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Chapter One

 


Val had always been one to wake quick
and early, even before she started spending nights with her new
boyfriend. Before the sun would peek into her cramped studio
apartment, she’d be up and in her jogging clothes, slipping the key
into a hidden pocket in the waistband of her shorts. She loved
breaking into the cool morning air, how dew clung to her face and
gave way to sweat as she ran. The sweet smell of grass refreshed by
the night’s precipitation.

Early mornings were her favorite for a
run: few cars, fewer people. Pleasant smells, better sounds, softer
than a dream. Quiet. Calming.

If only mornings with Riker were so
nice.

She lay naked on a bed of animal furs,
cloaked in the tepid warmth of a mid-autumn morning. Her eyes were
open the barest sliver, her breathing even. The slamming of her
heart against her ribs sent pulses through her eardrums—unwanted
fear. Others occupied the den as well … though they were shifters,
unlike her, and most slept in their lion or lioness
form.

Riker didn’t. She felt his warm
presence at her back, his chest expanding in even rhythm, one arm
slung casually yet protectively over her waist. As much as she
wanted to cuddle back into him, she didn’t dare move. Not
yet.

It had been almost three
months since she and Riker had blood bonded, a ritual where
shifters allowed their blood to mingle with someone whose soul sang
to them. It had been an ethereal experience, more so because Val
was the first known human to blood bond with a shifter. An alpha,
even. The alpha,
the leader of the lions, who perched comfortably at the top of the
food chain.

As a result of their bond, Riker’s
pride—the lions, not his ego, though the double entendre never
failed to amuse her—was less than enthused. In fact, Val still
remembered her fight with them in stark clarity, to the point her
jaw sometimes ached where one of the shifters had punched
her.

Though only one shifter had picked
petty fights since, Val couldn’t rest peacefully. She loathed that
summer was over, forcing the shifters to share the den. They seemed
to hate it just as much as she did. All of them slumbered near the
entrance, as far away from her and Riker’s embrace as
possible.

Val opened her eyes a little more. Her
gaze drifted to one shape in particular. This one hadn’t moved
since Val woke, and this was the one angriest with her. Taking eyes
off her would do Val no favors.

Lona slept as a lioness most nights,
as many shifters did, and Val had come to memorize both of her
forms quite well. She had to. Lona had wanted her dead. As dinner,
specifically.

Probably still
does, she thought wryly.

Lona had sprawled out against one
wall, her long, golden back pressed against the rock. How odd that
she slept more like a house cat than a true lioness. Val almost
smiled.

The urge vanished when one of Lona’s
eyes opened. Staring at her.

Hatefully.

Val stared back, refusing
to break contact despite the way her blood turned to ice
slush. Back off, her look said—or at least, she hoped it did.
This is my place, and Riker is mine.

Lona huffed and turned her head,
resuming sleep. Whether it was a victory or not, Val wasn’t
certain, but the message had clearly come across. Though, not for
the first time, she considered bringing a knife to the den. Riker
would be pissed. On the other hand, he’d be more pissed if Val’s
throat was torn out.

At the very least, she wasn’t
concerned about his loyalty. The pride was important, but she was
his blood bonded. The very fact he slumbered with her every night
made that point as clear as cut and polished crystal.

Val had just finished letting out a
taut breath when the arm around her tightened, crushing her back to
the warm body behind her. She bit her tongue as Riker’s cock rubbed
against the small of her back, hard and urgent, yet not insistent.
His expression of desire sent tingles up her spine that wrapped
around her torso, hardening her nipples.

Riker’s lips brushed against her neck.
“You’re tense.” Though deep, his voice was soft, meant for her
alone. The relative warmth of his breath against the morning air
was more than enough to make her wet.

Val licked her lips. “Sleeping with
predators takes some getting used to.”

She felt more than heard
the rumble in his chest as his fingers traced the inclines of her
abdomen. Where human men had often criticized her muscular
structure, Riker expressed his adoration as often as possible. If
her nipples could get any harder, she could start a new business
cutting diamonds with them. Erotic
Diamonds, she mused. Wouldn’t that be a hell of a venture?

The tip of his tongue touched her ear,
leaving the spot delightfully cold when he spoke. “Not used to me
yet?” He ground his hips against her ass. “I’d be more than happy
to ease your concerns.”

Val shuddered against him. The space
between her thighs grew wet, slick. She was more aware of his scent
now, that heady smell of his body, the musky earth they resided in,
and remnants of the previous night’s pleasure shared between
them.

“That’s not what I meant.”
Even as she said it, a smile spread across her face. She absently
licked the crystal stud on her lower lip.

Riker’s hand traveled up, the tips of
his fingers skimming over her breastbone. “I didn’t blood bond with
a woman who can’t handle herself.”

