolled them at him. “You are such a baby,” she scolded. “This—” she wrapped her hand around his cock, which was already stiffening even so soon after their first bout, “—is not the terrifying monster you seem to think it is.” 
He snorted and she grinned. 
“I liked it,” she promised, then shook her head sharply. “No. I loved it.” Ava leaned forward, the high counter putting her face on a level with his. She gave his cock another friendly stroke and gently scraped her teeth along the side of his neck before whispering directly into his ear, “I wanted it harder, Landon. 
Deeper. Rougher.” His cock jumped a little in her hand at every word. She laughed darkly. “This was Vivi Andrews 
fabulous. But next time…” She sucked his earlobe into her mouth, giving it a gentle nip. “Next time, I expect you to ruin me for all other men.” 
“Done.” Landon lunged forward and caught her mouth, his tongue plunging inside and tangling with hers. 
Apparently next time was starting right now. 
Ava linked her legs loosely around Landon’s waist and draped her arms across his shoulders. Their first bout had taken the edge off enough that she could enjoy the kiss for the moment without feeling like she needed to crawl inside his skin. Her lover was not so patient. 
His hands skimmed lightly over her arms. They framed her collarbone, his thumbs brushing the pulse points in her neck before he turned his hands, tracing the outer edge of her breasts and across her stomach with the backs of his fingers, all without releasing her mouth. 
Then suddenly he slowed the kiss until it was languid and drugging, pulling at her soul through her mouth. Ava hummed her pleasure against his lips. 
She didn’t know if it was different because she was in heat, different because she’d never been with another shifter, or different because it was Landon, but every sensation seemed magnified a thousand times beyond her previous experience. It was a miracle she hadn’t shifted at the climax as Landon had predicted. 
Ava turned her head, breaking her mouth free. Landon didn’t stop kissing her. He just moved his kisses along her jaw, nibbling down the column of her throat. 
“I didn’t shift,” she bragged, proud of her superlative control. Even the puniest lioness had some positive attributes. Unsuitable. Ha! 
“Mm.” Landon took his nibbling southward, reaching the upper curve of her breasts. 
She smacked him lightly on the shoulder to get his attention. He needed to be appreciating what a paragon of self-control she was, here. “When I came. I didn’t shift. Like you said I would. I can control it.” 
“Mm-hm.” His tongue flicked across her nipple. 
She gave him another smack, not quite so gentle this time. “Landon!” 
He groaned and looked up, his hands quickly taking up where his mouth had left off. “What? I’m doing good work here.” 
Yes, he was. “I didn’t shift,” she pointed out. Again. 
He shrugged. “Doesn’t happen every time. I didn’t shift either, but it was a near thing. I think I left some claw marks in the footboard.” 
It doesn’t happen every time? That was it? No recognition of her superhuman control? No acknowledgement that she wasn’t useless and unsuitable and totally unworthy of his attention? 
Ava shoved at his shoulder. “Let me down.” 
Landon frowned, visibly perplexed, but he didn’t budge. “You’re mad.” 
“Well spotted, Sherlock. You figure that one out all by yourself?” Big dumb alpha. 
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“How did we get from foreplay to mad? I’m confused.” 
Ava resisted the urge to tell him for the thousandth time that she had not shifted. Didn’t he understand the significance? Did she have to spell everything out for him? “I’m not unsuitable.” 
Landon blinked uncomprehendingly. “What?” 
“I’m not unsuitable.” This repetition thing was really starting to get annoying. One would think the leader of the pride would need to be able to listen a little more closely. 
He frowned. “I never said you were.” 
This time when she smacked him, she put her weight behind it, really giving it all she had. “Yes, you did.” 
“Ava.” He ducked, though she was hardly capable of bruising the big hulk, let alone doing real damage. “I would never say that about you.” 
“You did!” she insisted. “In the jeep. You said I was unsuitable and should be kept away from the other lions when I’m in heat. You said the only reason you jumped me was because I broke the rules and wasn’t cloistered off like I’m supposed to be.” 
Ava winced internally. She hadn’t meant to say quite so much. She didn’t really want to be reminding Landon that the only reason he was with her right now was the potent hormone cocktail they were both swilling. And she certainly didn’t want him to hear the disappointment in her voice that he only wanted her because she was in heat. The last thing she needed was him wondering why else she would want him. How mortifying if he suddenly realized she’d been secretly in love with him for months. 
Fortunately, Landon was a masculine member of the species, and therefore incapable of deducing the origin of her emotional meltdown. Instead, he focused on her attack on his integrity. 
“I didn’t say that!” His hands had long since dropped from her breasts to brace on the counter on either side of her. He loomed over her, his own temper snapping at its leash. “I was trying to explain why I attacked you that way in the jeep,” he protested. “I wasn’t talking about you being unsuitable. I completely lost control, Ava. I couldn’t even maintain my human form. You make me so crazy. All I can think about is getting inside you. I shouldn’t be allowed to want you like this. Your brothers have been among my few allies since I arrived here and how do I repay them? By banging their little sister.” The fight went out of him and he dropped his forehead down to rest on her shoulder. “God, what am I doing?” 
Ava ran her hands from the base of his neck across the sculpted muscles of his back. “You told me I was unsuitable because I make you crazy?” 
Landon groaned. “I didn’t say you were unsuitable, Ava. And if I did, it wasn’t what I was trying to say. I thought you wanted that fucking cowboy, that I was smelling your attraction to him and reacting to it. 
I was so sure you didn’t even want  me and then I practically fucked you right there in the front seat. I needed there to be some reason for it. Some way to explain it. I’ve never reacted to another female’s heat the way I have to yours tonight. The scent is intoxicating, yes, but never so irresistible. But when you 
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walked in here, I couldn’t let you leave. I think I would have broken down and sought you out even if you hadn’t come. I had to have you, Ava.” 
He whispered this entire speech against her shoulder. Ava held herself perfectly still, afraid if she moved that he would remember she wasn’t the irresistible goddess his body had tricked him into believing she was. 
“You drive me crazy too,” she confessed, resting her head against his shoulder as she continued to trace the lines of his back. “I wanted you. In the jeep. In the bar.” 
He lifted his head, but Ava kept hers hidden. “You ran to Zoe’s.” 
“I thought you didn’t want me.” 
His fingers traced a trail from the base of her spine around her ribcage, reminding her that she was naked and wrapped around him. Her pulse kicked into high gear as he bent to press his face against her neck, inhaling deeply. His hands closed over her breasts. “Me not wanting you was never an option.” 
The reprieve her body had granted her was over, all of the symptoms of her heat returning in a thundering rush at the touch of his hands. She writhed on the counter, her hips slipping off the cool surface, but Landon’s body was there to catch her, firm and immovable. He caught her against him, chuckling low at her lack of feline grace, and kicked the bathroom door shut. He spun to pin her against it, their entwined bodies hitting the door hard enough to rattle the frame. 
Ava purred in her throat, locking her ankles more snugly at his back and bracing herself with a hand on the towel rod. Clearly Landon was taking her request that he not hold back this time very seriously. She loved a man who could take direction. 
As Landon occupied her mouth, she ran her hands over every inch of him she could reach, basking in the breadth of his shoulders, the warmth of his skin, the firmness of his muscles against her fingers. He was a specimen in his prime and he was all hers. Ava ignored the niggling whisper in the back of her mind that tried to remind her that he was hers for a limited time only. Once he took a mate… 
The thought spurred an aggressive jealous streak she didn’t know she had. Ava bracketed his head in her hands, holding him captive as she increased the pressure and urgency in the kiss. In this moment, he was hers and no one else’s. 
Landon responded readily to her spike of need. His fingers, which had certainly not been idle, found their way to her wet, heated core and he speared one long digit high into her pussy. Ava jolted at the impact. Her head smacked back against the door, but she was mindless of the insubstantial blow, her entire being focused on his finger working inside her. She snagged his lower lip between her teeth, urging him on, inciting him to a frenzy. Landon growled against her mouth. 
He hitched her higher against the door, and then guided the heavy arousal that had been wedged between them unerringly to her tight sheath. Ava grabbed for the towel bar again, her other arm locked around his shoulder as she braced for his delicious invasion. 
34 
www.samhainpublishing.com 
Serengeti Heat 
“Make it hard.” She panted the reminder against his skin. 
Landon bared his teeth in a silent snarl, locked his fingers on her hips and slammed her down onto his shaft, half-seating her in a single stroke. Before she could adjust to his sudden presence, he pulled out and drove home again, deeper, higher. It took three more strokes before her tight pussy could accommodate his full length. When he hilted against her, they moaned in unison. He held for a moment and Ava clenched her inner muscles around him to keep him there, drowning in the perfect sensation, the exquisite relief of his body thick and hard inside her. 
“Oh God, it feels…” There were no words to describe the soul-searing perfection of the feeling. 
Landon didn’t wait for her vocabulary to return. Instead, he set a pace that quickly deprived her of her powers of speech. Ava was reduced to panting, gasping moans as Landon made good on his promise for a hard, rough ride. Attentive to the tenor of her cries, he adjusted his angle until each sure stroke was another stab of ecstasy. 
Ava heard a high-pitched noise twining around the pounding against the door and realized it was her own high-pitched keening. The sounds Landon made were feral music to her ears. He drove into her until she was clinging to the precipice, so close to tumbling over the edge, holding desperately to her sanity, knowing that each second she held off her climax it grew in intensity. Landon shifted, his own face straining against the inevitable, shifted his hold on her, lifting her legs higher, changing the angle of her hips subtly before ramming home one last time. 
