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 Chapter One 
 
      
 
    Good luck to the splinter that was trying to penetrate Ford Owen’s steel skin. 
 
    Not much could hurt him anymore. In his old life, if he had tried to drag a big-ass log up to the cabin, he would’ve needed a tractor. And when he chopped it into firewood, work gloves and safety glasses. Now, he was outside on the tail end of a brutal Wyoming winter, in jeans and no shirt, no gloves, dragging a tree no man should ever have the strength to drag—easily. 
 
    His cell phone vibrated in his back pocket, but he didn’t know anyone anymore, so he ignored it like always. Probably a telemarketer. Really, he didn’t know why he kept the damn cell phone on him. He supposed it was one of the only links to his old life, so was sentimental. Maybe he carried it because it was the last thread of normalcy he possessed. 
 
    He hadn’t even cut off the branches of the sturdy oak. Why? Because he didn’t fuckin’ have to. Not until he was ready to chop it. He could cut the trunk and branches right in his front yard if he wanted to. Don’t get it twisted, though, he wasn’t living some life of luxury. He had a small cabin with a wood-burning fireplace smack dab in the middle of twenty acres of wilderness. And a serious chip on his shoulder. 
 
    This wasn’t the life most people would choose. 
 
    Hell, he hadn’t chosen it either. 
 
    This life had chosen him. 
 
    His phone rang again, and he snarled his impatience. Ford dropped the tree near the splitter and pulled out the small contraption that still kept him somewhat linked to the outside world. 
 
    The name on the caller ID shocked him into stillness. 
 
    Orion Burge. 
 
    Orion, one of the dominant male lions of the Deadlies Pride. Orion, brother and protector of Sora—the love of Ford’s life. Or she had been, a lifetime ago. She was the one who got away. The unreachable. The unattainable. Unclaimable. She was the reason he was this…this…monster. 
 
    He shouldn’t answer. He had a good life. Well…he had a reasonable life. Food and shelter and his health and all that. He’d eked out an existence here in the wilderness. Some days, he even felt steady-ish. Some days he even pretended he was happy. Some days he smiled into the mirror and made believe it really was a smile and not a snarl. 
 
    Opening up the old Orion saga had the potential to set him into a downward spiral to Hell again. 
 
    Gritting his teeth, he declined the call. Whatever was happening with Orion, his old friend needed to take care of it himself. 
 
    A text came through. Pick up the phone, you fucking fuck. It’s about Sora. 
 
    Shhhhhhhhhhhhhhhit. 
 
    The phone vibrated in his hand, the phone glowing Orion’s name. This was one of those moments—a fork in the road—take the path he’d been on and keep trying for some semblance of a survivable life, or open this Pandora’s box and see what Hell awaited him. 
 
    Aw, who was he kidding. He thrived in Hell. 
 
    He connected the call and lifted the phone to his ear slowly. 
 
    “She Turned a woman,” Orion said simply. 
 
    “So?” Ford’s voice was gruff, unused, inhuman. He hated it. 
 
    “So the Tarians will kill her for it.” 
 
    “Where’s her mate?” Ford gritted out, the ache spreading in his chest. Her mate, her mate, her fucking mate. He wanted to kill her entire Pride for selling her for some goddamn alliance. 
 
    “Sora’s alone.” 
 
    Ford clenched his fist so hard his blunt nails dug into his palm. Trying to keep his voice steady, he growled, “What happened?” 
 
    “That’s her story to tell.” 
 
    “Orion, I’m not what I used to be—” 
 
    “You don’t think I know that, Ford? You think I can’t hear that growl rattling through the phone? You think I don’t recognize the devil in your voice? You did it. You got yourself Turned, and now you’re a psychopath, right? You think I didn’t check up on you? You’re wrong. You were my best friend before everything fell apart.” 
 
    “I’m…” Ford exhaled and caught a glimpse of himself reflected in the cabin window. His eyes were always gold. “You don’t know me anymore.” He looked like a demon, sounded like a demon… He was a demon. No one knew him anymore. “What happened?” 
 
    “Ford—” 
 
    “Tell me what the fuck happened!” he roared. “Because if I’m going to put everyone at risk to come help her, I need a damn-good reason!” 
 
    “Jesus, okay,” Orion murmured. Ford could hear him swallow hard over the line, but so what? Everyone was scared of him. It was best if Orion knew what he was really asking. He was going to draw the devil out of Hell, and it wouldn’t go the way Orion thought it would. 
 
    Orion sighed. “Cassius ruined her.” 
 
    “Ruined how?” Blood was dripping from his fist now where his nails cut into his skin. 
 
    “You say I don’t know you anymore,” Orion murmured. “Well…welcome to the club. You won’t know Sora either. She broke during that pairing. I couldn’t stop it, and I can’t fix it. And I’m about to go to war with the entire New Tarian Pride because she won’t leave. She won’t run.” 
 
    “Why not?” 
 
    There was a long pause, and then Orion said, “Because she wants them to kill her. I’ve never asked for help in my entire life, Ford. Never asked anyone for anything. You know that. I wouldn’t bring you out of the woods if I had any other choice. You’re a psychopath now? Good. That’s what I need. That’s what Sora needs. She needs a weapon. A guardian. Someone who remembers enough of the good in her to care. I can’t watch her be put down, man. She’s my sister. She’s the only family that matters.” 
 
    Nostrils flaring with his heaving breath, Ford opened his eyes and glared at the golden-eyed monster that looked back at him through the damn window. This was going to get a lot of people killed. Himself included. But…it was Sora. His Sora. Or what was left of her. 
 
    “When?” he asked low. 
 
    “Her trial is tomorrow night.” 
 
    “I’ll be there.” Sick to his stomach at the blood he was about to take, Ford hung up the phone. 
 
    Sora was going to hate the thing he’d become. She would see what he was capable of now, what he craved. She would see the killer in him. This wasn’t part of the plan. He’d never wanted to see the disgusted look on her face when she realized what he’d done. 
 
    A vision flashed across his mind of her balancing barefoot on the railing of an old bridge, laughing that tinkling-bell sound that had been more important than breathing a few years ago. Her white-blond hair was down and long and loose, lifting slightly in the wind, and she was smiling down at him like he meant something. Her eyes were gold and dancing. But the smile faded away, and her eyes went hollow in moments. A tear stained her cheek as she whispered, “Help me.” 
 
    The pain was instant. Any heightened emotion drew out the shadows inside of him. It drew out the dark. He fell to his knees and gripped his hair, wishing to God he could keep the ugliness inside. It never worked though—fighting. It just made it hurt worse. His hands slammed to the ground, and monstrous paws with three-inch-long, curved claws ripped from his skin. 
 
    Help me. 
 
    Sora, Sora, Sora. She’d been his once, but now he didn’t belong to anyone but the darkness. 
 
    Help her? Ford’s own screaming roared through his ears. 
 
    He couldn’t even help himself. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Two 
 
      
 
    540. 
 
    If Sora’s calculations were correct, she had about 540 breaths left, give or take. 
 
    Very soon, she would sit in front of the New Tarian Pride and accept the consequences for Turning someone against their will. 
 
    She knew Tarian Law like the back of her hand. Cassius, her mate, had beat it into her head. Literally. Turning unworthy humans into Tarians broke all the rules. Turning them without permission of the Alpha? More broken rules. Turning one who was running away, terrified, screaming for her life? Rules, rules, rules…all broken, just like Sora. 
 
    “What am I supposed to do with this?” Ronin, the Tarian Alpha, asked from across the room. 
 
    Sora sat on the bed with her back to him, hugging the antique white metal post of the bed. She stared at the bars on the window. This had been her prison for the last few days. 
 
    504 breaths left. 
 
    “Sora,” Ronin growled. 
 
    The hairs lifted on the back of her neck. He had a massive, dominant presence, and her lioness didn’t like having her back to him. What did it matter, though? What did anything matter? 
 
    Ronin’s exhale sounded defeated. So did his muttered curse. “Shit. Can you at least show remorse in front of the Pride so I can find a less severe punishment for you?” 
 
    “Fair Alpha,” she murmured through cotton mouth and a scratchy throat. She hadn’t talked in a while. “You’re good for this Pride. You’re going to do great things with the lions here. But you can’t show weakness to a new Pride with a faltering ranking system, and I can’t lie. I’m not sorry. I hear them—Kannon and Katy. I hear them laughing.” Sora’s lips crooked into a smile. She couldn’t help herself. She’d had that laughter once. Laughter and the purple bond, and that’s what she’d given to Katy. “If I had to do it over a hundred times, I would kill her every time. No hesitation. There is no remorse, and even if I said I was sorry, everyone in the Pride would hear the lie in my voice. So you see, Fair Alpha, you’re stuck with a little blood on your hands. Welcome to the throne.” 
 
    430-ish. Her calculations were getting muddy now that she was talking. 
 
    Ronin’s boots clunked hollowly across the wood floors toward her. He hesitated beside her, heaving a sigh that tapered into a snarl. On instinct, she drew farther away from him. She did that with all males. She didn’t like men anymore. Would never let another one touch her, but that wasn’t such a tragedy. After all, she only had 398 breaths left. And if she was perfectly honest, she’d only liked one man touching her. Ford. He had been gentle with her. Fragile almost. So human. She’d had to be so careful even kissing him. No bites. Nuh uh uuuuh. She’d liked that about him. That he was normal, safe, and strong in his own right. 
 
    God, she hoped he was happy. Thoughts of him had tortured her. She just wanted to imagine him happy, like he used to be. With her. 
 
    Ronin strode toward the window, his hands clasped stiffly behind his back. He stood there, staring out the bars of her window to the woods beyond the yard. And then he gripped the bars and yanked them off the window, splintering the frame as he did. With an echoing clang, the black metal bars hit the floor, and Ronin turned toward her, eyes blazing the gold of his animal. “Run,” he said. “Orion will be waiting for you near the road. I’ll keep the Pride busy, but they won’t really be looking for you. No one wants to do this. Don’t you get that, Sora? We don’t want to do this.” 
 
    Only a thin pane of window glass stood between her and freedom. Ronin was offering her safe passage, but what good would that do her? “You don’t understand,” she whispered thickly, dropping her gaze to her clasped hands in her lap. 
 
    “Then help me understand,” he demanded, kneeling in front of her. 
 
    Her face crumpled as she lifted her eyes to his. “I hurt.” 
 
    “Where?” he asked, his expression baffled. 
 
    She pointed to her head and then dropped her fingertip to her heart. “In all the places you can’t fix in a shifter.” 
 
    “Please go,” he pleaded. 
 
    But Sora only shook her head, her heart breaking for what he would have to do. Today would stick with Ronin and his lion for a very long time. That was the burden of Alphas. “I’m sorry.” 
 
    Ronin looked like he wanted to retch, but then red crept up his neck and he stood in a rush. “Where did your fight go?” 
 
    “Break a purple bond, and then tell me how easy it is to find your fight, Ronin.” 
 
    “I don’t even know what that fuckin’ means,” he ground out as his boot steps echoed toward the door. “You’re about to start a war with your selfishness. Like we haven’t been through enough. Like we haven’t lost enough! You’re gonna dig in and make everything worse for everyone here because you’re a coward.” 
 
    That made her blood boil, and she stood and rounded on him. “I’m a coward? Do your fucking job, Ronin. I didn’t ask you to come in here. I didn’t ask for an escape. I’m fine with whatever punishment is coming my way. I’m ready. If I was a coward, I would’ve broken the window and slunk off into the forest like some criminal and ran away with my brother.” 
 
    “There it is,” Ronin gritted through his clenched teeth, lifting his chin higher. 
 
    “There’s what?” she demanded, the heat in her cheeks reaching her ears. 
 
    He jammed his finger at her. “There’s your fight. Whatever happens today is on you. We both deserve better than what you’re doing.” 
 
    Ronin turned on his heel and left. He slammed the door so hard behind him, she jumped. Her heart was hammering against her sternum like a scared jackrabbit running for its life. Slowly, she sat back on the bed and hugged the cold metal post again. A part of her hated Ronin for putting a kink in her determination right at the end. For making her second guess, for tempting her to run like she was some yellow-bellied chicken and not a goddamn lioness. 
 
    Suddenly angry at the world, she screamed, “I knew what I was getting into the second I sank my teeth into Katy’s leg!” Her sacrifice meant someone else got to have their purple bond. She was ruined for bonds, so what was the fucking point of trudging through life selfishly when she’d had that gift she could give Katy and Kannon? The gift of a lion. Of a future together. Her sacrifice was worth it, and Ronin was messing with her head. 
 
    “Asshole,” she muttered, wiping stupid tears from her stupid eyes. 
 
    The door creaked open, and Sora jumped. Weak. That’s what Cassius had done to her. Everything scared her now. Scared her and her lion so much she got to march through each minute of her life terrified of men, touch, loud noises, and people getting too close to her. 
 
    Kannon was here. Great. 
 
    “I’m here to take you out there,” he murmured. 
 
    “The security sucks here.” 
 
    “What do you mean?” he asked, his dark eyebrows raising. 
 
    “I know you don’t want them to put me down. I can see it in your eyes every time you look at me. That pity and regret. Everything is fine. Let’s just get this over with.” She couldn’t even hold his damn gaze for more than a few seconds. “Please,” she muttered belatedly. 
 
    “I told you once that if you ever needed a big favor, I’m your guy.” 
 
    “Polite decline.” 
 
    “Yeah, well, it’ll be different when you actually have a Pride of lions ripping your limbs from your body.” 
 
    Fuck. She squeezed her eyes closed and imagined Ford, smiling up at her from that swimming hole where they’d spent an entire summer skinny-dipping. That was much better to think about than what was about to happen. 
 
    “Say the word, and I’ll help.” 
 
    Stupid boys. Why were they making this so hard? This was how it was supposed to be; everything was fine. Everything was okay. Everything was happening the way it should. 
 
    “Thank you, but no thank you,” she murmured as she walked past him and out into the hallway. It took all she had not to cringe away when she got too close to Kannon. Going from being a strong, independent lioness to being broken into a submissive was the worst. She didn’t even know herself anymore. 
 
    150. 
 
    It would all be over soon. 
 
    Kannon was plastered to the doorframe, face averted, giving her as much space as he could. Favor number two. She didn’t do well with crowding anymore. She made her own way out of the small cabin and outside. The entire New Tarian Pride was there, milling around, murmuring quietly amongst themselves. There were fifteen lions here, at least. Sora didn’t know all of them. She hadn’t bothered to get to know any of the males. She knew Orion, Kannon, and Ronin, but the rest were a blur she didn’t care to look at. 
 
    Men, dominant male lion shifters in particular, were all basically the same. 
 
    Ronin stood in the middle of the group, his angry glare on her. Why anger? Because she didn’t run? She didn’t care. 
 
    125. 
 
    There was a rumbling from far away, a plane engine maybe. What’s that? her inner lioness wondered, but Sora had bigger fish to fry than whatever buzzing noise interested her flighty feline now. 
 
    Ronin parted his lips and lifted his voice. “I called this meeting—” 
 
    “Trial,” a male with a burred head and scars on his neck corrected the Alpha. 
 
    Ronin slid a pissed-off glare to him. “Trial…” he conceded, “so we can set the new ground rules for how we will proceed with these dealings in the future.” 
 
    “These dealings being Turning a human against their will?” Burred Head asked. “Fucking kill her and be done with it.” 
 
    “Hey, Terrence, let’s play the quiet game,” Kannon said through an empty smile. “And by quiet, I mean we all want you to shut the fuck up.” 
 
    Terrence stepped forward and grabbed Kannon’s shirt with a snarl. Kannon blasted his fist against Terrence’s jaw without hesitation, and there they went again. 
 
    Only, this time, Ronin was on them in a second flat so Terrence couldn’t even recover before the Alpha ripped them apart and ordered them to, “Separate! Terrence, you’re sounding more and more like an Old Tarian. Be still and shut up.” 
 
    With that Alpha demand, Terrence went to his knees and Kannon staggered backward. 
 
    Sora tugged at the hem of the white sundress she’d chosen to wear for her Death Day. The boys were staring at each other, growling, and this trial was already a complete shit-show. 
 
    “Can I be the first witness?” Katy yelled, raising her hand like she was in grade school. 
 
    “Oh, good Lord,” Sora ground out, rolling her eyes heavenward. 
 
    100. 
 
    In her haste to place herself between Sora and Ronin, Katy nearly barreled her over. “I’m not mad! I mean…I was mad at first. I wanted to kill Sora. Or…my lion did. Lioness?” 
 
    “Katy, get to the point fast,” Ronin said. 
 
    “Okay, okay, okay. Admission, I spent three hundred and forty-seven dollars and thirteen cents on lingerie last night. I didn’t tell Kannon. I maxed out my credit card, but I shop when I’m stressed, and this trial has been stressing me out bad. I couldn’t sleep—” 
 
    “Katy!” Ronin yelled. “Your point!” 
 
    “Piss off, Alpha,” Kannon said from where he was standing hunched over, legs still buckled under Ronin’s order. “She’s trying!” 
 
    “My point is no one is perfect! I buy too much lingerie, and I can’t say no to Dr. Pepper, even when my pants don’t fit good, and I say the word ‘shit’ way too much. I don’t go to church enough and, Kannon, forgive me, but I don’t really like butt sex, and—” 
 
    “Oh, my God,” Terrence yelled. “Will this ever end?” 
 
    Desperation tainted Katy’s tone. “My point is I make mistakes all the time! Sora made a mistake. And Kannon told me what the Old Tarians did to Pride members who made mistakes! It’s horrible. I was the victim, right? I got Turned? Well…I forgive her!” Katy turned to Sora and grabbed her shoulders in an iron grasp. Her eyes were filled with tears. Raggedly, she whispered, “I forgive you.” 
 
    Something in Sora broke. It was as if Katy had thrown a stick of dynamite on the dam that held back all her tears. Her face crumpled, and her shoulders sagged. She hadn’t realized how important Katy’s forgiveness was until right now, in this moment. “Thank you,” she squeaked out. That meant the world to a girl like her. A girl at the end of her rope. Forgiveness was sanctuary at the end of a life like this. “But,” she croaked out, gripping Katy’s wrists. “It wasn’t a mistake. I knew what I was doing. It was pre-meditated. The second I read your goodbye note to Kannon, I knew I would lure you to the Old Tarian Pride territory and kill you. Or kill the humanity in you, at least. I knew I was going to hurt you, and I was okay with it. I’m still okay with it. I don’t have any regrets. I would do it again.” 
 
    “Sora, stop!” Rose demanded from the crowd. 
 
    “I can still taste your blood,” Sora said. “I liked it. And if I ever saw a purple bond on anyone else, and I could kill them to save them, I would Change them, too.” 
 
    “Enough!” Emerald called from behind Ronin. 
 
    “More than enough,” Terrence snarled. “She wasn’t in our Pride what, two weeks? And she’s recruiting humans? It’s against all our laws. She’s tainted the whole fuckin’ Pride with that one.” Terrence jammed a finger at Katy. 
 
    “Fuck you, man!” Kannon yelled, his voice echoing. “You’re lucky Katy decided to stay with us! She isn’t tainting us.” 
 
    “Stop it,” Ronin growled low as the crowd began inching closer. Eyes were turning gold. Teeth were getting longer, and the smiles on their faces were hungry, not happy. 
 
    25. 
 
    The rumbling was getting louder. Was that the engine of a Harley? Stay away, Orion. Save yourself and stay away. I don’t want you to see me at the end. I want you to remember me as I was before, brother. 
 
    “Kill her!” Terrence yelled. “Look at her. She’s asking for it. She didn’t survive the Tarian Wars. It’s clear as fuckin’ day. She’s a shell. A shame on all of us.” Some of the other males were nodding their agreeance and stepping closer. 
 
    There they go. Bloodthirsty, all of them. All men are bloodthirsty. 
 
    Some of them were grabbing each other’s shirts now, pushing, yelling. The brawl became a blurred, deafening roar as the terror seized her. Sora clapped her hands over her ears and tried to remember how to breathe. The panic attacks had started after the war, and now they came to her every time she felt raw emotion. 
 
    Panic attacks. Frozen lungs that turned to stone, refusing to draw a breath, the suffocation, the urge to scream and disappear into a sinkhole beneath her feet and never break the surface again. 
 
    The Tarian Lionesses were in the brawl now…Katy, Emerald, Rose… But it was Annamora who Sora focused on. Why? Because she wasn’t paying attention to the huge fight breaking out in the New Tarian Pride. She was focused on the road that led away from the cabins. And now Sora was following her gaze because something awful was happening. Black was seeping from Sora like wisps of smoke. Black—a color she’d never seen come from anyone but Cassius. Oh, she saw everyone’s colors, auras, bonds, all of it. She was so used to it, though, she noticed the color but then pushed it away and went on with her life. It was an unconscious action most of the time, like breathing. But right now, she felt the color black being pulled from her. A heaviness took the forest beyond the yard like some building hurricane. It put pressure on everything and made it even harder to breathe. 
 
    “Ronin,” Annamora said in a terrified voice. She pointed to the woods in the direction of the engine noise. “Ronin,” she said louder, still barely audible over the yelling and arguing. 
 
    Can’t breathe. Can’t. 
 
    Gasping for breath, Sora staggered toward Annamora. “Help me,” she whispered as the motorcycle blasted out of the woods. It was all black, no chrome. Looked like it belonged in Hell, along with its rider. 
 
    Someone shoved her hard in the back, and the cracking of bones popped and echoed, but Sora couldn’t focus on the lions Changing. She could only see the giant man with pitch-black hair and a thick beard, tattoos up his massive, flexed arms as he gripped the handlebars of his bike and aimed straight for the New Tarians. 
 
    His face was twisted with hate, and his eyes glowed a striking gold color. Shifter. His hands were wide and strong, wrapped around the handlebars so tight his knuckles were white. There was something familiar about those hands. Behind him, Orion’s lion burst from the trees. Oh, God. “No,” she whispered, clutching her chest like that would ease the pressure there. 
 
    The black smoke billowed from her, reaching with gnarled fingers toward the demon that blasted this way. She knew him. She knew him? Right? That hair…the shape of his eyes, his nose… 
 
    “Ford?” she murmured in horror. 
 
    This was a dream. Perhaps that’s what happened at the end. Old wishes had morphed into nightmares. Maybe this was a horrible hallucination. And this was the end. She pitched forward under Terrence’s great weight and felt his claws puncture her back. 
 
