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        Pride packs a punch, but packs should never get in the way of the heart.

        LAYING CLAIM TO THE LION

      

      

      

      

      
        
        
        Love creates legacies.

        LAYING CLAIM TO THE LEGACY

      

      

      

      

      
        
        
        Love is an absolute.

        LAYING CLAIM TO THE ORIGINAL
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            ABOUT LAYING CLAIM TO THE LION

          

        

      

    

    
      The federation of Valet de Chambre has ordered Verena, Queen of the planet Effeminate, to produce a male heir for her kingdom within the successive 30 moon cycles. If she does not, she and her planet of female lion shifters will be forced into a life of servitude under Jaxson, King of the planet Emir and most of their Equipoise solar system.

      With her heart set on saving her planet, Verena voyages out of her solar system to find a man from Earth. She prays the man is worthy enough to produce an heir that will suffice the new laws of the federation of Valet de Chambre. 

      The baby will grow and train to become Effeminate’s successor. The plan was foolproof because every woman Effeminate has done this to have a family, and now it was her turn to seek a mate for the sole purpose of procreation. 

      But what Verena wasn’t counting on was falling for Ciro DeLuca. A man who drew her into his world and his circle of friends that he considers family. 

      She hadn’t known family in 170 moon cycles because Jaxson, a powerful king and panther shifter in his own right, killed her parents in the Battle of Quell. This forced the now named queen to produce an heir under federation law.

      Ciro holds a secret too. He is a werewitch and finds his werewolf side has wholly fallen for Verena. Yet, his witch side knows she is hiding something, and he hopes his clan can help him find out what she is keeping from him. 

      Will Verena mate with Ciro and save her planet in time? Or will her fears of losing him to her lie overcome her?

      Will Ciro help Verena save her planet once he finds out the truth?
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            DEDICATION

          

        

      

    

    
      For Nicole…

      Thank you for the name. I hope Jaxson lives up to what you envisioned when we spoke!

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
CHAPTER 1


          

        

      

    

    
      “This isn’t an option, Verena. If you don’t want to marry, you have no choice but to find a suitable male to conceive an heir. Jaxson saw to it that the Valet de Chambre isn’t in our favor. And after the Battle of Quell, we appear weak.”

      Tilda stroked Verena’s chestnut hair to braid it. She formed four strands to make a sizeable French braid with Verena’s dark locks.

      “So what do you expect me to do, Tilda? It’s not like our planet has any males on it! And with Jaxson taking over almost all the Equipoise solar system, I won’t find anyone willing to defy him.”

      Verena sighed as she turned to meet Tilda’s gaze.

      “You certainly can’t give into Jaxson. He may want you as his queen, but you know mating with him will be a certain sentence to slavery. Not to mention what it will mean for the rest of our pride. We’ve always had an option to seek a mate from any planet of our choosing. But if Jaxson gets his way, none of them are safe. We will be forced to only mate with the people of Emir.” Said Tilda.

      “I would never think of giving in to him. That panther is simply barbaric! But finding a mate who isn’t under Jaxson’s tyranny will be hard.”

      “Earth would be your best option. That solar system is several galaxies away and has never heard of Jaxson. But you must be careful there. Many of the humans on Earth can not shift, and what’s worse is that most of them do not believe in shifters. The people are primitive, but if you stick to your feminity, you will find a mate in enough time.”

      Verena frowned and gripped the guild-colored arm of her thrown. She massaged the lion-carved paw that protruded and curled around the bottom of the arm, hoping the gesture would allow her the privilege of perspective.

      “Verena, there are some shifters on that planet, and your abilities will allow you to sense they are. However, they are not as advanced as us. Many of the men are as barbaric as Jaxson. Very possessive, very domineering. But some are suitable mates for an heir.”

      Tilda shrugged her shoulders and peered out the large glass window that overlooked the lush kingdom. Her eyes fixed on the rainforest that was a little past the main village. A rainbow was forming, and Tilda smiled. That seemed like a good omen, but she also always loved to meditate on them. And with Effeminate’s future hanging in the balance, she could use all the meditating she could find.

      “That wasn’t what was really bothering me. Shifter or not, it really doesn’t matter. I just need the man’s seed. I’m not going there to find a mate. The Valet de Chambre’s decree merely states that we need an heir. Therefore, I don’t need to bring home a mate.”

      Tilda blinked a few times and then gazed into Verena’s eyes.