Ava screamed, her back arching like a bow as white light exploded behind her eyes. Landon gave a ferocious roar and slammed her into the door. The sound of splintering wood was completely lost beneath their orgasmic cries as the door gave way, tumbling them back into the bedroom. 
Landon landed hard on top of Ava, still seated deep within her, and his weight sent her off again, shooting toward the stars. Still caught in his own orgasm, his hips flexed hard into hers, pressing her down into the remains of the door. 
She was still shuddering from aftershocks when he rolled off her, hauling her with him and draping her across his chest. Ava focused on the little things—breathing, the gradually steadying drumming of Landon’s heart against her ear—until she could make her eyes focus enough to realize she was gazing at the shrapnel of their lovemaking. 
She snickered. 
“What?” Landon grunted. 
She laughed harder, tucking her face against his chest. Her hormones must be working overtime because he still smelled fantastic to her, even reeking of sweat and sex, man and beast. 
He swatted her backside half-heartedly. “What are you laughing at?” 
“I probably have splinters in unmentionable places.” She giggled, perversely delighted by the destruction they had wrought on his bathroom. 
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“Hm, we’d better check.” 
Landon deftly flipped her over and began a very thorough investigation. Ava moaned through her laughter. She could definitely get used to this. 
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“How is it you managed to hide from me for the last three months?” Landon mumbled the question against her breast. They had finally made it to the bed after thoroughly christening the floor and her heat had subsided to a soft thrumming at the base of her spine, screwed into abeyance by Landon’s superhuman efforts. But he still couldn’t seem to stop touching her. 
They curled around one another in a knot at the center of the bed, forming a private cocoon where the realities that kept them apart outside this room didn’t exist. Ava winced internally as his question threatened her ability to ignore those realities. 
“I’m hardly the kind of girl to come to the Alpha’s notice.” 
He frowned against her skin, even that subtle movement a caress. “What does that mean?” 
“Landon,” she sighed. “You’ve seen my lion form—” 
“I told you I could make you shift.” He chuckled smugly, the vibration carrying through her body. 
She swatted him, unwilling to be distracted now that he had brought it up. “You know how small I am. I’m hardly the type of girl to attract the attention of the Alpha.” 
“I like how small you are.” One long finger plunged inside her, leaving her no doubt as to his meaning. 
Ava caught her breath and closed her eyes, letting sensation wash over her. “How can I still need you like this?” she gasped as he shifted his body over hers. 
This time their mating was slow and sensual, each deliberate movement of his body wrenching at her heart. When he eased off her onto his side several minutes later, Ava twisted to fit her back against his front, tucking her chin to hide her face. Her emotions were too close to the surface, filling her eyes to glistening and threatening to betray her. 
Landon threw a leg across hers and wrapped one heavy arm around her waist, holding her snug against him. His mouth traced patterns on the back of her neck, never still. 
She needed distance. She needed to remind her heart that it could not get too attached to this passionate, surprisingly playful, intelligent, dynamic, honorable man. With her face still hidden, Ava made herself say the words that needed to be said. 
“You’ll be taking a mate soon, I expect.” Her throat threatened to close off, but she choked out the next few words. “It will need to be someone strong. Someone who can lead the Hunt.” Even if they were only hunting the domesticated cattle on their own ranch, the ritual of it was essential to their culture. 
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Landon stilled at her first words, but then he made an agreeable noise and began kissing a line across her shoulder again. 
Ava made herself go on. She needed to be clear. She would not be pitied. She wanted him to know she had no expectations to be his partner, no matter how much her heart might ache at the idea of anyone else taking her place in his arms. “Have you given any thought to which of them you will choose?” 
This conversation was agony, but she would have it. 
His mouth stopped against her shoulder blade. “I’ve wanted to learn a bit more about the pride before making an irrevocable decision,” he said, his voice frustratingly devoid of inflection. “Who would you have me choose, Ava?” 
Now he wanted her to pick her own rival? “I couldn’t make such a choice for you. She must be strong and fast—” 
“Tolerant, progressive in her way of thinking…” His mouth glided back to the nape of her neck. 
Ava gritted her teeth. He was taunting her now. She knew as well as he what was required of the Alpha’s mate. “Firm enough to rule in your stead.” 
“Wise enough to rule without violence…” 
“Large enough that none of the other lionesses could physically threaten her to get their way…” 
Landon suddenly grew very alert at her back. “Has someone been threatening you, Ava?” 
She rolled her eyes, not caring that he couldn’t see the gesture. “I’m the runt of the pride, Landon. 
Everyone bullies me. It’s practically the national pastime.” 
His arm tightened almost immeasurably against her stomach, the muscles suddenly iron hard. “Your brothers allow this?” he growled. 
“My brothers can’t be everywhere and even if they could, a lioness should fight her own battles.” Ava smiled wryly. “Or be smart enough to give in when a battle with someone twice her size is imminent.” 
“That isn’t how I want my pride to be.” Landon’s body was impossibly tense. It was like being in bed with a marble statue. 
“We can’t always get what we want, Landon. Shifter prides have been a hierarchy of strength for as long as anyone can remember. I don’t think they’re going to suddenly start changing now.” 
“We will change,” he vowed. “We may be animals, but that doesn’t mean we have to abandon all reason. The weaker ones should not be punished. No one should be allowed to decide who is eligible to breed and who isn’t.” 
“It keeps the gene pool strong,” Ava countered, having memorized all of the arguments that were supposed to comfort her in the knowledge that she would never be allowed cubs of her own. As a tiny, albino lioness, she was practically considered deformed. 
“Survival of the fittest does not include breeding restrictions,” Landon snapped. “And a select coalition of males being allowed to breed with the females is just as ridiculous.” 
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“Even if, as the Alpha, you decide the coalition?” 
“There are no conditions on decency, Ava.” 
She twisted around in his arms until they faced one another. His expression was fierce, determined. 
Ava smiled a little at his idealistic resolve. “Zoe said you wouldn’t force the strong young males to become nomads as you were forced out of your pride. Don’t you fear that one of them will overpower you and toss you out of your home?” 
“If we did not micromanage every aspect of their lives and forbid them from ever having sex with the females, then I imagine the young, strong males would be much less likely to want to rip my head off.” 
Ava gently stroked a finger across his cheek. “It is a lovely idea, Landon. Justice and equality for all often is. But do you really think you can accomplish all that? Change our wild and savage ways?” 
His green-gold eyes held hers steadily. “Not alone.” 
Ava tucked her chin and snuggled close to him, burying her face against his chest to avoid his penetrating stare. He would need a true queen as his consort if he was going to accomplish his dreams for the pride. “Then you had better choose wisely,” she murmured, closing her eyes against the painful knowledge that she could never be that choice. Not for him. Not for the pride. 
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Landon’s first sensation upon waking was hunger, and not the hunger that had consumed him during the hours of the night before and well past dawn. His stomach felt like it was wrapped around his spine, consuming itself in a futile quest for sustenance. 
He realized he hadn’t eaten since before seeing Ava in the bar last night. Lion shifters had naturally high metabolisms and between the sexual marathon and the extra energy expended from the one time they’d shifted, he felt like he’d been starved for a week, rather than fasting for a matter of hours. 
His stomach growled ferociously, but Landon didn’t move. He held himself perfectly still as Ava sighed and rubbed against him in her sleep. She was half sprawled across his chest, her long white-blonde hair blanketing them both. He ran his fingers through the soft strands. Often a shifter’s human mane would resemble the pelt of their other form—in his travels, Landon had once met a tiger with gold hair and black stripes at his temples—but he had still been surprised by the pale luminescence of Ava’s coat when she shifted the night before. 
White lions were rare in their feline counterparts, perhaps one in a thousand born with the anomaly, but they were practically unheard of among the shifter culture where any hint of the unusual was brutally bred out. Landon had never seen a white lioness before last night, which made him wonder where Ava had been hiding during all of the gatherings over the last three months. He was sure the unusually bright sheen of her fur would have caught his eye in any form. 
She curled toward him instinctively in her sleep and Landon smiled. She was so skittish when she was awake, always holding part of herself away from him, hidden behind her enigmatic pale gray eyes. For all that she gave of herself generously, as purely uninhibited a lover as he’d ever had, she always kept that part of her safe. Separate. 
Except when she slept. At least her subconscious was willing to acknowledge that she belonged with him. 
Landon didn’t know when the decision had been made, but sometime between that first teasing taste of her scent in the bar and their lazy post-coital chats as dawn broke, he had made his choice. Ava was the only lioness he could imagine taking as his mate. She would not cling to outdated traditions, but would help him bring a sense of humanity into their less than human world. She would support him, argue with him when he needed it, and was brave enough to step between him and his prey when his ire was up, strong enough to face down his misdirected anger. She was ideal. 
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Now all he had to do was convince her of that fact. 
She was so eager to run from him, his little mate. So ready to hand him off to someone she had decided was more suitable to rule beside him. 
Landon tightened his arms around her sleeping form. His stomach grumbled again and again he ignored it. There was no food inside his bungalow. None of the sleeping quarters on the compound were set up with kitchens. In the communal living environment of the pride, all meals were taken at the mess hall. It had taken Landon some time to accustom himself to eating with his pride, after the years he and his sister had spent fending for themselves, but he had found, much to his surprise, that he enjoyed the familial feeling the large community meals inspired. 
Attendance at mealtimes was not required, even the pride-first oriented lions had too much feline independence for that. Snacks were always on hand in the kitchen for those who chose not to dine with the group, for whatever reason. So his and Ava’s absence at breakfast, which they had long since slept through, at least wouldn’t be noted. 
