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      Kasim


      Honey badger shifters threw a hell of a party.


      This being a double celebration, involving two packs, it was twice the celebration and twice the crazy.


      Jacqueline, the omega and peacekeeper of his pack, had mated with Jordan, his pack’s beta. She had come to the pack from the honey badgers, though. Unlike her cousins, who traveled the country on their motorcycles on a nearly non-stop loop, Jacqueline preferred a more settled life.


      The second mating was between Rana, Honey Badger Princess, and Brice Bunson, the youngest brother of Kasim’s girlfriend, Bailey. That had been a surprising pairing as the two were fated mates. Not only were fated mates rare, but Rana had anosmia—she couldn’t smell a thing—so she hadn’t believed Brice when he’d first told her. Not entirely her fault—two men had tried to take advantage of her condition before, so Brice had been the third man in her life to claim she was his. They’d worked it out, which made Bailey happy, which made Kasim happy.


      Now, she was the last unmated Bunson, and Kasim hoped to change that status soon as well. For now, though, he wanted to make the most of this evening. There was nothing like a mating celebration to spread a little romance in the air.


      There was a massive dance floor, lights reflecting off of chandeliers, getting in his eyes, and with everyone talking at once, it was so loud, he could barely hear himself think. He did like the food stations that were spread throughout the room. He was eyeing the carving station when Bailey tugged on his sleeve.


      “Holy shit, am I actually seeing a ranch fountain?”


      Chuckling at her enthusiasm—she was having fun, and he was enjoying watching her have fun—he glanced in the direction she was pointing, then looked down at her.


      “And a cheese fountain beyond it.”


      “Oh my God, I hope there’s a chocolate fountain too!” she squealed, bouncing. He had to laugh.


      She was adorable as hell with enthusiasm for every little thing in life—which was unsurprising, considering how much of her life she’d spent being held captive. Thinking about that always made him want to roar and find something to shred with his teeth, so he didn’t dwell on it much anymore.


      From the moment he’d been part of her family’s unwitting rescue party, Kasim had been drawn to her. She was the youngest of the Bunsons and the last to be turned into a shapeshifter. That’s right—turned into. They’d been born human, although they had shapeshifter genes, and a mad scientist had taken it upon himself to wake those genes up—all of them.


      Bailey’s older siblings turned into massive bear-sized bunnies with the teeth and claws of a bear, and a hard shell beneath their fluffy fur that made them nearly impervious to harm. Since she was the last, Bailey had gotten the most advanced form of the serum. Unlike her siblings, she was rabbit-sized, but a more foul, cruel, and bad-tempered rodent hadn’t been seen since the Beast of Caerbannog in Monty Python and the Holy Grail. A movie he’d watched more times since meeting her than he had in his entire life prior. She and her siblings were all obsessed with it, even more so now that they were vicious bunny shifters.


      Even Kasim’s lion was wary of them. However, at least with Bailey, he could literally squash her under his paw to keep her under control. Well, if he caught her by surprise, that was. She was incredibly fast.


      My bunny. The low growl of his lion in the back of his mind made Kasim smile again as Bailey dragged him toward the condiment fountains. His lion was becoming more and more possessive of Bailey, and unlike Kasim, it wasn’t happy with the slow pace their relationship was taking.


      It was deliberate on Kasim’s part. They’d been friends first, right after she’d been freed from captivity. She’d gone through quite a few of the men in the pack before she’d slowed down. Kasim wanted to make sure he wasn’t just another one of her many dates. He also wanted her to come to terms with the fact being a shifter didn’t mean she’d meet her fated mate, immediately fall in love, and live happily ever after.


      Being young and seeing it happen with her older sister and one older brother, Bailey had wanted the same thing for herself. It had taken some time, a lot of conversations with other pack members, and two out of three of her brothers meeting their mates before she seemed to accept that eschewing relationships in favor of a mate she might never meet didn’t actually make sense.


      Kasim had worried when Brice met Rana, some of that would be undone, and Bailey would become mate obsessed again.


      Speaking of, Kasim dug in his heels, preventing Bailey from pulling him further along. “Rana, Brice, congratulations.”


      He was pretty sure Bailey hadn’t even seen her brother and his mate, she’d been so intent on the ranch fountain. As soon as she realized who he was talking to, she stopped pulling at him and turned to wrap Rana in a big hug.


      “This is the best party!” Bailey said. “Thank you for the ranch fountain!”


      Laughing, Rana hugged her back, and Brice and Kasim shook hands. Brice was beaming, his smile so wide, it looked like his face was about to split open. Kasim envied him. He and Rana had been together for less time than Kasim and Bailey, but here they were, happily mated.


      Kasim was willing to be patient, no matter how his lion felt about it, but he had to admit, he was beginning to feel the urge to move things a little faster. He’d already set up the room where he and Bailey would be staying tonight with that in mind. There’d be champagne waiting for them when they arrived, snacks to fuel them, and candles set up around the room. Fake candles because he didn’t want it to be a fire hazard, but the lighting effect was the same.


      For weeks, he’d been sidestepping actually making love to her, even though she’d indicated she was more than ready. He wanted it to be special, memorable—unforgettable.


      As if I am forgettable. His lion sniffed, tossing his mane with derision. Confidence was one thing his animal side didn’t lack.


      “You look amazing,” Bailey said, stepping back from Rana.


      “So, do you,” Rana replied.


      They both did, but Kasim was obviously far more interested in what Bailey was wearing. The lacy purple dress hugged her curves and had a very high slit up the side of her left leg that made Kasim want to get on his knees and go exploring.


      They switched sides, so Bailey could hug her brother, and Kasim dropped a kiss on Rana’s cheek. He was glad to see her so happy—she deserved it.


      As Brice and Rana moved away to circulate among their guests, Bailey’s hand dropped down to squeeze Kasim’s butt, and his cock jerked in interest. Raising his eyebrows, he looked down at her.


      “What?” she asked, summoning up an amazingly innocent expression, especially considering she hadn’t moved her hand. “Your suit jacket is long enough, no one can see what I’m doing.”


      “I know what you’re doing,” he admonished. Not that he minded exactly, but it was hard enough trying to keep his urges under control—especially with the plans he had for tonight—but they couldn’t leave the reception yet. It would be rude to sneak out this early.


      Giving him one more squeeze, Bailey stepped forward and grabbed his hand instead. “Come on, I want some ranch!”


      Chuckling again, Kasim followed her to the ranch fountain.


      She was loading up her plate when Fred, one of his pack members, came up with a question. Kasim was so busy chatting with him, he almost didn’t notice when Bailey stepped away—and not toward the food—toward another man. Kasim glanced at her and frowned when she took another step away from him. He couldn’t see her face.


      “Bailey?”


      Another step and Bailey reached out, grabbing the man by the shoulder. Kasim froze. She wouldn’t ignore him like this. Wouldn’t grab another man, a stranger, unless...


      “You’re my mate!” Her voice was high and shocked and tinged with joy, and it cut through Kasim’s chest like a knife. Stabbing him couldn’t have been more painful.


      He stepped back, rocked by the pain. In his head, his lion went wild, clawing to be let out, to get to their bunny, to sink his teeth into her, and claim her before this usurper could steal her.


      But he wouldn’t be stealing her, would he? He was Bailey’s mate. The happy ending she’d insisted she wanted from the moment Kasim had met her. Kasim had been the one to tell her how unlikely it was—how unrealistic.


      He’d thought she was just immature, ignorant—childishly hopeful for a fairy tale.


      She’d been right all along.


      Silently, Kasim stepped back and melted into the crowd, moving as quickly as he could. If he stayed there for one second longer, while Bailey and her newfound mate stared at each other, he wasn’t sure he’d be able to control his lion.


      His lion roared with pain as he fled.


      Bailey


      The man in front of her looked flabbergasted, his nostrils flaring, eyes widening with the same shock she felt. Handsome, well dressed, filled out his suit nicely—she barely noticed any of that. What had caught her attention was his scent. He smelled like bear, delicious honey, forest, and something her brain immediately craved, even though she’d never smelled it before. He had to be her fated mate. She’d never smelled anything like him before. It felt like her entire body had come alive, yearning to get closer, to wallow in that delicious scent.


      “I…” He looked around wildly, an expression of panic coming over his face as he took a step back from her.


      Bailey inhaled again, still barely able to believe it. Finding her mate was everything she’d ever wanted for so long, and here he was. Right? But there was something wrong. With the way he was looking at her, definitely, but also with her own heart. She should be jumping for joy. And she felt that happiness, she did, but… not like she thought she would. She wanted to touch him. She craved him, but…


      Mate, her bunny confirmed, cutting off her thoughts.


      “I’m sorry,” her mate said. Then he turned around and ran, nearly knocking over Sami and Meghan, who were standing right behind him, the same astonished expression on their faces as the rest of the witnesses.


      Totally bewildered by his reaction, Bailey stood there as he disappeared into the crowd.


      Chase mate? Her bunny asked, as confused as she was.


      She wanted to, but... she was forgetting something—someone.


      Shit!


      Kasim!


      Bailey whirled around, but... her boyfriend was gone as well. No longer standing there where she’d left him, not visible in the crowed standing there staring at her, not waiting patiently for her the way he always had. And everyone was staring at her.


      Son of a hamster!


      She didn’t know who to chase after.


      Her bunny was as confused as her heart. Looking back over her shoulder, she could see her mate had completely disappeared, swallowed up by the crowd. Swinging her head back around, she went up on her tiptoes, looking for some glimpse of Kasim... but he had vanished completely.


      Bailey didn’t blame him, but...


      Abandoned by two men—one who was her fated mate and one whom she’d thought loved her—in less than a minute. With a full audience, Bailey did what anyone in such depressing circumstances would do. She burst into tears.


      As if on cue, her siblings muscled their way through the crowd and surrounded her in a protective circle, their mates by their sides. Bethany wrapped her up in a hug while Jesse, Doc, and Rana murmured sympathetically, patting her arms and her back, urging the men to get them moving.


      With Bethany’s mate, Steele, leading the way, and the Bunson brothers backing him up, people got out of their way fast. Steele was the alpha of a pack made up of mostly soldiers, and her brothers were all growling under their breath. Something about their growls always set off the other shifters and they parted faster than the Red Sea.


      There was a small room off to the side, filled with plastic bags and various clothing pieces, where Rana and her bridesmaids had gotten ready before the ceremony, where Bailey found herself a few seconds later.


      “I’m so sorry,” she said, sniffling from the circle of her two oldest siblings’ arms, looking up at her brother and his new mate. “I didn’t mean to make a scene. You two should go back to your guests.”


      “Hey, that’s the joy of a double ceremony,” Rana said gently, reaching out to take Bailey’s hand. “There’s another couple for everyone to pay attention to while we’re in here.”


      “So, we were too far away to see what was going on,” Brady said, squeezing her more tightly. His mate, Jesse, leaned against him, looking down at Bailey with concern. She tended to be the most motherly of her brother’s mates, which wasn’t surprising since she’d practically raised her younger brother, and Brady tended to assume a dad-like role when it came to Bailey. “What the hell happened?”


      Bailey opened her mouth, but all that came out was a choked little sob. Thankfully, Brody and Doc had been close enough to see it all go down.


      “So then, Bailey and the guy she called her mate were staring at each other, and Kasim just gets this look on his face, and the next thing I know, he basically disappears. I didn’t even know he could do that,” Doc said. “I was staring right at him, then I wasn’t.”


      Hearing Kasim’s reaction, realizing how much pain she must have caused him, Bailey made a low, sad sound. Her bunny quivered inside, also depressed by the double rejection to even comment.


      Doc sent her an apologetic look and quickly wrapped up her story.


      Then they all looked at her again. Bailey was started to get tired of everyone looking at her.


      “What do you want to do, sweetie?” Brady asked, looking down at her. Bailey was pretty sure, no matter what she wanted, Brady would make it happen.


      Unfortunately, she wasn’t entirely sure.


      “I should... I should go after Kasim, right?” Except, Kasim didn’t seem to want her now that she’d found her mate. “Or my mate? But he ran from me... I don’t even know why. Shouldn’t he be feeling the same pull?”


      “If he’s your fated mate, then yes, he should,” Steele confirmed, sympathy in his dark eyes. He also looked frustrated. Bailey knew he’d been thrilled when she and Kasim had finally taken their relationship to the next level, especially because Kasim was his friend. He must be torn right now, the same way she was.


      She was feeling a pull, although it was a bit confused. Part of her wanted to hunt down the delicious smelling man who her instincts told her was her perfect match. The other part of her wanted to hunt down the man who also smelled delicious, even if it was in a different way, and who she was pretty sure, she’d fallen in love with.


      But how did she know who was the right man to run after?


      Whichever one she looked for, that was making a statement. Was going after Kasim worth possibly losing her fated mate? Was going after her fated mate worth losing Kasim? She knew which one made her heart ache more, right now, but she still felt the urge to go after her mate.


      She’d scoffed at the whole biological urges thing when it had been explained to her. Surely, it couldn’t be just pheromones or whatever? Look at how happy Bethany and Steele were, and Brice and Rana. Rana couldn’t smell him, but it didn’t matter.


      This should be an easy choice, right? Except she wasn’t sure what the easy choice was supposed to be—the man she loved or the man she was fated for. What the hell, universe?


      “Well, until you know which one you want to run after more, you probably shouldn’t go after either,” Jesse said, not unsympathetically.


      That made sense—unfortunately.


      Bailey had no idea how she was supposed to choose. “This sucks!”


      She buried her face in her hands. Inside her head, her bunny tried to comfort her, but the damn bunny was part of the problem. Bailey almost felt betrayed by her shifter side. Her bunny had wanted nothing but Kasim for weeks, and when Bailey finally agreed to go there, knowing it could ruin their friendship if things didn’t work out, the little hussy finally came up with a fated mate! Logically, she knew it wasn’t her bunny’s fault, but it wasn’t like there was anyone else to blame.


      “Oh, honey bunny…” Bethany wrapped her arms around Bailey’s shoulders as she started crying again.


      “Excuse me,” Steele said. His voice was soft and a little muffled by Bethany’s hug, but still perfectly audible with her shifter hearing. “I have to go find… someone.”


      Kasim. He was going looking for Kasim. Bailey was glad someone was. Deep down, even though she’d just met her fated mate, a huge part of her felt like she was supposed to.
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      Bailey


      After causing such a scene at the reception, Bailey didn’t feel like going back, but she made herself. She wanted to know if anyone had seen where Kasim had gone and maybe find out who her blond mate was. When they walked back in, part of her was relieved not to spot Kasim anywhere.


      What would she say to him?


      Hey, thanks for the fun times, but I’ve found my fated mate, which is what I’ve always wanted.


      Or…


      Forget my fated mate, bite me now, and claim me!


      If she was truthful with herself, she was leaning toward the latter. They’d been taking things so slowly, so maybe he didn’t feel the same way. And was she really going to give up her fated mate? Most shifters never even found theirs.


      It had to be a sign that hers had shown up right when she was finally getting serious about another man, right?


      Flanked by two of her brothers, Bailey moved around the room, pretending she didn’t notice anyone staring at her. Fortunately, there were only a few. Mostly, everyone seemed to have decided it wasn’t their business.


      Three of the older ladies from Steele’s pack—who had basically adopted her and Bethany and helped them adapt to pack life—looked like they were about to descend, but Jesse and Doc intercepted them. Bailey knew she wouldn’t be able to avoid them forever, but she was thankful for the reprieve. Hopefully, she’d have something to tell Edith, Vivian, and Lacy the next time she saw them.


      Her bunny, which had been rather quiet, perked up when she thought she saw Kasim out of the corner of her eye... but no, when she turned to look, it was one of Rana’s relatives. Grumbling, her bunny hunkered back down—watching, waiting. Bailey thought her bunny side must be as confused as she was.


      After the double cakes were cut, Bailey forced herself to eat one piece before she finally left. Still no sign of Kasim… or her mate. So, what did that mean?


      Wasn’t her mate supposed to feel compelled to seek her out?


      Maybe because they’d only seen each other for a second, it didn’t have the same urgency she’d assumed it would. In fact, she wanted to see Kasim more than she wanted to hunt down her mystery mate. She didn’t know what she would say to him once she did. He had always her best sounding board, the person she’d gone to for relationship advice before they’d started dating, but now, she wanted him.


      Wanted to snuggle up to him and feel safe and loved. Wanted to hear his deep voice reassuring her everything was going to be okay. Wanted to rewind to two hours ago when he was the only man in the world she was interested in. But that wasn’t possible.


      She couldn’t find him anywhere. Since he’d been in charge of getting her bag to the room, they were sharing while she was with Brice and the rest of her family before the ceremony, she didn’t even know what room he was in.


      When she checked the front desk at the hotel, they gave her a room number and key they said had been left there for her, and she practically ran up to the room. It was empty, except for a bottle of champagne, some snacks, and a bunch of battery-operated candles that had never been turned on.


      Feeling uncommonly low, Bailey pulled her cell phone out of her purse.


      No missed calls. No unread texts.


      Call lion? Her bunny asked, hopefully. Bailey bit her lip and sat down on the bed, tears pricking the back of her eyes now that she didn’t have an audience to hold herself together for.


      She wanted to—she really wanted to—but was that fair to him?


      Does he even want me now?


      He’d disappeared. Bailey was ninety-nine percent sure he’d done so because he was being honorable and had stepped back as soon as he realized she’d found her fated mate. That was the kind of man he was. Kasim might not always give her exactly what she wanted, and she liked that about him, but he always let her have what she needed.


      What did she need now?


      Space to figure things out.


      Sadly, she looked around the empty room, her heart aching in her chest. Truthfully, right now, no matter how much she wanted Kasim, this was probably for the best. So, why did it hurt so much?


      Kasim


      Maybe he should have known better.


      Kasim’s lion paced inside his head, extremely unhappy with the turn of events. Even more unhappy, Kasim wouldn’t let him do anything about it. As far as his lion was concerned, Bailey and her bunny were his. But they weren’t… not really.


      Fated mates weren’t that common, despite it happening twice—now three times—with the Bunsons. There was probably some kind of scientific explanation. Maybe because they were shifters three times over, they had more chances at a fated mate? Or maybe because they were created rather than born?


      He didn’t know, and he supposed it didn’t matter in the long run.


      Sadly, he stared up at the hotel. The light was on in the room he and Bailey were supposed to have shared tonight. Kasim wondered what she thought of everything he’d left behind. He’d decided not to clean up since he’d been in a rush, and she’d be able to eat the snacks, at least.


      Maybe she and her new mate were taking advantage of the romantic atmosphere right now.


      His lion roared and continued pacing, growling under its breath. Kasim flexed his hands as anger rolled over him and through him. He tamped it down. It was useless, being angry. Sometimes, life dealt a shit hand.


      There was nothing he could do to change the situation. He’d known Bailey was immature in some ways, but he’d fallen in love with her, anyway. The heart wants what the heart wants, and Bailey had always wanted her fated mate. Kasim had barely managed to compete with the vague idea she’d had in her head... Competing with the real flesh and blood mate was beyond him.


      Pulling his phone from his pocket, he made a decision.


      “Hello?” His alpha’s voice was careful, cordial. Normally, Steele answered the phone, using Kasim’s name as a greeting. Kasim guessed Bethany, Bailey’s older sister and Steele’s mate, must be within hearing range, and Steele was feeling unsure how she would react to Kasim calling Steele. Kasim didn’t want to talk about that or think about any of the Bunsons right now.


      “Take Fred off the mission. I’ll go instead.” Kasim’s eyes drifted back up to the still bright light on in Bailey’s room. His lion’s growls increased.


      There was a long pause. “Hold on a sec.” Steele’s voice became muffled. “Bethany? I’ll be right back.” Another long pause, then Kasim could hear a door open and close. When Steele spoke again, his voice was a mere mutter. “You’re damn lucky she’s busy talking to Meghan and Sami and didn’t hear your voice. Where the hell are you?”


      “Doesn’t matter,” Kasim said gruffly, rather than admit the truth. “Will you send me on the mission or not?”


      “The mission I already asked you to go on, but which you refused because you were finally getting somewhere with Bailey?” Steele’s voice was drier than the Sahara. “The one Fred’s been prepping for because you wanted to stick around here? That mission?”


      “Yes, that mission.” Some of his lion’s growl made it into his voice.


      The quiet on the other end of the line was not encouraging. Eventually, Steele sighed.


      “Her mate disappeared once he realized what was happening. Turned around and ran off. Just left her standing there in the crowd. The same way you did.”


      She’s alone! The relief and hope he felt died a quick death when he realized she still hadn’t reached out to him. Bailey was often blunt to the point of rudeness, never shy about speaking up when she wanted something. If she wasn’t contacting him, it was because she wasn’t sure what she wanted.


      Even though her mate had left her hanging.


      So did you, his lion pointed out, gnashing his teeth.


      Bailey would understand why he had. Just like he understood why she hadn’t called him. Her fated mate might have a thousand reasons for running initially. Apparently, Bailey would rather have a chance to hear those reasons than come after Kasim and forget about the other man.


      He’d be lying if he said it didn’t hurt—a lot. Kasim knew what he would have done if his fated mate had come along. Bailey would already have a claiming mark on her neck. Well, presuming she was agreeable. Hell, if his mate had been the one to show up, Bailey might have tried to push them together because that was how much she believed in fated mates.


      Kasim didn’t, and he needed some space.


      “I’m sure she’ll find him and ask why as soon as she can,” he said tiredly. His lion flopped down, turning its back on him, defeated. “I need to get out of here, Steele. I need to do something. I want Bailey to be happy, but I don’t want to have to watch this.”


      “What if she and this guy don’t work out?” The way Steele said “guy,” he might as well have said “asshole.” Apparently, he wasn’t forgiving of the way the man had bailed on Bailey. He must have a little more sympathy for Kasim, or he’d be a lot more antagonistic right now. “What if you leave for nothing?”


      “I’ll still know I was her second choice. If I remove myself from the situation, and for some reason when I return, she’s not mated to him, she’ll at least have had time to think about what she wants.”


      Steele snorted. “So, if she’s mad at you, but gets over being mad, you’ll know she actually wants you, period. I get it. This could still blow up in your face.”


      “Feels like it already has,” Kasim muttered, rubbing his hand over his eyes. The light in Bailey’s room went out. Knowing she was there alone made it a little easier, even if he wasn’t there with her. “So, can I go?”


      “Why do I feel like I’m going to be the one blamed for this?”


      “Because you probably are,” Kasim admitted. He knew he was leaving Steele holding the bag. If Bailey was upset about his departure—and the fact he likely wouldn’t be able to communicate, much less return for weeks—Bethany was going to be upset, and Steele would be getting a double whammy. “Maybe you’ll get lucky, and by tomorrow night, Bailey will be blissfully tied to her fated mate.”


      “That won’t feel very lucky to me,” Steele grumbled, his voice sympathetic. He was well aware it wouldn’t feel lucky to Kasim either. “Alright, approved. I’ll tell Fred. When are you leaving?”


      “Tonight.”


      “If you die, I’ll drag you back to life, then kill you myself. And then I’ll do it again and let Bailey have a turn.”


      Despite everything, Kasim laughed. “Noted.”
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      Bailey


      For some reason, she’d thought she’d feel better in the morning, but she didn’t—not at all.


      Her morning started when she rolled over to snuggle up to Kasim, only to roll right off the bed since, of course, Kasim wasn’t there. Tangled up in the sheets, hip throbbing from where she’d landed on it, her memories from yesterday came rushing back in.


      Want lion! Her bunny practically wailed inside of her head.


      Oh, yeah? What about our mate?


      Want mate!


      Ugh. Her bunny was as undecided as she was.


      The unhappy animal pouted the entire time Bailey was getting ready. There was a brunch everyone was invited to. Surely, she’d find her mate again there. At the very least, she owed him a conversation. Actually, after the way he ran last night, he owed her a conversation. And she owed it to herself to at least give him a chance to talk.


      She could explain she was very happy and in love with someone else. Although if it turned out he was everything she’d ever dreamed of... Not that Kasim wasn’t amazing, but he could be a little bossy sometimes, a little too sure of himself. It still bothered her how slowly he had insisted on moving, physically, even if he’d turned out to be right to do so. This would be so much worse if they’d already been sleeping together.


      Whatever.


      That wasn’t the point. The point was they weren’t perfect together…


      She’d been falling in love with him, anyway.


      Those were the thoughts going through her mind as she showered and did her makeup, trying to make up a good speech for her fated mate while part of her brain was thinking of how to explain to Kasim that she really did have feelings for him, but... Her bunny didn’t like either speech.


      “This sucks,” she muttered, stuffing her makeup bag into her suitcase.


      A knock on the door made her straighten up as hope jumped in her heart.


      Kasim!


      She rushed to the door, not even realizing until she opened it, he probably wouldn’t have needed to knock. Although, after last night, he might have anyway. But it wasn’t Kasim, it was her best friend Meghan and Meg’s girlfriend, Sami.


      “Hey!” Bailey said, automatically pulling Meghan in for a hug. “What are you two doing here so early?”


      “Coming to see you, duh,” Meghan said, pushing past her into the room. Sami grinned, giving Bailey a hug before following Meghan into the room. Meg was dressed in a navy-blue pantsuit with a white shirt and navy-blue and white polka-dot tie, her blonde hair pulled back in a high ponytail. Next to her, Sami wore a navy-blue dress with white polka dots and a white belt. Some people might think the matchy-match thing was too much, but Bailey thought it was wholly adorable. “We didn’t get a chance to talk to you last night.”


      “You mean after I got ditched by both my mate and my date?” Bailey grumbled, shutting the door behind her.


      “Exactly,” Sami said, exchanging a significant look with Meghan. “We found out some information about your mate.”


      Meghan made a face. “Actually, once we got his name, I remembered him. I’ve met him before.”


      Before she could say anything else, Bailey practically pounced on her, quivering with excitement, her bunny much more alert now.


      “What’s his name? What’s he like?”


      “His name is Trevor Peck,” Meghan said, a pinched expression settling on her face like she smelled something bad. “And... well... when I met him it was years ago…”


      “What she’s trying to say is, he’s a tool,” Sami said bluntly. Being a honey badger shifter, she was almost as blunt as Bailey. None of the honey badgers beat around the bush, whereas Meghan tried to be a little more circumspect, especially when giving a friend bad news. “In fact, he might be the entire toolbox.”


      Bailey’s heart sank, but she still rallied. Fate wouldn’t have stuck her with a total toolbox, right?


      “But... it’s been years, right? So, maybe he’s gotten better.”


      “Maybe,” Meghan said, but Bailey could tell her encouraging cheerfulness was patently false.


      Rolling her eyes, Sami’s reaction was more genuine.


      “Um, apparently, he also has a long-term girlfriend. They’ve been together for the past four years.”


      “Four years...” She repeated thoughtfully. Well, that explained why he’d run away. “That’s unusual for shifters, isn’t it? Something must be holding him back from mating her.”


      Heck, she and Kasim hadn’t even been together for four months, and she was considering throwing over her fated mate for him. Shifters moved faster than humans—usually.


      “Or maybe she’s the holdout,” Sami suggested, sitting down on the edge of the bed, primly crossing her legs. “Maybe deep down, she realizes he’s a tool. And not the fun kind.”


      “Stop calling my mate a tool.” Bailey scowled, and her bunny bristled. This time, when Sami and Meghan exchanged their look, Bailey crossed her arms over her chest as her temper heated up. “You two obviously have something to say, so just come out and say it.”


      To her surprise, rather than blurting out whatever it was, Sami looked at Meghan. Then again, while she and Sami had become closer, she and Meghan were besties, and Sami was always considerate of that. Apparently, whatever it was, she thought it would be best coming from Meghan.


      Meghan sighed, walking over to Bailey and putting her hands on her shoulders.


      “You know I love you,” she said, staring into Bailey’s eyes. Sami watched from the bed.


      “I know.”


      “And what I’m saying is out of love.”


      “Uh huh.” Bailey narrowed her eyes. Whatever Meghan was about to say, it was bound to be insulting.


      “You’re naïve.”


      Well, that wasn’t as mean as she’d thought it was going to be.


      “What she means is, she thinks you’re an idiot,” Sami supplied helpfully. Yeah, that sounded more like it. Meghan shot her girlfriend a look and then refocused on Bailey.


      “You remember when we talked about fated mates, right?” Meghan asked, continuing even as Bailey nodded, not pausing for her to actually answer. “Not all of them end up happy. There are mismatches. You have a great relationship with Kasim. I have to admit, I’m disappointed to not see him here this morning.”


      “He disappeared as soon as I realized I found my fated mate,” Bailey said, a little snappishly. It wasn’t her fault Kasim wasn’t there. Well… that wasn’t entirely true. She could have called him, told him she didn’t care she’d found her fated mate, that she wanted him.


      But she did care, and she wasn’t sure what she wanted. It wouldn’t have been fair to call him and ask him to come to her.


      Meghan rolled her eyes, dropping her hands from Bailey’s shoulders. She knew Bailey well enough to know if she had wanted Kasim, she’d have made sure he knew it—and they all knew if Bailey had done so, he’d be there.


      “Because you acted like he didn’t exist after you found your fated mate.”


      “That’s not true!” But her words stung because there was some truth there. She wilted a little, looking at Meg beseechingly. “What was I supposed to do? I’d found my fated mate!”


      Meghan tended to be gentler in her approaches, that didn’t mean she couldn’t be ruthless.


      “Who you know nothing about,” she snapped, putting her hands on her hips, the way she did when she’d finally reached the end of her rope. Oops. “You hurt a man who actually loves you, who has spent months waiting for you, and all for a total toolbox who ran the second he realized the biological connection! A man who immediately went and did the right thing and mated his girlfriend.”


      Stunned, Bailey stared at her bestie.


      No mate?


      Surprisingly, her bunny didn’t sound as upset about it as Bailey thought it would, not as upset as she felt. It felt like her chest was caving in, like everything she wanted was being snatched out of her hand… like she’d made a huge mistake.


