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      Genesis looked at the mating gown on the hanger her aunt was holding up.  It had been created in the traditional style of her people, an ivory-and-lilac colored affair with a low-cut bodice that was intended to display her bits like ripe melons at the produce stand.

      “Why do you always make that face when you look at the dress?”  Geraldine asked, her brow cocked.

      “It’s so revealing,” she said with a shrug.

      “Probably because the males were the ones who decided what the mating night requirements should be.  When you put men in charge of women’s clothing, it tends to get pretty…”

      “Slutty?”  Genesis offered when Geraldine didn’t finish her thought.

      She sniffed.  “I would never say that about anything you wore, Gen.  You’re a princess.  This gown is exactly like the one your mother wore, rest her soul, and you’ll look lovely for your mate.”

      The mention of her mother always made Genesis sad.  Her mother had died when she was four.  Her memories of her were fuzzy around the edges, but warm nonetheless—lots of hugs, being sung to sleep every night, and the tastiest chocolate chip cookies ever.

      “Oh, I’m sorry, honey.  I didn’t mean to bring you down.”  Geraldine turned and hung the gown up in the spare bedroom of the home where Genesis had spent the last twenty-five years of her life.

      “It’s okay.  I just miss her.  Especially for the important stuff like this.  Tomorrow night I’m going to be mated to a complete stranger.”

      Geraldine hummed.  “It’s our way.”

      Making a face, Genesis waved her hand.  “I wasn’t saying that it was a bad thing.  I just wonder about the true matings that other shifter groups have.  Our people never find their mates naturally; the matings are always arranged by the families.  What would happen if Dad just let me be to find someone of my own?”

      “Well, I only really know about lynxes, but I know a cougar female who said that her people waited for the mating call.”

      “What’s the mating call?”

      Genesis followed Geraldine out of the bedroom and down the hall.

      “It’s…I don’t know.  Like lightning, I think,” she said as her hand gripped the railing of the curved staircase that led to the first floor.

      “Lightning?”

      “I mean,” she glanced over her shoulder with a smile, “that it’s like getting struck by lightning.  Mona told me that she’d visited a friend who was a wolf shifter, and when she walked into the house, she saw her friend’s older brother and knew without hesitation that he was her true mate.  The one perfect male for her.”

      Genesis mulled that over as she followed Geraldine into the large kitchen.  Sitting on a stool at the island, she watched her aunt pull ingredients from the refrigerator and assemble them into two sandwiches.

      “Why would her nature allow her to have a true mate who wasn’t of her kind?  That ensures that both of them, as well as their offspring, would be exiled from their people.”

      Pushing a plate across the granite countertop, Geraldine said, “If you leave your future up to your beast, you don’t know what might happen.  Because our people are fiercely pro-species, we never, never mate with other kinds of shifters or supernatural creatures.  Having fathers choose mates for their children, before the heat takes them, is the only way to ensure that the right choice is made.”

      The right choice for their species, but not necessarily for her.

      “What do you know about my future mate?”  Genesis asked before taking a bite of the turkey and swiss sandwich.  The male her father had chosen for her was from a lynx chain a few hours east of them.  Like her own chain, her future mate’s was small, made up of a few family groups with a king as the leader.

      “Marco is a prince, of course,” Geraldine said, nodding knowingly.

      “I don’t really care about that,” she said.

      “Well, you’re the only one who doesn’t.”

      “I don’t think you care that you’re the sister-in-law of the king, do you?”  Genesis arched a brow.

      “My only concern is your welfare, little princess.”

      “Oh barf, don’t call me that,” she said, setting her sandwich down and rolling her eyes.  She’d spent the better part of her life being referred to as ‘the little princess,’ but now, at twenty-five, she was hardly little and she didn’t feel much like a princess.

      “When you mate with Marco, you’ll be princess by marriage in his clan, and then when he becomes king, you’ll be queen.”

      “I know.”  She sighed.  “Do you think Mom loved Dad?”

      “Of course.  Duty was always first for my sister, but eventually she came to love your father.  When you were born, it was the happiest day of her life.”  She moved around the island and hugged Genesis.  “Your father chose well.  Marco is handsome and comes from a well-respected family.”

      After pondering that for a few moments while she finished her sandwich, she asked, “Do you think you can fall in love with someone who isn’t heart-chosen?”

      When Genesis didn’t get an answer from her aunt, she looked up from her plate and realized that Geraldine was frowning.