If they were still missing at dinner, it might raise some alarms—and Landon might die of hunger, if the ache in his stomach was any indication—but he was hopeful he would be able to convince Ava to become his consort before then. His plan consisted largely of keeping her trapped in bed until she said yes. 
Not terribly sophisticated, but hopefully all the coercion she would require. 
He stroked her hair away from her face and she hummed and sighed against him as she slept. He had worn her out, poor thing, but it seemed her heat had finally subsided. The scent of her no longer demanded that he wake her just so he could make love to her again. Their libidos were finally allowing them some rest. 
He wondered how the rest of the pride would react to their pairing. She wasn’t who they would have picked for him, if he’d put it to a vote, which he had actually considered doing at one point, when all of the candidates had seemed identical in ambition and appeal. 
Landon was still trying to find his way in the pride, for all that he was their leader now. He’d been a nomad, responsible for only himself and Zoe, who was entirely capable of taking care of herself, for so long. Without the protection of the pride, they’d had to be constantly on alert, never knowing when it was safe to shift or hunt, always wary of exposure, being caught and turned into a science experiment. 
He had been constantly tense, waiting for the ax to fall, always on edge, but life here in the pride was one hundred and eighty degrees different. 
The pride owned all of the land for miles in every direction around the ranch. Security measures to keep out prying eyes—even some that distorted satellite photos that might compromise them from space—
were in place all around the compound. Every member of the community contributed, some within the ranch, those who chose working in nearby towns, but the rhythm of life here was slow and easy. 
Hammocks were strung between the bungalows for long afternoon naps in the sun. 
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The shifters were deliberate in their actions, productive when they needed to be, enjoying a lazy reprieve when they didn’t. The pace of life here was a replica of their Serengeti cousins rather than the frenzied, worker-bee mentality of the average American human. 
It had taken some getting used to for Landon, but he had come to love it, though he’d never felt that he truly belonged. Until last night. Until Ava. 
Somehow she had made him feel like one of them. He had been searching for an in, trying to earn the acceptance that he’d already been granted, and then last night, between one heartbeat and the next, Ava had brought him home. He didn’t want to lose that feeling any more than he wanted to lose her. Though, now that he felt like a true member of the pride, he knew he would not lose that sense. 
Losing Ava was a much more real danger. 
How was it that the woman he’d been seeking, the one he knew instinctively was meant to be his mate, didn’t want the position? Could she have so little awareness of her own value? 
She was extraordinary, and it fell to him to convince her of that. If he didn’t die of starvation first. 
She was soundly asleep. Maybe if he slipped out quickly to grab them some food, he could be back before she— 
His thoughts broke off as the door to the bungalow slammed open, ricocheting off the wall with a deafening bang. 
Ava sat up, abruptly awake. Landon shoved her behind him, already crouched to protect her, as Caleb, the second oldest, and largest, of Ava’s four brothers burst into the room. 
“Ava’s missing!” he shouted then stumbled to a halt when he recognized his sister’s pale eyes peering at him over Landon’s shoulder. 
Michael, the youngest of the four, plowed into Caleb’s back as he stormed into the room behind him. 
Then he looked up and saw what had shocked his brother into immobility. 
Michael reacted first. He shifted instantaneously, one moment a large, heavily muscled young man, the next a massive, dark golden lion with a jet black mane that had still not grown to full maturity. Caleb shifted a fraction of a second later. Larger than his brother, with streaks of reds and browns in his dark mane, he was fully grown and a much more formidable opponent. 
Caleb snarled and instinct consumed Landon. Something threatened his mate. 
He launched himself off the bed, shifting in mid leap to land in front of them on all fours, roaring his rage, his hackles high beneath his own golden mane. 
Caleb matched his height at the shoulder, but his body was heavier. Landon knew his superior speed and maneuverability would be little advantage with Michael there, younger but still dangerous in his own right, to even out the fight. In the blind rage filling his mind, there was no question as to whether he would fight them. He would protect his mate. 
42 
www.samhainpublishing.com 
Serengeti Heat 
Caleb shifted his weight on his haunches. Landon braced to receive the attack, when suddenly a small white lioness leapt between them, hissing at the dark pair and batting a paw at Caleb’s muzzle. Her claws were not extended, but the big lion jerked his head back and coughed in surprise and anger. 
Landon snarled to hear the aggressive sound directed at his mate, but Ava’s small, lithe form crowded him back, pressing him away from her brothers. She rubbed her head beneath his chin and leaned her slight body against his, maintaining herself as a barrier between him and the other lions. Landon let her herd him away, reason slowly returning as he realized her brothers would never hurt her, no matter how his instincts might scream otherwise. 
Ava purred loudly, the vibration soothing him. She shoved against his body until he lay down, separated by the length of the room from her brothers. She then turned and hissed angrily in their direction. 
Both of the lions took a step back, their taken-aback reactions oddly human. 
Caleb shifted back first, hastily reaching for the clothing that had been all but destroyed by his rapid shift. Nudity was not scandalous among the pride where they all walked in two skins, but apparently finding his little sister naked in bed with his Alpha had given Caleb a newfound respect for modesty. 
Michael remained in lion form, as Landon suspected he would until he himself shifted back. 
Caleb wrapped the remains of his shirt around his waist like a loincloth and extended a hand to the white lioness. “Come with us, Ava.” 
Landon couldn’t contain the low growl that rumbled in his throat. They would not take his mate. 
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Ava gazed back and forth between her brothers and her lover. This was not how she had imagined her night with Landon ending. Though, to be truthful, she hadn’t envisioned it ending at all. Knowing a fairy tale has to end and picturing herself actually walking out the door were two very different things. 
And she had known. She did know. It was time for her to leave. But that didn’t make walking away any easier. 
Ava took a step toward Caleb’s outstretched hand. Landon lunged to his feet, growling, but Ava knew better than to think his possessive posturing was anything more than instinctual reflex. It wasn’t like his emotions were involved, after all. 
Ava hissed at him over her shoulder, urging him to back down, not to make a fuss. Across the room, Michael growled low. Landon couldn’t stop her, not with her brothers here. Perhaps their presence, mortifying as it was, was for the best. 
Ava continued across the room. Landon didn’t make another sound, though she could feel his green-gold eyes tracking every twitch of her tail. She padded past her brothers without pausing and out into the late morning sunlight. She didn’t stop to await the scolding she knew was coming, instead breaking into an easy lope, heading toward the tiny bungalow she’d claimed for her own. 
Michael followed, all but stepping on her tail, until she spun and swiped at him, snarling irritably. The youngest and most impulsive of her brothers backed off a few steps, but continued to dog her steps until she leapt up onto the small porch in front of her place and whipped around to hiss at him. Caleb was beside him, once again in his lion form, and they easily could have bullied their way into the bungalow after her and demanded answers she was in no mood to give, but instead they surprised her by darting off to the other end of the complex. Doubtless to round up her other brothers to present her with the full force of their anger. Ava shuddered, her fur rippling over her body. What a lovely thing to look forward to. Being taken to task for finally doing something for herself. Finally stepping out of the protective bubble her brothers had built for her at birth. 
Ava turned and smacked the door open with her paw, pleased for once that the doors on her house never latched properly. She started to pad toward her closet, but whipped around with a snarl, sensing another presence in her small sanctuary. 
Her place wasn’t large or luxurious, as all of the premiere accommodations belonged to the strongest members of the pride. Ava had intentionally chosen the smallest, most squalid shack in the complex, the Serengeti Heat 
one that no one would bother to steal from her, and turned it into something remarkably cozy. Cozy, but still barely large enough to turn around in, and certainly not large enough for anyone to hide from her. 
Shana wasn’t trying to hide though. She very much wanted her presence to be known. 
One of the few lions Ava had ever seen whose hair didn’t match her pelt, the tall, muscular redhead stood in front of Ava’s vanity. Gilded by the sunlight streaming through the window, Shana was breathtaking, statuesque and completely self-assured. She toyed with a piece of jewelry, unconcerned by the threat of the white lioness crouched only a few feet away. 
“Oh, don’t stop on my account,” Shana said, waving a hand magnanimously. “By all means, change.” 
As Shana did not seem inclined to give her privacy, Ava didn’t see much of an alternative. She shifted into her human form, straightening the kinks out of her spine that always seemed to accompany the shift, and turned to pull a sundress out of the closet and over her head. She turned back to Shana, clothed, but by no means comfortable. 
“What do you want?” she asked bluntly. 
She realized her error as soon as Shana’s eyes flared with surprise. “My, my, look who’s finally grown some teeth.” Shana let the pendant in her hands drop to spin at the end of the chain. “Are you so certain your lover will protect you, little Ava? He isn’t known for being steadfast. Trust me.” 
Ava fought not to wince visibly. It had been foolish to hope no one would know about her night with Landon and downright idiocy to think the other females vying for position with him would not respond to her implied threat to their aspirations. She should have known that Shana would come to take her down a peg. She just hadn’t expected the reminder that Landon had slept with the gorgeous redhead to sting quite so viciously. 
“No comment? Don’t tell me you’ve lost your courage already? Poor little Ava.” 
She continued to spin the pendant and Ava’s eyes flicked down, attracted by the movement, then held by recognition. It was hers. Ava had bought the green-gold stone in town less than a month ago on impulse. 
The setting was simple, the stone itself not particularly valuable, but Ava hadn’t been able to put it down. 
It was the exact shade of Landon’s eyes. 
Apparently, Shana had recognized the color as well, rifling through Ava’s meager jewelry box as she waited for her to return. 