    The bike went down, skidding through the dirt, but the man didn’t go down with it. He leapt into the air, fury etched into every line on his face, his fists clenched as he sailed much too high for him to be human. He landed hard on the earth but didn’t miss a step, just started walking her way. The lions were on her now, more and more. Not their fault. Terrence was bleeding her, and blood drew in the predators. Their human sides wouldn’t be able to stop her death now. 
 
    Kannon was yelling her name. He was still human then. Annamora was screaming. No…it was Sora screaming. It hurt so bad. The animals covered her view of Dark Ford, but not before she saw him open his mouth and expose horrifyingly long canines as he roared a sound that chilled her blood. 
 
    Sora covered her face. It hurt so bad, this dying thing. Black fog was seeping from her thicker now, draining her soul maybe. She didn’t know what it could mean. The fog had a scent—sickness. It was choking her. 
 
    Sunlight blasted into her face as one of the lions was ripped away from her, and then she saw him—The Ford of Nightmares. His lion was darker than any she’d ever seen, with no tawny hue in his coat at all. 
 
    Everything slowed. The dark lion’s massive paws came for her face, arching deeply, his long claws extended to end her life. And it was okay. It was okay if Ford was the one who did it, even if she was just imagining him in this monstrous form. Even if she was imagining a dark hero.  
 
    End me fast. 
 
    Fetal position, arms wrapped around her ribs, cheeks damp with tears, eyes unblinking because Sora didn’t want to miss the last seconds of this connection to the man she’d loved with her entire being. The fog was so thick. So thick. It matched his fur. It matched his thick black mane. Here it came. The pain. His claws were on her. She gasped, but at the last possible millimeter, he eased back, one claw barely scratching her cheek as he swung for Ronin, who was charging from the side. She hadn’t even seen the Alpha coming, she’d been so focused on the beast above her. 
 
    They locked onto each other, and it was bloody, murderous violence that happened after. She’d never seen a fight like this. They were so fast and powerful, clawing and biting with viciousness, intent on killing each other. 
 
    “Kannon!” she screamed in desperation. “Separate them!” 
 
    Three seconds more, and Kannon’s lion was there, fighting them both. And then Katy and Emerald joined. Even Rose and Talon tried to push the two dominant brawlers apart, but they were enraged and focused, and everyone was getting hurt. 
 
    Leaking black smoke, Sora closed her eyes and asked her lion to help, but the broken animal was nowhere to be found. Pussy. 
 
    Orion barreled into the battle, all clawed up, his snow-white coat streaked with crimson. The others fought to separate them, but not Orion. He fought alongside Ford, attacking Ronin. One bone-white lion, one dark lion, and it would’ve been quite beautiful if they weren’t all hurting each other because of her. 
 
    It was all because of her. 
 
    “Stop!” she shrieked, pushing up to her knees. “Ford, stop!” 
 
    The dark lion did react, but not in any way she’d expected. He slapped his massive claws across Ronin’s shoulder one last time and then charged her. There was insanity in his eyes, no recognition as he opened his jaws and aimed for her face. 
 
    “Ford, no! It’s Sora!” Orion cried out on his hands and knees, having Changed back in a rush, hand extended and terror in his eyes. 
 
    Ford locked his legs against the ground and skidded to a stop over her. Eyes wild, he roared in her face. Her ears rang with the deafening sound. He rounded on the approaching Tarians, a snarl in his throat with every panting breath. He paced in front of her, separating her from the Pride. His tail twitched with anger, and his attention never wavered from the gathering lions. They looked uncertain, lowering their tails, flattening their ears, darting this way and that when the black lion paced too close to them. All but Ronin. He stood right in the middle of the Pride, glaring down the monster. 
 
    Dark Ford tensed and then charged Ronin again, but it was Orion who Changed in a breath and bolted in front of the Alpha. He took the brunt of the first slap. The roaring was so loud it rattled her head. Ronin and Orion latched onto Dark Ford and went after each other relentlessly, every muscle rippling in their powerful bodies as they warred. Dust kicked up from their fight, mixing with the black fog that seeped from Sora trying to reach for the devil lion. It couldn’t be her Ford then. Their bond had been purple. It had been pure. This…thing…was an abomination, not the kind, caring human man she’d left behind. 
 
    And what was she doing while the Pride circled her, Orion, and that terrifying thing? She was on her knees in a dirty white dress, all clawed up, staring helplessly and wishing her lioness was still brave and could find the grit she’d had the night of the Tarian War. But all Sora felt was infinite emptiness as she watched the man she used to know, used to love, bleed her brother. In a blur, he shoved Orion off him and lunged for Ronin. This was about her, so she did the only thing she knew how to do anymore. 
 
    She stood up, sucking air through her teeth at the pain in her leg, and then she walked away. 
 
    What would the lions do? Chase her? Okay. Kill her? Okay. She just…left. There was commotion behind her, growling, roaring, fighting. The scent of blood clung to every air molecule, but at least that meant she was breathing again. Her body shook like a leaf from the adrenaline. 
 
    So empty. She felt…so…empty. Maybe it was the black fog pouring out of her in waves now, pulsing, reaching backward toward Dark Ford. Lightheaded, each step was more effort for Sora. Stomach queasy, palms sweating, blood chilling, and now her lungs had collapsed again. She was able to get out one sob before she pitched forward. She could see the ground coming for her face, but couldn’t move her arms to soften her fall. 
 
    An inch from the dirt, two massive, tattooed arms yanked her back up. Ford didn’t put her back on her feet, though. Smooth as water, he folded her into his arms and cradled her against his chest. The black billowed from her, and he absorbed it all. His eyes blazed such a bright gold as he looked down at her. Weakly, she brushed her fingertip along the corner of his eye. He used to have smile lines, but those didn’t exist anymore. 
 
    He was walking toward the woods with her. Lions surrounded them, but they kept their distance, just watching Ford take her. Ronin wasn’t with the Pride. He was sitting up by the house, tail twitching as he watched them leave. Maybe that’s why his Pride wasn’t attacking. He wasn’t ordering it. Orion’s white lion was trotting beside them, lunging at anyone who got too close. 
 
    So much black smoke. She felt worse and worse every step, and there was no staying awake much longer. Couldn’t he see? Couldn’t he see he was taking all of her? 
 
    So much black smoke. 
 
    “Ford?” she whispered. 
 
    “What?” His voice sounded like a demon’s, and was completely unrecognizable. It didn’t suit the man she used to love. 
 
    The fog was slowing, thinning, as if she was almost drained. A tear slid from the corner of her eye as she dipped her voice to a whisper, “You’re hurting me.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Three 
 
      
 
    He was hurting her? How? He’d come to help her. 
 
    Ford stared down at her, asleep next to him on the bench seat of Orion’s truck. Her cheek had a single scratch from his claw. That one was taking forever, unlike her other injuries that were already closed and looked like old scars. Strong Sora. But his scratch kept a slow trickle of blood and stayed open, punishing him, torturing him for having gotten so close to her. He didn’t know everything about shifter healing, but it seemed strange for deep claw marks to heal before a scratch. 
 
    It would scar. She would remember the moment he almost killed her every time she looked into a mirror. 
 
    No man in the history of the world had ever hated himself more. 
 
    He looked into the rearview. Orion was sitting in the bed of the truck, perched over Ford’s wrecked Harley, watching the winding mountain road behind them in case the Tarians followed. His platinum blond hair, the same shade as Sora’s, whipped in the wind. He had one knee bent, an arm resting on the tailgate. When he turned and locked eyes with Ford, they were such an icy blue, they were almost white. The irony. Orion, the white lion, and Dark Ford. Best friends who had ended up in two totally opposite places. 
 
    Ford had lost a lot when their Pride had traded Sora for an alliance. 
 
    He’d lost everything, maybe. 
 
    Sora’s breathing was important. Sora’s heartbeat was the only music he cared to listen to, so he turned the radio off. He needed to enjoy the sound of her while he could. As soon as he could, he needed to leave her, because she wasn’t safe around him. Neither was Orion, or any lion. Or human. Fuck, he couldn’t even have a dog. Ford could handle being alone, and that was it. His lion attacked anything that breathed, and there was no rehabilitation for him. He hadn’t improved over time, only gotten worse. 
 
    And then there was Sora. Brokenness had a scent. She smelled heart-sick and head-sick. It clung to her like it clung to him. They smelled the same, but they weren’t the same. 
 
    She’d grown quiet and weak, while he was all noise now. 
 
    The opposite of the way they both used to be. 
 
    If he had a heart anymore, he would’ve cried, looking at her all curled up next to him. She was wearing a white dress, but it was streaked with mud and blood. She didn’t have any make-up on, and her eyes had dark circles under them. Her hair was wild and matted. Her cheeks were pale, like the moon, and her skin was too fair, like she hadn’t been in the sun in a long time. Sora used to love the sunlight, make-up, fixing her hair, and laughing. Her face was angelic, but it was damn clear the girl hadn’t worn a smile in a long time. 
 
    Her white hair was thrown over his thigh, and she was curled in on herself, arms wrapped around her stomach, knees to her chest. Her skin was all scarred up now. That was new. 
 
    Ford wanted to slowly kill every lion who had ever left a scar on her body. Himself included. This world had chewed Sora up and spat her out, and he didn’t recognize much about her anymore. 
 
    He’d thought this world couldn’t be any more tragic, and then it had snuffed out the brightest part—Sora. 
 
    “Where do I go?” he murmured. Oh, he knew all about shifter senses now. Orion would hear him just fine. 
 
    “One more mile, then take a right on Dark Bird Road. It’ll lead us to Old Tarian territory. It’s abandoned.” 
 
    That wasn’t the way out of Telluride. Ford slammed on the brakes, and Orion barely caught himself before he went flying into the back window. “You aren’t keeping her here,” Ford growled. 
 
    Orion leapt out of the truck bed and gripped Ford’s open window with both hands. “And where the fuck do you propose we take her?” 
 
    “Uh, maybe out of the territory of a Pride that tried to kill her!” 
 
    “She wanted to die, Ford!” 
 
    Those five words stopped his rage in an instant. He reeled back, feeling like he’d been socked in the jaw. “What?” 
 
    “Those aren’t the Old Tarians. You think they wanted to kill her? Did you see them? They were putting it off. I know Ronin. I bet he gave her a dozen chances to run, but Sora doesn’t like life anymore. You want me to take her back to our Pride? Is that what you were thinking?” 
 
    “Yeah. Take her home!” 
 
    “Home doesn’t exist for us anymore! What do you think my father will do if I bring her home? Hmm? You’ve met him. You know what he did to her. You think he’ll welcome his precious daughter back into the safety of his Pride with open arms? No! Sora was always a bartering chip for alliances. She failed the Old Tarian alliance, went traitor on her own mate—” 
 
    “Wait, what?” 
 
    “Cassius had his throat ripped out by a lioness, Ford.” Orion’s eyes flashed white as he jammed a finger at Sora’s sleeping body. “I’ll give you one guess who had his blood on her teeth.” Orion sighed and loosened his grip on the window, took a few steps back on the road. “She’s a mate-killer, man. My father will sell her for an alliance again, but this time around will be even worse. No Pride in their right mind is gonna put a mate-killer on any throne. She’ll be traded to another Pride of psychopaths, one with low-ranking bachelors who are good at war  with no moral compass. Probably not sane enough to keep willing females, so she’ll be passed around the Pride.” Fury swam in Orion’s eyes. “I’ve already watched her break once. I’m not doing it again. You look grossed out, Ford. Congratulations. You went and got yourself Turned into the worst possible shifter you could’ve chosen. Lions are newly out from under the rule of the council, and everyone has lost their fucking minds except that Pride back there.” Orion pointed up the road they’d come from. “Believe it or not, the ones who were going to end Sora are the safest ones for a lioness like her to be around. You have a better plan? Great. I’ll probably have to shoot it down though, because you don’t understand lion politics yet. Almost every Pride is a fucking disaster right now. I know because I’ve been watching for an opening. A safe spot. For a Pride I can take over and put Sora up high in the ranks and make her untouchable. The New Tarians were our best shot until she Turned a human woman against her will. She pushed my hand, pushed their hands. So, yeah, I’m gonna take her into the mountains and let her breathe and regroup and I’m going to go back to researching Prides, because I need one just weak enough to let me rehab it and just strong enough to keep Sora safe. From herself, if that’s what it takes. Females aren’t exactly respected in our culture right now. It’s not like how it used to be. The males are panicking and fighting for dominance in a new world without a council to govern them. Females with royal bloodlines equal power. Even broken females. She’s a killer now, Ford. I saw her in that Tarian War. She snapped. She’s a killer and a quitter. Wrap your head around that quick because it affects what I can do with our future. I’m not asking for you to fix us. You did what I needed, and you helped me get her out of there, but that was just the beginning. We have a lot of work ahead of us. I’m just asking for you to drop us in Old Tarian territory and move on with your life.” 
 
    Holy fucking fuck. Ford stared down at Sora in a new light. She’d really turned killer? What the hell had happened to the blood-shy Sora he used to know? 
 
    “Dark Bird Road,” Orion murmured. “I’m making it as easy to leave as possible.” But something flashed in his eyes, and his tone changed on the last few words. 
 
    “Did you just lie to me?” Ford asked. 
 
    Orion shrugged up one shoulder and made his way to the back of the truck with Ford’s wrecked motorcycle. He was about to get in, but Ford floored it and peeled away from him, spraying dirt and gravel onto Orion. “I fuckin’ hate liars,” he barked as he drove away. 
 
    As he sped off , Ford looked at Orion once in the rearview mirror. He was ass-naked, cupping his dick, eyes white, face twisted in fury. Ford dug down deep for any guilt he felt about leaving his dumb ass in the road, but he couldn’t find any. Orion knew better than to lie to him. That had always been Ford’s pet peeve, and now that he could decipher truth and lies, his fuse was shorter than ever. 
 
    He didn’t give a single shit that this was Orion’s truck he was driving. Orion could walk the rest of the way for all Ford fuckin’ cared. 
 
    Drag him out of his woods into this mess, got his bike wrecked, and then he’s lying about making it easy for Ford to leave? Whatever Orion intended to do wasn’t going to work. Monsters didn’t care about the plans of other monsters. 
 
    The lion was asking to come out again already. He usually had more time and a little more control right after a Change and a good fight, but his emotions were up, and the animal wanted to put a stop to all this…this…feeeeeling. 
 
    “What have you done?” Sora asked softly. 
 
    Ford jerked his gaze off the road and down at her. She hadn’t moved, except now her eyes were open, staring blankly ahead. 
 
    “I did what I thought I had to do.” 
 
    Her throat was all scratchy, and her words broke like she’d been in the desert without water. “What happened to your wife?” 
 
    Ford frowned. “I’ve never been married.” 
 
    Sora sat up stiffly and scooted all the way over, pressing herself against the passenger side door. “Yes, you did. I saw it in the paper.” 
 
    He heaved a frustrated growl. He didn’t like talking about the past. 
 
    “What you saw was an engagement announcement. We never made it to the altar. She figured me out before then.” 
 
    “Figured what out?” Sora asked, her whisper barely audible. Why was her voice shaking? 
 
    “That I already belonged to someone else.” 
 
    He looked over at her just in time to see her glance away. Her eyes were empty, though. Unreadable. 
 
    “Where did you get your lion, Ford?” 
 
    Ford shook his head, denying her. He was too riled up right now to talk about what he’d done. “If you want me to Change in here and have a second battle today? Keep asking questions,” he snarled. 
 
    “Don’t talk to me like I’m nothing,” she said, her eyes on her clasped hands in her lap. 
 
    He frowned as he took a right onto Dark Bird Road. “Talk to you like you’re nothing? Last I saw, you were throwing yourself at the mercy of a Pride of Tarians in a trial you had no business being in. I saw you, Sora. You didn’t even Change. You were okay with them ending your life, so don’t accuse me of talking to you like you’re nothing. You’re the one who thinks that of yourself, not me. I just don’t wanna fuckin’ rehash the past—” 
 
    “Because the past is my fault, right?” 
 
    “You’re goddamn right, it is!” Ford barked, pulling into a gravel lot in front of a swinging bridge. The place reeked of lion. “I gave you a choice, Sora. I told you I would keep you safe and take you away from there, and what did you do? You let your father sell you! Sell you! I was waiting with my fucking suitcase in that parking lot for five hours, waiting for you because you’d promised you would come. You’d never lied to me. I trusted you. I destroyed my whole life to leave that town with you, knowing it could damn well get me killed if your Pride ever caught up to us, and you didn’t show up. You chose to be sold over leaving with me.”  
 
    Ford slammed his open palm against the steering wheel over and over, trying to get his lion to stay inside of him. Sora flinched, squeezing her eyes closed, and that made him even more sick with himself. “Fuck!” Ford shoved open the door and got out. “I have to Change, and I can’t hold it back much longer. You need to get into one of those cabins,” he said, jamming his finger at the cluster of log homes across a swinging bridge. 
 
    “Ford—” 
 
    “Sora, I don’t know what I’m doing!” God, couldn’t she see he didn’t have control? “I don’t know what I’m doing,” he repeated softer, hoping to God she understood she wasn’t safe. “Move. Your. Legs.” 
 
    Sora’s eyes were rimmed with tears. God, his chest felt like it was imploding. Her hollow blue eyes had seen more horrors than he could stand to imagine, and those tears were because of him. How many had she shed since she’d left him waiting in that damned parking lot? 
 
    Sora pushed open the door and got out, kept her eyes on the ground as she made her way to the swinging bridge. Her bare feet were dirty and her dress was torn, stained, and flapping in the wind. Her hair was wild, and both fists were clenched at her sides so tightly her knuckles were the color of bone. 
 
    And then she said it again, those awful words. Just a whisper, but thanks to the lion, he heard them just fine. 
 
    “You’re hurting me.” 
 
    And as the lion shredded him bone by broken bone and muscle by re-shaping muscle, the last thought he had was, You’re hurting me, too. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Four 
 
      
 
    Sora ran her finger along the countertop, drawing a long line across the dusty surface. 
 
    When she’d lived here, dust was a punishable offense. Cassius was very particular about how he wanted his house run. 
 
    The dark lion roared again outside, and she froze for a moment, waiting for the sound to fade away. Which it did, as had happened a few dozen times already. Ford was a mess. 
 
    Sora was here, she wrote into the dust. Frowning, she wrote out, Sora is still here, but that didn’t feel right, so she smudged it with the heel of her hand. 
 
    A hundred memories lived in this place. She could see the ghost of herself floating from one room to the other, cleaning, cooking, always with her head down, trying to be invisible so she wouldn’t catch the wrath of Cassius or the other Old Tarians. They were awful, awful men. She hadn’t been the only queen here either. Cassius had taken four mates, the prick. Two of them, Rae and Frieda, had been sisters. Gross. Just a few days after the New Tarians had set the females here free and given them a choice to stay or go, they’d gone rogue. Emerald, the final queen, chose Ronin as her mate. And Sora…well, she’d  gotten kind of stuck. 
 
    The door swung open, and Ford stood there, even bigger than she’d remembered, his muscles bulging and his tattoos dark, even against his olive-toned skin. Here was this familiar stranger. His legs were thick and powerful, his shoulders as broad as the doorframe. He was probably close to three hundred pounds of pure muscle and power, yet somehow managed to still have a six-pack. His dick was enormous. He’d always been intimidating in his size for a human, but she didn’t remember him looking like Ford the Pussy Impaler. She snorted to herself, and he canted his head, curiously. Those eyes. “Do they ever turn brown anymore?” 
 
    He shook his head slowly, then moved to the hallway and disappeared down it. She could hear him rummaging through one of the rooms, so she turned toward a decorative mirror above the table to straighten her hair. What she saw there was the ghost she’d been imagining earlier: hollow eyes, pale skin, dark circles, and wild hair. And the scratch on her cheek looked bad. She leaned closer to examine it. The little cut wasn’t healing. Probably because Ford’s dark lion dipped his claws in poison or something. 
 
    “I didn’t mean to do that,” he murmured low. 
 
    Sora jumped and let off a little squeak. “Wh-what?” 
 
    “The cut on your face,” he said, gesturing to her cheek. “I was trying to get my paw up fast enough to keep the Alpha off us.” 
 
    “Oh. It’s okay. It’ll probably heel.” She hoped. 
 
    He was wearing a pair of jeans he couldn’t even button over his muscular hips and was pulling a T-shirt over his head. 
 
    She snorted again. What was wrong with her? 
 
    “What?” he growled. 
 
    Sora cleared her throat and bit back a smile. “That shirt looks like spandex on you.” 
 
    “Yeah, well, there isn’t a whole lot of options, and my lion doesn’t exactly give me time to undress before he takes over. Honestly, I stay naked half the damn time just to save money on clothes.” 
 
    “Even in the winter?” she asked, frowning at the black fog that was starting to seep Ford’s way. She wasn’t really in the mood to pass out again. 
 
    “The cold isn’t so bad on me anymore,” he said. “Where are you going?” 
 
    “Well, I don’t mean to be rude, but you feel terrifying, and you’re sucking away all of my black smog. It makes me feel queasy, so I’m just going to stand way over here and you stay right over there.” 
 
    His dark eyebrows drew up. “Black smog?” 
 
    “Can’t you see it billowing from me? Or smell it? It’s like burned dog hair.” 
 
    “Hmm,” he said through a tight smile that said he definitely thought she was crazy. 
 
    She didn’t know why, but that made her mad. “I’m not crazy. Something is wrong with you, not me.” 
 
    “Yeah, you keep telling yourself that. I’m going to go see about my motorcycle.” He spun on his heel and left, the door slamming behind him. The force of it rocked her back on her heels. 
 
    What a rude titan Ford had turned into. Rude and impatient and snarly. “You suck now!” she called. 
 
    The door swung back open, and he stuck his head in. “I’m aware! I suck, and you and I are both psychos. I wouldn’t hate it if you came out here with me.” Slam! 
 
    The slamming door blasted wind in her face. 
 
    She did not like this man, not even a little bit. He could fix his bike his own self. Sora stomped as loud as she could down the hall and into the bathroom, and then she slammed the door. Two could play that game! She turned on the water as hot as she could stand it and peeled out of her blood-crusted, mud-splattered dress. How many hours had she spent in his garage in Wyoming, watching Ford fix up old motorcycles? Huh? How fucking many? And now this—this—monster! Wanted her to come watch him fix up another. An old memory mixed with this new terrible Ford imposter, and it wasn’t right. 
 
