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Summary:

For an alpha male wolf shifter promised to a female whose goal is to one day be queen, coming out has never been more explosive.

––––––––

Evin KinKaid, the only son of the KinKaid pack's alpha, has a secret. One that will tear his family apart. In one year, Evin is to succeed his father as alpha and continue the dominant bloodline of his family. There's only one problem: Evin is gay. When Evin is pushed into the bed of his intended female mate, he's forced to reveal the truth. And for an alpha male wolf shifter promised to a female whose goal is to one day be queen, coming out has never been more explosive.

To Mason Thorne II, heir to Thorne Global Inc., life is a lie. To sustain his father's love, Mason has agreed to stay in the family business and to one day assume his place as CEO. Instead of reaching for his heart's desire, he's settled for a life he never wanted. But an unexpected auto accident will send Evin and Mason into each other's arms and down a path toward a destiny neither man can escape: an eternity sealed in blood.


Chapter One

––––––––

How the hell did I let things get this far?

Evin KinKaid pulled his hips away from the searching hand of his intended mate.

"Jocelyn, we shouldn't," he said, attempting to hide the desperation creeping into his voice.

"Why shouldn't we?" She stood from the sofa, not releasing the grip on his hand. "I think this is exactly what we should be doing." Jocelyn moved across the den of his cabin and toward the bedroom, the tug on his arm pulling him to his feet.

The moment Jocelyn had shown up unannounced at his door, carrying a six-pack of Sam Adams and his favorite—Italian-sausage-and-mushroom pizza—he'd had a bad feeling about where this would end up. The clock was ticking, and Evin knew there loomed a possibility that Jocelyn might take things into her own hands if he didn't make the first move. Damn. He just wasn't prepared for it to be tonight.

"Jocelyn...?"

"In one year, we're going to be bonded." She pulled a little harder, keeping their path headed straight for his bed. "Don't you think it's time we take the next step?" At the foot of the bed, she stopped, turned in his direction, and released him. A moment later, she grasped the hem of her blouse and quickly lifted the thin cotton over her head. Full breasts with tight, dusky nipples bounced free. "I hate wearing a bra,” she said, running her palms over the tanned mounds, then lifting them forward for his perusal.”They're so restrictive." 

Shit. He sucked in a ragged breath. Jocelyn Lathan was a beautiful woman—even he appreciated that. Any male would be a fool to refuse what she was offering. Any male who wasn't gay.

She lowered onto the mattress and scooted to the center of the bed. After hooking her fingers into the waistbands of her shorts and panties, she wriggled free and then tossed the remaining clothes over the side.

Jocelyn lay back and splayed her arms apart in open invitation. "Come take what is rightfully yours...mate."

Without thinking, as if someone else resided inside him and moved him toward her, Evin climbed onto the bed and hovered over her nude body.He felt as if he were on some gut-wrenching carnival ride he couldn't get off, no matter how hard he screamed.

This was his duty. As the only son born to the alpha of the KinKaid wolf pack, the responsibility of mating and continuing the dominant bloodline of his family fell to him.

He had no choice.

Evin glanced down at the voluptuous curves of his intended.

"Do I please you, Alpha Prime?" she asked, her voice a bit huskier with her arousal. The scent of her need enveloped him and should have had his balls aching and his cock raging to be inside her. But instead...

He swung his gaze back to hers. "You're very beautiful, Jocelyn," he murmured. "Never doubt that."

"Likewise." She smiled and ran her fingertips up his chest and over his shoulders before pulling him down. He came to a halt, his lips mere inches from hers. "Now show me."

Her mouth claimed his in a kiss that wouldn't be denied. Evin's stomach rebelled. This was all so wrong and unfair to Jocelyn. He had a gorgeous woman in his arms, intended to be his for the remainder of his existence, and he should have been envisioning her curves and not someone else's tight ass and abs to get his cock's attention. But that was exactly what he was doing. Evin's mind wandered back to his last sexual encounter.

A hot naked male on his knees.

Yes.

His cock seated at the back of the man's throat and a handful of the human's dark hair wrapped in his fist. Evin's groin stirred at the memory, and he moaned.

Jocelyn moved her lips to his neck, then kissed her way down the side. The weight of her palm covered his awakening shaft. Evin sucked in a breath and tensed.

"What's wrong?" Jocelyn swung her head up in his direction. Evin dropped back onto the mattress. His chest tightened, making every breath a labored effort to move in and out of his lungs. It felt as if his secret had wrapped itself around his rib cage and was trying to squeeze the life out of him.

"Evin? Did I do something wrong?" The bed rocked,then Jocelyn was leaned over him and smoothed her palm across his sternum. "Everything seemed to be going so well." Her hand eased down his abdomen and onto his thigh. Evin stifled a groan, one not driven by pleasure. He was so fucked.

"That's just it, Jocelyn." He forced the words through clenched teeth and shook his head. "It wasn't."

Jocelyn yanked her hand back and straightened. "I don't understand. You were..." She nodded in the direction of his crotch. "And I was..."

"Please, I don't want to hurt you," Evin whispered and pushed up into a sitting position. He had to stop this now, send her home so he could think of a way out of this without causing her or anyone else pain. Yeah, like somehow that was going to happen tonight, when he hadn't thought of a way to come out in the last ten years.

Jocelyn's eyes grew large, and her hand flew to her mouth. "Oh my God. There's someone else..." she mumbled behind her fingers.

"No. It's not what you think." Shit. Evin reached for her. It wasn't supposed to happen like this.

"Who is she?" Jocelyn scrambled away from his touch and toward the end of the bed. "Who is she, Evin?" she demanded. "You want out of this so you can take someone else as your queen." She shook her head. "You're mine. It's been written. We've been declared since the eve of our primary shift. Our families are the strongest of the pack. As the firstborn Lathan female, I'm to be the next alpha queen." She stood, grabbed her shirt from the floor, and pulled it on. "I cannot believe this." Jocelyn shoved her fingers through her hair.

"Like I said, it's not what you're thinking." Evin left the bed, rounded the mattress, and moved closer. Dammit, the situation was getting out of hand.

"Oh no?" She whirled on him. "What else am I to think?"

Evin reached for her hands.

"Don't!" Jocelyn jerked them out of his reach and stepped back. Her eyes narrowed, fury darkening her blue irises to gray. "Who is she, Evin? Tell me, because I'm going to kill her!"

"It wasn't a she," he shouted back, the words tumbling out before he could stop them.

"What?" Jocelyn froze.

"I said, it wasn't a she," he repeated, this time softer. Evin couldn't put the brakes on now if he wanted to. And God help him, but he really didn't want to stop. It was as if someone had reached inside him and yanked the plug that had held back a flood begging for release. "I was thinking about a man."

"A man...?" The two syllables fell from her lips, spewed like something distasteful off her tongue. "What are you saying?" Her expression twisted in disgust.

"You know what I'm saying." He kept his voice dead calm.

Jocelyn shook her head, a slow back-and-forth action of denial. "But you're the alpha prime." As if on automatic pilot, she moved toward him. "You're not... You cannot be gay!" Jocelyn slammed into his chest with both fists. "How could you do this? This will ruin everything. All my plans... It was going to be perfect."

She pounded him. Evin could have easily grabbed her arms and subdued her. But a part of him needed this—wanted this. He deserved every punch and every dig of her nails into his flesh. If only her attack could delve deeper and batter some of the guilt attacking his heart.

Jocelyn shoved away from his chest, her blonde hair wild and her cheeks flushed. With one hand, she thrust her hair away from her face and shot him a tearful glare.

"You'll pay for this, Evin KinKaid," she growled, the sharp points of her canines making an appearance from beneath her upper lip. "I'll make sure of it. You'll regret the day you betrayed me." She turned on her heels and grabbed the remainder of her clothes from the floor.

"Jocelyn... I'm sorry." Evin rubbed his face with both hands and then dropped his arms at his sides. "I never meant for it to come out this way. Never meant to hurt you. We've been friends for years, but not once had you ever mentioned possessing any feelings that went beyond that." Evin stepped in closer and lowered his voice. "This is more about your loss of alpha queen status than it is about me."

"Shut up!" she spit, and tugged her panties and shorts back on.

Fuck. Could this get any uglier? He knew Jocelyn had an attraction to the finer things in life. But he had no idea how deep her desire to become alpha queen had resided. Jocelyn made a break for the door, but Evin blocked her path. God, he had no idea how to make this better, and even though he recognized Jocelyn's heart wasn't broken over losing him, he still couldn't stand seeing her hurt.

"Please... Jocelyn, slow down. Stop long enough to talk to me. Please," he repeated. "You deserve a relationship that's based on love, not power and money."

Jocelyn's head popped up, her gaze then locking with his, and the fucking Antarctic would have felt warmer than her frigid stare.

"Get out of my way, Evin. You really don't want me here another minute in your presence." The tone of Jocelyn's voice made it clear: there was no turning back. The edge of the cliff he'd been toeing for years had crumbled, and he was in a complete free fall. All he could do now was grab hold of his ass and hang on.

Evin stepped aside and allowed Jocelyn to pass. A second later, the door to his cabin slammed shut.

He whirled, bringing his fist up, and rammed it into his bedroom door. The hollow wood bounced off the doorstop and splintered around his hand in an explosion of sound. Evin jerked his arm free and shook off the throb that radiated through his knuckles and into his wrist. He moved to the foot of the bed and sank onto the edge of the mattress. Bracing his elbows on his thighs, Evin then dropped his head into his palms.

"What a fucked-up mess," he groaned to the empty room. He loved his family, but how the hell was he going to tell his father he would not be taking his intended and continuing the KinKaid bloodline? That in itself would have the alpha enraged, but add his coming out as gay male... It would destroy his father.

Literally.

Without a KinKaid male to assume the alpha role at age twenty-five, Evin would be leaving his father open to any family that wished to challenge him for the title. And by law, they would have the right to kill the current alpha and take control of the pack. God, how was he going to live with himself?

He'd tried. Shit, he'd tried so hard to live the life expected of him. And if it were possible to will oneself into being straight, he would have been fucking Jocelyn right now.

Jocelyn. Evin sucked in a hard, deep breath and rubbed his hands over his face and through his hair. He had to go face his father. Better he learn the truth from him first. "You'll pay for this, Evin KinKaid." Jocelyn's threat raced through his head, jerking him to his feet.

"Ahh, fuck!" Evin's head fell back on his shoulders. "Jocelyn, you wouldn't."

* * * 

Ten minutes later, Evin rolled his Ninja to a stop in front of his family's home—right beside Jocelyn's Hummer. A cloud of dust blew in behind his arrival as he killed the engine and removed his helmet. The boom of his father's voice traveled through the air and across the lawn. Evin's heart pounded. He pulled his leg over the seat of his bike, stood, and released a long, slow breath, attempting to calm the sick feeling that had settled in the pit of his stomach. Well, at least I don't have to wonder anymore how I'm going to break the news.

A few strides took him from the driveway to the double front doors of the two-story dwelling. He didn't bother knocking. Without hesitation, Evin gripped the large glass knob, twisted it, and let himself in. His family home had always been open to him even though he'd moved out four years ago, right after his twentieth birthday.

From his vantage point in the foyer, he couldn't miss the sound of Jocelyn's soft sobs punctuating his father's bellowed commands directed at his staff.

"Find him! I want Evin brought before me now. I don't care what his excuses are. Tell him I won't accept no for an answer. He's to get his ass here now."

Evin moved forward and braced himself in the center of the archway that opened to the great room.

"That won't be necessary," Evin announced, his voice deep and controlled.

All heads swung in his direction, and mouths snapped shut. Even Jocelyn stifled her dramatic display of tears. Tension filled the air so thick, it felt as if an electric charge lifting every hair along the back of his neck.

Evin glanced at Jocelyn once more, where she stood drying her eyes in the arms of his mother. His twin sister, Rosa, lingered near the doorway on the other side of the room. She looked like an angel with her long blonde hair shining in the sunlight that beamed through the window at her back. Like an anchor of light in the darkness that threatened to swallow the room. The look she gave him brimmed with compassion and love. Rosa had been the one and only person he'd trusted with his secret. The only person he could share his innermost thoughts with. But there had never been a need to reveal the truth to her; she'd always known. Maybe even before he'd admitted it to himself. Rosa possessed an uncanny knack of "seeing" things.

Pulling his gaze away from his sister and placing it on the impressive six-foot-six frame of his father, Evin curled his lip into a half smile and stepped into the room.

"Well, I see Jocelyn didn't waste any time in obtaining an audience with the KinKaid alpha."

Barron KinKaid stepped from behind the large, dark wood rectangle of his desk, which divided a section of the living space. Wearing a black turtleneck sweater and matching jeans, his straight dark hair pulled back and bound at his nape, his father was an intimidating presence. A fact the alpha was very aware of and used to his advantage.

He came to a halt, and the ice blue gaze he'd inherited locked with his father's.

"What do you have to say for yourself, Evin? Why would you make up such an outlandish lie?" His father's canines flashed from under his lip. "Do you not want to mate with her that bad?" he growled, and as if on cue, Jocelyn let out another sob.

"It's not a lie." Evin kept his hands at his sides, his fists clenched, and his chin lifted. He would not submit.

Not this time.

If he had to die by his father's hand, then fuck it, he'd die today. But he would not go on living a life hidden inside the closet anymore.

His father's head fell back, his jaw elongated, and a roar was unleashed, reverberating off the walls of the room. "No!" His head lolled forward as his muzzle receded. "No KinKaid male has ever claimed to be a homosexual"—Barron closed the distance between them—"and I refuse to have it start with my son."

Evin lifted his gaze the two inches that brought him eye to eye with his father. "It's not your call," he growled.

"The hell it isn't," Barron shouted. "You're the alpha prime, and you will accept your duty and carry on the bloodline of our family."

"I never said I wouldn't accept my role as alpha prime, but I cannot mate with Jocelyn or any other female."

A groan began low in the alpha's chest and then burst from this throat. The next thing Evin knew, his father's clawed hand was wrapped around his neck. Shrill screams belonging to his mother and sister rang in his ears.

"You're not my son," Barron snarled, his head shaking back and forth. Evin's feet left the floor. "An abomination to our bloodline."

He couldn't breathe, and the sharp points of Barron's claws dug into his flesh. His father drew his arm back, and then Evin's head snapped forward as he was hurled through the air. His back collided with the wooden coffee table in the center of the room. Pain sizzled up his spine and into his brain, blurring his vision. His back arched, and an agonized howl filled the open space. Evin sucked in a breath and realized the cry had to be his own.

Reflex rolled him over, off the wood, and onto all fours. Black fur erupted from his pores. Fingernails curled into claws. The sound of popping stitches and tearing cotton grew loud in his ears. Evin's head kicked back and a growl tore from this throat. He whipped around to find his father's half-human, half-wolf form in midair, his large paws aimed straight for Evin's head.

Evin dug his claws into the wool of the braided rug beneath his pads and launched himself to the left, barely dodging the alpha's pounce. But he hadn't moved fast enough. The other wolf's front paw had snagged his hind section, ripping open the soft tissue. Evin spun, blood from the wound splattering the floor as he turned and faced his challenger's snarl.

Head-on they clashed.

Jaws snapped.

Blood and saliva flew as they fought for dominance, each seeking the other's neck for that final, throat-crushing bite.

The taste of their combined blood coated Evin's tongue. His heart hammered in his chest, and his breath rushed from his lungs in rapid pants. There was no time to think about the repercussions of his actions. There was only act and react.

Dominate or submit.

Live or die.

At that moment, no longer did a father and son fight. The wolf had laid claim to whom or what would survive in the room tonight.

Searing pain clamped around Evin's throat, bringing him to a rapid halt and lifting his front legs off the floor. Evin howled and writhed against the restraint. He flung his head in his father's direction and found the source of his new enemy. The alpha's security detail had arrived and had ensnared them both with a silver halo: a silver-laced noose attached to a long steel pole.

Out of the corner of his eye, his mother and sister moved between them.

"You will stop this battle now," the queen commanded. "I will not tolerate father and son killing each other in my home—or anywhere, for that matter." Her gaze darted from Evin to his father. "Shift now so we can resolve this."

Evin breathed deep through his nostrils and stretched his limbs, bringing the image of his human form into focus. A tingling sensation began in his feet then raced across his body as his fur retracted. His bones shifted, sending a lingering ache through his joints as his extremities returned to their normal length.

"Get this damn thing off from around my neck."

Seconds after his father's command, a click sounded behind Evin. The strap loosened and was lifted over his head. His skin burned from the prolonged contact of the silver against his flesh.

One of the guard staff dropped Evin a robe. He glanced up and noticed his mother securing one around his father.

"There's nothing to resolve, Sable," his father said, then turned and faced Evin. "Evin determined the outcome of this night—and his future—the moment he decided he preferred to have sex with men instead of being the alpha his pack deserves."

Evin slid his robe on and stood, swallowing hard at the acid burning the back of his throat. He'd never get his father to understand this wasn't a choice. Barron sauntered toward him, slow and deliberate steps that spoke of his alpha status. He stopped inches from Evin's face.

"When you decide you're ready to be a real man—the alpha your pack expects and demands—you can return to my home. Until then, I want you out of my sight and out of this pack."

"Father, please!" Rosa darted across the room and gripped their father's arm. "Please don't hurt him like this. It's not a choice. It's who he is, and he's my brother." Her gaze swung between them, tears filling her large blue eyes.

"Do not condone his actions, Rosa," he said, shaking off her hold.

"He's my brother!"

"He's an abomination!"

Evin flinched. The repugnance in his father's voice struck like a blow to his gut.

"I refuse to accept what he's become in my home." Barron whirled, and with his back turned, announced, "You have two minutes to say your good-byes to your mother and sister." With his spine straight and shoulders rigid, his father stormed from the room. The alpha queen moved on hesitant feet in Evin's direction. She reached up, and with her palm, smoothed the long strands of his black hair out of his eyes and away from his face. Slowly she shook her head, turned her back, and walked away.

Evin's breath hitched. Dammit. He'd never wanted to hurt them.

From the corner of the room, Jocelyn sashayed toward him.

"So sorry you got kicked out of your pack and everything, Evin." She sighed. "But I told you I would make you pay for betraying me." Jocelyn reached out and stroked his cheek. Evin jerked his face away from her touch. She pulled her hand back and shrugged. "Now...we're even." Jocelyn pivoted, and without another word, left the room.

Evin closed his eyes and inhaled deeply, grasping for the remaining threads of his control. He felt for the ties to his robe at his waist, cinched them tighter, then opened his eyes and glanced over at his sister. She stood with her arms across her chest, as if she could hold in the emotion that appeared to be tearing her apart—and breaking his heart in two.

Rosa strode toward him, and Evin met her halfway. She wrapped her arms around him and held him close. Exactly what he needed. Rosa always knew. Ever since they were little, Rosa had been there whenever he'd needed someone.

She sniffed, then pulled back. "You're going to be okay." She nodded with a failed attempt at a smile. "These tears are only because I'm going to miss you so damn much." Evin reached out and wiped the moisture from her cheeks.

"I'm going to miss you too." He swallowed. "You're my heart. You know that, right?"

Rosa nodded again. She lifted her hands to his face and cupped his jaw.

"You will be fine—and happy—Evin KinKaid. Believe me. It's out there waiting for you. You just have to trust in what you find."


Chapter Two

––––––––

Dover, Washington, USA

One year later

––––––––

"Can I see some ID, please?"

Mason reached into his wallet, removed his driver's license, and handed it to the convenience store clerk. The older gentleman held the credit card next to Mason's license and lifted his reading glasses into place. He glanced at Mason, then back at the photo before comparing the names. "Mason Thorne II." His weathered blue gaze darted to Mason again, and a half smile turned up his lips. "Any relation to the Thorne Global?"

A groan formed at the back of Mason's throat, but he forced it back. In its place, he shaped his well-practiced, polite smile and nodded. "That's my father's pride and joy." The clerk released a low whistle and shook his head.

"I can't even imagine growing up around all that money, son," he said, sliding the card through the reader. Mason released a humph of acknowledgment. Yeah, the old man didn't know what he'd missed by not being the son of a shipping tycoon, whose world revolved around business first and his family second. The receipt rolled from the register, and after tearing it free, the clerk handed Mason a pen for his signature. "You planning on spending some time in Dover, or just passing through?"

Mason scribbled his name and handed the pen back. "Just passing through."

"On your way back to Seattle?"

Easing his wallet back into his jeans pocket, Mason muttered a "that's right," turned, and headed toward his car.

"Have a safe trip," the clerk added. Mason threw his hand up and gave the older gentleman a smile as he stepped outside.

One week. That was all he had left before he had to return to work and grad school. Damn. How had his vacation flown by so fast? Mason slid onto the leather driver's seat of his convertible, pulled the door shut, and secured his seat belt. He glanced over at the passenger floorboard, where a dark case housed his most prized possession: his guitar. Mason couldn't help the smirk he knew sat on his face. His father may have been able to guilt him into obtaining an MBA, but he couldn't take away Mason's passion for music, no matter how damn hard he tried to mold him into a reproduction of himself.

Mason pressed the Start button, pulled away from the gas pump, and turned back onto the two-lane country road, heading west. He should have stayed on the main highway; it would have been faster. But God knew he was in no hurry to get home. So why not enjoy some of the countryside?

Playtime had been over too soon, and his father expected him to promptly return to his junior executive position at TGI. And what Mason Thorne the first wanted, he never failed to get. If it couldn't be bought, then guilt and manipulation were his tools of persuasion.

Even against his own son.

A deep, tree-lined bend in the road loomed ahead, and Mason tapped the brake as he headed into the curve. He glanced down at the black leather briefcase propped on the passenger seat, its bronze TGI emblem encircled by a graphic of the world shined in the dappled sunlight. His stomach clenched at the sight. Mason swung his gaze back to the road, and his heart leaped into his throat.

"Shit!" A large white wolf stood in his lane.

Mason stomped on the brakes and yanked a hard right on the steering wheel. He veered wide, missing the wolf, but his tires dropped off the low shoulder of the road. Instinct had him pulling back left, but velocity careened the car out of control. His car shot across the centerline and slammed him into a ditch.

Dazed, Mason ran his hands over his face as he sat staring at the large BMW letters in the center of the steering wheel. A long, deep breath slowly released from his lungs. Damn. That was too close. The wolf... Where...? Mason glanced to his left, then right. 

Large blue eyes locked with his on the other side of the passenger door. His breath hitched, and he gripped the leather-wrapped wheel. He'd never seen a real, live wolf this close. Wow, it was beautiful. Mason squirmed in his seat, reaching for his cell that had fallen onto the floorboard. The animal jerked, stepped back, then dashed into the dense tree line.

Two hours and a tow truck ride later, Mason was still in Dover. He watched from the lobby as his Bimmer was hobbled into the bay of a local mechanic’s shop. Mason pushed on the double doors of the waiting area and slowly followed the progression of his car onto the pit rack. This being a small town, no signs were posted that stated customers had to remain out of the work area, like one would find at a large dealership.

A young redheaded man popped out from behind the wheel, chocked the rear tire, and called out to another technician beneath the car. "She's all yours, Evin."

"Thanks, Doug," a smooth, deep voice replied from the pit. Mason's brows lifted. Nice.

The junior tech stepped toward the office, giving Mason a dismissive glance over his shoulder as he approached the rear bumper. With a click then a thump, followed by the sound of compressed air surging through the hose lines, the convertible's front tires lifted from the plate racks. Mason moved in and crouched by the front wheel that appeared to have taken the worst of the damage.

"How bad does it look?" Mason rested his forearms on the linen pants that covered his thighs and peered around the displaced tire at the shadowed figure moving beneath the front end.

"You've definitely got some bent parts here," the tech known as Evin replied in the same deep voice that skated across Mason's skin and lifted the hairs on his arms. "The good news is I think the damage is isolated to parts only, meaning it doesn’t appear you have any frame damage." Sexy Voice stepped from underneath the car and rounded the wheel.

And Mason forgot to breathe.

Damn. No man had the right to look that delicious.

Straight and black-as-sin hair brushed the top of one shoulder, with the other side tucked behind his ear. Eyes the color of a clear summer sky captured his gaze and, in that moment, had Mason wanting to drop to his knees. Because every instinct told him that if he ever got to watch this man lose control, it would be fucking amazing.

He wore a snug-fitting dark blue T-shirt that barely contained his biceps. Mason licked his lips.

"Hi, I'm Evin," Delicious said, climbing the concrete steps that brought him onto the same level with Mason. The air he forgot he'd been holding rushed from his lungs as the other man moved in his direction. Evin's long stride took him to Mason's side with only a few steps. Mason straightened as he neared, but his gaze lowered to the faded blue jeans wrapped around thighs that should belong to an athlete. Evin was built like a runner, but at the same time possessed broad shoulders and arms made for strength—a combination that made Mason's palms itch to touch and his dick more than interested.

With a smile, Evin wiped his hands on a shop towel and then held his right out in offering. Mason swallowed, then wrapped his fingers around Evin's.

Electric.

No other word could describe the tingling sensation that began where their skin met, igniting the nerve endings that arrowed straight to his cock.

"And you are...?"

"What?" Mason glanced up from where their hands were still joined. If Evin had felt what he did, he hid it well. His expression gave away nothing but a grin.

"Your name. I'll be happy to put together an estimate for you, and if you choose to proceed, I’ll order your parts. But I'll need your name first."

"Oh. Of course." Mason slid his palm free and gave him a smile in return. "Mason Thorne."

"Mason...nice name," he said, then curled one side of his mouth into a smile that showcased a dimple.

God, Mason loved the way his name rolled off Evin's tongue. It heated his blood like a hot brandy on a cold night.

"If you follow me, we'll go inside, and I can get that estimate for you." Evin indicated the side door with a tilt of his head.

"Sure. Let me get something out of here first." Mason turned, reached over into his car, and grabbed his guitar and briefcase. "I just want to secure these..." He swung back around at the same time Evin's gaze jumped from where it looked like he’d been perusing Mason's ass.

Well, fuck...me. Please.

Could his sex-on-a-stick auto tech be gay? This accident might turn out not to be such a bad thing after all. Mason's guitar slipped in his hand, reminding him of what he'd been about to do. "Yeah, let me put these in the trunk, and I'll be right there."

After a few phone calls, Evin had put a plan of action together for Mason. He appeared good at his job, which Mason respected. And he was a pleasure to watch in action. Evin was thorough, quick, and moved around the office with a fluidity that once again reminded him of an athlete. No—wait. More like a predatory animal whose stealth meant his survival. Yeah, that was it.

"Well, I have good news and bad news," Evin said as he approached the counter where Mason waited on the other side. "Which would you like first?" Evin rested his forearms on the laminated top and leaned in, paperwork in hand.

"Let's start with the good." Mason gave a halfhearted attempt at a laugh, propped his elbow on the countertop, then rested his chin in the palm of his hand as he studied the figures Evin presented.

"I found the parts you need."

"That's good to hear."

"That's your good news."

Mason glanced up. "And the bad?"

"Since this is Friday, they can't get them here until at least Tuesday."

"Tuesday?" Mason pushed back from the counter and groaned. He'd counted on being home by tomorrow and having a few days to himself before he had to return to the hellhole he called a job. Shit. What was he going to do in this town with no ca and stuck in a hotel for the next four days?

"I'm sorry, man. Wish I could do more, but that's the best option I found."

"I know." Mason nodded. "I know you've done all you can. I'm just not from around here, and with no car, I'm stranded until that's repaired."

"Dover's not so bad. I moved here last year myself. It's kind of nice. Peaceful."

Mason met Evin's soft blue gaze and couldn't help but feel there was a lot more to the story as to why Evin had ended up in Dover.

"In fact," Evin began and handed the estimate over to Mason. "I'm getting ready to close up and grab a bite to eat. How about I take you over to Bruno's and introduce you to the best steak you'll ever find in the Pacific Northwest?"

"The best, huh?" Mason raised a brow and grinned.

"It'll make you growl." He sent Mason a look that promised a dinner he wouldn't forget. And Mason had a feeling Evin made good on his promises.

"Now how can I pass on an offer like that?"

* * * 

Evin was absolutely right.

The steak had been amazing, as well as the company.

Mason didn't want to think about how long it had been since he'd been out to dinner with a man. Back home, everyone knew him as Mason Thorne II, heir to a multimillion-dollar fortune. Finding someone who was more interested in him than his bank account was nearly impossible. So most of Mason's evenings were spent with his arms around his guitar rather than a lover.

Dinner with Evin was like breathing: refreshing and easy. They'd talked about anything and everything as if they'd known each other for years. He'd discovered that Evin and he shared the same passion for motorcycles and fast cars. Evin had assured him that the back roads around Dover were a bike lover's wet dream.

"I take it you liked your steak?" Evin smirked, his gaze landing on Mason's empty plate.

"You could say that." Mason laughed, reached for his beer, and lifted it to his lips. "It was delicious," he said over the lip of the glass bottle before taking a swig, his gaze never leaving his dinner partner.

"I'm glad you approve," Evin replied and took a swallow of his own brew.

At that moment, their server chose to appear and offered a selection of desserts she was sure they would enjoy. She leaned over Evin's shoulder, allowing her full breasts to brush across his arm as she lifted his empty plate. When Evin declined anything extra, she looked to Mason.

"How about you, hon?" She tossed Mason a wink.

"I'm good. I think the steak and potato were plenty."

"Okay, then...but I don't think you two know what you're missing," she added with a provocative smile, then pivoted with a roll of her hips and headed back toward the kitchen.

"I think our server has the hots for blonds," Evin muttered over his beer and glanced in Mason's direction.

"Uh, think again. That redhead nearly shoved her breasts in your face." Mason chuckled and lifted his Sam Adams. "I think you're the one she's after."

"Yeah?" Evin shrugged. "Not really interested, though."

Mason cocked his head at Evin. "You prefer brunettes?" he asked before taking another swig.

Evin's gaze snagged Mason's, and he leaned in at his ear. "I prefer cock," he said, the words accompanied by the rasp of his deep voice sent a shiver down Mason's spine and stalled the beer in his throat.

Mason swallowed hard, forcing the liquid the rest of the way down his esophagus on a choking cough. He lunged forward in his chair, plopped the bottle back on the table, and grabbed a napkin to cover his mouth. Evin delivered a hard pat to his back.

"You okay?" Evin's smooth voice whispered again near his ear.

Mason took a deep breath, then cleared his throat once more. "Fine. Sorry about that. That last swallow went down the wrong way." Mason glanced over at his dinner partner, who'd leaned back in his chair, a slight smile curling the edge of his lips. Dammit, he was sexy as hell. He had hoped—even suspected—Evin was gay, but he hadn't anticipated such a colorful announcement. One that about had him spewing beer across the table.

"About what I said..." Evin began, rotating his beer bottle with his fingers. His gaze drifted from his hand to Mason. "Does that bother you?"

"I have your checks all ready," their server stated, interrupting the moment. She placed a register receipt next to each of them. "I'll be back in a moment." She wheeled around and headed in the direction of her next table.

"So does it bother you?" Evin picked up their conversation where he'd left off.

"That you're gay?" Mason placed his elbows on the table and leaned in, matching the intense blue-eyed stare that made his cock ache, his heart pound, and a fierce need to do anything but talk.

"Yeah. That," Evin said, one black slash of a brow lifting.

"Absolutely not."

Dimples appeared in both cheeks as Evin flashed Mason a smile. He lifted his beer and took a long swig, then topped if off with a slow swirl of his tongue around the lip of the bottle. Fuck. Mason couldn't take his eyes off the way Evin worked the rounded curve of the glass. Inside and out. Blood surged to his groin, bringing his dick to rock-hard attention. Mason dragged his stare from Evin's expert maneuvers up to his face. The air seized in his lungs when he caught the sight of Evin's hooded gaze. One that said, I want to fuck you, and you can be sure it'll be the best damn ride you've ever had.

And God help him, but Mason wanted to find out.

The server returned moments later, collected their payment, and then Evin led Mason back to his yellow '69 Chevelle SS convertible.

Mason slid onto the black, buttery-soft leather just as Evin eased into the driver's seat.

"So how long did it take you to restore her?" Mason brushed the dash with his palm.

"I started restoration about four years ago before I moved to Dover, and I finished it up while I've been here. So all together, five years."

"You did an awesome job." At the stoplight, Mason didn't have to look to know Evin's gaze had left the road and lingered on him. He could feel it. Evin's perusal was like a warm hand that traveled his body, leaving a trail of arousal in its wake.

"Thank you," Evin said, the heat of his gaze never wavering. "But I would have thought your mind would be more focused on when we're going to fuck than on my car."

Mason jerked his head in Evin's direction, his heart rate pounding in his throat. "You get straight to the point, don't you?"

"I don't play games." Evin palmed the gearshift and accelerated them back into traffic. "I know I want you, and I don't think I'm way off base by saying that you want me just as bad. You're stuck here in Dover for the next few days." Evin glanced his way. "Why don't we make the most of it?"


Chapter Three

––––––––

Evin had been cocky as hell in front of Mason. But the truth was, he was anxious as shit.

A year had passed since his father had banished him from the pack and he'd moved to Dover. Twelve months of jacking off alone in his bed. And the loneliness was driving him out of his mind. But no one in town had even piqued his interest, and a string of anonymous one-night stands wasn't Evin's thing. They had a nasty tendency of making an empty bed feel even colder.

There was something different about Mason, though. The human definitely piqued his interest. From the moment Mason had walked into his bay, Evin had been coiled so tight and his dick so hard, he was surprised he'd been able to form a coherent sentence. The spicy scent of Mason's skin made his blood hot. The way those damn linen pants hugged Mason's ass when he moved had Evin's cock aching for release. Shit. No other guy had ever got under his skin so quick before. But it had been all Evin could do to keep a handle on his control and not grab the man by the back of his head, spin him around, and fuck him until Mason knew who he belonged to. Whoa. Where the hell had that come from? He shook his head.

Evin turned left on Highway 211, heading out of town and toward his cottage. After rounding a curb, he pulled onto the shoulder and set the brake.

"Why are we stopping?"

"If I turn around now, there's a hotel about two miles in the other direction." Evin pivoted in his seat and faced Mason. Even though the moon served as the car's only source of illumination, Evin's perfect night vision allowed him to drink in the rich hue of Mason's dark eyes. A striking contrast to the short layers of golden blond hair that shimmered under the beams of moonlight. Evin tightened his hand around the leather-covered steering wheel. He had to, or in the next second, his fingers would be wrapped in those locks, and he'd be finding out if they were as soft as they looked. But he knew one touch would never be enough to satisfy the craving about to drive him out of his mind.

"Is that what you want, Evin? Would you rather I choose the other end of the road tonight?"

Yes. Because I've got a bad feeling you're going to be a taste I'll never get enough of.

No. Because I think I'll go crazy if I don't touch you.

"I think it's pretty clear what I want." Evin reached out and trailed a forefinger along Mason's cheek. The coarse sensation of Mason's shadow of a beard shot through Evin's skin like a bolt of lust aimed straight for his cock, forcing him to bite back a hiss of pleasure. Mason turned into his touch, then took Evin's finger knuckle-deep inside his mouth.

And sucked.

Evin couldn't hold back the groan that emanated from his throat. "Tell me what you want, Mason. Say it." With a final swipe of his tongue over the tip, Mason released his finger with a pop.

"I want you to fuck me."

Two miles had never seemed longer in his life. Evin slowed and turned onto the gravel driveway, tires biting into the rocky surface and spitting a dust cloud to their rear. In silence they rolled to a stop in front of his rented one-bedroom house, both exiting the vehicle the moment he'd cut the engine. Evin's heart pounded a constant beat of anticipation in his ears as he shoved the key in the lock and opened the door.

In one move, he dropped his keys on the table against the inside wall and flipped the light switch before stepping into the living space. Mason entered next, and a slight click signaled he'd closed the door.

He rotated on his heels, grasped Mason's wrists, took them over his head, and shoved his back against the wood. A hot rush of air left Mason's lips right before Evin's came down hard, claiming them. Mason released a moan into his mouth, and Evin had to fight to keep from licking up the sweet sound. The effect was sexy as hell and had Evin's cock swelling even more than he'd thought possible. Fuck. At this rate, he might blow before he ever got a chance to get inside his delectable human.

Evin pulled back from Mason's lips, coming up for air and to make sure a few things were perfectly clear. "Before we go any further," he began, placing his forehead next to Mason's. "I'm not into deep kissing, okay? No tongue."

"Oh...okay," Mason said between breaths. "We all have things we don't like."

"Don't get me wrong; I like kissing." Evin brushed his lips against Mason's, stimulating a rock of Mason's pelvis into his. "Just no tongue." He couldn't risk introducing too much of his saliva into Mason's system. The chance was minimal that enough DNA would be present to infect a human partner. But it was a chance Evin wasn't willing to take.

"Whatever you say."

"Good," Evin nearly growled. "I like the sound of that." He dipped his head in search of the bounding pulse at Mason's neck and dragged his tongue across the heated surface. A shudder raced through Mason's body, vibrating against him. Evin traveled up to Mason's ear and traced the lobe with the damp tip. "But that doesn't mean I don't like to use my tongue elsewhere." Mason arched, pressing the hard ridge of his erection into his own throbbing cock.

"Fuck. Evin..." He gasped and tugged at the hold Evin had on his wrists. "Want to touch you."

"Soon, Brown Eyes," Evin breathed, moving back to Mason's pulse. "I'm not done tasting you yet." Unable to resist, Evin nipped the tender flesh, not enough to break the skin, but enough to get his lover's attention.

"Fuck. Yeah," Mason moaned, his breathing reduced to hard pants that tickled the hair at Evin's neck. His cock jerked. Shit. So responsive—even better than he'd imagined. Evin slid his lips over the mark, allowing Mason's flavor to coat their surface, and then with a swipe of his tongue, relished the essence on his taste buds.

"Mmm... Damn. So fucking sweet." Evin released one hand from around Mason's wrist, continuing to bind him with the other, and followed the outline of his body down to the man's fly. Mason arched into his exploration.

Within seconds, Evin had the zipper and button released on Mason's pants, and then worked the closure of his own. Evin shoved his jeans and underwear, followed by Mason's, past their hips. After releasing the other man's wrists, he jerked him forward.

"Shoes off."

Mason did as instructed, toeing off his loafers. Evin made short work of his boots and shucked the denim from his legs before grabbing Mason by the thin cotton of his deep blue shirt. He didn't wait for permission; Evin took the liberty of removing the article for him. Gripping a section in each hand, Evin ripped the material down the front. Buttons snapped off, hitting the wood floor in a shower of pellets.

"Fuck!" Mason stumbled back, his rigid cut cock bouncing against his lower abs. Evin's mouth watered.

"You like that?" The words released on a rumble from Evin's chest. He stepped forward, closing the inches between them, then ran his palm from Mason's navel up and over his nipples. Mason's rear bumped the door, and his head fell back with a thump against the wood.

"God...yes."

Mason's pulse hammered under Evin's palms, matching his own rapid heartbeat. Damn. Evin couldn't remember the last time he'd been this turned on by any man. He dropped a kiss onto Mason's throat, then worked lower until he captured a tight nub between his teeth. Mason hissed and thrust his erection against Evin's abdomen, as if begging for attention. Evin obliged, rubbing the hard line of his abs next to the other man's shaft in time to the tiny sucks he inflicted to Mason's nipple.

"Shit," Mason cried out, digging his fingers into Evin's hair.

Yeah, it was so fucking good. Evin brushed his cock against the other man's leg, reveling in the firm feel of his quads along the sensitive back side of his shaft. On a breath, he moved to Mason's other nipple and gave it the same nip-and-suck treatment. Mason writhed, spiraling Evin's lust to near combustion.

Evin trailed his tongue down the center of Mason's abdomen, dipping within the hollows. Mason's rapid breaths pressed his human flesh to his lips, and Evin rode the undulating waves lower, allowing the tip of his tongue to circle Mason's navel before sampling the inside.

"Christ, Evin," he groaned, the thrash of his head releasing a steady series of bumps on the door.

The fingers wrapped in Evin's hair tightened, the sting at the roots going straight to his balls, and the pressure to his scalp directed him farther south and onto his knees. Exactly where he wanted to be.

Mason's cock flexed and tapped his lips, the smooth, hot skin beckoning him to taste. Evin flicked his tongue out and sampled the sweet spot beneath the head. Mason sucked in a harsh breath, and Evin glanced up. Fuck, Mason looked so damn hot, his almond-shaped brown eyes filled with lust and hooded by long, thick, blond lashes. Beautiful.

Evin followed the curve of Mason's cock with his tongue, down toward the base. The musky scent of Mason's flesh invaded his nostrils, sending a buzz to his brain. Evin reached up and tugged on Mason's sac. Mason spread his legs wider, and that was all the invitation Evin needed. He lowered his head and took one of the rounded jewels into his mouth. A tremble rolled through Mason's thighs. Evin moved his hand, gripped the other man's shaft, and with a steady rhythm, worked his length. Mason groaned in encouragement. Evin couldn't resist any longer and grasped his own cock, squeezing, then releasing the base to slide along the girth to the tip.

Moisture leaking from the slit coated Evin's fingers as they glided up and down Mason's length. Mason pumped into his hands, his breath ragged. Evin loosened his grip on his own erection and moved in for a taste of his lover's. Dragging his tongue from the base to the crown, Evin savored the warm and salty essence that was Mason. His hand followed, maintaining the pressure, milking the precum from his shaft. At the flushed head, he dipped into the opening, not wanting to miss a drop.

"Fuck!" Mason cried out, jerking his head forward. "Don't want to come."

Lifting his chin, Evin flashed Mason his best provocative smile. "Don't worry, Brown Eyes, you're not. I haven't given you permission yet."

"Oh, God," Mason groaned and thrust his hips as if he had no other option than to give in to his body's demands. Sweat beaded the surface of his flushed skin, and Evin couldn't wait to feel him slick, hot, and sliding against him.

Without hesitation, Evin took Mason's shaft to the back of his throat.

"Son of a...!" Mason's body shook, and it felt as if he'd nearly doubled over when he dug his nails into Evin's scalp. Evin worked his throat, swallowing around the engorged head of the other man's erection. He reached up with one hand and massaged Mason's tight sac. Mason rocked his hips, attempting to force control of the movements along his shaft, striving for that last bit of command over the strokes on his cock that would take him to completion. Oh, hell no. Mason would come when Evin said he could. And when he did release...Mason would never forget who’d fucked him tonight.

Giving one last gentle suck to the crown, Evin pulled back, then stood.

"Come here." Evin motioned toward the bedroom and led the way. Inside the doorway, Evin yanked his T-shirt over his head and tossed it. Making quick steps to his nightstand, Evin then opened the drawer, reached in, and pulled out a condom. He held the thin square up between his fingers as Mason approached.

"Allow me," Mason said with a grin and plucked it from his hand.

He dropped to his knees before Evin, ripped the package open, then circled Evin's cock with his fist. Evin sucked in a breath from the onslaught of sensation, and his head fell back between his shoulders. Christ. If it felt this good with only his hand wrapped around him, he'd never last if he got Brown Eye's lips around his cock. Suddenly the hot, wet feel of a tongue brushed the underside of his shaft. Evin groaned and rocked his hips, seeking more of the pleasure. But instead of more wet action, the cool feel of latex rolled over the head and covered his shaft. Evin glanced down and narrowed his eyes.

"Cocktease."

The corner of Mason's mouth lifted, and he winked. "Ditto."

Evin reached back and snagged the bottle of lube from the drawer, then tugged Mason up from his knees and guided him to the foot of his wrought-iron bed.

"Grab on to those." He motioned toward the iron railings of his footboard. Mason wrapped his hands around the thin bar and lowered his upper body.

"Damn," Evin said, his voice reduced to a lust-filled rasp. "What a beautiful sight." He smoothed the pale flesh of Mason's perfect round ass with his palms before bending over and following the path that led to the tight ring below with his tongue. Mason pressed back into his exploration and moaned his approval. Evin gripped Mason's firm cheeks, spread them wider, and pushed the tip of his tongue in deeper.

"Yes... Evin. God."

Evin reached out and stroked Mason's cock from below, then pulled back. "You liked that, did you?"

"Oh yeah." Mason swung his head around. "But I'd like it even more if you'd fuck me already," he said, giving Evin an I dare you look.

Evin slowly straightened to his full height and rubbed an open palm over Mason's right cheek. "You're just begging me to slap this ass, aren't you?"

"I'm begging you to fuck it." Mason twitched his rear, and Evin couldn't resist. He reared his arm back and then swung forward, landing a smack to Mason's cheek. Not hard enough to be painful, but firm enough to get his arrogant lover's attention. Mason jerked forward, then slung his head around. "Ouch!" His lids lowered to half-mast over smoldering eyes that said kiss my ass, but the movement of his hips spoke of other needy demands.

"Nice," Evin said, palming the red flush blooming on Mason's rear.

With one hand, Evin reached for the lube and squeezed a small amount into his other palm. After tossing the bottle onto the bedcovers, Evin worked his slick hand over his erect shaft. Slowly, he circled Mason's ring, testing the tension in the muscle, then eased a finger inside. Mason groaned and bore down on the invasion. Evin inserted a second digit, followed by a third, and worked them in and out, stretching the snug channel. Damn, how long had it been since Evin had a lover? This wasn't going to be easy for either of them.

"Yes. Oh shit, yeah," Mason moaned, his head lolling between his shoulders.

"Hold on. I've got what you need."

Evin slid his fingers free and replaced them with head of his cock at Mason's entrance. He pressed forward, jamming his teeth into his lower lip. Ah fuck. Mason was so damn tight. Sweat rolled down Evin's temples, strands of his long hair sticking to the sides of his face. Evin had to take it slow. But slow was going to kill him.

"Do it," Mason growled, pushing back.

"Shit, Mason." Evin ground to a halt. "Don't want to hurt you."

"Fuck me," he groaned. "God, I need to come."

"Relax.” Evin grasped Mason's hips and eased forward. “Breathe. Shhh...Bear down, baby. Let me in."

The muscles gripping Evin's shaft relaxed, allowing Mason to gain a few more inches of ground. But he still had about half of Evin's nine to go.

"You okay?" Evin moved his palms up, gliding them over the curve of Mason's spine.

"Burns...so good." His blond head shook. "More. Do it, Evin. All of you."

Christ. He knew fucking Mason would be good, but he'd had no idea how perfect he'd feel wrapped around his cock. How the sound of him demanding more would penetrate his brain and take him to some kind of drug-filled high.

"Hold on..." Evin located Mason's hips with his hands once more, then on a groan, surged inside.

"Oh God," Mason cried out. "Yes."

Evin stilled, slid his hand lower, and wrapped his palm around Mason's length. Oh yeah, even through the pleasure-pain, Mason was still rock hard. He gave a few swift strokes to Mason's length. Mason moaned and rotated his hips.

"Move, damn you," Mason demanded, his voice hoarse with need.

Evin leaned back and took hold of Mason's hips with both hands again before easing out until only the head of his cock remained.

"You want to come, Brown Eyes?" Evin's voice had long since gone beyond hoarse. 

"Yes," he breathed.

Evin eased forward, making sure his progression slid over the sensitive gland inside, tantalizing the nerve endings, but not enough to send him over the edge.

"I asked if you want to come." Evin’s control was on the verge of shattering and a hairsbreadth from releasing the beast inside that wanted to fuck until neither man could stand.

"God, yes," Mason gasped.

Again Evin slowly withdrew, leaving only the smooth head of his shaft buried. "Tell me exactly how you want it." Evin bit down, grinding his molars. "What do you want me to do to you?" So fucking close to losing it, but he had to hold on. Had to hear the words.

"Please! Fuck me, Evin! I want you to make me come so hard that I fucking can't breathe."

On a roar, Evin slammed back inside.

"Yes," Mason cried out with each pounding thrust.

Over and over, Evin drove into Mason. The slap of skin against skin filled the room, becoming an erotic rhythm that surrounded them and took them higher.

"Oh...fuck..." Mason's head snapped back. His mouth dropped open on a pleasure-filled groan, and his body shuddered, his release spurting onto the wood floor.

Evin lost it.

Harder and harder he thrust. Sweat dripped from his brow, stinging his eyes.

The beast within unleashed its claws.

It needed.

It wanted.

Mason.

Evin threw his head back, and a growl tore from his throat as stream after stream of cum jetted from his cock, filling the latex. Ecstasy raced up his spine, knocking him forward, over Mason's back. Dazed, Evin wrapped his arm around Mason's neck and pulled him back onto his chest. Evin curled his lip, exposing his canines, and cocked his head.

Mine.

A shadow of movement reflecting off the bedroom window caught his eye. Evin froze in his tracks.

Holy shit.

The image staring at him wore the face of a wolf in partial shift, canines primed and ready to mark. It was Evin.

He jerked his arm from around Mason's neck. Get your ass under control, KinKaid. Evin closed his eyes, willing himself back into complete human form before easing free from Mason's depths.

Mason groaned, straightened and turned, then braced himself against the iron footboard. With his face flushed and his eyes hooded, he wore the look of man with a damn good buzz. Evin rubbed his face with a trembling hand. Shit. He had to get out of there. Needed to clear his head.

Evin stepped to the side and swiped his shirt from the floor, then quickly disposed of his condom in the bathroom. He grabbed a handful of tissues on the way out. "There are towels in a small closet in the bathroom if you'd like a shower."

"Huh?" Mason moved from the bed. "Oh, yeah. Sounds good." He reached out and wrapped his fingers over Evin's bicep. "Join me?"

"I need to finish up here." Evin diverted his gaze. "You go first." The warmth of Mason's palm slipped from his arm. "Besides, there are a couple of things I forgot to handle outside." Evin crouched by the bed, taking care of the evidence of Mason's pleasure—which had definitely been Evin's as well. Maybe a little too much...

"Sure." Mason's voice carried a hesitant tone. Evin didn't blame him. He'd just gone from can't get enough to Siberian freeze. But right now, he didn't understand his own damn self.

The sound of bare feet moving in the opposite direction drew Evin's gaze. Mason's nude form filled his bathroom door. Wide shoulders led south to narrow hips that carried a rounded ass God had to have made to drive Evin into insanity.

He bit back a groan, turned on his heels, and headed for his dresser. "I can leave something out for you if want clean clothes to wear tonight."

"No need," Mason called out from the other room. "I don't normally wear anything to bed."

Oh yeah. This time Evin didn't hold back the groan that had again reared its head. He was going to lose his mind.

As soon as the clink of the shower door sounded, Evin darted toward the rear of the cabin. He'd never needed a run more than he needed one now. With a twist of the dead bolt and a turn of the doorknob, Evin stepped into the night.

The crisp evening air of the Pacific Northwest filled his lungs, and Evin closed his eyes. He had no idea why he'd lost it so bad in there. If he didn't know any better, his actions had been one of an alpha claiming his mate.

And that was not possible.

Mason was human. No way in hell would he ever allow himself to infect a human and take away the only existence the man had ever known.

Evin pulled the door shut behind him and immediately dropped to all fours. Fur erupted and bones shifted, bringing forth the wolf. Without looking back, Evin bolted toward the dense woods lining the rear boundary of the property.

Large black paws dug into the grass and leaf litter, and Evin picked up speed. The wind in his fur and the crunch of pine needles beneath his pads were exactly what he needed to help bring his world back to center.

Because one night with Mason Thorne had just knocked Evin's off its axis.


Chapter Four

––––––––

Mason blinked once, then twice, trying to bring the shadowy images of the room into focus. Where the hell...? He pushed up from the mattress onto his elbow and came to an abrupt halt. Oh, yeah. The soreness in his behind and the languid state of his muscles—despite the nosedive into a ditch earlier—brought the memory of the best orgasm in his life whirling back to the forefront of his mind. Mason glanced over his shoulder. Lying in bed next to him, chest bare with a white sheet draped over his groin, was Evin. Mason's cock stirred at the sight.

After he'd showered, Mason had stretched out on the bed to wait for him to return, but he must have been more tired than he'd thought. He didn't remember Evin coming back or getting into bed. Evin had acted distant after they'd had sex, but maybe that was just his thing. He wasn't a cuddler. Kind of sucked, but Mason was a grown man and could do casual. It was what he was used to. The few relationships he'd experienced had never amounted to anything more. Though with Evin, casual, he had a feeling, was going to be a hell of a lot more difficult. One didn't connect with another like that both inside the bedroom and out and then blow it off so easily. Mason palmed his awakening shaft and rolled onto his side to face Evin. The soft glow of the moonlight cast shadows across the ridges of his ripped abdominals. A fine dusting of dark hair covered his chest, then trailed down his midsection, disappearing beneath the sheet that barely concealed his hips.

Mason had never really got a chance to sample the thick cock he knew hid beneath the thin layer of cotton. And it was pretty impressive; his ass could attest to that. Mason gently lifted the corner of the sheet. Evin lay with one leg bent at the knee, his foot pressed against the side of his other leg, parting his thighs. The broad length of his cock lay faceup, surrounded by a dark patch of hair. So tempting.

A smile tugged at the corner of Mason's lips as he pulled the sheet lower. How far could he actually go before Evin woke?

Mason gently maneuvered his body until he was leaning over Evin's hips. Using only his tongue, he glided over the underside of Evin's cock from root to tip. A guttural moan emanated from the back of Evin's throat, and his hips arched upward. Mason glanced up, but Evin's eyes remained closed.

Encouraged and feeling a bit bolder, Mason enclosed his fingers around the thick shaft. So warm against the palm of his hand. Mason lowered his head and circled the crown with the tip of his tongue, then gave a gentle swipe through the slit. The unique flavor that was Evin exploded across his taste buds, hardening his own cock even more. Damn, what was it about this man...? Everything about him was addictive as hell. Even his cock was like a crack lollipop: salty, hot, and wild, and he couldn't get enough of his fix.

He wrapped his lips around the head. Evin's dick roared to life, swelling and lengthening beneath his touch. Mason opened wider and sank lower, taking Evin to the back of his throat and beyond. He swallowed around the hard length, massaging the sensitive flesh.

Evin's hip flexed, beginning an erotic rhythm that was as old as time itself. Shallow thrusts pumped Evin's cock into the back of his throat. Mason matched the pace with his fist, sliding it up and down Evin's shaft. With his other hand, Mason reached between Evin's legs and grasped his taut sac, moved it aside, and located the sweet spot at the base. He pressed into the flesh there, working his fingers in a gentle massage.

"Mason..."

His heart raced at the sound of his name. Evin's cock thickened, hardening even more. The pace of his hips quickened, and Evin's breathing reduced to short pants. His heels dug into the mattress.

Fuck, yeah. Come for me. Mason was dying for a taste. He straddled Evin's thighs, leaned in, and keeping his tongue flat, worked the back side of Evin's shaft. Up and down. Pumping with his fist. His mouth.

Over and over he worked, unable to pull his gaze away from the man he pleasured. Mesmerized by his lover's expression. Evin's lips were parted. His hair wild around his face. His hands grasped at the sheets, searching, fisting. God help him, Mason had been right. Watching Evin lose control was something he'd never be able to erase from his mind.

Evin's head jerked back on his pillow, then snapped forward.

"Gonna come..." he gasped, and his eyes popped open. His unfocused gaze landed on Mason. "No!" The single syllable left his throat on a strangled cry. A split second later, Evin's large hands had Mason by the arms and were tearing him away from his erection.

Mason landed in a heap on the mattress. "What the...?"

Evin released a guttural sound, fisted his cock, then pumped the shaft at a feverish pitch as stream after stream of cum shot from the end, landing on his stomach.

Holy shit. That was the hottest damn thing he'd ever seen. Mason reached down and stroked the still-hard length of his own shaft. His balls ached, and precum slicked the head of his cock.

Without warning, Evin's large frame loomed over him at the same time a firm grip snatched Mason's wrists away from his erection and pinned them to the mattress above his head.

"What the hell did you think you were doing?" Evin nearly growled. Strands of his dark hair hung loose around his face as he held himself directly above Mason's.

"I think it was obvious what I was doing. And I also think you enjoyed it immensely." Mason cracked a smile despite Evin's gruff expression. "What's the problem? I would think waking to someone going down on you would be a good thing." Mason lifted his brows.

"That's not the point." Evin shook his head, feathering soft strands of hair across Mason's cheek. Nice. Mason breathed deep, and his eyelids lowered. Evin's scent reminded him of his last hike through the woods: fresh pine needles after a storm. "The point is it's not safe."

"Not safe?" Mason opened his eyes. "What are trying to say?" The guitar solo from "Panama" suddenly filled the room. Evin blinked, and he loosened his grip on Mason's wrist.

"Well, unless someone just flipped on an episode of VH1's '80s classics, I think that's your cell phone." Evin rolled off Mason and onto his back.

Mason swung his legs over the side of the bed and stood, then headed for the chair that held his pants and the phone inside one of the pockets.

"Seriously, man, Van Halen?" Evin added.

Mason glanced back over his shoulder. "Seriously." He nodded. "Eddie Van Halen. The guy was a guitar legend." He zeroed in on the pocket containing his phone and pulled it out.

"It's five a.m. Who would be calling you this early?"

The large screen of the iPhone displayed Dad across the top. His gut tightened with unpleasant anticipation. Mason slid his index finger across the bottom of the cell and answered.

"Hello, Dad." Mason turned with the phone at his ear and rolled his eyes at Evin. The other man nodded and left the bed, headed toward the bathroom.

"You were supposed to call us last night once you got home." Mason Sr.'s voice boomed at the other end of the line. "Your mother has been worried. And you know how she gets when she's worried. You are home, correct?"

As usual, his father's normal string of what have you done to disappoint me today? statements and questions. Mason pulled in a deep breath. A hello, are you safe, son? would have been way too personal for the head of the Thorne family. He bit back a chuckle. Even the word "family" sounded absurd when used in the same sentence with the surname Thorne.

"No. I'm not home." Mason moved back to the side of the bed and dropped onto the mattress's edge.

"And why not? We have a meeting scheduled for tomorrow. There are several things I need to go over with you before you return to work. Were you even planning to call me to let me know you wouldn't be here?"

It was all Mason could do not to grind his molars into a toothache. Damn. It was nothing short of a miracle he had enough of his teeth left to eat with at all.

"Yes, I was going to call you after I got up this morning."

"So, what happened to you?"

Mason relayed the story about his detour and then about his near miss with a wolf that landed him in a ditch.

"Why haven't you called someone from TGI to pick you up?"

"Because it's not necessary. It's only going to be a few more days."

"A few days spent wasted in some small town when you could be home taking care of this company. Your future—"

"It's only four days, Dad. I'm sure Thorne Global will survive without me just a little longer."

"Dear God," his father groaned. "Please don't tell me you're with a...you've picked up some strange man."

"Fine. I won't." Mason didn't bother to hide the hard edge to his voice. His free hand fisted the pillow at his side right before he launched it across the room.

"Goddammit, Mason. What am I supposed to tell your mother? Her son will be home as soon as he decides to crawl out of the sack with his new boyfriend? What if the press gets wind of this little detour of yours?"

"That's unfair..." Mason swallowed hard past the knot in the back of his throat. Whether it had grown out of pain or anger, he had no fucking clue. Probably a combination of both emotions trying to choke the shit out of him. "My sex life has never compromised the family or the business. In fact, I've done everything in my power to keep out of the public eye and to be exactly the son you would prefer. I'm getting my MBA, just like you'd planned, and I've worked my ass off as assistant vice president at TGI. So don't play the ungrateful slut-of-a-son card with me."

"How dare you speak to me in that tone—"

"I have to go. I'll call when I'm on my way."

"Mason—"

He jerked the phone from his ear and tapped End Call. From behind, a large hand brushed his arm. Mason jumped and glanced over his shoulder.

"Shit. Evin..." Mason shook his head. "I didn't hear you come back into the room." Evin's chest pressed into Mason's back, and then both arms circled his waist. Mason leaned into Evin's hard yet warm presence. Damn, it felt good. Too good. He closed his eyes, drinking in the serenity of the moment.

"You were deep in conversation with your father," Evin said. "I didn't want to interrupt."

Mason scoffed. "That, you didn't have to worry about interrupting." He tilted his head up, allowing it to fall back against Evin's shoulder.

"I gather from the sound of things, dear old Dad isn't too pleased with your being gay."

"And you would be right. As long as he doesn't have to see it or hear about it, he's fine. Meaning, as long as I'm playing the good son, becoming the executive he wants me to be, and he can pretend that my being gay doesn't exist...oh, he's fine."

Evin's arms tightened around him. "Sounds very familiar," he began, his deep voice crawling inside and infusing Mason with additional heat. "Different situation, but still very much the same."

"Not a pleasant family experience when you decided to come out?" Mason glanced up. For a split second, he could have sworn what looked like a wave of pain washed over Evin's face, but then it disappeared.

"Something like that," he murmured.

"How long ago—"

"I heard you tell your father it had been a wolf that caused you to run off the road?"

Well, that was subtle... Mason clamped his mouth shut on the rest of his question. Apparently Evin's coming out wasn't a story they would be reminiscing about over coffee this morning. That was okay and something Mason could definitely understand. He wasn't all that eager to reveal his skeletons either. It felt too nice, at least for a little while, to forget who he was, where he came from, and what was waiting for him back home.

"I knew you'd hit a ditch, but I didn't get a chance to ask you about the details." Evin released his hold, left the bed, and made his way over to the dresser.

Mason followed his movements with his gaze as he crossed the room. Evin had pulled on a faded pair of blue jeans since he'd last seen him. A pair of denims that looked as if their creation had been inspired by the man's ass. Evin leaned over, rummaging through a drawer, sticking that perfect behind up for his inspection. Blood rushed to Mason's cock, sending him straight back to rock hard. Shit. He had to get Evin out of his system, because hanging around much longer wasn't an option.

"Yeah... It was one of those freakish, one-in-a-million type of things. This big white wolf appeared out of nowhere in the middle of the road as I came around a curve. Largest damn wolf I'd ever seen, with these big blue eyes." Mason propped his back against the headboard. Keeping one leg on the bed, he allowed the other to slide off. Since he was still nude, there was no hiding the fact he appreciated the view across bedroom.

When Evin didn't respond, Mason realized the other man hadn't budged. He stood with his back to Mason, staring at the shirt in his hands.

"Hey... Evin... You okay, man?"

Evin swung his head around. "Huh?"

"You were standing so still. I wasn't sure you'd heard what I'd said. Where'd you go?"

"A large white wolf. Yeah, I heard you." His gaze trailed from Mason's eyes and roamed lower until it rested on the hard length of his cock. "And in answer to your other question"—blue eyes darted back to Mason's—"I didn't go anywhere." Evin flashed him a smile that could only be described as sinful, right before he tossed his shirt over the footboard and crawled back onto the bed. Muscles bunched along his arms and across his shoulders as he slinked over the mattress. A primal beast moving in to take what was his. The knowledge that he was the primary focus of Evin's hungry gaze sent a bolt of lust sizzling along his nerve endings. Mason shivered.

Evin reached out and circled his fist around Mason's length. Mason sucked in a harsh breath through his teeth. With his other hand, Evin grasped the hair at the back of Mason's skull, yanking his chin up and putting them face-to-face. The tug at his roots and the pressure of the other man's fist around his cock had his heart hammering against his chest. God, how did Evin know exactly what drove him out of his fucking mind?

"Why would I want to go anywhere," Evin began, "when I have you?" His rough palm slid up and down his shaft. Mason groaned. "Right here." Evin leaned in and feathered his lips over Mason's. "Where I want you," he breathed against his mouth.


Chapter Five

––––––––

Evin slid his spatula beneath the hamburger patty on the grill and flipped it onto its other side. Flames leaped from the coals and licked at the edges of the meat. The tantalizing smell of char-grilled beef invaded his nostrils, stimulating another rumble in his stomach. He glanced from the grill to the trees that lined the back of his property as Mason's words tumbled over and over in his head.

"A large white wolf with blue eyes..."

"Bigger than I'd ever seen."

It had been over forty-eight hours since he'd learned the details about what had sent Mason into that ditch, but Evin still couldn't shake the feeling that what Mason had seen that day hadn't been any ordinary wolf. And based on the description, there could only be one logical conclusion. But who the hell from the KinKaid pack would be sniffing around Dover? Many of their females, and a few select males, were blue-eyed with a white coat.

Pack law clearly stated that it was forbidden to contact one who had been banished. They risked expulsion themselves. Besides, there was only one person he knew of from his former life who even gave a crap whether he was dead or alive: Rosa.

Damn. Evin shook his head. For God's sake, Rosa, if it is you, what are you up to?

"Wow, that smells great."