      “What do you mean, you aren’t going there to find a mate? We need a king. A king will protect us from Jaxson’s tyranny.”

      Verena stood up and narrowed her eyes as she gazed at Tilda and walked past her towards the window. She placed her hands on the sill and looked out at the vast green jungle, farmlands, and stone buildings that made up the planet she had loved and cared for since birth. Verena pointed out toward the stone-engineered buildings that looked like the pyramids of Earth they once helped the Egyptians build.

      “Look at all of them. These women are brilliant and strong. They do not need any male to help protect them, nor do they need a male to construct a building for them. We women of Effeminate built a foundation of powerful warriors in our own right, and I will not let one battle determine our downfall.”

      “Verena, it may have only been one battle, but it was one that killed your parents and extended this war into several hundred cycles. There’s also no end in sight. As your general, I think it’s wise for us to explore other options to end it. Especially now that the panther shifters have taken over all but two planets in our solar system. It’s just us and the planet Tatsu who are not under Jaxson’s thumb.”

      “Jaxson will never overthrow the dragon shifters. He’s not powerful enough to defeat Dragon Jilocasin of Tatsu.”

      “True, but it is only a matter of time where even the Tatsus will be against us. It’s not like those overgrown reptiles have been friendly with any warm-blooded cat ever before. None of the treaties apply to them because of how cold-blooded they are. They don’t practice diplomacy. All they seem to do is produce law as part of the council without seeing first-hand how that law will affect any planet. No, the only way to fight off Jaxson is if we find some alphas to help us defeat him. Planet Emir won’t have a chance against the shifter species of Earth. I just know it. And besides, your own mother believed in the value of having a male mate from the planet Earth. Having a partner gives you perspective when leading your great people.”

      Tilda placed her hand on Verena’s shoulder. Verena brushed it off.

      “Yes, and look at what that value got her! She’s dead, Tilda, and so is my father! I can do nothing about that except fight Jaxson without showing weakness. And I believe my father was my mother’s downfall. Her love for him was why she fell in battle.” Verena crossed her arms and shook her head before continuing, “Her head was too clouded with love. That’s why she didn’t see that panther coming for her. She was so fixated on the one killing my father. No! I will not allow our sisters to be clouded with love, fear, or apprehension. They don’t need to be tied down to a man. They need to focus on this war. We will win the Ebb War and in honor of my mother!” Verena clenched fists. “Now, please prepare my ship for my solo trip to Earth.”

      “You don’t plan on having an escort?”

      “What do I need protection from, Tilda? You said it yourself. These shifters are primitive compared to us. I shouldn’t need any help with them or finding a suitable seed.”

      “Yes, my Queen,” Tilda bowed before continuing. “How long do you plan on staying so I can better prepare your wardrobe and rations?”

      “Not long. An Earth week, perhaps? That should be enough time to find what I need and travel back here in time to challenge Jaxson and the federation’s board.”

      “My Queen, I am uncertain if a week of Earth’s time will be enough.”

      “Doesn’t their cycle work like ours?”

      “No, it does not. Time is different there. It is hard for me to explain, but you will see a day pass with both light and dark. When it is dark, you will know that a day has passed, and little activity happens until the sun rises the next day. Their moon cycles take 30 days of light and dark.”

      “But it still sounds like it will take less than a cycle to gain someone with a viable seed.”

      “I’m sure you are right, my Queen. I will prepare your ship, but are you sure you don’t want me to travel with you?”

      Tilda brushed some loose strands of Verena’s chestnut locks from Verena’s cheek.

      “You’ve grown up so fast and so strong, Verena. I understand you may not need me as much as you once did, but you can’t blame me for wanting to come and help.”

      “Tilda,” Verena started as she took Tilda’s hand, cupping her cheek, and placed it in hers. “You have been the mother I haven’t had for many years, and I can’t thank you enough for your devotion and love. But I need you here for our planet in my absence. Even though the Valet de Chambre made Jaxson swear to a truce for this whole heir business, I do not trust that he will keep to that promise. Until I am with child, I wouldn’t put it past him to attack in my absence. And it would break my heart, as it would yours, to come home to that kind of loss. Please see that our people are safe and continue to train for the next battle.”

      “Yes, your Majesty. I will.”

      Tilda bowed her head slightly and smiled as she cupped Verena’s face once more.

      “And please make sure that you come back to us safely. The Earthlings may be primitive, but that doesn’t mean they are tame by any stretch of the means.”