Another human might have been
offended—not that another human would have willingly chosen this
position. Val cast a glance over her shoulder, admiring the stern
and arrogant features of her lover. His blond hair had grown a
couple inches since the day they met, resembling more of the mane
he possessed in his lion form.

“No,” she whispered. “You
didn’t.”

She rolled onto her back and kissed
him, swallowing a moan when he yanked her flush with his naked
body. His lips were fierce, fighting to dominate as he always did.
Val responded with equal fervor. His taste was sour with the
night’s sleep, but it was uniquely his own, and that she basked
in.

It certainly helped that no human man
had kept up with her, not since she’d first lost her virginity.
Having Riker test her limits, wear her out, was so refreshing that
Val couldn’t get enough of it. That he left her sweaty and
fulfilled each time was a goddamned miracle. When it came to
shifter versus human, passion was evenly matched. It was one of the
few arenas where she and Riker were perfect equals.

Riker’s hands were all over her, and
he didn’t neglect a single spot. He didn’t shy away from the hard
muscles on her arms, the thickness of her runner’s legs, the
smallness of her breasts. Val returned what she could, though it
was hard to rake her nails over his broad back when he pinned her
arms to her chest. His cock teased her, so close to sliding right
in—and it would have been so easy. She was so wet, more so from
stifling her moans.

Fuck me already,
she wanted to scream.

Lona’s glare flashed through Val’s
mind. She choked.

Riker immediately ceased, narrowing
his eyes at her. “What?”

She placed her hand on his chest,
adding an inch of distance between them. The cool air between them
should have been disappointing, yet a part of her was shamefully
relieved. Shaking her head, she said, “I told you: not with an
audience.”

Riker’s nostrils flared. His granite
features hardened, jaw square and tight. “The pride are not
voyeurs.”

No—just Lona.
Val repressed a derisive laugh and instead
focused on his face. Even angry, Riker was a striking specimen—in
either form. Narrow waist, wide shoulders, yet his muscles were
lean and tight, and his skin always held a glorious golden hue. But
his face was handsomest of all: sharp lines, malleable, his smile
as kind as it was frightening. A walking contradiction, a generous
leader, a loving alpha, and ruthless in the sack.

Or the fur pile, in this
case.

Val needed to choose her words
carefully. She hated starting the mornings with an argument.
Nothing pissed a man off more than a case of blue balls. “Humans
don’t have public sex.”

Riker scoffed. “They copulate in my
woods often enough.”

Val smacked him on the
arm, amused when he smiled in return. Even halted in mid-passion,
Riker had more restraint than she’d ever encountered in her
miniscule dating life. “Not
the same thing,” she scolded.

His cock was no longer raging and
ready, but Riker kept his hands running all over her. It was heady
how he never seemed to get enough of her. Val thought much of the
same … but the damnable human shame stopped her from returning the
favor.

Not just shame. There was a certain
level of possessiveness there, a determination that Lona would
never see Riker at his best. Val knew, despite Lona’s desires, that
the two had never slept together. Riker had had his line of women
in the past, but that was then. Now he was hers, and she his, and
they were bonded.

No more free peeks.

“How is it not the same?”
he asked, his gaze lowered as he lightly brushed her nipple with
his thumb.

“Few do it, and those who
do are looking for…” She paused, ostensibly to think, though his
touch made that increasingly difficult. “The thrill of getting
caught.”

Riker rolled his eyes. “A
pithy thrill. Now sex after a hunt—that heats the blood.”

A small smile tugged her
lips. Can’t argue with that.
He was certainly more eager after a good
hunt—strictly with animals these days, never humans, as they used
to. Riker had meant it when he said he wanted to merge human and
shifter societies, and he had begun by banning human hunting in his
pride. Another idea that had met with great resistance for all of a
minute before he reminded his people—in a physical and
unquestionable manner—that he was alpha for a reason.

Riker sighed and kissed her brow just
above the piercing. “I’m doing my part to merge with human society,
Val. But this is a two-way street. You must make equal
effort.”

Her voice flattened. “I
don’t think sex in front of your pride is considered
equal effort.”

“Then consider it a step
in the right direction.” He kissed her again before sitting up. His
moves were languid, almost indolent, most definitely deceptive.
From his deltoids to his calves, there was not a lazy inch on the
man. Val fought to keep her breaths calm, though she was beginning
to regret turning him down. Three months was still in the honeymoon
period, but she hadn’t gone a single day without fucking him one
way or another.

There’s time yet today,
Val-a-dal, she tried to reassure
herself.

Riker’s next words dampened that hope.
“After work, we have a meeting with the hawks.”

She closed her eyes and
cursed inwardly. Work—that damned thing they both needed to stay
clothed and venture into human territory without causing a riot. At
least, Riker had to. Shifters were still not smiled upon by humans.
If Val’s parents ever found out she was dating, much less blood
bonded with, one of them, the forests would be awash
with shifter blood.

Val exhaled and stood, searching for
her discarded clothing
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