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  Banished to the astral realm, witch G’aladon suffers for centuries within the void. His soul awakens when he finds his wolf mate, Roarke. He knows he doesn’t deserve love, but in his despair, he reaches out to Roarke, regardless. Unfortunately, their unfulfilled connection drives Roarke feral.


  When psychic Quinn appears into their lives, hope reemerges. However, G’aladon realizes that he cannot taint his men with his sins. He only wishes to free himself, and them, from the agony of his existence. He wishes for death.


  Quinn and Roarke aren’t willing to lose G’aladon. All the while, their bond is strained by Roarke’s feral nature and the possibility of him driving Quinn insane. Seeking help from the spirit wolves, they struggle to find a way out of an inescapable situation and unwittingly make new enemies in the process. Can Quinn and Roarke give G’aladon salvation, or will their love be defeated?
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  Prologue


  


  G’aladon turned a page of the tome he was studying, absently making notes of the items he would need for his next spells. Nothing in the book seemed of interest to him. Courtesy of the ritual he had gone through, his power had become more intense than he himself had expected and the knowledge that now flooded his mind could fill an entire library. Unfortunately, this meant that he encountered real problems in finding new material to further his magic.


  Abandoning the rare tome on the table, G’aladon got up. It was clear to him that, at this point, he could only explore his newly acquired powers through his own concentrated effort. No one else had managed to reach the extents G’aladon had. No other witch had dared to fully pursue the potential of their abilities.


  G’aladon knelt in the center of the room and closed his eyes. Taking a deep breath, he focused on the new core of energy within him. Once, that place had been inhabited by a soul, but now, he had surpassed those limitations. He could wield devastating power over matter. Whether the object of his spell was a table or a human, he could destroy and manipulate with merely a thought.


  In truth, he had been able to cast those enchantments before. However, his new magic had given him more, the ability to create living things, slaves to do his bidding. G’aladon smiled to himself. It had been something reserved for the gods, but now it was within his reach. With his new powers, he could rule the world and become a god himself. He could live forever and exploit all these ants that called themselves people.


  Power flowed through him as he bonded with the dark energy. The first time he had tried it, he’d set fire to his laboratory, which would have been upsetting had he not managed to learn the fine art of recreating every magic item he’d lost.


  He was deeply in meditation when he heard something at the door. Knowing all too well that he wouldn’t be able to focus with that presence lurking at the edge of his consciousness, G’aladon opened his eyes.


  “Yes?” he inquired.


  An orc entered the room, fidgeting in the doorway as if nervous. Normally, G’aladon might have been irritated, but he’d forgone his emotions upon becoming who he was now. Instead of bothering with annoyance, he usually just killed whoever interfered in his activities. However, G’aladon suspected the orc might actually have something to tell him.


  “What is it?” he asked of his underling as he got up.


  “Your Lordship, you have a visitor. A woman.”


  A woman? G’aladon grimaced. He had many concubines, since so far, he had failed in making the Oriakai attractive enough to use them as sexual partners. Once he sated his body, he always left them behind, and he didn’t bother inquiring into their welfare in any way.


  “She came here? Did she say what she wanted?”


  “Not at first,” the orc replied. His lips twisted in an incipient, wicked grin. “But we are convincing, Your Lordship, and we knew you didn’t like to be bothered.” Once again, his expression turned grim, almost cautious. It irritated G’aladon, since the Oriakai were supposed to be soulless—like him. “She claims that she is with child,” the creature finished.


  G’aladon could almost imagine how he’d have reacted a while back. He’d have hissed in fury and perhaps blasted the unfortunate messenger. As it was, he just watched the orc impassively. “I expect she must have come here looking for money. I’m afraid I’m going to have to disappoint her.”


  G’aladon debated his next move. He eyed the orc, who’d been idiotic enough to allow her inside his residence in the first place. Those displays of emotion had been quite disturbing to see. They shouldn’t appear in his carefully crafted army. He considered dispatching his underling, but decided it could wait. Besides, for all his stupidity, the orc had actually done a good thing. It was in fact fortunate that he’d learned of this before the woman could actually birth her offspring.


  Foolish, misguided humans. G’aladon’s power impressed them, and while G’aladon appreciated that, he needed to point out that he was no gentle lord available any day to soothe their wounds and listen to their woes. Perhaps now, they would learn.


  G’aladon smiled, something he hadn’t done in a long time. The Oriakai seemed startled, and G’aladon mentally told himself to deal with him as soon as possible. Such failure would not do from the creatures that would be his army.


  “Lead her inside,” he said. “I will discuss things with her in private.”


  “Yes, Your Lordship. At once.”


  The orc bowed lowly and fled to do G’aladon’s bidding, proving that he wasn’t so stupid after all. For that little wisdom, G’aladon decided to give him a swift death—once he dealt with the woman, of course.


  A few moments later, a tall, black-haired girl was ushered inside. She showed no signs of her condition, but instantly, G’aladon knew she had been telling the truth. She truly was pregnant with his child.


  She’d been a bit roughed up by the Oriakai, so she shied away from the creatures, cringing whenever they touched her bare flesh. When she saw him, she smiled brightly. “Your Lordship,” she gasped, falling to her knees. “Thank the gods. I almost thought these things would keep me from you.”


  As well they should have, G’aladon thought to himself. He didn’t utter those words, though. Instead, he waved the orcs off and, as his underlings abandoned the room, helped the woman to her feet.


  She was young, just barely twenty winters now. G’aladon didn’t remember her name, but he did recall having coupled with her the previous solstice. She had been passionate, willing, and responsive, and a maiden, too. What a waste.


  “My parents banished me when they learned I was with child,” she said with a trembling voice. “The priest did not want to help when he knew I’d lain with Your Lordship. I did not know where else to go.”


  G’aladon tsked. Of course her kin had pushed her away. G’aladon’s blood in the child’s veins was enough to give the unborn babe great power. For that reason, G’aladon had no intention of allowing the woman to give birth.


  “You did well in coming here,” he said. “Don’t worry. It won’t hurt. A lot.”


  Her eyes widened, and she took a step back. With a quick muttered spell, he stopped her, and she froze in her tracks, watching him with wild eyes. He caressed her soft cheek with his finger. She truly was pretty, so much so that he briefly entertained the thought of taking his pleasure one last time with her. Even so, he couldn’t be bothered. Emotionless he might be, but he much preferred taking people who were willing to his bed. Real power lay within seduction, not brutal strength.


  He opened his mouth to utter the incantation that would drain her of all life, but the words died in his throat when he felt a strong magical presence nearby. Turning away from the woman, he looked around, and he found himself facing two ghostly figures. A wolf and a panther waited in the center of the room, watching him with glowing eyes.


  “Enough of this,” a male voice said, seemingly echoing from the feline. “You have crossed every possible line.”


  “You must pay for what you’ve done,” the wolf said in turn.


  G’aladon drew on the knowledge provided by his magic and instantly realized who they were. Shaiyta, the wolf called herself, although her people knew her as the Spirit Mother. G’aladon had studied her children a lot, seeking to improve what she had created. He was displeased with the idea that wolf shifters, who should have been powerful beasts, had somehow ended up spiritual creatures.


  The panther’s name was Havedok. His people, the spirit felines, were night dwellers, predators who hid in the shadows. Even so, they retained that streak of nobility that, in G’aladon’s opinion, was useless for a powerful person.


  Arching his brow at the duo, G’aladon crossed his arms over his chest. “And what can you possibly do?” he inquired. “Kill me?”


  “You don’t believe we could do it,” Havedok said. “You’ve always been an arrogant fool.”


  G’aladon chuckled. “Say what you will, but I’m not afraid of you.”


  He thought he saw Shaiyta shake her head in disappointment, but that couldn’t be, since she was in wolf form. “You deceive yourself,” she said. “You could have been much more than you are, but you have chosen your path.”


  G’aladon couldn’t care less about her opinion. Yes, he had chosen his path, and he did not regret it. Never mind that he probably wouldn’t have been able to, even if he’d been so inclined. He considered the power he now controlled a fair trade for his emotions.


  He sensed the tension in the air that marked an incoming magic attack. Readying his own spells, G’aladon waited. When the first wave of power struck, he was prepared, and he parried it, pushing it back. Havedok recoiled, releasing a small growl.


  “You’re going to have to try harder than that,” G’aladon said.


  The two spirit beasts didn’t reply. Instead, they continued their consistent attack, with no success. They were powerful, but he succeeded in holding them off and even casting a few spells of his own. His study suffered greatly due to the magic waves bursting around them, and by now, he wondered where in the world all his orcs had gone that they weren’t rushing to his aid.


  No matter. He could deal with this threat on his own. Havedok and Shaiyta might think he was weak because he’d been mortal once, but they’d underestimated him.


  The battle continued, and G’aladon never once lost his focus. Distantly, he wondered if once he defeated the spirit beasts, he could take their power. He would truly be invincible then. No one would ever be able to stand in his way.


  Urged onward by this thought, G’aladon shouted another, even stronger spell. His enchantment sizzled and died. G’aladon blinked and tried again. But his magic hit something that was far more intense than anything he’d ever experienced. It seemed like a strange chasm was opening up, swallowing his energy, sapping him of his strength. He couldn’t even feel shock when he at last realized their plan.


  While they had been sending moderate spells at him, they had been opening a rift in the very fabric of reality. Since G’aladon didn’t have a soul, their spirit magic was wasted on him. However, this advantage came with a trade-off. He was vulnerable to one particular thing, and it hadn’t occurred to him until now that they could use it against him.


  So far, G’aladon had studied the astral realm as a sort of distant concept. He acknowledged that it existed, but to him, it was mostly a place dedicated to the spirit, something G’aladon had always considered weak. However, all witches, G’aladon included, could be drawn within it. Their core energy held a connection with the astral realm that could only be severed by death.


  G’aladon always took his precautions against all possible threats, but he hadn’t genuinely thought he might suffer such a fate. And yet, here he was now, helpless, being drawn into the void. He tried to fight it, to anchor himself to matter, to the solid reality he knew and controlled. He couldn’t even utter one spell now. He was as frozen as the woman he had intended to kill.


  Unlike her, though, G’aladon had no salvation. The relentless energy pulled him closer and closer to the rift. As much as he tried to break free of its hold, he felt Shaiyta’s and Havedok’s magic fueling it, crushing any chance he had of escape.


  Finally, the last threads of control keeping him anchored to this reality snapped under the assault of the magic. G’aladon flew forward, propelled into the astral realm. He managed to turn his head and caught one last look of what had been his home before the rift closed, trapping him.


  Without a soul, G’aladon could not feel despair. He also couldn’t control the astral realm, and any attempt he made of fighting the barriers that held him at bay was met with failure.


  Everything around him was pure, empty blackness. G’aladon imagined this was what it must be like in a tomb. No, it was worse than that, the sheer void reaching inside him with cold fingers, as if trying to find something that wasn’t there.


  G’aladon might have left his soul behind, but he could still experience physical pain, and each second he spent here was like a lifetime. Daggers seemed to pierce his flesh. Gallows threatened to choke him. Cockroaches crawled over his skin and scarabs consumed him, gnawing the flesh off his bones. Snakes bit into his flesh, sending pure poison into his veins.


  He tried to tell himself that it wasn’t real, but he knew better now. Everything was real, and in the spirit realm, even imagination had power. Emotions were everything here, and he had traded them for a different magic that was useless to him now.


  He didn’t know how long he remained there, trapped in the dark. Ages seemed to fly by, with him unable to do anything to help himself. Sometimes, he thought the continuous agony would one day become too much to endure, but he was never given the freedom to just die. No, it was impossible to die here. He went on to live, to suffer more, to feel the ice, the fire, and the poison of the astral void ripping him from the inside out. Madness encroached against his consciousness, his sanity slipping away more and more. And then, G’aladon slowly started to remember.


  Once upon a time, he had been a child, and he had worshipped his parents. They’d loved him in turn and lavished him with affection. But then, his magic had emerged, and they had been horrified. They’d abandoned him in the forest to be eaten by beasts.


  It was only by miracle, or his own strength, that G’aladon had survived. He’d been only ten, but he had already learned more than people thrice his age. Yes, he had survived, feeding his power with anger at the betrayal.


  He had wanted to return to his village to avenge the injustice wrought upon him, but years later, when he had, indeed, come back, he found that a plague had ravished it. All of the survivors, including his parents, had fled, leaving behind a ghost town. And so, G’aladon was robbed of his vengeance.


  After that, he had planned to learn more, to figure out a way to find them. But as he accumulated more and more power, he found that he couldn’t be bothered with such things. He came up with higher and higher goals, until he forgot about the child he’d been and the love he had once received. He forgot about ever needing that affection.


  What did it matter in the end? Love made a person weak. It had urged G’aladon to follow his parents into the forest, even if he had instinctively known something was not right. It blinded humans all the time into believing that G’aladon felt anything at all for them.


  Like that woman. Lana. He remembered her now. She had given herself to him, imagining that she loved him. Why? Why did people do such unfathomable things? Why did they risk their very existence for an illusion?


  A whirlpool of thoughts assaulted him, and he felt as if he was torn in two, ripped apart by two conflicting forces. Half of him wanted to shy away from the questions, wanted to forget about them and what they meant. The other ached to delve forward, to seek answers as to why he’d ended up here in the first place. Did he deserve it?


  And when he asked himself that, G’aladon knew something was different. Something had changed inside him. But what?


  Images invaded his mind, and G’aladon noted with shock that he didn’t recognize them as his memories. No, they were events happening to someone else, a man who held great strength, both in body and in spirit. And gods, he felt it. He felt what the man did. It was only a shadow of what he’d once sensed as a mortal, but it was undeniably there. He had emotions again. He had a soul. When had that happened? How?


  Desperate, G’aladon reached out, pouring his pain and the desperation that finally had an outlet into his efforts. The barrier between the realm still held him back, but his message went through. But his agony was too much to endure for any living being, and G’aladon felt the moment when the man, the wolf, lost himself to the feral insanity.


  Chapter One


  


  “Help me. Help me.”


  Roarke’s eyes shot open, and he blindly reached for his knife as the nightmares seemed to follow him into reality. For a few moments, he wasn’t exactly sure what had happened, but as his vision focused, he groaned. Not again. This was the seventh night in a row during which he hadn’t gotten any sleep. He didn’t think he could take it much longer.


  Roarke pushed off the covers and slipped out of his small cot. Perhaps being in the city was just getting to him. He should return to living in the wild, like he had for a long time.