      “How do you know?” Her voice sounded hollow, and Meghan’s posture immediately softened.


      “They’re down at breakfast right now. Everyone is congratulating them,” Meghan said gently. Her lips turned down, and she looked like she wanted to say more, but she didn’t.


      Not that Bailey needed her to. The words echoed in her head, anyway. The way you should be with Kasim.


      Bailey ran to the door, flinging it open as Meghan and Sami called her name. They weren’t far behind her as she ran down the hall to the elevator.


      “Bailey, you can’t… there’s nothing you can do,” Meghan said breathlessly as soon as she’d caught up to Bailey. “What’s done is done.”


      “I know…” Bailey said hollowly, smoothing down her skirt. “I know, but I… I need to see.”


      If her mate had mated his longtime girlfriend, then she’d refrained from calling Kasim for nothing. She could have spent all night in his arms. Could have reassured him she wanted him. Could be wearing his mark on her neck right now.


      Where lion? Her bunny asked plaintively, echoing her thoughts. It sounded much more put out about Kasim’s absence than about her mate claiming someone else. Bailey gritted her teeth.


      The elevator ride was awkward and silent. As soon as they reached the ground floor, she quickly walked down the hall to where the brunch was being held. No running this time. Her hands ran over the skirt of her dress. Red, with a keyhole neckline and a flared skirt, she knew she looked good, and red was totally a power-color.


      It wasn’t hard to find her mate when she reached the dining room. He was standing off to the side, his arm around the shoulders of a petite, curvy woman, and they were surrounded by honey badgers and others. Bailey skidded to an abrupt halt, staring. A hand came down on her shoulder, squeezing gently.


      “Her name is Lynn, and she’s a honey badger,” Sami murmured, low enough, only Bailey would be able to hear her. “She doesn’t ride with us, though.”


      Which explained why she and Trevor were here for the wedding. Lynn was probably related to Rana and Jacqueline, even though she wasn’t part of their biker girl gang.


      Where lion? Her bunny was completely uninterested in the man across the room, which made Bailey want to scream with frustration. The immediate connection she’d felt yesterday, the connection that her animal side had caused, was gone.


      Ignoring her pouting bunny, she walked over to Trevor and Lynn, head held high. They both looked up as she approached. Trevor immediately looked apologetic and a little embarrassed when their eyes met, but he straightened up and hugged Lynn even tighter to his side.


      Seriously? Did he expect her to make a scene?


      Bailey breathed in through her nose, but the delicious scent was completely gone—not even a trace remained. So, that was that. Her dream of having a fated mate had come true, but not in the way she’d expected—not at all.


      Want lion. Her bunny pouted. If Bailey could wring its scrawny little neck, she totally would.


      You’re the one who got us into this in the first place! If you hadn’t gone all ‘mate, mate, mate,’ the lion would still be with us.


      Her bunny sniffed. Want lion.


      Stupid rodent.


      Leporid! Her bunny was incensed at being misidentified.


      Right now, as far as Bailey was concerned, it was a rodent and would have to live with that.


      “Trevor, Lynn, this is Bailey Bunson,” Meghan said, shouldering her way to Bailey’s side and breaking the increasingly awkward silence. “Brice’s little sister.”


      “So nice to meet you,” Lynn said, smiling. It didn’t quite reach her eyes, and she was giving Meghan an odd look that raised Bailey’s hackles.


      “You too,” Bailey said, even if it wasn’t true. She was about to ask how Lynn was related to Rana when Trevor spoke up.


      “I’m sorry you had to find out this way,” he said pompously, drawing himself up.


      Bailey blinked. “Excuse me?”


      “That I didn’t want to mate you,” he explained, still sounding incredibly pompous and more than a little patronizing. “I’m sorry you had to find out this way. But well, you’re a total stranger, and I’ve been with Lynn for years now, and I wasn’t sure I was ready to settle down and be mated yet, not until I realized it was now or never.” He looked down at Lynn, who simpered up at him, apparently not at all insulted he’d waited so long and only claimed her once his hand had been forced.


      Then again, since he’d chosen her over his fated mate, maybe she didn’t see it as all that insulting. Maybe it was even wildly romantic. Bailey would have thought so if Kasim had chosen her over his fated mate. Which only made her wish even more, she’d immediately chosen him over hers. Kasim had never put much stock into fated mates, and she always had.


      Bailey’s temper stirred. At Kasim for dipping out, at herself for being so stubborn and taking him for granted, and especially at Trevor, who was being a total dickweed. Not because he’d chosen Lynn over her, but because if he’d had any decency at all, he’d have pretended she was just another well-wisher. There was no reason to point out he’d chosen someone else over her in front of an audience.


      Stupid bear, her bunny thought scornfully. Not a honey badger, Bailey realized, but an old-fashioned English badger. Not that she cared anymore.


      “Meghan and Sami told me before I came down,” she said coldly. “I came to say congratulations.”


      Both Lynn and Trevor shifted awkwardly, their gazes skittering to Meghan and Sami, then away. Bailey scowled. “Is there a problem?”


      If Lynn and Trevor had issues with Meghan and Sami because they were lesbians or because Sami was trans, this little gathering was about to get a lot more violent. Meghan nudged Bailey’s side. She tended to be more of a peacemaker, but hey, Bailey was already being more tactful than she normally was with people who wanted to give her besties shit for being themselves.


      “No, no, no problem,” Lynn said, her smile looking more and more forced by the second. Her gaze skittered away. “But um, we should probably stop holding everyone up. Besides, Brice and Rana should be down any minute.”


      Bailey snorted, crossing her arms. “Shows what you know. If Brice and Rana show up at all, I’ll be shocked. They probably spent all night fucking like bunnies. Probably part of this morning too.”


      Behind her, she could hear Meghan and Sami choking on laughter, and they weren’t the only ones. About half of the other shifters standing around cracked up; the other half, including Trevor and Lynn, looked appalled. Those were the two reactions Bailey usually got since she didn’t bother to filter herself.


      Seeing Trevor’s reaction to her blunt statement, she finally got it. Everyone had been telling her fated mates were biological and it didn’t mean happily ever after, but she hadn’t really believed it. After all, the only fated mates she’d ever seen were her family members, and those had both worked it. She’d been told not all fated mates ended up together and not all fated mates who ended up together actually ended up happy, but she hadn’t thought it would apply to her.


      But it would have.


      Really, Trevor had done her a favor by mating Lynn last night. If he hadn’t, she might have been even more drawn to him… and she wouldn’t have had Kasim here to help her fight it. Because Kasim had immediately stepped back and left her to her fate. She couldn’t blame him. She knew she was going to have some serious groveling to do when she went to apologize. Maybe it would help if she did it naked.


      Trevor, even if he was a total toolbox, had done what she should have. He’d put the person he loved first. Thank goodness. She didn’t want to be mated to a total toolbox. She wanted Kasim. Now, she knew that, without doubt or hesitation.


      Want lion, her bunny agreed firmly. It had already dismissed Trevor as being unimportant.


      “Right well…” Lynn appeared to be at a loss for words.


      “Enjoy your breakfast,” Bailey said, turning away. Her bunny was right. Trevor didn’t matter. Kasim did. And it was time to find him and do the right thing.
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      Bailey


      Finding Kasim was easier said than done. When he didn’t answer her second attempt at calling him, she hung up the phone and looked over at Meghan and Sami, who were watching her from a few feet away down the hall. They were so cute, all snuggled up together.


      That could be Kasim and me, except I was a dumbass.


      That wasn’t her bunny, that was her brain. Her bunny was too busy sulking to chide her, although she was sure that was coming eventually. Despite the concern on her friends’ faces, she was pretty sure she could see a little bit of “I told you so” in their expressions. Or maybe she was just projecting.


      They’d gone away from the brunch, but she could still hear the general murmur of voices and laughter. Everyone in there was enjoying their morning, in high spirits after such a good mating ceremony. She’d seen Jacqueline and Jordan go in while she was pacing the floor, listening to the endless ringing of Kasim’s phone, and heard the cheer go up.


      What she wouldn’t give to be part of that right now, instead of out here, trying to figure out where her blasted lion was.


      “Have you heard anything about where Kasim went last night?” she asked Meghan and Sami, even though she was pretty sure they would have told her if they knew. They both shook their heads.


      “Sorry, babe,” Meghan said, looking sympathetic again. “Maybe he’s still asleep?”


      “Yeah, maybe he got totally wasted last night after thinking he’d lost you, and now he’s sleeping it off,” Sami suggested.


      Bailey’s gut roiled uncomfortably. She would feel twice as guilty if that were the case. Yup, lots of groveling. And a steak dinner, at the very least. She’d only learned to cook in the past year, but she was pretty good at it. Kasim had been the one to teach her.


      “What’s Trevor and Lynn’s deal with you two?” While she could be blunt, she could also deflect and distract when she needed it. And right now, with two calls to Kasim going to voicemail, she needed to focus on something else before she made attempt number three.


      “Bigots,” Meghan said succinctly. “Trevor used to be a lot louder about how I just needed a good man to turn me straight.” She rolled her eyes.


      Sami nodded. “There’s a few of them spread around the family, but they’re smart enough to pretend otherwise in front of everyone else,” she smirked.


      Frowning, Bailey glared at her bestie. “Why didn’t you tell me? All you said was he’s a toolbox!”


      “Well, he is.” Meghan shrugged. “I haven’t seen him in years. For all I knew, he’d changed. Trust me, if I’d realized last night Trevor was your mate... but I didn’t know until this morning who it was, so the point was moot, anyway.”


      Sending a dark glare down the hallway, Bailey barely managed to refrain from marching down there to give Trevor and Lynn a piece of her mind… or a heel up their combined asses. Thank goodness Trevor had mated Lynn last night. There’s no way he’d have lived longer than a week with Bailey.


      “Bailey!” Her sister’s voice echoed down the hall.


      “Bethany!” She yelled back as her sister and Steele came toward her. The big-ass alpha had an odd expression on his face, and Bailey narrowed her eyes. The big guy looked... guilty, and he couldn’t quite meet her eyes. With everything that went down yesterday and Kasim’s cell phone going unanswered, that had to mean he knew something.


      “You know where Kasim is, don’t you?” she asked—demanded.


      Steele groaned and put his hands over his face, skidding to a halt. Her sister’s expression blanked, then turned surprised.


      “Kasim’s not with you?”


      “No, he never came back to the room last night,” Bailey said, tears springing to her eyes as a sob worked its way up her throat. She hadn’t even realized how on edge she was until right that second.


      Want lion, her bunny said mournfully, its own unhappiness at Kasim’s absence bolstering hers.


      Bethany put her hands on her hips, looking furious. She might be half a foot shorter than Bailey—and with her blonde hair, people tended to think she was a bit of a bimbo before they got to know her—but when she got that look on her face, everyone knew to watch out.


      “He ditched you completely? What did he say when you called?”


      “I’ve called him twice this morning, and he hasn’t picked up,” Bailey said, stepping forward. She wanted her sister’s love and comfort, her arms already coming up for a hug, but to her shock, Bethany put her hand up like a stop sign.


      “This morning?” Bethany pursed her lips, giving Bailey a hard look. “Did you call him last night at all?”


      “No.” Bailey dropped her arms, giving her sister a forlorn look. “I wasn’t sure what I wanted last night, but I’m sure now.”


      Bethany crossed her arms over her chest, giving Bailey a stern look. “And how come you’re sure now when you weren’t last night?”


      Shit.


      Even her sister thought she’d fucked up.


      “She met her mate this morning, and he’s a douche nozzle,” Meghan supplied helpfully from behind Bailey. She barely managed to resist the urge to turn around and kick her best friend in the shins.


      “So, you waited until you found out what your mate was like to call Kasim?” Bethany threw her hands up in the air. “No wonder he’s not taking your calls!”


      Behind her, Steele cleared his throat.


      “What did you think, Bailey? Did you think he’d be okay with being shunted aside until you decided whether you wanted to pick him back up again?” Bethany glared at her, daring her to say yes. The guilt Bailey was already feeling prodded her, and she winced under her older sister’s judgment.


      Yeah, she knew she’d fucked up big time, but the bald terms her sister put it in drove home how thoughtless she’d been. It was true, she hadn’t been thinking about Kasim at all, not really. Even when she’d realized she’d messed up, she’d thought a nice steak dinner or something would make it better.


      A lot of people had called her immature, something that had never bothered her because she felt like she deserved to be immature for a while. She hadn’t gotten the chance to be while she was a captive of The Company, losing all of her teenage years to them, but right now... Right now, she felt every inch of her selfish immaturity, and she didn’t like it one bit.


      “I’m going to apologize,” Bailey said, ducking her head and scuffing her foot against the carpet.


      Bethany sighed, and two seconds later, Bailey was hugged tightly by her older sister. Bethany was much shorter than her, but that didn’t stop Bailey from feeling better the moment her sister wrapped her arms around her. Bethany always made her feel better.


      Steele cleared his throat again. “Ah, Bailey?”


      His deep voice, usually confident to the point of arrogance, sounded uncertain. Smelling a rat, both Bunson sisters turned to look at him as one, like hawks zeroing in on prey.


      He scowled. “I hate when you two do that.”


      “What do you want to say, Steele?” Bethany asked, narrowing her eyes at him. He sighed.


      “Kasim is going to be unreachable for a while.”


      “What?”


      “How long is a while?”


      “Why?”


      Bailey, Bethany, and Meghan’s voices overlapped, the first two semi-outraged, while Meghan’s was more curious. Sami stayed silent, her arm wrapped around Meghan’s waist, but she also looked curious as well as entertained. She and the other honey badgers enjoyed watching the family dynamics among the Bunsons, especially when Bethany got bossy with Steele. Supposedly, he’d never been cowed by anyone else, not even Eli, the semi-official leader of all shifters in North America.


      Steele looked right at Bailey, possibly because he was directing his words to her or possibly because he was avoiding his mate’s gaze—very likely both.


      “There was a mission I wanted him for, which he initially refused. Last night, he called to say that he wanted to accept. He left early this morning.”


      Nooooooooooooooooo!


      Her bunny’s wail was worthy of Anakin Skywalker at the end of Revenge of the Sith. Kasim was the one who’d insisted she watch the Star Wars movies. All of them.


      The dramatic cry echoing inside of her head might have made her laugh under other circumstances, but right now, it felt entirely appropriate. Her legs wobbled.


      Gone? He was gone? Just like that?


      Everything in her brain seemed to have gone fuzzy while she coped with Kasim’s abandonment, and it took a moment for the world to right itself. When it did, Meghan and Sami were standing on either side of her, looking at her with concern, and Bethany was in front of Steele, berating him. Which, since he was head and shoulders taller than her and twice as broad, was something else that usually made her laugh.


      “How could you let him go on a mission when he was emotionally compromised?! He could be killed! You don’t let heartbroken idiots go on dangerous missions! What were you thinking? Why didn’t you tell me? No, wait, I know why you didn’t tell me, it’s because you already knew it was a bad idea and—”


      Steele pulled Bethany into his arms, muffling her voice against his chest, a pained expression on his face. She shrieked against his pecs, pushing and struggling in his arms.


      “Shh, shh, shh,” he murmured.


      The completely ridiculous looking standoff was what finally made Bailey smile, although it felt strained and a little unnatural.


      “Steele?” Her voice came out high, lost. Steele froze, and Bethany took the opportunity to jerk back and loosen his grip enough, she could spin around to see Bailey, concern and worry written clear across her face. “Where did he go?”


      Her brother-in-law pressed his lips together, his head swiveling. Then he shook it. “We can’t talk about it here. Come on.”


      At this rate, Bailey was never going to make it to the brunch, but oh, well. She didn’t particularly want to go back and watch Trevor and Lynn fawning all over each other. She doubted Rana and Brice would make it. They’d probably be too busy spending the morning ‘celebrating.’ Jordan and Jacqueline… well, hopefully, they were so surrounded be well-wishers, they wouldn’t notice. She would make a point of sending them a nice gift later, just in case.


      Once they were in Steele and Bethany’s hotel room, away from possible prying ears, Bailey dropped into one of the chairs near the window and looked at Steele expectantly. Her sister took the other chair, and Meghan and Sami sat down on the edge of the bed. She knew they were there to support her, and she appreciated it.


      Inside her head, her bunny was practically quivering with nerves and distress.


      “So? What’s this mission?” Bailey asked, proud she’d managed to keep her voice mostly calm. “Where is Kasim?”


      Where is lion? Her bunny’s forlorn little wail made her heart clench. Damnit. Forget groveling, she was totally going to kick his ass when she caught up with him.


      Sighing, Steele propped himself against the wall, big arms crossed over his chest.


      “Thor—the reindeer herd alpha—has been trying to track down Wiley. Well, we all have, but Thor actually found a trail. It took him to the Mulberry Springs Shifter Pride.” From the way he said it, that meant something, but Bailey had never heard of them. Meghan and Sami both obviously had, the dawning comprehension on their faces made that clear.


      “Who are they?”


      “A bunch of cat shifters who live in a small town,” Steele said.


      “Think of every insular small-town stereotype you can and multiply that,” Meghan said, snorting. “They’re insular as hell, suspicious of outsiders, and don’t like any interference in anything they see as their affairs. At most, anyone uninvited into their territory spends one night. They’re not super welcoming.”


      “They’ve also, been known to chase people out of town if they try to stay longer than that,” Sami murmured. Her lips twitched. “Even honey badgers don’t spend more than a night there. We did it once, just to say we had. Most uncomfortable night ever.”


      Huh. If even honey badgers weren’t willing to spend more than a night, the locals must be seriously unwelcoming.


      “Anyway,” Steele continued, “Thor didn’t have any luck trying to get information out of Mulberry Springs, and he’s spent the past few weeks trying to figure out a way around them and has come up empty. A couple of weeks ago, I asked Kasim to go out there to talk to them, but he turned me down. Fred’s spent the past couple of weeks, trying to catch up on everything he needs to know, so he can go out there and talk to them.”


      “Oh, because they’re both big cats,” Bethany said suddenly, her eyes lighting up with understanding. She tilted her head. “So, the pride will only talk to other cats?” There was a hint of challenge in her eyes, Bailey totally sympathized with.


      She wouldn’t mind going and shaking some information loose. See how the big kitties reacted to killer bunnies. Prey becomes the predator and all that.


      “I’m not even sure they’ll talk to Fred,” Steele admitted. “Kasim might have ended up having to go eventually, anyway. I think he was hoping for more time to um... settle things.” His eyes flicked over to Bailey.


      “Why?” Bailey asked, pressing her lips together. Her bunny leaned forward, wanting to know more about where her lion had gone. “Why would they talk to Kasim and not Fred?” Granted, Kasim was pretty intimidating, but it wasn’t like Fred was insignificant in strength or presence. He was a total badass in his own right.


      Steele shrugged. “Because that’s where he’s from.”


      Bailey’s lips popped open in surprise. She and Kasim had talked about a lot of things, and he’d told her some stories from his childhood, but he’d never actually said where he’d grown up.


      “Okay, well, that’s good, right?” Bethany said, perking up. “It should be easy for him then. In and out.”


      Her mate grimaced. “Not exactly.”
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      Voicemail of Kasim Lencho Sunday, March 29, 1:03 p.m.


      Kasim, please call me. I’m so sorry about last night, but I’m also really mad at you for completely dipping out on me like this. I know it’s partly my fault, but... argh. This is...


      I just want to talk to you, not your voicemail. Please call me.


      And don’t get killed.
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      Voicemail of Kasim Lencho Sunday, March 29, 11:58 p.m.


      What the hell, Kasim? Can’t you at least call me?


      I get it. I suck. I should have called you last night. I should’ve told you what I was thinking and feeling. Bethany and Meghan have already given me the tough love talk.


      I messed up.


      But you should still call me back! It’s rude not to. And you’re never rude.


      I don’t even know if you’re in danger or not, or alive... Steele said you didn’t leave Mulberry Springs on the best terms. He still thinks you’re the best option to send in, but...


      Damnit, Kasim. I could have come with you.


      Call me back.
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      Voicemail of Kasim Lencho Monday, March 30, 9:40 a.m.


      Hiiiiii, Kasim,


      So, Steele explained to me this morning, you won’t have cell reception or anything while you’re in Mulberry Springs. So, I’m sorry I yelled at you in my first two voicemails for not calling me back.


      Now, I’m going to yell at you for going on a mission where you have to leave the town to get in contact with anyone! What the hell kind of stupid shit is this?! What is wrong with you?!


      No backup, no contact, no one to help you if things go wrong!


      I’m gonna kick your ass when you get home!
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      Voicemail of Kasim Lencho Tuesday, March 31, 10:02 pm


      Okay, it’s freaking me out that no one has heard from you.


      I know I’ll hear as soon as you check in with Steele, but... I don’t know. I guess I keep hoping you’ll pick up.
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      Voicemail of Kasim Lencho Wednesday, April 1, 2:32 pm


      Guess what? Bethany’s pregnant! No, that’s not an April Fool’s joke. She decided to tell us today because she thought it would be funny watching us all try to figure out if she was telling the truth or if it was a joke. Because she’s an asshole.


      I can’t stop thinking about what today would have been like if you’d been here. How we’d be celebrating together. Maybe even talking about our future.


      If I hadn’t fucked everything up.


      I get it. I was sad last night after I called you, then I got mad, then I vented to Meghan and Sami, and they asked me some tough questions. Like, how I would have felt if our positions had been reversed?


      And they were right. I know if you’d met your mate, I would have still wanted you to choose me. If you’d hesitated, I wouldn’t have wanted anything to do with you. At least, not for a little bit. The choices we make are important, and there was a choice, and I chose... poorly.


      I wasn’t thinking about you at all. I was thinking about me and what I wanted. I was going to make you wait for me to figure it out, hurting you the entire time, and that wasn’t right.


      I wanted to have my cake and eat it too.


      Anyway, I just want you to understand. I get why you went on this stupid mission.


      But if you don’t come home safe from it, I’m going to kick your ass. That is also not an April Fool’s Day joke.
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      Voicemail of Kasim Lencho Monday, April 6, 8:22 p.m.


      This is bullshit. I can’t believe you’re still not back, and we still haven’t heard anything from you. You’d better be safe, you overgrown rug.
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      Voicemail of Kasim Lencho Thursday, April 9, 9:33 p.m.


      Pregnant ladies are mean.


      Bethany is crabby. Like, really crabby. Like, I found Steele hiding out in a janitor’s closet to drink his coffee earlier today, crabby. She’s not drinking coffee. Or soda. Or anything with any caffeine. And the one time she saw Steele about to, it wasn’t pretty. So now, he’s doing clandestine coffee drinking.


      She’s also eating double the amount of food she used to. Nothing weird yet, but I’m waiting for that.


      Brice and Rana get home from their honeymoon tomorrow, then they’re leaving again. Meghan and Sami have decided to stay here. Sami says they may ride with the others later, but she’s happy where she is for right now, which is good. I don’t know what I would do without them. We’re basically the Three Musketeers right now, if one of the Three Musketeers was also a third wheel.


      I wish you were here.


      I mean, I know things can’t magically go back to what they were, but I still wish you were here. Just saying.


      Kasim


      Stepping out of his car, completely exhausted, Kasim turned on his cell phone for the first time in two weeks. The top of the hill he was parked on was the only place with cell phone reception for miles around, on purpose. He leaned against the car, waiting for the phone to boot up.


      Looking across the rolling grassland, his lion stirred. Maybe after this, he’d go for a good run. It would be nice to run alone without having to watch his back.


      His homecoming had been both better and worse than he’d imagined. While some people were happy to see him, others obviously felt it would have been better for him to stay away. He had family members on both sides. But they’d at least been willing to make a deal.


      He’d have had to come eventually because there was no way they would have been willing to tell Fred anything. Not the important stuff anyway. So, maybe it had been better this way—despite how snarly his lion was.


      His phone beeped, and he blinked in surprise at the number of voicemails.


      Bailey.


      It had to be Bailey. Maybe even some of her siblings.


      All the possible reasons she would have called him so many times cascaded through his head, but he didn’t open the voicemails. He didn’t delete them either, but he wasn’t going to listen. Right now, it didn’t matter what she’d said.


      Sighing, he dialed Steele’s number.


      Almost immediately, the other man picked up. “Two fucking weeks, asshole?!”


      Despite himself, Kasim chuckled. It was good to hear Steele’s roar. He’d actually missed it.


      “Hello to you, too.”


      “Two fucking weeks!”


      “Miss me?”


      The alpha grumbled something, then cleared his throat.


      “You have no idea. Bethany’s pregnant, by the way. We announced while you were gone.”


      “Congratulations!” Even as joy lifted him up, regret brought him back down. It was unlikely he’d get to meet Steele’s offspring, the way things were going, but he was still happy for his friend. He ruthlessly pushed back the image that popped up in his head of Bailey holding a baby. His lion snarled and paced.


      “So, what do you have for me?” Steele asked, getting right to business.


      “You’re not going to like it,” Kasim warned him.


      “I never thought I would.”


      “Wiley came through and recruited some of the pride members with promises of a treatment that would make them the most powerful shifters on the planet,” Kasim said baldly. Apparently, the coyote shifter was trying to continue Aiden’s work with the serum that had been tested and perfected, using the Bunson siblings.


      “About five men left with him.” All young and hungry to prove themselves, and all probably thinking themselves invincible, the same way he had when he’d left Mulberry Springs. Being insulated from the wider world had done him no favors.


      “Do you think he actually has the serum?”


      Kasim growled under his breath. He didn’t even like the idea that it was a possibility.


      “I don’t know. I don’t think so. Wiley was, well, wily with how he phrased his pitch. He told them they had the chance to be part of something greater, and he could help them do that.” He sighed. “He wasn’t specific on how, which makes me think he doesn’t actually have a working serum yet, but he sure as hell is working toward picking up where Aiden left off.”


      “Are the guys still in contact with their families? Does anyone know where they are?”


      “Yeah.” This was where things got sticky, and he knew Steele could hear it in his voice.


      A low growl reverberated over the phone. “What do they want in return for information?”


      “Nothing from you,” Kasim reassured him, leaning back against the car and staring up at the cloudy sky. The sun was hiding behind the gray, but there was plenty of blue peeking through. One of the clouds looked like a big fluffy bunny, which made him smile.


      Steele groaned. “I’m sorry man, I know you left there to avoid this.”


      “Yeah, well.” Kasim shrugged, even though Steele couldn’t see him. “At least they didn’t attack on sight.” A lot had changed within the pride, actually, although not enough to make him want to stick around any longer than he had to. Still, considering he hadn’t left on good terms, he’d been surprised to have even a lukewarm reception.


      “So, what do you have to do?”


      “Go on dates. Ten of them.” Kasim clenched his jaw, grinding his back teeth a little in aggravation. The lion pacing in the back of his head shook itself, but it wasn’t as bothered as Kasim. The only thing bothering his shifter side was the lack of a vicious bunny to cuddle up with. “Could be worse.”


      “The old lady’s playing hardball, huh?” Steel sighed. “Dates, though... that’s new.” He sounded a bit dubious, as well he should, since the entire reason Kasim and his sister had originally left Mulberry Springs was to escape having their mates chosen for them.


      They’d set off a bit of a fad, and after losing quite a few of the younger generation, the older pride members had managed to push the alpha into seeing that picking other people’s mates was too invasive. He was still surprised they’d been able to make her see reason. His Gram had never been one for giving up any control, but the power dynamics were a lot different than they had been when he’d left, and she was getting older and weaker—not weak, definitely still not weak—but not as able to rule the others with an iron fist.


      “Dates of her choice,” Kasim said wearily. “I think she honestly believes I’ll be intrigued enough by one of her choices to stay here. Or maybe take a woman with me. I have no idea.”


      “What do you think?” Steele asked, and Kasim could hear the honest curiosity in his voice.


      “I’m not interested in jumping into another relationship right now,” Kasim said dryly. Especially not with his lion still obsessing over Bailey. He’d hoped that some distance and time would make a difference, but the only change he’d noticed was the creature becoming even more unhappy about her absence.


      “You know, Bailey’s mate claimed his girlfriend instead of Bailey,” Steele said, his tone deceptively casual.


      Kasim stiffened. Part of him had dared to hope for that when he’d seen all the missed calls from her, but it had also been possible she’d been calling to apologize or try to explain. Another part of him felt bad for her, but another part of him didn’t care. He wasn’t interested in being a consolation prize.


      “I’m sure that’s been hard on her,” he said finally, not sure how else to react.


      “It really has been,” Steele said softly, making Kasim’s heart clench. His lion let out a mournful sound, sending a jolt of longing through Kasim. “You should listen to your voicemails. She’s changed in the past two weeks. Matured.” His voice lilted with amusement. “Some, at least. She’s still Bailey, of course.”


      “I’ll listen to them.” Kasim rubbed his forehead. He would have, anyway. Curiosity would have gotten the better of him eventually and he knew it.


      “So, did Nia give you any information before these dates?” Steele asked.


      “Not much. Wiley and Lorraine seem to be working together.” The coyote and leopard shifter were the only two left of The Company’s leadership. They’d managed to escape the last battle and had recently resurfaced on an apparent recruiting mission. Probably because they’d lost so many people, either killed or taken prisoner, during their last confrontation.


      “Although, when they came through the Springs, he promised no one would have to fight in the ring who didn’t want to. Whether he can be trusted to hold to that, who knows. He claimed he was looking for soldiers who wanted to live up to their ‘fullest potential.’ My brother said he talked to a lot of them privately, promising them the kind of power that would make them able to challenge Gram.”


      Steele let out a low whistle.


      “Yeah, exactly.” Kasim sighed. His grandmother was an extremely powerful alpha with an almost indomitable will. Eventually, she would have to step aside, especially with the pride moving away from the policies she preferred, but she wouldn’t go down without a fight. His parents’ policy had been to wait until she either stepped down voluntarily or passed away naturally. Kasim agreed with their choice. He hadn’t wanted to live under her regime until one of the two things happened. Neither had his sister.


