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Amber Moon was a surprising fast read that will leave you hot and happy at the end. Shifters alone in the woods- what is not to love. 
—Book Lovers Inc. 
 
***
 
Emerald Moon is a seriously sexy read that left me breathing hard. 
—Bitten by Paranormal Romance 
 
***
 
Turquoise Moon is a serious, sensual and sometimes somber read and I loved every second of it. 
—Got Erotic Romance 
 
***
 
If you love a shifter story with a bite, you are going to love Onyx Moon. Marcus and Vashan are a perfect couple and will make their pride stronger because of it! 
—Sizzling Hot Books
 
***
 
If you like shifter stories, appreciate some very hot three-way sex, and enjoy finding out more about a new and slightly different shifter world, you will like this book. 
—Queer Magazine Online



 
 
Dear Reader,
 
In the world of my ‘Prides of the Moon’ series bi-sexuality and polygamy through the Alpha/Beta relationship is the norm. My shifters are free to love whom they wish and often do, following their hearts in their choices of who they mate with and the biological drive to reproduce. Mix in a little bit of magic and you have some explosive relationships that are sure to leave you blushing.
 
I realize that what may float one person’s boat may sink anothers, so below you’ll find the sexual orientation of each book. For example F/F means that there is a woman having intimate relations with another woman in the book, and M/M/F means that the men are having fun with each other and another woman. Usually M/M means that the two men are gay, but in this book it means they are bi-sexual, Bi/Bi if you will, and since no one uses that term I’ll just stick to M/M. ;)
 
Thank you so much for giving me the chance to entertain you, I hope you have fun exploring the world of ‘Prides of the Moon’ through the eyes of some very different shifters.
 

Amber Moon- M/F/F, F/F
Emerald Moon- M/M
Turquoise Moon- M/M/F
Onyx Moon- M/M
Amethyst Moon- M/M/M



 
 
Amber Moon
 
Sabrina Wayne yearns for the perfect mates to fill the void in her heart. As a werepuma Beta, she is driven to find the strongest Alpha to submit too, or in her case, Alphas. Sabrina craves the delicious softness of a woman as well as the rugged strength of a man. She has almost given up finding the right couple when she takes a leap of faith and allows Madame Evangeline of the 1Night Stand matchmaking service to arrange what Madame Eve promises will be an evening Sabrina will never forget.
Alphas Nick and Madeline Turea have been searching for a woman like Sabrina for a very long time. After a disastrous relationship with a former Beta female, the couple has been extremely cautious to let anyone else get close to them or the Amber Moon pride. When Madame Evangeline contacts them about a possible match, both are eager to meet the beautiful woman who may complete their family.
A night of reckless desire and burning hot passion leads to an unknown danger that might destroy Sabrina's one chance at a perfect love. She must learn to surrender to the power of her Alphas and gain their trust before it's too late.
 
 
Emerald Moon
 
Ben Hanson had long ago given up on love, refusing to believe he was worthy of it. When he is given the gift of a 1Night Stand blind date, he goes into it expecting nothing more than a night of savage pleasure. Instead he finds the missing piece of his heart.
Jude Carson has an impossible task in front of him. He has to convince the man he hasn't seen in fifteen years that he still loves him with all of his heart and wants him back. A task made even more difficult by the horrible circumstances that led to their parting and tore their former pride apart.
Ben will have to learn that sometimes the hardest person to forgive is himself if he wants a second chance at the greatest joy he has ever known.
 
 
Turquoise Moon
 
Werepuma and sheltered virgin Kara Vinsenz has no idea how to entice men, furry or otherwise. She contacts Madame Eve of the 1Night Stand matchmaking service in a desperate attempt to avoid a terrible arranged marriage to a psychopathic shifter. In a daring move that goes against her confined upbringing, she poses as her twin sister to escape her family compound in the hopes of meeting an Alpha and a Beta strong enough to be her mates. She waits to meet them until she goes into heat and is totally unprepared for the consequences of her actions.
Ben Harkil and Jude Carson are on the hunt for the perfect Alpha female to complete their Pride and when they meet Kara, they believe their prayers have been answered. What starts out as a 1Night Stand ends up being so much more when Kara realizes that her lies may have doomed from the start the only love that can save her and her Pride from a madman.
 
 
Onyx Moon
 
Marcus Galin has searched the world for a very special kind of werepuma—a beta who has also been blessed by the Goddess as a shaman. His prayers are finally answered when Madame Eve of the 1Night Stand matchmaking service arranges for him to meet a man in the Blue Mountains of Jamaica that fits his requirements. Only problem: Marcus is terrified of magic and doesn't know if he can overcome his fear enough to open his heart to a stranger that his Pride and his heart desperately need.
Vashan Dulphin has spent all of his life as an outcast among his people. By a twist of fate and genetics at puberty, he became a werejaguar instead of a werepuma, much to his family and Pride's disgust. Since then he has lived in solitude among his people, tolerated only because of his power as both a beta and a shaman. Desperate for a chance to find a home where he will be loved, he calls on the aid of Madame Eve, who sends him Marcus.
Together the men will have to overcome their fear and self-doubt for a one-in-a-million chance at love.
 
 
Amethyst Moon
 
Noah Braxton's world has been turned inside out and upside down ever since the fateful moment six months ago when he was turned into a shifter by a dying college girl. She made him promise to look after her sister, Giselle, and in an effort to soothe her he promised her that he would, not realizing the sacrifices he would have to make to keep that promise. Bound by his oath, Noah struggles to fulfill his role of beta to Giselle, an Alpha female, but he can't be everything she needs. He's gay and in order to bond properly with his Alpha female they would have to have sex. Without that bond with an Alpha he is slowly going crazy but he can't force himself to be attracted to a woman. His last hope at saving his mind and his soul lies with Madame Eve of the 1 Night Stand matchmaking service being able to find him a male Alpha that can bridge the gap between himself and Giselle.
Marcus and Vashan have come to Morgantown, WV in the hopes of finding an Alpha female to complete their Pride. Instead they find Noah, a man on the edge of insanity who is also a natural dominant. Despite this both men are instantly drawn to Noah and decide to help him. Marcus will have to use all his strength as an Alpha to dominate Noah and show him that submission to his Alpha doesn't make him weak.



 
 
Amber Moon
 




 
 
Chapter One
 
 
Sabrina Wayne checked the GPS coordinates on her satellite phone even though she knew they were correct. She leaned against a sun warmed boulder in a small clearing far off the Appalachian Trail in North Carolina. The old maple with the words ‘Paul + Nancy’ carved into the trunk marked it as the location Madame Eve specified in her email. The thick summer grass muffled the sound of Sabrina’s boots as she paced beneath the late afternoon sun. She had arrived an hour earlier than the time set up by Madame Evangeline, eager to meet her mates. That is, her potential mates.
Nervous energy had her running her fingers through her hair. Not that it really mattered how good she looked, as soon as she shifted her hair would go back to its usual, messy black waves. Part of her wished she’d dressed up for the date, but she knew she wouldn’t be wearing clothes for long. Not if Madeline and Nick were who she had been searching for.
The last vestiges of sunlight burned through the forest, turning the warm spring air a golden butterscotch color among the emerald green of the leaves. It had rained the previous night and the air still held the hint of moisture. She drew in a deep lungful and reminded herself that Madame Evangeline, matchmaker extraordinaire of the 1Night Stand dating service, knew her craft. True, having a matchmaker set up a first date in the middle of a vast forest didn’t exactly seem conventional, but it was perfect for a werepuma.
For three moon cycles Sabrina had gone without a mate, and her body paid the price. She walked around in almost constant arousal and her dreams always left her on the cusp of a screaming orgasm, only to awaken aching and frustrated. Masturbation took the edge off, but her inner cat was getting seriously pissed about the lack of a mate. 
While she didn’t lack for attention or offers, no one had set fire to her soul. Being two-natured was part of the problem. She hungered for the embrace of a man and a woman. In her case, that meant a pair of Alphas. It wasn’t uncommon for a werepuma to have more than one mate, but as a Beta, her animal instincts demanded that her mates be just as strong as her or stronger. This had led to a very long, dry spell that hopefully would be broken by Nick and Madeline, even if only for one night.
Sex between werepumas wasn’t just physical, but a magical exchange of energy that satisfied her soul as much as her body. Too bad she’d only experienced that pleasure a handful of times. It disappointed her even more that while the sex had been fantastic, the next morning she quickly realized outside of bed, she wasn’t compatible with the other couple at all.
She needed someone who would understand the fierce nature of her people and embrace her wild side with strength to match her own. The thought of waking up, pressed between the rock hard muscles of a man and the supple curves of a woman made her body and heart ache. 
So, she waited for the first half of the couple to meet her. Madeline Turea, mate to Nick Turea, was supposed to arrive in the clearing at sunset. They would evaluate each other before Madeline gave her either the thumbs up or thumbs down to meet Nick. Madame Evangeline made sure both parties agreed to that rule before they met and Sabrina couldn’t argue with it. To be honest, she wanted to meet Madeline first. In her relationships with other couples, she found it took a very special kind of woman to share her mate, and Sabrina wanted to make sure  Madeline really, truly wanted her. The only thing she knew about them were their names and the name of their pride, Amber Moon. Nothing about who they were or what made them tick.
The harsh crack of a breaking branch cut through her musing and she spun in a crouch. A blonde woman moved out of the shadows with the intrinsic grace of their kind and Sabrina’s heart sank as she first set eyes on Madeline Turea. Why in the world did Madame Evangeline send her a soft and cuddly kitten? 
Small and round, at first glance Madeline looked more like a buxom Playboy Bunny lost in the woods than a deadly predator. Sabrina couldn’t imagine her hurting anything bigger than a housefly. Disappointment sliced her deep and she bitterly wished she had never let Madame Evangeline get her hopes up. 
It was only when Sabrina met Madeline’s golden amber eyes that she realized the woman’s fierce spirit did not match the sexy bunny packaging.
 
***
 
Madeline placed her foot on another branch, trying to alert the woman in the clearing to her presence. The last thing she wanted to do was startle her and cause a fight that would leave them both prey to their instincts. Especially when the other woman made her mouth go dry.
Tall and thin with a heart shaped face, Sabrina radiated power and menace. Her dark hair framed her face in a short pixie cut and brought out the delicate angle of her jaw. She wore faded jeans that cupped her tight bottom and had the most beautiful lips Madeline had ever seen. Even without makeup, they were a natural pale pink that set off her grey blue eyes. Taking a deep breath of the other woman’s scent, Madeline’s inner cat purred in appreciation at the smell of the healthy female. 
For the first time since her brother, Henry, had badgered her and Nick into using the dating service that had set Henry up with his wife, she felt a faint stirring of hope. Maybe this wasn’t a total waste of time. She ran a hand over her head to make sure her hair didn’t flare around her head in a frizzy halo of curls. Thankfully it didn’t seem to be any bigger than usual. Nick always liked to tease that on humid days she looked more like a lion than a cougar.
“Sabrina?” she asked and stopped at the edge of the clearing. Though either woman could easily close the distance in one leap, she wanted to give enough room to maintain the illusion of space. Her heart raced and she prayed the meeting would work out. After her last disastrous relationship with a female, her husband and mate, Nick, had been overprotective to the point of not letting another woman near her. It had led to many fights and their relationship suffered because of it. He had finally relented enough to agree to a one-night stand with another female werepuma after a member of their pride introduced them to Madame Evangeline’s service. Even Nick had been impressed by the extent of their background checks, and only when his own research of Sabrina confirmed her as a member in good standing with her pride, had he given the reluctant thumbs up.
Thank the Goddess, because Sabrina was gorgeous and Madeline’s cat couldn’t wait to claim her.
“That’s me.” Sabrina gave her a crooked grin that sent her heart racing. “And you must be Madeline of the Amber Moon Pride.”
Great, she acted like a cub with no clue how to approach another female. Hoping that Sabrina didn’t see the fierce blush heating her cheeks, Madeline cleared her throat. “My sire, David Melson of the Broken Tooth Pride sends his greetings to your sire, Hank Oliwin of the Hunting Shadow Pride.” There, at least she’d managed to remember that much of the formal greeting.
A bird trilled in the distance as the air turned cool with dusk. In the sky over the clearing the high and thin clouds burned pink against the deep blue of twilight. She tried to gather her scattered wits, but was totally unprepared for the intense feelings assaulting her. Irrational flashes of joy, followed by a bone-deep desire had blood rushing south and pooling in her groin. The seam of her jeans rubbed against her clit and she shifted a step closer, drawn by the light hint of feminine musk in Sabrina’s smell as the ache deepened into need.
Sabrina studied her and Madeline desperately wished she knew what thoughts ran through the other woman’s mind. She also wished Nick was there with her, that he could see the magnificent werepuma standing before her. His pheromones still lay heavy on her skin from where he had marked her before she left and she wondered if Sabrina could smell it, and if she liked it. 
Right now, he stayed a couple miles away, waiting for her call on his satellite phone to let him know either she was on her way back alone or that she’d approved of a possible new mate. Not that he needed the phone call to know how she felt. Their soul bond gave him clear echoes of her emotions, no matter what the distance unless they shielded themselves. If he felt the slightest hint of fear or danger from her, he’d be at her side before she could blink. The phone call was purely for Sabrina’s benefit so she wouldn’t feel out of the loop with Madeline and Nick communicating without words. Madeline had always found it annoying when her parents did that around her as a cub.  
Sabrina took a step forward and Madeline loved the fact she didn’t wear a bra beneath her thin, blue chambray shirt. Her small breasts pressed against the cloth as she took a deep breath, then her nipples hardened. She probably smelled the perfume of Nick and Madeline’s recent lovemaking on her skin. 
“I was wondering if I could ask you a couple questions first.” Madeline gestured to a moss-covered boulder, inviting her to sit.
Shrugging, Sabrina nodded and leapt onto the rock. She sat with her back to a thick tree trunk and Madeline approved of the way she constantly scanned the forest. It astonished her that no one had claimed this beautiful and strong woman as their beta.
Sitting across from Sabrina, she tried to organize her whirling thoughts. There were some things she had to know before they went any further. Already on an instinctual level she liked Sabrina, but she wasn’t just a beast. This meeting would have been a lot easier if she only had to worry about satisfying her primal needs. 
Her inner cat tended to trust first and ask questions later, which had led to a bitter breakup with the last woman, Chloe, she had courted as a beta. She hadn’t realized at the time that Chloe, despite being quiet and subdued when around Madeline, became a loose cannon when Madeline and Nick couldn’t see her. She tended to fight first and ask questions later, something that destabilized their pride instead of making it more secure. Worse than that, Nick hadn’t liked Chloe and refused to form a psychic connection with her. 
Chloe had been a master manipulator, and easily preyed on Madeline’s kind nature. When she caught Chloe tampering with the brakes on her and Nick’s Corvette, she broke their bond and kicked the woman out. After Chloe left, they learned from the werehyenas that she’d tried to take a hit out on Madeline. The betrayal still hurt and she didn’t think she’d ever get over how easily she’d been duped.
She swore not to make that mistake again, so she’d be sure of why Sabrina had come. “Tell me about yourself.” The information they had received from Madame Eve had given her a very brief bio on Sabrina, but she wanted to know more about this woman that made her cat purr.
Sabrina blinked the amazing grey eyes at her in confusion. Clearly it wasn’t the question she expected. The premise of their meeting was a one-night stand, a meeting of needs, but Madeline wanted to know Sabrina’s heart. 
“Well, I grew up in the mountains of West Virginia, close to the Monongahela State park.” Her white teeth flashed in a quick smile. “While it was great for running in my cat form, the lack of social life really sucked when I as a teenager.”
Madeline grinned back. “Not to mention the over-protective attention of your pride brothers.”
Sabrina grimaced and fingered a small scar on the side of her neck. Madeline wanted to run her tongue over it, take that skin between her teeth and make Sabrina moan.
 “That too. After high school, I went to the University of West Virginia and earned my degree as a veterinarian. I run a small clinic in Elkins that caters to the local shifter community.” 
“That’s awesome.” Madeline shifted forward to rest her elbows on her knees. Her nipples pressed against her bra and without a doubt, Sabrina could smell her arousal. Thankfully, the other woman gave off a delicious fragrance of her own. At least her burning desire wasn’t one sided. 
Sabrina ran a hand through her tousled, black hair. “What about you? What do you do in the ‘real world’?”
They both laughed and some of Madeline’s tension eased out of her. Sabrina was so easy to be around, Madeline had to keep reminding herself that she wasn’t there just for her needs, but for Nick’s as well. “I always wanted to go to college, but we didn’t have the money, so I enlisted in the military.”
“The Fur Ops?” Sabrina asked with raised eyebrows.
Madeline made a face at the were nickname for the Special Forces unit of the Marines that catered to shifters. “Yeah. That’s where I met Nick. We’re both retired from the military and work on the local police force.”
Sabrina cocked her head to the side with sinuous grace, a hint at the animal soul inhabiting her beautiful body. “How long have you two been together?”
With a life expectancy of over two hundred years, it became hard to judge a were’s age by their looks. If she had seen Sabrina on the street, she would have put her somewhere between twenty-five and thirty, but she knew from the info she received from Madame Evangeline that Sabrina was closer to seventy. “About fifteen years, eleven of that as mates. He had a hell of a time convincing me that I belonged to him, and I enjoyed every minute of it.”
Sabrina sat back against the tree truck, but tension radiated from her despite her relaxed pose. “Do you love him?”
“With all my heart.”
“Then why do you want me—I mean another mate?” She looked away and Madeline watched the pulse pound in her slender throat.
“Because we’re not yet complete.” She took a deep breath, aware of how very important the words were to both of them. It went against her better judgment to be honest with a woman who was essentially a stranger, but she could already see herself spending the rest of her life with Sabrina. Her heart had always been quick to love and trust and she hoped she was doing the right thing. “Nick is everything I could ever want in an Alpha and a mate. He is strong, fierce, and a man of his word. Not to mention he’s so hot he can make butter melt just by looking at it.”
The women shared a husky laugh and Madeline scooted closer until their denim clad knees touched. Energy moved over her skin as their cats brushed against each other. Before her cat could get out of her control, she pushed it back into her soul.
Sabrina’s breath came out in a husky whisper of air and the uncertainty in her voice tugged at Madeline’s heart. “Why me? You could have your pick of betas.”
“Well, partially because Madame Evangeline assured me that we were a great match. That much got me into the woods today.” She traced her fingertip in small circles over Sabrina’s knee, watching the muscles of her legs tense beneath her pants. So strong, yet she had such an elegant body. “The reason I stayed here is because my cat likes you. You smell delicious...like brown sugar and sunshine. Does your cat like me?”
A tremor ran through Sabrina’s body and her hands clenched at her sides. She looked at once terrified and yearning. “What if your mate doesn’t like me?”
Madeline had to bite back a smile as Sabrina dodged admitting how she felt about her. “We’ll cross that bridge when we come to it.”
She rose up onto her knees and placed her hands on either side of Sabrina’s head. In the dominant position, she flexed her energy against Sabrina, reminding her she was the Alpha female. The sun had completely set while they’d talked and an almost full moon bathed the clearing in its silvery light. When she shifted to her cat form, the world would take on amber tones and the light from the moon would be as bright as daylight.
Sabrina tensed, but the perfume of her arousal deepened. Madeline gave a rumbling purr of approval as Sabrina lowered her eyes and her breath came out in a sigh. She could not wait to taste her, to have the other woman’s essence on her tongue, smooth in her throat. Beyond that, she couldn’t wait to fall asleep together, wrapped in each other’s arms while Nick held them both on their giant bed at home. That intimate scene settled into her mind like the missing piece of a puzzle and she desperately hoped Nick and Sabrina would like each other. She said a mental prayer to Luna, the moon Goddess, and asked for her blessings on the union.
But it was time to show Sabrina who she belonged to. Time to claim her as Madeline’s mate. Already the magic burned beneath her skin, urging her take the worthy female and give her the love she deserved.
“Would you like to be hunter, or prey?” Madeline asked in a deceptively mellow voice.
Sabrina’s breath sped up, but she didn’t answer. Instead, she looked up at Madeline with wide eyes as energy shimmered off her body in waves.
Madeline rubbed her cheek against Sabrina’s, delighting in the satiny texture of her skin even as Sabrina gave her a warning growl. Their breasts brushed against each other and Madeline’s body hummed in approval. Ignoring Sabrina’s increasing snarls, she grabbed the woman’s hair in her fists and tightened her grip.
Playtime was over. 
“I am going to hunt you, fuck you, and make you mine.” Sabrina shuddered against her and the hot wave of desire that rose from her skin caressed Madeline’s. A warning growl rumbled from the pit of her belly as Sabrina tried to push her away. “I’ll even give you a head start. When I let go, you’ll have ten minutes to change and flee. Then I’m coming for you.”
Barely moving her head, Sabrina nodded and licked her lips. Madeline followed the path of her tongue and wanted desperately to kiss her, to claim her mouth and taste her. But that went against the rules. She had to catch her first and prove her superiority. Her muscles cramped as she held her change at bay, forcing herself to release her hold on Sabrina’s hair.
The instant she did, Sabrina lunged back, landing on the balls of her feet with a grace that Madeline adored. To her disappointment, she took off into the forest to make her change. She would have enjoyed watching the other woman undress, revealing her tight and athletic body one piece of clothing at a time.
She quickly removed her own clothes and out of habit, hid them in a cluster of fern bushes. One of the first things a cub learned was to conceal any evidence of the change. Empty clothing in the middle of nowhere had a way of attracting attention, almost as much as a naked woman alone in the woods. Before she let her puma loose, she took a deep breath of the forest air. Even in human form her senses were heightened. A whiff of beer and human male sweat came from the west, but far enough away they probably didn’t have to worry about it. A foul smell tickled the back of her palate, but when she tried to get a lock on it, the wind shifted. She hesitated a moment then decided it was probably carrion rotting in the forest, or a place where some camper emptied their latrine.
The moonlight bathed her body in a warm shimmer of white sparkles as her magic rose from her skin to embrace the change. Her blood turned to ice then fire as the enchantment of her shift worked through her. The world went dark when she closed her eyes and they reshaped themselves in her newly elongated skull. Elation raced through her as her human soul melded with her inner cat and together they roared their challenge into the night.
An answering snarl came from her left and Madeline hissed. The hunt was on, and she had no intention of losing.



 
 
Chapter Two
 
 
Sabrina slunk through the underbrush, careful not to leave an easy trail to follow. Arousal coursed a sweet path through her veins, and her heart thundered in her chest. The memory of Madeline holding her, the sensation of their breasts brushing, made her ache for the other woman. Sabrina delighted in the strength that lay beneath all of Madeline’s lush curves.
Dark brown fur helped her blend into the forest, yet her eyes remained the same shade of gray as her human eyes. She paused beneath a large pine tree and rubbed a cheek on the bark. In her night vision, the world turned shades of amber and the moon gleamed in the sky, butterscotch gold. A few days away from being full, it illuminated the forest as clearly as though still daylight.
The shifting breeze brought a hint of female puma and her whiskers twitched as she took in the scent. Madeline grew closer and part of her wanted to shift to her human female form and lay herself at Madeline’s feet. Her inner cat, however, was determined to make Madeline work for the gift of her submission. She needed to know, had to know that Madeline was good enough, stealthy enough to follow her. That she had the willpower to overrule her instinct to run from humans and pursue Sabrina.
The stealthy thud of paws came nearer than she thought and Sabrina sprinted through the darkness. The wind rushed through her ears and the perfume of pine and the rich earth of the forest filled her head. There, the smell of beer and males. She ignored the training that told her to stay away from humans and crept closer to their camp.
Three tents huddled around the embers of a campfire burning orange in her night vision. Empty cans of beer littered the ground along with the acrid smell of cigarette butts. Snores came from two of the tents while in the third, someone moved restlessly. She circled wide around the fire, careful not to get close enough to alert them to her presence.
On her third lap, she let out a startled hiss as a massive shape sailed out of the darkness and knocked her on her back. Madeline was as stunning in her cat form as her human. Sleek honey-colored fur blended into the creamy white of her belly. Slightly larger than Sabrina’s cat, she silently snarled to reveal gleaming, sharp fangs.
Sabrina rolled onto her feet and bared her teeth back, letting loose another warning hiss. From the campsite came a burst of yelling. Madeline cuffed her across the jaw with her paw, knocking her into the dirt. With a guttural roar, she launched herself at Madeline, shrieking when the other cat knocked her to the ground again.
Before she could return to her feet, Madeline grasped her by the back of the neck and drug her away from the campsite like a naughty cub. She tried to twist out of her grip, but the sensation of teeth sinking into the back of her neck hit a bundle of nerves and made her limbs quiver. With a low growl, Madeline dropped her and herded her deeper into the forest with snaps of her jaw and swipes of her big paws.
Every time Sabrina tried to dart away, Madeline was there with a flash of fang and a warning growl that vibrated through Sabrina’s bones. Her elation grew at each rebuffed attempt, joy surging through her body at the magnificent strength and beauty of the Alpha female. Only one more test lay before them to see if Madeline could be her Alpha.
They stopped next to a worn mound of vine-covered boulders and Madeline closed in, backing her into a small alcove until Sabrina’s haunches touched stone. Satisfied that she wasn’t going to escape, Madeline stationed herself at the entrance to the alcove. Magic moved through the air and it astonished her how quickly Madeline shifted back to her human form.
Naked, Madeline was simply stunning. Full hips and curvy thighs balanced off her large breasts, topped by raspberry red nipples. The soft, outward curve of her belly made her appear to be the essence of feminine beauty.
Without fear, Madeline stalked forward. “Shift.”
It was the command of an Alpha and Sabrina was helpless before her power. For the first time in her life she had no control over her enchantment as her inner cat purred and retreated into her soul. No pain accompanied this change. Madeline’s strength and power eased through her in a tingling rush. One moment she lashed her tail, the next she crouched on the ground with her human cheek pressed to the moss-covered earth in submission. With her flanks up in the air and her thighs spread, she shivered as the cool night air brushed over the wet heat of her pussy.
Madeline made a noise low in her throat that sent a bolt of lust straight to her clit. One smooth fingertip ran the length of her spine, coming to rest on the small indentation just above her bottom. Without shame she wiggled beneath Madeline’s stroke, inviting her to take more, to touch her however she wished.
I am hers now.
Warm hands drew her up from the ground and she eagerly moved into Madeline’s embrace, marveling at how well their bodies fit together. Almost the same height, Madeline stood an inch or so taller. She delighted in the stroke of smooth skin, the rich perfume of Madeline’s arousal.
Their eyes met and Madeline gave her a welcoming smile, illuminating Sabrina’s world. Only the sound of their breathing disturbed the hush of the night and Sabrina sighed as an empty space in her heart began to fill with Madeline’s presence. Leaning forward, she licked along Madeline’s jaw line, nibbling her way to her lips. Salt and heat, she tasted like passion and power, an intoxicating blend that made Sabrina’s clit ache.
Madeline cupped her neck and slowly brushed her lips against Sabrina’s, a kiss softer than anything she had ever imagined. She stroked her hands along Madeline’s waist, gripping the full press of her hips and delighting in her feminine curves. When her tongue licked along the seam of Sabrina’s lips, she eagerly opened to the gentle caress.
Nudging her legs apart, Madeline pressed her thigh against Sabrina’s pussy and groaned into her mouth. So wet, she easily slid along Madeline’s thigh as they tasted each other, as she let the other woman set the pace. Soon the need to have her release became too much and she made little pleading noises against Madeline’s kiss-swollen lips.
With a laugh, Madeline lowered her to the thick moss carpeting the floor of the alcove. “So beautiful,” she whispered as she straddled Sabrina, cupping her small breasts. “Tell me what you like.”
It was not a question, but a command, and Sabrina couldn’t have hidden the truth from her even if she wanted to. “I like it rough.”
Teeth flashed white in the light of the moon in a savage smile. “Fantastic.”
Heart pounding in her chest, Sabrina lightly scraped her nails over the muscled curve of Madeline’s calf. Without another word, Madeline leaned down and ran the tip of her tongue over Sabrina’s nipple, drawing wet circles around the puckered skin. She moaned at the sensation and abandoned herself to her touch.
Madeline switched to the other breast and repeated the same sensual torture, light licks around areola but never quite touching. In an effort to find some relief, Sabrina tried to shift her shoulders and bring the mouth into contact with the aching tip of her breast. Madeline hissed in response and bit her breast, hard. Electric sparks of pain raced through her body and blended in with her desire. “Please,” she moaned as Madeline gave the aching tip a swift swipe with her tongue.
Instead of responding, Madeline sucked her breast into her mouth, flicking her tongue rapidly back and forth over Sabrina’s captured bud. Madeline’s skin burned hot with her desire and Sabrina couldn’t resist the pleasure of touching her. Lush and smooth, exploring Madeline had to be one of the greatest sensual pleasures she had ever experienced.
Gripping her hips, Sabrina jerked Madeline up until she straddled her face. Her protest died a quick death at the first swipe of Sabrina’s tongue. So wet, her pussy tasted salty and tart. Above her, Madeline rocked her hips back, placing her clit directly on her tongue. She loved this, loved how Madeline purred deep in her throat when she sucked on her clit, loved how her hips twitched beneath her hands as she gently rolled the hood around the swollen bundle of nerves.
Energy moved between them as Madeline got closer to her orgasm. It stroked along her body like the rub of fur and she rubbed her thighs together at the perfume of their mingling desire. Madeline’s tensed and she ripped away from Sabrina’s greedy mouth. Licking her juice from Sabrina’s lips, she gave her a light kiss and whispered, “I told you I was going to fuck you and make you mine.”
Before Sabrina could figure out what she meant, Madeline lifted her leg and positioned herself on top so that their wet pussies pressed together. She gave up trying to see what was going on when Madeline ground her clit against hers and hot pleasure washed through her. With slow, circling motions of her hips, Madeline rode her, learning from her pants and cries what made her simply feel good and what drove her insane.
The center of her soul seemed to vibrate as her puma rubbed against the boundaries of her spirit. Her beast wanted more, wanted to rub against Madeline’s cat and roll in her pheromones. Their hips ground against each other as Sabrina strained for the connection, begged for that final intimacy. All her life she’d waited for a mate strong enough to protect her and her soul would die if Madeline turned her away. Her cat would never forgive her for losing the stunning Alpha female.
Unaware she’d spoken aloud, Madeline answered her fears in rough voice, “As if I would ever let you go.”
A blast of energy with the power of a sonic boom burned through her as Madeline’s spirit poured into her soul. If she’d been able to draw a breath, she’d have screamed in pleasure. As it was, she trembled and jerked on the brink of a tremendous orgasm, held back from the edge by Madeline’s power. Their cats’ energy met in a rush of fur, purring and rolling together, loving each other in the pure way humans never seemed to manage with all of their hang-ups.
She totally abandoned herself to Madeline and sank into her soul. Although she’d had many lovers, nothing prepared her for the sensation of completion with a mate. As their spirits joined, their pleasure rebounded through each other until Sabrina didn’t know where her body ended and Madeline’s began. When the first contraction of her orgasm hit, all she could do was scream out her pleasure until her voice broke. 
The world went white and Madeline froze, shaking with her own orgasm as Sabrina’s release rocked through her. 
The sensation of being in two bodies at once was completely foreign, but she felt no fear. It was impossible to be scared—Madeline’s puma would die to protect her. Madeline slid to the ground next to her and they wrapped each other up in a tangle of velvety limbs. Little shivers and tremors moved through both of them and they exchanged gentle kisses full of devotion. She had never been happier to be a shifter than right now. Humans would never know or understand the instant love a bonded shifter could feel for their mate.
Madeline tried to speak, but her voice came out in a husky croak. They both laughed and she cleared her throat. “We’ve been looking for you for a long time.”
Sabrina buried her face in the fragrant mass of Madeline’s blond curls and inhaled her scent, trying to calm herself at the sudden rush of nerves. In the frenzy of forming a psychic connection with Madeline, she had forgotten all about Nick, the most powerful Alpha Male in all of North Carolina, and Madeline’s mate. Her panic receded as Madeline extended her will, her control over Sabrina as her Alpha.
She pulled back and plucked a leaf out of Madeline’s hair. “Do you think he’ll like me?” Goddess, what if he didn’t? According to the rules of mating, they should have waited for his permission before bonding. As Madeline’s mate, he had every right to be angry with both of them. From the information provided by Madame Evangeline, he was a respected police officer in his community and well liked. For a moment she tried to put herself in his shoes and couldn’t imagine that he would be anything but furious.
Laughing low in her throat, Madeline asked, “Why don’t you ask him yourself? He’s been guarding us since your little show at the campsite.”