The sound of Mason's voice yanked Evin back into the present. He turned and watched as Mason stepped from the screen door onto the deck. It felt so natural having him here. It was as if they'd been living together for months, not days. Mason had this uncanny ability to read his moods, knowing when he needed a few moments of alone time—and especially when he didn't. There was no denying the chemistry between them. He couldn't remember ever staying so fucking hard around a man. So asking him to find another place while his car was being repaired were words Evin couldn't find the will to utter.

They'd picked up some of Mason's belongings from his BMW on Saturday, giving him a few changes of clothes. Tonight he looked like he'd just stepped out of a Tommy Hilfiger catalog, in his sandals, white cotton shorts, and dark blue polo. The colors suited his fair complexion and blond hair. And those chocolate brown eyes... Evin melted every time he looked into them.

Mason pulled out a patio chair, sat, and then kicked back, stretching out his long legs. He wasn't quite as tall as Evin, probably only reaching about six feet. But when they came together, he fit Evin just right.

A flash of memory from last night flooded his mind: Mason's legs wrapped around his hips, Evin buried balls-deep as his cock spewed over and over... An odd flutter inside his gut had Evin reaching for his abdomen and rubbing his palm over the sensation. But this time, he knew it wasn't the need for food gnawing away at him. This particular hunger was for a whole different kind of sustenance.

And he needed to get his damn head examined.

If everything went as planned, and he managed to get his car back together, Mason was out of here tomorrow. Evin had known this from the moment he'd brought Mason back to his place.

And for Christ's sake, Mason was human.

A human and a shifter did not make a healthy choice for a long relationship. There was way too much at risk—for both partners involved: the continued secrecy of his kind's existence and the safety of the human.

"I'm starved."

Swinging his attention back to the grill, Evin said, "Yeah. Me too."

"Burgers almost ready?" The sound of aluminum scraping against wood came from Mason's direction. Evin glanced up as Mason left his chair and approached.

"Yup. I think so." Evin turned back to the coals. The warm feel of Mason's hand slid up the center of his back, followed by the hard nudge of his chest against Evin's arm. Evin closed his eyes and forced back the shudder of pleasure that wanted to grip him, the growl that wanted to roll from his throat. He gave his head a slight shake.

Dinner. Think about food. They needed to eat. "Do you like potato salad?" The words came out more croaked than spoken.

"What did you say?" Mason stepped back.

"Potato salad. Do you like it?" Evin grabbed the plate next to the barbecue and began moving the burgers off the grill.

"Oh. Sure. Yeah, I like it."

Cocking his head at Mason, Evin pointed the spatula toward the cabin. "On the bottom shelf in the fridge. Would you grab the container for us?"

"Coming up." Mason pivoted and made his way back into the cabin.

Evin moved to the patio table with the burgers and set the plate in its center. He dropped both palms to the surface, bracing himself on the acrylic, and breathed deep. What had he got himself into? This connection he felt with Mason had him reeling. His head spun, and his stomach roiled as if he were on some kind of roller coaster. Four days with Mason wasn't going to be nearly enough time to get the human out of his system. Then again, it was way too long. Because Evin had a bad feeling it wasn't going to take many more nights at all for him to lose his mind—and his soul to the guy.

By the time dinner was over, the sun's warm glow had turned the lower edges of the skyline to a brilliant orange, red, and yellow. Evin lifted his beer bottle while studying Mason's profile and took a swig. Mason had kicked his feet up in an opposing chair, looking quite relaxed. A much different pose than the one he'd been in a couple of days ago when he’d come out of the bathroom and found Mason on the phone with his father. The tension that had lined the other man's face had long vanished, but Evin hadn't forgotten the words he'd overheard from the other end of the line, thanks to the excellent hearing provided by his shifter DNA. The fact that Mason had settled for a life that wasn't his dream didn't sit well with Evin. He understood all too well the pain of living one's life to fulfill another's expectations. But unlike himself, Mason had remained at home, trying his best to make his father proud. Evin couldn't help but respect the other man for the love he held for his family.

"So Mason, tell me, if you weren't the assistant vice president at your father's company, what would you do with your life?" Evin lowered his Sam Adams to the table, leaned in, and propped his forearms along the clear surface. Mason turned in his seat, bringing his body around to face Evin.

"You really would like to know, wouldn't you?"

"Sure I would."

"Would you believe no one has ever asked me that before?"

Damn. Emotion nearly clogged Evin's throat as he narrowed his gaze on Mason. "So tell me, Brown Eyes. Who is Mason Thorne II, and what is he really into?"

"Easy." Mason tossed back a swig of his beer, swallowed, then said, "Music." He lowered his arm, taking the bottle back to the table with a clink of glass against the solid top. "I love playing the guitar. It's all I've ever wanted to do. It's hard to describe the peace I feel when I'm able to sit back and channel my thoughts and emotions into music."

"I'd like to hear you play sometime." Evin couldn't imagine how his family had failed to notice how Mason's eyes sparkled with life when he talked about his passion for the art.

"Sure." Mason nodded. "I'd love to play for you," he said and flashed a little smile.

Evin visualized Mason's hand and fingers moving over the long arm of a guitar, the other hand strumming the instrument and coaxing it to life. The mental picture accompanied by that damn sexy grin across the table had blood rushing to his cock. How could anyone ever resist giving him exactly what he wanted with a look like that? Evin dropped one arm from the acrylic and leaned back, allowing his palm to stroke the length of his denim-covered shaft. Mason hadn't missed the maneuver, judging by where his gaze was now fixed. Arousal flooded Evin's veins.

The sun had set, and the sound of the awakened creatures of the night filled Evin's ears along with the beating of his pulse. The wolf stirred under his skin. It wanted Mason.

He wanted Mason. Now.

Raw.

Wild.

Under the moon.

Evin pushed up from his seat, and Mason leaned back in his chair, his gaze following Evin's movements.

"I want to take you somewhere," Evin said and reached out, offering Mason his hand. With a quizzical look, Mason slipped his fingers around Evin's.

"Where?"

Evin pulled Mason to his feet and brought them chest-to-chest. "Come with me." Evin tossed him his best sly grin. "I promise you won't be disappointed."

"With you, Evin, I'm sure I won't be," he whispered, then leaned in and traced Evin's lips with the soft tip of his tongue. To his credit, though, he'd remembered not to slip it inside. Evin groaned with the overwhelming need to open and sample the sweet flavor of Mason's mouth.

Using every ounce of self-control he had, Evin pulled free. "Wait here," he managed to say. "Let me grab my keys." Evin brushed past Mason and stepped back inside.

"Your keys?" The muted sound of Mason's voice filtered through the screen door and the walls of the cabin.

Evin grabbed the few items he needed from the bedroom and was back outside in less than a minute. "Yup." He held up the key ring to his bike. "We're going for a ride to the back of the property line." Evin motioned with his head for Mason to follow and led him down the deck steps and around the side of the house to where he'd parked his Ninja. "We could walk, but I'd like to show you the area before it gets too late." Evin swung his leg up and over, then handed Mason his helmet. "Hop on."

Mason snagged the helmet from his hand. "What about you?" He slid the shell over his head, then positioned himself behind Evin.

"I'll be fine," Evin said over his shoulder. "We're not going far. I'd rather you be protected since you have to hang on."

The hard feel of Mason's body wrapped tight around him had Evin's cock hot and throbbing against his zipper. He stirred on the seat, hoping to ease the burn. But it proved useless. The only thing capable of temporarily dousing the flames was the man who kept the fire stoked.

As if on cue, Mason found the hem of Evin's T-shirt and slipped his hands underneath. The warm feel of his palms exploring the planes of his abdomen had his pulse thundering inside his head. Evin turned the key and revved the engine before burning out across the expanse of the grounds. He had to get them moving—now—or he was going to fuck Mason right there in the backyard. And he had much better plans.

Evin knew this area like the back of his hand. For over a year now, it'd been a private haven for him to allow his wolf to roam. About a mile and a half in, he slowed to a stop underneath the canopy of several moss-covered trees and cut the engine. The slight elevation provided a perfect view of the small pond fed by the creek that ran along the property's boundary.

Mason's arms dropped away from Evin's waist, and the rustle behind him told him Mason had removed his helmet.

"Wow. Beautiful, Evin. I feel so trapped sometimes in the city. So many people, lights, sirens, traffic." The weight of Mason's palm returned and traveled up his spine. Evin straightened under the stirring sensation. "No wonder you like living out here."

Evin set the bike on the kickstand and dismounted, then headed toward the precipice that faced the pond. Mason followed close behind.

"I've never brought anyone out here before." Evin didn't have to look over his shoulder to know Mason stood directly behind him. His skin literally vibrated beneath the surface when Mason was near. His blood heated. His cock ached. Damn. He stayed so rock hard around the man, he didn't know whether to fuck him or to run like hell. Mason was too perfect. Too much like everything he'd been searching for. But as much as he wanted—needed—to stay away from the human, shit, he didn't have the strength to make it happen.

"Why me?"

Evin whipped around, lifted his hands, and smoothed his palms upward and over Mason's chest. Mason lifted his chin and closed his eyes, appearing to savor the contact. God, just touching him felt so good.

"Because you drive me crazy, and I had to. Had to have you here." He dug his fingers into Mason's shoulders and pulled him close. Evin leaned in and nuzzled the corded length of his neck, inhaling the spicy scent that was Mason. His canines nearly throbbed with the need to sink into the human's flesh. To mark. To dig in and hold him tight while Evin took what belonged to him. Evin couldn't contain the growl that rolled from his throat.

"Damn, it is so fucking sexy when you do that." Mason's words barely registered in Evin's fogged brain. But it was enough to rattle him back to reality. The reality that he held a human in his arms. Evin moved up to the corner of Mason's mouth and kissed him before pulling back.

"You like that, do you?"

"Yeah. I do." Mason reached up and cupped the back of Evin's head, then yanked. "Come back here and growl some more for me. Better yet"—Mason gave a slow and deliberate lick of his lips—"why don't you come here and make me growl."

A rumble started deep in Evin's chest, then radiated out, becoming a literal tremble along his arms and down his legs. Fuck. His vision went red. Evin sucked in a deep breath. Get a grip, KinKaid. He's human. You can't take him like a fucking animal. Evin curled his fingers into fists, allowing his claws to dig into the flesh there. Control. You can do this. You can have him; just dial it down.

On exhale, Evin unclenched his hands, reached up, and took Mason by the nape with one, then locked on to Mason's arm with the other. He pushed forward, reversing Mason's steps until his back bumped into the trunk of a large spruce. As one, their arms dropped and their chests collided. Evin braced his hands against the bark, his gaze never leaving Mason's.

"I wanted you from the moment I saw you," Evin whispered, their lips a breath away. "It was all I could do not to touch you."

"Shit. Me too." Mason brushed his five o'clock shadow against Evin's own unshaven cheek. The scratch of his beard detonated like minibursts of fireworks along Evin's nerve endings, setting off another trembling wave through his extremities. "God, I wanted you so bad." Evin brought his lips down over Mason's, inhaling the soft utterance of his words. Mason's fingers sank into his hair. Evin grasped his arms and pried himself free despite Mason's grumbled complaint and stepped back.

In one move, Evin yanked his T-shirt over his head and tossed it aside. "Take your shirt off," he commanded. Mason complied and tossed his where Evin's had landed. Evin moved in close but not enough to touch. Mason reached up, his hand going for Evin's bicep. "Stop." Mason froze. "Not yet. Let me look at you, baby." Mason dropped his arm back to his side. Evin lowered his gaze, reveling in the soft glow of Mason's pale skin. The moon wasn't quite full yet, but there was still enough light that, with his enhanced vision, he could enjoy the view. "You have no idea what you do to me, do you?"

The only reply was the sound of Mason's breath hitching. Evin tilted his head and found Mason's dark gaze watching his every move. Slowly Evin leaned in, making sure not to touch, and whispered in Mason's ear, "Are you hot, Brown Eyes?"

"Yes," Mason groaned.

Evin pushed back and then circled the tree. Mason jerked his head to the side and followed his path with his gaze as Evin came around and faced him again. Evin reached for the closure at his jeans and undid the button. Mason's hungry gaze lowered and monitored his progress.

"Do I make you hot, Mason?" Evin grasped his zipper. A second later, the sound of metal sliding against metal surrounded them as he opened his fly. His cock sprang free, and the cool night air wrapped itself around the warm head.

Mason licked his lips. "Yes." His head fell back against the bark. "So damn hot." Mason reached down and palmed the large bulge straining against his shorts.

Bracing both hands on the tree behind Mason, Evin lowered his head beneath the other man's chin and breathed in the heated sweet musk of Mason's flesh. His mouth watered for a taste.

"I like that," he murmured, coming to rest an inch above Mason's lips. "I like that a lot."

A groan rolled from Mason's throat.

"Show me."

Mason's eyes widened. "I thought you'd never ask." He shuffled between their feet, then began to lower to his knees.

"Oh no, Brown Eyes." Mason came to a halt and glanced up. Evin shook his head. "I want you to show me how hot I make you."

Slowly Mason straightened as his fingertips followed the waistband of his shorts and found the button and zipper. Evin didn't think it was possible for his pulse to beat any faster, but at the sight of Mason freeing his erection, he found his temples throbbed with the rapid-fire rate of his heart. Fuck. He had a gorgeous cock. The shaft had to be a good seven inches, with only a couple of thick veins that ran the length from its root to a large, flushed crown. Evin ran his tongue along the roof of his mouth, imagining how salty and sweet Mason would be on his taste buds.

Mason shoved his shorts past his hips, then kicked them and his sandals from his feet before gripping his shaft, pulling it up, and stroking it against his lower abs.

"That's it." Evin sucked in a breath, trying to push back his need. "Show me what you like." Moving one step back, Evin then wrapped his hand around his own cock. He watched as Mason squeezed his length and then worked the back side of his shaft up and down with the pads of his fingers. Someone moaned, but Evin couldn't be sure which one of them had uttered the sound.

"How much longer?" Mason panted.

Evin leaned in, his erection brushing the knuckles of the other man's hand. "Until you make me want to come for you so fucking bad that I'm begging for it."

Something like a whimper released from Mason's lips; then he dropped to the ground. Whether he meant to end up collapsing onto his discarded shorts in the grass or not, Evin didn't have a clue. But the site of Mason naked with one knee bent and his other leg spread, jacking off under the moonlight, was enough to draw Evin's balls up tight, on the verge of release.

Their combined harsh breaths filled the air, drowning out the sounds of the night. Evin lowered onto his knees, his gaze riveted to the man in front of him.

"Evin..." Mason's eyes appeared drugged with desire, with the need for release as his gaze clung to Evin's. One hand squeezed the base of his shaft, and Mason hissed. "So...close..." he forced out through clenched teeth. His hips rocked forward, exhibiting his desperate need to fuck.

Evin licked the tips of his fingers and then wrapped them back around his cock. God, he felt like his brain might short-circuit before he got inside Mason. He released his shaft and inserted his fingers back into his mouth, this time taking them to the knuckle and coating them with the dampness of his tongue. Mason groaned, and his eyelids fluttered. With a pop, Evin released his digits and returned to work on his hard-on.

"Have you ever finger-fucked yourself, Mason?" Evin's voice dipped low and hoarse.

Mason's eyes opened wide. "Oh God, Evin..." His voice quivered, and he shook his head. "I'll lose it. I'll fucking come."

Reaching for the forest floor, Evin rolled forward onto his hands and knees, his gaze locked with Mason's. "No." He cocked one eyebrow. "No, you won't. Because that's mine"—he glanced down at Mason's rock-hard cock, its flushed head glistening with precum, and then back to Mason—"and you come only for me."

"Only for you," Mason whispered with a nod and lifted a trembling hand to his lips. Evin reached out and snatched Mason's fingers away, brought them to his own mouth, and sucked them in. "Fuck! Evin." Mason's head thrashed back and forth. "No fair," he gasped.

After he wet them thoroughly, Evin opened his mouth, allowing Mason to pull free and his hand to fall back to his groin. "Now, take me to the edge and blow my mind, baby."

On a low groan, Mason thrust two fingers within himself. His hips lunged forward. Sweat beaded on his face, arms, and chest, making his skin appear glossy and slick. With his other fist wrapped tight around his cock, Mason quickly found his pace, pumping his shaft up and down as his fingers drove in and out.

"Do you want this? Want me?" Mason's words were thick with arousal. "Oh God..." Another moan fell from his lips. "Evin..." Mason spread his legs wider, driving deeper, stroking harder. "Need you..."

"So fucking hot," Evin muttered and then reached back and tugged the lubricated condom he'd stashed in his back pocket earlier when he'd went back for his keys. With one hand busy on his shaft, Evin tore the wrapper with his teeth and quickly rolled it over his erection. There was no way in hell either he or Mason was going to last much longer.

"Evin!" Mason cried out, his fist clamping down on his cock as his fingers stilled in his ass. "Got to come," he hissed through his teeth, his face twisted in pleasure-pain.

Evin lunged and, in one move, took Mason by the shoulders, rolled him onto his hands and knees, and buried himself to the hilt.

"Ahh fuck..." Mason reared his head back. "So good."

Wrapping his arms around Mason's damp chest, Evin then lifted him onto his knees, Mason's back pressed into Evin's front. Air sawed in and out of Evin's lungs, matching the pace of Mason's ragged breaths.

"God, you're so tight, Brown Eyes," Evin groaned at Mason's ear. "I love the way your ass feels pulsing around my cock." Holding Mason in his arms, Evin eased his hips back and then thrust forward. A shudder racked Mason's body, and Evin's name released from his throat on a hoarse cry. "Now, Mason. Come for me." Evin pistoned deep once, twice, then with a roar, Mason's back arched as thick streams of cum jetted from the end of his shaft.

A tingle set off in Evin's gums, signaling the lengthening of his canines. Evin loosened his hold on Mason and pressed him forward, back onto his hands. The urge to sink his teeth into his flesh and pound away inside his ass until his balls were dry was just too irresistible.

Evin slid his palms over Mason's hips and held him tight. Over and over, he shuttled his cock into Mason's snug passage. Sweat ran like a cool ribbon down Evin's spine. The need to come had become an incessant burn in his cock, but he didn't want it to end.

More time.

He needed more time before letting go. Before letting Mason go.

There was no suppressing the growl that ripped from Evin's throat along with the orgasm that erupted from his cock. He slammed his hips into Mason, burying his shaft deeper, as if powered by the beast within who strained to leave a piece of himself behind. But that was something Evin could never allow.

He slumped forward, over Mason's back, and the heavy beat of his heart thumped against his chest. With a sigh, Evin rolled to his side, pulling free from Mason, and dropped onto his back. Mason collapsed onto his chest, draping an arm over Evin's midsection in the process.

"Damn, Evin," Mason groaned. "That...that was unforgettable."

Evin's heart swelled, threatening to block his airway. "Yeah, it was," he managed to say.

"You know how to leave your mark on a man, don't you? You make it damn hard to have to say good-bye."

Then don't, Evin's mind rebutted. But instead of voicing his wish, Evin reached down, dragged Mason's palm to his lips, and pressed a kiss to its center. The next thing Evin knew, Mason was on top of him, pulling his hand free and replacing it with his mouth. His lips roamed over Evin's as if he were imprinting every centimeter of their shape, feel, and taste into his memory. Evin moaned under the exploration. Mason filled his heart and made him feel alive again. Something he wasn't sure would ever be possible after he'd lost his family, his identity as a KinKaid. Evin wrapped his arms around Mason, drawing his hard body tighter against him. How was he ever going to let Mason go?

The moon was high in the sky by the time Mason and Evin came up for air, dressed, and climbed back onto Evin's bike. It had to be at least one in the morning, and dawn was going to come too soon. Tomorrow he had to finish the repairs on Mason's car, and then it would be over. They would be over.

Mason's hands found their way back under his shirt and held on tight. The warmth of his embrace spread through Evin's skin and all the way to his heart. He couldn't help the stupid grin he knew sat on his face. He revved the engine and sped out across the clearing that separated his cabin from wooded acreage, when a young doe sprang from the tree line and directly into their path.

Evin yanked the handlebars of the bike in the opposite direction of the deer's course. "Hang on!"

The motorcycle jerked forward, barely missing the animal's hindquarters. Evin cursed and straightened the front wheel, but the bike suddenly came to violent halt, the front tire striking a large tree root. The rear wheel left the ground, launching both men into the air.

The world slowed to a crawl.

Every heartbeat, every breath became a deliberate action that roared in Evin's ears. Out of the corner of his eye, he saw Mason's body tumble through the air like a rag doll falling at half speed from a child's grasp and then land in the tall grass. The frame-by-frame movement would have almost been funny if it weren't for the fact that it felt as if Evin's heart was being ripped from his chest.

This could not be happening.

God, no—not like this. I can't lose Mason.

A sharp pain tore through Evin's leg, followed by a hard crack to the back of his head. The stars above blurred, and then without warning, winked out of existence.


Chapter Six

––––––––

Air punched from Mason's lungs. His vision dimmed. Digging his fingernails into the dirt, he managed to pull himself off his back and onto his side before ripping the helmet from his head.

Breathe.

With his mouth agape, Mason desperately searched for the oxygen needed to refill his starved and paralyzed chest.

Breathe, dammit!

As if in response to his command, Mason's diaphragm kick-started back into action. A loud wheeze accompanied his first breath, followed by a cough that sent the blood rushing to his brain like a jackhammer chipping away at his skull. Holy shit. He moaned and grabbed both sides of his head.

Mason drew his legs up, then rolled over onto his hands and knees, ignoring the throb in his lower back from its nasty impact with the ground. Then it hit him. Evin. Where was Evin?

Oh fuck. His heart jerked in his chest. Mason reared up onto his shins and scanned his surroundings. The motorcycle's sputtering engine drew his immediate attention. It lay on its side with the front wheel bent nearly beyond recognition. Less than a foot away of what remained of the bike lay a dark figure crumpled in the grass.

"Evin!"

Mason lurched onto his feet and began to move, half running, half stumbling the few steps needed to take him next to the unconscious body.

"No..." The plea fell from Mason's lips as he neared the still form. Long dark strands of hair covered the man's features, but Mason didn't need to see his eyes to recognize who it was—he already knew.

"Evin... Can you hear me?" Mason dropped to his knees, reached out, and brushed away the tangled locks. At Evin's neck, he searched for a pulse.

"Oh, thank God." A strong thump registered against the pads of fingers. Evin was alive.

Quickly Mason assessed Evin for injuries, starting with his head, then progressing lower to his legs. No open wounds were apparent to his upper body, but the moment he moved south, Mason realized that wasn't the case for one of Evin's legs.

Evin's right leg lay at a distorted angle, the jeans torn and a section of bone protruding through the material. His stomach roiled. As he leaned in for a better look, Mason's palm found a warm, sticky pool in the grass near the injury.

Shit shit shit. Evin was bleeding out. The fracture must have torn an artery.

He needed an ambulance—now. But before he went anywhere, Mason had to do something about the amount of blood Evin was losing. He couldn't hold pressure and leave to call for help at the same time.

Fuck. What the hell was he going to do? His head throbbed, making it a son of a bitch to think.

A tourniquet. Yes. That should work.

Mason glanced down at his torn cotton shirt. It would have to do. He grabbed his polo by the neckline and yanked it over his head. Gently, Mason turned Evin's head to brush his lips over his lover's. Evin's mouth parted on a deep breath.

"Evin? Can you hear me?" Mason cupped Evin's cheek. "It's Mason."

He grimaced, squirmed, and then a loud groan tore from Evin's throat.

With both hands, Mason held on to Evin. His eyelids fluttered. "Don't move. Try not to move. You're bleeding, and I need to do something to stop it, but you've got to be still."

A low growl vibrated off Evin's chest. "Leave me alone," Evin spit.

"Evin, please. It's Mason." A shiver gripped Evin's body, followed by another groan. Then something flashed across Evin’s face like a reflection on water that had been disturbed by ripples. Mason shook his head. Damn, for a moment the face staring back at him hadn't appeared human. The blow to his head must have been harder than he'd thought.

"Mason... No, Mason." Evin's head rolled back and forth. "Got to get away," he muttered. "Got to get away." Over and over, Evin muttered the same phrase.

Mason swore his heart must have moved into his throat. He swallowed hard, trying to force the knot back down, and whispered a prayer.

"Please God, help him. I can't lose Evin." On a deep breath, Mason shook off his anxiety. He had no choice. "You're going to be okay." He scurried to Evin's injured leg. "You're going to be okay. You hear me? You're going to be okay."

"No!" Evin's upper body rocked. His hands clawed at the ground. "Get the fuck away from me!" The sound that roared from Evin was unlike anything Mason had ever heard. The hairs on his arms lifted.

Christ. Evin was worse off than he'd thought. He was out of his mind. Delirious. Mason had to stop the bleeding and get help. He stretched out the remains of his shirt, then twisted it into as narrow a band as he could before slipping it under Evin's injured thigh.

"No!” Evin cried out. “Get. Away. Mason... Fuck!" Evin thrashed his arms. "Get away from me!" The words were growled more than spoken, spurring Mason to work faster. He reached between Evin's thighs and pulled the other section of the material through. Putting the ends together, Mason formed the beginnings of a knot. He glanced over his shoulder at his lover's agonized expression.

"I'm so sorry..." Mason sucked in a ragged breath. "This is going to hurt." He closed his eyes, pulled hard, and yanked the material tight against Evin's thigh.

A loud yelp sounded from behind him, and the tourniquet jerked from Mason's hands. What the...? Stabbing pain sliced through his left shoulder, forcing a shriek from his throat. The crushing weight of a powerful jaw seized him as a set of canines sank deeper. Oh God. Mason's knees left the ground. Hot pain arrowed down his arm, and then he flew backward. His body hit the ground with an umph.

A shadow fell over him, blocking the moon's glow. Something big, dark... Mason's heart hammered against his chest. Its head turned into view. Holy shit.

A wolf.

Mason scrambled for purchase in the grass with his good arm, and using his heels, made for some serious reverse action. His gaze darted to Evin's location.

What?

He was gone. Evin was gone. How...?

Mason swung his head around just as a huge paw landed in his chest, pinning him to the ground. A large black muzzle lowered, and vivid blue eyes locked with his. The animal's gaze bore into Mason's, sending a chill down his spine.

Suddenly its gaze left him, and its muzzle trailed down Mason's neck. The air froze in his lungs. He should fight—kick, punch, do his damn best to knock the thing off him. So why was he lying there as if he were waiting to see if it was going to finish the job?

The hot stroke of a tongue traveled over Mason's pulse, then paused over the evidence of the bite to his shoulder. What was it doing? A second later, the warmth of the beast's breath moved upward to his cheek. Mason's heart galloped as the wolf's gaze found his once more.

The animal stared into Mason's eyes as if he somehow knew him. Had the right to share his personal space. So familiar... Mason couldn't drag his gaze away. The irises were such a brilliant blue. The exact same color as... Impossible.

"Evin?" Unbidden, the name tumbled from Mason's lips before he could pull it back. Mason lifted his arm, needing for some crazy reason to touch the dark fur. But before his fingertips made contact, the animal whipped around and leaped into the tall grass. Mason jumped to his feet, searching for any movement.

Nothing.

No one.

The sound of his breathing and the continued sputter of the Ninja's engine was all that remained.

Mason had no idea how he'd made it back to the cabin so fast. His back ached. His shoulder throbbed. Thin ribbons of crimson ran from the bite wound down his arm, mixing with the sweat covering him. He must have run the rest of the way back. Damn. He barely remembered the trip. But some things were way too vivid inside his head. Images Mason would rather forget, because there was no way what he'd seen tonight was real. People did not turn into wolves. Mason shuffled from the back door and over to the kitchen sink, reached out with a shaking, bloodied hand, and turned on the faucet. He cupped his palms under the flow and splashed a handful of water onto his face. Cool rivulets ran down his bare chest, stimulating his body and mind. Mason gripped the edge of the counter, his head hanging. If only answers came with the sharpened focus.

If what he'd seen go down tonight were some kind of trick of his mind—perhaps the result of a mild concussion—then where the hell was Evin?

"Mason..." A familiar deep voice sounded from behind him, jerking his spine straight. Mason whirled and found Evin, naked, standing just inside the screen door. His gaze darted over Evin's exposed flesh. Not a scratch. His leg was completely intact. Mason's stomach turned over, sending a wave of nausea up his esophagus. There had to be some logical reason. No man—correction—no normal man healed that damn fast. What the fuck was going on?

Instinct sent Mason lunging for a knife from the butcher block on the counter. He gripped the hilt of the first large blade in the stand and scurried backward, putting a few feet between them.

"What the fuck are you?" he demanded, pointing the sharp tip in Evin's direction.

Evin threw his hands up as if in surrender.

"I never meant to hurt you, Mason." He shook his head, his gaze settling on Mason's injured shoulder. "Never."

"That doesn't answer my question." Mason took a step forward, the serrated steel in his hand lending a boost to his confidence. "I know what I saw." Mason chanced a glance down to the area that had once been an open fracture in Evin's shin. "Your leg...the bone was exposed."

Evin nodded, then reached for the shelf at his side. Mason tensed. "Let me grab something to put on from here." He placed his hand inside a bin, pulled out a pair of gray athletic shorts, and slipped them on. When Evin's gaze returned to his, Mason watched as he took a long, deep breath, then said, "You're right. You're not crazy. My leg was broken—bad."

"Then how...?"

"Let me take care of you first." Evin stepped forward.

Mason jumped and stumbled backward, sending a searing pain through his shoulder. "Shit," he hissed and tucked his arm against his chest. "Stop right there." Mason pointed the knife again at the other man. Evin froze. "You don't need to take care of anything. What I need are answers."

"Mason...you're still bleeding. And you're in pain. I can help."

"You can help by telling me who—or what—I've been fucking," he said, his voice close to a snarl.

Evin's throat worked, then his lips parted. "I'm what's called a shape-shifter. I can shift and take the form of a wolf."

"Oh my God," Mason breathed and began a slow reverse step to the other end of the room. "That really was you..." It registered somewhere in his mind that Evin matched his steps, moving forward into the kitchen as Mason made his way backward. But at that point, his brain had short-circuited on the new reality slapping him in the face. No, make that bit him on the shoulder.

A shape-shifter?

His lower back rammed into a chair at the table, shooting pain up his spine and causing him to jerk. "Ah shit." A burning sensation seared down his arm, and every beat of his heart pulsed into his fingertips.

"Please, Brown Eyes. Let me help you." Evin closed in.

Mason steadied the hilt of the knife in his hand, keeping it out front. He opened his mouth, ready to tell him to stay the hell away, when Evin's gaze found his.

"I can take the pain away,” he said. “If you'll let me." Evin’s eyes...they seemed so full of sincerity, maybe even a tinge of regret. "I know all this doesn't make sense right now. I didn't mean for you to ever have to see that side of me. It was the pain; it brings the wolf to the surface—for self-preservation. Under those conditions, it's nearly impossible to suppress the change." Evin took another step closer. "But I'm still the same man who less than an hour ago was loving every inch of you." His eyes narrowed as if he were relishing the memory. "Trying to give you pleasure—a moment in time—that you'd never forget." Evin lifted his arm and brushed his palm over Mason's bicep, then lower until his hand covered the hilt of his blade. "I never meant to hurt you. Please, allow me to heal my mistake."

"How?" Mason relaxed his grip as the pressure of Evin's hand against his lowered the knife to his side. I've lost my mind. Yup, totally stupefied by my feelings for this man—er, shifter—whatever. He should have kept his guard up until he knew more. That would have been a smarter move. Mason had no idea yet what the full implications would be of having this new knowledge about the world. But he did know that the last three days he'd spent with Evin had been the best in his life.

A hint of a smile curled Evin's lips. He reached out and stroked his knuckles along Mason's cheek. The sensation had Mason leaning into his hand. What are you doing? The man just told you he can turn into a wolf, and here you are going all soft from a smile and a touch.

"Like this." Evin threaded his fingers into Mason's hair and then cupped his nape. "Hold still," he whispered, then leaned in and lowered his head toward the bite.

Mason flinched. "Whoa...what are you doing?" He squirmed against his hold.

"Shhh..." Evin's grip tightened on his neck. "This will feel so much better when I'm done."

The warmth of Evin's tongue glided over the surface of the wound. Mason gasped, fully expecting an unpleasant burning or painful sensation, but instead, a strange tingle traveled along his nerve endings. Evin lifted his head and glanced up. Compassion clouded his blue eyes, and they bore straight into Mason's soul.

"You okay?"

"Yeah," Mason forced out through the emotion clogging his throat. "Doesn't hurt." He swallowed. "Just the opposite."

"Good." A smile quirked Evin's lips. "Our saliva can produce an anesthetic and natural antibiotic that aids with healing." Evin's gaze flicked to Mason's wound and then back to him. "When the person in pain is someone we care about very much. The driving need to ease their discomfort triggers the response."

"Oh..." The single word had passed his lips only a mere second before Evin's mouth was back on his shoulder.

His mouth and tongue moved over the bite, every lick dragging the breath from Mason's lungs. It took all that Mason had to stand still under the assault. And assault was the perfect word to describe the sensation. His nerve endings were under attack, but not from pain—from excruciating pleasure.

Heat crawled under the wound. Hot tendrils of awareness spiraled from the center, across his chest, and headed lower. His cock stirred. Mason groaned, and his fingers lost their hold on the knife's hilt. The metal clanked against the wood floor.

Evin, he mouthed, unsure if the name even registered as audible. The hard ridge of the other man's erection nudged his abdomen as strong arms pulled him against Evin's chest. When Evin's hands had moved from his neck and wrapped around him, he didn't remember. All he knew was how damn good they felt there.

His mouth moved up Mason's neck; then the tip of Evin's tongue dipped into his ear and skated the inner and outer surface of the lobe. Mason shivered.

"You have no idea how sorry I am that I hurt you," Evin whispered. Kisses trailed from beneath his ear over and onto his cheek. Evin pulled back, and his blue gaze pierced Mason's. "So very sorry."

Mason still didn't understand how all this was possible. Like Alice in Wonderland, he felt as if he'd just tumbled down the rabbit hole. And it was dizzying. But the emotion he found in Evin's eyes at that moment was grounding, easy to read, and...human—he was hurting too.

"I believe you," Mason rasped. Evin's eyes drifted closed, as if in relief. His eyelids fluttered open a second later, and then his lips brushed over Mason's.

"Thank you," he breathed against Mason's mouth, then retreated an inch. "No fear. Okay? Not between us." Evin shook his head. "This was the last thing I wanted—to hurt you and for you to fear me."

Mason wet his lips. "Not afraid," he uttered. "Not anymore." He trailed both hands up Evin's back, their journey ending in the long, tangled locks of his lover's hair. Mason buried his fists in the dark mass. "Not anymore," he repeated on a near groan and yanked Evin's mouth to his.

Maybe he was a madman for being led by his emotions, but this was Evin. He knew his taste. Mason dragged his tongue over the full curve of Evin's lips. So wild and sweet. The soft feel of his hair. He coiled and uncoiled his fingers around the long, thick mane. The hard length of his cock next to his. Mason rocked into Evin's thick erection, and Mason did groan this time.

In the short time they'd been together, Evin had filled Mason's heart and touched his body like no other. How could he dismiss the last three days as if they'd never happened? Honestly, Mason didn't know that he could if he'd wanted to. The guy was already buried too deep under his skin.

Evin traced the crease of Mason's lips with his tongue, then his teeth tugged at Mason's lower lip, giving them a slight nip. "Let me inside, Brown Eyes. I'm dying for a taste."

"But I thought you weren't into that."

"Changed my mind."

"Thank God." Mason slammed his mouth back into Evin's. Their tongues dueled for dominance, each greedy to sample the other as quickly as possible. So damn good.

A loud bang of wood colliding with wood told Mason that somehow Evin had reached behind and tossed the chair out of their path. His large frame guided Mason back until his rear bumped the edge of the table. Evin's hands dropped to the button and fly of Mason's shorts.

"Need you so much," he mumbled against Mason's lips and ripped open the closure to his Hilfigers.

"Yes." Mason freed his hands from Evin's hair and found the waistband of his shorts. "Want you," he breathed. He shoved the elastic and cotton down Evin's thighs. The heat of his erection bumped against Mason's. He glanced down and drank in the sight of their fully engorged cocks flexing and sliding over each other's sensitive flesh. Mason's mouth watered as he remembered the taste of what had to be at least nine inches of cock with a two-inch-thick crown demanding passage down his throat. He groaned and rocked into Evin. Pressed together, Mason could almost feel the blood surging through both their cocks, pulsing with the need and lust that were thundering forces inside their veins.

Evin's strong hands gripped Mason by the arms and moved him to the side. He kicked his shorts the rest way off his feet, then turned and hopped on the table.

"I need to be inside you. Can't wait." Evin reached out his hand to Mason. "Ride me. Let me watch while you take me."

Mason's balls tightened at the mere thought of taking Evin that deep. Christ. He'd never done it that way. Evin lowered his back onto the table. His shaft stood rigid, extending from his groin like a wicked tool of pleasure. Mason couldn't drag his gaze away. Fuck, that was a lot of cock. His ass clenched in eager anticipation.

He slid his palm into Evin's and wrapped his other hand around his own erection. Mason worked his fist over his length, enjoying the feel of the tight friction as he neared his lover. Evin yanked, pulling Mason down, and their mouths collided. Mason's head spun. He released his shaft and buried his fingers once more into Evin's hair, needing something to hold on to. Evin's tongue thrust into Mason's mouth, hot, spicy, and mimicking the action both men craved, the lust they both needed fulfilled. Mason moaned and sucked, wanting more. More of Evin's flavor. More of the man himself. As if sensing exactly what he needed, Evin obliged. He pulled Mason up onto the table and placed him over his chest. The wood beneath them creaked and complained under the strain of their combined weight. Their hips rocked, hands roamed, and teeth nipped each other's naked flesh.

Nearly drunk with desire, Mason pushed away from Evin's lips and slid lower. Evin tossed his head back and groaned.

"Take me," he rasped, bringing his head forward and locking his gaze with Mason's. "Take what you need."

The table was just wide enough for Mason to straddle Evin's hips and still have room on either side to place his knees. Mason reached low and positioned the head of Evin's cock at his entrance. Fuck, Evin felt so damn large against his opening at this angle. Fortunately he hadn't been back long enough to shower after their earlier encounter, making the need to stop and search for lube unnecessary.

"Wait. No condom." Mason glanced up at Evin.

"No need. Not since I..." Evin shook his head. "I swear I’m clean. Nothing between us. No more barriers." Evin cracked a small smile. "No more hiding. Tonight I want to feel all of you, because I plan to give you all of me."

Mason pressed down against the large crown of Evin's erection and pulled his hand away from the shaft. The thick girth penetrated the ring of his back door, and his thighs trembled. On a deep inhale, he bore down, taking it all.

"Oh God," he gasped as the hard length of Evin's cock passed over the ultrasensitive tissue inside. The sensation arrowed through his balls, boiling the cum inside.

Evin's warm palm gripped his shaft in a tight embrace. The sudden halt of his pending orgasm had his head snapping forward.

"Damn," Mason groaned and dropped his palms onto Evin's chest. "Oh fuck. You feel so damn deep."

Coarse palms glided over and up his arm. "Beautiful." Evin's deep and raspy voice skated over Mason's skin, raising gooseflesh in its wake. "God, you're so beautiful."

Mason closed his eyes. The things Evin said, the way he said them... He made Mason believe they were true.

Evin stirred beneath him, and his hard cock flexed inside. Mason couldn't contain the moan that rolled from his chest.

"Got to move, baby," Evin groaned. "'Cause God, I have to fuck you."

Mason lifted his hips, allowing a few inches to slide free, stroking the heightened nerve endings inside in the process.

"Oh fuck." Mason shook his head. "I won't last." He sucked in a steadying breath through his nostrils before plunging back down.

"Yes," Evin hissed. "That's it." He reached out, and Mason watched as he closed his fist over Mason's cock and began a gentle pump.

"So good," Mason groaned.

Again and again, Mason rose and fell, meeting the upward thrusts of Evin's hips with each downward stroke. The new angle took Evin's cock deeper than he'd ever imagined, hitting the sweet spot just inside with every stroke. Combined with Evin's relentless efforts along his shaft, it was more than he could take.

"Oh God." Mason cried out between hard pants for air. "Can't hold back... I've got to..."

"Come for me, Brown Eyes," Evin growled, increasing the speed of his strokes inside and out. "Give it to me."

A sizzle of lightning, originating at the base of his spine, arced and then raced through his balls and out the end of his cock.

"Yes!" Mason's back arched as his cum jetted from his shaft in wave after wave of ecstasy. "Fuck. Evin!" White dots whirled before his eyes, spinning out of control along with the room behind them. On and on, Evin milked the pleasure from Mason's cock with his hand and with the rigid shaft that pounded his ass.

With every last drop drained from his balls, Mason's head lolled forward while he braced his upper body, his palms resting on his lover's chest. The pace of Evin's hips slowed. Mason watched as his lover released his grip on Mason's cock and took his cum-slickened fingers to his mouth. Mason heart bounded. Evin's lips parted, and with a look that said fucking delicious, he licked each digit clean.

"You are so wicked," Mason said, his voice hoarse.

"I could come from the taste of you alone." Evin's eyes narrowed, and he sucked the last drop of spunk from the tip of one finger.

Still burrowed deep inside, Evin came forward and wrapped his arms around Mason. Their lips sealed together in a heated lock of teeth and tongue. The salty flavor of his orgasm lingered on Evin's tongue, but the memory of the expression on Evin's face as he experienced his taste for the first time made the whole damn kiss that much hotter.

Their mouths parted on a gasp. "To bed," Evin whispered. "I need to fuck you now."

"I do love it when you talk like that." Mason gave a lopsided grin.

"Does it get you hot?" Evin tossed him a sly grin in return.

"You know it."

"Good. Then I plan to talk about fucking you a lot."

"Mmm... I like that idea."

They made quick work of coming apart and hauled ass to the bedroom. Mason dived onto the mattress and then flipped onto his back. Seconds later, Evin's long, muscular frame covered him, positioned between Mason's thighs. Without hesitation, Evin slammed home, his balls slapping Mason's ass.

"Holy shit!" Mason arched, grabbed the wrought-iron rails above his head, and wrapped his legs around his lover's hips.

Evin froze. "You okay? Did I hurt you?"

Mason released a moan and locked his gaze with Evin's. "Hell no." He shook his head.

"You like it rough, don't you?" Evin leaned in and brushed his lips over Mason's. His cock slid from Mason's ass, then with a flex of his hips, thrust deep once more, forcing a groan from Mason's throat.

"Yes," Mason bit out through clenched teeth. "Now fuck me—hard. I need this." He needed one more taste of the pleasure-pain Evin could bring. A physical reminder of what they'd shared for the past three days—that it had been real.

The bed rocked and the metal railings clanked with each pounding of Evin's cock into his ass. God. The man could fuck like an animal. He might have laughed at the pun if it weren't for the exquisite sensations coursing through his body and fogging his mind.

Evin tackled his mouth with a ruthless kiss, taking, demanding everything that he could give. And it was luscious. His head swam and his chest burned with the need for air. But damn if he wanted to stop just to breathe. His skin tingled. His cock, rock hard again, pulsed against his abs. Evin pulled back.

"Don't stop," he gasped. "Too good."

"Never, baby." Evin's lips grazed Mason's neck.

He licked a path down Mason's throat, creating gooseflesh across his skin. Mason moaned and tossed his head to the side, giving him more room. Over the angle of his lover's shoulder, Mason watched Evin's bare ass lift and bunch as he thrust into his. The sight had the cum in his balls threatening to erupt.

Suddenly Evin tensed, drove deep, and clamped on to the site of his previous bite right before sucking hard. Blood shot straight to Mason's head, hot and pulsing.

"Shit. Evin," Mason cried out between pants.

The sound of a growl reverberated in his ears as sharp teeth sliced into his shoulder. But this time, the pain that seized his mind morphed into an explosion of pure pleasure. Colors swirled before his eyes and burst into a showering rainbow on the heels of his spewing cock. Hot cum sprayed his abdomen in wave after wave of contractions until his balls were once again dry.

Dazed, Mason was barely aware of Evin sliding from him. The damp feel of his tongue gliding over the new marks on his shoulder sent another wave of shivers across his body.

"No more," Mason whispered. "Damn, I don't think I could survive another round like that."

A kiss landed on his cheek, then brushed his lips. "You were amazing, Brown Eyes." Mason reached up and threaded his fingers through his hair, holding Evin's blue gaze to his.

"You weren't half bad yourself, Wolf."

A lone, dark slash of a brow lifted. "Wolf?" A smile that was all teeth lit Evin's features. "Coming from you, I think I like it." He nodded, then leaned in and sealed his lips over Mason's, stealing his breath before jerking back on a gasp. "But only you," he growled.


Chapter Seven

––––––––

Grabbing the handlebars, Evin righted the busted remains of his Ninja. The wheel was a lost cause, not to mention whatever else was bent all to shit on the rest of the bike. At a slow pace, dragging more than rolling the warped machine, Evin began the trek back toward the cabin.

There were at least three more hours till daylight, and he'd left Mason sound asleep in their bed, exhausted after all that had gone down. But sleep was a fantasy that wouldn't be fulfilled for Evin tonight.

He'd bitten Mason.

How the hell was he supposed to find enough peace inside his head to rest?

And what made it even worse was that his beautiful lover understood only half the picture. It was too soon to reveal the rest. Evin groaned. God, would Mason hate him when he confessed the whole truth? The bite was bad enough, but his DNA now swam in Mason's blood and was setting off a chain of events. Events that could not be stopped or cured. Within three days, Mason Thorne II would become one of them.

A light breeze lifted the hair off his nape, cooling the skin beneath as he approached the rear of the house. Evin breathed deep, sampling the wild scents riding the wind, then paused midstep and straightened.

"You can show yourself now, Rosa. I know you’re out there." He lowered the bike beside the deck and turned toward the tree line. A lone white wolf stepped from the shadows. At the sight of his sister, Evin couldn't help the smile that spread across his face. But inside, his gut twisted into a knot of concern that she'd taken such a chance to come here.

She trotted in his direction, her beautiful snow-white coat shimmering under the stars. Rosa had inherited her coat color from their mother, while Evin had inherited their father's dark coloration. But both had been born with the same color of eyes. Rosa slowed to a stop and then sat back on her haunches at his feet.

"Don't move. I'll be right back," Evin stated, then darted into the cabin and grabbed a blanket that he'd stored on the shelf by the door beside his spare clothes. She was right where he'd left her when he made it back outside. "Here." Evin unfolded the blue fleece and held it up, blocking his view while she shifted. Maybe some packs didn't give a shit who they flashed their naked asses to when shifting. But he did, especially when it came to his sister. He would always protect her—any way he could.

A moment later, warm, lithe fingers removed the blanket from his hands. "Thanks." He watched as Rosa wrapped the material around her.

"You shouldn't be here, sister." Evin crossed his arms over his chest.

She stepped closer and gently brushed her palm over his cheek. "You're my brother, and I sensed you needed me."

Evin covered her hand with his and then pulled it away, not letting go. "Tell me, was it you who stepped in front of Mason's car?"

A small smile played at her lips. "Mason? Is that his name?"

"Dammit..." Evin tossed his head back and released his hold on her hand. "You could have been killed," he said, bringing his gaze forward and capturing hers. "What possessed you to do such a thing?"

"I don't know." She shrugged and diverted her eyes toward the woods. "I can't explain it. I just knew I had to be there at that moment. For you." Rosa glanced back, concern written on her face. "The human...was he hurt? He seemed to be okay when I'd left."

"No." Evin shook his head, then on a sigh, rubbed his face with his palms before moving to the steps that led up to the deck and plopping onto the wooden surface. "He wasn't hurt." Rosa followed, coming to stand in front of him.

"But he's not okay now, is he, Evin?" she whispered.

Slowly, Evin lifted his head, finding the unconditional love his sister always held for him in her eyes. "I made a terrible mistake tonight. Something I thought I'd never allow to happen."

"Mason’s infected,” osa spoke the words he couldn’t seem to release from his throat. Evin closed his eyes. He couldn't tolerate seeing himself reflected in her gaze. This should have never happened. Ever since his first shift as a pubescent teenager, the pack had driven into his head the dangers of infecting a human. It was strictly forbidden for fear of discovery and possible genocide if humans ever learned of their existence.

"How did it happen?" Rosa eased down beside him on the step, her calm presence a steadying force. "Can you tell me?"

He recounted the last few hours of the night to his sister—minus, of course, the intimate details.

"You care for him very much." Rosa knew him too well. Evin glanced at his sister, then turned his gaze to the calluses that lined his palms. He nodded. "You've been in accidents before—pretty bad ones—and you've never lost control. But...those situations hadn't occurred when you were with the person you love."

Evin snapped his head in Rosa's direction. "Love? I never said I was in love with him."

A mischievous grin formed on her lips. "All right, big brother." She shrugged. "I'm just saying that maybe a part of you, subconsciously, wanted to hold on to Mason. So the wolf decided to lay claim to him for you, doing something that perhaps you hadn't come to terms with yet."

Dropping his head, Evin assessed his palms again. She made a good point. Pretty much hit the nail on the head, actually. He'd been struggling for the past twenty-four hours with the fact that Mason was leaving. Maybe the wolf had decided to do something about it. Damn. He hadn't meant to alter Mason's life without giving him a choice. His stomach churned.

"There is another reason I'm here tonight. Other than the fact that I could feel your distress."

"Yeah?" Evin leaned against the step behind him, facing his sister's profile.

"The full moon will be here in two days—the first since your twenty-fifth birthday."

The bottom fell out of Evin's gut, and bile scalded the back of his throat. Could this night get any worse? He swiped a hand over his mouth and jaw. If things had been different, in forty-eight hours, he would have assumed the role of alpha for the KinKaid pack. Since that would not be happening, it would be open season on his father. Evin had been so consumed with Mason, he'd totally pushed the date to the back of his mind.

"I knew this would be a difficult time for you as well, and to be honest, I didn't know if I could bear seeing what was to come for our father. As cruel as he can be sometimes"—Rosa twisted on the step and looked his way, wearing a sad smile—"he's still my dad."

Evin reached out and pulled her into his arms. "I know exactly what you mean," he whispered in her ear. "I've been so caught up with Mason, and just for a little while, was able to think about something else. I can't believe we're only two days..." Evin wrenched back.

"What?" Rosa stared up at him blankly "What's wrong, Evin?"

"The full moon... It's in two days." Evin jumped to his feet.

"Right." She nodded. "And...?"

"Mason... Oh fuck." Evin shoved both hands in his hair and groaned. "His primary shift will happen in two days."

Rosa's blue eyes widened, and her hand flew to her mouth. "Oh no..." She stood, pulling the blanket tighter around her. "The moon will tear him apart. He won't survive unless you can get him to our healers so they can guide him through the change."

"And just how am I supposed to do that?"

"Yeah...I'd like to know that as well." The sound of Mason's voice sliced through Evin's heart like a hot blade. His chest burned with regret. He bit back a curse and glanced at the shadowed image of his lover standing in the open screen door. "And when you're done explaining that"—Mason stepped onto the porch, the screen door slamming behind him—"how about telling me exactly when the hell you'd planned on informing me of the nasty little side effect of your bite?"


Chapter Eight

––––––––

The next afternoon, Mason paced the small confines of Evin's home. His mind whirled, making him light-headed. He hadn't slept most of the night, and he was exhausted. After he'd overheard a portion of Evin's, and who he'd later learned was his sister, Rosa's, conversation, they'd spent the next few hours filling him in on the full consequences of his lover's bite.

He was infected.

The word rattled around inside his brain: infected. That had been the reason behind Evin's initial reluctance to deep kissing and his insistence on wearing a condom. It appeared there were a hell of a lot more scary things in the world that could be caught from your bed partner besides STDs. Like the sudden urge to turn into a fucking wolf during the next full moon.

A groaned bubbled up from his chest, and he sank onto the sofa. Evin had said they'd talk some more when he got home from the shop and while they were on the road. It was Tuesday, and the parts for Mason's car were scheduled to arrive. Their plans were to find a way to get him to the KinKaid pack healers so they could help him through his primary shift and keep the moon's pull from tearing him apart. Mason shuddered.

Primary shift tearing him apart.

Christ, he couldn't wrap his mind around the concept.

The sound of an engine nabbed his attention. Mason checked outside the window. It was Evin, making his way up the dirt driveway in Mason's BMW. He must have decided to leave work early and deliver Mason's car. The sight of the other man's large frame behind the wheel, the top down and his long hair lifted by the breeze, had Mason's chest constricted in a vise grip. Apprehension, lust, fear of the unknown, all had him strung so tight, it felt like the air had to fight its way into his lungs. He didn't know whether to grab Evin when he came through the door and fuck him senseless, or beat the shit out of him for turning his world upside down.

On second thought, he'd do the next best thing—avoid the confrontation for as long as he could. Mason went to the bedroom and started packing his clothes. According to Evin, the KinKaid territory was somewhere near Mount Rainier National Park, so they would have close to a two-hundred-mile trip ahead of them.

The cabin's front door rattled and then clicked shut. Mason sucked in a calming breath. A moment later, Evin's six-foot-plus frame filled the bedroom's doorway.

"The repair went without a hitch. I’ve got your car outside."

Mason nodded but couldn't bring himself to meet Evin's eyes. The heat of his gaze felt like a flame licking at his flesh. Nearly impossible to ignore. But if he acknowledged the pull, what then? What was there to say? Was he really okay with what had happened? His life had been forever changed. Fuck, he wasn't even going to be human anymore. That is, if he even survived. And from what he'd gathered from Evin and his sister, the probability of Evin's father allowing their healers to help him was going to be about as successful as hell freezing over.

"Can I help?" Evin stood at his back.

"Nope." Mason folded a pair of his shorts and stacked them on top of another. "Got it."

A long sigh sounded from behind him, and then a pair of rough hands gripped his arms. "Stop." Evin's hard chest and hips pressed into him. "Please," he whispered at his ear. Mason's stomach quivered in response. "I know you're scared and pissed off. Hell, I can't even imagine why you haven't hammered into me for what I've done. But know this: I will not let you die. You hear me, Brown Eyes?" Mason couldn't help the small tremor that racked his body. Evin's palms slid down his arms, then back to his shoulders before he spun Mason around in his arms. Large fingers dug into his hair, his blue gaze boring into Mason's. "Whatever the fuck it takes, I will not let you die."

Mason gave a slight nod. He couldn't form any words past the lump in his throat. The brush of Evin's lips over his set his pulse racing.

"I only hope that one day you'll be able to forgive me for my lack of control," he breathed against Mason's mouth. Evin didn't give him a chance to respond. He dropped his hands, then grabbed one of Mason's packed bags and headed to the car. A part of him was glad, because he didn't want to have to answer that question. Not right now.

Logic said that after what Evin had put him through, if Mason survived this, he should get as far away from the man as possible. Find another shifter to help him transition into his new world. So why did his heart hurt like a mother every time he thought about leaving Evin? Mason smoothed his palm over the center of his chest. Shit, he was messed up, because if he didn't know any better, that sick feeling in his gut and the pain behind his sternum...felt a whole lot like love. Too much too fast. He was losing his mind. One minute he was madder than hell at Evin; then the next, Mason wanted to hang on to him and never let go.

"Oh God," he mumbled, closed his eyes, and slumped onto the bed beside his suitcase. Leave it to him to throw his brains away and fall for a damn werewolf.

"Are you about ready?"

Evin's deep voice dragged him back to the task at hand. "Yeah," he said and glanced over his shoulder. "This is the last one. Besides my guitar."

Thirty minutes later, they were in Mason's car and headed northwest toward KinKaid territory.

"Hungry?"

Mason looked over at Evin, who was behind the wheel, and shook his head. He couldn't think about food. The whole idea made him want to retch.

"I know eating is the last thing on your mind. But it's important to keep up your energy supply." Evin tilted his head, catching Mason's gaze, concern written on his features. "You're going to need it."

"I don't know if I can keep anything down."

"I bought some protein bars on the way home and stashed them in the glove box." Evin motioned with his hand in the general direction of Mason's side of the dashboard. "Grab one, take small bites, and chew real slow. I remember my mother giving my sister and me something like that when our time was close."

Mason unlatched the small compartment and pulled out one of the bars. With a shaky hand, he unwrapped it and nibbled on a section of the granola-and-peanut-laden snack.

"How's it going?" Out of the corner of his eye, Mason could tell Evin watched every grind of his jaw.

"Fine," he muttered around a mouthful of crunchy unknowns that seemed to grow larger with every passing second. Mason pushed the mouthful to the back of his throat, then chased it down with swig off his Dasani.

"It's going to get better. I promise." Evin's large hand covered Mason's thigh. He squeezed the muscle there, then smoothed his palm over the surface. Mason nodded, the knot in esophagus loosening, allowing his food to pass. Just like that. One touch from the man had a way of soothing his nerves and making everything a little bit better. Mason lifted his hand and placed it over Evin's. He could have sworn he heard Evin's breath hitch right before his fingers laced with Mason's. Damn. Nothing ever felt more right.

They sat like that for what felt like an hour, neither saying a word. The sound of the engine grew to a near deafening intensity inside the cabin until Mason couldn't take it anymore.

"So tell me about Jocelyn," he said, his words cracking the tension between them.

"What?" Evin did something like a double take in Mason's direction.

"I need to talk." Mason twisted in his seat. God, he needed a distraction—something else to preoccupy his mind other than the what-ifs that plagued his brain.

"Okay." Evin pulled his hand from Mason's and fisted the steering wheel. "What do you want to know?"

"You mentioned you were supposed to 'mate' her, and by refusing, you ended up banished from your pack." Evin nodded. "But you said she had no feelings for you and that Jocelyn only wanted the title, so why risk everything when the mating would have been a front?"

Evin's chest rose on a deep breath, and then he glanced Mason's way. "In our world, a pair being joined isn't like a human marriage. When a male shifter mates, he is truly bonded in such a way that he physically can’t ever be intimate with anyone other than his mate." Mason straightened in his seat. Had he heard him right?

"You mean...can't ever get...?"

Evin nodded.

"You would have never been able to get an erection for anyone else other than her?"

Again, Evin nodded. "Right."

"Shit. No wonder you had to back out."

"That, and it would have been such a lie. She deserved more than a marriage based on money and position. And dammit, I wanted more too."

Mason's heart hammered in his chest at Evin's declaration. Evin had been through hell. He could so relate to feeling the pressure of family expectations. Mason cringed internally, remembering the phone call he'd had to place a few hours ago, informing his father that he wouldn't be home as planned. Mason Sr. had been livid, threatening to disinherit him if he didn't return soon. Like he fucking cared about the money.

"So, out of curiosity, and since this will be my future as well, how does one go about...mating someone on that level?" Mason dried his suddenly damp palms on his jeans. His mind was conjuring all kinds of images from late-night television that involved full moons, big fangs, and wild wolf sex.

Evin worked the steering wheel under his palms. "There's a ceremony the couples go through with one of our spiritual leaders. They drink from a cup filled with a brew that opens the mind. It's done under the full moon, when the pull of the wolf is at its greatest. Partially shifted, the two will bite each other's wrist, marking each other and combining their blood. An ancient chant, passed down through our generations, is recited by the priest and repeated by the pair."

"That's it? No sex?"

Evin's gaze darted to Mason, then back to the road. "What makes you think sex would be involved?" He released a chuckle that seemed to relieve some of the ominous atmosphere inside the cabin.

"Hey, you're asking the man who's spent the last four days in your bed...on your table, in your woods..."

"All right. All right." Evin laughed again. "Point taken, and well, you're partially right."

"I knew it." Mason flipped his hand up in the air in a gesture that said I told you so. Evin looked over and rolled his eyes.

"Just like in most human marriages, there is a wedding night, but it's not a necessary part of the mating. The couple is bonded by the ceremony's end."

"Other than the sexual side effects to the male, do you feel any different?" Mason studied Evin's profile.

"I've heard some say that it's possible to have a stronger mentalconnection to their mate. For instance, if one of them is hurt or distressed, sometimes the other can sense it. Sometimes even hear them inside their head."

"Like telepathy?"

"Yeah. Something like that." Evin nodded.

"But this type of mating can only happen between two shifters, right?" Mason glanced at his fingernails. "Meaning, if you wanted to mate a human, it wouldn't work like that?" The heat of Evin's gaze washed over him like a rush of warm cognac seeping into his bloodstream.

"Right. That type of mental and physical connection is only possible between shifters."

"Makes sense." Mason directed his attention to the road. "It's hard to absorb all this." He shook his head. "If I survive after tomorrow, I can't believe this will be my world."

"When you survive, you mean." Evin's deep voice, lined with a hard edge, filled the space between them.

"Yeah." Mason dragged his gaze from the road and risked a glance at Evin. "Yeah. Sure. That's what I mean." Piercing blue eyes bore into Mason's soul.

"Then say it like you mean it." Evin's dominant tone reached inside, commanding that he respond, to give him what he wanted. But this wasn't the bedroom. And a part of Mason itched to piss him off.

Mason narrowed his gaze. "Kiss my ass." The words fell from his lips like a line drawn in the sand.

The car swerved hard to the right.

"What the hell?" Mason gripped the dashboard as the BMW's tires bit into the soft shoulder, then came to a halt in a section of tall grass. The seat belt grabbed his shoulder, yanking him back against his seat. Before he could form another question, Evin was out the car and making his way around the front fender toward the passenger side. What is he doing?

Evin jerked the car door open, then reached in, unfastened Mason's seat belt, and pulled him from the vehicle before slamming the door.

"What the hell is your problem?"

His only response was a deep rumble emanating from Evin's chest, followed by hard hands spinning him around, putting him face-first into the car door. Evin's hand went straight for Mason's button fly.

"If that's what you really want, I'd be happy to kiss your ass right here." Evin growled into his ear. The words were punctuated by a firm grind of his erection into Mason's backside.

"Have you lost your fucking mind?" Mason squirmed against his tight hold. "Let me the hell go."

"No." The single word vibrated inside his head and set off a tremble that raced through his system.

Mason exploded.

His vision hazed.

He twisted, breaking free, spun, shoved, then swung.

His fist connected with Evin's jaw with a loud crack of bone against bone. The bolt of pain ricocheted up his arm and into his shoulder. But he didn't give a shit. In some messed-up way, it felt damn good.

"Come on!" Evin cocked his head, then swiped at the blood trickling from his busted lip. "Is that all you got?"

Mason lunged, fists clenched tight, and slammed into Evin. At some point, not sure when exactly, their fight had mutated into more than just his being pissed at Evin. Maybe it happened after the rapid one-two slam into Evin's jaw that had the other man staggering but coming back with a grin. Or perhaps it was after the right hook that came out of nowhere and crashed into Mason's face, making his ears ring but had him begging for more. Who knew? But this was fucking great. Each punch, every impact, felt like an exorcism of the demons eating away at his insides.

Evin's hands snatched Mason's wrist; then his body impacted Mason's chest, knocking him back against the car with a grunt. Mason's arms went over his head, and Evin pinned them to the roof. The air sawed in and out of Evin, his bloodied face inches above Mason's.

"You feel better?" Evin glared down at him, his left eye already swelling.

Mason blinked, the question catching him off guard. He searched inside, grasping for the lingering feelings of anger, resentment, and confusion he'd been carrying around. Most of them had nothing to do with Evin—hell, he'd been the one bright spot in his life—but more to do with his father's expectations. It dawned on him then that while all the nagging feelings hadn't completely vanished, shit, he did feel better.

"In some sick way," Mason began, pulling air into his lungs in greedy mouthfuls. "Yeah, I do." Mason shook his head. "Fuck. I'm sorry, man."

Evin dropped his hold on Mason's wrists and backed up. "Nothing to apologize for."

"Yeah, there is. I shouldn't have gone off on you like that." Mason ran his fingers over the section of lip that felt three feet thick and stung like a mother. Damn, that hurt.

"You needed to." Evin came forward once more—slowly this time. With his thumb, Evin rubbed away what had to be a smear of blood from the corner of Mason's mouth. "I think you've needed someone to go off on for a long time now. Long before you ever met me."

He turned into the brief caress, unable not to. Evin's touch was like a magnetic pull on his soul. "Still," Mason uttered past his busted lip. Evin's palm slid around and captured Mason's nape, forcing him to lock his gaze with the other man's.

"Don't be sorry." A slow shake of Evin's head sent his dark hair skating over the tops of his shoulders. "I would do anything for you," he breathed, then pulled his hand away, pivoted, and headed toward the driver's side of the car.

Mason was at a loss for words. He stood there, frozen in place. No one had ever said anything like that to him in his whole life. Well, said it and actually meant it. Mason swallowed, his throat suddenly verging on the Sahara, because he knew without a doubt, Evin KinKaid didn't say anything he didn't mean.