      “What?”  She was surprised by the severe expression on her aunt’s face.

      “You need to get this romantic nonsense out of your head right now, young lady.  Our people do not get to choose their own mates.  If we waited around for our heat cycle or our heart to choose, our people could end up with mates from other species or, heaven forbid, humans.  Then there would be heartbreak and banishments.  Do you want to live away from your family in one of those towns that welcomes exiles?  With hybrids mucking around with the gene pool?”

      Genesis couldn’t recall her aunt saying much of a cross word before, so she was surprised to hear such venomous words coming from her.

      Reaching across the cool marble, Genesis clasped her aunt’s hand.  “I’m sorry if I’ve upset you.  It wasn’t my intention.  I’m just thinking about my future, and maybe I read too many romance novels.”

      Geraldine snorted and unlinked their fingers, patting the top of Genesis’s hand.  “You’re nervous and that’s understandable, but you need to lock down these wayward thoughts.  You don’t want your new mate to think you’re unhappy before things even get started.”

      Genesis nodded, unsure what to say.  It was true that she didn’t want to make anyone mad, especially the male who held her future happiness in his hands.  But she couldn’t shake the feeling that getting a chance to pick a mate based on mutual attraction and affection was a far, far better choice than having a family member pick someone based on criteria that she hadn’t even been able to agree to.

      If she’d been asked, she would have told her dad that she wanted a mate who was sexy and funny, who would occasionally do romantic things for her like bringing her flowers or making dinner, and who could turn her on with a glance.  But no one had asked.  Her dad’s criteria for the male who would mate his only daughter were the strength of his genetic line, his family name, and his ability to be a kickass king.  In a few years, when Marco’s father stepped down from his kingship, Genesis would become the queen.

      I’d rather be loved than be queen.

      The thought rose so quickly in her mind that she didn’t have a chance to stop it.  She felt the sting of tears at the unfairness of the situation.  She needed to get away from Geraldine before her aunt realized that she was still thinking romantic thoughts.  And why the hell shouldn’t she?  It was her mating night—what the human couples in her romance novels called a wedding night.

      Slipping from the stool, she mumbled that she was heading up to take a bath and relax for a while before it was time to get ready, and fled to the second floor.  Tears slipped down her cheeks as she shut her bedroom door.  The sight of the nearly empty room and the packing boxes stacked high against one wall made her feel overwhelmingly sad.  In a few hours her life would be changed forever.  She’d take the time now to wallow in her sorrow, because she had a feeling her arranged mate wouldn’t care to know she secretly longed for a mate who was chosen by her heart.
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      Jair looked up at the blazing August sun and wiped his brow with a bandana.  Stuffing the rag into his back pocket, he set his sunglasses back on his nose and returned his attention to the pile of decorative pavers.  Hefting the dark-red and gray squares into a nearby wheelbarrow, he filled it up and then pushed it around the back of the house where two other employees of O’Reilly Landscaping were laying them out in a pattern.

      “Over here, Jair,” Felix, the owner, called, gesturing to his side of the marked-off area that would eventually become a large patio with a low wall and an outdoor kitchen.

      Dumping the stones by Felix, Jair said, “The pile up front is getting smaller.”

      Felix looked up and grinned.  “Thank the goddess for that.  Remind me not to take jobs like this when it’s hot as fuck out.”

      Jair pushed the empty wheelbarrow back to the front of the house, set it down next to the pile, and began to toss the pavers into it.  He’d been working for Felix ever since he came to Cider Falls a year earlier, when he’d been officially and irrevocably kicked out of his tiger pride.  He tried not to think much about his family, who had watched him leave without protest, but every time he glanced at the underside of his wrist and saw the brand marking him as an exile, he couldn’t help but consider how fucked up his life was.

      The tiger pride he’d grown up in had been a haven.  With only his mom and his brother Jenner, he’d had a small but loving family.  He hadn’t been exactly like his older brother; there had always been something a little different about Jair that no one seemed to be interested in telling him about.  His mother had told him that after Jenner’s father died in a pride battle when Jenner was a toddler, she’d had an affair with a male from another pride.  Their mother’s fur was navy blue striped with black, so she was a sought-after female, and it hadn’t surprised Jair to know that males had been after her once she was single.  It wasn’t until he was old enough to shift that he learned the truth.  Jair’s father was no tiger, but instead a shifter of an entirely different breed—a wolf.