      “I understand, Tilda.”
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      “You must strike while they aren’t expecting it, my Liege. The treaty merely states⁠—“

      “The treaty merely states that we shall not attack while Verena is looking for a suitor, and I will not break the treaty while she does.”

      Jaxson beat his fist onto the desk in front of him. It was a light oak plain top with wrought iron legs fashioned in the shape of antlers. 

      “But Sire, her planet is the only other besides Tatsu that isn’t under your reign. And without her and the help of the Effeminate warriors, we could never defeat the dragon shifters on our own. We must strike now while Effeminate is weak.”

      “Burchard, I will not hear any more of this. I want Verena as my queen, and I cannot have her if we overtake her planet.”

      “With all due respect, your Majesty, it may be best to take her by force. She’s a valiant opponent and should appreciate your strength as a mate.”

      “I don’t want just her respect, Burchard,”

      Jaxson’s eyes narrowed, and he clenched his fists. Burchard’s eyes widened. 

      “You’ve fallen in love with the woman, haven’t you?”

      “That is not your concern, Burchard! Now leave me be so I can look over the strategies you put before me!”

      “But Sire, these are strategies for overthrowing planet Effeminate. You just said⁠—“

      “I know what I said, Burchard! Now leave me! I have much to think about. Peace treaty or not, we will still resume the war in 30 moon cycles!”

      “As you wish, your Majesty.”

      Jaxson waited for Burchard to close the thick oak door behind him before he let out the breath he was holding in.

      What am I going to do? I can’t keep denying what I’m feeling. Everyone else knows it. It’s not like I’m hiding my attraction to Verena all that well.

      Jaxson brushed his fingers through his thick and dark locks and let out a sigh. 

      It’s just that whenever I think of her, she makes me crazy. And if her parents betrothed her to me as they had promised, we wouldn’t have had to wage this war. She would have already been mine.

      Jaxson let out another breath and pinched the bridge of his nose with his thumb and forefinger.

      Great! Another headache! It’s all because I’ve been thinking of her and figuring out how to get her to love me back.

      He went over to the window of his meeting room and looked out over the thickly forested area where his people like to hunt. He let out a sigh as he thought about his people trying to take out Verena’s pride once more, as they had done during the Battle of Quell. 

      It was one of the few times his people had come together and fought as one. Before that battle, it proved hard for him to get his people to agree on any common ground. They were all loners and only saw fit to fight when it pleased them. They had never done a thing as a collective before. He even wondered if they would ever do anything as a collective again. Quell was five years ago. And though there were minor battles between Emir and Effeminate since then, those were all minor. Quell was the only major battle fought on Effeminate, and both sides lost a lot of warriors. Emir had fought well and almost won Effeminate, but the other planets in the solar system were easy to take. Their planets had been weak armies, outnumbered, and more self-centered than his people. 

      The thing was, if he ever had hopes of promising mates to his people, he had to overthrow Verena and planet Effeminate, and somehow this was bothering him. He didn’t want to defeat her. He wanted her to reign by his side. Jaxson wished to claim her, take her as his own, to produce an heir that would unite their two kingdoms. 

      No woman should have to go through life without a mate, just as no man should have to, either. That was the natural order of things on Emir, so he found it challenging to understand Effeminate’s all-female planet. Not one lion stayed with a mate on that planet except Verena’s mother. Sadly, Verena didn’t seem to share her mother’s thoughts on companionship.

      Still, something had to be done to unite the two planets because a panther-lion shifter would make a new and powerful race. A lion’s pride and cunning prowess that could easily lead a battle would serve his elusive and adaptable panthers well, both on the battlefield and in the bedroom. Emir’s resources became scarce around the capital. So he knew her lionesses would know precisely what his panthers would need to attain their prey further out in the jungle of their planet. The idea had his heart swelling.

      It was still a perfect plan to claim her. And one that Jaxson had been set on since the day he laid eyes on Verena some 364 moon cycles ago when his parents and hers were in peace talks. She was nothing more than a cub like himself, but his territorial cunningness wanted her all to himself, and that was the day he vowed to take her as his own.

      Jaxson looked out his window, which overlooked his entire kingdom. He smiled as his eyes gazed upon the thick trees of the land. He used to love climbing them when he was younger, just to think, and Jaxson remembered taking Verena up there when he was a cub. She hated climbing. Of course, no lion likes it. But he enjoyed showing her his world. They shared their first kiss that day, and he hoped to share so much more with her.