  Only, in wolf form, the dreams were even more intense. Sometimes, he woke up and realized he’d left his cave a long time ago. One time, he’d snapped back to consciousness only to find himself munching on a recently slain rabbit. That was the occurrence that had urged him to leave and seek shelter in the lingering traces of his rational side. But he was a feral, and unsurprisingly, it hadn’t worked.


  Roarke was torn. His beast snarled, yearned to be released, but here in the city, there was no real place he could go to run. One thing seemed certain, though. He was as dangerous here as he had been in wolf form, or perhaps even more so. Everywhere he looked, there was a vulnerable human. All he had to do was lose control once, and disaster would strike.


  It was clear to him that he wouldn’t get any sleep tonight, so Roarke left the bed and pulled on a pair of pants. Looking around the tiny motel room, he wondered just how he’d allowed his life to decline so badly. He was more than this. He shouldn’t be hiding behind gauzy orange curtains or trying to find rest in sheets that smelled of the sweat and lust of others. He should be finding out the source of these dreams and eliminating it.


  He stole a look outside at the waning moon and considered his options. This wasn’t the first time the nightmares had struck Roarke, but they had grown even more insistent in the past weeks. These dreams had been the catalyst of him losing his spirit wolf nature in the first place. There had to be a way to figure out where they came from.


  Closing his eyes, Roarke focused on remembering what he could of his dream. Usually, he tried to shy away from them, since the last time he’d tried to open himself up to the voices that came to him, he’d gone feral. But it seemed that he had no other option. Someone was calling out to him, and if Roarke didn’t find out who it was, he’d grow completely insane. The risk hadn’t disappeared, but what else could Roarke do?


  It occurred to Roarke then that he did, indeed, have another option. His former friend, Devon, had somehow managed to ally himself with the spirit wolves. Roarke himself had told Devon about a plan Magistrate Wolfram Rozenstadt had regarding an alliance between ferals and spirit wolves. Through the grapevine, Roarke had learned that Devon had even mated Hewitt Moore, a witch and close friend of one of the magistrate’s mates.


  Perhaps Devon could help him. They’d been friends once, and while ferals weren’t exactly known for socializing with each other, their history hadn’t been magically wiped away by the changes in them. Roarke had never truly told his friend about his nightmares, so to this day, Devon didn’t know why Roarke had gone feral in the first place. If nothing else, it might bring them back together as friends.


  He was considering this decision when, all of a sudden, a spike of pain pierced his temple. Clutching his forehead, Roarke fell to his knees. His mind was suddenly invaded by images, memories not his own. He saw a dark void and in front of him, Devon, accompanied by two more men. They were attacking him, or rather, attacking the owner of these memories. Agony and despair gripped Roarke, and he clutched his chest, blindly reaching forward, seeking an anchor that would keep him from completely falling out of his reality and into one that didn’t belong to him.


  Unsurprisingly, it didn’t work. Although the flashes of memory started to diminish, the voice that used to come to him in his dreams followed him, insistent whispers bursting into his mind.


  “Help me! Help me!”


  “Spirit Mother, yes,” Roarke shouted. “I understood that already. But what in the world do you even want help with? Who are you? How do you know Devon?”


  There was no real answer, just a strange anger and fear that confused Devon. Whoever was reaching out to him didn’t like Devon very much, and that wasn’t very reassuring for Roarke. But who else could he turn to?


  An idea struck him. Devon frequented a certain human family that provided him with news regarding the paranormal world. Roarke had always avoided the Tanners, realizing all too well that the stream of information went both ways. He’d wanted to keep a low profile, and if the Tanners found out about his nightmares, he might as well paint a bright target on his back. The ongoing dreams were his Achilles’ heel, and Wolfram’s magistrate abilities were powerful enough to find him if informed about Roarke’s nightly torment.


  But things were different now. Spirit wolves were no longer so hostile to ferals, and even if he revealed his problem to the Tanners, the magistrate was less likely to exploit this vulnerability.


  Roarke stopped himself as he realized he was considering something he’d never have under normal circumstances. Something tickled at the back of his consciousness, and Roarke realized the voice he’d been hearing had never left him at all.


  “Should I go there?” he asked, feeling stupid and wondering if he’d finally lost his mind.


  “Yes,” came the reply. “There is a young man. He can help us.”


  The words were spoken so weakly and with interruptions, as if they were reaching Roarke through heavy static. Roarke tried to clear his mind, to open himself to whatever this person was trying to convey. “What young man?” he inquired.


  This time, the voice that reached him was clearer. “His name is Quinn. He will be able to explain everything better.”


  “Why can’t you?” Roarke bristled. “You drove me crazy with your mysterious calls for help, and now you claim you can’t explain why?”


  For a few moments, no reply came. Roarke half expected to be ignored, but then the most unexpected thing happened. “I’m sorry,” the voice said, weak and barely audible again. “I never meant to…” It trailed off, and spikes of pain pierced Roarke. “Go to him,” it insisted. “I can’t…”


  And with that, the strange presence that had invaded Roarke was gone. He should have been relieved, as the agony had vanished as well, but instead, he just felt a strange, bleak sense of abandonment.


  He shook himself, casting away the peculiar emotion. Regardless of the oddness of the conversation, Roarke had found out something that could be useful. For whatever reason, the person—the man—who’d spoken to him considered Devon and his mates enemies. That wasn’t very encouraging, and as such, Roarke had to tread lightly. Perhaps it wouldn’t be such a bad idea to visit the Tanners. If nothing else, they could shed some light on what was going on.


  Decision made, Roarke started to pack. He had a long journey ahead of him, and he had a feeling that time was running out.


  


  * * * *


  


  Quinn took a deep breath, struggling to focus his mind. The man who wanted his help had not spoken to him today, and it unsettled him. He reached out, attempting to touch that presence always lingering at the back of his mind, but couldn’t find anything.


  Frustrated, Quinn opened his eyes. His abilities had never failed him. If anything, they showed up at the worst times, distracting him from his normal day-to-day responsibilities. Well, normal for his family, at least. He highly doubted that young men his age busied themselves with providing information for various paranormals of different species.


  But Quinn had long ago gotten used to that. He couldn’t become accustomed to the absence of his unseen friend. As disturbing as it might have seemed, he’d started to enjoy the voice’s company. It felt familiar, like he had known the man behind the presence forever. He suspected that this might indeed be the case, as during his childhood and teenage years, he had sometimes felt as if he were being watched. At first, it had frightened him, but then, he’d grown to ignore it, until finally, it had culminated into the voice which he definitely could not forget about.


  But now, he had been abandoned. No presence, no voice, no anything. Quinn threw his hands up, not knowing what to do now. The man had asked for his help, but Quinn still had no idea regarding a solution to this possible situation.


  The walls of his quarters seemed to close in on Quinn. He slid onto the floor, burying his face in his hands. “Where are you?” he asked the empty room. “Why did you go?”


  He was not surprised when he didn’t receive an answer, but it still hurt. It seemed irrational, as he didn’t even know the identity of this person. It was quite ironic, really. The Tanners who dealt with information couldn’t provide Quinn with any assistance in this matter.


  Quinn had briefly considered contacting the spirit wolves. He liked Devon, and the feral had grown close to them lately. Devon had even dropped by recently, leaving a message for a friend of his, Roarke Darbonne. Quinn had not opened it, and he’d at first refused to even receive it, since Roarke never dropped by at the diner owned by Quinn’s family. However, Devon had insisted, and Quinn couldn’t ask for his help now, not after he’d failed in delivering that message.


  A knock sounded outside, snapping him out of his depressed musings. Quinn got up, knowing there was only one person who’d come to see him when he was like this. With a sigh, he opened the door and faced his sister. “What is it, Dawn?”


  Dawn narrowed her eyes at him in that older-sibling expression Quinn knew so well. “Don’t give me that look, mister,” she said. “You’ve been wallowing in your room for hours now. You can’t do that and expect us not to worry.”


  A pang of guilt struck Quinn’s heart. She was right, of course. As a family, they were very close. They had to be, since their involvement with the paranormal world held significant risks that could only be overcome if they stuck together. Since Quinn’s father’s death, his mother had taken up the reins of the business, and while she remained as loving as ever, she was mostly too busy to focus on Quinn and Dawn. Dawn had been the one Quinn had come to as a teen, when he’d been confused about why he didn’t feel nervous and excited around girls like other boys his age. She had explained that it wasn’t bad if he felt that way around people of his same gender instead. She had held him when his first crush had rejected him and had taught him not to confuse pure physical attraction with something more. And yet, he hadn’t shared his current predicament with her. He just didn’t know how to reveal it without making her think he was losing his mind or something along that line.


  But Quinn didn’t foresee the situation changing anytime soon. The voice’s absence hurt more than it healed, and Quinn hoped that it would come back. Once it did, Quinn truly needed to come up with a solution. Dawn might be able to help him.


  Licking his suddenly dry lips, Quinn gestured for his sister to come in. “I assure you I can explain,” he said. “It’s just…It’s a long story.”


  Dawn slipped inside and plopped down on his bed. “Well, you’d better start talking, because we don’t have a lot of time. The next wave of customers is closing in fast.”


  Quinn winced. In his need to connect with the mysterious presence, he had left only his sister in charge of the diner. While the actual restaurant was a front for what really happened behind the scenes, humans did frequent it just for the quality of the food. They couldn’t afford to slip up.


  Quickly, he began to tell her about the feeling of being watched, of the presence he had feared and then grown to accept, even like. “He wants me to help somehow. It’s not always clear. He seems to be struggling a lot to even reach out to me. He’s in pain, I can tell.”


  “And what do you want to do?” Dawn asked, her tone neutral, betraying nothing.


  Quinn passed a hand through his hair. “I’m not sure. He’s vanished now. I’ve been trying to find the source of the voice, or the reason why he’s blocked to me.”


  Dawn released a sigh. “Honey, little brother, you have to forget about this. It’s entirely possible that someone is indeed trying to get you to help him. But there are a great many people who would ask for that. If you made it your life’s mission to assist them all, you’d never finish.”


  “That doesn’t mean we shouldn’t try,” Quinn protested.


  “Of course not,” Dawn replied. “But, Quinn, you must understand that whenever you act on behalf of someone, you change the way things have been done so far. We don’t get involved, little brother. We never have.”


  Quinn knew that. The Tanner family had always kept a delicate balance between what they could and could not do, never taking sides, maintaining themselves as neutral and uninvolved in the disputes of bigger players. But while Quinn admired his ancestors’ courage and wit, he also thought that the knowledge they held meant power. With it, they could do much more for the world. They could help people, solve conflicts. Perhaps he might be arrogant or idealistic in thinking so, but he felt he was destined for more than just passing on pieces of information from one person to another.


  “I get that,” he told his sister. “I know it’s risky, but everything we do is a risk. Every day, we chance sharing the wrong thing with the wrong person and pissing off someone who might very well kill us.”


  Dawn arched a brow at him. “That’s true, in a way, but we have good standing now, Quinn. The paranormal world knows us. They wouldn’t hurt us, because they need the service we provide.”


  “That’s just it,” Quinn argued. “Why should we only provide a service? We can be more than just…mercenaries. We can make a difference.”


  Dawn rubbed her eyes tiredly. “Quinn, we’ve talked about this. Our family—”


  “I know, I know,” Quinn interrupted her. “So you say. But the fact that things have been done like this until now doesn’t mean it’s right.” He paused, considering what he was about to say. Would Dawn understand? Unlikely. Quinn himself didn’t really comprehend his own emotions. But he couldn’t hide what he knew to be true and real. “I know what you’re thinking, but this is not just about me being idealistic, Dawn. I’ve always wanted this, yes, but with this particular person, something’s different. I feel strange, as if he’s a part of me, as if his pain is my own.” Kneeling in front of his sister, he gripped her hands and squeezed them. “I’m not lying, sis. I have to do this. I just don’t know how.”


  Dawn’s eyes widened. She might not have believed him until now, but clearly, the desperation that had slipped into his tone must have convinced her. “Oh, little brother,” she said, hugging him. “What have you gotten yourself into?”


  Quinn relaxed in her arms, inhaling her familiar scent. Usually, it provided him great comfort, but now, not even that could cast away the apprehension of the mysterious man’s absence. Nothing seemed to make sense anymore.


  He was so lost in his thoughts that when a knock sounded at the door, he almost yelped. Jumping guiltily away from Dawn, Quinn gave his sister a startled look. She hadn’t been there so long so as to urge their mother to come after them. Something was amiss.


  Hastily, Quinn went to open the door. He wasn’t really surprised when he found Shen at the other side. “What is it?” he asked the other man. “Something wrong?”


  Shen was the only other waiter they had, and he came in just when there were particular problems, or if the business became too busy and they couldn’t handle it. His real role was, essentially, that of a spy. He kept an eye on what was going on in the paranormal world, what the Tanners couldn’t find out through their contacts, and provided them with the information. Unlike Quinn’s family, though, Shen wasn’t human. Quinn was certain his mother knew the truth of Shen’s identity, but she didn’t share everything with him and Dawn.


  However, if she had called Shen in, it must mean that she had guessed something was not right with him. Quinn mentally groaned. He should have known better than to allow his distraction to show. If Dawn had lectured him, his mother would be much worse.


  But to his surprise, Shen didn’t tell him he was in trouble or even that his mother wanted to see him. “You have a visitor,” Shen said. “He says it’s very important.”


  Quinn blinked in surprise. “Someone asked to see me specifically?”


  He had no idea who it could be. Quinn had no real friends from the outside world. He cared about Shen, but they weren’t really close. Other than that, his family were the only ones who ever paid attention to him beyond the service he could provide. Well, them and Devon, but Devon had told him he would be away for a long time.


  “Who is it?” Quinn inquired.


  “A feral,” Shen replied. “I’ve never seen him here before. He said his name was Roarke.”


  Roarke. It was the name of Devon’s friend. It simply couldn’t be a coincidence. Excitement bubbled through Quinn’s belly. For the first time since he’d lost contact with his mysterious unseen friend, he felt a little better. It was quite strange, but Quinn blamed it on finally being able to deliver the message Devon had asked him to hand in.


  “Just a sec,” he told Shen. “I have something for him.”


  Quinn returned to his room and opened a drawer. He retrieved the sealed envelope holding Devon’s letter and quickly pocketed it. “Looks like duty calls, sis,” he told Dawn.