 
 
Chapter Three
 
 
Sabrina leapt into a crouch and tried to see everywhere at once. She hadn’t sensed him at all. Nick had to be extremely powerful if he’d managed to shield himself from her. The hair on the back of her neck stood on end as a branch creaked beneath a heavy weight. A growl rumbled in the back of her throat as her cat demanded she defend her Alpha.
Before she could do anything foolish, Madeline moved up behind her and wrapped her arms around her in a hug that gave her no room to maneuver. She trembled against the other woman, fighting with her instincts. The urge to fight or flee almost overwhelmed her and she made a small, panicked noise deep in her throat. 
Madeline’s husky voice spoke into her ear with a hint of steel. “Sabrina, he is my soul mate. He won’t hurt you and you will not hurt him.”
Her rational mind surfaced past the panic and her thoughts raced. If he’d wanted to hurt her, he had many opportunities to do so while she and Madeline made love. Oh Goddess, he had watched her have sex with his soul mate. At the very least she owed him the respect of not going for his throat the instant he showed himself. She had to impress him, show him she was worthy of being their Beta. Because like it or not, what started out as a one-night stand, a mutual meeting of needs, had turned into so much more.
Forcing her body to relax took a great deal of effort, but she soothed her cat enough to back down and let her human side deal with the situation. “I’m cool.”
“You sure?” 
“Yep.” She cleared her throat. “Let’s see this man who can melt butter.”
Madeline’s husky laugh vibrated along her back and sent a pleasant rush of heat through her. As arousal tightened her body, the connection with Madeline opened her to the other woman’s uncertainty and hope. “Nick, come on out.”
Paws lightly hit the ground as a massive puma the color of freshly-turned earth leapt from the branches of a large oak tree. Her breath caught in her throat in admiration. In midstride, he changed from beast to man in a display of controlled magic that humbled her. She’d never seen anyone exhibit that degree of power in their shifting.
The glow of the change flared away and love surged through her psychic link with Madeline. Unable to help herself, Sabrina sighed with delight. Nick approached them with a small smile curving his lips. Dark hair with a hint of silver at his temples gave him a mature air, but he had the body of a twenty year old. A few inches taller than Sabrina, he was heavily muscled with more dark hair covering his chest and leading down to a very impressive erection that jutted out over his heavy balls. A neatly trimmed beard framed his square jaw and when she finally tore her gaze from his body and into his eyes, she couldn’t help but laugh. They were golden. The color of melted butter. Her gaze dropped back to his shaft. A flush heated her cheeks and she quickly looked away even as her body heated with desire.
He stopped a few feet away and studied Sabrina until she shifted restlessly beneath the weight of his gaze. Mellow and dark, his voice stroked over her. “What do we have here?”
“Our Beta.” Madeline’s tone was challenging.
“Step away from her. She can’t think for herself with you touching her.”
Madeline’s warmth left her back, leaving Sabrina chilled and exposed before the powerful Alpha. She lowered her eyes and sank to her knees on the plush moss. With a pounding heart, she turned her neck to expose her throat to him. Usually she fought humbling herself before a male, but he was different. His essence invaded her heart and soul, her very bones, as if he were made for her. Only now she had to convince him that she belonged. “Greetings Nicholas of the Amber Moon pride.”
His voice came out in an angry growl. “Little cat, why did you expose my mate to danger?”
Madeline quickly spoke up, “Nick, she—”
“Quiet.” His order left no room for argument as his power rolled through their alcove. “I need her to tell me why she led you to a group of hunters. Why she risked your life.”
“I’m sorry,” Sabrina whispered and fisted her hands together at her sides. She struggled to put her thoughts into words. The reasoning that seemed so sound at the time now seemed foolish. “Madeline is stronger than me. If I’d just run through the forest she would have found me. I had to know if she was brave enough, smart enough to track me to the campsite.”
“I can find no fault with that, but why did you make so much noise? You could have gotten her killed.”
Rough hands gripped her shoulders and lifted her to her feet. He smelled fantastic, and even as her heart raced with fear, her body grew full and heavy with desire. She kept her eyes on his lips as she confessed her failure. “I didn’t know how hard her power would hit me, how...intense it would be. I’ve never bonded before. I thought I knew, but I didn’t.” She met his gaze and struggled to hold it when she’d rather rub her cheek against his body and cover herself in his scent. “I had no idea it would be like this.”
“Like what?”
“Like coming home.”
She heard Madeline’s purr before the softness of the other woman pushed against her back. Her lips tickled along the skin of her neck as Madeline asked, “Isn’t she beautiful?” She leaned her weight against Sabrina until Nick’s erection pressed against her belly. “She tastes like sugar and musk.”
Nick shook his head but the small lines around his eyes deepened with a suppressed smile. Sabrina felt Madeline’s flash of triumph, but her attention was drawn back to the wonderful sensation of being pressed between them. The way their fragrances mingled and joined with hers, creating a perfume unique to the three of them. “I suppose you want to keep her?”
“Oh yes.”
He brushed a thumb over her cheek, making her skin tingle and flush beneath his touch. “What about you, Sabrina? Do you want to be kept?”
“Please.” It wasn’t the eloquent speech she had always fantasized about giving when she finally met her mates, but that one word held all of her hope, all of her yearning. Madeline rocked against her back and the sensation of her full breasts against her brought another rush of liquid heat between her thighs.
“Here is my proposal then. I will bond with you, but I want your agreement that we will not do a full soul mating until you have lived with us for a year and we are all certain.” Madeline grumbled behind her back, but he didn’t waver. “I know she isn’t like Chloe, she has a decent and gentle soul, but I want to be sure that this is what we all want.”
“Who’s Chloe?” Jealousy skittered through her heart and she tried to turn to face Madeline. 
“A mistake.” Madeline tightened her hold and sorrow moved through their psychic link.
His deep voice rumbled through his chest and seemed to vibrate into her bones as he said, “When we were newly mated, Madeline was manipulated into joining with a female Beta named Chloe. She used Madeline’s open heart against her and convinced her that they were meant to be.” He reached over her shoulder and stroked Madeline’s head. “She never had any intention of being Beta. Her goal was to work her way into my bed and kill Madeline, becoming my Alpha female. It was the only way she would ever become an Alpha. She was very skilled at hiding her true emotions from Madeline. Chloe tampered with our car in an attempt to kill her. She knew Madeline likes to drive fast and would have lost control of the Corvette.” His lips pressed into a humorless line. “There wouldn’t have been enough of her left in one piece to regenerate.”
“That’s horrible!” Sabrina squirmed around and embraced Madeline. “Oh honey, I’m so sorry.” The depth of Chloe’s betrayal stunned her. Even though they had only been bonded for a matter of hours, Sabrina could never imagine doing anything to hurt the other woman.
Nick squeezed them both against his chest with a deep rumble in his throat. The sound soothed her and Madeline’s breath come out in a warm sigh. Sabrina had no idea how long they stood that way, taking comfort in the mutual embrace, before she became aware of the sexual heat building between them.
Madeline lifted her head from Sabrina’s shoulder and stepped back with a wicked grin. “Nick, I can feel your approval. Stop tormenting her and prove that you can satisfy her.”



 
 
Chapter Four
 
 
Madeline backed away with a sultry sway to her hips and Sabrina reached out for her. Shaking her head, Madeline smiled and reclined on the bed of moss. “I want to watch.”
Sabrina took a hesitant step toward her, grateful Nick didn’t try to hold her back. While her body burned to be filled by him, and her inner cat couldn’t wait to see what the magnificent male had to offer, she needed to know how Madeline felt. “Are you sure? I don’t want you to feel, you know, left out.”
Nick chuckled behind her and Madeline smiled. “Silly girl. I’ll feel everything you’re feeling.” She stretched and ran her hands over her breasts, tweaking the dark rose nipples until they stood, hard and swollen. “I get the visual feast of watching two of the most beautiful people in the world having sex while being able to feel it, too. Trust me when I say that for me, it doesn’t get any better than that.”
Nick nuzzled the side of Sabrina’s neck and whispered in her ear, “Open yourself up to her, feel the truth of her words. My Madeline loves to watch.”
She shivered at the brush of his beard against her neck and on the other side of the alcove, Madeline shivered as well. His hands skimmed down the sides of her ribs, smoothing over her lower stomach and he pressed his fingers into the hollow of her hipbones. Madeline squirmed and shifted her hips as if trying to get imaginary fingers to touch her in the same place
He traced his fingers over her belly, leaving a trail of arousal in his wake. A big hand easily cupped her entire breast, and she leaned back into him, delighting in his strength. Safe, I feel so safe with him. A thumb ran over the erect peak of her nipple and she moaned. Her breasts had always been sensitive, almost as much as her clit.
His voice penetrated the sexual haze he created for her. “Sabrina?” 
“Hmm?”
“If you ever put Madeline in danger like that again, I’m going to spank you until you can’t walk.”
She hissed and pressed herself against him until his hard cock nestled between her butt cheeks.
“She likes that,” Madeline said in a breathless voice. “A lot.”
“Really?” His voice was a rumbling purr. “Do you, Sabrina? Do you like to be spanked?”
A blush heated her cheeks and she nodded.
“I didn’t hear you.”
Trying to swallow past the sudden lump in her throat, she trembled against him. Pain was a spice she enjoyed with her lovemaking, and the thought of his big hand spanking her until she burned made her clit swell until it ached in time with the beat of her heart. “Yes.”
“Oh, we are going to have such fun with her,” Madeline said and Sabrina moaned as a wave of the other woman’s arousal hit her.
He spun her around and cupped her face with his hands. She stood on her tiptoes, offering herself to him. Slowly, as if to torture her, he lowered his mouth to hers until their lips barely brushed. Electricity sparked between them and they both shuddered. His cock jumped against her belly as his magic washed through her. She opened her mind, her soul to him and lost herself in his kiss.
Firm and demanding, he took everything she had to offer and gave back more. He tasted like sex and magic with a faint hint of Madeline’s essence. She ran her fingers through the crisp hair on his chest and melted into his embrace.
Their cats paced and snarled around each other as he sucked on her lower lip. Another surge of arousal from Madeline had her knees giving out. He cupped his hands beneath her bottom and lifted her until her legs wrapped around his waist, the head of his cock rubbing between her swollen and slippery labia.
She tore her mouth from his with a gasp and licked along his shoulder, tasting his skin and delighting in how he twitched beneath her tongue. His body was a work of art, muscles to make a sculptor weep in envy. She knew from her shared memories with Madeline what drove him crazy and she eagerly ground herself against him until the fat mushroom head of his cock scrapped over her clit.
“Fuck,” he groaned and thrust against her.
Her nipples brushed along his skin as she placed her palms on his shoulders and lifted herself over him so that when she lowered herself, his thick shaft would fill her. Moving as if they had done it a thousand times, he positioned his cock against her swollen entrance. With a self-control that took all of her concentration, she slowly sank onto his erection, closing her eyes to savor the sensation of being stretched.
She had to relax her body to take him, and even then it hurt. That edge of pain made her tighten around him and he bit the side of her neck. In her mind, his big cat did the same to hers, biting the back of her neck in a dominant hold as old as time. Her cat relaxed into his grip and their images turned hazy as their energies mixed.
She clung to him as he gripped her bottom and moved her. Madeline gave a low moan and their connection allowed Sabrina to feel the other woman’s rapidly approaching orgasm. The rush of desire amazed her, overwhelming her in the best possible way. She had no idea how good it would be. Emotions and satisfaction beyond even her wildest fantasies filled her heart and spirit. This is a pleasure I would kill for.
Still moving inside of her, Nick walked them over to where Madeline reclined on the moss and lowered her to the ground without breaking contact. His voice sent an erotic thrill through her as he said, “Kiss her while I take her.”
Lying on her side, Madeline stroked Sabrina’s breasts with the tip of her nail. She leaned forward and gave Sabrina the warmest of kisses, all pillowy lips and gentle strokes, such a marked contrast to the restrained violence of Nick moving in her, she had the sensation of floating between them.
He wrapped her legs around his waist and began to thrust in earnest, shifting his hips until he stroked over her G-Spot. She moaned her approval into Madeline’s mouth, cupping her heavy breasts in her hands. Madeline returned the favor by playing with her nipples until she trembled on the brink of orgasm.
Time ceased to matter as her body tightened to the point of pain. A roaring sound filled her head and she realized it was her screaming her pleasure into the air. Sharp teeth bit the very tip of her nipple and she exploded. The world went black then white as her body snapped in time with the contractions, gripping Nick’s fantastic cock while she screamed.
Madeline joined her, caught up in her orgasm and feeding her back with one of her own. Through their bond, their pleasure melded until she didn’t know where she ended and Madeline began. A new power joined theirs, one with a masculine edge whose orgasm was different, but just as intense.
Together, they curled into a heap of twitching limbs and groans as aftershocks moved through them. The post-orgasmic delight would almost leave her body then another wave of pleasure would move through her from Madeline or Nick and set delicious fire to her overworked nerves all over again.
Nick pulled Madeline on top of him and hugged Sabrina close to his side. Their breathing evened out and a blanket of love embraced her as surely as Nick’s arm. She snuggled closer to them, content and happy.
Madeline stirred first, leaning up on her elbows on Nick’s broad chest. “Can I keep her?”
Nick laughed and placed a kiss on Sabrina’s forehead. “Yes, and remind me to send Madame Evangeline a fruit basket.”
“A fruit basket?” Sabrina gave him a mock glare. “I think we owe her a cruise around the world.”
Madeline laughed and Nick nipped at the side of Sabrina’s neck. “Well, maybe a basket of chocolate and a new car.”
Madeline wriggled her hips against him and Sabrina purred at the mutual desire shared through their connection. Nick shifted his body with a husky rumble. “Thank the Goddess we found you, Sabrina. Without your help Madeline might have fucked me into an early grave.”
Sabrina’s giggle turned to a moan and she felt the echo of Madeline’s pleasure as she slid his now fully erect cock inside of her. Madeline hadn’t been kidding. It did feel like Nick moved inside of her as she watched him fill Madeline. With a happy sigh, she abandoned herself to the decadent pleasures of her new mates.



 
 
Chapter Five
 
 
Early the next morning, they stumbled out of the forest together, Sabrina’s limbs heavy with exhaustion and her pussy aching from the sexual marathon she’d experienced. Nick had been right. Madeline would have killed him with her sexual appetite. The woman was insatiable and Sabrina loved every minute of it. 
“Not too much further to the truck.” Madeline took a deep breath of the morning air with a broad smile as she spoke.
Nick shot her a sour look. “Madeline’s a morning person.”
“Gah.” Sabrina frowned. “Is it too late to back out of the bond?”
“Hey now!’ Madeline gave her butt a brisk slap and a flush of desire made Sabrina’s nipples pebble in the warm morning air, something that should be physically impossible after their sexual marathon.
Nick grabbed both their hands, putting them on either side of him as they walked. “Please, can we just make it to the truck first?”
Madeline fluttered her lashes at him while Sabrina snickered. “Yes, but only because I’m starving.”
Sabrina glanced down at her naked body, complete with love bites and very swollen nipples. “What about our clothes?”
Nick’s thumb stroked over her palm. “Ben, one of our pack members, retrieved them last night.” He must have felt her distress because he added, “He’s been watching over our vehicles for us, and I had him on hand just in case things didn’t work out.”
Madeline snorted, “What he means by that is, in case you turned out to be another psycho bitch, we have Ben on hand to help bury your body. But instead, he’s going to drive your car to the hotel so you can’t run away from us.”
Sabrina snapped her fingers. “Damn, there goes my chance for freedom.”
“Yep, you’re stuck with us now.” Nick teased. “And we’re not letting you go.”
Joy blossomed in her soul and a reflection of it echoed through their connection. Over time they would learn to close off their link so they could have privacy, but right then the path was wide open. To be honest, she didn’t want to be closed off from them yet. Surrounding herself in their love was everything she had ever wanted.
They reached the gravel-covered parking area where her sporty blue convertible sat next to a forest green Hummer. A few other cars were in the lot, but covered with undisturbed dew. She sniffed the air more out of habit than anything else and wrinkled her nose at the foul odor.
“What is that smell?”
Nick took a deep breath then made a hacking sound. “I don’t know, but it smells horrible. Like rotten eggs and shit.”
“Such a poet,” Madeline muttered and wrinkled her nose.
A strange woman’s voice rang out over the parking lot. “It’s cover scent, you fucking moron.” A second later a pretty blond with hair in braids that hung on either side of her heart-shaped face strode out from behind the Hummer. In her hands she held a double-barrel shotgun pointed straight at them. Her dark jeans were covered in dirt, her pink blouse worn and ripped in several places.
Nick froze, and fear mixed with fury rushed through their connection. Hurt mixed with burning anger blasted from Madeline. Sabrina moaned in pain and abruptly the sensation vanished. Evidently, Nick already knew how to close off their bond.
“Chloe,” Madeline growled in disgust.
Sabrina lifted her lip in a snarl at the blond woman. “The bitch who tried to kill you?”
“One and the same,” Nick replied in a bored tone. “What do you want?”
Chloe took another step forward, the whites of her eyes showing as she stared at them with hatred. “When you threw me out of the pride, you destroyed me! I’m labeled as a traitor and no pride will have me. I’m all alone and it’s all your fucking fault!”
“Madeline and Sabrina have nothing to do with this. I’m the one that kicked you out. Leave them alone.” He tried to free himself from Sabrina’s hand but she held on while Madeline did the same. He shot them both a warning look, but they ignored him and continued to silently snarl at Chloe.
The barrel of the shotgun dipped toward the ground as Chloe yelled, “I should have been your Alpha! If you had just given me a chance it could have been so good between us. But Madeline stood in the way. She didn’t want to share you. I knew if she was gone you could finally be with me.”
“Over my dead body, you crazy bitch!” Madeline lunged, but Nick jerked her back.
Sabrina remained silent. If Nick and Madeline could keep distracting her, she might have a chance to attack Chloe before she got a shot off. She wished she knew what kind of ammunition the shotgun held. Undoubtedly silver, but if it was buckshot, it could spray all of them with enough pellets to kill them.
Nick clamped his hand around her wrist and ground her bones together until she dropped to her knees in pain. He lowered his shields enough so she could feel his anger, but no fear. Instead, a sense of anticipation filled her mind. Confused, she lowered her head in a sign of submission.
Nick’s voice held a note of regret. “I’m sorry, Chloe, but I’m going to have to put you down.”
“Fuck you!” Chloe screamed and Sabrina watched in horrified fascination as the gun swung toward Nick and Madeline. Not giving herself time to think, she launched herself at their knees and tackled them to the ground. Ready to die, she covered their bodies as best she could with hers and hoped the bullet killed her so she wouldn’t have to die a slow death by silver poisoning.
A shriek followed by a terrible wet, tearing sound echoed through the forest. With a muttered curse Nick pushed her to the side and she scrambled to her feet. Crouched over Chloe’s corpse, a silvery-grey puma tore through her ribcage and shredded her heart. 
Sabrina began to shake from the adrenaline rush that demanded an outlet. Her cat tried to break free of her skin and force her to shift as the smell of blood hung heavy in the air. “What the....”
“Ben,” Madeline answered, in a grim voice. 
The silver cat backed away from the corpse, making a deep hacking sound as though trying to spit. Sabrina could sympathize, spitting being one of those things her human mind wanted to do but her cat body couldn’t. As Madeline and Nick approached Ben, Sabrina rushed to the trunk of her car. Feeling beneath the fender for the spare key, she popped the lid and pulled out bottles of water from the cooler. She also grabbed an old T-shirt she kept in case of an emergency shift.
Her human mind didn’t want to deal with the gruesome scene, but her puma recognized Ben as belonging to Madeline and Nick, and he needed her help. A Beta needed to take care of her pride as much as she needed to breathe air. Nurturing instincts demanded she comfort Ben who was obviously in a great deal of distress.
Moving slowly, she approached Madeline and Nick who had their arms around a handsome silver haired man with his face and chest covered in blood. He pushed Nick out of the way and staggered a few steps to vomit in the bushes. Her stomach lurched in sympathy. No matter how easy it was for her inner cat to kill, the thought of having Chloe’s flesh in her mouth disgusted her human mind. 
She paused next to Madeline and whispered, “There’s a tent in my trunk. It’s waterproof so you can wrap the body up in it.”
Madeline nodded and Nick cupped her cheek with his hand before he went to help Madeline dispose of the body.
“Hey.” Sabrina used a gentle tone as she crouched next to Ben.
A shiver ran through his body, his skin a cheesy yellow color. “Hey,” he replied in a surprisingly melodic voice.
“I’m going to clean you up.” She twisted the cap on the water and soaked the edge of the shirt.
He glanced at her with shock-glazed eyes. “Okay.”
She worked quickly at the grim task, starting with his face and cleaning her way down to his muscular chest. He remained passive beneath her touch, only showing emotion when she cleaned the gore from beneath his nails. In an effort to keep his mind off the task, she kept up a steady stream of chatter about the weather in a soothing voice. She used the same tone while treating injured animals, and he slowly relaxed.
With a final rinse, he stood and wiped the water from his eyes. “I hate killing. I did so much of it in the military.” He closed his eyes and took a deep breath. “Such a fucking waste.”
Nick and Madeline’s presence calmed her spirit before she saw them, a warm buzzing energy that melted into her skin like sunlight. Madeline placed a kiss on her cheek. “Thanks for taking care of him.”
Ben rubbed his face. “I was almost too late. Chloe doused herself in that horrible cover scent. When I first smelled it, I thought it was just an inexperienced hunter. Something felt...off this morning, so I went to scout out the area. I got back just in time to see her pointing the gun at you.” He hung his head. “I’m sorry I hesitated. I should have killed her the second I saw her.”
Nick put his arm around Ben’s shoulder. “You stopped her before she could kill us.”
Madeline tossed Sabrina’s spare key to Ben. “You okay to drive? I want to get out of here before some early morning camper stumbles across us.”
“Yeah, I can drive.” He spit again and gave Sabrina a small smile. “By the way, welcome to the pride, Beta. When are you guys going to soul mate?”
She barely had time to smile before Nick swept her up into his arms. “She has a year to decide if she wants to keep us.”
“As if there’s any question,” Madeline added as she smoothed Sabrina’s hair back from her cheek. “If she tries to leave I’ll chain her up in my basement.”
Ben smiled and walked away, stopping to retrieve his clothes from beneath the Hummer before sliding into the driver seat of her car.
“I—” Before she could get another word out, Madeline and Nick kissed her until her toes curled. The sensation of two very different sets of lips moving against hers from either side sent a bolt of lust through her that reflected and echoed through their connection.
“What is it with me and insatiable females,” Nick asked in a low voice as he gently set Sabrina on her feet.
Madeline wrapped her arms around Sabrina and rubbed her cheek against her hair. “Well, if you can’t keep up....”
He uttered a long string of delicious threats that sent both women running away, laughing as they piled into the backseat of the Hummer. Wrapped in each other’s arms, they became lost in the silken caress of skin as Nick carefully drove them down the mountain. So much had happened in the space of one night, but Sabrina would think about it later. Right then, she rejoiced in being alive and lost herself in the perfect love of her mates.
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Ben Hanson ran a hand through his silvery-grey hair and wished he’d run the other way when his pack Alpha and beta females approached  him three weeks earlier with such innocent smiles on their pretty faces. Sabrina and Madeline even buttered him up beforehand with homemade oatmeal cookies before springing their birthday present on him. A gift certificate to an exclusive matchmaking site called 1Night Stand.
Honky-tonk music mixed with laughter and loud conversation in the shifter-owned bar on the edge of the Appalachian Trail in North Carolina where he sat and nursed his beer. Despite his promises to himself not to get too hopeful, he couldn’t help but wish that the man he met tonight would be able to ease the empty place in his spirit. Even if that relief only lasted for one night and that space in his heart already belonged to someone else.
The owner of the matchmaking site, Madame Evangeline, arranged the blind date that brought his Alphas together with their beta so he understood why they put such faith in Eve. After all, it wasn’t every day he met a human who not only understood the intricacies of the werepuma world, but seemed to have an almost magical touch for arranging mind blowing one-night stands.
And man, did he ever need his mind blown. Memories stuffed his head from his four tours of duty over in the Sandbox and all the horrors he’d experienced there. As part of the shifter division of the Marines special ops, he’d been through the worst humanity had to offer. Diagnosed with severe PTSD, he’d been medically discharged and sent back to the States.
Thank God the Amber Moon Pride had been waiting for him. Glad to be back among the forest-covered mountains, he spent most of his time in puma form, roaming the Appalachian trail and losing himself in the purity of being an animal. He’d happily stay that way, but his human heart yearned for companionship, craved love. 
The door to the bar swung open and a group of loggers pushed their way through the growing crowd of the country bar. Their boisterous laughter echoed off the massive rough hewn beams of the vaulted ceiling. The full moon was two nights away and the coming rush of magic made all the shifters restless and added to the lively energy filling the bar. A perfect night for what promised to be a savage mating that would hopefully burn away the harsh memories of the past.
Paulette, one of the daughters of the werebears who ran the bar, leaned on her elbows and examined him with her big brown eyes as she tossed her long, dark braid over her shoulder. While nicely rounded and pleasing to the eye, he’d known her since she was a baby and found it hard to look at her as anything other than a little sister. A very nosy little sister.
“So, you meeting one of your humans here tonight? What’s on the menu? A nice little blonde like the one you brought in last week, or another big bruiser like that dark-haired guy you were dancing with the other day. He was yummy, too bad you don’t share.”
Ben frowned into his beer, avoiding her gaze and refusing to rise to the bait. “Nope.”
She gave a mock gasp of shock and ruffled his hair, earning a growl. “Why Ben, are you finally going to spend some time with another shifter? Considering the steady stream of humans you’ve been with lately, people were beginning to take bets that you’d sworn off shifters all together, but I knew you wouldn’t last much longer. Humans are nice and all, but nothing compares to the touch of another shifter.” She blushed and quickly said, “So do tell, who’s the lucky man or woman who gets to enjoy your pleasant company tonight?”
Hoping she would go away and annoy someone else, he kept his answer brief. “Don’t know, blind date.”
Instead of taking the hint, she got a gleam in her eyes that didn’t bode well for going away anytime soon. “Ohhh, a man or woman of mystery. How romantic.” She lowered her voice further and gave a quick look around the bar before adding, “Be careful, okay? I mean, you’re all right for a stupid cat. I don’t want to see you get hurt.”
He gave a soft laugh and shook his head. “Baby doll, I’ll be all right. My Alphas recommended the matchmaker, Madam Eve. She’s the same one they used to find their beta.”
That settled it for Paulette. “Oh, I love Sabrina. She’s so nice and she helped set my leg after I broke it last fall in that rock slide.” Someone called for a beer and she raised her hand. “Gotta go. You have fun tonight.” She hustled down the bar and made some smart comment to the group of loggers that left them laughing while she refilled their pitcher.
He couldn’t remember if he’d ever been as innocent and free with his heart as Paulette. 
Not too long after his first shift, a powerful Alpha named Axel invited Ben into his Pride on the premise of seeing if Ben would work out as his new beta. Young, naive, and flattered that the strong Alpha wanted him as his enforcer, Ben quickly accepted. He should have looked beyond the promises of fame and glory and considered why such a strong Alpha would want an untried puma as his second. He probably would have noticed something was off sooner, if he hadn’t fallen deeply in love and bonded with the younger brother of the Alpha, Jude.
At first he didn’t want to believe that his suspicions about Axel being a serial killer were correct. Jude worshiped his older brother and some of that sentiment seeped through their bond, making Ben feel especially guilty for even thinking Axel was capable of murder. When he finally faced up to the truth, it had been too late to do anything other than kill Axel.
Unable to face Jude after killing his brother, Ben had fled and never gone back. He could have severed the bond with the help of a shaman, but a perverse part of him clung to the only thing that he had left that connected him to a time in his life where everything seemed pure and good. When love unlike anything he’d ever known filled his life, and he would have laughed at the idea that it would ever be any different. The Alphas of the Amber Moon pride offered to kill his bond-mate for Ben, but he’d turned them down. He gave them the excuse that he wanted to do it himself, but deep down he still loved Jude with all his heart. 
A quick glance at the battered clock hanging on the wall between neon-glowing beer signs showed that his date was officially late. Ben tried to keep the disappointment at bay, but couldn’t stop internally berating himself for thinking that something good was finally going to happen to him.
The door opened again and the distant musk of a male puma scented the air as a group of giggling human women piled through the opening. Every hair on his body stood at attention and he unconsciously opened his mouth, scenting the other shifter on his sensitive palate. As soon as the taste hit the back of his throat, he went rigid with a mixture of fury, guilt, and a regret so deep it threatened to pull him down into a whirlpool of despair he might never escape. 
His heart threatened to beat right out of his chest as he placed his beer down onto the bar with a shaking hand...Be careful what you wish for, ‘cause you just might get it.
The part of his soul that he’d tried to burn out, to bury, to freeze out of him, battered at the bars of his self-imposed cage. His inner puma hissed and snarled, urging him in every way it could to claim his mate. Their bond still existed, strong as ever, and he wanted to scream. 
“Chill out, Ben,” a woman’s soft voice said from across the bar.
He forced his gaze to meet Judy’s kind brown eyes. A black bear shifter, she ran the bar with her husband and two daughters. Although a gentle woman with a good heart, she wouldn’t hesitate to kick his ass for disrupting her bar.
“I’m sorry,” he said through gritted teeth. She looked down pointedly at the bar and he saw that his nails had curved into claws and were buried in the wood. Ashamed of his lack of control, he closed his eyes and started thinking of different foods. Apple pie, cherries, ice cream, flour, corn, salt, oatmeal. The list went on and on as he used the relaxation technique that the PTSD counselor had taught him. Slowly, his breathing returned to normal and the itching burn of the magic of his shift left his body.
He opened his eyes to find Eric, Judy’s husband, standing next to his wife with his massive arms across his chest. A Vietnam vet, Eric understood what Ben went through, and they spent many long nights together talking about all the things that were fucked up with the world. Well, Ben mostly talked about things that were fucked up. Despite the fact that Eric looked like a biker from the rougher side of Hell, he had an optimistic streak a mile wide and could see the good in everything. A regular Pollyanna on a Harley.
Eric leaned against the bar. “There’s a stranger outside waiting for you. Says he’s your blind date.”
Ben covered his face with his hands and laughed bitterly. “Of course he is.” 
Judy and Eric exchanged a puzzled glance. “Ben, who is he?”
Digging into his wallet, he tossed a twenty onto the counter and raised a hand in farewell to Paulette. “Evidently he’s my date...and the brother of the Alpha that I killed.”
 