      Especially once Gram had decided she was going to choose their mates for them.


      Hell, no.


      More people were chafing against her rule now, not just the ones his age and younger, although they chafed the most. She was a pain in the ass, but he didn’t want to see her hurt or worse. None of his family did.


      So, he was going to go on the dates with the women she wanted to set him up with, get the information about Wiley, and go take his ass down. Hopefully, Lorraine too, but she was a secondary consideration as far as he was concerned. Unless he found out she was handing out serum as well. Until then, Wiley was the bigger danger to the shifter community at large.


      Aiden’s goal had basically been world domination, and it looked like Wiley planned to follow in his footsteps.


      “I’ll get you more information as soon as I can,” Kasim said, his tone turning wry. “I’m sure my Gram will dole it out in bits and pieces as long as I keep doing what she wants.”


      “I don’t suppose you could just go around her and talk to the families whose sons left with Wiley?” Steele didn’t even sound remotely hopeful, despite making the suggestion.


      “They’re avoiding me already and will until Gram tells them to talk to me.”


      “I had to ask.”


      “I’ll probably try, but don’t get your hopes up I’ll get anything useful out of them until I do as Gram wants.” Kasim straightened up. “Speaking of, I should get back. I have a date to get ready for.”


      “Good luck.” Steele’s tone said the exact opposite of his words. “And listen to your voicemails.”


      “Got it, boss.”


      Calling his emotions ‘mixed’ was an understatement as he hung up the phone and went to his voicemail... but he had to know what Bailey said.
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      Bailey


      “Excuse me? He has to do what now?”


      Oh, hell, no. She and her bunny were in complete agreement. Fuck that mess. Go on dates with a bunch of other women? Even knowing there was no way Kasim would want to stay in Mulberry Springs—how could he, when his whole life was here with Steele’s pack—she and her bunny were not down with this new development.


      “It’s the only way the alpha will give him the information he wants.”


      “What so, he—”


      “She.”


      Wow, internalized misogyny much, Bailey? For some reason, she’d assumed the alpha would be a man. Gotta work on that. Later. She made a face and continued.


      “She is trading information for Kasim going on dates? What the hell kind of sense does that make? Why does she care about him dating?”


      And whose throat was she going to have to rip out when she got there? Well, maybe not throats. That was a little extreme. Hands, though, that seemed more reasonable. Like, any hand that touched her lion.


      “She’s his grandma,” Bethany said, interrupting whatever Steele had been about to say. She glared at her mate, who shrank back into his chair… just a little. “Good grief, Steele, were you going to spit it out or what? There was no reason to tiptoe around that.”


      “I was getting there,” Steele muttered, looking away from his cranky mate. Actually, Bailey kind of got it. Steele and Bethany were all about fighting and making up, but now that she was pregnant, he’d been treating her with kid gloves and doing his best not to upset her. Bailey being upset would be one of the things that set Bethany off, so he’d probably been doing his best to avoid that. Even though it ended up coming off kind of drama queen-ish.


      Focus! For once, it was her bunny saying it to her instead of the other way around. Lion!


      Right. Good point.


      Sitting up straight, Bailey glared at Steele across his desk, already daring him to contradict her next statement.


      “I’m going to Mulberry Springs.”


      Steele sighed, leaning back in his chair and sparing a glance for Bethany. Her sister sat next to her, chewing her lower lip and—for once—looking at a bit of a loss.


      “Don’t you want to be part of the takedown for Wiley?” Steele asked slowly like he was measuring each word for what kind of impact it might make. “Once we get the information, we’re moving. We might not be able to wait for Kasim or anyone else, depending on what he has to tell us.”


      Wow. He really didn’t want her going to Mulberry Springs. That or maybe he’d finally realized the uselessness of trying to keep her and Bethany away from anything having to do with The Company—maybe a combination of both.


      Bailey narrowed her eyes at him, flipping her ponytail back over her shoulder, and crossing her arms over her chest. Her brother-in-law grimaced, well versed in her various attitudes, knowing her posture meant she’d made up her mind. That didn’t mean he wouldn’t try to change it, but everyone in the room knew Bailey was stubborn as hell.


      “Kasim is more important,” she said firmly.


      It was true. She’d rather go get her man, her lion, than be part of the final takedown of The Company. How was that for a shocking switch of priorities? If she’d learned anything in the past two weeks, it was how much Kasim meant to her.


      How much she wanted a future with him.


      If that meant she had to give up something—even something as big as being there when they ended The Company completely—then so be it.


      “Wow, you have grown up,” Bethany commented, breaking the silence.


      Bailey kicked her sister in the shin. Bethany kicked her back. Two seconds later, they were both leaning back in their chairs, having a foot fight.


      “Would you two stop it!” Steele half-roared. He lowered his voice halfway through the roaring, which sounded hilarious, and both women looked at him before cracking up.


      “You know, you can still yell at her,” Bailey teased through her giggles. “Yelling isn’t going to hurt the baby.”


      Steele glowered at them, making them laugh even harder. Poor aggrieved alpha male. He shook his head, then pointed at Bailey as her and Bethany’s laughter finally subsided.


      “Fine, you can go,” he said, making her roll her eyes because they both knew she was going with or without his permission. “But you can’t go alone.”


      “No problem,” she said immediately. Although she hadn’t thought through her plan, that made sense, especially since she’d be headed into hostile territory. She already knew exactly who she was going to take with her.


      A lot of shifters might avoid Mulberry Springs, but she knew that honey badgers didn’t give a fuck.


      Kasim


      Walking down the main street of Mulberry Springs, about half the size of the street at home, Kasim sighed. He’d been here for the past two weeks, but it still felt odd. A lot of things had stayed the same, but there were enough changes to make him feel off balance.


      The old bookshop was exactly where it had been, but now, it had comic books in the window as well as literature, and a sign out front invited people to come in for a cup of coffee. The diner was still there, but instead of being Ruth’s Diner, it was now Mary’s Diner and shone brightly with red paint and blue trim rather than orange paint and yellow trim. It was like that all over, small changes marking the passage of time, reminding him of how long it had been since he’d last been here.


      Being back...


      “Hey, Kasim!”


      “Hi, Kasim!”


      Rather than returning the friendly hellos, he nodded and continued on his way. Aria and Marcie Vincent were both on the list his Gram had given him for dates, and he didn’t want to encourage them. Truthfully, he wasn’t sure any of the women on the list were even interested in him, but still, he didn’t want to hurt anyone’s feelings, so it was better to be safe than sorry.


      He’d already been on two dates with two perfectly nice women, and he’d had to let one of them down when she’d hopefully asked if he’d be interested in a second one. He already knew he was going to get through all ten dates without finding someone he was interested in, no matter what his Gram hoped.


      The only woman he could think about right now was Bailey.


      Bailey and those damn voicemails.


      There was still a part of him that worried he was her second choice, that she would have chosen her fated mate if he hadn’t gone and claimed someone else, but then he wondered how much he cared about that. Did it matter? Even though he’d never felt the pull of a fated mate himself, he knew how strong it could be. Especially for someone like Bailey, who had literally dreamed of finding it.


      Could he blame her for not choosing him?


      Well, yeah, sure, part of him did, but he was getting over that. His lion was turning up his nose at every woman who wasn’t his bunny, so Kasim might not have much of a choice at this point—not that he truly wanted one.


      Deep down, he still wanted what he’d wanted since he met her—Bailey. He had to get through these ten dates, get the information from his Gram, and get the hell out of here. Maybe even before then. One of the families, whose son had left with Wiley, had let drop their son had recently been in Texas. Of course, when he’d tried to inquire further, they’d realized they’d given him information they weren’t supposed to yet and clammed right back up, but it was something.


      Steele already had people searching in Texas, but that didn’t exactly mean much. It would have been a lot easier if it had been, say, Rhode Island or Delaware. Somewhere that wasn’t the size of some countries and full of tons of open land. Kasim needed a lot more information if they were going to find Wiley sooner rather than later.


      He didn’t stop hoping pure dumb luck might lead someone to finding them, and he could get out of Mulberry Springs ASAP.


      A distant roar had him turning around, frowning. He wasn’t the only one, either. The noise was coming from outside of town and getting closer, which could only mean one thing—visitors. Very likely passing through, but everyone would be on their guard because that was how they were.


      Huh. That sounded like motorcycles. Dust rose up in the distance, clouding the sky around the road into town.


      A creeping suspicion worked its way up Kasim’s spine as his lion popped its head up. The animal had mostly been sulking in the back of his mind until just now. If he was wrong, it would likely go right back to its sulking routine.


      The tightness in his chest felt a lot like hope as he started walking down the road toward the noise, the dark blur in the far distance slowly becoming clearer. Yup. Motorcycles.


      As they came closer and closer, he could make out more details. Rana and her honey badgers for sure, and the three bikes in the lead had extra passengers. Only one of those fully had his attention as if some instinct was screaming at him—this one.


      The streets were becoming crowded as everyone in the stores came outside to see what was going on. Since the entire population was made up of shifters, it didn’t matter where they were in town, they could hear the bikes. It wasn’t like most places where there would be an air of anticipation and curiosity about who was coming to visit. Instead, a faint aura of hostility hung over the crowd.


      People were murmuring, their arms crossed over their chests or their hands on their hips as they glared unwelcomingly at the incoming crowd. Not that it would bother the honey badgers, but until they came close enough for the rest of the shifters to smell, no one knew what they were facing. Once they did, they’d probably drop the disapproval since everyone knew it wouldn’t matter to the honey badgers. They’d probably get a kick out of it.


      So would Bailey. Kasim’s lips twisted before he managed to push the smile off of his face. This was going to be awkward enough without anyone here realizing exactly how happy he was to see the intruders.


      The bikes slowed as they reached Main Street, the sidewalks crowded with Mulberry Springs shifters. One of the honey badgers waved cheerfully, setting off more muttering.


      “Honey badgers. Bah.”


      “Not all of them. What’s that weird smell?”


      BUNNY! Bunny bunny bunny bunny bunny! 


      Truthfully, Bailey and her family didn’t smell like regular bunnies, but that was how Kasim’s lion thought of her. The moment he caught her scent and confirmed her presence, he went a little nuts in Kasim’s head.


      Even as his own heart leaped with joy, he couldn’t help but curse Steele. Damnit, why hadn’t his alpha given him a heads up? Bailey’s presence could ruin everything.


      The real question was, did he really care?


      Bailey


      Clinging to Cara’s waist as they slowed, Bailey’s eyes scanned over the crowd, looking for tall, dark, and dreadlocks. She noticed the unfriendly expressions on everyone’s faces, but she didn’t care as long as Kasim didn’t look at her that way.


      Lion? Her bunny asked, sounding almost giddy, right as Bailey’s eyes finally locked onto him. Her heart lurched in her chest.


      It was almost ridiculous how much she’d missed him. Just seeing him settled something deep inside of her, despite the serious expression on his face. At least he didn’t look as inhospitable as most of the people around him.


      Lion! The shriek of glee was echoed in Bailey’s emotions. For one small second, she hesitated, a little unsure of what to do, then she said fuck it. She had never been one to hold back on her impulses, and she wasn’t going to now.


      The second Cara’s bike came to a stop, Bailey jumped off of it, hitting the ground running as she yanked the helmet off of her head.


      Ten dates for Kasim? Well, she was about to declare herself their competition and show them what they were up against. She was damn sure going to fight for what she wanted, the way she always did. Whatever she had to do to make sure he knew she wanted him, that she chose him the same way that he’d chosen her, she was going to do it. Might as well let him know that at the same time.


      If he wanted to reject her after the way she treated him, well, she got it, but she wasn’t going to make it easy.


      Dropping the helmet on the ground, she leaped for him. Kasim’s dark eyes went wide, his lips opening in surprise, but he still caught her. Wrapping her legs securely around his waist, Bailey cupped his face in her hands and kissed the ever-loving-fuck out of him.
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      Bailey


      Pressed up against Kasim, finally in his arms again, her bunny practically doing happy flips in her head, Bailey almost cried out with relief when his lips parted under hers, and he kissed her back—deeply, hungrily. Arms tightening around her waist, one hand sliding down to cup her butt, he kept her anchored against him, his tongue sweeping against hers.


      It felt so good. So right. Why the hell had she thought having a fated mate would be better than this?


      “What the hell is going on out here?” The question boomed through the air with all the authority of an alpha shifter. Steele would have been impressed.


      Unfortunately for the speaker, Bailey and her sister had never been particularly moved by Steele, and she wasn’t affected by this voice either, even though everyone else went dead silent.


      Bailey lifted her head, her lips swollen from Kasim’s kiss, but didn’t move any other part of her body other than to tighten her legs around his torso for balance. Standing about ten feet away from them, hands on her hips, was an older, black woman. At least, Bailey thought she must be older by the grey in her hair, although her face was mostly smooth, only very faintly lined with wrinkles.


      “Hello,” she said, smiling. “You must be Kasim’s mother?”


      “My Gram,” he said with a sigh and to her disappointment, put his hands on her waist to help her down.


      Standing on her own two feet didn’t make nearly as good a statement. Still. Really?


      “Your Gram?” She cocked her head at the older woman, who seriously didn’t look a day over fifty-five, then slanted a glance at Kasim. “Are you going to age that well?”


      The woman snorted before Kasim could answer, but the amusement in her eyes was fleeting. She gave Bailey a hard look.


      “Who the hell are you?”


      Kasim


      Well, this wasn’t quite his nightmare scenario, but it was close. Not just Bailey and his Gram meeting like this, but also the fact he had a raging erection in front of his Gram.


      His lion didn’t care. The beast was practically rolling in Bailey’s scent, happy as a clam to finally have his bunny back to snuggle with, already urging Kasim to bite and claim her. Which would put a damper on those dates he had to go on in order to get the information from his Gram, which would allow them to take down the remnants of The Company. As much as he wanted Bailey and wanted to do exactly what his lion was demanding, taking down The Company had to take precedence.


      The Bunsons deserved justice. They’d lost their parents and years of their life to The Company. The experiments they’d been subjected to shouldn’t be continued. Especially not under the auspices of someone who only wanted the serum for the power it could give them.


      “I’m Bailey Bunson,” Bailey said before Kasim could speak up. “I’m here to claim Kasim.”


      His lion exploded with joy at her pronouncement, but Kasim wanted to groan. As much as he appreciated Bailey’s blunt ways, he didn’t think his Gram would. She only had so much patience for being challenged, and getting her to change her mind on anything usually required a lot of time, patience, and manipulation.


      To his surprise, his Gram leaned forward, breathing in through her nose, obviously scenting Bailey, rather than immediately denying her. She frowned, as confused as most shifters who first scented one of the Bunsons.


      “What are you?” Gram demanded rather than asking.


      “A science experiment gone right,” Bailey snapped back. “What are you?”


      With her shifter’s senses, Bailey would already know Gram was a cheetah shifter, but he knew she was asking to get under Gram’s skin. It would take a little more than that.


      “Matriarch of the Mulberry Springs Pride,” Gram said, lifting her chin in the air imperiously, staring Bailey down. A kind of aura of power simmered around her, her alphaness making itself known. Kasim could have told her it was a waste. Everyone around them cringed, even he flinched, but Bailey met Gram’s gaze and stared right back at her.


      The Bunsons didn’t exude alpha power the same way alpha shifters usually did, but they didn’t seem to be affected by it, either. Something which gave Steele fits when dealing with his mate.


      “What kind of shifter are you?” Gram asked, now more curious than demanding. Bailey’s reaction—or lack of it—must have impressed her.


      “Bunny, bear, and turtle,” Bailey said, putting her hands on her hips, almost as if she was daring his Gram to say something about it. Kasim had already filled Gram in on the Bunsons, Wiley, and The Company. Unfortunately, it hadn’t made her any more helpful.


      To call her insular was an understatement. She was isolationist to the extreme, and only the fact Wiley had taken several pride members with him when he’d left had moved her to bargain with Kasim for the information. He was pretty sure it was only because she hadn’t liked having them move out of her control. Likely, if they returned, she’d use their experience as yet another reason why interacting with outsiders was a bad idea.


      “Ah, yes, Kasim told me about you.” Gram nodded, her expression settling into one familiar to him—her mind was made up. “Are there any lion shifters in your family tree?”


      What? Kasim frowned, a niggling suspicion forming in his mind.


      “Uh, not that I know of, but I didn’t know about the bunny, bear, and turtle genes, either,” Bailey said. “Why?”


      Gram shook her head. “Request denied. Kasim will finish out his next eight dates. You will leave immediately, so as not to distract him. If he doesn’t find a pride female he likes, he will be free upon completing the dates he agreed to.”


      “Wait... the women you set me up with, Gram. Why them?” Kasim stepped forward now, giving his Gram a hard look. When she’d first presented him with the list, he hadn’t known all of them, but he’d learned who each of them was quickly enough.


      At first glance, they’d had nothing in common, and he’d assumed Gram was spreading as wide a net as possible. That she hadn’t immediately chased Bailey off, had asked about her genes... well, he didn’t like those implications at all. His lion didn’t care, but it was already growling at the idea of Bailey leaving again. It wasn’t interested in other females, period.


      Gram shrugged, but for the first time, she avoided looking him directly in the eyes. “They’re single pride members around your age.”


      He stepped forward. “And do they all have lion genes in their heritage?”


      “How should I know, Kasim?” She shrugged, pretending indifference. He could tell she was pretending.


      “I do.”


      Like something out of a television show, everyone’s head swiveled toward the speaker, one of the shifters Kasim hadn’t met before, Gillian Edgerton, cheetah shifter and stunningly beautiful. She looked like a model, standing almost even in height to Kasim, her dark curls cropped short against her head. Her brother had been one of the shifters to leave with Wiley.


      Gillian bared her teeth at Bailey. “And if you think I’m going to give up the chance of bearing lion cubs because a science experiment has a crush, you’re insane.”


      “Seriously?” Kasim asked, although his question was directed at his grandmother, not Gillian. “You’re trying to use me as a breeding program?” Fury rose up inside him. While he knew his grandmother could be cold, even cruel, this was far beyond what he’d expected. He knew she didn’t feel t a pride could call itself a pride without a lion, but this was… No. Just no.


      “Too bad, Gram. I’ve met all the women you wanted me to meet, even if I haven’t taken them out yet. My lion isn’t interested in any of them. It only wants her.” He tilted his head toward Bailey.


      The mulish expression on his Gram’s face was not encouraging, but she didn’t get a chance to answer before Gillian spoke up again.


      “Well then, let’s get her out of the way. Bailey Bunson, I challenge you for mate’s rights.”


      Bailey


      What the hell?


      Bailey had no idea what the crazy lady was talking about, but from the way Kasim practically exploded, she knew it wasn’t good. She was feeling a little overwhelmed. Part of her was sure Kasim couldn’t be reading his Gram’s words correctly, but another part of her was horrified to realize he probably was.


      Her bunny was freaking the fuck out, so that didn’t help. It was hard to focus with a vicious ten-pound predator banging around the inside her skull, demanding to be allowed to bite someone. She couldn’t bite Kasim’s Gram, even if she did suck as a person.


      Biting crazy lady didn’t sound so bad, though.


      “Absolutely not!” Kasim roared, stepping in front of Bailey, so she couldn’t see the crazy lady anymore. “That’s a completely outdated practice!”


      “Not to mention barbaric,” shouted one of the honey badgers. Bailey wasn’t entirely sure, but she was pretty positive it was Windy, probably angling for a fight.


      Bailey tugged on the back of Kasim’s shirt to get his attention. It also helped to focus her bunny on him. The little demon was much calmer when focused on Kasim and not everyone else.


      “What is a mate’s rights challenge? Is your Gram seriously trying to breed lion shifters? What the hell is up with that?”


      There was a lot of murmuring going on in the crowd around them, and some of the people were looking disapprovingly at both the crazy lady and Kasim’s Gram. The honey badgers were all glaring at the crazy lady, and Rana was whispering in Brice’s ear. The expression on her brother’s face was darkening. Bailey smelled trouble coming.


      “Hey!” She yanked harder on Kasim’s shirt. “Pay attention to me!”


      “He’s trying to keep you safe, little bunny,” the crazy chick said mockingly. “He doesn’t think you can fight your own battles.”


      “Shut up, Gillian,” Kasim snapped back. “I’m trying to keep you alive.”


      Gillian’s jaw dropped in surprise and utter disbelief, but she didn’t get a chance to actually respond.


      “Yeah, shut up, Gillian, I wasn’t talking to you,” Bailey said, leaning around Kasim and sticking her tongue out at the other woman. Immature? Absolutely. Also satisfying as hell. Crazy Gillian practically had smoke coming out of her ears, especially when Bailey looked away from her like she didn’t matter and refocused on Kasim. "Explain." 


      Kasim sighed, his eyes closing briefly for a moment. When he opened them again, there was sadness in them.


      “Lion shifters are rare. Like, really rare. When Europeans came to Africa, they hunted all sorts of animals, and a lot of them wanted to hunt lions in particular.” His expression twisted. “When European shifters came to Africa...”


      “No!” Bailey’s mouth dropped open. “That’s fucking horrible!” Bailey spat the words out, and Kasim laughed, the unhappiness in his eyes lightening.


      “Pretty much. There aren’t many lion shifters in America or Europe because of it. So, there’s a... cachet to having a lion in the pack or the family. I think I’m the only one in North America, as far as I know.”


      She frowned. “But what about your parents? Your sister?”


      “Cheetah and panther shifters, and my sister is a cheetah.” He lifted his head, giving his Gram a hard look. “Mom and Dad told me you pushed hard for their mating. Because you thought they had a good chance of having lion shifter progeny?”


      Kasim’s Gram shrugged as if she didn’t care. “As good as any.”


      Yeah, Bailey didn’t believe that little show of indifference. Whatever. His Gram was going to have to learn to live with disappointment because there was no way Bailey was going to give Kasim up so his Gram could have a better chance at lion great-grandchildren.


      “Okay, and crazy lady’s mate challenge thingy?” Bailey asked, keeping her tone insultingly nonchalant. Gillian hissed at her, but Bailey kept right on ignoring her, which was sure to infuriate her more than anything else. Gillian was as bad as Kasim’s Gram, if not worse, so Bailey didn’t care about her feelings.


      “A mate challenge is a completely outdated practice which hasn’t been used in decades,” Rana answered while Kasim looked like he was still trying to find the words. Unlike Kasim, Rana obviously didn’t feel it necessary to try to couch the explanation in nice terms. “Basically, from back when people felt that ‘might makes right,’ if they wanted something, they would try to take it by force, rather than acknowledging a person’s right to choose.”


      “I.E., Gillian wants to fight you for your man. She’s dumb enough to think killing or defeating you would mean Kasim would somehow find her more attractive,” Meghan said, following her statement up with a loud laugh. All the honey badgers started laughing at the ludicrous idea, and there were a couple of chuckles throughout the crowd of Mulberry Springs residents as if they acknowledged the lack of logic behind the idea.


      Bailey could actually hear Gillian’s teeth grinding.


      “If I defeat her, then he would be mine, whether or not he’s attracted to me,” Gillian snapped back.


      “Newsflash, genius, if you want his dick to work, he needs to want you at least a little,” Colie mocked. All the honey badgers could be shit-stirrers, but Colie topped the list when it came to both starting and finishing a fight. “Unless you’re planning on drugging him...” She looked over at Kasim’s Gram. “Is that your plan? Let some chick rape your grandson for his sperm in the hopes he’ll produce a lion baby?”


      There was an immediate, very negative reaction from the surrounding crowd.


      “She couldn’t possibly...”


      “She wouldn’t...”


      “That’s horrible!”


      The only person who didn’t look particularly disturbed by the idea was crazy chick, but... well, that probably went along with being crazy. Bailey was relieved to see the rest of the people around them weren’t on board with the idea. Some were obviously more disturbed than others, but no one was comfortable with it.


      “This is all very unnecessary,” Kasim’s Gram announced loudly. “No one is forcing Kasim to breed, much less mate. The only thing he has to do is go on dates.”


      “Yeah, but if he’s already met the dates, and he’s not interested, and he is interested in her, then what’s the point?” Surprisingly, that question didn’t come from the honey badgers, but from a woman standing off to the side who had been watching the proceedings. She was Bailey’s height, curvy as hell, and Bailey envied her fashion. The elaborate braids of her hair were wrapped up in an impossibly complex updo, a wide yellow belt nipped in the waist of her red dress which was paired with chunky yellow shoes and jewelry, and her lips were the same fire engine red as her dress.


      Never in a million years could Bailey pull off a look like that, but on this woman, it looked right.


      “This is not up for public debate, Rachel,” Kasim’s Gram said primly, sniffing. “My deal with my grandson is private.”


      “Sure, until you pulled all of us into it,” Rachel said, putting her hands on her hips. “You keep pulling strings, but we’re not your puppets. You need to get your shit under control, or it doesn’t matter how strong an alpha you are, you’re not going to have a pride left.”


      Her eyes averted from Kasim’s Gram, who was now glaring, her alpha powers swelling to the point where Rachel could no longer meet her eyes, but she was obviously no pushover, turning her attention to Kasim instead. It seemed like she was going on sheer determination, sweat breaking out on her forehead even as she spoke.


      “I’m sorry, Kasim, you don’t have to go on a date with me,” Rachel said firmly, starting to breathe harder as Kasim’s Gram kept glaring at her. “Your Gram made it sound like you were interested in finding a mate from here, but none of us had any idea you might not be as willing as she made it sound.”


      “Thank you,” Kasim said seriously. Giving him a nod, Rachel turned to go.


      “Rachel! Don’t you dare walk away!” Kasim’s Gram sounded like she was losing it, but her words held power, and Rachel’s forward momentum ground to a halt. “You agreed to go on that date with him, and you will!”


      But she’d gone too far.


      The next thing Bailey knew, about six older townspeople came out of the crowd, moving toward Kasim’s Gram, and they weren’t the only ones. Kasim was also moving to put himself between his Gram and Rachel, to break the power his grandmother had over the pride member.


      “That’s enough, Mother.” Another woman, this one bearing a significant resemblance to Kasim, stepped in front of his Gram. She glanced over her shoulder. “I’m so sorry Kasim, I had no idea what she was doing.”


      “I am the alpha!” his Gram yelled, her eyes flashing bright as her fists clenched at her sides. “You will obey me!”


      Power spilled out from her, and most of the rest of the town and the honey badgers all stepped back. Rana, Kasim, and the women now surrounding Alpha Grandma all flinched. Bailey and Brice blinked.


      “We apparently need to have another talk,” Kasim’s mom said, gripping her mother’s arm firmly. She lowered her voice, but Bailey was still close enough to hear her words, although any shifter farther away wouldn’t be able to. “You’ve gone too far. You are not a dictator. Now come on before everyone rebels against you completely.”


      Head held high, eyes bright with fury, Kasim’s Gram wrenched her arm away and stalked off, her daughter and several other women following closely behind. The crowd parted to let them through as they headed to one of the nearby buildings. Kasim’s mom shot him one last apologetic glance before turning away and heading after them.


      “Well, that was exciting,” Bailey drawled.


      Across from her, Gillian looked more furious than ever. “My challenge still stands!”


      “And a challenge can’t move forward without your alpha as witness,” Rana said, leaning against Brice. “So, fuck off.”


      Gillian looked around for support, but no one seemed inclined to give it to her. Most of them looked away. Several of them met her gaze with disapproving stares of their own. Bailey almost felt a little bad for her. She obviously had thought someone would have her back.


      “When the alpha gets back, you’re mine,” Gillian said, sneering at Bailey before turning and stomping off in the same direction the other women had gone. Her bunny let loose its freaky growl, but Bailey managed to keep herself from making the same noise. No need to freak out everyone around them.


      She shook her head at Gillian’s retreating figure, then looked up at Kasim. “I think there might be something seriously wrong with her.”


      “Her brother was one of the ones Wiley convinced to go with him,” Kasim said, frowning after Gillian. “No one warned me about her, so maybe she’s not handling his departure very well.”


      “Or maybe she’s a crazy bitch,” Meghan suggested, coming up alongside Bailey. “But we have more important things to focus on. Like... where are we all staying?”


      Right. Accommodations took precedence over Gillian’s issues, and she and Kasim should probably have a talk. She could kick Gillian’s ass later.
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      Kasim


      The honey badgers settled into the one and only motel in town, which barely had room for all of them and was only ever used for one night at a time since Mulberry Springs discouraged people from staying any longer than that. Kasim brought Bailey back to his parents’ guest house, where he was staying.


      It was small, one room, and didn’t have a kitchen since his parents liked to encourage him and his sister to eat their meals with them, but at least they had a little bit of privacy. Bailey had left her things at the motel with Meghan and Sami, and Kasim was still trying to decide how he felt about that. His lion wanted her here with him. After weeks apart, it was ready to claim her on sight, but Kasim wasn’t sure he was.


      Even after listening to her voicemails, there was a small voice inside of him, advising caution, worried about having his heart broken—again. Doubts pulled at the hope he was feeling.


      The drive from the motel to his parents’ guesthouse had been silent, and thankfully, short since everywhere in Mulberry Springs was within a five-minute drive of each other. Bailey had stared out the window the entire time, looking at the buildings, deep in thought. Knowing how short the ride would be was the only reason Kasim had been able to keep from asking what she was thinking about.


      His lion basked in her presence, calmer than he had been in weeks, which made Kasim feel calmer in return.


      “So...” His voice trailed off as he closed the door behind him, turning to Bailey. She was standing between the living and sleeping areas, not far from the bed. Before he could figure out what to say next, she yanked her shirt over her head. “What are you doing?!”


      “Making it really hard for you to say no to me,” she said, giving him a look that said ‘duh’ as she unbuttoned her jeans and started to shove them down her legs.