Chapter Nine

––––––––

The sun dipped below the horizon, leaving streaks of red and gold visible along the tops of the trees as Mason and Evin pulled up to the locked gates of the compound. Evin tapped the brakes, then reached over and ran his palm down Mason's arm before giving his hand a squeeze, waking him.

"We're here," Evin said at the same time a large dark-haired man, wearing a scowl and an all black uniform, stepped from the security house.

Mason straightened in his seat. "Well, I guess Mr. Sunshine here is our welcoming party."

"Yeah, we're about to see if Rosa arriving first and informing my father I was coming was a smart move."

The guard strode toward the car, his palm riding on the grip of the pistol at his hip. Like that was really going to save his ass if Evin had wanted him dead. Evin lowered the window as he neared.

"Tell the alpha I require an audience with him," Evin said, giving the other man a stare that spoke of his previous alpha prime status.

"He's been expecting you." He stopped at the window, his baritone voice filling the cabin as his gaze assessed them. "Out of the car," he commanded and took one step back. "You can leave your vehicle here."

"What?" Evin was about to blurt a few choice words as to what Sunshine could do with his orders, when a rush of movement caught his attention, stifling his protest. From every angle, a team of commandos who looked as if they'd stepped right off the set of another Rambo sequel surrounded the BMW. "Fuck. Me."

"Love to, but I think we're about to be a little busy," Mason mumbled.

"Ha. Funny." Evin shot Mason a look that said bite me. He'd assumed getting to speak with his father would be a difficult task, unpleasant to say the least. But damn, he hadn't expected the old man would call out the National Guard to haul his ass in. Evin grinned. A part of him was a bit flattered. The alpha had treated him as less of a man the last time they'd spoken. Now suddenly he felt it was necessary for a group of armed men to escort him inside. Interesting...

"Like I said," the original lone guard stated. "Out of the car." The slide of steel followed by a loud clank filled the air as the team chambered rounds into their rifles, punctuating his words.

In his peripheral vision, Evin noted Mason's hand lifting in surrender as he did the same. Both went for the door handle to exit the car.

"Slowly," Sunshine demanded.

"It's all good," Evin stated with his arms out to his side. "I just need to see my father, not kill anyone."

"Well, thank you sharing that.” Sarcasm dripped like venom from the guard's words. “I feel so much better now. t's a relief to know I won't have to waste any of the silver in my rifle on your ass." At that moment, a black van appeared and pulled up alongside their car. The gates released a click and jumped into action, rolling open with a steady hum.

"Into the van." The leader gave a sweeping motion with his arm in the direction of said vehicle.

Evin and Mason did as instructed. At this point, what choice did they have if Evin wanted to speak to his father? Mason's life depended on that very event. Both men headed toward the van's door, but before Evin could step inside, a broad hand landed between his shoulder blades and shoved him against the cool aluminum exterior.

"What the fuck?" Evin whipped his head around, noting Mason had been forced to assume a similar position beside him.

"Shut up," a deep voice grunted and gave another shove against Evin's back. Several hard pats landed up and down both Mason's and Evin's torsos and legs. "They're clean," their inspector declared to the rest of the team and stepped away. "Now. Inside."

Evin looked to Mason, who gave him a nod that said he was okay. They both climbed on board.

The drive toward his childhood home, across land that was part of his blood, his heritage, should have been one filled with joy. Instead, it was one smothered in dread. Many families occupied the several thousand acres claimed by their ancestors going back multiple generations. And the KinKaids had led the pack for the past five. Until tomorrow night's full moon. Evin breathed deep. Mason, as if sensing his unease, leaned into his shoulder. Damn, he shouldn't be the one attempting to offer comfort right now.

After a ten-minute drive, Evin spotted the familiar glow of the landscape lighting that highlighted the stone exterior of his family's two-story mansion ahead. Evin nudged Mason.

"This is it," Evin said.

Mason's chest rose and fell on a deep inhale. Evin itched to take him in his arms one more time and tell him everything would be fine. But a show of affection right now toward another man was probably not the wisest choice. Evin assessed the armed men who watched their every move; then his gaze drifted to the one beside him who held a piece of his heart. He needed Mason healthy if he was to have a chance of surviving tomorrow night.

The van's tires hit the curb of the driveway and lurched, forcing the passengers to brace themselves, then came to a halt next to the Lexus parked before the open garage door.

"It's do or die time—literally," Mason mumbled.

Evin hit him with a glare. "Not funny."

"Not laughing."

One of the guards swung the door wide, then exited. "Out," he ordered, turning back around in their direction.

They filed out from the vehicle, and with the gunmen on their heels, Mason and Evin headed inside.

Through the garage and into the home via the side door, the guards marched them straight to Evin's father's receiving room. The large room hadn't changed since he'd last seen it over a year ago.

"Wait here," one of the armed men commanded. "The alpha will see you once he's free."

Evin glanced over his shoulder, then spun, narrowing his gaze. "And when will that be, exactly?"

The other man shrugged. "You'll have to wait and see." A smirk curled his lips; then he turned and left, with the two other guards falling in step behind him.

"So they stick guns in our backs nearly all the way here, and now that we're actually in your father's home, they're just going to leave?" Mason cocked a brow at Evin. "That's fucked up."

Evin grabbed one of the straight-back chairs in front of the alpha's desk and whipped it around before straddling the seat.

"We're not alone." Out of the corner of his eye, Evin couldn't miss Mason's nervous assessment of every corner of the room. "My father always has a couple of personal guards who stay on the premises. What we experienced on the way in was a power display on behalf of the alpha. He wanted to make sure I knew he was still fully in charge"—Evin laced his fingers, staring at the lines crisscrossing his palm—"and that if I came here needing something, I would damn well have to go through him to get it."

"Well said, Evin." His father's gravelly voice washed over him, tightening his gut.

Evin eased off his chair and pivoted on his heels. Barron KinKaid's six-foot-four frame filled the entryway. Reflex moved Evin and placed his body slightly in front of Mason's.

"You got my message, then," Barron went on to say, striding into the room. Evin followed his every movement as he passed, watching for the least sign of trouble—a twitch of muscle or a flex of his hand as he went for a weapon. "No need to stand in protection over your...friend, boy." The alpha's steps halted alongside his desk, his long dark hair bound at his nape and falling to his hips. His head swiveled over his shoulder in their direction, Barron's blue gaze pinning Evin's. "I have no plans to kill him." One shoulder lifted in a shrug. "Yet." The last biting word dropped with a flash of large canines.

The warmth of Mason's hand pressed into Evin's lower back, sending a shiver up his spine and another layer of resolve through his soul. I can do this.

For Mason, he would do this.

"Sit down, boys," Barron said, his calm demeanor setting Evin's nerves on alert. The alpha lowered onto the large black executive chair behind his desk. The leather squeaked in complaint as his weight settled onto the cushioned surface.

Evin looked to Mason, and then they both took a seat in the two chairs facing his father.

"So, tell me, Evin. What have you done?" The alpha leaned forward, his thick arms sliding over the wooden top as he laced his fingers. His glare darted between them.

"Rosa did come to you, I assume, or we wouldn't have got this far onto your land."

"She did"—Barron lifted a brow—"but only to beg me to allow you on the property tonight. She wouldn't elaborate as to the purpose of your request for a meeting." He leaned back against his chair. "She caught me on a good day, and I agreed," the alpha added, then sized up Mason with a look that could only be called scathing. He gaze flicked to Evin. "So make use of my momentary good will, boy. Speak."

"I request that my friend, Mason"—Evin's gaze touched his lover's profile, then returned to his father—"be allowed treatment from our healers."

Both his father's brows shot up. "And why would he need help from us?" A corner of his mouth curled.

Evin swallowed hard. It was bad enough to admit what he'd done to Mason, but having to reveal his slip to his father was nearly choking him. But there was no other alternative. Evin braced himself and uttered the words.

"He's infected."

"And let me guess..." His father's tone dipped into a snarl. "Not only have you fucked up, breaking law number one of our code and forcing our DNA into a human, but your timing may very well take more than his humanity. You've given him a death sentence."

Mason's clutched hands dropped between his knees, his head rolled forward, and he stared at his feet.

"Stop it," Evin snapped. "I know what I've done, and Mason already understands the implications. You don't have to shove it in his face."

"I didn't create this problem," Barron growled. "And watch your tone if you don't want to find both your asses hauled back to the gate."

Fisting both hands, Evin dragged a deep breath in through his nostrils.

Patience.

Control.

Barron KinKaid was their only hope.

"I know I fucked up, and I can only hope that one day Mason will forgive me." Evin glimpsed Mason's distressed profile, and his chest ached. He swung his gaze to the alpha's and shoved his pride aside. "That is, if you'll help him. Will you help him, Father? Will you allow the healers to get him through his primary shift during tomorrow night's full moon?" Evin's heart slammed against his chest as he bowed his head in submission.

There.

It was done.

He'd laid it all on the table and humbled himself before his father. The next move was his.

The incessant ticktock of the room's mantel clock while he waited for the alpha's response felt like an ice pick chipping away at his brain. Shit! Why wouldn't he say something? His father was fucking with him. Payback time, Evin guessed. Barron KinKaid had the upper hand at this moment, and it appeared he planned to make him squirm.

Suddenly, chair wheels squeaked, rolling under the burden of over two hundred pounds of wolf shifter, signaling his father was on the move. Boot heels thumped against the wood floor as he rounded the desk.

"My, you have created quite a predicament for you and your...friend, Evin," the alpha said, his voice taking on that calm and controlled tone that made Evin want to jump out of his skin. What the hell was he up to? "And what do you have to say for yourself?" Mason's sudden sharp inhale had Evin's head jerking up and swinging around.

Before Evin could stifle its release, a low growl erupted from his throat. Barron had his hand wrapped around Mason's chin, forcing their gazes to meet.

"Take your hands off him." Evin forced the words through clenched teeth. Fuck, he didn't even recognize the sound of his own voice.

Barron's head cranked in Evin's direction, his hand still firmly in place. "Really?” His father lifted one thick brow. “Is that a command? May I remind you that I hold more than just his face at this very second in the palm of my hand?" The alpha straightened, and he pinned Evin with a hard glare. "Back. Down."

Evin mentally wrenched tight on the chain around the throat of his beast, slowly reining it back in control. He wanted to claw the man's eyes out. Rip a hole into his damn throat for touching what was his. Air burned as it coursed down the dry path to his lungs. Evin didn't give a shit that the other man was his father. His muscles twitched, and his skin itched to tear his hand away from Mason's face. Evin closed his eyes, willing himself to let it go, and lowered his head once more. Shit, he had to. What the hell was wrong with him?

"So answer me," the alpha demanded. "What do you think I should do here?"

"I would prefer to live, sir." Evin clenched his fists once more at the sound of Mason's voice. The tone was strong, confident, but even though they'd been together only a few days, Evin could detect the small note of underlying fear the other man tried to hide. Others who didn't know him as well would probably have missed it. But Evin hadn't, and it made his stomach twist in desperation. God, he wanted to grab Mason so bad, it physically hurt to deny the urge. If only he could whisk him away from all this and tell him it had been a bad dream.

"And if I let you live, what then? Are you prepared to walk away from everything, from everyone that you know?"

Evin glanced up. The alpha had released Mason and stepped back, his hip leaning against his desk as he faced the other man. Mason turned his gaze to Evin.

"That's been all I could think about, actually," he said, his words barely above a whisper. "I don't really have that much to walk away from—not emotionally, that is." Mason turned back to Evin's father. "My family will be furious if I don't return. But for me, it will feel like a release. So even though what happened to me wasn't my choice, and I was pretty pissed off at first, I can't say that the end result—finding a new life away from the Thorne legacy—won't be a blessing in disguise."

"Thorne?" Barron straightened. "Are you saying your family owns Thorne Global?"

"Yes sir, but—"

"Son of bitch, Evin!" The alpha whirled on Evin. "Not only do you break pack law, but you do it with someone from one of the most prominent families on the west coast."

"I can assure you, sir, I will see to it that no attention is brought to your pack," Mason interjected.

Barron pivoted back toward Mason. "And just how do you plan to do that when Thorne Sr.'s son doesn't return to the fold?"

"I'll release my trust back to my father. He's already threatened disinheritance. So I'll give him back what matters to him most—money and any claim I have on Thorne Global."

Evin watched as some of the tension released from his father's shoulders.

"Without my shares and access to his money," Mason continued, "I'm no longer a threat. I have a younger sister, so it's not like he'll be without an heir eventually. I won't lie and say I won't miss watching my sister grow up and being there for my mother as she ages. But I'm smart enough to know that for their safety and the pack's, sacrifices have to be made. And if giving him his money back doesn't work," Mason went on to say, "I know what will. If he doesn't leave me alone and in peace, I'll threaten to go to the media with an exposé on his son's lifestyle." Mason looked Evin's way and smirked. "That'll get his attention and guarantee he won't come near me."

"A decent plan...if I agree to this rescue mission." The alpha's words hit like a bucket of cold water down Evin's spine.

Mason's head swung back to the man who dangled the key to his life like a carrot on stick in front of him.

"How about we make a deal, Evin?" His father turned on his heel and made his way back to his seat.

"What kind of deal?" Evin rumbled. The hairs on his arms lifted in trepidation. This had ugly written all over it.

"I have something you want." Barron lifted his hand in Mason's direction, then moved and pointed in Evin's vicinity. "You have something I need."

Evin's pulse raced. Why doesn't he just fucking spit it out? "And what do you need, Alpha?" Evin met his father's stare head-on.

"You to mate with Jocelyn Lathan, continue the power of our bloodline, and to assume your role as alpha."

His father's demand should have felt like a boulder slamming into to him, knocking the air from his lungs. But on some level, this had been exactly what Evin had expected. Right? A part of him knew his father would use this opportunity to get what he wanted. The timing couldn't have been more perfect.

"What?" Mason jumped to his feet. "No. You're asking him to give up his life to a woman who cares nothing about him."

"Silence, human!" Evin's father's fist pounded the wood of his desk. "If you wish to live, you'd better hope and pray Evin cares enough about you to do exactly that." Barron flicked his gaze back to Evin. "Those are my terms."

"Evin...don't," Mason groaned. The sound ripped at Evin's heart. But deep inside, he'd already come to the resolution—the answer—to his father's terms before he'd even set foot on KinKaid land.

"Consider it done." Evin held the alpha's gaze, his words flat. "You have my word."

"Like hell," Mason shouted. "Don't do this."

Evin couldn't look at him. He couldn't. Not right now. Instead Evin stared at the satisfied gleam in his father's eyes. The alpha picked up his phone and pressed a key.

"I need you to escort a guest to the exterior quarters now," Barron stated into the receiver. "And then gather our healers and have them brought to me at once."

Mason appeared in front of him right before his hands clamped on to Evin's shoulders, forcing him to drag his gaze up. Dark brown eyes glistened in the soft glow of the lamps scattered throughout the room. Tears? For me?

"My God, Evin. What are you thinking? I don't want to live like this..." Mason shook his head.

"It's done," Evin whispered. "I promised you I would not let you die. I gave you my word," he added, his voice carrying more strength.

"This way, sir." A male appeared beside Mason and slipped his hand around his bicep.

"I'm not ready yet." Mason jerked against the hold on his arm, the tension in his jaw visible.

Evin pushed up from his seat. "Yes, you are."

"Wait." Mason braced both palms on Evin's chest. "We need to talk about this."

"There's nothing to talk about," Evin said, his voice low and hoarse. "It's done." He reached up and eased his fingers around Mason's wrists, then pushed his lover's arms away. "Go with them." His gaze darted toward the two guards who'd come for Mason.

"Evin, we have things to discuss." His father's voice cut through the tension in the room. "Here. Now. Guards, take Mason to his quarters. The healers will be there soon. He needs to be ready."

Large hands appeared on Mason's shoulders, and they pulled him back, nearly dragging him from the room.

"Evin..." Mason twisted against the other man's grip. "No. Dammit. You can't go along with this. There has to be another way."

Claws dug into the palms of Evin's hand. He clamped his fist tighter, needing the pain to keep him grounded. Cutting his heart out with a dull blade would have hurt less than watching the two armed men tear Mason away from him. And knowing the other man probably hated him for it tasted like bitter acid in the back of his throat. But Mason would live, and knowing that he would still have a chance for happiness, Evin could make it through this.

"Get out of here, Mason," Evin growled. "Do what they say. Don't make me regret this." He narrowed his gaze on his lover, who continued to struggle against the alpha's security guards.

Mason stilled, holding Evin's stare. "Fuck you," he spit, but Evin didn't miss the tremble that rolled over him in the process. "This is so fucking wrong," Mason whispered, then turned and walked away.


Chapter Ten

––––––––

"Ugh." Mason felt like shit.

He shuffled back to the bed from his umpteenth trip to the bathroom in the last twenty hours. Endless hours of being poked and prodded by strangers who were there to "help" him. Mason crawled onto the mattress, wearing only his shorts, then stretched across the bed onto his stomach, relishing the cool feel of the white sheets against his overheated skin. His throat was raw. His stomach cramped as if he had a bad case of the flu. If only... Except he wasn't quite sure if the symptoms were the effect of the changes happening inside his cells or the nasty concoctions they kept forcing him to drink so they could "purify" him.

The pain inside his chest was a different story, though. He knew its exact origin: Evin.

No matter how hard he tried, he couldn't ignore how much he missed him. Needed him. Dear God, how did this get so fucked up? How was anyone supposed to let the person they love die? Physically or emotionally? Evin was giving up his soul, his happiness, for him. Killing himself internally. And there wasn't a damn thing Mason could do about it. He was in Evin's territory now. He and his father made the rules, and they had stuck him in their guesthouse until he completed his primary shift.

"Turn over," one of the healers demanded. Mason pushed against the thick padding of the mattress and rolled onto his back. He stared up into the neutral expression of one of the five women who'd come last night. They'd stayed covered beneath white hooded robes as they busied around the room and on him, whispering, never actually talking to him, only addressing him when necessary in short commands. Their discomfort with dealing with him—or perhaps it was the manner in which he was infected and by whom—was palpable. "We need to apply some oil to your body. It will aid in your shift, helping to make your skin more pliable." She set a large, dark-corked bottle beside him right before another woman kneeled on the bed on the opposite side. "It should also help with some of the heat and sensitivity you're experiencing," she added. Well at least they were professional enough to push past their personal opinions to think of his comfort.

Both healers began with his arms, rubbing him down with a mixture that smelled of mint and sandalwood. An immediate cooling sensation washed over his skin wherever the solution touched. Mason glanced up at the healers, who were mechanically going about the process of working the product into his flesh. The whole situation felt too odd. Mason reached for the bottle.

"Really," he interjected, moving to sit up. "I can do this."

"Lie down." The woman on his left pressed a palm to his chest. "This has to be rubbed in everywhere, but of course"—she blinked, then glanced his way for a second before returning to work on him—"we'll allow you your privacy for certain areas."

Good God. Mason closed his eyes and lay back. If he wasn't already so damn overheated, he might have managed a blush at her implications of where he had to lubricate himself.

"Has anyone heard from Evin?" He tossed the question out, needing a distraction yet desperate for some news. The four hands working on him faltered for a millisecond, then resumed their ministrations. Mason had to ask again. He couldn't allow himself to believe that Evin wouldn't at least check on him through this whole fucking altered reality he was living.

"No," Healer One answered, her tone flat. "Like the last five times you've asked, no one has shared any word with us on the alpha prime."

Alpha prime. That's what they'd kept referring to Evin as each time he'd asked about his whereabouts. Seemed Evin's banishment had been immediately lifted and his title restored.

A knock sounded at his door. The women covered his lower body with a bedsheet before one of the others crossed the living space and opened the door.

"I need to see Mr. Thorne." A soft female voice drifted across the room. One that sounded familiar.

"Yes, of course." The healer pulled the door wider, allowing the other woman to enter. Mason released the breath he didn't realize he'd been holding while he'd wondered who the hell other than Evin would be asking for him. Wearing a pale lavender sundress that stopped just above her knees, Rosa headed toward his bed. His heart thumped hard in anticipation. Finally someone was here who could tell him what had happened to Evin.

Mason watched as Rosa pulled a chair closer to the bed and perched on the edge of the seat. She looked at the other women.

"Could you give us a few minutes alone, please?" Rosa addressed the healer who'd appeared to be in charge during his cleansing ordeal.

"Yes, but it's nearly sundown, and we haven't completed all his preparations." A disapproving groove creased her brow.

"I understand," Rosa softly added. "I promise I won't be long. But there are matters I must discuss with Mr. Thorne privately that cannot wait."

A tsk escaped the healer's lips before she uttered a "very well"; then with a sweep of her gaze, she gathered her fellow healers, and they exited the room in a flurry of white robes.

The door clicked shut, and Mason rubbed his face with both hands. "Thank God for a few minutes of peace," he muttered behind his palms, then dropped them to his sides.

Rosa's delicate fingers lifted his, and she slid her hand into his. "How are you doing?" The sincere tone of her voice drew his gaze to meet hers, her eyes—large, blue, and almond shaped—so much like Evin's. His heart stuttered.

"I'm fine," he whispered. "Please, tell me about Evin. I don't think we have much time."

A shy smile curled her lips. "Despite what happened, you love him, don't you?"

"You know I do. Or you wouldn't have come." Mason gave her hand a gentle squeeze. "This..." He glanced away, unable to meet her knowing gaze. "What he's done is tearing me apart inside." Mason swallowed past the lump that had suddenly appeared in the back of his throat, making room for his voice. "I don't know what hurts more—the change in my DNA or knowing that Evin has to pay for the rest of his life by saving mine."

"My brother is a good man, and Evin would not have done this if he didn't care very much for you as well. He will survive."

Mason swung his head back in Rosa's direction.

"Knowing you also survived will be from where he pulls his strength," she went on to say.

"Then he is going through with this tonight?" Mason nodded in question. "He's going to mate Jocelyn?" A renewed wave of nausea kicked up in his gut at the thought. That, and a violent urge to tear the fucking place apart until he found Evin and got the hell out of there.

"Evin gave his word..." The sad knowledge of what that meant resided in her gaze. Damn.

"What about Jocelyn? She's perfectly fine with mating a man who's essentially being blackmailed to do so?"

Rosa's hand slipped from his, and for the first time, what looked like a snarl curled on Evin's sister's lip. "Her entire family is power hungry, but Jocelyn wasn't always like that. As children, she and I spent a lot of time together. I even thought we were friends. But over the years, her father and brothers have brainwashed her to the point that all she cares about is achieving queen status for the Lathan clan."

Mason cursed under his breath.

"I'm going to have to leave soon." Rosa scooted closer to the bed. "But before I do, Evin asked me to tell you that he wanted to be here with you, but our father and Jocelyn have kept him at their sides, planning for the transition of power in the pack."

The air stalled in Mason's chest. Evin had tried. He'd been on his mind. Knowing that somehow eased the ache behind his breastbone.

She reached out and squeezed the back of his hand once more. "He wanted to make sure you know that, no matter what, he will come to you tonight." Rosa nodded with a hint of a smile.

"Thank you, Rosa. If you see Evin again, please tell him that I'm fine. The healers are doing their job, and I'm going to be okay."

Rosa gave a brief nod of understanding, then made her way to the door, leaving him in silence that was way too short-lived.

Time passed by quickly after she'd left. Mason didn't think the sun had ever set as fast as it had that night. Even if the blinds had been completely closed, and he had no clock, no one would have had to tell him darkness had fallen outside his window. Sweat popped through his pores and sat like large drops of rain over every inch of his burning flesh.

The five healers had gathered together and pushed his bed to the center of the room. Mason watched as they formed a circle around him by connecting their hands, his body on the mattress the center of the ring.

"Try to relax now." The monotone voice of one of the healers penetrated the buzzing in Mason's ears. "The moon is rising, but we will create a shield to help you resist its pull. We need you to focus on your wolf inside." Mason dragged his gaze to hers, attempting to focus on her words. Sweat burned his eyes, and a strange haze blurred his vision. "Picture him in your mind. Allow him to come forth. Our barrier will protect you from the change if it's coming too fast."

His joints ached. His skin felt too tight over his bones. Mason writhed over the sheets. Fuck. The cloth felt like sandpaper against his flesh. He ran his tongue over the dry surface of his lips. Even his teeth throbbed. Christ. How long would this go on before he lost his fucking mind? And where was Evin? He said he would come. Evin. Mason repeated his name inside his head, as if somehow he could will Evin to hear him. What the hell was he doing? Yeah, he had gone damn nuts. He needed to man up, because from this point on, Mason Thorne II was on a solo ride to Wolfville.

A knot seized Mason's stomach, the pain drawing him double. "Shit," he hissed, clutching his midsection. His gut was on fire. Cramps twisted the backs of his thighs, his calves. "Oh God," he gasped, unable to straighten from his fetal position to ease the pain in his legs. His mind fogged. Fuck. He was going to pass out.

"I've got you, Brown Eyes." Large, cool hands sank into the backs of Mason's legs, kneading the tightened muscles. "I'm here."

Hallucinating. That had to be it. Mason could feel the half smile forming on his lips. Yeah, he'd blacked out, and this was a fantasy. Evin was here. Touching him. Easing the pain like he'd done before after he'd bitten him. He sighed at the conjured memory. Evin licking him. His tongue traveling over Mason’s skin. Damn. The wonderful things Evin could do with that piece of his anatomy. And that wasn't the only fabulous tool in his arsenal...

A stabbing pain in his skull jerked Mason back to reality. He cried out, his fingers slicing through his hair, bracing his head as if the pressure could keep his brains from bursting.

"Evin..." Mason groaned, his eyelids squeezed tight.

"I'm here." The familiar voice at his ear drew his eyes open. Mason blinked, trying to clear the fuzziness of the dark profile of the man sitting on the bed beside him.

"Evin?" The name came out croaked, barely recognizable.

"Yeah." He nodded. "I told you I would be here. I promised."

Mason reached out one shaky hand and wrapped his fingers around a lock of the dark hair falling over Evin's shoulder. "You're really here?"

"Does this feel like your imagination?" Evin pulled Mason's hand away and then brought it to his mouth. The soft touch of his lover's lips on his palm, followed by the heat of his tongue swirling in its center, had Mason arching from the bed. Too much.

"Evin!" He collapsed hard against the coiled springs of the bedding. "Coming fucking apart," he cried out.

"You can do this," Evin commanded, his voice hard. "The first time is a bitch, especially since you're an adult." Hard hands gripped Mason's face. Mason met Evin's glare. "But I promise you, it will never be like this again."

Mason opened his mouth, then wet his lips before uttering the words. "I can feel the moon. She's here." So freaking crazy, but the moon had become a physical presence in the room. She called him. The pain inside his head like a beacon. A throbbing siren's song in his brain.

"Get that fucking barrier up!"

Somewhere far away, Evin's deep voice shouted commands. He was right beside him a moment ago.

Don't go.

Mason jerked; reflex had him reaching out, grasping at nothing. The world—his reality—was slipping. Colors, shapes, narrowed to a pinpoint. And then he was moving, arching off the bed and flipping onto his hands and knees. His fingers curled and dug into mattress. The crack and pop of bones ricocheted inside his skull. Oh, God. How the hell would he ever come back from this? But there was no fucking way it could be denied.

His jaw unhinged and then shifted, stretching forward as if someone had tethered a cord to his chin and yanked. He threw his head back and cried out. But the sound that left him was anything but human. Mason howled.

He gaze fell forward and he lifted an arm. Instead of his hand, he found blond fur covering thick paws. His heart raced. Hard pants burst from his chest. His skin crawled as fur erupted over his body. Mason dropped to the bed, his strange new legs unsteady. He swung his muzzle around, taking in the sights, the smells of his surroundings. So bright. The lights in the room hurt his eyes, the scent of each individual overpowering.

Especially one.

The wild pine essence of his lover teased his nostrils, awakening the primal nerve endings inside his brain that remembered the man and wanted to lay claim.

"Mason..." Evin's voice rolled down his spine, lifting the fur. Damn. He sounded even more delicious in this form. The bed dipped and Evin was next to him, digging his fingers into his fur and tilting Mason's head in his direction. "God...look at you." Evin's gaze raked him. "You're beautiful," he breathed.


Chapter Eleven

––––––––

Honey-gold fur covered Mason's wolf form. So different from the snow-white or dark colorations typical of his pack. It gleamed in the room's lighting, and it was all Evin could do to resist burying himself in the soft coat. Large, chocolate-colored eyes met Evin's gaze and powered straight into his heart.

"Damn..." Evin shook his head and sank his fingers deeper into Mason's fur. "You take my breath away," he whispered. Mason's muzzle brushed the side of Evin's face. His heart stuttered.

"Excellent." One of the healers spoke, reminding Evin they weren't alone. "He should be fine now that he's past his primary shift."

Evin glanced up as the circle of women released their joined hands. "Thank you for what you've done." He nodded at the senior healer. "Please, give us a few minutes alone." He glanced back in Mason's direction. "I can take it from here."

"As you wish." The women bustled about for another moment, gathering various items, then filed out of the room.

"Hey, Brown Eyes." Evin smiled, holding Mason's head in his hands. "I'm going to help you change back now." Mason's muzzle lifted in understanding, and something of a whimper escaped his throat. "You can do it. All you have to do is close your eyes, picture yourself—your human form—in your mind. Will it to happen."

Mason's eyelids lowered, and then a shudder raced over his body. A guttural sound released from the wolf, followed by the morphing and shaping of shortened limbs returning to their original length.

"That's it." Evin stood, watching as the tight, muscular lines of his lover's form returned. "You've got it." Mason stretched, then reached low and tugged the ripped remains of his shorts back in place.

"Damn," he groaned.

Evin pulled the sheet over Mason's hips, then sat on the bed beside him and slipped his fingers around the other man's hand. Mason opened his eyes.

"Hey," Mason whispered, a small smile curling his lips. "Missed you."

"Yeah." Evin's gaze darted to the wrinkles in the sheet, the knot in his esophagus strangling his words. He cleared his throat and glanced up. "Missed you too." Evin reached over and smoothed the damp locks away from his lover's face. "I told you you'd make it, didn't I?"

"Yeah. You did." Mason squeezed his hand.

"I wish I could have been here sooner, but my father and Jocelyn were determined to keep me occupied."

"I know." Mason nodded. "Rosa came to see me," he said, followed by a yawn.

"You need to rest." Evin lifted Mason's hand and clutched it between both of his. "Shifting won't ever be this hard again. That I promise." He lowered Mason's arm back to the bed. "I'll come back to check on you later." Evin moved to stand, but Mason grasped his wrist, halting him.

"You're going to her, aren't you?" His words seized Evin's chest like a vise. He turned to Mason and eased his weight back onto the mattress.

"I gave my word," Evin said, meeting Mason's dark eyes, his voice low.

"Five minutes."

"What?" Evin studied Mason's expression.

"Lay with me. Don't go." Mason shook his head. "Five more minutes." Evin watched as Mason pulled back the sheet and made a place for him.

A groan bubbled up in the back of his throat. Christ. If he allowed himself to wrap his arms around Mason, it was going to be excruciating to pry himself away. The mating ceremony was scheduled to take place in thirty minutes.

"Please," Mason breathed. "Don't go like this. Let me hold you one more time before you're hers."

Evin's gut rebelled at the statement. Hers. Jocelyn's. His father's brilliant idea of what was best for the pack. And what was best for him. The alpha's ulterior motives were clear. He believed if he succeeded in getting Evin mated—physically bound to Jocelyn—that over time, it would "cure" him. Yes, sexually he would be impotent to any other—male or female. But in his heart... Evin leaned in and brushed his knuckles over Mason's shadow of a beard.

"Nowhere else I'd rather be," he whispered, then kicked off his boots, maneuvered onto his side, and wrapped his arm around Mason's waist. Mason turned in toward him.

"Thank you," Mason uttered right before his lips glided over Evin's. Whether his thanks were for staying or for saving his life—maybe even both—Evin couldn't decide at the moment, because the sweet heat of Mason's mouth was melting his brain. Mason abruptly pulled back with a gasp. "God, I want you so damn bad." His hand traveled over Evin's abs and then back up to capture Evin's cheek. Mason met his gaze with a weak smile. "But I'm so fucking tired. So sorry." His head dropped to Evin's chest. "Just don't go yet."

Evin tossed his leg over Mason's, bringing him closer. "We don't have to do anything but lie here. Not going anywhere yet, Brown Eyes." Evin repositioned himself to find a comfortable spot. Yeah, this felt right—Mason's head over his heart, their legs tangled together. It would be perfectly fine with him if he never had to move again. But that was a fantasy.

Less than five minutes later, the rhythmic sound of Mason's breathing confirmed he was asleep. Evin uncurled himself from Mason's hold and slipped from the bed. He turned and burned Mason's image into his brain. His blond locks were wild. His skin glowed from the surge of his new DNA. Lean muscle layered in sharp relief along his arm, shoulder, and abs. Evin's cock stirred in memory of how responsive Mason was to his every touch and command. Perfect. But it wasn't only in his bed where Mason would be missed.

Evin pulled the sheet over Mason's shoulder, brushed a strand of hair from his eyes, and whispered, "When did you become the thread that holds my soul and my heart intact?" He placed a kiss to Mason's cheek, taking the familiar scent into his lungs once more, then whipped around and headed for the gardens.

* * * 

"You're late." Jocelyn's scowl met Evin as he rounded a large shrub that formed a pathway to the garden and entered the designated spot for their ceremony.

"I needed a change of clothes." Evin tossed out an excuse even though he couldn't care less whether he had her approval. He just wanted her to stop moving her mouth. "And I'm not late, by the way," he added with his own glare. "I'm five minutes early."

Jocelyn huffed and brushed past him, heading toward the small altar that had been placed at the head of the garden path. The setting faced the large fountain that anchored the grounds and displayed life-size granite sculptures of two wolves reared back in battle as jets of water sprang up from a basin around them.

"Let's just get this over with," she grumbled from over her shoulder.

Evin sucked in a steadying breath and joined her on his knees before the narrow bench and the pack's holy man, Master Jacob, who would lead the mating. The alpha moved in and took his place behind the ceremonial leader.

"You can move straight to the bonding," his father stated flatly at Jacob's ear. "There's no need to drag this out."

"As you wish, Alpha." He nodded and stepped closer to them. "Please, pick up your cups and drink."

Jocelyn glanced at Evin, then wrapped her hand around the small teacup sitting next to its twin on the bench in front of them. Evin grabbed his, took it to his lips in one move, and swallowed the contents in a large gulp. The bitter concoction burned a path to his stomach, then hit it like a lead-filled anchor. He couldn't remember the last time he'd eaten, so the small amount of mind-altering fluid infiltrated his bloodstream in seconds like a missile on a collision course with his brain.

"Open your minds to each other," the master began. "Allow the herbs to aid you in connecting to your mate's inner thoughts, dreams, and soul."

The holy man's words hummed in Evin's ears. Colors warped around him, blurring Jocelyn's image in swirls of yellow, red, and green. Is she wearing green? Yes, green. She was wearing a green dress with a red something splattered on the front. Mason looks good in green. Evin smiled. But he looked damn good in anything—or nothing. Yeah, especially nothing. Stop it! He shook his head. That wasn't going to ever happen again. Not after tonight. They were over.

"Evin... Damn, Evin. I miss you already."

The sound of Mason's voice whispered inside his head. Evin's breath hitched, and his eyelids fluttered. Just like before... Before Mason's shift, Evin could have sworn he'd heard Mason calling him. He shook his head again. Shit. He was supposed to be tuning in to Jocelyn here, but instead, his mind was tripping over memories of Mason. His chest ached, and his gut twisted, yanking a grunt from his throat.

"Evin, do you hear me? Evin?" Master Jacob's voice sliced through his drug-filled haze.

"What?" Evin's gaze darted from the frown on Jocelyn's face to the two men staring at him over the altar. "Yeah. Yes, I hear you."

The holy man cleared his throat, then continued. "Under the light of the full moon, declare your oaths and taking of each other."

Jocelyn thrust her arm in front of his face and gave him an expectant look. Evin rolled his sleeve up and jutted his wrist toward her. Jocelyn coiled her fingers with his and yanked, snagging his gaze before spouting the words of bonding.

"Take of me, my essence is yours. See into my soul, as I see into yours. Forever join me on this path. Forever bond with me in this life and beyond. An eternity sealed in blood."

Evin followed suit, murmuring the pledge, his tongue thick as if he were regurgitating the words.

As the last syllable left his lips, Jocelyn threw her head back, revealing her elongated canines, and then jammed them into his flesh. The sharp bite into his vein triggered his matching response. Evin sank his teeth into her exposed skin. Warm blood filled his mouth and clogged his throat. The foreign, metallic taste of Jocelyn's essence overwhelmed his senses. So wrong. Every fiber of his being screamed in rebellion. Evin jerked his head back on a cough, but managed to force enough down his esophagus, fulfilling his duty.

"Well done, my son." His father's voice cut through the air, drawing their attention.

Jocelyn was the first to jump to her feet, a large grin on her face. Evin straightened, and the alpha joined him at his side.

"Congratulations," Barron said. "You have yourself a mate. As it should be."

Slowly Evin turned and met the other man's smug gaze. "You have your mating. Why don't you go celebrate with your new daughter? You two deserve each other." Evin didn't wait for a response; he swung around and headed toward the house.

"Where are you going?" Jocelyn's footsteps tapped behind him, matching his pace.

"I need a shower," he growled and glanced at the bloodied wound on wrist, forcing back a cold shiver. He could do this. Mason was alive. If he held on to that thought, Evin could make it through anything.

"And then what?" The sound of her heels ceased on the pavement. "Don't forget we have the alpha exchange of power at dawn—six a.m. sharp." Evin stopped but didn't look back. Like he could actually forget? After tonight, he had the rest of his life to deal with the woman standing behind him and the responsibility of the pack. But the next few hours were his, and right now, there was someone he had to see. One more time. He had to say good-bye.

"I'll be there," Evin said. "That's all you need to know."

Forty-five minutes later, Evin made his way through the breezeway that took him to the exterior guest quarters. Anticipation sat like a hard knot in his chest. He couldn't wait to see Mason again. Yet the thought of saying good-bye was suffocating him. During his shower, Evin had gone over and over in his mind what he was going to say when he saw Mason, all the while doing his best to wash away the evidence of his mating. A futile attempt. Over time her mark would somewhat fade, but the shadow of a scar on his wrist would be a permanent reminder of this night.

On a deep breath, Evin grasped the doorknob to Mason's quarters. With a twist of his wrist, he discovered it was still unlocked. Good. He didn't want to have to knock, in case Mason was still sleeping. Evin stepped inside and found that would not have been a problem.

Mason sat on the loveseat with his back to him, facing the dark void outside his window. He'd changed from his tattered shorts into a pair of charcoal running pants, leaving his chest bare. Evin's heart rate leaped at the sight. Would there ever come a time when Mason wouldn't affect him? Evin braced his hand on the door, watching, then leaned his temple onto his knuckles.

"You going to just stand there, or are you coming inside to get whatever it is off your chest?" Mason's words jolted him from his trance. He had no idea how long he'd been there, studying the other man's form.

Evin pushed the door closed and strode the rest of the way in. Mason braced his elbows on his knees, still not meeting Evin's gaze.

"It's over, I take it?" Mason addressed the floor more than Evin.

"Yeah," Evin uttered. "About an hour ago."

Mason nodded. "Let me see."

"What?" Evin shoved his hand into his jeans pocket.

Slowly Mason lifted his head, his brown eyes meeting Evin's gaze with a glare that said try me. "I want to see. Show me where she bit you."

"Fuck, Mason," Evin groaned. "Why?"

"I need to see." Mason's voice rose. "Now, dammit. Show me!" He lunged to his feet, going for Evin's hidden wrist.

"Fine," Evin huffed and wrenched his hand free.

The other man latched on to his arm, his gaze falling to the crescent-shaped wound. Mason's grip tightened, and a low growl rolled from his throat.

"Fuck. How could you do this?" Mason yanked his hand away. "I still can't wrap my head around why. You know what my life's been like." Mason whirled, stabbing his fingers through his hair as if he were trying to claw the reality from his mind. He halted, then swung his head in Evin's direction. "Did you really think I'd want to survive at the cost of you having to live a miserable lie? Shit! I know what that's like. It's fucking hell."

"I did it for you," Evin muttered, looking everywhere else but at the accusatory glare Mason threw his way.

"There could have been another way." Mason marched closer. "But you didn't even try to find out."

"I couldn't take the chance." Evin snapped his gaze to Mason.

"Something else might have worked," Mason spit back.

"And it might not have, and I wasn't willing to take that risk."

"It was my life to risk," Mason shouted. "Why would you sacrifice yours for me?"

"Because I love you!" Evin grabbed Mason's upper arms, then pulled him to his chest. "Dammit. You're mine," Evin growled against Mason's lips and buried his fingers in the hair at his nape. "Mine."

Their mouths clashed. Teeth clicked against teeth, the sharp edges nipping at tender flesh. Their tongues soothed away the sting and the coppery taste of blood that followed. Hot. Hungry. Hard. The only words that could describe the need Evin had for the taste of Mason at that moment.

Yes. So damn hard.

Evin sucked in a breath on a hiss and jerked back.

"What's wrong?" Mason inched forward, closing the distance between them again.

"I-I..." Evin looked down to the front of his jeans, where a very distinct ridge pressed against the fly, then back at Mason. "That."

Mason's eyebrows shot up. "That shouldn't be possible, right?"

Evin shook his head. "Unless..." But that couldn't be. Could it? Mason had still been human when he'd bitten him. But how else could he be aroused right now? The vows, the holy man, the exchange... It should have been ironclad.

"Unless what?" Mason's palm glided over Evin's bicep. "You're freaking me out here."

The memories of Mason's voice inside his head over the past twenty-four hours replayed in his mind. The fierce protectiveness he'd felt over him. It had to be... That night, when he'd marked Mason the second time, after his DNA had already been introduced...

"This has never happened before. At least, no one has ever revealed something like this to me." Evin grasped Mason's face. He couldn't fight back the grin he knew was blossoming if he tried. "Unless I was already mated."

"What? Are you serious?" Mason's eyes grew large. "Are you saying you think you're somehow mated to me?"

"That's exactly what I think is going on. It's all making sense now." Evin planted a hard kiss to Mason's lips before continuing. "I never mated Jocelyn." He licked the seam of the other man's mouth. So fucking sweet.

"Thank God," Mason breathed. "But tell me why you think we’re mated?"

"First"—Evin thrust his hips into Mason's—"I shouldn't be hard as a damn rock and about to lose my mind if I can't have you in the next few minutes."

"Likewise." Mason grinned.

Evin went on to reveal how he'd heard Mason telepathically more than once that day and how he'd wanted to kill anybody who'd touched or threatened him in any way, including his father. Evin stroked his thumb over Mason's lower lip. "It had to have happened the other night when I bit you—twice—along with the incredible sex we had. I'd never felt so connected to another living soul as I did that night." He smiled. "Now I know why."

"So the ceremony with Jocelyn tonight—"

"Didn't work. It couldn't, because I was already taken," Evin said, his voice suddenly deeper, raspier.

"Fuck. Me." Mason released the words on a sigh.

"I'd be more than happy to."

Before Mason could ask twice, Evin had him pressed into the wall, his hands over his head, Evin's mouth devouring his. God, touching him, knowing he didn't have to walk away, had Evin's head spinning. Evin dropped his head to Mason's shoulder, needing to lick the evidence of their mating.

"I love you," Mason breathed into his ear.

The declaration tugged Evin back to center, his heart thundering against his chest. Mason stood there, desire smoldering in his gaze, his lips swollen and parted. Gorgeous.

"You don't have to say it—" The rest of his words stuck in his throat. Evin dropped his hold on the other man's arms.

Mason cupped Evin's cheek, the tips of his fingers digging into his hair. "I'm saying it because"— Mason cracked a smile—"I'm so fucking in love with you."

Evin didn't know what to say. In the last five minutes, his world had spun out of a cesspool in hell to smack dab in the middle of his wildest dream. There were no words.

"I would have said it earlier," Mason added, "but your tongue was too far down my throat at the time."

A laugh bubbled up and out of Evin's chest, breaking a bit of the spell the man in front of him had cast on his soul.

"Now come here." Mason slid his hand around to the back of Evin's neck and pulled him closer. "I need you so bad. I think I'm going to lose my mind if you don't fuck me right now."

A growl tore from Evin's throat as he slammed his mouth into Mason's. Evin kissed his lips, his cheeks, his throat, then moved lower and flicked his tongue over Mason's nipples. Mason squirmed in approval.

"My skin... It’s so damn sensitive," Mason groaned, hard pants leaving his throat. "Driving me crazy."

"It's the full moon combined with your first shift." Evin grabbed the elastic band of Mason's pants, knelt, and pulled them down until Mason could kick the material away. The thick, hard length of the other man's cock sprang forward, then flexed up toward his abs. Precum leaked from the flushed head, making Evin's mouth water for a taste. "The effect makes your cock burn for release." Evin leaned in and licked the glistening drop from the tip.

"Don't stop..." Mason's hips rocked forward, begging for more. Evin lifted his chin and quirked his lips.

"Your skin turns hypersensitive, and your senses sharpen." Evin opened his mouth, allowing a burst of warm air to skate over the leaking slit, wringing another moan from his lover. "Your mind and body become a primal beast that wants to fuck so bad, you're nearly insane from need."

"God...yes," Mason hissed.

Evin straightened to his full height and stepped away.

"What are you doing?" Mason moved from the wall toward him, confusion and desperation written on his face.

"I'm going to give you what you need, Brown Eyes." Evin's thighs bumped the mattress. He made quick work of removing his clothes before lowering onto the bed and leaning back on his elbows, his knees bent over the edge.

Mason positioned himself between Evin's legs. "What are you saying?"

Evin spread his thighs wider, and his rock-hard shaft flexed as if drawn to the man in front of him. He pushed back farther onto the bed, making his intention clear.

"Come and claim your mate, Mason."

Mason's nostrils flared right before he crawled onto the mattress and loomed over Evin, his hands braced on either side of Evin's head.

"The alpha is submitting?" One blond brow lifted.

"Only for his mate," Evin growled. "Tonight."

"I think I like this." A hint of a smile curved Mason's lips, and then his weight redistributed. He shuffled forward and placed his cock at Evin's lips. "Suck me," he demanded, his voice deep, animalistic. Evin shivered. Fuck, yeah. He thought he was going to like this too.

Evin opened wide and took Mason's full length. The sound of a muttered curse rolled from Mason's lips, and the broad head hit the back of Evin's throat. He swallowed, massaging the thick shaft.

"Yes. Fuck." Mason pulled back, then pistoned forward. Over and over. The salty flavor of his lover tantalized Evin's tongue, pushing the limits of his own need. His ache for release—to be touched by Mason—was maddening.

Suddenly Mason yanked free from Evin's mouth. "No more." His words were ragged. Sweat beaded on his forehead. "Have to be inside you." Mason scrambled to the side of the mattress. "There were some oils left by the healer." The bedside table rattled; then a corked bottle landed beside Evin. "That should work." Mason straddled Evin's hips once more, and after opening the bottle, poured some of clear liquid into his palm. "I believe they said this was coconut oil."

The cool, slick feel of Mason fingers slid between Evin's cheeks. He arched, opening his thighs wider, wanting more. Evin couldn't drag his gaze away from Mason as he slathered his own cock with the substance while probing Evin's tight ring. Mason's wet, rigid shaft shone in the low lights of the room. Damn. Evin realized he couldn't wait to feel the width of Mason's rod burning him, filling him up inside.

One finger, then two, slipped in deep. Evin groaned. "So good." He pumped his hips in time to Mason's exploration. Then Mason's hand was on him, stroking him. "Yes," he hissed. But it wasn't enough. "More." Evin rocked onto the thick presence in his rear, then lifted, meeting each glide over his shaft. "Shit. Mason." He was so close. "Fuck me. Dammit. Need it," he gasped. "Fuck me."

The thick head of Mason's cock replaced his digits.

Yes.

"Are you ready for me, lover?"

Evin's gaze locked with Mason's dark, hooded one. "Yours," Evin breathed. "Fill me."

Pressure...so much, the width burned and stretched him. His pulse pounded in his ears. So good. Nothing had ever felt this good. Evin bore down, needing it all. Wanting to feel every inch of Mason invading him, possessing him.

"Ah, fuck... Evin," Mason groaned and surged forward. His balls tapped Evin's buttocks, and he fell forward, his palms landing on either side of Evin's head. "Tight. You're so damn tight," he panted. "Killing me."

"Shut up and kiss me," Evin growled. Mason's tongue darted out and teased Evin's lips. He played along, chasing Mason with his teeth. Finally Mason's mouth crashed down onto his, and their tongues mimicked the action of their hips. Evin threw his legs around Mason's thighs and wrapped the other man inside his arms. He couldn't get enough.

In and out, Mason pounded him, striking the sweet spot inside and brushing the back of his shaft with his abs. His balls were so fucking taut, the cum inside hammering against the dam walls. Evin jerked his mouth away.

"Can't stop," he cried out. "Don't stop." He clamped down on the rigid feel of Mason inside him, shuddering under the exquisite sensation that shot through his cock. Stream after stream of his own hot cum jetted onto Evin's chest and abdomen. But Mason didn't let up.

His lover's head dropped to Evin's shoulder, and the warm, wet touch of his tongue bathed the skin there.

"Christ. Evin," he moaned, shoving his cock deep. "I'm dying to sink my teeth into you." The sharp edge of his lover's canines grazed Evin's flesh. "Need to"—Mason thrust hard again—"mark you."

"Do it," Evin managed to grit out. "Fuck, yes." Evin tossed his head farther to the side, making sure Mason knew he wanted this more than his next breath.

Mason pumped once, then twice more before his spine arched, and he groaned, filling Evin with the warmth of his cum. Evin ran his palms up Mason's spine, reveling in the orgasmic ripples rolling through his mate. Mason's head snapped forward, and the hot sting of his bite seized Evin's shoulder. The room blurred. Chaotic swirls of little white dots swam across his vision, and pleasure swamped his mind, his body.

"Ah, shit!" Evin didn't know if he'd actually made a sound of not. All he knew was the endless orgasm that had gripped his balls and cock, milking him dry. Every hot lick of Mason's tongue ricocheted down his spine, resulting in a spasm that had him squeezing the other man's shaft over and over. Damn, there couldn't be another drop of cum left in his body. Using what little strength he had left in his limbs, Evin rolled, taking Mason to his back, and pulling free from the sucking hold his mate had on his neck.

During the change of positions, Mason's rigid cock had slid free, but the man beneath him continued to thrust as if his need to fuck were insatiable. Mason had already come, but the stimulation of the moon combined with his primary shift and the all-consuming need to bond with his mate rode him hard. A deep growl emanated from Mason's chest, and he clawed at Evin's arms.

"Shhh, Brown Eyes." Evin planted kisses at the corner of Mason's mouth, and the metallic taste of his own blood seeped onto his tongue. "I'm right here. I've got you." Mason shivered under his touch. His hips slowed but continued their gentle rubbing action, working the hard ridge of Mason's cock between Evin's cheeks. Not that Evin was complaining.

"Sorry," Mason breathed, his voice hoarse. "Hard t-to stop."

"I know. Just breathe." Using the weight of his body, Evin held Mason in place, giving his mate the time he needed for the tremors and the lust to pass.

"God, did I just...?"

"Mate me?"

Mason nodded.

"Yeah, I think you probably did, judging by the intensity of that bite." Evin brought his gaze to Mason's and smiled. "You're having one hell of a day, Brown Eyes."

"You think?" Mason chuckled.

Evin dropped onto the bed beside Mason. "Fuck the formal ceremonies. This was a whole lot more fun."


Chapter Twelve

––––––––

"KinKaid!" A loud, deep voice penetrated the silence of the room, jerking Evin from a sound sleep. Early morning sunlight poured through the open curtains. Mason looked up from where his head rested on Evin's chest.

"Who is that?" Mason ran his fingers through his hair and rubbed his eyes.

"KinKaid!" The male's voice boomed again, coming from outside. "Show yourself."

"Son of a bitch," Evin hissed and jumped from the bed to his feet. His gaze darted to the clock on the bedside table—6:15 a.m. He was so screwed. Evin snatched his jeans from the floor, jammed both feet in, and pulled hard.

"What's going on?" Mason followed suit, leaving the bed and pulling on the running pants from last night.

A loud bang hit the room's door, cutting off Evin's reply. The sound quickly turned into a feverish pounding of fist to wood. "Evin! Are you in there?" It was Rosa. "Evin, please... If you're in there, answer me. There's trouble."

Evin rushed to the door and swung it open. Rosa stood on the other side, dressed in the red and gold colors of the KinKaid line, her eyes wide, her face pale.

"Evin... Thank goodness I found you." She darted into the room, her gaze swinging from Mason, then back to him. "When you didn't show up this morning, I knew there could be only one other place you'd be."

"Is that who I think it is out there?" Evin closed the door and approached his sister, Mason at his side.

"Yes." Rosa nodded. "It's the Lathans." She paced between the bed and loveseat like a caged animal. "When you didn't appear at six sharp to announce your claim on the title, word traveled fast to the rest of Jocelyn's family. Now, not only are her father and mother here, but her two brothers and cousin as well."

"Greedy opportunistic bastards," Evin spit, not holding back the resulting rumble from his chest. "Obviously having Jocelyn as their queen wasn't enough to satisfy her family's desire for power. They must have been lying in wait, hoping something like this would open the door for them to completely take over."

Rosa slowed, then turned, her gaze settling on Mason. "Since Evin didn't announce his alpha status at dawn, pack law gives them the right to try to take it. They've come for my father's and brother's heads."

"That won't be fucking happening," Mason growled. "They'll have to go through me first." Mason whirled on Evin. "Come on."

"Hold up." Evin braced his hand against Mason's chest. "You're not going anywhere."

"What the hell do you mean?" Mason knocked Evin's hand away. "If this is your battle, then it's mine too. No one is going to come here and threaten what's mine."

Warmth spread through Evin's chest like wildfire. He'd never get tired of hearing Mason stake his claim. Blood surged to his groin, and he had to push back the urge to take his mate, bend him over the bed, and fuck him into submission right there. But damn if this was the time to teach his lover who was in charge. Especially not with his sister in the room.

"After what you went through last night, you're not ready for this kind of fight. No way." Evin shook his head, pivoted, and headed toward the door.

"I'm fine." Evin could have sworn he'd heard Mason's teeth click as hard as he'd bitten out those words. "I'm not sitting back and watching like some damn pansy while someone tries to kill you."

"I'm not arguing with you on this." Evin gripped the door handle and glanced back. "I need for you to keep an eye on Rosa. I can handle this if I know you two are safe."

"Evin..."

Mason surged in his direction, but Evin was out the door before the other man could get another word in. Yeah, he'd pay for that one later.

Barefoot and shirtless, Evin ran through the breezeway, then cut over onto the grounds of the garden. Out of the corner of his eye, he spotted his father stepping from the house and onto the large stone patio. His mother, the queen, stood behind him, and Evin didn't miss the pleading hold she had on the alpha's arm. Their personal guards would never interfere in this fight. Pack law said it was Evin and his father's battle to win.

Jocelyn was out the door next. "What are you doing?" She cried out at her father. "No..." Jocelyn shook her head. "I did everything precisely as you said. I'm about to be queen."

The Lathans had formed a shallow V formation at the rear of the mansion, with Jocelyn's father, Victor, leading the mob. "Yes. You did fine, Jocelyn," Victor replied, meeting her confused expression. "But fate cannot be denied. This is all too perfect."

Victor's eyebrows shot up at the sight of both KinKaid males closing in, his gaze flicking from one man to the other.

"Well, well," the senior Lathan began, his words directed at Evin. "I'd almost given up hope that this day would come, when you returned to the pack to stake your claim. But what were the odds that you wouldn't show up on time for the transfer of power?" A smirk slashed Victor's mouth. "My lucky day."

The older man dropped to all fours, clothes splitting down his sides as he shifted. His posse followed like dominoes toppling in a row, morphing into their wolf forms. The sounds of ripping cotton and denim filled the cool morning air. His father's howl rang in his ears.

Evin sprang, his wolf shape overtaking him midflight.

He and his father were grossly outnumbered. But no way in hell would they go down easy. The Lathans would feel their teeth and claws, leaving several of them dead before a KinKaid would fall.

Dark paws hit the grassy surface amid three of his enemies. Evin snarled, turning, never allowing his back to remain in one spot. Each clawed the ground, snapping for a piece of him as he moved. Then it was his turn.

He lunged.

Jaws wide.

The foul taste of sweat and hot fur filled Evin's mouth. He clamped down hard, sinking his canines deep in the wolf's throat. A yelp rang out from the other beast, and his legs buckled. Evin held on, rolling with the twists and turns of his enemy's body. Without warning, the weight of the two wolves slammed into his torso, one on each side. Evin locked his jaw tight. No fucking way were they going to knock him loose.

Blood spilled into his mouth, nearly choking him. His neck and shoulders burned from the relentless amount of jaw pressure. The other wolves hammered at his back and legs. Pain raced up his spine from their attack, but he refused to go down.

From a distance, a familiar growl released then grew in intensity.

Louder.

Closer.

His father was coming. Two snarls followed by shrill cries of pain filled Evin's ears, and then the bombardment against his flesh ceased as well as the struggles underneath his muzzle. The battle had been won, but the war still raged on.

Evin wrenched his jaw free. He whirled just as a blow landed against his head. Stars burst in his vision, and Evin stumbled. His ears rang. In a haze, Evin could barely make out the alpha's shape. He had one wolf pinned, but the other chomped at his father's neck, determined to find an opening.

Another blow sent Evin tumbling. Victor, Jocelyn's father, had him targeted. Evin clawed at the ground and scrambled back onto all fours. His vision swam, but the bastard wasn't taking him down that easy. If he wanted blood, Evin would give him a taste.

With canines bared, Evin dipped his muzzle and charged. The heavier wolf met him halfway and rammed him, the force causing Evin's ribs to cave in. The resulting snap echoed in his ears. Evin reached inside, calling upon every ounce of reserve strength, then reared back and slammed forward once more. Victor sailed backward, his paws leaving the ground. His spine hit and curved at an unnatural angle over the rim of the garden's fountain. His body slumped onto the surrounding concrete.

Evin's diaphragm contracted, dragging the breath back through the pain and into his starved lungs. He swung around to find his father once more engaged in a fight for his life. One of the wolves was down and unmoving from the alpha's attack on his throat. But the other—the other had Barron pinned.

Hell no.

Barron KinKaid may be a bastard, but he was still his father, and Evin would not see him destroyed.

Dirt and grass flew from beneath his paws as Evin ate up the distance between himself and the two wolves. With his prey marked and in sight, Evin leaped. The force of the impact dislodged the other wolf from the alpha. Evin crashed on top of the final Lathan in a frenzy of claws and teeth. Blood sprayed. Fur flew. Until the world was a blur, and Evin knew only primal instinct, an animal driven to dominate. Driven to defend his territory.

The Lathan wolf flipped beneath Evin, reared his head back, mouth wide, going for the jugular. But it was a fatal mistake. In his stretch to reach Evin's throat, he exposed his own, giving Evin the perfect winning strike at his windpipe.

"Father!" Rosa's scream wrenched Evin from his prey. Evin spun at the same moment a golden blond wolf sprang into the air.

"Mason!"

His mate collided with a conscious and charging Victor mere seconds before the large beast pounced on his father's injured form. What the fuck? The damn wolf had been down.

Mason and Victor locked and rolled, tumbling across the grass in a whirl of blond and gray-speckled fur. Evin couldn't breathe. His heart thundered in his ears. Shit. Shit. He couldn't get to them fast enough. It was as if he were moving in fucking slow motion.

A loud yelp ricocheted inside Evin's head.

No! Fuck, no! Mason.

Evin's hind legs collapsed, and he pitched forward. Somehow, he regained his balance, snatching his muzzle up seconds before eating dirt. Mason's blond form was down. Victor's larger size held him to the ground, his jaws pinning Mason's head to the grassy surface. This time, the son of a bitch would die.

At full speed, Evin collided with the other wolf. Victor's grip on Mason failed, and his head whipped around from the impact as his body rolled over Mason's. Victor was a dead man. Evin leaped over Mason's still form and landed beside the senior wolf's torso. The sound of an automatic pistol being locked and loaded froze the dueling pair.

"Hasn't enough of our family died today?" The sound of Jocelyn's dead-calm voice sent a shiver down Evin's spine. Evin shifted but remained crouched and swung his human gaze in her direction. Tears streaked her pale cheeks, yet her expression contained no mercy. Victor's wild stare met his daughter's. Even though he held the face of a wolf, shock was written in his eyes.

"Go home, Father. No more." She shook her head. "I can't take anymore," Joselyn whispered.

The other wolf rolled to his feet and stood there as if in challenge.

"I don't want to shoot you." Jocelyn's voice wavered, and her hand shook. "But I will do it—I swear I will if that's what it takes to stop this." Victor's gaze held Jocelyn's for what seemed like minutes before he finally turned and walked toward the tree line. Jocelyn's arm dropped, taking the gun to her side. Her knees collapsed, and she sank to the grass. Her gaze drifted to Evin.

"I didn't think they would actually take it this far." Jocelyn trembled, her loose blonde hair swaying. "I swear. I didn't know."

"We don't have time to play the blame game right now." It was all he could do not to spit the words at her.

Mason's human groan had Evin spinning back around. Damn, his throat was a mess, but the shift had at least stopped the bleeding. If the attack had occurred while he was human, a shift would have healed the damage. But since he'd been in his wolf form, the shift back to his human state saved his life, though the injury would need more time to heal.

His father's shadow moved over Mason. Evin glanced up. Rosa and his mother stood by the Barron’s side, having wrapped a blanket over his shoulders.

"We'll get your friend inside and taken care of. See to your mate, son," the alpha instructed, lifting his chin in Jocelyn's direction.

"I am seeing to my mate," Evin bit back in return. He slid his arm beneath Mason's neck and another under his knees, cradling him against his chest before standing. Mason hissed, and a grimace formed on his face.

"What are you trying to say?" Barron's puzzled expression moved from Jocelyn's distressed form still sitting on the ground to the man in Evin's arms. "You're confused right now..."

Evin marched past his family and headed toward the KinKaid home, Mason secure in hold. "I've never been more clear in my life."


Epilogue

––––––––

One week later

Evin KinKaid's cabin on pack grounds

––––––––

Mason propped his guitar over his thigh and strummed a chord, testing the strings. He'd lost count of how long it'd been since he'd last played. But today, the time felt right. He felt right. As if he was exactly where he was supposed to be and who he was supposed to be. He sat back, allowing his shoulders to rest against the headboard of the bed. Evin had left earlier, needing to make sure what remained of the Lathans, including Jocelyn, departed the grounds without incident.

After the battle at the mansion and once Mason had received the care he'd needed, Evin's father hadn't wasted another minute transferring his position to his son, even though the shock of learning about his son's ineffective mating ceremony hadn't worn off. Mason had been half out of it, but he'd never forget the shade of red Barron KinKaid's face had turned when Evin informed him of their unique bond. He'd seemed ready to explode, but Evin reminded him that if it hadn't been for his mate, his father would have been dead. That sudden recollection had seemed to quickly sober the former alpha.

"What? No welcome-home kiss for your mate?" The deep and delicious sound of Evin's voice kick-started Mason's pulse, sending a surge of lust to his groin. He glanced up. Evin stood in the doorway, one shoulder leaning against the wood frame. The you're mine grin he sported told Mason the other man knew exactly how he affected him. And that he loved every minute of it.

"Hi there, yourself," Mason said. "Didn't hear you come in."

"I could tell." Evin strolled over toward the bed, kicked off his shoes, and plopped down beside him. "You looked pretty deep in thought." He leaned over, brushed the surface of Mason's lower lip with his tongue first, then gently covered his mouth with a kiss that said more than any words could hope to reveal. Mason knew his moves. His touch. Evin filled the void in Mason's heart and completed his soul.

Mason lifted his head, catching his breath. "I love you," he whispered.

A smile spread across Evin's mouth—one that lit his eyes, making the blue sparkle. "I love you too." His thumb smoothed over Mason's chin.

"Hate to change the subject here, since we're talking about how much you love me." Mason bit back a chuckle. "But I have to ask. How did it go with Jocelyn?"

Evin propped up a couple of pillows, then leaned back, his head turned in Mason's direction. "She's taking it pretty hard, since she's lost not only her brother but her place as queen as well." Evin swiped a hand over his face, as if the whole topic exhausted him. "But she's strong, and I'd expected worse, considering how many years her family groomed her for power. It's amazing she's stable at all." Evin turned his gaze away. "I think getting her away from the pack was the right thing to do. For a moment there the other morning, when I saw her pointing the gun at her father, I glimpsed a little of the compassion that used to exist in her when we were kids." He rolled to his side, facing Mason. "Maybe this time she can truly start over."