      He gazed over at the bookshelf that had a picture of the two of them climbing a tree together when they were kids. Jaxson walked over to it and took it down to get a closer look at the prize he intended to claim. As he traced over her picture, he searched to remember what it was like being so close to her body. They only kissed that one time, but it was something that still stuck with him, even after all these moon cycles. 

      Jaxson let out a sigh.

      If only I could get her to see that we are perfect for one another. 

      He stroked the picture once more and smiled.

      I’ll talk to her again. Convince her the gods to believe them to be destined mates. And I should do it now, so she doesn’t find a mate anywhere else like that stupid law wants her to do. I should be the one to give her an heir. Panthers and lions would be perfect as one!

      “Burchard! Prepare my ship! I want to set a course for planet Effeminate tonight.”

      “Yes, Sire.”
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      “Are you sure you don’t want me to go with you?”

      “I’ll be fine, Tilda. And besides, I want you here to look after our pride. I don’t trust that Jaxson will give me this time to find a suitable mate to my liking.”

      She swallowed the words. Five short years ago, she wouldn’t have had to take this trip because five short years ago, Jaxson was supposed to be her mate. It was an arranged marriage between her parents and his. She would have married him too if he wasn’t the reason her parents were murdered. The thought sent the biles of her stomach into a frenzy.

      How could he continue to think I’d be with him after Quell?

      “I think he’s plotting to come here to get his digs into me. You are the only one that can tame him in my absence. So please, stay.” Verena said as she cupped Tilda’s cheek. “You have been everything I needed since my parents’ deaths. I want to make you proud. I want to make our pride proud. Please, stay here and see that I have a kingdom to come back to. I mean it, Tilda. I’ve had fears of him coming. He won’t take my absence well. Be prepared.”

      “I will prepare the warriors for his return. I learned long ago not to question your powers of intuition.” Tilda said as she placed her hands on Verena’s shoulders and gave them a slight squeeze.

      Verena patted Tilda’s hands and then stepped into her craft and closed the cockpit. She waved to Tilda before firing up the booster engines and then sped off into the air. 

      As her craft hit the outside atmosphere, she let out a breath. The journey wouldn’t take long. It would be just a few short cycles with the turbine engines in her craft. They learned how to wield the power of warp speed long ago. In fact, it was almost time for them to return to Earth. Effeminate had a long-standing with the United Nations of Earth and promised to teach the Earthlings new technology when their society was developed enough to understand such topics. They were now prepared for warp speed ideals. 

      Verena put her index finger to her lips, trying to recall the last time anyone from her pride went to visit Earth. She knew it was before her birth, but she couldn’t remember how many cycles. Verena learned Earth measured time with a calendar rather than their moon. It almost sounded funny to her that a planet relied more on science than they did their faith in mother God. 

      “Computer Quaran, when was the last time our people visited Earth?”

      “The last record I have for any of the pride visiting Earth is in 2980 BC Earth years. Your Great Grandmother met with the third ruler of Egypt’s first dynasty. The king’s name was Djet, also called Wadjit, or Uadji, and succeeded Djer, his father.” 

      Verena shook her head, perplexed by the computer’s retort. 

      “Computer Quaran, how long ago was that?”

      “1,825,506 days, 260,786 weeks and 4 days, 59, 976 months, 4,998 years, according to the Earth’s calendar cycle.”

      “And Computer Quaran, how long is their day compared to our moon cycle?”

      “30 of planet Effeminate’s moon cycles are 1 month of Earth’s time.”

      “Computer Quaran, given this, how long will it take for me to reach Earth from planet Effeminate?”

      “Approximately 3 Earth days’ time if you maintain a warp speed of 10.”

      “Well, it looks like I’m in for a long trip alone. Maybe I should’ve had Tilda come with me. That will be a long time alone with no non-computer contact.”

      Verena let out a sigh and then pressed a few more buttons on the console. Within a few moments, the control room was filled with the voice of Computer Quaran reading a classic novel from Earth called The Great Gatsby. It was Verena’s favorite.
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      “What do you mean she is not here? There’s a council meeting with the Valet de Chambre in 30 moon cycles, and she must attend.” Said Jaxson.

      “She knows, and she will be back in time for that.” Said Tilda.

      Jaxson lowered his head before continuing, “She left because of what the council demands of her—didn’t she?”

      “Not that this concerns you, Jaxson, but she left on important business for the safety and security of our planet.”

