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    Dream big.

      

    


One lion. One human. One important lie.

Melinda

I don't have much going for me until I see an ad in the local newspaper. Wanted: one bride. It seems like a total scam except for the fact that it'll get me out of Kansas. After dealing with my past, I'm more than happy to claim this Get Out of Kansas Free card. After spending a year in prison, staying married to a CEO for half of a year doesn't seem too bad, now does it? Yeah, some weird things seem to happen in Rawr County and the people there aren't exactly welcoming to outsiders, but it can't be all bad...can it?

Basil

I'll do whatever it takes to improve my image at the company. Apparently, my shareholders don't look too fondly on the fact that I've been something of a playboy in recent years. All that's about to change, though, because I'm getting married. The moment I see Melinda, I know that she's the one. My inner-lion knows, too. She's not just the woman I'm going to marry for the sake of improving my personal image. She's the one I'm going to marry because she's my fated mate.

Only, Melinda doesn't know I'm a shifter, and she's got a few secrets of her own. When an enemy from her past resurfaces in Rawr County, we're going to have some hard decisions to make. We're going to have to fight for what we believe in, and we're going to have to fight for her safety.

Luckily for Melinda, I love a good challenge.

For my Jack Cat

Author’s note: this story takes place in Rawr County, Colorado. While this is sadly a fictional location, my love of the mountains is anything but fictional. I had the incredible chance to live in Colorado for a few years with my husband and we spent many hours driving through the mountains, listening to music, and just enjoying ourselves. It’s my hope that this story will make you laugh, make you gasp, and hopefully, make you forget about life’s troubles for a little while. Now, put on some music and turn the page so we can begin our adventure...
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Basil

My front porch was angled perfectly so that every day when the sun set, I could sprawl across it and feel the setting sun on my face. It was a wonderful experience, really, and not just because the sun felt good on my face. The sun felt good on all of me. Everything from my mane to my paws felt warm and relaxed, and then when the last rays of sunshine finally disappeared, it was over.

Everything was gone.

Usually, after the sun set, I went inside of the house, closed the door, and went to bed. I never fell asleep right away. Instead, I’d lay there for hours just thinking about everything and nothing all at once. My sleep had never exactly been good, but lately, it had been downright horrible.

Tonight, though, I didn’t move after the sun set. Instead, I stayed on the porch in my lion form. My mane was moving ever-so-slightly in the evening breeze, and the air was cooling already. Summer was going to be here before I knew it, and the weather would grow hot and sticky. I wouldn’t be able to just hang out on the porch into all hours of the evening.

I might be a lion shifter, but I was also half-human, and that carried with it certain preferences.

I didn’t like feeling too hot.

I didn’t like flies swarming around my mane.

I didn’t like a lot of things.

Then again, maybe that was one of my problems. Perhaps I needed to learn how to let things go and just live a little. My assistant would argue that I lived far too much. My reputation as a playboy was a bit out of control these days, but I never let that get to me. It wasn’t really what I enjoyed. It never brought me peace the way just sitting on the porch watching the sunset did. This was where I really wanted to be.

I heard my phone ringing from inside the house. I’d have to get up sooner or later and go find out who was calling me, but it was a weekday evening, so I had a pretty good guess as to who it was, and I didn’t really want to answer.

She was persistent, though.

The phone stopped ringing only to immediately start again, and I knew that if I didn’t get up and answer the phone, she’d come over to the house. I didn’t want that. I appreciated everything that my assistant did for me, but showing up at night?

I didn’t need that.

Slowly and laboriously, I pulled myself up and walked across the porch. I might run a multi-million dollar company, but I lived outside of the city in a rustic farmhouse that cost almost as much as a penthouse apartment. The farmhouse was custom built just for me and to my very specific needs.

Mostly, I wanted luxury with privacy, too.

I wanted a place where I could relax, and where I could be myself.

I wanted a place where the world would just leave me alone.

Once I reached the door, I shifted into my human form, reached for the handle, and pushed it open. Instantly, I was reminded that living alone was terrible. My house smelled clean and sanitary, but it smelled like disinfectant, too. A farmhouse like this should smell like apple pie or blueberry tarts.

It shouldn’t smell like someone was just scrubbing the floors.

I appreciated having my place be clean and tidy, and I appreciated my privacy, but every so often, I resented the fact that I lived alone. I knew it was for the best. I was a crabapple of a lion, after all, but it still bothered me from time to time.