      Kasim jumped into motion, springing toward her. With her pants around her ankles, she caught his hand as he reached for her and twisted, sending him careening onto the bed.


      “Perfect,” she said cheerfully. By the time he’d flipped back around to face her, she’d managed to kick off her jeans and had reached behind her back to unhook her bra.


      Yes! Mate! Claim bunny!


      His lion was completely on board, but Kasim didn’t see things as black and white as his lion did.


      “Bailey!”


      The bra dropped, and Kasim clapped his hand over his eyes. There was no way he could have a serious discussion with her when all he could see were her breasts—her perfectly rounded, soft, enticing breasts with their hard, pink nipples, begging to be sucked and pinched. His cock was already swelling, memories of playing with her breasts playing like a movie reel inside his head.


      “Kasim!" She mimicked the strangled way he’d said her name. “If you don’t want me, say so now. Otherwise, I’m done with waiting. I let you control the pace of our relationship the whole time we were together and look where that got us.”


      A growl erupted from his throat, and he dropped his hand so he could glare at her. With the spurt of anger rushing through him, it wasn’t quite as difficult to ignore her naked breasts… make that naked body. The short-cropped brown curls over her mound were now on display as well, her underwear on the floor next to the rest of her clothes.


      “You’re saying it’s my fault that you jumped at the chance to be with your fated mate?”


      “I’m saying I might not have been so conflicted if I’d been sure about where we stood,” she snapped back, hands on her hips. The stance was much more provocative when she wasn’t wearing any clothes. Kasim couldn’t help but sweep his gaze over her body in appreciation. Damnit. His anger was already turning to lust again. “I’m saying, I loved you, but I had some doubts about how you felt about me, and a lot of that had to do with how slow you insisted on taking our physical relationship.”


      “I wanted to take things slowly to make sure of our feelings before we got physical.”


      “Yeah, and I wanted to move faster, and you kept rejecting me!” She glared back at him, her cheeks flushing with heat.


      “I did not reject you.”


      “Well, that’s what it felt like.” Crossing her arms, which pushed up her breasts, she lifted her chin up. “You kept putting me off. It didn’t make me feel very secure. So, yeah, when my fated mate showed up, I got a little confused. I was tempted. But by the next morning, after thinking things through all night, I had pretty much chosen you.”


      “Pretty much, huh?” he asked sarcastically, crossing his arms over his own chest. He didn’t stand, though. If he stood, he knew Bailey would step forward because she wasn’t the type to back down from a challenge. If she stepped forward, they’d nearly be touching, and with his lion growling at him to claim their bunny before she ran again, he wasn’t sure he’d be able to keep from touching.


      And once he touched her, he knew it would be all over.


      “I understand why you left the mating celebration,” she said, but the expression on her face was sad, and Kasim felt himself soften.


      When Bailey was sad, she looked like a kicked puppy, and he knew, in this instance, he’d been the one to do the kicking. Yes, she’d been caught up in the moment of meeting her fated mate, but he could have stayed there. He’d left out of self-protection. That might have felt like the right move to make for himself, but it had obviously hurt her.


      “I get it, I do, but in a lot of ways, it felt like another rejection. And since you’d given me the space, I felt like I was supposed to take that time and space before talking to you. It felt like you had already made the choice for me in a lot of ways.”


      “I wanted to give you what you wanted.” That protest felt a little lame, only a partial truth. The other part of the truth was he had left her before she could leave him.


      “Well, now I know what I want, and it’s you,” she said irritably. Her right foot started tapping against the floor. “Did you listen to my voicemails?”


      “Yes.” Kasim rubbed his chin, his eyes searching hers as if he could divine her feelings if he looked hard enough. “There’s still a part of me that’s worried you had your choice taken away from you, and you aren’t actually choosing me.”


      “And there’s still a part of me that worries you’re going to keep rejecting me because you think you know what’s best for me more than I do.” Bailey raised her eyebrows at him. “You know, being so much older and wiser than I am.”


      Kasim winced. They were both right in this case. He’d never actually said the words, but he had thought them before.


      Apologize, his lion demanded. Then mate, bite, claim. The imperious order from his animal made him smile.


      Bailey smiled back, even though she could have no way of knowing what he was smiling about.


      “So, let’s fuck those doubts away.”


      One second he was sitting on the edge of the bed by himself, the next second naked Bailey was straddling him, his dick was hard as a rock, and his lion was roaring with triumph.


      Bailey


      Rather than giving Kasim time to think, Bailey pressed her lips against his. She didn’t blame him for everything that had gone awry between them, and she didn’t actually think sex could heal everything, but it sure as heck couldn’t hurt. Besides, she was tired of waiting and tired of letting him control all their moves. Yeah, she got why he’d reacted the way he had, but that didn’t mean she was going to put up with him dictating everything they did from here on out.


      Time to push for what she wanted.


      If he had doubts she knew what she wanted, she was going to prove him wrong. She wasn’t rebounding because her fated mate didn’t want her. Not after the way Kasim had left her too. If she didn’t want to be with him or hadn’t loved him enough, him leaving the way he had would have been the perfect reason to kick him to the curb. She was still a little ticked about the way he’d dipped out, but she wasn’t going to cut off her nose to spite her face.


      Bite, bite, bite, her bunny chanted in her head. Bailey ignored the request. She didn’t want to take things slowly anymore, but she knew she and Kasim weren’t there yet. She wasn’t going to claim him as her mate until he was secure in the knowledge she chose him over everyone else.


      So instead of biting, she kissed him with all the emotion she had. Her nipples rubbed against the silky material of his shirt, and she pressed closer, craving the heat of his body. He groaned under her lips, deepening the kiss, his hands sliding down to her bare ass and cupping the cheeks.


      Bailey shivered as lust shot through her. God, she’d missed him—his big hands touching her, the scent of him filling her nose, the happiness she felt in his arms. This was right. This was everything she wanted.


      Lifting her lips from his, she stared down into his dark eyes, her fingers sliding up his chest and around his neck, his dreads brushing the backs of her hands.


      “If you don’t want to have sex, speak now, or forever hold your peace.”


      Desire sparked in his eyes, and Bailey squealed as he shot up and turned, holding on to her and directing their fall, so they landed with her on her back and him hovering over her.


      “You are a lot of work,” he growled, then he lowered his lips to hers before she could even attempt to deny it—not that she would have put up more than a token protest. She knew she was a lot of work… but she also knew she was worth it.


      Reaching up, she started unbuttoning his shirt while he kissed her. This kiss was different from before, less controlled, wilder. He wasn’t holding anything back anymore.


      Fuck, yes.


      Oops... fabric ripped as several of his buttons went flying. Bailey had gotten a little impatient. To her surprise, Kasim didn’t stop kissing her, instead he shucked his shirt off, then helped her with his pants, their lips still fused together as much as possible. It was as if he couldn’t stop kissing her now that he’d started.


      Hot flesh pressed against her, smooth skin rubbing against hers, and Bailey shuddered, pushing her hips up. Her pussy was aching to be filled. Of course, Kasim never did what she thought. Instead of shoving in deep, he started moving away. Lips left hers and began moving down her neck, his hands stroking her sides, caressing her breasts.


      “Kasim!” His name spilled from her lips as a breathless demand as he pressed hot kisses across her collarbone. She reached for him, but he grabbed her hands, pinning them down at her sides.


      Okay. That was hot—frustrating but hot.


      Her bunny growled. It was as impatient as she was, but there was no rushing Kasim when he was like this. His mouth reached her breasts, and she moaned, arching her back, and thrusting them toward him. The pink nipples ached to be touched.


      Looking down, she met his dark eyes as he laved his tongue over one tightly furled tip. Even in human form, his tongue was rougher than a regular person’s, although not painfully so, the way a lions would be. Just the right amount of texture to add more sensation everywhere he licked her.


      Then he sucked her nipple into his mouth, biting gently, and Bailey moaned, writhing from the intense sensations. Her pussy clenched, wanting more. She wrapped her legs around him, trying to get some kind of contact—any kind of contact—against her swollen clit. She felt more than heard Kasim’s chuckle as he abandoned one breast and turned his attentions to the other.


      When he began to move his kisses down her stomach, Bailey was already halfway to orgasm. Her wet nipples were throbbing in the cool air, and her hips moving of their own volition as Kasim’s mouth came closer and closer to her swollen pussy.


      Releasing her wrists, he settled between her thighs, draping the pale limbs over his shoulders, his tongue delving between her pussy lips while Bailey cried out with hot passion. Fuck, he was good at that. His tongue rasped over her swollen clit, and she practically levitated off the bed.


      “Fuck! Kasim!” She cried out, reaching to grab at his hands where they were wrapped around her thighs. Panting, she pried his fingers loose. “Fuck me, please... I need you to fuck me.”
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      Kasim


      Yes! Take mate, claim her, Kasim’s lion urged, in complete agreement with Bailey’s pleas.


      He definitely wasn’t going to claim her, but Kasim was ready to throw caution to the wind in every other way. While there might be some small part of him still worrying over whether or not she’d have chosen him if her mate had wanted her, most of him was convinced he was her real choice.


      After all, she’d come after him, which she hadn’t had to do. The voicemails she’d left him had been sincere. And he was pretty sure she’d been ready to fight both Gillian and his Gram for him if need be. They still had things to work out, but right now...


      Bailey’s impatient hands dragged him up her body until he was braced over her, his hands on either side of her, his cock nestled against the soft, wet lips of her pussy. The taste of her coated his tongue, flooding his senses with her arousal. He rocked his hips, the underside of his shaft sliding through her slick folds, rubbing against her clit and making her whimper with need. His own need was pounding through him, wrecking his self-control.


      Fuck, the way she was looking up at him. Lust, joy, relief, and love were all bright in her eyes.


      Kasim lowered his head down till their noses were touching, his lips hovering over hers.


      “You’re mine now, little bunny.” He claimed her with his growling words, even if he wasn’t going to do so with his bite—yet. He didn’t want there to be any doubt. From this moment on, Bailey was his. Period. No more holding back for either of them.


      “Yours,” she agreed breathlessly, arching her hips and rubbing herself against him. Her fingers brushed through the wiry hairs on his chest, stroking him on their way to his shoulders. “All yours, Kasim.”


      Fuck.


      Pulling his hips back, his cock slid into position at the entrance of her body, and he thrust in, hard and fast. She cried out beneath him, nails digging into his shoulders, but the sting was nothing compared to the pleasure of sinking into her. He groaned as the wet heat of her pussy engulfed him, her tight muscles gripping his cock.


      His lion roared with possessive triumph, and Kasim could feel his teeth aching to sink into her.


      Instead, he caught her lips in another kiss, his tongue delving between her lips, the same way his cock was invading her pussy. Bailey kissed him back fiercely, her legs wrapping around him, hips canting upward, greedily taking more of him inside.


      His hips pumped, working his cock deeper until he was completely buried in her. Slowly, Kasim rotated his hips, rubbing his body against her swollen lips and clit while his cock jerked inside of her. Bailey shuddered beneath him, her muscles spasming in response to the deliberate stimulation.


      Mine.


      Bailey


      Maybe Kasim had had a point about waiting for the physical stuff. They’d been building to this for so long, Bailey couldn’t deny that she felt a connection with him she’d never felt with anyone else. Maybe because she’d gotten into bed with them much earlier in the relationship.


      Or maybe it was because it was Kasim.


      He moved inside her, over her, around her, his slow thrusts drawing every ounce of pleasure from her throbbing pussy while his lips devoured hers. Bailey wrapped herself around him, wanting to touch him everywhere, wanting to feel him everywhere.


      Canting her hips upward, so he could fill her greedy pussy again, she raked her fingernails across his shoulders when he hit that sweet spot deep inside of her. Gasping, Kasim pulled up from the kiss. Looming over her, he caged her between his arms as he started thrusting harder, faster, the delicious friction sending pleasure shooting through her.


      Bite! Claim!


      Her bunny’s demands were hard to ignore, but Bailey knew it wasn’t the right time. She and her bunny were going to have to be satisfied with one hell of an orgasm.


      “Oh fuck... oh fuck, Kasim... Fuck, that feels so good...” She arched beneath him, and she swore he purred, a deep rumbling vibration she felt through her entire body.


      Looking up, she could see his eyes were bright gold as if his lion was close to the surface. It probably was, just like her bunny. Did the lion want her, too? Was it giving Kasim the same demands her bunny was to her?


      Oh, please...


      That fervent wish was all her own, but it was drowned out as Kasim rotated his hips, catching her swollen clit between their bodies. Bailey cried out in passion, the ecstasy shuddering through her with each thrust of his cock.


      Hot, throbbing bliss filled her, her pussy clamping down around his cock. She felt him thrust in hard, deep, filling her completely, then begin to pulse inside of her as he came. Bailey moaned, shuddering around him, clutching him as her body was wracked with exquisite pleasure.


      Slowly, her panting breaths evened out, and she could feel Kasim beginning to shrink inside of her. She smiled, grinned, really. Even though she had a grumpy bunny in her head, pouting because they hadn’t claimed their lion, Bailey was filled to the brim with happiness.


      Resting his forehead against hers, Kasim let out a sigh before rolling off her. Immediately, she missed his warmth, but she didn’t go without for very long. The second he was on his back, he reached out to pull her against his side.


      Laying her leg over his, she snuggled up into the crook of his arm. Mmmm… Perfect. Even her bunny felt less pouty now that she was all cuddled up with him.


      “So, did I fuck your doubts away?” she teased, gently trailing her fingers through his chest hair as he rumbled with laughter. Turning his head, he grinned at her, his eyes filled with amusement.


      “You know that’s not actually possible, right?”


      “But you feel better than you did before, don’t you?”


      He totally did. Bailey could feel how relaxed he was next to her, so much of the tension he’d been holding now completely gone. Pressing his lips together, he didn’t look like he wanted to admit it, but he was too honest not to.


      “Maybe a little.”


      “Magic pussy cures everything,” she said smugly.


      Kasim burst out laughing.


      Kasim


      As much as Kasim would have loved to spend the afternoon cuddling with Bailey and listening to her silliness, he knew their time was limited. At some point, his parents were going to come looking for him. No matter what they said to Gram, he doubted she was going to back off completely, and Gillian was definitely going to be a problem.


      After Kasim had left Mulberry Springs, he eventually ended up in Steele’s pack because he liked how everyone there treated him like he was just any other shifter. Being constantly treated as different had made him feel as if he didn’t fit in anywhere, even among his own family. Sure, they loved him, but Gram had always made a big deal about him being a lion, singling him out, and everyone had followed her lead.


      He knew it had disappointed her when it turned out he wasn’t as alpha as she was. That should have shown her being a lion shifter didn’t make him different from any other, but here she was, trying to breed more.


      Using him.


      The thought made him a little nauseous. Not that he would be sad to have a lion baby, but he wouldn’t be disappointed if he didn’t either. Heck, if he and Bailey had kids, who knew what they would turn out to be.


      Of course, they all might get their first clue when Bethany’s baby was born. Immediately, his lion sent him images of Bailey, round with his cubs. Kasim’s dick twitched.


      Ow!


      Kasim glared at Bailey, covering his sore nipple with one hand, the tiny nub throbbing from the vicious pinch she’d given it.


      “What was that for?”


      “You got that ‘I’m thinking about serious things’ look in your eye,” Bailey scolded. “You’re supposed to be thinking about me and how I just blew your mind. Took your breath away. Rocked your cock.”


      His lips curved into a grin. Bailey liked to deliberately be outrageous in order to provoke a reaction, especially with him. Having always been a pretty serious guy, he had to admit, he liked the levity she brought to his life.


      “I’m thinking about all of those things,” he reassured her.


      Sighing, she pushed herself up, so she could look down at his face, her hand still playing with his chest hair. The way she was running her fingers through it was almost like she was petting him, and he felt a happy purr rumble through his frame, which made her smile before she spoke again.


      “What else are you thinking about?”


      “Gram. Gillian.”


      Bailey scowled down at him, but her fingers were as gentle as ever. If she did decide to pinch again, he hoped she at least went for the other nipple to balance out the pain. "You are so not finishing out those dates. I'll issue a challenge if I have to." 


      Chuckling, Kasim ran his fingers through her hair.


      “I doubt you’d have to fight more than one. Not that anyone here is weak, but they don’t train the way Steele’s pack does. I doubt Gram will actually let it happen anyway.”


      A lot of them were used to fighting in shifter form when they did fight. Kasim would bet on Bailey’s bunny over almost any other shifter he’d met. The Company might have done some fucked up things to her family, but the results couldn’t be denied. Bailey’s bunny was a tiny, vicious, killing machine.


      “I’m not sure I like that you’re thinking about other women when you’re in bed with me,” Bailey mused, her finger moving dangerously close to his other nipple, but with his left arm around her, Kasim could only protect one nipple at a time. Choices had to be made.


      Then he realized what she’d said.


      “My Gram is not…! Bailey!”


      Cracking up, she snuggled into his side, pressing her face against his chest.


      “Gotcha!”


      It was impossible to dwell on the upcoming problems, not with Bailey by his side, being her usual, silly self. Only a couple weeks without her, and he’d already fallen back into his old patterns of dwelling on things he couldn’t control.


      There was nothing he could do about his Gram or Gillian’s choices. Literally, the only thing he could do right now was wait and see if his mom managed to talk some sense into her mom. The Council was already chafing at Gram’s rigid rules for the pride, which had led to some loosening over the years.


      Kasim couldn’t help but think there was a major showdown on the horizon. Something was going to have to give, and he had trouble seeing his Gram making more than the smallest of compromises, but people weren’t happy, especially the younger generations. Like him, many of them were leaving as soon as they were old enough, and most didn’t come back for more than a visit.


      He couldn’t do anything about that, so he might as well concentrate on the beautiful woman in his arms.


      Pulling her on top of him, he arranged the long waves of her hair, so it was spilling over her shoulders, the ends of it brushing his chest. His lion’s happy purr echoed through his brain, the savage beast more than soothed, even if they hadn’t claimed their mate yet.


      “I missed you,” he said simply.


      “I missed you too.” Bailey smiled at him, tender softness in her eyes. “I am sorry. I want to kick myself when I think about how I could have lost you, all because I was so obsessed with the idea of a fated mate when I already had the mate I want right in front of me.”


      “Well, you’re...” His voice trailed off, and he coughed when Bailey raised her eyebrows at him. As usual, he’d been about to point out her youth and inexperience, but neither of those things meant she didn’t know what she wanted. He needed to stop doing that. “Apology accepted.”


      “Good boy.” She winked at him.


      Scowling back up at her, Kasim slapped her ass, making her jump. Her mouth dropped open in shock.


      “Bad girl,” he said.


      Where that little bit of fun might have gone, they’d never know, unfortunately. The guest house’s landline started ringing, interrupting what was likely to be either an epic wrestling match or some really interesting foreplay.


      It was time to return to the rest of the world.
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      Bailey


      Holding Kasim’s hand as they walked toward the Town Hall, Bailey realized she was gripping it a little more tightly than usual. It wasn’t her bunny influencing her either; the happy thumper was as chill as it ever got. She was the one who was anxious.


      The phone call had been from his mom, requesting his and Bailey’s presence for a Council meeting of some sort. This wasn’t the way she’d imagined meeting his family. They hadn’t even had time to shower. That might not be a bad thing, though. Bailey wasn’t sad he was covered in her scent and vice versa. It would certainly make a statement.


      Hopefully, it wouldn’t make Kasim’s parents think badly of her. His Gram probably didn’t like her much already. While she doubted Kasim cared about his Gram’s opinion at the moment, from the times he’d mentioned his parents, she knew they had a good relationship.


      She wanted them to like her.


      She’d never met a boyfriend’s parents before, and these weren’t the best circumstances.


      Worry, worry, worry, her bunny chided her. Stop.


      Well, if that wasn’t the pot calling the kettle black, she didn’t know what was. Normally, she was the chill one, but it wasn’t like her bunny had to worry about making a good impression. Or did it? Even if his mom didn’t care about him having lion shifter babies, maybe she wouldn’t want him mating with a science experiment.


      Assuming Kasim still wanted to be her mate. Having sex wasn’t a guarantee, and she knew she’d hurt him, knew he still doubted a little, as she would if the situation were reversed. Heck, she’d probably have had a total meltdown. There weren’t any magic words that could make it better or reassure him she wanted him and not because her fated mate was no longer available. All she could do was show him by her actions until he knew it with every fiber of his being.


      And if he ran again, she’d hunt him down again, only instead of jumping into bed when she found him, she’d totally kick his ass.


      They’d both made mistakes, but she thought they had a good chance of getting past them, which was why she didn’t want to fuck up meeting his parents.


      Kasim came to a halt outside of the big brick building he’d led her to, looking down at her with concern in his eyes.


      “Are you okay?”


      “Yeah!” she said with such false cheerfulness, she knew she wasn’t fooling him. “Why?”


      “Because you’re growling under your breath,” he replied, rather than calling her on her super fake affirmative.


      Oops. Creepy bunny growls probably wouldn’t make a good impression. She didn’t want Kasim’s parents thinking she was growling at them.


      “Just thinking about what I’d do to you if you disappear on me again,” she said lightly. It was partially true after all. Rather than chuckling as she expected, he squeezed her hand reassuringly, his expression serious and sincere.


      “I’m not going anywhere, Bailey,” he said firmly. “Not unless you tell me to.”


      Her chest squeezed painfully tight, heart thumping in a happy rhythm.


      “Yeah, that’s not going to happen. I didn’t want you to leave in the first place.”


      Kasim bopped her nose with his finger, and she narrowed her eyes. He ignored the threat in her gaze, completely unimpressed by her ire, as he often was. That was one of the things she liked about him. Of course, he took her seriously when she was actually mad, but she couldn’t bully him the way she had some of the guys she dated. She’d flattened more than one of them like a pancake.


      “Play nice, bunny,” he said, only a hint of warning in his voice. “I don’t want to fight.”


      Since she didn’t either, Bailey stuck out her tongue at him, then tucked herself under his arm, so he couldn’t glare at her. Although he didn’t make a sound, she felt the rumble of a laugh, vibrating through his torso. Keeping his arm around her, he led her into the building and down the hall.


      She probably could have found the room without needing an escort since there was an awful lot of shouting going on. All they had to do was follow the noise.


      “This is the full Council,” Kasim whispered in her ear as they walked through the door, pointing at the people on a small dais on the far side of the room. There was a small audience gathered in front of them. It looked like Bailey imagined a town hall would—although she’d gotten those ideas from television. The town meetings on Gilmore Girls were some of her favorite scenes, and now, she totally got it.


      If only she’d known, she’d have brought popcorn.


      No one looked over at them, too busy yelling at each other or watching the Council members yell at each other. Kasim pointed out who was who as they moved toward two open seats at the back of the room.


      His mom was there as well as his Gram, three more women, and two men. There wasn’t an obvious line of demarcation in the room, but it was clear who was on whose side.


      Standing with Kasim’s Gram was a handsome older man who Kasim named as Paul Thompson. In his fifties... late forties, perhaps. If he wasn’t a shifter, Bailey would have called him a Silver Fox. He had dark hair liberally streaked with silver, his wrinkles made him look even more distinguished, and he was dressed in a smart grey suit. She wondered what kind of shifter he was since she knew he wouldn’t actually be a fox.


      The other person on Gram’s team was Zuri Stein, who had to be at least in her seventies. Her hair was snow-white, and her face was creased with wrinkles. Unlike Paul, she didn’t seem to have many smile lines and had a regal bearing that rivaled Kasim’s Gram, despite her petite stature. Her beige dress and jacket did her no favors, it made her look void of color and washed out, especially next to Kasim’s Gram and Paul.


      On Kasim’s mom’s team were Vivienne Romero, Ashwin Ahmed, and Rochelle Wolfe.


      “She’s not a wolf shifter, though, right?” Bailey whispered, sitting down in her seat. Kasim smiled and shook his head, but his focus was on the stage, where each Council member was battling to have their opinion heard.


      “Puma shifter,” he answered quietly.


      Rochelle looked like the youngest out of the group, maybe in her mid-thirties. She was wearing casual jeans and a flowered blouse and seemed annoyed to be there. Her thick, dark hair was pulled back into a ponytail to keep it out of her face, and her fingers kept tapping on the table in front of her. Unlike the others, she was mostly keeping quiet, but her full lips were pursed with disapproval, most of which was focused on Paul.


      Next to her, Ashwin was so steamed off, his cheeks had turned red. With his darker coloring that was pretty impressive. Like Paul, he was dressed in a suit, but unlike Paul, he was stout, bald, and had an enormous mustache. Bailey liked him on sight, but didn’t know why. There was something very approachable about his aura, even when he was shouting.


      Vivienne was competing with Kasim’s mom for loudest voice, and they were both focusing their ire on Kasim’s Gram and Zuri. Which was kind of funny because they were so completely different. Vivienne was as petite as Zuri but otherwise, was exactly her opposite. Black hair cut into a sharp bob, her face as angular and attractive with not a wrinkle in sight, and she was wearing a red pants suit with a creamy white shirt—total power outfit.


      Gram was sitting in the middle of the dais, looking more and more out of sorts, and Kasim’s mom was to her right. His mom was a total badass, Bailey decided, as his Gram started to say something, and his mom cut her off before she’d gotten two words out. From the confrontation earlier, Bailey knew his Gram was the more powerful alpha, but that didn’t mean his mom was going to bow down to her edicts.


      “Our Alpha is well within her rights to make requirements for any request she receives,” Paul said, his deep voice only slightly stressed from the arguing. “It is not our place to interfere.”


      “It is when she makes completely unreasonable requirements,” Rochelle snapped back, speaking up for the first time since Kasim and Bailey had walked in. Her glare was so intense, Bailey was almost surprised Paul didn’t burst into flames. “Or are you saying you’d allow her to direct your dating life?”


      Paul opened his mouth and closed it again, obviously needing a moment to regroup, which is when Vivienne pounced.


      “I’m sure all of us can agree, we would not accept the alpha meddling so directly in our personal lives. Which is absolutely why it is our business. This kind of unreasonable behavior cannot go unchecked within our pride.”


      “But Kasim isn’t part of our pride anymore,” Zuri snapped back, sniffing derisively. “He left.”


      “He left, like so many of our children have left, because the rules of our pride have become stifling.” Ashwin jumped back into the argument, slamming his fist down on the table. “This is just another example. Alpha does not mean Queen; Sylvie is the head of our pride, not its overlord.”


      “Stop being so dramatic,” Kasim’s Gram—Sylvie—said with a snort. “I am hardly setting myself up as a despot.”


      “Aren’t you?” her daughter challenged, and Sylvie’s mouth dropped open in obvious surprise at the outright rebuttal. “You spoke with Kasim alone, didn’t tell any of us what his request was, and secretly dictated his dating life because you want to breed for a certain kind of shifter.” The utter disgust in her voice was echoed in mutters through the room.


      Neither Paul nor Zuri seemed moved, though. Zuri waved her hand as if she could easily dismiss the concern with that one small movement.


      “As I said, Kasim is no longer a member of our pride. It is not up to the Council to intervene in our Alpha’s dealings with him.”


      “Perhaps Kasim would still be part of the pride if his grandmother’s own policies hadn’t driven him out, the way they have done to so many of our children,” Ashwin shot back. He turned his head, eyes scanning over the mostly quiet audience.


      “Where is Kasim? Is he here yet?”


      Kasim


      As soon as Ashwin asked about him, Kasim tensed, his fingers tightening around Bailey’s. Damnit. His Gram was kind of an asshole, he knew that, but he still didn’t feel comfortable hurting her standing with the pride or hurting her feelings. Some people might say she had it coming, but some people hadn’t sat on her knee as a kid and gotten kisses for their boo-boos. Even when she was busy with Alpha duties, she’d almost always come to any kind of performance or competition he or his sister were involved in.


      Despite the fact she was apparently invested in creating more lion shifters for whatever godforsaken reason, she’d never treated his sister any differently than him. She’d loved them both.


      While he knew she needed a set down, he didn’t rejoice in being part of giving her one, but everyone around him was already looking at him. His lion’s tail lashed as his feeling of being cornered amplified.


      Sighing inwardly, he relaxed the death grip he had on Bailey’s hand and stood.


      “I’m here.”


      “And your, ah, companion?” his mom asked. The expression on her face softened when she looked at him. Out of everyone, she would understand his reluctance when it came to Gram because she felt it as well.


      Bailey popped up next to him. “Also, here!”


      Although she sounded cheerful, there was thinly veiled worry in Bailey’s voice. She squeezed his hand, and he knew she was concerned about him. Just her touch helped to relax his lion, which helped him in turn.


      “Thank you both for coming,” his mom said. “Would you mind stepping up here? We have some questions for both of you.”


      Kasim absolutely minded, but he knew saying no wasn’t really an option, despite how his mom phrased it as a request. All the Council members were now looking at him as were all the pride members who had shown up to watch the proceedings. In fact, the only person not looking at him was Gram.


      There was no telling what she was feeling, but her inability to meet his eyes made him suspect she might finally be feeling some shame about her demands. Even if she thought she was in the right, what his mom, Ashwin, Rochelle, and Vivienne said might have finally gotten through to her a little. Deep down, she had to know what she’d been doing was wrong. Right?


      Sighing, Kasim led Bailey up the center aisle to directly in front of the dais.


      No matter what happened now, he had a feeling, Mulberry Springs was never going to be the same again.
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      Kasim


      “Thank you for coming, Kasim,” Vivienne said smoothly once he and Bailey were in place. It felt like there were thousands of eyes boring into his back, even though it could only be a couple hundred at most. “We have been made aware you came to the Alpha with a request for help from the pride, and that pride members were ordered by the Alpha not to assist you until certain terms had been met. Please tell us exactly what it is you need and the stipulations the Alpha put on your request.”