***
 
Jude Mason waited in the shadows of the parking lot, out of sight of the humans, but easily visible to the shifters. With his dark hair and deeply tanned skin, he blended well with the trees and brush even without the unnatural stillness of his inner puma to draw on. At six-foot five and two hundred and fifty pounds, he didn’t much resemble the gangly twenty-year-old who’d loved Ben with everything he had so many years ago. He’d grown up in more ways than one and hoped Ben would notice—would forgive—Jude for abandoning him when he’d needed him most.
A shiny white pickup truck pulled into a parking space facing the woods. A shifter couple jumped out of the cab, and Jude took in a deep breath of their scent. Werehawks. The man spotted him in the woods, and Jude raised his hand in greeting. Giving him a nod, the man gathered up his female and hustled her into the bar. The way she laid her head on her man’s shoulder filled Jude with envy, but he wished them a long life together.
Like most rural towns, the shifter population outnumbered the humans. They encouraged this by doing everything they could to cultivate a closed, backwoods image to keep the trendy tourists and land developers away. A few humans were allowed to stay, the good ones, but the majority of the population was different kinds of shifters who divided up the huge national forest to the north and west among themselves.
Find a place known for unfriendly hillbillies surrounded by wilderness and you’ve found a shifter haven.
His people’s land lay hundreds of miles north in the Upper Peninsula of Michigan. Though North Carolina was beautiful, he missed the smell of home and couldn’t imagine how Ben ever adjusted to the heat. A rare silver puma, Ben’s ancestors came from even colder climates. He must be sweating his beautiful ass off.
Jude sighed and returned to staring at the door. Fifteen years ago, Ben killed his brother in fair combat. At the time Jude idolized Axel and was devastated when his lover killed him. He didn’t want to believe his brother capable of the things Ben accused him of, and in his youthful arrogance he’d told Ben if he ever saw him again, he’d kill him. A totally empty threat because Ben was one of the strongest werepumas he’d ever met, but they’d loved each other, and Jude knew in his heart Ben wouldn’t raise a hand against him if they fought.
His mouth went dry as the door opened and a hint of Ben’s unique musk flowed out on the air. His cock hardened and a pounding ache settled in his balls. At least his body wasn’t conflicted—it wanted Ben, badly. His dreams were filled with memories of his silver-haired mate, of warm summer days spent making love for hours. Sometimes with another female or two, but most often just enjoying each other. He’d had many lovers since then, but none matched the way Ben had made—hell, still—made him feel.
Ben was his air and Jude was suffocating without him.
An older couple exchanged a long kiss in the open doorway of the bar as the sun set behind the large, log cabin-style building, and he couldn’t catch a glimpse of Ben inside. He had to know Jude stood out there. He’d purposely stood upwind so his scent would blow into the building and let Ben know. Heck, the nasty-looking bear shifter who ran the bar came out earlier to see what he was up to and Jude sent him back in with a message for Ben.
Why hadn’t he come out yet?
A mutual friend in the area kept tabs on Ben for Jude and when he heard that Ben’s female Alpha and beta had discussed setting up a blind date for him, Jude jumped at the chance.
Several begging and pleading emails to Madame Evangeline, along with the full story of what happened between them resulted in this date. Or, as Madame Evangeline put it, “A chance to be worthy of love.” How those words haunted him. He hadn’t been worthy of Ben’s love, hadn’t been worthy of his devotion. Immature, drunk on his own foolish pride, he’d let the best thing that ever happened to him slip away.
Well tonight he was going to rectify that mistake. Even if it meant losing his life to do it.



 
 
Chapter Two
 
 
The last traces of the late spring sunset burned red and purple in the sky as Ben let the door to the bar close behind him. Pine trees surrounded the gravel parking lot already half filled with mostly trucks and a few cars here and there. Off in the distance an owl hooted and the boards beneath Ben’s feet creaked as he descended the steps.
He knew right where Jude stood. In fact, he could have closed his eyes and walked to where the only man he’d ever loved blended into the forest. A strange giddiness came over him, almost like his body was no longer tethered to the earth. In any other circumstance he would have called it joy. And in a way it was. After dreading this confrontation, imagining every horrible scenario he could, he was eager to get it over with.
Death would be a blessing. His puma rebelled at that notion and swiped at him with ethereal claws that hurt his soul, but he ignored it the best that he could and promised that soon they would see Jude. That settled his beast enough so that he could continue to walk forward.
He passed the line where the crushed gravel of the parking lot gave way to lush emerald green grass and was glad that he would die surrounded by forest. In the desert he had grown to hate the sight of brown. The ground, the buildings, and sometimes even the very air were a shade of sand, and he’d ached for the sight of anything growing. It must have been a common feeling among the shifters because they all had photos of forest and grasslands taped in their rooms instead of the usual pin-up pictures.
For a moment he could taste the dry desert heat on the back of his tongue, parching his throat and making his mouth feel stuffed full of cotton. His pulse raced and his body tried to tense into a fighting stance, weary of the phantom enemies he’d left behind in the war zone. He took a deep breath to dispel the illusion before it overtook him. Now was not the time to have a flashback. He owed Jude that much.
Before he reached his mate, Jude’s energy slid over his skin like the most exquisite silk. The sensation froze him to the spot and a stifled groan filled with longing escaped him. 
It was the feeling of coming home.
“Hello, Ben,” Jude said as he stepped into a patch of fading light. His voice was deeper than Ben remembered and contained a husky quality that vibrated in his bones.
Over the past fifteen years Jude had grown up. Instead of the lanky twenty-year old Ben remembered, Jude had filled out into a heavily muscled man. His worn denim jeans clung to the big muscles of his thighs and narrow hips while his broad shoulders filled out a simple cream flannel shirt. The light color shone against his tanned skin, and Ben finally allowed himself to look into Jude’s eyes, ready to see his death reflected in their silvery light.
Instead of the anger and disgust he expected, Jude’s eyes were full of sorrow. The floaty feeling that cocooned Ben began to dissipate. Where was the death that he promised himself? Why did Jude hold back the killing blow that would end his misery?
Jude continued to hold his gaze and his inner cat demanded that he submit before him. 
Fuck.
Jude had done more than grow up. He’d become an Alpha.
Ben’s knees buckled and he hit the ground at Jude’s feet, exposing his neck in a submissive gesture as old as time. Inwardly he laughed at the bitter irony of the situation. How many times had he wished Jude was his Alpha instead of Axel? He always knew the spark lived inside the other man, but Jude hadn’t been ready to embrace it.
Ben began to tremble as he continued to hold his neck exposed to Jude. Any second teeth or a knife would sink into his throat. He would die with Jude at his side and that was more of a mercy than he ever expected.
Jude knelt next to him, and Ben allowed himself to bathe in his presence. Their pumas stretched out through the metaphysical link that still bound them and reunited in a joyous crash of emotions. Ben closed his eyes, savoring the bliss that flowed from his cat.
Jude placed his lips against Ben’s banging pulse and spoke in a voice barely above a whisper. “I missed you.”
Ben didn’t think his heart could have hurt anymore than it already did. He was wrong. “Just get it over with.”
Jude shook his head back and forth in a negative gesture, his lips skimming over Ben’s skin and leaving sparks of desire that sank into Ben’s body. Even with his death moments away, his cock stiffened. Jude licked his neck and Ben shuddered. The touch of Jude’s body sent chills of pleasure through him. It had been so long he’d almost forgotten about the power of their bond, what it was like to have the other half of his life.
Jude cradled him in his arms, his lips never leaving Ben’s neck. Need burned through Ben’s blood as he felt an echo of Jude’s arousal race between their bond and mingle with his own desire. It had always been like that between them, instant lust from the moment they met. “It’s time for me to start my own pride, Ben.”
Of course. Jude couldn’t bond his Alpha female and his beta without severing his link with Ben. His heart sank, but understood why Jude came looking for him after so many years. “I understand. Just please stay with me until it’s done.” He squeezed his eyes shut and confessed his weakness. “I don’t want to die alone.”
“Die?” Jude pulled back and fisted his hand into Ben’s hair, forcing him to meet his gaze. “Ben, I don’t want you dead. I want you to be my beta.”
Ben struggled for air as his throat closed with emotion. “No. I’m supposed to die.”
He struggled and Jude released his hair, crouching back on his haunches as he carefully watched Ben. “I must have missed that memo.”
Ben barked a laugh and sat cross legged before he collapsed. “Still a smartass.”
“Better than a dumbass,” Jude fired back with a ghost of smile. “Ben, why do I feel like I need to apologize for not killing you?”
“Because....” When he tried to put his fucked up tangle of thoughts and emotions into words he found himself stuck. “Because you should.” He held his hands out, wrists up. “I killed your brother.”
“Ben,” Jude said with a low sigh. “You saved me from having to kill him.”
“What?”
“Eventually, I would have pulled my head out of my ass long enough to see what was going on.” Guilt laced Jude’s voice, but it was nothing compared to the flash of hatred that burned and stung through their bond. “Axel set me up to take the fall for his murders.” Jude glanced up, his eyes taking on a silvery sheen as the almost-full moon began to rise. “But you knew that, didn’t you?”
Ben swallowed hard. “I—yeah.”
“And that’s why you killed Axel instead of turning him over to the Council, isn’t it?”
Instead of meeting Jude’s gaze, Ben looked over his shoulder at the distant parking lot. The number of weres were increasing, and the humans were being turned away at the door. Soon the moon would dominate the sky and there would be only shifters left at the bar. He was surprised that he and Jude hadn’t been interrupted already, but he had a feeling Eric and Judy put the word out to leave them alone. 
With the amount of Alpha power that Jude threw off, not many shifters would risk their necks out of curiosity. 
“Axel had it all worked out. Down to having planted evidence in your house.” Ben tried to force himself to look at Jude, but could only raise his gaze as far as the other man’s sensual lips. Jude by far had the most kissable lips he’d ever seen on another man or woman. “You know that dreamcatcher he gave you?”
Jude rocked back on his heels. “Yeah.”
“Well, it was decorated with pieces of jewelry from his victims.”
Jude made a deep, pained noise low in his throat that ended in a rumbling snarl. Ben’s inner cat paced and snarled in return, angry at whatever threatened his mate. The thought startled Ben, but he allowed himself to see the truth of what his puma felt.
Animals didn’t lie.
Jude was and would always be his mate.
The floating feeling, which he recognized as shock, dissipated further and allowed him to really see Jude. Laugh lines etched his eyes and mouth, but pale scars stretched all over his arms and face. Ben easily recognized them for what they were, scars from fighting. “Jude....” He leaned forward and traced his finger down one particularly nasty mark running from Jude’s temple to the back of his ear. His heart banged in his chest as he turned the touch into a caress that ended with his hand on the other man’s shoulder. “What happened?”
Jude shrugged and the hard muscles of his shoulders bunched beneath Ben’s palm. “I’ve been an outcast for the past ten years.”
“What?” Ben’s hand tightened on Jude’s shoulder until the other man winced and he eased his grip. “But the Ebony Claw Pride has been your family’s pride for as long as anyone can remember.”
Jude planted his fists in the ground with a weary sigh. “I gave control of the pride to my little sister, Rose after she transitioned into an Alpha. No one trusted me after the truth about Axel came out. They thought I should have known. “His voice turned bitter with hate and Ben’s gut tightened at the guilt and self-hatred flowing from his mate. “Hell, I think I should have known.”
“It’s not your fault.” Relief, bright as new silver, threaded into the tangled mess of emotions coming from Jude and Ben pressed on. “Did you know your brother was grooming me to become his little serial killer apprentice? That he thought he saw something of himself in me.” Ben’s stomach clenched and shame filled his voice. “I’m a killer, always have been always will be. As they say, like calls to like.”
Without another word Jude grabbed him and held him in a rib-cracking embrace. “You are nothing like him,” he said in a fierce whisper. “You kill because you have to, not because you want to. You kill to protect those you love, and you still love me as much as I love you.”
Those words, said to him a thousand times by different people, sounded entirely different coming from Jude. Because of their bond Jude couldn’t lie to him. He felt his mate’s trust, belief in him. The bond that he’d tried so hard to bury burst free of the box he’d kept it in and emotions and sensations rocked his world.
Without another word, Ben grabbed Jude’s face between his hands and kissed him with all of the pent up desire of their fifteen years apart. His lips were as soft as Ben remembered and his flavor as potent. To Ben, he tasted like the forest, emerald green and full of life. His lips opened beneath Jude’s probing tongue, and he sighed into Jude’s mouth as their tongues met and stroked against each other.
Their hands scrambled with each other’s clothing until buttons flew off into the darkness and his jeans were literally torn from his body. He had a moment to register the cool night air on his skin before Jude’s mouth engulfed his aching cock and he yelled his pleasure into the sky. Warm and wet heat, delicious friction of tongue and teeth sliding over the sensitive head of his dick, then the slow drag as Jude drew back until the tip of Ben’s cock rested between his lips as he lashed it with his tongue.
Ben lay back into the rich earth and its soft blanket of grass, shuddering as their energies mixed and swirled together. An echo of Jude’s desire filtered through Ben’s mind, and his balls drew up into a tight ache. How could he have possibly forgotten how good sex was between bonded mates? Nothing he’d ever experienced could rival this intense pleasure.
Jude gently stroked his sack as he sucked him, and Ben eagerly thrust his hips up into the other man’s mouth. He wanted more, wanted to touch Jude like Jude touched him. Wanted the other man’s thick shaft in his mouth, his seed spurting down his throat.
He began to scoot around and Jude gave him a puzzled look until he understood what Ben was trying to do. Then he gave a grin filled with enough sin to tempt the devil.
Giving Ben’s cock a quick lick, he turned and straddled Ben’s face so that his cock dangled down over Ben’s lips. Veins stood out in sharp relief and Ben could see a drop of pre-cum shinning in the moonlight on the tip. Jude swallowed down Ben’s erection, taking him as deep as he could in his throat until he gagged. Ben struggled to keep from coming as he gently licked around the tip of Jude’s cock, delighting in the musky taste of his lover’s skin. As he nibbled around the sensitive rim of Jude’s cock, he thrust his hips up into Jude’s eager mouth.
The bond between them opened further. Sex and magic poured into Ben, filling the emptiness in his soul with a blinding rush of love. He gripped the hard muscles of Jude’s ass, letting the other man fuck his throat as he tried to keep up with his thrusts. His own movements turned frantic as he twitched his hips, trying to shove himself as far into Jude’s mouth as he could get.
The impending orgasm turned into a sharp burn at the base of his back and all the muscles in his body tightened to the point of pain. With Jude’s cock muffling his screams, the world went white as he began to come. Each jet of seed from his cock was swallowed, sucked out by Jude’s eager, wet mouth.
His long lost mate stiffened and his orgasm began, drawing Ben’s out as he struggled to drink down Jude’s seed. He pulled back until just the head of Jude’s cock was in his mouth and swirled his tongue over the tip, drinking down the hot cum. Their spirits merged as one and Ben lost track of where his orgasm ended and Jude’s began. 
When he regained consciousness, he found that they had rolled on their sides with his head pillowed on Jude’s inner thigh. The muscles of Jude’s leg tightened as Ben lazily licked at Jude’s softening cock with a deep purr in his throat. Jude groaned and twitched with each stroke of Ben’s tongue and pulled away before gathering him into his arms.
They exchanged a long kiss full of soft passion. In the distance a howl rose through the forest, joined by the cries of various animals as the moon rose in the sky. The moon burned through his blood, making his human skin too tight as the need to change that had been held off by his overwhelming desire made itself known.
Jude shivered and hissed as magic sparkled along his skin in a soft, shimmering glow. “You up for a game of chase?”
Ben nipped his lower lip, drawing blood with the edge of his lengthening canine. “Who’s the prey.”
With liquid grace, Jude flipped Ben over onto his stomach and nibbled the pulse on the side of his neck with a growl. “You are.”



 
 
Chapter Three
 
 
Jude shifted into his puma form, a dark sable cat that blended in with the surroundings. Ahead he watched the rapidly disappearing gleam of Ben’s fur. Silvery as moonlight, his rare puma form was the first thing about Ben he’d noticed all those years ago, or failed to notice. Ben had ambushed him from a mound of snow, blending perfectly into the wintery forest of the Pride’s land in Michigan. Ben easily overpowered him and left Jude in awe of the older werepuma’s strength and control. That awe quickly developed into a hard crush leaving  him obsessed with the handsome man with killer instincts and amazing blue eyes.
He waited the agreed upon five minutes and then set off in hot pursuit of his lover. The game of chase was about more than a savage fuck at the end—it was to prove Jude was Alpha enough to top Ben. If he ever wanted Ben to be his beta, he had to show the other man he was stronger than him in every way, worthy of his devotion.
After the mind fuck that Axel did on Ben, Jude faced an uphill battle to try and convince Ben to be his beta. Goddamn his brother for messing this up. Looking back, Jude knew that Axel had been jealous of their relationship, threatened by the prospect of Jude becoming an Alpha in his own right and endangering his position as pride leader. Even then Jude knew there was something wrong with Axel, but he let blind devotion to his older brother brush aside his doubts.
Branches scraped against his back as he scooted through a tangle of brush. Ben’s scent hung heavy in the air and his puma purred with appreciation. The musk of Ben’s fur smelled like a powerful and healthy male to his sensitive nose, and he still held a trace of Jude’s scent on his skin. He was not going to let Ben get away again. He should have stopped him when he tried to leave years ago, but he’d been young and stupid and took his anger and grief out on Ben.
He paid dearly for that mistake. For fifteen long and terrible years he’d paid. He spent those years wandering around the world as a mercenary, killing rogue shifters like he should have killed his brother. By the time he forgave himself enough to seek Ben out, he found that his mate had moved on and joined the military. 
Jude had been uncertain that Ben would even want him. Ben had a pair of powerful Alphas who were the leaders of his adopted pride, Amber Moon, and from everything Jude could find out, it was a great pride to belong to. If Ben lived a happy life, he didn’t want to ruin it by showing up.
But, when the Alphas of Amber Moon Pride took another as their beta, the first faint stirrings of hope whispered through Jude’s soul. Ben obviously wasn’t interested in the beta position and that meant that Jude might have a chance.
He was so engrossed in his own thoughts he barely registered Ben leaping from a tree. A quick move shifted him enough so Ben didn’t land square on his back, but he still managed to grab onto Jude’s flank. With a snarl, Jude rolled with Ben, fangs and claws flashing in displays of dominance and intimidation.
They crashed into a tree that creaked in protest, leaves falling to the ground where they grappled. Jude managed to get hold of Ben’s neck, but Ben used his powerful hind legs to punch into Jude’s stomach. Growling around a mouthful of fur, Jude tightened his hold on Ben’s throat.
Ben thrashed and shook his head back and forth, trying to dislodge Jude’s hold. That move might have worked in the past, but Jude had fought a lot since then and easily overcame Ben’s struggles.
Slowly, Ben relaxed but Jude didn’t release his grip. Now came the hard part.
Focusing his magic, calling on the part of his soul that made him an Alpha, Jude forced his energy into Ben and made him shift back into human form. The enchantment burned and fizzled in his mouth as Ben’s neck went from puma fur to human skin. It took all of Jude’s concentration to keep his grip on Ben but not hurt him.
When the transformation was complete, Jude growled low in his throat as Ben tried to move away. With a soft chuckle, Ben stroked Jude’s cheeks and said, “I yield.”
Elation filled Jude’s heart and he released Ben’s neck. He backed away far enough to shift and the moment he was back in human form found himself being grabbed up in a hug from Ben. “I’m so sorry,” Ben whispered against his neck and tears fell against his skin. “I’m so, so sorry.”
Jude held him close and stroked his hands down the muscles of Ben’s back, delighting in the feel of all that strength, all that power that belonged to him. He would treat Ben like he deserved to be treated, love him as he deserved to be loved. Their embrace turned from comforting to something more, and Ben’s cock stiffened against his stomach. Sweat slicked their bodies and Jude reached between them, positioning his cock so that it rubbed against Ben’s. Holding him close, Jude ground their hips together, groaning as Ben’s desire crashed into him.
“You know, I brought you to this spot for a reason,” Ben murmured as he nuzzled his face against Jude’s neck.
“Really?” Jude looked around, the world turned to shades of gold with his night vision. They stood at the edge of the forest with the edge of a cliff about two hundred feet away. The view of the surrounding hills leading into the mountains was beautiful. “It is a great view.”
Ben laughed and Jude loved the way the sound vibrated through his body. “I didn’t bring you here for the view.”
It became hard to pay attention to what he was saying, because Ben managed to position the head of his cock so their crowns rubbed against each other. “Hmm?”
“Do you trust me?”
Jude grabbed onto the hard muscles of Ben’s ass and pressed him close. A low growl rumbled deep in his chest as the other man yielded to his touch. “Yes.”
Ben moved out of his arms and held his hand out. “Follow me.”
Arching a brow, Jude took his hand and noted the relieved expression on Ben’s face. It would take some time, but he would make sure that Ben never had any reason to doubt him. Someday he hoped that Ben would soul-bond with him, but they weren’t quite to that point yet. Once they were soul-bound through a special ceremony performed by a shaman, they would be linked beyond just their thoughts and emotions. Their very souls would be joined together in a way that two truly became one. Unlike a bond, a soul-bond could never be broken unless one of them died, and usually the other half of the soul-bond died soon after of a broken heart.
The delighted grin Ben gave him lifted his spirits, and Jude followed the larger man as he ran full speed toward the cliff face. His heart surged into his throat when he saw that Ben intended for them to both jump off. Fear flashed hard and bright as he briefly wondered if Ben hadn’t forgiven him, that he was going to end both of their lives.
As soon as that idea tried to take root in his mind, he rejected it. He wasn’t going to let his insecurity poison this. Ben must have felt his hesitation because right before they reached the edge at full speed he let out a mighty war cry that echoed off the surrounding hills. Jude let Ben’s love and joy carry him over the edge as he let out a yell of his own.
All around them, cries of different animals echoed their yell, a joyous celebration of sound, a vocalization at the elation of being alive. They fell through the air and Ben yelled, “Point your feet.”
Jude did a second before they plunged into a deep lake.
The cold water smashed against his skin and Jude fought the urge to gasp in a lung full of cold lake water. He lost his grip on Ben and spread his arms to slow his descent. The mineral taste filled his mouth and he quickly swam his way to the surface, a thousand types of revenge churning in his brain as he thought of ways to get Ben back for first scaring the shit out of him, and then freezing his balls off.
He swam to the edge of the lake and stood in warmer waist-high water, looking around for Ben. Even with his night vision he couldn’t detect any sign of the other man. He waited, each moment growing more certain that Ben was in trouble. The only thing that kept him from starting a frantic search was the faint tinge of amusement leaking their link. Ben tried to shield himself from him, but Jude could sense him if he tried hard enough.
A warm mouth sucked on his balls at the same time that Ben’s hands gripped his thighs. Jude stumbled at the sensation and hauled a laughing Ben out of the water by his heavily muscled forearm. Ben’s laughter echoed off the lake as he flipped his wet hair out of his face and kissed Jude. The cold water suddenly became hot as Ben’s desire crashed through him, instantly stiffening his body.
Jude pulled away with a smile and something in it must have scared Ben, because his eyes widened and a trace of fear trickled through their bond. That fear tasted delicious to Jude’s shifter side, and he curled his lips back as a low snarl growled out of his throat. “It’s time for you to submit to me, beta.”
Ben swallowed and went to back away, but Jude grabbed him and spun him around so that Ben’s ass pressed against Jude’s cock. The water lapped at their thighs as Ben struggled against his hold. “Make me.”
Jude laughed and sank his teeth into the meat of Ben’s shoulder where it met his neck. Ben instantly stiffened and bucked his hips against Jude’s body. The bundle of nerves lying there sent an almost debilitating pleasure through a werepuma’s body, and Jude knew just how to work it. He pressed his teeth in deeper, almost breaking the skin as Ben shivered against him. The pleasure flooding from his mate made Jude just want to bury himself in Ben’s body, but he struggled for self-control. 
This is why he was Alpha, why Ben submitted to him. He would always put his beta’s needs first, always make sure Ben was taken care of. He would do whatever his mate needed him to do in order to get the most pleasure from sex, from life. And right then Ben needed to know he belonged to Jude—every inch of him.
Dragging him by his hair, Jude hauled Ben up to the moonlit grass bordering the lake. After a quick glance to assure there were no sharp rocks he could hurt himself on, Jude threw him to the ground. “On your hands and knees.”
Ben blew out a trembling breath and did as Jude asked. His wet body gleamed, shadows of muscles and skin Jude wanted to spend the rest of his life memorizing. His cock stood thick and full and his balls looked painfully tight between his spread thighs. Fine silvery-blond hair dusted his legs and Jude wanted to rub his face against it.
Jude knelt and ran his hands all over Ben’s body. He avoided the obvious erogenous areas and searched his memory for what Ben liked. When he stroked Ben’s inner thigh he rewarded Jude with a deep groan. As Jude licked the indentation of Ben’s spine, he writhed beneath Jude’s tongue in an elegant play of muscles.
With a small smile he gave Ben’s ass a hard slap and Ben swore in a low voice, but the rush of desire that flowed between them assured Jude that he liked it. Interesting. He moved ran his hands lower, over the firm curves of Ben’s ass. In a silent plea, Ben arched his back, exposing himself further to Jude’s knowing touch.
Unable to stop himself, Jude lowered his face to Ben’s ass and bit the edge of one cheek hard enough to leave a mark. “Stroke your cock,” he ordered in a rough voice.
Jude sensed an echo of what Ben experienced—like someone stroked his cock, like someone licked his ass like he licked Ben’s. Stiffening his tongue, Jude teased the tense opening of Ben’s anus. He licked around the tight ring of muscles while Ben made needy noises deep in his throat. Ben’s orgasm hovered close, a few more strokes away, and Jude had to pull back and attempted to keep from coming himself. He tried to close off his side of the bond so he wouldn’t spill his seed the second his cock touched Ben’s hot ass.
Ben panted and placed both his hands on the ground. He looked over his shoulder at Jude and his eyes were glassy with desire. “Please, please fuck me.”
Jude discovered that he rather liked it when Ben begged. He sucked on two of his fingers, getting them wet with his slippery saliva. As he held Ben’s gaze, he pushed them into his ass, biting his lip as the strong ring of muscles of Ben’s anus gripped his fingers. He couldn’t wait to feel Ben grip his cock like that. 
Moving slowly, he pumped his fingers in and out of Ben’s ass, stretching the opening and massaging the inner muscles. As Ben began to buck back against his hand with increasing urgency, he stroked against his mate’s prostate gland and snarled as Ben growled at him.
He licked his palm and covered his cock in spit before grabbing onto his hips. Ben closed his eyes and his face went slack as Jude began to push his way in. So fucking tight, he had to use his strength to make Ben open for him, to bury himself inside of his body. The sensation of all that hot flesh wrapped around his cock drove him crazy.
He held still while Ben finished the job, pressing his ass into Jude until he pushed all the way in. They both froze and groaned in tandem as Jude gently pulled back. Jude gripped Ben’s hips and pushed forward, moving easier now. Ben made a little noise somewhere between a moan of pain and pleasure that drove Jude crazy. He leaned forward and pressed his chest to Ben’s back, relying on the other man’s strength to hold them both up. Together their hearts pounded against each other as Jude increased the speed of his strokes, lost in the pleasure of Ben’s body.
His control of his side of the bond began to slip and he gasped as the sensation of being fucked while he was fucking Ben rocketed through him. Beneath him Ben shivered and said, “Harder.”
Gathering himself, Jude complied and began to pound into Ben. The sound of skin smacking against skin echoed out over the lake, blending with their deep groans. Jude let go and fucked Ben with everything he had, confident the other man could take it.
“Yes,” Ben hissed and reached beneath them, stroking his shaft as Jude held his ass cheeks apart and watched his cock slide in and out of Ben’s ass. The combination was too much for him and Jude threw back his head, crying out as the first pulse of his orgasm burned through him. Ben pressed against him, the contracting muscles of his ass milking Jude’s cock like a strong fist as he came.
The pleasure seemed to go on and on, draining Jude until he collapsed next to Ben like a limp rag.
They lay there in the moonlight, bodies pressed together as their hearts thundered in their chests. Bliss, love, and joy surged into his heart and Jude wanted to scream his pleasure to the sky. 
Ben was finally his.
His mate, his beta, his man. 
With a soft sigh, Ben plucked a long strand of grass and traced it over Jude’s chest. It was something he used to do when they were younger, and Jude smiled up at him. “Thank you.”
Ben snorted and continued to tickle his skin with the blade of grass. “So...what do we do now?”
Jude groaned at the intrusion of reality. “I don’t want to think about it.” He stared at the sky and watched some thin clouds drift across the face of the moon. “We can’t go back to Michigan.”
The blade of grass froze on his chest then continued. “I understand.”
Hurt and a hint of shame came from Ben and Jude shook his head. “No, it’s not about that. Not about Axel. There just isn’t enough room up there for us to start our own pride.”
Ben’s lips replaced the blade of grass as he licked a small circle around Jude’s nipple. “I like the sound of that.” He ran his nose through the damp hair on Jude’s chest. “Where are we going to find a female crazy enough to take us?”
Jude laughed and pulled Ben into his arms, rubbing his face against his, marking Ben with his scent. “We need to find a woman who has her own land and needs us as much as we need her.”
Shame and apprehension flooded from their link before Ben shut his half down.
“Ben, talk to me.”
“Jude...i-it’s really hard for me to kill anymore. I saw—and did—some really fucked up stuff while I was in the Marines.” The haunted look in his eyes shook Jude and he gathered Ben into his arms, holding him close, trying to thaw the icy cold radiated from Ben’s soul. “I’ll do it if I have to, but I don’t want to.”
Jude ran his fingers through Ben’s hair in a soothing gesture he remembered his mother using on him when he was a boy.  “So we need to find a ruthless bitch, with land, and a taste for crazy men. No problem.”
Some of the tension went out of Ben’s body as he laughed. “Don’t forget that she has to have some meat on her bones. I hate skinny women.”
A memory of sharing a plump blond with Ben raced through Jude’s mind and his cock twitched in interest. “Oh yeah, she has to be curvy.”
Ben lay back with his head resting on Jude’s shoulder. “I kinda like the way my Alpha—” he squeezed Jude’s hand, “my old Alphas did it. They waited a year to soul-bond with their beta before they made it official.”
Jude sat up and looked down at Ben. “I’d like to take our bond to the next level, first.”
Ben’s smile was incandescent in the moonlight. “You want to soul-bond me?”
His first impulse was to say a joke, but something about the look in Ben’s eyes made him rethink his words. Ben’s gaze held deep vulnerability that tugged at his heart. “Of course I do. I should have done it years ago.”
Ben shook his head. “We weren’t ready, either of us. I was walking around with my head stuck up my ass—”
“And I let other people run my life, let them make the hard decisions.” He swallowed past the old grief, and the memory of his sister’s not so subtle threats made him smile. “Besides, Rose said she would put a bounty on our heads if we didn’t let her oversee our bonding.”
Ben laughed. “I always did like her. So what are we going to name our pride?”
Jude held Ben and said in a low voice, “I kinda hoped you would name it.”
“Really?” Ben took a deep breath. “The Amber Moon pride has been good to me, they’ve been my family for a long time now. I’d like to honor them by using part of their name.”
Jude nodded and nibbled along the side of Ben’s neck. He couldn’t get enough of touching him, tasting him. “What are you thinking?”
He took a deep breath of the night air, tasting the life of the forest around them. The gentle hills and mountains that had helped to heal him after his time at war, to replace the brown desert that his soul had become with rich earth where love could grow. A breeze blew through the trees, and the shivering of leaves sounded like home. 
 “You know, in the desert I used to dream about running through the forest with you, the way the green of the trees blended into streaks as we really opened up and ran full out. Those memories got me through some really tough times. I’d like to name our pride the Emerald Moon pride.”
The name instantly struck a chord in Jude’s soul and he smiled. “Perfect.” Turning Ben in his arms, he left his side of the bond wide open and let Ben feel how much he loved the name, and how much he loved him. Their lips met in a kiss and Jude whispered against Ben’s lips, “The Emerald Moon Pride.”
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Chapter One
 