"Yeah. That would be good." Mason reached out and smoothed a palm over Evin's cheek. "You never cease to surprise me."

"I try." Evin grinned.

Mason shoved at his shoulder, rocking the other man back. "So did you get a chance to discuss your ideas with your father about amending the laws about who can succeed?"

"No. There really wasn't time." Evin fixed his gaze on Mason. "But I'm not going to let this go. Our pack needs to join the twenty-first century. There's no reason the son of an alpha's daughter shouldn't be considered to one day assume power. And my sister's children will carry KinKaid DNA. Maybe not the surname, but the dominant trait could be passed to her sons. One of her offspring should be allowed to take my place in the future."

"It's excellent logic. Unless it's just stubborn pride keeping them in the dark ages, I can't see why the elders wouldn't agree."

"Very true." Evin reached over and traced his finger along one of Mason's guitar strings. "Are you sure living here, in these small quarters instead of the alpha mansion, is enough? I just wanted to keep it simple. Just you and me for as long as we can get away with it."

"Me, you, a roof... It's all I need." Mason met and held Evin's gaze.

Evin's hand left the guitar and brushed Mason's cheek. "Ditto." His expression morphed from one of warmth to concern right before adding, "It looked like you had a lot on your mind when I came in. Did you have another conversation with your dad?"

"No. Thank goodness; I think that's settled. The threat I'd talked about possibly having to use has taken care of that problem. He won't be interfering in our lives unless he wants information about his gay son fed to the media." Mason rolled his eyes. "In reality, it's an empty threat. I couldn't risk anyone finding out about our world or potentially causing my mother or sister pain." Mason quirked a smile in Evin's direction. "But my dad doesn't know that."

"I do love it when you're bad." Evin narrowed his eyes. He wrapped his fingers around the guitar's neck, which rested on Mason's thigh, and then slowly allowed his palm to slide down over the strings. "You know, I never realized how sexy it could be to watch a hot guy's hands glide over an instrument." His gaze flicked to Mason. The pink tip of Evin's tongue moistened his lips. Damn. Mason's cock pulsed.

"Are you saying you think I'm hot?" Mason lifted a brow.

Evin grinned. "Most definitely."

"Wow." Mason feigned surprise. "I think you're kind of cute too." He smirked.

"Cute?" Evin yanked the guitar from Mason's lap and tossed it behind him on the bed.

"Hey! Give that back." Mason laughed.

He loomed over Mason, one hand on either side of his shoulders, and gripped the bed rails. "I've been a lot of things over the past few years, but cute is not one of them."

"What? Are you going to punish me for calling you cute?" Mason brought his head forward and planted a kiss on Evin's pouting lips.

A low growl vibrated off his mate's chest. "You'd like that, wouldn't you?"

"Yes, sir," Mason breathed, then nibbled his lover's mouth.

Evin grunted, but pulled back and stood from the bed. "Naked. Now."

The command sent chills skating over Mason's flesh, lifting the hairs on his body. Quickly Mason lifted his hips and pushed off his shorts. He hadn't bothered putting on a shirt that morning, so his bottoms were the only item that needed to go. Mason watched as Evin stripped in front of him. He took his time, knowing the show would drive Mason wild. And Evin was right. His cock burned. Mason stroked the hard length, spreading the precum over the head, enjoying the beautiful sight of his lover's body.

Nude and erect, his rigid shaft bounced with each step. Evin moved to end of the bed and nabbed Mason's guitar. What was he up to?

"On the edge of the bed."

Mason looked up, met Evin's commanding gaze, then dropped his legs over the edge of the bed. "You mean like this, sitting?"

"Yes. Good." Evin held the guitar out in front of Mason.

Reflex had Mason taking the instrument. What the hell? Did Evin want him to play? Now?

"Scoot farther over the edge," Evin directed.

With guitar in hand, Mason rocked his hip until only a portion of his ass remained on the mattress.

"Excellent." A devilish smile sat on his face. "Now, open your legs."

Mason complied.

"Wider."

The cool wood of the guitar sat against the top of Mason's rock-hard cock, but it in no way chilled the fire in his veins. Mason spread his thighs a little more. The look on Evin's face had his balls taut and the blood pounding through his length. Fuck. If he'd only come a little closer. One touch, and shit, he'd lose it.

Evin eased onto the chair beside the bed, facing him with his legs apart. His large palm worked a slow and steady rhythm over his thick girth. His gaze raked Mason. "Have you ever been fucked or blown while you played, Mason?"

Holy shit!
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Summary:

Becoming the alpha of one's wolf pack—brutal. Keeping the title and your mate alive all at the same time—living hell.

Evin KinKaid has it all: the title of alpha of the KinKaid wolf shifter pack and the man he loves, his mate, Mason Thorne II in his bed. But across territorial lines, it seems another pack is conspiring to see just how badly he wants to keep them both. So when the Gregorson pack tests its boundaries, leaving Evin to find his home ransacked and his mate nowhere to be found, the rival shifters learn what it's like to gain the KinKaid's alpha's full attention.


Chapter One

––––––––

“Fuck! Yes.” Mason rocked forward, seating himself balls-deep inside Evin.

His mate.

The man who held his heart in his hands, and the only one capable of bringing him to his knees and have him begging for more. But tonight, the alpha of the KinKaid wolf pack submitted.

“Come here,” Evin rumbled and wrapped his fingers around the back of Mason's head. Mason lowered his torso over Evin's chest, following his lead, and seized his partner's mouth. The kiss hot and urgent. Mason thrust his hips in time to the hungry nips and pulls at his lips and tongue. A groan released from the back of Evin's throat as he pulled back. “You love it, don't you?” Blue eyes filled with wicked lust locked with Mason's.

“Love what?” Mason pistoned forward and rolled his hips, forcing a gasp of pleasure from his mate. “You?” he added, then swiped another taste of Evin's full lower lip before lifting his head. “That, I do.” Mason smirked. Evin grumbled but rose to meet each downward stroke Mason offered. Yes.

“No. When you get to fuck me.” Evin gripped the top of Mason's ass with his broad hands, stilling his movements. Mason bit back a moan. His cock was on fire, the need for release drawing his balls tight.

“Yes,” he whispered, his voice hoarse. “Watching you come beneath me while your ass squeezes my cock...so damn hot.” Mason didn't miss the shiver that raced over his mate.

“Damn you...” Evin growled and jerked his hands away. “Fuck me!” His hips surged up and bumped Mason's, urging him on.

Mason shot Evin a defiant smile and narrowed his gaze. “Make me.”

The bedroom blurred in a whirl of browns, blues, and white as Mason's back slammed into the mattress. Evin's large, muscled frame loomed above, his hard thighs braced around Mason's hips.

“Make you, huh?” The corner of his mate's mouth lifted in challenge.

Mason grinned.

“Brown Eyes, you know that's a dare you'll never win.” Evin grasped Mason's cock and held it steady as he sank back onto the shaft. Mason couldn't hold back his pleasure-filled groan as Evin's tight heat engulfed him. His lover's muscles squeezed and released, over and over, as if trying to milk the cum up from his balls.

“Shit!” Mason flung his arms over his head and fisted the headboard’s wrought-iron rails. Evin didn't play fair. Mason breathed deep, then exhaled, attempting to slow his heart rate. He wouldn't cave. Not yet. The game was just too damn amazing.

Evin flexed his thighs and slowly lifted, squeezing every inch of Mason's cock along the way. Mason gasped, and unbidden, his hips surged up, the urge to fuck nearly uncontrollable. Not yet. Tightening his hold on the headboard, he stilled, then settled back onto the mattress.

“You okay, baby?” Evin's palms glided up Mason's chest. His fingers lingered on Mason's nipples before giving them a tweak. “Something you need?” A mischievous gaze met his.

“I'm fine,” he forced out through clenched teeth. “But I think I have something you need.” Mason flicked the tip of his tongue out, wetting his upper lip.

A low rumble vibrated off Evin's chest, and he repeated the process—in reverse. With excruciating deliberation, he lowered over Mason's sensitized erection until his cheeks bumped Mason's groin.

Holy shit.

If his mate didn't let go soon, Mason was going to come unglued. Because, dear God, he did need. He needed more of Evin.

Harder.

Faster.

Now.

Evin ground his hips, seating Mason's cock even deeper, rocking and pulsing along the base of his shaft. Fuck. Blowing his mind.

“Ah, shit!” Mason released his grip on the bars and clamped on to Evin's hips right before driving the other man up with his own. “Damn you!” he growled and proceeded to shuttle his cock in and out. “You win.”

“God. Yes.” Evin slammed his mouth onto Mason's, riding the feverish pitch of his thrusts. He groaned and tore his lips away. “That’s it. Fuck me.”

There wasn't a damn thing he wanted to do more. Mason worked his cock in and out, digging his fingers into Evin's flesh, dragging him down with every upward lunge. So good. So tight. His gums tingled, signaling the lengthening of his canines.

“On your back,” Mason ordered a second before he rolled, taking Evin beneath him. Evin wrapped his legs high on Mason's hips, his heels digging into his ass with each stroke. Mason leaned in, yearning for a taste of his mate. He brushed his lips against Evin's, then dropped to his shoulder and traced his partner's throbbing pulse with his tongue, following the beat until it ended at the curve of his jaw. “You ready, mate?” he breathed. “'Cause when I mark you, my cock's gonna blow.” Evin gripped Mason's nape and pressed his lips closer to his target: the dip where Evin's shoulder met his neck. The same area that held the scar from his previous love nips.

“Fuck, yeah,” Evin uttered, his voice gruff. “Do it.”

The tips of his canines tingled with anticipation. Mason opened wide and struck, sinking his teeth and his cock into his lover at the same time. The orgasm erupted from Mason's shaft, blasting an electric bolt of pleasure up his spine. Hot blood seeped into his mouth as his cum pumped into Evin.

“Mason!” Evin circled Mason's waist and pulled him tight against his chest, rubbing the hard ridge of his erection against Mason's lower abs. Seconds later, Evin's hips jerked, and the warm, wet feel of his seed jetted between them.

Mason released his mate's shoulder and soothed the bite mark with his tongue. The healing properties of his saliva would ease any pain and prevent infection, but he and Evin would always carry the scarred evidence of their mating. Mason smiled at the thought, his own shoulder heated where Evin had sunk his canines many times over the last six months. He gave one last prolonged lick over the wound, drawing a moan and squirm of pleasure from his partner.

Evin grasped Mason's shoulders, pulled him in, and sealed their mouths. But this time, instead of hard and hot, their pace slowed to tender and thorough. A lingering kiss between two people who had an eternity to explore their love—but whose desire could never be quenched.

“Love you,” Mason whispered against his mate's lips.

“I love you too.” Evin threaded his fingers through Mason's hair. “Can't imagine my life without you.”

“Good. 'Cause I'm never letting you go.” Mason smiled, then nipped Evin's lower lip.

“Ouch!” Evin jerked and laughed.

Mason flexed, ready to scramble from the bed, but Evin snaked his arm around his waist, halting his retreat right. A hard palm landed on Mason's ass. Smack!

“Hey...” he cried out, whipping his head around to meet the handsome, teasing gaze of his lover. Warmth flared across his butt cheek where he'd been spanked, sending a heady rush of excitement through his veins. “You love that, don't you?”

“What?” Evin smoothed his palm over the sting, then promptly swatted the same spot again. This time Mason had anticipated his move and yielded to the sensation. “Keeping you in line? Spanking your ass when you've been bad?” Mason's cock stirred back to life at his words. The deep and husky sound of renewed arousal in Evin's voice tantalized every nerve ending and licked up his shaft, making it difficult to remain still. Evin pulled Mason closer, and the warmth of his breath caressed Mason's ear. “Yes, I do.”

The heavy thud of a fist pounding on the front door had Mason swallowing the demand for Evin to finish the punishment he'd started.

“What the...?” Evin rolled from the bed and darted toward the bathroom. Mason followed close on his heels. After performing a quick spot check for any evidence, they grabbed their robes and made their way to the front of the cabin. The abuse of the wood grew even more insistent as they neared. “Coming!” Evin mumbled a few more choice words, flipped the dead bolt, and yanked the door wide open.

Landry Michaels and Kaleb Dalton, two senior leaders of the KinKaid enforcers, stood on the other side. The stony looks on their faces and the fact that it was three o'clock in the morning said they hadn't dropped by for a beer.

“We've got a problem.” Landry was the first to speak as he entered. Kaleb sauntered in behind, his palm resting on the grip of his automatic.

“Must be a bitch of a situation if this couldn't wait until dawn,” Evin stated, shoving the door closed.

“It's the Gregorson pack.” Kaleb swung back around, facing Evin now.

Mason moved in closer to his mate's side. He didn't know what the hell that meant, but judging by the chill suddenly sweeping the room, it couldn't be good. Mason glanced up at his partner. Lines of tension creased the corners of his eyes, reinforcing the uneasiness bubbling in Mason’s gut.

“What have you found?” With a lift of his chin, Evin directed the men toward the den, and the warmth of his hand at Mason's back guided him toward the couch.

The thump of boot heels echoed off the wood floor as they proceeded into the other room. Dressed in black from head to toe, the enforcer’s uniforms matched their dark moods.

Landry dropped into the large chair to the left of the sofa. Kaleb sat on the edge of the love seat, legs spread, and hands clasped between his knees, directly across from Evin and Mason. He shoved a few strands of the auburn hair that had come loose from the band at his nape behind his ear, then looked to Landry. As if on cue, the other enforcer picked up where Kaleb had left off.

“Dead wolves.” Landry took a deep breath and rubbed a gloved hand over the back of his bare neck. Where Kaleb's hair fell beneath his shoulders, Landry’s cut was all military with his dark strands buzzed close to the scalp.

“Shit.” Evin shook his head. “How many and where?”

“Four. Border patrol found them a couple of hours ago. All the carcasses had been strategically left just inside KinKaid territory.”

“Excuse me here, but um...”—Mason's gaze darted between Evin and Landry—“how can you be sure it's this Gregorson pack?”

Evin turned in Mason's direction, lifting one eyebrow. “How would a dog leave his calling card?”

Mason studied Evin's expression for a split second before it hit him. “Oh! They urinated on the bodies?” Fuck, how vile. It was bad enough that they'd killed those beautiful animals, but to degrade them by pissing on their broken bodies... Bastards.

“Correct,” Landry continued. “The markings were definitely not familiar to any of us, which left only one explanation. Well...” The enforcer's dark gaze flicked away, as if he was uncomfortable for the briefest of moments with what he was about to say. Then look vanished, and he was all hardened military again. “All except one.” Landry's expression steeled. “I did recognize a marking and can confirm that the trespassers were from the Gregorson pack.”

“I won't ask you how you would know that. Now is not the time.”—Evin leaned forward, elbows on his knees, his fingers laced and steepled—”only if you're one hundred percent certain?” The alpha met Landry's hard stare with one of his own. Kaleb studied his partner's profile, his expression intense, strained. If Mason had to guess, the reveal that Landry knew one of the scents came as news to Kaleb as well.

“I am,” Landry said, his voice deep and steady.

“Okay. That’s good enough for me,” Evin stated. “No other signs of anyone deeper into our territory, just at the border?”

“Nothing,” Kaleb said, taking his gaze back to Evin.

“Well then, it appears the Gregorson’s are trying to get the new alpha's attention.” Evin glanced over at Mason, blue eyes hooded by long, obsidian lashes.

“And they've succeeded,” Mason replied and stood. “Looks like it's going to be a long day. I'll get a pot of coffee going.”

“Thanks.” Evin's mumbled reply drifted behind him, and Mason made his way to the kitchen.

A few moments later, the three men passed by, heading toward the door as Mason grabbed two mugs from the cupboard.

“Inform the elders there'll be an emergency meeting at my father's home at seven,” Evin said. “Believe me, when I'm done, the Gregorson pack will have a much clearer understanding of what it means to have the KinKaid alpha's full attention.”

Shit. Mason drew a calming breath. He didn't like the sound of that plan. But he knew they didn't come any smarter or tougher than Evin. The man could handle himself. God knew he'd seen proof of that when Evin had taken down a couple of Jocelyn's family members right after they'd attempted to kill the former alpha, Evin's father.

Mason's mind slipped back to that incredible roller coaster ride of a week when he'd met Evin, and his whole world had turned upside down. It'd been six months, but to Mason, everything loomed so fresh in his mind. Becoming a wolf shifter—mate to Evin KinKaid—had meant walking away from his human life: his parents, his sister, and his former identity. And he'd do it all again if it meant Evin would be his. Mason had never been happier in his life. But still, with news of a threat against his current family, he couldn't help but wonder about his former one. Especially his mother and sister. Did they miss him? Were they okay?

“Rosa?” The combined exclamation from Landry and Kaleb had Mason swinging around. Evin stood with the front door open, his partner's twin sister on the threshold.

“What are you doing here at this hour?” Evin took her by the arm and pulled her inside.

“Exactly. That's what I'd like to know,” Landry added, crossing his arms over his chest.

Dang. Last he'd checked, Rosa only had one brother. But by the sound of Landry's voice and the look of frustration on Kaleb's face, there were three mighty possessive men standing in the hallway. Two of which, if they didn't back off, were about to get their asses kicked. Rosa may look like a china doll, but she shared the same DNA with an alpha wolf. Mason quietly chuckled and poured a cup of strong brew for Evin and himself. 

“Back off.” Rosa glared at Landry, then Kaleb. “You too, before you even open your mouth.” Both men clamped their lips tight but appeared as if they were about to spit molars from the hard clench of their jaws. She turned to Evin. “I see my gut instincts weren't wrong.” Rosa glanced at Mason, worry clouding her blue eyes, then returned to Evin. “Something bad happened tonight, didn't it?”


Chapter Two

––––––––

“They're taunting you!” Barron KinKaid slammed his fist onto the wood of the conference table.

“I realize that,” Evin snapped in return, trying his best to hold onto what was left of his patience. “But I'm not going to risk the lives of our men by charging north into their territory like rabid animals. Our retaliation needs to be well thought out to minimize KinKaid casualties and maximize our effectiveness.” They'd been at this for the last twelve hours and had got nowhere. His father wanted a show of immediate force to teach them a lesson. The council had suggested a diplomatic meeting of the pack alphas, which infuriated the former alpha, and Evin could understand why. They'd desecrated KinKaid land and the animals that lived there under their protection. A price would have to be paid for their violation, and Evin agreed that meant more action than diplomacy alone could provide. Yet his people needed to think before reacting, to prevent an all-out war. No one would win if such an event occurred.

Besides, wouldn't forcing them to wait make them squirm even more? Anticipation had always been the best—or worst—part of any game.

“Okay, here is what I've decided.” Evin stood, his fingers splayed on the conference table as he surveyed the men seated in front of him. The rumble of various conversations grew silent. “Over the next few days, I want a covert surveillance team formed for penetration of the Gregorson territory. I want to know where their weaknesses are and where their weapons are housed.” Evin straightened and faced his father. “Then we'll strike. Hit them when they least expect it. Take out a few of their reserves and show up on the alpha's doorstep—personally—and deliver the message that you don't fuck with the KinKaid pack.”

A few grunts of approval echoed from around the room. “Let's meet back here tomorrow afternoon. I want a list of recommendations on men for the team.” Evin scanned the table, taking in each man's nod of acknowledgment. “Excellent. We're done here for the night, then. I'd like to get home to my mate, as I'm sure you all would as well.”

Damn, he was tired. For Christ's sake, he'd had enough talk for one night. Evin zipped his leather jacket, shoved his hands into a matching pair of gloves, and exited the former alpha's home to head for his bike. He couldn't wait to pull Mason into his arms, take his partner's spicy scent deep into his lungs, and savor the peace his mate always brought to his soul. Evin straddled the seat of his Ninja and slid his helmet in place. Yeah, that moment couldn't come soon enough.

Less than fifteen minutes later, Evin roared up the short hill that took him into the two acres off the road and toward the cabin he shared with Mason. He rolled his bike under the open garage door and cut the engine. The space where Mason's BMW should have been parked was empty.

It was nearly eight o'clock, so where in the world was his mate?

Evin dismounted, yanked his helmet free, pulled his cell from his jacket pocket, and checked the display. No calls. No text messages. Odd. Evin shoved his phone back in his pocket and secured his helmet.

Where are you, Mason?

The cool night air was still as he neared the house, except for the steady crunch of gravel under his boots. With his heel on the first of two steps, he reached for the knob, but the door was already open. His gaze fell to the doorjamb. Frayed and splintered wood was all the remained of the section where the door would have locked. Evin's stomach twisted. His heart raced. Reflex had him going for the knife he kept stashed in his back jeans pocket. He flicked open the blade and nudged the door wider. The dry hinges whined under the stress of the oak's weight.

Evin placed one boot inside the door, fracturing more of the scattered glass littering the floor. He stilled with his back to the wall, listening for any signs of movement.

Nothing.

Moving farther into the cabin, Evin kept his knife out front and ready. The kitchen was a wreck. Every drawer ripped from its slide, the contents strewn across the room. Son of a bitch.

The living space and bedroom hadn't fared any better. The place had been ransacked, but it appeared the bastards were long gone. Evin tucked his knife back in his pocket and shook his head, tamping down the growing rage inside him. He had to focus. Their home could be repaired, but first things first—he needed to find his mate.

He snatched the cell from his pocket again and speed-dialed Mason. After the fifth ring, voice mail. Damn! Evin tapped End Call, then quickly dialed the front gate.

The guard picked up on the second ring. “Good evening, Alpha. What can I do for you?”

“I need to know when Mason Thorne left the compound today.”

“One moment, sir.” The sound of paper shuffling followed, then silence. Protracted silence. Fuck. Evin was going to wear a groove in the den's floor if he didn't hear something soon. That, or judging from the crack he'd just heard coming from the plastic molding, he was going to need a new phone after he broke the one in his grip.

“Uh, sir... I don't show any record of Mr. Thorne exiting the property today.”

The sudden gallop of Evin's heart rate nearly staggered him. He drew in a steadying breath. “Are you sure? You don't see anything?”

“I checked twice, sir. But his vehicle isn't listed.”

“Okay. Thanks.” Evin mindlessly tapped the red End Call bar display and dropped the phone on the coffee table. Dragging both hands through his hair, he searched for an explanation. There was another way off the property. The six-foot-gated one-way exit required an access code, but it was a few miles from the cabin and not a direct path to the main road. Why would Mason have felt the need to hide his departure off the grounds? Unless... They wouldn't go this far. Would they? Kidnap an alpha's mate? It was fucking suicide, because he would personally rip the person's heart out who touched Mason.

Evin scooped his cell from the table and dialed Landry. The enforcer answered on the first ring.

“Michaels.”

“I need you here, ASAP,” Evin commanded, pacing. Automatically he glanced out the window for what had to be the tenth time, wishing like hell for Mason's headlights. “We have a situation. My home's been ransacked...and Mason's missing.” The line went dead. But Evin didn't give a shit about the man's phone etiquette. No chitchat meant Landry was on the move.

“They want a war...” Evin growled, his fist circling the toppled lamp on the end table. He reared his arm back and sent the piece hurtling across the room. The crash into the log wall sent bits of wood and glass spraying. Air sawed in and out of his lungs. “They'll fucking get one.”


Chapter Three

––––––––

“I have two guests here you may be interested in talking with, Alpha.” Landry crossed the threshold into the cabin, followed by Kaleb along with two nude male shifters subdued by silver halos. The men clawed at the band around their throats, growling as they unwillingly trailed farther into the house. Mud caked their feet, and sweat streaked the dirt covering their faces and chests.

“Do come in.” Evin held the door wide open. “Where did you find them?”

“Right after I received your summons,” Landry began, “Kaleb called in and said his team had run down two trespassers attempting to slither back into Gregorson territory.” He shoved his prisoner down onto one of the kitchen chairs. The shifter hit the wood, releasing a grunt of displeasure. His buddy plopped down—with Kaleb's help—on the seat next to his partner in crime. Keeping a firm grip on the halo, Landry faced Evin. “The timing of their adventure onto KinKaid land seem like a bit of a coincidence to you, Alpha, with your home having been ransacked tonight?”

“Coincidence, my ass,” Evin spouted.

Landry chuckled. “Yeah,” he drawled. “That's what I thought.”

“Give me a second, and I'll get something to bind them with.” Evin darted into the bedroom, snagged a coil of rope from a bin under the bed, and returned to the kitchen. “Once I have their wrists tied, release the guiding rods from the halo. The silver will keep their strength suppressed enough that along with the bindings, it'll keep them in place.”

Evin grabbed the first man's hands and went to work. Once the knot was cinched tight, he glanced up at Landry. “Okay, this one's secured.” The enforcer met his gaze with a knowing grin. “What?”

“You keep your rope in there?” He tilted his head in the direction of the other room.

Evin lifted his brows and hit him with a glare that said you gotta problem with that? Landry got the hint, cleared his throat, and proceeded to wipe the grin off his face.

With both men secured to their seats, Evin circled around and stood in front of them. “Know that if you ever want to see Gregorson land again, you'll tell me where the hell my mate is.”

“We don't know what the fuck you're talking about,” the one on the right spit. “You've got nothing on us besides making a wrong turn in the forest at night.”

Before the bastard could flinch, Evin wrenched the other male’s head back by a fistful of dirty red hair. The intruder gasped under the hard tug at his roots, his mouth agape. In a dramatic display of imprinting the trespasser’s scent, Evin inhaled deeply along his neck. 

“You don't think that I'd forget a stench like yours, do you, asshole?” Evin growled in his ear. “You were all over my home. What the hell were you after?” The alpha released his hold and shoved the male’s head away.

“I don't have to tell you shit,” Red snarled. “The Gregorson pack will never submit to you and your old man.”

“Never,” the other one joined in with equal venom.

“Submit to me?” Evin straightened. “What the fuck are you talking about?”

Both men's mouths clamped shut.

“Someone's tongue better start wagging and telling me where Mason is, or I swear...” Evin lunged for Red's throat.

“Whoa! Evin!”

The sound of Mason's voice sent an electric jolt through Evin's veins, and he pulled his arm back. The back door slammed, and Evin spun around.

“What's going on?” Mason flung his keys onto one of the counters.

“Mason!” Evin marched toward his mate. “Where the fuck...?” He didn't wait for an answer. No way in hell. Evin had to touch him. Feel his mate and know he was alive. He reached out, grabbed him by his biceps, and hauled him against his chest. “Thank God,” he groaned. Damn, he felt so good in his arms. Evin sighed. He'd almost forgotten what it was like to breathe without each breath clawing its way past a fist of dread camped out behind his sternum. The one formed by the endless loops of what-ifs that had cycled inside his mind every second Mason had been gone.

“Hey, there. Missed you too,” Mason mumbled in his ear. “As much as I love you holding me—anytime—and for as long as you want, would you mind easing up for a moment and telling me what the hell is going on?”  He grunted and squirmed. “You're about to crack a rib.” 

“Oh... Sorry.” Evin released him, raked his gaze over his mate—and swung. His fist landed with a whack into the other man's shoulder.

“Shit!” Mason bellowed and grabbed his arm. “Damn. That hurt.” He glared at Evin. “What was that for?” 

“Son of a bitch. What were you thinking, disappearing on me like that?” Evin speared his fingers through his hair, spun, and addressed the enforcers. “Stand guard. I'll be right back.” Evin pivoted around, grasped Mason by his wrist, and ushered him toward the bedroom.

“Evin...” Mason tugged at his hold. “Evin, wait. I—”

As soon as they crossed into the room, Evin slammed the door and whirled Mason around. “Christ sakes, man, I thought you'd been kidnapped—or worse. Dead.” The word came out croaked. He couldn't help it. The last hour of constant fear had caught up with him. He cupped Mason's face. “Do have any idea what losing you would do to me?” Evin slammed his mouth onto Mason's.

Their teeth clicked; tongues licked and dueled for dominance. God, he was starved. Ravenous for the taste of his mate. Someone growled—Mason? Him? Who the fuck knew. But his partner gave back as good as he got. And judging by the coopery taste of blood in Evin’s mouth plus the raging hard-on grinding against his own, his mate was hungry for a piece of Evin as he was for Mason. Lust, adrenaline, and the blinding need to re-mark his mate had his head spinning like a fucking carnival ride.

Shit. They couldn't do this. Not right now. Evin tore his mouth from Mason's and pushed back. “Don't. You. Move,” he growled.

“I'm not going anywhere.” Mason reached down and repositioned the significant bulge in his pants.

“Good.” Evin leveled his gaze on his partner and placed his hand on the doorknob. “See that you don't this time. We have some things to straighten out once I take care of the situation in the other room.”

“What is going on out there? You never did answer me.”

“Two males from the Gregorson pack broke in here earlier and trashed the place.”

“That explains a lot.” Mason’s gaze flicked around the room. “I was wondering if a damn tornado or something had come through here while I was gone.” 

“Anyway. I'm planning to return one of them, but with a message for his alpha. If he wants the male back, Gregorson’s going to have to ask nicely—in person.”

“Shit. You think he'll come?”

Evin tossed Mason a smirk. “An alpha can't resist a challenge. This has gone too far, and we need to get to the bottom of this mess before it blows up in both our faces.”


Chapter Four

––––––––

Mason sank onto the edge of the bed. How had things gotten so insane? He'd never seen Evin that rattled before. Christ. He would have never left to see his human family if he'd known how this would have affected his mate. But he'd left a note. Why hadn't he seen...? Shit. The break-in. Mason dropped his head in his hands and rubbed his face. The bastards had ripped their home apart, and Mason bet the note he'd left on the table along with it.

Ten minutes later, Evin stepped back into the room. “All right, that's been handled.” His gaze locked with Mason's. “Now you and I need to talk, Brown Eyes. Where were you? With all that went down last night, why would you ever leave without letting me know where you were going?”

“If you would have given me a moment to explain, I'd have told you I left a note on the table before heading out.” Mason stood, walked over to the dresser, and shoved one of the drawers shut with a bang. Evin's tone threatened to piss him off. In his head, Mason knew his mate’s reaction came from a place of fear for his safety. But still...

“I never saw a note. What note?”

Mason turned and faced Evin. “I'm sure it got buried in all the disaster that's now our kitchen.”

“Where did you go? And why didn't you just text or call me?” Evin moved closer.

“Because you had more important things to handle this morning. You didn't need to be interrupted or worried about what was going on with me.”

“Don't ever say that,” Evin growled. “Nothing matters more to me than you.” He grabbed Mason by the arms, forcing him to meet his gaze. “Do you get that?”

“But—” Mason shook his head.

“Stop!” Evin snapped. “You will always come first. I want to know and understand everything that's going on inside your head. Now tell me what's going on?”

Mason swallowed hard, his heart clogging his throat. “Damn,” he croaked. “I love you so much. You’re my world. Don’t ever doubt that.” He didn't want his partner to get the impression he wasn't happy living with the pack. But he'd had to see his mother and sister today. Even if from a distance. The urge to do so had been more than he could resist after what had occurred the night before with the Gregorson pack. “I want to share everything with you, Evin. Really, I do. But today...today was something I needed to handle on my own.”

He pulled away from Evin's hold, turned, and walked to the window. The sliver of moon above the trees cast a soft glow across the back deck, but failed to light the dense woods surrounding them. “That's why I'd decided to slip out through the remote gate today. With my being the alpha's mate and given the other pack’s threat, I knew the guards would track my every move. I didn't particularly care to share my destination with them.”

“And where was that, exactly?” Evin's deep voice caressed the back of Mason's neck, lifting every hair on his nape.

“To see my family.”

“What?”

Tension spiked in the air. “They didn't see me,” he added in an attempt to calm his mate. “I just wanted to know if they were okay. Mainly my sister and mother. I knew the odds of catching a glimpse of my dad outside of the office would have been a long shot.” Mason turned toward his partner. “I don't know where the unrelenting urge came from. Call it homesickness. Needing closure. Who knows? But I just had to see them one more time.”

Evin stroked the side of Mason's face with his fingertips, concern overriding the anxiety in his blue depths. “And were they well?”

“Yeah.” Mason nodded. “My sister looked happy, and my mom seemed okay. It felt good to see their faces.”

“I'm glad.” Evin dropped his hand, backed away, and his gaze darkened. “But if you ever pull a stunt like that again... Why didn't you call me when you were on your way home?”

Mason pulled his cell from his pocket and wiggled it in the air, the display dark. “Battery's dead,” he said with a cringe. “You know how bad I suck at remembering to charge the damn thing. And I left my car charger in the Chevelle the last time I drove it.”

“Dammit, Brown Eyes.” Evin ran his hand through his hair and whirled, putting his back to Mason. “I was ready to kill one of those men. I knew someone in the Gregorson pack had you. It was the only logical explanation for your disappearance.”

“I'm so sorry. I just didn't know how to tell you about this when you were dealing with so much.” Mason edged closer to his mate. “How can I make this up to you?”

Evin froze.

He snapped his head in Mason's direction, lifting one eyebrow. “Never.”

His voice lowered, sending a chill up Mason's spine. “Ever.”

Then he was moving—like a predator slinking toward his prey. He closed the few inches separating them, bringing them chest to chest. “Keep anything from me again or leave without making sure I know where you are.”

God, Mason loved it when his lover went all Dom. He couldn't help the slight grin he knew curled one corner of his mouth with the words that were about to fall from his lips.

“Make me.”

A low growl vibrated off Evin's chest.

Shit. Excitement raced through Mason's veins.

Evin lunged.

Mason ducked.

And shifted.

The pop of threads and ripping seams filled the space around them. Mason dropped to all fours and dashed from the room, Evin hot on his heels. The heavy thump of eight padded feet scrambling across wood floors and toward the screened back door reverberated off the walls. Mason leaped, tore through the covering of the lower half of the door, and bound straight for the grass.

Cool night air filled his lungs, and the thrill of the chase surged him forward. Pushed him harder. And he knew Evin loved it as much as he did.

Back and forth they darted between the moss-covered trees for what had to be a mile. Suddenly, a large fallen tree loomed in front of Mason, blocking his path. He jumped, jerked right, then doubled back. Evin came out of nowhere, having anticipated his move. But Mason's momentum proved too much to reel in, and he slammed into his mate, knocking them both to the ground.

Air sawed through their muzzles filling his ears. Mason surged to his feet and shot in the direction of the cabin. He glanced back. Oh yeah, Evin was up and coming for him. His pulse raced.

By the time their home came into view every muscle burned. The garage’s rear door stood open, and Mason hauled his ass inside. Damn. He'd forgotten he'd closed the main door to the house when he'd parked his Bimmer. He scurried toward the left and the far end of the building, gravel scattering under his large paws. A low rumble resonated from the other side of the vehicle. A tremble of anticipation rolled through Mason's limbs. Evin had him cornered.

And his mate knew it.

“Are you ready for me, Brown Eyes? There's no way out. Except for when I'm done with you and decide to let you go.”

Mason closed his eyes and allowed his human form to overtake him, matching the shape his mate had already assumed. Crouched, Mason peered around the hood of his BMW, searching for a glimpse of his partner.

“Let me go?” Mason grinned. “And here I thought that was the last thing you wanted to do.”

“You're absolutely right.” Evin's deep voice sounded. But this time, he was right behind him.

“Damn!” Mason jerked forward, but he wasn't fast enough. Evin seized his arms and hauled him in reverse. One of his hands clamped Mason's wrists behind his back, and his cock surged to a rock-hard state.

“Got you, baby,” Evin whispered at his ear.

“Yes. You definitely do.” Mason managed to force out through a series of hard pants. His head swam, and he staggered. Probably due to rapid blood loss, since all of it had gone straight to his dick, based on how much it now throbbed.

Evin steered him forward and around the hood of the car. He pressed his torso over onto the metal, his hard cock pressed downward between his legs. The car’s engine hadn’t cooled down yet after his long drive back from Seattle, and the hood warmed his chest.

“Don't move,” Evin commanded, followed by the sound of thick tape tearing behind him.

“Duct tape?”

“That's right,” he said and circled Mason's wrists with the material, binding them tight. “You were bad tonight, Brown Eyes—keeping stuff from me, disappearing, then running... I think it's about damn time I spanked this fine ass of yours.” Evin's wide palm glided over Mason’s butt cheek, and it was all he could do not to squirm and press into the sensation. “Don't you?”

“Yeah,” Mason groaned. “I was so bad.” He turned his head and glanced at his mate. “I think you should teach me a lesson.” Mason’s gaze fell to Evin's erection. His mate’s shaft stood at full attention, thick, flushed, precum already beading at the slit. Mason squirmed and licked his lips at the sight.

Before Mason could take his next breath, a smack landed across his rear end. Heat raced up his spine, forcing a gasp into his lungs. Mason moaned and tucked his chin, bracing for another. Whack! Evin's palm landed once more—then again—repeating the process on the left, then right cheek.

“Shit!” Mason cried out. “Evin...” His bottom was on fire, and he'd never been hotter in his life. “Fuck me already.” Mason spread his legs wide in invitation. “Please.”

“Not yet, baby,” he said, but Mason could have sworn he'd heard a low groan roll from Evin right before a light smack stung his shaft and balls.

“Oh God.” His scrotum drew tight, and his cock threatened to blow. “Can't take any more,” Mason mumbled into the car's hood and shook his head. “Evin... I'll come.”

“Turn around.” Evin grasped his shoulder and guided him till they faced each other. He reached low and grabbed Mason by the ankles. “Up on the hood.” Evin lifted Mason’s legs, and Mason scooted his bottom onto the metal. With his wrists still bound, all Mason could do was balance himself with his fingers as Evin proceeded to help him in performing a three-sixty. With Mason's feet now resting at the top of the hood near the windshield, Evin moved in behind him. “Lie back,” he ordered. “It's my turn.”

Mason did as instructed, and his mouth watered in anticipation. Oh yeah, he could almost taste the salty, wild flavor of his mate's cock. Mason’s head hung low off the hood, and he drank in the heady site of Evin's shaft flexing in front of him.

“You want it, baby?” Evin growled and stroked his thumb once across Mason's lower lip.

Mason licked at the tingle he'd left behind. “Give it to me,” he breathed.

Evin wrapped his fingers around his length and placed the thick head at Mason's mouth. “Lick it.”

A large bead of precum had welled at the end of his lover’s crown. Mason reached out with his tongue, curled the tip, and dragged it through the slit. Evin hissed.

“Yes... Fuck. Open.” Evin nudged Mason’s lips with his rod, and Mason stretched his jaw wide, allowing Evin's cock to slide deep.

“That's it,” he groaned. “Take it, baby.”

The shaft rammed the back of his throat, and Mason swallowed, working the muscles along the other man's length.

“So. Damn. Good,” Evin moaned and pulled out slightly before pistoning inside once more. Yes. And it was good. Mason loved everything about Evin. Loved his taste, his scent—loved him.

In and out, Evin pumped his cock into Mason's waiting mouth. He couldn't see his mate's face from the angle he lay in, but the ragged sound of his breathing told him it wouldn't be much longer. Mason tightened his lips around mate’s girth, and each time Evin withdrew, he sucked hard on the shaft's crown. God, he wished his hands were free so he could sink his fingertips into Evin's ass cheeks. Feel his muscles tighten under his palms right before he blew.

“Enough,” Evin cried out and jerked back. “Want inside you.”

Christ. Yes. Even better.

Evin grabbed Mason's shoulders and assisted him into a sitting position. The next thing he knew, Evin had the duct tape shredded from his wrists, and a few hairs along with it.

“Ouch!” He snatched his arms in front and rubbed at the lingering sting.

“Sorry about that.” Evin's lips trailed along his neck. “I’m a bit eager, and I'm sure that didn't feel good.”

Mason reached up, sank his fingers into Evin's hair, and pulled his mouth to his before whispering, “No. But you feel so much better, and it kind of makes up for it.” Evin slammed his lips onto Mason's. Damn, he’d never tired of kissing Evin.

“Need you,” Evin mumbled and pulled Mason around until he slid from the hood. Once his feet hit the ground, he pivoted and leaned over the car once more. Evin spread Mason's cheeks, and the warmth of his breath skated over his opening. Mason shivered. His lover’s tongue, slick and hot, grazed the tight ring, wetting the surface before probing inside.

“God, Evin...” Mason couldn't hold in the groan bubbling up from his throat.

The broad head of Evin's shaft pressed at Mason's back door, followed by the weight of his partner's chest over his back. “Want you so much. Let me in, Brown Eyes.”

“Want you...too.” Mason bore down, opening himself to his mate. “Love you.”

On a low growl, Evin shoved his hips forward and seated his cock to the hilt. Mason cried out. So damn full. Evin circled his arms around him and pulled Mason against his chest.

“Love you too,” he whispered in his ear, his voice hoarse.

“Fuck me.” Mason reached up and behind, fisting a handful of his lover's hair. “Mark me. Make me never forget who and where I belong.” Not that he ever could. Evin was the other half of his soul.

A howl tore from his mate's chest, and he thrust his cock deep. Pleasure arrowed up Mason's spine, and he tossed his head back onto Evin. Sharp incisors pierced his shoulder, forcing a gasp from throat. Mason's spine arched, and he clamped onto the hard feel of his lover’s shaft shuttling in and out of him, but Evin held him tight. Oh fuck. Cum jetted from the end of his cock in wave after wave, the force of his orgasm knocking the strength from his legs.

Evin slammed his hips into Mason’s once more, stiffened, and yanked his teeth from Mason’s flesh. A loud roar echoed off the garage walls and Evin’s hot seed pumped into him.

A few moments later, Evin slipped free. Mason slowly turned in his arms. The passion—the love staring back at him from his mate’s blue gaze—nearly took him to his knees. Evin cupped his face and dipped his head until his forehead touched Mason's.

“Mine,” he breathed.

“Yours. Always, my love.”
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Summary:

Landry Michaels, lead enforcer for the KinKaid pack has a secret. Well...make that more than one. He’s in love with the alpha’s sister, Rosa. And his best friend, Kaleb. It wouldn’t be so bad if having either of them was in the realm of possibility. Landry’s past, and his present, contain one too many stains, making him a bad fit for the pack’s beauty. And when it comes to Kaleb... The fact the male is straight is only the beginning of why he’s “hands off”.

Kaleb Dalton is a male who has it all. A great family. A job that allows him to work every day with his best friend, Landry. Everything should be perfect, right? Except for the fantasies about his partner that plague his days, and the desires for Rosa that taunt him in his dreams. Two people, if he had half a brain, who should not be on his short list for potential lovers. 

Ever since she was a little girl, Rosa Kinkaid has had Landry and Kaleb’s attention, but it was never anything serious. They were friends. Besides, there had always been plenty of time for her to choose a lover—a mate. Her family needed her, and they came first. Until now... Rosa's going into heat.

But that's not her only problem. The KinKaid and Gregorson pack are on the verge of war, and there are long-buried family secrets, feelings, and hidden desires rising to the surface along with Rosa’s heat. Some will be shocking, and others, more disturbing than any of them are prepared to handle.


Chapter One

––––––––

“Evin!” Rosa shot upright in bed, her fingers curling in the thin cotton over her chest. Fear coiled around her heart like a gnarled vine, threatening to snuff the organ’s next beat. Something was wrong with her twin. She threw back the covers and tore from the bed, snatching her robe from where it draped over the footboard.

For as long as Rosa KinKaid could remember, she had been gifted—or plagued, depending on the day—with the ability to sense or foretell trouble, especially when it came to her twin, Evin.

Tonight was one of those moments.

A choking wave of dread had washed over her in her sleep, jerking her into consciousness. Unlike last night when a fog of unease had settled in her bones, waking her, sending her out to the alpha’s home to check in on the pack. That particular event had been triggered when several of the wolves that roamed the KinKaid territory had been killed by the Gregorsons.

But not this time. This time the feeling was more personal, more urgent, and demanding. Her stomach roiled at the what ifs screaming through her mind. 

Rosa grabbed her cell from the dresser, located Evin’s number in her favorites, and tapped his name. Pacing her room, she waited for him to pick up. Come on. Come on. But after a few rings, the call rolled over to his voicemail. 

“Damn!” Her brother, their alpha, was in trouble. And she had to find him.

Downstairs, Rosa grabbed her keys from the shelf by the backdoor and bolted from her house. The drive across the property to Evin and his mate’s cabin would only take fifteen to twenty minutes, but she’d never felt further away from her brother in her life. If she’d still lived with her mother and father, Rosa would have been able to shave five minutes off the trip. But at twenty-six, and with certain new changes awakening inside her, staying within the confines of her parents’ home was no longer an option.

Her hands shook as she tried to find the hole in the Jeep’s ignition switch with the key. Finally, the metal slid home, she twisted her wrist, and the engine roared to life. Rosa popped it into gear and slammed her foot on the gas pedal. The rear tires bit into the gravel, launching her down the driveway, scattering dust and rocks in her wake.

With the top down, the lead singer’s haunting voice filled the night as the radio blared Bring Me to Life. Rosa’s heart raced as the dual effect of the music and the ominous lyrics ratcheted up her anxiety and the rabid need to find her twin. A fine sheen of sweat covered her body, sending a chill down her spine. At least she prayed that was the cause and not... No. She wasn’t going there. Evin had to be fine.

The tree line denoting the turn off for the drive leading to her brother’s cabin soon loomed ahead. Less than five minutes later, Rosa sighted the dwelling. The lights were on, and two dark SUVs sat parked out front. Neither vehicle was Evin’s or Mason’s, his mate. They belonged to...

She hit the brakes.

Landry and Kaleb, the pack’s two best security enforcers. Oh, God. What had gone down?

With the engine still running, Rosa flung the Jeep’s door open, launched herself from the vehicle, and aimed for the house. Before she could make it to the steps, Landry appeared on the porch, one large hand wrapped around the end of a Halo. The silver-laced noose at the end of a long pole encircled the neck of a nude male, the embedded precious metal subduing his actions. Following close behind, Kaleb emerged with his own prisoner. Both males ground to a halt the moment they spotted her, their gazes soaking her in from head to toe.

Rosa’s breath froze in her lungs, and she grasped the front of her robe, tight-fisting the material closer to her chest. Damn. She should have taken the extra couple of minutes to put on more clothes. Their perusal slammed into her like a physical caress, and her nipples pebbled into hard, stiff peaks. Her core spasmed, sending a rush of moisture into her panties.

Stop it, KinKaid! Get a grip. Her mind raged against her unwanted physical reaction. Evin was the priority here. Even though her head demanded she find her twin, protect him, she couldn’t shake off the overdose of testosterone arrowed in her direction.

And she hated it.

Hated her body’s betrayal by how quickly it became aroused, especially these past couple of weeks. Her heat was rising too soon. Yet, whether she was ready or not, Rosa wouldn’t be able to hide her condition or refuse the desire to mate for too much longer. But until then, she would fight its lure with every ounce of resistance she could muster. And for as long as possible.

Her mate would be chosen when Rosa deemed it time, not because she was forced to do so by lust.

“What’s going on?” Rosa asked, finally able to kick her diaphragm and voice box back into action. “Is Evin okay?”

“These two ransacked the alpha’s home earlier,” Landry stated. “We caught them before they managed to cross back over to their grounds.”

Rosa growled and shot the thugs a look that said she was about two seconds from clawing their eyes out if her twin was harmed. “And my brother?”

“He’s fine.” This time Kaleb spoke up. “It was Mason he was concerned about. He’d gone missing, and for a while there, Evin believed these bastards had him.”

“Oh, my God.” Rosa closed her eyes. Evin had to have been frantic. His distress must have been what she’d sensed while she was sleeping, and why he’d been too distracted to answer her call. She lifted her eyelids and fixed her gaze on the enforcers. “But he’s okay as well?”

Kaleb nodded. “Mason just got home. Doesn’t look as if his absence had anything to with these two.” He gave a slight yank on the Halo. His prisoner snarled and grasped at the stricture around his throat. “When we left, it looked like the alpha and his mate were about to have a serious...talk—if you know what I mean.” Kaleb gave her a lopsided grin and tugged on his prisoner, towing him forward to the enforcer’s SUV.

“Probably not the best time for a visit,” Kaleb added as he made his way around her.

“What are you doing out here in the middle of the night?” Landry shoved his captive in the same direction Kaleb had traveled.

The mud-caked thug raked her with his gaze; then his nostrils flared. The prisoner reached low for the suddenly awakening shaft between his legs. “Sweet thing, I’ve got what you need—anytime.” The wide pink tip of his tongue appeared, and he licked his lips.

Shit. Rosa half-shuffled, half-stumbled backward away from the trespasser’s nose and advances.

“Shut the hell up!” Landry barked and smacked the male in the back of his head, putting an end to his insolent remark. Rosa crossed her arms over her chest. Landry glared over his shoulder. “You’re not even dressed, Rosa,” he bit out, his jaw tight.

She had to be more careful. Stay under better control. If a stranger had picked up on the scent of her earlier arousal, it was only a matter of time before Landry and Kaleb caught a whiff. Thank God the duo appeared more engrossed in their work and hadn’t stopped long enough to detect anything unusual about her state, other than her garments.

If they did sense her desire, there would be questions hurled her way she wasn’t ready to answer. Rosa wasn’t blind or stupid. She knew both males exhibited signs of interest that ventured beyond brotherly affection. Problem was, Rosa cared for Landry as much as she did for Kaleb. Both were strong warriors, unique when it came to their personalities, but too similar in how they’d wrapped themselves around her heart. Picking one over the other could insert a divisive wedge between Landry and Kaleb’s friendship and possibly demolish a partnership.

Dear God, she would not be the catalyst responsible for destroying them.

Once her heat crested, a solid chance existed Rosa might not have the power to stop herself from taking one male or the other. But until then... No way in hell was anyone or anything going to steal away her control.

“I was worried about Evin,” she snapped and spun, following their progress as the enforcers loaded their captives into their SUVs. The passenger doors slammed, and they glanced back over to Rosa.

“This is my brother’s home,” she continued, “and I’ll come here, Landry Michaels, however and whenever I damn please.” She braced her hands on her hips, cocked her brow, silently challenging him to try to tell her differently.

A loud crash echoed from the area behind Evin’s cabin. She dropped her hands, ready to charge in the direction of the noise when a howl rent the night air.

Evin. Rosa would know his cry anywhere. But it wasn’t a signal of distress. Quite the opposite. The tone conveyed excitement. Another howl followed the first, this one from her brother’s mate. Rosa smiled to herself at the sound of the pair out for a run under the moon and stars. Her brother was indeed fine. Evin didn’t need her tonight. He had his soul mate, and all was right in their world.

A deep ached swelled in her chest. One she was becoming way too familiar with lately. Loneliness? Maybe a little jealousy for what her twin had found with Mason? Rosa swallowed back the knot in her throat.

“Well, as you can hear, Evin and Mason are fine,” Landry stated, jerking her back from her mental dance with melancholy.

Rosa nodded, her jaw clenched.

“You should go home. Where it’s safe,” Kaleb added. “Tensions are too high right now between us and the Gregorsons.” He started in Rosa’s direction, but she side-stepped his approach and headed toward her Jeep.

She didn’t need either of them closer than necessary. Her emotional state was just too damn fragile with all Evin had gone through tonight, and she couldn’t trust what her pheromones would reveal.

Ever since her school days, Landry and Kaleb had watched out for her, flirted with her. Yet, it had never gone beyond the feeling of having two extra big brothers in her life. But now...

High school was a long time ago.

Rosa climbed in behind the wheel and closed the driver’s door. Out of the corner of her eye, she watched as Kaleb rubbed a gloved hand over his chin, lowered his gaze, and marched toward his SUV. Her sudden evasion had obviously stung his pride. Rosa’s stomach clenched. God, she hadn’t meant to hurt his feelings.

The hormonal and emotional turmoil churning inside her wasn’t natural...none of it remotely approached natural—the premature rise in her heat and her growing feelings for the two males. If she had gone through a mating ceremony before now, the heat that might rise around the age of thirty would have been extremely mild in comparison or nonexistent if she had already bore a child. Like a flower threatened by an early death that bears fruit as a last ditch effort to procreate, the rising of a female wolf shifter’s heat was her biological clock’s way of doing the same.

But this...this blaze steadily increasing inside her was too early. Four years too early.

Maybe it was the stress she’d endured from a couple of years ago when their father had evicted her twin from the pack after learning he was gay. That combined with her psychic ability and her growing feelings for Landry and Kaleb may have escalated the whole process. It was the only logical explanation.

Her longing for both the enforcers would be considered abnormal by the pack. A normal female was supposed to be attracted to only one male at a time. She would never forget the pain and suffering her brother had endured because of his sexual orientation and his love for Mason. In the end, they’d found their happily ever after. But the journey had nearly shattered their hearts. Why couldn’t anything ever be easy for the KinKaid siblings?

She popped the gearshift into reverse.

“Stay close to home, Rosa,” Landry called out before she could press the accelerator. “With the Gregorson pack trespassing, breaking and entering, and the challenge our alpha is about to make, things could get ugly.”

A cold shiver raced down Rosa’s spine. “What do you mean?”

Landry sauntered closer and propped a gloved hand on her side mirror while Kaleb stood guard near the SUVs. “The alpha has ordered us to detain one of the males.”

“Why would Evin do that?” The question popped out, but Rosa wasn’t sure she wanted to know the answer.

“Because he’s sending a message back to Stefan Gregorson with the other shifter we’re setting free.”

“I don’t think I like the sound of that,” Rosa groaned. “And what is he supposed to relay to the alpha?”

“If he wants his pack mate back, the Gregorson alpha will have to come for him—personally.” Landry smirked. “Our alpha’s got balls. I’ll give him that.”

“Oh, my God,” Rosa murmured, her spine bumping the vehicle’s seat. Her heart raced, adrenalized by the horrible scenarios playing out inside her head. Landry was correct. This could turn very bad, very fast—for everyone.


Chapter Two

––––––––

“So what is it that you’ve been keeping from me?”

Landry flinched, but managed to swallow the last gulp of his beer without choking. He twisted in his seat at the bar and gave his partner his best what the fuck are you talking about? look.

“Don’t even try that face on me. I’ve known you way too long for your innocent look to work. You’re full of shit and you know it.”

“Damn, mutt.” Landry plopped a hand over his heart. “You wound me.” Kaleb had been his best friend since they were kids, and he really did know him too well. Keeping any secrets from the male was hard as hell. In a way, Landry was kind of surprised Kaleb had allowed three days to pass since the wolf culling by the Gregorsons on the KinKaid border before bringing up his omission. The guy wasn’t known as one of their pack’s best enforcers for his charm alone. Kaleb could be relentless when he wanted. Still, the male’s strength, brilliance and skill didn’t make him a mind reader.

Thank God.

For Landry had no intention of ever discussing the screw-up that had landed him and the Gregorson’s lead enforcer—the alpha’s younger brother, Arick—in bed. Shit. It had been six months ago, yet Landry still squirmed in disgust over his idiocy. During their first few hook-ups at the fetish club Landry sometimes frequented, he’d had no idea who the male had actually been. But that small aspect didn’t make the mistake sit any easier inside his gut.

“You know what I’m talking about.” Kaleb tore the label from his beer, fisting it before tossing it into the empty peanut bowl on the bar. “You never said a word to me the other night about having recognized one of the scents at the kill site. One would think after we’d discovered a wolf culling on our territory you would have mentioned that important factor.”

“I didn’t think it was relevant.” Landry raised his empty in the bartender’s direction, signaling for another round.

“You didn’t think it was relevant?” A deep rumble vibrated off his friend’s chest.

“No. I didn’t,” he added, his tone hard. “We’d already drawn the logical conclusion that the Gregorson pack was behind the attack. I only added the additional confirmation for our alpha’s benefit.”

The bartender arrived with two more Buds, stifling whatever retort Kaleb had been about to deliver. Perfect timing.

“Thanks.” Landry nodded at the dark-headed barkeep as the other man snagged the ten-dollar bill off the wood and collected their used shot glasses from an earlier round of whiskey. “Keep the change.”

“Thanks. Let me know if you need anything else,” he added, flashing a grin, his pale blue gaze lingering on Landry, suggesting more than alcohol was on the menu. Landry couldn’t help the smile tugging the corner of his mouth. The guy was cute.

“God. You’re such a man-whore.” Kaleb shook his head.

“Fuck you.”

“In your dreams.” Kaleb smirked.

“You’re not my type.” Liar. Kaleb was exactly Landry’s type, except for the annoying fact he was straight.

“Please,” Kaleb drawled. “Everyone is your type. That’s why Rosa will never let you anywhere near her.”

Landry internally flinched, his hold tightening on his beer. The booze was going straight to Kaleb’s mouth. His partner wasn’t wrong, though. Kaleb knew Rosa had a piece of Landry’s heart. He should, because the other male had it just as bad for her, though he would deny his feelings went that deep. Landry cared for her more than she’d ever know because Rosa deserved better than a bastard male like himself with so much damn baggage a 747 would be challenged for takeoff.

Landry slapped his friend on the back. “Like you’re on her short list for a mate. All she’s willing to give either of us is a right cross. Not to mention you broke her best friend’s heart last year.”

“The female knew what she was getting into before she crawled into my bed.” Kaleb shook his head, auburn strands of hair falling into his face. “I told her I didn’t want anything more,” he stated, his words starting to slur.

Landry suppressed a grin. Kaleb was over six foot-two and one badass wolf, but the male was a lightweight when it came to alcohol.

“I would have only ended up hurting her even worse if we’d kept seeing each other.” He tilted his head in Landry’s direction. “She would have started talking about the future. And I’m just not cut out for that domestic kind of shit.” His voice croaked. “I refuse to turn into my parents. Don’t you think Rosa knows that?” He grabbed his bottle for another swig, beer sloshing over the top and onto his shirt and jeans. “Shit.” He hissed, brushing a palm over his damp clothes. “She has to understand.”

“Yeah. I’m sure she does,” Landry conceded and wrapped an arm around his inebriated friend. This close, the cedar and mint scent of Kaleb’s skin and hair, invaded his nostrils like a strategic attack force on his libido. His cock responded to the onslaught, going rock hard. 

Landry bit back a groan. Only two people in the world held the power to crawl under his skin and subvert the tight reign he held on his control—Kaleb and Rosa. Problem was, both were miles beyond his reach. Untouchable as the moon, and just as beautiful, bright, and bigger than life. Yet, no matter how much he wished otherwise, neither would ever be his. “It’s been a long night. Let’s get you home.”

Around midnight, Landry rolled his black SUV through the gates protecting the several thousand acres of KinKaid territory that sat within the Cascade Mountains. He followed the winding road deep into the property until he reached his partner’s brick and stone cottage. The small two-bedroom structure sat near the rear of the KinKaid lands, its backyard buffered by the sheer rock face of a mountain. Quiet and isolated, the place matched his best friend’s persona perfectly.

Kaleb was the Daltons’ only son. One of the pack’s wealthier families who enjoyed spending their evenings all suit-and-tie amongst the other social elites. Kaleb loved his family, but he’d despised growing up on display as the Daltons’ prize offspring and burdened with the stress to fulfill all their dreams. So, it wasn’t hard to understand the other male’s strong affinity for his privacy—out of the pack and his family’s prying eyes.

Hell, after spending every day while growing up wishing he could hide the black stain on his own family—or just erase it all together—Landry could certainly relate to the need for solitude.

Landry pulled his vehicle onto the gravel drive, the stones crunching beneath the twenty-inch wheels. Kaleb had passed out on the return trip, his face pressed into the passenger door’s glass. Landry grinned at the sight, finding it hard to bring himself to reach over and wake his friend. He’d be happy to sit there until dawn just watching him.

The male was irresistible. Only Kaleb could manage to pull off sexy in his drunken-passed out state. His friend was oblivious to just how destructively handsome his looks were.

A thick fan of dark lashes rested on Kaleb’s cheeks, his generous mouth hung open. A slight snore reverberated from his throat with each inhale and exhale. Landry barely resisted leaning over to lick the full swell of the other male’s lower lip. Maybe he’d slide the seat back, straddle the other male’s thighs, positioning just so until Landry could release his pounding dick from behind his zipper, then...

Landry’s breath hitched at the thought. His pulse raced. Shaking his head, he attempted to erase the mental image as if his brain were an Etch-A-Sketch. He glanced back over at his unconscious partner.

Good luck with that, Michaels. You’re never going to get the guy out of your mind.

“You’re home.” Landry reached over and shook his partner.

“What?” Kaleb dragged a palm over his face, blinked, and straightened. “Ah, shit.” He hissed and ran his fingers through his hair, pushing it back over his forehead. “Where’s the damn semi that hit us?”

“Back at the bar,” Landry said. “His name was Budweiser and his co-pilot was Jack.”

“You’re hysterical.” Kaleb sneered, then popped the door, exited, and weaved around the front of Landry’s SUV. Apparently, the nap had done little to help sober him. Kaleb stumbled up the two steps to his door, and Landry cut the engine. He couldn’t be sure the male would actually make it to his bed without a broken limb. 

Landry left the vehicle, hustled across the lawn, and up onto the porch before Kaleb had managed to pick the correct key for the lock. He peered over Kaleb’s shoulder and tapped the gold one between the other male’s fingers. “That one.”

“I know.” Kaleb shooed Landry’s fingers away. “I got this.”

“Okay, okay.” Landry flipped his palm up in surrender. “Just making sure you get inside.”

“I’m a grown male,” he slurred. “I think I can get in the door of my own house.” Kaleb stabbed the metal into the slit and twisted. The door clicked, and he shouldered the door open. “See,” he stated, sounding proud of his accomplishment and spun in Landry’s direction. Except along the way, Kaleb’s eyes crossed under the sudden movement, and he tilted sideways.

“Whoa!” Landry quickly grabbed Kaleb by the arm and righted him. “I got you.”

Kaleb lifted his head, his blue eyes doing their best to find Landry’s. “Thanks, man.” He patted Landry’s biceps. “You’re the best friend ever.”

Landry lowered his lids, forcing the hard feel of the other man’s body out of his mind. “Yeah,” he managed to get out and opened his eyes. “I know.” Landry guided Kaleb across the threshold, flicked on the light switch, and kicked the front door closed behind them.

Side-by-side, they trudged toward the back of the house and Kaleb’s bedroom. Once there, Landry directed Kaleb toward his mattress, and the enforcer toppled over onto the bed with a humpf. Fully clothed, the big guy’s size twelve’s hung off the side, and up top, his right arm had plopped over his face. He was out cold. 

Landry inhaled deeply and scrubbed a palm over his face. Shit. The mutt reeked of spilled beer. He lowered his arm. 

“Damn. I can’t leave him like this,” Landry mumbled to himself. No matter how bad of an idea this probably was, he couldn’t leave his partner to wake smelling like a brewery in day-old clothes. With a shifter’s enhanced olfactory system, breathing in the stale aroma first thing in the morning would not be a pleasant surprise. And his jeans still looked damp. How nasty would those feel to wake up in? Besides, if their situations were reversed, Kaleb wouldn’t walk out on him without first making sure Landry was comfortable.

“Okay,” he said and sighed. “Let’s get you undressed.” Landry bit back a groan.

The boots were the easy part. Landry had those off in less than two minutes and stashed by his friend’s closet door. Back at Kaleb’s bedside, he stood over his friend, staring at the belt wrapped around the other male’s waist and swallowed hard. Yeah. The size twelves had been a breeze.

On a deep breath, Landry leaned over and plucked the end of the leather from where it lay nestled under the belt loop and tugged the strap back, releasing it from the buckle. Every beat of Landry’s heart roared inside his head. With his thumb and forefinger, he worked the button free, then went for Kaleb’s fly. Beads of sweat popped on Landry’s forehead and rolled down his temples. God, this was insane. His fantasy had come to life but somehow had twisted into a tortuous game of try not to look and definitely don’t touch.

He tugged on the zipper, and the denim parted, revealing a pair of black boxers beneath. Landry swallowed, and the air inside his lungs he hadn’t realized he’d been holding burst forth. Unlike himself, the other male wasn’t commando. Thank God. 

Landry liked to believe he was the master of his control, but if what he’d found beneath the male’s jeans had been different... He shook his head. The very idea too tempting to dwell on in his current state. It was a test Landry was glad he didn’t have to endure.

Reaching around Kaleb’s hips, Landry dug his fingers into the other male’s waistband. “Come on, mutt.” Landry wrenched on the denim, rocking them back and forth to inch the material down Kaleb’s hips and legs.

Kaleb groaned and squirmed. Fine copper hairs covered the male’s creamy white, hard thighs and calves. Landry tugged Kaleb’s jeans off, and the side’s of his thumbs brushed the surface of his friend’s skin. So damn soft. A shiver raced over Landry.

Focus!