  “Are you going to be okay?” she asked as she got up.


  Quinn didn’t have an answer to that question, so he didn’t reply. Instead, he offered her a small smile and turned away. Swiftly, before she could ask anything else, he joined Shen in the hallway. “All right,” he said. “I’m ready. Let’s go.”


  Chapter Two


  


  Roarke paced through the small room he’d been led into. The strange shifter who’d introduced himself as Shen had left him here, promising to come back with Quinn. In all honesty, Roarke had not expected the Tanners to have actual paranormals within their staff. He supposed it made sense, since they must have had a way they were keeping tabs on everything. It cemented his conviction that he’d done the right thing by staying away all this time.


  The truth was, all spirit wolves, and naturally, ferals, had an instinct that made them identify other paranormal creatures. Roarke could indeed grasp that Shen must be a shifter of sorts, but he couldn’t tell Shen’s exact species, which made him even edgier and more pissed off.


  He hated being taken by surprise, so he might have even considered leaving altogether. But something kept him here, some power greater than him. It wasn’t just the knowledge that he had to get to the bottom of whatever was causing his nightmares. No, there was much more to it than that. In some ways, he himself didn’t understand the anxiety pooling within him. It was as if he waited for something in particular, something that might change his life.


  He got his answer when he sensed Shen approach once more. This time, however, the other shifter brought another young man with him. The new arrival’s blond locks brushed against his shoulders, and his big blue eyes widened at the first sight of Roarke. Roarke’s wolf burst out of him with such intensity that he couldn’t help but take a step forward. Mate, it howled. Mate. Take him. Claim him.


  A complex array of emotions pulsed inside Roarke’s heart, tangled together like a Gordian knot he couldn’t possibly untie. He’d always been convinced that ferals couldn’t have mates. But then, he had found out from other members of the community that Devon had mated witch Hewitt Moore, and another feral, Mason. Usually, paranormals were a secretive bunch—which was, actually, the reason why the Tanner family business thrived—but Devon’s mating had caused such an uproar once it become general knowledge that it even reached Roarke’s ears.


  Even so, he had not thought for a second that he would have the same luck his friend did. The best outcome he could come up with for his near future had been escaping his nightmares. And naturally, nothing had prepared him for encountering the other half of himself here, with the family he’d avoided for so long. Because the beautiful blond was clearly Quinn Tanner, the human Roarke had come here to see.


  Shen looked from Roarke to Quinn then quietly backed away from the room. It was wise of him, since Roarke’s hackles rose just at seeing another man in the proximity of his mate. Oh, Spirit Mother, his mate. Would he ever get used to that thought?


  Quinn hesitantly stepped forward, his eyes never straying from Roarke’s face. He was tall, but slender, and Roarke could easily imagine those long legs wrapping around his waist as he thrust inside Quinn’s welcoming heat. Fuck, he shouldn’t be thinking these things. He’d come here for a reason, and it wasn’t to claim a mate.


  “Beautiful, is he not?” The strange presence appeared in Roarke’s mind, weak, but definitely there. “Talk to him. I want to hear his voice again.”


  Quinn released a soft gasp and looked up, as if seeking something. Instantly, Roarke knew what Quinn hoped to find. “You hear him, too, don’t you?” he blurted out.


  The human looked toward him again and nodded slowly. “I do. Well, normally at least. He’s been weak lately.”


  “It might be because he’s been trying to contact me,” Roarke replied. Finally, he remembered his manners and extended his hand. “Forgive me. I should introduce myself. My name is Roarke Darbonne.”


  Quinn took the offered palm and squeezed it. “Quinn Tanner. It’s a—”


  Whatever else the human planned to say was cut off when the skin contact between them finally registered. Shocks of pleasure coursed through Roarke at the first feel of his mate’s body. Quinn’s skin was soft, his handshake gentle, but firm. Roarke’s mind immediately went to how that grip would feel around his cock. His prick had been interested ever since Quinn had entered the room, but now, it went rock hard, arousal pooling heavily in his balls.


  To Roarke’s credit, his mate seemed just as affected. His cheeks gained a rosy color, and Roarke yearned to remove the offending clothing shielding Quinn’s body from sight and see just how far the blush went. Then, Quinn licked his lips, and Roarke’s brain just about melted. For fuck’s sake, he was a feral. How could he be expected to rein in his instincts when his mate was right there in front of him, innocently seducing him? Quinn probably didn’t even realize what that simple motion could do to Roarke. Just the sight of that pretty pink tongue strained the shattered remnants of Roarke’s control. Fuck, Roarke had been such an idiot for staying away all this time. He should have come here much earlier.


  A low growl escaped him, wild and feral, just like Roarke himself. He knew Quinn should have been frightened, but instead, the human stepped even closer, invading Roarke’s personal space. His pupils were dilated with arousal, and he leaned against Roarke, his entire demeanor screaming need and desire.


  “I don’t understand anything anymore,” Quinn said, his eyes pleading with Roarke to explain. “What am I’m feeling?”


  The confusion in Quinn’s tone reached out to both the animal and the man inside Roarke. He took a deep breath, pushing back the passion and the urgency to fuck, to claim. “I think you already know that,” he replied. Matings were among the most-basic knowledge regarding all shifters and associated creatures who took life companions. Of course, there were details that not even the species in question recognized, but the basic feeling, this sensation of rightness and explosive chemistry, was unmistakable.


  Of course, the Tanners understood Roarke’s world at a theoretical level. They knew the information, but they’d never truly participated in the true paranormal experience. It was impossible for them to do so, as long as they didn’t have an intimate relationship with an actual member of the supernatural community. And Quinn was still so very young. He might not have had the time to experience love and lust even in a human way. It made sense that these emotions overwhelmed and shocked him.


  However, Quinn did indeed realize what Roarke meant. “A mating?” the human asked. “But how is this possible? How did you know? Why did you stay away?”


  Roarke was reminded that, in Quinn’s world, people didn’t just meet and jump each other’s bones on a feeling. They had a complex ritual of dating, going out for drinks, asking questions, and getting to know each other. Honestly, Roarke could appreciate the advantages of that, but he also didn’t think he’d be able to wait to touch his mate for Spirit Mother knew how long, at least not under normal circumstances.


  As it was, Roarke remained very much aware that he was a feral, and ferals and humans only mixed with disastrous results. Claiming Quinn would drive the young human insane, something Roarke simply could not allow. Perhaps he’d been correct in avoiding the Tanners after all.


  “Roarke?” Quinn inquired, still leaning against his chest. Roarke realized he’d fallen silent and probably unsettled his mate. “What’s wrong?”


  Roarke wanted to say that everything was wrong and everything was right, but that wouldn’t provide Quinn with a real answer. Instead, Roarke released the beautiful human, suppressing a wince when the loss of Quinn’s heat struck him like a physical blow. “Come sit down,” he told Quinn, gesturing toward a small couch. “We need to talk.”


  It seemed a bit strange for him to say that to Quinn, since technically speaking, Quinn was his host, not the other way around. Either way, neither of them commented upon it, since they had more-pressing concerns.


  Together, they sat on the couch, and Quinn kept some distance between them, leaning as far away from Roarke as he could. Roarke’s wolf whined at being denied, but at the same time, he understood Quinn’s actions. This had all happened so fast. While Roarke would have loved to forget all about the world outside and just lose himself in his lust for Quinn, the reason why he’d come here had never left his mind.


  “Our common friend sent me here,” he said when he managed to gather his bearings.


  “The mysterious voice,” Quinn said, obviously intending to clarify. “What did he say?”


  “Basically, that he needed help, and you could explain to me what I didn’t understand.” Roarke gave Quinn a serious look. “I’ve been living with this for a long, long time, Quinn. It was what pushed me into becoming a feral in the first place. He came to me in dreams, and the nightmares were so intense I almost lost my mind entirely.”


  He’d never shared this with anyone, and it felt good to relieve his soul of the secrets he had buried deep inside. Seemingly forgetting about their problematic arousal, Quinn came closer to Roarke and squeezed his hand. “I’m sorry you had to go through that alone,” he whispered. “I can tell how hard it must have been for you.”


  “I think that what I went through is nothing compared to his experience,” Roarke mused. He couldn’t really explain how he knew that. Hell, he couldn’t even understand why he didn’t blame the mysterious presence for pushing him into becoming a feral.


  “He’s in so much pain, and so are you,” Quinn whispered. “We’ll figure out a way to deal with this, to get away from the dreams.”


  It occurred to Roarke that, as much as he had hated his nightmares, the thought of losing them completely, like Quinn had, scared him. This mysterious presence had become his constant companion.


  “The most important thing is finding out who this man truly is and what he needs us for,” he told Quinn. “He is convinced that you know something. Any idea what he has in mind?”


  Quinn hummed thoughtfully, seemingly considering the question. “Mostly, he’s too weak to tell me anything coherent. He just asks me to talk to him, to tell him about my day. When I do that, he seems relieved, and it’s like he’s not in so much pain anymore. But that still doesn’t give us the answer we’re trying to find.” His eyes lit up and Roarke knew he’d come up with an idea. “Wait. I have a message for you, from Devon.”


  “Devon knows the guy in our heads,” Roarke replied. “I think they fought once, and our companion doesn’t want me to go see him. But maybe we’ll get a few clues in this letter of Devon’s.”


  Quinn nodded and retrieved an envelope from his pocket. The human handed it to Roarke, and Roarke quickly tore the seal, eager to see what Devon had wanted to say. The last time they had spoken, the other feral had been furious and cold to Roarke. As he read through the lines, though, he couldn’t help a gasp. Nothing could have prepared him for such a thing.


  


  Hi, Roarke.


  


  I hope this letter finds you well. As you probably know, I followed up on the info you gave me and accidentally ran into my mates, Hewitt and Mason. I’m in love now, my friend, and it’s given me the gift of a new beginning. I want that for you.


  I know things have been bad between us for a long, long time. But if the Magistrate can work side by side with a feral, you and I can rebuild our friendship.


  I’m not in the States now, and I might not be for a while. Please think on my words and consider meeting me when I come back.


  Until then, a word of warning. During my stay with the spirit wolves, I came across a strange… I hesitate to call him a creature. He is a witch named G’aladon, and he attempted to possess my lover, Hewitt. We banished him to the astral realm, but his orc minions are still out there somewhere, and there’s really no telling whether he’ll come back or not. You probably think I’m crazy, but it’s true. Orcs, like in all the fantasy stories. I saw them myself, and they are dangerous in a way no other foe we’ve faced is.


  Still, Hewitt is unsettled, because he believes we might have made a mistake in sealing G’aladon in the void, and a part of me understands. We were told that G’aladon has no soul, but Hewitt sensed something from him, and I did, too. But I think there was no other way out. As for his creations, those orcs I mentioned, they are soulless, too, and immune to magic. Be very careful, and if you run into anything unusual, contact the Magistrate. As much as we used to hate him, he genuinely wants to help. He is keeping a close eye on the situation, in case those creatures plan to surface.


  And this brings me to another important thing I wanted to tell you. Remember that drug you mentioned? I haven’t tested it, but it might be worth a try for those who are close to the limit. I’ve met the doctor who created it, and he seemed like a serious, kind man. But, Roarke, even without the drug, there is a way out of our situation. My bond with my mates healed me. The edge of my feral anger is gone, and so is Mason’s. I hope that the Magistrate will be able to help you find that for yourself.


  I know that you probably won’t be comfortable with talking to Wolfram for a while now, so should you need anything, I left word with another feral. He lives in London and owns the Blue Star Hotel. I left you a business card from there for the address and proof that you were indeed sent by me. Ask for JC. He’ll know how to contact me.


  


  Your friend,


  Devon


  


  Several things passed through Roarke’s mind as he finished reading. He was happy that Devon wanted them to be friends again. They had always been close, and it had hurt Roarke greatly when Devon had unexpectedly become feral and left him behind. He knew he had reacted badly, but at that time, the nightmares had already become a big problem, and Devon’s absence had been the last straw.


  Mostly, though, Roarke was horrified at the implications of Devon’s message. If he was reading his friend’s letter correctly, the mysterious man who’d reached out to him and Quinn must be this witch, this G’aladon. But no, this wasn’t possible. The person who’d pleaded for his help with such desperation and who’d apologized in such a torn tone for Roarke’s feral nature couldn’t have done something like attempting to possess another person.


  Closing his eyes, Roarke sought the presence that often lingered at the back of his mind. “It’s true,” came the answer to the unasked question. “I did attempt to steal Hewitt’s body. I thought…” The man—G’aladon—paused, obviously having real trouble in connecting with Roarke. “I just wanted…”


  When G’aladon didn’t finish the phrase, Roarke felt a strange whirlpool of emotions growing inside him. “What?” he insisted, almost screaming the question. “What did you want?”


  Quinn clutched his hand and gasped, apparently experiencing the same thing Roarke did. He climbed into Roarke’s lap and hugged him tightly. With Quinn so close and his wolf on the edge, Roarke couldn’t control himself. He crushed their lips together, taking possession of the human’s mouth, branding Quinn as his own.


  His mate might have been surprised at first, but he swiftly relaxed in Roarke’s arms. The beast inside Roarke howled in satisfaction at Quinn’s submission, yearning to take things further. He fucked Quinn’s mouth with his tongue, mimicking the most intimate act that could happen between two men. Their first kiss went from passionate to explosive, an overload of emotions flowing through them and the still unformed bond.


  And then, the familiar voice filled his mind, for the first time reaching him clearly. “I’m sorry,” the witch said. “I just wanted you.”


  


  * * * *


  


  Deep in the astral realm, G’aladon watched the two men he’d come to know better than he knew himself. He could see them so clearly, through each other’s eyes. When they came together to kiss, his vision was cut off, but sensation exploded inside him instead, giving the energy he needed to speak to them once more.


  “I’m sorry,” he sent to the feral. “I just wanted you.”


  There was so much more to it than that. He yearned to touch the two men, to feel their flesh under his fingertips. But he also regretted the hurt he’d unwillingly caused Roarke. He’d wanted to tell the feral that, to explain who he was and answer all of his questions.


  Ever since he’d first felt Roarke, his prison’s hold on him had grown weaker, and then, once Quinn had appeared as well, G’aladon had been filled with such emotion that not even the astral realm could beat back. It was why he’d managed to escape in the first place.