 
Kara Vinsenz’ heart threatened to beat right out of her chest and put her out of her misery. For the first time in her life she stood outside of her Pride’s land without her honor guard. Instead of her freedom being as wonderful as she had always imagined it would be, she had to fight off her terror at feeling so alone and exposed. The only thing preventing her from leaping back into her sister’s black Porsche was the fact that if she didn’t go through with this, she would end up married to an abusive, psychotic, womanizing asshole who’d managed to fool her ailing father and make her look like the crazy one.
She crouched next to the side mirror of the Porsche and stared at her reflection with a mixture of wonder and sadness. The long, beautiful black braids that had been her pride and joy since she was a little girl were gone. Now her hair hung short and straight, just reaching her shoulders. Her turquoise blue eyes gleamed out of the deep caramel brown skin of her face and her cheekbones seemed sharper.
She appeared older than her true age of twenty-two, and she definitely looked more like her less sophisticated twin sister, Tanisha. The white halter top and frayed jean shorts helped with the illusion. She’d never been allowed to dress casually, always needing to project a regal appearance as the heir to Turquoise Fang, the largest Pride in Kentucky.
Hopefully, she would be able to pass for Tanisha and fool her blind dates.
The fading sunlight shone through the pine trees surrounding the small dirt lot deep in the Great Smoky Mountains National Park. The late summer heat still clung to the air and even though she wasn’t too far from her Pride’s territory at the Daniel Boone National Park in Kentucky, it felt like the other side of the planet.
A month earlier, she’d come close to ending her life. Anything, even death, seemed better than marriage to the abusive man who she’d been slated to marry since birth. As the chosen heir of her father’s Pride, she’d been promised to her father’s best friend’s son, Stephen, and was expected to honor that agreement. Her mother had been promised to her father in a similar fashion, and they had loved each other deeply before her death, so her father didn’t understand why it would upset Kara to be Stephen’s fiancée.
For reasons she couldn’t fathom, no one seemed to notice what a monster he was except for her and her sister. Stephen had tormented her as a child, always in ways that could never be proven or seen by anyone else. His cruel punches and kicks turned into something darker, uglier as they went through puberty. His whispered threats about what he would to do to her when they were finally mated became the foundation of her nightmares.
At the age of twelve he’d cornered her and tried to cop a feel beneath her skirt. Her revulsion at his groping turned to rage and her inner puma slipped her control. Before she knew it, her nails shifted into claws and tore open the side of his face. His squeal of fear further enraged her beast, and she’d been a breath away from tearing out his throat when her guards found them.
They brought her to her father, hysterical and covered in Stephen’s blood. She’d never lost control of her cat like that and didn’t know how to cope with the killing rage still filling her. When Stephen began to spew lies about her going crazy and attacking him, she inadvertently backed up his story by shifting to puma form and trying to kill him again.
After that, no one wanted to mate with her and her father had been pitifully grateful Stephen ‘loved’ her enough to still want her, despite the fact she’d permanently scarred his face.
She tried to tell people about his abuse, but her statements were always met with disbelief. Stephen was a master of manipulation and could lie better than anyone she had ever known. It didn’t help that her temper lead to her striking out at him more than once, and when she hit him, she left a mark. When she broke one of his fingers for trying to take her shirt off, her father spoke of making Tanisha his heir and Stephen’s betrothed, despite Kara being the first born.
The thought of her bright, vivacious, and innocent sister being forced to marry Stephen churned Kara’s stomach until bile filled her throat. So she did everything she could to convince her father she wasn’t angry and gritted her teeth and smiled when Stephen touched her. She thought she could endure it, could endure anything until he’d shown her pictures of the special ‘play room’ he planned to use on their honeymoon.
It was a torture chamber, pure and simple. Goosebumps still broke out over her skin as she remembered what she first thought was rust on a pair of shackles, and only on closer inspection realized it was blood. If she’d known the location of the room, she would have taken her guards there in a second and exposed him. But she had no proof, and if she accused him of having a medieval torture chamber, she would be seen as the crazy one for sure, and Tanisha would be forced to marry him.
With a deep sigh she leaned against the side of the Porsche and fingered the small scar on her inner wrist. That little line, less than an inch long, was a reminder of how close she’d come to ending it all. Kara had slipped further into depression until suicide seemed the only way out. It was only dumb luck, or fate as Tanisha liked to argue, that her sister had chosen just that moment to arrive home from Brazil for a surprise visit. The memory of her twin’s horror at finding Kara with a silver knife cutting into her wrist still filled her with shame.
Tanisha inherited four hundred acres of deep tropical forest down in Brazil from their late mother. In a daring break with tradition, Tanisha started her own Pride with a beta female she met while there. Then she had done the unthinkable for a pure blood werepuma. She lost her virginity to a human to ensure that she wouldn’t be forced into a political marriage of their father’s choosing. The dalliance with the human male had been a one-night stand arranged by a matchmaker named Madame Eve.
Tanisha urged Kara to run away with her to Brazil, but she’d refused. If she left, someone else would be forced to marry Stephen and that thought would haunt her for the rest of her life, trapping her as surely as marriage to the monster would. Not to mention she loved her Pride, and shuddered to think what would happen to them if Stephen became their Alpha. More than once she’d woken up in a cold sweat, nightmares of him torturing her Pride so vivid she smelled the blood.
Tanisha and Kara stayed up until dawn turned the horizon pink through the decorative wrought iron bars on the windows that essentially kept Kara prisoner. Outside and two floors down, a pair of guards patrolled the perimeter of the compound in puma form. They would protect her from anything and anyone...except the one man she needed the most protection from.
In their hushed whispers during the subdued light of daybreak, a way out occurred to them. Tanisha sent a quick message to Madame Eve and twenty minutes later Kara feverishly filled out a blind date request, posing as Tanisha. She asked for two strong, powerful werepumas already mated as Alpha and beta. Once she bonded with them, they would know without a doubt that she told the truth about Stephen and would make the rest of the Pride listen to her.
Stephen might be able to overtake one man, but not two. With the added incentive of Tanisha’s land in Brazil, Kara hoped they would lure men strong enough to help her regain control of the Turquoise Fang Pride.
Overhead she tracked a bat as it performed an intricate air ballet in the deepening twilight, searching for its next meal. She followed the flit of its movements until the creature flew out of sight, deeper into the forest surrounding the parking lot. A mild breeze blew over her body, bringing with it the scent of rich earth. The part of her soul enhanced by the magic of being a shifter embraced the wildness of this place, and it brought her a peace she hadn’t felt in a long time.
She thanked the Goddess that she’d been a late bloomer. Stephen had to wait until she went through three heat cycles before she was ready for marriage and breeding. With this being her third cycle, he would doubtlessly be waiting for her to finish so he could marry her and take control of her Pride. Her father had long ago agreed to step down in favor of Stephen running things once he mated with Kara. Something in her father broke when Kara’s mother died fifteen years earlier, and he’d slipped further and further out of touch with the world as time went on.
The switching of identities seemed like the perfect plan. It proved a little tricky as they’d needed to wait for the right moment, but Kara’s body went into heat like it did every year since she turned nineteen. And like every year, her father locked her away like a horny stray cat in her suite, with food and water sent through a dumbwaiter until her heat passed.
Except this time it was Tanisha locked away in Kara’s room, wearing a wig made out of Kara’s hair and a small, magical bag that a shaman in Brazil had made for her. It mimicked Kara’s scent and that of a female werepuma in heat so no one would notice a difference. She worried about her sister if they were found out, but Tanisha could take care of herself.
Kara wore a similar pouch around her neck, but this pouch masked her scent and helped keep her urges to mate under control...at least for a little while. Experimenting, Kara took off the pouch and set it on the hood of the car. She walked away a pace and didn’t feel much, then took another step. Her feet barely made a sound on the deep bed of pine needles, but as soon as she stood three paces away, the magic of the bag left her and a burning heat filled its place. Her nipples immediately drew to throbbing points and even the pressure of her inner thighs against her pussy became too much. The world took on a hyper-clarity and she instinctively took a deep breath of air, trying to scent a potential mate. Struggling against her inner cat, she managed to make it back to the hood and clenched the bag in her fist, shaking with need as the hormones crested and receded within her body.
An uncomfortable knot of guilt crowded her stomach at the thought of what she was about to do, but it was too late to back out. In the distance an engine revved as it climbed the mountainside leading to the parking spot.
If everything went right, she’d end up mated to two powerful males, and the three of them would expose Stephen as a homicidal maniac. She had to bond with them, to form the psychic link shared between mates. Once she’d established that link, it would be impossible for Stephen to turn them against her.
Her conscience spoke up and reminded her that they might be a little displeased to find out she’d lied to them about nearly everything, but she tuned it out. There were more important things to worry about, like the fact she could already smell the men’s musk flowing from the open windows of the gray SUV pulling into the lot. Their scent seduced her, urged her to strip off her suddenly uncomfortable clothes and entice them with her body. Calling on all of her willpower, she gripped the pouch around her neck and prayed she could hold out just a little bit longer.
With her ample curves poured into a pair of jean shorts and her tight shirt giving her plenty of cleavage, she knew she appeared ready for a night of sexual excess. The men were expecting a one-night stand, but she intended to keep them for life.
Standing as tall as possible, she stepped away from the Porsche and crossed her arms over her chest to try to hide her trembling. She edged closer to the woods and fought the urge to flee. She could do this. She could talk to them without reverting to her primal nature and jumping them the second they got near. Though the parking lot was isolated and it would soon be nightfall, she didn’t want the police called because of a late night camper stumbling upon their orgy. One of the SUV doors opened, revealing the big, solid figure of a man. His scent blasted over her and her nerves snapped.
She’d never actually been around a male while in heat before and was totally unprepared for her body’s reaction. Her nipples instantly hardened into painful buds until even the scrape of her shirt hurt. Her pussy became ultra-sensitive as blood rushed toward her womb, and she shivered with want as the seam of the jean shorts pressed against her clit.
The wind shifted direction and freed her from the delicious scent that drove her mad with need. She sprinted into the woods as fast as she could. If she’d stayed a moment longer and breathed in their scent, she’d have been on her knees with her pants around her ankles, her ass thrust up in the air.
She managed to make it far enough that someone in the parking lot couldn’t hear or see them if she continued to lose control. A small leap carried her to one of the lower branches of the tree, and she crouched there, praying the men would find her before her human mind completely disappeared beneath her animalistic needs.
 
***
 
The headlights of the SUV cut through the increasing darkness of the parking lot as Jude Carson and Ben Harkil scanned the tree line. A black Porsche gleamed at the other end of the small gravel lot, and Ben released a breath he hadn’t known he’d held.
“You ready for this?” Jude kept his voice low as he pulled in on the opposite side of the Porsche.
Ben rolled up his window as the air conditioning blew his hair away from his brow and nodded. “We’ve struck out looking for an Alpha female on our own. Let’s see what Madame Eve has to offer.”
Jude glanced in the rearview mirror and ran his hand through his shoulder-length dark hair. “Though we sure had fun sharing those women.”
Ben chuckled and slid his hand up Jude’s leather-clad thigh, enjoying the feel of the big muscles bunching beneath his hand. “It doesn’t get us any closer to our own Pride. We need an Alpha female who can hold her own. Not a spoiled kitten to look after.”
“That little blonde princess from the Bone Breaker Pride was enjoyable.”
“Right up to the point where she informed us that she expected to vacation in the French Riviera every year, and that you needed to cut your hair.”
A low growl rumbled from Jude’s throat as he put the SUV into park. “Fuck that.”
“Or what about that flaky chick from Canada that your Mom set us up with? What was her name?”
“Candy,” Jude muttered. “I cannot spend the rest of my life mated to a woman who thinks the Jerry Springer show is quality entertainment.”
Ben laughed and pulled Jude in for a quick kiss. He still couldn’t get over the simple pleasure of touching his mate, the way his desire doubled as Jude’s need added to it through their bond. He still remembered how terribly lonely he’d been before Jude came back into his life, and couldn’t wait to add the right female to complete their family. Every shifter was biologically programmed to want a mate of the opposite sex so they could have children. Ben was just glad he and Jude would get to raise their cubs together as littermates, a miracle in itself considering their turbulent history.
 
The thought of Jude cradling their child in his arms made Ben’s throat tighten with longing. From their time together in the past six months he knew Jude had a nurturing streak in him a mile wide and would be everything a child could ever want in a father. Jude’s unconditional love had been what finally helped Ben put to rest some of the ghosts of war that still haunted him. While Ben had a feeling he would always have nightmares of war and all the killing he’d done, he’d found an instant comfort in waking up in Jude’s arms that he barely felt worthy of.
He prayed to the Goddess that the little female Alpha they came to meet would be the one, the woman worthy of his and Jude’s love.
Jude’s dark gaze flicked to Ben’s body and then back to his face. “Did I tell you how good you look in those leather pants?”
Ben grinned and put some heat into his voice. “I have no idea why Madame Eve told us to wear them, but remind me to thank her.”
Clearing his throat, Jude turned off the engine and tossed the keys underneath the floor mat. “I already owe her for bringing you back to me.”
Joy surged through Ben’s heart and an echo of his happiness came from Jude. As Jude’s beta, Ben was totally devoted to him, and as his soul-mate, bound to him for life. He wouldn’t have it any other way. “Think Madame Eve’ll work her magic twice?”
Jude snorted then lowered his voice to barely above a whisper. “Tanisha’s here. She’s in the woods by her car, watching us.”
Ben stiffened and anticipation sped his heartbeat. Not wanting to spook her, he kept his gaze on Jude. “What does she look like?”
“Beautiful skin, dark and silky. Can’t really see much, she’s hidden herself quite well, but it looks like she has short hair, great tits, and nice, big hips.”
Ben flared his nostrils, trying to catch a hint of the woman’s scent from the air pouring through the vents. “I can’t catch her smell.”
Jude frowned and took a deep breath. “Neither can I.”
Impatient to meet her, Ben opened the door and froze as a streak of white and denim took off deeper into the forest. He moved quickly to the back of the SUV and met Jude. “Why did she run?”
Jude shook his head. “Maybe she likes to be chased?”
Not unusual with people who were half predators, so Ben shrugged and gave Jude a soft kiss. Before they potentially brought another person into their life, he wanted one more moment together with just the two of them. The brush of Jude’s scruff against his cheek made his inner cat purr, and Jude’s wicked grin made his cock twitch with interest.
Jude broke the kiss and pressed their foreheads together. “I love you.”
“I love you, too.” Anticipation heated his blood as he turned to examine the area of the forest that she had taken off into. “Ready?”
Jude nodded and held his hand with a wink. Together they walked toward the spot where Tanisha had stood. The scent of a healthy werepuma female drenched the air, but quickly disappeared.
“This is weird,” Ben said, his voice low as he opened his mouth to taste the air on the back of his tongue. “Something about her scent is off, and I can taste her fear and desire underneath it all. Almost like her scent is a perfume.”
“I want to shift and get a better smell with my cat nose, but she didn’t change into puma form before she ran away. If we changed form to chase her, she might interpret that as a sign of aggression, especially if she’s already skittish.”
Ben nodded and started off in the direction the woman had fled. “Let’s talk to her first and try to get her to calm down. We do look a little intimidating.” He glanced at Jude’s heavily muscled body and blood rushed to his cock in a pleasant ache. “Then we can show her everything we have to offer.”



 
 
Chapter Two
 
 
Kara clung to the thick branch high above the forest floor and mentally apologized to her sister for getting pine sap on her shirt. At least with her hair cut short, Kara didn’t have to worry about messing it up in her wild flight climbing the tree. Full darkness fell on the forest and all around her the nocturnal animals stirred. The scent of the men carried to her on the breeze and she moaned.
She almost lost her perch when one of them said from below, “Are you all right?”
A girly shriek managed to escape before she clamped her mouth shut and jumped to the ground while trying to think up something witty to say about why she’d run up a tree. Anything even close to resembling witty faded into the back of her mind as her hormones surged at the sight of the men.
They were magnificent.
Her nostrils flared as she took in their scent and she opened her mouth to taste them. The one on the left must be Ben, the beta. With silvery-blond hair and clear blue eyes, his lean, tightly muscled body made her pussy pound to the beat of her heart. He stood slightly behind the rugged man with the dark hair and the shadow of a beard. The dark-haired Jude was bigger than Ben, more heavily muscled and a few inches taller. He exuded a raw power that left no doubt he was a formidable Alpha.
Both wore black leather pants and her mouth dried. She had a big thing for men in leather pants, and Tanisha must have added a request to the email when Kara wasn’t paying attention. The way the leather molded to their powerful thighs made her purr deep in her chest before she realized it.
Jude cleared his throat and arched a brow at her. “I’m assuming you’re Tanisha?”
She flushed and straightened, trying to brush the sticky grime off her hands as her nails retracted and left little deposits of tree sap on her fingertips. “Yes, I’m Tanisha.” They both stared at her until she crossed her arms over her chest and gripped her elbows, not out of shyness, but because she wanted to launch herself at them and roll all over their bodies until their scent covered her. “Nice to meet you.”
The men exchanged a glance, and she couldn’t help but feel like they were disappointed in her for some reason. Scared that she’d already messed things up with her run into the forest, she took a step toward them and lifted her chin. “My name is Tanisha of the Turquoise Claw Pride. My father, Brent Vinsenz sends his greetings.” Well, actually he hadn’t, but it was part of the formal greeting and hopefully helped remind them she had more to offer than just a pretty face...at least in theory she did. Guilt about lying to them twisted her stomach and Ben’s gaze held hers.
Whatever Jude said faded into the background as Ben continued to hold her stare, blatantly challenging her. No one dared to challenge her at her own Pride since she’d almost killed Stephen. Her unease and fear melted away beneath the rising power of her inner cat, and she lifted her lip in a low growl of warning. His beautiful blue eyes widened for a moment, but he stood his ground and didn’t drop his gaze.
Jude stepped between them and both Ben and Kara snarled. He held up his hand and a wave of his power moved over her, at once calming and arousing her until her nipples stood out, hard and aching to be sucked. “Ben,” he said in a low voice, “I’ll be waiting at the SUV. Let me know when you’re ready for me.”
Ben didn’t drop his gaze and took a step closer to Kara. His musk tasted delicious and became clearer as Jude retreated, leaving them to their test of wills. If she failed to dominate Ben, she could kiss her hopes of ever bonding with both of them goodbye. That depressed her almost as much as the thought of not having his erection inside of her, soothing her burning need.
 
***
 
Ben held perfectly still as the beautiful female before him took a small step closer. He had no idea why she’d fled into the tree, but it wasn’t fear of him. She was fierce, deadly, and magnificent.
The muscles in her legs flexed as she took another step forward, and it took all of his concentration not to back away from her. He must confront her and see what she was made of before he let Jude near her. If she failed his test, they would still have a fun romp together, but no bonding would occur between them.
He deliberately tried to stare her down and her power hurt as it pushed at him, demanding his obedience. Deep inside his soul, his cat snarled and paced, annoyed at being kept from the female. She stood close enough that her scent should have enveloped him, but it was no stronger than before. If anything, he almost couldn’t smell her.
Heart racing in his chest, he trembled as she hovered less than an inch away, the heat of her body pressing against his chest. He would love nothing more than to free her fantastic breasts from the halter top barely holding them in place, but protocol needed to be observed. She was considered royalty among the werepumas and he didn’t want to offend her.
He also didn’t want her to think that he was a pushover.
With a warning growl rumbling in his chest, he fought the desire to offer her his throat. Doing so would signify his acknowledgement of her as his dominant, his Alpha female. She gave him a small smile and her pupils dilated with desire as she very deliberately rubbed her cheek back and forth on his chest, marking him with her scent...or lack of scent. The sensation of her plush body pressing against his shot a bolt of lust straight to his balls, which tightened in response. 
“Pleasure me,” she said in a delicious purr and he gripped his hands into fists at his side, fighting her command.
“No,” he managed through gritted teeth.
She brushed her hips against his erection, her puma stroking him, demanding he let his cat out to play. He nearly gave in, but Jude’s presence surged through their connection and gave him enough strength to say, “Make me.”
Jude must have sensed his need, because strength poured between the two men, allowing him to step away from her and shift in a burning flow of magic. He regretted the loss of the leather pants as they ripped to shreds during his change, but the surprise on her beautiful face was worth it.
As he flexed his claws and sank fully into his puma form, he snarled at her and paced back and forth. Instead of being scared or irritated, she laughed. “Oh my, you are magnificent. Run, my amazing cat, because when I find you, I’m making you mine.”
With her words ringing like thunder in his ears and heart, Ben leapt off into the forest and sent a surge of joy through his bond with Jude so his Alpha would know that things were going well.
 
***
 
Kara quickly removed her clothes and stumbled as her panties tangled around her ankles in her haste. She laughed, her heart a million times lighter than it had been an hour ago. All around her the night came alive with the distant hoot of an owl and small creatures scurrying through the underbrush as Ben ran from her with hardly a sound.
Goddess, he is one of the most handsome men I’ve ever seen, and so strong! She’d never met a beta before who could resist her will like he did. Her inner cat thoroughly approved of him as a mate and urged her to shift faster. Her breath caught in her chest as she thought about Jude, a darker reflection of Ben. The hint of Alpha energy he gave off compared to Stephen’s was like a shot of straight whiskey compared to a glass of milk. His energy seemed...clean somehow—pure. She couldn’t wait to see him naked.
After carefully hiding her clothes in one of the upper branches of a mature elm tree, she dropped the bag containing the mixture disguising her scent and shuddered. Desire flared through her, and she moaned, cupping her breasts and squeezing her sensitive nipples. Only the remaining hint of Ben’s musk on the air allowed her to gain enough control to shift. Once she did, she grabbed the pouch and held it between her teeth.
The burn of her heat still lingered, but she didn’t have the urge to drop to her knees and masturbate. She took off in the direction where Ben had gone, quickly doubling back as she realized he’d laid a false trail. His scent led deeper into the forest, and she had no idea how far she traveled before a flash of his silver fur alerted her to his presence.
With her scent masked, she had an unfair advantage, but her cat didn’t care. All it wanted was force Ben to acknowledge her as his Alpha and then she’d take him.
Over and over.
Her human mind shied away from that thought. Though her sister said sex was wonderful and other women of the Pride had told her the facts of life, she’d also heard horrible stories about pain and bleeding. Then again, nothing that happened here could compare with the pain and bleeding facing her at Stephen’s hands if this didn’t work.
Down on her belly, she slunk through the soft ferns and fallen logs, using the blanket of decaying leaves to muffle her footsteps. Her hindquarters quivered with anticipation as she tensed for the leap that would take her across an old fallen tree and onto Ben’s back.
Ben turned slightly, and she took a moment to admire his profile before he leapt at her. Startled, she almost tripped over her own paws as she backpedaled, avoiding his bulk at the last moment. He twisted mid-air in an attempt to land on her, but she lunged and sprang up to meet him. They landed together in a bundle of dark and light fur, claws and teeth flashing as they fought for dominance.
A whisper of fear skittered over her as she realized she fought with a stranger and he could injure her if she wasn’t careful. His back paws raked at her belly, but he didn’t put enough pressure into the blow to cut her open, only to push her back. She landed on her side, but before she could roll over, he caught the edge of the bag held in her mouth with his claw and sliced it open.
A puff of greenish blue glitter temporarily blinded her when the spell broke and herbs spilled to the ground. Ben made a surprised and garbled sound, and she knew he tried to speak words that a cat’s mouth and tongue couldn’t shape. His snarl of rage a second later left no doubt as to his meaning when the scent of her heat hit the air.
Not giving herself time to think, she leapt at him and caught his throat, dragging him to the ground with what could be a killing blow. He thrashed beneath her, frantic to escape and she increased the pressure of her bite until she felt something start to give beneath his fur.
He froze and they both panted, though she had a hard time breathing around the mouthful of neck. Caught in a standoff, she didn’t dare release him for fear he would attack and kill her, and he couldn’t fight his way out for fear she would sink her fangs into his throat in a killing bite.
She had no idea how long they might have remained in that position if her heat hadn’t suddenly flared to life. Need so fierce it became agony shattered her self-control, and she screamed her pain into the sky, releasing him as she arched and hissed. He snarled at her and paced in a circle, his tail lashing.
Using the strength that made her an Alpha, she summoned her will and forced her body to shift back to its human form, fighting as hard as she could to push her inner cat to the back of her mind. Her puma fought her every step of the way, and by the time she once again fully controlled her body, Ben had shifted as well.
He sat back on his haunches, the evidence of his desire hanging between his legs, long and impossibly thick. She could only stare at him as he watched her with an impassive expression and said, “Who are you?”
“I—” She couldn’t help glancing down at his swollen cock before returning her gaze to his face, “My name is Kara.”
His handsome features shut down into a cold mask. “What have you done with Tanisha?”
She pressed her thighs together then jerked them apart as the pressure actually hurt her burning pussy. “She’s my sister, my twin sister. I’m pretending to be her so I could escape to meet you.”
He rocked back on his heels and ran a hand through his silver hair. “What do you mean, escape?”
She licked her sensitive lips and delighted in the way his gaze followed her tongue. “I’ve been promised to an abusive asshole since before I was born. I can’t…won’t…marry him, but my father is determined that I will. If- if things...work out between us, my father will have no choice but to see that I’ve been telling the truth all these years.” She took a deep breath and crossed her arms over her chest, quickly dropping them as the brush of her skin against her nipples dragged a groan from her throat. “I know this sounds crazy, but you have to believe me. You’re my only hope.”
He studied her until she squirmed beneath his stare. “Why would your father make you marry a man who hurts you?”
Her voice broke as she said, “I don’t know. Before my mother died, he used to be different. But now I think he struggles to get through every day until he can marry me off and pass the responsibility of the Pride to someone else.” She rubbed her eyes with the back of her hand, hoping he thought her tears were just sweat. “Stephen, my fiancé, can lie better than anyone I’ve ever met. I don’t know why my sister and I are the only ones who don’t fall for his bullshit.”
“What was in the bag?”
“A spell my sister got for me from a shaman in Brazil. It was supposed to disguise my scent long enough for me to escape and help me control my...need.”
His cock actually jumped and his voice dropped an octave. “If you’ve been promised, then you’re from one of the Prides that follow the old ways. Which means you’re a virgin.”
She didn’t think she could get any more aroused or embarrassed, but she was wrong. “Don’t worry about that. Just get it over with. The need should help make it okay for me, and I’ll try to please you. I promise I’ll learn how to make you happy. Please let me at least try.”
He stared at her, then threw his head back and laughed. “I think we can do better than making it okay for you.” He stood and held out his hand. “Come here.”
She swayed toward him, but stood her ground. “I can’t. Not until you acknowledge me as dominant.”
The laughter died in his eyes and he stood, stalking over to her. Still on her knees, she didn’t have the strength to stand, so found herself looking up the muscled line of his body, past his jutting erection, to his eyes which burned pale blue in the moonlight. He sank to his knees and turned his head, exposing his throat to her. “Beautiful girl, I yield.”
Unable to stop herself, she leaned forward and licked his banging pulse, a purr vibrating from her throat at the taste of his skin. Musky, salty, male. His shoulders were so very hard beneath her hands, and she delighted in exploring his body. Never before had she been with someone who wasn’t afraid of her, who relaxed into her touch and enjoyed the pleasure she offered. As he held still for her examination, she wanted to reward him for trusting her, to show him that she would take care of him, but she didn’t know how.
Sensing her hesitation, he clasped his hands behind his head and parted his thighs. “Touch me all you want, anywhere you want. I’m yours.”
Heat flared through her and settled into her already swollen pussy. She examined the curve of his jaw, the soft skin behind his ear, the rough stubble of his chin. When she reached his lips, her fingertips traced over the firm flesh, and she gasped as he sucked her finger into his mouth. The tip of his tongue teased her and she leaned in, pulling her finger from his mouth and replacing it with her tongue.
Boy does he know how to kiss.
He mimicked her movements, following her lips in a dance, almost as if he knew what she wanted before she was even aware of it, and soon their bodies pressed together. The sensation of his erection pressing into the curve of her belly, the head of his cock slick with pre-cum, had her rubbing against him.
“I need you,” she whispered against his lips.
He lowered a hand between them and cupped her mound. “Fuck. You’re so hot and wet...swollen.”
She groaned and laced her hands behind his neck as he carefully slid one finger between her labia. He growled deep in his throat. Finding her clit, he gave her a firm stroke. Her gasp of pleasure turned into a shriek as he flipped her onto her back, the blanket of leaves beneath them absorbing the impact.
He grasped her breasts and ran his thumbs over her nipples. “You have magnificent breasts, my beautiful girl.” He gave each peak a gentle lick and she arched her hips beneath him, her desire making her mindless with need.
Instead of filling her like she wanted, he released her breasts and moved down her body, his tongue leaving a wet trail that cooled in the night air. When he reached her pussy, he slung her legs over his shoulders. “You smell so good. I just want to rub my face all over you. I think I will.”
At the first touch of his tongue on her slit, she leaned up on her elbows to watch him, aroused by the sight of his pale skin shining against the dark curls between her legs. The tip of his tongue traced circles around her clit, driving her higher and higher until she thought she would die. Her hips rolled into his face, trying to force him to lick her where she needed it most.
He chuckled and looked up at her, his lips shiny with her cream. “What do you want me to do?”
“Pleasure me,” she demanded in a guttural voice and pushed some of her power at him. His lips curled back in a snarl and she delighted in his display of control.
With a rumble still vibrating on his lips, he latched onto her clit and sucked hard. Her world exploded, contractions snapping through her as he held on and pressed her hips to the earth, not releasing her clit until the last wave of intense pleasure left her a shuddering, sweating heap. She couldn’t believe how much better it felt to orgasm with another person rather than from masturbation.
“Oh, my,” she said softly. “I’ve never felt anything like that. My orgasms are usually...nice. But that was...wow.”
He gently removed her limp legs from his shoulders and sat back on his haunches, stroking his shaft with one hand while he ran the other up and down her sensitive slit. “Do you want this?”
She flushed, but met his gaze. “Yes.”
His smile at once gentle and fierce, he asked. “Do you want me?”
“Yes.”
“Open yourself for me.”
The hard beat of her heart thundered in her ears as she parted her thighs and reached for him, pulling him between her legs. He felt so good, so right pressing against her. The weight of his body on hers rivaled the comfort and heat of any blanket she’d ever known. He made her feel safe, as if nothing could hurt her while in his arms. Dimly she realized they were starting to bond, but that thought fled as the head of his cock rested against her entrance.
She squeezed her eyes shut. “Go ahead, do it.”
Instead of thrusting into her like she expected, he began to rub his cock from her wet entrance to her clit and back again. Over and over he rubbed against her until she arched her hips to meet him, rocking with the rhythm of his movements. The sensation soon became too much and her world narrowed down to his cock.
“Please,” she whispered while she rubbed her hands up and down his back, loving the feel of having so much strength above her.
He leaned down and softly brushed his lips against hers, slowly pushing past the barrier of her maidenhead. A slight sting made her flinch, and she waited for the pain, but it never came. Soon even that discomfort faded until she purred beneath him when he finally pushed to the hilt.
His cock stretched her, filled her and soothed the ache of her heat. She lifted her legs and dug her heels into his back, urging him on. Taking her queue, he began to slowly move in and out, and she gasped and moaned at the sensations pulling her body. Each thrust brought her closer to the edge until she began to meet his thrusts, snapping her hips up as he pounded into her.
His spirit brushed against her soul and she welcomed him, lowering all of her inner barriers and pulling him inside of her deeper than his body could ever go. A great buzzing sensation suffused her as their souls and bodies trembled on the edge. Just when she thought she’d lose her mind, an orgasm crashed down on her and Ben slipped into her heart as if he’d always been there.
He shouted his pleasure into the sky, jerking against her as he emptied himself into her body. She shivered and moaned as an echo of his orgasm crashed through her, raw and powerful. Where her orgasm had been a slow, deep rush of pleasure, his had an edge of profound relief.
His arms gave out and he rolled to his side, taking her with him. Their sweaty bodies stuck together, and she whimpered as he pulled out. 
Immediately, he cradled her in his arms, his gaze searching her face. “Did I hurt you?”
She stared at him, stunned by the concern coursing through their connection. “Wow.”
“Huh?”
She closed her eyes and thought about her joy and tried to show him.
“Whoa! Easy there Kara, you almost blew my head off.” He grinned and kissed the tip of her nose. “I need to show you how to close down your half of the link before you see Jude again.”
Heat rushed through her at Jude’s name, and it took her a moment to realize what she felt was Ben’s arousal mixed with her own. “Oh, my. Is he really all that?”
Ben pulled her to her feet and together they picked their way through the forest to a fast, flowing stream. “He’s the other half of my heart, my soul.”
She squatted in the thigh-high stream and splashed the water over her body, quickly washing away the traces of blood on her inner thighs with an embarrassed flush. “Do you think he’ll like me?” She really, really wanted Jude to approve of her, to see her for who she was. Having spent most of her life around people who feared or pitied her because they thought she was crazy, she had a hard time believing that anyone would actually want her. Just being there with Ben, feeling through their connection his growing affection for her had to be one of the best moments of her life. But all of it would mean nothing if Jude didn’t approve of her.
“Well, he’s not going to be too happy that you lied to us.” He splashed some water at her and laughed when she splashed him back. “But he trusts me, and I would never, ever let anyone that could harm him get close.” He cupped her face in his hands, giving her a kiss that warmed her entire body despite the chilly water of the creek. “And I will never let anyone harm you.”
She bit his lip and licked away the sting. “Then let’s go find our mate.”