      Focusing on his mom, rather than his Gram, Kasim recounted the events leading up to his arrival in Mulberry Springs. Obviously, the Council was interested in Bailey as well and had a lot of questions for her. Even Zuri and Paul looked horrified by her ordeal, despite their usual disinterest in anyone’s well-being outside of the pride. The expression on his Gram’s face was harder to read, and she’d heard some of it before from him, but he was pretty sure he saw a hint of admiration for Bailey, along with her anger at children being used as science experiments. His lion growled the whole time Bailey was talking, tail lashing in fury at how she’d been used.


      By the time they were done talking, the entire town hall had fallen silent, but that didn’t last very long.


      “Why didn’t you tell us this?” The voice rang out from behind him, filled with anger and worry, and Kasim turned to see the speaker. Mrs. Blue, a tiger shifter, glared at his Gram. “All you told us was Kasim wanted to speak with us about where Tyler had gone, and with who, but you didn’t tell us about any of this.” Her voice rose higher with fury. “He could be being experimented on right now.”


      “Tyler is an adult,” Zuri said dismissively. Her tone was unsurprising, but Kasim thought she had a very poor reading of the room right now. Her intransigent stance was what had won her supporters in the past, especially his Gram, but these pride members hadn’t been gone long. While technically an adult, at nineteen, Tyler was the youngest of those who had left, and he was an only child. “It was his choice to leave the pride and put himself in danger. He could have stayed safe and remained here.”


      The fact Zuri looked sincerely shocked when Mrs. Blue started screaming curses at her, only her husband’s and sister’s efforts on either side of her keeping her from storming the stage, made it clear how out of touch Zuri was. More than one member of the pride was shooting her dark looks.


      “Silence!” Gram’s voice was loud although she didn’t shout. Mrs. Blue’s mouth snapped shut, but her eyes still blazed with anger, now shifting from Zuri to Gram. To Kasim’s shock, his Gram actually looked contrite. “Wanida is right. I should have told you all more about what your children had walked into. My only defense is I didn’t want to worry you, especially when we don’t know if they’ll be able to easily extricate themselves from the situation.”


      “But—” Zuri started to protest, and Gram shot her a quelling look.


      “Just because they left the pride does not mean they have left our hearts,” Ashwin said stiffly. He glared at Zuri. “Those of us who have them.”


      The older woman glared back at him, her jaw clenched so hard, the soft skin under her chin wobbled. Kasim’s lion made a derisive noise. It didn’t like Zuri, never had.


      “You still should have told us,” Mrs. Blue said, softer now, the fear her anger had covered, rising to the surface. Her dark eyes were wider, her face pale despite her tanned skin. “I would have told Kasim everything Tyler has told me, immediately. You’re putting our children in further danger by waiting, by playing stupid games with his love life. What is wrong with you?”


      “We’d like to know that, too,” said a man in the back, standing, his partner rising up beside him, leaning against him as if for support. The worry on their faces was clear, and Kasim could only guess they were the fathers of someone who had left with Wiley.


      Several more parents stood, all with the same look in their eyes. Around them, their neighbors were nodding, mutters rising amid the crowd, and it was clear the majority of people didn’t approve of Gram’s actions. They wanted answers.


      The expression on Gram’s face was one Kasim had never seen before. She wasn’t accustomed to being questioned by anyone but his mom, and his mom had never done so in public. Gram had never really been held accountable like this before.


      “I am not willing to write off our pride’s children just because they have left home,” Rochelle said firmly, addressing her words more to the pride than to Gram. “It is in the nature of children to grow up and leave. I move that Kasim and Bailey be given all pertinent information… immediately.”


      “All in favor?” Vivienne asked before anyone else could say anything.


      As expected, Vivienne, Rochelle, Ashwin, and Kasim’s mom all raised their hands. Paul did, as well. While he rarely went against what Kasim’s Gram wanted, he was better at seeing which way the wind was blowing than Zuri. She looked utterly shocked when Gram raised her hand as well as if she wasn’t voting against her own actions.


      Slowly, Zuri’s hand went up, making the vote unanimous.


      Kasim’s lion roared in triumph as his emotions surged.


      Bailey


      After the Council voted in Kasim’s favor, things had moved quickly. Everyone was dismissed, except the families of those who had joined Wiley’s ranks. The families came up to share what they knew. All of them gave the same location, which unfortunately, wasn’t exact but at least it gave them a place to start looking—somewhere in Hudspeth County in Texas, near the New Mexico Border. The first woman who had spoken up against the Alpha said her son had mentioned Dell City, but that was the only nearby town that anyone knew of. Apparently, they were out in the middle of nowhere with similar communication restrictions as Mulberry Springs.


      Speaking of, Bailey needed to call her sister and update her on everything that had happened. She’d been in town for less than a day, but so much had been going on, it felt more like a week.


      “Hey, where can I go to call Bethany?” she asked, turning to Kasim after he was done talking with the last couple, two fathers who were very worried about their son. They hadn’t heard from him for a couple days already. “I don’t have any cell service here.”


      “Do you care if the conversation is recorded?” he asked. “If not, you can use any of the landlines here, but if you don’t want my Gram listening in, you’ll have to wait till we can get out of town for a bit.”


      Bailey blinked. “Seriously?”


      What. The. Hell. And yet, why was she surprised?


      Kasim gave her a lopsided smile as he escorted her out of the building.


      “Yes. That’s why I only called Steele from my phone.”


      “That’s so fucked up. This place really is kind of a cult.” Of course, the timing of their walk made it so she was calling Mulberry Springs a cult right when Kasim opened the door to the outside, and his mom and grandmother were standing right there. Bailey managed a weak smile, bringing her hand up in a little wave.


      “Uh, hi.”


      His grandmother glared. His mom stepped forward with a smile, holding out her hand. Behind them, Kasim’s dad was standing silently. Bailey wondered if he ever talked.


      “Bailey, it’s so nice to officially meet you,” she said sincerely. Hopefully, she wasn’t going to hold the cult comment against Bailey. “I’m Janelle, this is my husband, Michael, and my mother, Sylvie.”


      Huh. That meant Kasim’s sister, Sylvia, was probably named for her grandmother, poor thing. Not that Bailey was going to say that out loud. Her bunny’s amusement would have to be enough for her.


      Joining the Lencho ladies on the steps in front of the building, Bailey shook Janelle’s hand. Kasim’s hand pressed against her lower back in reassuring support. Her bunny sent a little surge of support, too, even though it didn’t understand why she was nervous. As far as it was concerned, she and Kasim had accepted each other, and that was that.


      “It’s nice to meet you, too,” she said, feeling incredibly awkward. “Sorry about the um, cult comparison. I was making a joke.”


      “No, you weren’t, and I can understand why it looks like we are,” Janelle said, giving Bailey’s hand a sympathetic squeeze before she dropped it. “We had reason to go overboard on our protection in the past, but many of us are ready for some changes.”


      Sylvie, although it was hard to think of her by her first name instead of as ‘Kasim’s Gram,’ was a lot less friendly than Janelle, but she still took Bailey’s hand, giving it a brief, firm shake before dropping it. Then Michael, who gave her a smile that looked just like Kasim’s, shook her hand.


      “Nice to meet you,” he said gruffly before stepping back behind his wife again. He was as big as Kasim, and seeing the way he positioned himself, Bailey wondered if he saw himself as being Janelle’s bodyguard. Or maybe he was naturally gruff and quiet and wanted to fade into the background.


      Could be both.


      “Are you going to head home, now that you have what you need?” Janelle asked, her tone wistful as she looked up at Kasim. Bailey could tell his mom missed him, and suddenly, she missed her mom. Not that she ever stopped missing her parents, but it was usually a background ache. Now, her throat clogged up, the pang hitting her right in the chest and spreading outward.


      “We’ll stay here tonight and leave in the morning,” Kasim said. He looked down at Bailey. “We missed lunch, so we need to eat, and I’m sure Bailey could use a night of rest.”


      “We can totally come back to visit after we handle Wiley, though,” Bailey jumped in. Heck, Kasim was able to visit his family, so she was going to make sure he did unless he had a good reason not to. With her by his side, it wasn’t like his Gram could force him into a mating.


      Her bunny growled at the very thought, ready to defend her lion. It wanted to bite and claim him so bad. They were going to have to talk about that soon because her animal was not happy with Bailey’s decision to wait.


      Kasim


      For a moment, Kasim wondered what the heck Bailey was doing, offering up visits, but then he saw his mom’s eyes light up and realized she’d noticed what he hadn’t. His mom hadn’t been asking because she wanted them to get going, she’d been asking because she wanted him to stay. She never came right out and said it, probably didn’t want to pressure him the way his Gram did, but the hopeful excitement on her face at Bailey’s response was impossible to miss.


      “It would be nice to stay for a longer visit,” he said. “Once we deal with Wiley.”


      The last member of The Company’s leadership, Lorraine, wasn’t considered as big a threat. She seemed more interested in the illegal fighting rings she ran than The Company’s activities. Besides, the honey badgers were on her trail.


      Speaking of the honey badgers...


      Loud hooting drew everyone’s attention, and Kasim sighed inwardly as he saw the honey badger cete making its way toward them. Rana was pushing her way through the crowd, Brice right behind her, followed by the rest of the honey badgers and Meghan.


      “Where the hell have you two been?” Meghan yelled across the distance, looking at Bailey and Kasim.


      “We’ll catch you up over dinner,” Bailey yelled back before pausing and turning to Kasim. “Is that okay?”


      “You can have dinner with us,” his mom said a wide smile on her face. Kasim gave her a look.


      “You have room for an extra twelve people—fourteen, including Bailey and me?”


      His mom glared at him for questioning her statement. “We’ll make it work.”


      Before Kasim could answer, there was shouting on the opposite side of the road from the honey badgers. He groaned inwardly when he recognized Gillian, coming in fast, a determined expression on her face. What now?


      “My mate challenge hasn’t been answered yet!” She pushed her way to the front of the crowd gathered at the bottom of the steps before halting and putting her hands on her hips. His lion made a derisive snorting noise. It had as little interest in Gillian as Kasim did. Just what she hoped to achieve, he hadn’t a clue.


      “Oh, for fuck’s sake.” Bailey let go of his hand and planted her fists on her hips. Kasim winced, glancing at his mom to see how she was reacting to Bailey’s casual cursing. For once, she didn’t seem bothered by it—she was too busy glaring at Gillian. “What part of ‘he’s not interested’ do you not understand?”


      “You don’t get a say, bunny.” Derision dripped from her voice. “Only the alpha can approve or deny. Unless you want to forfeit, then I get my date, anyway.”


      They all turned to Gram, but Kasim’s stomach sank when he saw the considering expression on her face.


      “Don’t you dare, Mother,” his own mom said, stepping toward Gram threateningly when she didn’t answer right away. “I swear, if you let this go forward, I will challenge you as Alpha.”


      It was the first time his mom had ever made such a statement publicly, although he’d heard her make it privately before. Unlike all the previous times, it had the opposite effect.


      “Approved,” his Gram said, focusing on Gillian rather than meeting her daughter’s or grandson’s eyes. “To first blood only.”
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      Bailey


      As soon as Sylvie made her pronouncement, people started backing away from Gillian. Beside her, Kasim was yelling at his grandmother, and his mom was shouting her challenge for Alpha position, but it was kind of hard to hear them over the honey badgers, who were now gathered on one side of the open space, all screaming ‘Ni’ at Gillian. Crazy bitches.


      Bailey grinned at them.


      Her brother gave her a thumbs-up from beside Rana, who was now growling and doing the ‘big pointy teeth’ gesture with her thumbs and fingers. Something so ridiculous shouldn’t be threatening, but when the others followed suit, it was so bizarre, it was strangely intimidating. The Mulberry Springs pride was edging away from them with worried expressions, leaving them in their own little clear space. Meghan was laughing so hard, she had one hand on Sami’s shoulder to hold her up.


      Not one of them was worried Bailey was going to do anything other than kick Gillian’s ass—which she totally was.


      “You’ve awoken the Beast,” Colie yelled between gnashing her teeth. “And there’s no holy hand grenade here to save you!”


      She jumped over the five stairs so she and Gillian were on level ground. Coming at her from above seemed unfair, and she didn’t want to give crazy bitch any excuse to claim Bailey had cheated. They were about ten feet apart with the honey badgers at Bailey’s back. While Gillian’s pride was all around her, most of them were looking at her disapprovingly. At the top of the stairs, Kasim’s family was still arguing, although Kasim had just realized she was no longer by his side.


      “Come on, bunny,” Gillian mocked, spreading her arms out wide and smirking at her. “I’ll even give you a head start.”


      Well, if she insisted... Bailey’s bunny bunched up like an Olympic runner at the starting line and started counting in her head.


      One... two... FIVE!


      She exploded forward like there was a holy hand grenade coming for her. Her bunny was small enough to shoot through the neck hole of her shirt, and the crazy creature’s maniacal laughter echoed through her head as it went straight for Gillian’s throat. Screams echoed all around them as everyone jumped back.


      Everyone except Gillian. She was frozen in place, mouth hanging open, in total shock. She didn’t even try to get her arms up in defense.


      Definitely not a fighter.


      Realizing that, Bailey tried to pull her bunny back and only graze the other woman’s skin with her razor-sharp teeth, but her bunny was hopping mad and not in the mood to play nicely. Blood filled their mouth before she kicked off of Gillian’s chest, her powerful hind legs shoving the woman backward, and Bailey did a backflip, landing on her feet... and still struggling for control over her ticked-off beast.


      First blood! She shrieked at her bunny. We did that, now stop!


      The bunny considered her request, cocking its head to the side. Bailey wasn’t sure if it was going to listen, then something big blocked out the sun, casting her in shadow, and… oof.


      Squashed.


      Again.


      Lion! Totally diverted, her bunny craned its neck back to look at Kasim, who was slipping his hand under her belly before lifting his foot. Since he was still in his human form, she could have gotten away, but her bunny was so happy to be held by him.


      Kasim had snuck up on her again. Usually, Bailey hated it when he did that, but this time, she was relieved. Sometimes, she didn’t have the control over her animal side other shifters seemed to, and she wasn’t sure she’d have been able to stop her bunny if it decided to eradicate Gillian.


      That didn’t bother her so much when fighting the assholes who were part of The Company, but Gillian was simply an idiot who wanted lion shifter babies for some reason.


      Lifting Bailey into the air, Kasim tucked her under his arm, holding her firmly against his side. Her bunny could probably still get out if it really wanted to, but it was perfectly happy, all snuggled up against Kasim. If anything, all it did was try to wiggle closer.


      Kasim


      Well, that went pretty much exactly the way Kasim had expected it to.


      Our mate is fierce, his lion thought proudly. Rawr!


      Gillian was on the ground, Dr. McNeely already there with a bundle of cloth pressed against the wound. At least as a shifter, Gillian would be able to heal, but he didn’t know if she’d ever recover from the shock of the attack. As a predator, it was going to mess with her head.


      Everyone else was staring at Bailey with varying degrees of horror, shock, and fear. While Mulberry Springs residents were no strangers to fighting and death, they weren’t used to the sudden brutality of Bailey’s bunny. They’d expected a fight, but Bailey and her siblings weren’t trained to fight—they were trained to kill.


      On the one hand, he doubted anyone was going to mess with Bailey after this. On the other hand, he wasn’t sure she’d like that they were all afraid of her… well, except the honey badgers. They rushed forward, cheering, surrounding him and Bailey, so she wouldn’t see anyone else’s reaction, anyway. Turning his head, Kasim looked up to the top of the stairs where his parents and Gram were all staring, just like everyone else, but they looked more impressed than scared.


      “She’s going to be okay!” Dr. McNeely announced, sounding relieved as she helped Gillian to her feet. The injured woman was unsteady but had taken over, holding the cloth on her injury. “It’s more than a scratch, but it won’t even need stitches.”


      Shifter healing was a beautiful thing.


      There was a kind of communal sigh of relief from the spectators, but then they turned their attention to Kasim’s Gram and mom while Dr. McNeely led Gillian away. Everyone had heard the Alpha challenge. The expression on his mom’s face was so conflicted, Kasim wanted to jump up and hug her. She didn’t want to fight her own mother, but...


      Then his Gram did something no one could have predicted.


      “I am stepping down as Alpha.” Gasps of shock rippled around the audience, including Kasim. He almost pinched himself to make sure he wasn’t dreaming. “Janelle is the new Alpha, with my blessing, unless anyone wants to challenge her.”


      Silence.


      Yeah, he doubted anyone wanted to challenge his mom. Neither Paul nor Zuri spoke up, although Paul shifted his weight, looking like he might be considering it for a moment. Zuri looked absolutely devastated. There was no way her preferred policies of isolation and ignoring everyone outside of the pride—even if they’d just left it—were going to continue under his mom’s watch.


      “What? But... but why?” Zuri asked, pressing her hands against her chest. Beside her, her best friend Margaret put her arm around her shoulders comfortingly. She also looked shocked as well as horrified. Several others seemed drawn toward them as if coming together to support each other.


      Gram shrugged. “It’s time.”


      “Seriously, Mother?” Kasim’s mom practically exploded. “You couldn’t have stepped down before granting Gillian’s right to challenge and spare her some pain?”


      “I wanted to see what the bunny could do,” Gram explained, completely unapologetic. His mom’s face was darkening with frustration, and she threw her head back, looking up at the sky, probably counting to ten to keep her temper under control—maybe a hundred. Ten might not be enough.


      Beneath Kasim’s arm, Bailey twitched, kicking slightly. She probably wanted to be let down so she could shift back to human. Not knowing what might come out of her mouth once she could talk, Kasim thought it prudent to keep her in place for now.


      “So, what now?” His mom put her hands on her hips. “You’re going to be a regular member of the pride, so you can fight me on everything I want to do?”


      “Oh, no, dear,” Gram said airily, waving her hand. “You’ll need some time to settle in as Alpha. I’m going with Kasim and Bailey to take down that wily coyote shifter.”


      Oh, hell, no.


      Bailey


      Relief her bunny hadn’t hurt Gillian as badly as Bailey had thought was followed by amusement at Kasim’s Gram’s reason behind letting them fight, then horror at the idea she was going to come with them. That sounded like a monumentally bad idea, no matter how helpful it would be for his mom to have the former alpha out of town.


      Unfortunately, she didn’t get a say since Kasim was still holding her tightly against his side. Well, actually, she could shift and end up completely naked in that position but be able to talk. Unlike most shifters, though, Bailey tended to care who saw her ass. Her sister and brothers were like that as well. And speaking of brothers, she didn’t want to be naked in front of hers.


      She’d gone through puberty on display for scientists; things like that made a girl value her privacy.


      She might be a little more ticked about it, but Kasim kept stroking her bunny’s head between the ears, which made her all limp and happy. If a bunny could purr, hers would.


      In her first act as Alpha of Mulberry Springs, Janelle ordered everyone to disperse and for her mom, Kasim, and Bailey to accompany her home. The honey badgers were invited too, and they all accepted. She sent her husband off to gather food for the whole group.


      Michael nodded and trotted off down the street. Bailey rather liked the way the women ruled the roost here. She could tell Michael wasn’t a pushover, but he was content to take orders from Janelle. Kasim tended to do that. He let her take the lead most of the time, but he’d step in if he felt it was warranted. She could see where he got that.


      Back at Kasim’s parents’ house, Bailey changed back into her clothes in the bathroom. They were only a little dusty. Her brother had been nice enough to grab them after she’d done her little Beast of Caerbannog impression in the street.


      Hmmm... maybe she needed a t-shirt—“Bunny in the sheets, Beast in the streets.”


      Big nasty teeth. Her bunny’s thought was laced with mischief, making her think it probably liked the idea.


      Stepping out of the bathroom, she was surprised to find Brice standing in the hallway, waiting for her.


      “Hey Caerbannog, how ya feeling?” he asked, cocking his head.


      “Hungry,” she said, shrugging. “Thanks for grabbing my clothes.”


      “That was for my benefit, too,” he said, slinging his arm around her shoulder. “So, Rana talked to Eli. We’re back on the trail for Lorraine tomorrow. She’s moved to Nevada, and Eli thinks she’s gearing up for another big fight in Las Vegas.”


      Damn, that meant it would be Meghan, Sami, her, Kasim, and Kasim’s Gram headed back to Steele’s pack. Since both she and Meghan couldn’t ride on the back of Sami’s bike, it was going to be an uncomfortable car ride. Bailey still hadn’t quite sorted through her feelings about Kasim’s Gram.


      “I thought I was going to get more time with you,” she said wistfully, hugging her brother around the waist. Since Brice had been the only Bunson sibling recently living at Lakewood, where Eli’s soldiers trained, she hadn’t gotten to see more of him.


      “You mean, you thought we were going to have to kick a little more ass while we were here,” he countered, laughing. “I think the cete is a little disappointed.”


      “Lorraine and Las Vegas better look out, then.”


      If the honey badgers were gearing up for a fight, they were probably going to the right place. They had a very vested interest in taking Lorraine and her fight club down.


      Noise spilled out from the living area, and Brice and Bailey split apart when they got there. Brice joined Rana and several of the honey badgers, who were sitting around the kitchen island. To Bailey’s amusement, she also saw Rachel from the Mulberry Springs pride with the honey badgers. She was sitting next to Cara, who must have invited her over for dinner. Trust Cara to immediately find someone she wanted to sleep with.


      Michael had brought back what seemed like a metric ton of pizzas, wings, and sodas. A large salad stood at the end of the kitchen counter, but it wasn’t getting a ton of interest. Heading over to the dining table, Bailey sat down next to Kasim.


      “So,” Bailey said brightly, interrupting a glaring contest between Kasim’s mother and Gram. She pulled a piece of pepperoni pizza onto her plate. “Who has some embarrassing stories to tell about Kasim?”


      Kasim groaned, but it did make the women stop glaring at each other, both of their expressions going thoughtful. To Bailey’s surprise, it was Michael who answered.


      “Has Kasim ever told you the first time he shifted, he was chased by a chicken?” Michael’s dark eyes danced with amusement as he leaned forward.


      She snorted, picturing Kasim as she knew him—a massive lion, weighing more than half a ton, being chased by a chicken.


      “I didn’t want to hurt it!” Kasim protested.


      “Uh huh,” his dad said, grinning. “That’s why it happened again two months later, right?”


      Bailey cackled. Kasim groaned again and put his head between his hands. Leaning forward, she beamed at Michael.


      “Tell me more.”
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      Kasim


      After one of the more embarrassing dinners of his life, Kasim basically dragged Bailey out of there. He had to admit, he had enjoyed seeing her reactions to the stories, but he wished his dad hadn’t had quite so many of them. Or that Bailey had asked a different question.


      “I thought your dad was quiet, but once he gets going, he really gets going, doesn’t he?” Bailey asked as Kasim led her down the path to the guesthouse, her hand tucked in his.


      Kasim snorted. “That quiet thing is a ruse. He likes everyone to think he’s quiet, so he can surprise them… or embarrass them.”


      Bailey giggled, leaning her head against his bicep. “I liked the stories,” she teased. “You’re so put together now, it’s nice to know you weren’t always.”


      Glancing down at her, Kasim couldn’t help the little smile that curved his lips. The lights along the path to the guesthouse lit up her features with a soft glow.


      “I’m put together, huh?”


      “Compared to me, definitely.”


      There was something wistful about the way she said it, and Kasim ground to a halt, using her hand to swing her around to face him. Drawing her into his arms, he looked down at her, frowning. "What do you mean by that?" 


      Shrugging, Bailey avoided meeting his eyes, focusing on his chest and rubbing her hand over his shirt.


      “I’m kind of a hot mess most of the time if you hadn’t noticed.”


      A growl rumbled through him. Neither he nor his lion liked hearing her put herself down. “You’re—”


      “If you say ‘young,’ I’m going to thump you,” she threatened, interrupting him. Kasim scowled down at her. Sometimes, she knew him too well. “I’m immature. That’s my real problem. I should have listened to, well, everyone when they told me about fated mates. In my head, I was picturing it like a Disney movie, only hearing what I wanted to hear. If I hadn’t been dreaming like a little kid—”


      “Then you wouldn’t be you.” This time it was Kasim’s turn to interrupt her. He pulled her closer, her body pressing against his. The closeness roused his desire, but he ignored that for the moment, focusing on what Bailey needed instead. “I like that you dream. I like that you aren’t afraid to say what you want. You have romance in your soul, and I don’t want you to lose that, ever.”


      Wide-eyed, Bailey stared up at him. For the first time ever, he thought she might be speechless.


      So now, he did what he wanted to. He leaned down and claimed her lips with a kiss, his lion purring encouragement.


      Bailey


      She wasn’t the only one with romance in her soul.


      Kasim’s speech might have been short, but it made her knees all weak and melty. That was panty-dropping romance right there. Bailey kissed him back with all the happy, bubbly fervor bouncing around inside of her. She liked him, too.


      More, more, more, her bunny urged. Bailey pressed herself against him, feeling his erection swell against her stomach. Need pulsed inside of her. It didn’t matter they’d already had sex earlier that day, she wanted him again. Her fingers gripped his shirt tightly as his hands slid down her back to cup her ass, pulling her firmly against him.


      Their kiss deepened, and it wasn’t until they heard voices reach them on the wind, they broke apart.


      “Oops, better get inside,” Bailey said, giggling. While kissing under the stars was also super romantic, getting cock-blocked by one or more of his family members would not be.


      Of course, as soon as they were in the guest house, she jumped him again… or he jumped her. It was kind of hard to tell.


      Bailey moaned against his lips, her need rising higher as his hands moved over her body. They stumbled toward the bed, dropping clothes along the way. She wanted to rub herself all over him, to claw her nails across his skin, to bite and suck on him and mark him, so everyone would know he was hers.


      Yes! Take lion. Claim mate. Her bunny had a one-track mind, but right now, so did Bailey.


      They fell back against the bed, almost wrestling to see who would be on top. Bailey won, but she was pretty sure Kasim had let her. Straddling his hips, she pressed her pussy against the underside of his cock and rocked on top of him, making him groan. His hands came down on her thighs and slid upward, passing over her sides until he came to her breasts.


      Wiggling on top of him, Bailey arched her back, pushing her chest into his hands. Thumbs rasped over her sensitive nipples, sending pleasure zinging through her. Leaning forward, she slid all the way up his cock until the head pressed against her pussy, then she began to sit back down.


      In this position, Kasim felt even thicker than before, and they both moaned as she sank down on top of him. Her muscles clenched around him, her breath coming in soft pants, his hands caressing and squeezing her breasts, sending hot need thrumming through her. When he pinched her nipples, she cried out, arching and falling back, impaling herself on the thick length of his cock.


      “Oh, fuck...” Her pussy spasmed, her clit pressing against his body.


      She felt so damn full... and it felt so damn good.


      Kasim


      Bailey looked like a pale goddess in the moonlight coming in through the window, his hands dark shadows on her breasts. The brown waves of her hair spilled around her head and shoulders, and she had an almost beatific expression on her face. Her lips parted on a sigh, her pussy gripping him like a silk glove.


      “Fuck, yes,” she moaned, rising up, then sinking back down on his cock, grinding herself against his body. Kasim grinned and tweaked her nipples, the pink buds swollen and hard, begging for his attention.


      Flexing his stomach muscles, he sat partially up, catching one in his mouth, making Bailey gasp at the sudden sensation. One hand cupping her ass, the other hand cupping her breast, he sucked hard on the little bud while her nails raked across his shoulders. Thank goodness shifter healing had already healed the scratches she’d left earlier, or that could have been painful.


      Instead, it felt really fucking good.


      Switching breasts, he abandoned one nipple for the other, biting down gently as he suckled, making her clench around him. With her nipple in his mouth, she didn’t have as much freedom of movement as she rocked on his lap, the flex of her muscles gripping his cock, the sensation more of a tease than anything else. Lavishing a little more attention on her nipple, he let himself fall back, so she could ride him.


      Taking her hands in his, he helped her balance as she began to move atop him. Rising up and sinking down in slow rhythm, Bailey shuddered with the pleasure, and Kasim thrust upward beneath her, filling her pussy.


      They moved together, slowly at first, then Bailey began moving faster, her breath coming in soft pants as her passion rose. Kasim groaned, his own climax building, his cock growing even harder inside of her. She lowered herself completely on top of him, moving her hips so she was grinding against him, her swollen clit trapped between their bodies.


      “Oh, Kasim... oh, fuck... oh, fuck, Kasim!”


      The pleasure-filled cry set off his own orgasm. Kasim let go of her hands to grab her hips, holding her in place, so he could thrust upward into her clenching pussy, their bodies sealed together in mutual ecstasy.


      Bailey


      Cuddled up against her lion, sore but satisfied, Bailey ran little circles through Kasim’s chest hair with her fingertip. She was tired but not sleepy. Her body was spent, but her brain wouldn’t be quiet.


      “What do you think about your Gram coming with us?" she asked. 


      Kasim groaned, putting his hand over hers and flattening her fingers against his chest. “I don’t want to think about it, honestly. I don’t understand the reasons she does half the things she does.”


      “Like trying to breed baby lion shifters?” Bailey teased. She was still trying to wrap her head around that. There was a part of her that worried about what kind of kids she might have. Her sister had thrown herself on that grenade first. All the Bunsons and their mates were going to be watching that kid. “Have you ever thought about what kind of shifter babies you might have?”


      Since her head was pillowed on his shoulder, she felt him shrug.


      “Not really. There are so few lions in the world, I always assumed my kids would be more likely to not be exactly like me and was fine with that.”


      “What if they turned out to be lion-bunny-bear-turtle shifters?” Bailey mused. She’d already had that thought about Bethany and Steele’s baby, although instead of a lion, it would be wolf like Steele. Who knew what would happen with her brother, Brady, whose mate was a tiger-squirrel? Using the serum had saved Jesse’s life, but no one had thought about stuff like kids at the time.


      Kasim rolled toward her. “Kids, huh?” His eyes gleamed in the darkness.