“Quite pretty, this,” she remarked, too casually for Ava’s comfort. “I think I might borrow it. It would flatter me, don’t you think? Maybe I’ll wear it tonight.” 
“Tonight?” 
Shana laughed, not kindly. “Little Ava, don’t tell me you’ve forgotten. Tonight is the Midsummer Hunt.” She gave a feline smile. “I know he hasn’t said anything, but speculation has been going around that the Alpha will name his mate tonight.” She held the pendant up against her throat. “I’ll look fetching standing beside him wearing this, don’t you think?” 
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Ava couldn’t speak. She knew Landon hadn’t given Shana any reason to think she would be his consort, but the larger lioness’s acid-tipped words brought home the reality of the situation. She knew better than to stand up for herself and try to take back the pendant. Shana was bigger and stronger and never turned down a fight, no matter how petty. 
A wave of defeat swamped her. Ava couldn’t even keep possession of one worthless little pendant. 
How was she supposed to keep order in the tribe as the Alpha’s consort? 
Landon would choose another. And apparently, he would do it tonight. In time for his new mate to lead the Hunt. 
“Well, I’ll be off then,” Shana said brightly. “You don’t mind if I borrow this, do you.” 
It was not a question. Ava kept her head down, as the larger, notoriously temperamental and aggressive redhead stalked out of her home, spinning the “borrowed” stone pendant in her hands. 
After the fantasy of last night, reality’s brutality stung. Ava curled up on the floor beside her twin bed, determined not to cry. 


*** 
It was galling enough when Landon realized he didn’t know where the woman he wanted to make his mate lived. Doubly so when he had to go knocking on his little sister’s door to get directions. 
Zoe opened the door on the first knock and leaned against the frame, scraps of shredded denim dangling from one finger. “Missing something?” 
Landon felt an unfamiliar heat rushing to his face when he recognized Ava’s mangled jeans. He snatched them out of Zoe’s hand and shoved them behind his back, though that did nothing to lessen his sister’s knowing smirk. “I need you to tell me which bungalow is Ava’s.” 
Zoe shot him the look she had perfected as a toddler. The how-is-it-possible-I-share-a-genetic-code-with-this-moron look. “You don’t know where she lives?” she asked incredulously. 
He ignored the question, waiting and hoping she would give up the information without a hassle. 
She folded her arms and frowned at him. “Why do you need to see her so badly? What did you say to her?” 
So much for that hope. “I’m not in the mood for games, Zo. Just tell me where she is.” He had to find Ava and convince her she belonged with him. Preferably before her brothers returned to rip his arms from their sockets. 
Zoe glowered at him, unimpressed by his demand. “It’s a game if I want to make sure you haven’t hurt my friend before I sic you on her?” 
“I would never hurt her. You know that.” 
“You wouldn’t smack her around or anything, but you’re still just a big dumb man and big dumb men say stupid, hurtful things all the time. Did you really tell her you thought she was unsuitable?” 
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Landon winced. “That was a misunderstanding.” 
“And why’d she run off without telling you where to find her? Was that a misunderstanding too?” 
“Her brothers showed up,” he gritted out. 
Zoe’s face tightened. “Meddlesome punks. Trust them to ruin everything.” She shoved herself away from the doorframe and sent an acid glare in the general direction of the Minor brothers’ bungalows. 
“Ava’s place is on the south edge of the ranch. It’s that little cabin. You know, the one that looks like a stiff wind would blow it right over.” 
Landon knew the place, but it had never occurred to him that anyone might actually live in the shack. 
Let alone Ava. 
He made his way to the southern edge of the compound, giving the Minor brothers’ turf a wide berth. 
He drew up short when he saw Ava’s cabin—and the hot-tempered lion standing guard on her rickety front porch. 
Ava’s youngest brother, Michael, snapped to attention and spun to face him when the breeze carrying his scent alerted him to Landon’s presence. 
“Get away from here!” Michael roared. His hands broke out into claws as his temper called up his most predatory form. 
Landon shoved the wadded up remains of Ava’s jeans behind his back and raised his other hand in classic surrender. He approached slowly. “I just need to talk to her.” 
“I said get away!” Michael’s spine bowed as his lion form struggled to break free. 
Landon’s own lion instincts rose in response, the urge to shift and fight nearly overwhelming. “Don’t think you can keep me from her, cub,” he heard himself growl. 
Michael bared his teeth in a snarl. He tensed to spring and Landon braced himself to take the impact. 
“Stop it, both of you!” 
Ava appeared on the porch behind her brother, her pale gray eyes flashing. 
“Go back inside, Ava,” Michael ordered without turning. “This doesn’t concern you.” 
Bad call, buddy. 
All of Ava’s ire honed in on her brother. “It doesn’t concern me? I’m the only one this concerns. Get off my porch, Michael.” 
Michael appeared to realize—much too late—that he had erred. “I didn’t mean—” 
“I said get away,” she snapped. “I can talk to whoever I want.” 
“But Tyler said…” 
“Leave!” 
Michael left, but not before he cast one last threatening glare at Landon. 
When he was gone, Landon came forward, drawn toward Ava, until the look she shot him froze him in place. 
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“Just because I don’t want him around, it doesn’t mean I want you here.” 
Landon thought wistfully of the woman who had curled around him so warm and accepting in her sleep. There was no trace of her in the forbidding glower of the woman on the porch. 
“I come in peace,” he offered lightly, extending the tattered denim toward her. 
A flicker of a smile tried to break through Ava’s glare and failed. “That’s a pretty pathetic peace offering.” 
Levity hadn’t worked, so he tried a more serious tack. He met her wary eyes directly, urging her to see his determination. “We have more to say to one another, Ava.” 
The expression that tried to break through her anger this time was heartbreakingly sad and utterly resigned. “I’ve said all I have to say.” 
“I haven’t.” 
For a second that seemed to drag on forever, he thought she would turn him away. Then she shrugged and stepped aside, nodding toward the narrow doorway. “Come in then.” 
He had to duck to cross the threshold and, once inside, he couldn’t straighten fully without knocking his head on the exposed beams of the ceiling. He felt like a bull in a china shop, his shoulder nearly knocking a small framed photo of Ava and her brothers off the wall when he turned to study the space she had made her home. In spite of the shabby exterior, Ava’s cabin had a cozy, if unimpressive, charm. An unassuming hominess. 
She stepped into the tiny room behind him and closed the door. As soon as it clicked shut, the memory of the last time they’d been alone together rose in his mind. The room was saturated in her scent and his body reacted to it, his instincts screaming that she was his. 
Now all he had to do was convince her of that fact. The confident temptress who had seduced him last night was gone. In her place was a meek waif who refused to meet his eyes. 
She leaned against the door and fidgeted with the knick-knacks on the window ledge to her right. “So, this is the reality,” she said, waving a carved lion figurine at the room at large. “Small.” 
“It suits you.” He saw her face close off and internally winced. Evidently not the right thing to say. As she continued to fidget and glance around the room, blushing and squirming, he realized with a jolt she was ashamed of her home, even though it seemed homey and somehow perfectly her to him. “I like it. It’s cozy.” 
The look she shot him was saturated with disbelief, but she didn’t come right out and call him a liar. 
He wasn’t sure if that was progress or not. 
“When Zoe and I lived without a pride, we didn’t have much of anything. You learn to appreciate the things that make a place a home.” He carefully straightened the photo he’d knocked askew. 
She continued to fidget and he reached out to rescue the lion carving she was twisting to death. She snatched her hands behind her back when he brushed her fingers, relinquishing the carving without a fight. 
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The wooden figure was small enough fit in the palm of his hand, but the details were so intricate and the artisan so skilled, he could immediately identify the form. It was a miniature replica of her brother Tyler as a crouching lion. 
“Amazing,” he murmured to himself. He noted a dozen similar figures, each readily identifiable, scattered on ledges around the room. “You like carvings?” 
She flushed and squirmed, but this time there was a quiet pride beneath her nervous fidgeting. 
Landon smiled broadly. “You made this? It’s beautiful.” He stepped toward her, brushing his thumb across her cheek. “My little Ava has a hidden talent.” 
Her pleasure at his praise visibly evaporated and she flinched away from his touch. “I’m not your little Ava.” 
That remained to be determined. 
“Fantasy time is over, Landon,” she went on coldly. “We’re back in the real world now and in the real world I live in the smallest cabin on the ranch. Not because it’s cozy. Because I am the smallest, weakest, most pathetic lioness around and I can’t fight for a better one.” 
She waved one arm, the gesture taking in all the little possessions that made the place her own. 
“These things are only mine because no one else wants them enough to bother to take them from me. And you think, what? That I’m your queen? Wake up, Landon.” 
He caught her waving hand and linked their fingers, holding tight when she tried to yank free. “I think you’re my mate. You are what I need. You’re right for me and right for the pride.” 
He tipped her face back with the hand that still held her carving, staring into her eyes, searching their depths for the secret key that would unlock her doubts. He wanted nothing more than to kiss away her fears, but the wildness in her eyes held him at bay. He may be the Alpha now, but he knew fear. 
“I’ve lived wild, Ava, without the protection of the pride. I understand picking your battles.” 
“I don’t pick my battles.” She knocked his hand away from her face and jerked her fingers from his hold. “I fear battles. Your mate can’t be a coward, Landon. And that’s all I’ll ever be.” 
“Ava, I don’t—” 
“Why are you doing this, Land—?” Her voice broke on his name. She shoved away from him and moved as far away from him as she could in the cramped space. “You can’t actually want me. Is this some kind of game to you?” 
