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Jason Velez (Jason, Ve-lez)

Ashton Duvall (Ashton, Du-vall)

Nathan Velez (Nay-than, Ve-lez)
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(The Lion’s Crown is a second chance romance and a short story. It can be read as a standalone but is part of a series.)

Ashton

Ashton Duvall is a cheetah shifter with a secret. Ten years ago when his brother Aaron decided to move to New Orleans, Ashton went with him. However, Ashton’s reasons for leaving were not what he said they were. Being rejected by his mate sent him running. Now, ten years later, he spends his time running the most popular strip club around and only takes the stage when he’s in the mood. Having his mate pop back into his life is not something Ashton expected but, when it happens, there’s only one feeling dominating his heart. Anger.

Nathan

Nathan Velez is a lion shifter and a covert operative for the CIA specializing in black ops. Ten years ago, Nathan rejected his mate because of the job he does and a deal made with his father. Now, with the deal fulfilled and retirement from the job a sure thing, Nathan is prepared to fight for what he wants. His mate. However, it’s not going to be as easy as he thought. Ashton is justifiably pissed when Nathan reappears in his life but, Nathan is determined to fix things and will do anything to earn a second chance.

Together

Will Ashton be able to give Nathan the second chance he desires? Can Nathan fix the damage caused by his rejection and prove to Ashton that he’s here to stay? Or will the pain of the past keep them from a happy future?

 

(Warning: Contains sexual content and explicit language. Not recommended for those under the age of 18.)
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“Now that you’re retired where do you plan to go?”

Looking up from the box I’m filling with the things I kept in my office, I grin at my best friend Kincaid and say, “New Orleans.”

Kincaid’s brows furrow and he tilts his head to the side in confusion. “What’s in New Orleans?”

Sighing wistfully, I say, “Hopefully, my future.”

If I can get Ashton to forgive me that is.

Kincaid grins and says, “Your future huh? This have anything to do with those letters you write but never send?”

I feel a blush stain my cheeks and look away, catching sight of the box holding the notebooks I’ve written those letters in. Years ago, I rejected Ashton, my fated mate because I made a deal with my father to do this job. A job that’s so dangerous, I risk my life every time I get an assignment. In return for doing the job for a total of twenty years before retiring, I get the chance to mate with whoever I choose, and my father gets no say in the matter anymore. This deal came about after getting sick of my father’s matchmaking attempts with women from other prides.

My father has had me and my brothers’ lives planned out since before we could walk. We’ve always been expected to go into the job fields he chose for us and mate with the women he picked out. My older brother got lucky with the woman my father picked for him being his fated mate. Being gay, settling down with a woman wasn’t an option for me or my younger brother Jason. When Jason and I both came out, our father chose to ignore the information and kept trying to set us up with different women. Father still believes in the old ways of arranged marriages as a way of sealing alliances. When I kept refusing to mate for the sake of an alliance my father turned to women within the pride to set me up with.

It all started when I turned fifteen so by the time I was eighteen I’d had enough. I’d wanted to go to school to get my pilot’s license and EMT certification so I could fly medivac helicopters, but my father’s plans wouldn’t allow for that. So instead of following my dream, I made a deal with my father to do the job he wanted in return for the freedom to mate with whoever I wanted to no matter their species or gender. In order to ensure he couldn’t go back on his word I got a warlock to weave a curse within the contract we signed in blood. If either of us doesn’t hold up our end of the bargain we die. Very painfully. The curse breaks when I’m mated to the person I’ve chosen of my own free will. It’s an airtight contract so there’s no loopholes. My father can’t threaten or force me into choosing someone he’s picked because the curse would kick in. It was a drastic measure but something that needed to be done.

I could’ve left the pride altogether and told my father to fuck off with his matchmaking but if I had, my father would’ve made certain I wouldn’t be welcome on pride lands again. Since my mother hardly ever ventures off pride lands my leaving would’ve meant never seeing her again. I could deal with only seeing my brothers when they were outside of pride lands but I couldn’t deal with losing my mother. I guess you could say I’m a momma’s boy. She means everything to me and losing her would devastate me. Coming from a family full of military men, my father wanted each of his sons to follow those footsteps in some way. He’d picked the jobs he thought would be best suited to us using old contacts from his time in the service. Jared got to do a minimum of four years in the air force before coming back home to resume his training to take over as Alpha. I joined the CIA and Jason enlisted. He was supposed to go for a full twenty years like me but got out after ten.

Growing up, I always admired my father and wanted to make him proud by following in his footsteps so I didn’t protest when he chose the CIA for me. While I wanted to make him proud, I drew the line at letting him decide who I should mate. Even as a teenager, I knew I wanted to find my fated mate and didn’t want to be attached to anyone else when the person meant to be mine came along. Even if the deal I made with my father ensured I wouldn’t be free to be with that person until my full twenty years with the CIA were up.

I’d already been in the CIA for ten years when Jason realized his best friend Aaron was his fated mate. At the same time, I realized Aaron’s brother Ashton was mine. I wasn’t willing to have Ashton’s life end with mine if the job killed me so I made it clear I didn’t want him and never would. It was a lie, but a lie that needed to be told. I wanted to give him the chance to live his life, maybe find someone else and settle down if he wanted. Though I’d be gutted if he did.

I knew if I explained my situation Ashton would’ve waited for me to come back and claim him. With the danger of my job, not making it out alive was always a threat and I didn’t want Ashton to live a life waiting for someone who might never come home. So, I rejected him. Harshly. But I never stopped thinking about him and wrote him letters every day for the last ten years. Letters I never sent. Letters that fill tons of notebooks I’ve kept stored in my office since it’s where I spend the most time when I’m not in the field on an assignment. I also bought him little souvenir gifts whenever something would catch my eye and remind me of him.

Kincaid’s voice pulls me from my thoughts. “I hope it all works out for you, my friend. Maybe when I retire, I’ll look you up in New Orleans and find a future of my own.”

Grinning, I say, “I hope you do. I’m going to miss having you around.”

“Well, if I have anything to say about it, you won’t miss me for long.”

Eyes wide, I ask, “You thinking retirement already? I thought you’d stick around for at least a few more years.”

Kincaid shrugs. “I’m considering it. I want to meet someone, get married, and start a family. Can’t do that when I’m jet setting around the world constantly and risking my life. We go into every assignment with the knowledge it could be our last. I’m tired of living like that.”

Putting the lid on the box, I say, “Sounds to me like you’ve decided. When you’ve gotten out come to New Orleans. I’ll be waiting for you.”

Kincaid nods. “You got it.”

Someone out in the bullpen calls Kincaid’s name and with a wave goodbye, Kincaid leaves my office to speak with the person that called for him. Finishing up my packing, I stack the three bankers’ boxes containing my belongings on top of each other and walk out of my office. As I pass by Kincaid who is still talking to one of the technical analysts, I give him a chin lift as a goodbye. Twenty years on the job and Kincaid is the only friend I have left. The rest fall into four categories, dead, MIA, retired, or imprisoned. You’d be surprised by how many operatives become corrupted and switch sides.

Hitting the button for the elevator with a finger I wait for it to arrive. Once inside, I hit the button that’ll take me down to the underground parking garage. When the elevator opens, I stop at the security desk to turn in my access badge. I’ve already turned in my department issued firearm to my boss. Well, I guess I should say former boss now that I’ve retired.

Neil, the security guard says, “Enjoy your retirement.”

Grinning, I say, “I plan to,” and walk through the metal detectors, picking my boxes up at the end of the conveyor belt I placed them on. Glancing back, I take one last look at what I’m leaving behind. I gave twenty years of my life to this job. While I didn’t hate
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