      Jaxson let out a sigh and shook his head.

      “Very well. I was only coming to profess my love to her and ask for her hand. Please give her the message that I’d like to meet with her if you can. I miss how things used to be between us.”

      “Well, maybe you should have thought about all of this before the Battle of Quell! If you hadn’t started that war, her parents would still be alive, and you’d still have a betrothal!”

      Tilda spat as she slammed her fist on the desk before her.

      “You have no right to profess anything! Your warring would make our people submissive to Emir, and Queen Verena of Effeminate will not stand for that! We are mighty lion shifters and an equal to any other shifter race in this solar system. In fact, I’d even boast we are far superior to most in this solar system.”

      Tilda roared at him as she reached for the handle on her sword and began unsheathing it.

      “It’s best if you leave this planet now.”

      “First, my parents were the ones that started that war. I merely finished it when their lives were lost. How could you think that I’d want her parents to die at the hands of General Burchard? It’s not like I was the one that slain them with my own hands. Plus? I am a different person than when the civil war started. You must believe me. And if Verena were here, I’d try to convince her of that too.”

      “Well, she is not here, and I don’t care to be convinced of your vile treachery or your warped views of females. Your primitive people can not handle our societal advancements. It is why we live on our planet mateless! Now leave. Talks don’t happen for another 30 cycles, so I’ve got no intention of entertaining you for that long.”

      “Mark my words. I will find her before we meet with the Valet de Chambre. She can run from what will be her destiny, but she can’t hide!” Jaxson said as he backed away from Tilda and got back into his ship.

      “You will never find her, Jaxson! Never!”

      Jaxson smiled instantly. It was the one bit of information he hoped Tilda would reveal before he left Effeminate. At first, he assumed she went to Tatsu, initially. He would’ve done the same thing himself. Gaining a mate and an alliance with the dragons would be a logical way to fight him off. But if Tilda was so hell-bent on convincing him he’d never find her, then she must have headed for planet Earth to find a mate.

      Earth was the only planet within distance that Verena could find a suitable mate. Their atmosphere was close to that of our solar system but especially Effeminate. An heir would’ve to be able to adapt to the planet, so Earth was the safest bet. Also? When both Effeminate and Emir were at peace, they visited the planet Earth together. Many of their race, as well as Effeminate’s, found suitable mates with the Earthlings. He plotted a course and headed straight for the Milky Way Galaxy.

      “I must have her as mine. I will stop at nothing to take what I had a claim on so, so long ago. She needs to understand that she is mine, and I will love and protect her until my last dying breath.” Jaxson said, as visions of him helping her up the tree so many cycles ago flooded his head again.
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      Verena’s shuttle pierced Earth’s atmosphere and landed in a valley between some mountains. She grabbed a bag full of some food and gear and donned acceptable clothing to blend in as an Earthling on a hike. She then cloaked the craft, so no human suspected her presence and walked towards what looked like a clearing. From the top of the mountain, she could see what looked like a small town. 

      The hike was brisk, but it wasn’t any terrain she wasn’t used to. Effeminate had thicker brush in their forests. But the dodging of large rocks proved to be the best thing for her to focus on. She spent far too long on the ship alone and found herself riddled with thoughts of Jaxson. 

      As she descended the gigantic mountain from a cleared trail, a voice broke her thoughts.

      “I’m impressed!”

      Verena looked around until her eyes met a man with dark hair and eyes to match. He appeared stacked. Even though his shirt and gear covered his chest, his arms were chiseled. And even though he was still a slight distance away from her, she could tell he towered over her in height. His shoulders were broad and thick, but he was lean from the waist down.

      “Most hikers don’t take that trail. It’s too advanced. And when they do, they usually have a partner with them.” Said the dark-haired man as he was inching his way up to her.

      “I’m sorry? Are you talking to me?” Verena asked with a furrowed brow.

      “Well, there aren’t any other hikers out here, so yes, I’m talking to you.” He retorted with a gesture of his hand. “My name is Ciro. Ciro DeLuca. And you are?” 

      “Verena Pride. Pleased to meet you.”

      She extended out her hand. Ciro took her hand in his, and Verena felt a current of heat rush through her entire body until it finally settled deep within her belly. The man was gorgeous now that she had a better look at him. His eyes had speckles of amber mixed in with the overall chocolate brown they were. His hand felt good, too good, pressed to hers, and instantly Verena wondered what it would be like if her whole body was pressed against his. Just the sheer thought of seeing his body naked had her libido doing cartwheels. 