Tears trembled on her lashes. All her barriers were down. She gazed at him with a vulnerability that made his heart ache in his chest. He reached toward her, aching to pull her into his arms and protect her from everything that could ever hurt her. Even himself. 
“Ava, no. Of course n—” 
“Landon! ” 
www.samhainpublishing.com 
49 
Vivi Andrews 
The roar came from Ava’s porch, giving Landon just enough time to jump out of the way before the door exploded inward, flying off its hinges as the Minor brothers stormed into the already crowded cabin. 
Michael was back. And he’d brought reinforcements. 
There was no more terrifying sight, objectively speaking, than the four behemoth older brothers of the woman one had recently screwed in every way physically imaginable coming at you with murder in their eyes. Unless it was the sight of the woman you love in tears. 
Landon braced himself for the beating he so richly deserved. 
He was mildly surprised when fists didn’t immediately start flying toward his face. 
“Outside! No brawling in my house!” 
They all turned to look at her. The tears were a memory and in their place was the icy, distant mask that had greeted him this morning. 
Landon vaguely noted that Ava hadn’t said no brawling at all. Apparently, she thought kicking his ass was okay, so long as they didn’t wreck her house to do it. 
Her brothers filed out, silent and grave, but Landon hesitated, his heart tight. He couldn’t leave her like this. Ava watched him steadily, her face closed to him again, any ground he had gained in the last few minutes erased. The cool strength in her gaze only convinced him further that he had made the right choice, but she clearly didn’t agree. He’d had his shot to convince her she was his, and obviously he’d fucked it up. 
Outside, Tyler barked his name. “I’m leaving,” he shouted back, reluctantly putting action to the words and mentally adding, for now. He hadn’t given up yet. 
Landon stepped out onto the porch to face the firing squad and quickly moved to the open area in front of Ava’s cabin where he’d have the best maneuverability if they suddenly decided to jump him. Not that he didn’t deserve a few good licks. He’d known he was betraying their trust, but that hadn’t stopped him. Landon wondered idly if anything could have stopped him from claiming Ava. Frankly, he doubted it. 
The Minor brothers ranged around him, taking position at compass points to box him in, but staying out of his reach. 
Tyler, the oldest and apparent designated spokesman of the group, grunted. “Will you go quietly or do you want to do this in front of the entire pride?” 
Landon glanced around. It was early afternoon, a popular siesta time among the cats, and there were few bystanders to qualify as “the whole pride”, but he stepped out of his defensive stance, opting for a strategic retreat. Tyler fell into step beside him as he forced himself to walk away from Ava, her other brothers ranging behind. 
“Did you know who she was?” 
Landon almost wished he could say he hadn’t. Ava’s only resemblance to her large, dark brothers, was a slight similarity in the shape of her eyes. It would be so easy to claim ignorance and escape the blame. 
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“I knew.” 
Directly behind him, Michael growled. Tyler shot him a quelling look and returned his gimlet stare to Landon. “Would you care to explain how she ended up naked in your room?” 
Another opportunity to deny his culpability. All he had to do was say Ava had walked into his room and asked to be fucked. It was truth, but it wasn’t the whole story. And Ava being held responsible for their night together didn’t sit well with him. 
“I found her in the Bar Nothing in town last night. Brought her back here.” 
“That pick-up bar?” Michael yelped. “Ava wouldn’t be caught dead in there!” 
“Mike, shut up,” Tyler said calmly, his attention never wavering from Landon. “You brought her back to your place,” he repeated. “And you knew who she was.” 
Landon swallowed. He wasn’t afraid of the brothers, but he did dread their reaction. Even more than the fist he was sure he was about to get in his face, he dreaded the loss of their trust. “I did.” 
Tyler nodded slowly, his face revealing nothing. “Is there anything you’d like to add?” 
Landon considered mentioning she was going to be his mate, that this was not the one night stand they assumed it to be, but Ava was so stubbornly against the idea. She thought she didn’t want the position and no one was going to bully her into taking it but him. Her brothers would just have to wait, and think the worst of him, until he could convince her to see reason. 
Landon stopped, facing Tyler squarely. “No.” 
“I see.” 
Landon was willing to bet Tyler didn’t see, but he maintained his silence, meeting his stare head-on. 
At length, Tyler nodded to his brothers. “We’re done here.” 
Caleb and Kane peeled off without comment, but Michael snarled at Landon, jostling his shoulder as he brushed past. Tyler waited until his three younger brothers were out of earshot before turning back to Landon. 
He didn’t see it coming. One second he was on his feet, the next he was sprawled out on the ground, holding his aching jaw. Tyler loomed over him, his face still dangerously expressionless. 
“You so much as look her way again and I’ll kill you,” he said with icy calm. 
“You’re staying?” Landon hadn’t realized until that moment how much the idea of them leaving, and taking Ava with them, terrified him. 
“We’re still discussing it,” Tyler said flatly. “You’ll have your answer tomorrow if we decide to leave the pride. See you at the Hunt.” 
Ava’s oldest brother walked away without another word. 
One day to convince Ava to become his mate and if he even looked in her direction, her brothers would tear him apart. Landon sat up, cradling his jaw, and swore with feeling. 
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Ava normally hated the Hunts—the last thing she needed was a quarterly gathering of the pride to remind her how inadequate she was—but tonight she was actually looking forward to it. It was masochistic in the extreme, but she needed to be there when Landon selected his mate. Her heart needed to see him do it, officially give himself to another woman, if it was to have any hope of letting him go. 
He’d seemed to want her so much. He’d actually seemed to care. Seeing him in her home, her tiny pathetic cozy little home, had been both mortifying and thrilling. Mortifying because he had seen her as she really was, in her true environment, but thrilling for that same reason. He had seen the real her. And he had wanted her still. 
Ava needed visual proof that it had all been a fantasy. She needed the vicious slap of reality to crush the hope in her heart that just wouldn’t die. 
Her brothers had been lurking nearby all day, ever since they’d run him off, but so far none of them had mentioned her nocturnal activities. She knew it was too much to hope that they never would, but she was hoping their surprising lack of curiosity lasted as long as possible. 
Tonight, she took particular care with her appearance, even though the sarong she wore would only be discarded when they all shifted for the Hunt and all traces of make-up would be absorbed in the transformation. Ava wanted to look good when Landon saw her again, though she avoided analyzing why it was so important that she impress him with her sex appeal. An appeal she hadn’t even known she had until last night. 
When she stepped out onto the small front porch of her cabin, Tyler straightened from his post, leaning against the rail. He fell into step beside her, a large, silent presence at her back, escorting her across the compound like she needed a bodyguard. 
His overprotective posturing was oddly welcome. Ava was feeling a little too vulnerable, on her way to watch Landon choose her replacement in his bed, and her brother’s presence was a comfort, even if his intention was to be her jailer rather than her buffer against the world. 
The pride always gathered for the Hunt in the natural amphitheatre on the far side of the complex. The ranch had once been a summer camp and that amphitheatre was where campers showed off their amateur dramas on parents’ day and gathered for weenie roasts and jamborees, but now the old pines encircling the space saw celebrations of a slightly more bacchanalian nature. Ava had often amused herself, as she sat in the darkness during pride gatherings, wondering how the founders of the original camp would have reacted Serengeti Heat 
if they could have spied on some of the “clothing optional” parties that were so common among the lions. 
The lack of clothing was more practical than puerile—the change destroyed any clothing not discarded before shifting—but somehow Ava suspected the old camp counselors wouldn’t see it that way. 
The amphitheatre was already filling when they came into the clearing. Tyler steered her to a spot near the raised platform where her other brothers had already gathered. She stopped next to them and they quickly formed a living wall around her. 
Ava rolled her eyes. There was protection and then there was annoying, overbearing, bullying overkill. She could barely move and she certainly couldn’t see a damn thing with their massive backs shoulder-to-shoulder blocking her view. 
How was she supposed to get the catharsis of seeing Landon with another and releasing her love of him if all she could see was a row of bulging deltoids? 
Ava twisted around, trying to get a better line of sight. There was a gap between Michael and Kane behind her, not wide enough for her to slip through, even if they hadn’t been watching her like hawks, but big enough for her to see a slice of the rest of the audience. 
The Three Rocks Pride, so named because of the three rocks that marked the boundaries of the original camp, was larger than the prides of African lions, with approximately fifty members at any given time. Most of those fifty were mingling behind her, some nude, some wearing easily disposed of wraps like her own loosely-tied sarong. In the shifting crowd, she spotted Shana, wearing only the “borrowed” 
pendant and a feline smile. 
Ava forced back the surge of irritation—and bile—that rose up at the sight of that smile. Shana may very well be the Alpha’s Consort by the end of the night and she would just have to get used to it. Tyler turned to frown down at her when she couldn’t quite stifle a gagging noise. 
Then he turned back toward the platform and Ava knew, without being able to see a thing, even before the restless crowd behind her began to quiet, that Landon had arrived. She could feel  him. 
Silence rippled out from the platform. When the only sound was the all-but-inaudible hum of excitement, anticipation of the Hunt firing in every shifter’s blood, Landon spoke, not raising his voice, but somehow making himself heard to every corner of the clearing. 
“Friends…” 
Ava half expected him to call out to Romans and countrymen next, but he continued on a much less Shakespearean bent. 
“This is our first opportunity to Hunt together since I arrived among you. I have had a few months to learn your ways and find my place among you. There is a great strength in our pride, but my rule is going to be a time of change and that change will begin tonight.” 