  But he’d failed them both. While he’d had every intention of seeking them out once outside, that hardly earned freedom had destroyed what little balance he’d succeeded in earning. Here in the astral realm, he was separated from his flesh and from his original powers, but outside, his magic returned, and with it, so did the madness that had once urged G’aladon to create the sickening, twisted form of life of the Oriakai. And so, he had sought out Hewitt, the descendant of the child he’d long ago tried to kill, aiming to fully free himself from the chains still binding him and to return to the mortal world.


  He was glad he’d failed. If he hadn’t, he might have been out there now, and the gods only knew who else he’d have hurt. Quinn and Roarke could have become his targets, something that made G’aladon nauseous. Just the thought that he could deprive the world of Quinn’s gentleness and Roarke’s quiet strength almost urged him to retire in the deepest corner of the astral realm and lose himself in the pain. However, he didn’t. He needed to face what he had done. He was just so tired. The only thing that kept him going through the torment was his strange link to Quinn and Roarke, but he still remained trapped here, and it didn’t seem like he’d get out anytime soon.


  It wasn’t fair for Quinn and Roarke to be forever haunted by his presence. G’aladon had never truly given a damn about the welfare of others, but he found that he wanted the two of them to be happy. In a sense, he had expected them to be a good match for each other, and it was one of the reasons why he’d urged Roarke to visit the Tanners in the first place.


  The second reason wasn’t so pleasant. In fact, G’aladon didn’t know how to approach it, since he suspected the two men wouldn’t take his suggestion well.


  Seeing that both Roarke and Quinn were shocked, G’aladon quickly proceeded to explain. The strength he’d received from the outburst of emotion was already abandoning him, and he needed to make haste. “I will not ask anything suspicious of you,” he told them. “The only thing I need is to be free of the astral realm. Free of everything.”


  It was just a part of the story, but G’aladon couldn’t tell them everything, not yet. He first needed to reach Hewitt and maybe contact Shaiyta through Hewitt’s mates. She would know if what he planned to do was possible.


  “Free,” Roarke repeated. “To do what you did with Hewitt and Devon?”


  He sounded angry, the betrayal burning in his heart cutting G’aladon deep. Quinn seemed just as upset and confused. They had befriended him and were having real trouble dealing with the fact that he was, essentially, a monster.


  “It’s not like that,” G’aladon argued. Roarke’s fury was getting to him, but it remained an emotion and it anchored him to Roarke’s reality. “I merely want to disappear.”


  “What do you mean?” Quinn asked softly. Through Roarke’s eyes, G’aladon could see the sadness in his blue eyes. It touched the little spark of G’aladon’s soul that remained within him. “Disappear where?”


  “To wherever people go when they move on,” G’aladon replied. “I’ve been trapped here for centuries. If you let me out, I’ll go on a rampage. But there must be a way to simply eliminate me, to wipe away my existence.”


  That wasn’t exactly what G’aladon had in mind, but he wouldn’t get into that. He wasn’t sure they would believe him anyway. They were still having trouble processing the truth about G’aladon. Detailing his plan would just hurt them more.


  “You mean… kill you?” Roarke choked out. “No. There has to be another way.”


  “There isn’t,” G’aladon insisted. “Please. You must ask Hewitt for me. He is the only one who saw inside me when we fought. He and his mates will understand.”


  Roarke and Quinn shared a desperate look, and G’aladon saw their every emotion. He hated that he had to put them in this position, but it would be better in the long run. He couldn’t separate himself from them otherwise. Some things never changed, and his selfishness prevented him from pulling away.


  Through Quinn, he looked at Roarke’s handsome face, staring into those deep gray eyes. In Roarke’s gaze, he saw a storm, but he also knew that Roarke was strong enough to deal with any decision that needed to be made. It would then be up to Quinn to help Roarke recover. They could do this, together, and perhaps one day, they’d even remember G’aladon fondly. Then again, that was unlikely, since G’aladon hadn’t shared any kind or beautiful moments with them. He wished…But no, he couldn’t afford to focus on any wishes beyond the one that was his only way out of this situation.


  “Okay,” Roarke said at last. “We’ll talk to Devon and Hewitt. But don’t think this is over.”


  “Death is the only thing that has no solution,” Quinn added. “We’ll find a way.”


  In truth, G’aladon was amazed that they still wanted to rescue him, despite what they’d found out from Devon’s letter. Then again, Devon’s message had been surprisingly sedate, given what G’aladon had done. Maybe the two men didn’t fully understand the seriousness of G’aladon’s crimes.


  Well, at least G’aladon had gotten through to them. He’d been reluctant to allow them to meet with Hewitt and his mates before having this conversation, as he didn’t want them to hate him. Sometimes, he truly hated having emotions. As beautiful as they were, they were also troublesome things.


  But G’aladon didn’t say any of this to Roarke and Quinn. Instead, he offered a whispered “Thank you.” He didn’t think he could manage to send a more complex message, since he was already weakening, the chains of the astral realm tightening around him.


  As he drifted away from them, G’aladon lost contact with the two men, but he could still see them. Both were so handsome, each in their own way. If only G’aladon hadn’t been so power hungry, he might have had a chance at a life by their side. As it was, he realized now he couldn’t taint them further with his touch. He had already hurt them too much.


  Sharp pain gripped him once again. It was different than the agony he used to experience while in the astral realm. While originally, it had come from the fact that his emotionless form could not adjust to a world focused on spirit, now, his feelings had become too intense for him to withstand. He wasn’t used to it, but he hoped they would help him achieve his goal.


  Closing his immaterial eyes, G’aladon focused on what little he sensed coming from Roarke and Quinn. Love. Once, G’aladon had scoffed at anyone who displayed it, but somehow, it had managed to worm its way into his cold, dead heart. The unexpected connection with Quinn and Roarke had brought back everything he’d given away, and it hurt to know that he would lose it again.


  He would have loved to sleep, but there was no rest here, not in the astral realm. There was only the void, the pain and the emotion that tortured G’aladon, and would continue doing so, until finally, someone gave him peace.


  Chapter Three


  


  Still trembling with shock, Quinn looked at Roarke and pressed himself closer to the feral. It was an instinctive reaction. The revelations of the past couple minutes had dumped him in a pit of frustration, anger, and fear. He simply couldn’t take the idea that the only help he could provide would imply killing the mysterious man who’d asked for his assistance in the first place.


  Roarke kissed his forehead, his touch anchoring Quinn. Quinn wanted to bury his fingers in Roarke’s black hair, to see if it was as soft as it looked, but the current situation held him back. He couldn’t in good conscience pursue his attraction for Roarke when someone they both cared about might be dying.


  “What do we do?” he asked Roarke.


  “We keep our promise,” the feral replied. “I think there’s more to this story than meets the eye, and I’m not very eager to brand our friend as doomed just yet.”


  Quinn nodded. Even if what Devon had mentioned in the message was true, Quinn had felt G’aladon in his heart, in his mind. He’d have known it if the other man was evil at the core. As young as he might be, he had a good grip on the paranormal world, and he couldn’t easily be fooled.


  “I’ll go pack and talk to my family,” he said to the other man. “We’ll go to that address Devon left you.”


  “Devon is a good guy,” Roarke answered. “I can’t imagine he’ll be so eager to kill anyone. He’ll help.”


  Quinn left Roarke’s embrace, a feeling of abandonment pooling inside him as he moved away. He needed to get a grip. As much as this had shaken him, he had to discuss the circumstances with Dawn and his mother and get his family to understand the necessity of him leaving.


  “I’ll be right back, okay? Wait for me.”


  Roarke assented with a nod, and Quinn took another moment to drink in the handsome features of the feral. If not for their predicament, Quinn would have been all over Roarke. Yes, Dawn had always told him how dangerous it was to get involved with paranormals, but he felt drawn to Roarke. Even stepping away seemed difficult, and only the knowledge that he would soon come back gave him the strength to leave.


  He rushed out of the room, mentally preparing himself for what he’d have to say. He didn’t have to go very far. In fact, he’d barely left the room when he ran straight into his mother.


  “Mom,” he said, breathing hard as if he’d just run a marathon. “How come you’re here? Who’s in the kitchen?”


  She narrowed her eyes at him and grabbed his arm. “I sent Shen and Dawn to take over. It looks like the two of us are long overdue for a conversation.”


  Under normal circumstances, Quinn might have been intimidated, but this was far too important for him to succumb to his mother’s strong will. “You’re right,” he said. “I was coming to see you now.”


  His mother arched a brow, seemingly surprised. “Okay…What is it that you want to talk about?”


  Quinn would have preferred a more private environment for this conversation, but he didn’t have time to find a better location.


  “I have a dear friend who is in big trouble,” Quinn said. He hated hiding from his mother, but if she knew everything he did, she would never let him go. “I need to leave the diner for a little while to help him.”


  “A friend,” his mother repeated. “This feral? Roarke?”


  “Well, yes and no.” Quinn bit his lip, debating how much he could tell her without painting a bad picture of the situation. “You see, he and I have been hearing a witch who is trapped in a horrible place. We want to go see Devon. He’s Roarke’s friend, and Devon’s mate might be able to help.”


  “A trapped witch,” his mother drawled. “I don’t suppose his name is G’aladon?”


  Quinn couldn’t suppress his shock. “What? How…how did you know?”


  “I know more than you think,” she replied. “I’ve noticed you looking absent lately, sealing yourself in your room, and muttering to yourself. And I’m quite aware of the coming and goings in the paranormal world.”


  She glowered at Quinn. “You must consider me crazy if you think I’m going to allow you to go gallivanting around the world with a man, cancel that, a feral you’ve just met. And all for what? To save a soulless, body-stealing witch? Absolutely not. And I’m disappointed that you would try to deceive me into accepting.”


  “You don’t understand,” Quinn protested. “He needs our help. Please.”


  Her stern expression softened. “Oh, honey. I know you want to save the world, but no one has the strength to do that. And unfortunately, I do understand all too well. I’m well informed about G’aladon, his past and present deeds, and let me tell you, I’m not very happy that he’s been haunting you. We have to modify the wards again.”


  “He’s not dead,” Quinn snapped at her. “Only ghosts haunt, and he isn’t one.”


  God only knew Quinn could tell the difference. Growing up, his psychic abilities had helped him understand the paranormal world more than other members of his family did. Thankfully, the Tanners’ involvement with the paranormal had made it necessary for them to place strong wards around the building, which blocked hostile energy from touching Quinn and putting too much strain on his senses. But since he couldn’t exactly stay trapped inside the diner forever, Quinn had learned how to control his abilities.


  “Look, Mom. You know I’ve seen how much pain people can be in. I have often felt their emotions. When Dad died, I experienced his loss through my own grief, and yours, and Dawn’s.” He swallowed around the sudden knot in his throat as memories assaulted him. He hadn’t realized it, but his friend, the presence in his mind, had helped him get over all that without sinking him into a trauma. But his mother would not understand, so Quinn added, “Imagine that pain, and triple it, no multiply it a hundred times over. That is what he feels, every day.”


  He hated reminding his mother of his father’s death, but he needed her to realize how serious he was. Alas, she didn’t seem inclined to take his words into consideration. “And G’aladon deserves it,” she replied. “People always get their just deserts, Quinn. It is only fair that he’s been punished.”


  Quinn had expected her to be harsh, but her cruelty shocked and pained him. “That’s not for you to decide,” he replied. “I am going, whether you like it or not.”


  His mother’s eyes widened. “Quinn…You can’t be serious. I absolutely forbid you to—”


  She abruptly stopped speaking and stared beyond Quinn’s shoulder, the color draining from her face. Quinn turned, wondering what could have freaked her out so much. But even as that thought passed through his mind, his senses were overcome by a feeling of absolute power. And when he did see what his mother did, he wondered if sometime after leaving his room he’d fallen into a dream.


  A big, translucent white wolf stood in the middle of the hallway, gazing at them. “He will go,” a female voice said, echoing from the wolf. “He will go because he must, for his own good, and for that of others.”


  Quinn knew enough about the spirit wolves to identify the beautiful creature in front of him. He hadn’t been sure whether the Spirit Mother existed or not, but now that he was in front of her, he had the sudden urge to kneel or at least bow.


  “There is no need for humility,” she said, obviously reading his mind. “Already, you have given one of my children hope, and you will continue to do so. Therefore, you are dear to me.”


  One of her children. She must mean Roarke. His heart started beating faster just at the thought of the feral. The white wolf tilted her head, and Quinn swore she seemed amused. His face heated with embarrassment, but that didn’t stop his cock from hardening in his pants.


  As if to complicate things further, Roarke suddenly appeared in the corridor. He must have decided not to wait for Quinn after all. His gaze first went to Quinn, concern shining in his gray eyes. It was only when he realized Quinn was all right that he spotted the Spirit Mother. He fell to his knees, bowing lowly and murmuring words of praise.


  To a certain extent, Quinn felt amused. How in the world had Roarke missed a glowing white wolf in the center of the hallway? His heart warmed when he realized the feral had been too focused on Quinn to care about anything else.


  The Spirit Mother’s voice appeared in his mind. “You already mean a lot to him, and to the witch,” she said. “But you have a difficult battle ahead of you. Are you up for it?”


  “I’m not afraid,” Quinn replied. “I know I’m only a human and I don’t have the strength your children do, but I still have a lot to give, and I know there must be a way to save G’aladon.”


  “You are right, in both matters,” she answered. Out loud, she said, “Roarke and Quinn. I will send you to see your friends. I have already informed them that you are coming. We will discuss this further once you are there.”


  She looked deep into Quinn’s eyes, and when she spoke again, the words seemed to be in a different language that Quinn shouldn’t have understood. Even so, the meaning came to him, and he stood there frozen, allowing her to contact the man they were trying to save.


  “I know you can see me and hear me, G’aladon. I banished you twice, and I know what you’re trying to do. While it is laudable, death is never a solution for anyone’s problems. But if you are strong enough, there might be another, better path we can follow.”


  Quinn felt a resentment course through him, a feeling not his own, but belonging to G’aladon. Why was he being denied? He was merely attempting to do the right thing, and still they refused him. Quinn took a deep breath, struggling to calm the witch down, to explain that surely, the Spirit Mother meant well. He didn’t like her admittance that she had hurt G’aladon, but he suppressed his anger on the witch’s behalf, realizing all too well there must be more to the situation than he knew.