    “And you could learn to say please!” she shrieked as she scrubbed her skin raw with a soapy washrag. She wanted to wash away the entire past two years. All of it. She wanted it gone. If she could push a button in her brain that deleted the last twenty-four months, she would do it with never-a-regret. 
 
    Hell, she would delete all the years before that, too. All the good memories with Ford. The feeling of falling in love, the feeling of safety, the sensation of belonging and being important. The good memories made everything worse because she’d known what happiness really was, and it had hurt that much more to have it ripped out of her grasp. Dark Ford reminded her of Cassius, and that was the biggest tragedy of her entire life. 
 
    A sob escaped her. Stupid stupid Sora full of stupid tears! She didn’t want any of this! She didn’t want to be in her own mind and she didn’t want Ford’s memories to be tarnished by this beastly man who wore his skin but had snuffed out his soul. 
 
    Overtaken, Sora threw the rag at the wall with a splat, and she screamed as loud as she could. And then she screamed again. And for the first time in a long time, something felt good, so she kept on screaming until her breath ran out. Until her voice went hoarse and her sobs made it impossible to scream anymore. And then she slid onto the shower floor and buried her face in her arms as the hot water beat against her back. 
 
    The scent of burning fur wafted through the steamy bathroom, and she froze as a big hand cupped the back of her soaking wet hair. Ford’s hand. He turned the water off and pushed the shower curtain back and there he was, sitting on the edge of the bathtub, his mouth set in a grim line, his eyes full of emotion as he searched her face. “Everything went bad for both of us, didn’t it?” Each word sounded like glass on gravel. Even the voice she loved was gone. 
 
    Her face crumpled, and she nodded as another tear slid out of the corner of her eye. Raggedly she whispered, “I will never be okay for a man again. Not after what Cassius did to me. And I’m so angry I can’t think straight. It feels like I will burn up with anger until my last breath, and I’m not…I’m not…me.” 
 
    “Tell me, Sora.” Ford gritted his teeth and looked sick, but he repeated, “Tell me. Don’t hold what happened inside. Unload it. Get it out so you can move on.” 
 
    Sora huffed a breath. Sweet monster. “There’s no moving on. There’s just being stuck. For always. I can’t get rid of what I turned into, or of what happened to my lion. I can’t undo any of the damage.” 
 
    “Say it and find out, because you don’t know for sure. I’m looking at a woman who ain’t done yet. You’re still alive, still breathing, and as long as that’s happening, it’s on you to find your fight. Shit happened, bad, bad shit, and I wish it didn’t. But that doesn’t automatically mute your value. You get that, right? Say it.” 
 
    “Promise not to Change and eat me if you get pissed off at the things I tell you?” 
 
    “Stop changing the subject.” 
 
    Sora was already shaking just thinking of talking about any of this. Just say it willy-nilly. Just state the facts and don’t think about it, don’t let it hurt your heart. Sora closed her eyes because she couldn’t see his face when she admitted to all of her shame. She couldn’t stomach disappointing Ford any more than she already had. “I didn’t want to be with Cassius.” 
 
    “He forced you?” Ford asked in a terrifyingly low, snarly voice. 
 
    One nod was all she could do. “He was becoming the new Alpha of the most volatile and most feared Pride of lions in the world, and he wanted to secure his rank. He had his hand in all the politics that surrounded resurrecting the council after the last one had been killed. He was getting a vote in every member. He was turning the rulers of the lion shifters into his pets. They were all in his pocket, would do whatever he wanted them to if he succeeded in reinstating them. To make sure he kept his new position at the top, he fought, he killed a lot, he fed his lion evil until that’s all he knew how to eat. And he started collecting mates, ones with important alliances to other powerful Prides that would support his rise to becoming king. Like my father. And to secure those alliances, he needed to pair up with us, claim us, and get us with cubs as fast as he could.” She turned and tilted her head, exposing an awful bite mark scar on the meat of her shoulder. “He gave me that within the first half hour of meeting me. Romantic, huh? I’d always dreamed of being claimed, but in a human ceremony by y—” Sora dropped her head into her arms and squeezed her eyes tightly closed. Her chest felt like someone was stepping on it. “I’d known love, and that day, I learned hate.” 
 
    “He beat on you?” Ford growled. 
 
    Sora nodded. 
 
    “He force you in bed?” 
 
    “With the blessing of his entire Pride. We had no rights. We were worthless outside of the alliance we could provide. I didn’t have a voice for all those months. At first, I was angry and wanted to fight, but that only made it worse. So I got quieter and quieter, and one day I just stopped fighting at all. I would just…go through my day feeling nothing and get into bed at night and not even remember what I’d done all day. My lioness went away little by little. She got quiet, too. No more purring, no more happiness. She didn’t even want to come out when I needed to Change. She just died a little bit at a time. And now she’s barely even there.” Sora rolled her face onto her arm and smiled at him. “You turned into the strong lion, and I turned into the human. We switched places.” 
 
    Ford was staring at the wall in front of him, shaking his head, his jaw clenched so hard his muscles were rigid there. “She’s still there. I can feel her.” 
 
    “That makes one of us,” Sora said. “I killed him, you know. Cassius. That was the only time I could control when the lioness came out. When Emerald came to the Old Tarians as Cassius’s final mate, she rebelled. She shook everything up. Watching her be strong made me feel like I had a backbone for a minute. And when the Tarian War started, I told my lioness she could kill Cassius. I’d never given her permission for violence like that before. I blacked out, or maybe I got pushed out of my own head, I don’t know. The lioness took over, and when I woke up, my teeth were on Cassius’s throat and my mouth was full of blood and he wasn’t moving. The other girls in the Pride had helped bring him down, but I finished him. They let me. They eased back and let me have the kill. They let me kill my mate. And then my lioness went back into hiding like her job was done. But for a few moments, I’d felt strong again.” Sora swallowed hard and said, “Ask me if I regret it. Ask me if I regret killing my own mate.” 
 
    Ford shook his head slowly, his devil-bright eyes so yellow they were hard to look at. “I don’t have to. I already know the answer.” 
 
    He stood and walked away, but she didn’t want him to leave. Not yet. Not until he saw the full picture of what she was. Of how she’d become this weak thing. “Want to know what I do regret?” 
 
    Ford froze in the doorway for a three count, his tensed back to her. She could hear his racing heartbeat—bum-bum, bum-bum, bum-bum. She didn’t need him to look her in the face when she said this, though, so she told him, “The biggest regret was not being brave enough to meet you in that parking lot before all of this happened. I had a plan. I was going to run away with you, get braver, and bite you. I was going to finally do it. I was going to give you what you’d been asking for because I knew your reasons. You only wanted the lion to keep me safe, not for power. I’d told you no for so long because I didn’t want to hurt you or ruin your life. I didn’t want to turn you into…” 
 
    “Into this?” he finished for her, turning slowly. Those eyes. God, those terrifying eyes… 
 
    Ford sat back on the edge of the bathtub and cupped the back of her head again. This time she leaned into it. It felt so damn good to be touched and not be terrified of the touch. 
 
    “Yeah,” she whispered. “Into this.” She inhaled as deep as her lungs could go. “I tried to meet you, but my dad caught me. The suitcase gave me away. He’d already signed the contract with Cassius and with the future council, too. So, he locked me up, and not even Orion could get me out. I know because I could hear him outside the house fighting everyone. I never lied to you. I tried to meet you, but failed to get there. They rushed the pairing process to Cassius after that, and I was in his possession within three days. He was with another big Pride at the time, and I was his first queen. He dragged me along in his rise to power of the Old Tarians. I fought everything at first, waiting for the perfect opportunity to escape and come find you. Orion came after me immediately and didn’t stop pestering the Old Tarians until he had a job as the queens’ guard. I know he wanted to protect me, but he couldn’t do much. Not with the Old Tarians watching every move he made. And then one day, Orion showed me the newspaper article. You were getting married.” She tried to smile. “I understood. I was paired up, and you couldn’t wait forever. And you deserved a nice, normal life. Not one where you were running from my dad’s Pride or from Cassius’s people or navigating lion politics. You deserved to be safe.” She leaned into his hand. “So, I stopped trying to escape, and I let you be safe.” 
 
    Ford gripped the back of her wet hair. His Adam’s apple bobbed as he swallowed, shaking his head as he stared at her. “Well, your plan worked perfectly. I’m really fuckin’ safe.” 
 
    Sora snorted and then coughed out a laugh that shocked her. A laugh. She had actually laughed. 
 
    Ford had the evilest smile on his face that would probably make mothers shield their babies and grown men cross the street to get away from him. 
 
    Sora bit back a grin. 
 
    Ford’s hand fell away from the back of her head, and he chuckled. 
 
    And that made Sora laugh because, yeah, he was about as safe as safe could be. No one in their right mind would ever engage in a fight with someone the size of a barn who looked like a living, breathing nightmare. 
 
    And now she was doubled over laughing so hard that her ribs were hurting, and Ford’s shoulders were shaking from his laughter. 
 
    “Your… your…smile looks so terrifying,” she choked out through her giggles. 
 
    “Woman, it doesn’t even look like you remember how to smile at all.” 
 
    She belted out another laugh. Maybe she was delirious or in shock or something. “And your laugh sounds like you might be the devil himself.” 
 
    “I mean…it’s crossed my mind that I might be,” Ford said, wiping the heel of his giant hand across his eye. 
 
    Slowly but surely, Sora calmed and the giggles faded away, and that’s when she realized she was bare-ass naked. It had been a long time since Ford had seen her like this, and she’d been all pure and unscarred and had taken care of herself better back then. Clearing her throat, she wrapped her arms over her tits and drew her knees up higher to cover her hoo-ha. Ford might be completely at ease with his nudity now, but Sora had only grown more modest over the past two years. 
 
    Without a word, Ford stood and yanked the towel off the rack so hard the metal bar crashed to the ground with a deafening clang. “Shit,” he murmured, handing her the towel and averting his gaze. “I’m still not used to being…me.” 
 
    “You have a lot more muscles and tattoos now,” she observed as she stood and wrapped herself in the towel like a burrito. 
 
    “You have a lot more scars,” he said quietly. 
 
    That hurt. A vain part of her had hoped he wouldn’t have noticed those. “Feels like forever since that night.” 
 
    He nodded once. “I’ll let you get ready. I’ll be outside.” But before he left, he frowned and cast her a quick glance. “You’re still beautiful.” He held her gaze a few seconds more and then left. The slamming of the door didn’t even make her jump this time. That was just Ford now. Big, powerful, lumbering, dangerous man who didn’t give a shit about the feelings of inanimate objects. She just stood on the bath mat, frozen like an iceberg, staring at the closed door, wondering what the hell had just happened. Scream, cry, laugh, get a compliment from a demon. Well, if today didn’t beat all. She could’ve come up with a million scenarios for a day, and never in her wildest dreams would she have been creative enough to imagine this. 
 
    You’re still beautiful. 
 
    She’d never thought she would ever hear something that touched her soul again. Dark Ford was different from the man she’d known before, but he was still capable of kindness. 
 
    He was many things now. Terrifying. Powerful. Aggressive. Protective in a way she didn’t understand yet. Dangerous. Feral. 
 
    “Beautiful soul” had been a description for the quiet, watchful Human Ford, but beautiful wasn’t a word that could ever describe Dark Ford. 
 
    When she looked down, the fog that reached for the door wasn’t quite so thick or dark and didn’t smell quite so sick. 
 
    No, Dark Ford wasn’t beautiful by any means, but he was holding her attention now. 
 
    He wasn’t hurting her quite so much anymore. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Five 
 
      
 
    Ford had followed the scent of oil and rusted metal to a shed. Someone had worked on cars in this old ghost town. 
 
    His senses were heightened and alert like they always were, and he could hear Sora rustling around in the house as he pushed his motorcycle toward the old shed. He’d pulled it out of the bed of Orion’s truck and found a trail through the ravine, pushing it the entire way here as it clinked and clanged and groaned, thanks to him laying it down when he’d gone after the New Tarians. One side of it was pretty banged up, and it was leaking oil. He could fix it with the right tools and a couple of parts, though. 
 
    Sora wasn’t singing. He remembered their time together in such vivid detail. That was probably thanks to the lion. It had given him some kind of hyper-focused, photographic memory. He remembered her always humming to herself, but now, she just moved about the house quietly, putting away the groceries Orion had brought and left near the truck. He didn’t know why Orion had left them in the back of the truck, or why he’d left a note instead of talking to Sora, but maybe it was better this way. Ford didn’t do well around other males. Maybe Orion was a smart one and had figured that out. But then again, how smart could a man be if he left his sister in the care of a monster? 
 
    He wouldn’t hurt her, but Orion didn’t know that. 
 
    Ford heeled down the kickstand and settled the Harley in the mouth of the shed, and then hands on his hips, he stared at the house. He watched her move across the window. Her hair was still wet from her shower, and she wore a black tank top. She used to hate black. She’d been more of a pink and sparkles kind of girl. 
 
    Why was she so quiet now? She wasn’t even playing music on the little radio he’d seen in the kitchen. She was fine just drowning in silence. 
 
    Good on Sora for killing the man who’d broken her. If Cassius was still alive, Ford would’ve hunted him down like a dog and tortured him for a month before he finally let him die. And his tainted soul wouldn’t have even felt the kill. He wouldn’t have lost an ounce of sleep. Cassius was lucky Sora had gotten to him first. 
 
    His anger at Sora’s admissions wasn’t fading at all. As every minute ticked by, he became more and more furious, darkness filling him until he was choking on his rage. He rifled through a toolbox, metal clanging as he tossed the ones he didn’t want onto the workbench. He just needed to focus on fixing the motorcycle. Everything was fine. 
 
    Kill everything. 
 
    Everything was fine. 
 
    Except he couldn’t find the right tools. Whoever had this shed didn’t know how to organize a damn thing. 
 
    Nope, nope, nope, clang, clang, clang. He just needed to focus on the bike. 
 
    Sora was so quiet. No voice. Her voice had been stolen. Her happiness, stolen. Her life, stolen. Fuckin’ lions and their fuckin’ politics. 
 
    He was throwing the tools harder now, rushing from one box to another as he searched for anything he could use. Clang, clang, clang. Kill everything. 
 
    So quiet. Sora barely even made a noise when she put away the groceries. She’d learned to be invisible. His beautiful girl, invisible. Clang, clang. 
 
    Everything was fine. Fine. Fine. Everything was— “Aaaaah!” he bellowed. “Who the fuck taught you to be invisible?” 
 
    **** 
 
    It was the destruction that drew her. She’d been looking for an excuse to go outside and be near him, but the cowardly lion in her kept her pacing the house. To the kitchen, to the door, back to the kitchen, staring at the door…everything was hard. Every decision, she second-guessed now. She hated it. 
 
    But then the banging and clanging had begun. One look out the window, and she could see the Ford’s motorcycle propped up in the doorway of the old work shed. When a wrench went sailing out the open door, she made her move. She ran to the fridge and grabbed a couple of beers. A cold beer could fix any foul mood. She could help. 
 
    Sora padded through the house and onto the porch, down the stairs, careful to miss every rickety floorboard that she’d memorized from her time in this place. Barefoot, she tiptoed quickly to the shed and, just as she reached it, a roar stopped her in her tracks. “Who the fuck taught you to be invisible?” The last word echoed on and on through the mountains. 
 
    Heart hammering, she peeked her head around the corner, and there he stood, looking even bigger than she remembered from just an hour ago. Massive shoulders flexed, arms locked on a counter piled with tools, chest heaving. The thick muscles of his back were easy to see through the thin material of his T-shirt. He straightened up in a blur and chucked a car part at the wall so hard, it blasted a cannonball-sized hole right through it. Sunlight streamed through the damage and shone right on Ford. He linked his hands behind his head and whispered it again, “Who would make you invisible?” as the orange afternoon sunlight illuminated the curves of his muscles. Dust motes swirled around lazily, his backdrop an old wooden wall with a pegboard of rusty tools. 
 
    She could almost imagine he was the old Ford with his back turned to her and his eyes hidden. 
 
    She wished she could take a picture of him, just like this. 
 
    He heaved a sigh, turned, and startled hard, a snarl in his throat the moment he saw her. She shrunk back with a little squeak. Some lioness she was. More like a frightened mouse. 
 
    “I won’t hurt you,” he assured her. 
 
    And she believed him. His tone was steel on each of those words. He’d spoken the truth. He wouldn’t hurt her. 
 
    Sora poked her head back around the corner and held out one of the beers, condensation dripping from the cold bottle. “I thought this might help.” 
 
    His blazing eyes locked on her, he strode for her with the grace of a predator and took the beer from her hand. Light gray smoke billowed from her and absorbed into him the second his finger brushed hers. When sparks shot from where their skin touched, like a welding flame hitting metal, she yelped and jumped back. 
 
    Ford jerked back, too, and frowned down at his fingertips. 
 
    “Did you see that?” she whispered. 
 
    He closed his fist slowly and inhaled deeply as he dragged his gaze back to hers. “You’re doing something bad to me.” 
 
    “I…” Sora frowned and canted her head. What did he mean? “I’m not doing anything bad on purpose.” 
 
    Ford took a step back, flicked off the cap of his beer with his thumb like it was nothing, and then chugged it in one draw. Okay, that was the coolest party trick in the world, but she couldn’t conjure a single word to compliment his beer-chugging skills. All she could do was stand there, watching him down it as the smoke billowed out of her. 
 
    “You’re doing something bad to me, too,” she blurted. Oh, real nice, Sora. You don’t deserve to ever get dick again. 
 
    “You need things.” Ford cleared his throat, but his voice didn’t sound any less growly when he continued. “Clothes, shampoo, your phone, and shoes and stuff. Girl shit. You need your girl shit.” 
 
    “Oh. Well that’s back at the New Tarian territory, so…” She shrugged. “All lost.” 
 
    Ford’s eyes sparked with intensity before he said softly, “Nothing’s lost, Sora.” 
 
    She tried to smile. “Everything that matters is gone.” 
 
    His lips curled back in a terrifying snarl as he closed the distance between them and grabbed her waist in a steel grasp. He threw his empty bottle to the floor at the same time her full one fell from her fingertips. Ford yanked her against his stone chest, leaned down, and crushed his lips to hers. And for a split second, she forgot where she was. For a tiny moment, the kiss was nice. But as the familiar sensation of panic settled over her, she stopped breathing and froze, and then like a rubber band being drawn back and released, she reacted. With a growl, she jerked out of the kiss and slapped Ford straight across the face, her fingers clawed. He didn’t even flinch when she drew blood across his jaw. His eyes were open and yellow, frightening, but he was smiling as she scurried backward. Her shoulders slammed into the wall, and her chest heaved with her frantic breath. 
 
    “There she is,” he growled, backing away from her a step at a time. 
 
    “W-what?” 
 
    “There’s that little spitfire I used to know. I wish you could see your face right now. You look feral. I won’t force a kiss again unless you earn it. Stop talking about being lost. Ain’t nothing lost. You’re just at the bottom, and now you have to claw your way back up. I don’t care how long it takes, Sora. You’re going to claw your way back up, or I will drag your ass every step of the way.” 
 
    “You’re being awful.” 
 
    Ford shrugged and went back to sifting through tools on a table. “Call me what you want.” His voice said he didn’t care at all, and that pissed her off. 
 
    “I didn’t like that! I don’t like to be surprised with affection. I don’t like affection at all anymore!” 
 
    “Then cut the shit!” he yelled, rounding on her. “You want to be coddled? That isn’t me anymore. That Ford died, and really, you don’t need to be coddled right now. You need someone to remind you who the fuck you are.” He pointed to his cheek that trickled blood from four claw marks. “This is who you are. You don’t take shit from anyone, you don’t cower, you don’t look at the ground when someone looks at you, you don’t sit there in silence hoping no one notices you. You’re Sora. You’re a motherfucking Deadlies lioness, now a Tarian lioness, and neither one of those Prides roll over for anything. And I know. I know! I know you think they broke you, but you are unbreakable. Accept that quick because I’m not gonna watch you pout for long.” 
 
    “Oh, I’m pouting?” Rage boiled through her. She’d brought him a beer. She’d been brave coming out here while he was rampaging, and this is how he wanted to treat her? “I want you to leave!” 
 
    “Too fuckin’ bad.” 
 
    “I don’t want you here. I don’t want you here!” she screamed, fists clenched hard to hide the tremble in her hands. 
 
    “You don’t want me here?” he asked, his dark eyebrows raised. “You don’t think I know that? You just clawed me for a kiss. I don’t really care about your wants right now though, Sora. I care about your needs. You don’t want me here, fine. But as long as you need me here? I’m going to call you on all of your shit until you want to fight everything. The Old Tarians. Orion. Me. Your father. The whole fuckin’ world. And Cassius’s ghost, because you’re feeding him! You’re giving a dead man power. You get that, right? You were a badass, you ended him, but then you’re letting his ghost live by holding onto the hurt. Fuck that. Start dealing with that ghost and move on because I’m not going to sit here and watch you shrink away. If I have to be your fucking backbone until you find your own again, okay. And if it makes you hate me in the process?” He shrugged and shook his head. “I’m okay with that, too.” 
 
    She wanted to hurt him back. He’d made her panic with that kiss, and she was so pissed off at he own weakness. Like she really needed the reminder that she was a mess. He’d triggered her on purpose just to get a reaction. But why would he do that? Oh, she wanted to hurt him back. “I don’t like you anymore.” 
 
    “You mean you don’t like the new me?” he growled softly, the look in his eyes completely dead. 
 
    She wrapped her arms around her waist and nodded once, lowering her gaze, because that’s what she did, that’s what she did, that’s what she fucking did now! She clenched her teeth against the stupid tears that wanted to spill again. He wouldn’t see any more of her tears. No man ever would again. 
 
    Ford sauntered right over to her and lowered his voice. “Welcome to the club. I don’t like the new me much either. Look at me.” 
 
    Steeling herself for a three count, Sora forced herself to look up at him, and he nodded once. “Atta girl.” And then he walked out of the shed without looking back. 
 
    Sora leaned against the doorframe, overwhelmed with confusion as she watched him leave. “Why are you here?” she called. 
 