Heading to the phone, which was still ringing, I lifted it and swiped to answer. I didn’t bother looking at who it was because I already knew. Still, I answered professionally just in case I was wrong.

“This is Dixon.”

“Basil,” a frantic voice said. “Basil, have you seen the news?”

The news?

She really did sound panicky. I had no idea what could have happened to make my assistant sound so damn worried. Surely there wasn’t some sort of national incident that would warrant a phone call this late in the day. No, whatever the problem was, it was much more localized, which meant it involved either me or my business.

“No, Sherry, I haven’t. What about the news? What’s wrong?”

Sherry was a kind woman, but she also tended to overreact to things that didn’t require overreacting. She was in charge of keeping me in one piece, but sometimes she took that a bit far and I had to help her rein it all in. She was a bundle of stress wrapped up tight. Sometimes I wasn’t sure how her wife handled all of Sherry’s anxiety and worries. Still, despite all of her tension, Sherry was detail-oriented and driven. 

She was a badass, and she was responsible for saving my company more times than I could possibly count.

So why call me tonight?

It had to be about the company.

“It’s you, Basil. It’s you.”

Or about me, apparently.

“Hold on.”

I walked over to my open laptop and pulled up the local news website. Sure enough, it was plastered with headlines about me partying and debasing myself in all of the very best ways. There were a couple of pictures of me drinking the weekend prior at a club. There wasn’t anything factually untrue about me on the news site, but it certainly wasn’t flattering.

It wasn’t going to look good for the company.

At all.

“You’re looking at the news?” Sherry spoke with slight hesitation in her voice.

“I’m looking at the news,” I agreed.

“And you think it’s bad, don’t you?”

“It’s pretty bad,” I sighed. 

We were supposed to announce the new launch of a product next week, but this was going to set us back significantly. If local shareholders and potential investors saw this, which they would, they were going to be pissed. The news painted me as irresponsible and unpredictable. Both of these things were true, but neither meant that I was bad at my job.

In fact, work was the one thing that I had always been consistent with. Working kept me grounded and it kept me focused. When I was talking about product development with my team, I shined. It was the one time when I felt like nothing else could bother me or touch me.

It wasn’t until later, when I was home, when I was alone, that I let the world start to get to me.

A lion shifter who was sad didn’t sound good for business, but I was good. 

No, scratch that: I was great.

I excelled. When I was pitching products to my team or coming up with new ideas to help our company grow, I was incredible. It was like I finally came to life and all of the things that had bothered me before no longer mattered.

Now, though...

Well, this could change everything.

“What do you want to do?” Sherry asked. “I’ve already drafted a press release, but I need to get your okay on it before I submit it for release.”

“What’s it say?”

“The usual stuff: the pictures have been doctored, that it’s not your usual behavior, and that over the weekend, you weren’t even out at the club.”

All lies.

The pictures weren’t doctored, it’s absolutely my normal behavior, and I was definitely at the club.

If Sherry submitted the press release she’d dreamed up, it wouldn’t go over well. It wouldn’t actually solve any problems. I could deny, deny, deny until I was blue in the face, but if people began to doubt me as a leader, then my company was going to collapse.

I couldn’t have that.

I’d already lost more than anyone else should ever lose. Both of my parents were gone, and they were never coming back. I would have suspected that losing them as an adult would hurt less than losing them as a kid, but the pain was still harsh and raw. I tried not to think about them too much because it was always too painful when I did.

Still, we had to do something. There had to be some sort of damage control. 

I sighed and ran my hand through my hair. What would my dad have done? What would Mom have done? They both always seemed to know exactly which choices were going to be best. Anytime I’d ever struggled, they had always been there for me. Now they weren’t. Now I was alone, and I had to make a choice that could impact the future of my company.

Maybe Sherry’s press release really was a good idea. At the very least, it would buy us some time for me to get my shit together. I knew that I needed to reform my image. I understood that. Nobody wanted to invest in someone who drank too much or who liked dancing a little too much. The world was still a place that equated partying with being unreliable, which meant my shareholders really would believe that I wasn’t able to keep things together. 

I took a deep breath, and I was just about to tell Sherry to just go for it anyway when I suddenly had an epiphany. Maybe there was another way. Oh, there was definitely another way.
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