  He sensed the Spirit Mother’s slight amusement once again, but there was something more, something like awe and relief coming from deep within him, from that bond he shared with G’aladon. Quinn wondered what it all meant. He wondered if he could truly be what G’aladon needed, or if he was destined to fail. As he shared a look with Roarke, though, he understood that he wasn’t on his own in this. He might be feeling out of his depth now, but Roarke would teach him everything he needed to know. And the Spirit Mother seemed convinced that he was capable of great things. That and the memory of G’aladon’s voice asking for his help cemented his resolve.


  Naturally, his mom still attempted to protest, but with an actual goddess there, she could no longer argue that Quinn’s plan held little importance or little chance of success. Quinn kissed her cheek and squeezed her shoulder. “I’m going to go pack. I promise you, everything will be all right.”


  “That won’t be necessary,” the Spirit Mother piped up. “I took the liberty of gathering some of your more important personal items and sent them off to Hewitt’s.”


  Quinn turned toward the white wolf. The thought of someone, even a powerful goddess like her, rummaging through his underwear drawer embarrassed him, but he understood the reasoning behind the action. Truly, he was thankful, because every second of delay meant more pain for G’aladon.


  “Thank you,” he told the Spirit Mother. He threw a brief smile his mom’s way. “I’ll be back soon. Don’t worry, and tell Dawn I’m sorry we didn’t get to say good-bye. I love you both.”


  Roarke got up and headed toward Quinn. He seemed to have recovered completely from seeing the Spirit Mother, or perhaps she had encouraged him as well. Either way, he took Quinn’s hand and squeezed it. “We’re ready,” he said simply.


  The white wolf nodded in a strikingly human-like gesture. “Just close your eyes. It will be easier.”


  Quinn obeyed, his heart racing a hundred miles a minute. He was excited, but also nervous, since he’d never taken up such an important responsibility before. Not only that, but he’d never experienced such powerful magic firsthand. While he had grown up in a home saturated with knowledge of the supernatural, being involved with it so completely was new and just a bit frightening.


  But Roarke was by his side, and in a strange way, so was G’aladon. Quinn could feel the witch in his mind now, distant, but there, and it brought him a comfort he didn’t think he could ever let go. Even when he acknowledged the pain G’aladon was going through, he couldn’t bear the thought of losing him.


  Roarke’s voice snapped him out of his musings. “You can open your eyes now,” the feral whispered in his ear.


  Quinn did, and he gasped in shock when he realized he was no longer in the diner owned by his parents. Instead, he was in what looked like a cabin, and three handsome men stood in front of him. Quinn only recognized Devon, but it wasn’t hard to guess the other two must be his mates. Wow. Quinn had been so lost in his thoughts that he hadn’t felt the magical shift in location. He didn’t know whether to feel disappointed or relieved, so, instead, he focused on his current location.


  Devon took a step forward and hugged Roarke. Roarke’s body went as tense as a bowstring, and Quinn could feel the feral’s shock almost as if it were his own. He gently released Roarke’s hand, allowing the two friends to reunite.


  Roarke stole a look at him, and Quinn just arched a brow. With a sigh, Roarke relaxed in Devon’s arms and hugged the other wolf back.


  Quinn couldn’t help a smile. He knew that ferals didn’t like each other and liked spirit wolves even less. But from what Devon had told him, he and Roarke had been great friends before they’d lost their grip on their beasts and turned feral. Devon wanted that friendship back, and apparently, so did Roarke. Quinn was happy for them both.


  At last, Devon released Roarke and cleared his throat, as if embarrassed. “Sorry about that.”


  “Not to worry.” Roarke chuckled. “We always were demonstrative.”


  A wide grin graced Devon’s full lips. “Indeed we were. But where are my manners? First off, I’m glad to see you here, Roarke, and the same goes for you, Quinn. It seems that every day, you grow up more.”


  Quinn snorted. “I very much doubt that. But I’m glad to see you, too.”


  Devon smirked. “Let me introduce you to my mates. These are Hewitt and Mason,” Devon said, gesturing to his companions.


  In turn, both men stepped forward. The bulkier brown-haired man eyed Quinn and Roarke with a warrior’s gaze. “I’m Mason,” he said. “I hear you need our help with an unusual problem.”


  Well, he was certainly direct. The other man, a handsome brunet, elbowed Mason. “At least welcome them properly. Gods.” Shaking his head in what seemed to be exasperation, he turned toward Quinn and smiled. “Hewitt Moore,” he said, extending his hand toward Quinn. “You must be very confused, and I assure you that soon, you’ll find out everything you need to know. For the moment, welcome to our home. We’re always happy to have visitors, especially friends of Devon’s.”


  As their hands touched, Quinn looked closer at Hewitt. A shudder of recognition flashed through him, and he squeezed the offered palm harder. Hewitt arched a brow, but didn’t attempt to pull back. Much to his dismay, Quinn realized he was hard.


  A low growl escaped Mason, and even Devon narrowed his gaze at Quinn. Roarke pulled Quinn away, baring his teeth at the other two wolves. Oh, fuck. It looked like his overactive libido had already shattered the renewed bond between Devon and Roarke.


  Hewitt just laughed. “Stop your growling. I’m afraid you’re going to have to get used to that, Quinn. Wolves are naturally very possessive, and it’s only worse when there are two of them. For the record, it’s not me you’re responding to, but my resemblance to my ancestor.”


  His ancestor. That must mean G’aladon. Quinn’s face flamed at the implication of the words. “I didn’t…I mean we’re not—”


  Hewitt gave him a look full of understanding. “I know. How could you be, with him trapped there? But it’s a subconscious thing, a natural reaction.”


  Quinn still felt a little embarrassed, but was relieved when he realized the wolves were no longer tense. Instead, Mason and Devon seemed quite mortified themselves, while Roarke wrapped an arm around Quinn’s waist.


  “And I think we know all about natural reactions, don’t we?” Hewitt inquired pleasantly.


  It was almost amusing to see the two wolves fidgeting under their mate’s jet-black gaze. All of a sudden, Quinn had a feeling their behavior wasn’t only caused by Quinn’s inability to control himself. In a way, it made sense. Given what he knew so far, G’aladon had basically attempted to kill Hewitt. Devon and Mason were likely protective of the witch. They couldn’t be pleased that Quinn planned to release G’aladon.


  Before they could fall into awkwardness, Devon started speaking again. “Right. Well, now that we have both the warm welcome and the snarling out of the way, come in and make yourselves comfortable. As you see, sections of our cabin are still under construction.”


  Indeed, when Quinn looked around a little, he could see that portions of the house were still unfinished. Even so, the building looked cozy, like a home, not merely a structure. He could only describe it as a nest, a retreat for the three men who clearly loved each other a lot.


  A worm of jealousy slithered into his heart. He wanted that for himself, and for…He quickly squashed the thought before it could fully form. He had to stop thinking about himself, his embarrassment, and his inadequacy. There were more important things to deal with here.


  “It’s very nice,” he told Devon. “Thank you for welcoming us here. But I have to ask, what exactly did the Spirit Mother tell you about our problem?”


  “Everything they needed to know.” Unsurprisingly, the Spirit Mother manifested in front of them. “And now, I will tell you as well. Sit down and listen.”


  Mason and Devon brought chairs, and everyone obeyed the white wolf. Quinn felt G’aladon’s restlessness at the back of his mind, and he sent waves of calm, hoping it would reach the witch. He still didn’t fully understand how this strange connection worked.


  “As you all know,” the Spirit Mother began, “G’aladon is trapped in the astral realm. Most of us here have in one way or another been involved in that. But as Hewitt sensed the last time he met the witch, things are not so simple. The world is never simply made up of black and white. There are many shades of gray, foggy waters which we must navigate.”


  She turned toward Roarke and Quinn. “You also have been told that G’aladon wants to free himself through death. What he probably didn’t mention is that his plan will essentially shatter his soul, wiping out all traces of his existence.”


  Quinn didn’t think he could have been more horrified than before, but apparently, he’d been wrong. He knew that reincarnation was possible and had actually happened for some spirit wolves. But even if he hadn’t realized that, he’d still have cherished the idea of an afterlife, a place where everyone could reunite with lost loved ones. G’aladon would not have that. After what he had endured in the astral realm, he deserved better.


  “But I think everyone has a right to a second chance,” the Spirit Mother continued. “This will not be easy at all. If we falter for one instant, if your faith in each other fails, you will lose everything.”


  Quinn knew she wasn’t referring to Devon and his mates, but to him and Roarke. “I understand that. Tell us. What must we do?”


  “The first factor you must understand is that there is a purpose behind G’aladon’s plan. He aims to provide absolution for the creatures he brought into this world. The orcs have no souls, and he wants to change that.”


  Silence greeted her decree. Quinn couldn’t have been more surprised if she’d told him the moon was made out of cheese. He took a deep breath, focusing to process what she had said. “What do you mean? How is that possible?”


  “As he is the one who engineered their existence, he is linked to them the same way I am linked to the spirit wolves. Whether he knows it or not, G’aladon has an uncommonly strong soul, which is why his power became so absolute when he gave it up. Now that it is back, he means to shatter it and grant a piece to each of his creations.”


  That was noble, but Quinn couldn’t bring himself to feel proud for G’aladon. He was too terrified, too frightened that G’aladon would find a way to achieve his plan. He could not allow it. He would save the witch. He just had to.


  “Please,” a weak voice came inside his mind. “It is the way things must be.”


  “Nothing is certain,” Quinn replied without missing a beat. “No one is forcing you to do this. The Spirit Mother told us there is another solution.”


  “There might be, but I admit I don’t fully trust Shaiyta.” A sigh. “Quinn, I—”


  Before he could finish the phrase, the Spirit Mother interrupted him. “Are you being deliberately cruel to your human, G’aladon?” she inquired. “Why do you insist on this madness? I know you dislike me, but that is no reason to throw your life away now that you finally have a chance to live it.”


  Quinn realized she was speaking inside his head. Even so, Roarke seemed to hear her, although Hewitt and the others just seemed confused.


  Meanwhile, G’aladon and the Spirit Mother continued their conversation. “When you create something, you take responsibility for their actions, and for their lives,” G’aladon said. “I was building myself an army, and I did not care that my soldiers were living, breathing creatures. They were tools to me. I need to make it up to them. No matter what you say, I cannot have a real life, but they can. I want them to.”


  “And how do you think they will feel once they are granted this gift and are left lost and leaderless? They have been emotionless for centuries. They would not know what to do with what you offer. It would only destroy them further.”


  Her words gave G’aladon pause. Apparently, he agreed with her reasoning. “And what do you suggest, then?” he asked quietly. Quinn could feel the witch’s pain arching through his muscles. “I do not want to be cruel. I merely want to give Quinn and Roarke freedom and give the Oriakai a better life. I do not know any other way to do it.”


  “This is why you must listen to me carefully and trust me. To achieve your goal, Quinn and Roarke have to join you in the astral realm.”


  


  * * * *


  


  Horror assaulted G’aladon as the Spirit Mother’s words reached him. How could she even suggest that? He would rather die a thousand deaths or continue living in the astral realm for the rest of eternity before he allowed this torment to destroy Quinn and Roarke. Quinn in particular was like a delicate flower that needed light to bloom. His soul held so much love, and G’aladon was ashamed to admit that he had used that love for his own purposes. G’aladon refused to put the human in harm’s way, and he relied on Roarke to protect Quinn when he could not.


  “No, I don’t trust you,” he told Shaiyta. He should have known better than to attempt to get her to help him in the first place. “I can’t understand how you would sentence one of your own to such a fate.”


  In the end, Roarke was her child, which made G’aladon wonder and doubt her motivations even more. He felt her irritation lash out at him and tried to absorb it within himself, knowing that Quinn and Roarke would be able to experience it through him if he wasn’t careful. He only half succeeded, and through his mind’s eye, he saw both men recoil.


  Instantly, Shaiyta retreated, probably realizing that she was hurting Quinn and Roarke as well. “My apologies,” she told them. “It seems that, like always, our friend draws out the worst in me.”


  Once more, she reached out to G’aladon. This time, the agony vanished, replaced by a feeling of calm and relaxation. “I don’t mean you any harm, G’aladon, and I wouldn’t deliberately endanger a child of mine. You know this. Why must you be so stubborn?”


  “May I remind you that the last two times we met, you banished me to this place?” Not that he hadn’t deserved it, but that was beside the point. Her opinion of him couldn’t have changed so radically since then.


  “My opinion hasn’t changed at all,” she told him. “I’ve always believed you were capable of far greater things than the ones you destroyed yourself with. It was very saddening for me to trap you here, but as you know, we had no other solution.”


  This time, she wasn’t apologizing for what she had done, merely explaining. G’aladon wanted to believe her. After all, what did she have to gain from hurting Quinn and Roarke? G’aladon was already caught within the astral realm and couldn’t get out. Perhaps she truly intended to help him.


  But G’aladon didn’t dare chancing it. He couldn’t risk the safety of the two men who had grown to mean so much to him, whether they knew it or not.


  To his surprise, it was Quinn who stopped the debate. “I’m afraid you have no say in the matter. I think I speak for both myself and Roarke when I say that we’re willing to do anything to solve this.”


  “Agreed,” Roarke offered. “Arguing about it is useless. You must have realized that we would never have allowed you to go through with your original plan.”


  G’aladon might have continued to protest, to argue against the far too dangerous idea. But then, the Spirit Mother said, “You’ll be able to see them, to touch them. You’ll be able to kiss them.”


  His resolve crumbled. Selfish as it was, he yearned for that. He had desired it for so long. He could no longer fight Quinn and Roarke’s will. He was helpless against the strong desire within the two men.


  “All right,” he said, excitement, guilt, and terror warring inside his heart. “What must I do?”


  “Simply open your mind and follow our instructions. We shall do the rest.”


  Chapter Four


  


  Once G’aladon agreed, things moved at a far-quicker pace. Since the cabin was quite small, Hewitt directed them outside. Roarke found himself waiting in a beautiful forest, while the witch made the preparations for the ritual. Roarke and Quinn just stayed out of the way, and eventually, so did Mason and Devon, since Hewitt seemed to handle the issue just fine on his own.


  Meanwhile, the Spirit Mother proceeded to explain the details of her idea. “The two of you will join G’aladon in the astral realm,” she said. “This will leave a rift open, allowing him to come out. Now, chances are that if he does abandon his prison, he will go insane again and attempt to do something we’d all regret. This is why you must bond to him.”


  “Bond?” Quinn repeated. “How?”