Just get the guy out of his shirt, feet under the blankets, and tuck him in. Simple. So why did it feel like he was about to scale Mount Rainier—barefoot?

Clamping down tight on his jaw, Landry eased his fingers beneath the hem of the unconscious male’s T-shirt. Smooth skin stretched taut over steel abs greeted him, and it was as if all the blood drained from his brain, making him lightheaded. Landry’s eyelids shuttered.

Get the damn thing over his head then get the hell out! He pulled the material north, revealing the sweetest eight pack he’d ever seen. Granted, the sight of Kaleb without a shirt wasn’t new. He’d sparred and worked out with the bare-chested male more times than he could count, but seeing him like this—sprawled on top of the crisp white sheets...

Landry glanced up at his partner. Strands of auburn hair covered Kaleb’s pillow and fell over his shoulders. The rich color popped in vivid contrast to his friend’s unblemished pale flesh. Unusual for a redhead, but he’d never seen a freckle on Kaleb. Not that Landry would have minded. Hell, he’d give his right nut for the chance to bathe every little brown fleck on the male’s body with his tongue.

“Fuck,” Landry whispered under his breath, doing his best to resist the urge to grab his own cock and relieve the ache in his balls. Not now. Later, he’d have to do something about it in private or lose his mind. But for the moment, he had to take care of his friend and keep his hands off. Both of them.

Carefully, Landry stretched the cotton and maneuvered Kaleb’s right arm, then left, through the holes in the sleeves. Next, he gently palmed his friend’s nape and lifted Kaleb’s head to pull the tee over. With his chin and forehead free, Landry released Kaleb and finished tugging the material off. The back of Kaleb’s head plopped onto the pillow, but before Landry could turn away, his friend’s eyelashes fluttered open. At the same moment, two large palms locked onto Landry’s face. 

Shit! Landry braced his hands on either side of Kaleb’s shoulders, his gaze snagging with Kaleb’s blue one. The pink tip of his tongue emerged, and Kaleb licked his lips before easing his head up and tapping his forehead to Landry’s.

What the hell? Landry couldn’t breathe. Dear God, he didn’t dare move. Was Kaleb going to...Landry’s brain short-circuited at the very idea of the other male’s mouth connecting with his.

“I-I love you, man,” Kaleb muttered and collapsed, a loud snore filling the room.

Air rushed from Landry’s lungs. “Son of a bitch,” he barked, his arms stiff and trembling where he’d braced himself over his sleeping partner. “If you weren’t already unconscious...” He huffed, straightened, and spun, stabbing his fingers through the short hairs on top of his head. Absently, he tossed a blanket over Kaleb’s half-naked form, then marched from the room.

Seconds later, the front door slammed behind him, and he headed for his SUV, the pressure behind his zipper with every step a painful reminder of what he’d allowed himself to be sucked into. He grimaced and cursed under his breath. Sucked wasn’t the best choice of words.

He took his seat behind the wheel. Next time, he was cutting the other enforcer off after two drinks. Landry prided himself on the strength of his will, but there was only so much a male could take before he snapped. And having to strip Kaleb Dalton down, then put the male to bed—alone—took Landry too close to the maximum tensile strength of his sanity. He couldn’t allow another night like this one to recur. If it did, Landry was pretty sure he would not merely edge the line of what was appropriate between partners he’d charge right over the damn thing. Possibly ruining a two-decade old friendship.

Landry shoved the key into the ignition, twisted, and the engine rumbled to life. With the vehicle in reverse, he rolled out of the driveway. Studying the front porch where only minutes ago he’d helped his partner through the door, Landry tried to imagine what his life would be like without Dalton in it.

Empty.

Dark. His chest ached at the conjured altered reality.

No way could he fucking allow that to happen and survive.


Chapter Three

––––––––

Arick Gregorson closed the door to his office and turned to face the male who’d entered. “I’m glad we’ve finally gotten a chance to talk alone.”

“When are we going back to get my brother the hell out of the KinKaid’s hands?” The redheaded shifter snarled.

“Patience, Carl,” Arick said, his voice hushed. “Stefan and I have everything under control and plan to pay Evin KinKaid a visit very soon.” Not soon enough for Arick’s taste. Stefan, Arick’s brother and the Gregorson alpha, was dragging his feet about taking the next obvious move against the KinKaids.

“The arrogant bastard KinKaid wanted to play it stupid. As if he had no idea why we’d be trespassing onto his land.”

“You told our alpha you hadn’t found anything in Evin’s home,” Arick stated.

“That’s right,” he grumbled. “We tore the place apart, but it was clean. Not one piece of damn evidence that he’s been spying on our territory. I just knew we’d find something to show Stefan and have the final proof we need to slay those bastards and show them what it’s like to be part of a real pack.” The shifter white-knuckled his fist in emphasis.

“We appreciated your efforts, Carl, and don’t worry about your brother.” Arick narrowed his gaze on the other male and nodded. “We’ll get him back.”

Carl snarled, his upper lip curling, revealing a thick set of fangs. “There have been too many things going down around here for it not to be the KinKaids. And damn if it didn’t feel good to hand them a little payback for the wolves they left dead on our lands. Not to mention...” Carl’s voice lowered. “You know we’ve heard rumors of the threats being left for your brother to find.”

Arick schooled his features, making sure nothing but disdain at the acts the other male referenced showed on his face. Of course the pack had heard of the notes left for the alpha and the other little signs that a terrorist with a thirst for power was among them. Arick had made sure of it, and his plan was proceeding perfectly. Soon the pack rage against the KinKaids would reach a fever pitch, and his brother would fall from power without a sliver of suspicion ever pointing in Arick’s direction. Everything he’d been waiting for would soon be his—the alpha’s seat and Landry Michaels back in his bed.

“Yes, I’m aware the word has gotten out. As lead enforcer for our pack, I take any threat very seriously. But especially those aimed at Stefan. The alpha’s security is my top priority.” Arick rounded his desk and eased onto the thick leather cushion of his executive chair. He glanced up and met the dark blue gaze of the shifter on the other side of the furniture. “Stefan is not only our leader but my blood. And no one gets away with threatening family.” Except for me, of course. But Carl didn’t need to know that little detail.

“No doubt, enforcer.” Carl squared his shoulders.

“You filled Stefan in on the details of your search and of your encounter with Evin. Now, I want you to think very hard about every shifter you interacted with while you were there. Was there anything you found out of the ordinary?”

Carl’s brow creased as if he were deep in thought, and he swiped a wide palm over his day’s growth of beard. “Well, now that you mention it, there was this female who showed up outside of the alpha’s house when we were being hauled out of there by KinKaid’s enforcers.”

“A female?” Arick settled his shoulders on the chair’s backrest, the leather squeaking under the shift in weight.

“Yes, sir, Evin’s sister. I overheard them call her Rosa. So I know it was her.”

“Really? Interesting.” What the hell had she been doing out there?

“I’d heard the alpha had a twin sister,” Carl went on to say. “But she doesn’t look anything like that ugly bastard. She’s quite beautiful.” He grinned. “Blonde. Petite. Like an angel under the moonlight.”

“Yeah, yeah. She’s pretty,” Arick snapped and surged forward, elbows going to his desk. “I get it. Now go on with the rest.” The male was testing his patience.

Carl cleared his throat. “Well, apparently she thought one of the shifters with the Halo around me and my brother’s neck was hot too, judging by the whiff of arousal that burned up my nostrils when I got near her. They were real protective of her too, and I don’t think it was just because she’s the alpha’s sister. From the way they both watched her, I’d say there was more going on than an enforcer doing his job.”

“I see,” Arick drawled, his pulse tapping out a ragged beat.

It couldn’t be...him.

Not the male he’d hooked up with a few months ago in the fetish club. What had started out as a few anonymous fucks—at least that was what Landry assumed—to gather intelligence from the KinKaid’s alpha’s top enforcer had turned into a savage thirst Arick had yet to quench. Bottoming wasn’t something Arick often submitted to for any male. But with Landry... The shifter had struck a nerve, stimulated an itch only he could scratch. Arick had lost his mind under the dominant male, and in the aftermath, he’d slipped, asking Michaels one too many questions.

Landry hadn’t been stupid, though. Arick had tripped the other shifter’s alarm, sending his lover on a seek and find mission for Arick’s true identity. And for Landry, the resulting revelation had morphed their mutual pleasure sessions into something that should have never happened. Not when both males were the lead enforcer for rival packs.

“Besides Rosa’s name, did you happen to pick up on any of the others?” Arick curled one of the ink pens inside his palm, waiting.

“Yes, sir. I sure did.” Carl plastered on a proud smile. “Rosa called the shifter who had me in his loop, Landry.”

A tremor raced down Arick’s spine. Dammit! Had Landry been salivating over that KinKaid bitch?

“She was pissed,” Carl continued, oblivious to the fact Arick was a grenade whose pin had just been pulled. “When the enforcer guided me past her, I sort of offered to help take care of her—if you know what I mean?” The tall male chuckled. “The enforcer snapped, hit me, then scolded her for not being properly dressed. Man...” He shook his head. “She didn’t like that in the least bit.”

“Why was she there?” Arick tapped out a melody on his desk with the ballpoint. “Did she say?”

“Only that she was worried about her brother.”

“Well...she should be.” Arick tossed the pen onto the surface and stood.” He’s screwing with the wrong pack.”

“Damn straight,” Carl stated with a flash of fang.

Arick rounded his desk, tugging on the sleeves of his black and gold-trimmed jacket. “That’ll be all for now. Rest assured, I’ll notify you soon with our next step.”

“I would appreciate that.” Carl turned for the exit.

“I’m sure you’d like to join us for the retrieval of your brother.” Arick brushed past the other male and reached for the doorknob. “Am I right?”

“That I would,” the shifter growled.

Arick held the door open for the other male to pass through. “Then we’ll make that happen. You have my word,” Arick stated, his voice gruff.

Carl nodded, his mouth drawn into a thin line, then strode out into the corridor.

What the fuck? Arick braced his palms on the closed wood. This was not the news he’d expected to hear. Could Michaels be interested in that female? Hell no! The shifter was going to be his. Together, they would be an unstoppable force, sitting at the top of the Gregorson pack.

But now... Landry could not be fawning over some weak KinKaid whore. This could never be allowed to happen. It would ruin everything.

Behind Arick, another door snicked shut. “Interesting development, Landry’s interest in the alpha’s twin,” a male voice stated, confidence ringing in the tone.

“I don’t know how you can say that,” Arick growled and spun. “This complicates my plan.”

“Oh, to the contrary. I think this couldn’t have played into your hand any better.” The tall, dark-haired male, salt and pepper sprinkled at his temples, eased onto the leather seat in front of Arick’s desk. He crossed his legs, not a wrinkle visible in his well-tailored slacks, and slung an arm over the back of the chair’s twin at his right.

“Please, enlighten me on how you see this helping my cause.” Arick plopped back into place behind the width of his desk.

“Simple.” The elder male sneered, yet the scorn failed to reach his eyes. His dark irises remained flat, void of emotion.

And Arick thought himself a cold-ass bastard...

He’d have to keep a close watch on this shifter. With his tongue, the other male had vowed his only incentive behind their collaboration was a share of the power and status, once Arick finally took control of the pack. But behind the cold, hard stare, Lucas Allister clearly harbored some sort of an agenda other than Arick’s. That was obvious. Why else would the guy risk so much for the promise of an elevated position in the pack? Lucas surely knew Arick had no intention of sharing the power.

But the elder shifter was clever, and Arick needed the male and his mind for political strategy. Partnering with Allister would be worth the risk in the end when Arick achieved his goals. He didn’t give a fuck what Lucas was after as long as he stayed out of Arick’s way.

And if Lucas failed to do so...? There were deadly consequences for standing between Arick and what he wanted.

“You’ve successfully planted all your seeds deep,” the senior male began. “Your brother has no doubts the KinKaid alpha wants him dead—wants his pack. The KinKaids believe our alpha has targeted them. Both sides are primed for war.”

“Tell me something I don’t know, Lucas.” The male was indeed smart when it came to political tactics, but at times, he tried Arick’s patience.

The large male sighed. “Where is your appreciation for the excitement of a well-delivered plot, Gregorson?”

“I’m fresh out,” Arick deadpanned.

“Fine.” Lucas lowered his leg and leaned forward. “You have an open invitation to walk right onto the KinKaid lands.”

“Go on.” Arick pressed his shoulders into his chair’s backrest.

“What better way to incite a war than to take something their alpha, and apparently their lead enforcer as well, covets. Both males, I’m most certain, would...” Lucas eased back, his empty, obsidian stare unwavering from Arick’s, “kill for her.”

Arick’s pulse stuttered, then raced, making him lightheaded. Holy fuck. “Rosa KinKaid.” Seated, Arick lunged forward, bringing them closer. “You’re suggesting we take the alpha’s twin,” he stated, his voice hushed as if the walls might share their secret.

“You tell me you want a war. You want your brother dead. And you want Landry for yourself.”

“Yes!” Arick spat. “All of it!”

Lucas slid to the edge of his seat, the sharp points of his canines glinting beneath his upper lip. “Then you take Rosa KinKaid, and you’ll have everything you ever wanted.”


Chapter Four

––––––––

Rosa twisted the knobs on her shower, shutting off the spray. After tugging the curtain aside, she stepped out onto her bathmat. With a towel plucked from the rack, she massaged her damp hair, then moved to her back and shoulders. Rolling her head, she kneaded her fingers through the plush cotton into her flesh. The hot water had felt great on her neck.

Standing in front of the bathroom counter, she turned and lifted her locks. Between her shoulder blades and above, her skin tingled like the marching of ants heading north. She swiveled her head and glanced into the mirror. Her breath hitched. The dark line, the thermometer that gauged the progression of heat, began as a smudge in the middle of her back and darkened as it rose. It had now crossed the threshold of her neck. Rosa reached around, smoothing the pad of her finger over the brown line as if she could wipe the evidence away. Once it reached her hairline, she would be in full heat. From what she’d heard, her body and mind would be wracked with the need for any man willing to ease her flesh from the insane craving for sex—to mate—and form an inseparable bond.

And to breed.

She groaned. God help me. Rosa spun and gripped the edge of her sink, her knuckles blanching. Lifting her head, she reached for her toothbrush. A wave of dizziness swamped her, and her vision clouded. She grasped the counter for balance and steadied her feet. Oh, God. Her stomach soured in apprehension.

“Rosa!” The sound of her brother’s cry filled her head, weakening her knees. Her rear slammed onto the tile floor, rattling her teeth. Then her sight was Evin’s.

Yet, he was no longer in human form. His perception was too sharp, the level of focus too low to the ground. He ran through the trees, claws digging into the mulch beneath his pads. Howls rent the night air around him. His heart raced, fueled by rage and adrenalin. The duel effect popped beads of sweat like rain over Rosa’s flesh, and she shivered. Evin stopped before several males dressed in black. Loud snaps rang out and a section of fence behind them tumbled inward.

Evin reared his head back, and a howl ricocheted inside her skull, chilling her blood. Her brother charged, leaping over the fallen cyclone...and was gone. Like a puff of smoke dispersed by a breeze, the vision faded away with him.

Hot tears crested and trailed down her cheeks. Rosa pushed up from the hard surface. Damn, damn, damn. Evin had called her name, which meant the prophecy had been about her. Something had gone terribly wrong, and Evin was prepared to kill or destroy whatever or whoever was involved.

The location in her vision—the fence—it had to be the Gregorson border. What the hell had they done? And what did it have to with her?

She reached down and snagged her towel from the tile, her hand trembling. Quickly, she wrapped it around her, sniffed, and snatched her toothbrush from its holder. On autopilot, Rosa finished her morning routine. She would give anything to know how far in the future the events would occur. That was the suckiest part of her gift. What visions did invade her brain could be happening now or months in the future. And sometimes there were no images at all, only feelings—a sense of wrongness.

Not that knowing when and where would do a damn bit of good. What was to come would come. At least that was how it had always been in the past no matter how hard she’d tried to change the future. Her mind rolled back to the precious little black puppy she’d found wandering the grounds behind her family home when she was twelve. White spots had dotted each of his floppy ears. He’d felt so soft and warm curled up in her arms beneath her covers. She couldn’t keep the corners of her mouth from lifting at the memory. Then the distant sound of brake’s squealing punched through from the recesses of her mind and battered away her smile.

Rosa had tried to stop it. She’d seen his lifeless body more than once in her dreams, and because of those night terrors, every day when she’d left for school, Rosa had secured Pebbles in a small kennel. He was safe. Protected from the wheels of any vehicle. She’d been certain there was no way her nightmare would come true.

But one afternoon she’d been late arriving home from class. Rosa had run to her family’s house, a sense of dread swelling behind her breastbone only to find it was too late. Her mother, concerned for Pebbles, had released him from his cage to relieve himself. Excited, Pebbles had run away and directly into the path of a truck.

Even now, grief welled, a hard knot in the back of her throat, and Rosa’s chin shook under its demand for release. No! She spun and cried out into the emptiness of her bedroom, helpless rage forcing sadness to retreat. A walk down memory lane wasn’t going to do her any good. Action. That was her only hope. No matter what the past had taught her, she had to do something—anything other than sitting back and allowing some imminent horror overtake her. An impotent damsel in distress was a title she would never wear.

*** 

Kaleb cupped his hands under the running water and splashed his face once more with the frigid liquid. “Shit!” he hissed. Even at the end of summer, the water in the Pacific Northwest never lost its chilly edge. He shoved his hair back and stared at the dark shadow of whiskers along his jaw. Yeah. He really should shave, but his head throbbed, the nasty aftereffect of tossing one too many back the night before. “The hell with it.” Kaleb grabbed the hand towel from the ring by the sink, flipped the light switch off, and shuffled toward his room.

After pulling on a pair of low-riding sweats, socks, and a T-shirt, Kaleb headed to his closet for a pair of sneakers. He yanked on the handle but noticed his boots were blocking the doorway. When had he left those there? Kaleb palmed the black pair when the image of Landry’s face flashed before his mind’s eye. Not just the kind of mental snapshot of his mug beside him at a bar or next to him in Kaleb’s car, but an up close and personal sort of visual as if they were about to...

He dropped his boots, the thick soles resonating a solid thud against the wood—the sound matching the one inside his head with every beat of his heart.

It was all coming back to him. Not in a flood of details, but flashes of the night before were emerging at full speed.

Landry had followed Kaleb inside. He’d been drunk on his ass, and his partner had made sure he’d gotten in the house...and into bed. Kaleb sank onto the edge of the mattress and groaned. He’d been in his underwear when he’d woke this morning, and there was no way Kaleb had managed that alone.

Closing his eyes, Kaleb searched his memory, his pulse roaring in his ears. How had he reacted when Landry had taken his clothes off? When the other male had touched his chest, his fly? More precisely, how had his dick responded? His cock stirred at the thought, flexing behind his briefs.

Shit. If a daydream about what could have been had his shaft half-hard, there was no telling how much of a fool he might have made of himself last night. Then once more, the mental image of Landry’s face loomed inside his head. Kaleb had grabbed onto the shifter, holding the other male over him, their gazes locked. Kaleb had wanted to desperately tell him something...

“I love you, man,” he repeated the words echoing against the walls of his skull. His eyelids popped open. “Fuck!” He’d told Landry he loved him, but then... Yes! Thank God. He was pretty sure he’d passed out afterward.

Kaleb lunged to his feet. If he hadn’t though, would he have kissed Landry? His gut tightened at the prospect. Absently, his fingers went to his lips, and he could almost feel the other male’s against his. Landry’s mouth was so damn perfect—full, with a deep vee carved in the center of the top lip. What would that have been like, stealing one forbidden kiss?

Soft and easy?

Hard and desperate?

A ragged exhale escaped his lungs. They’d been so close. Kaleb could almost swear he still smelled the lingering barley and hops on his partner’s breath. A ding-dong rang out, yanking him back to the present. The front door.

Kaleb shook his head, shoving all the images and thoughts back into the recesses of his mind where they belonged. Landry was his partner—his best friend. He could never cross that line and risk ruining everything between them. They’d been through so much together. Kaleb couldn’t remember a time when Landry hadn’t been there for him.

He sighed.

Over the years, Landry had never made it a secret that he was bisexual, but they’d never crossed that line with each other. Kaleb had never given Landry any indication he’d wanted to be anything more than his friend. 

Hell, Kaleb wasn’t gay. He’d never had any interest in other men. It was only Landry who had him questioning who and what he wanted in his bed for the past few years. So what did that make him? He wasn’t quite gay, but there was a part of him that wasn’t completely straight either.

Christ. That was fucked up.

He was completely sure, though, that his family would go ballistic if their only son decided to hook-up, or heaven forbid, mate another male.

In his stocking feet, Kaleb headed toward the front of the house. He needed to keep his daydreams—and his hands—to himself. That was a no-brainer. Kaleb reached for the doorknob. The idea of he and Landry getting busy was about as close to the realm of possibility as Kaleb and Rosa KinKaid.

Not. Gonna. Happen.

He pulled the door open. And his heart stuttered. Damn! Kaleb swallowed, searching for his voice.

“Good morning,” Rosa said, standing there with the morning sun bouncing off her blonde locks, the rays turning the strands into luminescent crystal. It wasn’t possible anything else on Earth existed more gorgeous than the female on his porch.

Kaleb cleared his throat, hoping the act jarred his vocal chords back into action. “Hey, there.” He quirked a smile and leaned onto the narrow wood frame of the door. “What brings you out here? Not that I’m complaining,” he quickly added.

“Umm...” Rosa’s nose crinkled. “I kind of need to ask a favor.”

She wanted a favor from him? When the hell did that four-leaf clover find its way up his ass? “Sure.” He straightened, squaring his shoulders. “What do you need?”

“Do you mind if I come in first?” Her brows lifted in a delicate arch and she peered around him.

Shit. Where was his head? Kaleb stepped back, making room for her to pass. “Of course.” Rosa eased over the threshold, the sweet scent of summer jasmine and pine finding its way into his nostrils. His skin tingled under the onslaught. Palms itched to reach out, pull her against his chest, and bury his face into the curve of her neck and just...breathe. Kaleb curled his fists, putting a chokehold on his control. God help him, the female made him nuts.

“The place looks nice,” she said, pivoting around. “You’ve added some more furniture since I was last here.”

“Yeah?” He closed the door and ran his fingers through his hair, pushing it back over his head. “Thanks. I picked up a couple more chairs, lamps, that kind of stuff.” He shoved his hands into the pockets of his sweats, not sure what else to do with them. Awkward much, Dalton?

“You still like it out here? It must be really quiet so far away from the rest of the pack.”

“I love it.” He nodded. And he did. Having grown up the youngest of three by more than five years, he’d always been kind of a loner. He liked his privacy, especially after living with two older sisters. It had been like growing up with three mothers.

Rosa smiled, her hands going for the deep pocket of her red hoodie. She looked as if she’d been out for a run or had recently left the gym in her soft white yoga pants.

“You want something to drink?” Kaleb headed toward the kitchen. “Water, coffee?”

“No. I’m good.” Rosa followed behind him but stopped short at the bar separating the breakfast area from the main galley. She leaned onto the faux stone surface, lacing her fingers.

Pressing the button on the automatic drip, Kaleb watched as Rosa dug her teeth into her lower lip, her telltale sign when she was worried about something. 

“So, what’s going on?” Kaleb snagged a mug from the cupboard as the coffee pot gurgled. With all the crap going down with the Gregorsons, she had good reason to be preoccupied.

“Not one much for chit-chat anymore, huh, Kaleb?” She grinned.

Kaleb swapped out the pot for his mug, catching some of the fresh brew. A few seconds later, he yanked the cup free and replaced it with the glass carafe. Coffee in hand, he sauntered over to the alpha’s twin.

“You know I’ve always been the quiet one.” At least, that was the case when he wasn’t drinking. He leaned over, curling one corner of his mouth up and slid his forearms onto the cool surface, facing Rosa. “Tell me, what sort of favor do you want from me, angel?”

“Not the kind you’re thinking.” She smirked.

“A guy can always dream, right?” He winked. “We’re not in middle school anymore.” Kaleb eased further forward until his knuckles brushed her fingertips.

Rosa’s gaze drifted to where they touched. “No, you’re right. We’re not in school any longer. We’re all grown up, and I want you to teach me how to fight.” She looked up, her bright blue eyes locking with Kaleb’s.

“What?” Kaleb drew back and straightened. Mental images of him and Rosa sparing, her body wrapped around his—under his. Kaleb’s cock jerked. Shit.

“I want you to teach me how to defend myself. Hand-to-hand combat, mixed marital arts. Whatever it is you think would serve me best.”

Shaking his head, Kaleb retreated deeper into the kitchen. He needed another cup, maybe a half dozen more cups of coffee before he could deal with this. Putting his hands all over Rosa would drive him nuts. All that contact would only serve to drive to the forefront of his mind what he was working damn hard to ignore: his desire for Rosa went a hell of lot deeper than friendship. “Why?” Was about the only coherent thing he could utter at the moment.

“Why would I not want to learn?”

Pouring another mug full of his favorite Columbian roast, he glanced back over his shoulder. “Because you have an entire team of enforcers whose job is to protect, not only the pack in general, but especially the alpha family.”

“Come on, Kaleb.” Rosa rounded the bar, joining him within the narrow confines of the kitchen. “Tensions are higher than ever between our pack and the Gregorsons, and I think it’s wise for me to learn how to defend myself. If I’m attacked, my wolf will only get me so far.”

Kaleb turned, his back pressed to the sink, and Rosa closed the distance between.

She reached out and curled her fingers around his arm, the soft warmth of her hand charging his nervous system. “I’ve heard my brother and Landry speak of how good you are more than once. And if I’m going to learn, I want to learn from the best.”

This close, his brain was about two seconds from shorting out from her scent. “Rosa,” he rasped. “I-I...”

“You’re not afraid I’d kick your ass now, are you?” Her lashes lowered, and Rosa’s blue gaze flashed in challenge.

Damn. The little she-wolf knew how to press his buttons. A rumble set off deep in his throat, and from Rosa’s grin, the female knew she had him.

“Fine.” He sighed. “When do you want to start?”

“How about now?” She beamed, spun, and aimed for his back door.

“Now?” Absently, Kaleb plopped his cup onto the counter, coffee sloshing onto the surface. Shaking his hand free of the spill, he went after her.

She pulled a band from inside her pocket, then worked her hair into a thick ponytail. “Yes, now.” She peeked over her shoulder. “You don’t have to work today, right?”

Kaleb shook his head, air rushing in and out of his lungs. He would have preferred time to get used to the idea. Prepare himself for the day he’d meet her at the gym. Not right now, and in his backyard.

“Okay, then. Let’s get to it.” She nodded, then unlocked the door and headed outside.

He groaned, stabbed his fingers through his hair, and marched over the threshold. How the hell did he get himself in these situations?

Kaleb stepped onto the small landing and inhaled deep. Spring had just arrived, and the air was still crisp and cool. Thank goodness. He was going to need all the cold breezes Mother Nature could muster.

After pulling off his socks, Kaleb jogged down the steps and onto the thick green grass of his backyard. Rosa stood in the center, her stance wide, waiting on his approach. Spotting a twig on the ground, he grasped it in his palm before joining her.

“What are you going to do with that?” Her hands went to her hips. “Start a camp fire?”

He rolled the wood between his fingers. “This.” In one swift move, Kaleb was behind Rosa, her back to his chest, the twig at her throat. Her breath hitched, and Rosa’s fingernails dug into his forearm. “If this was a knife, you’d be dead already.”

“Point taken,” she breathed, then yanked down on his wrist, tucked her head, and ducked out of his hold, twisting his arm behind him in the process.

“Shit!” Kaleb hissed.

Rosa held onto his arm, his shoulder rebelling at the uncomfortable angle. She plucked the twig from his fingers. “How about that? This really does work.” She chuckled and let him go.

“Where did you learn to do that, Ms. I-Don’t-Know-How-to-Fight?” Kaleb rolled his shoulder, massaging the joint with his palm.

“I don’t.” She shrugged. “But that doesn’t mean I haven’t picked up a few things over the years watching you boys train.”

“So you’ve been watching us?” He braced his hands on his hips, enjoying the rush of pink filling Rosa’s cheeks. She really was adorable—an intoxicating mix of innocence and fire.

“Sometimes it could be very...” An innocent smile lifted the corners of her delectable mouth. “Educational,” she added.

He shook his head. “Yeah. Right. Educational.” Kaleb cleared his throat. “Okay, let’s move on to a few more advanced moves.” And quick, or he’d end up embarrassing himself if they stood there any longer staring at each other, because a certain part of his anatomy was becoming way too interested.

Half an hour later, both of them had worked up a good sweat. Kaleb yanked his T-shirt off and tossed it to the ground. Rosa pivoted, clutched the hem of her hoodie, and tugged it off over her head. She rotated back around, wearing only a white tank and her yoga pants. The thin white cotton dipped low at the neckline and stretched over her full breasts, the creamy tops of which rose and fell with each inhale and exhale.

Damn, what he wouldn’t give to bury his—Rosa bounced back and forth on the balls of her feet, her ponytail swinging. Dear God...save me.

“Come on,” she taunted him, both palms out and up, curling her fingers inward as if begging him to take her on. “What else you got, big boy?”

He blinked, swallowed hard, and jerked his gaze back up to her face. “What?”

“Come on...” she insisted. “I’m ready for you.” Rosa grinned.

“Okay, okay.” Kaleb smothered a laugh and eased a little closer. “Take a swing at me.”

“You want me to punch you?” One blonde brow arched. “In the face?”

“That’s right.” He nodded. “Go for it.”

“All right.” Rosa slipped into her fighting stance, drew back, and swung. Her fist came straight for his jaw.

Years of training had honed Kaleb’s reflexes. He didn’t have to think. Only act. He blocked her punch with one arm, then dove for her waist, wrapping his arms around her. His leg went for the back of her knee, knocking her off balance. In one smooth action, Kaleb took her to the ground and onto her back. He rolled onto her, the weight of his body trapping her beneath him.

“Damn!” she spat. “I didn’t even see you move.”

Her gaze settled on his, and the jasmine and pine scent that was uniquely Rosa, morphed. Deepened. A smell so rich and decadent it could only be one thing—lust...arousal.

Fuck!

The pheromone arrowed to his cock, swelling him rock hard. Her mouth parted, and the pink tip of her tongue appeared, wetting her lips. An invitation that needed no words. And Kaleb couldn’t deny her—couldn’t deny himself any longer. Who moved first? He wasn’t sure, but suddenly they were kissing. Silky and raw. That was the only way to describe kissing Rosa. It was like gliding over the most luxurious fabric ever made, yet at the same time she left him ripped open and exposed for the taking.

Her fingers speared into his hair, tangling and tugging at the roots. The sting lit up his nerve endings, but he didn’t give a shit about the pain. Hell, at that moment, she could yank the stuff out by the handfuls, and he doubted he would care.

Rosa wiggled, then nudged him with her hip, and Kaleb rolled onto his back, taking her on top. Straddling his hips, she tore away from his lips on a groan.

“Oh, God,” she whispered. Rosa jumped up and marched toward the house.

What the hell?

Kaleb launched from his position on the ground and charged after her retreating form. Leaning in, he wrapped both of his arms around her waist, lifted, spun, and took Rosa to the ground on her side. She shrieked right before the air left her lungs with a humph. But the impact didn’t slow her down. With her legs scrambling for escape, Kaleb held on.

“Never turn your back on your opponent,” he murmured at her ear, his voice deep, hoarse. A product of the lingering arousal heating up his veins. Rosa’s movements slowed, calmed. Good. Surrender. That didn’t take as long as he’d thought.

He loosened his grip an inch or two. “Are you—” The rest of his question died a quick death from the blow delivered by an elbow to his diaphragm.

Rosa lunged free from his hold and onto all fours, making for a quick escape.

“You little...” Kaleb growled and sprang from his knees after her, managing to grab hold of her hips by his fingertips. But, it was enough to halt her progress.

Rosa cried out, collapsing onto her stomach.

“Got you!” Kaleb crawled over her prone form, pushed her ponytail aside, and hovered with his mouth inches above her flesh. “That was clever, but I...”

That’s when Kaleb saw it. And his limbs froze. Paralyzed by the appearance of a thin brown line embedded like a tattoo in Rosa’s flesh, its direction pointed north above the neckline of her tank.

“What are you doing?” Rosa squirmed. “Get off me!” she growled.

“Is that...is that what I think it is?” A tremor rocked his body.

“Kaleb, I swear...” Her voice cracked.

“How long?” He sucked in a shaky breath. “I mean, when did it start?” Christ. That would explain the sudden, intense arousal she’d experienced minutes ago. Rosa was going into heat—not that he wouldn’t have wanted her despite the pheromones. His desire for her had been growing, deepening ever since his senior year in high school.

“Four weeks,” she whispered, her forehead pressed against the thick grass. “Kaleb, you have to swear to me you’re not going to say anything about this to Evin or Landry.”

Four weeks? And none of them had picked up on a damn thing. She’d been hiding it well. Granted, it had been a little easier to push her buttons lately, but with the Gregorson’s uprising, Kaleb hadn’t given it much thought.

“You can’t ask me to keep this a secret, angel.”

Rosa jerked, but Kaleb wasn’t about to let her go yet. Not until he had a handle on what they were going to do with this new information.

“I can, and you have to!” she spat. “Landry—my brother—they’ll lock me up until this is over. And you know I’m not exaggerating.”

She was probably right. Scooping Rosa up and hiding her away, making sure no other man could get near her would be his next move as well. Pretty soon, she would be vulnerable to any male who wanted to claim the alpha’s sister. Once her heat was in full swing, whichever shifter she slept with would become her bonded mate. And from what he understood about females in full heat, the need to mate overtook them—it couldn’t be denied.

“They would only be protecting you from yourself,” he stated.

“Dear God! I don’t need protection. I need time.” She shoved back. “Let me go!”

“What the fuck is going on here!” It was Landry.

Before Kaleb could glance over his shoulder toward his partner, a heavy blow slammed into his torso, knocking him over and off Rosa.

“Kaleb, have you lost your mind?” Landry stood over Rosa, offering her his hand, but his glare was fixated on Kaleb.

“It’s okay,” Rosa said, pulling herself up off the ground. She dusted the loose grass off her front side. “It’s not what you think.”

“Yeah,” Kaleb added and rolled onto his feet. “And if you’d given me a second before blasting into me, you would have known that.”

“All I know is that I walked around here, heard Rosa yelling at you to let her go, and then saw you on top of her.” Landry crossed his arms. “What was I to think?”

“Man, you know me better than that.” Kaleb shook his head, his gaze falling to Rosa. Her eyes were wide—pleading—and the desperation on her face punched every soft spot around his heart. “Rosa asked me to teach her a few fighting skills. That’s all we were doing.” Kaleb didn’t miss her long exhale. He just wished he felt as relieved as her about aiding and abetting her attempt to hide her rising heat from the alpha and his partner.

“Is that right, Rosa? The moves he was showing you had to do with fighting?”

“Damn, Landry...” Kaleb swung his attention to the other male. “Are you serious with this? Do you really think I would try to hurt her?”

“That’s all it was,” Rosa interjected. “Come on, you guys.” She stepped between them.

Landry lowered his glare and shook his head. “No. You’re right. I know you would never hurt her.”

“Damn, right,” Kaleb said.

“I apologize. It’s just when I saw you on top of her, and Rosa sounded upset...” His palms went up in a show of surrender. “I overreacted.”

Kaleb grunted. “What are you doing here any way? I’m off duty this morning.”

“The alpha’s called a mandatory meeting. Stefan Gregorson has responded.”


Chapter Five

––––––––

He’d come off like a complete ass.

Landry was surprised Kaleb hadn’t decked him earlier that morning for insinuating the male had been trying to hurt Rosa. But after Kaleb hadn’t answered his door, and Landry had picked up on Rosa’s distressed voice coming from the back of the house, throw in what he’d found when he’d gotten there... Every protective instinct inside him had fired. And at that moment, he didn’t see his best friend, only a male Landry had to eradicate from Rosa’s body.

Hours later, after his head had cleared, he’d cringed over the memory of his action. God, he was a jerk. He’d known Kaleb for too long and shouldn’t have jumped to conclusions. Landry scrubbed the day’s worth of beard growth along his jaw. He was sure his appearance looked about as rough as he felt.

Pulling up alongside Rosa’s Jeep in front of her home, Landry shoved his SUV into park and cut the engine. The day had already been a long one spent meeting with the alpha and his team of enforcers about the Gregorsons. According to Evin, Stefan’s couriered written response had been heated. A litany of rants about their alpha’s lack of respect toward the other male and his lateral position as leader. Gregorson had stated he would definitely make a personal appearance soon to retrieve his misguided pack member, but he hadn’t said when. Of course not. He’d rather keep them all in suspense and the KinKaid pack on constant alert.

More fun that way for the bastard.

As a result, Landry’s day had sucked. So why the hell he thought ending it by adding a confrontation with Rosa was going to make things any better eluded him.

Landry exited the vehicle and made his way up her sidewalk, worrying the set of keys between his fingers, the metal clinking in time with the dull thump of his boot heels on the concrete. But he couldn’t go home without checking on her first and getting a couple of things off his chest. Like why she’d gone to Kaleb and not him about this sudden urge of hers to learn how to fight? Yeah...he and Rosa had a few things to talk about.

At her door, Landry pressed the illuminated button of her doorbell. It didn’t take long before the sound of her feet padding across her wood floors came from the other side. The lock clicked, then the door swung open.

Wearing a pair of white shorts that stopped mid thigh and a pink T-shirt emblazoned with a set of fangs and a message that said something about Wanting to Do Bad Things scribbled across the front, Rosa cocked her hip and slapped a palm against the jam.

Fuck. The number of “bad things” he wanted to do just got a hell of a lot longer, and every one of them involved Rosa in that shirt, beneath him, on her knees in front him, her back against a wall with her legs around him...

“What are you doing here?”

Landry blinked and yanked his head out of his fantasy. “You know... That’s the second time I’ve been greeted that way today?” He mirrored her hold on the wood. “If I was a sensitive guy, I might start developing a complex that people aren’t happy to see me.”

“Maybe you should smile more and then others might not think you’re always the harbinger of doom.” She smirked.

“I’ll try to work on that.”

Rosa dropped her arm, stood back, and Landry crossed the threshold. A warm glow from a couple of lamps on her end tables in the den lit the interior. The smell of peaches filled the space from a candle somewhere in the room, the fragrance mixing with the floral notes of the woman beside him. A provocative combination that teased his senses.

“So what brings you here this late? And please tell me it’s good news despite the grumpy look on your face.”

“I just wanted to stop by and see how you were after how things went down this morning.”

“Ah...” Rosa headed for the kitchen and Landry followed. “I’m fine. You want something to drink?”

“Any beer?” Please say yes. He could really use a dose of alcohol to smooth his rough edges. Being here with Rosa—alone—had him feeling strung too tight.

“I think I might.” Rosa aimed for the refrigerator, her hips swayed with each step. Not intentionally. No. That wasn’t her style. She was as down to earth and unassuming as the stereotypical girl-next-door, and it made her all the more desirable.

He couldn’t recall exactly when he’d begun to fall for the alpha’s sister. But he did remember the exact moment when he’d realized he had done just that—fallen in love with the one woman he could never have. It was the night of her eighteenth birthday. Landry had only been on the job as an enforcer for her father, the alpha at that time, for a year. Rosa’s date had arrived, and she’d descended the stairs wearing an off the shoulder dress, the tight fitting bodice a swirl of pale blue, and the skirt a solid crisp white. Her blonde tresses had hung long and straight over her shoulders, brushing her waist. He’d never seen anything more beautiful. By the time Rosa had reached the last step, she’d not only completed her journey, but she’d claimed his heart along the way. And when the other male reached for her hand, a wave of jealousy, unlike anything he’d ever experienced, had swamped him, blurring his vision and punching his fangs from his gums. Landry had ducked out of the room to keep from adding murder to the list of his family’s sins. After that night, for him, nothing had ever been the same.

Rosa pulled the fridge door opened, and leaned in, her pink T-shirt riding higher on her waist, exposing a wide slice of the smooth, creamy skin beneath. His pulse leaped at the sight. Reflex coiled his fingers into tight fists. He had to, or risk closing in and acting on what his body screamed it wanted to do—to touch.

Take.

Claim.

Down, Dog! She’ll never be yours. She’s Evin’s twin sister—a member of the alpha family. Why would they ever approve of her bedding a bastard male? Shit. Why the hell would she ever seriously consider a relationship with a shifter possessing such a tainted pedigree? Not to mention the questionable judgment he had when it came to his sexual appetite. Landry squeezed his eyes shut and mentally shook himself.

“Yup,” she said. Landry popped his eyelids open as Rosa straightened and whirled back around. “I was right. I did have one left.” She handed over the Bud Light.

Thank God. In a swift one-two action, Landry had the cap off and downed a long gulp.

“Guess you were thirsty.” Rosa chuckled.

“Been an extra long day.” Landry sighed. “Speaking of that and how my day started, since when have you wanted to learn how to fight?”

“Why do you ask?” She shrugged and strolled off toward her den. “I think it’s probably been long overdue that I learn a few defensive moves. Don’t you?”

Landry joined her in the room, but headed over toward one of the dark windows that overlooked her backyard. Better this way if he kept his focus trained on something else besides Rosa. He was much more comfortable in the role of protector than as a covetous male.

“That’s true,” he grumbled, watching the shadows dance across the lawn as the breeze rocked the leaves in the trees. “But why Kaleb?” There. He’d said it. That was the real root of his problem, wasn’t it? The sore spot he’d been nursing all day—why she hadn’t called him.

“What?”

He spun, facing Rosa. “Why Kaleb? Why didn’t you call me? You know I would have been happy to train you.”

“Because you’re my brother’s lead enforcer. You have better things to do with your time.”

“Bullshit.” He jammed the bottle of beer onto one of end tables with a smack of glass to wood.

“Excuse me?” Her hands went to her hips. And damn if that arrogant stance didn’t hit him like a hot bolt of lust.

“You know I’m never too busy for you,” he rumbled, his voice dipping low.

Rosa sighed, and her arms fell back to her sides. “I knew you’d make too much of the request and go overboard. Sometimes it’s just easier to approach Kaleb. Besides...” Rosa rounded the loveseat separating them, then leaned her hips against its back, putting them a couple of feet apart. “We both know how impressive Kaleb’s skills are as a fighter.”

When he’d moved, Landry had no fucking idea. But the next thing he knew he had Rosa’s back locked to his chest in a firm hold. One of his arms snaked around her shoulders, the other secured around her waist.

“What are you doing?” Rosa growled and squirmed against him, nestling the sudden hard length of his arousal into the small of her back. She froze, but the sound of her breathing had quickened.

Landry leaned in, tucking his chin at the curve of her neck. “Shh...I’ve got you,” he whispered at her ear. “Looks like Kaleb overlooked a few moves.”

Damn, she was so close. Bad move, Michaels. Every heavy thump of her heart resounded through his chest. The heat of her flesh seared him through his clothes. Bad, bad move. Unable to resist the temptation, Landry tracked a path along the length of her slim neck, inhaling deeply: Jasmine and sex. God help him, she was aroused.

“How is it possible you can smell so sweet—so utterly delicious?” Landry tightened his hold, and a tremor rolled through Rosa. There was no mistaking the subtle vibration, and no way in hell was it fear setting off the quake. Not based on the scent exploding inside his head and triggering an ache in his nuts, rivaling even his worse case of teenage blue balls.

Slowly, ever so slowly, he inched his hand up to cup her jaw. “Rosa...” Her name came out rusty, the syllables thick with his own arousal. What he wouldn’t give for just one taste of her mouth. He didn’t deserve it. Yet dammit...he couldn’t fight it any longer. Landry turned her chin, edging them closer. Shaky puffs of air escaped Rosa’s lips as her eyelashes fluttered. Then she glanced up, her sky blue irises meeting his gaze.

“Kiss me,” he growled, barely recognizing his own voice. “For God’s sake. Kiss me now or tell me to get the hell out.”

A moan bubbled up from Rosa’s throat, and her mouth found his. The caress so feathery light at first that for a moment, he wasn’t sure she’d actually closed the distance. Then she leaned in, fully sealing their lips together, and his mind shattered.

The jarring melody of Disturbia’s Meaning of Life rang out from the location of his hip—his cell phone—the alpha. Shit. An elbow landed in his gut, sending the hamburger he’d eaten a couple of hours ago up into his esophagus.

Rosa latched onto his fingers at her jawline, bent them back, and twisted out of his hold.

Son of a bitch.

Before she could take another step, Landry reached out and snagged her other arm, yanking her back, her chest pressed to his. “Ouch,” he stated, staring down at her, his tone dry. “Guess I might have been wrong on the comprehensive nature of Kaleb’s training program.”

Her eyebrows lifted. “Guess so.”

His ring tone looped and went for round two in its attempt to gain his attention.

“You going to get that?” Rosa indicated his phone with a nod.

What the hell am I doing? “Yeah.” Landry uncurled his fingers from her flesh, and Rosa stepped back. Get your head on straight, Michaels. He grabbed the cell from its clip at his waist. The display read, “the alpha”. In reality, it was perfect timing. What had been happening here needed to be brought to a screeching halt before things went too far.

He tapped the green answer bar. “Landry.”

“There’s been a change in a few of the details,” Evin stated. “I need you back here.”

“I’m on my way.”

The call ended, and Landry replaced the device in its carrier. Out of the corner of his eye, he noted Rosa standing near the kitchen with her arms folded across her chest. 

Yeah. This was awkward. And should have never happened. The sister of his alpha deserved a hell of a lot better than hooking up with the son of a male who’d deserted his own family and his people. Not to mention the fact Landry had had more men and women beneath him than he cared to count...or could remember. Fuck, yeah. She deserved a whole lot better.

“You need to go,” she stated, more matter of fact than a question.

“The alpha has a few more things he wants to go over with me.” Landry headed for the exit. Something he should have done ten minutes ago.

“Of course.” The sound of her footsteps placed her right behind him.

At the door, he grabbed the handle, pulled, then spun, facing Rosa. “Listen...I—”

“Don’t.” As the door swung open, Rosa seized the narrow edge, stopping its motion.

He’d planned to apologize, but her command had him choking it back instead. Would it have been the truth anyway? Did he really regret their kiss? Yes...? Her taste had left him only wanting more. No? Same explanation. She was delicious.

“We kissed.” Rosa shrugged. “That was all. I don’t want to hear sorry.”

“Are you?” God, he needed to shut the fuck up and just leave.

The corners of her mouth turned up into a thin smile. “Good night, Landry,” Rosa stated, her voice rock steady, yet he hadn’t missed the way her knuckles blanched from her hold on the door. Not good.

He was such an ass.

Rosa closed the door as Landry made his way down the sidewalk toward his SUV. She turned and slumped against the cool surface of the wood, her overheated flesh soaking up the chill. She groaned, her thighs trembling with the effort to keep her upright.

Thank God his cell had rung when it did. If it hadn’t...? She closed her eyes, willing her mind not to go there and conjure up the mental images of the ramifications. Rosa wasn’t sure if she could handle the impact without melting into a puddle of arousal. What was she going to do?

Too much in one day. Could a person die from lust overload?

Kissing Kaleb earlier had about melted all of her common sense. The desire between them had been combustible, a second away from igniting if she hadn’t run. And just now with Landry... She wasn’t about to admit to him how much the kiss—he—had affected her. Not when she wasn’t even close to taking that next step, committing to one male for the rest of her life. How could she when her heart belonged to two? And she couldn’t confess to either of them and put them at odds with each other.

Rosa pushed away from the door, her feet heavy with the weight of her decision. She shuffled back into the den and over to the window.

There was only one option: if she couldn’t bring herself to choose, she would have to move on. Rosa’s gut cramped at the thought of any other man in her life—in her bed. But her clock was ticking. Either she found her mate, or the heat would do it for her. She had no choice. Rosa would have to pick a male from the pack to be her mate, and then inform her brother of her condition.

A long sigh leaked from her chest like air from a deflating balloon. And like that balloon, she’d been stretched too taut for too long by frustration and tension. Rosa closed her eyes, resting her forehead against the smooth glass.

Kaleb’s face flashed before her mind’s eyes. He lay on his back, his auburn hair loose and splayed out around his head in stark contrast against crisp, white linen. He blinked then looked up at her from beneath his thick lashes.

“Love you, angel,” he said, but the sound was all wrong. Too slow. Like a record spinning at the incorrect speed.

What was this? Prior to today, her visions had been centered on the destiny of others. Never about herself. And definitely not from her own point of view. Yet that’s when she felt it. Subtle at first, then there was no mistaking the presence. Something moved inside her—between her legs. Her breath hitched, and she stumbled back. Rosa’s knees melted, taking her to the floor. Oh, God. She was so full. A slow, constant pressure rocked in and out of her.

“You feel so damn good.” It was Kaleb’s voice in her head. His face behind her eyelids. His hands on her hips.

She was out of control. Like an earthquake blossoming, her body shook, the tremors growing in magnitude. Rosa blindly grappled for something to hold onto. Something to help her ride out the storm inside her mind. Finally, she recognized the square edge of the coffee table. With a wide sweep, she cleared the surface, then pressed her chest and cheek to the wood, curling her fingertips around the other side. She sucked in quick and greedy breaths. Her breasts were too heavy, ached.

Dear God, the way he pistoned inside her. On their own accord, her hips bucked, seeking more of the same. He was relentless.

Thick, strong, steady.

But it wasn’t enough.

Not nearly enough.

“Kaleb...” She gasped. Her fangs tore through her gums, and she clamped down hard on her lip to keep from crying out. But it wasn’t from pain. It was desire turning her inside out. An arousal so liquid hot she was consumed by the flame.

Rosa groaned and wiggled one hand down to her sex. Cupping her mound, she pressed the heel of her hand against her swollen clit. The explosion of sensation across her nerve endings sent her core into spasm—one more stroke away from orgasm.

“Not without me along for the ride, sweetness,” another male stated inside her head, but as with Kaleb, his was a voice she’d recognize anywhere.

“Landry...” his name tumbled from her lips on a breath. The warmth of his bare chest slid along her spine before his broad hands embraced her forearms and pulled her flush against him. Then his palms enveloped her breasts, taking their weight. And she couldn’t hold back the moan erupting from her throat. “Yes!”

Kaleb beneath her, inside her, and Landry behind her... She wanted to weep—shout—writhe from the sheer bliss of it all. So wrong. But oh, God, nothing had ever felt more right.

“I need to be inside you, beauty,” Landry growled at her ear. “Will you let me in?” His cock nudged the entrance to her rear. The seductive and erotic combination of the two powerful males had her dizzy, drunk with wanting.

“Yes.” She heard herself answer. “God, yes. Hurry.”

Stretching, burning, her tissues parting and giving way for two.

Too much.

Rosa couldn’t breathe. Couldn’t move for the male buried deep inside her core and now penetrating her from behind. So full, yet her body demanded more. How was this possible?

Kaleb tugged her free from Landry’s hold and onto his chest, seizing her mouth. His tongue charged deep as Landry’s shaft advanced. Rosa cried out, but Kaleb only kissed her harder, swallowing the sound. Her lovers had taken her in every way possible.

And it was...

She dug her nails into the wood, her teeth clenched.

It was... Dear, God... Her body coiled, tightened down until it’s only focus was the frenzied in and out action below. Nirvana!

The howl that filled her ears was unlike anything Rosa had ever heard. The sound raw, unadulterated—pure animal—and it was her.

She blinked, trying to stabilize the halo of light rippling like waves on a lake inside her den. Little black spots rode the crests and swam in the shallows of her vision. Strange.

Slowly, as if an anchor had attached itself to her lower spine, she slid off the coffee table and crumpled to the floor. The room went dark and silent.


Chapter Six

––––––––

Landry leaned his head under the spray, allowing the hot water to sluice through his hair and down his back. After the late night he’d spent going over different when-and-where scenarios with the alpha about the Gregorson visit, he’d climbed out of bed an hour later than usual. He wasn’t due to meet with his team ‘til nine anyway and the extra shut-eye had felt damn good. Landry reached over for the shower control and twisted the water off. The moment he popped the door to the stall open, the doorbell rang.

“Damn!” Whoever was out there needed to think long and hard why they really needed to be at his door before he’d had his coffee. Landry grabbed a towel from the shelf beside the shower, wrapped it around his waist, and padded out toward the front door of his bungalow.

Nearing the door, Landry slowed. “Who is it?”

“It’s me.”

Kaleb. Landry shook his head. He should’ve known it was the male based on the guy’s infamous sense of bad timing.

Yanking the door open, Landry barked, “What?”

A smirk that Landry was two seconds away from knocking off Kaleb’s face greeted him. “No caffeine yet?”

“What was your first clue?”

“Good thing I thought to bring some with me then.” As if he were a proud cat offering a kill to his master, Kaleb raised the insulated cup in his hand. He shoved it under Landry’s nose. “You’re welcome.”

Mustering a grunt for a response, Landry followed it with “Fine,” then snagged the cup. “You can live.” He spun, leaving Kaleb on the stoop to manage finding his way inside and closing the front door.

“Thank you.” Kaleb chuckled. “I appreciate the stay of execution.”

“I need to get dressed,” Landry stated and kept on his path toward his bedroom. “I’ll be back in a couple of minutes.

“Hang on,” Kaleb called out. “Before I forget. I have something for you here.”

Palming the door jam, Landry came to a halt and glanced over his shoulder. Kaleb reached in the pocket of his black uniform vest and pulled out a small mailer. Landry frowned. He wasn’t expecting anything.

“I stopped by the front gate on my way over, and one of the guards mentioned this had just been delivered for you.” Kaleb sauntered over to him. “I was heading over here, so I told them I’d drop it off.” He deposited the white package in Landry’s palm. His fingers curled around the reinforced paper, detecting the shape of a small square box beneath the surface.

“Thanks,” Landry mumbled, searching the outer surface for a return address. A local PO Box address had been penned in the upper corner, but no name. What the hell?

“I can tell by the look on your face, you weren’t expecting a Secret Santa gift any time soon.”

“Hmm...no.” Landry turned, aiming back toward his room. “I’ll be right back.”

“Yeah,” Kaleb responded. “All right.”

It wasn’t hard to tell his partner was as curious as Landry about what and who had anonymously sent him the package and was annoyed about being shut out. But something inside his gut telegraphed perhaps he should utilize a little discretion when opening his present.

Landry dropped the mailer on his bed, his cup of coffee on the dresser, and tossed his towel in the general direction of his hamper. On automatic pilot, he yanked on his uniform, his brain churning over the mysterious contents inside the mailer.

Dressed, he sank onto the mattress, taking the envelope in hand. Landry pulled the tab, opened the sleeve, and shook the contents out onto the bed. The contents spilled onto the bedding followed by a folded note.

Going for the jewelry-sized box first, Landry plucked it up from the surface with his fingers and gently tugged the black velvet top off. He blinked, staring at the familiar sight of the platinum and black onyx sword pendant and chain he’d lost six months. His gut tightened down on the empty space in his midsection. The last time he’d worn this was the final evening he’d been with Arick Gregorson. Son of a bitch!

He snatched the paper beside him and flipped it open.

It was hard to part with this. The piece reminds me of you and the wild nights we shared—dark, hard, and edgy. But then I thought you might be missing it. Perhaps there’s something else you’re missing too? I haven’t forgotten you, Sir. You know where you can find me.

Instinctively, his grip curled, tightened, the letter crinkling inside his fist. Landry reared his arm back and sent it flying at the wall across the room. Launching from the bed, he spun on his heels, not really sure where the hell he was going. He scrubbed his face with his palms and sighed. Why now? Six months of silence and now that the packs were at each other’s throat, the male sends a cryptic message along with this...

Landry stared down at the open box and the chain inside. Dear God, please tell me my mistake hasn’t added fuel to the fire already burning between the packs.

One thing was for sure, he had to find out if the aggression from the other pack was Arick trying to not only get Evin’s, but Landry’s attention as well. Arick sure as hell hadn’t tried to hide his scent at the kill site, which Landry had thought odd. The lead enforcer of the Gregorson pack personally marking a run against a rival pack... As with Landry, Arick’s role was to train the enforcer team, serve and protect the alpha, and in turn, the pack by ensuring the safety of their leader. But there hadn’t been a word from the shifter since their final encounter when Landry had confronted him about his identity. And he used the word “confrontation” lightly.

Landry had come close to choking the life out of the male once he’d realized who he’d been fucking. Prior to their hook-up, the last time he’d seen the younger Gregorson male, the guy had to have been ten years old. That’d been at least fifteen years ago. But after their third encounter, Arick’s curiosity about the KinKaid pack’s stability and its alpha became less than casual. And Landry’s internal bullshit meter had been tripped. So after the shifter had left their bed to get cleaned up, Landry had searched the guy’s pockets for identification.

Landry had been played for a fool. Something that didn’t often happen. And he would be making damn sure it wasn’t repeated. As they say fool me once...

Even though detecting Arick’s scent had seemed a little unusual, he hadn’t connected the two events, one possibly having sparked the other. Sure, Arick had been trying to suck insider information out of Landry from his knees, but too many months had passed since then to have been suspicious at the time of the wolf culling. Besides, Landry hadn’t given him a damn thing except a few orgasms and a bruise the size of his hand around Arick’s throat before he’d left.

Yet now...Arick’s timing was setting off every one of the alarms in Landry’s head. He’d somehow known his fuck up with Arick would come back to haunt him. Nothing in his life had ever been easy or gained without pain. That included whenever the demands of his body could no longer be ignored, and he had to find release. There were always consequences or hell to pay for anything Landry ever wanted. And he usually ended up on the paying end of the sacrifice.

Even before he was born, his father—or donor—had done the unforgiveable and abandoned not only his pregnant wife but had deserted his pack as well. Yeah. He was spawned from the cream of the crop. From the moment Landry had been born, he’d had to fight for every shred of respect, for his place among the pack. No one had given him a damn thing. He’d earned his rank and title alone, and this situation...he’d fix on his own too.

Tonight.

Decision made, Landry inhaled deep to cool his head, grabbed his cup of java, and joined Kaleb in the other room.

He found the enforcer in the kitchen rummaging through what was left of a bowl of fruit on the counter. As he entered, Kaleb turned and tossed him a banana. Landry snatched the thing from the air with one hand, balancing his coffee in the other.

“Nice moves.” Kaleb grinned.

You haven’t begun to see the moves I’m capable of, shifter. Landry deflected his gaze away from his partner and tipped his cup up for a long gulp of the dark brew. Well, wasn’t that statement better off trapped inside his brain? The redhead didn’t see Landry like that. Never would. Any illusion he had about something more was just that—a fantasy.

“So...?” A loud crunch followed as Kaleb took a bite from the apple he’d confiscated from the dish.

“So?” Landry rounded the other side of the counter and plopped the banana back in its place. He’d lost his appetite.

“So what was in the mailer?”

Landry jerked, knocking the bowl and wobbling the glass dish on its base. Shit. “It was nothing,” he muttered. “Some stupid marketing thing.” Landry shrugged. “You ready to head out?” He reached for his keys beside the fruit.

“Marketing thing...” Kaleb didn’t move, his face stoic. “Someone sent you an overnight package hoping you’d buy into their product?”

“Stupid, huh?” Landry made for the door, but as he marched past, Kaleb snagged his arm.

“You’re the worst damn liar I’ve ever met.”

Dammit. “You gotta death wish this morning or something?” Landry yanked free. “What the fuck are you talking about?” Why wouldn’t Kaleb just leave the shit alone?

Kaleb lifted his hands, palms up, and stepped back. “You tell me.”

“I don’t have time for games. If you’ve got something on your mind, spit it out, or let’s get to work.” Maybe by the time Kaleb spilled his guts, Landry would have figured out what the hell he was going to say.

“Fine.” Kaleb’s mouth thinned, and his gaze narrowed on Landry as if he could see right through to the ugly buried deep, the effect unnerving.

Not that the other male would ever know how much he got to Landry.

“You’re hiding something from me. I called you on it the other night when we were having a few drinks, but you deflected.”

“You were drunk, Dalton.” He crossed his arms. “I’m surprised you even remember what we talked about since I’m the one who had to take you home and put you to bed.” Landry cleared his throat, suddenly finding the freckle on his forearm fascinating. The last thing he wanted were those mental images of Kaleb on his bed that long muscled body of his stretched out with nothing but a pair of black boxer briefs between him and what he knew had to be a thick gorgeous cock. His own shaft stirred at the memory. For Christ’s sake, Landry couldn’t do this now.

Kaleb performed a reshuffle of his boots on the floor, then settled back into a wide stance as if the conversation had taken a sudden hard left, and he was the one now uncomfortable on the trip. Exactly what Landry had intended.

“And I don’t know what the hell you’re on now?” Landry threw in for good measure.

“Fuck you,” Kaleb spat. “I’m not going to let you try and turn this around on me.”

“That’s not what I’m doing.”

“The hell it isn’t.” Kaleb braced his hands at his hips, one palm on the hilt of his .40 caliber. “We’re not just partners, we’re best friends, and if something’s going on—if you’re in trouble—I’ve got your back. You know that, right?”

Hell...the guy knew just how to crawl under his skin, adding another two hundred pounds of guilt to the shitload he already carried. “Yeah.” Landry sighed and nodded. “I know you do. You always have. But everything is cool, okay? Nothing for you to worry about.”

Kaleb gave him a look that could only be defined as dissecting, then dropped his hands from his belt. “If that’s the way you want to handle this...?”

“There’s no ‘this’,” Landry growled. “Let it go, Kaleb.”

“Yeah. Whatever.” Kaleb waved him off and headed for the door. “I’m done. Leaving you alone.”

“Good,” Landry called out to his back. “That’s all I’m asking.”

*** 

Well, we don’t always get what we ask for, do we, Landry? Kaleb slipped his bike into the darkened parking space across the street from the club where Landry had pulled his vehicle. Kaleb tugged his helmet off, secured it to the seat, and sticking to the shadows, headed in the direction of his partners destination. There was more than one way to find out what his friend was trying to hide.

The lot’s loose gravel crunched under his boot heels, the sound waves hitting his ears with the thunderous impact of a rockslide. He cringed at the noise. Kaleb already felt like a complete dick for spying on his partner, and the whole thing had him on edge. The other enforcer would resent the hell out of knowing Kaleb tailed him. And if he got caught, Kaleb wasn’t sure if Landry would ever forgive him. But he wasn’t about to back out now, not when his instincts said his best friend was in trouble.

Up ahead and above the club’s thick black door, the green neon sign read, The Scene. Kaleb had heard about the place before. It was about an hour and half drive from their territory and mainly catered to those in the gay community with a taste for fetish. The fact that Landry was inside those walls wasn’t part of the mystery. His friend’s sexuality wasn’t a big secret, nor was the fact the male occasionally liked it rough when he fucked. Over the years, Kaleb had overheard enough of the rumors about his partner’s escapades, so he wasn’t surprised when Landry’s trail had led him here.

Inside, the music slammed into Kaleb’s chest, the deep bass vibrating his sternum. Lady GaGa’s voice rang inside his ears, her lyrics preaching something about Money, Honey. After handing over a twenty for a cover charge, Kaleb strolled deeper into the club.

Swinging his head right then left, Kaleb’s gaze was immediately drawn to the cages hanging from diagonal corners of the room. The men behind the bars writhed in time to the beat of the music, wearing nothing but tan muscle and gold thongs, their faces hidden by masks. Damn...

On the small dance floor, the patrons, most with their chests bare, mimicked the show above with their partners. Kaleb swallowed hard, his pulse racing from the erotic heat wave bouncing off his senses.

He scanned the crowd, seeking out the familiar dark head and broad shoulders belonging to his friend. Rumors placed about half the club’s clientele as shifters. Based on the scents hitting his nostrils, they weren’t far off the mark. Out of the corner of his eye, Kaleb spotted a man wearing a studded leather collar, its leash attached to the palm of another shirtless, muscle-bound man behind him. His owner yanked the guy’s chain, spinning him around for a fast, hard kiss. Next, he shoved his pet to his knees right before rubbing the leather-clad bulge in his crotch in his sub’s face. Is that what Landry liked from his males? Did he chain his lovers and force them to their knees?

Kaleb’s cock kicked at the thought, going rock hard. Fuck! He shook his head. Kaleb had to get out of there soon. All the PDA’s were messing with his brain cells.

Finding a discreet spot at the far corner of the bar that allowed him a decent view of the club and its surrounding tables, Kaleb signaled for the bartender. This definitely called for a drink. Maybe more than one depending on how the night went.

The barkeep, wearing not much more than twin nipple rings, stopped in front of him and leaned in.

“Beer. Whatever you have cold and bottled.”