    “Because believe it or not?” he said, turning. “My goddamn empty chest feels like there’s something in it again when I’m around you.” 
 
    Sora was stunned into silence as he held her gaze a few moments more, then turned and strode off. 
 
    He cared. 
 
    That’s what he’d just said. Ford still cared for her. 
 
    And no, it wasn’t like before. It wasn’t this pure love that they’d had when everything made sense, before they’d been damaged beyond repair. His feelings were different because he was different and she was different. He wasn’t sweet anymore, but he was something else. Maybe something she needed. 
 
    Because she’d drawn blood on a man who’d forced a kiss, and that was a first. 
 
    And even though it was Ford, it counted. It was important she’d done that. 
 
    There was this little microscopic spark in her chest that was proud. 
 
    When she looked down, the smoke that was billowing from her had slowed and thinned to wisps. But it had also changed color. Now the smoke was white, like a cloud, ever reaching for Ford. 
 
    He was doing something to her, but she wasn’t so sure it was something bad anymore. 
 
    He’d pissed her off enough to get a rise out of her. To drag the lioness from hibernation. Because Sora could feel her now, alert and watching him leave. Paying attention. Wide awake. He was dragging her animal back to life. And oh, he was being mean about it, but maybe he was right. Perhaps she didn’t need to be coddled. 
 
    Maybe…just maybe…he was breaking her back together again. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Six 
 
      
 
    Ford wanted to murder everyone. 
 
    That wasn’t anything new. That was just his life now. Even thinking of going back to New Tarian Pride territory right after that battle earlier made him clench his hands tighter on the steering wheel. It was a miracle this damn SUV was running as smooth as it was. From the grass grown halfway up the tires, it looked like it had sat by the big house in the abandoned Pride territory for months. He’d found the spare set of keys under the front wheel well. He didn’t know who it had belonged to, but that Tarian War had clearly wiped out the owner. There was no way he would’ve left it if he was alive. It was a nice Tahoe, black on black, lifted, leather seats, the works. But smelled like sadness just like the rest of that damn place. The trail he’d found to get his motorcycle to camp went right through the ravine and across the shallowest part of the river, then up the other side of the swinging bridge. He understood why most of the Old Tarian Pride had parked in the level, gravel lot at the mouth of the bridge, though. The trail through the ravine was brutal and had a dozen different places to get stuck. But he liked it. A man like Ford didn’t seek out easy anymore. He appreciated the accomplishment much more than smooth sailing. 
 
    At the end of the trail, the gravel parking lot was empty. Orion must’ve come and gotten his truck after Ford had found the groceries. He didn’t understand Orion anymore. Maybe he never really had. The man fought to keep his sister safe and then left her alone the second she was outside of an active Pride territory. 
 
    Ford’s cell phone lit up from the cupholder, so he eased to a stop and read the text. Speak of the devil. Orion messaged him, I talked to Ronin. He and the boys know you have a problem being around males. The girls are gathering Sora’s belongings and will meet you at the front gate. Don’t piss ’em off. They may seem nice, but those lionesses are hellions. I know you’ll find your way back here, probably sooner than later. I know you better than you think, Ford. Probably better than when we were friends, back in your human days. I understand the hunter in you now. Or maybe I understand the protector. The New Tarians will be one hundred times easier to separate her from than the Deadlies. I don’t know how to handle them or stop future contracts for Sora. They’ll never stop coming for her. Not until she’s claimed by a Pride who can give them a good alliance. They’re in over their heads with territory disputes and need allies. I don’t fuckin’ know what to do about them. 
 
    Ford smiled. He knew exactly what to do about them—kill them all and dare their ghosts to come after Sora. He’d kill ’em twice if they tried. 
 
    One thing at a time. 
 
    The New Tarians were up first. 
 
    He didn’t play any music as he drove back to the place he’d stolen Sora from. He sat in silence, as he preferred now, all the way up the snaking mountain roads until he turned right into the entrance of New Tarian Territory. There was no one in the check-point building, just a few women milling around in front of the gate. One, a dark-haired, green-eyed, statuesque woman was leaning on a teal suitcase. Sora’s favorite color. Or at least it used to be, back when Ford knew her. 
 
    He pulled to a stop and eased out, not even bothering to hide the low and constant growl in his throat. These were the people who had hurt Sora. 
 
    “We’re glad you took her,” the raven-haired woman said before he was even out of the Tahoe. 
 
    “What you did,” uttered a silver-haired, bright-eyed lioness shifter, “was the best outcome. But we want questions answered.” 
 
    Ford huffed a laugh and grabbed the suitcase. “Is this all of it?” 
 
    “I’m Emerald, Ronin’s mate,” the black-haired woman said. “This is Rose and Katy, and this is Annamora.” 
 
    “Is. This. All of it?” he repeated. 
 
    “We are her friends!” the mousey woman in the back, Annamora, blurted out. 
 
    “Yeah? Some friends. You wanted to kill her.” 
 
    “No one wanted that!” the older woman, Rose, barked out. “We want her to get better, but she stopped growing here. She was stagnant. Like a weed who had been fed poison. She just…withered. You think we wanted to hurt her? We aren’t what you think, just like you are nothing we’ve ever seen before. Spare your judgements, Dark Lion, and we’ll spare you ours. Just…don’t hurt her.” Her shoulders relaxed. “Help her if you can. Please.” 
 
    Ford was stunned into stillness. The lions who had wanted to end her were asking him to help Sora now? What was this game they were playing? 
 
    Annamora stepped forward. “I was with Sora in Cassius’s care.” The way she said “care” was spat out like a curse. She didn’t look up at him, but instead trained her eyes on the ground and wrung her hands. But she kept her voice steady enough when she said, “The girl she is now isn’t the girl who I first met. She was spunky. She wanted to live. She wanted to be free. She liked dressing up and laughed sometimes when people weren’t around. I watched…” She swallowed hard. “I saw what happened to her, and I watched the light fade from her eyes a little at a time until she didn’t laugh anymore. She didn’t dress up. She didn’t smile. She didn’t even look up from the ground.” Annamora lifted pleading bright gold eyes to Ford. “We couldn’t help her,” she whispered. 
 
    “Orion said you are her human,” Katy murmured, stepping forward. “When he called and asked me to gather her things, he said you were hers. Sora told me about you.” 
 
    Well, now, Ford was a curious kitty. Trying for ambivalence and missing, he cleared his throat and asked a little too casually, “What did she say?” 
 
    “That you had a purple bond with her, it was pure, and she’d known love. She would never know a love like yours again. You…” Katy frowned and squared her shoulders. But then lifting her chin a little higher, she said, “You are the reason she Turned me. She didn’t want to see me and Kannon, my mate, split up because of what I was and what he is. She said her biggest regret was not biting you.” She canted her head and studied him. “I think you are probably different from the man she remembers, but I thought you should know you were never forgotten. She was on trial in the first place because she wanted me to have what she had with you. You are a monster, and she’s sad. I think you are both different now. I don’t think you need to fix her, though. I think you should just make sure she’s okay being who she is now. And maybe perhaps see the value in the new woman she’s grown into.” 
 
    Okay. These women had his attention. “And how do I do that?” he rumbled. 
 
    It was Emerald who shrugged up one shoulder and answered. “Empower her.” 
 
    Ford’s smile slowly stretched his face. Huh. They were on the same page, in the same book, in the same library. “She needs more than just me. I can make her safe, but I don’t know what to do with…feelings.” 
 
    Rose snorted. “You and every other man.” 
 
    Katy and Annamora were biting back smiles now, and Emerald was looking down at her shoes. Her shoulders were shaking. Was she laughing? Well, he didn’t understand that either. 
 
    Katy spoke up. “Rose is upset because this morning, her mate, Talon, surprised her with new tires and rims on her truck and did a bunch of modifications without telling her.” 
 
    “You’re mad because he surprised you,” Ford said in a monotone. His frown was so deep it actually made his forehead ache. 
 
    “Well, yes. We were supposed to fix up my truck together. And pick everything out. Together.” 
 
    “Why?” Ford asked. 
 
    “Because,” Rose said, “it’s romantic.” 
 
    What was this romance nonsense she was talking about? Women might as well be speaking the language of popcorn shrimps because he couldn’t fuckin’ understand a word they were saying. 
 
    “Cool, well, now that your story made me want to gouge my eyes out—” 
 
    “Make her feel pretty, cared for, and special,” Rose rushed out. 
 
    “How about I make her feel safe, safe, and a little more safe? I’ve got one trick. That’s me maxing out. Stay complicated, ladies,” he said, giving them a two-fingered salute as he carried Sora’s suitcase to the Tahoe. 
 
    “Is it okay if we visit her sometime?” Annamora asked. 
 
    “She’s up in Cassius’s house. You want to brave going back there? Your lioness feels about as brave as a rabbit in headlights, but be my guest,” he said, tossing the luggage in the back. He slammed the door. “And that’s an invite to your mates, too, but they won’t be walking out of that territory if they do pay a visit. No boys allowed and all that shit. I’m always up for a good brawl, though, so if they feel like a fight, bring ’em along. We’ll have a fuckin’ party.” 
 
    “You can’t be around males because of your lion?” Emerald asked. “You do feel…sick.” 
 
    “Thank you.” He got in and slammed the door, and then out the window said, “If I even catch wind of Ronin or any of you coming after Sora, I’ll eat you.” 
 
    He watched all of their faces turn white as sheets and their eyes go round. Why? Because he hadn’t hidden an ounce of conviction from his tone. They could hear the truth in every word. He really would physically and literally eat anyone who even looked at Sora wrong. 
 
    Katy swallowed hard. Dryly, she said, “If making Sora feel safe is your only trick…well…that’s a pretty good trick.” 
 
    Ford turned away from the check-in station, peeling out just to throw rocks and gravel all over it, and smiled to himself as he watched the window of it shatter in his rearview mirror. He considered throwing the SUV into reverse and blasting through the gate to start some more shit with the males of the New Tarian Pride, but saw Sora’s face in his mind, missed her, felt empty being so far away from her, got worried about her being okay, so sped off down the road. 
 
    The girls weren’t so bad, but fuck their mates. 
 
    Up next? The Deadlies Pride. 
 
    He had some serious unfinished business with Sora’s father. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Seven 
 
      
 
    When Sora was stressed, she cleaned Right now, she was really freaking stressed, so the house was sparkling. She’d dusted and wiped down every surface, bagged up anything that belonged to the Old Tarian Pride, hauled it out, and tossed it onto a small mountain of trash in front of the house. And then in a moment of fury, she’d found a lighter and set it all on fire. She probably did it a little too close to the house, but in her defense, she hadn’t originally intended to have a bonfire. 
 
    Ford was gone. Like…really gone. He’d been away for hours, it was getting dark, and this place was full of ghosts. She knew because she could see them—blurry shadows of the people she’d hated, the Pride she’d helped kill. Surrounded by ghosts and, still, she felt completely alone. Maybe Ford’s escape was a good thing. Maybe she needed time alone to purge herself of all the awful shit that had happened here. 
 
    Time to reflect. 
 
    Time to think. 
 
    Time to deal with her own emotional baggage. 
 
    She was tired of being sad. There it was. She was tired of being able to look at a wall for hours and not remember where the time went. She was tired of not feeling like herself or not feeling valuable. She was tired of invisibility. She was just…tired of being tired. 
 
    And the little watchful lioness inside of her was a little tired of it, too, and that was a good thing because, for the first time in a really long time, she was on the same page with her animal. For the first time in a long time, she felt like a shifter again. 
 
    So, first thing was first, the only way she could think of to get this pressure off her chest was to rid this place of ghosts. And the only way she could think to rid it of ghosts was to burn their shit. 
 
    Let it all burn, burn, burn. 
 
    The fire was big and billowing smoke, shooting sparks into the sky, but hang it, she wanted it even bigger. She wanted the clouds to see her moving on. The stars, too. The moon. Let the sky see she wanted to fight again. 
 
    She bit back tears as she yanked out drawers full of clothes and carried them out stacked one on top of another. Burn, burn, burn. The fire heaved and crackled each time she added to the pile. And just on the outskirts, the translucent shadows, the ghosts, they stood and watched her. She couldn’t tell which ones were which. Maybe the one closest to her was Cassius, or perhaps Derek. She didn’t know and didn’t care. All she knew was that with each load she tossed onto the fire, she felt a little better. It wasn’t revenge she was seeking. She’d already gotten that the day she’d risen up with the other lionesses of the Old Tarian Pride and killed Cassius. No, this was something more important. It was letting old memories bombard her but not shying away. It was feeling brave. It was destroying the power those memories had on her…destroying it with fire. 
 
    This shirt was the one Cassius had worn the night she’d met her contract mate. 
 
    This pocket knife was his favorite. 
 
    That jacket still smelled like Derek’s cologne. 
 
    That chair was Cassius’s throne where he lorded over all in his domain. How many times had she heard it creak, and cringed when he stood up to reprimand her? Well, creak, creak, motherfucker. You’re ashes now. 
 
    She was streaked with soot, sweating through her dirty black tank top, hair wild and wavy from her exertion. Sora was huffing and puffing and utterly exhausted by the time a pair of headlights flickered through the trees. Just over the sound of the river nearby, she could make out the sound of Derek’s old SUV engine. Maybe she would burn the car too while she was on her pyro-spree. 
 
    Ford eased it up the last lip of the ravine and maybe Old Sora would’ve straightened her damn hair. But really, who cared what she looked like now? Her vanity had died months ago along with her pride and self-worth. 
 
    But when Ford got out of the SUV, his eyes were trained on her, and he didn’t look disgusted. 
 
    He looked…hungry. 
 
    **** 
 
    There she was, lookin’ half angel with that billowing blond hair and half demon with those gold eyes and streaks of soot painting her face and arms. She stood beside a fire, smoke curling around her legs like the smog awaited her command. There was no greeting smile like the Sora he used to know, but this Sora, his lion recognized. Her lioness was getting stronger. She was getting angry. Good girl. 
 
    He wasn’t much of a smiler these days either, but he allowed one because she should see his approval. And when the corner of her lips twitched up to match his, the ol’ heart in his chest got to pounding harder. God, she was a beauty. Always had been, but now, there was no more innocence. No more naiveté. Now Sora was starting to recognize the hell she could handle, and there was something attractive about that awareness to a man like Ford. He had been so angry about losing the old Sora that, for a while, he’d made the mistake of thinking she wasn’t as beautiful like this. 
 
    The old Sora wouldn’t have matched his new nature in any way. But in this moment, he realized the New Sora was sexy as hell. 
 
    Little broken bird shedding her downy, untouched feathers and growing the spikes of a dragon. His animal purred. 
 
    He closed the door of the SUV and approached her slowly because the soft growl in Sora’s throat told him to tread carefully right now. There wasn’t a submissive cell in his body, but he kept his head angled and his neck exposed so she wouldn’t feel threatened. 
 
    She was so beautiful. She’d lost the softness she used to have, lost weight for reasons that made him want to kill her tormentors all over again, but she’d stayed strong. Her fuller curves had been replaced by muscle; her cheekbones were more striking. Her eyes were a lighter gold than he remembered. She looked dangerous. He liked dangerous Sora. 
 
    “Burning the past?” he purred as he drew up next to her. If he was a lion right now, he would’ve wrapped his tail around her legs in worship as he circled her. 
 
    “Burning the parts that deserve to be burned,” she rumbled. Snarly voice, too. Sexy, sexy Sora. 
 
    He leaned in, testing, and murmured against her ear, “Does it bother you that I’m this close?” 
 
    “An inch closer, and I’ll claw your face again,” she said, but there was a tiny smile in her voice. He could hear it. Or perhaps sense it. 
 
    “Mmmm, you will claw me, Sora, but not like this.” 
 
    She raised her chin, and her shoulders lifted with her inhale. “What do you mean?” 
 
    The Dark took over his words. “Someday you will be the one to come to me, kiss me, want me. You’ll want me to break the hold your past has on you, and I will. And oh”—he smiled and bared his teeth just a little—“I will break that hold. But you won’t be clawing at my face when I do. You’ll be clawing my back, screaming my name and begging for more.” 
 
    A little gasp of breath escaped his little lioness. His little hellion. His little dragon rising. Her gold eyes went round and her cheeks flushed pink, and the wickedness in him purred. She was reacting to him. Him. The new Ford. The new monster. She didn’t think he was all bad, and it made him want to get her addicted to him. And quite honestly, he didn’t care about the future, or the consequences. He didn’t care that he couldn’t keep her. He didn’t care about anything but Sora looking at him like he wasn’t a broken man. 
 
    He would stick a fucking spotlight in every shadow of her life and chase away every ghost if it made her happy. “I’ve decided I don’t want to fix you,” he murmured, coming to a stop between her and the fire. The heat was blistering, but it still wasn’t as hot as the pulsing sensation radiating from Sora toward him. 
 
    “You…you don’t want me to be normal again? Like I used to be?” 
 
    Ford chuckled. “Were you ever normal, Sora? And more importantly, did you ever really want to be?” 
 
    Her blond brows lowered slightly and her lips parted like she wanted to say something, but no words came out. When he tucked a flyaway strand of hair behind her ear, she didn’t startle away. Tough girl held her ground. He was testing her, he knew, and she might not be ready to be touched by a man, but it wasn’t his way anymore to be gentle. “I’m going to push you and push you and push you until you bite back, and then you’ll only get a tiny rest before I push you again. You can claw me, chew me, spit me out, I don’t care. Fight me all you want. Only when I know you’ll never let another man break you again will I leave.” 
 
    “Why would you take the time out of your life to rehabilitate me like that, Ford?” Her whisper trembled, and her face was tilted toward the ground again. Ford hooked his finger under her jaw and lifted her face, shook his head slowly. No, Queen, not like that. “There isn’t anything to look at on the ground, Sora. You keep your head high, you look at the world around you, and you stay ready.” 
 
    In a steadier whisper, she repeated, “Why?” 
 
    “Because I loved you once.” And I love you still. 
 
    Those unspoken words hung in the air between them, but perhaps she hadn’t caught them because something unreadable flashed through her eyes. 
 
    Sora’s gaze dropped to his chest and then she pressed her palm against his pounding heart. His skin was on fire where she touched him, and he had to compose his face so she wouldn’t see the hurt. What was she doing to him? 
 
    She slid her hand up, up, her fingertips sizzling against him as she went, but with every passing second, it hurt less and felt better. And when her fingertips touched his neck above the collar of his T-shirt and her small hand wrapped around his throat, he rolled his eyes closed at how good it felt to be touched like this. He wanted to kiss her. Wanted to press his lips against hers while she held him in this vulnerable position, but he’d promised her. He wouldn’t do that again. She had to be the one to ease herself into it. 
 
    Her eyes flashed with anger and her lips twisted into a bitter little smile as she squeezed her hand around his neck. Tiny Sora with more strength than anyone would guess. She could snap someone else’s neck, but Ford wasn’t so easily destroyed. His neck was too thick and strong now. Too muscular, but still, he’d never been so turned on than now, looking into her furious gold eyes, feeling her squeeze his throat. There was something unexplainable pulsing from her fingertips into his neck. Bum bum bum. Was it her heartbeat trying to match his? 
 
    He stepped closer and offered her a feral smile, daring her to squeeze harder. 
 
    She didn’t, though. Sora did something that froze him where he stood. She lifted up on her tiptoes and pressed her lips to his. It was a quick peck, three seconds maybe, and then a hard bite to his bottom lip, and then she smiled like a monster, released his throat, and sauntered back into the house without looking back. And right before she disappeared inside, she called over her shoulder. “I love you still, too.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Eight 
 
      
 
    Sora shut the door behind her and pressed her back against it. 
 
    “Oh, my God,” she whispered, lifting her fingertips to her lips. They were still tingling from the kiss. She couldn’t believe she’d just done that! She’d willingly kissed a man, and not just any man, but the only one who still had the power to hurt her. The one she actually cared about. The one who would leave. 
 
    A week ago, all she’d wanted to do was be left alone until she didn’t exist anymore, but now, the thought of him leaving terrified her. The thought of being invisible again was starting to terrify her, too. Invisibility wasn’t a blanket that comforted her anymore. It was a weight that made it hard to breathe. She was getting too used to the feeling of power around Ford and the first whispers of confidence. Of tiny victories and accomplishments. Of discovering her new self with Ford as a crutch. 
 
    He’d smiled into her kiss. She’d felt his lips curve against hers, and when she’d pulled away, he’d looked down at her with something important sparking in his gold eyes. Pride. How long had it been since anyone had been proud of her? How long had it been since she was proud of herself? 
 
    Outside, the fire crackled on, but she couldn’t bring herself to be brave enough to look out the window. Ford would handle the fire; she trusted him to fix her messes until she was strong enough to fix her own. 
 
    That steadfast ability to fix things was the leftovers from Old Ford. 
 
    She’d heard his unspoken words whisper through that bond between them. The one that wasn’t purple anymore. The one that was the color of bone. She’d heard the words in her head. And I love you still. 
 
    He loved her. This brute monster still had a big enough heart to feel love. For her. For little ol’ invisible her. 
 
    She was overwhelmed with emotions. She’d worked so hard to shut down and feel nothing as a survival mechanism, but now Ford was prying open the floodgates of her heart, and there was no closing it back again. 
 
    The lioness wanted to go back outside with Ford, but just as she turned and reached for the door handle, a roar rattled the room. She valued survival, so she withdrew her hand and sidled to the window. When she peeked out, the dark lion was there, pacing just on the edge of the glow from the bonfire. God, he looked even bigger than she remembered. Movement caught her attention, and when she looked at her fingertips resting on the window curtain, the white smoke was wafting from her, reaching for Ford. Always reaching for Ford. 
 
    Maybe a purple bond couldn’t exist for newly broken creatures like her and Ford. Maybe white was as good as it got. She watched the massive lion saunter one way and then the other, eyes always on the house. On her. Feeling brave, she stood directly in the window and held his gaze. 
 
    Inside, her lion watched, never removing her attention from the dominant male outside. He didn’t come any closer to the house, only paced there along the halo of firelight for a few minutes and then made his way back into the woods. 
 
    And as she stared after him, that’s when she noticed it. 
 
    The ghosts were gone. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Nine 
 
      
 
    Sora couldn’t sleep. Not when Ford was out in the woods somewhere. Why was she worried about him? That manimal was perfectly capable of taking care of himself. 
 