  But Roarke already knew what she meant. He had already suspected this was coming. In his heart, he had known it even before he’d met Quinn. The human’s affection toward G’aladon and the almost irrational attraction between him and Roarke only confirmed it. They were mates.


  Roarke admitted that this wasn’t exactly what he’d had in mind when he’d imagined meeting his potential mate. As a spirit wolf, he had thought he would know his other half on sight. Their eyes would meet and they would breathlessly introduce themselves, and then Roarke would initiate courtship. He would nuzzle his mate’s nape, touch him, and get acquainted with their new bond. Then, they would finally settle on the grass, because in Roarke’s opinion, the ideal place for this union would be somewhere in a forest. With eager hands, they would remove each other’s clothing, touching, exploring, caressing.


  He hadn’t considered the chance that something might interfere with his meeting with his mate and they would be unable to consummate their bond. Perhaps he hadn’t wanted to, because somewhere deep inside, he had sensed the truth about his connection to G’aladon.


  Shaking himself, Roarke focused on Quinn and the Spirit Mother once again. Quinn was giving him a puzzled look, having obviously sensed Roarke’s mood. Roarke forced his mind away from his peculiar musings. He might have dreamed for an ideal, but what he had received was so much better. He just needed to fight to reach it, and he intended to do just that.


  He’d have liked to hear the Spirit Mother’s opinion on his bond with the other two men, but she didn’t seem inclined to provide it. “You’ll know what to do when the time comes,” she said unhelpfully.


  Roarke just nodded and wrapped his arm around Quinn’s shoulder, pulling the human close. This was so important, perhaps the most important thing Roarke had done in his whole life. He buried his face in Quinn’s hair, inhaling his mate’s comforting scent. He didn’t think he’d be able to live with himself if he disappointed Quinn or G’aladon.


  “Worry not,” G’aladon’s voice appeared in his mind. “You can never disappoint me.”


  Roarke certainly hoped that was the case. In truth, he felt very torn. He didn’t want Quinn to experience any pain, but at the same time, he yearned to rescue G’aladon. He was stuck between a rock and a hard place.


  But he had never shied away from a challenge. Whatever madness G’aladon’s power could cause, Roarke believed beyond any shadow of a doubt that their connection could surpass it.


  The Spirit Mother must have guessed his thoughts, as she somehow seemed pleased. “Once G’aladon is outside, we must draw out the excess power that urged him into becoming the loathsome creature we were forced to banish. We will need his cooperation, though, so your connection to him will be very important. There will be someone else here, a dear friend of mine, who might unsettle G’aladon further. This is why the two of you must provide G’aladon’s mind and soul with strength.”


  “We will,” Roarke promised. He shared a look with Quinn. “We are ready.”


  Hewitt had finished the preparations as well. He seemed to have cast a spell of sorts over a chosen area, as the grass shone greener than in other places in the grove. Roarke half expected for it to come alive any moment now. The wind picked up, and the rustling of the tree branches seemed to speak to him.


  Hewitt gestured them forward. “Come. Stand here, holding hands.”


  He pointed at a spot, and Quinn and Roarke obeyed his instructions. Facing Quinn, Roarke clutched the human’s palms in his own. “This is it.”


  Quinn smiled. “Excited?”


  “Excited. Worried. Elated.”


  It was so very strange to confess his feelings and confusion to a man he’d only met earlier that day. But Quinn’s blue eyes were so pure and gentle that Roarke was almost hypnotized by their light. It seemed as if he’d known Quinn forever. They were united in their desire to rescue G’aladon, but also in a connection that had come into existence from the very moment Quinn had been born.


  “You want to meet him,” Quinn said. “I want that, too.” His eyes gained a dazed, almost distant expression. “I think I know what the Spirit Mother meant, but I’m concerned that I won’t be enough for him, for you.”


  “Don’t ever say that,” Roarke protested. “You are the perfect match for us, the same way Hewitt is a match for Devon and Mason. Don’t doubt it. You know it’s true.”


  Quinn blushed prettily, but didn’t deny it. Roarke wanted to kiss him, but that would have to wait. With the corner of his eye, he caught sight of Devon, Hewitt, and Mason forming a triangle around them. Light flashed, and another spirit beast appeared, this time a panther.


  “Well, here I am,” it—he said. “Let it be noted that I think this is a horrible idea. It will never work.”


  Roarke had suspected other beings like his goddess must exist, but he’d never had contact with any of them, so he hadn’t been certain. He wondered who he was and if he had created a species of his own.


  In the end, it didn’t really matter. Roarke had more important things to worry about. Mentally thanking the new arrival—who’d obviously come here to aid them—Roarke took a deep breath and prepared himself for what was about to follow.


  “Of course it will work,” the Spirit Mother told the panther. “Have a little faith.”


  Whether he agreed with her or not, the feline nevertheless complied. The translucent panther and wolf took position to the right and the left of Quinn and Roarke, respectively. Both spirit beasts started chanting, which was somewhat odd given that they didn’t actually have lips. But Roarke had gotten used to the peculiarity of his life, and he took in all in stride.


  “Close your eyes,” Hewitt indicated. “Think about G’aladon. Think about what you want of him, with him. Focus on your bond.”


  Roarke obeyed, allowing his eyes to drift shut. He wished he could see the witch, touch him, kiss him. The thought came to him naturally, and he accepted it, opening his heart.


  As the spirit beasts continued to chant, Roarke sensed something appear in front of him. He couldn’t see it, but he knew it to be the hole in their reality that would allow them to at last meet G’aladon.


  Releasing one of Quinn’s hands and still clutching the other, Roarke turned Quinn toward the rift. Without a moment of hesitation, he stepped through the rift, the human right by his side.


  A rush of strange coldness hit him first. Roarke opened his eyes and looked around, only to see nothing, or rather, nothingness. It was void of substance, light, and life. Roarke couldn’t even see Quinn by his side, and if he hadn’t held onto the human’s hand, he might have believed he’d lost his mate completely. Roarke shuddered at what G’aladon must have gone through here. For crying out loud, he couldn’t even move.


  But the astral realm was, above all else, a place where the soul mattered. Roarke focused on his lingering spirit wolf abilities, and he sensed Quinn summoning his own powers. All of a sudden, shapes started appearing, a golden path emerging in front of them. The darkness shied away as shining spheres hovered around Quinn and Roarke. Beyond the glass of each sphere, Roarke thought he spotted moving people, lives unfolding before Roarke’s very eyes.


  The void no longer seemed threatening. Instead, it had become warm, almost welcoming. Roarke found that his muscles had started to cooperate again. Together with Quinn, he landed on the golden path and started walking.


  He didn’t know how long they followed the winding road. It seemed to go on and on, and Roarke noticed that actually maintaining it was draining his abilities. The astral realm almost appeared to have a life of its own, and while it welcomed Roarke and Quinn, it didn’t want them to reach their destination.


  “We are stronger than you,” Quinn muttered under his breath, frowning. The spheres that had been closing in on them burst into flame, becoming torches of pure light. The path steadied, and finally, Roarke spotted G’aladon ahead.


  Their witch was in something that looked like a dark vortex. The light ended at the very edge of the vortex, as if sucked in by the pure blackness. G’aladon floated in the middle, as if immobilized by invisible shackles. His eyes were open, and he gazed at them as if he couldn’t believe they were really there.


  “You truly came,” he gasped out, his voice rough, full of emotion. “I…It’s not safe.”


  For a few moments, Roarke didn’t reply, since he was too busy looking at the witch. He could indeed see the resemblance between G’aladon and Hewitt. They had the same black eyes and hair, and their facial structure was also similar. But while Roarke had been attracted to Hewitt in a sort of distant way, he felt drawn to G’aladon like a moth to the flame. No, like the moon to Earth.


  G’aladon was completely nude, and under normal circumstances, Roarke would have been all over him. The only problem was that he could not focus on arousal, not when G’aladon’s beautiful body was covered with lacerations, old wounds seeping with blood and newer ones appearing with each second that passed. Some looked like they had been caused by knives, others more like whip marks, and some of the rest like burns or even frostbite. In the real world, G’aladon would have long ago died, either by infection or by blood loss. A body, even that of a paranormal being, simply wasn’t designed to withstand such an assault.


  In this sterile environment, G’aladon had continued living, unable to succumb to his injuries, but unable to fight them, either. But no longer. Now more than ever, Roarke was convinced he’d do anything to free G’aladon. Unlike the moon that could never fully pursue its gravitational attraction, he would reach his mate.


  He nodded at Quinn, and Quinn gave him a tremulous smile. Tears flowed down the human’s cheeks, but neither of them made any move to brush them away. Roarke would have wept as well, but the tears wouldn’t come. Instead, his claws emerged, painfully digging into his palm.


  Drops of blood fell on the golden path, along with Quinn’s tears. It was somehow fitting, tears for G’aladon’s sorrow and his heart, blood for his pain and his physical body. As it turned out, the astral realm seemed to agree with him. Bright rays emerged from the pathway, solidifying into threads of pure light. They reached for G’aladon, drawing him out of the vortex and toward Quinn and Roarke. The dark whirlpool closed, and G’aladon landed in Roarke’s arms, looking dazed and exhausted.


  “This cannot be,” he said. “You cannot free me. I will destroy your world and your friends.”


  “You will not,” Quinn said in a tremulous voice, caressing G’aladon’s face. “Roarke and I trust you.”


  Roarke summoned the image of his perfect place for a mating, just like he had remembered it earlier. Obediently, the astral realm morphed for him, becoming an old forest that watched over them with benevolent eyes. A soft, gentle breeze caressed Roarke’s skin, teasing his nostrils with the scent of spring and flowers. Nearby, a clear river whispered its cheerful song.


  Murmuring a word of thanks, Roarke deposited G’aladon in the grass. The witch appeared to be in awe at what was going on. “How is this possible? Am I dreaming?”


  “You know you’re not,” Roarke replied. “Now relax and let us take care of you.”


  This was it. This was the moment when the three of them would come together. Whether G’aladon knew it or not, this was the first day of the rest of their lives.


  


  * * * *


  


  When G’aladon had conceded to the Spirit Mother’s idea, he had not truly expected it to work. A part of him had still doubted, wondered, questioned. He couldn’t bring himself to believe that he had earned such affection from Quinn and Roarke.


  After all, what had he ever done to deserve their love? He’d ended up imprisoned because of his own wickedness. In his pain, he had reached out to Roarke and nearly driven the wolf insane. He had plagued Quinn’s dreams and might have shred the human’s mind into pieces had Quinn’s psychic abilities not been uncommonly strong.


  And still, they wanted to help him. They wanted to care for him. G’aladon had wished for this for so long, so now, even knowing that he had no right to their affection, he couldn’t help but be greedy for it.


  They didn’t seem to mind. If anything, they were as greedy as him. As soon as he lay down in the soft, sweet-smelling grass, Roarke and Quinn began to fuss over him, carefully inspecting his injuries. G’aladon braced himself for pain, but it never came. Wherever their hands touched, his wounds healed, leaving behind unblemished flesh.


  Sensation engulfed G’aladon, sweet and true, like a feast to a starving man. After being denied any sort of touch for centuries, after having a reality where only pain existed, his body was oversensitive, deprived, and needful for the affection and lust the other two men showered him with.


  When Roarke kissed him for the first time, G’aladon almost thought he truly had died and gone to heaven. That was impossible, however, so G’aladon surmised this must be real. Roarke’s mouth pressed against his, at first gentle, but then, more possessive, more demanding. G’aladon wrapped his arms around Roarke, pulling the wolf closer and parting his lips for Roarke’s assault.


  Roarke’s tongue slipped into the wet cavern, claiming him, exploring him, taking G’aladon’s breath away. In the meantime, Quinn licked down G’aladon’s chest, his gentle, more innocent touches making a striking contrast with Roarke’s assault. He stopped over G’aladon’s nipple, sucking it into his hot mouth. G’aladon’s moan was swallowed into Roarke’s kiss. He forgot about his questions and his misgivings and lost himself in the passion.


  He would have liked to keep kissing Roarke forever, to hold onto the moment and never let go. But the touches of the two men were too good, too addicting. Their scents, their warmth, and just the thought that they cared about him mingled in a cocktail of emotion and sensation that G’aladon couldn’t hope to resist.


  When Quinn’s caresses grew bolder, finally venturing beyond G’aladon’s waist, G’aladon could feel his climax approaching. And then, the human slowly crawled down his body and tentatively lowered his mouth over G’aladon’s cock. He was obviously inexperienced and shy about it, but that only aroused G’aladon more. One flick of that sweet, pink tongue, and G’aladon lost it.


  His first orgasm in centuries washed over him, so intense it almost brought tears to G’aladon’s eyes. It was only by some miracle that he managed not to lose consciousness. Or perhaps it was the astral realm. It had always prevented him from falling asleep and finding solace in the oblivion of slumber. This time, G’aladon felt thankful for it, and not even the memories that lingered at the back of his mind could ruin the absolute bliss.


  Roarke broke their kiss while Quinn pulled away, looking shocked and a bit embarrassed. G’aladon’s spunk had landed all over his cheeks and his hair. He was the most beautiful sight G’aladon had ever seen in his life, a ravaged angel there to grant him salvation.


  Even so, G’aladon surmised the other men might be disappointed that he’d ended the moment too soon. “Sorry about that,” he apologized. “It was just too much.”


  Roarke smiled at him, and in spite of the heat lingering in his gaze, his voice was gentle. “We’re the ones who should be sorry. We shouldn’t have pushed you, not right now. You’re probably not ready.”


  G’aladon might have argued with the other man, but then, Roarke pulled Quinn close and started licking the cum from the human’s face. G’aladon’s mind just about melted. The feral seemed to be enjoying the taste of G’aladon’s spunk a lot, and Quinn was responding quite beautifully to Roarke’s ministrations. Small whimpers of pleasure escaped him, and every sound had a direct effect on G’aladon’s cock. Yes, he had always boasted great stamina in bed, and it came as no surprise that, in spite of the earth-shattering orgasm he’d just experienced, he yearned for more.


  Roarke immediately noticed his excitement, and G’aladon arched a brow at him. “I think you’re underestimating my need for you. I’ve wanted both of you forever.”


  “Well, I wouldn’t dream of disappointing you,” Roarke replied. He shared a look with Quinn. “Isn’t that right, baby?”