      “Well, you know... if you want... I mean...” she stuttered, making him laugh. His arm tightened around her, and he bent down to press a kiss against her collarbone. The ends of his dreadlocks brushed against her chest, tickling her, and she giggled.


      “We can talk about kids… after we’re mated.”


      “Mated, huh?” she asked, echoing the tone he’d used. Her bunny hopped up in excitement.


      Bite lion now? Claim?


      This time, Kasim’s lips pressed against hers. The kiss was sweet, tender, and sexy. Bailey clung to him. Was her bunny, right? Was this it?


      Then he broke away.


      “Soon,” he whispered, lying down and pulling her into his side. Bailey snuggled up, but her mind was racing. Her bunny was pouting, despite being happy to be cuddling with Kasim.


      Soon, huh?


      Maybe sooner than he thought if Bailey had anything to say about it. Not claiming him was driving her a little bit nuts. “Soon” was pretty close to a definite yes, but she wanted something more concrete before she actually did the deed.


      Once she got that yes, though, all bets were off. Her bunny only had so much patience, and so did she.
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      Kasim


      “I need to go to the bathroom.”


      It was such an innocent, innocuous sentence, but it made Kasim grip the steering wheel much more tightly than usual. In the rearview mirror, he could see Bailey’s amusement at his Gram’s announcement. Pressing his lips together, he looked at the clock.


      “Did I or did I not tell you, fifteen minutes ago when we stopped for gas, to use the bathroom?” Good grief. He sounded like his mom. It took all his willpower to keep from banging his head on the steering wheel. Even his lion was sulky.


      He couldn’t help it. Road tripping with his grandmother was like road tripping with a four-year-old, except four-year-olds usually sat in the back seat. His grandmother had insisted on sitting in the front because she got carsick.


      Thankfully, Bailey hadn’t minded... but this was not how Kasim had pictured driving back to the pack lands, even after his Gram had announced her intentions.


      Gritting his teeth, he took the next exit, pulling into the gas station so his Gram could hop out.


      “I’ll be right back,” she said cheerily. Kasim thought his molars might be ground to dust by the end of this trip.


      As his Gram disappeared into the gas station, hands pressed on his shoulders, fingers digging into the tense muscles, and he groaned, relaxing, and the slight headache, he hadn’t even noticed was building until this moment, went away.


      “How mad do you think she’d be if I drove off and left her here?” he asked, leaning his head back and closing his eyes, letting Bailey’s fingers work their magic. She couldn’t massage away all of his tension, but even this little bit was making a huge difference.


      Bailey snorted. “You’d turn around within ten minutes to come back and get her.”


      She was probably right. Then who knew what his Gram would do to him. It was probably better to wait, even if she was driving him up the wall.


      “It’ll be fine,” Bailey soothed.


      Fifteen minutes later, Kasim had to go into the gas station to drag his Gram back out, ruining all the work Bailey had put into getting his muscles to relax. Gram had decided to go on a little shopping spree of snacks and sodas. At least she shared them.


      “So, Sylvie,” Bailey said. Glancing in the rearview mirror, Kasim could see her leaning forward to address his Gram. “What are you going to do now that you’re not Alpha of the Mulberry Springs Pride?”


      “Spend as much time with my grandchildren as possible,” Gram said, reaching over to pat his knee. The vinyl on the steering wheel creaked as Kasim’s fingers tightened around it, and Gram cackled before turning her attention back to Bailey. “I’m not sure. I was starting to think Janelle was never going to take over, so I’d stopped thinking about it.”


      Kasim blinked. “Wait, you wanted Mom to take over the pride?”


      His grandmother hesitated. “I did, and I didn’t.” She turned her head away, looking out the window. “It’s been just me for so long... but the pride is changing. They don’t want to do things my way anymore. If so many people hadn’t been fighting my leadership, I don’t think I would have tried to push your mother so much. But I don’t know how to do anything else, either.”


      That last sentence was said so quietly, he almost didn’t hear it.


      “There’s plenty of things you can do. We just have to figure out what you want to do,” he said, then said something he didn’t think he’d ever say. “I’ll help you.”


      Bailey


      Three days and nights of traveling with Kasim’s Gram, Bailey was taking notes on how to make Kasim’s head explode. It was like watching a master class in how to annoy someone to death while maintaining your innocence the entire time. The bathroom breaks were only the smallest part.


      Sylvie refused to eat meals in the car, although she wasn’t at all opposed to snacking, and her snack selections looked like a child had been given a hundred bucks to go wild with. It meant they had to eat three meals a day at “proper sit-down places.” Which, of course, extended the drive substantially, especially when they added in the extra bathroom breaks Sylvie needed. She also insisted they stop every hour to stretch their legs because she didn’t want to become sore.


      What should have taken a day and a half had stretched out to twice that. Her bunny was bored out of its mind and spent most of the time sleeping in the back of her head, not paying attention to anything going on.


      Every night, Sylvie insisted all three of them share a room because she didn’t want to sleep alone. Bailey was ninety-nine percent sure she’d done it to be a cock block. Kasim had already called his sister to beg her to put Sylvie up for the first few days after they arrived. Thankfully, she’d agreed, which seemed to help Kasim keep from completely melting down.


      Bailey chose to be amused by it all. The other option was to be as frustrated as Kasim was, and that didn’t look like much fun. Her bunny was getting impatient to claim him, so it was a little sulky about the sleeping arrangements but mostly happy he was with her at all.


      She wished Meghan and Sami were still with them, but she totally understood why they’d decided to not make all the same stops after the first few hours. Meghan had texted her yesterday that they were already back with the pack.


      Pulling up to the entrance of Cryus Peak, Steele’s mountain stronghold, Bailey grinned in pure relief, this long-ass trip was over. Sure, Cryus Peak was the inside of a mountain, but it was a big mountain. Much better than one hotel room, and Kasim’s sister had agreed to take their grandmother first. Hopefully, she’d be distracted enough by her great-grandchildren to leave her grandchildren alone.


      Cryus Peak wasn’t actually Steele’s pack lands; it was where they retreated to when things were too dangerous at home. Jesse compared it to Helmsdeep in Lord of the Rings. After watching the movie, Bailey thought it was a pretty good comparison.


      Still, living in a mountain had its downsides, and she’d been hoping they could move back after Aiden’s death. Unfortunately, Wiley had taken over running The Company, and although he hadn’t made any overt moves against them, they all knew it was only a matter of time.


      Aiden had had a vendetta against his brother, Eli, that had caused him to act rashly. Wiley was slicker, smarter, even more of a threat. The Company wanted one—or more—of the Bunsons, so they could try to recreate the serum that had turned them from humans into shifters.


      Eli’s scientists had managed to duplicate the serum Dr. Montgomery had created for The Company, but that was a carefully guarded secret. It happened to be the cure for a lot of small animal shifters who were susceptible to diseases large animal shifters weren’t. Everyone knew about the vaccines that had been created using Dr. Montgomery’s research notes, but not the serum.


      Word was bound to get out eventually, but the other patients and the scientists were all secure at Lakewood, Eli’s headquarters. Aiden had tried to attack there, and that’s where he’d died. Wiley wasn’t going to risk another frontal assault anytime soon. No one with any sense would.


      Steele’s pack lands were too vulnerable, which was why they were still at Cryus Peak.


      The main entrance was a massive door hewn into the side of the mountain, after a long and winding road up to a large ledge. The sides of the ledge weren’t quite sheer cliff drops, but they were pretty close. Climbing them required either lots of equipment or a shifter form that liked climbing.


      Standing in front of the door were all of her siblings, except Brice, their mates, and Meghan and Sami.


      Home. Family. Her bunny let out a happy sigh. Claim lion now?


      Maybe. She could only hope. But first things first...


      As soon as the car came to a stop, Bailey jumped out and ran for her family. Her brothers were all big, and she leaped onto her oldest brother, Brady, hugging him fiercely. He laughed, hugging her back.


      “You weren’t gone that long, Bailey!”


      “You have no idea,” she said with a little moan, letting him go so she could hug Brock, her next oldest brother, and the middle child. “That was the longest car ride ever.”


      Steele had already gone over to greet Kasim and his Gram, but Bethany had stayed behind to give Bailey a hug.


      “I can’t believe you hugged them first,” she said grumpily. “I’m your only sister.”


      “My only sister, who is also pregnant,” said Bailey, wrapping her arms around her older, quite a bit shorter sister. “I would have crushed you if I jumped on you like I did Brady, and I didn’t want to squish my soon-to-be niece or nephew.”


      Bethany’s stomach pressed into Bailey’s in a way that it hadn’t before when they hugged. Letting her sister go, she crouched down to talk to the rounded swell of Bethany’s belly. "Right, little beastie? No squishie." 


      Kasim


      The hard look Steele gave Kasim as he approached spoke volumes. They’d been working together long enough to know Steele was glad to see him, wary about his Gram, and wanted to give him a stern talking to about Bailey. Kasim was glad to see him, but he wasn’t going to be able to reassure Steele about his Gram. She was likely to be a total pain while she was with them, but better here than making trouble for his mom back at Mulberry Springs. If anyone could stand up to her, Steele could. Kasim had already noted she had no effect on Bailey, which meant she shouldn’t be able to push Bethany around either.


      “Where’s Sylvia?” Gram demanded as soon as she came face to face with Steele. Silently, Kasim echoed the question. The sooner his sister got here to help buffer Gram, the better.


      “She’s on her way,” Steele said evenly, keeping his expression blank. “I believe she stopped into the daycare to pick up your great-grandson.”


      Immediately, Gram perked up. So did Kasim. He loved Trey. The little guy was very good at cutting through any kind of tense situation. Exuberant and affectionate, his very presence always lifted Kasim’s mood. Gram doted on him even more than she had her grandchildren. Even his lion’s mood lifted, and it had been in a very bad mood after having spent several nights in the same room as Bailey but not being able to do anything about it.


      He and Bailey were introducing Gram to her family when Sylvia and Trey came rushing outside.


      “Gr-Gram! Gr-Gram!” At five years old, Trey could say “great-Gram” if he wanted to, but he tended to use the shortened version he’d come up with as a toddler, especially when he was excited.


      Gram’s face lit up, and she held her arms out wide, crouching slightly so Trey could run straight into her.


      “Careful, Trey!” Sylvia called after him, worry in her dark eyes. She’d never say anything to indicate that Gram might be fragile, but they could both think it. And Trey was getting heavy.


      Trey threw himself at Gram, and she managed to catch him with only a slight ‘oomph.’


      The best part about Sylvia and Trey’s arrival was Gram was completely distracted and allowed herself to be escorted into Cryus Peak without another word to Kasim. Sighing in relief, he leaned against Bailey, resting his cheek against the side of her head.


      “Long drive?” Meghan asked, coming up to them, a wide grin on her face. Sami laughed.


      “The longest,” Bailey answered, groaning. “I want to go take a shower and fall down on my bed in a quiet room.”


      “Am I invited?” asked Kasim. He was teasing, but also somewhat serious. After three days in close quarters, Bailey might be tired of him.


      “You’re the only one who is invited,” Bailey said, squeezing his waist and giving him a sidelong look full of heat. His body responded immediately, blood shooting straight to his groin.


      Claim mate! Mine! The lion’s aggressive tone worried Kasim. anything. His lion was becoming more and more impatient. He was going to have to talk to Bailey before they did. With the wait they’d had between Mulberry Springs and Cryus Peak, the urge to claim her and mark her as his was nearly overwhelming.


      “You have one hour,” Steele said, cutting into their flirtation. He snagged Bethany’s hand, pulling her after him toward the door. “Then we’re meeting to go over everything we’ve been able to put together while you were gone and figure out what we’re going to do next.”


      Kasim’s fingers tightened possessively around Bailey’s hip. One hour.


      A lot could happen in an hour.
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      Bailey


      Even though she’d been craving her own bed, Bailey agreed to go with Kasim to his suite in the Peak. She had her own room in Steele’s suite—which was huge—but right now, she wanted privacy more than anything. It also meant, as soon as they walked in the door, she could drop her bag and jump Kasim.


      After putting his car in the Peak’s garage and making their way up to his rooms, they only had about forty minutes left of the hour Steele had given them.


      Pressing her lips to his for a kiss, her heart stuttered a little when he didn’t kiss her back as enthusiastically as she’d thought he would. It felt like he was holding back. She ended the kiss, still wrapped around him since he was holding her in place, but ready to push away and land on her feet if she needed to. "What's wrong?" 


      He'd better not be about to put space between them now that they were back at the Peak. If his willingness to do dirty deeds was exclusive to Mulberry Springs, she had no problem dragging him back there. It would be a much shorter trip without his Gram.


      “We need to talk…” Kasim had barely gotten the words out before Bailey’s eyes narrowed, her legs tightening around his torso like an anaconda, ready to squeeze the life out of him. Picking up on her agitation, her bunny growled. He coughed. "It's nothing bad, I promise." 


      "It better not be,” she said threateningly. “That’s the worst phrase to start a conversation with, ever.”


      “It’s true, though.” He leaned forward and pressed a quick kiss to her lips, which relaxed her a bit, before carrying her over to the couch. To her surprise, he didn’t try to set her down separately from himself, sitting down with her still wrapped around him, so she ended up on his lap, facing him.


      Hmm. This was a nice position.


      Nice lion, good lion, bite lion, her bunny crooned. The little beast had a one-track mind. Bailey found herself eyeing the smooth skin of Kasim’s neck like it was a tasty pork chop she wanted to sink her teeth into. Not in a violent way, just so everyone knew it was her pork chop.


      Wow, she was hungry, but with limited time before the meeting Steele had called, choices had to be made.


      Kasim’s hands moved up and down her lower back, his fingers massaging the tense muscles.


      “My lion wants to claim you,” he said, his voice soft, dark eyes full of desire and tenderness.


      “Is that a bad thing?”


      He chuckled. “No. But I’m having a harder and harder time controlling him. If we have sex right now, I can’t promise I won’t end up claiming you.”


      Bailey scowled at him. “Well, what the hell are you waiting for?”


      Her bunny was leaping for joy in her head and demanding she bite him pronto. It wasn’t just her bunny who wanted him... but not if he wasn’t ready yet. They hadn’t had a chance to talk on the way here without the grandmother-wheel, so she didn’t know what he was thinking or if he still had doubts, and she hadn’t been able to do anything to reassure him.


      “For you,” he said softly, hands sliding up her sides and setting her nerves on fire with that simple touch. “I’ve been waiting for you to want me as much as I want you.”


      “I want you,” she murmured, running her hands over his shoulders, caressing the spot on his neck where her bunny so badly wanted to bite him. “I love you, and I want you as my mate. But not until you believe that.”


      To her surprise, he laughed. “Oh sweetheart, after three days in the car with my Gram, I absolutely believe you love me. Only a woman in love would have tolerated that road trip.”


      “That’s the damn truth,” she said, giggling as he pulled her down for a kiss.


      Kasim


      The triumphant roars of his lion urged Kasim on as he kissed Bailey almost desperately.


      Mine. My mate.


      Soon, there’d be no way for anyone else to dispute that claim. She kissed him back, just as hungrily, just as needy, her hands already tugging his shirt up.


      There was no time to go slowly, but truthfully, he didn’t think either of them wanted to. Bailey moaned against his lips as they pulled off each other’s clothes, rolling around on the couch to get into the best positions. Fabric ripped when one of them couldn’t get something off fast enough—his shirt, her underwear.


      “Fuck!” he gasped when she got him in a sitting position, sliding down to her knees in front of him. “Bailey, we don’t have time.”


      She opened her lips and sucked the head of his cock into her mouth rather than answering him. The hot wet suction made him groan, and he found himself twisting his fingers through her hair. He’d meant to pull her up and away, but instead, he held on as her head bobbed up and down, taking him deeper between her lips.


      Even his lion’s demands to bite her and claim her subsided from the pure pleasure her mouth was bringing him. Kasim groaned, pushing his hips up and sliding deeper, making her gag. She wrapped her fingers around the base of his cock, squeezing hard, and he shuddered.


      Pushing her hair back away from her face, so he had an unhindered view of her lips gliding over the length of his shaft, shiny from her saliva, he felt his cock flex in reaction. She was fucking beautiful, an almost serene expression on her face as she lavished his dick with pleasure, her tongue dancing across the sensitive underside and swirling around the crown every time she pulled back.


      Letting her have her way for a few minutes, Kasim luxuriated in the sensations, the growing ecstasy.


      Then he slid his fingers to the base of her head, twisting her hair around his fingers, using it to pull her off of his cock. Her head bowed back, and he leaned forward, kissing her full on her swollen lips. His pulse pounded, his cock aching to be back inside her. Bailey whimpered against his lips, her hands gripping his knees as she waited for his next move.


      Still using her hair to control her, he pulled her up and to the side so she was on her knees on the couch, facing away from him. Her hands came down on the armrest, leaving her bent over in front of him. Keeping his grip on her hair, he held his cock in the other hand, sliding the tip up and down her wet slit, teasing the sensitive flesh and rubbing her clit.


      “Kasim... please...” Bailey moaned, rocking back, trying to push herself onto his cock.


      “Please what, Bailey?” he asked, letting the head of his dick dip inside her before pulling back out and sliding it down the length of her folds. “Tell me what you want me to do.”


      Bailey


      When Kasim got bossy outside of the bedroom, it drove Bailey nuts... but when he got bossy in the bedroom, it really drove her nuts. She could still taste him on her tongue. He was teasing the hell out of her, and she was so turned on, she could scream. The way he was holding her immobile, the way he was teasing her needy pussy, made her feel both desperate and wild.


      “I want you to fuck me,” she said, trying to make it sound like a demand, but she was pretty sure it sounded more like begging. “I want you to fuck me and bite me and make me yours... please, Kasim... fuck me!”


      His cock slammed into her, and she cried out. If it weren’t for his fingers, gripping her hair so tightly, her head would have fallen forward as her body went almost limp with pleasure. The lubrication of her blow job had made him all nice and slick, and he buried himself fully inside of her in one thrust, and her muscles were struggling to adjust.


      A hand slid under her body, cupping her breast and squeezing. The pleasurably painful grip of his hand sent lust zinging through her, and her pussy clenched around him, making both of them moan. His fingers found her nipple as he pulled back, and he pinched the little bud tightly, thrusting in at the same time. The tug on her hair pulled her head up, and her body tingled from the conflicting sensations.


      “Oh, yes... please...” She was begging now, and she didn’t care. It felt so good.


      Kasim rode her from behind, hard, fast, and rougher than normal, and she knew it was because he was finally going to claim her. Her pussy spasmed in anticipation, her body tightening, and she cried out with pure rapture. The hand on her breast dipped down between her legs, and his fingers rubbed the swollen nub of her clit.


      Her pussy clenched in response, heat and passion rising higher inside of her with every thrust of his cock, every stroke of his fingers against her clit.


      Heat pressed against her back, then his mouth was on the sensitive spot where her throat met her shoulder. Pain stung, turning quickly to ecstasy, and Bailey screamed Kasim’s name, her bunny surging inside of her, desperate to sink its teeth into him as well.


      Suddenly, she was flipped over onto her back, Kasim’s cock pounding into her pussy, his body now rubbing against her clit instead of his fingers. She dug her nails into his shoulders, pulling herself up and clamping down on the big muscle of his neck.


      Mine! Mate! My mate!


      Her orgasm shattered her apart as they became one.


      Kasim


      Feeling Bailey’s teeth sinking into his flesh, Kasim roared, his lion exuberant from the rush of claiming his mate. He thrust hard between Bailey’s thighs, wildly fierce in his need to complete their mating.


      Head falling back, Bailey screamed as she came, her pussy clamping down on his cock, pulling it into her body. Kasim thrust hard, filling her completely, shuddering with the intense pleasure of emptying himself in her. Turning his head, he licked her neck where he’d bitten her, his hips slowly rocking back and forth with every pulse of his cock while she clung to him.


      Mine. My bunny. The lion’s smugness was overwhelming. Snuggle bunny.


      Kasim almost snorted with laughter, but he managed to hold it inside. He’d have to tell Bailey about it later, but he didn’t want her to think he was laughing at her. Not right after they’d finally claimed each other.


      Propping himself up on his elbows, feeling his cock slowly shrinking inside her, Kasim pressed his forehead against hers. She smiled up at him, almost shyly as if she wasn’t sure what to say to him.


      “My mate,” he said, possessiveness lacing his voice, then lowered his lips for another, sweetly claiming kiss.
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      Kasim


      Although he would have liked nothing more than to spend the rest of the day cuddling with Bailey, they were already ten minutes late to the meeting Steele had called. They would have been on time, but they’d run into Vivian, Lacy, and Edith on the way, and the three older ladies had been overjoyed to see them together—which meant they’d wanted to talk about it.


      Bailey had promised them a full update on how she’d chased him down—that was exactly how she phrased it to Kasim’s bemusement—after the meeting. Better her than him. Those three had ruled the roost before Bethany had become Steele’s mate, and they were nearly as bad as his Gram, especially since there were three of them.


      Note to self: Keep Gram away from Vivian, Lacy, and Edith for as long as possible.


      The idea of the four of them joining forces was enough to make him want to do a Monty Python retreat—Run away! Run away! Even his lion cringed at the idea.


      “Nice of you to finally join us.” Steele’s dry welcome as Kasim and Bailey walked in indicated that things weren’t going all that well. His lion went on alert, ready to protect its new mate, even though there wasn’t an actual threat in the room.


      Seated at the table were Steele, Bethany at his side, Brady and Jesse next to Bethany, and Gram, Brock, and Doc across from them. Doc had positioned herself between Gram and Brock like a human barrier. Even so, Brock was glaring at Gram over Doc’s head, and he wasn’t the only one.


      Bethany was also glaring, although since she was still seated, that meant she wasn’t totally pissed off. Jesse was rubbing her temples, and Brady’s expression was completely impassive, which meant he was ruthlessly controlling his emotions.


      At the end of the conference table was a large screen. Eli and his mate, Sheila, were video conferencing in from Eli’s office. Eli was the unofficial head of all the shifters in North America, and he looked it in a three-piece navy suit that set off his golden boy good looks, sitting up straight with his hands folded in front him.


      Next to him, Sheila did not look like she was mated to the most powerful shifter in the country. She was lounging in her chair with one leg hooked over the armrest, her bottle-blonde hair piled in a messy bun on top of her head, wearing a t-shirt with two polar bears on it. It said, “Polar Opposites,” and one bear was grumpy with a storm cloud over its head, the other happy with a rainbow above it.


      Kasim pressed his lips together to keep from smiling at what he could only guess was a pointed jab at Eli. Sensing Kasim’s amusement, his lion calmed a little, although it was still wary. Considering how temperamental everyone looked, there was only so much he could do to reassure it.


      “Oooh, love the shirt!” Bailey said, ignoring the tension in the room and choosing to poke at Eli instead. Kasim sighed, not even able to pretend surprise at her choice.


      “Thanks!” Sheila smoothed her hand over the images. “Got it from Tee Turtle. Guess which one is me and which one is Eli?”


      “Or, now that Kasim and Bailey are here, we could continue our discussion on how to get into Wiley’s base of operations?” Eli’s blue eyes were directed at the screen, but somehow Kasim felt like they were looking straight at him. He held out a chair for Bailey, then sat next to her at the foot of the table.


      “Can we do what we did last time and call the honey badgers in to dig tunnels?” Kasim asked. That had gone a little FUBAR the last time, but overall, it had been a good plan.


      “Nope,” his Gram said immediately before anyone else could answer. Steele’s jaw clenched, his mouth snapping shut on whatever he’d been about to say. Bethany glared harder. Gram ignored them. “I’ve been getting calls—and Eli’s information agrees—the compound is locked down tight.”


      “She’s right,” Steele said, not quite interrupting, but only because he spoke on the heels of her sentence, obviously wresting control back. Sheila grinned in amusement, and even Eli’s lips quirked. Obviously, there was a bit of a power struggle going on. No wonder Bethany had been glaring at her. “It looks like Wiley learned from Aiden’s mistakes and has covered all the holes in security we found before.”


      “But he has a new one,” Gram jumped in, grinning widely. Steele’s lips pinched together. She looked even younger than usual, a light in her eyes Kasim hadn’t seen since he was a kid. Maybe getting her out of Mulberry Springs had been as good for her as it was for his mom. “When Tyler’s mom told him how worried she was about him, he encouraged her to come visit.”


      “Visit?” Kasim echoed, raising his eyebrows, although it made sense. If Wiley felt secure enough in his little fortress, a visiting parent or two to set his shifters at ease would make all of them feel more secure.


      “It’ll never work,” Bethany said, shaking her head. “It’s not a Trojan horse, it’s a giant wooden rabbit. You’re going to end up being catapulted over the wall by the French.”


      Gram tilted her head toward Bethany, a small smile growing on her face. “Don’t be such a silly knigget.” Despite themselves, all the Bunson siblings immediately perked up that his Gram had not only gotten Bethany’s Monty Python reference, she’d responded with one of her own. Kasim could only shake his head. “It makes perfect sense for me to visit, in place of Tyler’s mom, since as the former alpha, I can check in with all five of the young men who followed Wiley.”


      “As the former alpha, who left Mulberry Springs in his company,” Steele pointed at Kasim, “you showing up to visit will be suspicious as hell.”


      “That’s true,” Sheila said slowly, sitting up from her lounging position, an almost wicked smile crossing her face. “But what if she wasn’t alone?”


      Bailey


      To say Kasim was tense by the time the meeting finished was an understatement, but Bailey didn’t know what to say to make it better. They’d just claimed each other. Of course, he was upset about sending her into danger. Heck, she’d be a little ticked off if he wasn’t.


      “Congratulations,” Bethany said, yanking Bailey into a hug. To Bailey’s alarm, she could hear tears in her sister’s voice. “You two worked fast! I’m so happy for you!”


      “Thank you.” Bailey managed to squeeze out the words despite Bethany’s anaconda grip around her rib cage. She swore she felt her bones creak.


      Be nice, her bunny scolded. Babymaker needs love.


      Bailey needed to breathe, but of course, her bunny wasn’t concerned about that. It did have a point, but she was still relieved when Bethany finally released her.


      “And you!” Bethany turned her attention to Kasim. “Come here, you! My lion-in-law!”


      Bemused, Kasim bent down to hug Bethany. It started off a round of celebratory hugs, although Bethany was the only one in danger of imminent tears. If they weren’t because of pregnancy hormones, Bailey knew her big sister would blame them on the hormones, anyway. Still, Bethany had acted like a mom to her since they were captured, so it made sense she was a little tearful now, bunny in the oven or not.


      Hugging Brady, who had acted like a dad all these years, her heart ached a little for her real mom and dad. She wished they could see her now. That they could see all of their children and how they were thriving, finding mates, settling down. Or, in Brice’s case, settling onto a motorcycle.


      She couldn’t bring them back, but she could help avenge them—make sure every last remnant of The Company was taken apart, so no one else had to suffer at their hands like she and her siblings had. Her bunny growled agreement. Sometimes, she thought it actually thought it was the Beast of Caerbannog. That was its favorite scene of the movie, to no one’s surprise.


      “Unlikely to have lion cubs, but you’ll do, I suppose,” Sylvie said, coming up behind Bailey and surprising her out of her thoughts. Bailey jumped before turning around, frowning. She wasn’t the only one; Brady gave Sylvie a dark look that promised retribution if she said or did anything to hurt Bailey.


      “What’s with you and the lion thing anyway?” Bailey asked, putting her hands on her hips. “Shouldn’t you be happy your grandson is happy?”


      To her surprise, the expression that flitted across Sylvie’s face was almost wistful.


      “I am. I just don’t know that Mulberry Springs can call itself a pride without a lion to make it so. And it would have been nice to have more little lion cubs running around.” Her voice softened. “Kasim’s grandfather was a lion shifter. Kasim reminds me of him so much.”


      And she missed him. Bailey could see that. Damnit. Now, she couldn’t even be mad at Sylvie for trying to push Kasim at other shifters with lion ancestors or even assuming that a lion cub would eventually make its way back to Mulberry Springs. Kasim, being Kasim, hadn’t talked much about his grandfather. All Bailey knew was he’d died before Kasim had been born. That was a long time to be without a mate. No wonder she wanted more reminders of him, even if she focused a little too hard on what kind of shifter he’d been than anything else. Her methods might be terrible, but at least Bailey could understand the impulse.


      “He must have been a great man,” Bailey said somberly.


      “Welcome to the family, girl,” Gram said gruffly, surprising the hell out of Bailey again, suddenly pulling her in for a hard hug, then releasing as quickly as she’d been grabbed. Before she could reply, Sylvie was already trotting off down the hall, away from the rest of them.


      “That is one confusing woman,” Jesse said, coming up beside Bailey to watch Sylvie walk away. She slung her arm around Bailey’s shoulders.


      “She’s weird,” Brady responded, still frowning after Sylvie as if trying to figure out what to make of her.


      “She’s good at driving Kasim nuts. It’s kind of impressive,” Bailey admitted.


      “Be nice to the poor guy, you just mated him,” Brady scolded gently.


      Nice isn’t as much fun, her bunny observed. Bailey tended to agree.


      “Haven’t you ever heard the saying that getting mated is about finding the person you want to annoy for the rest of your life?” Bailey teased, leaning against Jesse, who cracked up.


      Brady groaned, giving Kasim a sympathetic look as he joined them. “I’m sorry, man, I tried to raise her right... but there’s only so much I could do.”


      Even though he likely didn’t know what they were talking about—shifter hearing was good, but he’d been talking to Steele, and it was hard to listen to two conversations at once—Kasim chuckled. 


      “I like her the way she is.”


      Beaming, Bailey slipped away from her sister-in-law and wrapped her arms around Kasim’s waist.


      “I like you, too.”


      “Let’s hope you still like me in five minutes,” he said seriously, turning so he could direct her down the hall. “We need to talk.”


      “Seriously, you need to stop saying that.”