    Still…it felt too strange being alone in this house to sleep soundly. Plus, she was very busy replaying both kisses with Ford over and over in her head. Her nipples had drawn up into tight little buds against the thin material of her sleep shirt just by her thinking about his lips and the scratch of his beard against her face. 
 
    Dark Ford was even yummier than Human Ford. 
 
    So, here she laid in the dark, watching the blades of the fan spin slowly above her in the pale moonlight that filtered in through the window. She had questions. Like…how was there still electricity here when most of the Old Tarian Pride was dead and the rest had vacated this place? Who was paying the bills? And who would get this place when the bank foreclosed on it? Or did the Old Tarians own it outright? Was it paid in full? Who paid property taxes on it? Last she checked, ghosts didn’t have credit cards. Also, if she had cubs with Ford, would their lions be white like her animal, or dark like his? And would they have blond hair or black hair? Would they be monsters? She would love them either way. Not that she was meant to be a mother. And not that Ford would ever want cubs with her. How long had he been gone now? It felt like hours. She checked the clock again. Nope, it was just two minutes since the last time she’d checked. 
 
    The front door creaked open, and Sora sat up with a gasp. Something was rolling down the hall. F-Ford? That’s what she wanted to say, but nothing came out of her frightened little mouth. 
 
    The rolling came closer and closer and closer until…the light flipped on and Sora screamed. 
 
    “God, woman,” Ford said, squinting and hunching against the pitch of her voice. “I’m just bringing your things in.” 
 
    “Oh,” Sora said lamely, her cheeks heating with the fire of a hundred suns. She cleared her throat and gestured to the suitcase in his hand. “Thank you.” 
 
    “Sure. Here’s your cell phone, too. Your asshole dad has messaged a lot. I checked it.” 
 
    “You looked at my phone? Why?” She felt a little violated. 
 
    “To see what kind of enemies I need to kill to keep you safe.” 
 
    She’d been ready to verbally whoop him for invading her privacy, but actually, that was kind of cool of him to do. You know…adding people to his to-kill list on her behalf and all. 
 
    She drew her knees up to her chest as he took a seat on the edge of the bed and handed her the cell phone. “You can’t exactly kill an entire Pride, though.” 
 
    Ford snorted. “Yeah, I can.” 
 
    Okay, that was some confidence. “Well the Deadlies are brutal. I don’t know what I’m going to do about them,” she admitted. “I hadn’t really thought about it after I killed Cassius because, well, honestly, I didn’t think I was going to live long enough for them to push another contract onto me.” 
 
    “There won’t be any other contracts.” Ford stared at her steadily, his words smooth as a stone. Huh. 
 
    “Well…technically, I’m still—” 
 
    “Technically, you freed yourself from a contract that should’ve never happened in the first place on account of you being a woman and not some fucking piece of meat for sale in a window.” 
 
    Sora pursed her lips. How did she explain this in simple terms to a man who wasn’t born in the lion shifter culture? “When a girl is born to a Pride—” 
 
    “I don’t give a shit.” Ford’s eyes were completely dead. 
 
    “Okaaaay. When an Alpha needs alliances—” 
 
    “I don’t care about lion rules, Sora. I care about you. Literally…fuck everyone in the entire world but you.” 
 
    Sora blinked slowly. That was the nicest thing anyone had ever said to her. For a moment, she felt like she was important. “But—” 
 
    “Give me back your phone.” He held out his palm. 
 
    Sora bristled a little, but did as he asked. He poked a couple of buttons, put the phone to his ear, and looked her dead-ass in the eyes as he said, “Hello, Darnell.” 
 
    Oh, shit, Ford had called her father. 
 
    “Who is this?” Dad asked. “Why do you have my daughter’s phone? Where’s Sora?” 
 
    Sora could hear every word of the conversation thanks to her heightened sense of hearing. A good dad would’ve sounded worried, but her dad just sounded pissed. It’s just the way he was, though. He hadn’t ever been a caring man. Sons were valuable. Daughters were bargaining chips. Orion was the heir to the Pride, and she was nothing more than a trinket that could be used to bargain an alliance. 
 
    “You probably don’t recognize my voice,” Ford rumbled. “You knew me once, though. It’s Ford.” 
 
    “I want you away from my daughter—” 
 
    “She’s not your concern anymore,” Ford assured him. “Really, she never was. You can shove your contracts and plans and alliance negotiations up your ass. She’s off the market.” 
 
    “Look here, you piece of human shit—” 
 
    Ford let off a terrifying snarl, and Dad went silent. A few loaded seconds went by before Dad murmured, “I want her back home. Now.” 
 
    “Done. She is home. Sora is safe in Old Tarian Pride territory. She’s mine now. You won’t get an alliance out of the deal, but if you’re wise and leave her alone, I won’t kill you and your entire Pride. Not much fun for me, but it’s a win for you.” 
 
    “Oh, yeah? You’re one man, and you think you can take on all the Deadlies? Who the fuck do you think you are?” 
 
    “I’m your new nightmare, Darnell. You know where she is now, and you can hear the truth in my voice. I’ve told you her real location, and now if you get the wild hair to come get her, you can’t say I didn’t warn you. Survive, Darnell. Be a wise Alpha and protect your Pride from me.” His face twisted with fury and his voice came out as pure gravel when he said, “Sora isn’t your bargaining chip anymore.” 
 
    “You’re wrong, boy. Sora will be mine until the day she draws her last breath. Paperwork is already signed. In a month’s time, she’ll belong to the Alpha of the Draken Pride.” 
 
    “Mmmmm,” Ford purred dangerously. “Sorry, asshole, she belongs to someone else already. Me. She’s claimed. You can send the Draken Pride in, too. Bring everyone. I’ll litter these mountains with your carcasses.” 
 
    “You can’t claim a contract lioness!” Dad yelled. 
 
    But before the last word was out, Ford had hung up the phone. He tugged her from bed and pulled her in front of a full-length mirror on the wall. He stood behind her, shirtless, eyes blazing gold, dark tattoos painting his arms and chest and shoulders.  
 
    She looked so light and tiny standing in front of him in her white T-shirt, blond hair, and pixie face. He looked like a monstrous brute standing menacingly behind her, and she imagined no one in their right mind would even look at her wrong with a man like Ford behind her. He slipped his hand up her arm and then gently to her jaw, pushed her face to the side with his thumb, exposing the dark scratch that just wouldn’t heal on her cheek. He left his big, tattooed hand right there in front of her throat and lifted his chin higher, straightened his spine to his full six-foot-four-inch height. Pride surged through her when she realized what he’d done with that scratch, why it wasn’t healing, and why the claw marks she’d given him earlier still looked so open and raw. 
 
    Two broken monsters had claimed each other without even realizing what they’d done. At least…she hadn’t. 
 
    He pulled up her phone, turned on the camera, and aimed it at their reflection in the mirror. Click. 
 
    She got a glimpse of the picture before he sent it to her dad. Ford with his dark hair and blazing, terrifying gold eyes, and her, her chin lifted proudly, gold eyes looking right in the camera, a slight smile on her face because she knew what Ford was doing. He was making her safe. He was protecting her future. He was telling entire Prides that she was off limits to their stupid negotiations. 
 
    Her monster. Her dark lion. Her protector. 
 
    He held her closer to his chest, her shoulder blades pressing against the impossibly hard planes of his pecs. He dropped his lips to her neck and kissed her gently. Sora rolled her eyes closed and pushed away the urge to panic. Ford was sanctuary. He wasn’t other men, and he wasn’t bad. Not to her. Everyone else would have hell to pay, but her? She was the only one who was safe with him. 
 
    She slid her hands behind her to his powerful thighs and memorized them with her fingertips. His body was so different now, so much stronger, so much thicker and denser. She loved it. When he clamped his teeth gently onto her earlobe, she let off a sigh, and closed her eyes just to enjoy the sensation of his touch. His fingertips drifted from her jawline, down her neck, to her shoulder, where he gripped the fabric of her T-shirt, and pulled it. Her collar bone was exposed, and he pressed his lips to it. Sora released a shaky sigh and opened her eyes. He was staring her. Staring. 
 
    He could see her. Right there in the mirror, he would be able to see her scars and her new body and every inch of her skin that had been touched by Cassius. He would be able to see all of her shame, and it made her feel so raw and vulnerable. “Can we turn the lights off?” she whispered. 
 
    Ford froze. Five seconds of silence passed before he rumbled against her ear, “Do you remember?” 
 
    Sora eased her eyes open and looked at him in the mirror. His glowing eyes were on hers. “Remember what?” 
 
    “Our first time.” 
 
    Chills rippled up her arms, and she melted back against him. “Yes,” she whispered. 
 
    “You were a virgin, and I knew I was going to fuck it up for you,” he said. “I put it off, making sure you were ready.” 
 
    “I was confused,” she admitted softly. “I wanted you, and I thought you didn’t want me back. I thought I wasn’t pretty to you, or you didn’t like me enough.” 
 
    The corner of his lip twitched. “You were the most beautiful thing I’d ever seen. Still are. It’s hard to look away from you. I just…didn’t want to ruin a big memory for you. I wanted it to be the right time.” 
 
    “Why are you telling me this now?” she asked. 
 
    “Because I don’t want to ruin it for you now, either.” 
 
    Sora frowned. 
 
    “You’ve been hurt by a man,” Ford snarled low. “I know you were. It’s why you didn’t want touch. Didn’t want that first kiss. I watch you. Any time I get too close, you hole up into yourself. Your eyes go dead or they get angry. One or the other. You try to be tough about it, but you still have that trigger. You did better tonight by the fire, but I don’t want to pull that trigger too fast.” 
 
    He wrapped his hand gently around her throat and pressed his lips to her cheek. There was a soft growl rattling his chest. Feral man, wild even as he rejected her. 
 
    “You’re pretty enough. You’re sexy enough. I want nothing more than to lock your arms on either side of that mirror and rip these panties off and slide into you from behind. Make you watch how much I enjoy fucking you. But you’re not ready. We won’t be turning off the lights when I remind you who you are. I want to look at you. He clamped his teeth gently onto the side of her throat before he released her. 
 
    With the absence of his strong body, Sora swayed forward. Her arms were locked on either side of the mirror, but Ford was gone, left the room, and she remained, staring at her own hollow eyes. 
 
    He’d said she was enough, said she was pretty, and she’d heard the truth in his words. The conviction. But still, it was impossible not to feel the soft burn of rejection. 
 
    Chest heaving, she willed her heartbeat to steady out as she knelt by the suitcase Ford had dragged in. She had a treasure that no one knew about in there. Hopefully. One that had gotten her through some bad days with the Old Tarians. 
 
    Sora unzipped the luggage and dug deep, pulled the clothes and two pair of shoes out of the way until she reached the bottom. And under a flap of fabric, there was a photograph. It was one Orion had taken without her or Ford knowing. 
 
    They were sitting on the old porch swing of Ford’s house. Human Ford was sitting tall and strong, one long leg straight and one bent at the knee as he swung them gently. He wore a white T-shirt, jeans with holes at the knees, and thick-soled work boots. He’d just gotten off his construction job, so there were dirt streaks on his clothes. Sora was lying down, her head on his thigh, wearing a floral sundress, her hair curled and cascading down his leg as she looked at the display screen of the camera Ford had bought her for Christmas. He was staring down at her with this smile like she was everything, and she was right in the middle of talking, her lips parted, her smile so happy. It was a black and white picture. It was her most prized possession, and she’d sewn it into the suitcase before she’d been shipped off to Cassius. 
 
    Some days, that picture had nearly broken her heart with longing, and some days, it was the only ray of hope she’d been able to find. 
 
    Sora stood with the photograph cupped in her hand so she wouldn’t leave fingerprints on the corners. She walked into the living room where Ford sat on the couch with his back turned to her, his back tense as he stared at a wall. His hands were clamped so hard on his knees, his triceps were bulging. 
 
    “Ford?” she asked low. 
 
    He exhaled a breath and turned his face to the side. His profile was unreadable. He didn’t say anything, so she padded toward him and paused at the back of the couch. Then gently, she set the picture on his shoulder. 
 
    Ford took the precious photograph from its resting place and stared down at it. 
 
    “It’s the most important thing I own. I looked at it when…when…” 
 
    “When you needed it?” 
 
    “Yes.” The word was barely audible. “You were always my safe spot. Or a happy place, even if you were just in my memories.” 
 
    “And now?” 
 
    “It’s the one thing that hasn’t changed.” 
 
    Ford turned suddenly and wrapped his giant arm around her waist, pulled her over the back of the couch and hugged her against his side. She didn’t fight it. Didn’t even feel like freaking out. It felt so damn good to be near him. It was perhaps the only place in the world where she felt comfortable now. 
 
    He held up the picture in his free hand. “This feels like a hundred years ago.” 
 
    Sora smiled. “Yes, it does. So much has changed since Orion took that.” 
 
    “Whatever happened to that camera?” he asked. 
 
    “I brought it with me, but Cassius destroyed every sentimental thing I brought the day I came to him. I was really hurt to lose that. I liked taking pictures.” 
 
    “I remember. You had an eye for it. You saw the world in such a unique way. I loved when you showed me the pictures you would take. In my head, we were going to figure out a way to be together. You would’ve eventually given in and bitten me and I could’ve claimed you and kept you safe. And you could be a photographer if you wanted it. I would’ve worked myself to death to get you a studio if it would’ve made you happy.” 
 
    Sora’s face crumpled, and she curled into a little ball next to him, leaning into his one-armed embrace, her face snuggled against his ribs and her knees resting on his thigh. When he wrapped his other arm around her, she just…fell apart. Between her tears, she admitted, “That sounds like the perfect life. I would’ve loved that. I should’ve bitten you, Ford. You asked for me to Turn you so many times but I said no, and it ended up breaking us both. I didn’t want to hurt you with the bite, but the aftermath was so much worse.” 
 
    “Oh, Sora, you can’t think of it that way. You’ll torture yourself. I should’ve come for you the day I was Turned, but I didn’t. When I called your dad, he told me you were happy, and I believed him. I was newly Turned, couldn’t tell the truth, didn’t understand what was happening to me.” 
 
    “Who Turned you?” 
 
    “A rogue. I paid him my entire life savings for the bite. He never gave me his name, and I only saw him as a lion.” Ford leaned back and drew her hand across the wide expanse of his chest. The skin was uneven, and she looked closer through all the tattoos. He had been savagely attacked. His chest and neck had healed but had been torn apart. “I don’t think he meant to Turn me. I think he was a killer, too, killing people who asked for the bite. A monster Turned me into another monster.” 
 
    “Is that why you got all the tattoos?” she whispered in horror. 
 
    Ford nodded. “It wasn’t a great memory. And being Turned didn’t get me anywhere. It just made me into a psychopath who can’t be around other men. It’s a lonely existence with the lion wanting to kill everything. I didn’t get to keep anyone from my old life. I wanted to keep them safe instead so I moved out to a cabin in the middle of nowhere, and now I flip motorcycles. I take in the old damaged ones, fix them up, and sell them for profit. I don’t meet up with the buyers in person, though. I have someone working for me who does the sales. I drop the finished bikes on the edge of my territory, he picks them up when I’m gone, makes the sales, and we take our cuts from the profits. He even grabs supplies and groceries for me, but I rarely see him. He drops everything in a bin at the end of my driveway. The lion is happiest if he’s alone.” 
 
    “That’s sad.” 
 
    “That’s life,” Ford murmured, shrugging up one shoulder. “You can either bitch about it and give power to the bad things that happen to you, or you can accept things and try to carve out the best life you’re able to.” 
 
    Those words struck her. Giving power to the bad stuff. Is that what she’d been doing by giving up? Probably. And here was Ford, destined for a life without human conversation, touch, or any connection to the outside world, and he was still fighting. 
 
    Ford was really damn inspiring. He made her want to do better. To work harder. To recover as much as she could and, oh Lord, it wouldn’t be easy. Head and heart work were the hardest kinds of effort. It was slow and tedious work. Exhausting work, but if he could have his entire life turned upside down and still be here, carving out a life for himself…then why couldn’t she try for the same? 
 
    “You are still a good man, Ford Owens.” 
 
    He snorted. “You wouldn’t say that if you saw what I was capable of now.” 
 
    “Oh, I saw a glimpse. You took on the entire New Tarian Pride for me. To protect me. You had a bunch of badass lions confused and keeping their distance when we left. I know you’re a monster now, but to me, you’re a good monster.” 
 
    Ford smiled down at her, just like he had been smiling at her in the picture that now sat on the coffee table. His smile was partly hidden by his thick mountain man beard now, and it had lost some of its softness. It was a feral smile, but she loved it even so. 
 
    The white smoke of their mutant bond billowed around them, but she was getting used to it. She hardly paid attention to it now. That was just the way it would be when they were together. The pure purple color of their past love would never be again, but that was okay. 
 
    Different didn’t mean bad. 
 
    Different just meant different. 
 
    “Do you remember the first time you saw me?” she asked. 
 
    Ford eased them onto the couch until they were lying down on the soft cushions, and then he pulled her against his chest. He was so tall, his ankles hung off the armrest, which made her giggle. 
 
    “I remember, but it’s not when you think it was.” 
 
    Sora eased back a little so she could look into his eyes. “It was at Bree’s Burgers. I was working, and you sat in my section with your friends.” 
 
    “Nope. That was the eighth or ninth time I saw you.” 
 
    “What? No, that was the first time we met.” 
 
    “Sora, I saw you for the first time at that old-fashioned ice cream parlor. You were in there with Orion and a couple other lions from your Pride. I was sitting in the back, looking at the classifieds in a newspaper, lookin’ for a Harley I could fix up. You laughed, and that sound…I’ll never forget it. It was the prettiest laugh I’d ever heard. It just radiated…happiness. I look up, and there’s this golden-eyed, blond-haired angel. Oh, I knew what you and your friends were the second I saw your gold eyes. Your canines were sharp when you laughed. You looked wild. Wild and happy. I wanted to talk to you, but I got caught up watching you instead. The way you rubbed your hands together right before you ate, the way your lips looked when you smiled, the tenor of your voice. You had this one flyaway curl that kept falling forward in your face, and you kept pushing it back. You were the prettiest girl I’d ever seen. So I went home and researched shifters. Saw that some shifters had paired up with humans over in Damon’s Mountains, so I convinced myself I had a chance. I saw you walking in front of the library later that week, and you were wearing a Bree’s Burgers uniform, so I went there on your shifts, and time and time again, I got caught up watching you and chickened out of saying hello. First girl I’d ever been nervous around. There was just somethin’ about you.” 
 
    Sora’s heart was so full as she listened to his admissions. She’d never known any of this before, but she had an admission of her own. “Ford Owens, I knew your name before you came and sat in my section.” 
 
    He brushed his knuckle so softly down her cheek. “How?” 
 
    “Because I saw you in that ice cream shop, too. You were looking down at a newspaper, and you had this hot-boy hair, all short on the sides and longer up top, pitch black, all mussed up like you spent an hour on it, but knowing you, you probably just ran your hands through it after your shower that morning. You had short, dark stubble on your face, tan skin, and your muscles were curving out of this light gray shirt you were wearing. I was careful not to let you catch me staring, but you looked up at the waitress when she came by, and your eyes were a color of brown I’ve never seen. Like whiskey. And your smile made my heart feel funny. Orion caught me looking at you, and he reminded me that humans were off-limits. So I did my best to just stay focused on him and our friends, while the whole time I could feel you behind me. You were the most handsome man I’d ever seen. I figured you had a billion girls all over you, and I tried to stop thinking about you, but I was happy when you showed up in my section the next week. After I took your drink order, I went back to the kitchen and did a happy dance in there. I girly-squealed and everything.” 
 
    Ford chuckled. “I would’ve paid good money to see that. 
 
    “Sneaking around with you behind the Pride’s back was the best year of my life,” she said suddenly before she could chicken out. 
 
    He brushed a tress of hair off her forehead and tucked it behind her ear. Such a tender smile for a monster. “For me, too.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Ten 
 
      
 
    Sora was so damn beautiful, lying there on the couch, the early morning sun highlighting and shadowing her relaxed face. Not a stitch of make-up on, and she still had his dick throbbing against the seam of his jeans. The last week had been hard, keeping himself from touching her like he wanted. 
 
    Like every other night, she’d slept beside him, cuddled up on the couch. His girl didn’t much like beds. She’d been hurt in them and slept better on the couch. He wished there was time to teach her how to love beds again. His bed. But the stronger she grew, the less time he had left with her. His job would be done here soon, and he would banish himself back to his mountains, let her go after a good life in a good Crew. Not a Pride, because fuck the lions and their politics. Orion wasn’t the only one who could do research. Ford had been looking into the Crews of Damon’s Mountains. Orion believed in the New Tarians, but Ford wanted to figure out the safest place for Sora before he left her. She deserved safety after everything. If the New Tarians were it, great. But if there was something better for her out there? He wanted to know every option. 
 
    Sora didn’t move in her sleep anymore like she had the first few days. She wasn’t having nightmares anymore. There was no restlessness while she slept, and an arrogant part of him crowed that it was because she felt safe with him. Why did that feel like the most important thing in the entire world? 
 
    He pulled on his boot and tied it, looking over at her constantly. He should let her sleep. She’d been through hell, and she was sleeping so soundly, her body and mind obviously needing the rest. But he couldn’t stomach going into town without her. He’d put this off, reveling in every moment they’d built in their private little world here. This ghost town had become their sanctuary. Their private paradise. Here, it was like no one else existed, but it was time for reality once again.  
 
    He’d become addicted to Sora. To every little victory she accomplished, to every sign of confidence she gained, to every shy kiss she gave him, to every brush of her hand on his. Every look, every smile, every laugh. Sora was becoming his world, so leaving her to make a trip into town had him on edge. He would just obsess over something bad happening to her while he was gone. 
 
    He pulled the cuff of his jeans over his boot and knelt down beside her. All he had to do was cup her cheek, and her pretty blue eyes opened. No gold this morning. Her pupils pinpointed and dilated again as she focused on his face, and her smile was so sweet. 
 
    “Do you want to go into town with me?” he asked. 
 
    “Like a date?” she said in the sexiest sleepy voice he’d ever heard. 
 
    “Well…I’ll probably kill half a dozen people, so we probably shouldn’t call it that.” 
 
    “Can we get pancakes?” 
 