 
 
Chapter Three
 
 
Jude paused in his pacing, lifting his nose in the air in a vain attempt to smell Ben. Their bond had grown faint with distance as Ben raced to the north and Jude couldn’t help but be envious. As Jude’s beta, it was Ben’s responsibility to approve of any potential female Alpha and present her to Jude. He only wished he could be there with Ben, glorying in the chase.
He’d long ago given up trying to catch a scent of the female. It had to be one of the faintest he’d ever smelled. And he was damned curious why the sight of him and Ben had sent her fleeing into a tree—almost as if she were shy, but Madame Eve hadn’t mentioned anything like that. From what little they did learn about Tanisha, she’d lived in Brazil for the past year where she owned enough land to support a large Pride.
While neither he nor Ben were thrilled about leaving the US, they couldn’t deny how great an opportunity bonding with Tanisha would be. They’d have their land and a woman who’d proven bold and strong enough to go to Brazil—alone—and carve out a place in the world for herself.
Just the kind of woman we’re looking for.
The memory of her dark skin gleaming in the twilight made his cock ache, and he caught a whisper of Ben’s lust through their connection. Jude shut down their link as best he could since some things should remain private, but a little of their revelry leaked through and he found himself one breath away from pulling out his aching erection and jerking off right there in the parking lot.
Gravel crunching beneath tires and a revving engine caught his attention long before he spotted the two black trucks climbing the road to the lot. Years of hunting rogues had made him wary, so he grabbed a bottle of cover scent from the glove box of his SUV and sprayed himself. He blended back into the forest and made certain the wind didn’t blow his scent toward the clearing. He stank like a doe in heat, and his nose curled in disgust, but he’d take the small protection the cover scent offered.
Moving quickly through the outskirts of the forest, he climbed an ancient ash tree festooned with vines and swung up to a thick branch, breaking off a few of the vines so he had a clear view of the small parking area. As he settled against the limb, he mentally thanked Madame Evangeline for suggesting the leather pants. They certainly saved his ass from bark burn. He considered sending an alert out to Ben, but he wanted to see who the visitors were first. Plus, if the feelings seeping through the bond were true, Ben was very busy at the moment.
The two trucks slowed as they approached the lot, and he tried to see through the windshields but couldn’t make out more than vague shapes of bodies. Maybe they were only campers. Yeah, ‘cause campers always drive trucks with the lights off at midnight in the middle of the mountains.
His suspicions were confirmed as the trucks parked and a tall blond, dressed all in black, jumped out of the cab and stalked directly to the Porsche. He threw his head back and screamed his rage into the sky, the unnatural sound raising the hair on Jude’s arms. Even without smelling the man, Jude knew he was both a werepuma and an Alpha. An echo of the stranger’s power washed over Jude as the man had what amounted to a tantrum, kicking and punching the Porsche until he’d dented the pretty car and kicked out the headlights and tail lights.
Three other men joined him and Jude sat forward to get a better look at them. Two of the men with dark hair and also dressed in black watched the blond guy take out his rage on the Porsche with an eager smile. The third man with curly black hair, clad in jeans and a University of Kentucky sweatshirt frowned as the Alpha used both fists to smash out the safety glass of the windshield. Jude caught a hint of his scent as well and realized he was another Alpha, but his energy felt...cleaner somehow.
“Stephen,” the frowning man said. “If Kara is around here, you just alerted her to our presence.”
Kara, who’s Kara? His sense of unease deepened, and he strained to make out every nuance of their conversation. If he hadn’t been linked with Ben, he’d be worried about him right then, but somewhere to the west Ben was blissfully happy, with no sense of danger or unease from him at all.
Stephen made a visible effort to control himself, the blood dripping from his knuckles slowing as his wounds healed. “I’m sorry, Marcus. I just—I’m so worried about her and when I saw that she wasn’t here, I lost it. My poor, sweet Kara. She has to be so confused and afraid right now.”
Jude rolled his eyes, but then a blast of the man’s power hit him and he struggled to keep his shields in place. He’d never felt anything like it. For a moment he’d actually believed what the guy was saying before his own power pushed back and cleared his head. It had to be some kind of charm or spell, but he’d never run across its like.
Marcus shuddered and shook his head, his words coming out thick and slurred as he said, “You didn’t need to trash the Porsche.”
Grasping the other man’s head in his hands, Stephen held his gaze and said, “Marcus, the Porsche was destroyed when we got here. Kara did this to the Porsche.”
Another wave of slimy energy pushed into Jude and he struggled against it, drawing on Ben’s strength to help keep his shields in place. The poor guy in the clearing stood no chance and he gasped, his back arching before his own struggles ceased. In a wooden voice Marcus said, “If she trashed the car like this, who knows what state of mind she’s in? We have to find Kara right away. I can’t believe she actually ran away.”
One of the men in black clothes sighed and patted Marcus on the shoulder. “I know. I can’t believe she ran off like that either. It must have been the influence of her sister.  I’m glad you convinced Tanisha to tell us where she went. Kara would never have done this on her own.”
“Not if she was in her right mind,” Marcus said in a more normal tone and left no doubt that he feared she wasn’t. “We have to find her before anything happens. If the men she’s meeting here approach her the wrong way, she could kill them. I don’t want two innocent males to pay the price for our failure to keep her guarded.”
The man in the sweatshirt took a deep breath and for a moment he turned toward Jude. “I don’t smell anything recent, in fact I hardly smell Kara at all. If Tanisha’s car wasn’t here, and we hadn’t tracked her with the GPS unit inside, I would say this is a dead end.”
“Before their father stepped in, I managed to get Tanisha to tell me a little bit about their plan. Kara is wearing a magical bag that keeps the fact that she’s in heat hidden and helps her control her urges,” Stephen said the last part with false sorrow coating his words, but the men around him all made noises of sympathy.
“Worst case scenario, even if she does mate with these strangers, she won’t be able to link with them since you’re already bonded with her.”
With a smile as reassuring as a shark’s, Stephen stepped away from the group and turned toward the forest. “We split up and cover as much territory as we can. Stay in human form so you can use your taser. Find her and stun her as soon as you see her.” He fingered his cheek and Jude made out faint scars. “Be careful. She can lose it in a second and harm you, so taze her on sight. Bring her back to me and I’ll get her home. I won’t rest until she is back safely in my arms where she belongs.”
Jude waited until the men returned to the trucks to get their things then silently leapt from his perch. He didn’t change until his run carried him well out of range of the other werepuma’s ability to pick up on his shift. A pleasant burn suffused his muscles as he raced through the forest toward Ben and Kara, who he sensed lay in a sated heap. Ben had bonded with her and Jude felt their perfect contentment with each other glowing through his connection. Whoever that woman was, she wasn’t insane or evil. Ben would have known it right away and failed to connect with her. As the ground disappeared beneath his pounding strides, he opened himself up to Ben as fully as he could and let him know bad news was coming their way.
 
***
 
Kara leapt at Ben and tried to wrestle him into the water, but being wet and slippery, getting a grip on him was next to impossible. With playful growls and snarls, they circled each other and she was having a blast. It’d been years since anyone would spar with her other than her sister. The other werepumas were afraid she would flip out and try to kill them like she had Stephen.
“Is that all you’ve got?” Ben asked in a taunting voice as he held his arms open.
She couldn’t help but ogle his cock and it grew hard beneath her gaze. Licking her lips, she looked up from beneath her lashes at him and reveled in the desire that came clearly through their new bond. In response, she kicked a big spray of water into his arrogant face. Fortunately, it did nothing to dissuade his erection and she began to think of all the wonderful things she could do with him.
He stretched and her mouth went dry. “I don’t know what that thought was, but I want you to keep it in mind for after we meet Jude.”
She left the stream, shaking off as much water as she could, and grateful for the short haircut. While she missed the weight and texture of her braids, having wash-and-wear hair was awesome. Ben came up behind her and wrapped her in his arms, humming gently as he licked the water from her neck. The soft rasp of his tongue felt delicious and a different kind of wetness blossomed between her legs.
He gasped then pulled back, his arms ridged around her. She tried to turn, but he held her close as anger and a touch of fear raced between them. “Ben?”
In a distant voice he said, “Jude is on his way. Someone else is in the woods. I can’t really make out what he’s trying to tell me, but he keeps sending me images of a tall, blond dude beating the shit out of your Porsche while three other guys watch.”
Fear and panic raced through her, so intense Ben moaned in pain and released her. “Kara, please calm down. You’re killing me.”
“Oh, I’m so sorry.” She hugged him tight, his trembling decreasing as he took deep breaths and forced himself to relax. “I know who it is. I don’t know how, but Stephen found me.”
A branch cracked and she jumped, her nails extending to claws. Ben ran a soothing hand up and down her back. “Jude’s here.”
They turned as one, just as the large dark puma with a belly the color of creamed coffee leapt out from behind a fallen log. He changed mid-leap, turning back into the handsome man she’d glimpsed back at the start of the crazy night. Except his pants were gone and his cock grew before her eyes as he inhaled the scent of her heat. 
“You really are in season? Ahh, fuck. This does complicate things.”
Ben walked to Jude, tugging her behind him. “Jude, this is Kara. She’s supposed to marry some abusive douche bag, but traded places with her twin sister Tanisha to meet us instead.”
Jude closed his eyes and tipped his head back to the sky. “I take it the douche bag is Stephen? Tall blond guy who likes to throw shit fits?”
“That’s him.” Fear raced through her body in a small shudder. She shook off Ben’s hand and took another step toward Jude. “Those guys with him are probably his flunkies. He wouldn’t go anywhere without backup.”
Jude’s energy pushed against her, demanding that she submit and her cat answered with a roar of its own, pushing back. She flinched involuntarily, waiting for the blow that would come for daring to challenge him. Instead of hitting her, Jude slowly smiled and Ben chuckled behind her back. She gave him a glare over her shoulder and turned back to Jude. “We have to get out of here. Stephen is insane, but nobody believes me.” She swallowed as Jude continued to stare at her, arousing her instead of making her nervous. “Ask Ben, he knows I’m telling the truth.”
Jude took the tip of his finger and traced it down the side of her neck, lightly pressing on her pulse. His touch burned and she had to fight to keep her eyes open as her body tightened with need. “I don’t have to ask Ben, I can see the truth in your eyes.” His finger traced further south, coasting over the beginning swell of her breasts. Her nipples hardened as he stepped closer. “Besides, I saw Stephen flip out in the parking lot then use some kind of spell to make people agree with him. It didn’t work on me, but that’s because I’m a bonded Alpha. If it didn’t work on you either that’s probably because you have naturally strong shielding or some other magical immunity that you aren’t aware of.”
Her half-closed eyes snapped open and she stared at him. He hovered close enough to kiss and she sensed Ben really wanted to watch them. Only her anger kept her focused enough to say, “That piece of shit. I’m going to kill him.”
“I completely agree.” His hard cock pressed into her, sending delicious tingles through her body that gathered into a hot ache in her womb. He dipped his head down and licked along the seam of her lips. “Now we could waste a bunch of time going through dominance and posturing bullshit, or you can acknowledge me as your Alpha, then we fuck and go kill our enemy.”
She said the only thing any sane, rational woman would say in a situation like theirs.
“Okay.”



 
 
Chapter Four
 
 
Ben ground against her back, nipping along her shoulders while Jude kissed her like he had all the time in the world. She melted like cotton candy in the rain between the contrast of Ben’s fierce excitement and Jude’s total control. His tongue tangled with her own as Ben gripped her ass and made a happy growl. “How long until they reach us?”
Jude shuddered when she examined his cock, running her fingertips up and down his length. “We’re probably ten miles from the parking lot. Stephen’s keeping them in human....” His voice trailed off as she gripped the base of his cock, tugging upward. Her cat didn’t care about what he had to say, she only wanted him to mate with her, claim her as his just as she planned on claiming him as hers. His power intoxicated her, and her thoughts turned fuzzy as her mind tried to cope with her pleasure and the passion coming from Ben while he rubbed his cock in the crease of her ass.
He growled and bit her shoulder hard enough to leave a mark, and she gasped at the pleasurable sensations his bite lit within her. For a moment all she could concentrate on was remaining upright between them as Ben and Jude exchanged a kiss over her head. The heat rose in her blood and she released a rush of pheromones. Both men cried out softly against her. 
Ben ran his fingers down the crack of her ass, pausing to apply gentle pressure to her anus. She tensed and squirmed, then almost lost her balance when Jude began to stroke her clit in time with Ben’s fingers.
“She won’t be able to take us both,” Ben said as he continued to awaken pleasurable nerve endings she hadn’t known she possessed in her ass.
“Just gives us something to look forward to,” Jude replied and massaged the swollen labia on either side of her clit.
She leaned her head against Jude’s chest and rocked her hips in time to their movements, panting, “Not that I’m complaining, but don’t I get a say in this?”
Ben nuzzled her. “Of course. What would you like us to do?”
Having no experience up to that point, she should have been too embarrassed to even say the words, but with her heat riding her hard, she had no room for shame. “I’ve never given oral pleasure to a man before and I don’t know what to do.” She threaded her hands through Jude’s hair and brought his mouth close to hers. “Will you show me how Ben likes to have his dick sucked?”
Jude whispered back, “Only if you ride me while I suck him.”
Ben laughed as she practically threw Jude to the ground and straddled him. His laughter died in his throat as he watched her rub her pussy up and down Jude’s length. “Fuck me. I can feel your pleasure and the sensation of you doing that to my—I mean his—cock. I could just stand here and come while you two play.”
Jude smiled at him and held his hand out. “The beautiful girl wants to learn how to give a blowjob, so you’ll have to make that sacrifice.”
Ben knelt at their side in a flash, his erection bobbing an inch above Jude’s lips. “If you insist. Just try not to make me come right away. I don’t want Kara thinking she got stuck with a minute man.”
She looked up from where she’d been licking Jude’s tight nipple and purred. Holding Ben’s gaze, she slowly slid down onto Jude’s cock, tightening around the broad head stretching her tender flesh. Jude remained perfectly still under her, his breath coming out in a low moan when she finally seated him inside of her up to the hilt.
“So tight,” he growled.
“I know,” Ben said in a strained voice.
Watching Jude’s lips slide around Ben’s cock brought her to the edge of orgasm. She set a slow pace, discovering different angles of pleasure. As she rode Jude, Ben’s desperate noises told her he was close to orgasm. His gaze traveled from her breasts to her face, to Jude sucking his cock and back again.
A warm blast of his desire poured through their link and Ben’s body prepared to explode. That quickened her pace and she ground her clit against the base of Jude’s cock. Her bones melted as his power stroked her, mingling with her own in a rush of magic that illuminated her soul. He thrust his hips up, sucking wildly at Ben’s cock at the same time. She placed her hands on his chest and trembled on the edge of orgasm, the perfect moment of absolute tension so great she thought she might pass out.
Jude stroked Ben’s sack and that touch pouring through their bond finished her. With a throaty cry she slumped forward on Jude’s chest, trying to keep her eyes open through her orgasm to watch Jude swallow Ben’s cum. As Ben’s orgasm fired into her soul, she shook and trembled, amazed by the feeling of Jude’s cock jerking inside of her as he joined them.
A fierce power rammed against her inner barriers and she lowered them without hesitation, moaning in bliss as Jude’s essence poured into her soul as well, changing her forever.
Something indescribable altered within her, shifted and clicked as all the pieces of her life finally settled in place. A sense of belonging, of coming home, filled her heart to overflowing and she sobbed as Ben knelt next to her, wrapping his arms around her and Jude.
Emotions passed between them, wonder and joy followed by contentment and pleasure. They touched each other, stroking and exploring each other’s bodies, delighting in their mutual bond. The sweat cooled on their skin and Kara untangled herself, wincing slightly as her thighs protested from the hard ride she’d given Jude.
Ben and Jude leapt to their feet at once, both attempting to pick her up at the same time. She giggled and twisted in their arms until Jude held her upper half and Ben held her lower. “See, there’s plenty of me to go around.”
Ben set her feet down and Jude hugged her to his chest. “After we kill Stephen, what do you want to do?”
A voice rang out of the darkness. “Yes, after you kill me what do you want to do, my darling fiancée?”
Adrenaline flooded her body as a tall, thin man with shoulder-length blond hair sauntered from the forest. He wore black from head to toe, and even sported a pair of black gloves. He would have been handsome if the scars running down the side of his face didn’t pull the corner of his mouth at an unnatural angle, and if she didn’t know what a psychopathic asshole he was. As she met his gaze, she couldn’t believe anyone ever thought him sane. The light, the life in other people’s eyes was missing from Stephen’s. In their place lay a chilling absence that made her inner cat yowl with rage.
Jude stepped forward and she followed suit until they stood shoulder to shoulder. They both stood in front of Ben, and he stayed at their back, guarding them from behind so that nothing could attack them while they dealt with Stephen.
Rage burned through her and Jude growled deep in his chest as she said, “What did you do to my sister, you psychotic fuck?”
Stephen laughed and pulled out a pistol from behind his back and pointed it at her heart. “Nothing compared to what I’m going to do to you. These are exploding silver bullets. One shot and you’re dead.”
Jude’s voice came out in a harsh rasp. “How dare you threaten my mate?”
Without thinking, Kara took a step forward and screamed as the gun went off. A bullet buried itself in the ground by her feet, and Stephen said in a singsong voice, “I wouldn’t do that if I were you.” He dug around in his pocket with his free hand and tossed a pair of zip ties to her. “Be a good girl and put those on, and maybe I’ll let your boyfriends live and suffer the pain of your death.”
Closing her eyes, she dropped to the ground on her knees and keened softly. Through her bond with the Ben and Jude, she tried to reach out and gather their strength. It took a moment to get past their rage, but once they knew what she wanted, their power poured into her. She moaned and scrabbled for the zip ties, her fingers burning from the threads of silver woven through the plastic.
As long as Stephen held his gun, they didn’t stand a chance. He would shoot her before she could move. Now that he was so close to finally having her to play with, he would take no chances spoiling his fun.
There was only one thing she could do and if she failed, they would all die in agony.
“Stephen,” she said in a soft voice, trying to catch his gaze. 
At the sound of his name he flinched, but didn’t look away from Jude and Ben. “Hurry the fuck up.”
Hoping her revulsion didn’t show, she trailed her fingers up her thighs and gave a throaty moan as she stroked them over her dark pussy, still swollen with the need of her heat. She struggled to find the words that would make him pay attention to her. “My cunt hurts, Stephen. I need you.”
His head whipped toward her so fast his hair momentarily covered his face before he brushed it away with his free hand. “Finally, I knew you couldn’t resist me forever. You horny, little slut. I’m going to fuck you while you bleed for me.”
The rage coming from her men fed her soul, and she shoved that power into her words. “Stephen, shift for me.”
“Wha—”The word cut off in a garbled roar as her Alpha power, combined with Jude and Ben’s strength, poured into him and forced him to change. He fought it, and as a result the normally smooth transition became a horror show of flowing muscles and splitting skin.
Two dark shapes sailed past her, the burning magic of their own shifts brushing across her skin as Ben and Jude landed on either side of Stephen in puma form.
With slashing claws and ripping teeth, they made short work of the former Alpha. In the distance came the shouts of men echoing over the forest. Though she couldn't make out the words, Kara read more confusion and distress in their tones than anger. She hoped that meant whatever spell had been put on them had broken with Stephen's death. She and Ben exchanged a glance, and he nuzzled his face against her neck and held her tight.
Ben, still in puma form, came to her while Jude shifted and ran out to meet the approaching men. Sorrow and disgust flowed through their bond and her heart ached for Ben. She hugged him close, trying to ignore the metallic stink of Stephen’s blood on his muzzle. He nudged her back toward the stream and she quickly washed as much of the blood off of him as she could. Relatively clean, he shifted back into human form and held her hard enough that she had trouble drawing a breath.
Water splashed further down the stream as Jude jumped in and cleaned himself. The warm brush of power as he shifted again reminded her how cold she was kneeling in the stream with Ben. “If we don’t get out of here soon, I’m afraid you’re going to freeze your balls off, and that would make me very upset.”
“Me, too,” Jude said from behind her as his arms wrapped around her and caressed Ben. “Marcus and the others are going back to the trucks to get something to wrap Stephen's body in. I told them you're in heat and they'll wait until we leave to come back. After everything that's gone on tonight, the last thing anyone wants is more fighting, even if it's for your affection.” He tilted her head up to make sure she looked him in the eye as he said, “Marcus is beside himself. He wanted me to tell you that he feels horrible about believing Stephen and will be going back to the Turquoise Fang compound to tell your father personally what happened.”
She swallowed hard, unable to believe how much her life had changed in a few short hours. Ben gently bit the side of her neck and that little sting of pain brought her attention back around to him. “Thank you, Ben, for believing in me when no one else did.”
Ben shuddered once and smiled at them, but his eyes were still haunted. The emotion coming off of him slowed to a trickle as he closed down his side of their connection. “Kara, you are one bad-ass bitch.”
She stared at him, then laughed in delight and rained kisses on his face.
Jude helped them from the creek and they lay back on the grass, wrapped in a delicious tangle of limbs beneath the fading moonlight. The first fingers of dawn crept over the forest and exhaustion filled every aching inch of her body.
Jude ran his hand down her flank and back up again, a satisfied purr humming in his throat. “That was very gutsy of you to force him to shift. I’ve never seen anyone successfully do that before to another Alpha.”
She wiggled her bottom back against Ben as he rubbed his face against her neck, covering himself in her scent. “Yeah, well Stephen was a pretty shitty Alpha. If it hadn’t been for the magic, I don’t think he would have made it past puberty.”
Jude shook his head and cupped her chin in his rough hand. “No, I think Ben and I have been blessed by the Goddess—”
“And Madame Eve,” Ben added as he reached across her to stroke his hand down Ben’s scruff-covered cheek.
“Yes, and Madame Eve for bringing us exactly what we needed.
Her heart soared at his words and she twisted to look at both of them. “We have a long road ahead of us, but with both of you at my side, I pity anyone who stands in our way.”
“So bloodthirsty,” Ben growled as he dipped his head to take one of her dark nipples into his mouth.
“I adore it,” Jude murmured in agreement as he captured her other breast and nibbled on her until she lost herself in the delicious sensations and their love.
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Chapter One
 
 
Marcus Galin gripped the black onyx amulet so tightly in his fist, the pointed edges threatened to pierce the calloused skin of his palm. Alone at the table facing the front door of the rustic but elegant restaurant of the Castillo resort, he forced his grasp to relax and contemplated ordering a shot of tequila. A thread of dark humor twisted through his thoughts, and he decided to make it a shot of Jamaican rum instead, in honor of his blind date.
A surprisingly cool breeze blew through the open windows that looked down the mountain side onto the port city of Kingston, Jamaica far below. The setting sun added a golden hue to the light bathing the ridges and curves of the Blue Mountains, and he couldn’t help but find joy in the sight. As a shifter, his soul bonded with the earth and even though the Blue Mountains were nothing like his home in the Appalachian Mountains, they still called to him. He’d like nothing more than to stash his clothes and go for a run through the tropical forest, but he wasn’t there for his pleasure.
Well, he was, but not like that. His pleasure came second to the needs of his people and finding a beta worthy of them.
He had been staying with the Turquoise Fang Pride and learning from their Alpha on how to rule a pack. Four months ago the Pride had been nearly been torn apart. Stephen, an Alpha who’d been engaged to Kara, the eldest daughter of the leader of the Turquoise Moon Pride since birth, turned out to be a murdering psychopath. Thankfully Kara and her mates stopped his secret reign of terror, but not before Stephen killed Goddess knows how many innocent people. There were always rogue shifters who gave into to their primal natures to hunt and kill, but they were usually careless and blood thirsty, easy to spot and put down. Stephen had been cold, calculating, and utterly ruthless.
Guilt, anger and more guilt filled his mouth with bitter bile he tried to wash away with a long gulp of robust coffee. He couldn’t fight against Stephen’s irresistible enchantment that so easily ensnared his mind and told him Stephen was a wonderful man in love with a crazy woman. Marcus, like everyone else, felt pity for Stephen that he’d still loved Kara enough to be with her despite the fact she’d clearly been insane. Worse yet, they all believed Stephen when he claimed he and Kara were already bonded and would soon soul mate. Kara tried desperately to tell anyone who would listen what a monster Stephen was, but they all ignored it as the ramblings of a mad woman.
He barely managed to smile at the waitress as she refilled his cup of coffee. Something of his thoughts must have shown through because the pretty woman turned pale beneath her dusky coloring, and she splashed a bit of coffee over the rim of the cup. He kept his hands on his lap as she quickly cleaned the spill and murmured her apologies. He watched her hustle back to the kitchen, closed his eyes, and took a deep breath of the rich brew, trying to get his fear-tinged anger under control.
Stephen’s deception never would have been possible without the use of magic to fool and brainwash everyone into believing he was a wonderful Alpha. He’d even deceived Marcus, to the point Marcus accompanied him on that fateful night when Stephen had finally been killed by Kara and her mates. Worse yet, he’d been so enchanted by the psychopath, if he’d found Kara first, he would have taken her to Stephen, believing her to be the insane one. A light sweat broke out over his skin as he remembered the torture room they discovered at Stephen’s home, and the thought of what might have happened to Kara if he’d given her to him. Marcus had been part of the group that searched Stephen’s compound and found coded maps and pictures indicating the crazed man possessed another torture chamber somewhere in the area, but so far they hadn’t been able to find it.
The front door opened, disrupting his thoughts, and an older couple with sunburned noses and smiling faces sauntered through with their arms wrapped around each other. He had to look away from their obvious joy. His soul yearned for someone to love with his whole heart, someone to help shoulder the burden of protecting his Pride and to be there for him as only a beta could for the Alpha. His hope was as fragile as the orchids filling the small glass vase on his table, but he clung to it with everything he had.
Never in a million years would Stephen have been able to deceive everyone for so long if he hadn’t had the help of a very powerful shaman. Despite searching everywhere and asking for the help of other Pride shamans, they’d been unable to find the magic user who’d aided Stephen. Stephen’s Pride didn’t even have a shaman, their old one had died and never been replaced. Whoever that rogue was, he’d used the pain and agony from Stephen’s torture of his victims to fuel his powers. The other shaman wouldn’t talk about it with anyone but the leaders of the various Prides, but what he’d overheard made him fearful for his people. When his father passed, it would be Marcus’ duty to lead the Onyx Moon and protect them against harm. He loved his Pride with every ounce of his heart and would gladly give his life to save any one of them, but he couldn’t fight magic.
He didn’t like or understand it. Yeah, spiritual guides were supposed to be chosen by the Goddess to do her work on earth, but he’d always found them to be creepy. Which made the reason he sat in the cheery restaurant with its mellow blue walls and dark wood floors all the more ironic. He was there to meet a shaman and hopefully convince him to leave his island paradise and come join the Onyx Moon Pride.
Their own ancient spiritual guide couldn’t keep up with the demands of the growing Pride anymore and had retired three years ago then died soon after. They had yet to find a replacement and relied on the Amber Moon Pride’s shaman for help. Onyx Moon needed a strong, young shaman to serve as their spiritual advisor and magical defense. Since Marcus was destined to be the next Alpha, it was his job to find a magic user he could work with.
The thought of letting a strange shaman into his Pride made his inner puma growl with rage, but he had no choice. In order to make sure the shaman wouldn’t hurt his people, and would love them as he did, he had to ask the near impossible and find a shaman who was also a beta and would bond with him. Once bonded, he’d know the other man’s heart inside and out, and the shaman would love the Onyx Moon Pride as much as he did. Though how he was supposed to bond with someone he disliked because of their very nature, he had no idea. Hopefully his puma would be able to do what his irrational human mind could not and find a way to make it work.
He ran a hand through his hair and sighed into his empty cup. As far as the shaman, Vashan, knew, they were just meeting up for a night of fun. Marcus repeatedly struck out on his own search to find a likely beta shaman to mate with, so he turned to the aid of an expert match maker. Madame Evangeline of the 1Night Stand dating service agreed to take him on as a client after Kara and her mates recommended him. The questionnaire had been extensive, as had the personal emails that he’d exchanged with Madame Evangeline. He’d told the mysterious woman things about his life and what he wanted that he’d never shared with anyone before. After three months of waiting the email he’d been praying for arrived, and he’d been stunned when the date included an airline ticket to Jamaica.
The front door opened with a tinkle of brass bells, and he sucked in a deep breath as a powerful shifter entered the room. Though he didn’t have the courage to look up, his gut, his soul, told him it was Vashan at the door. His date’s scent tasted like an unfamiliar species of big cat and the exotic musk flowed like cologne to the back of his sensitive palate. Madame Eve mentioned Vashan wasn’t pure werepuma, but she hadn’t said what kind of shifter he was. A low voice with the melodic accent of the Jamaican people greeted one of the waitresses, and he heard his name mentioned.
Since Vashan finally arrived, Marcus struggled to lift his gaze from his coffee cup and look at the other man. So much depended on the arrangement working out and the shaman was his only hope. Trying to twist his lips into a smile, he finally glanced up as the man reached his table, but the greeting died on his lips as his inner cat purred with great interest.
The magic user had to be the most handsome man he’d ever seen. Skin so dark it had hints of blue, complimented the loose white shirt he wore over his broad shoulders. Full lips graced a square jaw, and his eyes had a tilted, catlike slant even in his human form. His shaved head accented the square bone structure of his face, and the arms exposed by his short sleeved shirt were roped muscle. A faded scar ran down one cheekbone, but that flaw only accented his overall perfection. Arousal slammed into Marcus, and his cat fought the confines of his soul to reach out for the other man.
On Vashan’s wrist, an adjustable platinum cuff bracelet embossed with the phases of the moon identified him as a spiritual guide. In the center of the bracelet sat a faceted garnet in the shape of a half moon, glittering in the warm light of the restaurant. When the shaman mated, the other half of the moon would be replaced with a symbol for whatever Pride he became a part of. Marcus imagined a half onyx, half garnet moon gracing Vashan’s wrist and a fierce desire to make it so had him ready to grab the man in his arms in the middle of the restaurant and claim him as his mate.
The strength of his reaction shocked him, and his stomach twisted in anger and fear. He’d never felt that way before. Had Vashan ensnared his mind in a spell as easily as Stephen had? He took a deep breath and tried to focus his will. Another wave of the other man’s scent hit him like a blow and his cock stiffened in his pants.
He considered using the amulet, but the spell could only be used once, like a gun with only one bullet, so he had to make sure he didn’t pull the trigger unless he needed to. He shoved the necklace in his pocket and took a deep breath of the sweet mountain air, helping purge the fear from his mind. Rising from his chair, he stood and held out his hand with a forced smile. “Greetings, Vashan of the Deadly Shadow Pride.”
Vashan pursed his lips but shook his hand. A spark of metaphysical energy jumped between them, and his puma tried to surge through their connection to get to the shaman’s spirit animal. He caught a brief glimpse of jade green eyes and flashing fangs before he jerked his hand away.
“Greetings, Marcus of the Onyx Moon Pride.” He appeared embarrassed and rubbed his hand against his pants. “I’m sorry about the zing I gave you. I had to call up a great deal of energy for a healing ritual for one of our pregnant females, and I’m afraid I haven’t been able to return it to the earth yet.”
Marcus rubbed his fingertips together, savoring the memory of the other man’s smooth skin beneath his fingers even as the human side of his mind warned him to be wary of the handsome man’s wiles. He’d never heard a magic user talk about returning energy to the earth—then again he never really spoke with a shaman more than he absolutely had to. Marcus held out a chair for him and tried to compose himself before he returned to his seat on the other side of the table.
Before they could do anything more than glance at each other, the waitress came by and he ordered a refill on his coffee while Vashan asked for tea. The silence stretched between them and he realized the shaman was as nervous as he was. The stranger sat straight in his chair, and Marcus was certain if he looked below the table he’d see the other man’s foot tapping. As it was, he sensed the little vibration of each tap through the floor. He could feel what may be his only chance at a spiritual guide bond mate slipping through his fingers and said the first thing that came to his mind, “Sure are a lot of hummingbirds around here.” He internally winced at how dumb that sounded, but Vashan lost some of the tension in his broad shoulders and relaxed.
“It is said they are the messengers of the Goddess. She made them small so they could fit through the bars people put around their hearts, and beautiful so they would bring cheer to all that see them.” He smiled and Marcus couldn’t help but smile back. “I don’t know if that is true, but I do know the little birds are everywhere and it makes me to feel good to think the Goddess is watching so carefully over Her children.”
Marcus rubbed his fingertips over his lips and liked the way the other man’s gaze followed his movement. “Well, we don’t have hummingbirds like that where I come from. Where I grew up our hummingbirds are a little less fancy and tend to stick to themselves. I wonder who watches over us? I hope it isn’t the rabbits, ‘cause they sure are tasty.”
Vashan threw back his head and laughed. Marcus loved the way he gave himself over to his joy and laid his hand on the table, close enough for their fingertips to touch if the other shifter inched his hand forward. That energy buzzed between them again, and Vashan looked at him with his head titled slightly to the side, the fading sunlight catching his magnificent bone structure. Holding his gaze, he pushed his hand forward until just the tips of their fingers touched.
That slight caress of the sensitive skin turned him on more than some kisses he’d had. Vashan slowly licked his lower lip and Marcus couldn’t wait to taste the other man. His animal spirit heartily approved and urged him to begin the mating games with the shaman. The thought of his seed, bright and white on the other man’s lips brought a rumble from deep in his throat.
The waitress returned and placed their cups in front of them before he totally lost his cool and dragged the shaman out of the restaurant. Both men cleared their throats and shifted in their chairs as the waitress pretended to ignore the sexually charged environment. As soon as she left, they exchanged a small smile. “Not a coffee drinker?” asked Marcus.
Vashan shook his head and dropped a cube of sugar into his cup. “My mother drank tea while my father prefers coffee.” A brief look of pain crossed his face, and Marcus swore he could feel a wave of sorrow come off him.
He decided not to press the issue and busied himself with pouring cream from the small green ceramic creamer. “I’ve been told I’m a real bastard in the morning without my coffee. Then again it’s my sister saying that, so I keep threatening to tell our Mom that she’s casting dispersions about my character.”
Vashan chuckled. “Do you have a large family?”
“No, just me and my sister. My mom had a couple miscarriages in-between birthing us. But I do have about a hundred cousins all over the Appalachian Mountains, so when all the Prides get together, it’s loving chaos. Do you drink liquor?”
Vashan gave him a puzzled look. “Occasionally.”
“Well, my dad makes a wicked home-brewed brandy. A couple months before our yearly family reunion, Mom gets a whole bunch of cherries and soaks ‘em in my father’s brandy for ninety days. It’ll knock you on your butt and leave you begging for more.” He flushed as he realized how suggestive that sounded, and he was a little shocked at his own boldness.
Usually he tried to take it slow, but something about the handsome shifter stroked his animal spirit in just the right way. When he met Vashan’s gaze, his blood heated at the raw desire he saw there and his heart pounded in his chest. He could smell the musk of his arousal and knew the other shifter could as well. The shaman’s scent teased his nose and only added to his excitement and confusion.
Vashan plucked a sugar cube from the bowl and held it before Marcus’ lips. With his pulse thudding in his ears, he ate the sweet, trapping the other shifter’s finger between his teeth and swirling his tongue around the tip. A blast of desire came from the other man, and he abruptly released his finger and crunched on the cube. A quick glance around the room showed no one had seen them, and his embarrassment battled with his desire at the public display of affection with a virtual stranger.
He watched Vashan’s long fingers squeeze the lemon into his tea and wondered what it would feel like to have those hands on his body. His cock remained hard and thick in his pants, and the way Vashan licked his full lips after taking a sip of his tea made him want to reach across the table and capture his mouth in a kiss.
Their gazes met and Marcus’ heart thumped at the depth of passion he saw in the stranger’s eyes. A flurry of images filled his mind; their limbs tangled together over rumpled sheets the color of sunshine, kissing him in the middle of a tranquil lagoon, slowly entering Vashan while he held his gaze. The last was so real, his puma tried to push out again, to claim the other man as his mate and begin the bonding process.
It took all of his will power to break his gaze with the other man. He panted as if he’d run fifty miles and from across the table Vashan drew in a deep breath. Marcus struggled to get control. Public affection was so not his thing. Normally, he hated doing anything more than holding someone’s hand in public. To have practically sucked on Vashan’s finger like it was his cock was totally out of character for him. Hot anger burned through his veins as that thought resonated in his mind. He wasn’t acting like himself. He was doing things he wouldn’t normally do. Arousal like he’d never known burned through his blood until he practically ached with the need to take the other shifter. To bury himself in his body and mind until he’d bound the other shifter as his beta in an impulsive act was as out of character for him as sucking a man’s fingers in public.
The shaman had to be using a spell on him.
He tried to hold back his puma, who wanted to leap down the metaphysical link and inspect Vashan’s own cat. Wrapping a hand around the cool surface of the amulet in his pocket helped clear away some of the confusion. As the other man gave him a questioning look, he clutched the medallion hard enough that the spikes dug into his palm. It had to be an enchantment making him react so fiercely to the man. Even as he prepared to unleash the spell, his body tightened with need.
Holding onto on the onyx amulet Marcus said in a low voice, “Let there be truth between us.”
He braced himself for the magical blast that would rip apart whatever illusion the shaman had wrapped around him. Vashan winced and rubbed a hand over his heart, but nothing else happened. When the other man remained just as handsome and appealing, Marcus’ mouth dried. Either the magic user back home had given him a dud amulet, or Vashan was every inch the magnificent shifter he appeared to be, and he’d just gravely insulted him.
Fuck.
Before he could open his mouth to apologize, the other man gripped his hands into fists and said in a voice low enough that only another shifter could hear, “How dare you come onto my land and use magic against me like I’m some novice who wouldn’t know any better? Only a man who lives a life full of lies would suspect everyone he’s met of being the same. Thank you for showing me your true spirit before I let your beautiful eyes ensnare me.” His power pressed against Marcus and once again he tried to babble an apology before the shaman stood and cut him off. “I, Vashan Dulphine of the Deadly Shadow Pride withdraw my invitation. You have ten minutes to get off of my people’s land.”
Marcus gaped after him as he strode out the door without a backward glance, all power and contained grace. Who knew how long he would have stared after the other man, feeling like a total asshole, if a small, brightly colored hummingbird with its long tail hadn’t flown through the window behind his back and zipped around his head before flying back out. He took that as a sign.
Digging into his wallet, he tossed a handful of Jamaica dollars onto the table and sprinted toward the door, only checking his speed at the last moment to that of a human. Vashan’s scent trail led him to the entrance of the Holywell Nature Preserve, where he tracked it to a carefully hidden bundle of clothes. Obviously the other man had shifted and run through the forest. Though he’d only seen him for less than twenty minutes, he knew with every ounce of his soul if he let Vashan get away, he’d be making the biggest mistake of his life.