      Kasim


      The talk he’d intended to have didn’t happen. As they were going down the hall, Meghan and Sami were heading toward them, both of them practically glowing. As soon as they saw Bailey, they both squealed, then she squealed, and Kasim’s lion winced at the shrill noise. He might have winced too… just a little.


      They were shrill.


      An ignorant observer would think they hadn’t seen each other in weeks, rather than a few days. Still, an indulgent smile tugged at his lips. Bailey was free with her emotions in a way he never had been. It was part of what he loved so much about her. Just being around her had made him a little freer.


      “Oh my god! You’re mated!” Bailey and Meghan shrieked at the same time. They flung themselves at each other, hugging tightly, then pulling back enough to examine their mate marks.


      Grinning, despite his worry over Bailey’s part in the plan to take down Wiley and what was left of The Company, Kasim hurried forward to add his own congratulations. He hugged Sami, giving Meghan and Bailey their ‘besties’ moment. It was over quickly enough because Sami wanted to hug and congratulate Bailey, too, which allowed Kasim to do the same with Meghan.


      “We need a girls’ night,” Bailey said, hooking an arm around each of her friends. Kasim’s eyes narrowed in suspicious realization. “I want to hear everything about, well, everything!”


      “Me too!” Meghan said, leaning in to give her another squeeze. Sami squeezed in from the other side while Bailey giggled madly, and Kasim had to smile again. The three of them made an adorable picture. Meghan’s eyebrows furrowed. “But a girls’ night? Won’t that leave Kasim out?”


      “It’s fine,” Bailey said before he could respond. “We’ve been on the road together for days, you know.”


      “With my Gram,” he interjected, giving his mate a look. “I know what you’re doing, Bailey.”


      “Doing?” Her wide-eyed innocence wouldn’t have fooled even the most gullible person on the planet. “I’m trying to spend some time with my bestie, so we can talk about what an amazing mate you are.”


      Am best mate, his lion agreed, preening slightly.


      He would not smile, he would not smile… damnit, he was smiling, and Bailey was smiling back.


      “It would be kind of weird talking about your penis in front of you.”


      That did it. Kasim cracked up, as did Sami and Meghan.


      “Not a night,” he said, pointing his finger at Bailey when he managed to stop laughing. She was grinning widely, incredibly pleased with herself. Their mate bond might be new, but he could feel her smugness. “Afternoon. You three go do your thing, then come back to my place for dinner, and we can all hang out. And after they leave, Bailey, we are going to have that talk.”


      “Uh huh.” The little smile on her face said she thought she could probably distract him from the discussion he intended to have. When she ran forward and jumped on him, wrapping her arms and legs around him to kiss him soundly, he realized it was probably going to be a harder fight than he’d anticipated—pun intended.


      Mate… mount mate. Well, at least he knew which side his lion would come down on.


      “See you later!” Bailey disengaged as quickly as she’d jumped on him.


      “I’m serious, Bailey! We’re going to talk!” Kasim yelled at her retreating back.


      She lifted her hand and finger waved, not even bothering to turn around. “Uh huh, totally. Bye, honey!”
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      Over the next week, Kasim tried to convince Bailey the plan was too dangerous, and she knew Brady was doing the same with Jesse… but the truth was, no matter how dangerous, it was the best plan they had. Besides, Bailey thought it would work.


      Definitely.


      Probably.


      Well, her bunny was sure it would work, at least, so were Sheila and Kasim’s Gram. And Jesse or she wouldn’t have signed on to be Bailey’s sidekick. Meghan supported her, but she knew her bestie was worried.


      Bailey kind of wished Bethany hadn’t named it Mission Trojan Rabbit, though, no matter how apt. That hadn’t ended well for King Arthur and his knights.
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      Bailey


      Of all the things Bailey had done since becoming a shifter, sneaking into the enemy’s base by way of her mate’s grandmother had to be one of the oddest.


      She and Jesse, a squirrel shifter with some tiger qualities—thanks to the same serum that had been used on Bailey—were crouched underneath Sylvie’s seat while she drove up to the front gate of Wiley’s base. It was more than a little nerve-wracking.


      At least her bunny was doing better than Jesse’s squirrel. Next to Bailey, she was shivering almost nonstop. Jesse didn’t like violence, and they were hoping she wouldn’t have to fight, but there was always the possibility.


      Squirrel climb, her bunny pointed out. Bunny and bear burrow.


      Hmmm, that made sense. Being tucked under the seat did kind of feel like being in a burrow. While squirrels had their own little nooks, they weren’t underground.


      We protect, her bunny said confidently. If anyone tried to get them out from under the seat, it was going to go on the offensive.


      But the goal was no one would even know they were there.


      Sylvie sneezed again. Bailey had lost count of how many times she’d done so on the way.


      “Damn perfume,” Sylvie muttered as the car slowed down.


      One of the reasons Sheila had been sure her plan would work—and the only reason Brady and Kasim had finally agreed to it—was because of an amazing little compound that erased shifter scents entirely. It wasn’t scentless though, smelling like lavender. Ironically, The Company had created it.


      Using it against them felt fitting.


      In order to make sure Bailey and Jesse were covered, Sylvie had doused herself in a perfume that also used a lot of lavender, just in case someone smelled lavender and became suspicious. Unfortunately, her nose seemed to be very sensitive to it.


      The car ground to a halt, and both Bailey and Jesse tensed. Her bunny went on high alert, ears twitching and brushing against the bottom of the seat. Not that it was hard to hear the sentry at the gate.


      “Name and identification.” His voice was rough, hard, which made Bailey a little nervous. Friendly and cheerful would have been more encouraging. This guy sounded like he was already suspicious.


      “Sylvie Lencho, here to visit Tyler Blue and the other young men from Mulberry Springs.” Unlike the guard, Sylvie’s voice was light and airy as if she was checking in to a hotel, not an armed base.


      There was a pause. Bailey’s muscles tightened. She was sure she could hear the guard sniffing the air.


      He sneezed.


      Bailey’s nose twitched with amusement. Thank goodness she wasn’t in human form or she was pretty sure she would have snickered.


      “Are you wearing perfume?” He sounded almost angry.


      “Well, of course, dear.” Oh, man. Sylvie was playing the sweet little old lady role to the hilt. Next to Bailey, Jesse had stopped shivering and was listening to the conversation as well, head cocked with interest. “A lady doesn’t leave the house without her perfume or lipstick.”


      There was another long pause. Bailey bet the guard had no idea what to do about Sylvie.


      “Wait here.”


      A soft, rhythmic sound made Bailey think Sylvie was probably drumming her fingers against the steering wheel. It was weird being able to hear everything but see nothing.


      After about a minute—which felt waaaaaaaay longer—the guard returned, his voice hard and suspicious.


      “You’re no longer part of the Mulberry Springs Pride. Why are you really here?”


      Power flared, and Bailey and Jesse both winced. Something about the serum they’d been given kept them from being affected by the aura or whatever it was that surrounded alphas, but that didn’t mean they couldn’t feel it, especially one as strong as Sylvie. The guard gasped. Bailey wished she could see his expression.


      “I stepped down from being alpha, boy,” Sylvie said, going from sweet old lady to arrogant alpha in an abrupt transition. “My daughter needs time to settle into her new position, so I had the time to visit when she asked me to since some of our pride members want someone to check in on their children.”


      Despite being practically bowled over by Sylvie’s alpha presence, the guard managed to get out another question in a rather garbled tone. Well, part of another question. "You're... Kasim Lencho's grandmother... Steele Raymond..."


      "Yes, Kasim is my grandson. He’s recently mated and didn’t need his grandmother hanging out.” Sylvie sniffed, managing to sound simultaneously indulgent and slightly insulted. “Yes, Steele Raymond is his alpha, and he is a very bossy young man. I had no desire to stay with that pack for more than a week. I’m doing my daughter a favor by stopping in to visit Tyler and his friends on my way down to the beach. Now, let me in, so I can do what I told her I would and get onto my vacation!”


      Kasim


      “They’re in,” Kasim said with a sigh of relief, watching the drone footage. They’d had to take up position very far away thanks to the barren land around Wiley’s base, much farther than he was comfortable with.


      The low-level rumble from his lion had been practically nonstop since they’d woken up this morning. It had been all Kasim could do to keep from shifting and chasing after the car when they’d left. He knew Bailey was capable, but... so many things could go wrong.


      So far so good, he told the lion, trying to reassure it.


      He got a snarl in return.


      “Told you,” Sheila said, leaning over to high-five Bethany. “I’m a fucking genius.”


      “There’s still a long way to go before we can call this mission a success,” Eli said sharply.


      “A.k.a., don’t jinx it,” Brock grumbled.


      “Fine, I told you so, knock on wood.” Sheila rolled her eyes and leaned over to try and rap her knuckles against Eli’s crotch. He twisted, keeping her from being able to knock on his ‘wood’ without taking his eyes away from the screen, making Kasim think this wasn’t the first time Sheila had attempted the maneuver.


      Bethany watched the interaction with interest, her gaze sliding to Steele, who bared his teeth back at her, his expression clearly saying, just try it. Well, at least Bailey wasn’t here to get ideas.


      “This is the harder part,” Brady said, still tense as they watched the car drive in. The farther into the compound it went, the smaller the image on the screen; they didn’t want to risk the drone getting too close and giving them away. The car was waved forward and directed into a garage, cutting off their view.


      Kasim’s lion made a distressed noise. Mate!


      Soon, Kasim thought soothingly, even though his nerves matched his lion’s. His jaw clenched, grinding his teeth together. We’ll join her soon.


      As soon as they got the signal.


      And assuming nothing went wrong in between.


      Bailey


      “We’re in,” Sylvie murmured, the car coming to another halt. “Two doors and one guard on each door, but plenty of cars for coverage.”


      That was a relief. The nightmare scenario would have been trying to get out of the car and inside one of the buildings in the middle of nowhere.


      “And here comes what I assume is my guide. Good luck, ladies.” Sylvie opened the door and stepped out of the car.


      Immediately, Bailey and Jesse scampered under the passenger seat, where there was a hole in the floor of the car big enough for them to fit through. Jesse unlatched and lifted the cover over it, since she could actually grip things in her shifted form, unlike Bailey, then both of them were through.


      Freeeeeeee! Attack!


      Reining in her bunny’s bloodthirsty impulses, Bailey cautiously peeked out from under the car.


      No attacking till we have backup, she admonished her savage counterpart. Her bunny sniffed its disdain, confident it could take on anything and anyone. Bailey didn’t share her bunny’s assurance. They had no idea how many soldiers were actually there, but her bunny didn’t exactly think strategically.


      There were a lot of other cars, which was good.


      Moving quickly and quietly, she and Jesse moved car to car, checking out the lay of the land. It was as Sylvie had said. Only two guards, far enough away from each other, they’d need to be hit simultaneously; otherwise, one would be able to call for help. There were also probably cameras around.


      The best thing was the large door to the outside was wide open. The guards were only guarding the doors inside. Jesse and Bailey quickly slipped outside, the many cars keeping them from being spotted. If only they could high five...


      Hunt!


      Her bunny was practically drooling with eagerness. Still, she had to be careful.


      Jesse gave her a nod and headed off toward the front gate, which they could see in the distance. Since she wasn’t really a fighter, despite her tiger teeth and claws, she’d been given the slightly less dangerous task of getting the front gate open for the incoming assault. It was Bailey’s job to try to find a way in and take over communications and hopefully, the cameras around the compound.


      All of them were hoping to do this with minimal loss of life. They weren’t sure how many people here had been duped into coming with Wiley, not knowing exactly what The Company had been up to. Bailey took off around the buildings, which were all thankfully painted light colors, so she didn’t stand out.


      She was trying to figure out how she was going to get into the main building, after watching a man go in using his fingerprint to open the door, when a group of shifters came back from a run, all of them turning human when they reached the road. There were about twenty of them, mixed genders, several of them laughing and joking and walking to what she’d determined was the main building of the compound. Since they’d just shifted, they were all naked, the way she would be when she turned human.


      Jackpot!


      Attack? Her bunny was confused.


      No. We’re going to use them.


      From what she could see, they weren’t a full-on group. Everyone was separated into smaller groups, not interacting with each other. There were even a couple people walking on their own on the outskirts of the larger group, which made them perfect for her needs. It meant she was going to have to pretend to be more casual about her nudity than she usually felt, but she could do that.


      Bailey got into position, so they’d have to pass by her, and smoothly shifted, adding herself to the back of their group. The girl right before her, who would have been the last inside, gave her a slightly puzzled look when she realized someone was behind her. Bailey grinned at her, pretending she’d been there the whole time.


      “What a run! I feel so much better now.”


      “Me, too.” The young woman smiled back at her, still looking like she was trying to place Bailey in her head, but apparently, accepting that she’d been part of the group. Thankfully, they came up to an immediate intersection in the hallway where everyone was already splitting up.


      “See you later!” Bailey said with a friendly wave, going right. She wished she could go left since that was the direction the least amount of the group had moved to, but that was where the girl had moved to.


      Still looking a little puzzled, the girl waved her hand.


      Phew.


      Bailey trotted off down the hall, alone now, although there were six people ahead of her—a couple, a trio, and one other person on their own. Maybe this hallway was the better choice. She stood out less when there were a few more people.


      Now to find the security office.


      And then attack!


      She couldn’t help but chuckle internally. Looking to capture, not kill, remember?


      Yup, yup. Scoop up bad guys, bop them on the head.


      Snickering, Little Bunny Foo Foo running through her head like her own personal theme song, Bailey nodded.
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      Kasim


      Pacing back and forth, Kasim ground his teeth together to keep from growling. He felt like a lion in the zoo, complete with many eyes watching him as he moved back and forth on a path he’d already retread multiple times. There was plenty of space around them, but the screen of drone footage was only visible from a small area.


      Sitting in front of the screen, frozen, Brady was barely blinking while they waited to see something.


      Anything.


      The long minutes were dragging by while his heart beat faster and faster, and his lion’s anxiety grew.


      “There they are!” Bethany’s shout jerked everyone to attention. Kasim shoved Jordan aside in his hurry to get to the screen, but the big bear shifter didn’t complain.


      “Where?” he demanded. The damn view was so far away he didn’t see anything.


      “There.” Bethany pointed at two small puffs of dust next to the opening on the side of the building his Gram’s car had gone into. Kasim squinted. Maybe?


      Mate! His lion was sure of it, and that was enough for him. Relief poured through him. If they were there and not running, that meant, so far, everything was going to plan.


      Sheila and Bethany high-fived again.


      A growl rose up in Kasim’s chest.


      Steele clapped his hand on Kasim’s chest, his voice low enough Sheila and Bethany probably couldn’t hear it. “They’re nervous too, they just handle it differently.”


      Taking a deep breath, Kasim focused on the two women, who were celebrating yet another successful step of Sheila’s plan by doing a little dance. It was a cute dance, and they were grinning ear to ear like they didn’t have a care in the world, but when Kasim looked closer, he could see their smiles were tight. Forced. Worry filled their eyes.


      “Jesse’s headed toward the gate,” Brady said.


      Both women stopped dancing, jumping forward to stare at the screen with laser focus. Kasim blew out another breath. Yeah, they were worried. They were covering it up with bravado and celebrations, but they were as anxious as everyone else.


      They just dealt with it more obnoxiously.


      There was movement in the other direction as well—Bailey looking around for a way inside. Unfortunately, the drone could only focus on one target, and they needed to see what Jesse was doing.


      “Let’s move,” Eli said, watching as Jesse made her way to the front gate and the post there. They could see the guard on screen, looking bored and checking his phone. Well, they were going to liven up his day considerably. “I want to be incoming before she gets the gate up, in case the guard manages to call for reinforcements.”


      Brady was already in motion, followed quickly by Brock and Sheila. Steele planted Bethany in front of the screen. Normally, she’d have been leading the pack, but since she was pregnant, she’d agreed to take a back seat for the first time ever. She’d insisted on coming and watching, though. If they needed more back up, she’d be the one sending them in. Since they didn’t know exactly what they’d be facing, Eli hadn’t wanted to engage everyone at once.


      “Everyone shift!” Eli called out the order, and Kasim’s lion surged to the fore, relieved and eager to take charge of their body.


      Get mate!


      Bailey


      The security office was clearly labeled, which was helpful and somewhat amusing. They’d all thought Wiley was so slick—and maybe they would have had a hard time getting in without Kasim’s Gram—but now that she was inside, it appeared he was overly confident no one would be able to sneak in and wreak havoc.


      Havoc!


      Yeah, her bunny liked that.


      Opening the door, Bailey practically leapt inside. The two men in there, swiveled in their chairs, confusion on their faces.


      Coyotes.


      Unlike most of the people she’d met in the halls, these two were obviously professional soldiers, and they recovered very quickly, both of them moving at once.


      Dodging left, she avoided the one coming in on her right and used the one on the left as a kind of human shield, so she only had to face one of them.


      Bop! Bop! Bop!


      Ignoring her bunny’s enthusiastic commentary, Bailey kicked the man closest to her, her leg going straight up between his legs and nailing him right in the groin. The noise he let out was almost inhuman as he automatically bent forward. Hands on his side, Bailey shoved him toward Guard #2, keeping her hands on him and running them both into the wall.


      Guard #2 snarled, reaching for her, and she popped him right in the face before jumping back to avoid his hands. Both of the men were bigger, so she couldn’t let this turn into a wrestling match.


      “Bitch!” Guard #1 gasped out, reaching for his side.


      Shit!


      Guns?!


      Bailey jumped back, grabbing the chair, one of them had been sitting in, flinging it at them. It caught Guard #1 in the arm, then his face, knocking him onto his ass. Guard #2 didn’t bother helping his fallen brethren; instead, he jumped over him, still coming for her.


      Fuck!


      She dodged his hands again, but his foot caught her, sweeping her legs out from under her.


      Double fuck!


      The light of triumph was already in his eyes as she scooted back, her bare ass making a weird screeching noise against the tile floor—not comfortable.


      My turn, her bunny said gleefully.


      It was like releasing the Kraken.


      One minute, Bailey was in a position of weakness, sprawled on the floor in front of a much larger and stronger shifter, the next, she was an angry bunny with a vicious streak, going straight for the jugular. The shock on the man’s face confused her until she realized she was still covered in scent blocker.


      He might have realized she was a shifter, but no one expects the Spanish Inquisition.


      Not Inquisition.


      Bailey sighed inwardly. It was a joke. But her bunny had never been all that into the Flying Circus, just the Holy Grail.


      Ignoring Bailey, her bunny made short work of both guards, leaving them throat-less and the white fur around her mouth red with blood—so gross.


      Changing back to her human self, she swayed on her feet slightly, blinking to get her vision back in focus. So many changes in such a short time were messing with her. She probably only had about one more change left, maybe two... then she was going to need a hundred pounds of carbs and meat and a long nap to be functional again.


      She didn’t have time to worry about that right now. She had to make sure everything was going okay at the gate and cut off the enemy’s communications.


      Glancing over the screens, she blinked in surprise when she saw one was a ‘lockdown’ screen. Looking more closely, she realized all of the buildings surrounding this one were living quarters... and with a touch of a button, she locked everyone inside of them, cutting down on casualties on both sides. Hell, yeah!


      Once the big fight was over, they’d be able to let the buildings out one by one and control the occupants. Of course, they’d still need to fight everyone who was either outside or in this building, but she was still going to consider it a win.


      Could she lock down places inside the building? Kasim’s Gram was somewhere in there, though...


      Her eyes drifted back up to the screens showing various rooms in the building, glancing over them as she looked for Sylvie. Two rows down on the left, she finally saw her and felt the blood freeze in her veins.


      Kasim


      Running in lion form, Kasim wasn’t far behind the Bunson brothers. Thanks to their odd set of capabilities, they were faster than any normal shifters. They also made a rather odd sight.


      Two massive, white fluffy bunnies, the size of grizzly bears, bearing down on the front gate with big pointy teeth... it was so odd, it could have been humorous if it wasn’t completely terrifying. When they reached a few hundred yards away from the front gate, Kasim could hear screaming.


      Between the white fuzzy bodies in front of him, he saw the guard stumble out of the gate with a squirrel on top of his head. Once he was out of the small space, the guard immediately shifted, and his sheer size explained why he hadn’t before—he actually was a grizzly bear. 


      Shifting in the guard booth would have only hindered his movements. 


      Of course, he was so big, he was much slower than Jesse, especially since she’d gotten the same serum treatment as the Bunsons, but his thick fur was probably much better protection against her miniature tiger claws and teeth, and since Jesse had a soft heart and didn’t like violence anyway, she wasn’t trying very hard.


      Unfortunately for the grizzly guard, Jesse’s mate didn’t have that problem, and seeing his mate in danger didn’t do anything for his temper. Brady growled that unnerving, freaky growl all the Bunsons had. Those who had heard it before shivered and kept going, but the grizzly whirled, eyes wide, looking panicked.


      Other shifters did not like the way the Bunsons sounded, and there was no getting around it.


      Brady shot forward, leaping through the air like some kind of super bunny, and slamming into the grizzly while Jesse jumped from one head to the other. Clinging to her mate’s long ears, she chittered, scolding the grizzly as only a squirrel could.


      The shifters were all going on ahead when Kasim came up short. He heard Bailey.


      Mate!


      His lion skidded along the ground, frantically turning and trying to get to the guard booth where her voice was emanating from.


      “Jesse? Jesse...”


      Kasim shoved his massive head through the door. It was a bit of a tight fit for his mane, but his lion wasn’t going to be deterred.


      “Kasim! Yeah, I see you, big kitty.” If it was anyone else, Kasim’s lion would have disemboweled them. Since it was Bailey, he was amused. He didn’t have time to enjoy the moment as the words started spilling from her mouth, tension lacing her tone. “Wiley has your Gram. I think he’s realized that something’s up. I locked down all the buildings except the main one, so you can ignore them. I’m going after your Gram.”


      He tried to tell her no, to wait for backup, but he’d forgotten what form he was in, and it came out as a roar. It didn’t matter anyway. She was already gone.


      Kasim pulled himself back out of the booth, fuming, but he knew his anger was covering his real emotion—fear. Fear for Bailey and fear for his Gram.


      The grizzly was lying in an unconscious heap, waiting to be picked up by the second wave of Eli’s soldiers, who would be coming through and securing prisoners. They’d also have the medics with them.


      Assessing the lack of threat with a glance, Kasim sprinted after the others, who had quite the lead on him now. People were spilling out of the building in front of them and shifting. Roars and howls filled the air as the two groups met and clashed.


      Two men came running out of the garage his Gram had originally gone into, and Kasim changed course, veering toward them. No one else seemed to have noticed them yet. He’d be able to follow Gram’s perfume scent from there and, hopefully, it would lead him to both his grandmother and his mate.


      “Attack! We’re being attacked! Hello? Hello? Can anyone hear me?” One of the men was shouting into the walkie talkie he was holding. Inwardly, Kasim grinned. Bailey had managed to shut down the communications.


      At least one thing was going right.


      Seeing a lion bearing down on them, the man dropped his walkie talkie, and both he and the other guard shifted. A coyote and a wolf—no match for a lion on their own and barely a match going two against one.


      They weren’t stupid, moving apart so he couldn’t fight both of them at once. Whichever one he didn’t focus on, the other would likely attack him from behind. Kasim did exactly what they didn’t expect—he ran right through the hole they’d made for him and into the garage.


      More people were coming out both of the doors in there—younger than the two guards who had rushed to confront him—gaping at him. Leaping onto the cars, Kasim used them as launch pads to get himself across the garage much faster than running through it, his lion’s nose twitching, trying to find the scent of lavender.


      There... that door smelled like the perfume his Gram was wearing.


      The people around it screamed and scattered when he went right for them, his jaws wide, ready to take down anyone who stood in his way. These weren’t Wiley’s soldiers. They must be some of his new recruits, but they weren’t trained or ready for him. Only two of them shifted—a cougar and a wolf—the others were too panicked.


      He could hear fighting coming up behind him, indicating more of Eli’s forces had joined him in the garage, but he wasn’t there to fight—he didn’t think the young shifters would put up much of one anyway. Ignoring what was happening behind him, he ran down the hall, focused on getting to his Gram and his mate.
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      Bailey


      Finding Kasim’s Gram was easier said than done.


      For one, Bailey didn’t actually know her way around, so she ended up running from hall to hall, trying to find Sylvie’s scent. Thankfully, she didn’t stand out because word was spreading through the building they were under attack. She’d managed to shut down communications, but there were always windows.


      By their reactions, it was obvious who were soldiers and who weren’t. Fortunately, everyone seemed to assume Bailey was another panicked shifter who had recently joined the outfit and was running around like everyone else. The soldiers were trying to establish order, but they weren’t having much—


      There!


      Her bunny crowed with victory in her head as Bailey turned. That was Gram’s perfume. Finally.


      Twenty steps and she knew she was going in the wrong direction because the scent was growing fainter. Groaning, she turned around. It was only twenty steps, but she was tight on time.


      She’d recognized Wiley on the security camera. Stocky with black hair, attractive if you were willing to overlook his personality issues, and glaring at Sylvie, who was seated in a chair with several large soldiers around her. One of them had had his hand on her shoulder, pinning her in the chair, and from the expression on her face, she was as unhappy to be there as Wiley was to have her there.


      Bailey wasn’t worried Sylvie would give anything away. That old lady was way too stubborn to give in easily—she’d likely die first. Bailey couldn’t let that happen.


      Save lady, bop bad guys, celebrate with mate.


      The matter-of-fact way her bunny summed it up made Bailey smile despite herself. It sounded so simple when she thought about it like that—only three things.


      The further she went, the less she saw other people. An elevator took her down to the bowels of the building, making her even more nervous. Yeah, backup had arrived upstairs, but it would likely take them a while to get inside, and even once they did, they’d need to start clearing it of people. It could take them a long time to get down here.


      Which meant it was up to her.


      Following her nose to a closed door, Bailey pressed her ear against it. It was thick enough, the sounds were muffled, but she could still make out Gram’s voice and some of her words.


      “... old lady... you’re delusional... it’s a lie... stupid coyote.”


      Then what sounded like flesh hitting flesh.


      Yup, Gram was pissing off Wiley, that was for sure.


      Bailey tried the door handle—locked, not a surprise. Silence fell inside. They obviously heard her try the door handle and were waiting to see what happened next. So, she figured it was only polite to knock.


      Pressing her ear against the door again, she heard Wiley order one of his minions to see what the hell was going on.


      Readying herself to punch whoever it was in the face, Bailey got her own surprise when the guy stood well back from the door—and he was holding a gun. Well, shit. Even if she could have taken him—she wasn’t sure she could have because he was about a head taller than her and super muscled—the gun changed things.


      Turtle! Turtle! Her bunny cried in alarm. Even in her head, it tried to retract into its shell. The shell was pretty much impervious, including against silver bullets, but Bailey didn’t think she had time to shift and retract. Instead, she smiled brightly and tilted her head.


      “Hi! I think I’m lost… which way is the nearest restroom?” She would have made a great Valley Girl.


      “Nice try, Miss Bunson,” Wiley said, coming up next to his goon. His gaze swept over her appraisingly, making her skin crawl. She didn’t think he cared that she was naked, but he wanted to take in the whole picture. “Please, do come in. We were discussing you and your family.”


      “Actually, it’s Mrs. Lencho, now,” Bailey said conversationally, pointing at her neck as she moved forward. The goon with the gun backed away, keeping it trained on her, which severely limited her options. The other two goons were standing behind Sylvie, who was still tied to the chair. One side of her face looked a little swollen, and the skin around that eye was darkening even further, a trickle of blood coming out the side of her mouth. The alpha waves of her power were thick in the room, but apparently, all of the shifters there were strong enough to resist her influence. Bailey could smell silver too, which she assumed was being used to restrain Sylvie.


      She shot a glare at Wiley. “Really? What did you think you were going to get out of beating up an old lady?”


      “Your location.” Wiley smiled a cold, cruel smile that never reached his eyes. “Since you are now her granddaughter-in-law. I didn’t expect you to join us… but then, we didn’t realize you had the scent blocker I created.”


      “You created?” Bailey asked, raising her eyebrows as she moved closer to Sylvie.


      “That’s far enough,” Wiley said, pointing his finger at her. “Stay right in that spot and don’t move. Yes, that I created… well, one of my scientists. Aiden was not half the leader I am.”


      “So, you’ve taken over leadership of The Company?” Bailey asked.


      Wiley cackled a strangely intimidating sound. “I was always the brains of The Company, dear. Aiden danced to my tune, whether he knew it or not.”


      Kill, her bunny whispered. Bailey was in complete agreement. Wiley was going down. She had to figure out how. Ticking him off into making a mistake seemed like a valid option. At the very least, she needed to buy some time.


      “The brains, huh?” She studied her nails nonchalantly to show how incredibly unimpressed she was. “Is that why you have an entire compound stuffed with people who have no idea how to fight?”


      “They’ll learn,” Wiley said, waving his hand. The smile on his face grew even crueler. “Besides, not all of them are here to fight. Some of them are here to… help further science.”


      Cold trickled through Bailey. She looked at him, eyes darkening.


      “You mean to be your science experiments while you try to figure out how to replicate Dr. Montgomery’s serum.”


      “Yes, but don’t worry,” he said, in a tone that wasn’t at all reassuring. “Now that you’re here, I’m sure we’ll have a much easier time of it.” Sylvie snorted, drawing Wiley’s attention back to her. Something about her must really tick him off because the cold calm he’d been addressing Bailey with turned to something more like frustrated ire. “Be quiet, old woman.”


      “If you insist, but you’re an idiot,” Sylvie said with a derisive sniff.


      “And why is that?” Wiley asked, sounding genuinely curious.


      “You aren’t even questioning how Bailey got down here or who else is with us.”


      “I don’t need to question,” he said simply with complete confidence. “I already know.” Both Sylvie and Bailey stared at him blankly, and he just cackled again before turning to his goons. “Tie them up, and let’s go.”