The guy nodded and headed off. Kaleb scanned the room once more, noting more than once a procession of men entering and exiting in pairs down a guarded hallway. The bartender returned and plopped down a Heineken in front of Kaleb.

“Open a tab, sweetie?” Nipple Rings cocked his hip and winked. The fake lashes and heavy black eyeliner exaggerated the almond shape of his eye. From the chin up, the guy was completely androgynous with long dark hair and a full pouty mouth. He really was quite...pretty.

“Yeah.” Kaleb sighed. He hadn’t spotted Landry yet anyway. “Why the hell not?” At least while he waited, the scenery around the place was pretty entertaining to watch. 

The bartender started to turn away. “Hey, wait a sec.” He leaned back in and Kaleb eased in a little closer so he didn’t have to shout over the music. “What exactly happens in that area of the club?” Kaleb pointed a thumb over his shoulder, indicating what appeared to be an exclusive corridor.

Nipple Rings flashed him a provocative grin. “Sweetie, that section is for those who want privacy when they want to do more than dance with their partner.”

“I see.” Kaleb nodded.

“I get off in twenty if you really want to...see,” he said with another flap of his butterfly wing lashes.

Umm...no, he really didn’t. “Thanks. Not tonight.” Not with him. The mental image of Landry tugging him down that hallway, though, flashed inside his head, sending his heart thudding against his sternum, blood slamming into Kaleb’s cock. His balls tightened. Holy hell. Why did the very thought of his partner dragging him back there like some badass Dom wanting to rock Kaleb’s world have him on the edge of blowing one right there inside his jeans?

“Your loss, sweetie,” the bartended muttered and moved away.

Shit. He really did need to get laid. Kaleb glanced around the room, catching sight of a St. Andrew’s Cross in the back of the large space. Some guy was strapped to the wood, his bare back glistening with sweat under a row of halogens while his Dom worked him over with what looked like a flogger.

Maybe that’s what Kaleb needed to get rid of all his extra energy: a Dom to whale on his ass with one of those straps? Kaleb grinned to himself. Perhaps then the idea of Landry’s large hands, and whatever else he wanted to place on Kaleb’s rear end, wouldn’t seem so fucking appealing.

The DJ switched tracks, turning back the years to the pulse-pounding sound of Nine Inch Nail’s Closer.

How appropriate.

At that moment, Landry’s profile came into sight. He stood outside the private corridor with a man Kaleb had never seen before. The stranger had long dark hair and was wearing a black leather vest and pants. Suddenly, Landry closed the distance between them, spearing his fingers into the hair at the other man’s nape, tugging the stranger’s head back. Was he pissed, or was this a part of a game Landry liked to play?

Risking detection, Kaleb slipped from his spot at the bar. He couldn’t hear a damn thing or even read their lips at his current distance. But before he could get a better look, both men turned and disappeared down the hall. Fuck!

Kaleb reversed his steps, found a seat back at the bar, and motioned at the bartender for another round. Picking at the curling label on his Heineken, Kaleb couldn’t help but hit rewind inside his head on what he’d just witnessed. Landry’s face inches from the other man’s mouth. Were they kissing right about now? Kaleb squirmed on the stool, his gut tightening at the thought. Stop it! Kaleb squeezed his eyes shut, forcing the visual replay to shut down. It wasn’t like he’d never been around when Landry had scored a hook-up in the past, and Christ, it wasn’t like he’d considered for one minute the male was living like a monk. Then what the hell is the problem?

“You okay, sweetie?” The bartender’s voice cut through another loop of the song’s chorus. Kaleb lifted his lids, then grabbed the new icy bottle of beer in front of him.

“I will be in just a few minutes.” Kaleb sneered and downed a gulp of the chilled brew.

Fifteen minutes later and halfway through his third bottle, Kaleb’s brain and limbs were on the cusp of that sweet, numb don’t really give a shit anymore mode when the hard feel of another male’s chest pressed against his back. Kaleb eased his brew down onto the wood.

“I want you,” a deep voice stated all matter-of-fact at his ear.

You gotta be kidding me.

With a quirk of a smile on his face, Kaleb glanced over his shoulder. “Is that all you got?” He narrowed his gaze on the bald guy determined to meld his skin to Kaleb’s. “That’s your line?” Kaleb wagged his index finger at the other dude. This was too funny. Or maybe it was freaky? Kaleb wasn’t quite sure what he should be feeling at the moment other than the nice buzz spinning inside his skull.

“That’s all I need.” Baldy reached up, and with one beefy hand, palmed Kaleb’s neck. He pulled him in, his nostrils flaring. “I know a sub when I see one. And, pup, I can tell you’re just itching for someone to call Daddy.”

Kaleb didn’t know how it was even possible, but the other guy inched in closer, making sure Kaleb knew exactly what he was packing behind the leather. Fuck. Awkward much?

“And I’ve got everything you need to have you screaming for your papa right here,” the big guy added with a flex of his hips against Kaleb’s lower back for emphasis.

Okay... Buzz kill.

Baldy had to give it a rest.

“Listen...” Kaleb said, about to tell the Dom what he could do with that dick of his when another set of hands landed on the guy’s shoulders.

“Back. The. Hell. Off,” a dark voice stated, each word uttered with lethal intensity. Baldy stiffened, then slowly turned, revealing the intruder standing behind him. For a split-second, hazel eyes flashing with heat met Kaleb’s gaze, then flicked back to the guy between them.

Landry.

“And who the fuck are you to tell me to do anything?” Baldy jutted his chin and stuck his face in Landry’s.

“He’s mine,” Landry snarled, not giving an inch.

A shiver ran down Kaleb’s spine at the declaration. Holy hell, he liked the way those two words sounded on Landry’s lips. Way too damn much.


Chapter Seven

––––––––

What the fuck was Kaleb doing there?

Landry had nearly lost it when he’d walked away from Arick only to spot Kaleb sitting at the bar, his thick auburn hair bound at the nape and brushing the leather of his black biker jacket. No way those broad shoulders belonged to anyone other than Dalton.

The fact alone that the male must have followed him to the club was enough to piss Landry off, but to find him with another man draped over his shoulder... Then the guy had possessed the actual fucking balls to rub his dick against Kaleb. Yeah, his thermostat was pegged out and about to blow.

Beads of sweat popped on Landry’s brow, driven out by the murderous rage coursing through his veins. But he wasn’t about to even blink in front of the shifter Dom known around there as Brick and give him the slightest impression Landry was anything other than unflinching when it came to the male at the bar.

“Yours, huh?” The corner of Brick’s mouth twitched. “I don’t see a collar.”

“Yet,” Landry stated with an extra sharp “t” and lifted a brow.

Brick’s gaze narrowed, then a slow nod finally formed. “All right, then.” He gave Kaleb a final once over. “I suggest you mark your property a little better next time.” He pivoted away and sauntered out into the crowd.

That’s when Kaleb popped and weaved off the barstool. “Your property?” His lip curled in disgust. “Seriously?” He sidled up to Landry’s chest, inches from his face. “In your fucking dreams.”

Deep breaths. You can’t kill him here, Michaels. Too many witnesses.

“Outside,” Landry snapped, his voice hushed, yet leaving no doubt he meant for Kaleb to obey.

“The moment you drove off our lands tonight, you lost the right to give me orders.” Kaleb sneered.

Landry leaned in, his lips nearly brushing Kaleb’s. “You either leave with me right now or be dragged away on your ass.” For a moment, neither of them twitched. And honestly, Landry didn’t give a shit who came out on top because the outcome would still be the same. Kaleb would be exiting the place. The mode of transportation was up to him.

“Fine,” Kaleb spat. “I’m sick of the scenery anyway.”

“Good.” Maybe Kaleb hadn’t completely lost his mind.

At the bottom of the two steps outside the club’s door, Kaleb’s boots hit the gravel with Landry on his heels. The other male headed in a direction opposite Landry’s vehicle. “Where do you think you’re going?”

Kaleb ground to a halt, but made no effort to turn around. “My bike,” he said, his words clipped. “Where the hell else?”

“You’re not driving.”

His partner whipped around. “I’m sure as hell not riding back with you.”

“What’s your damn problem? I’m the only one here that has any right to be pissed off.” Landry stabbed a finger at Kaleb’s chest. “You were the one spying on me.”

“Whatever.” Kaleb turned. “I’m out of here.”

“No. You’re not.” Landry grabbed Kaleb’s arm, and the other male spun.

“Fuck you,” Kaleb spat.

And Landry swung.

His knuckles impacted his friend’s jaw with a crack of bone on bone. Kaleb’s head snapped to the right, and before he had a chance to recover and complain, Landry snagged the other male’s arm and hauled him toward his SUV. Kaleb stumbled along beside him. This time, wisely keeping his trap shut for the short trip.

At his vehicle, Landry hit the button on the key fob and the lights blinked. Uncurling his fingers from the male’s biceps, he stepped away. “Get in.”

Kaleb did as instructed, but his stiff movements implied he barely held his anger in check.

Landry climbed in behind the wheel and pulled his door closed a second before the passenger door slammed shut.

“I’ll need to get back down here at some point tomorrow for my bike,” Kaleb muttered.

“That’s your problem.” Out of the corner of his eye, Landry didn’t miss the tightening of Kaleb’s right fist. “You wanting to hit me with that?”

“You’re being such an asshole,” Kaleb chewed out between his teeth.

“I’m the ass here?” Where the fuck did he get off? Landry twisted in his seat, facing Kaleb. “I have every right to crawl all over your ass. You had no damn business following me, and I think I’m being a pretty damn nice guy for leaving you with some of your face recognizable.”

“What the hell was I supposed to do?” Kaleb whipped his head around. “You wouldn’t tell me what’s going on, and I know you’re hiding something.”

“And I told you to leave it alone.” Landry turned, shoved the key into the ignition, and the engine busted off with a throaty roar. Dammit. He wasn’t ready to get into this shit with Kaleb. His talk with Arick had only succeeded in reinforcing his suspicions. Landry was confident his fuck up with the Gregorson enforcer had played a part in instigating the aggression from the other side. His mind flashed back to Arick and himself in the private room the other shifter had arranged in hopes Landry would show tonight. Behind the closed door, the dark male had dropped to his knees, his hands going to Landry’s belt.

“I knew you would return.” Arick had stared up at him, a smug glimmer in his blue eyes. “Let me take care of you, Sir. I remember exactly how you like it.”

Landry’s gut had lurched, and he’d slapped his palm over Arick’s, stilling him. During their brief encounters, Arick had never been subtle. So Landry hadn’t played any games either and went straight to the point.

“I have to ask, Arick, was part of your motivation behind the cullings on our land retribution for how I reacted to the news of who I’d been fucking?”

At first, Arick had only smiled in response, the expression chilling.

“You are a suspicious wolf, aren’t you” Arick drawled. “No wonder Evin made you his lead.” The male’s palms traveled down Landry’s thighs, and it was all he could do to stomach the minute exploration. “That...along with your other natural strengths.” Arick’s gaze flicked back up, settling on Landry’s. “You’re a warrior. An alpha would be a fool to risk losing a male like you from his side—or his bed.”

God, Landry had been such an idiot. Since his last mistake with Arick, he hadn’t been with anyone else, not because those encounters had been so spectacular nothing else could compare. Hardly. In fact, it was the exact opposite. Afterward, it had finally occurred to him the peace and satisfaction he’d been searching for couldn’t be found with the strings of anonymous one-night stands.

Landry wanted more. Fuck. He needed more. His chest ached for it. But what he needed or wanted was irrelevant, wasn’t it? The two people on the planet who owned a piece of his soul and could make him whole deserved better than what he had to offer in return, which was nothing but pain and disappointment. His entire life had been one mistake after another. He only ended up hurting the ones he loved. Landry risked a glance at the sullen profile of his best friend—a prime example.

A little over an hour later, Landry pulled up in Kaleb’s driveway. The other shifter hadn’t spoken since they’d left The Scene. Landry popped the lever into park and cut the engine.

“So, was that him?” Kaleb cranked his head in Landry’s direction.

“Him?” Did he know? How the hell had he figured it out?

“I don’t know.” Kaleb shrugged. “I saw you with some guy right before you two went down that hall. Is that male a part of what you’ve been keeping from me?”

Son of a... A low growl rumbled in Landry’s throat, and he forced his glare out the front windshield. He had to. He couldn’t look Kaleb in the eye and talk about what he’d done at the same time.

“Did you fuck him?”

The question hammered into Landry with the force of a mallet. So not what he’d been expecting out of Kaleb’s mouth.

“That’s none of your damn business.” Still, he couldn’t bring himself to meet the other male’s glare.

“I don’t really give a shit. It’s a simple question. Did. You. Fuck. Him?”

Landry’s pulse surged. What the hell did Kaleb want him to say? Yes, I fucked him like the dog he was. No, I didn’t because my head’s too messed up with wanting to fuck you. Dear God, between Kaleb and Rosa they kept him so tied up in knots it amazed Landry he could even form a coherent thought that went beyond his dick.

His cock swelled, hard, aching, and ready. His chest heaved with each breath. And like a twig that had finally bore more than it could handle, Landry snapped. With preternatural speed, Landry launched out of his seatbelt, ramming himself into Kaleb so hard and fast, the SUV rocked.

The back of Kaleb’s head banged into the headrest from the impact. “What the hell are you doing?”

Landry had moved so quickly, Kaleb’s arms were trapped at his sides. Reaching low beside the seat, Landry tapped the electric controls, taking them in reverse and lowering them back at the same time.

“Is that what this is all about, Dalton?” Landry shoved the hard ridge of his shaft against Kaleb’s groin. Kaleb’s breath hitched, and he stiffened. “You want to know more about my sex life? Want to know what it’s like when I take a man?”

Silence.

“What’s the problem?” Landry palmed Kaleb’s face, forcing those blue eyes to lock on him. “You didn’t seem to mind when Brick dry humped you.” Landry was too far gone and couldn’t pull back now if he’d wanted to. Again, he thrust his hips, but this time Landry’s cock nudged another thick and hardened ridge, and the sensation tilted his world on its axis. Landry froze.

Impossible.

No way in hell Kaleb was aroused... The drum of Landry’s racing pulse whirred inside his head. Kaleb stared up at him as if mesmerized, drinking in every detail of Landry’s face. Then his lips parted, and the pink tip of Kaleb’s tongue appeared, beckoning him like a siren’s dance.

Fuck, fuck, fuck. He shouldn’t. Landry groaned, the sound agonized, as if torn from his soul. He dipped closer to the male beneath him, drawn like polar opposites who couldn’t resist their nature. God help him, he really shouldn’t. Kaleb’s breath stuttered from his chest, the small puffs of air skating over Landry’s lips. He hovered there, suspended in time, his gut trembling.

“Kaleb...?” he croaked. Whether it was a plea for permission or for Kaleb to knock his ass off him, Landry wasn’t sure.

Suddenly, the other male’s fingertips dug into Landry’s shirt and yanked hard, holding him tight.

And Landry crashed.

He slammed his mouth onto Kaleb’s in a fevered rush. Hot. Hard. Straining. Kaleb’s moan ricocheted within the walls of Landry’s mind. Then his partner opened, and holy hell... Landry drove his tongue inside, licking, stroking, sucking. His hips surged, seeking more. More of Kaleb.

Landry’s hands were everywhere, yet not anywhere close to where he wanted them. He speared his fingers into Kaleb’s hair. Not enough. On his face, then neck. He followed their trail, kissing Kaleb’s flesh, needing the other male’s taste as much as he craved the contact. Kaleb squirmed under him, gasped, his fingertips kneading into Landry’s side as if urging him on.

Harder. Faster.

Landry ground his shaft into Kaleb’s. Christ, his cock throbbed. His lungs burned. Searching for another dose of the other male’s lips, Landry lifted his head, dragging his cheek over Kaleb’s rough five o’clock shadow. Damn, he loved the way the other male felt against his skin: hot, wild, as if he were straddling a beast yet to be tamed. Gripping the shifter’s chin, Landry’s mouth found Kaleb’s once more.

“Taste so good,” Kaleb mumbled and rolled his hips. “Fuck. Yes.” He hissed.

Yeah. So good. The flavor of hops and barley rolled over Landry’s tongue. Beer. 

As if someone had yanked hard on his brake, Landry ground to halt. His eyelids sank. He’d been so consumed with his own lust for the other male, the alcohol on Kaleb’s breath hadn’t registered. Landry groaned. So fucking stupid.

Kaleb was drunk.

His response had nothing to do with a true desire for Landry. It was the booze tearing down his inhibitions. In his right mind, Kaleb wouldn’t be returning his kisses. His friend wouldn’t want him like this.

As quickly as he’d launched to the other side of the SUV’s cabin, Landry flipped himself over onto the driver’s seat.

Swearing under his breath, Kaleb pulled himself upright, fumbling for the seat controls.

Air sawed in and out of Landry’s nostrils. He seized the steering wheel, tightening his fingers around the hard surface. Hands off. An invisible band around his chest cinched down until Landry could barely suck in his next breath. This was the right thing to do... So why did it fucking hurt so damn bad?

“You never did answer my question...” Kaleb said, shattering the tension between them.

God, why wouldn’t he give it a rest already? “Leave it alone, Kaleb,” Landry growled. “You’re drunk.”

“Or was that your way of deflecting?” The leather squeaked and Landry couldn’t help but notice the repositioning action going on between the male’s legs. “Serving up a little payback for me following you by screwing with my...head.”

“Yeah. That’s precisely what I was doing.” Landry twisted, facing Kaleb. “I was playing you. Giving you a taste of the rabbit hole you were about to throw yourself down back there.”

Kaleb turned, staring out the windshield into the night. “Congratulations then. Job well done,” he stated.

His partner’s words struck like daggers straight into Landry’s heart. God, he’d messed up the only thing good in his life—his friendship with Kaleb. He had to fix this. Salvage what was left of their relationship.

“It was the alcohol, Kaleb.” Landry swallowed hard. “You know how fast that shit goes to your head. That’s why I reacted like I did at The Scene. And I knew you were still feeling the effects a few minutes ago. I shouldn’t have taken it that far when I knew you weren’t thinking...straight.”

Kaleb slowly glanced over, a shadow lurking in his gaze, the look a stranglehold on Landry’s heart. Had any of his arousal been for real, for him?

“But I would never allow you do something you might later regret,” Landry said, his throat tight. “Especially with me.” He watched as Kaleb’s fingers wrapped around the door handle, then without a word, his friend popped the door. 

“For what it’s worth, I didn’t.” The words spilled out before Landry could choke them back. But the bigger surprise...was the release that exited behind them. As if some of the weight he’d been carrying had been expelled along with the admission.

A click sounded as the door closed with Kaleb still in his seat. His partner turned, facing Landry. “Then what were you doing with him?”

It was Landry’s turn to divert his gaze. He stared out the windshield into the dark beyond, wishing he could melt into it, disappear within its shadowed embrace. He sighed. The moment of truth had arrived—and it felt like ashes on his tongue, dirty and dry.

“The male you saw me with...it was Stefan’s brother, lead enforcer Arick Gregorson. And the shifter I was fucking up until six months ago.”


Chapter Eight

––––––––

Arick slammed the door to his office and marched toward his desk. To hell with the lights. The dark suited his mood. Everyone else had gone home several hours ago, which was best for the continued health of his staff.

He tugged the cell from his back pocket and tapped a number at the bottom of his contact list. The details popped up, and Arick hit Send Message. Quickly, he keyed out a note with two simple commands: My office. Now.

Landry may not have given him the perfect dose of what he’d been craving, but this particular male would at least give Arick a much-needed release of tension.

Dropping the phone on top of the desk, Arick sank into his chair and kicked his boot heels up onto the edge of the wood. The night had not gone as he’d hoped. Still, he had achieved part of his mission. Landry had sought him out.

Arick smoothed a palm over the lingering bulge behind his zipper. The contact had a low hiss wringing out from between his teeth, and on their own accord, his hips lifted to deepen the pressure. Fuck. If only it was Landry’s hand stroking him.

The male was every one of his dark fantasies come to life. And he wasn’t about to allow the shifter to ruin all his plans. Landry would be his whether the enforcer realized it or not.

Arick hadn’t missed the interaction between Landry, Brick, and the other male at the bar. After Landry had walked out of the private room, Arick had followed him into the club. He’d assumed his lover would head straight for the door. But when Landry had scanned the crowd, the shifter’s spine stiffened, the response yanking the chain on Arick’s attention. The fierce male had marched toward the bar like a man on fire, parting the crowd in his path. Lingering nearby, Arick had heard every word of Landry’s declaration that the handsome male with long, dark red hair was his. And if Brick had been hitting on him, the new guy had to have been a shifter as well. The muscle-bound Dom made it a habit to only play with his own kind. Humans were too easily broken and bruised.

Six months. Arick’s fist clamped down hard on his dick, his nerve endings firing. His jaw ticked, molars squeaked. Hardly no time at all since they’d last been together. He wouldn’t be so easily replaced. Not with the KinKaid female, and most definitely not with that long-haired shifter. Arick eased up on the chokehold around his cock. Blood surged back into the starved shaft, slamming into the end of his dick with a pounding fury. He groaned, closed his eyes, and seized the corner of his desk for stability.

“Yes,” he mumbled to himself, stroking the aching erection behind the leather.

The overhead lights flickered to life.

“Shit!” Arick dropped his feet to the floor and snapped forward, his hand diving for the Glock he kept secured beneath his desktop.

“What are you doing sitting here in the dark?”

Lucas.

“Fuck,” Arick spat. He shook his head and peeled his fingers off the semi-automatic. “You have a serious mother-fucking death wish.”

“A tad paranoid, are we?” The older male released a wicked chuckle, sauntered forward, then took the seat in front of Arick’s desk.

Arick needed the arrogant bastard—for now. Or he’d long since blown the cocky son of bitch’s head off.

“I noticed your Spider out front,” Lucas went on to say. “Odd time of night for you to be here. I thought something might be up. Like a move on the KinKaids.”

“A tad eager, are we?”

Lucas’ wicked chuckle rolled into a full laugh. “Touché,” he added.

“Tomorrow, we go.” Arick hadn’t had time to confirm the details with his brother, the alpha, since he’d made the decision mere seconds ago. But after tonight...more than ever, time was of the essence.

“Well, I hate I’ll miss all the excitement.” Lucas crossed his legs. “I would love to see the look on the old man’s face once you leave, and he realizes his precious little girl has gone missing. But alas, we’ll all have to imagine it, won’t we?” He smiled, but the effect was thin.

Old man...? The sentiment sounded like a male who had a little history with the other shifter. Lucas wasn’t a true-born member of the Gregorson pack. Allister claimed to be an immigrant from an eastern pack. His family was dead, and he no longer had ties to anyone. The male had moved west, ending up in Washington and at the Gregorson’s door asking for permission to make a fresh start with a new pack. That had been over twenty-five years ago.

“Interesting...” Arick stated and rocked forward, forearms sliding onto his desk and lacing his fingers. “You say that as if you and the former alpha might know each other? Like you have a personal stake in watching Barron KinKaid suffer?”

“Did I?” Lucas cocked a brow, unfolded his legs, and planted his feet on the floor. “Not any more than you.” He waved a hand in the air as if dismissing the observation as fleeting. “They are a means to an end—a necessary recipe for the success of our plan, correct? But I have to admit, on occasion I do take a tad bit of pleasure in the misery of others.” The corner of his mouth curled in a knowing smile. “Not unlike the male in front of me.”

A knock sounded at the door, interrupting them. Perfect timing. Arick was done with the hide and seek game Lucas liked to play—the one where Lucas hid his true motives to see if Arick could seek them out. The elder male seemed to think he’d dissected Arick’s psyche, knew more about Arick than he did himself. Well, that idea was something Arick would have to take care of once his plan came to an end and Lucas’ usefulness had run its course.

“I see you have another visitor.” Standing, Lucas released a long exhale. “I’ll show myself out your private entrance.”

“Do that.” Arick nodded and straightened from his chair.

Lucas silently made for the door to Arick’s right. There, he glanced over his shoulder. “Enjoy yourself tonight, enforcer. Tomorrow...everything changes.” Flashing a twin pair of long canines, Lucas slipped through the doorway and closed the door.

Inhaling slow and deep, Arick’s fingers curled into tight fists. Lucas was right. Tomorrow would be more than a new day. It would be the beginning of a revolution. One that would end with him in the seat of power. Precisely how it should have always been. Arick couldn’t hold back the grin spreading across his face.

Another knock at the door jarred him back to the present. Yes. But first he had certain plans for tonight.

Arick made his way across his office and opened the door. No need to ask who had arrived. He knew what waited for him.

On the other side of the wood stood a tall male, who despite the summer heat, was draped in a long leather coat. His dark hair was closely cropped, his eyes hidden behind a pair of wraparounds, and beneath the outerwear, he wore black leather pants and a pair of scuffed biker boots. Mmm... exactly how he liked them. The harder the attitude, the more fun they were to break.

Standing aside, Arick waved him in. The male strode into the room, his gait confident in spite of the sadistic pleasure in store for him on the other side of the threshold. But this particular sub did seem to always enjoy the role he played during their occasional encounters. Precisely why Arick had selected the shifter’s number.

“Lose the coat,” Arick demanded, his voice gruff, unwavering, as he closed the door.

The shifter pivoted, facing Arick, then shrugged the leather from his shoulders. The material pooled on the floor, baring his chest. Silver loops pierced the other male’s nipples and glinted in the beams of moonlight splintering the room.

After his disquieting run-in with Lucas, Arick’s shaft once again twitched with renewed interest. Yes. He would do nicely.

Arick made his way over to the latched cabinet, swung open the panel, and selected a long, dark red flogger hanging from one of the hooks. The thick, cool handle nestled inside his palm perfectly. He coiled his fingers around the weapon of pleasure, his pulse surging, canines punching from his gums as his cock kicked against the reverse side of his zipper. Arick’s mouth curled, and he glanced up at the boy toy awaiting his attention. The other male’s gaze dropped to the floor, a tremor rolling through his long limbs.

Fuck, yeah. He did love it when a hot dose of anxiety mixed with their anticipation, and the potent combination had them either shaking in their boots or pissing in their pants.

“On your knees, sub!” Arick commanded.

And the male dropped.

*** 

Kaleb glanced over at the digital display on his dashboard: eight forty-five. At least he was on time for the sudden mandatory meeting the alpha had called at the KinKaid mansion, even if he felt like the dog shit someone needed to scrape off his boots. But it wasn’t the hangover alone responsible for the pain in his skull and his bad attitude...

It was everything that had gone down after the alcohol.

He wasn’t sure which had him more shaken—his reaction to Landry’s advance or the admission that had followed? Kaleb sucked in a long deep breath. He’d been stunned when Landry had launched from his seat and climbed over him. Then shock had morphed into one hell of a turn-on, and drunk or not, he still wasn’t sure how far he would have gone if Landry hadn’t been the one to pull back. But the info Landry had been hiding—the fact that six months ago he’d been fucking Arick Gregorson—was enough to douse an icy chill on their moment.

Granted, Landry said in the beginning he’d had no idea who the male was. Neither of them had laid eyes on the Gregorson lead enforcer in many years. But still...

“Fuck,” Kaleb muttered and jammed his SUV into park. The image of that bastard with his hands on Landry made his gut roil. And the shifter had lured Landry to him again last night, though according to Landry, nothing had happened. Instead of the fucking Arick had been after, Landry had used the opportunity to confront the enforcer about his involvement in the latest tension between their packs.

Shit. His friend had more than enough baggage without this. And Kaleb knew Landry. His partner would feel as if he were responsible for the trouble they were experiencing with the Gregorsons and toss that burden up there on his shoulders as well.

Even though Landry would never admit any of the crap from his childhood had fazed him in the least, Kaleb wasn’t blind. The male bore deep and jagged scars, mental and physical. Growing up without a father—one who had abandoned him before birth and walked out on his pack—was enough to live through without the bullying he’d endured from the others. Landry had worked hard to gain the respect of his pack and had earned every square inch of his rise up the ranks to lead enforcer. He was a pro and as hardcore as they came and just as private, which meant when it came to the aspects of Landry’s sex life, he kept them to himself. Yet, it wasn’t like his sexual preferences were a big secret, but Landry didn’t run his mouth about what he did on his off time. So the fact something from his private life had crossed over, affecting the pack and his duty to the alpha, would eat Landry alive.

The sound of another vehicle pulling up drew Kaleb’s attention. Rosa’s Jeep rolled to a stop beside him. She glanced over, spotting Kaleb behind the wheel and smiled. Just like that, his heart clenched.

Damn, he had it bad when it came to the blonde shifter. His mind hit rewind, back to the last time they were together. Kaleb straddling her on the ground from behind, the sight of the telltale brown stripe making its way up her spine, burning its image into his retinas. The ominous memory had every hair on his arms lifting. What the hell was he going to do when her heat reached its peak and she didn’t choose him? A crazy question coming from him when all he’d ever done was shove the idea of bonding to any one female out of his mind. But this was Rosa. And he had a pretty good idea he wouldn’t be on top of the list, since she’d given him no indication he was anything more than a dear friend. But considering his reputation of a “loving them and leaving them kind of guy”, he couldn’t blame her. What sort of mate material would he make? Yet, the idea of her giving herself to another—lying in some other male’s arms...

He swallowed back the knot in his throat at the thought, the bitter taste of bile lingering on his tongue.

Shit.

Maybe it was time he reconsidered how he saw his future when it came to the female?

Kaleb palmed his keys, stepped from his SUV, and slammed the door. Rosa rounded the front end of her vehicle, her blonde locks billowing around her shoulders and down her back. Inside his fist, the carved metal dug into his flesh. Between Landry and Rosa, something had to give, and he was the only one who could make it stop.

Decision made. Come his next night off, Kaleb was exorcising those two out his mind and definitely from his body.

Kaleb jogged up the sidewalk, catching up with Rosa. “Hey there,” he said. “What are you doing here this morning?”

“Morning,” she replied, slowing her step. “Same as the rest of you. I want to know what’s the latest with the Gregorsons.” Rosa wasn’t officially part of the alpha’s staff, but as his twin sister, she was granted extra leeway when it came to the rules of who was allowed within closed meetings.

“So, how are you feeling?”

“I’m okay.” She nodded. “Thanks for asking.”

She smiled as if everything was fine. Yet, the dark circles beneath her eyes and the tight lines around her mouth revealed she was anything but.

He quickened his pace and stepped in front of her, blocking her path. “Try again,” he stated, narrowing his gaze on her.

“Kaleb...” She sighed and crossed her arms.

“You haven’t told anyone that your heat’s rising yet, have you?”

“I can’t,” she bit out in a harsh whisper, then did a quick survey of the area. “Keep your voice down.”

“Unless you tell someone soon—like your brother—I’m not going to keep my voice down at all.” He would have to, if Kaleb were to save Rosa from herself. What she was trying to do on her own was insane and could be disastrous, affecting the rest of her life.

“Kaleb Dalton...if you do that...” she growled, revealing the tips of her fangs. “I’ll never forgive you.”

“I’m not trying to be a bastard here. I simply care too much about you, and you know that. Four weeks have already passed, and from what I understand about this subject, the whole process normally takes about six weeks. You’re running out of time,” he rasped.

“I can take care of myself.” She marched forward, weaving to the left and attempting a quick getaway.

Kaleb sidestepped, blocking her. “Of that, I have no doubt, angel. But what exactly is your plan? When it comes to this going into heat, you’re dealing with a whole new territory. It’s a biological force of nature, and no matter how strong the female, it will take control. You can’t do this alone.”

Rosa’s bright gaze pinned him, then her chin lifted ever so slightly. Damn, sometimes the female had too much pride. “I appreciate your concern,” she said. “But I’ve got this, okay? I won’t let it go too far without alerting my brother when the time comes.” She glanced down at her nails, then at some distant spot over his shoulder. “I just need a little more time to sort some things out. This has to be my call.” Once more, she faced him, but this time weariness lurked in her blue depths. And it stirred something deep inside him, as if she’d reached out and stroked his soul, seeking mercy. “You can understand that...right?”

And there was no other course of action to take than to give her just that—mercy. Kaleb nodded. “I do.”

“Thank you,” she whispered and brushed past him.

“Angel?”

She glanced back over her shoulder.

“Please...just don’t wait too long and make me have to rip into some male who might lose what few brains cells he has and try to touch you.”

A smile chased away the shadows from her eyes. “You’d do that for me, wouldn’t you?”

“In a heartbeat.” He closed the couple of feet separating them. “I’d never let anyone hurt you,” he stated, his tone deadly serious. Kaleb gently traced the back of his knuckles along the smooth surface of her delicate jawline. Rosa leaned into his caress, her eyelids fluttering closed.

Clasping her fingers over his, she opened her eyes, their gazes colliding. “I promise. I won’t put you in that situation. What I’ve asked of you already, keeping this secret for me... It was more than you should have ever been asked to do. I shouldn’t have placed you in the middle of this.” Rosa shook her head, letting him go and turning away.

“Being there for you is never a hardship, angel.” Because I love you. The words screamed for release inside his skull. But a part of him knew his confession was the last thing she wanted to hear right now. She had enough emotional stress of her own without having to deal with his as well.

“I don’t ever want to hurt you, Kaleb.” Her voice cracked, tearing him in two. “You don’t deserve that.”

“Rosa...” God, he never could stand to hear the sound of pain in her voice. He reached out, but as if she’d sensed his intentions, Rosa pulled away before Kaleb made contact. He watched as she disappeared inside her family’s dwelling.

“What’s going on?”

Kaleb’s spine stiffened at the sound of his friend’s dark voice. Landry stepped up beside him. Yet, both stared straight ahead at the closed door as if the act of meeting each other’s eyes would prove too much, too...overexposed.

“Nothing,” Kaleb muttered.

“Didn’t look that way to me.”

“Then maybe you should get your vision checked ‘cause you’re wrong.”

A grunt registered from the other shifter before he sauntered forward.

“You planning on making some big reveal to Evin regarding what you told me last night?” Not that it would make a damn bit of difference about the outcome if he spilled his guts or not. But knowing Landry, Kaleb wouldn’t be surprised if the male laid it all out like a martyr with his head on the chopping block.

Landry’s footsteps drew up short, his back to Kaleb. “The alpha deserves to know the whole truth about what he’s dealing with.”

“Shit,” Kaleb spat.

And Landry spun. “What? You have a problem with that?” Landry marched forward, stopping only when his face was up in Kaleb’s. “It’s not like it’s your ass on the line here.”

“No. But yours is,” Kaleb growled, refusing to retreat even with over two hundred pounds of pissed off shifter breathing down his neck. “And since you’re my partner and my friend, yeah, I have a big problem when you’re about to do something stupid.”

“How is keeping the alpha informed of every aspect of a potential war between our packs stupid? It’s my damn job,” Landry bit out, pivoted, his palms going to the hilt of the weapons strapped to his waist.

“Because what you’re about to confess changes nothing. If we go to war, we go to war. What went down between you and Arick measures up to a drop in the bucket of tension between the Gregorsons and KinKaids. Your mistake was just that, a one-time mistake. You didn’t know who he was, and you didn’t tell him anything that would put us at risk.” Kaleb closed in, his chest nearly touching Landry’s back. Lowering his voice, Kaleb added, “Despite what you like to believe, you’re not solely responsible for every bad thing that goes down in this pack.”

“Kaleb...” Landry shook his head, lowered it, and sighed. “I’m going to pretend I just didn’t hear you suggest I keep this a secret from the alpha.”

The hard headed son of a— “What’s changed?” Kaleb maneuvered his body between Landry and the door. “You didn’t tell him about your encounter with Arick after the culling, only that you knew it was the Gregorsons—you recognized a scent. So why now?”

“Because at that point in time, I hadn’t made the connection between the two incidents.” Landry’s nostrils flared, as if he needed the extra oxygen to keep his cool. “I didn’t realize my fuck-up with Arick had probably incited the bastard. He didn’t say it in so many words, not really. But before I walked out, Arick got his message across. He wants me, and there’s going to be hell to pay until the shifter gets everything he’s after.”

“Fuck...” Kaleb ran a palm over his head and closed his eyes. “You forgot to mention that detail.”

“Yeah...well. I wasn’t exactly thinking clearly last night.”

Kaleb lifted his lashes, their gazes colliding. Sparking. An arrow of heat spiraled down Kaleb’s spine, detonating in his cock, launching him backward in time. Landry was on top of him, the hard feel of the other male’s erection rubbing against his own. He wanted him. Fuck that. Kaleb had wanted Landry.

But once again, it was Landry who broke the spell. “I need to get inside,” he mumbled, brushing past Kaleb, leaving him dazed, rocked.

A tilt-a-whirl.

His mind spun as if he’d climbed on and couldn’t find his way back off. Between his feelings for Rosa, the need and emotional connection growing for his best friend...damn...his brain was on a perpetual carnival ride, being slingshot back and forth from one to the other. His craving for the first burned inside as if every molecule in his veins were starved for oxygen. And his desire for the other was growing into a gnawing hunger, as if his core—his soul was hollow.

“Kaleb.”

The sound of his name yanked him back into the moment. He turned, finding the alpha and his mate, Mason, drawing up behind him. “Good morning, Sir,” he said, squaring his shoulders.

Evin nodded.

“Morning, Kaleb,” Mason added, from beside the alpha, his blond hair cropped in short neat layers, his brown eyes shining as if life couldn’t be better. And Kaleb was sure it had to be pretty damn sweet, considering the rumors of what they’d weathered to be together.

“Is everyone inside?” Evin shrugged his black leather jacket off his shoulders and pulled his arms free. The younger alpha was a nice change from his father’s more rigid formality. No matter the time of day, Barron KinKaid always presented himself in a dress shirt and slacks.

“I haven’t been here long myself. But I know Landry and Rosa just went in.”

“Okay.” Evin placed a palm to his mate’s lower back. “Let’s all join them inside then and get this started.”


Chapter Nine

––––––––

Rosa took a seat near the back of the room, facing the large oval table in what used to be her father’s boardroom. Rubbing her damp palms over her jean clad thighs, she focused on doing her best to slow her racing pulse. While dressing that morning, common sense had argued that by attending the impromptu meeting, there was no way she could avoid running into Kaleb or Landry. But after the vision she’d experienced of hearing Evin call out her name, then later watching through his eyes as he charged across their border as if going to war, Rosa didn’t really have a choice. She had to keep herself informed and prepared for whatever was yet to come. Besides, she couldn’t hide away. If neither Landry nor Kaleb were on her short list for possible mates, she had a decision to make. And fast.

Her stomach roiled.

There was just one small problem with that plan. The thought of mating with a male other than one of the two who’d already claimed pieces of her heart made her nauseous. Dear Lord. Her options sucked. Rosa rolled her eyes. But she couldn’t have both. Wasn’t there a saying about not being able to have your cake and eat it too?

In their pack, a shifter only bonded to one mate. Not to mention what her brother’s reaction would be if two males attempted to claim her for their own. Evin would have their throats. He would never stand for his sister to be taken in such a way. The memory of the other night when her waking dream of Kaleb and Landry had swamped her...filled her...came flooding back. Her core pulsed, swelled, until the cluster of nerves at the apex of her pussy ached. Clenching her teeth, Rosa swallowed the moan building in her throat and crossed her legs.

Big mistake.

The pressure on her clit sent a jolt straight through her womb. Her breath hitched, and she froze. Afraid if she moved another inch her orgasm would crest and shatter around her. Her brother’s voice resounded from the hallway.

Breathe. She just had to breathe. Think of anything else other than—

“Mind if I sit here?” Kaleb eased onto the seat beside her, his hard thigh brushing hers, the wild scent of cedar and mint invading her nostrils. Oh, God. She closed her eyes tight. Not here. Not now, Kaleb.

Wrong move. She couldn’t escape his presence inside her head. Planting her feet on the floor, the first wave broke, knocking a whimper past her lips.

“Rosa...?” It was Kaleb. “What’s—” The sound of a deep inhale reached her ears. “Shit,” he cursed under his breath.

She had to get out of there. Her eyelids flew open, and Rosa shoved back her chair, making a weak-kneed dart for the door. The fall of heavy boots behind her telegraphed Kaleb was hot on her heels.

Dear, God... No... He had to leave her alone. Every step sent another quake through her arms and legs, another spasm of her too empty sex.

“Rosa,” he called out, his voice hushed.

Heads turned as she weaved her way past the enforcers in the hallway gathering to enter the boardroom. She didn’t dare make eye contact to assess whether or not they’d caught a whiff of her current situation. Embarrassment didn’t begin to define her state of mind. Mortified was more like it.

“Rosa...wait.”

Hell, no. She just needed a few minutes alone to regroup. Rosa yanked on the door to the bathroom. Thank God, she’d made it there with minimal contact with any other male. But before she could turn the lock, Kaleb tugged the handle out of her hand. She gasped and stumbled back. Decked out from head to toe in his black enforcer uniform, his blue gaze feral, weapons strapped to his waist, and legs braced wide, Kaleb stood in the doorway like a predator who’d tracked his prey. And he’d come for her.

Rosa shuddered. “Go. Away. Kaleb,” she managed to say, her voice hoarse.

He growled and crossed the threshold, closing the door and locking it behind him. “Anything for you, angel.” His gaze locked on hers, turning her already heated sex molten. “But not this one time.”

Kaleb blurred, then her back was against the wall, his hard body against hers.

“Kaleb,” she breathed on a moan. “I...”

“Shh...” he whispered, lowering his head to her lips. “Open for me, angel. Let me in.” With the tips of his fingers, he lifted her chin, his gaze hooded. “Just say yes.”

Then his mouth was on hers, and Rosa wanted to scream from the sheer ecstasy of his kiss. He was delicious. Hot and sweet. Hard in all the right places. Unbidden her hips flexed, seeking more, and her leg rose, wrapping around his. More, more, more.

So out of control.

“Want you,” Kaleb growled, pulling away, his mouth dropping to her neck. The sharp points of his canines scored her sensitive flesh, raising goosebumps over every inch of her body. “God, you have no idea how much I want you.”

“Kaleb,” she groaned. She wanted him too. So damn much, she was nearly crazed from the desire. Her sex ached from the emptiness, and the need for him to fill her. To feel the burn, her muscles stretching, taking him deep until they became one.

Here.

Now.

Strong hands gripped the sides of her head. He speared his fingers into her hair, forcing her to face him. “Tell me you want me,” he demanded, his breathing had reduced to hard pants, a fine sheen of sweat covered his forehead. “Just say it, and let me give you the kind of release you need—deserve,” he growled. “Let me be the one.”

Yes. Christ, yes! Her soul sang out, wanting him in every way. But her head rebelled, yelling for her to stop. Remember why you are pushing him away. This was wrong. She couldn’t do this. Couldn’t live with the fallout.

“I-I...can’t.”

Kaleb’s head dropped, bowed.

A knot swelled in Rosa’s throat, and her vision blurred. God, why did this have to hurt so much? Why did she have to hurt Kaleb in order to save him—from her?

“I’m so sorry,” she said, her words croaked. “I’m not ready.”

He nodded right before his palms slapped the wall beside her head. Rosa jumped.

In silence, Kaleb pushed away, turning toward the door, his gait rigid. He twisted the lock, then pulled the door open. At the last second, he glanced over his shoulder, his gaze pained with unspent lust.

“Tell your brother today, Rosa. Before this happens again and some other male finds you, and he can’t or won’t walk away.” His eyelids narrowed, and Kaleb swallowed hard, fisting the wood. “Because I will kill him.”

The door closed behind him, and Rosa’s knees failed. She sank to the floor, her heart heavy, hot tears flowing down her cheeks. This shouldn’t be so damn hard. A sob escaped her throat. Kaleb was right. She was going to have to tell the alpha. No matter how much she wanted to deny, rage, and demand she had more time—that precious commodity had run out.

Minutes, maybe an hour later—she had no idea how long she’d zoned out planted on the tile—Rosa swiped the tears from her face and pushed off the floor. Gathering her hair to one side, she pivoted in front of the mirror over the sink. Her stomach clenched at the sight. The brown line, the indicator of her heat’s progression was only an inch from her hairline. Once it crossed over, every male within a few feet of her would detect her scent—a female in full-blown heat and in need of a mate.

Rosa inhaled deeply, smoothing a palm over her abdomen. And since she’d never bonded, her body would soon become fertile, pushing her to procreate. She’d always wanted children, but would they end up a result of a loveless joining? Her bottom lip trembled once again, but this time, Rosa choked back the tears. They didn’t solve a damn thing.

Loud voices and heavy footsteps on the other side of the door drew her attention. After a quick use of the facility and washing up, Rosa made her exit.

She sliced her way through the barrage of enforcers and staff, their faces somber. She worked her way back toward the boardroom, tension hung thick like a heavy curtain in the hallway. Something was definitely wrong. At the door, she found her brother heading out with Mason.

“Hey, I’m glad I caught you,” she said.

Evin swung his head her way. “I was wondering what happened to you. Kaleb mentioned having run into you, but I didn’t see you during the meeting with the senior team.”

At the sound of Kaleb’s name, a fresh set of ripples gripped her abdomen. Stop it! She chided herself. “Something came up,” she mumbled in reply. “So, what’s going on? What’s happened?” Rosa surveyed the mass of enforcers around them coming and going, their steps hurried.

“I called the meeting this morning because I received early intel informing me the Gregorsons were making their move. Today.”

Rosa’s heart stuttered at the news. They were coming. “How long before they arrive?”

Her brother’s mouth drew tight, and Mason pulled in close, his palm landing protectively on his mate’s shoulder. “They’re here,” Evin stated.

Reflex coiled Rosa’s fist. “Now?”

The alpha nodded. “Just got word they’ve been cleared by the front gates and are on their way here to retrieve the pack member we’ve been holding.” Evin strode into the corridor, Rosa and Mason following.

She couldn’t remember the last time another pack alpha had visited their grounds. Her father had been an intimidating force during his rule, and no outside shifter had dared to intrude. Now, it was her brother’s turn to make his mark, set an example as to how he would control his land. Anxiety seized her chest with its barbed claws as they entered the wide marbled expanse of the KinKaid family foyer. The hum of the encroaching vehicle’s engines roared inside her ears, driving the pace of her heartbeat—the louder and closer they came, the faster her pulse raced. Closing her eyes, she whispered a silent plea to God. Please protect my brother.

Then the rumble ceased, and her diaphragm stalled, waiting for the next scene to unfold.

With a sudden rush of volume, the double doors to the KinKaid home burst open. Weapon-laden enforcers stood to either side of the doorway, making way for the Gregorson entourage. Rosa stood back, watching as her brother stepped forward to meet their guests. Evin stopped a few feet short of the tall male in the center of the trio.

“Stefan Gregorson, I presume,” her brother began, but his hand failed to present for a handshake. She didn’t blame him. This wasn’t an invite for tea.

“You presume, correctly,” he replied, his voice gruff. The other alpha was the same height as her brother, but stockier. Possessing dark blue eyes, Stefan wore his dark hair long, braided down his back. But the sides of his head were clean-shaven in a modified Mohawk.

Landry worked his way around the group, and Kaleb, mirroring his friend’s movements, did the same from the opposite side. Stefan lifted a brow and glanced to his right, nodding at the shorter male beside him. “My lead enforcer and brother, Arick.” Then to the shifter on his left. “Carl Tucker, brother of the male you’re holding.”

“How could I forget,” Evin stated, his tone cool.

Rosa tracked Landry and Kaleb as they surveyed the new arrivals. If trouble were on the horizon, it would be those two who would sniff it out first. Landry scanned the males, then his gaze lingered on his Gregorson counterpart, Arick. Both males assessed each other, then Landry quickly glanced to his partner. Kaleb’s expression was hard, stoic. But whether it was the current events or their last encounter putting the chill in his stare was anyone’s guess.

With a lift of his chin, Evin motioned for Landry. “My lead enforcer,” Evin said. “Landry Michaels.” Then her brother held out his hand for Mason to come forward, and when he did Evin ran his palm down the other male’s forearm. “My mate, Mason.”

“I’d heard the rumors you’d taken a male for a mate,” Stefan said. “I see that they’re true.”

Evin titled his head in response. “You have a problem with that?”

“Why would I?” Stefan smiled.

“Good answer.”

“I could care less who you fuck.”

“The feeling’s mutual.”

Suddenly, the Gregorson lead enforcer stepped from the group and aimed his gaze in Rosa’s direction. “And who might you be?”

But before he could make it a foot from his brother’s side, Landry was in his path, blocking him. At the same moment, Kaleb with a palm on the hilt of his gun stepped behind Arick, sandwiching him between Evin’s two enforcers.

“Easy,” Arick drawled, palms out to his side. “I was just wanting a closer look at the female.” Unflinching dark blue eyes held Landry’s as if begging the enforcer to make a move.

“She’s my sister,” Evin barked, the words ricocheting off the walls of the open two-story space. “Rosa. Now that all the introductions are out of the way, may I suggest you return to your pack mates, enforcer, and let’s proceed with the point of your visit.”

“Yes,” Stefan interjected. “Let’s get this done. My time is valuable as I’m sure your is as well, KinKaid.”

“Of course.” Arick’s mouth curled, and his gaze flicked to Rosa’s. “No harm intended,” he added. Landry sidestepped, his broad shoulders once more erecting a wall between Rosa and Arick. The alpha’s brother retreated, and Kaleb pivoted, allowing him to rejoin the others.

“Bring him in,” Evin commanded to his staff at the perimeter. The side door opened, and two enforcers entered, hauling the shackled Gregorson prisoner between them. Once near their guests, they stopped, awaiting Evin’s further instructions.

“Release him.”

One of the enforcers tugged a set of keys from his wide belt and worked it into the lock of the prisoner’s thick metal bracelets. They popped open and the male snarled, rubbing his wrists, his dignity apparently insulted by his capture. Too bad.

“Walter,” the one introduced as Carl called out. The other male’s attention snapped in his direction, and he strode over to his family member. Carl reached out with one thick arm, wrapped it around his brother, clapping him on the back. “Are you well?”

“Yeah. I’m good,” Walter stated in a gravelly voice.

“Now, take your pack member and get off our territory.” Evin’s dark warning had the Gregorsons cranking their heads toward the alpha. “Your male was fortunate I was in a forgiving mood when he broke into my home. But heed my warning, Stefan. Any more of your pack get the idea they’d like to fuck with me again...they won’t be so lucky.”

A low growl reverberated off the mohawked alpha right before he surged toward Evin. The slide of metal on metal rang out off the marble. Rosa’s breath hitched at the sound. She blinked. And when she lifted her lashes, she found the muzzles of the KinKaid wolf pack’s enforcers strategically placed at not only Arick’s temples, but his entourage’s as well. In counter response, the Gregorson enforcers had matched their move and their guns were aimed in the faces of the home team.

“Everyone take a deep breath,” Evin calmly stated.

Easy for her brother to say. Rosa wasn’t sure she could inhale at the moment even under a direct order.

Stefan’s upper lip twitched, curled, showing off one long canine.

“I don’t think the alpha meant to show any aggression. Did you, Stefan?”

“Call your dogs off, KinKaid,” he growled.

“You first.”

“Just who in the hell do you think you are?” the other male snarled. “Definitely nothing like your father. That’s for sure.”

“You’re exactly right.” Evin nodded and edged forward, putting them face-to-face. “I’m...nothing like my father. I’m a wild card you’ve been dealt. Unpredictable.” Her brother tilted his head. “So if you’re as smart as you think you are, that should scare the hell out of you.”

Stefan’s expression smoothed, iced. But closer inspection revealed a slight tick in his jaw. Rosa smiled. Yes. Evin had gotten under his skin.

“Lower your weapons,” Stefan barked. His men obeyed, shoving their pistols back into their holsters.

Evin swung his head from left to right with a nod to his enforcers. Immediately, they stood down.

“That may be the case, KinKaid. We’ve never come head-to-head before now, but I assure you, the same goes for your pack. Keep them off my land, or you’ll need a shovel to retrieve what’s left of them.”

“Not a problem,” Evin answered, his tone cool.

Rosa eased forward until she had a better angle of her brother and Mason’s faces.

“I hope for your sake that’s the truth.” Stefan aimed a finger at Evin’s chest, and her brother scowled. “Because your puny-ass threats will only succeed in a war. One that you’ll never win.” His voice climbed in decibels. “Gregorson territory will never be yours.”

“You’re speaking in riddles, Stefan,” Evin stated, his demeanor cool. Rosa had to give her brother credit. He wasn’t easily baited into the other man’s rage. “What the hell do I want with your land?”

“Don’t insult me,” the other alpha spat. Stefan whipped around. “Let’s get out of here, Arick, before the stench of this place embeds itself in my clothes.”

“Yes! By all means...do get off my property,” Evin chewed out through his teeth. The group filed out through the door, followed by a team of KinKaid armed staff to make sure they left the grounds without incident. With a solid thunk, the heavy doors to the home closed behind them. Rosa joined her brother and his mate.

“What was that all about?” Mason’s gaze narrowed on her brother. “What threats?”

Evin shook his head. “This feels wrong. The blatant hostility. The talk about threats.” He scrubbed a hand over his face and sighed.

Her brother had good instinct, and if he had a bad feeling about this, more than likely he was right. The front door opened once more, catching Rosa’s attention, and Landry walked in.

“Their convoy is being escorted off the grounds, sir. So far. So good.”

“The sooner they’re back on their own turf the better,” Evin stated, crossing his arms.

“Evin,” Rosa began. “The idea is revolting, but I have to ask...do you believe someone is attempting to instigate a war by trying to make Stefan think you’re out to take his pack?”

“This I know for sure, I haven’t been the one sending him threats. The last message he received from me was an invite to retrieve his pack member. So you tell me?”

“Sir.” Landry walked up beside them, and Evin looked to his lead. “When you’re free...there’s something I’d like to discuss with you—in private, if you don’t mind.”

That was Rosa’s cue to leave. The look on Landry’s face said she probably didn’t want to hear what he was about to discuss with her brother anyway.

A half hour later, she closed the back door to her house, dropped her car keys on the kitchen counter, and breathed a sigh of relief. After the morning’s events, she was exhausted and needed to regroup before she could have her own one-on-one with the alpha.

Rosa groaned. That was one conversation she’d give anything not to have. Because once that meeting was over, so was her freedom until the most difficult and important decision of her life was made. Who would be Rosa’s mate?

A beep, coming from the phone in her back pocket, pinged. Rosa plucked it free and checked the display. The number wasn’t one she recognized.


Rosa, if you care at all for Landry’s continued existence, you’ll meet me in two hours in Hollows. The corner of First and Sunset Street. Wait in the parking lot there, and I’ll find you. I have information about your enforcer you should know. Tell no one, and come alone. Or the info stays with me, and Michaels will pay the price.


Her stomach bottomed out, and Rosa wobbled on her feet. This had to be some kind of sick prank. She tapped reply, demanding the messenger’s identity. Who did she know that would have her number and play such a devious game?

The phone beeped again.


You’ll learn everything you need to know when you show up. Alone.


What kind of knowledge or evidence did this person have on Landry that placed his life in jeopardy? And why her? How did she fit in the picture, and how did they know she’d even care enough about him to risk meeting a stranger off of KinKaid lands? Rosa’s mind wandered back to the last hour and Landry’s serious tone when he’d approached her brother asking for a private meeting. Did that have anything to do with this mysterious text?

If she were to make it all the way into the neighboring town of Hollows by the deadline, she’d have to leave now. This was crazy—a huge risk. What if it was a trap? The Gregorsons had just left the grounds.

Rosa’s chest tightened, her gut a quivering mass of nerves. But there wasn’t really any alternative. Whatever this was about, the sender of the text knew one of her weak spots: Landry Michaels. She couldn’t ignore the summons. His life was at stake. Rosa couldn’t risk something happening to him. Not if there was a way to prevent it. He would do no less for her.

Besides, whatever was coming her way would arrive no matter how hard she attempted to dodge destiny. Her thoughts flew to Pebbles, and her efforts to protect the puppy from his inevitable path. She’d failed then—had learned she couldn’t thwart fate. Now, if the future her vision had foretold was coming for her, it would arrive no matter how hard she attempted to dodge its grim hand.

Rosa strode into her bedroom and over to the nightstand by her bed. Yanking open the bottom drawer, she stared at the shiny dark metal object sitting in the bottom. She wrapped her fingers around the cool steel, then ejected the magazine, assessing the number of bullets lodged inside. Fully loaded. With a hard click, she popped the sleeve back inside the handle. This could all be a setup, and she couldn’t avoid what was coming for her next. But damn if she would go down easy.


Chapter Ten

––––––––

Arick could barely sit still.

She would come.

There was no doubt. He’d observed how protective Landry had been of the female, and how the other enforcer—the same one he’d spotted at The Scene—had responded as well. The female’s gaze had followed the two males in the room. As much as it soured his gut to admit it, Carl had been right. They cared about the alpha’s sister, and she them, and it was the currency he needed to get Rosa right where he wanted her.

Staring down at the message on his cell, he couldn’t help but grin. Based on the frantic reply he’d received from the KinKaid female, the money he’d paid the hacker to track down her number had been worth every dime.

He glimpsed the time on his phone. If she’d taken the bait, Rosa’s vehicle would be rounding the curb any moment now. Meeting her in town had never been his intention. The entire message was bullshit. Why meet her in public when they could lie in wait for her on the lesser-traveled mountain road?

“Get ready,” Arick ordered his driver, and the large male cranked the SUV’s engine. Checking the rearview mirror, Arick determined the other two shifters he’d brought along for the job were alert and prepared to go. The female was petite, but she was also the alpha’s twin. A fact not to be underestimated. They would need the extra muscle. He fully expected the effort required to contain the blonde would be on the level of bringing down a feral beast.

Drumming his fingers on the door’s armrest, Arick waited. Time had slowed to a fucking snail’s pace, and his temples throbbed under his failed attempt at patience. The female had to show. The execution had been flawless. He’d stationed the retrieval team at the location they now sat to wait for his return after the meeting with Evin was completed.

He’d ridden in a separate vehicle from his brother for the return trip, since he’d planted an earlier excuse with Stefan of another engagement Arick needed to attend before returning. Then after he’d separated from the Gregorson entourage, he’d doubled back and stashed his Hummer in the nearby brush.

Stefan trusted his little brother to the end. While admirable, family loyalty and all, it was a fatal flaw in the alpha’s personality. In a position of power, a true leader trusted no one. Stefan had never learned that cardinal rule. But once everything was set into motion, Arick would personally teach his father’s “perfect” elder son a lesson Stefan could take with him to hell.

The approaching hum of another vehicle jerked Arick into alert. His driver popped the SUV into drive, readying for the chase. A Jeep buzzed past, top down, a blonde female behind the wheel.

Got you.

“That’s her!” Arick slammed his fist onto the dashboard. “Go, go, go!” The tires spun, biting into the loose dirt and gravel, fishing-tailing as they launched forward onto the pavement. Wild and pounding, Arick’s ears roared with the rapid beat of his heart. In seconds, they were right behind Rosa. After the wide bend in the road, this particular section was a straight away, descending down the mountain. The solid yellow lines opened up for passing, and Arick’s fingers curled, tightened. His veins standing out in sharp relief along his forearms.

“This is it!” He hissed. “Get her!”

The SUV swerved hard left, the engine downshifting in a throaty roar. Speeding past the driver’s side of Rosa’s Jeep, Arick glanced through the passenger window. Rosa’s gaze darted his way, and he didn’t miss the widening of her eyes when recognition dawned. Satisfaction spread a smile on his face. She knew he was coming for her.

Before his next breath had cleared his lungs, Arick’s driver had passed Rosa. He jerked the wheel, taking them over into her lane and slowed, forcing Rosa to either ram them in the rear or choose the grassy shoulder.

Brakes squealed.

Hers.

Theirs.

In the side mirror, Arick watched as Rosa’s Jeep bounced hard on the soft shoulder’s uneven surface before coming to what had to be a spine-jarring stop.

“Yes!” Arick swung his head around, assessing the distance between the vehicles. “Back this damn thing up!” he demanded. The SUV lurched into reverse. “Come on. Come on.” They had to get there before she could take off. The dark shifter behind the wheel slammed their SUV into park a couple of feet from her Jeep. 

“Out! Out! Don’t you fucking dare let her get away,” Arick growled.

Doors flew open around him, and they rushed from the vehicle, engine still humming. Rosa scrambled from her Jeep, making a beeline for the brush, but two of his shifters were on her before she’d made it three feet beyond the hood of her Laredo.

One of his thugs snagged her by a fistful of hair. Rosa’s head snapped back on a yelp. She stumbled into the larger male, and he fumbled for a subsequent hold. Rosa spun, a pistol appearing in her hand aimed at her attackers.

“Shit!” Arick hissed. The bitch had brought a gun.

Kapow!

Arick jerked back, head bowing, palms flying to his ears. Fuck!

A howl rent the air, drawing Arick upright. One of his men clutched an arm, blood oozing down his torn black sleeve like a garnet oil spill. The taller of the two, Johnson, or maybe it was Jackson—who the fuck knew—seized her wrist, knocking the weapon from her grasp. But before he could get her under control, Rosa pivoted, kicked, taking out the male’s knee. He dropped.

“You fucking bitch!” the downed male roared.

The third hired shifter charged forward, attempting to body slam her to the ground, but Rosa was too quick. He landed with a humpf onto the hard packed earth.

Incompetent bastards. Arick shook his head.

As usual, he would have to handle things himself. Yanking the tranq pistol from his waistband, Arick closed in on the female. “Rosa!” he called out. “Don’t make me have to take you down like a dog.” He raised his arm, muzzle pointed at her back.

She spun, facing him, but her feet kept moving in a reverse course. “You do this, Arick, you are a dead man,” she cried out. “My brother will kill you.”

“Darling, that’s exactly what I’m counting on him trying to do.” Arick squeezed the trigger. The projectile ejected, hitting its mark—Rosa’s shoulder. She gasped, staggered, flinging her hand over the protruding dart. “Perfect.”

Within minutes, she’d crumpled under the potent sedative. Arick strode forward and retrieved his prey.

Now the real fun would begin.

*** 

Kaleb perched on a stool in the KinKaid mansion’s kitchen, sipping on another cup of coffee. Not that he really needed the shit right now. It was late in the afternoon, and he was so damn jacked up after the Gregorsons’ visit that sitting still, waiting for Landry to exit his meeting with the alpha was an excruciating lesson in patience. He white-knuckled his mug, lifting it for another gulp of the black brew. The duo had been holed up in the study for the past couple of hours, and with every tick of the clock, the lining of Kaleb’s gut wore another millimeter thinner.

What the hell was taking so long?

The thump of boots sounded in the hallway, and Kaleb plopped his mug on the counter. At that moment, Landry’s tall frame rounded the corner. His expression was stoic, but Kaleb had known the shifter for too long not to detect the marks stress had left behind around the male’s eyes. Kaleb slid from his seat and met his partner on the other side of the island.

“You ready to head out?” Landry asked before Kaleb could open his mouth.

“If you are.” He nodded.

“I am. Nothing more to be done here.”

“Okay...” Kaleb filed in behind his friend and headed toward the side door that led out to their vehicles. He wasn’t sure how to take Landry’s last statement. “How did your meeting go with the alpha?”

“Not here,” Landry stated.

Well, that didn’t sound good. After Landry’s reveal, Kaleb couldn’t help but wonder how the alpha would handle the next bit of news Rosa had to share. Kaleb glanced at the empty space beside his SUV where Rosa had parked her Laredo earlier that morning. She’d disappeared right after Landry’s request to speak with her brother. He’d have to stop by her place on the way home. Rosa had an appointment to keep with Evin whether she liked it or not, and Kaleb planned to make sure she followed through.

Landry had parked on the other side of Kaleb’s vehicle, and Kaleb followed him over to the driver’s door.

“So your talk with Evin...” Kaleb began. 

Landry popped the lever, opened the door, but didn’t get in. 

“It didn’t go well?”

“It went fine.” Landry turned and faced him. “You know Evin. He’s tough, but fair. A lot more understanding than I probably deserved.”

“Stop. Dammit, Landry.” Kaleb shook his head. “You didn’t do anything wrong.”

Landry’s hazel glare hit Kaleb with the chill of an early winter’s breeze. “You’ve always been such a fucking optimist. That is when you’re not drinking. Then it’s God save us all from your mouth.” He rolled his eyes.

“Here’s what I got to say about that.” Kaleb flipped up his middle finger.

“Kiss my ass. You know it’s true.”

“Whatever,” Kaleb drawled. “So does Evin believe there’s a connection with what went down between you and Arick and what’s happening between the packs?”

“He said he might not have considered the possibility before today. But after watching how Stefan reacted during their visits and his comments, he’s pretty damn sure Arick is up to his neck in this shit.”

“Damn.”