    He laughed. Laughed. Him. He had been chuckling louder and louder at how cute and funny she was, and now he was laughing. Like a normie. Like a man who had a heart, soul, sense of humor, all of it. Sora was so fuckin’ cool. “So you’re ignoring the fact I said I’ll probably murder people in town and focused on breakfast instead. That about right?” 
 
    “Mmm hmm,” she said, nodding. “I need to get dressed and brush my teeth and…” 
 
    “And what?” he asked, watching her cheeks turn pink. 
 
    She rushed out, “Put on make-up. It’s no big deal. Everything is fine.” She bustled upward, then speed-walked unsteadily into the bathroom down the hall. “Ten minutes, and I’ll be ready!” she called. 
 
    Huh. Okay. 
 
    That ten minutes turned into fifty minutes, though, so he was out front cleaning up the debris from Sora’s little makeshift bonfire from a week ago to keep from rushing her. 
 
    And that was the best idea he’d ever had, not rushing her, because when she walked out of the cabin, she just about brought him to his knees. 
 
    Sora, his once-broken little bird, stepped out onto the porch with her platinum blond hair down and in sexy curls, skinny jeans and a tank top that hugged her curves, a bra that had her perfect tits perked up high, and a full face of make-up that made her look like she belonged in a magazine instead of smiling at a roughneck man like him. Her eyes were all smoked up and made the blue color look almost white, and she had the prettiest shade of pink on her full lips. 
 
    Best part about it all was that, even though she looked uncertain and was wringing her hands and shifting her weight from side to side, like she wasn’t so sure about herself yet… she was still smiling from ear to ear. 
 
    “Shhhhit, Sora,” was all he managed to get out before he had to adjust his boner. He cleared his throat and tried to say something intelligent, but not a damn word came out. Just a groan. 
 
    Sora giggled and pulled the thin strap of a purse over her shoulder. “I found this in the closet. It still had the price tag on it, so never used. I think it’s mine now. Also, I don’t have any money to put in this purse, but I have my cell phone and lip gloss. I feel girly.” 
 
    “You look…” Fuck it all, Ford, say something smooth. He swallowed hard as she came to a stop right in front of him. He had a perfect view of her thick hair, perfect cleavage, and pretty eyes and, holy hell, he wanted to bend her over that porch railing and rip those skinny jeans right down her thighs and make her scream his name. “You look different from how you used to,” he murmured. At the flash of uncertainty in her eyes, he said, “You look even better than I remember. I like you like this. Make-up or no make-up, I don’t care. You’re stunning either way. But that smile. Woman, you sure are finding your confidence. Guess what the sexiest thing a woman can wear is?” 
 
    “Confidence?” 
 
    “Fuck. Yes.” 
 
    She was blushing like crazy, but her smile got even bigger and reached her eyes. She ducked her gaze and leaned in, hugged him quick, kissed him right over his heart, and then made her way toward the SUV. Was it just him, or did she have a little sashay in her hips as she walked away? His purr got louder. What a softie his lion was turning into around her. He didn’t even feel like he wanted to murder anyone right now. 
 
    Victories came in all shapes and sizes. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Eleven 
 
      
 
    It had taken one week for Sora to come back to life. 
 
    One tiny week, and Ford had gotten her fighting again. 
 
    And that, right there, was magic, but it wasn’t the only magic that existed between them. 
 
    Sora stared at the lavender smoke seeping from her, all the way across the bench seat of the pickup truck, and absorbing into Ford. 
 
    Lavender. 
 
    The purple in it was faint. It was almost, almost white, but the purple existed. 
 
    Sora wanted to cry. She wanted to rejoice and celebrate. Ford wasn’t growling right now like he usually did. He was steady-eddy, hand strong on her thigh as he drove with the other, eyes on the road, then on her, back to the road, back to her. 
 
    Oh, he looked like her personal demon still with those eyes and that animalistic face, but he didn’t growl. 
 
    He. Didn’t. Growl. 
 
    Should she tell him about the purple hues in their bond? Should she tell him he was fixing her? Should she tell him her theory on how she was helping him, too? 
 
    “Are you happy?” she asked just over the volume of an old country song playing on the radio. 
 
    He was quiet for a few moments, a slight frown furrowing his dark eyebrows. “I’m as happy as a monster can be.” 
 
    And that was good enough for her. It was good enough. It was enough. 
 
    In a moment of utter hope, she pulled her cell phone from the purse and added all the people who had tried to help her into a group text: Orion, Rose, Emerald, Katy, Annamora… 
 
    I’m going to be okay. Send. 
 
    There was the promise, and she, Sora, former Tarian queen, didn’t go back on promises. Not ever. There it was in writing, her oath that someday she would be all right. The proof that she was trying, and there was no going back now. 
 
    Thank God. Ronin will be so happy to hear that. Emerald. 
 
    Proud of you, Sis. Orion. 
 
    Atta girl, hell yeah!! Katy. 
 
    I never had a doubt. Rose 
 
    I hope someday I can be as strong as you. I look up to you, Sora. Keep going. Annamora. 
 
    That last one shocked her. She wasn’t an inspiration. She was a broken piece of glass, hoping that someday she could be tough enough to be whole again. Annamora had been at the mercy of the Old Tarian Pride, too. She hadn’t been a queen, but she’d been hurt by the awful traditions in that Pride. She was the one who’d been strong enough to help Emerald rise up against the males of the Pride. She’d been strong enough to encourage Sora and the other girls to rise up with them. Annamora was the tough one. 
 
    Keep going. Yeah, she was going to do that. 
 
    Before she could change her mind, she texted, Pancake breakfast at Olan’s Pancake Hut. One hour. Meet at the picnic tables out back if you have time. 
 
    It was Orion who responded first. I’m out. Your boy is aggressive. Ladies, my advice for what it’s worth? Don’t bring your mates. No boys allowed and all that. 
 
    Sora snorted and read the thread out loud to Ford. He nodded and grinned. “Orion is smarter than I remember him being.” 
 
    “Ha!” she belted out as she texted that insult to Orion. Ford says you’re smarter than he remembers you. 
 
    Orion texted the eye-rolling emoji back. 
 
    Sora chewed her bottom lip and drew her knees up to her chest as she typed. Also, he told Dad and the Deadlies that I’m claimed. There won’t be any more contracts. Send. 
 
    There was a pause and then, I’ll be ready. Orion. 
 
    Before she could mull that confusing comment over too much, Rose replied. I’m giving the girls the morning off. We’re getting ready. We’ll see you two at Olan’s. 
 
    “Do you mind that I invited the Tarian Lionesses to our breakfast date?” Sora asked Ford. 
 
    Ford shook his head. “Not at all. You need a steady support system. Those girls are good. I have to live alienated from the outside world, but that doesn’t mean I want that for you. You should bond with them. Build memories with them. Go on, invite ’em.” 
 
    She hugged his big-ass bicep and nuzzled against him. The scratch on her cheek burned when she did, but she didn’t care. “I figured out why our cuts aren’t healing,” she said primly. 
 
    He took a right toward town and glanced over at her. “Why?” 
 
    “Because they are claiming marks. Not from our human sides. We didn’t know what our animals were doing. I mean they are marks from our lions. My lioness picked you. Again. You’re mine now, Ford.” 
 
    His laugh was deep and reverberated through the entire SUV. “Woman, haven’t you figured it out yet?” 
 
    “Figured what out?” 
 
    He smiled over at her. “I was always yours.” 
 
    Sora’s heart beat hard against her sternum, and she couldn’t take her eyes away from his dancing gold gaze if she tried. 
 
    Hugging on tighter to his arm, she admitted, “I keep waiting for the other shoe to drop.” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “Because things were so bad for so long, and it feels scary to be this happy this fast.” 
 
    “Or,” he murmured, “you’re due for some happiness. You weren’t meant to be in a gutter your whole life. It’s okay to feel safe, Sora. I won’t let anything happen to you.” 
 
    “Truth,” she whispered, reveling in the conviction of his words. How had she gotten this lucky? 
 
    Ford turned down the radio. “If we’ve got an hour, I have something to take care of first. There’s a garage in town that has a part I need for my motorcycle. It should only take a few minutes. If I don’t kill anyone.” 
 
    “Well, maybe I should come inside with you to keep you from killing anyone. I’m a very good fighter. I don’t know if you heard, but I killed the Alpha of the Old Tarians. Oh, my gosh,” she said, clamping her hand over her mouth. “That is not funny, and I shouldn’t joke about it.” 
 
    “Fuck, yeah, you should joke about it. That fucker deserved your teeth on his jugular. Fuck him. Fuck his whole Pride. They are exactly where they belong.” 
 
    “He’s dragon poop.” 
 
    “What?” Ford asked fast. 
 
    “Vyr Daye, the red dragon himself, ran cleanup after the Tarian War.” She arched her eyebrows. 
 
    “You mean…?” 
 
    “He fuckin’ burned the bodies and ate the ashes. Babe…he ate them. Oh, my gosh, I just said ‘babe.’ I’m sorry! It’s just that’s what I used to call you, and for a second I forgot that we aren’t those people anymore, and—” 
 
    “Sora,” he interrupted her. “It’s okay. I liked it. No saying sorry, just call me whatever you want. And wow, the Red Dragon really ate the ashes of the dead? So what you’re saying is…Cassius was a piece of shit when he was alive, and he’s piece of shit now.” Ford bit back a smile. 
 
    Sora was trying real hard not to giggle, on account of the unsavory subject matter, but a little laugh escaped her. She cleared her throat and pursed her lips together. “We’re going to Hell for laughing about this.” 
 
    “I was already going to Hell. I’ll save you a seat.” 
 
    Sora laughed really loud at that vision and, for some reason, she couldn’t stop. It snowballed into louder laughter—the ab-clenching, arms around the stomach, uncontrollable kind. She laughed and laughed, and then he was laughing, too. Soon, she was wiping tears from the corners of her eyes. Maybe she was part evil now. Her sense of humor had definitely grown darker. 
 
    He pulled into the lot for Cosmo’s Garage and parked in the way back, as far away from the open garages as possible. He gripped the wheel until it creaked, breathed in deeply, out deeply, in deeply, out deeply, his eyes never leaving the building. 
 
    “Are you okay?” Sora asked softly. 
 
    Ford nodded, but his grip tightened on the wheel. He didn’t look okay. Red was creeping up his neck as he tracked a man with dark hair. 
 
    “I know him,” she said, leaning forward. “That’s Kannon. That’s Katy’s mate. He’s the reason I Turned her.” 
 
    “Fuck,” Ford murmured. He could probably break the steering wheel with a grip like that. 
 
    “He’s okay! He’s nice. He was the one who tried to help us when you were fighting with the Tarians.” 
 
    Ford shook his head and closed his eyes, breath speeding up. 
 
    “It’s okay,” she murmured, pulling out her phone. “I’ll take care of it.” She texted Kannon. Hey, do you have the part Ford needs? For a Harley? Send. 
 
    Kannon yanked a tire off a stack of them in the side yard and pulled his phone out of his pocket, frowned down at it, then responded. Yeah. Are you picking it up? 
 
    Yes! We are in the parking lot. Can you have it ready so I can just run in and grab it? Send. 
 
    Is that dark lion with you? 
 
    Yep! Send. 
 
    Well, he paid over the phone. I’ll get it ready now. It’ll take two minutes. 
 
    Ford was growling low as he watched Kannon saunter back into the garage, carrying a pair of giant tires like they were feathers. 
 
    “You can’t be around males at all?” she asked, slowly starting to realize how hard this must be for him. 
 
    His leg was shaking in quick succession, and he ran his hand roughly through his hair and then down his face. “No. The lion is a dominant asshole that I have no control over. All he wants to do is fight.” 
 
    “Males but not females?” she asked, trying to find a bright side. 
 
    “Yeah, females are safe. I feel protective over women. It’s the men I want to kill. And sometimes the Change happens when I don’t want it to. And sometimes people get hurt when I don’t want them to.” He turned to her, his head hung low. His glowing gold eyes looked haunted as he told her, “This is my life, Sora. That guy, Kannon, could be the nicest shifter in the world, and I would still want to rip his throat out. There’s no rehabbing me, no getting better. I’ve tried everything.” He swallowed hard. “It’s been so easy to get lost up in that cabin with you, but the reality is—” 
 
    “Don’t,” she demanded. “Don’t say a goodbye I didn’t ask for. You don’t get to come in and fix my damage and then leave saying your damage is too big to handle.” 
 
    “This isn’t the life I want for you, Sora. We couldn’t have people over for dinner or do double dates like normal people. There’s no movies, no dinners out. Hell, I don’t even know if I would be okay having a boy cub. You would get dragged right into this lonely life—” 
 
    “It’s not lonely if I have you.” 
 
    “Sora—” 
 
    “No!” She shoved the door open and got out. “If you don’t want this life for me? Work harder. I’m working. I’m here. You got me fighting, got me improving, got me calling myself on all my shit.” Fury flashed through her veins. He was trying to leave her? To prep her for when he would go? She slammed the door and called over her shoulder, “Your turn.” And then she marched her pissed-off little self over to Kannon, gave him a big hug while glaring at Ford’s furious face through the window, and then she cradled the box Kannon handed her and marched right back to the truck. 
 
    “You good?” Kannon called in a concerned voice. 
 
    “I will be,” she promised. 
 
    “There she is,” Kannon barked out with a smile in his voice. 
 
    She high-kneed her proud ass straight back to the truck, tits bouncing as she went, yanked open the door, tossed the part to Ford, scrambled in, and slammed the door so hard behind her, the SUV rocked. 
 
    Ford was gritting his teeth, his jaw muscles rippling and his snarl was downright intimidating, but so what? She growled back at him, and the noise in his throat instantly died to nothing. 
 
    “Maybe I’m going to push and push and push you until you bite back,” she muttered, using his own words. “If I have to rehab, so do you. I was ready to die, and you came in and made me live. And now I’ve got the hard work ahead of me. You think you’re already dead, Ford? You’re already peaked? You’re maxed out? Fuck that. You’re the strongest man I’ve ever known. If I’m gonna live, so will you.” 
 
    He frowned, searching her face. “I never said I wanted to die.” 
 
    “That’s not what I mean by ‘live,’ Ford. Hiding your animal from the world isn’t living. Giving up every connection with other people isn’t living. That’s how a shifter goes crazy. And I’ll be damned if I do all this work on me and get to living again…without you.” Sora shrugged her shoulder and bit back tears. “You’re my reason.” 
 
    Ford relaxed back against the seat and let off a small exhalation, a tiny gasp. He ran his hand down his beard and shook his head slightly at her. “What are you doing?” 
 
    Sora offered him a trembling smile and looked down at the smoke that only she could see, smoke that was filing the whole car. “When we were together and things were happy and normal, when I was falling in love for the first time—for the only time—our bond was so beautiful. My favorite color was green before you, but it became purple the day you sat in my section and talked to me for the first time. I thought our bond was the most beautiful thing in the world. And I know I seem crazy because other people can’t see it, but that’s just part of me. Ghosts and bonds, emotions sometimes, auras. I see them all. Last week, a Dark Lion came charging through the Tarians to save a broken girl, and do you know what I saw?” 
 
    Ford shook his head. 
 
    “Thick black smog just…billowing from me and soaking into you, like you were draining my soul. Do you know what I see now?” 
 
    Another shake of his head, but the fury in his eyes had slowly been replaced by hope. 
 
    When Sora held up her hands, the smoke pulsed from her chest, curled around her fingertips like little butterfly kisses, and floated into Ford. A tear fell down her cheek. “First sign of purple.” 
 
    “Fuck,” Ford said on a deep sigh. He rested his head back. “You gonna fix me, Sora?” 
 
    “No,” she whispered. “I don’t want to fix you. I like you just as you are. But the places in your life that I know will make you unhappy? I want to be by your side as you take them back. I’m going to cheer you on and tell you to keep going. I think that was always my destiny, but my road just got all broken up in the middle and I lost my way for a while. No more talk of leaving. As I’m getting back on my feet, I’m realizing something. You came in when I couldn’t stand at all, and you were my spine. You made me feel safe and confident while I learned to stand on my own again. Do you know how important that is? Do you know how special it is to be a backbone for someone? For this, and a hundred other reasons, you have my loyalty. My devotion. For this, and a hundred other reasons, you have me for always.” 
 
    “You’re sure?” he asked softly. 
 
    Her lips just wouldn’t quit trembling as she tried to keep all the tears inside. So she pointed to the healing scar on her face and said, “I have the mark to prove it.” 
 
    Ford reached over and brushed his knuckle across the painful cut, still not healed. “I shouldn’t have marked your face.” 
 
    Sora reached over and touched the claw mark on his own cheek that disappeared into his beard. “I don’t regret shit. I like seeing yours.” 
 
    Ford chuckled, grabbed her hand, and kissed the inside of her wrist, then bit it gently. “Okay.” 
 
    “You’ll try?” 
 
    He drew her hand to his chest, right over his pounding heartbeat. “You got this thing workin’ again. I guess trying is the least I can do.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Twelve 
 
      
 
    Ford turned into the parking lot of Olan’s Pancake Hut, and in the side yard, under a huge oak tree, the Tarian lionesses had already gathered. They had plates stacked high with pancakes and pitchers of orange juice. 
 
    When Ford parked nearest to them, Emerald motioned them over. “We got your food already.” 
 
    “Oh.” Sora smiled at Ford. “That was nice of them!” 
 
    Ford looked pale, and he was taking light, steadying breaths. 
 
    “Come on,” she murmured. “You’re fine. It’s just the girl, and I’m here. Easy peasy.” 
 
    At the last two words, he grimaced, but nodded. As soon as he got out and met her at the front of the SUV, she slipped her hand into his. 
 
    “They’ll smell like their mates,” he rumbled in a gritty voice. 
 
    Aaaah, that was the problem. 
 
    “Well then it’s time to work,” she said lightly. “Lesson one. Become desensitized to the scent of other males.” 
 
    Sora waved, but the Tarian Lionesses stopped their bustling and food prep. Stopped passing out napkins and pouring orange juice. They put down their chores and made their way to Sora. She stood there stunned as, one by one, the lionesses pulled her in for long hugs. She didn’t panic over being touched. She was surprised, sure, but into her third hug with Annamora’s arms wrapped tight around her, it actually felt good. Her lioness perked up and purred, and that was a big deal. She looked at Ford as she slowly drew her arms up for Rose to hug her, and he was smiling. There was pride in that grin, and she wanted to cry again. Seemed like that’s all she did lately. Happy cry. 
 
    She didn’t make any sense anymore. 
 
    She was growing tougher and softer all at the same time. 
 
    “Ford the Dark,” Katy announced grandly, hands on her hips. “We tried to get your scary ass a whole bucket of beers so you would remain chill and not terrifying, but they don’t serve beer until noon, so until then, you will have to do with pitchers of mimosas. I got them to add extra bubbly, just for you.” 
 
    “Do I look like a man who drinks mimosas?” Ford deadpanned. 
 
    “Uh, you look terrifying,” Emerald said. “If you don’t want the mimosas, we will gladly down them for you.” 
 
    Ford cracked a tiny smile for Ronin’s mate. “I suppose for one day, I can be a mimosa man.” 
 
    Katy grinned. “New nickname!” 
 
    “No,” Ford said. “I like the first one. Ford the Dark.” 
 
    “Mimosa Man!” Katy said without missing a beat. 
 
    “Oh my God,” he grumbled. 
 
    When Sora snorted, Annamora glanced her way with the strangest expression on her face. “Did you just laugh?” 
 
    Heat tinted Sora’s cheeks, and she pressed her cold hands there to ease the redness. “I think I’m a little different than the last time you all saw me.” She would always remember the trial day as her rock bottom. 
 
    Annamora was just nodding, and her eyes were full of something Sora didn’t understand. The submissive lioness parted her lips to say something, but nothing came out. And then she turned and grabbed the handles of two pitchers of mimosas and handed them both to Ford and Sora. 
 
    “These entire things are for us?” Ford rumbled. 
 
    “We got one each,” Katy said through a laugh. “They said no on the buckets of beers, but since this is our first time partying with the Dark Lion, I panicked and just ordered everyone a pitcher of mimosas.” 
 
    “Oh God,” Ford said, lifting his pitcher. “Okay, well, lift ’em up, ladies. We’re getting mimosa drunk at ten in the morning apparently.” 
 
    Sora could see it—him hiding a tiny smile. His eyes were dancing as the Tarian Lionesses came closer with their pitchers in hand. 
 
    What was this feeling in Sora’s chest? This full, fluttery, overwhelming sensation that pulsed outward with every beat of her heart? Happiness? She lifted her pitcher with the others as they all gathered in a circle. She rested her drink in the middle with the other pitchers as Rose did a toast. 
 
    “To not giving up. No matter what.” The older woman’s silver hair lifted slightly in the wind, and her eyes were trained on Ford. That toast wasn’t for Sora. It was for him. Rose was very wise. 
 
    Ford drank down half his pitcher, never taking his eyes off Rose. And when the chatter picked back up and the food prep was underway again, he nodded to Rose and got the same gesture in return. 
 
    And Sora’s heart pounded on. 
 
    At the long picnic table, Ford sat at the end, right next to Sora, his hand on her thigh as he ate silently. The ladies were in a chatty mood, and Sora loved it. She’d been a watcher for months, just quiet, their conversation never really touching her, but today she could see their personalities in their talk. Rose was tough and smart, Katy was hilarious and forgiving, Annamora was still quiet and uncertain but steadier, and Emerald was mature, sweet, watchful, and supportive. 
 
    Sora was lost in the cadence of the breakfast, everyone talking and laughing, eating enough pancakes to feed a small army, and drinking mimosas. It was Ford who squeezed her leg and pulled her from her little internal world. 
 
    “Sora used to take pictures,” Ford said. “She was a really good photographer.” 
 
    Confused at his sudden compliment, and feeling shy under the attention, she said, “Oh, I was never that good. It’s just something I enjoyed.” 
 
    “Well, I bought a good camera to take pictures of the flower arrangements we’ve been making in the greenhouse,” Rose said, “but I can’t figure the damn thing out.” 
 
    “I can’t either,” Katy groaned. “I spent two hours, and all my pictures came out blurry or focused on the wrong thing.” 
 
    Rose pointed to Sora with her plastic fork. “You can use the camera if you want. See if you can figure it out.” 
 