      Shit. This was a trap.


      “Our friends, our family, are coming,” Bailey said fiercely, taking a step back from the goon with the gun. “They’re here, and they’re taking down your entire operation.”


      Wiley laughed in her face. “My entire operation? My dear… no. This is my recruitment center. Nothing of any real importance is here. I invited you in.” His eyes gleamed, and he stepped toward her. “I knew where you and your squirrel friend were the entire way. Everyone upstairs? Cannon fodder. It’s a sacrifice to lose so much potential, but in return, I now have you.” He looked at the goon. “Now shoot her, and let’s get going.”


      Immediately, Bailey shifted… but not quite fast enough.


      Pain exploded through her arm even as she shrank, and her bunny howled with anger and agony. The goon jumped forward, reaching for her, but she managed to evade him, even though her injured limb meant she was moving much slower than usual. Sylvie was yelling her head off, cursing up a storm, and trying to fight the goons who were getting her off the chair.


      The goon chasing after Bailey almost had a hold on her when a lion roared down the hallway, and everyone fell silent. Wiley whirled around; his eyes wide with shock as he stared at the door, they’d left open.


      “Impossible! That should have taken him much more time… Shut the door, you fools!”


      It was too late.


      Kasim


      Pain was the first feeling Kasim got from his mate. The bond between them had been growing, but he hadn’t been able to feel anything from her until now… right after he’d heard the gunshot. His lion lost it, roaring in distress and anger as Bailey’s pain throbbed through them.


      Mate is hurt!


      Running down the hall, Kasim saw the door closing, and his lion jumped forward, leaping toward the wall opposite it and using it to springboard into the door. The man on the other side went flying as the lion lurched through the door, and suddenly, the entire room was filled with animals.


      Coyotes leapt at him, four of them, cackling and howling. He caught a glimpse of a fluffy white bunny running for his Gram, but he couldn’t focus on them. The sight of her moving helped calm him enough to focus on the fight at hand. She was alive, but injured.


      The bond between them didn’t just have pain now. He could sense her relief, her joy, and her determination. The first two probably had to do with him and the last with Wiley and his men.


      Unlike most of the resistance he’d encountered upstairs, these shifters were clearly trained. They all jumped on him from different directions, claws slashing, teeth snapping, making the best use of their overwhelming numbers. Kasim lashed out as best he could, but turning to knock one away from him meant the other three could focus on doing damage.


      Claws slashed along his sides and his back legs, teeth sunk into the meat of his muscles. Kasim roared in pain. He swiped at one coyote, and another jumped on his back. Turned to fling the coyote on his back off, and another darted beneath him, aiming for his vulnerable stomach.


      There was no backup coming.


      No one had followed him down here.


      He couldn’t see Bailey anymore, although he could hear his Gram hollering for her to move faster. Neither of them was able to help either.


      This was it. This was going to be his end. All he could do was hope his sacrifice allowed Bailey and Gram to escape.


      Bailey


      Hands… I need hands, she thought frantically, looking up at the silver cuffs wrapped around Sylvie’s wrists, but she didn’t think she could handle another shift, not so soon.


      Turning into her bunny had made her vision go black for a moment, and she seriously thought she was about to faint. Even now, her stomach churned with nausea, and she felt a little dizzy. Too many shifts in too short of a time.


      The roaring, howling fight to their side made her want to jump in, but she couldn’t leave Kasim’s Gram here, bound and helpless. That would make her a vulnerability that could be exploited. There was only one thing she could do.


      Hurrying over to the piles of clothes, she started nosing through them, smelling for metal. One of them had to have the cuff keys, right?


      Trying to ignore the pain she felt, shuddering along her mate bond, trying to ignore the howls and growls, the cackles and roars, wasn’t easy. She had to force her bunny to keep looking, to not respond to her mate’s need. It was distressing as hell for both of them.


      Finally, in the third pile of clothes, she found what she was looking for.


      Key! Mate!


      And the most horrifying emotion from her mate yet—resignation and sacrifice.


      Grasping the keys in her mouth, she darted around behind Sylvie, dropping the keys into her hands. She was going to have to get out on her own and hopefully, not become a liability.


      Her mate needed her… and hopefully, she wasn’t too late.
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      Kasim


      A tiny fluff of white came hurtling through the air with a freakish shriek of fury that made the cackling coyotes pause.


      Mate. His lion’s thought was almost mournful, worried because she was smaller and outnumbered, and even more so because he didn’t know if he could protect her the way he needed to. Bailey jumped into battle with vicious fervor, engaging one coyote and leaving Kasim with only three to face.


      Only.


      It was still a losing battle.


      Pain radiated up his hind leg from a vicious bite that had torn some of the muscle. His stomach was bleeding freely, and he wasn’t sure whether or not serious damage had been done. It felt like every inch of his skin had deep gouges from coyote claws.


      His thick mane had protected his neck, but that was about the only thing he had going for him.


      With one adversary gone, concentrating on Bailey, who was going after him with furious intent, Kasim was able to back into a corner, helping protect him from attacks from behind. It also meant they were all far away from his Gram. He could only hope they kept ignoring her.


      When one of them turned in her direction, Kasim lashed out, flattening the coyote with one paw. Unfortunately, that also left his sides open to attack, and the other two pounced, ripping more gouges down his sides, one of them getting a mouthful of mane in his attempt to reach Kasim’s neck.


      That was when Bailey darted in from behind the one hanging off of Kasim, her teeth sinking into the beast’s hindquarters. It let go of Kasim with an eerie shriek, punctuated by her growls.


      Mate, his lion whispered proudly.


      One down, three to go, and Kasim was facing two of them.


      He was moving slower. Blood loss was getting to him. He couldn’t defend himself the way he needed to, even against two of them. The one on his left came at him viciously, and he swiped at it, defending himself, knowing the other was likely to come at him while he was doing so...


      Nothing.


      Grabbing the coyote by the scruff of its neck, Kasim sank in his teeth, making it yelp, while he tried to figure out what had happened to the other coyote. Bailey was jumping back and forth with the other one, nipping and clawing where she could—much the same way the coyotes had been doing to him.


      The other one... gone.


      No, not gone. Human.


      Wiley. With a gun in his hand. Pointed at Kasim.


      Bang!


      Bailey


      The surge of victory she was feeling as she harried her second coyote was tempered by the exhaustion and pain emanating off of her mate. She could tell he wouldn’t last much longer.


      Unfortunately, these coyotes were better at fighting than anyone else she’d ever encountered. Wiley must use the best of the best for his bodyguards. With her front leg injured, although the bleeding had stopped, she wasn’t at the top of her game. Kasim had already done some damage, which evened out the fight a bit.


      Bang!


      The gunshot echoed through the room, Bailey whirling around to see what had happened even though she already knew. Agony ripped through the mate bond, and she screamed.


      The coyote she’d been fighting tried to bite her back. His teeth glanced off of her turtle shell, but her fur was long enough to get caught in his teeth. She couldn’t wrench herself free before Wiley got off another shot.


      Bang!


      Kasim whimpered, sinking down to the floor. The coyote caught in his jaws howled and went limp as he bit down, severing its spine.


      Kicking, Bailey lunged, trying to get away from the goon holding her, but he pressed his two front paws down on her. Even as her fur pulled away from his teeth, she was pressed flat onto the ground with him on top of her. Not vulnerable, thanks to her shell, but not able to help Kasim either.


      “Too bad, so sad,” Wiley said, grinning maniacally. He pointed the gun one last time…


      And that's when a cheetah hit him like a freight train from the side.


      Screaming in pain, Wiley flailed as he went down. “Help me! Freddy, help me!”


      The weight on top of Bailey shifted, and she pushed up with all her might, knocking the coyote over and freeing herself. Torn between her and his boss, he left his throat exposed. Snarling, Bailey went full Beast of Caerbannog on him, ripping out his throat with a gory spray of blood that turned her fur red.


      Sylvie was still venting her rage on Wiley, drawing long, deep gouges down his body with her claws. His eyes were wide and unseeing, and the screams had stopped, but it didn’t seem to matter to her.


      Ignoring them, Bailey rushed over to Kasim, putting her paws on the coyote body still clasped in his jaws, so she could reach up and touch her nose to his face. She could smell the silver from the bullet, feel the burn of it through their bond. She whined, if that was the right word for the noise that she made. It felt like her heart was breaking apart in her chest.


      This couldn’t be happening… not now! They’d had all this time together, but they’d barely been mated a week.


      Lion? Lion, wake up. Lion, wake up.


      Her bunny’s frantic, terrified thoughts toward their mate made Bailey want to scream. She didn’t dare shift back to human as much as she wanted to run her hands over him and find some way to help him. She was too afraid she would pass out this time, and by the time she woke up, he’d be gone.


      Kasim opened one eye. It focused on her, and she felt his warmth and relief flowing along their mate bond, the tender love he felt for her... and the feeling this was his way of saying goodbye.


      No. No, no, no, no, no.


      Bailey pushed her strength at him. She knew it was possible, had heard Bethany talk about Steele doing it for her, but she could already tell it wasn’t enough. Kasim was still fading. He was too injured.


      A strange whine echoed in her ear—Sylvie, joining them. Her cheetah let out a mournful warble.


      There was only one thing Bailey could do.


      Don’t die, she thought at him fiercely, hoping that, somehow, he’d understand although their mate bond wasn’t strong enough for thoughts yet. Don’t you dare die. I’ll be right back.


      Then she did something she was completely terrified to do—she ran away from him.


      Kasim


      Everything hurt.


      Which made no sense. Kasim had always figured the afterlife would be pain-free, not pain-filled.


      “He’s awake!”


      Joy pulsed through him—not his joy, someone else’s.


      Mate. Bunny. His lion’s thought was weak, almost a grumble.


      “He’s in pain, can’t you do something?” Her voice was pleading. He wanted to tell her it was okay, he was okay, but he couldn’t. It hurt too much. Although it was hurting less by the second.


      “He should start to feel better soon,” a voice said soothingly. “I gave him what we had left.”


      Fingers stroked the top of his head down to his nose—Bailey’s fingers. He could tell. She rubbed his fur between his eyes where his lion liked it best. Some of the headache pounding his skull started to fade.


      “Relax,” Bailey whispered into his ear as something began to poke his side. “Doc and Kiera are stitching you up.”


      “You have the dubious honor of being the most injured person on our team.” That was Steele, who managed to sound amused and worried at the same time.


      “That’ll teach you to go rushing into danger, huh?” That was Bethany. “Just to rescue my sister. Totally not worth it.”


      “Well, he needed to rescue his grandmother too.” Sheila, Kasim was sure of it.


      Gram sniffed. He’d recognize that derisive sniff anywhere.


      “I had it handled. A few more minutes and I would have had those coyotes right where I wanted them.”


      Bailey giggled, still stroking Kasim’s fur. As long as she kept doing that, he could put up with the poking and prodding of the stitches. The fact he needed stitches at all meant he was pretty bad off. Normally, shifters healed too fast for stitches to be worthwhile, particularly in animal form since most shifters wanted to recuperate from injuries while human. He could feel how low his strength was, though. He wasn’t going to be able to move for a while, much less shift back to human.


      “Your Gram turned Wiley into mulch,” Bailey whispered to him while his Gram bickered with Sheila and Bethany. They must be worried since they were doing it all around him, instead of taking it elsewhere. Kasim wasn’t sure if he was comforted or annoyed by the display. “Everyone upstairs was subdued without much effort. Most of them surrendered. Which apparently, actually confused everyone for a bit since it took longer to secure everyone who was surrendering or freaking out than it would have to fight them.”


      “We put Jacqueline and Jordan in charge of guarding the prisoners,” Steele said on Kasim’s other side. “Most of them will be returned to their families soon. We did manage to catch a few of Wiley’s men.”


      “We’re still going to need to hunt down the rest of his men and his scientists,” Bailey pointed out. “Unless we want someone else picking up his mantle.”


      Kasim wasn’t sure what they were talking about, but he didn’t care. He was starting to feel loopy. Good loopy. This time, as his eyes closed, he knew he’d wake up, and all he felt was contentment.


      Bailey


      Mate sleeping, Bailey’s bunny announced happily. Needs sleep. Much rest.


      Yeah, good, except they were going to need to get him out of here soon. Brady had gone to find some kind of cart or something that could hold a five-hundred-pound lion. Doc had said it would be a while before Kasim could shift, which was why she and Kiera were stitching him up. He had too much healing to do, and he was going to need a little bit of extra help. Unfortunately, Bailey was also too exhausted to help much.


      After following Kasim’s path back upstairs—which, thankfully, had included a bunch of doors being busted open by him, so she didn’t have to shift back to human to get through them—she’d ran straight for Doc. Thankfully, seeing Bailey covered in blood had quickly motivated both Brock and Doc to follow her.


      Seeing the state Kasim was in, Brock had gone back to get extra help, then returned with Kiera, Brady, and Jesse. Steele and Bethany had followed not long after, along with Sheila and a crew to take care of the coyote bodies.


      Bailey had decided it was safe to risk trying to shift back to human then. As expected, she’d passed out, but when she’d come to, Doc had finished her initial examination, sent Kiera to get some pain meds, and had started working on the worst of Kasim’s wounds.


      Bethany had been fussing over Bailey’s unconscious body, cursing up a storm and calling her all sorts of names as she came to. Tiny smile on her lips, Bailey had flicked her off, then dragged herself over to sit beside Kasim’s giant head, giving him what strength she could.


      “Got a flatbed cart,” Brady announced, coming back into the room, pulling the red handtruck behind him. It would be just big enough for Kasim to lie on.


      “Perfect timing,” his mate said, grinning at him. “Doc and Kiera are almost finished up, so you can help lift him onto it.”


      “Not you,” Bethany said when Bailey started trying to push herself to her feet. “You’ll be lucky if you don’t end up needing a cart to get out of here. You take it easy; we’ve got this.”


      “Carefully,” Kiera said, getting her hands under one of Kasim’s giant paws. Everyone had gathered around him to help, so they could lift him as a unit, hopefully, not disturbing his injuries. “Okay, now, step... step... step...”


      Slowly, they transferred Kasim’s unconscious lion to the platform, tucking his paws underneath him. Kiera carefully draped his tail over his hindquarters.


      Grrr, Bailey’s bunny thought, eyeing the beautiful Pudu deer shifter suspiciously.


      Oh, give it up, Bailey scolded. She’s already got four mates, she’s not interested in Kasim.


      “Okay, let’s move,” Sheila ordered. She frowned at Bailey. “Are you going to be able to make it?”


      “Definitely,” Bailey said confidently. Over-confidently, it turned out. She stood up too fast and ending up swaying.


      Without a word, Brock scooped her up while she was still too dizzy to resist. Bailey sighed internally but didn’t bother arguing. Brock was way too stubborn to listen. Besides, this way, she’d have even more strength to help bolster Kasim’s healing.
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      Kasim


      “This would be a lot more fun if you had on a naughty nurse outfit,” Kasim complained as Bailey massaged his thigh muscle below his boxers, industriously ignoring his massive erection only a few inches higher. One of the coyotes had taken a chunk out of his thigh, and Kasim was still healing as well as doing daily physical therapy with Doc.


      Bailey shot him a dark look. “This is for your health, not your pleasure.”


      His little bunny had become particularly bossy in the week following Wiley’s takedown—bossy and doting. It frustrated Kasim and amused his lion, who enjoyed being pampered by their mate. Kasim enjoyed that part too, but he was an active person—sitting and doing nothing was not his preferred manner of spending time.


      Especially since Bailey wouldn’t let him so much as grope her ass without scolding him for trying to ‘overdo’ it.


      He wanted to ‘overdo’ her.


      Despite his still-healing leg, he was more than up to the task and running out of patience with her avoidance.


      Pounce? His lion asked the question casually as if he didn’t care either way, but his interest had been piqued.


      Yeah, pouncing sounded good.


      Reaching down, Kasim wrapped his fingers around her wrists and pulled her upward.


      “Kasim!” The outrage and worry in her voice did a lot to soothe his frustration. She was doing her best, but she needed to trust him when he said he was all right.


      With her sprawled on top of him, he was now very all right.


      “Yes?” he asked with a lazy smile, lifting his hips, so she couldn’t possibly ignore how very all right he was. Bailey’s eyes narrowed at him, but he was sure he felt a pulse of interest along the mate bond.


      “You are supposed to be resting,” she sniped at him.


      Rest better after mating, his lion pointed out.


      Kasim grinned. “Then I guess you’ll be doing all the work.”


      She pressed her lips together, probably trying to think of an argument, but that was the last thing Kasim wanted now that he finally had her in the bed with him. Cupping the back of her head, he pulled her down for a demanding kiss, sliding his tongue into her mouth, letting his own desire flow along the mate bond so she could feel it.


      He wanted her, and he didn’t want to wait another day. His leg was the only thing still giving him trouble, and that was easily solved by putting her on top. Kasim was looking forward to the view.


      Bailey


      Shit. She was in so much trouble.


      Even though she’d told herself she was going to wait ten days for Kasim to recover, it seemed he had other ideas. Ideas that were very hard to resist when his cock was pressing into her, and his hands were gripping her ass, holding her in place above him while his tongue dueled with hers. Kissing had been about all she’d let him do for the past week, but it hadn’t been like this.


      Not kissing with intent.


      And she could feel his intentions through the mate bond, fueling her own desire.


      Lion strong. Mount lion. Well, her bunny was totally on board, unsurprisingly. It had wanted to jump Kasim days ago when he hadn’t been ready.


      She shuddered against him as he rocked his hips again, pushing his cock against her pussy. Warmth flared inside, making her clothes feel stifling. Pushing up, she tore her lips away from his and glared down at him.


      “Okay, fine, but you are going to lie there and let me have my way with you. If I feel one tingle of pain through the mate bond, I’m shutting this down. Got it?”


      Amusement danced in his eyes and along the bond. “Yes, Bailey.”


      Leaning back down, she kissed him, much more gently than he’d kissed her, but he didn’t let her get away with that for long. His hands caressed and teased, stripping off her clothes, so he could get to her skin. It took a bit of effort to get his shirt off since she had to be careful not to put any of her weight on his thighs when he sat up.


      Getting off his boxers was no problem, either.


      “Come here, woman,” Kasim growled when her gaze paused on his thigh. The skin had healed over it, but a chunk of muscle was still missing. It hurt her to look at it. If only she’d been faster…


      She yelped when Kasim jerked on her hand, yanking her toward him, then turning so that she was under him.


      “Kasim! Your leg!”


      “It’s fine.” He glared down at her, his dreads hanging down on either side of his face, making it look as though he had a lion mane even in human form. “That’s why I’m doing physical therapy even though I’m a shifter, remember?”


      Oooh, she wanted to call him on that little lie. She could feel it wasn’t entirely fine, but then he lowered his mouth to her nipple, and the fantastic sensation made her moan. Arching up against him, her insides throbbed with wet, needy heat, her body aching for him as it had been for days.


      “Oh… Kasim…” Was what came out of her mouth, and she shivered underneath him. Lust pooled in her belly.


      Then his mouth moved down her body, and he settled between her thighs, spreading them wide.


      “Kasim…”


      “I’m fine, Bailey,” he said before dragging his tongue up her center. She gasped, almost thrashing from the intense sensation. She was so horny, every part of her body felt extra sensitive, especially there. “And I’m going to prove it to you, right now.”


      Eating pussy didn’t prove his leg was fine, but Bailey wasn’t about to stop him. Not right now. Not with his rough tongue sliding up and down between her folds, teasing her wonderfully. Bailey moaned, rocking her pussy against his mouth. Since she couldn’t reach him, she squeezed her own breasts, pinching her nipples and enjoying the sting that felt so good against her pleasure.


      Kasim’s dark eyes watched her every move, his tongue flicking her clit. Hands pried her legs farther apart, exposing every sensitive inch of flesh to him. Bailey moaned, writhing while he feasted on her.


      Kasim


      His mate was getting close to climax, her honey coating his tongue, the sweet musk driving him wild.


      Yes, his leg ached, but a good kind of ache—the kind of ache that happened when a muscle was being used—and it sure as hell didn’t hinder his pleasure. He loved watching her, seeing her gripped by pleasure he was giving her, a witness to her unbridled reactions.


      Rather than letting her come, Kasim pulled away, and Bailey almost howled with disappointment, which was amusing since she’d been so adamant about not having sex. Apparently, she had changed her mind.


      Moving back up her body, his hands still on her legs, drawing them up with him, Kasim pressed his cock against her swollen pussy, rubbing the tip up and down her wet folds.


      “Fuck me,” she begged, reaching for him, but with her legs nearly folded over her, she was pinned in place, unable to do more than draw her fingers through his chest hair. Thrusting forward, he shoved in deep, half of his cock sinking into her body. Bailey gasped, her eyelashes fluttering, body lifting up to meet his, a euphoric smile growing on her lips. “Oh, yes!”


      Her pussy clenched around him, massaging his cock. Kasim shuddered before pulling his hips back, then thrusting forward again. Slow, deliberate thrusts, so as not to overtax his leg—his hands resting on the backs of her thighs for support. Seeing her pinned beneath him, taking his cock while her head shook back and forth in growing pleasure, her dark hair spread out on the pillow, was a sight to behold.


      Every thrust pushed a little deeper inside, her body welcoming him in, caressing every centimeter of his cock.


      “Fuck…” he muttered.


      Now, he was doubly glad he’d taken the time to use his mouth. He didn’t think he was going to have the restraint to last very long, not after having to wait for days to get his hands on her… not when she felt so damn good.


      Unable to really reach him, Bailey’s hands fell to her breasts, squeezing and kneading them. Her nipples were like ripe berries between her fingers. Meeting Kasim’s eyes, she grew more brazen by the second, licking her lips and tugging on the tender buds.


      Fuck.


      Kasim started moving harder. Faster. Burying himself inside her, over and over again. Taking her pleasure and building on it. She began to arch, breasts thrusting upward, squirming underneath him as he rode her hard.


      Bailey


      If this was what doing all the work looked like, sign her up.


      She could tell Kasim was being careful, but that didn’t stop him from being as passionate as ever.


      Pinching her nipples harder, she rolled them through her fingers as his cock sank into her again and again, his groin rubbing against her clit and pussy lips. The hands splayed over the backs of her thighs pressed down, folding her in half. Good thing she was flexible.


      There was something incredibly hot about being pinned like this. Unable to do more than wiggle. Unable to do anything but lie there and take whatever it was he wanted to give her. It protected his leg, so she didn’t have to worry about hurting him… she could just enjoy.


      Every time he thrust in, his cock rubbed over a spot that made her feel absolutely wild, her pussy clenching with need.


      “Oh, yes… oh, please… Kasim…”


      What he’d started with his tongue, he was going to end with his cock. Bailey could feel her orgasm building, fuller and more intense than before. His pleasure throbbed along the mate bond, feeding hers and looping it back. It filled her, consumed her, and sent her screaming into orgasmic bliss, her body clenching around him.


      He continued to thrust, riding her through the waves of ecstasy, sending her higher and higher until she reached up, clawing at his chest, the pleasure turning to exquisite agony in its intensity.


      A lion’s roar filled the room as he lunged one last time, his weight coming down to rest on her, folding her in half. She gasped for breath, shuddering with each pulse of his cock, the sensation setting off aftershocks of her orgasm. When he dropped her legs down and practically fell on top of her, she was relieved. All she wanted to do was wrap her arms around him and hold him forever.


      “I love you,” she whispered in his ear.


      “My mate,” he whispered back in hers. “I love you, my little snuggle bunny.”


      Bailey pinched his butt.


      Perfect, her bunny said happily.
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      Five Months Later


      Steele looked like he didn’t know whether to be terrified or exuberant when he walked into the waiting room, holding a tiny pink bundle.


      “Holy shit! She’s here!” Bailey squealed, jumping up to meet her niece. She wasn’t the only one. Her brothers and their mates crowded around. Kasim’s warm presence pressed against her from behind, looking over her shoulder to see the little squishy faced baby.


      “Is she supposed to be that red? Oh my God, she opened her mouth! How cute is that?”


      The mouth opening was cute. The baby was not. She kind of looked like a squashed tomato while simultaneously looking like a little old lady, but like, super tiny. “She looks just like you when you were born,” Brady said in a hushed tone. Bailey shot him a look to see if he was kidding, but he was staring at their niece with such reverence in his eyes, she realized he was probably telling the truth. Okay then, the red thing probably didn’t last. The kid had been squeezed out of Bethany like toothpaste, so that made sense.


      Unfortunately, without baby pictures—they had lost everything when The Company took them—Bailey would never know how much her niece actually resembled her at birth, but she’d take Brady’s word for it.


      Her niece would never have to worry about The Company, though. They would make sure of it.


      There hadn’t been a whisper about The Company in months. Eli was still looking, but no one was on high alert. Steele’s pack had left Cryus Peak’s safety and returned home to everyone’s relief. The young adults from Mulberry Springs had all returned home, some had even stayed there, now that Janelle was the alpha. Kasim and Bailey had visited them a month ago, and the pride was thriving.


      Sylvie visited Mulberry Springs too, but she’d been recruited by Eli and was enjoying herself, traveling all over the country and seemed perfectly happy doing that. She was looking for any signs of The Company, but she was also vacationing. Two months ago, she’d taken up with a ‘gentleman caller,’ another cheetah shifter, and they traveled together.


      Of those who had been part of the leadership of The Company, Lorraine was the only one left. The honey badgers were still searching for her and her fight club. Last month, Sami and Meghan had joined them—they’d decided to travel with the cete half the year and live with the pack the other half.


      Everyone hoped Lorraine might know where Wiley’s actual headquarters had been and if anyone had taken up his mantle. So far, there hadn’t been any rumors indicating an interest in continuing The Company’s work for herself, although more and more information was coming in about her fights.


      For some reason, some shifters were starting to see them as prestigious, especially the death matches – which were illegal. Bunch of idiots.


      Life was so much better. Bailey stared down at her little niece. She had that ‘so-ugly-she’s-cute’ thing going on.


      Looks like a kit, her bunny said, only somewhat interested in the proceedings.


      “Meet Brenda Bunson-Raymond,” Steel said. He still hadn’t taken his eyes off of her.


      Bailey choked on a sob, her hand going to cover her mouth. Brady, Brice, and Brock all jerked their heads up, their eyes suspiciously moist.


      “After our mom?” Brice asked, even though they all knew the answer.


      “It’s perfect,” Brock said, resting his hand on the little girl’s head. “She’s perfect.”


      “Can I touch her?” asked Mari, Brock’s adopted daughter. She was so excited to have her first cousin, she was bouncing up and down, her hands clutched in front of her chest, black ponytail bobbing. “I’ll be gentle, I promise!”


      “Of course,” Steele said, crouching down. “Cup the top of her head over the hat, just like your dad did.”


      The solemn expression on Mari’s face as she cupped her hand over baby Brenda’s head was enough to make the tears in Bailey’s eyes spill down her cheeks. This—this was why they’d been fighting against The Company for, not for revenge or justice, but for a future. This future.


      “Are you okay?” Kasim murmured, wrapping his arms around her.


      Bailey snuggled in, the joy filling her chest, making it hard to talk because she didn’t have room for air. “I’m so happy.”


      “Hey, everybody,” Doc poked her head out of the room Steele had just come from. “Momma wants the baby back and is demanding you all visit her because she’s the one who did all the work. I have to say, I agree with her one hundred percent.”


      “I’m a good boy, I brought a push present,” Brock said, holding up the gift bag he’d been clutching the entire time Bethany had been in labor. His mate gave him a dazzling smile. Bailey held back a snort. None of her brothers had even known what a ‘push present’ was until she’d announced she’d brought one for Bethany. They’d all made a face at her description of “a present for pushing a watermelon out of her hoo-ha,” but they’d all jumped on the idea.


      “I brought one, too,” Brady said, scowling at him.


      “Me, too!” Brice chimed in.


      “Only because you saw I had one and ran down to the gift shop.” Brock sounded extremely smug.


      While they were arguing, Bailey followed Steele into the room to see her sister, Kasim right behind her. Propped up in the bed, Bethany smiled when she saw them, a very, very tired smile.


      “You’re a mom!” Bailey said, rushing over to hug her.


      “What? Really?” Bethany joked. “Are you sure? I don’t remember doing anything strenuous for the past ten hours to make that happen.” She frowned. “Hmmm, ten hours doesn’t sound very dramatic, does it?”


      “What are you talking about?” Bailey asked, making a face as she straightened up. “Ten hours of labor sounds awful. And it’s not like you could take a coffee break.”


      “Huh, good point.” Bethany smiled and reached for her baby. Her eyes glowed with happiness with the little bundle settled back into her arms. “Isn’t she wonderful?”


      “She’s perfect,” said Bailey.
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      The honey badgers were coming for her.


      Of course, they were. The same way they’d come for her mother. The honey badger king had killed her mom, and now, his daughter was going to try to do the same to her. They couldn’t just leave her alone.


      It wasn’t like she was forcing anyone to fight. It wasn’t like she was killing shifters for the fun of it. Those who chose to fight in the death matches were handsomely rewarded, whether they won or lost. She made sure of that. More than one had gone into the ring, knowing their family would be taken care of, regardless of the outcome of the fight.


      She’d tried to do something else—she had—but no one wanted to hire the daughter of an infamous criminal.


      No one had trusted her.


      So, she’d made the only choice she had left… and it had worked. Instead of starving, she now ate the finest foods. Instead of shivering in the cold and rain, she now had multiple homes all around the country. Instead of uncertainty and fear, she had security and comfort.


      But they didn’t care about that.


      They were coming for her.


      Coming to take away everything she’d worked for. Coming to judge her for taking the only road they’d left open to her. Well, the only road that didn’t include dying. They probably would have preferred it if she’d done that instead.


      Well, fuck them.


      If there was one thing Lorraine knew how to do, it was arrange a fight.
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