“My coming to him with the information about having a connection with Arick before the attacks narrowed his list of suspects. Arick is the only person that made sense, the only person we know of who would have something to gain if there was a war.”

Was the bastard that power hungry? “You mean if his brother ended up dead, he’d be positioned to assume his alpha status?”

Landry nodded. “And I guess his encounter with me not ending so well has only added more fuel to his drive for power and payback.”

“What a sick son of a bitch.”

“Revenge coupled with the lust for power. The combo invades the mind like a ravenous disease, blinding the person until all he can see is the endgame and the reward waiting for him there. If this is the case with Arick, no matter how many bodies pile up along the way, it won’t deter him.”

“Then we have to stop him before it goes too far,” Kaleb stated.

“Let’s hope we’re not too late already.”

An hour later, after stopping off at his home to change his clothes, Kaleb pulled up in Rosa’s driveway. Except her Jeep wasn’t there. Maybe she’d already left to meet with Evin?

Kaleb grabbed his cell from the passenger seat and tapped her name in his favorites list. After six rings, it went to voicemail. He frowned. More than likely, she was with her brother, and nothing suggested there was a problem. So why couldn’t he shake the uneasy feeling in his gut?

Mason.

Yes, if she were talking with Evin and wasn’t answering her phone, Mason could at least verify she was there.

Kaleb shot off a quick text to the alpha’s mate. It didn’t take long before his phone beeped with a reply. One that said Evin was home and hadn’t seen Rosa since that morning. Kaleb stared at the vacant slab of concrete in front of his Land Rover.

“Where have you run off to, Rosa?”

This was no time for her to assert that damn independent streak. Tensions were too high between the packs, and she knew that. His stomach roiled. No matter how upset she was over the early rise in her heat, Rosa wouldn’t be so careless as to roam off. Not now.

He dialed the front gate, sending up a silent prayer she hadn’t left the grounds. Until things calmed, the alpha’s sister was a hell of a lot safer behind the gates.

The guard on duty answered on the second ring. “Front gate.”

“This is Dalton. I need for you to check your records and tell me if Rosa KinKaid has left the grounds today.”

“Yes, sir. I don’t even have to check. She did. I was here when she left.”

Kaleb gut twisted. Dammit! “How long ago did she leave?”

“Let’s see...” The clicks of a computer mouse echoed into the receiver. “About three hours ago. Said she was heading down into Hollows.”

“Hollows, huh?” Well, at least he knew her general path. “Okay. Thanks for your help.”

“Anytime, sir.” The line went silent.

Still, something didn’t feel right. She hadn’t mentioned needing to leave the grounds today. Kaleb stared at the glowing display on his dashboard.

GPS.

Yes. Kaleb tossed his cell back onto the seat, shifted his vehicle into reverse, and gunned it back out onto the road. Landry had obtained approval from the alpha to acquire tracking software for several of the vehicles belonging to the KinKaid family and the enforcers.

Rosa may be fine, shopping herself into oblivion, but he’d feel a lot damn better about the timing of her trip if he could verify she was indeed exactly where she was supposed to be—in Hollows.

Kaleb made it over to Landry’s in record time. At the door, he put his knuckles to the wood with a few hard raps. Seconds later, footsteps sounded on the other side and Landry opened the door.

“Didn’t we part ways already for the day?”

“Get over yourself,” Kaleb grumbled and brushed past the guy.

“Come in, why don’t you...” Landry flipped the door closed with a bang.

“You have the program that can track our vehicles loaded on your PC here, right?” Kaleb aimed for the large monitor sitting on the table near a bank of windows in the living room.

“Yeah... Why?” Landry joined him and plopped down in the black, vented swivel chair, facing the flat screen.

“Because I need you to run a quick search and locate for me.”

Giving the keyboard a few taps, Landry entered his password and had the software up and running. “Who am I tracking?” He glanced over his shoulder at Kaleb.

“Rosa.”

His fingers stalled on the keys. “Why do I need to be looking for Rosa’s vehicle, Kaleb?” Landry swiveled in Kaleb’s direction, his mouth drawn tight and thin. “She’s on the grounds, right?”

Shaking his head, Kaleb uttered, “No.”

“Fuck. Me.” He spun back around. “Could this day get any worse?”

“Shit. Let’s hope not.” Kaleb glared at the monitor as Landry pulled up the appropriate VIN for Rosa’s Jeep. “According to the front gate, she’s supposedly on a trip down to Hollows. But I don’t know...”

“Why? What’s got you thinking Rosa’s not where she claimed?”

“Something doesn’t feel right. Rosa never mentioned to me she’d planned to leave today, and especially since she promised to have a talk with her brother this afternoon.”

“What’s so critical about her talking to Evin that she’d need to make a promise to you?”

At that moment, a map popped up on the screen, hopefully saving his ass from having to divulge any more information than necessary. Her...status was Rosa’s news to share, not his. A red blinking icon drew Kaleb’s attention.

“Is that her location?”

“Yeah.” Landry leaned in closer to the monitor, as if the new position would somehow cause what they were seeing to make more sense.

“That’s only about ten miles from here.” Apprehension coursed through Kaleb’s veins, making the act of standing still more of a challenge. “The guard at the gate said she’d left at least three hours ago,” he bit out.

Both men stared at the fixed red dot, waiting.

“Why the hell isn’t it moving?” Kaleb growled.

Suddenly, Landry launched from his seat. “That’s what we are about to find out.”


Chapter Eleven

––––––––

Rosa stretched out her limbs. Her body ached. Damn, every joint and muscle felt bruised, overworked. Dragging her eyelids apart, bright lights screamed into her retinas. She clamped them shut again. Where am I?

The scent of dirt, mold, and... Rosa sprang upright, her eyes going wide. The sudden change in position had gravity draining the blood from her head. She swayed. Blinked. Clasped at the edge of the cot beneath her, doing her best to absorb all the visual input of her surroundings. A small metal cage that couldn’t be more than twenty-five square feet enclosed her and a small bed. Other than the twin fluorescent lights above her head, the rest of the room was dark. Based on the smell, she had to be in a basement.

Kidnapped.

The word clanged around inside her head like an ominous bell of doom. It was all coming back—the text, the dark SUV running her off the road, the gunshot, then...Arick Gregorson. He’d shot her with a tranquilizer.

Rosa reached up, her fingers gliding over the tender spot near her clavicle. Shit. How long had she been out?

She swung her legs over the side of the makeshift bed and stood. The room tilted and she staggered, but quickly regained her balance. Her skin itched. Her clothes felt too tight. She tugged on the hem of her blouse and rolled her shoulders. God, she was so freaking hot. She blew her hair out of her eyes. Inside the soft lace of her bra, her nipples pebbled. Her thighs quaked, and moisture pooled between her legs.

“No... Please, no,” she whispered. Dread settled behind her breastbone like an anchor, the weight nearly pulling her under. She had a really bad feeling her symptoms had nothing to do with the drug Arick had used to sedate her. A tingling crawl at the base of her skull drew her hand. Rosa cupped her nape, and closed her eyes. She didn’t need a mirror to know the dark brown line had reached its apex at her hairline.

It was too late.

Her heat had risen, and now...now her worries about her heart being torn in two over her choice of mate no longer took precedence. Arick had solved that problem by giving her a new one to survive. Rosa curled her fingers around the bars forming the cage doors. She leaned in, relishing the feel of the cool metal against her palms and seeping through the thin cotton of her blouse. Her future and her life may be at the mercy of the Gregorson pack, but that didn’t mean the fight was over. She wasn’t a KinKaid by name only.

A door banged shut somewhere in the room, and Rosa’s eyelids flew open. She stiffened, waiting. Then out of the shadows, Arick Gregorson along with another male, this one unfamiliar, emerged. A couple of feet from her cell, they drew to a stop.

Arick stood there in a crisp white shirt and black slacks, legs spread, his hands braced on his hips. His blue gaze roamed over her from head to toe, making Rosa regret it hadn’t been winter when she’d left the gates, and she’d worn something more substantial than jeans. Like a thick, heavy coat.

“How are feeling, Rosa dear?”

“I can’t believe you’d risk your own pack with a stupid move like this. Everyone will pay for your arrogance.”

Arick chuckled and eased forward. “What is it they say? ‘The end is worth the means.’” Then his smile died. His step faltered. Arick’s nostrils flared, and a low growl rumbled off his chest.

This close, Rosa couldn’t help but breathe in the male’s musk. He was aroused. Unbidden, her sex clenched, and need swelled her folds. Christ. She didn’t want him. In her head, she would never want him. But her body...the heat...it had no scruples.

“Stay away from me,” she rumbled a warning in return. Rosa willed her fingers to release the bars, and ordered herself to back away. Despite the fact every molecule cried out for what she knew tented his trousers. No way in hell.

A snarl swelled on Arick’s lips. “Barnes! Hand me the Halo!” he barked the order to the shifter behind him. The male sped away, then returned in seconds.

“What do you—” Arick’s partner in crime’s head cranked her way. He glared at her. Pupils dilated. His mouth gaped. “Fucking hell,” he groaned and palmed his crotch. “The bitch smells like she’s in heat.”

“No, shit.” Arick shoved the male out of the way. “Stand back!” The dark-haired enforcer rammed his hand in his pocket and pulled out a key ring.

Rosa’s heartbeat galloped. She stumbled in reverse until her spine pressed into the hard bars. Sweat popped on her brow and trickled down her temples. “Don’t do this.” Rosa shook her head. “Arick, you don’t want to do this.” Air soughed from her lungs.

The key jingled in the lock, then the door flew open. Halo in hand, Arick strode inside, stopping within the opening of the small space. Rosa bared her fangs, hissing. Claws punched from the tips of her fingers.

Cornered.

Damn. She had nowhere to go.

Rosa dodged left. Then right.

Arick would lose flesh before she went down.

With uncanny accuracy, Arick swung out with the noose and hit his target: her neck. Rosa howled and dug at the silver-laced twine around her throat. Arick yanked hard on the pole, knocking her off balance. Rosa tumbled forward and onto her knees. Before she could regain her footing, Arick was behind her, a rigid hold on the stricture. She coughed under the pressure.

“Hold still or I’ll tighten the damn thing even more, and you won’t be our little problem any longer.”

No, no, no... It couldn’t happen like this. “I swear I will kill you with my bare hands,” she wheezed. “A slow, agonizing death.” Rosa squeezed her eyelids shut. A hard tug at the neckline of her shirt came next. She pitched back under the pull, and the material gave way, tearing down her spine.

“Mother fucker,” he spat.

“She is, isn’t she?” The other male’s excited voice had her lifting her head. He stood just inside the cell, the outline of his thick erection at eyelevel.

Rosa swallowed hard. Dear God, what would they try to do with her?

“Get the hell out of here!” Arick marched around her, loosening the Halo. “You really want to mate with a damn KinKaid?” He growled. “Touching her—bonding with her—puts you between me and her, which means I’ll end up having to kill you too.” He pulled the Halo’s noose free and backed out of the cage, slamming the door. “Don’t make me waste my time, Barnes.”

Falling forward, Rosa’s palms slapped the cool cement floor. Hard pants exited her chest. They hadn’t raped her? Her fortune was almost too surreal to believe.

Rosa pushed back onto her bottom, drew her knees in, and wrapped her arms around her legs. The male she’d heard Arick call Barnes, glared at her, as if she were the reason his life sucked. Sorry, buddy. It wasn’t all rainbows and butterflies for her either.

A hard tremor set off in her midsection, then traveled outward to her arms and legs. Rosa’s breath hitched, and she choked back a groan. Every beat of her heart resounded in her sex—the emptiness impossible to ignore. Sinking her teeth into her bottom lip, she held on. Problem was, a female’s heat didn’t just last for a matter of hours. The constant turned on mode could continue anywhere from three to four days, up to a week. Tears welled, blurring her vision.

If Arick didn’t end her life before it was over, Rosa was sure the lust would drive her out of her mind.

Landry—Kaleb—they had to find her.

Lacing her fingers, she squeezed her shins tight and breathed deeply. They would find her.

*** 

With Kaleb riding shotgun, Landry burned rubber out of the front gates and onto the main road toward the fixed point that was Rosa’s vehicle. She had to be okay. There was no other option. Because Landry wasn’t sure what he’d do if someone had harmed her. Wasn’t sure the thread that kept him tethered to his sanity wouldn’t snap.

He studied his friend’s tense profile and the dark shadow of stubble along his jaw. Kaleb looked as if he was about ten seconds from snapping a molar. Landry stared back at the road in front of them, working his palms over the steering wheel’s leather wrap.

Eight more miles to go.

Eight more miles of hell before they’d have an answer.

“I figured there was no reason to call Evin until we knew something more concrete about her status,” Kaleb said, breaking the silence.

“Yeah. Exactly. That’s why I decided not to let him know we were heading off territory.” Landry repositioned in his seat. “No reason to alarm him until we knew there was a good reason.”

“She could just be broke down. Engine trouble,” Kaleb added.

“Then why hasn’t she called one of us?”

“Phone’s dead?”

He chewed on that thought for a second. “Maybe,” Landry mumbled. But he’d known Rosa too long. She wouldn’t normally be so careless as to drive off with a dead phone. Besides, he knew for a fact she owned a car charger. He’d seen it in her Jeep before. Which left only one explanation as to why she wasn’t answering; something had to be wrong.

“I’m just trying to come up with something—anything to peel me off the edge of needing to...” Kaleb shook his head then slammed his fist into the passenger door.

“I know,” Landry said. “Believe me...I know.”

A few agonizing minutes later, they rounded a wide bend in the round. “Should be coming up on her Laredo any second now.” Kaleb palmed the passenger handle as if ready to spring from the SUV.

Then up ahead and off the side of the road, Landry spotted the familiar shape of Rosa’s Jeep. “There it is.” Trepidation crawled inside his gut and uncurled its sickening tendrils.

“Yeah, I see it,” Kaleb muttered. “Shit.”

Landry passed her vehicle, then pulled onto the shoulder in front of it. Kaleb was out the door before Landry could cut the engine. After setting the parking brake, Landry climbed from the Hummer.

“She’s not here,” Kaleb called out and slapped the Laredo’s doorframe. “Dammit!”

“Check the interior and see if she left any clues to her whereabouts.”

“I’m on it,” Kaleb replied, already climbing in the truck’s cabin.

Landry made a wide berth around the scene, his nostrils flaring, absorbing the variety of scents in the area, seeking any markings of dominance left behind by his kind.

Nothing.

Yet it didn’t take long before Landry had picked up several footprints in the trampled brush just off the shoulder. Then the wind shifted, turning, rustling the tall grass, and blowing straight across his face. The scent—so subtle at first—blended with the multitude of tangy fragrances Mother Nature had in her palette that Landry had almost missed it. Yet, there was no mistaking the molecules riding the breeze: blood. Specifically, shifter blood. But the amount was too faint to identify whose.

His own life-giving fluid ran cold. Please God...this can’t be Rosa’s.

Scanning the immediate surroundings, Landry finally spotted the source. Crimson droplets sprinkled a section of the vegetation. Squatting for a closer inspection, he broke off a segment of the grass and brought it to his nose for a deeper inhale. The coppery scent burst through his olfactory system, but the imprint was unfamiliar. Not Rosa. Thank God.

His gaze fell on a nearby dark object. Landry leaned in and plucked the pistol from its resting place. Bracing a forearm on over his knee, he studied the weapon with its distinct engraving along the barrel—RAK. Rosa Ann KinKaid.

His heart hammered against his breastbone at the sight. Closing his eyes, Landry bowed his head. What happened, Rosa? What the hell were you doing out here?

“Kaleb,” Landry called out, pivoted, and stood. “I’ve got—” His friend was already there, rage burning like the fucking Fourth of July in his eyes.

“Rosa’s thirty-eight?”

“Yeah.” Landry nodded. “What did you find?”

“Her cell.” He gave the thin black device a wave. “And this.” Kaleb handed over the other item, his lips a hard, thin line.

Fuck.

Landry stared down at the elegantly penned letters on the page, the handwriting eerily familiar. His gut twisted.


You take from me. I take from you. A little tit for tat, Landry. Come and get her...if you dare.


This was all his fault. Landry’s fists curled, his forearms trembling. His stomach cramped, and he swallowed back the bile threatening to spill. How could this have spiraled so damn out of control?

“Arick fucking took her,” Kaleb chewed out between clenched teeth. “That sick bastard! He lured her out here somehow and drove her off the road.” The male spun, as if searching for an arrow pointing out his next path. “God, I hope she shot one of those sons of bitches.”

“Looks like she probably wounded at least one of them.” Landry nodded toward the splatter scene. “Let me see her phone.” Kaleb handed over the cell, and Landry punched up the display.

No recent calls, except for the missed one from Kaleb. Next, he checked her messages. A recent one from Kaleb, and then one from a number with no corresponding contact name. Landry tapped that one, opening it.

His pulse stuttered, fury swelling. A sharp pain in his temple threatened to blind him. His vision went red. The bastard had used Landry as bait. Christ...Rosa. Why would she do such a thing? His life wasn’t worth the cost of hers. He staggered.

“Landry!” It was Kaleb, but his voice sounded disconnected as if channeled from a far away place.

He would kill Arick. Drown the sick son of a bitch in his own blood.

“Michaels!” Hard fingers gripped his biceps followed by a hard shake. Reflex launched Landry into his fighting stance, one fist drawn back ready to take down the target in front of him.

“Whoa!” The male backstepped, his forearms snapping into place around his face. “Hey...Landry, it’s me, Kaleb.”

Landry blinked, trying to bring the image of his partner into focus.

“Hey, man... What the hell? Come back to me.”

He lowered his arms, the red fading away like a fine mist from his corneas.

Kaleb shoulders relaxed, and he yanked the cell from Landry’s grasp. “What did you find in here?”

“She...” The word exited Landry’s throat as if scraped off his vocal chords. “He used me to get her away from the grounds.”

“Used you?” His partner glanced at the display, taking in the text message Landry had left open. Kaleb scrubbed a palm over his face. “Dammit! He made her think your life was at risk if she didn’t meet him in Hollows.”

“Rosa had to know how suspicious that sounded,” Landry said, his jaw tight, aching. “Especially considering the timing,”

“Sure she did.” Kaleb nodded. “But you know her. Rosa wouldn’t take the chance his threat wasn’t real. Not with your life on the line.”

“If he’s hurt her, Kaleb...” Landry shook his head, savoring the sweet flavor of revenge on his tongue.

“I’m right there with you, my friend. I want my piece of him as well. For many reasons.”

Unfortunately for both packs, if Arick was jonesing for a war, after Landry delivered the news to Rosa’s twin, a war he would get.


Chapter Twelve

––––––––

The sun had already dipped behind the trees when Kaleb knocked on the alpha’s door.

He stood on the porch beside his partner who looked as if his cooling system had failed, and he was about one degree away from a nuclear meltdown. Kaleb’s temples pounded, and he swore his own mercury was about to blow the roof on his top. He could only imagine the effect the news bomb would have on Evin. The reaction to his sister’s kidnapping would probably measure around plus ten on the Richter Scale. Thank God, Evin at least had Mason to help get him through shit storm they were about to face. And the worst part? Not even Landry understood how horrendous the timing was of Rosa falling into the Gregorsons’ hands.

The weight of the knowledge on Kaleb’s chest felt like an eighteen-wheeler crushing him. Keeping her secret had been a gigantic mistake. He should have never agreed to remain quiet. If he hadn’t, Rosa wouldn’t be in this situation. And based on the intensity of their earlier bathroom encounter, she was so damn close. Christ. He didn’t want to think what they would do Rosa if her heat fully rose while she was their captive.

“Fuck...” he whispered, the tips of his canines biting into his lip.

“You can say that again,” Landry muttered.

The door opened, revealing Mason on the other side, his cheeks flushed, blond hair mussed, the tail of his T-shirt half in and half out of his faded jeans. His bare feet stuck out from under the ragged denim.

“Hey, there,” Mason said, clearing his throat. “What’s up?”

“Sorry to have shown up without notice,” Kaleb said with a glance at his partner.

“This can’t wait,” Landry added.

“Yeah. Sure.” Mason stepped back.

At that moment, Evin sauntered into the great room, jeans riding low on his hips as he tugged a shirt over his bare chest. “Landry.” He nodded to Kaleb’s partner then looked to him. “Kaleb... From the expression on both your mugs, I don’t think I’m going to like why you’re here.”

“There’s no easy way to put this, so I’m just going to say it,” Landry began as Mason made his way over to his mate’s side. “Arick Gregorson has Rosa.”

Evin took a step back from Mason, his gaze fixed on his enforcers. “Come again,” he growled, his eyes burning a feral red.

“Arick lured her off the grounds without our knowledge,” Kaleb said.

Landry handed the note Arick had left on the seat of Rosa’s Jeep to the alpha. Evin snatched it from his lead’s fingertips and studied the message. Seconds later, the alpha’s gaze rose, meeting Landry’s.

“I see our suspicions about Arick were dead on.” Evin slowly nodded, his eyelids narrowed, nostrils flared. “There’s more to this than his greed for power.”

“He won’t get away with this, sir,” Landry snarled. “I can assure you.”

“I agree.” Evin’s eyes flashed, canines bared. “He’s crossed a line there will be no coming back from. Arick’s ass is mine.”

“No disrespect, Alpha,” Kaleb interjected. “But you’re gonna have to share.”

On a nod, Evin’s lip curled into a smile that said not if I get to him first, then his gaze tapped Landry’s. “Call in every available former and current member of the team. We have a...visit to make.”

“On it.” Landry pulled his cell from his pocket and turned.

“Hey, before we all get moving on this,” Kaleb said. Landry pivoted, facing him. “There’s something you need to know.”

The alpha’s brow lifted. “About what?”

“About Rosa.” Damn, this fucking sucked. If he were Evin, Kaleb would want to kill the male who’d kept that kind of information hidden.

“What about Rosa?” Evin’s jaw ticked. “Dammit, Kaleb, if you know something about her you need to spill it now.”

“She swore me to secrecy—begged me for a little more time to figure things out. But Rosa promised me she was going to come to you today—but then she disappeared.” Kaleb cursed under his breath, swinging his gaze away from the infuriated alpha male in front of him.

“Get to the point, Kaleb!” Evin closed the distance between them. “What the hell are you trying to say?”

Kaleb inhaled deeply, bracing himself for the shit about to rain down on his head. But he couldn’t blame them. “There’s a good chance Rosa’s in heat.”

There wasn’t a chance in hell Kaleb could have ducked. The alpha was too damn fast. One second, he was on his feet. The next, his ass was kissing the floor, pain blooming along his jaw, and his ears ringing. Kaleb palmed his cheek and shook his head, the act rattling his brain even more.

“I should kill you!” Evin loomed over him. Mason held him back from finishing Kaleb off by one arm. “What the fuck were you thinking?” He stabbed his fingers into his dark hair. “Fuck...” Evin spun out of his mate’s hold. “I can’t even begin to imagine...” he growled. “I can’t go there. Shit. I can’t stand to think what my sister is going through.”

Landry’s broad hand appeared in Kaleb’s face. Kaleb latched on and hauled himself up. But before he could let go, Landry yanked him into his chest, putting them face-to-face. “And here I thought I was the only one with a secret,” Landry rumbled, the sharp points of his canines flashing. “What a hypocrite... If they harm her, I will never forgive you.” His nostrils flared. “I could have kept her safe,” he spat.

“That’s just it,” Kaleb barked. “She didn’t want to be locked away.”

“Well, I’m sure that’s exactly what Arick’s done to her now,” Evin called out from the other side of the room. “We can only pray she’s alone in that cell.”

Bile swelled in the back of Kaleb’s throat. He swallowed hard and massaged the knot the size of his fist at his nape.

“What’s done is done.” Evin strode over to the enforcers, the heat in his glare aimed at Kaleb. “We can’t change the decisions that were made, but we do have power over the present.” The alpha glanced at Landry, then to his mate. “Let’s get my sister back,” he snarled.


Chapter Thirteen

––––––––

Landry squeezed the wire cutters, snipping the thick links dividing the KinKaids from the Gregorsons. With a loud snap, the final piece of metal keeping the packs separated gave way, the sound triggering another dose of adrenalin pouring into his veins. The hunger for blood had never gripped him as fiercely as it did tonight.

Landry glanced up at the full moon, howled, and waved their pack through to the other side.

A large black wolf leaped through the opening first—the alpha—followed by his mate. Evin had demanded Mason stay behind, to allow him and his team to deal with the Gregorsons, but Mason had stood his ground. The male had refused to back down, stating Rosa was his family too, and he wasn’t going to sit on his ass when he could help bring her home. Only Mason could have gotten away with denying a direct order from the alpha. But in the end, as unhappy as Evin was with Mason putting his life at risk, Landry hadn’t missed the pride in Evin’s eyes for his mate’s willingness to be there for Rosa.

More than a hundred members of the pack rushed the opening in the fence. The ground rumbled with the multiple strikes of paws and boots as a lethal mixture of fangs, knives, and firearms funneled through. There was no way of knowing how many shifters they would be facing, but one thing was for sure, none were better trained. And tonight, Arick would feel the full wrath of the KinKaids.

Kaleb pulled up the rear, his long auburn hair hidden beneath a black skullcap. A dark backpack hung over his shoulders, matching Landry’s own satchel of emergency supplies. Under the moonlight, dark shadows slashed the shifter’s face enhancing Kaleb’s high cheekbones and the strong lines of his jaw. Landry’s partner looked fierce as hell.

“That’s everyone?”

“I’m the last of them,” Kaleb said and joined the rest of the posse on the other side. Glancing back over his shoulder with a devious grin, he added, “Let’s do this.”

“Hell, yeah,” Landry muttered and ducked through, allowing the fencing to fall behind him.

Like a howling horde from the pits of Hades, the KinKaid pack charged across the Gregorson territory.

Their target: the alpha’s residence.

But it didn’t take long for their presence to be detected. Not that they were trying to hide their attack. Evin had wanted Stefan and Arick to know they were coming. Wanted them to anticipate their demise. Because death was on its way.

Near the perimeter, they ran into the Gregorson first line of defense. A wave of shifters in wolf form barreled through the trees, fangs bared, eyes flashing with a reddish glow. Surging forward, Landry roared, jerking a pistol from each side of his belt, aiming the twin Glocks straight ahead.

Right. Left. Right. Left. Landry pulled the triggers in rapid succession, the percussions ringing out with a deafening boom. In front of him, blood exploded from the wolves’ dark fur like macabre paint ball strikes, dropping the shifters in their tracks. Their sickening howls of pain filled the night air and competed for dominance with the gunshots and growls.

His heart pounded like a bass drum. His breathing reduced to hard pants. Out of the corner of his eye, Landry spotted Kaleb. Palming a long dagger in each grip, Kaleb slashed through the enemy. Garnet stained his partner’s face, his arms, and chest. The warrior was a machine, plowing through the shifters as if they were piñatas blocking his path.

Fuck. Kaleb was an impressive sight, and every molecule inside Landry screamed, Mine.

Shit. Not here. He needed to focus.

The impact came out of nowhere with the force of a bus, slamming Landry to the ground. Air punched from his lungs, paralyzing his diaphragm. Landry shook his head, blinking, his vision coalescing on a rust-colored wolf standing on his sternum. Roll, roll, roll. The mantra chanted inside his head. Landry had to get out from under the wolf, or he was dead.

Mustering every ounce of strength, Landry swung a fist up, and using the momentum of his shoulder, pounded into the shifter, knocking him over. Landry flipped, scrambling for purchase to launch forward.

White-hot pain sliced into his flank, crippling his movements. The wolf had Landry in his jaws. Landry cried out. Gritting his teeth, he forced himself to turn into the agony. He had to get the damn beast to loosen his hold.

Suddenly, on a yelp, the shifter ripped his canines free from Landry’s flesh. The wolf whipped around, and Landry glanced up. Kaleb. The moment the animal performed its one-eighty, Kaleb swung, cleaving the shifter’s throat. The carcass slumped to the ground with a heavy thud.

Kaleb reached down to Landry, offering his hand. Clutching his side, Landry grabbed hold with his other palm and rolled to his feet. The jarring movement sent a lightning bolt of pain up his spine. His breath hitched, and Landry bit down.

“You okay, man?” Kaleb quickly retrieved the weapons Landry had dropped and handed them over.

“I’m fine,” Landry managed to get out. “Thanks...for everything.”

His partner’s assessing gaze zeroed in on the growing dark stain along his side. “You’re losing blood. You need to shift.”

“Fuck that.” Landry marched forward.

“Landry!” Kaleb called out behind him.

“I said I’m fine.” Landry slowed for a second. “We’ve got a job to do.”

“Stubborn...” his friend muttered, the rest of his sentence lost in the chaos. But Landry didn’t need the remaining words to get the drift of the context. Kaleb could call him whatever he wanted as long as they achieved their goal—the retrieval of Rosa KinKaid.

As if they were mowing through the thick underbrush of a jungle, the KinKaid pack carved their way through the onslaught. And with extreme prejudice, Evin eliminated the shifters who dared to enter his path—dared to keep him from his twin. Cries of pain, moans, gunshots, and growls erupted around them like geysers, filling the air with its hellish mist.

Finally, they broke through the ranks. Evin raced across the grassy expanse of the alpha’s home, his black coat slick and glistening with the remains of his kills. Arms and legs pumping, Landry headed for the back of the mansion. Mason leaped from the tree line alongside him, following their lead, his honey-gold coat now stained garnet.

Then Kaleb was there, pounding up the steps beside Landry. As per the plan, when the rest of the pack emerged from the woodlands, they would circle the perimeter, giving them the time needed to search for the alpha’s sister inside. Together, Kaleb and Landry put their boots to the wood. Once. Twice. With a crash, the door shattered from the frame. Alarms wailed throughout the interior, the shrill pitch ringing in their ears.

Evin and Mason darted through the large rooms, Landry and Kaleb behind them. The house was a fucking maze. Frustration grew like a cancerous sludge inside Landry’s veins. This was taking too long.

“KinKaid!”

All heads whipped in the direction of the male voice. Stefan stood in the archway at the opposite end of the wide corridor.

“I knew you would do anything—spill the blood of your pack and mine—whatever it took to take this land.”

Dark fur receded from Evin’s wolf. Paws retracted and human hands emerged in their place. Then with his flesh bare, Evin unfurled, his spine straightening, taking him to his full height. “Where’s my sister, you insane asshole?”

“You’re the one out of your damn mind!” the other male growled, and edged forward. But Evin matched his approach.

“You haven’t seen the half of it yet.” Evin snarled and launched into the air, shifting in mid-flight. Stefan leaped, taking the form of his own wolf and closing the gap between them.

The two landed muzzle-to-muzzle. Fangs clashing, enamel clicking. Fur tearing.

Next to Landry, Evin’s mate assumed human form. “Shit!” Mason hissed and surged forward. Kaleb snagged the male’s biceps, holding him in place.

“Let me go!” Mason twisted.

“Evin would have my head if I allowed you to get between them,” Kaleb said.

“This is Evin’s fight,” Landry added. “Alpha to alpha.”

“I swear if Stefan kills him, I will take you both out,” Mason spat.

At that moment, Stefan yelped under the pressure of Evin’s jaws, then reared back, flipping Evin onto his back. The black wolf rolled and scrambled onto his feet. Landry raised his Glock, placing the other alpha in his crosshairs. This was Evin’s battle, but if his alpha was at risk, Landry would end it.

“Evin!” Mason struggled against Kaleb’s solid grip.

Stefan grunted, yet this time, it had nothing to do with a blow on Evin’s part. Landry glanced up, and it was as if he’d been teleported into a scene straight out of a B horror movie. Except the movie was on the wrong speed. Everything moved in a dramatic slow-mo. Stefan’s oversized head sat skewed on his body, as if someone had screwed the damn thing onto the top of his spine wrong. The beast’s large eyes were fixed on the darker wolf beneath him, his lips curled back over his fangs. Then without warning, the cranium slid free from its body, hitting the floor with a sickening thump.

“What the fuck?” Kaleb whispered.

Behind the headless carcass stood Stefan’s brother, a long blade fisted at his side, the steel smeared with crimson. Arick’s glassy stare surveyed the carnage at his feet, a well-satisfied grin sitting on his face.

Before Landry could fully absorb what the hell had just happened, Stefan’s remains shifted back to his natural state, blood pooling like a scarlet pond beneath him. Evin did the same, returning to his human form before springing to his feet.

“Congratulations,” Arick stated, his gaze slowly rising to meet Evin’s. “You’ve succeeded in murdering my brother.”

“This is what you were after all along... You’re a sick bastard.” Evin lunged for Arick, and the rest of the team was hot on the alpha’s heels.

Arick lashed out with his sword, going for Evin’s head. The alpha ducked, then spun, landing a hard kick to the other male’s gut. Arick stumbled, but recovered, coming back with another swing. This time, Evin dropped to a squat. But as soon as the blade cleared his head, the alpha dove forward, ramming Arick’s midsection with his shoulder and skull.

Arick’s spine impacted with the corridor’s arch, stunning him. Landry, Mason, and Kaleb took full advantage. Kaleb seized the male’s wrist, wrenching the sword free. Mason snagged the weapon and aimed its tip toward the bastard’s midsection. Landry planted the muzzle of his Glock at the shifter’s temple right before Evin stood, shoving his snarling face into Arick’s.

“Where’s Rosa?” Evin wrapped his fingers around the bastard’s throat.

A twisted chuckle bubbled up and fell from Arick’s lips.

“You’ve got two seconds to tell me where she is,” Landry growled. “And I suggest you use them. Because when those run out, so do any good reasons I have not to pull this trigger.” Landry tapped the metal against Arick’s skull for emphasis. “You see, we’re going to find her, whether you answer or not. Even if we have to rip this damn place apart, we’ll fucking find her.”

His gaze fixed on Landry, Arick eyelids lowered to half-mast. “What the hell... Anything for you, Sir.” Arick licked his lips, and it was all Landry could do not to dry heave at the sight. “She’s useless to me now anyway.”

Fuck. The male had completely lost his mind. How had he ever been attracted to him? Landry’s gut twisted at the thought.

“Where is she?” Evin snarled.

“Fine...” Arick held his palms up and turned to the alpha. “I’ll show you. Don’t get your panties in a wad.”

Evin reared his arm back then rammed it into Arick’s jaw with a crack of bone-on-bone. Arick’s head snapped hard right, blood spraying from his lip. Slowly, he swiveled his head back around, his palm going to his chin. Arick worked the hinge, his eyelids narrowed. “Now, was that really necessary?”

“Not nearly enough of what you deserve,” Evin chewed out then jerked the male forward. Planting a hand between the shifter’s shoulder blades, the alpha propelled him down the hall. “Get your ass moving, and take me to my sister.”

“I’m going.” Arick grinned. “I’m going.”

The four of them followed the dark-haired shifter down the corridor, then into an office Landry could only presume was Arick’s. Evin stood behind the maniac, watching as he placed a palm over a panel in the wall, pressed twice, and a door-sized section slid back revealing a set of stairs. Nice.

Arick glanced back at the alpha, then his gaze met Landry’s.

“You first,” Landry stated with a lift of his brow. The shifter was a little too cooperative for Landry’s liking. He wasn’t about to let him out of his sight.

“Of course.” Arick shrugged. Then he ducked into the stairwell, the four of them close on his tail. At the bottom of the landing, they came to another door. To the right of the door sat a square keypad.

“She’s in there?” Evin seized the other male’s nape.

“Yes,” Arick bit out.

“Punch in the code,” Evin demanded.

Evin kept a tight hold onto the shifter’s head as Arick punched in a four-digit number. The door snicked then popped open. Evin yanked it wider before shoving Arick inside. The rest of the team followed.

The moment the door closed behind them, there was no mistaking Rosa’s presence. A scent he could only describe as category F6 lust punched into his nostrils and detonated inside his head. Landry’s cock roared to life, slamming against the back of his zipper. His steps faltered.

“Fuck.” Kaleb hissed and spun. His gaze landed on Landry, pupils dilated. “We’re too late.”

“What the hell is that smell?” Mason reached out for his mate, curling a fist around Evin’s biceps, and bringing them both to a halt. The alpha’s mate was still new to the shifter world, having only been bitten and turned by Evin a little over a year ago.

“It’s Rosa,” Evin chewed out. “She’s in heat. The fact we’re mated, and because I’m her brother, will allow us to be in her presence without her pheromones affecting us like it will other males.”

“Shit.” Mason drove his fingers through his hair and glanced over his shoulder at Landry and Mason. “It’s intense, not in an arousing way, but I can definitely detect a difference—a greater potency in her scent. You guys okay?”

Landry gave him a tight nod, then rolled his backpack off his shoulder. He reached inside then tossed Mason a pair of running pants and a T-shirt.

“Thanks.” The blond shifter quickly pulled on the clothes.

“If you’re not okay,” Evin added, “get a grip before we approach her. You hear me?”

“We’re good,” Kaleb interjected, then dropped his satchel and handed the alpha his clothes.

Evin hastily dressed.

“I agree. I think you’re doing just fine,” Arick stated, his gaze dropping to the bulge behind Landry’s zipper.

“Shut the fuck up!” Landry slammed his palm into the male’s sternum, knocking Arick off balance. But he quickly recovered.

“What?” Arick shrugged. “Just making an observation.” He grinned.

“God, you’re such a perverted asshole.” Landry coiled his fist. “I will make you pay for touching Rosa. That’s a promise.”

Arick’s gaze narrowed on Landry in a silent challenge that said take your best shot. And it was bait Landry would definitely be biting once he knew Rosa was safe.

“Evin...?” It was Rosa. But she sounded hoarse, strained, as if the effort to call out cost her.

Landry’s pulse kicked into overdrive, sending a tremor though his extremities. Light shone from behind a partial wall where her voice had originated.

Evin spun then slammed a right hook into Arick’s jaw. The shifted flew backward, crashing into the cement wall. His head released a loud crack off the surface before he slithered down into a mass of limp arms and legs.

The alpha shook out his fist and grunted. But the sound was more satisfaction than discomfort. “That should keep him down and out of my sight for a few minutes.”

“I should think so.” Landry smirked, then nudged Arick’s unconscious form with the toe of his boot. The bastard flopped back in place, out cold.

Mason and Evin dashed around the corner toward Rosa. Landry and Kaleb took off after them, pulling up the rear. On the other side, a square cage with metal bars was the focus of the room. Inside, Rosa had curled herself into a ball in its back corner. This close to the object of his desire, Landry froze. God save him. His brain was captured, hijacked by the overwhelming need to...

He swallowed hard, fighting the draw to the female shaking on the floor. Fuck. It was as if she were the polar opposite to his magnetic core. Everything inside him...wanted her.

And not just to mate.

To mark.

Possess.

Climb inside her.

Until a part of him was left on every inch of her.

“Landry?” Kaleb brushed his arm. And it took every ounce of willpower to pull his gaze away from the female. “You with me?” Kaleb’s words came out as if dragged over sandpaper. “I need you here. I understand, believe me.” His Adam’s apple bobbed. “I’m nearly crazed from it too. But I can’t do this without you.”

“I’m fine,” Landry stated through clenched teeth.

“Rosa...” Evin gripped the bars, testing the lock. “We’re going to get you out of here. Where’s the fucking key?”

Kaleb spun toward Arick at the same moment the exterior door clicked. “Son of a bitch!”

Bite wound forgotten, both Landry and Kaleb bolted after the escaping asshole. Kaleb wrenched on the knob, but the latch didn’t budge. Another one of the mounted keypads was fixed on the interior wall. 

Damn. They’d been so wrapped up battling Rosa’s pheromones neither of them had detected Arick’s miraculously quick recovery or, what was a more probable scenario, he’d feigned his concussion. Landry pulled his pistol, prepared to blow the deadbolt into the next dimension.

“Landry,” Evin called out. “Fuck him. Put a bullet into this cage’s lock.”

“With pleasure,” Landry rumbled and marched over toward the metal monstrosity. Standing to the side, Landry aimed the muzzle at the center of the square panel on the door. He glanced at the female on the floor. Rosa’s eyes were wide, panicked, and fixed on his. “Don’t move.” He pulled the trigger. The loud bang ricocheted off the concrete walls, and metal fragments exploded from the lock.

Evin rushed forward and yanked the busted door open. “Rosa...” He dropped down onto his haunches, and his sister wrapped herself around him.

“I’m so glad you’re here,” she whispered, her voice quivering. “Please...take me home.” Rosa slumped.

The alpha jerked. “Rosa!” His hand dropped to her throat.

“Shit!” Landry’s chest clenched. What had that bastard Arick done to her? “Is she okay?”

After what felt like an eternity, Evin finally nodded. “She passed out.” Reaching around, the alpha lifted her into his arms and stood. “I’ve got you,” he said, stepping from the cage, his lips against her hair.

Landry’s heart rate spiked, and he quickly stepped aside.

“Kaleb.” With a lift of his chin, Evin motioned for Kaleb to join him.

Kaleb edged closer, his gait stiff. 

“I need you and Landry to get Rosa off these grounds and away from KinKaid territory.”

Fucking hell... Landry grabbed onto one of the cage bars for support. Just how was he supposed to do that and not lose his mind?

“Us?” Kaleb blinked.

“There’s too much at stake for the pack right now. With Arick on the loose, he’s no doubt informing everyone I killed his brother. This war is nowhere near over. And I can’t leave.”

Landry faced Evin and Rosa. “Where do you want us to take her?”

“To the hunting cabin north of our land. You know where we store the key,” Evin stated. “I don’t know how bad this is going to get, and while Rosa is in this condition, the best thing I can do for her is to get her as far away from this battle as possible.” Gently, Evin handed over his sister’s unconscious form into Kaleb’s arms.

Landry’s partner closed his eyes and tightened his grip around her, the veins along his neck bulged in sharp relief. Shit, standing beside her required herculean effort to remain calm. Landry could only imagine what it was like to hold her in his arms. A blend of pure heaven and hell.

“Are you sure about this, Evin?” Kaleb shook his head. “She’s your sister...”

Landry’s fist tightened, nails biting into his flesh. How was he going to handle being the third wheel in that cabin when Rosa turned to Kaleb? Because that was the movie reel playing in his mind. The two people he cared about more than anything in this fucked up world would turn to each other. A green wave of jealousy barreled into his gut, turning it inside out. But what was even worse, Landry couldn’t say which one of the two he was more envious over. 

Damn... Both had their claws in his heart. Yet, Landry knew if being together made them happy, he’d allow them to rip it apart.

Mason moved in beside his mate, placing a possessive palm on his shoulder. Evin glanced up at the male as if reminding himself of what they shared.

“She cares deeply for you both,” the alpha began, “and I know you feel the same way about her. I’d have to be blind not to have noticed.” His gaze moved over his sister’s still form then up to Kaleb and Landry. “I can’t think of any two males I would entrust her safety with more. As to her state... You’re both men of honor. I trust in you to allow her choice as a mate to be just that—her decision.” The hard edge in the Evin’s voice said don’t disappoint me or I’ll have to kill you.


Chapter Fourteen

––––––––

Getting back across the Gregorson territory had been a hell of a lot easier than the initial crossing thanks to the KinKaid pack who’d driven what was left of their enemies’ ranks from the surrounding border and onto the main grounds. Their fellow enforcers had the Gregorsons preoccupied, allowing Landry, Rosa, and himself to slip away with relative ease.

With Evin’s help added to the chaos outside the mansion, commandeering one of the Gregorson’s SUVs had been as simple as flipping down a visor, snagging a set of keys, and disabling the GPS.

For the past half hour, Kaleb sat in the back with Rosa in his arms while the painfully alert erection behind his zipper attempted to embed the outline of the metal into its flesh. The scent rolling off the beautiful woman on his lap was unlike anything he’d ever breathed. It was like female arousal doused in sinful desire, rolled in wicked lust, and sprinkled with promises to make every one of his erotic dreams come to life. His balls tightened, throbbed.

Kaleb swallowed a groan. Christ, he had to think about something else. Anything else.

He glanced at the rearview mirror. Beads of sweat covered his friend’s forehead in a damp sheen. “You doing okay up there, Landry?” The wound to his partner’s side hadn’t been a scratch. He’d lost a shitload of blood.

“Never better,” he bit out.

“Yeah, and I’m the damn Prince of Wales.”

“How’s Rosa?” That was his partner, always deflecting when the topic of conversation had anything to do with him.

“Still sleeping for the moment. She looks at peace, though. Thank God. I can’t imagine how much agony she’s been in locked inside that cell for the last several hours while her body... Yeah.” Kaleb brushed her hair away from her face. “You know what I mean. After finally seeing Evin, her mind and body must have needed to reboot.”

“Probably so.”

“How much longer do you think?” Kaleb repositioned, trying to relieve some of the pressure off his stiff shaft.

“About another thirty to forty-five minutes. The cabin isn’t too far on the other side of the territory’s boundary.” The SUV dipped hard into a pothole, jarring the vehicle. Landry grunted, then hissed a curse under his breath as one hand dropped from the steering wheel to his side.

Fuck. Landry wasn’t nearly as okay as he wanted Kaleb to believe.

“Let me drive, man. You need to take it easy.”

“No,” Landry snapped. “I’m fine. What I need is for you to watch over Rosa and take care of her. She’s going to require all your attention when she wakes up.”

“What do mean by that?” Kaleb knew damn well Landry had feelings for Rosa. Having her choose him over Landry was one thing, but Kaleb wasn’t going to stand for the masochistic bastard to be a martyr and just step aside. Fuck that. Kaleb wanted Rosa’s heart only if she wanted to give it to him, not because she wasn’t allowed to have Landry’s.

Before Landry had a chance to respond, Rosa moaned. “Evin...?”

“Shh...” Kaleb stroked her arm. “No. It’s me, Kaleb, and Landry. We’re taking you somewhere safe.”

She blinked. “What?” She shook her head and shoved at his chest, pushing herself off his lap. “No!”

Panic seized Kaleb’s chest. Shit. He hadn’t meant to scare her to death. “It’s okay.” He reached for her, but Rosa launched herself to the other side of the backseat before he made contact.

“Rosa, you’re okay,” Landry called out to her from the front. “Your brother asked us to take you to the hunting cabin.”

Eyes wide, she stared at the enforcer in the mirror. “Why would he do that?” She wrapped her arms around her midriff, curling herself into a tight ball against the door, her breath coming in short bursts.

“Things aren’t good between the packs, and he wanted you safe,” Kaleb added, keeping his voice quiet and calm. “I promise you.” He held up his hands, palms wide. “Nothing will happen to you that you don’t want.”

Rosa’s gaze darted between Kaleb and Landry.

“You know us better than anyone, sweetheart,” Landry chimed in. “We would never hurt you.”

“This is different,” Rosa said, her voice shaky. “I don’t even know myself right now.”

“Then you’re in luck,” Kaleb interjected and Rosa glanced his way. “You have us here to remind you precisely how special you are.”

A single tear fell from her lashes and trailed down her cheek, but she quickly swiped it away.

And Kaleb nearly lost it. “Everything’s going to be okay,” he managed to choke out. “We’re going to make sure of it. Whatever you want or decide.”

Lips drawn in a thin line, she nodded, then turned toward the window.

Minutes and miles passed by in nerve-shattering silence. God, Kaleb had never felt so damn helpless in his life. She was suffering. And he couldn’t fix it unless she allowed him. He pressed his spine into the leather as heat from Landry’s gaze in the mirror bore like a laser into his forehead. The tension had the air so fucking thick Kaleb swore he was about to strangle in the soup.

“How much longer?” Whatever the number, it wasn’t soon enough.

“We’re here,” Landry stated, and the car veered off the road onto a dirt path.

He’d heard the KinKaids possessed a hunting cabin off the grounds, but unlike Landry, Kaleb had never seen the place. The SUV bounced and vibrated off the washboard road for another five bone-jarring minutes before coming to a stop in front of a small wooden house.

The sun’s rays were rising over the trees, spreading its red, yellow, and gold fingers across the horizon as Kaleb popped his door. Turning, he reached for Rosa’s hand, but she pulled away and grabbed her own door handle.

“I can get inside on my own,” she stated and exited the vehicle.

By the time Kaleb and Rosa climbed the steps to the wide porch, Landry had confiscated the key and was unlocking the door. As soon as the door opened, Rosa breezed past Landry, and Kaleb followed her across the threshold.

Inside, the cabin consisted of an open hallway that ran the center of the main house with bedrooms off to the left, kitchen and den off to the right. Rosa darted inside the first room with windows facing the front porch. Kaleb watched from the doorway as Rosa paced around the bed, her arms crossed. She’d only been within the small bedroom for mere minutes, but already her scent filled the air. The beckoning aroma was thick and heady, driving Kaleb’s pulse like a steady jungle beat. He gripped the door jam, biting down hard on his molars.

“Rosa...” he chewed out. “Please...I can’t bear to watch you suffer.”

On a low groan, Rosa charged toward him, her hair wild around her face. She yanked the door and slammed it shut between them.

“This was a mistake,” she cried out through the wood. “Evin, what were you thinking?” Something hard thumped against the panel.

Kaleb leaned in, placing his palms against the cool surface, his heart heavy. “I’m so sorry, angel,” he whispered. “I’m sorry I’m not the one you want.” Fuck. He wanted to ram his fist through the wood and force her to see he was the male she needed.

“Oh, God,” she groaned. “You don’t understand.”

“Help me then. Tell me what you want. Is it Landry?” Kaleb glanced over his shoulder. From the other end of the hall, Landry jerked his head around, panic written in his expression. The sound of a sob rippled through the door, the waves chewing away at his resolve. Shit. How was he supposed to just sit back and allow this to go on?

“Go away, Kaleb!” she begged. “Please... Just give me some peace so I can get through this with a little of my dignity left.”

Pushing away, Kaleb’s hands slid down the wood and dropped to his sides. What other choice did he have? She didn’t want him. And no matter how strong the pull of her heat, he wasn’t about to force himself on a female when her answer was no.

Kaleb turned toward Landry. “How long do you think she’ll be like this?”

Landry shrugged and pivoted, heading in the direction of the kitchen when his gait faltered. He stumbled, but managed to grab for a table near the doorway.

“Landry!” Damn. Kaleb rushed for his friend as the small oak side table pitched over, hitting the floor with a clatter that echoed in the hollow space. Catching him by the arm, Kaleb managed to steady him.

“I’m good,” he muttered. “I’m good.”

“Really?” Kaleb glanced down at the shifter’s side, taking in the dark stains that appeared wet. “You’re still bleeding.”

“It’ll stop. It’s not that bad,” Landry added.

Shaking his head, Kaleb swore under his breath. He’d never met a more frustrating male in his life. “You need to shift and start healing.”

“I’d rather keep my clothes on at the moment, if you don’t mind,” Landry gritted out.

Now that, Kaleb could understand and relate to. Freeing his own cock from behind his zipper would not make matters any better. He was too worked up. They both were. “Then you need to let me help.”

Landry yanked his arm free. “That won’t be necessary.”

“I think it is,” Kaleb stated, his voice rumbling. “And you have two choices: shift or let me care for your wound so the bleeding will stop and you start to heal.”

“Dalton...” Landry growled. “You come near me and—”

Shoving his chest against Landry’s, Kaleb flashed his canines. “You’ll what?” Fucking hell, this close the male’s sandalwood and musk scent temporarily overrode the heat in the air and had him salivating. Kaleb’s already rock hard cock punched the denim, straining for release. “Rosa needs you at full strength and able to protect her. You wobbling around like this because of your damn pride isn’t helping her or me.”

A slight twitch in his friend’s expression told Kaleb his words had hit home. Landry’s gaze narrowed. 

“Fine,” he spat, then turned and faced the wall, his palms flattening on the surface. Air soughed from his lungs. “Help me,” he added in a whisper.

Kaleb’s eyelids lowered from the sound of submission in Landry’s voice. Admitting he needed someone had cost the fierce male. Needed him. A tremor raced over Kaleb’s body.

“Hold still,” Kaleb breathed. He grasped the damp material of Landry’s shirt. Gently he tugged it free from the waistband of his partner’s pants and pushed it up, exposing the angry punctures along his flank.

Dropping into a crouch, Kaleb moved in closer, doing his best to gather enough moisture in his mouth. He’d heard about the special enzyme generated in the male or female’s saliva when a person a shifter cared for was hurt or wounded, though Kaleb personally had never tested out the theory. Never had a reason to, until now. The chemical released was said to numb the affected area and speed the healing process. Damn, he hoped whatever gland was suppose to kick into action worked.

Leaning in, Kaleb brushed his flattened tongue over the damaged flesh. Landry hissed and shuddered. Again, Kaleb moved over his partner’s side, making sure he didn’t miss a single puncture. The salty taste of Landry’s flesh tinged with a hint of coopery flavor exploded over his taste buds. Kaleb’s pulse jackhammered inside his head. He closed his eyes, savoring the hot feel of his friend’s skin inside his mouth.

“Shit,” Landry groaned and squirmed under Kaleb’s ministrations. The sound of nails scratching wood came from above. Then the whisper of unfurling metal filled Kaleb’s ears—Landry was opening his zipper. “Fuck,” his partner gritted out, his tone hushed, pained. “Too much.”

Holy hell. Landry was about to blow, and Kaleb was the one stoking the flame—crumbling the powerful male’s control. What a fucking head rush. His own balls released a hard throb at the thought.

Kaleb squeezed his eyelids tight and dug his fingers into the material at Landry’s hips for a better hold. No way in hell was Kaleb going to stop. Not until Landry came undone. Like a man possessed, unable to get enough, Kaleb worked his tongue over and over each of Landry’s injuries.

“Kaleb...” Landry’s hips jerked. “Fuck. I have to—”

Opening his eyes, Kaleb caught sight of the first wave of cum as it erupted from the end of Landry’s cock, wringing a moan from his friend’s throat. In a fevered pitch, Landry pumped his shaft, milking his orgasm from his balls. The jets painted the logs in front of him in lines of white.

And it was the hottest damn thing Kaleb had ever witnessed.

Unable to drag his gaze away, Kaleb watched, enthralled by every stroke. His palm itched to be the one holding Landry’s thick erection, forcing Kaleb to tighten his grip on the other man’s denim.

Kaleb groaned. How would it feel to hold on while Landry’s blood pulsed through his rod, pounding inside Kaleb’s fist with the rapid beat of his heart? To feel the male’s cock swell within his hand right before Landry’s cum exploded out the slit?

His friend’s breath hitched. “Shit,” he mumbled.

Drawing back, Kaleb looked up, and their gazes locked.

“I-I didn’t mean...” Landry began, then closed his eyes, repositioning his still hard flesh behind his zipper.

“No worries.” Kaleb stood. “Lot of pheromones in the air, you know.”

Landry’s eyelids lifted, and the longing that remained in his hazel gaze held Kaleb captive. “Yeah.” Landry nodded. “That’s what it was. A lot of built up tension.” But the expression on the other male’s face said, there is a hell of a lot more going on here than Rosa’s heat, and you fucking know it.

A scream followed by a loud crash that sounded like glass shattering came from Rosa’s room.

“Rosa!” Kaleb scrambled toward her door with Landry on his heels. He twisted the knob, but the latch didn’t budge.

Pounding on the door with his fist, Landry called out. “Rosa? Answer me.”

Nothing.

“Fuck this,” Landry growled. “Stand back.”

Kaleb retreated a few steps as Landry reared back and then slammed his boot into the door. The wood splintered away from the jam, and the door swung inward, banging off the wall. Both males charged inside, scanning the interior for the female.

But Rosa was nowhere to be found.

“Dammit!” Kaleb swore. The window was smashed, and the busted remains of a chair lay sprawled across the front porch on the other side. There’d been no break in—just the opposite. Rosa had broken out.

“What the hell is she thinking?” Landry rushed over to the frame.

“I don’t know,” Kaleb mumbled and launched himself over the sill. “But we have to get her back before something happens to her.”

Landry’s boots hit the boards beside him. Breathing deep, Kaleb searched for a trail in the air. Within seconds, her molecules flooded his nostrils. Her scent rode heavy on the wind and should prove easy to track. Glancing over to Landry, the other male nodded, confirming he’d picked up her path as well. Both males leaped over the rail and onto the grass, racing in her direction.

“She’s heading for the river,” Landry called out, taking the lead.


Chapter Fifteen

––––––––

Rosa had to get out of there.

There had been no other option. She darted through the tall grass, her feet bare, hair wild and blowing in the cool morning breeze. And the run felt amazing.

She’d had to escape. Knowing—sensing the males her heart and body craved on the other side of the door was driving her insane. Their lust—their need—only amplified her own ache, and it had been more than she could bear. In a moment of sheer, blinding frustration, Rosa had lashed out, tossing a chair through the large bank of windows. And freedom had beckoned from the other side.

The sound of rushing water drew her attention. She was almost there. The thought of the icy ripples coursing over her overheated flesh drove her harder. Faster.

Moments later, she rounded a copse of fir trees and found the refuge she sought. The river lay ahead, clear, deep, and so inviting. Reflex had her yanking her blouse over her head and shoving her jeans as well as her panties to the ground. She had to cool down.

Unable to resist another second, Rosa padded over to the bank and strode into the steady flow. The mountain water raced over her thighs, whisking away the stress, the tension in her muscles. Rosa maneuvered through the rocky bed, taking herself deeper. The river crested the tips of her breasts, hardening her nipples into stiff peaks. She shivered, the icy tendrils of the water working its magic on her bloodstream, bringing her core temperature down.

A rustling sound in the grass jerked her around. Easing through the trees as if he were afraid he’d startle a skittish rabbit, Kaleb appeared. Despite the wintry bite of the river, heat flushed her cheeks and flooded her core. Rosa moaned and crossed her arms over her breasts.

“I can’t do this, Kaleb,” she cried out. “You have to leave me alone.”

Coming from another angle through the firs, Landry strode alongside the bank.

“Oh, my God... The both of you have to go home. My brother needs you more than me.”

“That’s where you’re wrong,” Kaleb said, lowering onto his haunches at the water’s edge. “You need me. I know you do. You just won’t admit it yet.” His head bowed. “Christ, Rosa.” He sighed. “Please...stop running. I need you too.”

Her breath caught in her throat, strangled on a sob. God, yes, she needed him. Needed and wanted them both. Choosing one over the other wasn’t an option in her heart and doing so would have destructive effects on them all.

“Landry...” She glanced over at the hardened enforcer who watched her with more compassion in his eyes than she wondered if he even knew he possessed. “Kaleb...” She turned to the other male. “You don’t know how much I want to just give in.” A hard cramp seized her abdomen, and Rosa curled in on herself on a moan. “Oh, God... It hurts.”

A series of loud crashes in the water sent frigid waves breaking around her. Then strong arms scooped her up and cradled her against a solid, warm chest. Opening her eyes, she found Kaleb’s blues eyes boring into hers.

Emerging from the river, Kaleb dropped to his knees and clasped her face between his palms. Over his shoulder, Rosa spotted Landry, stress burrowing lines in his brow.

“Rosa...” Kaleb began. “Shit...” He shook his head. “Don’t you know how much I love you by now? Let me help you.” He stroked her cheek, brushing away the warm trail of a tear. “Let me be the one.”

She sniffed as a tremor rocked her, setting off another spasm in her core. Rosa squeezed his fingers, her gaze darting between the two males. “I can’t,” she whispered.

Kaleb blinked. “Not good enough,” he gritted out between his teeth, then stared down at her. “I need more than that.”

How did she explain she was in love with both of them—wanted both of them? She didn’t understand it herself. A mating was a process of joining one shifter to the other. Yet, no matter how hard she tried, Rosa couldn’t untwist the knot that had become her love for both of them.

Swallowing hard, searching for moisture to soothe the desert that was her throat, Rosa tried again. “I can’t have you because I can’t hurt Landry like that.” Her gaze flicked to the other male. He flinched as if he’d been punched.

“You don’t want to hurt me?” Landry closed in on them. “What do you mean?”

“I’m trying to say I can’t make the impossible choice of deciding between the two males whom I love.” Rosa reached up and grasped the side of Kaleb’s face, his coarse five o’clock shadow scratching her palm. “I’d rather endure this alone than have to mate with one of you and walk away from the other. My heart won’t survive.”

“Who says you have to?” Kaleb arched a brow.

Rosa’s heart galloped. “What are you saying?”

The redheaded shifter glanced up a Landry. The tall shifter stood frozen, his lips parted as if whatever he was about to say had stalled in his throat. Kaleb turned back to her. “Why do you have to choose one of us? We both want you—love you.” He leaned over her, his mouth a hair’s breadth from hers, and brushed the hair away from her eyes. “Let us show you how much.”

“Kaleb?” Landry’s deep voice sliced through the moment. Rosa gasped, and Kaleb swung his head toward the male. “Think very hard about what you’re saying...what you’re offering. A female mating with two males hasn’t been done before. We don’t even know if it’ll work. Not to mention how the rest of the pack—especially Evin—will react to this decision.”

Landry glanced off into the distance, his fist working at his side as if the process were helping him to find the right words. Then slowly, his gaze lowered to Kaleb. “For this to work for me—for us—I’m going to want you both. All of you. Are you prepared for that?” His eyes tapped Rosa. “Can you live with that, sweetness?”

It was as if Landry were trying to shock them. Scare them away from a relationship with him. But he’d picked the wrong tactic if he wanted an out. A challenge was the one thing Rosa never shied away from. “My brother will have to get over himself. This is my life,” she growled. “Nothing has ever been easy for me or Evin.” She turned to Kaleb, beads of sweat stinging her eyes. “Why should who I love be any different? I can handle it if you can.”

Before Kaleb could respond, Landry was on his knees beside her. “Rosa. Fuck...” He stroked the top of her head. “You know my past. I was practically a bastard child.” His Adam’s apple bobbed. “Is that the kind of man you want in your bed? For Christ sake, you’re our alpha’s twin!”

She narrowed her gaze on him, frowning. “Your past has never mattered to me. Have I ever treated you any different than I have Kaleb?” God, after all these years, how can Landry believe I’ve ever seen him as any less of a man?

“No,” he rumbled.

“The only thing that matters to me is who you are now.” Rosa snagged the front of his shirt, pulling him close until they were nose to nose. “And the man in front of me is extraordinary,” she breathed.

A growl vibrated off Landry’s chest, and his pupils expanded, leaving only a thin ring of hazel at the outer ring. “Mine,” he rumbled, canines flashing. Landry claimed her mouth, stealing her air. Her head swam on a dizzying rush as he licked at her lips, inviting them to open. And no way could she deny him access. He dove inside, tangling his tongue with hers and teasing her with more of what was to come. Rosa’s breasts ached, her core pulsed with inflamed desire.

Strong arms tensed around her, reminding her of the other male who held the ties to her heart. Before she could pull back, Landry broke away and glanced at Kaleb. He hadn’t answered his partner’s question or hers.

“Kaleb?” Landry stood, the obvious sign of his arousal pressed against his fly, making her mouth water. But where they would go from here was up to Kaleb now. Would he be okay with the type of ménage Landry was suggesting?

As far as she knew, Kaleb had always been a heterosexual male. Yet, the duo had grown up together. They’d seen each other through good times and bad and were tighter than any normal working partnership. And she’d seen the occasional looks Landry had given Kaleb and vice-versa. The ones that had lingered a little too long when they didn’t know she’d been watching. Something inside had told her then that their feelings went deeper than friendship, but she hadn’t wanted to acknowledge their existence. Maybe out of fear she’d ignored it, because if those emotions were brought to the surface, where did it leave her in their lives?

Helping Rosa to her feet, Kaleb straightened. Seconds passed in heavy silence as the two males stood face-to-face. Labored breaths rushed from Kaleb’s lungs as if his brain struggled with a great internal battle. His fists worked open and closed. And Rosa was sure her own diaphragm had forgotten how to function. Then without warning Kaleb lunged for the other male, slamming his mouth onto Landry’s.

“Holy shit.” Her lungs burst back into action at the sight, and she squirmed from the rush of arousal pooling between her legs.

Kaleb clamped his fingers around Landry’s ears, holding on as if the male were his parachute, and they were both in free fall. Then Kaleb jerked back, their harsh breaths competing with the rushing river. Rosa wrapped her fingers around the redheaded shifter’s biceps, and Kaleb covered her hand with his before tilting his head at Landry.

“How’s that for an answer?” Kaleb asked, his expression solemn, assessing.

Slowly, a smile eased across Landry’s mouth, and he stepped in, cupping her and Kaleb’s napes with his broad palms. “I say, let’s give the boundaries on mating a kick in the ass.”

A laugh bubbled up out of Rosa, catching her off guard. For so long tension and confusion had held her mind and body in its thorny vise, she was surprised by the happy sound. Landry reached down and swept her up in his arms before taking off at a swift pace toward the cabin.