 
 
Chapter Two
 
 
Vashan sprinted through the forest, following the well-trodden trails of his people leading up the mountainside. Even in his cat form, his heart ached at Marcus’ rejection and suspicion. Though used to being an object of fear and curiosity among his own people, he’d hoped the Alpha would be different—that he had finally found someone who would accept him for who he was. Instead the handsome man threw a powerful spell at him, scouring his soul like sandpaper.
Darkness crept through the leaves of the tall trees as his paws dug into the earth. Regret filled him, joining with the never-ending pain of not fitting in. If not for his strength as both a shifter and a shaman, the elders of the Deadly Shadow Pride would have killed him long ago. He was a living, breathing representation of the failing power of the Pride, and they deeply resented his presence. Oh, they were nice enough to him when they needed a charm done or some type of curse removed, but he would never be embraced as one of them.
A low-ranking puma shifter from Belize, his mother fell in love with his father while on vacation. She wasn’t a pure blooded werepuma, one of her great-great grandparents had been a werejaguar, but every child since had been born a werepuma, so she and his father had been permitted to mate. The two married with the blessings of their Alphas, and she’d become a member of the Deadly Shadow Pride. For the first fifteen years of his life he’d lived as the other children of the Pride, adored and cared for by all of the adults, with the large group of boys and girls who were treated more like his brothers and sisters than anything else.
All of that came to a halt when he made his first shift and took the form of a jaguar. Normally, the child took after the genetics of the strongest parent, and since his mother had very little power and ranked low in the pack structure, everyone assumed he would be a werepuma like his father. When he’d gone through his first transition and turned into a jaguar, his Pride had been appalled, viewing him as an abomination.
He would never forget the horror and disgust on the faces of his people as well as his father’s shame. His mother died soon after his first shift, some said of a broken heart, and his father withdrew until they rarely saw each other. When they did, the meetings were strained and unpleasant. He was a living, breathing representation of the weakness of his father’s, and the Pride’s, bloodlines.
Marcus had been his last hope for escape. Jamaica had enough land for one werepuma Pride, and most of the other Caribbean and South American Prides would only take pure blood shifters or were so isolated that he had no desire to live with them. He’d heard that the Prides in the United States were much more open to shifters of every kind, and that some Prides even contained a blend of wolf and cat shifters, something he had a hard time bending his mind around, but filled him with optimism nonetheless.
The soft roar of a waterfall ahead drew him toward his sacred place. His pace slowed and ferns brushed his flanks as he pushed through the undergrowth to his water-worn stone perch halfway up the falls. The flat rock still held the warmth of the day even as stars began to dot the sky, and he sprawled out across the heat. He opened his soul to the loving presence of his Goddess. As always, her glowing energy hovered on the edge of his mind as his inner jaguar purred in contentment.
His claws scraped along the rock as he stretched. Against his will, his mind turned back to the Alpha. He’d sensed his power even before he’d stepped into the restaurant, and his heart leapt in his chest at the first sight of the other man. Marcus had hazel-green eyes and dark curly hair he kept cut short. He wasn’t as pale as some Americans he’d seen, but the thought of watching his dark skin pressed against the other man’s lighter body shot a bolt of lust through him, and he tried to ignore the unwanted reaction. The man had the solid build of a brawler, complete with scars on his knuckles and forearms. He’d looked rough, dangerous, and absolutely delicious.
Too bad he’d also turned out to be an asshole. He clawed at the stone in frustration at the memory of the hint of fear and distrust in Marcus’ scent. Had someone told him about Vashan? Warned the Alpha that his Pride considered him a social outcast? He couldn’t imagine Madame Evangeline told Marcus. She didn’t strike him as the type of woman to play nasty tricks. If anything, she appeared to care about him, something Vashan hadn’t felt from a female since his mother passed away. Oh, there were plenty of males and females who liked to visit him in secret, and were more than happy to submit to him in clandestine meeting places, but none would show their face with him in public for fear of being shunned.
Even though they used him, he couldn’t deny the small comfort having sex with them gave him. In their arms, when he made them feel sensations only a shaman could give, he almost believed they loved him. But once the sweat on their skin cooled, they would start avoiding his gaze and quickly leave his bed. Just once he wanted to wake in the arms of someone who cared for him.
A foreign presence pushed against his soul, and he leapt into a crouch on the rock. Flinging his energy out in a wide net, he tried to find the source of the disturbance brushing against his spirit like warm velvet. He growled deep in his throat as he immediately recognized the distinct, psychic signature of Marcus. A very tiny, carefully hidden part of his soul hoped for one brief moment that maybe the other shifter had come to apologize. His rational human mind quickly dismissed the idea and insisted that he wanted to fight. If the man was an Alpha in need of a Pride, the Deadly Shadow Pride was weak enough to be overtaken. The whole blind date may have been Marcus’ way of scouting out the Pride and testing the strength of their shaman.
Well, he would be damned if he’d let that happen. His Pride may treat him like a pariah, but they were still his people, and he had sworn to his Goddess that he’d protect them. A knot of anxiety twisted in his stomach as he remembered the strength and power of the Alpha. He sent up a silent prayer to his Goddess, asking her to help him keep his Pride safe.
 
The roar of falling water blended with the chirps and cries of the nocturnal creatures awakening in the jungle around Marcus. Night had fallen and the thrill of the hunt burned through his veins. Vashan’s trail had been easy to follow—he either didn’t expect Marcus to come after him or didn’t care.
Vashan’s scent lay heavily over the ferns as he slowed his pace and took stock of his surroundings. That strange combination of a hint of werepuma mixed with another cat’s musk wrapped around his mind and sank into his heart as he brushed his cheek against the rough bark of a tree the man recently rubbed against. A few random shifter scents crossed his path on the way up the mountain side, but the closer he got to the sound of water, the more the other fragrances faded until he could only detect Vashan.
It had to be one of the private places where he came to be alone. Guilt didn’t translate well to his puma mind, so instead he felt sorrow that his actions had caused the shaman to seek out his sanctuary. Not wanting to startle the other male or cause him to flee, he tried to pull in his power as tight as he could and shield himself. He squeezed between the trunks of two tightly-packed trees and froze. No wonder Vashan chose the place as his—it was magnificent.
From higher up the mountain, a narrow stream of water crashed over the dark, exposed stones. Greenery hung in lush, dripping fronds down either side of the waterfall and the flowers burned bright orange in his night vision. At the base of the falls, a tranquil pool stretched out with a meandering stream making its way over the hillside. Claws scraping stone caught his attention before he noticed Vashan high up the side of the waterfall on a shelf of rock jutting out from the peak.
His shielding collapsed and shock rolled through him at the sight of the dark spots covering Vashan’s cat form visible through his night vision. Spots which clearly marked Vashan as a jaguar—a very big, very powerful jaguar. He had less than five seconds to study Vashan before the other male’s energy blasted over the grotto and nearly knocked him on his ass. His inner cat snarled in rage at the attack, and an answering anger-filled snarl roared from the rocks above.
Marcus fought his puma, trying to regain control before he descended to a pure animal state that would leave either him or the shaman dead. Another wave of searing power rushed over him, and his Alpha soul demanded he punish the beta who dared to challenge him. His hold slipped again, and he took a halting jump forward, stopping himself in time to stop the next lunge that would carry him up the side of the waterfall.
The musk of Vashan’s scent assaulted him in his primal rage, and he desperately clung to the shrinking part of his mind that still thought like a human and not a cat. In a supreme exercise of self-control, he shifted back into human form one horrible step at a time. Bones ground and tendons snapped and reformed as his cat and human soul fought each other.
Deep in the hell of his forced shift, he didn’t notice the other shifter’s movements until almost too late. The big cat leapt at him as he completed his shift back to human form and his shoulder tore from its socket in a blinding sheet of white hot pain. His head hit the edge of a rock, and his vision flashed red before merciful darkness closed in on the edges of his sight. The other shifter gave a startled yowl, and Marcus strained to curl his arms around himself, but his body refused to cooperate. Losing consciousness, he forced the words he should have said back at the restaurant past his numb lips. “I cry your pardon, shaman.” With his message delivered, he lost his grasp on reality and thanked the Goddess he wouldn’t have to feel the killing blow.
 
Vashan trembled as he fought off shock from his rapid shift back to human form. The dark pool of blood spreading from the Alpha’s head wound wet the rock beneath his knees and Vashan moaned low in his throat. With shaking hands, he gently lifted Marcus’ head to inspect the damage.
With his heart threatening to beat out of his chest, bitter bile rose in his throat as he probed the ragged flap of flesh. Panic gnawed at self-control, but his training as a shaman stepped in and forced him to see Marcus as a patient, not the man he’d nearly killed out of sorrow and mistrust.
For Goddess’ sake, the man had come to apologize to him, and he’d acted like a rabid beast, attacking him without provocation. If he’d waited a moment, listened to what the other man had to say, things would have been different. Had the powerful Alpha really cried his pardon? Those formal, old-fashioned words were the deepest form of respect an Alpha could show to a lower-ranked shifter. The thought of the strength the other man displayed to force himself back into human form in the middle of a fight, humbled him.
I must save him.
A whisper of the Goddess’ energy moved through his body, and he instantly surrendered to Her will with a trust born of pure, unconditional love. The hand cradling the back of Marcus’ head moved of its own accord and an unfamiliar spell fell from his lips. He didn’t understand the words, his human ears unable to process them any more than his human lips could properly form them.
The Alpha arched and gasped in his arms and took a breath so deep Vashan thought his lungs would burst. As the last of the chanted spell faded through the forest like a roll of thunder, Marcus sighed and curled into his arms. A tentative touch to the back of the other male’s skull revealed the smooth skin of a new scar. He whispered a prayer of thanks to the Goddess in such a rapid spill of gratitude the words flowed together into a soft keening.
The puddle of blood beneath Marcus seeped into the rocks around the grotto like water soaking into a sponge. All magic had a price and by giving Marcus’s blood to the earth, Vashan was paying for all the magic he used during the healing. Wanting to make sure the blood sacrifice was enough, he carefully stood and held Marcus with one hand and bit into the meaty part of his thumb until his own blood flowed. Hopefully that would be enough to balance out the cost of the magic and heal Marcus fully. He bit back a curse at the pain and squeezed the wound until his blood joined Marcus’. The healing his Goddess gave Marcus demanded a blood sacrifice he was only too happy to give.
As their essence combined and sank into the earth, he transferred the Alpha’s weight into a fireman’s hold over his shoulder and set off through the forest. Marcus would need someplace clean and safe to heal fully. While Vashan’s cottage by the ocean had only two rooms and a small bathroom, it was the best he had to offer. He wished he could take Marcus back to the Pride’s compound of opulent homes clustered together on the side of the mountain, but he’d learned long ago he wasn’t welcome there. By all rights he should be living in the shaman’s house at the center of the compound, except the Pride had turned that home into a guest house, open to strangers but not to him.
The lonely bleakness of his life broke through the shroud of denial blanketed around him to keep his heart from breaking. With the other man’s weight against his body, his breath warm against his back, something in his heart shifted. A tiny crack in the wall he had built around his feelings opened—a passage that would only admit one man.



 
 
Chapter Three
 
 
The gentle crash of waves breaking filtered through Marcus’ thoughts and merged with the pounding of his skull. A few seconds later his stomach growled loud enough to startle him and his eyes flashed open. The dim light of a stained glass table lamp seared his pupils, and he clasped a hand over his eyes with a whimper.
I must be waking up from a bender. He’d only felt anything remotely similar after getting stinking drunk on vodka spiked with catnip. His sister had tortured him early the next morning by vacuuming his room, laughing the whole time while he puked into a basket next to his bed. This place didn’t smell like home and had none of the familiar energies of his Pride. There were a few distant flickers, and one nearby...but it seemed shrouded somehow as he tried to inspect it with his power. A bolt of white hot pain zinged through his head, and he could almost hear his sister laughing at him for trying to use his senses when they were so obviously fucked up.
Well, at least he wasn’t nauseous this time. If anything, he felt as though he hadn’t eaten for days. At the thought of food, his nostrils flared and caught the delicious scent of meat cooking with spicy peppers. Saliva filled his mouth and he took another greedy breath. Food, salty air, and a familiar, rich musk. He carefully looked through his fingers, allowing his eyes time to adjust to the light.
Sheer cream curtains he recognized as mosquito netting hung down around the king size bed he lay on. The ceiling consisted of thatch made of unfamiliar leaves and a ceiling fan that created a gentle breeze. Soft yellow sheets were pulled up to his waist and a shifting of his hips confirmed his nakedness below. A quick glance at the walls revealed nothing about his location. Plain white plaster held no photos of family or friends, only a small, framed picture of a waterfall hung next to a massive, dark wood dresser.
His gaze locked on the picture and he gingerly leaned forward, pushing aside the mosquito netting. It took more effort than he would have liked to admit to swing his legs over the edge of the bed. As he tried to keep his brain from falling out of his head, he spied a pair of khaki shorts and a faded blue T-shirt laid out on a wicker chair nearby. He pushed away from the soft mattress and shuffled over to the chair. The shorts were a little long in the leg and tight in the waist, but they fit. He hovered on the verge of passing out a couple of times as he tugged them on, but a few deep breaths chased away the stars dancing around the edges of his vision. The T-shirt strained over his muscles, and as the collar slipped past his head, he winced. Inspecting his skull, he found a long slice on the back of his head that had the smooth feeling of a scar.
Rubbing it, he walked on unsteady feet to the picture of the waterfall and leaned close enough so his breath fogged the glass. He’d been there, had touched those dark stones cradling the pool. Except there had been something on that ledge of rock near the top. Something he’d wanted badly. His head throbbed in an attempt to put together the scattered memories of sitting in a restaurant, then running through an unfamiliar tropical jungle in his puma form. After that, he only remembered the crash of water and a snarl of rage. The hair on his arms stood up.
A lyrical voice, husky and smooth as velvet, spoke from the other side of the small room. “That was my mother’s favorite place.”
Marcus slowly turned and a breath he hadn’t been aware he’d held left him in an appreciative sigh, while his animal spirit purred in pleasure at the man before him. The front of his white button down shirt hung open, revealing a hint of dark chest and a muscled stomach free of hair. The dark brown shorts he wore hung just below his hips, exposing the muscled curve of his lower abs. A hard pulse of desire beat through Marcus’s body and rebounded through the ache in his head. He groaned and sagged against the wall, wishing his brain would explode and get it over with. His memory offered up another hint of the events leading up to him waking up there, and he remembered the man’s name—Vashan.
Glancing at him, he rubbed his temples. “Did we get drunk on vodka and catnip?”
The man’s eyes widened and the lines around his full mouth deepened. “No. It’s a little more complicated than that. You…uh, fell and hit your head.”
“Huh.” Trying to remember hurt, so he gave up. “Is that why I feel like I got hit by a truck?” An expression of guilt flashed over Vashan’s face, and he wondered if they’d had a fight. If they had, it must not have been too serious because Vashan brought him home. “You got any aspirin or anything?”
“No, no aspirin.” Vashan took a hesitant step into the room, and he admired the way he moved, all compact muscle and grace. “If you’d allow me, I can help ease your pain with a massage.”
Marcus’ libido tried to write a check that his pain-infused body wasn’t ready to cash at the mention of a massage. Images of their oiled bodies stroking against each other as he kissed the other male flashed through his head. He wasn’t sure if it was a memory or wishful thinking, but he sincerely hoped if he hadn’t made love to the man in the past, he would in the near future.
Vashan gestured to the bed, and he sat down cross-legged in the middle. The bed dipped behind him, but Vashan didn’t press into his body. Marcus’ puma snarled in disappointment and urged him to make the first move, reacting to Vashan as though they were mates.
A quick mental inventory showed he still hadn’t bonded with anyone, but another memory of the night came back. I was supposed to have had dinner with Vashan tonight...at least he thought it was tonight, but something had happened to piss the other male off. The scent of vanilla and sandalwood reached him as Vashan briskly rubbed his hands together, pulling him from his thoughts.
At the first touch of his fingers, Marcus literally purred. He’d never felt anything like it. The strong, sure strokes penetrated his soul all the way to his puma, like Vashan stroked his inner cat at the same time he rubbed the base of Marcus’ neck.
He rolled into the massage, the purr still rumbling in his throat. “For the love of the Goddess, I’ve died and gone to heaven.” The pain began to recede, and in its place peace filled his soul. With it came the memory of the handsome man telling him to get the hell off his land.
“What is that thought?” Vashan asked as his thumbs stroked behind Marcus’ ears.
“I didn’t do anything to make you angry earlier, did I? You didn’t basically tell me to fuck off, did you?”
His hands stilled then returned to their soothing rhythm. “You threw a reveal charm at me in the middle of a restaurant full of humans. It really fucking hurt, and it took all my self-control to keep from leaping across that table and tearing your throat out.”
“Why would I—” Marcus sat up straight as the missing pieces of his night fell into place. “Oh shit, that’s right, you’re a shaman.”
Vashan took a deep breath and moved his hands down to press into Marcus’ shoulders. “And you’re an Alpha. Something you were born as, that you had no choice over.”
Put that way, Marcus felt both better and like an even bigger asshole. “I can explain.”
Silence stretched out between them, and he leaned back into the other shifter’s arms until the other man cradled him against his chest. Their energies blended in a delicious whirl, and Vashan gently rubbed his face against his head. Vashan’s musk wrapped him in its perfumed warmth and the breaking of waves on the beach ebbed and flowed with the beat of his heart. Part of him balked at the idea of revealing a weakness to another powerful shifter, but his soul urged him to be honest and his cat agreed.
Once he started to speak, the story poured out of how a rogue shaman had used a twisted Alpha to give him power through torture and sacrifice. He went into greater detail than he’d planned, telling Vashan about his disgust that he had so easily fallen under Stephen’s spell and how close he’d come to aiding in the slaughter. When he thought about all the people Stephan had killed for his sick pleasure, human and shifter alike, his stomach clenched. Some of the bodies were so mangled, so decomposed, it was doubtful they would ever be identified. He had to swallow past the lump in his throat as he imaged hundreds of families waiting for news of a missing loved one, all those mothers and fathers who would have to try to identify the remains. The other male stopped massaging him and held him to his chest, his arms a solid weight that gave him the support to confess his fear for his people.
“So, the magician is still out there, somewhere in your world?” Vashan asked in a low growl when he at last fell silent.
“Yeah. Maybe he or she is long gone after Stephen was discovered. At least that’s what the other Alphas are saying. Why do you call him, or her, a magician?” Marcus tilted his head to look at him.
“Because shamans use the energy of the earth and the Goddess to do magic. Magicians use stolen energy and consort with demons to do magic.” Vashan blew out a low breath. “What are the shamans of the different Prides around you saying?”
“To anyone who’s not a Pride leader...not much. Besides, my Pride’s shaman died of natural causes, and we haven’t found a replacement...yet.” He traced his hand down Vashan’s arm, delighting in the play of muscle beneath his dark skin.
Vashan lightly ran his fingertips through Marcus’ chest hair in a gentle stroke and woke his dozing libido. With the pain in his head gone, his body eagerly responded to the other man. The other shifter traced a small circle around his nipple as he said, “Your shamans must know as well as I do that the evil magician would not leave that area, not after he or she put so much power into it.”
“What are you talking about?”
Vashan reclined until he lay against the mound of pillows, and Marcus turned on his chest so he could see him. Once again, Vashan’s exotic good looks struck him like a fist to the gut. His reaction to the man was all the more powerful, since he knew it wasn’t an enchantment. The shaman evidently felt the same thing because his voice was a husky rasp. “Every spell has a price and that price is usually paid in some form of blood or death to feed back the energy that you take from the earth and the sky.”
He raised an eyebrow and tried to keep his tone light. “Please tell me you don’t have a bunch of corpses stashed in the basement.”
Vashan chuckled and ran his fingers over Marcus’ forehead, smoothing away the wrinkles. “I usually kill plants and the occasional rat or chicken. In extreme cases, I’ll use my own blood, but never have I taken a human or shifter life for magical payment. Though the power from such a sacrifice is said to be great—after all what holds more energy than a soul—but it also twists your spirit and addicts you to the energy. You must sacrifice more and more to keep getting the same...high, for lack of a better term. The Goddess will have turned away from them after so many senseless deaths. They will be dealing with demons now and the only way to get a demon to give you power is to give them more sacrifices.”
“So you become like a psychopathic soul junkie?”
“Yes, but the source of the shamans’, and the magicians’, energies comes from their sacred place. For example, the grotto you followed me to is my sacred place. I never would have been able to overpower you if I hadn’t had the forty years of magic I’ve poured into the stones.”
“So do you think the psychopath we’re dealing with is still in my area?”
“Probably. They could access some of the power they have stored there by being within a fifty- mile radius, but would actually need to be touching the ground where the blood was spilt to get their biggest fix.”
“Shit.” Vashan trailed his fingertips over his temples and Marcus sighed with pleasure. “If you can put the power into the earth, can you take it out?”
“They’d need to do a complex ceremony and would have to have someone they trusted to guard them while they did it. It is a very risky spell and not all shaman survive. Sometimes the earth does not wish to release that energy and sucks the life from the shaman.”
He considered what Vashan had said about his sacred place and swallowed past a lump in his throat. “I see.”
“Why does that make you sad?”
Marcus slowly inched up the other male’s torso. Vashan’s cock swelled beneath the thin layer of his shorts and pressed against the curve of Marcus’ hip next to his own throbbing erection. Marcus leaned forward until his mouth hovered over the other shifter’s, each of his words stroking his lips. “Because I want nothing more in the world than to make you my beta and the Onyx Moon’s shaman. I want to bond with you and someday share a female or two and watch them grow big with our children.” Vashan gasped softly and he inhaled his breath, taking part of the other man deep into his body. “But how can I ask you to leave behind the people and the land you love?”
“You...want me?”
He rubbed his cheek against Vashan’s, marking the other man with his scent. “How could I not? I’ve been waiting for you my whole life.”
The shaman grasped the back of his head and crushed their lips together, his kiss desperate, bordering on frantic. A low growl rumbled through Marcus’ throat, and he easily pinned the shaman’s hands to the bed and took control of the kiss. He softened it, turned it into a devastatingly slow stroke of tongue and lips. Only after the handsome shaman relaxed and submitted to the kiss did he break it and nibble a path of kisses down the muscles of Vashan’s neck. “You taste like passion and the earth.”
The other shifter made a rough noise full of sorrow, and Marcus pulled back enough to see tears gleaming in his eyes. “What is it?”
“You may not want me after what I have to tell you. Don’t you wonder why I live all by myself? Why we’re not in the middle of my Pride’s compound?”
Vashan struggled against his grasp, but he kept him pinned to the bed. “To be honest, I didn’t really notice until now that we were alone. My head hurt too much earlier to do anything more than blink and breathe.” He leaned down and stole another kiss from the other shifter, wanting to take the wounded look out of his gaze. “And once you started touching me, the only thing I’ve been able to think about is how much I want to feel our cats together.”
A single tear spilled down the other male’s cheek, and Marcus licked it away with the rasp of his tongue. Vashan turned into his touch, and they tasted each other again with a gentle play of lips and tongue. “Doesn’t it bother you that my shifter form is a jaguar? Aren’t you afraid of me tainting the bloodline of your Pride?”
Marcus stared at him, then laughed and flipped positions so that he was on his back with Vashan on top of him. “My Pride doesn’t give a shit about bloodlines, and neither do I. We care about who you are and what you’ve made of yourself, not where your parents are from. We’ve had a couple different varieties of cats in our Pride. In fact, my brother-in-law is a werecheetah.”
“And no one speaks against it?”
“Oh, some of the old-school Prides stick to arranged marriages, but those are getting few and far between. It’s hard to put into words, but when you grow up in a country where freedom is an essential part of who you are, you tend to not get hung up on rules that were invented to keep a particular bloodline on the throne, regardless of how shitty of a leader they are.”
Vashan ran his lips gently over Marcus’ nipple and shifted his hips until their dicks pressed against each other. “My people view me as a necessary evil. They probably would have kicked me out of the Pride long ago had I not been a shaman and they were afraid of insulting the Goddess.” He leaned forward, tracing the arch of Marcus’ lips, sensitizing the skin. “My mother passed away years ago, and my father barely acknowledges me. No woman would sully her lineage with my seed for fear that she would give birth to another werejaguar. I really have nothing holding me here.”
Marcus realized how utterly lonely he must be and it broke his heart. He couldn’t imagine living in a Pride who treated him as an outsider, shunned because of his spirit animal. Before he could second guess himself, he held the handsome man’s face in his hands and looked him in the eye. “Only a fool would let you go, and despite my actions earlier, I’m no fool.”
His inner cat roared its approval as he pulled in Vashan for a crushing kiss full of teeth and heat. The natural need to dominate surfaced, and he flipped him over onto his back, eager to see his prize. Vashan snarled, but Marcus pinned his arms to the bed and growled in a low and sexy rumble. Their energy pushed against each other and for a moment he thought the shaman might be stronger, but the Alpha core of his soul pushed outwards and breeched Vashan’s psychic defenses.
He drowned in the delicious sensation of skin sliding across skin, of the rough scrape of nails over the muscles of his ass followed by a wet lick over his chest. Their animal spirits rubbed against each other through their metaphysical link, his dark brown cat stockier than the beautiful jaguar. He pulled back, determined to enjoy the human aspect of their mating.
And there was so much to enjoy.
Vashan’s shorts had been ripped off in the initial frenzy, and his long, uncut cock stood out from his body with a slight curve. Marcus had never been with someone who wasn’t circumcised before, and he eagerly grasped the other shifter’s dick in his fist, playing with the loose skin around the head of his prick. By the way he gasped and thrust his hips forward, he obviously enjoyed Marcus’ inspection.
“Spread your legs,” Marcus growled, the need to assert his control burning through his blood. “Your body is mine to play with. Mine to please and fuck.”
Vashan bared his teeth, but did what he ordered, lying back on the rumpled sheets the color of sunshine and lazily stroking his cock. Without preamble he lowered himself until he lay between his legs and slowly licked at the sensitive skin of his tight balls. The taste of male musk filled his head, and he rubbed his face back and forth against Vashan’s erection, marking the other man with his scent. A quick glance up his dark body showed him biting his lower lip and gripping the sheets until his knuckles turned white.
Their eyes met and Marcus’ soul expanded and reached out to the shaman. For a long moment he hung in metaphysical space, alone and straining for a connection. After what seemed like an eternity, but only seconds in reality, Vashan opened his soul and he gasped as their essence mixed together. He had a brief vision of his cat leaping to join Vashan’s jaguar with a happy purr rumbling in its throat before he concentrated on staying in his human mind.
In theory he knew what was happening, that they were entering the beginning stages of a psychic bond, but he’d had no idea it would be so intense. He scooted up and grabbed Vashan’s erection in his fist. Desire trickled through their link, growing stronger as they opened to each other. He gave Vashan’s cock an experimental stroke and was rewarded with the echo of the sensation. It felt for all the world like someone held his own erection and jerked it.
Sliding the loose foreskin over the head, he held his mouth over the tip, dying to lick the bit of pre-cum he’d squeezed out. Vashan made little pleading noises that Marcus liked, a lot.
“Do you want me to suck your prick, Vashan?” He nodded and thrust his hips up, but Marcus smiled and shook his head. “Beg me.”
“What?”
He smeared the drop of moisture with his thumb, struggling with the desire to take the other man down his throat. Already he wanted to put the pleasure of his mate above his own, and Vashan liked to be ordered around. The shaman’s desire surged through their connection and spiked into a needle of arousal that stung him with pleasure. “Beg me to suck you.”
Vashan collapsed back into the pillows and looked down the length of his body at him. “Alpha, please suck my cock.”
He opened his mouth wide and took as much of Vashan’s erection into his throat as possible. The sensation traveled between them as though Vashan was doing the same to him. Marcus moaned low in his throat and shuddered. How the hell was he supposed to make this last for Vashan when all he wanted was to come and come?
Mustering his resolve, he ignored the amazing burning through his own body and concentrated on the other male. The soft silk of his foreskin gave him so much to play with and he rolled it over his tongue. He worked the sensitive skin, pulling it back with his lips and teeth to expose the glans. The other shifter rocked his hips into Marcus’ mouth, inarticulate sounds of pleasure deep in his throat.
He picked up the pace, fighting a losing battle with his body not to come. A few more sucks and he wouldn’t be able to hold back. Just as he hovered on the edge, Vashan grabbed a handful of hair on the back of his head and lifted him off. “Please, Marcus, I want you to fuck me and fill my ass with your cum.”
Marcus leaned in and gave him a slow, easy kiss as he tried to regain some self-control. He forced his hands to lightly caress him, to pay attention to his body and sooth them both. Vashan reached over and grabbed a bottle of oil. His eyes shone with dark fire as he filled his palm. “Hold out your hand.”
The rich lubricant scented with vanilla and sandalwood drizzled into his hand, and he slowly coated his cock as his lover massaged it into his ass. “My job,” Marcus said with a low growl and drizzled more oil onto Vashan’s dark anus, loving the way the he twitched and moaned as he worked first one, then two fingers in and stretched him wide.
With Vashan on his back, Marcus knelt between his thighs and stroked himself. Vashan lifted his legs and put his feet on Marcus’ shoulders, opening for him. Unable to hold back any longer, Marcus grabbed his dick and slowly pushed the head into the ring of muscle guarding the male’s tender ass, loving the sight of his flushed cock sliding in inch by inch.
Both men’s breathing became labored and the Vashan whispered, “I can feel myself fucking you as you fuck me. Like my cock is going into your ass as you go into mine.”
He could only groan in response and teased Vashan’s tight sack with the tips of his fingers. With slow strokes, he worked his way deeper until he could go no further. Only then did he throw open his side of the bond all the way. A sense of caring, of being cherished and embraced spiritually made his soul sing and their joining crashed into him. He forgot where his body ended and the other male’s began. He was dimly aware of the sound of flesh slapping as he pounded into Vashan, but mostly his mind filled with an overwhelming sense of love and completion.
“Yes, fuck me, please, please fuck me.” Vashan thrust his hips to meet every one of Marcus’ thrusts in perfect rhythm. “Give it to me, come inside of my ass.”
He lost his pace and growled loud enough to vibrate the bed. Grabbing the shaman’s cock in his slick fist, he gave it one strong stroke that sent them both over the edge. The world detonated around him in a silent blast of pleasure that should have blown down the walls of the small house. Vashan howled beneath him, the muscles of his ass contracting as Marcus held on tight. He rotated his hips in a circle, drawing out every last ounce of pleasure that his beta had to give.
Panting, disoriented, and blissfully happy Marcus withdrew from his lover and landed on top of him in a sweaty, spent heap. They lay, cradled in each other’s arms, until their hearts returned to a normal rhythm. He wanted nothing more than to fall asleep like that, but Vashan’s desire for a bath traveled through their link. Already his mate’s needs trumped his own, and he pushed off of him with shaky arms.
“Don’t suppose you have a shower around here?”
Vashan stretched in a mouthwatering display of muscles, and Marcus dove toward him, but he rolled away with a laugh. “I have something better. Catch me, my Alpha.”
Before Marcus could ask him what the hell he meant, Vashan dashed out of the room. With a laughing curse he followed, streaking through a small living room and kitchen to a door leading outside. The darkness proceeding the dawn held sway, but on the distant horizon the faintest traces of lavender began to tint the sky over the ocean.
Vashan’s small house sat on the edge of a pristine beach, and by the way he dove into the gentle waves, privacy wasn’t an issue. With a whoop, he sprinted after his beta and plunged into the warm surf, the water cleansing his body as surely as Vashan’s presence cleansed his soul. A slippery arm reached around his waist and he surfaced with Vashan, pulling the other man close for a wet, salty kiss, hot enough that the ocean should have boiled around them.
The first traces of sunrise shimmered over the horizon, turning the distant curve where the ocean met the sky into a line of amber and lilac light. He held his beta tight, glorying in this perfect moment in his life. The gentle waves lapped around his waist and he dimly remembered watching some nature show about how sharks were the most active during sunrise and sunset, not that they had to worry about that. Because of their shifter nature most predators avoided them.
Vashan slipped out of his arms to dunk himself again, coming up in a great spray of water as he shook all over Marcus like a wet dog. He laughed and splashed his beta, marveling at how warm the ocean was there. He gazed at the peaceful scene of Vashan’s little house on the shore, partially hidden amid the soft green blanket of the jungle.
Unease tightened his muscles, and he grunted as Vashan grabbed his butt with both hands while asking him, “What was that feeling, my Alpha?”
He couldn’t help but smile at the joy that surged through their link when Vashan called him that. “Well, my beta, I was wondering how you could give all this up to come back with me.” He held up his hand to stop the other man’s immediate protests. “I mean look at this place—it’s paradise. Not that my compound is a hovel, and I personally think the Appalachian Mountains area is one of the most beautiful places in the world, but it’s a tougher place to live.” Vashan gave him an amused look and he frowned. “You know it snows there, right?”
The shaman gave him a wide-eyed look. “What is this snow you speak of?” Marcus glared at him and he laughed, rubbing his hands up and down his slick back. “Home is where the heart is, and my heart has been without a home for a very long time. Do you know that tonight is the first time in what feels like forever that I’m not hurting on the inside? That right now I feel a relief so profound, it threatens to overwhelm me.”
Marcus started as Vashan lowered his shields and let him experience the full brunt of his emotions. Relief was too weak of a word for what Vashan felt. The only thing he could equate it to was having a disease slowly draining the life out of him and filling his days with pain, then suddenly vanishing after he’d given up all hope of relief except death. He crushed Vashan to his chest, kissing his face over and over as he realized his lover had been considering suicide as a way to end the pain.
“Never, never, never, never,” he murmured over and over between the kisses. “You will never be alone again, you will never have to feel like that, and I will never allow you to feel anything other than loved and adored.”
The waves lapped at their waist then their shins as his beta led them to the shore. “What if your people don’t like me?”
Marcus lay back and brought Vashan with him, enjoying the sensation of the powder soft sand sticking to his body. “Vashan, I see you more clearly than you see yourself. You are honest, caring, and more compassionate than anyone I’ve ever known. Only an idiot wouldn’t appreciate you for the treasure you are. Besides, my people have been without a shaman for too long, they need you to reconnect them to the Goddess. Not to mention without a strong spiritual guide of our own, we’re more susceptible to any attacks that magician might make. They yearn for you as much as I do.”
“They have been without their own shaman for a while and you’re right, without a good one your, I mean, our people are vulnerable.” He leaned up on his elbow and placed a soft kiss on Marcus’ neck. “It will take me a few days to completely remove my magic from the land. Do you have anyone you trust enough to come watch over me while I do it? I don’t expect any attacks, but some of my Pride—my former Pride—may not take too kindly to me leaving.”
“Fuck them. They aren’t worthy of you.” Vashan arched a brow at the vehemence of his words and he took a deep breath, trying to expel some of the sudden anger. “I’ll call an Alpha I know, Kara, and her mates. They know how to take care of themselves, but nothing will get through me to you.” The warmth of his beta’s tongue on his nipple as he licked the salty water brought a rumbling purr from his chest.
“And what about my flaw?”
“What flaw? Do you have horrible gas? Do you like to behead gerbils? Are you known to take dumps in stranger’s refrigerators?”
Vashan laughed and the heavy feeling coming through their link lessened. “No, no, and no.”
“Well then, you’ll be fine. In fact, you’re more than fine. You’re a beautiful werejaguar, magnificent and strong...just like the Goddess made you. Besides, you’re mine and I meant it when I said I’ll do everything I possibly can to make sure the rest of your life is filled with nothing but love.”
The sun rose over the ocean and the men watched it in silence together, exchanging tender touches and exploring each other’s bodies. Above them the sky turned a burning pink and the edges of the clouds became laced with bronze and violet. Marcus drew a deep breath, scenting the salty air and the exotic flowers along with the delicious cologne of their mingled musk. As the white sand slowly dried on his beta’s back, Marcus brushed it away and enjoyed the sensation of the rough sand versus smooth, dark skin.
Vashan’s breathing grew slower and his caresses more languid until he succumbed to sleep against Marcus’s chest. A warm burst of pride raced through him. He knew how hard it must be for his beta to trust, but by falling asleep in his arms, he showed Marcus he completely trusted that he’d take care of him and let nothing happen while he slumbered.
Marcus had no idea what the future held, but with his beta at his side he no longer feared it.
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Noah Braxton dimmed the lights of the sumptuous log cabin on the edge of Coopers Ride State Park in West Virginia. He glanced around the room and turned them back up again for the twentieth time. To anyone outside of the cabin it would appear as if he were doing Morse code with the lights. If he was, right then he’d be signaling, I don’t know what the fuck I’m doing.
Grimacing at the dark humor, he ran a hand over his head, careful not to mess up the gelled spikes of his Mohawk, and scowled out at the spacious wraparound porch surrounding the cabin. The world outside blazed in the glory of a beautiful Indian summer sunset, and he rested his forehead against the bay window staring out into the small expanse of yard before the manicured lawn disappeared into the trees. Tall maple trees curved over the gravel drive leading up the side of the mountain to the cabin, forming a natural tunnel. Orange, red, and gold burned in his newly enhanced vision and he couldn’t help but drink in the beauty of the forest.
He’d never been a country boy, the city had always been his preferred home, but he couldn’t deny the bone deep sense of satisfaction he now got from spending time running through the woods. In fact, right then seemed like the perfect time to go for a run. Problem was, if he started running, he doubted he’d come back.
Nervous energy pulled him away from the window and he scanned the living room again, searching for something to fix to make it more appealing for his guests. The gold and green throw pillows had been perfectly positioned on the big brown suede couch that faced out into the yard. On the low, massive mountain ash coffee table rested a tray piled with fruits and other snacks that he’d bought from a gourmet deli in Morgantown before making the trek out to the cabin. In the refrigerator, five different kinds of beer and three different types of wine chilled for his guests. He’d even started a fire in the towering fieldstone fireplace that dominated the western wall.
The perfect setting for any blind date...at least it would have been in the human world. Doubt tried to rear its head and he stamped the unusual feeling down, fussing with the pillows on the couch. If his buddies could see him now, acting like a nervous virgin on his first date, they’d piss themselves laughing. At six feet four and two hundred sixty five pounds he had no problem fulfilling his duties as a bouncer at one of the most popular bars in downtown Morgantown, West Virginia. A college city, it boasted more than its fair share of establishments willing to show the students a great time. Up until six months ago he’d been just another student like the rest, finishing up his graduate degree in Industrial Engineering and bouncing at night to pay the bills.
His muscles tensed and he blew out a low breath, willing himself to focus on the here and now. He had more than enough to worry about with his blind dates showing up any minute. Giselle, his Alpha, had tried to give him as much advice as she could. She’d begged to come with him, but he had to do this alone. He’d made an oath bound in spirit and blood to take care of her and he wouldn’t let anyone near her until he was sure they were worthy of her.
Plus his last five—or was it six—dates had ended as soon as the other werepumas learned about his little...issue.
A car engine whined as it climbed the steep incline leading to the cabin of the newly built Castillo Coopers Rock wilderness resort. Giselle had told him that traditionally these meetings happened out in the open forest, but he was too much of a city boy to feel comfortable without basic creature comforts like running water. As the Land Rover pulled in next to his truck, he lifted his nose into the air and took a deep breath, laughing softly as he realized he was trying to scent the air.
Deep in his soul, his cat paced restlessly and he tried to use the calming techniques Giselle had taught him, mentally scratching the cat behind his ears. His beast quieted beneath his stroke, but let loose a little warning growl as his company exited the Land Rover. At the sight of the men his breath caught in his throat and his cock stirred with interest. From the top of his hair to the soles of his motorcycle boots, he wanted them.
Dark and light, the two men encompassed the best of both worlds. The man who came out of the passenger side of the Land Rover had ebony skin that gleamed in the fading sunlight. He stretched, lean muscles in his arms rippling in a graceful curve. On the other side of the SUV a solid man with curly dark hair crossed his arms and stared at the cabin. He reminded Noah of a guy from a gladiator movie, attractive in a thoroughly masculine way while the other man had more of a feline beauty about him.
Both men stared at him through the big window and he flushed. The hope that they hadn’t seen him spying on them was more than he could ask for. Of course, with their enhanced senses they’d know he was there. Hell, once he opened the door, they would smell his arousal. Trying to appear nonchalant, he raised his hand in greeting and forced his feet to move for the front door. He didn’t know what Madame Eve of the 1Night Stand matchmaking service had told them. He’d been brutally honest in what he was looking for when he’d filled out the application for the elite dating service, but really hadn’t received much information on who he’d be matched with other than names and a few details about Marcus and Vashan. Madame Eve had an almost mythical status as a match maker among the shifters of the world, and even though this was only supposed to be a one-night stand, he prayed to the werepuma’s Goddess that they were the ones he’d been searching for.
 