  “Oh, God, yes.” Quinn’s voice was breathless. “I just…Fuck…”


  G’aladon realized that for a human, the attraction between the three of them must be confusing. As a feral, Roarke might have a different mindset, but Quinn had been brought up with the idea of a slow dating process. G’aladon was fairly certain Quinn’s family had warned him away from romantic entanglements with paranormal creatures.


  His heart warm with affection for the courageous human, G’aladon cupped Quinn’s cheek. Throwing all caution to the wind, he pressed his mouth to that of the younger man’s.


  Whatever uncertainties Quinn might have had paled when faced with the passion between true mates. Much like Roarke had done earlier for him, G’aladon took possession of Quinn’s mouth, his tongue twining with that of the human.


  Quinn climbed into his lap, rubbing his body against G’aladon’s. The clothes covering the human created a frustrating barrier, preventing G’aladon from touching Quinn. His hands tore at the buttons of Quinn’s shirt, pulling on the material, not caring in the slightest when he heard seams rip and cotton tear.


  Thankfully, Quinn had a more efficient method to disrobe. Briefly breaking the kiss, he took a few deep breaths and closed his eyes. G’aladon’s hands itched to grab Quinn again, but he could tell the human was attempting to focus.


  His patience paid off, as a few moments later, Quinn’s clothes disappeared, and so did Roarke’s. G’aladon could have sobbed in relief. He massaged Quinn’s ass, running his fingers over the crease and reaching between the tempting cheeks to tease at Quinn’s hole.


  Alas, Roarke stopped him before he could get any further. The feral pulled Quinn and G’aladon apart, his gray eyes having gone almost black with lust. “Enough,” Roarke growled. “If I watch you two touch for much longer, I’m gonna come.” He slapped G’aladon’s naked ass. “I don’t want to do that until I’m inside you.”


  Quinn seemed to shake himself out of a trance and nodded. “You have to relax and let us take care of you.”


  G’aladon might have said that he was entirely capable of deciding what he wanted to do and what he would enjoy. However, he couldn’t bring himself to protest the idea of Roarke fucking him. Having been close to the feral for so long, he knew how well-endowed Roarke was, but he had yet to experience it in his own skin.


  “It looks like you like the idea.” Roarke smirked. “I knew you’d see things our way.”


  With that, the feral flipped G’aladon on all fours. The action took G’aladon by surprise, and he released a startled yelp. Roarke didn’t give him time to even blink. He pressed his naked body to G’aladon’s, making him shudder with lust. Meanwhile, Quinn crawled in front of him, his jutting erection demanding G’aladon’s attention.


  G’aladon didn’t even know where to look, what to focus on. Roarke caressed his back with certain, strong hands while Quinn brushed his hair out of his face, all gentleness and innocent lust. A moan escaped G’aladon, and he pushed back against Roarke, demanding the feral’s possession.


  Roarke didn’t delay in complying with the request. He spread G’aladon’s ass cheeks, rubbing his thumb over G’aladon’s nether opening. G’aladon whimpered pathetically. Each of his men’s touches seemed more powerful than the last, exploring every bit of his needy body. Everything they did appeared to be designed especially to drive him wild with lust.


  He wiggled his ass and licked his lips, telling them without words what he wanted. As always, they understood him. Quinn hesitated for a few moments, giving Roarke an inquiring look.


  “Go on, baby,” Roarke encouraged the human. “Fuck his mouth. He wants you to.”


  Quinn rubbed his prick over G’aladon’s lips, and G’aladon immediately reacted. He parted his lips, ready to take Quinn’s cock deep. But however inexperienced Quinn was, he also seemed determined to overwhelm G’aladon with his gentle caresses, to kill him with kindness. The human’s hands slipped into his hair, kneading his scalp. G’aladon had never thought he’d have erogenous spots there of all places, but his already hard-as-nails prick throbbed with every move of those fingers. Slowly, Quinn pushed his dick into G’aladon’s mouth, not going too fast, giving him time to adjust.


  In a way, G’aladon was thankful for it. He wanted to take his time, to get to know his lovers’ needs and desires, to give them the same pleasure they had already offered him. Supporting himself on a single arm, he reached with the other hand and cupped Quinn’s erection in his fist. The human hissed as G’aladon started directing the rhythm, taking that sweet dick all the way into his throat. The flavor of Quinn’s pre-cum exploded on his taste buds, more addictive than all the magic and power in the world.


  Roarke didn’t allow him to move any further. G’aladon lost all pretenses of control when two slick fingers slipped into his ass. Where had Roarke gotten lubricant? Well, everything was possible here, and it seemed that Roarke and Quinn had some sort of control over the astral realm.


  The reminder of where they were should have scared G’aladon or at least deflated his arousal, but it didn’t. For the first time in ages, he felt safe, complete. In fact, G’aladon didn’t remember ever experiencing this emotion of fulfillment. Before being sent to this place, he’d never been satisfied with his life, not even when he’d traded his soul for the power that had eventually become his downfall. It still hadn’t been enough. He’d always wanted more. Something had always been lacking.


  He needed more of Quinn and Roarke as well, but in a different way. Their touches cleansed him. Their passion purified him. And when Roarke’s talented fingers crooked inside him and hit his prostate, the pleasure he received made him feel like a new man.


  Urgency rose inside G’aladon as Roarke continued to stretch him. As much as he liked the skilled way those digits worked him, G’aladon craved the real thing. He wanted Roarke to pound inside him, to make him believe that this was forever, not a temporary dream.


  As if guessing his thoughts, Roarke removed his fingers from G’aladon’s ass. Seconds later, the blunt head of his cock nudged against G’aladon’s opening. “Ready?” the feral asked.


  If not for the cock in his mouth, G’aladon would have shouted, “Gods, yes,” or perhaps, “Fucking get on with it.” As it was, he just moaned and nodded enthusiastically. The vibrations must have felt amazing around Quinn’s dick, as the human released a soft gasp and pulled G’aladon’s hair with uncharacteristic roughness. But G’aladon didn’t have the time to wonder which side of Quinn he liked best. In one smooth thrust, Roarke buried his dick inside him.


  G’aladon’s world melted into pure flame. The hard column of Roarke’s cock pierced him, branding him from the inside out. And then Roarke and Quinn began a maddening rhythm, fucking his mouth and his ass, giving him everything he’d ever wanted.


  As they moved in and out of him, he surrendered completely, allowing them to direct the course of the encounter. He realized now why he’d never managed to feel content with what he had achieved. No matter how much power, wealth, or fame he acquired, he had always yearned for them. Even when he had killed his soul, it had returned to him, summoned by their presence, by their unmistakable beauty and strength.


  Roarke, the feral who never blamed G’aladon for driving him into his current condition, who accepted G’aladon for who he was and took the lead, refusing to allow him to wallow in his self-pity. Quinn, the human who held enough love in his heart to cry for a witch once capable of attempting to kill his own blood, who had reached out for G’aladon, enduring a pain none of his species should have been able to face. They were both too good for him, but they didn’t see it that way. And when he looked at himself through their eyes, G’aladon thought that maybe, he might truly have another chance.


  It went on and on, until G’aladon became lost between his confusing emotions and a nirvana incomparable to anything he’d ever experienced before. Quinn’s hold tightened on his hair while Roarke’s hands gripped his hips in an ironlike vise, squeezing so hard it almost hurt. They were close to reaching their orgasms as well, which was understandable. G’aladon had already come once, and he felt his own climax approaching, pooling in his balls. His skin seemed to sizzle with the sexual energy gathering inside him, all over him.


  One more thing, he needed one more thing to send him over the edge, and Roarke provided it. He leaned over G’aladon and buried his fangs in his neck.


  It should have hurt, but it didn’t. Instead, pure ecstasy washed over G’aladon as he felt their connection fully click into place. They’d always been close, although it had taken all G’aladon had to bypass the barriers of the astral realm and speak into the minds of the two men. Now, that link was reinforced by Roarke’s claiming, and G’aladon’s soul became bonded with Roarke’s. He blindly clutched Quinn’s hips, feeling the human’s absence, wanting Quinn there with them.


  He didn’t want to climax, not until he felt Quinn’s connection with him settle as well, but his body wouldn’t be denied. When his orgasm came, it swallowed him whole in a whirlpool of lust, love, desperation, and need. Roarke grunted against his neck and climaxed as well, filling G’aladon’s ass with his seed. Then, Quinn arched, and after pumping his dick inside G’aladon’s mouth one last time, he found his peak, sending hot streams of cum down G’aladon’s throat.


  The chain seemed to trigger something unusual within Quinn. G’aladon blinked away the dizziness and looked up at his human lover, only to see that Quinn was glowing so bright that it hurt G’aladon’s eyes just to look at him. Quinn’s psychic abilities washed over him, propelling G’aladon into another, unexpected climax.


  Choking, G’aladon saw the light engulf him as well, and his own bond with the human snapped into place. This time, tears did start flowing, blurring his vision as he trembled under the two men. It was just too much, too intense, too powerful, and G’aladon felt both smaller and stronger than ever.


  Roarke licked the wound at his neck, releasing his hold on G’aladon’s throat, but still holding him tightly and keeping him from collapsing. Meanwhile, Quinn slipped out of G’aladon’s mouth and fell on the grass. G’aladon recovered from his daze just in time to realize that Quinn still glowed.


  The feral let go of G’aladon and crawled to Quinn’s side, taking the human in his arms. He gave G’aladon a puzzled look. “What’s going on?” he inquired.


  G’aladon’s mind was quickly recovering from the pleasure as concern invaded him. The instinct that had always served him in his magical pursuits told him what needed to be done. “Bite him.”


  Roarke nodded and licked his lips. The feral seemed to trust G’aladon implicitly, yet another thing that humbled him. G’aladon watched as Roarke sank his canines in Quinn’s neck, much like the wolf had done earlier for him.


  For a few seconds, Quinn’s glow only increased. But then, the human’s still-hard cock twitched and Quinn came once more, arching against the feral, clinging to Roarke. The orgasm triggered another explosion of bright light, and G’aladon closed his eyes, lest he be blinded by it. When he opened them again, he saw that at last, the light died down, and Quinn had collapsed in Roarke’s arms. G’aladon went to them, kissing Quinn’s shoulder and caressing the human’s silky skin. “Okay?”


  Quinn nodded, even if he seemed slightly dazed. “What just happened?” he asked.


  “I have no idea,” the feral replied.


  Both Quinn and Roarke were looking at G’aladon for an explanation. Strikingly, G’aladon found it. Pieces of the puzzle began to fall into place, and he at last understood everything that had happened here. As always, it had been engineered perfectly, and G’aladon might have been pissed off with a certain canine deity had he not felt so grateful.


  “Had Roarke bitten either one of us outside the astral realm, the feral virus would have claimed our minds,” he told Quinn. “But here, souls are stronger than flesh. Also, you must understand that your psychic ability is far stronger here than outside. It reacted to Roarke claiming me and caused the bond between you and me to appear.”


  Understanding dawned on Quinn’s face. “But I didn’t know how to control it. I was losing myself in it.”


  G’aladon nodded. He knew how scary that could be, as he himself had lost his reason and his heart due to absorbing excessive magic. “That’s why it was important for Roarke to bite you. He anchored you.”


  “Is he safe now?” Roarke asked G’aladon. “Are you?”


  It was quite telling that Roarke only worried about Quinn and G’aladon, but never once considered that the entire thing might have an effect on him as well. G’aladon smiled. “We’ll be fine.”


  “I’m glad you think that,” a sudden voice said behind him. As G’aladon turned, he was unsurprised, but still somewhat resentful when he saw the Spirit Mother there. “It’s time.”


  Chapter Five


  


  The connection between Quinn and his two mates was the most beautiful thing in existence. For Quinn, it was kind of scary to lose control of himself the way he had, but knowing he had Roarke and G’aladon there with him reassured him beyond any shadow of a doubt. However, his fearlessness vanished when he spotted the Spirit Mother and heard her words.


  “Time for what?” he blurted out. “What do you mean?”


  “You can’t exactly stay here forever, Quinn,” the white wolf told him. “We must proceed to the next step of the plan.”


  Quinn disliked the way she phrased her comment, as if their coupling was a clinical process, not something born naturally out of their bond. Obviously sensing his dismay, Roarke embraced him, petting his hip.


  “You never said how G’aladon is supposed to get out of here in the first place.” Protectiveness echoed in Roarke’s voice, seemingly stronger than even the respect he felt for his creator. “What are we supposed to do now?”


  “If G’aladon wishes to proceed with his original idea of granting souls to the orcs, I can do it, but it’ll have to be with a sacrifice from his part.”


  “Sacrifice?” Quinn repeated in disbelief. “Wait just a minute. I thought you said he would be safe, that he wouldn’t have to…”


  He trailed off, unable to finish the phrase. He simply couldn’t bring himself to say the words. To his surprise, G’aladon smiled at him. “I don’t think it’s what Shaiyta intends,” he said.


  Shaiyta. Quinn had heard G’aladon call the Spirit Mother that before, but it still seemed a little strange. Stranger still, though, was that his lover smiled at the white wolf, all hostility gone.


  “Let me guess,” he added. “I have to give up my power.”


  “The full extent of your magic, yes,” the Spirit Mother clarified. “You will essentially be a normal human. You might be able to keep a few traces of your abilities, but they’ll be nothing like what you were used to.”


  G’aladon threw a look toward Quinn and Roarke. “I don’t care about that,” he said, “as long as I survive this. I don’t want to leave them.”


  “Your bond with Roarke will keep you alive for as long as he is,” the Spirit Mother said. Quinn was more and more confused, and G’aladon must have realized that, as he turned toward Quinn. “Magic is what keeps witches alive longer than they would have normally lived. My abilities are very limited here, but I can’t die because of the astral realm’s nature. Once I go out, though, the rules will be different. If I lose my abilities, chances are that my age will finally catch up to me.”


  “That won’t happen,” the white wolf assured them. “You are Roarke’s mate now, and whether you like it or not, you fall under my authority and my care. I will protect you.” She turned toward Quinn and Roarke again. “You will have a very important role. Once we are outside, it’s likely that G’aladon’s magic will rush back and overwhelm him. It will be your task to bring him back to his senses, to make him see what is right.”


  Her translucent gaze seemed to reach all the way into Quinn’s soul. “You must not falter. Should you do so, we will be forced to banish G’aladon again, and this time, there will be no end to his torment.”


  Quinn shuddered, terror invading him. He had seen how much G’aladon suffered. He had kissed away every wound and had wept over the witch’s bloody body. He couldn’t imagine deliberately sending G’aladon on a course of action that might very well lead them back here.