Some among the crowd shifted uneasily, but most of the pride hung on his words. He was a charismatic speaker, their Alpha. Even Ava, who could not see him through the wall of flesh around her, 
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was drawn up in the power of his voice. He held the crowd in the palm of his hand, wrapped in the draw of his presence more than the words he said, but Ava heard every word. 
“Our strongest young men will no longer be turned out of the pride when they reach maturity and no longer will the females be required to remain with the pride their entire lives. We will foster relationships with other prides to provide other opportunities for our young, rather than seeking isolation in a world that is steadily closing in around us. Like any species, we must adapt or face extinction. We are powerful predators, but our social evolution leaves much to be desired. We can learn much from our human neighbors in matters of tolerance and understanding.” 
Though many were still caught up in his words, the restless rumblings in the crowd were growing now. 
“I do not threaten our traditions,” he assured them. “The Hunts will continue, but instead of my mate leading the Hunt and selecting those who are allowed to participate, it will be thrown open to all who wish to participate, but required of none.” 
Ava felt a surge of relief at his words. The only thing worse than not being selected for the Hunt, in her opinion, was being selected and then struggling to keep up with the stronger, faster lionesses. She’d always thought it was horribly unfair that her slighter weight had not translated into superior speed. There ought to be some advantage to being the runt. 
“My mate will be my voice in the pride when I am not here, but there will be no more ruling by force, no more bullying the weaker members.” 
Ava snorted to herself. How Landon expected to be able to enforce the no-bullying rule was beyond her. Changing the format of the Hunt was one thing, but he couldn’t just wave a magic wand and eliminate the hierarchy of strength within the pride. 
“We are both animal  and man. We are capable of civilized—” 
“Heresy!” A rough, sickeningly familiar voice cut across Landon’s, shouting from the back of the amphitheatre. 
Ava turned, along with most of the rest of the pride, and watched as Landon’s banished predecessor, Leonus, stepped out of the shadows. She looked around for his enforcer and ever-present sidekick, Kato, but the hulking bully was nowhere to be seen. 
“Lions rule by strength,” he roared, approaching the platform as the pride members parted like the Red Sea to allow him to pass. “If they do not, then what right have you to rule over me, Landon King? 
Would you change our very nature, boy? Is this what has become of my pride in three short months? 
Anarchy over tradition? A destruction of the very values that make us what we are?” 
Landon’s voice rose, calm and confident, over Leonus’s. “I do not demand that you change your values. I do not even demand that you live by my rules. Only that you do so if you continue to live here, at Three Rocks.” 
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“Throwing others out of their homes now, boy?” 
“We all have a choice. Live here honorably, or live elsewhere however you please.” 
“The only honor is in victory,” Leonus shouted. “I have returned to challenge you to reclaim mine.” 
A collective gasp swept through the pride. It was not unheard of for supplanted lions to return to challenge those who had taken over their pride, but Landon’s victory over Leonus had been almost laughably easy three months earlier when Landon had been half-starved from the uncertain life of a nomad and Leonus had been at full strength. Now that their positions were reversed, Leonus could not hope to succeed. Not fairly, at least. 
Ava looked around again, wondering where Kato was hiding. She was not left to wonder for long. 
A roar not heard in the pride for three months echoed across the amphitheatre from behind the platform. Leonus shifted right behind her and suddenly her brothers swept her away from the platform. Ava caught a glimpse of Landon, already in his lion form, being knocked from the platform by Leonus’s huge enforcer. They landed in a tangle in the space Ava and her brothers had just vacated, and Leonus leapt forward to swipe at Landon, claws out. 
Ava cried out in protest before her view was once again blocked by her brothers. She stared at their immobile backs in shock. Why weren’t they helping Landon? This was no true challenge, no fair fight. 
How could they just stand by and let him be mauled? 
She spun, scanning the crowd, looking for others springing to his aid. She saw Shana, standing back with her head tipped to one side as if watching a sporting match, with no real interest in who came out the victor. At the back of the crowd, she could see Zoe shoving her way to the front, but by the time she got there… 
Whereas Ava was right next to the action, separated only by her brothers, standing with their legs planted wide. 
She reached for the tie on her sarong, shifting and snaking between Caleb’s legs before the fabric had time to flutter to the ground. 
As she darted forward into the cleared area, Landon, his golden coat spotted with blood from the claw marks across his shoulder, shoved with his powerful hind legs, throwing Kato’s bulk off him and rolling clear of Leonus’s snapping jaws. He scrambled away from them, freezing in a defensive crouch when the small white lioness suddenly appeared at his side. 
Leonus and Kato squared off against them, hesitating now that the odds had been leveled against them. 
Ava snarled, trying to look formidable and less like a puny little weakling who had never fought for anything in her life, never dared dispute her place in the pride. Landon stepped forward, his body shielding hers from the aggressive males, but she would not let herself be protected. Not at his expense. She stepped forward with him, all but shaking with fear but determined to stand by him. 
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Then suddenly Caleb appeared at her other shoulder, shaking his red-black mane. Tyler roared from Landon’s side as her other brothers prowled forward, aggressively circling Leonus and Kato. Zoe broke from the crowd in time to feint at the would-be usurpers, hissing and barking. With a ripple of movement, the rest of the pride quickly took their lion forms, crowding around with bared teeth and claws. 
Landon drew himself up and roared, the fierce vocalization echoing in the amphitheatre. The shadows of that roar chased his attackers as they turned tail and fled. Zoe and Michael leapt after them, intent on driving them out of the Three Rocks territory. Half a dozen others quickly joined them, eager for a run. 
In the chaos that followed their departure, as some shifted back to human form and others celebrated the pride’s victory in lion form, Landon nipped Ava’s ear to get her attention and herded her away from the roiling crowd to the relative privacy behind the platform. 
He shifted back to human form and she followed suit, accepting the sarong he whipped off the shelf behind the platform and wrapped around her. Careless of his own nudity, his eyes raced over her as if to assure himself she was whole. Ava’s did the same, her eyes drawn again and again to the gashes across his shoulder where Leonus’s claws had gouged him. 
“Those cuts look deep. You should—” 
“It’s nothing,” he said roughly, brushing aside her concern. “What were you thinking?” 
Ava blinked, startled by the abrupt question. “What?” 
“You could have been hurt, Ava.” 
“You were being hurt, Landon. What did you expect me to do?” 
His face twisted, his expression conflicted, as if he couldn’t decide whether he ought to be angry or elated. “The lioness who is brave enough to fight at my side, throwing all concern for her own safety out the window, is my true mate, Ava.” 
His words were like treasures, but Ava knew better than to think she’d be allowed to keep them. “I’m not strong or fast…” 
“No. You’re smart and brave. And you tell me when you think I’m being a foolish idealist.” 
“You are,” she insisted. “The pride won’t accept me as your mate any more than they will accept all your other changes.” 
“They will accept you and you will help me show them how to accept the other changes.” 
“Landon,” she sighed. It was a lovely dream, but one of them had to stay awake and face reality. “The consort is never someone like me.” 
“No, but maybe she should be.” 
“And if the pride won’t accept me? What then?” 
“Then we find another pride. It isn’t so bad, you know, being a nomad. I would rather be an Alpha without a pride to rule than to rule this one without you.” He cupped her face between his hands. “Be my mate, Ava. Be my love. Be all the things that only you can be. Please, just say yes.” 
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He was a fool. It would never work, but staring into the gorgeous green-gold eyes of the man she loved, she couldn’t think of a single reason why. All she could think was what a miracle it was that he wanted her, lowly little Ava. He saw her answer in the tiny feline smile curving her lips before she gave him the single word that would seal their fates. 
“Yes.” 
Landon whooped and swept her up against his chest, spinning her around until she was laughing and dizzy. When he stopped spinning, he continue to hold her pressed tightly against him, her feet inches off the ground. His lips brushed across hers, a soft question. She tightened her arms around his neck and answered him the only way she knew how, with her mouth on his. Passion spiked instantly, sharp and hot between them, even though her heat had long since subsided. 
When she pulled back, they were both breathless and the light in Landon’s eyes promised that she would not be given a chance to catch her breath back. 
“I suppose we’d better introduce you to the pride,” he said, slowly easing her feet back down to solid ground. 
Anxiety tangled in her stomach. That was the one hitch in her perfect dream. He had said he would be her mate without a pride, but he obviously did not believe they would repudiate her as his mate. What would he do when it came time to put actions to his words? Would he choose her? Or the pride he had fought for and won? 
Landon leapt up onto the platform, tugging her behind him. As Landon raised his hands for silence, Ava looked out over the crowd. Those who had run off Leonus and Kato had returned. She saw Zoe looking unbearably smug and her brothers frowning up at her as Landon held her hand tightly in his own, preventing her retreat. 
She didn’t hear the words Landon called out over the crowd. Her nerves buzzed too loudly in her ears. 
She saw surprise on many faces, frowns on some—her brothers among them—and, amazingly, smiles on more than a few. The buzzing in her ears diminished when Landon raised their entwined fingers to his lips, brushing a kiss across her knuckles, and a rough cheer went up. Ava flinched a little at the sound, blinking owlishly. They were cheering her? Pathetic little Ava? 
“Now, to the Hunt!” Landon shouted. A thousand golden hues of fur sprang out in the crowd as the pride shifted. Zoe was among the first to tear out of the clearing, leading the charge toward the poor cattle herd on the menu tonight. 
As the amphitheatre emptied, Ava looked at Landon, still standing beside her, watching his pride depart with an easy smile on his lips and her hand clasped tightly in his. 