They made it to the front porch in record time. Kaleb threw the door open and Landry carried her over the threshold, arrowing straight for the bedroom. Gently, he eased her down onto her feet beside the bed, his fingertips trailing a path down her arms. Gooseflesh lifted in the wake of his touch, inducing a shiver.

“We’ll have you warmed up very soon, sweetness,” Landry drawled.

His hands stilled, but the male’s hazel gaze raked over her naked flesh. Rosa bit into her lower lip, finding it difficult to stay in one place. But she didn’t want to move—didn’t want to miss a second of the powerful male’s attention.

“You’re so incredibly beautiful.”

Her stomach did one of those nosedive maneuvers. God, she wished he’d touch her already. She burned.

“Kaleb.” Landry glanced over his shoulder as the other shifter came up beside him. “Touch her.” Landry took a step back. “I want to watch.”

Rosa’s knees turned to mush at the mental image Landry had just conjured, and she wobbled. But Kaleb was there, steadying her. His fingertips fell to her sides and followed her waist to her hips. Her heart stuttered.

“I want you so damn much,” he rumbled.

In response, Rosa wrapped her hands in his shirt, then dragged it over his head before tossing it to the floor. A fine dusting of dark hairs covered his pecs. She ran her fingers over the hard muscles, up over his shoulders, and down his biceps. God, he felt amazing. Unable to resist, she leaned in and traced the outline of the tribal tattoo circling his right arm with her mouth.

Kaleb hissed.

She looked up from under her lashes and smirked. “I’ve dreamed of doing that.”

“Any time, angel.” With the tip if his index finger, he lifted her chin. “You can put that gorgeous mouth on me any time you want. Now, lay down.” He licked his lips. “And make my dreams come true.”

The lust in his voice relayed exactly what he wanted. Her pussy tightened. His words and the desire in his gaze had her nearly coming undone, and he hadn’t even touched her yet. Rosa eased down onto the mattress, then slid back to the center. Out of the corner of her eye, she tracked Landry as he strolled to the end of the bed.

He tugged his shirt overhead then went to work on his belt and jeans. Kaleb did the same, pushing the black denim and his briefs to the floor. His cock sprang free, thick and long, a bead of precum glistening at the tip. Rosa swallowed hard, her pulse thumping inside her ears. This was like her vision. The one she’d had the night after Landry had kissed her. Both of the men she loved in her bed. Her mates. A ferocious wave of possession swamped her, coercing a growl from her throat.

Kaleb climbed onto the mattress and straddled her waist. “We’ve got you, angel.” With a hand at either side of her head, he loomed over her, a predator claiming his prey. “Everything you’ll ever need...say the word, and it’s yours,” he rasped.

“You,” Rosa breathed, her heart kicked against her chest wall. She was flying apart on the inside. “Dear God, help me, I need you.” The empty ache between her legs was driving her out of her mind. Rosa glanced to Landry. “Both of you.”

“You have us,” Kaleb growled and melded his lips to hers, kissing her as if she was the cool drink to a man dying of thirst. And he was the manna supplied for her hunger.

Rosa gasped for air. “Please...” She was begging, but to hell with pride. It was irrelevant. Nothing mattered anymore except for the insane need to get them inside her.

He lowered his head and crept down her body, moving to her breasts. His tongue danced over a sensitive tip, and lightning struck. Its fiery tendril licked up her spine. Rosa arched, cried out. Kaleb repeated the act on the other side, blinding her with sensation. Then he engulfed the entire areola, and her womb clenched...hard. Rosa gasped. Her hips rocked.

“Kaleb!” It was too much. The emptiness was too much to bear any longer. She had to be filled. “Please...” Rosa dug her nails into his shoulders. “I’m dying.”

He nudged her thighs apart. “Shh...I’m here.” The wide head of his shaft brushed her folds, and Rosa grabbed the rails of the headboard, needing something to ground her. “Wrap your legs around me.”

Rosa did as instructed, pulling him in closer, and his tip pressed inside her.

“Oh, God.” Her eyelids closed. She couldn’t breathe. Couldn’t think. Only feel. Her inner muscles drew him in. Deeper and deeper, Kaleb sank inside. Her walls spasmed, burned. Her abdomen quivered. Her hands darted from the rails to his arms, then to the linens. Unable to calm, Rosa fisted the sheets. “Help me,” she managed to get out. White spots danced in front of her eyes.

Kaleb sat back on his haunches, pulling his shaft free. Rosa cried out. No. No. He can’t stop. She thrashed her head back and forth.

“Trust me, angel,” he whispered, placing her legs over his thighs. Grasping her hips, he preceded to pull her closer. His cock bumped her opening, then he pressed forward, the new angle allowing him to seat farther inside than before. A joining so complete Rosa didn’t know where she began and he ended.

“Yes,” she groaned. “Kaleb.”

He rocked into her, stretching her, bumping her womb with each thrust. So good. His shaft stroked her sensitized nerve endings, sparking them. She’d never felt more alive. But she wanted more.

“So damn beautiful,” Landry growled, and the bed dipped with his added weight. On his knees beside them, Landry wrapped his palm around Kaleb’s neck and pulled him in for a rough kiss filled with passion and tongue. His other hand worked the thick shaft between his legs, the crown flushed and shiny with precum. Landry broke away from Kaleb, and his hooded gaze fell to Rosa. “Are you ready for me, sweetness?”

“God, yes.” The idea of taking another male into her body should’ve been intimidating. She wasn’t a virgin, but she’d never entered into a ménage before. Yet, with Landry and Kaleb, the concept seemed so right on every level. They were hers. And she was theirs—in every way.

Kaleb slid his hands under her arms and brought her upright. He lay back, stretching out his legs beneath her. Straddling Kaleb with his rigid cock nestled inside, Rosa’s head lolled, drunk on the erotic fog enveloping them—bonding them. She fell forward, her palms landing on his pecs for support. Landry wrapped his arms around her waist as he moved over her, the heat of his chest warming her back.

“I want inside you, Rosa,” Landry stated at her ear. “Will you let me in?” In a slow, sensual massage, he spread her arousal around and over her opening, and then his erection pressed against her tight ring.

Rosa squeezed her eyelids shut. Her forearms trembled, but it wasn’t fear triggering her shakes. No. Anticipation had her dangling off a cliff by her fingernails, and she’d never been more ready to let go.

“Yes.” The single syllable tumbled from her lips, so innocent, so simple, yet it would change all their lives forever.

Broad hands cupped her face, and she opened her eyes. “I love you,” Kaleb stated, but the emotion shining through his blue depths would have said it all even without the words.

“Love you too,” she replied as the first twinges of her tight ring opening signaled Landry’s claiming. Rosa inhaled deeply.

“Breathe, baby.” Landry stroked the length of her spine. “Bear down,” he instructed, and she tried to obey. But she was so damn full already. He pressed forward a little more, demanding his part of her. Burning her. Rosa moaned. Too good. “Christ, you’re incredible,” he crooned. Another inch filled her.

“Landry,” she cried out. “Oh, God.” A hard shudder wracked her body, and her pussy clamped down on the rigid invasion. Her world spiraled in on itself, drilling down until nothing existed but the overwhelming presence between her legs. And her orgasm imploded. Erupted like a volcano with a molten center mass of sensation. It sped up through her center, its intense heat and power nearly melting her neurons. Rosa screamed, bucked. But dear God, she needed more. More of Landry. Deeper. Harder. And at the same time, Rosa demanded everything Kaleb had to give. Now. He had to fuck her now.

“Please, don’t stop,” Rosa mumbled. “More. Dear God. Give it to me.”

“Shit!” Kaleb called out, his hands going to her hips, attempting to hold her in place as he pistoned into her core. “Fuck! I’m going to come.”

Higher and higher she climbed as another source of warmth filled her sex. A sting to the roots of her hair had her crying out once more. But it wasn’t pain, rather the added sensory overload that had a scream breeching her throat again. Landry had fisted her locks and yanked her back into his chest. The new position sank his cock even deeper, his hips bumping her bottom. She gasped. His fingers left her hair, and Landry’s arm circled her chest, his fingers molding over her breasts, giving them a firm squeeze. She quivered, spiraling down to earth on the last ripples of her orgasm.

“My turn,” Landry rasped at her ear. “Hold on, sweetness.”

Like a beast unleashed, he took her. Over and over, he thrust into her, short-circuiting her mind with white-hot pleasure. Landry lowered his hand, his fingertips finding her clit. He stroked over her swollen nub once, then twice, and she exploded. Again.

Kaleb hissed. “Damn,” he grunted. “She’s fucking milking me.”

Another round of quakes rocked her body, but Landry’s strong arm held her upright. A hoarse groan from behind her telegraphed Landry had reached his peak as well, his heat flooding her. Harsh breaths teased her neck as she floated back to reality.

Landry loosened his hold on her waist, and Rosa slumped forward onto Kaleb’s chest. Sweat beaded their flesh and the scent of their lovemaking filled the air with a heady musk. Landry slid free, and Rosa moaned from the loss. She’d loved their joining, the intense fullness their possession had brought. The mattress rocked, and Landry maneuvered until he lay on his side beside her and Kaleb. His fingertips ran the length of her spine and over the cheeks of her ass, tickling her. She laughed, squirmed, and Kaleb’s softening erection slipped from her core.

Rosa lifted her head, meeting the shifter’s gaze beneath her, a sudden wave of emptiness overtaking her. Kaleb encircled her with his arms, the weight heavy, comforting. Had he felt it too?

“We’re not going anywhere,” he said, a smile turning up the corner of his mouth.

“If we’re not bonded after that...” Landry pressed against them, planting a kiss on her cheek and a dominant palm over her rear end. “Something’s definitely wrong with the universe.”


Chapter Sixteen

––––––––

Landry glanced over at the other male pouring coffee for the three of them. Kaleb stood there fresh from his shower with his hair damp and loose around his shoulders, wearing nothing more than the black denim he’d arrived in at the cabin. The past forty-eight hours had been the most surreal of Landry’s life. He, Rosa, and Kaleb had made love in every room of the cabin. They’d christened the river’s bank and cooled down in the chilled waters afterward. It had all been perfect—beyond imagination. But nothing could have prepared Landry for the moment when Rosa had looked up at him and declared she’d loved him. Top that off with Kaleb’s acceptance of a life with the both of them... Landry would never understand what he’d done to deserve such beautiful mates.

Mated. Not that they’d tested the fact for all three yet. In the shifter world, once a male was mated to a female—or male, as in Evin and Mason’s case—the male would no longer be able to achieve an erection with anyone other than his mate. Up to this point, Kaleb and Landry had been focused on Rosa. As it should be since she was in heat.

Landry’s gaze roamed over his friend’s back; the muscles rippled as he held the carafe suspended over the mugs, moving from one to the other. Despite all the sex they’d shared with Rosa over the last couple of days, Landry’s cock twitched at the sight.

Fuck. Yeah, he was pretty damn sure the bond had stretched the perimeters of their triangle.

“Eggs about ready?”

Kaleb’s question yanked Landry back to the task at hand. He pushed the spatula through the fluffy scramble a few more times for good measure. “Yeah. I think they’re done.”

“Good. I think the toast is too.” The kitchen gadget in front of Kaleb popped, and the bread shot up from the twin slots. “Now, that’s timing.”

Thanks to Evin’s early planning for hunting season, the cabin had recently been stocked and the generator fueled, making their stay much more bearable.

Landry lifted the frying pan from the stove and raked the steamy eggs onto a plate.

“Wow.” Rosa’s voice came from the doorway. “Something smells delicious.” She strolled through the door, wearing a dark blue robe she’d found in the closet. “I’m starving.”

“That makes two of us,” Kaleb stated and chuckled.

“Toast and eggs sound good to you?” Landry asked.

“Like the best meal I’ve ever been offered in my life.” She smiled, and the effect reached her eyes, warming his heart.

“Coffee?” Kaleb raised a cup in her direction.

“Yes, please.” She pulled a chair out from the small table in the kitchen and sat.

“I didn’t see any cream in the fridge or any sugar in the pantry.” Kaleb passed a mug over to Rosa. “So all I have to offer is straight up, hot and black.”

Rosa grasped the ceramic with both palms. “That’s perfect.”

After grabbing a jar of strawberry jam from the icebox, Landry plucked the plate of eggs from the counter and set the items in the middle of the breakfast table. Kaleb joined them with extra utensils and the toast.

With a fork in hand, Landry stabbed a bite of the meal he’d prepared and lifted it to Rosa’s lips. She stared at the offering, then looked his way with a grin.

“I can feed myself, you know,” she said.

“I know.” Landry lifted a brow. “Eat.”

Rosa’s lips parted, and he slid the bite of eggs onto her tongue. Her eyelids dropped to half-mast, and she moaned, slowly chewing.

Hell, yeah. There was something so fucking hot about feeding one’s lover after a long night—or two—of rigorous sex. Landry glanced over at the other male at the table who was about to stuff a mouthful of toast with jelly between his teeth. “What do you think you’re doing?”

Kaleb stalled mid-chomp and looked up from under his lashes. “I’m trying to eat. What the hell do you think I’m doing? I’m hungry,” he growled.

“Give it to me,” Landry ordered and held out his palm. Kaleb stared back at him as if mulling over his options and repercussions, then slowly lowered the piece of toast into Landry’s waiting hand. “Very good.”

With the toast between his thumb and forefinger, Landry sampled one end. The warm, melted butter blended with the cool flavor of the berries, and the combination burst over his taste buds.

Kaleb arched a brow as Landry savored the morsel. “You like?” The question was all innocent and polite, yet the expression Kaleb wore was anything but.

Landry nodded. “Very much.” Stretching across the wood, Landry propped the toast in front of the other male. “Bite,” he demanded. With his heated gaze fixed on Landry, Kaleb wrapped his lips around the edge of the bread and sank his teeth with a crunch. The mercury measuring the sexual tension in the room jumped another degree. Landry smirked and tore off another morsel for his partner to nip it from his fingers.

While Kaleb chewed, Landry scooped up another bite of eggs and offered it to Rosa. She accepted, quietly watching the interaction between him and Kaleb, her eyes bright with intrigue.

Enough with the simple act of eating, it was time for a serious devouring.

“Come here, sweetness.” Landry scooted back in his chair and held open his arms for Rosa to take a seat on his lap. She smiled and tilted her head as if she weren’t quite sure of his motives, but she eased across his denim-clad thighs, nestling her buttocks over his awakening cock. He snaked an arm around her waist. Damn, she felt good there. She glanced down at him, strands of her blonde hair shimmering around her face, and she stole his ability to think.

“Anything else you want, enforcer?” she drawled.

“Absolutely,” he said. Everything.

Rosa leaned in, her breath teasing his chin before she lifted her head and nipped his lower lip. Landry couldn’t hold back the rumble inside his chest. “Tell me,” she whispered.

“Open your robe,” Landry ordered. “Give us a tempting look at what’s really for breakfast.”

A siren’s smile turned up the delicate curves of her mouth, and Rosa placed her fingers over the belt holding the silky garment closed. In what felt like slow motion, she tugged on the knot until it finally fell free. The material parted, exposing the light patch of curls forming a vee between her legs. Landry’s diaphragm kicked into full speed, and what had to be half of his blood volume slammed into his cock. A low growl resonated from the other side of the table. Landry flicked away the remaining edges of the thin material clinging to the tips of her breasts. The rosy peaks stood firm and erect in the center of each smooth swell. Glorious.

Delicious.

Kaleb’s chair screeched over the wood floor, and he stood. The male snagged the jar of strawberry jam and rounded the table. He dipped his index finger into the sweet gelatin with a grin.

“You read my fucking mind,” Landry murmured.

“I’m not nearly done eating, yet,” Kaleb stated, his voice carrying a wicked edge that lifted the hairs on Rosa’s arms under his Landry’s palm.

“You like the sound of that, do you?” Landry threaded his fingers into her hair.

“Yes,” she breathed.

“Then hold on, baby,” Landry said and dipped his head for a quick taste of a pink nipple. Rosa hissed and arched. “You’re about to be feasted on.”

Kaleb placed a dollop of the jam on the surface of her areola. Rosa whimpered. “Cold?” Kaleb spread the red preserves in a lazy circle around the tight bud.

“Feels good,” Rosa said, her voice shaky.

His friend smiled. “I bet it tastes even better.” Kaleb added another dose of jam to her other breast, grinning at Landry. “Don’t want you to feel left out.”

“Very thoughtful of you.”

The bottom of the jar tapped the table, and Kaleb dove in for a mouthful.

“Oh, God,” Rosa groaned, tossing her head back, and Landry couldn’t hold out any longer. Taking the entire nipple and its thick circumference of jam into his mouth, Landry sucked. Hard pants rushed from Rosa’s throat. With one male over Rosa, the other cradling her against his chest, she was confined, at their mercy until one of them decided to come up for air.

She moaned. “Please... My head is spinning. I need...” She tried to squirm, but Landry lapped at the sensitive tip, not giving her a second to recover. Then he nibbled at the taut flesh.

“Landry...” She shook her head. “Kaleb... Touch me. God, someone please.”

Landry trailed his hand down her quivering abdomen and cupped her heated mound.

“Yes,” she cried out, her voice raw.

Her stiff peak slipped from Kaleb’s lips with a pop, and Landry followed suit. Stepping back, Kaleb lifted Rosa’s leg and sat it on the edge of the table beside them, opening her.

“Kaleb...” She panted, then he lowered to his knees, tugged her hips closer, placing his face at her pussy. “Damn,” she whispered.

Landry needed to kiss her—take her mouth while Kaleb took her sex. “Kiss me,” he demanded. Rosa turned her head toward him, and Landry claimed her lips as Kaleb moved in. 

Landry spread her folds below, wanting to feel her desire while his friend pleasured her. Rosa whimpered on Landry’s tongue, writhed in his hold. Breaking away, he trailed his lips over her chin, moved lower to her neck, scoring her with his canines. Her back stiffened, and Rosa wrapped her legs around the male devouring her pussy.

“Kaleb...! Oh, God...I need to come,” she babbled. “Please, let me come”

In his peripheral vision, Landry watched as his partner readjusted, his fingers disappearing inside their female. Fucking hot as hell. Kaleb pumped inside her core, and Landry’s cock throbbed at the sight.

Rosa’s breath hitched, stalled in her lungs, and her head fell back. A wave of tremors shook her legs and arms.

“Kaleb.” His name fell from her lips on a groan. “Landry...” Her nails dug into his chest. “So good,” she crooned.

From below, Kaleb glanced up at Landry, his gaze drugged—drunk on her arousal. Yet, Landry sensed a primal hunger still lingered in those blue eyes. And damn, if he didn’t want to sate the shifter’s appetite, but first he wanted a sample of their mate’s flavor that was surely embedded on the other male’s tongue.

Rosa’s trembles eased, and Landry placed a delicate kiss to her mouth then directed his attention to the male on his knees. He gathered a fistful of Kaleb’s hair and pulled him up. The male’s lips glistened with Rosa’s orgasm, enticing Landry even more as he yanked him in.

“Give me a taste,” Landry demanded, and Kaleb didn’t hesitate. He sealed their mouths, ramming his tongue alongside Landry’s. The sweet flavor of her arousal bloomed over his taste buds, a honeyed blend of passion, lust, and heat. An addictive potion unaided, but combined with Kaleb’s own unique elixir of spice and mint, the aphrodisiac effect was mind-bending.

Landry jerked away, breaking the connection. But no way in hell was he done. Lifting Rosa, he sat her on the table. “That was amazing, baby. Thank you.” He brushed another kiss over her lips, down her throat, and to the tops of her breasts.

“Yes. It certainly was,” she said, running her fingers through the short strands of his hair.

Turning to Kaleb, Landry dropped to his knees, hooking one of Kaleb’s belt loops with a forefinger and yanking the male’s crotch into his face. “You’re way over dressed, shifter,” he rumbled. He glanced up, meeting his friend’s heated gaze. One that he could swear said Kaleb had been waiting for this moment his whole life—just as Landry had been waiting...wanting.

“Then I should fix that problem,” Kaleb rasped. The male went to work on the button, easing it through the hole, then he peeled the denim away from his cock. The rigid shaft sprang free, the heated flesh tapping Landry on the cheek. Landry inhaled deeply along the silk and steel rod.

Shit. The cedar and mint scent that was Kaleb’s alone was even more concentrated there with an added hint of musk—a heady cocktail that arrowed straight to Landry’s balls, drawing them tight.

Gripping the shaft, Landry slid his fist up and down Kaleb’s cock. The male jerked, closed his eyes, and hissed. Flattening his tongue out at the base of Kaleb’s shaft, Landry gave a lazy lick along the backside, ending at the slit.

“Shit,” Kaleb gritted out.

A bead of precum waited for Landry there, and he greedily lapped it up. The salty flavor zinged inside his mouth with a promise of more to come.

“Damn...” Kaleb grunted. “Landry.”

As Landry circled the blunt tip with his tongue, Rosa moved from the table and stood next to Kaleb. She covered the auburn-haired shifter’s mouth with hers, drinking him in. And Landry swallowed his lover’s shaft. A loud groan erupted from above, rewarding him. Up and down, Landry rocked over the other male’s staff with his lips, twisting his palm around the erection on the up strokes. Rosa’s delicate hand brushed Landry’s nape. Kaleb grasped the top of Landry’s head, encouraging him, pushing him deeper over his erection.

After a few heartbeats, Landry came up for a gasp.

“Christ, man,” Kaleb uttered. “You gonna make me come if you keep that up.”

“You’re not coming yet,” Landry stated and rose, meeting the other shifter’s hooded gaze. He had to release his own throbbing cock. After unbuttoning his jeans and running the zipper down, Landry reached in, fisted his erection and pulled it free.

“You see this?” Landry slid his palm over his length and closed the distance between them, breathing in the other male’s air. “It recognizes its mate. And it wants to fuck you, enforcer,” Landry growled. “I want inside what’s mine.” He leaned in the extra half inch needed to swipe the tip of his tongue over Kaleb’s full lips. Landry didn’t miss the slight hitch of his lover’s breath. He didn’t think it was possible, but the shifter’s reaction hardened his cock even more. “What do you want, wolf?” Landry gathered their hard lengths into his palm working them as one inside his fist.

A low rumble grew in Kaleb’s chest and his jaw ticked. “Fuck,” he gritted through his teeth. “You always did know how to climb under my skin and make me squirm. Drive me insane.” Kaleb closed his eyes. “You know what I want,” he whispered.

“Say it,” Landry ordered.

Kaleb’s eyelids lifted, his irises flashed red before the pupils expanded, covering all the blue except for a narrow white ring. “Fuck you,” he growled.

“Hell, yeah.” Landry lifted a brow. “And soon. But I don’t think that’s what you really want.” Landry squeezed their joined cocks, not hard enough to induce real pain but enough to draw a hiss from Kaleb. “Say it!”

“I want you inside me,” Kaleb shouted. “Christ...”

Landry stilled, Kaleb’s words ringing inside his head and burning a path through his veins.

The shifter’s head toppled back. “Dammit,” Kaleb rasped as if in agony. “I’ve wanted you to fuck me for so long that I can’t remember when I didn’t.”

“Bastard,” Landry spat. All this time. All these years Landry had held back, watched his every move for fear Kaleb would detect a glimmer of how deep his feelings went for the male. How badly he desired him in every way. “What are you—”

“I’m in love with you.” Kaleb sighed as if the admission had been a great release.

Landry could have sworn he’d been kicked in the chest. The impact of his friend’s confession was a blow to his heart. Landry seized Kaleb’s mouth with his own. Not giving the other male a second to rebound, Landry thrust his tongue inside.

Fuck. He wanted to dive into the shifter and never come up for air. Hell. It was only oxygen. Nothing else mattered except getting another taste—one more touch of Kaleb. And Landry hungered for every inch of him.

On a gasp, Landry reared back, grabbed Kaleb, and bent him face-first over the table. Fingers splayed between the male’s shoulder blades, Landry dragged his hand over the shifter’s spine. Hooking his fingers into Kaleb’s waistband, he tugged the denim down his mate’s thighs then straightened.

He leaned over, pressing his chest against Kaleb’s spine. Air soughed in and out of the redhead’s lungs. “No more waiting, love. For either of us.”

*** 

Kaleb was on fire. And the flames had apparently singed his neurons. Christ. He’d just spilled his guts to his best friend, told him exactly what he felt and precisely what he wanted in return. This from the guy who never thought he’d be ready to commit to one person. But based on the size of the erections he and Landry sported, the bond had connected each of them. And whether he was ready or not, Kaleb had fully mated two shifters.

Holy shit. His mind reeled. Everything had turned out so damn amazing. How about that...sometimes one did get their cake and a chance to eat it too.

Landry lowered behind Kaleb, his broad hands on his bottom, spreading his cheeks. Rosa smoothed her palm over his head and bent, bringing her face next to his ear.

“So sexy, Kaleb,” she whispered, then brushed her lips over his.

Knowing she watched heated his blood even more. He groaned. Then Landry’s tongue stroked over his opening and Kaleb combusted. His claws erupted, marring the wood, digging in for purchase. Canines lengthened.

“You like that, wolf?” Landry teased him once, circling the ring.

“Fuck,” Kaleb growled.

“I take that as a yes.” A wicked chuckle came from the male taunting him. Then Landry returned to torturing Kaleb’s ring.

He was well familiar with oral sex—was fucking good at it—but damn, he’d never rimmed a lover or been rimmed. Landry’s tongue played in the center, coaxing him to relax, to open. And hell if his ring didn’t comply. Wanted Landry to go deeper. Kaleb groaned, lifting his ass for more.

“Beautiful,” Landry said, his voice deeper, rougher than before. “Mine.”

A dish rattled, then something cool circled Kaleb’s opening followed by pressure. “Butter. We need lube,” Landry stated.

Kaleb sucked in a deep breath, bracing himself. His lover’s finger breached Kaleb’s ring, stretching him. Kaleb cried out, his pulse surging, echoing inside his head. The invasion didn’t truly hurt. The sensation was foreign, but really...good at the same time. Kaleb rocked back into the firm presence.

“That’s it,” Landry drawled. “Take it. Now, one more.”

Another digit slid inside beside the first. Kaleb bit down on his lower lip. Damn. It was odd—strange even—having a part of Landry in him. Yet, nothing ever felt so right. Landry worked in and out of Kaleb’s sphincter, opening him wider. Then Landry’s fingertips grazed over a spot, and Kaleb’s brain sparked. His spine bowed. And he couldn’t be sure, but he might have screamed.

“What the hell?” Kaleb glanced over his shoulder.

“That’s just the beginning, love.” Landry tossed him a seductive smile, slid his fingers free, then reached for his shaft.

“Fuck.” Kaleb closed his eyes and lowered his forehead to the wood. Every muscle tensed in anticipation. All of his fantasies fulfilled. Rosa was his, and now the powerful male who starred in Kaleb’s most forbidden dreams was about to claim him. And Kaleb wanted it more than his next breath.

Landry bumped Kaleb’s taut ring, bearing down on the last obstacle between them. Kaleb ripped into the table with his nails, scoring the surface.

“Do it,” he cried out, his voice hoarse. He had to have the male inside him, or he was going to lose his mind. “For God’s sake...Fuck me, Landry.”

Before Kaleb could gather his next breath, Landry breached his barrier, sliding deep. For a second, the world blinked out of existence, leaving only the pain and pleasure searing up his spine.

Kaleb howled. The thick cock burned his tissues, taking him to the limit. And he loved it.

More!

His lover reversed direction, stopping when only the tip remained inside. So damn empty.

Kaleb rocked back. “Fuck me,” he demanded in his best Dom voice. “Son of a bitch...Landry.”

A hard whack landed on his upturned cheek, stealing Kaleb’s breath. Heat bloomed over his flesh. “I’m the one on top, wolf.” Landry pistoned back inside, tapping the sweet spot once more.

“Yes,” Kaleb groaned. “Whatever.” He panted. “Just don’t stop.” Another slap to his ass sent Kaleb’s balls up, hugging his bottom and threatening to spill their load. But Landry didn’t stop. He shuttled in and out of Kaleb like a man possessed, consumed with marking his mate. And Kaleb craved everything Landry had to give.

“God, yes!” The table beneath Kaleb rocked, rattled with every hard flesh-on-flesh impact, the wooden legs screeching on the floor. He was so damn close. A few strokes along his rod and he would be gone.

As if Rosa read his mind, her soft palm gripped his shaft. White spots danced in front of his eyes from the sweet sensation. He glanced back, catching sight of his female on her knees beside Landry, her arm up, fist tight around Kaleb’s cock. Large hands gripped his hips, holding him in place while Landry buried his thick length over and over inside him.

“Angel...” Kaleb moaned. In a firm twisting motion, his mate worked his erection, sliding up and down the length. Cum hammered for release from his balls. “Fuck. Yes. Just like that.” The room tilted. His head spun. Landry slammed inside, nailing the bundle of nerves tied to his orgasm once more. Lightning arrowed up his spine, wringing a hoarse cry from this throat. Waves of cum pumped from the end of his cock on a tsunami level. Every pound of Landry’s shaft sent another jet erupting from Kaleb’s dick.

Kaleb seized the sides of the table. He had to or he was going to fly apart.

“Son of a—Kaleb!” Landry shouted, and a blast of warmth filled Kaleb on the inside. But somehow it was his heart that swelled from the action. Between Landry and Rosa, the damn thing was overflowing and close to bursting.

Kaleb craned his head around. The gorgeous blonde on her knees slid her grip from base to tip along his rod. Each pass massaged another drop of cum from Kaleb’s balls, extending his orgasm. Exquisite torture. Kaleb moaned. The female blew his mind. She’d been right there, watching Landry make love to him, then joining in to bring Kaleb to his peak. And nothing had ever seemed more right with his world. How was it possible to love on this level? How could three people fit so perfectly inside a muscle the size of his fist?

To hell with the laws of nature, it worked.

Rosa lifted her lashes, catching Kaleb’s gaze. Her brilliant blue eyes glimmered with passion—for them.

They worked.


Chapter Seventeen

––––––––

The moon had risen high in the sky by the time they neared the entrance to KinKaid territory. Rosa tightened her grip on the passenger door handle. Her nerves were playing havoc on her gut, threatening to force a revisit to the burger they’d cooked up before leaving. So much had changed since she’d last exited the gates of her home more than two days ago. Silently, she prayed her brother and Mason were unharmed from the battle, and they would understand her decision.

“Be prepared for a nasty reception when we pull up in this Gregorson SUV,” Kaleb stated from behind her on the backseat.

“Let’s hope they stop long enough to take a hard look before pulling the trigger.” Landry chuckled, but little humor existed beneath the laughter. “After what went down over the last few days, everyone’s going to be skittish as hell.” Landry turned the wheel, and the vehicle veered left onto the paved entrance to their homeland.

This was it. But this time when she crossed over onto KinKaid land, Rosa would be returning as something more. A female bound not to just one male, but two. Many would never accept what they’d done, and her mother and father would sit at the top of that list. But their disapproval wasn’t what had Rosa apprehensive. The only person who truly mattered was her twin.

Their vehicle slowed to a stop in front of the tall closed gate when the ca-ching sound of bullets chambering rang out around them. A team of males dressed in black swarmed the SUV.

Damn.

“Out of the vehicle!” one of the shifters shouted. “Now!”

“Are you blind?” Landry yelled in return, then powered down the window. “It’s me. Michaels. Dalton and I have the alpha’s sister.”

“Shit!” The guy shook his head. “Sorry, sir.” He turned toward one of the others who stood closer to the gate. “Open up! It’s Michaels!”

The gate released a click and rolled back. Landry put the vehicle back in gear. “Call ahead and make sure no one else tries to shoot us before we get to the main house.”

“Yes, sir,” the dark-haired male nodded. “Glad to see you’re safe, Ms. Rosa,” he added. “I’m sorry if we frightened you.”

“You were just doing your job,” she called out from the passenger side. “No apologies necessary.”

He smiled and trotted off toward the gatehouse as Landry pulled forward and onto the grounds.

A couple of minutes into the drive, silence hung like crackling static electricity in the air. Each one of the trio a little too tense to open their mouths and touch on the subject that had them all on edge. What else had happened between the packs while they were away? How many of their own had lost their lives? And most importantly, was Arick still alive?

Too soon and yet not nearly quick enough, Landry had the Gregorson SUV tucked into a spot in front of the KinKaid mansion. Before Rosa could close the passenger door, Evin roared up on his Ninja with Mason. Her brother yanked his helmet off and tossed it to the pavement as Mason dismounted.

“I’m so damn glad to see you.” Her brother grinned, his dark hair wild around his face.

“I’ve never been happier to see you too.” Rosa flung her arms around her twin.

Evin enveloped her, holding her tight. Her brother had been through so much these last few years: his fight with their father over his sexuality and position as alpha, then nearly losing Mason, and now her kidnapping which had resulted in a war being raged. It killed Rosa to have been responsible for adding to his stress.

Evin leaned back, his eyelids narrowed as his nostrils flared. The alpha’s gaze flicked to the two males rounding the vehicle.

Shit.

“Rosa!” Mason pulled her into an embrace. “So great to have you home.” His hold relaxed, and he cupped her cheeks. “Are you feeling okay?”

“That’s what I’d like to know as well.” Evin swung his leg over his bike and moved in next to her. “How are you doing—really?” His deep voice rumbled.

“I’m just fine.” Rosa squared her shoulders. Judging by the stern look in her brother’s gaze, the one asking the question “who do I need to kill?” Evin knew something was up.

“Oh, my baby girl!” their mother called from the front of the house. Sable KinKaid beckoned Rosa with a wave of her hand. “Come inside, darling.”

Saved by their mother, Rosa pivoted and headed for her childhood home. Landry and Kaleb turned to follow. She didn’t need to look to confirm, Rosa sensed their presence under her skin.

“Landry. Kaleb,” Evin snapped.

Rosa halted and pivoted. Her mates turned on their heels at the alpha’s command.

“We’re not finished.” Her brother and Mason strolled onto the sidewalk, joining them. “After Rosa is settled in, we need to talk.” The alpha’s gaze flashed.

“That’s why we came here first,” Rosa said. “And why we didn’t go straight home.”

“We?” Evin growled, his brow lifting.

“Yes. We,” Rosa said. “I’m here so we can get everything out in the open. Plus, we’ve been out of contact, and we wanted to find out how things stand between the packs.”

Her brother grunted, and they proceeded toward the house.

“She really is okay, alpha,” Kaleb stated. “We did everything in our power to make sure of it.”

“We’ll see about that,” Evin bit out and marched ahead, his hand threaded inside his mate’s.

“That went about as well as I expected,” Landry mumbled next to her, placing a warm palm against her lower spine.

“He’s not alpha by birth right alone,” Rosa said. “My brother isn’t easily swayed. He has strong opinions and convictions and is more like our father than he’d ever admit,” she whispered. “Just never let him hear you say it.” She smiled up at Landry.

“I’ll try to remember that piece of advice.”

Inside, Rosa, Kaleb, and Landry joined the others in the large family room. Their father, Barron, greeted them, giving her a firm hug and once over. Like her brother, he stilled for a moment as if sensing something off kilter then assessed the other males in the room before retreating.

“You look well, daughter,” he announced to the room. “Evin informed us he’d rescued you from the Gregorson enforcer with the help Michaels and Dalton. He also mentioned that by the time you were located, your heat had risen.”

“Yes, sir.” Rosa found a spot at the end of the floral sofa her mother had always been so fond of and eased onto the cushion. Landry and Kaleb filled the remaining space beside her. “It was a difficult time. But I’d rather discuss first what happened after I was taken to safety.” Rosa looked over at her twin who’d poured himself a drink from the bar. He tossed back a swig, then prepared one for his mate who’d occupied one of the overstuffed chairs. “What’s the latest on the situation with the Gregorsons? Security is definitely tight at the gate, so I’m assuming it can’t be good.”

“After Landry and Kaleb got you out of there,” Evin began, “Mason and I went after Arick, following his trail as far as possible. But he’d gone into hiding, and we’d lost him. And since we knew you were safe, which was the main goal for invading their territory, I recalled our pack to KinKaid grounds. There wasn’t any need in sustaining any more losses.”

“Thank God you both got out of there safely.” Rosa brushed her hand over Kaleb’s knee. “I had a feeling when I’d initially left the grounds there was a chance I was walking into a trap.” She glanced over at Landry. “But I couldn’t ignore Arick’s message and possibly put Landry’s life at risk.”

“Well, Arick achieved exactly what he’d been after by taking you and luring me in. His brother is dead, and he’s tied me to the crime. Arick’s free now to take Stefan’s place as alpha.” Evin eased down on the arm of his mate’s chair. “Yet, the nagging question buzzing around inside my head is...will that be enough to sate his appetite for power?”

Landry scoffed and leaned forward, resting his forearms on his knees. “Valid point,” he muttered, his voice gruff. “The male is whacked in the head—delusional. I’ve seen the proof up close and personal more than once. You’re right to wonder if he’s finished with us.”

Evin nodded, stood, and meandered over toward the sofa. “I’ve answered your questions and held my tongue long enough about your situation, sister. Now, it’s your turn.”

Rosa pulse strummed inside her veins. But before she could say a word, Landry and Kaleb launched to their feet.

“She’s happy,” Landry stated. “Isn’t that enough?” He eased forward, meeting her brother head-on.

Damn. Rosa jumped to her feet. If he challenged Evin like that, all hell would come raining down on her mates.

The alpha growled. “I sent her with you two because I trusted in you both to allow who she mated to be her decision. I trusted you wouldn’t jump her like a bunch of animals who couldn’t control their dicks.”

“I’d like to know myself what you’re suggesting is going on here!” Barron rose from the loveseat where he sat with her mother, his eyes flashing.

“Wait just one damn minute,” Rosa shouted and shouldered her way in front of Kaleb.

“I can smell you all over her.” Evin jabbed is finger at both males. “So don’t you dare lie to my face and try to say you didn’t take her.”

“What have you two done to my daughter?” Barron growled.

“Evin...Father...stop.” Rosa groaned. This was getting out of hand. “It wasn’t like that. Not how you’re thinking.”

“She’s my sister,” Evin rumbled. “I expected better from you both.”

“We would never hurt her,” Kaleb spat, wrapping his arms around her, holding her tight against him. “We love Rosa.”

“Christ!” Evin shook his head, tossing his hands up as if in surrender. “What are you saying?”

“I’m saying she’s my mate,” Kaleb declared, placing a possessive palm on her shoulder.’”

“She’s mine as well,” Landry added, his voice a deep rumble as he palmed Kaleb’s nape. “And so is Kaleb.” Landry glared at her brother as if daring him to refute their status.

Evin’s eyes widened, and he took at step back. He glanced over at Mason who appeared just as shocked.

“Dear, God...” Barron gasped. “Rosa...” He shook his head.

“Oh, Rosa.” Her mother’s voice cracked. “How could you?”

Rosa’s chest tightened. Mentally, she knew her mother and father would never understand. She didn’t need their approval, but it still didn’t lessen the ache of their disapproval.

“Kaleb?” Evin ran a hand through his hair. “This is something you want—to share Rosa—to be with Landry in this way? I’m just confused. I never knew you to date other males.”

Her mate nodded. “You’re right,” Kaleb said. “I never dated any other males because I never had any desire to. Landry is the only male I’ve ever wanted and will want.”

“Well, I’m happy for you two—really—but Rosa...” Evin closed in, clasping her face in his hands. “You deserve better than this.” He shook his head. “You deserve one man who can give all of himself to you. Make you the center of his universe. I wanted so much more for you. I wanted you to have the kind of love Mason and I share.”

“And what makes you think I don’t?” Rosa gripped his fingers.

“How can you when you have to share?”

“But that makes what we have so much richer. We do share, and it’s because we love each other completely that we can. It makes us even stronger.”

Evin released her, lowering his gaze and bracing his hands on his hips.

“You wanted better for me, Evin, but I already have the best. I have two mates who would die for me. And I would do the same for them. How much better can any relationship get? I am literally the center of their world.”

“This is beneath you, Rosa KinKaid,” her father barked, jerking her attention his way.

“Maybe so,” she said. “In your view. But I’ve never been happier or more satisfied in my entire life.”

Barron scoffed and rolled his eyes, turning away. God, her father was a male so resistant to change. Winning him over would take a long time, if ever.

Rosa returned to her twin. “Can you try, Evin...for me? Please be happy for me?”

Before he could answer, a loud explosion outside rocked the house. Mason and her mother jumped to their feet.

“Holy shit! What the hell was that?” the blond shifter asked the question rattling the rest of their minds.

Everyone charged toward the windows as the House security detail flooded the room. Outside, it looked like the Fourth of July. A few yards away a storage facility was engulfed in a raging inferno.

“Son of a bitch!” Her brother whirled. “The Gregorsons have breeched our defenses.”

Landry grabbed her shoulders and turned her toward him. “Stay here,” he growled, then kissed her fast and hard. But the power of it stole her breath. Then Kaleb was there, gliding his mouth over hers in a move so tender and sweet, her heart stuttered.

“Landry’s right,” Kaleb said, pulling away and yanking the pistol he’d stashed from behind his back. The gun released a loud snap as he chambered a round, and her blood chilled inside her veins. “Stay inside with your mother where we know you’re safe.”

Rosa grasped for his hand, but Kaleb slipped away.

Having obtained a weapon from one of the enforcers in the room, Evin headed out the door behind them, leaving a furious looking Mason inside.

“Shit.” Mason dragged his palms over his face. “He asked me stay with you. I love you guys, but I can’t stand to sit back and let him risk his life alone.”

“He’s not alone.” Rosa walked over and took his hands inside hers. “Kaleb and Landry would never let anything happen to their alpha.” They would die first. Of that, she had no doubt. Her stomach twisted into a sick knot, but she swallowed back the bile. Problem was, how would her world go on with the loss of even one of them from her life?


Chapter Eighteen

––––––––

Landry and Kaleb raced along with the alpha toward the burning building. Up ahead, several pack members with water hoses aimed at the flames had already beaten them to the scene.

Evin targeted one of the shifters who appeared to have taken charge and ran up to him. “Was anyone inside?”

“No, sir,” the male with salt and pepper hair stated, then shouted at one of the younger shifters. “Get some water around back.” He glanced over at the alpha. “Luckily, this building is mainly used for housing supplies, and at this hour, no one was around.”

“This was just a bruise to grab our attention,” Landry mumbled to Evin.

The alpha nodded in agreement. “When you arrived on the scene, did you see anything suspicious—someone you haven’t seen around here before?”

“You mean like one of those Gregorsons?” The older male frowned, deepening the wrinkles around his mouth and eyes.

“What did you see?” Landry closed in.

“I didn’t get a good look, but I could have sworn when I arrived, which was seconds after the explosion, I saw a couple of guys hightailing it out of here on foot. I called out for some help, but they kept running. After that, there was so much damn chaos trying to get this blaze under control, I didn’t have time to think about who they were.” The elder shifter hung his head and sighed.

“You did the right thing.” Evin slapped the other male on his shoulder. “You got a handle on the fire. Finding out who’s responsible is our job.” He turned to Landry and Kaleb. “Do you have your cells on you?”

“No, sir,” Kaleb answered. “Haven’t been home yet. We came straight to the mansion.”

“I need you to get back to the main house then, and make sure every enforcer is up and alert for any suspicious activity on the grounds. There’s no telling how much destruction they’ve planned for tonight.”

“We’re on it,” Landry said and started to leave when Rosa’s voice called out inside his skull.

“Landry! Kaleb! They’re here.”

He jerked, spun, his gaze finding Kaleb’s. But his partner beat him to the punch.

“Did you hear that?” Kaleb’s brow lifted.

“Yeah.” Landry’s fingers curled into a fist. “I did.” A knot the size of his fist lodged in his throat. He’d heard it was possible for a mated pair to be able to communicate telepathically. Yet, up until tonight, it hadn’t occurred between either of them.

At that moment, Evin cursed and bolted in the direction of the mansion. “It’s Arick!” he yelled over his shoulder. “He’s in the house.”

Landry and Kaleb charged after him. Mason must have called for Evin along the pair’s connection as well.

Within seconds they approached the mansion, but this time instead of going to the front, they followed Evin to one of the side entrances. Evin punched in a code on a keypad, and the door snicked open. With a wave of his hand, the alpha gave the all-clear, and the two enforcers slipped inside behind him.

Ahead, where the corridor split off to separate wings of the mansion, two enforcers lay unmoving on the floor. They crept up on the bodies, watching, listening for any sign of movement. Evin dropped onto his haunches beside one of the fallen males, and Landry did the same with the other. Both reached over and checked for a pulse along the victims’ necks. The alpha gave a quick shake of his head, indicating his enforcer was dead. A couple of more seconds passed, and still no familiar thump-thump resonated beneath Landry’s fingers. Frowning, he glanced up at Kaleb and Evin.

Fuck. How many more shifters were going to lose their lives to this insane bastard?

He and the alpha stood, stepped over their deceased comrades, and headed toward the last known location of their mates.

A few feet deeper into the dwelling, additional members of the alpha family’s security team lay executed. Evin’s blue eyes flashed red with rage. Pulsing veins stood in sharp relief along the male’s neck, and every adrenalin-fueled beat of his heart punched the flesh in rapid succession.

Closing in on the front of the house, Rosa’s presence buzzed under Landry’s skin. Her anxiety was an electric spark inside his brain, driving his thirst for blood higher. His fingers curled, claws extending. Sweat beaded on his forehead and rolled down his temples, stinging his eyes. He hungered for his piece of Arick. And not in the way the other male wanted. Landry didn’t want his dick. He wanted the shifter’s head for what he’d done to his mate and his pack.

“I know you’re there, Landry.”

Landry froze in his tracks along with the others. It was Arick.

“Why do you think the three of you have made it this far? I want us all to have another meet and greet. Come on in and join our little party.”

Evin turned, facing them. “What choice do we fucking have,” he bit out. “He has my family. Everything I live for.”

“You don’t think we feel the same about Rosa?” Kaleb snarled.

“Toss your weapons down the hall,” Arick demanded. “You’ve got five seconds to comply, or my enforcers will pull the triggers on the guns aimed at this lovely collection of shifters you’ve left behind for me.”

“Fucking hell,” Landry mumbled under his breath, frustration eating away at his gut like toxic waste. The damn shit had been growing, multiplying, ever since he’d first laid eyes on the sick male. It was as if Arick was a cancerous lesion Landry couldn’t seem to excise from his life.

Landry sent his weapon skating over the wood down the hall. Kaleb and Evin followed suit, the metal landing with a thud against the baseboard. Seconds later, two Gregorson enforcers appeared in the doorway. Laser sights beamed off the muzzles of the male’s pistols and down the corridor, landing on their chests.

“We’re not armed,” Evin growled, holding his empty palms up.

“Forgive us if we don’t take your word for it,” one of the males snapped, sneering their way. Landry had seen the shifter before—his name was Carl. He’d been one of the male’s who’d broken into Evin and Mason’s home.

The guy’s brother, Walter, kicked the guns over to his brother. Carl lowered and gathered them into the wide pockets of his black cargo pants. “Now move!” He waved the weapon at the door.

Together, they strode into the room, and the sight greeting him there boiled Landry’s blood. Rosa sat with the muzzle of a gun flush against her temple. She looked their way, and while an edge of fear resided in her gaze, what amazed him was the dominant amount of fierce determination staring back at him. Damn, their mate was astounding. Any other female would be crumbling under the threat of imminent death. But not theirs. Her expression said she wanted to kick the reaper’s ass for annoying her.

“Let them go, Gregorson,” Kaleb growled at the blond male standing between Rosa and the loveseat containing the elder KinKaids. “This is between us. You want someone to hurt.” He marched a couple steps in front, and the sound of more bullets chambering sang out in the room. “Hurt me,” he spat.

Landry snagged Kaleb’s biceps. What the fuck was he doing? Landry yanked hard on the other male, but he wouldn’t budge.

“Hmm?” Arick tapped his chin. “Such an inviting offer.” He sighed. “But the thing is you see...” Arick strode closer. “This isn’t between you and me—not really—it’s between me and him.” Arick’s hard glare fell on Landry. “The fact I’m going to gain the KinKaid pack along with its lead will just make it all the more sweeter.”

“You’re mad,” Landry snarled. “I’ll never be yours, Arick. What we had was over before it ever began. It was a mistake,” he shouted. “Get that through your head. It should have never happened.”

“Shut up!” Arick bellowed, spittle flying. “Get those two over here and on their knees.” The crazed shifter waved his firearm at Kaleb and Evin. The Gregorson team shoved Evin toward his father and mother. Sitting in a chair opposite of Rosa, Mason looked as if he was about to spit bits of enamel. Like Rosa, the blond shifter was forced to sit helpless and watch with a weapon trained on his head.

After placing Evin in front of his mother, another of the assault team positioned Kaleb on the floor beside Rosa.

“Excellent,” Arick said. “I’m going to make things easier on you Landry, you see.” He waved his pistol between Landry’s mates. “Much less complicated for you, since from what I’ve seen you have some kind of misguided affection for these two.”

“Misguided?” Landry scoffed. “You have some damn balls to stand there and judge anyone on their actions.”

“There you go, talking dirty, Landry. Fuck,” he groaned. “I remember the things you could do with my balls.” Arick licked his lips.

Kaleb growled, his canines flashing.

“I do think your pet is jealous.” Arick feigned a shiver. “I’m scared.”

“You should be,” Landry stated matter-of-factly with a lift of an eyebrow. “If it weren’t for the guns on the innocent, Kaleb would kill you with his bare hands before you ever saw him coming.”

“Please.” Arick rolled his eyes. “Let’s get down to business, shall we?” He faced Rosa, placing the muzzle of his gun directly at her forehead. “So you tell me, lover.” Arick glanced over his shoulder at Landry. “Who do I kill first? Your female?”

“No!” Evin yelled and lunged from his spot on the floor.

“Rosa,” Sable cried out, her voice cracking on a sob.

But Walter’s booted heel knocked the alpha back, and Carl retrained his gun on Evin’s head. The elder female’s whimpers filled the room.

Arick moved his arm left without missing a beat. “Or your male?”

Dear God, how could he have fuck up so badly? How could someone love two people so damn much and yet hurt them so terribly in the process? Why couldn’t Arick have just targeted him—kill him? They didn’t deserve this.

“Me,” Landry groaned. “Put your bullet in me.”

A laugh born from madness bubbled up from Arick’s throat. “Sorry, lover. You’re not on the list.” He shook his head. “I have plans for us.”

“Why them, when it’s me you want to hurt?”

“You’re right.” Arick shrugged. “I do want to hurt you for how you treated me,” he snarled. “But afterward, I think we can get past all that. We were so fucking good together.” His eyelashes lowered as if he’d been transported into a blissful fantasy world. “No one had ever, or has since, gotten me like you do.” He lifted his lashes, his blue eyes glassy. “We can have that again.” He nodded and turned his attention back to Landry’s mates. “But we have a little ugly business to take care of fist.” Arick squared his shoulders. “Now, where do we start, so you and I can move forward?”

Bile surged up from Landry’s gut, burning a path of anguish through his chest. Inside his fists, Landry’s nails bit into his flesh. He couldn’t allow what the three of them shared to end like this. Kaleb and Rosa would not be the ones to die tonight. That was a fact.

With his gaze targeted on Arick’s gun, Landry inhaled deep. All he had to accomplish was to get the gun off his mate’s. If Landry were the one to absorb the bullet, so be it. Those who mattered would live.

Landry flexed his fingers and tightened his hold on his jaw, preparing to make his move.

A loud pop sounded in the room.

Rosa screamed.

A red dot the size of a bull’s-eye bloomed on Arick’s forehead.

What the fuck?

The dark-haired shifter tittered on his heels. Then as if a hard gust of wind had snaked through the room, hitting him squarely in the chest, Arick succumbed to gravity.

“Thank God, I could finally shut him up,” an unfamiliar voice declared behind Landry.

In a quiet rush, all heads swung toward the newcomer.

“All hail the Gregorson’s pack new alpha,” Arick’s murderer drawled, grinning. A well-tailored male sauntered further into the room, elbow bent at his side, his pistol up by his ear. The stranger surveyed the room, his hazel gaze taking in each member as if he were a prodigal son waiting for his welcome home.

As he neared, Landry discerned the male was an inch or two taller than himself with long, dark hair bound at his nape, grey sprinkling his temples. Stopping in front of Landry, the male’s gaze scanned him from bottom to top, then to Landry’s surprise, the other shifter’s smile quirked.

“Well, aren’t you going to thank me?”

“For killing Arick?” Landry cocked his head.

The guy’s eyes widened. “That, and for saving your friends. They must have been special to you—your weakness—since Arick was exploiting them to his benefit.”

“I would, thank you that is, if you hadn’t stolen my opportunity to take him out myself.”

Laughter rolled out the stranger. “Ah, spoken like a true Michaels.”

“Who the hell are you?” How did he know his name? And what stake did this guy have in their war?

The former alpha slowly stood, as did Kaleb and Evin. “Caine,” Barron said, the single syllable barely audible.

Someone downshifted the spin of the earth, and time slowed to a snail’s pace. “What did you call him?” Landry cranked his head around toward the former alpha. It couldn’t be...

“Very good, Barron,” the new shifter stated. “So you do recognize me after all these years.”

“Landry?” It was Kaleb. “Do you know him?”

“He’s never seen me before,” Caine answered in Landry’s place. “I know him, though. I’ve kept an eye on him—from a distance, of course. But we haven’t ever been officially introduced. I’m his father, Caine Michaels.”

Rosa gasped.

“Shit,” Kaleb cursed, his voice hushed.

The planet kicked back into full-speed, making Landry’s head swim. His son? The bastard had no right to even utter the word.

Around them the Gregorson assault team mumbled, their stance uneasy. Landry wasn’t the only one shocked by the news.

As if he hadn’t noticed the disturbance in the room, Caine continued. “I knew Arick wouldn’t be able to control his desire for you,” he stated, returning to Landry. “After watching and discovering your particular type of...appetites...I knew the perverted little fuck couldn’t resist a commanding dominant like my son.”

“I’m not your son,” Landry spat, his gut twisting. He had no right. The idea made him want to retch.

Shrugging, Caine eyed Arick’s corpse. “But apparently I was correct.” He chuckled.

“You lost the opportunity to claim me as your son when you abandoned me before I was even born.”

“Abandoned you?” Caine whirled around, glaring at Barron. “Was that the story you told? That I voluntarily walked out on my family and the pack?” The elder KinKaid stood there, stoic, his mouth a grim line.

“What the fuck are you talking about?” Landry’s head was about to explode. What is he doing here?

Caine turned his attention to the matriarch of the KinKaid family. Everyone was on their feet except for Sable, who still sat looking pale and frightened. “How have you been, dear Sable? It’s been a very long time, yes? Yet, the years have been good to you. You’re still as lovely as ever.” As if his words were stones thrown, the female flinched.

“Don’t you fucking speak to her,” Barron growled, his canines extended.

“Mother?” Rosa studied Sable, concern gripping her expression. “What’s going on?”

The bastard calling himself Landry’s father rocked on his heels. “Of course, that’s what you told the pack. Why would I think you would own up to your sin? That you forced me out. Demanded I leave my wife and unborn son behind.”

“My sin?” Barron shouted. “How dare you stand there like some damn innocent man who’s been persecuted? I found you—saw you with my own eyes—on top of my wife, trying to rape her.”

“Oh, my God,” Rosa cried out and clamped a hand over her mouth.

“You were given more mercy than you deserved,” Barron chewed out. “I should have killed you instead of offering you the option to leave and never return. But I didn’t want to put Sable through that. She just wanted it to go away. For you to go away.”

“You...” Landry swallowed hard, his breath coming in short pants. How could this be? “You attacked the alpha’s wife while my mother—your mate—was pregnant with me?”

“We never wanted you to know, Landry,” the former alpha stated, his expression pained. “We didn’t want you to grow up with the knowledge of what he’d done.”

Landry growled, his brain going AWOL, and lunged for the man with whom he shared DNA.

Unfazed, Caine stood there, shaking his head as he cocked his gun and aimed it at Barron. “I wouldn’t if I were you.”

Landry’s muscles locked down. Fuck.

“You know I’m not bluffing.” Caine glanced at Evin. Even from where Landry stood, he couldn’t miss the vein throbbing at the male’s temple, the murderous lust in the alpha’s eyes.

“You’ve been the one behind the scenes all along,” Evin chewed out. “The one fueling Arick’s thirst for power?”

“It wasn’t difficult. The bastard had been green with envy for years over everything Stefan had and he didn’t. He would have done anything to take his brother down. All his inflated ego needed was a little nudge, and once he’d taken out Stefan, getting him to see the bigger picture—your pack ripe for the taking after the battle. Well, the rest as they say is history.”

“So making it seem as if I’ve been the one antagonizing the Gregorson pack,” Evin began, “and allowing me to take the fall in the end for Stefan’s death was your brilliant plan?”

“What?” This time it was Carl who sounded surprised at the new info. “KinKaid hasn’t been terrorizing our pack?”

“Shut up, Carl,” Caine barked. “Just do your fucking job. You’re not paid to think.”

“All this,” Carl snarled. “My brother’s capture. All the shifters who have died... This has been about Arick’s greed and your need for revenge?” The arm holding the gun on Evin descended.

“Back in line!” Caine demanded.

“Fuck you,” Carl snarled. A low growl coming off the rest of the assault team filled the room.

Caine’s eyes widened. His canines lengthened, the sharp points dropping below his upper lip. “What are you doing?” He waved his weapon at the Gregorson shifters. “I’m your alpha now! We have the KinKaids right where we want them. This is our time!”

“This wasn’t our war,” Walter rasped.

The Gregorson team pounced on their temporary leader.

On a roar, Caine hit the floor. His gun fired wildly at the ceiling before Landry launched into the sea of arms and legs and twisted the pistol from his father’s grip.

“That’s enough!” Landry cocked the gun once more, and the battle of fists and blood slowed. “Get him up,” he commanded. The others rolled off the bleeding male. Carl and Walter grabbed Caine by the biceps and yanked him up. Evin weaved through the shifters, joining Landry.

“You okay?” The alpha cocked his head, assessing him.

“Yeah.” Landry nodded. “I will be.”

“You’ve made a huge mistake,” Caine bit out and hissed. “I could have let Arick kill everyone you cared about.” He nodded toward Kaleb and Rosa. “Look at what I did for you. You owe me, son.” Cain turned his head. “Too many years.” He glared at Barron and Sable. “Too many years of planning. Waiting.” He glanced over his shoulder, Caine’s wild gaze meeting Landry’s.

“Caine...” Landry warned, his pistol still aimed at the dark shifter. “Don’t do it.”

But his father didn’t listen. He lunged for the former alpha.

Landry fired, the sound deafening—destroying.

The shifter dropped.

For a second, and for what seemed like an eternity, no one moved. The scent of gunpowder invaded Landry’s nostrils, the pungent smell refusing to allow his brain to escape reality. He’d killed his father. The fact churned inside him, stirring the cauldron of emotions boiling at his core.

Anger.

Disappointment.

Betrayal and relief buzzed by his brain so fast, Landry couldn’t decide which one to grab onto and ride out the storm.

“Landry?” Rosa whispered.

“Hey, man.” Kaleb’s fingers wrapped his biceps, the contact a reawakening to what truly mattered.

He opened his eyes, his gaze landing on the two people who were his reason for breathing.

“Hey,” Rosa said. “I’m so sorry—”

Landry yanked her against his chest, burrowing his face in her neck. Rosa didn’t need to finish whatever it was she was going to say. She didn’t need to apologize for anything. He just needed to hold her. With his other arm, Landry snaked Kaleb into his side.

“Shh,” Landry whispered. “It doesn’t matter. He—Caine doesn’t matter.” His voice cracked. Landry kissed her throat, then moved to Kaleb, planting a hard and fast kiss on the male’s delicious mouth. “I love you. I’m just so sorry it took me this long to get the words out.” He shook his head. “You’re my family. All I’ll ever need.” Landry sealed his mouth over Rosa’s, kissing her, imprinting the feel of her lips, her taste into his brain.

Rosa pulled back on a gasp, her eyes shimmering with unshed tears.

“Never doubt how much you mean to me.” Landry had to make sure they knew. He’d made so many mistakes, and those fuck ups had almost taken his mates from him. Turning to Kaleb, he added, “I would do anything for you. I love you both so damn much it hurts.”

“I know,” Kaleb said, his voice soft. “Even before you said the words, we knew.” Kaleb reached up, a gentle smile on his face, and cupped Landry’s neck. “You’re ours, and we’re not going anywhere.”


Epilogue

Six months later

Rosa moaned.

God, her males knew how to take her to the edge, then reel her in and make her beg to climb right back out on the cliff.

Kaleb thrust into her core from behind, the weight of his thigh holding her in place on her side. Such an exquisite position. His thick cock stretched her, stroking buried nerve ending as the head gently bumped the mouth of womb.

“Yes.” She gasped. “Don’t stop.”

Reaching around her waist, Kaleb searched and found her swollen clit. “Oh, God,” Rosa cried out. “No fair.”

“I don’t have a choice,” he growled at her ear. “Landry’s showing me no mercy back here.” Another thrust sank his hard length inside Rosa once more, and he grunted.

Earlier, Landry had positioned himself behind Kaleb, mounting the male as Kaleb took Rosa. It was their favorite new position, especially since spooning was easier on Rosa in her condition.

Kaleb circled her aching bundle of nerves, then stroked over the top. Her pussy tightened on his hard length. “Kaleb!” Again and again, he repeated the action, taking her higher. Rosa fisted the pillow under her head. Dear, God, she needed to move. Needed more. “Please,” she cried out, and Kaleb rocked his hips faster.

“Fuck!” Kaleb added another finger over her clitoris, applying more pressure. Hard pants brushed her neck. “Come for me, angel,” he growled at her ear. “Damn, I’m close.” He grunted. “Come with me.”

“You ready, baby?” Landry pistoned into Kaleb, taking over the pace, driving Kaleb harder into her channel.

And Rosa shattered.

Her core seized on the stiff rod sliding in and out of her pussy. And like a mushroom cloud of ecstasy, pleasure unfurled from her sex. Her body shook with the tide.

“Angel!” Kaleb stilled, warmth filling her channel. “Fuck!” He groaned. “Landry...”

Behind them, Landry shouted, rocking into her lover one more time before the bed quieted.

A few moments of blissful afterglow passed before Landry rose onto his elbow. “Damn. Shouldn’t every meal end with a dessert that delicious?”

Rosa giggled. “I think that’s a brilliant idea. At least for the next three months while we still have the time to eat.” Kaleb’s shaft slid from her, and he scooted back, allowing her room to roll over. Rosa smoothed her palms over her rounded abdomen, and soft thumps greeted her palms. After making love, the twins always became so active.

“Quick. Kaleb. Landry.” She glanced over at the males beside her. “You have to feel this.” Landry swung his legs from the mattress and darted around the bed to lie beside her. Together, both her mates draped their palms over her midsection. As if the babes knew their fathers had arrived, the twins kicked.

Kaleb laughed. “Wow!” He looked up at Landry.

“Christ,” Landry whispered. “It’s still so hard to believe. I’m going to have a son.”

“Incredible, isn’t it?” Kaleb grinned. “One is yours, and one is mine.” He glanced up at Rosa. “Has your brother finally recovered from the shock that his sister is not only pregnant but carrying twins?” Kaleb chuckled.

“I think so.” Rosa couldn’t help but smile at the memory of the stunned look on Evin’s face. “I’m sure that telling him we’re naming one of our sons, Michael Evin has helped.”

“My father’s chest couldn’t have swelled any larger when I told him we’d agreed to name our other son, Landers Xavier,” Kaleb said.

“I’m especially fond of that one,” Landry whispered and placed a kiss to Rosa’s forehead. “Thank you.”

Her heart ached with how tender Landry truly could be when it came to her. Rosa’s vision clouded. “Of course,” she said. “I love you.” She caught the smile on Kaleb’s face. “We love you.”

“I never dreamed something like this would ever be possible,” Landry said, his voice choked. “Not for me.”

“Shit. With Rosa, I ran from my feelings for so long,” Kaleb said, “part of me was scared to death of settling down into a conventional relationship and becoming like my mother and father, so concerned with their place in the community. My other half buried what I was feeling for Landry out of fear of what that meant about me. How could I love you both?” He shook his head. “I was so damn confused.” 

Kaleb leaned over, dropping a kiss on the swell of her belly, then looked up from under his lashes. “But I think we can all agree, though, we kicked conventional’s ass.”

“We most certainly did.” Rosa grinned, and threaded her fingers into his long auburn locks.

“And I wouldn’t change a damn thing,” Landry said, then covered her mouth with a kiss whose depth promised a lifetime of love large enough for all of them to share.
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