      She had never experienced anything attraction to a man so strongly before. Sure, she’d been with men before, but none of them turned her on with just a handshake. She knew what this meant—or rather, what she feared it to mean. Her mother told her long ago that she was drawn to her father the instant she met him. And the same thing was happening to Verena now. She couldn’t understand how she got herself into this kind of predicament, love at first sight. Yet, it was happening as plain as the sun peeking through the mountain top, framing his gorgeously tanned face. Still, she couldn’t be falling for him. Not now. Not when the Chambre was on her back. There wasn’t any time for a romance. She needed an heir. That was the whole point of coming to Earth.

      “Do you come here a lot, or is this your first time at Mirror Lake?”

      “It’s my first time.”

      “Well then, that would explain things a little better.”

      “You mean because of the trail? It seemed rather easy to me, but I do a lot of hiking back home.”

      Her mouth grew dry. Tilda practiced with Verena before she made the trip on how to talk to Earthlings. She didn’t want to lie, but telling the whole truth about back home wasn’t exactly an option either. The woman shrugged her shoulders and hoped Ciro wouldn’t press the issue of where her home was. 

      “Where are you from?”

      And sure enough, he did.

      “Oregon.”

      Verena said it as quickly as she could. Then she said a silent thank you to Tilda for giving her some facts about Earth’s geography and history.

      “That’s far from here. You must be on vacation, I take it?”

      “Business, actually. But I came to the mountains for a hike and thought it’d relax me before heading back.”

      “Ah! So you must have come from the city? That’s where I live. I came with some of my friends for an extended weekend to get a little recharging of my batteries myself. We love to hike when we aren’t working on Wall Street. I’m a stockbroker. What do you do?” 

      And again, with all the questions. Do Earthlings ask these things just to feel better about the sexual attraction? It boggled her mind, but she pushed the thought down into the recesses of her mind because she didn’t have time to waste. If this man was attracted to her, and because he hadn’t let go of her hand yet, even rubbed his calloused thumb over her knuckles, she could tell he was, and that was all she needed. He’d be good enough to produce the heir. At least, she hoped he would. Honestly, if she played her cards right, she might have sex before nightfall, and, clearly, Tilda had it all wrong about men on Earth. They really only think about sex and nothing more because this one seemed to have been thinking about it since he introduced himself.

      “I’m a journalist, well, I’m a travel writer for Oregon’s 1859. It’s sometimes a lonely job, but the perks are that I get to see the world when my boss allows me out of the state. I’m doing an article on some of the best but forgotten vacation spots in New England, and from what I can tell so far, this place is great.”

      “Yeah, this is a really cool place. Are you staying at the Mirror Lake Inn?”

      “When I first got here, I decided to hike, so I haven’t booked anything yet. I figured I’d find a place once I finished hiking. Is that a nice place to stay?”

      “Oh yeah! It’s the best! I’m good friends with the manager. Hopefully, he can get you a room. They are usually pretty booked up—it’s the season—you know?” 

      “Yeah, I get that.”

      “Still, it won’t hurt to try, and then I get to spend some more time with you.”

      He brought his hand, the one still holding hers, to his lips. The kiss sent tiny explosions of heat up Verena’s arm. She tried hiding the type of impact the brush of his lips was doing to her. But her body betrayed her and spread a trail of goosebumps from wrist to shoulder. The reaction was so blatant that her cheeks reddened.

      “I’d like that.”

      Her voice came out far too breathy than she wanted it to be. She gave Ciro a small smile, hoping to cover up her reddened cheeks.

      “And who knows? Hopefully, I can convince you to go out with me for dinner.”

      “Maybe?”

      She wasn’t sure if she should say that to him. Saying yes outright would make her appear desperate, and even though her situation was, she still didn’t want to play the part. He simply smiled, and the two walked in a calm silence as they headed towards the hotel at the bottom of the trail.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Verena walked into her room and dropped her backpack on the coffee table near the door. She headed for the French doors overlooking the view and opened them. A warm breeze welcomed her. She was glad that Ciro persuaded his friend to give her the suite. She had hesitated at first, not wanting to spend on luxury. Still, she brought plenty of American currency, thanks to Tilda. And the view was worth the extra couple of hundred she’d spend on it for the weekend. 