“Wouldn’t you like to join them?” she asked softly. 
Her lover, her mate, turned to her and smiled wickedly. “I only have one kind of prey on my mind tonight.” 
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Ava smiled, feeling a female, feline power she had never known before this man came into her life. 
“You’ll have to catch me first.” 
She leapt from the platform, shifting in the air, and landed on all fours in a run. She heard a masculine chuckle transform into a distinctly leonine sound and the sounds of pursuit behind her, but she did not look back. She raced through the compound toward his bungalow, feeling him close on her heels, knowing he was letting her win, matching his pace to hers, but she didn’t care. For once it wasn’t about being the fastest or the strongest, just about running with her mate. Laughter she couldn’t express in this form bubbled in her heart like champagne. 
She bounded up onto the front step of his bungalow inches in front of Landon, shifting as he did. His arms wrapped around her and he pressed her against the door, his stunning heat and strength warming her to her core. His mouth closed over hers. Ava’s dizzy happiness would not be contained and she laughed against his lips, coiling her arms around him. 
She felt him fumbling for the doorknob. He drew back from the laughing kiss, a small frown pinching his eyebrows as he raised his hand between them. Dangling from his fingers was the green-gold pendant. 
Ava gasped and Landon arched his brow in question. 
“What is it? Some kind of pride mating medallion?” 
Ava laughed. “Something like that.” She raised her hand and cupped the pendant in her hand, smiling to herself. Shana must have run here to leave it for her. Ava’s eyes filled with tears and she blinked them back, surprising herself by how affected she was by Shana’s small concession. Landon was still frowning, now with concern. She reassured him with a blinding smile. “You know, love, I think your idealistic fantasy might just have a chance of working.” 
His frown eased into a cocky grin. “I never doubted it for a second.” 
She held the pendant up next to her mate’s eyes, comparing the color. She sighed, “Perfect.” 
He traced the curve of her face with one finger, his eyes trained steadily on hers. “My thoughts exactly.” 
She raised up on her tiptoes to meet his kiss, a wild dizzy heat spiraling through her body at the first brush of contact. He shoved the door open and swept her into his arms. Landon carried her across the threshold and kicked the door shut, all without lifting his mouth from hers. Ava curled into his arms, a feline smile curving the mouth he held captive, and purred. 
He laid her on the bed, lowering himself beside her and she stretched like the cat she was, at home in her skin and in his arms. 
“So there’s only a risk of shifting at climax when I’m in heat?” she asked him as he nuzzled the side of her neck, inhaling deeply. 
“No, anytime you lose control it could happen,” he murmured, sliding down her body. 
Ava arched against him and smiled. “Make me lose control, Landon.” 
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Her lover laughed low against her skin and bent his head to do just that. 
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Kiss and Kin 
© 2009 Kinsey W. Holley 
A Shifter Dreams story. 
On the surface, court reporter Lark Manning looks like the luckiest girl in the world, blessed with great friends and a wonderful family. Underneath, she harbors a hopelessly unrequited love for the sexy werewolf everyone thinks of as her cousin. Taran rarely notices her except to condescend or lecture. He’s treated her the same way since she was eight years old, and there’s no reason to think he’ll ever change. 
Taran Lloyd, a detective in the Houston Police Department’s Shifters Investigations Unit (SIU), lives for those rare moments he gets to spend around Lark, torturing himself with what he can’t have. Kin only by marriage, she thinks of him as her big brother. He couldn’t bear her pity—or her disgust—if she learned he wants her for his mate. 
When weres from a rival pack attack her, Lark screams out the first name that comes to mind—Taran. 
Only this sexy alpha can keep her safe until they find out who wants her dead, and why. But keeping her safe means keeping her close. And the closer they get, the harder it gets for these not-really-cousins to honor their commitment to keep their paws off. 
Warning: Contains a heroine with the world’s worst poker face, a hero with more honor than sense,
and explicit shifter sex that makes you wish werewolves really were part of the gene pool. 
Enjoy the following excerpt for Kiss and Kin: 
Lark inspected her reflection in her antique full-length mirror. Applying final touches to her makeup, she pursed her lips and smudged her gloss just a bit. She pulled her auburn chestnut hair into a carefully messy chignon, touchable stray wisps framing her face the way Taran liked it. 
Dressed in a purple lace bra, boyshorts and four-inch stilettos, she struck a little pose. Which dress to wear? 
They both showed off her legs. The chic black cocktail number featured a fun little twirly skit, and she fancied herself a fun twirly kind of girl. On the other hand, she liked to look like a bad girl sometimes, which she did in the lavender sheath with the plunging neckline and the slit up to mid thigh. 
She held up each dress beneath her chin, one at a time, and eyed herself critically. Lavender, black. 
Lavender, black. 
She heard Taran getting ready in the bathroom, but when he suddenly appeared behind her—a werewolf could move so swiftly and silently it seemed he teleported—he wore nothing but skin. Taking a hanger in each hand, he tossed the dresses aside. He laid a large, warm hand on her stomach and pulled her 


tightly against him while his other hand cupped her breast. His thumb rubbed circles around her nipple through the thin lace. 
“What are you doing here?” he growled softly. His stubble tickled her neck as he nuzzled. It made her laugh. 
He rolled her nipple between two fingers and she sighed, reaching back to run her fingers through his dark gold hair. His other hand now cupped her mound, barely touching, and she ground her hips, silently urging him to press harder. He chuckled. 
“I’m trying to choose a dress,” she smiled. “Which do you like?” 
“Neither,” he replied. “I vote for naked.” He nipped her shoulder and slid his hand inside the boyshorts. 
Their gazes met in the mirror, the only way she could maintain eye contact with him. Lust glittered in his eyes, making them shine like emeralds. Her dark blue eyes melted in submission. In heels, she stood almost as tall as he did, but she looked petite against his much larger body. 
“I can’t go to dinner like this, and neither can you,” she murmured. 
“True.” He ran his tongue lightly down the back of her neck. “Anthony’s has a dress code. 
Reservations at eight, right?” 
“Yes.” She shivered. 
She gasped as his middle finger sank into her folds and stroked. 
“So…” he smiled against her neck, “…I’ve got ten minutes to make you come. I can do that with one arm tied behind your back.” 
He took his hand out of her panties, spun her around and pinned one of her arms behind her. She moaned in anticipation as his mouth came down on hers, and she woke up. 
Damn it. Shit. Damn, damn, damn, shit. 
Lark rolled over and slammed her head into the pillow. 
She couldn’t even manage a decent sex dream about him—she always woke up when it got to the good part. Her subconscious just rolled its eyes and said, “This is too farfetched for me to handle, kiddo. 
Dream about someone in your league—like George Clooney, maybe. He’ll ask you out before Taran notices you’re grown, much less shows any interest.” 
She showered, trying not to think about Taran as she did it. 


*** 
Detective Taran Lloyd yawned with boredom as he stood by the bar and observed the patrons of Le Monde on a typical Saturday night. A pricey club, it attracted an affluent crowd, and a mixed one: humans, werewolves and other shifters, people who looked a little more than a little fae. The only thing they had in 


common was a willingness to pay five bucks for a bottle of domestic beer and seven for well drinks—or the ability to find someone who would do it for them. 
He grimaced. He’d like a drink himself, but regulations prohibited drinking on duty. 
The intimate nightclub featured wood-paneled walls, polished hardwood floors and a lot of recessed lighting. Music loud enough to dance but not too loud to talk, waitresses pretty but not too sexy, bartenders fast but friendly—if not for the fact that three women reported missing this month were last seen here, it would’ve been a great place to bring a date. 
He tried to remember the last time he’d gone on a date. 
“Detective?” Daniel Denardo, the HPD Shifter Investigations Unit’s rookie, interrupted Taran’s musings. 
“Yeah, Danny?” 
“What are we supposed to look for here?” 
Taran smiled wryly. “If we get lucky, some guy will pick up a chick, throw her over his shoulder and run out, and we’ll arrest him. But I don’t think we’ll get lucky. So we hang around and watch, talk to people, ask if anyone saw the women, noticed unusual behavior, that sort of thing. I’d rather no one know we’re cops yet.” 
As soon as he said it, he noticed Lark across the room at a banquette with another woman and four slimy-looking wolves in suits. Taran automatically considered any guy with Lark slimy-looking. These wolves looked like Eurotrash. Eastern European wolves ran drugs and weapons in and out of the country, and SIU suspected they’d expanded into the sex trade. Rich European werewolves frequented Le Monde. 
Apparently Lark did, too. 
She sauntered toward the bar. 
“Shit,” he muttered. 
“What’s the matter?” 
“I’ll be back in a second. Why don’t you mingle.” 
“I can do that,” Denardo replied cheerfully. 
“What are you doing here?” he growled softly. 
Those words, that voice, just hours after the dream, freaked Lark right the hell out. She started so violently her perfectly chilled Cosmopolitan sloshed the front of her dress. Her nipples stood at attention. 
He didn’t even notice. 
She grabbed a handful of napkins. “Damn it, Taran, what—” 
“Quiet,” he said fiercely as he stole her breath with a smile. He never smiled at her like that. He rarely smiled at her at all. She stared up at him, dumbfounded. He clamped a meaty paw on her elbow and dragged her away from the bar toward an empty table. 


The dark blue pinstriped suit, a fitted European cut, and the custom-tailored, crisp white dress shirt looked great on his long, muscular frame. Taran didn’t live on his detective salary alone. 