Marcus leaned against the bumper of the car and pulled Vashan, his beta and the Onyx Moon Pride’s shaman, into his arms. Nuzzling the side of his neck and inhaling the other man’s scent, Marcus looked over his shoulder toward the newly built log cabin. “Well, Noah doesn’t look anything like I imagined him.”
Vashan kept his voice low, barely above a whisper. “I never knew a purple Mohawk could be so damn sexy. And did you see the size of him? That is one big guy. Makes me wonder what type of Alpha female holds his leash.”
“Madame Eve made a point in her email that we shouldn’t let appearances deceive us.” He cupped his beta’s face, enjoying the contrast of his tanned skin against the other man’s ebony black skin tone. “Though I don’t like how she made us promise to hear him out.”
The shaman nipped at the pad of his thumb. “Well, if she’d made us promise to do that, we wouldn’t have had such a rough start.”
Marcus grimaced and had to resist the urge to touch the scar on the back of his head. His beta still felt guilty about it, and he didn’t want to do anything to upset him. The need to care for him, to make him happy was as much a part of being an Alpha as the need to dominate. “But we did have some fantastic makeup sex.”
A low rumble of appreciation came from deep in Vashan’s chest. “That is true. We should fight more often.”
A soft breeze stirred the trees and a few gold and orange leaves drifted down around them. “If I stay out here with you any longer I won’t want to go inside. Are your shaman senses giving you any hints about tonight?”
His lover stepped out of his arms and turned his attention to the cabin. “I get flashes of...fighting, but not fighting.” He tilted his head and closed his eyes and a tingling wash of mystical energy shivered over Marcus’s metaphysical shields as the shaman deepened his connection with the earth. “Many things, many possibilities.”
“Any sign of the rogue shaman? I want to be able to focus on the beta inside without worrying about some psycho magic user turning my dick into a frog.”
“Lovely visual.” Vashan’s eyebrows scrunched and he held his palms out in front of him, as if absorbing heat from a fire. “There is a darkness nearby, but I don’t think it’s our shaman. It has more of a human element to it. Not sure if it’s an active evil or more like the residual malignance left behind from a murder or rape.”
He turned and faced the direction that Vashan had pointed at. “Should we go check it out?”
There was no doubt or hesitation in the beta’s voice as he opened his eyes and shook his hands as though trying to fling water off of them. “No, the Goddess wants us here.”
Use to his lover’s mysterious statements, which always had a way of coming true, Marcus nodded and headed for the steps leading up to the lodge. “Far be it from me to argue with the Goddess.”
Once Vashan joined him at the front door, Marcus knocked though he felt silly doing it. The shifter inside, obviously knew they were here.
Noah opened the door and the air between them buzzed with metaphysical energy. He’d seen the big man through the window, but still tried not to stare at him. At least three inches taller than either himself or his beta, Noah had a heavily muscled frame reminding him of a Viking. Dressed in a pair of worn jeans and a black T-shirt that struggled to fit his broad chest, he studied them for a moment before he stepped back and smiled. Despite his size and his intimidating aura, the smile he gave them had an uncertain quality, a near shyness, filling Marcus with the urge to protect him.
Surprised at the possessive turn of his thoughts, he stepped inside. “Greetings, Noah of the Opal Waters Pride.”
Noah cleared his throat and met his gaze. “Greetings, Marcus of the Onyx Moon Pride.” He rubbed the back of his neck before he darted a glance at Vashan and held out his hand, then jerked it back to his side. “And my greetings to your beta, Vashan of the Onyx Moon Pride. Uh, on behalf of my Alpha, Giselle of the Opal Waters Pride, I welcome you to our territory.”
Vashan and Marcus exchanged a look, puzzled by the beta before them. His greeting had been tight and stilted, and Marcus didn’t have to use his enhanced senses as a shifter to feel the tension rolling off the big man. The way he watched Vashan made Marcus’s heart harden as he realized why Noah was so nervous.
Maybe Noah was an old school shifter who believed that only like should mate with like. Vashan was a jaguar shifter and they’d run into problems in the past with other Prides who viewed him as an outsider, no matter that Marcus had soul-bonded with the other man. He sincerely hoped that wasn’t the case here because his beta’s desire rushed through their psychic link in a delicious burn. That attraction caused his own cock to stir with interest and he tamped down on his end of the bond, filtering the other man’s emotions down to a trickle.
As the silence between them thickened, Marcus tried to break it with the first bit of inane cocktail chatter that came to mind. “This is a beautiful territory you have.”
“Thanks.” He nodded over at the kitchen overlooking the massive living room. “Can I get you guys a drink?”
Marcus stiffened and tried to figure out what Noah’s intent was by this obvious breech of etiquette. Having their initial meeting indoors was unusual in itself, but the offering of food and drink to a visiting Alpha had its own rituals. The unfamiliar beta should have knelt before Marcus and Vashan, asking for the shaman’s blessing on the food and drink before waiting while the Alpha chose what he wanted first and then feeding it to him by the beta’s own hand. Noah didn’t appear to be purposely insulting them so Marcus was at a loss as to how to react.
Vashan stepped forward and gripped Noah’s shoulder. The big man flinched but held his ground as a small spark of the shaman’s energy jumped between them. Something in Marcus’s soul relaxed a bit at that obvious sign of acceptance from his mate. His beta wouldn’t lower his shields enough for that energy exchange with just anyone. “I’ll take a beer.”
Noah nodded with obvious relief. “Would you like something, Marcus?”
“Yeah, I’ll take a beer, too.”
The big shifter held his gaze for a moment longer than he needed to and Marcus had to tamp down the animalistic instinct to stare the other man down, to make him submit. His Alpha power churned in his gut, but Vashan’s voice cut through his growing need to dominate. “Marcus, come over here and join me. Noah laid out a delicious spread for us.”
Without another word, Noah dropped his gaze and strode over to the kitchen, tension radiating from him in nearly visible waves. Marcus opened his side of the bond as he sat on the dark brown suede couch next to his beta and grabbed a slice of mango. As was proper, Vashan waited until Marcus had made his selection then took a strawberry. Once again, Noah had insulted him by leaving the food out so he could serve himself instead of offering it to the visiting Alpha as tradition demanded.
Marcus chewed the fruit and tried to relax as the Noah gave them beers. Noah took one look at his face and his shoulders slumped. “Ah fuck, I forgot about feeding you first from my own hand.”
Vashan cleared his throat and sat forward, taking a sip of his beer before he said, “Noah, the ritual of greeting is something every cub is taught as part of their initiation into the Pride as an adult. Right now my Alpha is trying to figure out if the insult was deliberate and if he should punish you for it.”
Noah flushed and flopped into the chair across the table from him. Once again Marcus was startled by his beta’s ability to see things that he had missed. Vashan had obviously picked up on something and he turned his beta’s words over in his mind as he replayed the last few minutes.
The chair creaked as Noah sat on the edge and stared at the fruit platter as if it held the secrets of the universe. He took a swig of his own beer and started to speak, took another gulp, then tried again. “You guys have more rituals than a city full of Druids.” He closed his eyes and took a deep breath. “Wanna hear a story?”
Acceptance and pity moved through Marcus’s link with his beta and he nodded even as he tried to figure out what the hell was going on. Vashan scooted closer to him, holding his hand as he rested his head on Marcus’s shoulder. Noah saw this and his tense features loosened for a moment, and Marcus swore there was deep yearning in the other man’s gaze before he returned to staring at the fruit platter.
“Okay, there was this guy, we’ll call him Moses.” The shaman chuckled and Noah gave him a small smile that transformed his rugged features with its warmth. “Moses was just a regular guy, leading a very regular guy life. He loved his football, his mama, and worked his ass off to get into graduate school at the University of West Virginia. Now, Moses wasn’t born with a silver spoon in his mouth so he had to get a job to pay for such luxuries as toilet paper and deodorant while he worked toward his degree.”
Marcus noticed that only he and his beta had laughed at the silver spoon remark. All shifters were allergic to silver and if someone had tried to feed him with a silver spoon he would have ended up with a blistered tongue. It was only after they laughed that Noah grinned like he was just getting the joke. As the big man rolled the beer bottle between his long fingers, he noticed the scars on his knuckles and they reinforced his first impression of the other shifter being a brawler.
“So, life is good for Moses. He has a steady boyfriend, his grades are good enough that he should be able to continue receiving his scholarship, and his mama has finally come around to the idea that her baby boy will never be bringing home a nice girl to meet the family.”
Vashan’s grip tightened on Marcus’s thigh as he started. What in the world is he talking about? All shifters had the biological imperative to mate with the opposite sex. Even if they preferred a different gender, they would still seek out a mate to have children with. That was why they were there, to see if they could get along with Giselle’s beta well enough to be introduced to the woman herself. To see if she would make a proper mate for them.
Noah swallowed and held Marcus’ gaze. The big shifter strained to hold his gaze, but he looked away after a tense moment as Marcus gently pushed his Alpha power at him. By trying to stare him down, Noah challenged his position as an Alpha and he couldn’t allow that. His inner cat shifted in his soul, and Vashan sent another wave of love and reassurance through their link, helping him control his beast.
“Moses was a big guy and knew how to fight. His older brother was a Marine and he’d taught him a thing or two about taking care of himself. Being a bouncer seemed like the perfect fit for him. The night and weekend schedule gave him enough time to keep up with his school work, and he enjoyed spending time downtown. Sure, he had to deal with a lot of idiotic drunks, but for the most part they were just college kids stretching their wings and having a good time.”
Outside dusk darkened the forest and Marcus’s sensitive ears picked up the sound of crickets getting ready for their nightly serenade. He tried to keep his mind peaceful, open to what the other beta was saying, but his gut tightened as he began to figure out where Noah was going with his story. If correct, the other man was a danger to them all.
“One night, at just after 2 AM, Moses was doing his usual rounds in front of the bar, calling cabs for those that needed them and making sure that the crowd moved along. Like that saying goes, ‘You don’t have to go home, but you can’t stay here.’” He closed his eyes and took a deep breath. “Moses had just bundled a group of giggling girls into their cab when the screeching of breaks and the crunching of glass and metal followed by a lot of screaming cut through the laughter and shouts of people having a good time on a Saturday night. I—I mean Moses—knew in his gut that something bad had happened, but when he pushed his way through the crowd to the accident, he almost threw up and passed out.” Vashan made a soothing noise and even Marcus wanted to reach out to Noah and hug him close. Noah swallowed hard and blinked back tears.
“She was pinned against the side of a building by a big SUV, just a little blond girl with the bluest eyes I’d ever seen. The grill of the SUV had crushed her from the chest down and a pool of her blood mixed with the fluids coming from the car’s busted front end. The world disappeared around me as her eyes locked with mine. So blue....” He blinked again and a tear escaped. He brushed it away with an angry swipe. “The driver of the SUV was stinking drunk and as he stumbled out of the car, the crowd had to hold back another woman. It took six guys, big guys, to keep her from the driver. I was pretty much oblivious to this. The poor girl, I’d later learn her name was Adeline, held my gaze even as the wail of sirens sounded in the distance. I found myself at her side before I knew it and when she gripped my hand I thought my bones would shatter.”
A log snapped in the fireplace and Noah set his half-finished beer on the table with a very careful gesture. “Adeline whispered something, but I couldn’t make out her words. Someone tried to pull me away but I punched them without even looking. Nothing in the world mattered but the light fading from the eyes of that girl. She released my hand and cupped the back of my head. I struggled when she began to pull me toward her lips, but I might as well have been a newborn babe for all the good it did. With her eyes wide open, staring into mine, she whispered ‘Promise me you’ll take care of Giselle. Swear it.’ I would have done and said anything at the moment to help her face her approaching death. Dying alone...man, that has to be the worst. As soon as I agreed, she pressed my lips to hers. My whole body danced and jiggled like I’d been plugged into an electrical outlet, but even as she slipped away she managed to hold my lips to hers.”
Vashan continued to stroke Marcus’s leg, practically shouting through their link for him to be still, to hear the man out. In an effort to keep himself under control, he wrapped his arms around his beta and nuzzled his neck, taking a deep breath of his mate’s scent. If his instincts were right, Noah was a ticking time bomb and he didn’t want his lover anywhere around him when he went off.
“At that point someone ripped me away from her, but she was already gone. A low, horrible keening filled the air, but I was only dimly aware of it. My body felt like it was on fire, being roasted alive from the inside out. I think on some level I knew what Adeline was the instant I saw her. I mean any human would have died the instant their body was crushed like that.” He glanced up at them through his eyelashes, and Vashan made a low sound of sympathy at the pain reflecting in their glassy surface. “I’d read about you guys, I mean us, in my history books in high school. Hell, everyone knows how George Washington made a pact with the shifters for help during the Revolutionary war and how you guys basically saved our asses.”
“Still do,” Marcus said in a low voice as he thought about the members of his Pride and friends that had served in the military. In exchange for their voluntary service, the US Government upheld its pledge to allow shifters to live in the States in protected communities and give them free reign of the state parks. Rumor had it that some of the first members of the president’s cabinet had been shifters, but due to their secretive nature it was hard to know for sure.
“I just had never seen one of you before, or if I did, y’all were acting like normal human beings.” He grimaced and cleared his throat. “No offense meant by that. I guess what I’m trying to say is that I had no idea what was going on when I went to Adeline, I only wanted to help.” His voice took on a razor sharp edge and he held Marcus’s gaze. “I did not steal her soul.”
Marcus and Vashan both said at the same time, “I believe you.”
Noah blinked, some of the tension going out of his limbs. He cleared his throat a couple times before continuing. “It was only later that I realized it was me making that horrible keening noise. Freaked a bunch of the college kids out, but one of the paramedics was a shifter and realized what had happened. Plus Giselle leapt to my side and protected me like a mother with her cub. I passed out and woke up in the hospital a week later with Giselle sitting at my bedside.”
“Giselle was the one Adeline bound you to.” Vashan let out a low breath. “She must have seen something very special in you to give you that gift.”
“Honestly, I have no idea what she saw in me, why she would be compelled to do that to me, out of all the people in the crowd. I mean…look at me!” He gestured to his body and ran a hand over the fringe of his Mohawk. “I don’t exactly seem like a knight in shining armor.” His voice cracked on the last word and he took a deep breath before clearing his throat.
“Anyway, one of the first things I noticed when I woke up was that all my tattoos were fading and in another week they were gone. They had to take out my earrings, saying that I had an allergic reaction to the metal and the skin kept trying to heal over them. Giselle took care of me. Turns out the other shifter was her little sister. She’d come to visit her for the weekend and they had just been to the football game that afternoon. Adeline—she still had the flying WV painted on her cheek, just like any of the thousands of other college girls that had gone to the game that day.”
Marcus shook off Vashan’s soothing touch and stood, pacing the room to get rid of his mounting energy. Noah wasn’t saying something, but he had a feeling what the underlying issue was. A turned shifter needed the bond of an Alpha in order to remain sane. If he was right, the other shifter was hovering on the edge of losing what remained of his humanity and becoming all animal. If that happened, he’d become a killing machine. “Why do you need us?”
Noah’s lip lifted in a silent snarl and Vashan tensed on the couch. The power of the shaman’s magic brushed over his shields in a warm rush as it flowed towards Noah. His beta gave him a small nod, confirming his suspicion. Noah must have felt that psychic touch because he rubbed his biceps as if brushing away a chill. “I don’t need you.”
Marcus considered him for one moment before jumping across the room and pinning him to the chair, his arms on either side of him. The big man tried to push him off, but Marcus growled and he backed down, disgust twisting his handsome features.
“Bullshit. If you didn’t need us we wouldn’t be here.”
Vashan spoke up from the couch, “Marcus—”
“Beta, you will be quiet. This is between me and him.” He didn’t dare take his gaze off of Noah, watching as he struggled not to lash out, to remain passive.
“I’m here to help Giselle find an Alpha mate.”
Marcus leaned in until their noses nearly touched, until their breath mixed against each other’s mouths. “Stop fucking lying to me, and yourself, or we will walk out of here right now and you won’t get a second chance. You should know by now how the shifter community views soul-stealers.”
“I didn’t steal anyone’s soul!” Noah shuddered as their lips casually brushed each other. “I didn’t want this, any of this. If I could give it back, I would.”
Marcus rubbed his cheek against the other man’s, the slight rasp of their beards brushing together. “Why are we here? Last chance to tell me the truth.”
Noah made a sound of pain deep in his throat and buried his face against Marcus’ neck. Alarm radiated through his bond with Vashan, but he stamped it down. Noah needed all of his attention, his concentration. He couldn’t let him sense his compassion. He needed strength, someone he could surrender too and rely on. His inner beast demanded it and would only hold out for so long before it fully overtook him and destroyed his human side.
He believed Noah had been a dominant in his human life and the natural urge of a beta to submit to an Alpha was tearing him apart. Add to that, an Alpha female he connected to by chance and tragedy alone, and he was one step away from going rogue. If that happened, Marcus wanted to be there so he could put the shifter down with all the mercy he deserved.