      She headed back inside the suite and unpacked what little she had in her backpack when there was a knock at the door. When she opened it, Ciro greeted her.

      “Just checking to make sure you have settled in, okay. Also,” Ciro added as he placed his elbow on the door frame and raked his hair with his fingers, “I wondered if you’d like to go grab a bite?”

      Verena blinked several times and took in a breath. She knew why she was here on Earth, and she was attracted to the man crowding her door. Still, something made her hesitate, which was another reason for her telling him maybe earlier. Everything between them seemed rushed somehow, and for the first time in her life, she wanted time to stand still. Verena thought she’d have more time to process what she really wanted in a man that would produce the heir she so desperately needed for her people. 

      “Ah, if you don’t want to, that’s okay. It’s just I really like you, and I thought, well, now I’m not so sure what to think, so I should probably go.”

      “No! Don’t go! I mean,”

      Her hand reached for his to keep him in place, but she wound up grabbing his bicep instead. Her eyes left his as she gazed at his muscled arm. She couldn’t help but brush it with the tips of her fingers to touch the ripples of strength.

      “Um, yes, I’d love to have dinner with you.”

      “Good. I’m glad.” Ciro said with a smile. “I’ll meet you in the lobby at 7, and we can go to The View for dinner.”

      “That’s perfect.”

      Verena smiled and brushed his arm a little more before she squeezed it. 

      “Is it now?”

      Ciro plastered a wry smile over his face as his eyes darkened impossibly more than they were on the trail. And so much so, she couldn’t tell where his pupils were. Verena released her grip from Ciro’s bicep and clasped her hands over her mouth.

      “I mean, the time is perfect.”

      She stammered out the words in between her fingers. Sure enough, a rush of heat soared to her cheeks.

      “I didn’t mean⁠—“ 

      Her voice trailed, and her mouth grew dry as she looked at his bicep again. 

      “Relax, I’m only teasing!”

      His eyes softened, making Verena more comfortable.

      “I’ll see you at 7 in the lobby, okay?”

      He placed a hand on one of her shoulders, and Verena sensed more heat radiating from him. She took in a breath, and his scent, amber, and leather filled her nostrils. It was an exquisite scent, one she wanted to taste.

      “Okay.”

      Ciro smiled and turned on his heel to head to his room, just a couple of doors down. She watched him fumble with his keycard a bit before shutting the door and leaning against it to steady her buckling knees.

      Perfect Verena! Just perfect! You are only on Earth for a few measly hours, and you’ve become pliable to the first male you see!

      She let out a long breath.

      I’ve got to get a grip on myself because I can’t allow myself to fall for the guy. All I need is an heir, and if I let my feelings run the show, I won’t stay on task.

      Verena went over to the master bath and turned on the shower. She placed her hands on the marble countertop by the sink and turned on the cold-water tap to splash some water on her burning cheeks. Verena stared at herself in the mirror for a long minute. She was trying to figure out if what was happening to her was what her mother had tried telling her all of those years ago. 

      They always arranged royal marriages on Effeminate. It was essential to have a powerful man to aid the queen in battles. Shifters were very territorial creatures, so squabbles between the planets in the Equipoise solar system were more common than in the times of peace. That was why the queen of Effeminate was always made to wed. No other woman on Effeminate had to live with their mate. Only the queen had to. Verena never had a problem with that tradition before. She always felt it was her duty to her people to have a mate. 

      And, of course, she was supposed to wed Jaxson. Her parents had wanted it so both Effeminate and Emir would unite under one rule. But after she learned Jaxson ordered the Battle of Quell, Verena revoked that bequeath her parents had set forth so many cycles ago. Verena couldn’t be with him after what he did because he was the one that killed her parents—he may not have actually struck the final blow. Still, nonetheless, they were killed under his order. Being alone rather than marrying him was a far better outcome for her life. If she went along with the arrangement, it would show weakness, and her people were not weak. 

      She let out a long breath as thoughts of Ciro’s broad shoulders entered her mind again. He seemed to be such a calm being. Far different from the shifters she had known all of her life. 

      Thoughts of being in Ciro’s arms rushed to the forefront of her mind again, making her wonder how good it would be to be wrapped up in them. She smiled as a sense of calmness washed over her, but then she shook her head in an attempt to rid herself of such foolishness. 

      “This is silly, Verena!”

      She yelled at herself in the mirror before stepping into the steaming shower.