    Sora gave off a little gasp. “Really?” 
 
    “It’s just sitting there not being used at this point,” Emerald said. “We all gave up. It’s too high tech for us.” 
 
    “If you figure it out, I wouldn’t mind some help taking pictures of the arrangements,” Rose murmured. “We’re trying to start selling to florists online, but we can’t until we figure out how to make the website look professional.” 
 
    “I never knew you liked taking pictures,” Annamora said. “I maybe didn’t know very much about you, though. You were quiet when we were there.” There. The way she’d said it with such hatred, she meant the Old Tarians. “What did you take pictures of?” 
 
    “Oh, any and everything at first.” 
 
    Ford spoke up. “She would make me take her to the library so she could check out books on photography. She sat there and read an entire book about lighting from cover to cover in one sitting.” 
 
    “And you stayed with her? Good man,” Emerald said in an impressed tone. 
 
    “It was no chore for me. Her face is fun to watch when she’s into something she’s passionate about. She used to smile a lot while she was reading. Plus, she spent countless hours out in my shop with me while I fixed up motorcycles. Least I could do was hang out at a library for a few hours a week with her.” Ford frowned at the staring women across the table. “What?” 
 
    “That’s the most we’ve ever heard you say, and you didn’t sound like a damn demon for a minute,” Katy enlightened him. 
 
    Ford narrowed his eyes and chugged the rest of his pitcher of mimosa in silence. Okay then. 
 
    “I really liked taking pictures of people,” Sora admitted softly. “I would sit outside of this coffee shop and take pictures of the people in town as they went about their lives. I would never publish them or anything. They were private moments, and I didn’t have permission, but I would capture a little smile on a kid’s face when his mom looked down at him, or the anger in a face of a person who had been hurt by a careless word. Every face and body is different and beautiful in their own ways. I liked the messy pictures where the wind was blowing hair and clothes around, a tossed look over a shoulder, the blur of legs when someone was running. I was learning to develop my own film before…before…” 
 
    “Before Cassius,” Annamora finished for her. 
 
    Sora nodded once and fidgeted with the last pancake on her plate, poking it with a fork and spreading the syrup around on top of it. “I liked finding beauty in people who weren’t necessarily having a beautiful moment.” 
 
    “Can you take a picture of me?” Annamora asked suddenly. 
 
    Sora jerked her gaze up to the quiet Tarian. “You want me to take a picture of you?” 
 
    Annamora swallowed hard, glanced at Ford, then back at Sora. She nodded. “Maybe if you’re still good at finding beauty in a rough moment, maybe you can find it in me.” 
 
    Ooooh, Annamora. Sora had been so lost in her own pain she hadn’t seen the pain around her. This girl was fighting her way out of a hole just like Sora was. “Yes,” she said. “I would love to take a picture of you.” 
 
    Ford’s hand was strong when he put comforting pressure on her thigh. And as the girls began talking about what Annamora should wear, how she should do her hair and make-up, all of that, Ford slipped his arm around her shoulders and pulled her tight against him. And then he shocked her into stillness when he pressed his lips against her temple. “Good girl,” he growled so softly it was barely audible over the excited talk of the Tarian Lionesses. 
 
    And this moment felt important. Sora got real determined to help Annamora, and it pulled her out of her own struggle for a moment. It was a second of pure relief, placing her focus on helping someone else. Doubled with Ford’s pride, her chest felt so full right now that it was hard to breathe. 
 
    And when she looked down, the purple in their bond was a tiny bit brighter. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Thirteen 
 
      
 
    Ford sat there in the dark, a soft growl rattling his chest as he thought about what he would do. 
 
    He’d meant to leave an hour ago, but he couldn’t quite pry himself from the chair where he had the perfect view of Sora as she slept. The early dawn light was dim, but his predator sight didn’t need it to see every beautiful curve of her face and body. 
 
    All he wanted to do was touch her. 
 
    He looked down at his hands, big, tattooed, gruff, and calloused. There was oil embedded in his nailbeds from working on his Harley today. How many times had he hurt other males? Other shifters who had drifted into his territory? He had no right to touch an angel with these blood-stained hands, and yet… 
 
    Sora made him feel cleaner somehow. Worthy even. 
 
    She saw things beyond the veil, and that was magic in itself, something he’d never believed in before. But she also had this ability to wash away a man’s crimes and make him feel…hope. There was no one else like her. 
 
    Hope was an uncertain and dangerous game for a monster like him. He could fail, and his failure wouldn’t just be a mental slap on the wrist. It wouldn’t mean a little bit of guilt and moving on. 
 
    His failure could kill people she cared about. 
 
    But if he never tried, he was a coward. And Sora, that little dragon rising, she deserved a man who would rise with her. 
 
    His stomach clenched with nausea at what he would do. Leaving her felt like the biggest mistake, but what choice did he have? He would be damned if he cursed her with his shortcomings. 
 
    He stood in a rush before he could change his mind for the tenth time and strode for the door, forcing himself not to look back. 
 
    And when he closed the door behind him, he knew without a shadow of a doubt, he’d never heard a lonelier sound in all his life. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Fourteen 
 
      
 
    “Hmmm,” Sora murmured, feeling strange. Feeling empty for some reason. 
 
    She sat up on the couch and rubbed her eyes. There was one ray of sunlight assaulting her eyeballs right now. She looked around but didn’t feel or sense Ford at all. And when she looked down, there was no smoke coming from her. Inside of her, the lioness was quiet and watchful. 
 
    “Ford?” she called to no answer. 
 
    She stood and checked the kitchen, but he hadn’t started breakfast. He always woke before her, the early riser, and made something to eat. He had to eat all the time. Rubbing her arm, she looked around the empty house, mind racing. Okay, maybe he was just outside or needed a Change. He usually told her when he needed to Change, but maybe it had come on suddenly. That had happened to her the last time she’d Changed. Geez—she counted quickly—that had been two weeks ago, before she’d had her trial. Her lioness hadn’t even tried to come out. Scaredy cat. 
 
    She was going to have to do some serious thinking on that, right after she found Ford. 
 
    A search of the other rooms in the house and then outside turned up nothing. The SUV was still sitting in the same spot he’d parked it. Maybe he was in the shed. 
 
    But it felt empty before she even padded through the open door. There she stood, her white nightdress tickling her ankles, her bare feet making footprints in the dirt, the dust motes swirling around her, chills on her skin. 
 
    The motorcycle was gone. 
 
    Ford was gone. 
 
    She hadn’t realized just how attached she’d become to him until now. Where was the smoke? Where was the bond? 
 
    Hands shaking, she pushed hair out of her face and called his name again. This time wasn’t for him. It was for her, because his name made this place feel less lonely. Along the edge of the woods, the ghosts of the shifters who used to live here stood watching her. 
 
    Maybe they were attracted to her heartache. 
 
    He would’ve left a note. It was Ford. He wouldn’t just leave! She ran for the house and tore open the door. She searched every counter, every table, every nightstand, but there was nothing. 
 
    There was just her. 
 
    Her and the ghosts that were inching closer to the house. 
 
    She’d always thought they couldn’t hurt her, but she’d been wrong. They didn’t exist around Ford. He had chased her ghosts away. Their presence meant he was really really gone. 
 
    What could hurt more than that? 
 
    A soft rumble vibrated through the floorboards. Sora froze, chest heaving, eyes brimming with tears. Please be him. 
 
    She ran to the front door as the engine got louder. By the time she stepped into the yard, she could see him. Ford was coming up the ravine trail, picking his way carefully. He didn’t have a shirt on, just jeans and sunglasses. His hair was windblown into perfection, his arm muscles flexed as he controlled the motorcycle with one hand, and the toe of his work boot moved as he shifted gears. In the other arm was cradled something she couldn’t quite make out. 
 
    She’d been on the verge of shattering, and now she was overwhelmed with relief. She ran to him, reached him just as he put the motorcycle on its kickstand. He held out his free arm and grunted as she blasted into him. 
 
    “I’m sorry,” he whispered, hugging her so tight against him. Ford smelled like blood. Blood and grief. 
 
    “You left,” she murmured. 
 
    “I had to. Just for a little while.” 
 
    “You didn’t tell me, and I thought you were really gone.” 
 
    Ford lifted up and got off his Harley. “I brought you something.” 
 
    Sora stared dumbly at the camera case in his hand that he offered to her. “I—I don’t understand.” 
 
    “I went to the New Tarians.” He swallowed hard and shook his head. “I tried, Sora. I tried to stay a man, but the lion doesn’t give a shit about my wants.” 
 
    Sora eased back by inches, and his grip around her waist loosened. Swallowing audibly, she asked, “Did you fight them?” 
 
    Ford nodded once. “Ronin was ready. I gave him a heads up. Everyone is fine. Or they will be. Orion is the worst off.” He angled his face away from her. “I want to get better, but…” 
 
    Sora set the camera beside her and cupped his bearded chin. And then she pulled his sunglasses off his face. His eyes were closed, so she said, “Look at me.” 
 
    He sighed and eased his yellow eyes open. Their color rivaled the dawn sun. Those eyes used to scare her, but now she loved them. “You brought me the camera so that you could have an excuse to put yourself around other males. For practice.” She gestured to the camera beside her. “That isn’t the present, Ford. The present is you trying for me. The boys will heal.” She studied the half-healed claw marks on his ribs. “So will you.” 
 
    “I won’t ever be able to be a part of a Pride, Sora. The animal is too dominant. I can’t give you that life.” 
 
    “So give me one better. You be my Pride. You be my Alpha. Any socialization my lioness needs, I can get from the girls of the New Tarians.” 
 
    “But you’re a Tarian queen—” 
 
    “Wrong. I was a Tarian queen. And look what it did to me. On your worst day, you’re a better king than Cassius ever was on his best. I choose you. You wanted me to have a future, wanted my life to be my choice. I choose this bond.” She traced the wisps that trickled toward him, lightly touched his chest, then traced them back to her own chest. “I don’t care what my life was supposed to be. I care about you.” Her voice dipped to a whisper. “I’m proud of you.” 
 
    He shook his head and huffed a dark laugh. “You wouldn’t say that if you saw what I just did to Orion. To Ronin, Kannon, Talon. If I was them? I would want me dead or out of their territory.” 
 
    She smiled. “Then I’m really glad you aren’t them.” Sora stood on her tiptoes, pressed her lips to his, then nuzzled her cheek against one, then the other of his cheeks. And then she slipped her arms around his shoulders and purred into his strong hug. “My monster,” she whispered. “Trying for me. Good monster.” 
 
    Ford rubbed his face against hers, too, his beard scratching her soft skin. She could feel it, his purring. His whole body vibrated with it, and now his hands were stroking up her back. He lowered his lips to her neck, and Sora arched her head backward, giving him a better angle at her neck. He opened his jaw and then clamped his teeth lightly onto her skin. I trust you.  
 
    His lips crashed against hers like waves on a cliff. His hand went to the back of her head, and she should’ve felt trapped, but all she felt was the perfection of this moment. Her body didn’t tense around him anymore, her breath didn’t freeze. She wanted more, not less. 
 
    She opened like a flower for him, and he responded perfectly. More touching, more rubbing. His hands were memorizing her body, exploring every curve of her arms, her shoulders, neck, down to her hips, her waist, then up, up to her breasts, full and ready, pressing against the thin cotton of her sleep dress. 
 
    She groaned when he massaged her. His rigid body was the perfect contrast to her soft one. He lifted her, wrapped her legs around his hips, and kissed the devil out of her as he walked them toward the house. 
 
    He wasn’t stopping. Not this time. 
 
    Her excitement grew with every step through the yard, every creaking porch stair, the air from the opening door brushing her skin. It grew with every inch they got closer to the bedroom down the hall. 
 
    At the bed, she hesitated, paused her kissing. She looked at it and was assaulted by a dozen horrible memories that had been made in a bed like this. 
 
    Ford allowed her the moment, but then stole it back. He hooked his finger under her jaw and pulled her back to him. Kissed her gently. So gently. Good monster. Good, good monster. 
 
    She closed her eyes and let him take control. Let him lay her on the bed. Let him press her back into the mattress, let him kiss her lips, her throat, her collarbone. 
 
    The rip of her nightdress should’ve scared her, but fear didn’t exist with Ford. Her mate, her mate, he banished terror like he banished ghosts. Who could ever hurt her when Ford was around? No one. She was untouchable to everyone. Everyone but him. 
 
    He pulled her shredded nightdress off her and tossed it to the floor, his eyes blazing with an intensity she hadn’t seen since that night in the mirror. His hunger wasn’t intimidating. She reveled in it. Ford wanted her. Her. The Broken had become The Enough. 
 
    His hands felt divine on her skin as he dragged his fingertips up her thigh to her hip, gripped her there. His beard felt so good as he rubbed his face back and forth across her breasts. She ached for more of him. For all of him. 
 
    He eased up just enough to unfasten his jeans and shove them down his powerful legs. She had this stunned moment. Ford was pure muscle, pure rutting male, masculinity, confidence. He was everything she could ever want in a man. His tattoos, his scars, his fiery eyes, and that beard called to her body. His six-pack flexed as he settled over her. And when he rested his bare chest against hers, his full weight on her, she sighed in utter relief. Nothing had ever felt so good as his skin against hers. Safe. She was safe. 
 
    His swollen cock was pressed between her legs, and as he moved his hips in shallow thrusts, she grew wetter and wetter just from him touching her there. He was so big. So intimidatingly big, but she was ready. He drew her nipple into his mouth, then reached up, gripped her hair, and pulled gently until she arched her back against the mattress and groaned. And then he rocked his hips back far enough to position the head of his cock at her entrance. 
 
    “Beg,” he rumbled. 
 
    “Please, Ford. I need you.” She’d never felt the truth in her words so much as right now. 
 
    He flicked the tight bud of her nipple with his tongue, and she groaned again and spread her knees wider, inviting him. 
 
    Ford’s entire body flexed as he curved his hips against hers, pushing his dick deep inside her. Sora’s fingers clawed his back, and she murmured his name for how good it felt to be filled with him. He moved steadily, pumping into her deeper and deeper until they were utterly connected. Every stroke was delicious, driving her toward that pressure in her middle she’d never thought she would feel again.  
 
    She was panting now, begging for more, pleading. Fords words in her ears only turned her on more. “Fuck, I’ve missed being inside of you. You gonna come for me? Good girl, getting so wet. Mmmmmm.” 
 
    He was good at this, talking, getting her revved up. Sora couldn’t even think straight. All she could do was ride the wave of what he was doing to her body. This man owned her, body and soul, and he was taking such good care of her needs. Faster and deeper, he thrust into her now. She rolled her hips to meet him, over and over until she was gone. There was no more scared Sora left. That girl was dead, killed by the Dark Lion. Her body shattered around him, throbbing so good she cried out over and over. Ford rammed into her and growled out the sexiest sound she’d ever heard. His dick throbbed so hard and deep it left her release pulsing on and on. 
 
    And when his throbbing eased and her body felt sated, he kissed her again. 
 
    “No one will ever hurt you again,” he said. 
 
    Those seven words created the most important promise of her life. 
 
    They meant he was staying. They meant he was choosing her back. 
 
    “Ford,” she whispered, stroking his cheek. 
 
    “Mmm,” he growled softly. 
 
    She couldn’t help the smile on her face as she told him what she saw. “We’ve filled the whole room with bright purple.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Fifteen 
 
      
 
    Sora adjusted the shutter speed and aimed her camera at Ford again. 
 
    He didn’t know she was shooting him. This wasn’t why they’d come here. She was supposed to be learning the camera, taking pics of flora and fauna, practicing for Rose’s greenhouse pictures while subtly ignoring how terrifying Ford looked. 
 
    Day five of coming to the New Tarian Pride territory. 
 
    The first day was the fight when he’d retrieved the camera. 
 
    The second day, he had ghosted the edges of the territory, trying to get used to the scent of males. 
 
    Day three, Sora had waited on his motorcycle for him, determined to support him. He’d gotten into a fight with Ronin that day. It was bad, and both bruisers had been hurt. Sure, they healed fast, but it was hard to stand on the sidelines with the other lionesses and let them work through that battle. Her respect for Ronin had grown because he was allowing this. He was allowing this broken Dark Lion in his territory every day. And she knew deep down to her bones…he was allowing this for her. 
 
    Day four, Ford had asked her to bring the camera and distract him while he sat in the woods in New Tarian territory as he tried to keep from Changing. 
 
    Day five, today…Ford had settled into a green plastic chair on the edge of the clearing and stared at the big house. The entire Pride had taken this beautiful Saturday to go swimming a mile away at the river. Everyone seemed to need a break from the tension, but not Orion. He’d stayed here and had made his way to the porch of Ronin’s house. He lived in a one-room cabin near the back of the territory, but he’d sauntered right up to Ronin’s porch as soon as Ford had sat down. And now her brother was just sitting there, staring back at Ford. Today would be another fight with her brother if Ford couldn’t keep the lion under control. 
 
    Orion had a limp from their last fight. He probably always would now. 
 
    And Sora knew down to her bones, Orion was trying to help Ford, too. For her. He would bleed for her again. She loved her brother dearly. No one would ever understand the sacrifices he’d made for her because he was quiet with his good deeds. But she watched him and counted his gallant gestures, and she respected him more and more. 
 
    Ronin was always meant to be a king here. 
 
    Ford was meant to be king of his own Pride. 
 
    And Orion…he was a king, too. He just hadn’t found his place yet, but Sora knew he would. As soon as he thought she was okay, he would. 
 
    Sora reviewed the last couple of pictures. Getting a little better. She’d purposefully left the instruction manual at home. Errr…at the place they were staying. The Old Tarian big house. Sora shook her head slightly and then re-focused on a ladybug marching up the stem of a dandelion. 
 
    She had a list of baby step victories she’d memorized because she had goals now. She had a future to go after, and it was bigger than she’d thought she was destined for, but fuck it. Was she scared to try and fail? Hell, yeah. But that was the point of living, right? Push and grow and be better than the day before, and see how much she could accomplish by the end of her life. So she was going to do this, even if she was scared. Someday, she wanted that life Ford had talked about:  
 
    The studio. 
 
    Learn the camera. 
 
    Take Rose’s flower pictures. 
 
    Learn how to build her website. 
 
    Take pictures of the Tarian Lionesses looking like badasses as a thank-you gift for them and their mates. 
 
    Someday, when she was brave enough, ask Ford to marry her. Because once upon a time, he’d been human, and marriage had meant just as much as claiming a mate. 
 
    Make Ford happy. Support him as he became the king she knew he was capable of. 
 
    Live happily ever after. (She’d already started that part, but it was still good practice to add things like this to important lists.) 
 
    Sora took another picture of Ford exhaling a long, steadying breath. Someday when he was better at this, she would show him these pictures to remind him of how far he’d come. She believed in him that much, just as much as he believed in her. 
 
    So here they sat, the Dark Lion, Ford, and the White Lion, Orion, both ready to brawl, and both willing to bleed to make Ford better. For her. 
 
    Who was she? Just a woman who’d gotten tripped up in her life. She didn’t deserve any of this effort, but she was going to spend every day making sure the boys knew how grateful she was. 
 
    Sora took another picture. Click. She had the settings on black and white, but she would add the gold to Ford’s eyes later. He was sitting in the chair, leaning forward, his back straight and tense, his elbows on his knees, murderous eyes on Orion, fists clenched, jaw clenched, lips twisted into a snarl. His hands shook, but he stayed human. Little victory. 
 
    Orion broke the glare, pulled his phone from his pocket, and checked it. Checking the time perhaps? But the troubled look on his face set off a red flag. And when he looked at Sora, his eyes were nearly white. 
 
    Sora’s phone vibrated in her back pocket. Slowly, she checked a text from her dad. All it said was, Every drop of this blood is on your hands. 
 
    A scream of terror echoed through the mountains. 
 
    Sora stood up in a rush. “Annamora?” she whispered, scanning the woods. 
 
    The roaring that followed rattled the ground beneath her feet. 
 
    Orion was already striding for her, peeling off his shirt. “He’s here.” 
 
    “Who’s here?” Ford growled, standing to his full height. 
 
    “Our dad,” Sora said, running for the woods. “He’s after the New Tarians!” My friends, my friends, he’s after my fucking friends! He couldn’t just let her be happy. Couldn’t do it. Shitty father. 
 
    “What are you going to do?” Ford asked from behind them. 
 
    Orion answered without even turning around. “Kill him.” His white lion ripped out of him, and he hit the ground on all fours in a sprint. 
 
    Ford caught up to her, strides long and powerful. He grabbed her by the shoulders with rough hands. “Sora—” 
 
    “I’m not going back inside. I’m not hiding!” He couldn’t make her! He couldn’t make her! She wasn’t some trinket on display. Not anymore. Her lioness was snarling in her chest. Let me out. 
 
    Ford’s eyes flashed with intensity. “I need you to Change.” 
 
    A roaring rattled around in her head, and she thought she’d misheard him. “W-what?” 
 
    “Change and stay with me. Keep me from killing one of our own.” 
 
    Sora gritted her teeth and nodded once. “Okay. Forget rehabbing the lion, Ford. Let him out. I’ll take care of the rest.” 
 
    His eyes blazed bright yellow, and his face morphed into the Dark Lion. The power of his Change blasted her backward, and she landed hard on her backside. He was already running for the woods, a cannonball. He was aimed and fired, but he didn’t care about victims. Some were good and some were bad, and Sora needed to direct his path of destruction. 
 
    Panting, Sora closed her eyes and called her. She called the lioness. Oh, her animal had been hiding for so long, but the echo of Annamora’s scream filled up her head and drew the dark from her. It woke the sleeping fury. 
 
    Sora huffed in pain as the lioness shredded her skin and bones. She was dizzy with pain as she lay there, Changed for the first time in weeks. Ford, Ford, Ford. Orion, Ronin, Kannon, Rose, Emerald, Katy…Annamora. 
 
    Sora peeled her lips back over her razor-sharp teeth and bellowed as loud as she could just to get the last tingles of the change out of her. And then she ran. 
 
    She ran as fast and hard as she could, faster than she’d ever run before. She followed the trail of purple smoke, reaching for the Dark Lion. He would lead her where she needed to go. Hands of smoke. This way, this way. She dodged trees, brush. Low-hanging branches whipped at her face, but she flattened her ears and ignored the sting and ran faster. Her bond was thickening, pulsing, darkening to the color of plums. The Dark Lion was poisoning the bond again. Good Ford. Be the monster. 
 