“Act like we’re having fun.” Irritable as always, he still wore that stutter-inducing smile. It stopped short of his luminescent green eyes. “Why are you here, and who are those wolves?” 
“None of your business…” she grinned gaily, “…and I don’t know.” 
A few golden strands of hair drifted across his eyes. He wore it halfway to his shoulders; HPD 
grooming regulations exempted werewolves. She always itched to brush his hair aside. One day she’d do it, just to watch him react. 
”I’m serious, Lark.” 
“You’re hurting me, Taran.” 
He let go instantly but continued to stare at her, knowing she’d answer him. 
She heaved a dramatic sigh. “I’m here with my friend Eloise, who’s into some Euro werewolf whose name I don’t remember, and he’s with his bros, and they’re all creepy and boring, and one of them keeps trying to pick me up, and after you replace the Cosmo you made me spill, I’m going home. This just is not my night.” 
“Are you driving?” 
“No, I’m talking to you. Why? Do I look like I’m driving?” 
He didn’t laugh. He never laughed. 
“El drove. I’ll take a cab home. Where’s my cosmo?” 
His sharp cheekbones and strong chin, and the pale, thin scar scoring his left cheek from his ear almost to his mouth, gave him a look of menacing power. That disappearing smile, though, made him look like a fallen angel. A hulking, six-foot-six fallen angel who could change in five minutes in broad daylight—the mark of a powerful alpha wolf. 
“Don’t tell anyone you know who I am,” he ordered. “I’m working a case.” 
“What kind of case?” 
No reply. 
“Fine, whatever. I won’t tell anyone I know you.” 
He nodded and turned to go. 
“Um. Hello?” 
He turned back. “What is it?” 
“You owe me a drink.” 
He pulled a ten from his wallet and held it out, staring at her eyes as he did so. She snorted at the cheap shot power play, but it worked—a human couldn’t maintain eye contact with an alpha. 
She looked at the bill in his hand. She didn’t take it. Instead, fueled with courage from her first cosmo, she put her hand on his outstretched arm and leaned in, her head grazing his cheek. Their bodies almost 


touched. A werewolf’s normal body temperature was one hundred five point three; for the millionth time in ten years, she fantasized about snuggling up to his warmth. 
Her pulse hammered in her throat as she whispered, “Taran? If you want people to think your cousin is a hooker, you could at least pretend I’d get more than ten bucks. Otherwise, go buy me a drink, you lazy bastard.” 
He growled low in his throat. She peeked up at him. Taran meant “thunder” in Welsh. It fit him when he looked like this. 
“Wait here,” he snarled before stalking off to the bar. The crowd parted for him by instinct, like zebras at a watering hole when the lion drops by for a drink. He returned with her cosmo. 
“Thank you, cuz,” she cooed sweetly to his shoulder. New drink in hand, she steeled herself for another excruciating twenty minutes with Eloise and the Euro cheese. Would he watch her walk away? As if. 


Three days. One wish. If the Fairy Queen keeps her promise… 


The Man of Her Dreams 
© 2009 Robie Madison 
A Shifting Dreams story. 
Workaholic web designer Megan Jones exudes sensible and practical by day, but in her dreams she truly lives. Her nights are filled with erotic trysts with a dream lover—who also defends her against the dangerous wild stallion of her nightmares. 
When she inherits a Victorian-era Welsh locket, she opens it to a shocking revelation. The tiny portrait of a black-haired man with a sardonic smile is none other than the man in her dreams. There’s only one way to learn the truth about him—head to her ancestral home town in Wales. 
A member of the ancient race of Tylwyth Teg, Owain Deverell has spent the last 170 years suspended between man and beast—punishment for loving a human woman. Weary of his cursed existence, and longing to be more than the object of Megan’s dream desire, he strikes a bargain with the Fairy Queen. In exchange for retaining his human form, she grants him three days to win Megan’s unconditional love. 
Or remain the object of her nightmares. Forever. 
Warning: Contains graphic sex, dream sex, picnic sex, magic sex, a meddlesome Fairy Queen, and
did we mention sex? 
Enjoy the following excerpt for Man of Her Dreams: 
He led her around the side of the building and deep into the darkness. His pace was confident, suggesting he was familiar with the lay of the land. Less certain of her surroundings, she hesitated slightly when they reached a line of trees. Firm pavement gave way to the soft crunch of leaves and twigs under her feet. When she tripped over an exposed root, Owain caught her easily, but instead of holding her steady, he backed her up against a tree. 
“Owain.” She whispered the word on the night air. But unlike all those other nights when she’d spoken his name with a sense of frustrated longing, this time her voice was filled with awe. She reached out and skimmed her fingers across his cheek, just to make sure. His skin was warm to the touch and slightly rough with a five o’clock shadow. He was real all right. 
Capturing her other hand, he pulled them both behind her around the trunk of the tree. The move forced his body closer to hers. So close his warm breath laced with a hint of ale fanned her face. He groaned low in his throat and his erection nudged her belly. 
A cornucopia of sensual experiences assaulted her—the rough bark of the tree against her back, his hard body pressed against her own. She inhaled and caught a heady masculine scent that was all Owain. 
Only unlike in her dreams it was sharper, more pungent. Oh, yeah, he was definitely the real thing. 


Her own breathing grew harsher as a primitive lust surged through her body. Her nipples hardened, pushing against the lace of her bra, demanding to be released from their confines. She suppressed the desire to grin. Dream or real, her reaction to him hadn’t changed one iota. 
“I’m sorry I dragged you into the woods,” he said, though he didn’t sound the least bit regretful. “But I couldn’t wait any longer. I need to kiss you.” 
A bolt of heat shot through her as he bent his head. The anticipation alone was enough to induce a heart attack. She’d waited so long, believed it impossible that he was real. His lips touched her jaw right next to her ear, at once tickling her and stirring something deep inside her that hungered for more. Instead of being sated, her hunger grew as he ran a string of kisses along her jawline. Her body trembled each time his lips touched her skin. He might as well have been tracing a path to her core. That’s where the fire burned. By the time he reached her mouth, she’d creamed her panties. 
On a groan, he rocked his erection against the apex of her thighs. He caught her at just the right angle and her clit welcomed the friction. Demanded more. 
“I can smell you, sweetheart.” Words whispered in the darkness, only this time it was no dream. His breath mixed with the sweet summer breeze caressed her ear. 
Her tiny gasp of longing was all the invitation he needed to slip his tongue inside her mouth. Their dream kisses were absolutely nothing like the real thing. For one, her senses were sharper—she tasted a hint of the bitter ale he’d been drinking and the flavor of Owain himself. For another, there was nothing gentle or teasing about this kiss. His tongue explored her mouth with an exquisite thoroughness. He traced the edges of her teeth and then plunged deeper, stealing her breath and giving her life. 
Emotions assaulted her, battering her wits. When at last he broke the kiss, she swore she could hear their hearts hammering a duet between their bodies. 
His eyes burned with a hunger that mirrored hers and she decided she’d been cast under a spell of some sort. How else to explain walking into a pub and finding the man of her dreams sitting there as though he’d been waiting for her to arrive? Psychic phenomenon or not, the situation defied any attempt she could make to rationalize it. And suddenly she no longer wanted to. For once in her well-ordered life she wasn’t going to ask for explanations or analyze the situation to death. If this was an enchantment, she didn’t want to wake up. 
He stepped away, pulling her arms from around the tree at the same time. Then he ran his hands up to her shoulders, easing any strain. Despite the small distance, she was still keenly aware of the sexual tension arcing between them. 
“I don’t think I can stop touching you,” he said. 
Now that her hands were free, she settled one against his chest. Heat radiated through the soft cotton of his T-shirt. All this clothing between them was an unexpected novelty. An enticement to bare some skin. 
“What about me touching you?” 


“Dangerous, very dangerous.” 
“Sounds like fun.” 
Her fingers caressed his chest, grazing over his nipple. It hardened on contact. He hissed and she felt the slight tremor of his muscles beneath her fingers. Her lips parted. His descended. Her eyes blinked once and then closed on a sigh. The tiny sound quickly morphed into a whimper of need when his tongue traced a path along her collarbone. She arched her neck, offering him more. He lifted his head instead. 
“I like your dress,” he said. 
It was white and patterned with whimsically styled deep-red flowers. It was one of her favorites, which was why she’d chosen to wear it. But that didn’t change the incongruity of his comment given the erotic thoughts tumbling through her brain. 
“Except,” he continued, “it’s far too long.” 
She frowned. The dress fell to mid-thigh. What was too long about that? 
“And it’s in my way,” he muttered, finally releasing his hold on one of her arms. 
The next instant his hand slid beneath the hem. She cried out when his hot, calloused fingers brushed against her bare flesh. 
“Hush, sweetheart. I’m going exploring.” 
That he was. Straight up what was left of her leg to the elastic edge of her modest white panties. She jumped as one long finger slipped beneath the cotton barrier. Not that he noticed. 
“This is also in my way,” he said, a hint of annoyance in his tone. 
Her fingers crushed the thin fabric of his tee. Not that he noticed that, either. He was otherwise occupied. His brow furrowed, his eyes intently focused on her face. 
The backs of two of his fingers skimmed against the dampened curls of her mound. She bit her lower lip to keep from screaming in frustration. They’d barely started and yet she was on the verge of falling apart. Thank God for the solid tree trunk at her back. 
“Let go, sweetheart.” 
All too familiar words whispered across the shadows. She groaned softly and shook her head. Her body trembled with the need to find release and yet— 
And yet she was close. So close she could swear that this time his fingers would finish the job before she woke from the dream. 
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