      “You can’t let a moment of weakness decide your fate. You can’t be like your mother.”
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      He noticed her gazing at him as he tried to get the keycard to work in the door. He would have glanced her way, but he figured he had already made her blush enough this afternoon. As he went into his room, he dropped the keycard and his wallet on the coffee table before opening the closet.

      Ciro frowned a little when he noticed how starkly he packed.

      Looks like it will be a black tee with my black jeans again. Man, I should take an inventory of what’s inside this ‘oh shit’ bag more often!

      Ciro typically packed one decent outfit for going out in. Like the boy scout, he always liked to be prepared in case Ciro met someone, but since his ex, Rena, left him high and dry a year ago, he stopped caring. She was supposed to be his everything, and they were going to get married. But once she saw his coven pack also mattered to him; they were the family he never had, she couldn’t handle it. 

      He planned to claim her the day he asked her to marry him, but the lone wolf in her had other ideas and took off before he even had the chance. There was no note, no call, no nothing to indicate that she wanted to reject him. All she left was the ring behind. 

      Eagan noticed she was having a few misgivings after the engagement announcement, and being the buddy he was, he tried to go talk to her. She wouldn’t really speak with him about it, though. All she said was that she didn’t want to share her bed with the pack and then stormed out. 

      He had only been back to the place they shared once to get clothing and some incidentals. He still owns the condo and all the furniture and knickknacks Rena brought in to call it home, but it still hurts him to even think about all the memories. 

      Eagan has been staying there ever since Ciro and Rena parted ways. He thought about going back and trying to make some type of life for himself without her in it. Still, every time Ciro wanted to, a trip to skydive, a mountain-climbing excursion, or surfing some waves seemed better. It was a sad notion that he had little fear in adrenaline rushes, but to face the fear of losing her was too much for him to handle. That is until he met Verena. 

      A spark he long forgot existed seemed to rise within him the minute he told her the hike impressed him. She wasn’t like Rena or any other girl he had met. He raked his hands through his hair, trying to calm his dick in whatever way he could. Just thinking about her brushing his arm sent his cock at straight attention. And if he had any hopes of having a warm shower instead of a cold one, he needed to put the brakes on his cock right now.  

      Ciro let out a breath as he laid out his shirt and jeans for the evening on the bed. He grabbed his black cowboy boots and a black sports jacket and frowned slightly as he realized the outfit was a tad morbid. Ciro sighed as he headed into the master bath to turn on the shower. 

      He gazed in the mirror and turned his head from side to side.

      The damned wolf in me makes my five o’clock shadow look like it’s midnight.

      He stroked his cheeks with his hand to see how bad the stubble felt and decided that after he showered, he’d shave. 

      I may not have the perfect outfit, but I don’t want to scrape her face if I kiss her!

      The notion had his dick hard again as he stepped into the shower. Thoughts of her touching his bicep surfaced again, too. He couldn’t stop thinking about the fire that lit inside his belly the instant she touched his arm, and he shook his head.

      What am I doing? If I feel this unhinged with a momentary touch on the arm, how will I control myself for an entire night with her?

      His animal side never crossed his mind in the past year. He didn’t need to shift into a werewolf, nor did he really want to. It wasn’t like Rena was around to tempt his—as she so put it—Wolfie side to come out. His brow furrowed as he wondered just how much energy he would have to exert to keep his animal tamed around Verena. Because something within her was making him hot with need, and so much so that his wolf sensed it, too. 

      Ciro turned the water off and dried himself before he stepped over to the sink to shave his scruff off. Once he finished, he dressed and splashed a little 1 Million on his face before he dashed out of his room to meet with her.
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      He got to the lobby, and there wasn’t any sign of her yet, so he ordered a drink.

      A beer will calm me down a little.

      The bartender handed him a Guinness draft as he sat down at the tiny bar attached to the hotel, and he took a sip that wound up being more of a gulp.

      “Hey there!”

      “Hey, Verena!” 

      The bartender looked at Verena as he placed a cocktail napkin in front of her. 

      “I’ll have a cab, please.” 

      The bartender smiled as he grabbed a wine glass and poured it for Verena. She hopped into the seat next to Ciro, and their knees brushed together, and Verena instantly felt the heat rush to her libido. If she wasn’t careful, she’d have her panties soaked before they finished their first round of drinks. 

      “So, let’s make a toast.” 

      She raised her glass, hoping the gesture would stop her wicked thoughts of taking him back to her room. To hell with dinner because she wanted her dessert right now.
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