      The moment he shifted, he’d known something was wrong with him.  He was a huge wolf, with blue-and-black striped fur—a horrible medley of the two creatures that fought for dominance inside him.  The tiger longed for family and pride, and the wolf wanted to run with a pack.  Jenner had taken over the pride by the time Jair was old enough to shift, and hadn’t exiled him.  Instead, he’d moved Jair to a home on the outskirts of pride lands and allowed him to be an observer.  He’d been part of the pride but also not part of the pride, which was a strange and unsatisfying position to be in.

      It wasn’t until Jenner mated with a female from another pride, who brought along her hybrid-hating family, that things got difficult.  After a year of pushing from his in-laws, Jenner gave in and exiled Jair.

      “I’m fucking sorry,” Jenner said as he watched the brand heat in the fire.

      Jair hadn’t known what to say.  He’d wanted to rail against his brother, to tell him to stand up for family, but instead he’d just stared at him in stoic silence.  When he’d been marked in exile, he hadn’t even winced.  His beasts raged within him, but he’d kept tight control over their desire to tear Jenner to pieces.

      Ignoring the urge to punch Jenner in the mouth and knock a few teeth loose for good measure, Jair had grabbed his two bags and headed for his truck.  He didn’t give anyone the satisfaction of knowing how despondent the whole damn thing made him.  It wasn’t his fault that he was a hybrid.  Although it wasn’t really anyone’s fault, he blamed the male who had impregnated his mother, for abandoning her all those years ago, for getting her pregnant and then disappearing so she had to lie to everyone about who she’d been with.  Up until he’d shifted, he had been a normal tiger as far as anyone knew.  Once he shifted and his multi-hued fur appeared on the wrong beast, his eyes in his human form had changed as well, marking him even more fully as something that shouldn’t exist.

      His mother stopped him from getting in his truck by putting her small hand on his arm.  “Baby, I’m sorry.”

      Jair tossed his things onto the seat and turned to hug her.  “It’s just ancient pride bullshit.  I’m still your son, exile or not.”

      She sniffled.  “I wish you didn’t have to go.”

      “Jenner made his choice.  He’s king and he’s allowed to do that.”

      In reality, Jair didn’t fault his brother.  If Jair was lucky enough to ever find a mate, he didn’t think there was anything he wouldn’t do to make her happy, although betraying blood was kind of over the top.

      She pressed a piece of paper into his palm and said, “I never told you about him because I had hoped you might be enough like me to fool the pride.  I have no regrets about my time with him, because he was there for me when I needed a shoulder to cry on.”  She wiped at her wet cheeks.  “His name is Veron Smythe.  He’ll know you by scent, and he’ll help you.”

      He said goodbye to her, knowing that he would likely never see her again.  He would be killed if he returned to pride lands, and unless she chose exile herself, they wouldn’t cross paths.

      Shaking himself from his dark thoughts, he put the memories of his mother out of his mind and turned his attention back to filling the wheelbarrow with pavers.  His own house was on the other side of Cider Falls, bordered by thick woods on all sides.  That gave him plenty of privacy, which he appreciated.  Even though Cider Falls was a haven for exiled hybrids and purebloods of all kinds, he still didn’t like shifting in front of others.  His entire adult life he’d had to stand on the outside, shifting and hunting alone because the core of what he was disgusted the purebreds.

      Hefting the load of pavers, he headed back around to the others.  Felix looked up at him.  “Your dad called, asked if you’d stop by.”

      Jair stifled his grumbled sigh.  Felix and Veron were friends and had lived in Cider Falls for years.  When Jair arrived in town, he hadn’t intended to meet his biological father or have anything to do with him, but his mother had somehow gotten word to Veron that Jair was on his way.

      “Thanks for the info,” he said.

      “Hey, whatever you think about the situation, he’s had your back for the last year and you keep ignoring him.  Stop being an asshole.”

      His gums tingled as his tiger pushed to bare fangs and let Felix know that he needed to mind his own business.  Grinding his teeth together and pushing his cat away, he said, “Thanks for the heads-up.”

      Felix growled in warning, but Jair wasn’t interested in hearing his boss sing Veron’s praises.  All he wanted was to work and maybe go to the bar and try to numb the heartache that threatened every time his thoughts drifted to his mom.

      Turning the empty wheelbarrow around, he headed back to the pile of pavers, throwing himself into work.  It was either that or wallow in the past, which wouldn’t do any good.
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