    She could hear them so clearly now—the struggle, the pain. The dirt had been kicked up by the time she skidded into the clearing near the river. Shapes and shadows were at war inside a cloud. There was this split second when, horrified, she took everything in, a mental picture she would never forget as long as she drew breath. 
 
    Orion was closest, fighting the lion she’d grown up with, the one she used to call Dad. She had no sympathy for him. His fate was his own damn fault. Orion was shredding him, the man who had sold her body for an alliance. The man who had helped to break her. No more leniency on men who treated women like mud just because it was tradition. This was the era of the New Tarians and, damn it all, she’d earned her place as a Tarian. The lionesses were raging, fighting full grown males, their powerful bodies tensed and showing every muscle. Kannon’s tawny lion and Talon’s silver lion were in a battle with three attackers, and Ronin was one-on-one with a behemoth every bit as big as him. Probably some Alpha in some Pride that Dad had conned into cashing in on her contract. And then there was Ford. He was trotting away from three motionless, bloody bodies, yellow fury-filled eyes trained on Ronin, bloody lips pulled back to expose his dagger teeth. Fuck. 
 
    She bolted for her mate, and just as he reached Ronin, she barreled into him, knocking him sideways. Two males were on them in an instant, and Ford twisted, wrapped his powerful arms around one, and that’s all she saw before she was slammed to the ground by a bruiser she recognized. He had a scar all the way down the side of his face, and his damaged eye was in the beginning stages of turning milky white. 
 
    Abel of the Old Tarians. He’d escaped the Tarian War and had allied with her Dad. He’d always been there to order her around, smack her if she wasn’t fast enough serving him and the other assholes in the Pride, treat her like dirt just like all the other lions in the Old Tarians. She roared as his teeth sank into her neck, just above her shoulder.  
 
    Missed the kill-zone, motherfucker.  
 
    Rage fueled her as she got her legs under his chest and shoved him off. He landed on all fours, circled her quick, ears flat, eyes promising her pain, his body tense. He’d come here to hurt her friends. To hurt her. But she wasn’t the Sora he used to know. 
 
    No man would ever hurt her again. 
 
    She charged him, claws out, tail twitching for balance as she flew through the air. She latched onto his neck, wrapped her body around him, and sank her claws in, then braced for impact as she sailed for the ground on her back. As she slammed to the ground, the air whooshed out of her lungs thanks to the weight of Abel on top of her. 
 
    It hurt. A man had hurt her, and she just lost her mind. Snarling, clawing, ears back as she slapped her claws against him. She needed him to stop struggling, stop fighting her. Her claws on her thick hide, teeth wherever she could find purchase, she ripped and shredded, but he was so much bigger than her. His paw raked across her face so hard she hit the dirt with a thud. Fast as a bullet, he was on her. No time, no time, his teeth were coming for her throat, and all she could do was curl in and hope to protect it. She closed her eyes, but a roar rattled her bones, and Abel’s weight disappeared. She opened her eyes just in time to see Ronin slam him into a tree, then he twisted and met the three lions attacking him from behind. Abel was too slow getting up. It gave her time to take stock of what was happening. Ford was in a brawl ten yards away, but his eyes went to Ronin, and he didn’t look angry. He looked shocked. Maybe because Ronin had put his neck at risk to help Sora, she didn’t know. Her attention landed on a fight near her. Terrence was fighting a new Tarian named Gray. Why? Why were the New Tarians fighting each other?  
 
    Every drop of this blood is on your hands. That’s what Dad had said. This blood was on her hands? If she was going to Hell, she was going there thoroughly. Let all this blood be on her hands then. 
 
    Sora stopped thinking. She stopped thinking and let the lioness have her completely and ran toward the lions attacking Ford. She only caught flashes of what she was doing. Like little pictures in her mind where she would come to acute awareness. Arms around one. Taste of iron. Claws damaging anything she could reach. The roars and snarls in her own throat were something she didn’t recognize. Pain on her back leg, and then revenge on the lion who caused it. Sticking right by Ford. Pushing him toward the lions who deserved his wrath. Steering their battle away from the New Tarians. Hurting anything that hurt him, and he was doing the same. It was so fast, all instinct. He was a blur, spinning, dirt kicking up, his long powerful arm blasting down on one lion as she fought another. Him turning and ripping the lion away from her while she jumped on the stunned male he’d left. 
 
    On and on, they fought like they were one until they were fighting in a cloud of black smog and dirt. And when their last attacker was unmoving on the ground and nothing else came for them, Sora stood beside him, panting and exhausted. 
 
    The dust settled, and she could see them. The surviving lions of the Deadlies Pride and their allies were standing at the edge of the woods. Lions and ghosts, just watching them. 
 
    Ford’s gold eyes searched her face for a moment before he walked forward. She stayed with him by his side and there they were. The New Tarians were gathered around Terrence. He was hurt, holding his stomach, bleeding like a stuck pig. 
 
    Sora’s soul ached as she watched Ronin, Changed back into his human, glaring at him. “You fought against us. You hurt Gray. Why?” 
 
    Terrence shrugged up a shoulder and shook his head. “Because you’re wrong to take all the Old Tarian out of us. Alpha—” 
 
    “I’m not your Alpha anymore,” Ronin gritted out. 
 
    “Mercy,” Terrence whispered, holding his bleeding stomach. “I’m asking for mercy.” 
 
    Ronin looked down his nose at the traitor and shook his head. “You’ll find none of that here.” Ronin looked at his Pride and laced an order into his barking tone when he said, “No one is to help him. Whatever is meant to be will be.” 
 
    “But I’ll bleed out!” Terrence yelled, his voice echoing. 
 
    “And alone. The consequences of being a traitor.” 
 
    The look of disgust and betrayal was etched onto every New Tarian as they stared at Terrence. Sora wanted to kill him. He’d voted for her death, attacked her at the trial, and now he had fought against his own Pride? Gray was shredded, leaning heavy on Kannon. Terrence had drawn the blood of his own friend. 
 
    Around them, lions lay in piles, but none of them mattered to Sora. They’d earned their deaths. She didn’t care what that said about her anymore. Damn anyone who came for her people. 
 
    Orion paced in front of the body of a lion. Dad wasn’t moving. Fuck. Orion’s white coat was covered in streaks of red, like hers was, and his white eyes roiled with agony. She’d killed her mate, and Orion had killed their father, and their bloodline would be cursed for always. 
 
    Ronin roared in fury. His mate, Emerald, was on her knees behind him, crying silently, her hand on his back. 
 
    Ford was just watching the lions pace around Terrence. Her mate wasn’t attacking, and he didn’t look angry or aggressive. He looked…sad. 
 
    Sora Changed back and struggled to her feet. Her entire body hurt. Every cell ached. She made her way to Orion’s snow-white animal and fell to her knees, hugged his thick throat as tears streaked her cheeks. “It’s okay,” she whispered. “I know why you had to. I know.” 
 
    Orion was perfectly still, and Sora forced herself not to look at the lion’s body behind him. She didn’t want to see. There had been loss today, and she knew her brother. He would never shake the damage of being a traitor to Dad and his Pride. But he’d also watched what had happened to her in that Old Tarian Camp, and Dad should’ve never shown his face to Orion again. He should’ve never come here with an army to kill this Pride, Orion, Sora, and Ford. 
 
    “Ford,” she heard Ronin say in a scratchy voice. 
 
    With a gasp, Sora released Orion and turned just in time to see Ford Change back. He sat there on his knees in the dirt, clawed up and breathing heavy, eyes steady on the Alpha of the New Tarians. 
 
    Ronin’s eyes swam with rage as the clearing went completely silent. And then, his gaze trained on Ford, Ronin jerked his chin toward the tree line where Able was Changed back and limping for the woods. 
 
    And then Ford, the lion who couldn’t be tamed, did something that stunned Sora. He angled his head to the side and exposed his neck as he nodded to the Alpha once. He stood, blinking slow, and then glanced at Sora and told her to, “Look away.” 
 
    That wasn’t her job, though, to turn a blind eye to everything her mate was. Her job was to stand by him, even when he had to do his dirty work. So she stood, and as Ford made his way toward Abel, the lion who almost succeeded in ending her, the other lionesses strode over to her and created a wall with her. And Emerald, sniffing slightly, came to stand right beside her, slipping her hand in Sora’s. 
 
    Ford took the man by the throat and asked him, “Were you the one feeding these Prides information on the New Tarians?” 
 
    Abel’s smile was red and remorseless. “Me and one of your own.” His eyes flicked to Terrence, still kneeling weakly on the ground. “Ask us if we regret it? I wish they would’ve killed every one of you. Fuck you all.” 
 
    Ford yanked him forward and slammed him back against the tree trunk, and the snarl that ripped out of him chilled Sora’s blood. Stupid man to poke the monster. 
 
    “Why?” Ford asked. 
 
    “Revenge. All of you have killed our way of life. You demolished the council, and look”—Abel jerked his face toward Sora—“you put females above yourselves. You’ve made our kind weak.” 
 
    “And yet,” Ford growled, “we’re the last ones standing.” 
 
    “The council will rise again, and they will kill you for what you’ve done. You’ve disrespected alliances, spat on pairing contracts, killed entire Prides. You fucking killed the Old Tarians!” His furious voice echoed through the mountains. “You’ll kill me. I know what’s coming. The best thing I ever did was come after you. Weak, weak, weak. You’ve made lions soft.” 
 
    Sora could see Ford’s cheeks swell with a smile. “Ain’t nothing soft about us.” He reached up, snapped Abel’s neck. 
 
    Sora gasped and squeezed her eyes closed as his body fell to the ground. 
 
    Ford stood and addressed the lions that lingered on the edge—the Deadlies and their allies who’d quit fighting. The smart ones that had surrendered. 
 
    “Hear me!” he yelled, his voice cracking with power. He jammed his finger at Sora. “She is mine.” He gestured to the New Tarians and growled. “Mine. Whatever you think you know about the New Tarians, let the losses of today remind you who the fuck we are.” 
 
    “Come after us again,” Ronin said, walking past Terrence, past the lionesses, past Sora to stand beside Ford. “There will be no mercy, no survivors. Go talk about what happened here. Talk about what you did. Who you followed. Who you listened to. What you pushed us into. Maybe some of you didn’t know us before today, so let me make some introductions. My name is Ronin, Alpha of the Tarians.” He twitched his head to the giant beside him. “This is Ford, or as whisperers through the Prides have been calling him, the Dark Lion.” Ronin said formally, “Dark Lion, would you like a place with my Pride as my enforcer? As my Second?” 
 
    Ford shrugged up a shoulder and looked at Sora, his eyebrows arched. She nodded. Go on then. “Enforcer sounds like fun. Why not?” 
 
    “Holy shit,” Kannon murmured from behind them. “Y’all are so fucked now!” 
 
    Ronin offered the pacing lions a dead smile. “Congrats, morons, you made a mutant alliance that puts you all in jeopardy. Come after us again, and we have no problem annihilating every lion left in existence. I will wipe the earth clean of every lion who can’t get on board with the new way of life. Females matter, and the council is dead and they will stay that way. I was trying to be patient because I understand change takes time, but time’s up. I will bring every fucking one of you in line. Spread that shit around.” He tipped his head toward the woods. “Get out of our mountains.” 
 
    And as she clung to Emerald’s hand and rested her fingertips on Annamora’s lioness beside her, Sora wished she could take a picture of Ford and Ronin, just like this. Two monstrous, tattooed, clawed-up men with their backs to them, watching the other lions slither off into the woods, their ears flat, eyes scared, belly and tails low. 
 
    Run lions. Tell the others how things will go from here on. 
 
    Damon had his mountains and encouraged acceptance and kindness between all shifters. He hadn’t ever managed to change the lions, though. Not their ways or their awful traditions. Not their brutal way of thinking. Well, Ronin was king of the lions now, and he’d just chosen the most lethal enforcer to help him push change—proof that a small, brave, and determined group could make a huge difference. 
 
    As Ford twisted slightly and cast Sora his golden-eyed look, she vowed to remember him like this for always. 
 
    This picture right here would stay in her head. She lifted her fingers up like she was holding a camera and winked as she flicked her finger. Click. 
 
    She didn’t know if the change in him had come from being in war with this Pride, or from him seeing Ronin save her from Abel. Or if his lion had watched the Pride fight together with him, and softened to them, let them into his stone heart. She didn’t know the why, and she didn’t care. 
 
    All she cared about was that this was the day Ford took control of his lion. 
 
    This was the day he’d embraced the monster and become the Tarian Protector. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Sixteen 
 
      
 
    Learn the camera. 
 
    Take Rose’s flower pictures. 
 
    Learn how to build her website. 
 
    Take pictures of the Tarian Lionesses looking like the badasses as a thank you gift for them and their mates. 
 
    Someday, when she was brave enough, ask Ford to marry her. Because once upon a time, he’d been human, and marriage meant just as much as claiming a mate. 
 
    Make Ford happy. Support him as he becomes the king she knew he was capable of. 
 
    Live happily ever after. 
 
      
 
    She wasn’t to the end of her journey, not even close, but over the past month, Sora had found peace. She’d found her place at Ford’s side, nestled in the safety and companionship of the Tarian Pride. 
 
    And today, she was following through with a promise to a friend. 
 
    Today she would take a picture of Annamora. She’d spent more time with her lately, tried to become a sounding board for her tough days, but mostly Annamora was strong and silent about the things she felt. She was quiet. She had the same look in her eyes that Sora used to see in the mirror, but day by day, there was a little more life in her. 
 
    Even though her story with Ford had started with her trial, she felt differently about that time now. The Tarians had never wanted to end her. They’d wanted her to fight. To improve. This Pride was good at saving people. 
 
    Sora held up the camera and took a picture of Rose standing next to her greenhouse. She wore her silver hair down and straight. A flowing rust-colored dress draped to her ankles, and she stood there leaning on her greenhouse with her chin held high, her gold eyes right on the camera. Strong Rose. 
 
    Sora was taking pictures of the girls to frame and give to their mates. The theme was “sanctuaries.” 
 
    Emerald’s had been of her sitting on the first step of the porch of her and Ronin’s house, one hand cupping her belly where her first cub was growing. The other hand was holding the necklace Ronin had bought her the day she’d figured out she was going to give him a cub. Her dark hair was down and wavy and wild. Her bright green eyes were in perfect focus, and behind her, the two rocking chairs she and Ronin spent their nights in were there but blurred slightly. 
 
    Katy’s picture was of her watching Kannon work at his garage. She was in a grease-stained white tank top and ripped-up overalls. Sora had caught her mid-laugh, staring at Kannon. The way they looked at each other…purple bond. 
 
    “Got it,” Sora murmured, smiling down at the money-shot she’d gotten of Rose. Rose didn’t know it, but Talon was behind her, leaning on the greenhouse with her, just out of focus, but his smile was bright. Always at Rose’s back. Sanctuary. 
 
    “Can I see?” Rose asked. 
 
    Sora shook her head. “Not yet. I want to get them in their frames and give them to you all at once.” 
 
    “Tease,” Katy said from behind her. 
 
    “Annamora’s turn,” Emerald murmured, squeezing Annamora’s hand as Sora passed. “This way.”. 
 
    “But I don’t have a sanctuary,” she whispered. “Maybe we should wait. I mean, I can’t take a picture like Rose or Emerald. I’m just…me.” 
 
    “Yeah, you’re fuckin’ awesome,” Katy said, high-kneeing it through the grass, disrupting the bugs. 
 
    It was evening, and the sun was setting behind the mountains. The girls were all in long sundresses, Sora included. Annamora didn’t look as comfortable, though. She kept tugging her dress down and dropping her chin to her chest. Sora hung back while the girls walked away, toward the tree line. 
 
    Emerald said, “Here, wear this.” She rested a halo of flowers on Annamora’s mouse-brown hair before Katy slipped her hand comfortingly into Annamora’s. Rose held the inside of Katy’s other elbow with one hand and lifted her dress with the other, exposing her bare feet and stepping carefully through the high weeds. 
 
    When Annamora turned to Emerald and said, “thank you,” she had this beautiful smile in profile. 
 
    Click. 
 
    “Hey, Annamora, stay right there. The rest of you walk up a few steps and look back.” 
 
    They did as she asked, and as Annamora was straightening her halo of flowers on her head, Sora focused the lens on her. Click. 
 
    Heart beating faster, she reviewed the picture. Annamora’s cheek and shoulder were highlighted by the sunset, and her hair looked like an angel’s. Her dress was flowing in the wind, and her lips were curved in the softest smile as she fixed her flowers. And behind her were the Tarian Lionesses just out of focus. 
 
    “Got it,” she murmured. Also barefoot, Sora stepped carefully over to Annamora. “Do you want to see?” 
 
    “You said you weren’t showing us,” Emerald pointed out. 
 
    “Ah, but I can’t wait on this one. Do you want to see it now? Or with everyone else?” she asked Annamora. 
 
    “Now,” the woman whispered, looking uncertain but excited. 
 
    Sora held out the screen of the camera, and Annamora let off the quietest gasp. Slowly, she took the camera from Sora’s hands and looked at it closer as the others gathered around them. 
 
    “I look…kinda pretty,” Annamora murmured. 
 
    “Drop-dead gorgeous,” Katy said. “Tits on point.” 
 
    “Oh, my God,” Emerald muttered. “You would point out her tits.” 
 
    “Sanctuary,” Rose said, pointing to them in the background of the picture. 
 
    Sora captured Annamora’s questioning gaze. “Sometimes a sanctuary isn’t a place, Annamora. Sometimes it’s people. Ones who love you and who have your back.” 
 
    Annamora swallowed hard, and her eyes rimmed with tears. “Then you should be in this picture, too.” 
 
    She held it up, lens aimed at Sora. “Oh, not me. I like it behind the lens, not in front of it,” she murmured, backing up. 
 
    Why were they all smiling? Each one of them had big, mushy grins on their faces.  
 
    Sora halted. “What?” 
 
    “Turn around,” Emerald said. 
 
    With a frown, Sora spun to find Ford. He was on one knee in the grass, and behind him, the boys had gathered. 
 
    Those yellow-gold eyes she’d fallen in love with stared up at her, searching her face like she was beautiful. 
 
    “Sora, don’t know where you hide your wings, but I want to spend the rest of my life finding out. You’re what I want. You’re what I’ve always wanted. I just didn’t know if I deserved you.” 
 
    “Oh, my God,” she murmured as he reached into his pocket and pulled out to the front of him a thin, white-gold band with a diamond. 
 
    “You’re caring, tough, resilient, and more than I could’ve ever imagined in a mate. You gave your heart to a man who hadn’t earned it, trusting that I would keep it safe. And I swear I always will. You gave me a home and a purpose. You gave me…” He shrugged and looked around at the Pride before he whispered, “Everything. I know you’re my mate, and I know we’ve already filled out the paperwork to register us together with The Tarian Pride, but the greedy man in me wants everything from you. Will you marry me, Sora?” 
 
    Her face crumpled, and the tears fell as she dropped to her knees and hugged him. He wrapped her up tight, so safe, and hugged her against his chest. There were sniffles behind her, the sound of the camera clicking away, and the slow claps from the boys. 
 
    Kannon said, “Now y’all can finally have sex!” which was followed by a loud echoing smack and his complaint, “Ow!” 
 
    “I usually don’t ask a question I don’t know the answer to, but you definitely didn’t give an answer,” Ford said. “Unless no answer means yes. Or tears mean yes?” 
 
    “Oh! Yes!” Sora squeaked out, holding her hand between them for him to slip the ring on her finger. “Did you plan this?” 
 
    “Yeah, since the day I saw you in the ice cream shop.” 
 
    “I was going to ask you to marry me!” 
 
    Ford snorted. “Of course, you were. Too late, I got it done first.” He leaned down and kissed her so gently she melted against him. 
 
    Mmmmm, good monster. 
 
    “I brought celebratory beers,” Katy announced over the sound of clinking glass bottles. 
 
    Ford chuckled and eased back with a soft smack of his lips. “What? No pitchers of mimosas this time?” 
 
    Katy scoffed. “First off, your sarcasm isn’t appreciated, you terrifying mountain of a man, and B, mimosa pitchers are for Pancake Fridays. I just made up that tradition. Everybody write it on your calendars.” 
 
    “We’re supposed to have calendars?” Annamora asked, sounding slightly concerned. 
 
    Katy enlightened them, “I have one of baby sloths in pajamas.” 
 
    “She really does. It gives me nightmares,” Kannon deadpanned. 
 
    “It’s okay if you don’t have one, Annamora,” Orion told her, handing her a beer. “I don’t have one either.” 
 
    “What the hell is happening?” Katy demanded. “How will you all remember my birth-week if you don’t have it written on a calendar? I have seven days of festivities planned.” 
 
    As the chatter went on, punctuated by the soul-healing laughter of her Pride, Sora relaxed into Ford’s lap and looked up at him, then down at her ring. No girl had the right to be as happy as she was right now in this moment. 
 
    She’d been so ready to quit, not knowing that her and Ford were on a collision course to find each other again. And now everything had changed for the better. 
 
    She wasn’t like the Old Sora or the Sora that had been created out of fear in the Old Tarian Pride. Now, she was something different. Something stronger with more life experience, more patience, more focus on the bigger picture and less attention to the little trivial things she couldn’t control. Her story hadn’t started off all puppies and rainbows, but she didn’t regret that. Not anymore. Because look where she’d ended up? Her happiness was even more potent because she knew just how dark things could be. 
 
    That was the bright side to a rocky road. 
 
    “I really love you, you know,” she murmured as she reached up and touched the healed, red claw marks on his face that disappeared into his thick beard—her claiming mark that was just as serious as the ring on her finger. 
 
    Love wasn’t contracts and blind devotion. It wasn’t putting a Band-Aid on a painful experience for a quick fix. It wasn’t molding a person into something that made more sense. 
 
    Love was selfless. It was being someone’s backbone when they couldn’t stand on their own, and being the first one to cheer them on when they finally did. 
 
    Ford had given her everything she needed to have a happy life. 
 
    He hadn’t swooped in and saved her like she’d once dreamed about. That wasn’t the Dark Lion’s way. 
 
    Instead, he’d loved her enough to do something so much more important for her. 
 
    He’d taught her how to save herself. 
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