 
 
Chapter Two
 
 
Noah wanted to scream, to rage and destroy this luxurious log cabin, but most of all he wanted to kill the Alpha invading him in every way possible. Only the thought of Giselle and the absolute trust she had in him stayed his hand. While they might not be linked in the manner of shifters, he loved the woman like a sister and knew his death would cause her nothing but agony.
Oh, but the thought of giving into his newly discovered animal desires was so tempting. To lose himself in his beast and simply exist. No worries about right or wrong, no concerns about anything other than his next meal and a safe place to sleep at night. Except if he went rogue, Giselle would be the one who had to hunt him down, to kill him.
The warm breath against his face reminded him that there were other options, choices more terrifying than even death. God, this is so fucked up. The endless chant of ‘why me, it’s not fair’ tried to take over his mind, but he pushed it back. The Alpha made a purring growl and oddly enough the sound helped to center him, to pull him out of the maelstrom of his thoughts. His voice cracked as he said, “I need you to help me be everything Giselle needs me to be, to be everything that I need to be without losing myself.”
Marcus backed up and stood with the glow of the fire flaring behind him. His dark eyes were unreadable as he stared at him. An urge to look away, to humble himself before the other man twisted in his gut and he fought it. The Alpha pointed to the floor in front of him. “Kneel.”
“What?” He shook his head, trying to clear out the order that echoed there, urging his body to move. The shaman watched him from the couch with an unreadable expression and it humiliated him even more to be forced into such a subservient position. His inner cat and human heart both agreed that in terms of dominance, he topped Vashan, even if the handsome man did have an almost otherworldly aura about him.
“You heard me, beta. Kneel.”
Noah gritted his teeth and struggled against the order while staring at Vashan. Somehow he knew he would be dominant of Vashan and that thought appealed to him. He could master the other shifter and maintain control, something his life had been sorely lacking ever since he’d been turned. The thought of the dark-skinned man beneath him, straining to take all that he had to offer sent a bolt of lust straight to his cock in a powerful pounding of blood.
Marcus’s voice cut through the air like a whip. “I did not give you permission to look at my beta. You will come here and kneel, now.”
Tearing his gaze off Vashan, he bared his teeth and crept over to Marcus on his hands and knees, the urge to shift burning through him. He had to fight to reach the Alpha, push past the incredible energy surrounding the other man. Once he reached his feet, he remained on all fours, a shudder running through his body.
“Back on your heels, Noah.”
He struggled with himself, a low growl that held a hint of a whine echoing in the rafters of the room. “Please don’t make me do this.”
To his surprise, Marcus touched the smooth, shaved skin on the side of his head. The caress raced through him and his dick swelled further. His body’s reaction shamed him even as he tried to follow the other man’s touch. “I’m not doing this to punish you. I’m doing this so you understand what you’ve been missing, what you’ve been searching for. Because you were turned, not born, you don’t have the same instinctual desire for a female shifter. Our people bond through sexual interaction, and because you can’t have that with your Alpha, you’re both miserable.”
His grip tightened on the back of Noah’s neck as he slowly forced him down until he lay flat on his stomach with his forehead resting against the top of Marcus’s shoe. To his embarrassment he wanted to place his lips there, to kiss the heat of the Alpha’s skin beneath the leather. “I don’t want this.”
“Yes, you do. I can smell your arousal, Noah. I’ll bet if I were to hold your prick, you’d be leaking from the tip.” He removed his grip and Noah kept his face pressed to his foot. “You have a very strong will and you will need a very strong Alpha to help you embrace your beta desires.”
“I’m not a sub,” he growled even as his lips caressed the side of the other man’s shoe.
“No, you’re not a sub, you’re a beta.” Marcus sighed and squatted, his fingers caressing Noah’s back in small, reassuring circles. “You yearn for an Alpha to fill that void in your heart. That doesn’t make you weak, it makes you strong. Though your human mind may not be able to grasp the concept, your inner cat is straining to reach me right now.”
Unable to verbally admit his weakness, he nodded. His back arched beneath Marcus’s stroking and a low purr rumbled out of his throat. “I-I don’t know how to do this.”
Another touch stroked along his thigh and he tensed then relaxed. Vashan’s voice deepened into a soothing rumble as he said, “I’m going outside for a little bit. You need to work this out with Marcus and my being here is a distraction to you both. I already know how I feel about you, Noah.” He shivered at the way the shaman’s Jamaican accent turned his name into an exotic caress. “I just need to see if you are strong enough to be what and who my Alpha needs.” He placed a warm kiss on the back of his neck, next to Marcus’ hand as it traced a burning path of tingles
The wood floor creaked as Vashan left and Noah became more and more aware of the Alpha until he the other man’s power pressed against his soul. His inner cat paced and hissed, refusing to be calmed by the man’s mental touch. That impatience turned into an actual pain as his puma swiped at him and something deep inside of his chest hurt.
Marcus left his side and Noah rolled over on his back, panting. After selecting a piece of watermelon from the tray, Marcus took a seat on the couch and pushed the table with his boot, clearing a space before him. “Strip and stand before me.”
Vashan must have turned off the lights as he left because the only illumination came from the fire. To his enhanced vision it was more than enough light to see by and he made his way over to the couch with his eyes half-closed. His fingers trembled as he took off his shirt, fighting to get the cloth over his head. Not his usual smooth disrobing before a boyfriend. That uncharacteristic display of nerves tore at his already shredded self-confidence.
Marcus made a pleased noise. “Do you know that Vashan is standing at the edge of the forest watching us right now? With those big windows, he has a perfect view of your back. I’m sure he fully intended to leave us, but the sight of you undressing has frozen him in place.” His sigh was a rough shudder. “Right now, my beta is stroking his cock and watching us. Why don’t you give him something worth seeing.”
Perverted as it was, the knowledge that Vashan watched them gave his floundering mind something to grasp onto. If he concentrated on the shaman and doing this to entice the man that he knew in his heart would be submissive to him, it somehow made the situation bearable. With renewed confidence he lifted his head to stare the Alpha down as he unbuttoned his pants, but his breath left in a soft whoosh as he met the dark fire in his eyes.
 
Marcus stroked his lips with the tip of his thumb as he blatantly examined Noah from head to toe. The man was utterly delicious and reminded Marcus more of a bear than a cat. His broad chest had a thick mat of soft brown hair in a path down his muscled torso to his pants. His nipples tightened into dark buds, the beta turned away from him, unable to hold his gaze.
Noah fascinated him and he had to resist the urge to pull him down onto his lap and kiss away his distress. Behind Noah’s shoulder he could see Vashan slowly stroking his cock and his burning desire flowed through their bond. He couldn’t decide if his beta was truly overcome by the sight of his Alpha exerting his control, of if he was trying to skew the results by driving Marcus crazy with need. He already wanted Noah, and Vashan’s additional passion made his dick throb and his inner cat yowl.
In the human world, Noah had been dominant through and through up to the point where he’d transformed into a beta, the highest rank a non-born shifter could achieve within a Pride. The need to submit must be chafing at him, but Marcus wouldn’t be doing the man any favors if he made this easy for him. He had to break the other shifter if he ever hoped to assimilate the man into his Pride without a constant power struggle.
“I said take your clothes off. I didn’t picture you as the blushing virgin type.” He raised his eyebrows and placed his arms over the back of the couch, showing Noah with his body language that he didn’t consider him a threat. “Or are you afraid that you won’t measure up?”
With a muttered curse, the big man yanked his boots and socks off, throwing them across the room with such force they put holes in the wall. He flinched when he saw the damage that he had caused, and Marcus understood that he was still trying to get a grip on his newfound strength. Noah muttered something about going into town to get patching supplies as he peeled his pants off his body. When he stood, he exuded arrogance by the tilt of his chin and the way he glared down his nose at him, but he let it slide because the other shifter had every right to be proud of his body.
The man had a dick big enough to satisfy a horse.
Marcus stripped off his shirt and tossed it on the chair across from him. Noah turned slightly to the side and wrapped his fist around his cock, barely able to make it all the way around his girth. He stroked himself and squeezed a drop of precum off the tip before swirling it over his head. At the blast of lust flowing through their link, he knew Vashan had seen it as well. Noah gave him another superior expression before turning back to the window, and he forced himself to show no expression.
“Come here. I want you to open my pants. Use your mouth and your hands only if you must.”
Noah jerked as if he’d been slapped. His muscles quivered as he fought the order and Marcus found himself getting more aroused by the second. Making the powerful man submit to him gave the dominant side of his personality a delicious thrill. Every step showed the other shifter’s inner battle, but he finally settled himself between Marcus’s outstretched legs and bent down, placing an unexpected kiss on his jean-covered thigh.
“Arms behind your back, grasp your elbows.”
Noah did as he was told and undid the top button of his jeans without much trouble. He licked the small, exposed sliver of skin before grasping the zipper and struggling to pull it down using only his teeth. Once it was all the way open, he nudged the flaps over with his nose and placed his mouth on the edge of Marcus’s partially exposed cock. The hot air from Noah’s mouth drew his balls up tight and his breath escaped in a ragged gasp when the beta tried to free his dick using only his mouth.
As Noah struggled, Marcus ran his fingertips over his head, enjoying the sensation of the smooth skin of his skull next to the rough brush of his Mohawk. Noah shuddered beneath his petting and redoubled his efforts to free his erection. He finally resorted to grasping it gently with his teeth and pulling it over until it sprang free from his fly.
Both men groaned and Marcus pushed the beta away. Holding the other man’s gaze, he scooted his pants the rest of the way off and delighted when Noah licked his lips, his gaze fastened on his cock.
“Suck me. Open your mouth and take my dick. I want you to make me come and I want you to enjoy every damned drop.” Noah swallowed and started to reach for him, but Marcus gripped him by the back of his neck and growled, “Did I tell you that you could use your hands?”
With his eyes closed, Noah parted his lips and ever so slowly sank down around Marcus’s length. To his astonishment, his mouth sealed around the base of his cock until his prick was buried deep in Noah’s throat. He couldn’t help the strangled moan that escaped him as the man’s muscles of his inner throat massaged his cock. Noah pulled back in an excruciatingly slow manner and Marcus was sure his eyes rolled back in his head.
Noah licked along the slit at the tip of his cock, chasing it as it bobbed against his lips. Running his teeth along the edge of the head, he sucked him back in with an eager growl of his own. The shimmer of Noah’s soul hovered on the edge of Marcus’s awareness and it soon became a battle to avoid both bonding to and coming in the other man. He didn’t want to bond until Vashan joined them, but the man kneeling before him was making it damned hard.
He sucked on Marcus’s dick like it was a pacifier, and Marcus gripped the back of his neck, not forcing the rhythm but holding onto the other man, reminding him of his subservient position. A light sweat misted the big shifter’s back and his musk blossomed in the air. The door to the cabin creaked open and Vashan stepped in, nude with an incredibly hard cock.
Without a word, the shaman sat next to Marcus on the couch and rubbed his chest while he watched Noah stiffen his tongue and lick his sack. Noah opened his eyes and focused on Vashan with a searing heat in his gaze as his mouth was stretched wide to try and hold Marcus’s balls in his mouth. The desire pouring through the link between Marcus and his beta threatened to drown him.
Vashan licked his way up Marcus’s neck before capturing his lips in a soft, slow kiss. The gentleness of his kiss only made him more aware of the almost desperate rhythm that Noah set with his sucking.
He pulled off long enough to say, “Come for me...please. I want to taste you. I want to feel your jizz coat my throat.”
Marcus tore his lips from Vashan’s and held Noah’s face between his hands. He jerked his head back down until Noah struggled against him and then he held him there, forcing him to either accept the cock sliding down his throat or choke. With a firm touch, he guided Noah’s hot mouth up and down his length, fucking his face with abandon. He was in control, he dictated the pleasure and caressed the man’s cheeks as he pulled out until the very tip of his cock brushed Noah’s soft lips.
Vashan groaned and slid down Marcus’s side, putting his face next to Noah’s and exchanging a kiss with the other man that had them both swabbing their tongues over the sensitive head of his cock. He gripped the back of the couch and thrust his hips between their mouths, the need to come narrowing the focus of the world down to the swipes of their tongues as they both fought for the privilege of sucking him off.
“Going to come,” he gritted out. Both men redoubled their efforts and the shaman stroked his balls while Noah bobbed his head up and down over his shaft in an almost frantic effort. A burning pressure built in his spine and the whole world froze as Noah took him deep into his throat and his beta licked the small sliver of cock not enveloped in the other man’s mouth.
With a rough roar, he pumped his hips once, twice, and then cum boiled up out of his balls in a blinding orgasm. As he came, his inner cat reached out and stroked against Noah’s, the purr of contentment from both beasts vibrating through his body until he thought for sure every drop of semen had been drained by Noah’s eager lips. His beta had their half of the link closed down as much as he could so he wouldn’t come as well.
Noah gave his cock a final lick and released him. He sat back on his haunches, his huge erection bobbing off his belly as he panted. Vashan knelt behind Noah and ran his dark hands over the man’s sweating chest, pausing to pinch his nipples. “Marcus, we need him.”
Laying his head back on the couch, Marcus stared up at the ceiling, little shudders running through his body from the power of his climax. “Do we need him, or do you just want his big dick, my greedy little cat.”
A feathering of power brushed against him as Vashan used the magic that made him a shaman to force Marcus to look at him. His beta held Noah against him as the other man cried without making a sound. Worried that he had pushed him too far, Marcus knelt in front of him and wrapped his arms around him. “Noah, what’s wrong?”
“I…fuck me, I liked it. I really, really liked having you tell me what to do. Having you control me.” He rubbed his face against Marcus’s shoulder. “This isn’t me. I’m not submissive. I feel like my domination is just another thing that was stolen from me. Do you know what it’s like to look in the mirror and see a stranger that you’re learning to hate more with every passing day?”
Vashan spoke before Marcus had a chance too. “Actually, I do. I’m a werejaguar and my Pride back in Jamaica were all werepumas. To them I was an abomination. How can I put this to you in a way you’ll understand...? I guess the closest I could explain it to a human is it was like being the only black man living in a town full of white supremacists back in the 1950s.”
“No shit?” Noah tried to turn to face the shaman, but Marcus held him tight in order to let Vashan speak about his pain without having to see the other man’s sympathy. Sometimes sympathy could undo a man and rob him of the strength to talk about his feelings.
“Yes. Marcus rescued me from that. He saw me for the man I am, not the animal I’d become. In all of the world there is no one that I would rather be with than my Alpha. He is harsh, but fair, and I know without a doubt that we were meant to be together.” Vashan looked into Marcus’s eyes and an enormous rush of love poured through their bond, humbling him with its strength. “I think you are meant to be with us, Noah.”
The large beta whispered something and even with his enhanced hearing Marcus could barely make that out. “What did you say?”
“I said why would you want a soul-stealing fag as a beta when you have Vashan?”
There was such self-hatred in his voice that Marcus gripped his chin and forced him to meet his eyes. “You becoming a shifter was a gift from the Goddess. You stole nothing. And as far as being a fag, we don’t have that kind of prejudice in the shifter world. Who you love is who you love.”
Noah tried to jerk his chin away, but he didn’t let him go. Anger flashed in his dark eyes and chased away some of his sorrow. “Yeah, but I’m a freak for not loving Giselle. You should see the way other men pant after her, but she doesn’t want anything to do with them because of me, and I can’t even fucking bond with her because I don’t like women that way.”
Marcus ran his thumb over the other man’s cheek, capturing a tear and licking the salt of it from his skin. “I’m truly sorry about that. I wish I could say that you’ll magically find yourself attracted to her one day, but you won’t. The biological imperative to breed is something we’re born with and nothing we could do would change that in you.”
“However,” Vashan added in a low voice, “we can be a bridge between you and Giselle.”
Noah swallowed loud enough to be heard. “She, uh, said something about that. Bless her heart, she tried to explain it to me, but I haven’t really been in the head space to listen to her. This is the first time since the attack that I haven’t felt like my mind is coming apart at the seams.”
Marcus extended his energy and let it brush against the other shifter before wrapping the other man in his power. Noah gasped and hugged his arms around himself, his dark eyes going wide with wonder. “I’m betting Giselle has tried to offer you comfort like this, but you are unable to receive it from a woman. Let me give it to you. Let me into your soul and that proud heart. You’re not alone, we’re here now. We’ll take care of you and if the Goddess is willing, Giselle as well.”
Pride and love sparkled down his link through Vashan and he didn’t have to look up to know his beta was beaming at him. The big man gave them a small smile. “She really is amazing. I mean I’m not sticking you guys with a hag or anything. If I weren’t gay, she’d be the kind of woman I’d want to marry and bring home to Mama.”
Vashan grinned and gently bit the side of Noah’s neck. “If she can hold the leash of a beast like you without a bond, I’m sure she is extraordinary.”
Noah grabbed the shaman’s hand and held it so tight his knuckles turned white. “Okay, I’m ready. Do it to me. Bond me.”



 
 
Chapter Three
 
 
Noah braced himself against Vashan’s reassuring warmth and folded his arms over his chest, at a loss for what to do with it. A low hum of energy moved through his body and the hair on his arms stood up. He found himself automatically looking to Marcus for reassurance and when he met the dark eyes, his whole body relaxed. God, just being around that man was like taking an injection of Valium.
When the Alpha had dominated, had played the type of sensual game that he enjoyed, he marveled at how easy it was to slip into a submissive role. Yeah, Marcus could call it whatever he wanted, but Noah knew in his heart of hearts that he’d submitted to the other man just as prettily as any sub he’d ever topped. He couldn’t imagine doing it with anyone else, but when he remembered the way the Alpha had taken control of him, had used his willing mouth for his own pleasure, his soft cock began to thicken again.
He flinched when something wet pressed against his lips, but Vashan made a soothing noise. “It’s a strawberry.”
The other beta’s erection pressed against the swell of his ass as he nibbled and sucked the fruit from his fingers. Confused, he licked his lips and returned his attention to Marcus. “Okay, what do you need me to do?”
The dominant shifter pushed the couch back, clearing a space where he placed the thick blanket from the back of the couch onto the floor. After taking off his boots, he tossed some pillows down as well and Noah found his gaze riveted to the his body. Hard and lean, Marcus didn’t have an ounce of fat anywhere, and he had the urge to run his tongue along the slight indentation of his buttocks. “What has Giselle told you about bonding?”
“She said that it takes a level of great intimacy to reach the state where it’s possible. And that once I’m bonded, I’ll never be alone again.”
Vashan chuckled and left his back, moving to recline on the blanket. His ebony skin gleamed as if it had been oiled in the firelight, and Noah eyed the other man’s uncut cock with great interest. He’d never had a lover who hadn’t been circumcised, and he wondered if it felt any different. The shaman’s voice held a low purr as he pulled Marcus down onto the blanket with him. “It requires all three of us to reach our orgasms at the same time. During that chemical rush, the barriers around your soul are lowered, letting Marcus and myself in. I’m sure even as a human, you were aware of how...invincible yet vulnerable you felt when you came.”
He crawled over and joined Vashan on the blanket as the Alpha watched them, appearing for all the world like a sheik inspecting his harem. He reclined on his side next to the dark skinned man and traced his fingers over the other man’s hip, enjoying the velvet of his skin. “Coming the same time as one partner is a lot of work, I can’t imagine trying to get all three people to come at once.”
Marcus laughed and gathered the other beta’s head onto his lap, purring deep in his throat as Vashan licked at the Alpha’s semi-erect cock. The heat in his gaze seared through Noah as the Alpha male continued to stare at him while the shaman licked at his dick with a skill that made his cock twitch in envy. “You leave that worry to me. I promise when I fall off that cliff, I’m taking you both with me.”
Noah flushed again and shook his head at his foolishness. He was twenty-six years old, long past the time when a man should be able to make him blush like a kid. Then again, only a dead man wouldn’t be turned on by the sight of Vashan’s dark lips stretching to envelop the hard length of Marcus’s cock. “You sound awfully sure of yourself.”
Marcus held out his hand. “Come here.”
Noah’s heart pounded in his throat as he considered the powerful Alpha’s command. He’d known these guys for a few hours and was ready to bind his fate, his world, to theirs. It was crazy, illogical...it was magical. He placed his hand into the Alpha’s and couldn’t resist making the other man use a little force to pull him closer.
“Vashan, get my belt.”
He tried to pull away, but Marcus held him fast, increasing his grip until it actually hurt. “It will be easier for you if I don’t give you the option of resisting.”
In a fucked up way, that made sense. Even though logically he knew it was for his own good, he struggled as his wrists were bound with the belt to the point that Vashan had to pin his arms at his side. The shaman may not appear as strong as Marcus, but he quickly discovered he could probably bench press a car with no problem. He certainly didn’t show any strain at simply holding Noah long enough for his wrists to be secure.
“There we go,” Marcus said in a low voice as he leaned back to inspect his handiwork. Standing, he patted Noah’s shoulder as he walked past. “I’ll be right back.”
Noah briefly wondered where the Alpha was going as the front door open and shut, but Vashan easily distracted him. The other beta moved away and licked a line down his spine, stopping to tease in-between each rib until he squirmed and pulled at the bonds. They held tight and Noah thought if being an Alpha didn’t pan out for Marcus, he’d have a great career as a cowboy roping steer. The dominant man rose and threw another log on the fire, a flurry of sparks racing up the chimney like burning fireflies.
Noah lost track of time as Vashan reached beneath him and slowly jerked his cock while he placed a little stinging line of bites down the sensitive skin of his back. When the shaman paused to give his sack a gentle squeeze, he thought the top of his head would fly off with pleasure. By the time Marcus made it back, he was panting and straining to get the shaman to speed up his strokes. Movement came from behind him and Marcus murmured something to Vashan, but he couldn’t make it out. Then Vashan shifted and ground out a throaty moan that made his balls tighten.
The other beta continued his slow descent, pausing to lick at the crease of Noah’s ass. Unable to resist such an offer, Noah leaned forward until he was awkwardly braced on his bound hands, opening his ass to the other man’s tongue. The warm, wet caress from the base of his sack all the way to his spine had him arching, seeking any kind of relief.
“Did Giselle tell you that one of the benefits of a bond is that I can feel everything Vashan is feeling if I open myself enough to him? His pleasures are my pleasures, his pain my pain.” The Alpha knelt before him and once again Noah chased after his cock like it was the world’s best treat. He captured the tip and tried to suck as much as he could into his mouth, but Marcus leaned back so he had to reach after him again. “Like right now, Vashan feels like you’re sucking his dick even as he’s giving me the pleasure of tasting that wonderful ass of yours.” His voice dropped into a husky rumble as Noah succeeded in capturing his cock again. “And when I fuck you, it will feel like he is fucking you. That should help him take that monster cock of yours in his tight, fine ass.”
Noah moaned as the other man worked first one well-lubed finger, and then another into his ass. He licked up and down the length of Marcus’s cock, his body buzzing with energy like he was about to shift, but not quite. His puma paced the confines of his soul and he swore he heard an occasional growl from the other men’s beasts. “I-we...fuck, Vashan, I can’t think with you doing that to me.” The shaman laughed and continued to stroke his ass, brushing against his prostate gland and making his cock leak. “I’m a big guy. If I’m going to do what you have in mind, Vashan might get hurt.”
“Oh, ye of little faith.” Marcus gestured and Vashan removed his fingers from Noah’s ass, smacking his butt as his inner muscles tightened and tried to keep his fingers inside of him. “Vashan will be ready for you. What did you think I went out to the car to get? A video game?
He bit his lower lip hard enough to taste blood as Marcus turned the other beta around to show the purple jelly butt plug in Vashan’s ass. The wide base stretched his ass but Noah knew he was even bigger than that plug. A deep, dark part of his soul liked the idea of the shaman taking the pain of his ass fucking, knowing that even if the other man cried out in agony, he would come like a geyser once Noah began to fuck him.
He pushed himself up and cupped his cock with his bound hands. “Marcus, if you don’t fuck me soon my dick is going to explode.”
The Alpha laughed and laid Vashan back on the rug in front of Noah. “Kiss him while I remove this plug. Take his mind off the burn with that wickedly talented tongue of yours.”
Noah was only too eager to comply and he hesitated a moment, searching the other beta’s face for a hint of how he felt. The acceptance and understanding he saw in the shaman’s eyes shook him to his soul and he gently, almost reverently, pressed their lips together. Vashan sighed and opened his mouth to his questing tongue, warmth filling his heart as he struggled to maintain his balance.
He had no idea how long they would have continued kissing if Marcus hadn’t reached beneath him and began to rub hot oil over his cock. “Oh, shit,” he said in a low, growling tone. “Slow down, I’m going to fucking come.”
To his shock, the Alpha slapped him hard on the ass. “You will not come until I tell you.”
That order sank into his mind and his desire receded enough that he snarled, “Fuck you.” Suddenly angry at the other man for denying him his release, he struggled to sit up. The dominant shifter pushed him back down as easily as a cat pinning a kitten to the floor. “No. Fuck you.”
With that statement he gripped Noah’s hips and began to shove his cock into his ass. It hurt like fire and he hunched over as Marcus tightened his grip on is body. He howled and bucked, trying to dislodge the other man, but he continued to drive his cock into him, pulling out an unexpected pleasure from Noah’s hurting flesh. More and more dick sank into him until he pushed back, trying to ease his passage.
“Good boy,” Marcus whispered and Noah groaned in pleasure. With a snap of his hips, the dominant shifter was seated all the way in until his balls rubbed against the sensitive skin of Noah’s thighs. His asshole burned, ached, but that pain blended in with the desire until he wasn’t sure where one ended and the other began. But he’d never felt so good. Having Marcus inside of him seemed to fill a void in his heart, but there was still room for one more.
“Vashan” he panted and struggled to raise himself up. “I-we need you.”
Marcus maneuvered Noah until he hunched between the shaman’s spread legs, his anus shiny with lube. “I want you to slowly put that big dick into my beta. Nice and easy.”
He wanted to make a smart ass comment about fucking the other beta as gently as the Alpha was fucking him, but he didn’t think that was the best idea at this moment. If he didn’t get to fill Vashan up, his puma was going to shred him from the inside out. Vashan looked up at him with complete trust, and Noah positioned himself at the entrance to the other man’s ass as best he could with his hands tied and Marcus still filling him impossibly full.
“Ready?”
Vashan lifted his legs so they went over Noah’s shoulders, lifting his ass and offering it to him. With a slow push he managed to get the head of his cock past the tight ring of the shaman’s anal muscles, and Vashan bit down on his lower lip, his face screwing up with pain.
“You ok?”
Marcus answered in a strained voice, “He is more than ok. Give it to him, all of it.” The Alpha began to rock into him, pushing Noah deeper into Vashan with each stroke. Noah let his body be directed by the dominant’s movements until it seemed as if Marcus was fucking both of them at once. He realized he could feel the faintest edge of what the other beta was experiencing, and if he concentrated he get a sense of Marcus as well.
Thank God Marcus had the strength to keep moving because all he could do was sit and enjoy as his cock finally sank all the way into Vashan. Below him, the other shifter rocked his hips, fucking himself on Noah’s shaft even as Marcus began to pound into him in earnest. Their combined musk filled the air, a decadent cologne that teased his senses into an ever higher peak.
Tighter and tighter his passion spiraled until he didn’t know where he began and they ended. One moment he concentrated on the sensation of his cock shuttling in and out of Vashan’s anus, then his own butt being stretched in a pleasurable burn. Things became even more confusing at the realization that some of those feelings and emotions weren’t even his own.
Love, acceptance, anticipation, joy, and a bone cracking pleasure all rushed through his mind as he scrambled to make sense of it. Behind him Marcus grunted and he knew how close the Alpha was to finding his release. Vashan made an incoherent noise of pleasure and then Noah was assaulted by the sensation of the shaman’s ass contracting around his cock like a tight fist.
Marcus yelled, “Come for me!”
On a harsh groan, Noah did as ordered. He didn’t come, he detonated. His cock jerked deep inside the other beta as a blinding white light filled his vision. He shuddered and landed on top of Vashan, turning his head to the side as the Alpha’s last pounds moved him impossibly deeper into the other man, his ass rippling around Marcus’s cock as jet after jet of semen emptied into the shaman.
Just when he thought he couldn’t handle any more, Marcus came and Noah arched and moaned, his scream becoming a feral howl as he almost shifted right on top of Vashan with the Alpha still inside of him. Marcus didn’t let go, holding his hips as he continued to empty into Noah. A door in his soul burst open and Vashan and Marcus’s spirits poured in just as the dominant shifter’s cock filled his ass with cum.
The shaman stroked his head as Marcus gently pulled out and rubbed his trembling flank. “Easy, Noah, easy.”
He tried to speak but only managed a garbled growl. With tremors still shaking his body, he carefully removed himself from the other beta’s tight ass.
Vashan pulled him off their Alpha and lifted Noah in his arms as easily as an adult carrying a child. “Where’s the bathroom?”
His lips felt numb as he said, “Second door on the left.”
He buried his face against Vashan’s chest as Marcus turned on the shower. As they all piled into the big stall, he sighed while the multiple water jets coming from the walls pelted him in warmth. Vashan set him on his feet and Marcus poured a handful of citrusy smelling soap into his palm.
“I like your scent on me,” he protested as the Alpha rubbed his chest in gentle circles.
“And I like my musk on you, letting the world know that you’re my man, my beta.” His touch dipped lower and he soaped Noah’s testicles until he squirmed.
Vashan ran his hands up his back and he arched and purred into his touch. “Besides, we still have most of the night ahead of us where we can mark you over and over again.”
Noah cleared his throat as Marcus turned him in the spray to wash off. The haze of the best orgasm of his life had begun to lift, and to his surprise he felt nothing but happiness. The more he thought about it, the happier he became until he wanted to laugh with an almost giddy relief. In fact, he couldn’t remember experiencing this much joy in his life, ever. He realized he was only used to feeling as much elation as one human heart could hold. Now his universe had expanded and he reveled in the sensation of the happiness of three people inside of himself.
“Is it always like this? This amazingly...awesome?” he asked in awe as they all held each other in the steam of the shower, slick limbs sliding against each other.
Marcus chuckled. “Well, it does have its ups and downs just like any relationship.”
“Yeah,” the shaman muttered. “Like when your football teams are playing against each other and you know your Alpha is being a smug, insufferable asshole on the inside.”
Marcus snorted and pinched Vashan’s butt. “Or when your beta is mad at you because you forgot his birthday. I had the right day...just the wrong month.”
Noah laughed and stretched, his cat pacing within. “Do you think we could go for a run? Coopers Rock is a beautiful park and I’d love to show you some of the overlooks that showcase the Cheat Lake Gorge. On a clear night you can see all the way to Morgantown.”
“Sounds beautiful,” Vashan whispered as he nibbled Noah’s earlobe.
Something occurred to him and he flushed hard enough that his ears rang. Vashan and Marcus exchanged a puzzled glance and the dominant said, “What was that thought?”
“Uh, nothing.” He stepped out of the shower and grabbed a towel, trying to keep his gaze focused on the ground. No way would he tell them. He’d sound like a massive, raging, deranged pervert, and he couldn’t imagine what they would think of his super kinky fantasy.
Marcus slammed him against the wall hard enough that the lights flickered, then turned him to face the cool tiles. The Alpha grasped his wrists and placed his palms against the cool tile so that his ass stuck out into the air. For good measure he kicked Noah’s feet apart until his stance was wide enough that the warm air caressed his exposed balls. “You’d better tell me what that thought was.”
Despite the menace in his voice, Noah laughed because an echo of their good-natured teasing came through their new link. “Nope.”
A wet mouth closed around his cock and he blinked in surprise as Vashan grinned at him from where he knelt between his legs. He pulled back enough so that his lips tickled at the sensitive ridge of Noah’s head and said, “We have ways of making you talk.”
“Uh, if you’re threatening me with a blow job I have to tell you your interrogation techniques suck.”
Marcus laughed and bit the back of his neck, and his body went from somewhat aroused to instant burning need within a heartbeat. “What the fuck...?”
“It’s a bundle of nerves all shifters have on the backs of their necks.” He nibbled there again and his legs shook. “Now, tell us what that thought was or we’ll bring you to the edge of orgasm over and over until you scream for mercy.”
Noah closed his eyes and groaned again as the other beta struggled to deep throat him. “I was wondering if shifters do...you know...it...in their animal forms.” There, he’d said it, now he had to wait for them to scream in horror and run away.
Marcus laughed and stroked Vashan’s lips where they were wrapped around Noah’s cock. “Of course we do. Furry or not, we’re still ourselves.”
“Huh,” Noah said in a faint voice as an echo of Vashan’s pleasure at sucking his dick moved through their link.
“Vashan,” Marcus said with a deep growl. “You need to release our new beta so we can go run.”
The shaman grabbed their Alpha and hauled him forward. Fisting one dick in each hand he smiled up at them. “How about you feed me your cocks, then we go run?”
“Sounds reasonable,” Noah gasped and fought to remain standing when the other man tried to fit the heads of both dicks into his mouth at once.
“Don’t want to argue with my beta,” Marcus agreed.
Noah grasped Marcus’s face, bringing their lips together in a kiss that burned with passion and the promise of never being alone agai
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