  “Are you ready?” the Spirit Mother asked.


  Quinn hesitated. He didn’t know. He was afraid. What if he made a mistake? The weight of this responsibility crushed him. He feared that he would disappoint his mates. After all, what did he have that was so special? His psychic powers were strong, yes, but he had never truly used them. Rather, he’d always fled their strength, hiding behind the wards of the diner. The only time he’d decided on something that didn’t directly benefit him or his family was now, when he had insisted on coming to help G’aladon. But he lacked the training for the fight that loomed ahead, and he could already imagine the outcome of their failure.


  He had never been fully aware of the extent of his abilities, but here, in the astral realm, he could feel them just waiting to escape him. What if he couldn’t control them? What if he disappointed his mates?


  Roarke shifted him in his arms and forced their gazes to meet. “Do not doubt yourself,” the feral told him. “All of us here have made mistakes. On our own, we are weak, but together, we are unbeatable. We complete each other.”


  Quinn stared deeply into Roarke’s eyes, taking in the decision that burned in those gray orbs. He stole a look at G’aladon, who watched them quietly, not pushing them for anything they couldn’t give.


  Mistakes. Weakness. In the end, was it really about that? Yes, G’aladon had lost himself in his power, but he had paid for it with agony and blood. Yes, Roarke had turned feral, but he’d also become an exile because of it. It was time for all of that to end. Quinn might not have their abilities, their power, their strength, but he did have love, a lot of love to give. He loved them so much it hurt sometimes, and he wanted to give them both the life they deserved.


  “We are ready,” he said, smiling at Roarke.


  The Spirit Mother didn’t question him. Instead, her focus turned on G’aladon. “What of you, child? Are you truly willing to risk everything you were and place yourself in their hands?”


  “It almost sounds like you don’t want me to get out of here.” G’aladon chuckled. “It’s okay. As much as I like being here with them, they deserve better. I know they want that as much as I do, and I trust them with my body, my soul, my life.”


  “Yes, but do you trust yourself?”


  The Spirit Mother’s question echoed in the now-silent grove. Quinn understood what she meant. Guilt and doubt didn’t just fade away, and G’aladon must be going through a very difficult time.


  Quinn released himself from Roarke’s arms and went to hug his witch mate. “You will do the right thing. I’m sure of it. We will be right there, by your side, helping you through it.”


  “I’m just…I’m not myself when I’m outside the astral realm.” G’aladon trembled, his smile having vanished as if it had never been. “I don’t want to hurt you.”


  “You won’t,” Quinn assured the other man. “I trust you, too, and so does Roarke.”


  G’aladon nodded, but he didn’t seem convinced. “We will make the attempt,” he said. “Shaiyta, I have one favor to ask. If I do lose it, I beg of you to kill me. I don’t want to plague Roarke and Quinn forever if we cannot be together.”


  “The Spirit Mother doesn’t have to promise anything,” Quinn heard himself say. “It won’t be necessary. We can do this.” When G’aladon didn’t look at him, Quinn felt anger burn through him. He grabbed G’aladon’s chin and forced the man to face him. “Don’t. How can you say such things when I’m right here, next to you? Do you not realize that you’re breaking my heart? Do you not care how much I love you?”


  Tears burned at the back of his eyes, and as much as he tried to suppress them, it didn’t work. The astral realm wildly responded to his erratic emotions, and the calm forest that had been the witness of their coupling suddenly became dark and foreboding, an angry wind blowing through the air.


  G’aladon seemed oblivious to the angry elements. He stared at Quinn as if transfixed. With gentle, tender hands, he cupped Quinn’s face, bringing their lips so close that Quinn could feel G’aladon’s breath. “I’m sorry, beloved,” he whispered. “I shouldn’t have doubted you. You’re right.”


  Their lips met in a sweet kiss, one that was nothing like the ones they’d shared earlier. It was a kiss of promise, of relief, and of recognition. Through it, they wordlessly told each other that they would not allow anyone to separate them, not even each other. And when Roarke came to them and hugged Quinn’s back, Quinn knew that if any of them lost their way, the others would be there to guide him back home.


  When the kiss broke, the sun was shining brightly once again. G’aladon beamed at Quinn. “I love you, too,” the other man whispered. “I always have.”


  “I suppose this is where I say I love you both,” Roarke muttered.


  Quinn laughed, happily elbowing the feral in the stomach. “You mood killer. You’re supposed to be romantic, gaze at me soulfully, and declare your undying devotion.”


  Roarke snorted. “G’aladon already did that. I can’t hope to even come close to his confession of love.”


  In truth, Quinn didn’t need fancy words from either of his men. Their bond overflowed with emotion, and Quinn berated himself for forgetting that, even for a minute.


  Sadly, they couldn’t stay there to explore their connection further. If Quinn had his way, he’d never step out of Roarke and G’aladon’s embrace, but they had a task that needed to be completed. In spite of the fear still bubbling deep within him, Quinn wanted to get it over with so that they could begin their life together, with no threat looming over them.


  With that in mind, Quinn pressed another kiss to G’aladon’s lips and slipped away. “Okay. I think we really are ready now.”


  “That you are.” The Spirit Mother appeared to be satisfied. “You might want to put some clothes on first, though.”


  Quinn realized for the first time that they were naked and had been so for the past several minutes, shamelessly exposing themselves to the Spirit Mother. Honestly, he couldn’t bring himself to be embarrassed. Instead, he closed his eyes and summoned clothing for both himself and his mates. “There.”


  The Spirit Mother’s lighthearted comment and the light flirtation with his mates lifted some of the burden off Quinn’s heart. Still, as the white wolf opened the rift between realms once again, Quinn couldn’t help but wonder what they were getting themselves into.


  Quinn took Roarke’s right hand and G’aladon’s left. As the Spirit Mother disappeared, the three of them stepped together through the gap.


  At first, he felt both Roarke and G’aladon through their shared bond, there with him, loving him. But then, all of a sudden, G’aladon pulled away from him. It hit him like a physical blow, so hard that when he landed outside, he fell on his knees. His mind was invaded with a flurry of confusion and mixed emotions.


  A wave of power washed over him, wild, familiar, yet not. Quinn somehow managed to gather his bearings, understanding that his mates desperately needed him. As he struggled to his feet, he saw G’aladon facing the Spirit Mother and her panther companion, spine ramrod straight, magic emanating from him.


  “See?” the panther asked the Spirit Mother. “I told you it was a bad idea.”


  The Spirit Mother ignored him. “Come now, child,” she told G’aladon. “Stop this folly. It isn’t what you really want.”


  “What could you possibly know about what I want?” G’aladon laughed, and he didn’t sound like the man Quinn knew and loved at all. “You’re only an animal.”


  The white wolf ignored the taunting words. “You might not care much about me, but what of your mates? What of Roarke and Quinn? Is your power more important than them?”


  G’aladon shrugged. “There’s no reason why I can’t have both. They’re smart men. Surely they realize how much better I am now than before.”


  “Do they?” The Spirit Mother’s voice dripped with disdain. “Perhaps you should ask them instead of drawing your own misguided conclusions.”


  G’aladon snorted. “And turn my back on you two? Yeah right. You’ll just take advantage of my distraction and try to steal my powers.”


  Quinn had heard enough. It was time for him and Roarke to intervene. “Stop, G’aladon,” he said. “This isn’t you. Remember what you said earlier? Remember how much we wanted to be together?”


  The witch stole a look at Quinn. “Nothing has changed, beloved,” G’aladon told Quinn. “But I can give you and Roarke so much more now. I can give you the world. Together, we can rule the entire planet. Nothing can stop us.”


  “What about the orcs, then?” Roarke asked. “You wanted to help them.”


  G’aladon shrugged dismissively. “It was a horrible idea. Being inside the astral realm must have addled my mind. The Spirit Mother said it herself. They are not used to having souls. Why should they get one?”


  “Because it’s the right thing to do,” Quinn replied. “Please, G’aladon. You must remember who you truly are.”


  With no fear, Quinn approached his lover. Even if G’aladon’s mind had been corrupted by the power, the bond between him, Quinn, and Roarke remained there, resisting the assault of the overwhelming magic.


  Quinn stepped into G’aladon’s embrace. “You told me you loved me,” he whispered in G’aladon’s ear. “You agreed that we could do this together. Have you forgotten?”


  Roarke joined them, hugging G’aladon from behind. “Weak apart and strong together, remember?”


  A struggle seemed to be going on within G’aladon. “I…But the magic…I’m nothing without it.”


  “You’re our mate,” Quinn corrected. “You’re G’aladon. Your powers don’t define who you are. Your choices, your emotions do.”


  G’aladon trembled, his turmoil now gaining physical manifestation. The ground started to shake. Fear bubbled inside Quinn’s belly as he heard a tree collapse somewhere nearby, but he didn’t move away. “Come back to us,” he told G’aladon. “Don’t let that magic consume you.”


  “You belong with us,” Roarke added. “Just let it go.”


  Magic swirled around them wildly, slashing at the grass, howling and screeching. Every nerve ending in Quinn’s body became alight with awareness. G’aladon could easily crush him, but he was not afraid, at least not of dying and certainly not of his mate. What had him terrified was the idea of failing G’aladon, of not being strong enough to sustain their bond. He had to hold on, to keep G’aladon anchored, to prevent the witch from completely losing it.


  G’aladon’s eyes drifted shut, and Quinn’s connection to his mates vibrated with effort and decision. The witch’s breath labored, and he seemed to be trying to absorb the power back within himself. Pain exploded in Quinn’s brain, oozing from G’aladon’s agony. In spite of it, Quinn focused every bit of his own ability and flooded their connection with it. He felt Roarke do the same, and G’aladon gasped, squeezing Quinn tightly to his chest. The pain was still there, but the wild, unleashed power began to lose ground, drawn back within G’aladon. At last, the shaking stopped, the energies that had caused it now returning into G’aladon, and through the witch, into Quinn and Roarke.


  “Take it,” G’aladon shouted, addressing the Spirit Mother. “Take it now while I can still keep ahold of myself.”


  He sounded like himself again, and Quinn realized they were very close to achieving their task. Their bond had been stronger than the lust for power. The Spirit Mother immediately granted his request. Her power flowed over them, more intense than Quinn had even expected.


  It was like a lightning storm, a meteor crash, a supernova, all wrapped into one. Quinn felt as if he was being consumed, torn apart. And yet, he didn’t experience any pain. It should have been there, but Quinn suspected the white wolf was protecting them. The pressure might have crushed his lungs, but it seemed blocked, as if it reached Quinn through a thick veil.


  Nevertheless, Quinn sensed the moment when G’aladon’s magic began to abandon him very clearly. The Spirit Mother’s spell invaded G’aladon, draining him dry, like a leech that threatened to steal G’aladon’s very life away. Quinn had the urge to stop the whole process, but he contained it. This was the only way. He loathed the pain G’aladon had to go through with all his heart, and he’d have much preferred to endure it himself in his mate’s stead. Since it wasn’t possible, he just hugged G’aladon, praying and flooding his mate with his love.


  In spite of the agonizing process, G’aladon didn’t try to free himself or fight back. He allowed the Spirit Mother to sap him of his strength, shuddering, still clinging to Quinn as if his life depended on it.


  Finally, after what seemed like forever, it was all over. G’aladon slumped against Quinn, breathing hard. “Thank you,” he whispered in Quinn’s ear. “For a moment there, I forgot who I was and what I really wanted.”


  Quinn didn’t speak. Instead, he just caressed G’aladon’s sweaty hair, knowing that his mate already understood Quinn’s emotions.


  For a few moments, he experienced a profound sense of relief. At last, they were together. It hadn’t been easy, but they’d succeeded. However, his happiness shattered abruptly. With a shout, Roarke pushed G’aladon and Quinn down and covered their bodies with his own.


  Quinn watched in horror as a blast of magic struck Roarke, so powerful the feral didn’t even have time to cry out in pain. Their incipient bliss collapsed like a castle of cards. In one single instant, Quinn felt his bond with Roarke being severed by death.


  The first thing that struck Quinn was a strong reaction of denial. This couldn’t be. They’d only just become mates. They had too much to share, to do, so many things to talk about, so much love to explore. Quinn could simply not believe that they could lose it all, just like that.


  Quinn crawled from under G’aladon, reaching for Roarke, trying to convince himself that there must be some mistake. But the absence of the bond could not be confused for anything else. Roarke’s heart no longer beat, and he had stopped breathing. A thin trail of blood seeped out of his mouth, the only visible sign of an injury.


  G’aladon reached for Roarke as well, all his pain and exhaustion seemingly forgotten. He took a deep breath and released a choked sob. Quinn was distantly aware of someone making a low keening noise, and he realized he himself was the source.


  Tears filled Quinn’s eyes as he rocked Roarke’s body to his chest. In the background, Quinn was aware of a conversation taking place.


  “You fool,” the Spirit Mother boomed. “What have you done?”


  “What I had to do,” the panther replied, practically sneering. “You’ve gone soft, Shaiyta. Your people speak of peace and healing where none is possible. You indulge their ideals and their whims to the extent that you would endanger the world for them.”


  “I may have gone soft, but you’ve forgotten the true power of emotion,” the Spirit Mother replied.


  “There is no emotion here. G’aladon is not a person. He stopped being that a long time ago. He is a thing, and he has to be wiped out, this time, permanently.”


  Cold fury filled Quinn. Kissing Roarke’s now-clammy temple, Quinn left the feral’s body on the grass. Both he and G’aladon got up, facing the rest of the people in the area, both the spirit beasts and Hewitt, Devon and Mason.


  It seemed obvious to Quinn what had happened. The panther had never intended to help them. He had waited for G’aladon to willingly renounce his abilities and attacked once the witch had been weakened.


  How could a supposedly godlike creature be so treacherous? How could he not even care about the destinies they shattered with their cruelty?


  “You are a thing, a soulless, dirty creature,” Quinn told the panther. “G’aladon paid the price for what he did in the past. And you? What did you do? You killed an innocent man who only wanted to love and be the loved.”


  “I will never forget or forgive this.” G’aladon growled. “You will regret the day you killed my mate instead of me.”


  There was hatred in G’aladon’s voice, thick and venomous. Mere minutes before, Quinn would have been inclined to dissuade the witch from any violent course of action, but now, everything was different. The world had gone gray, and the only thing that kept Quinn from collapsing and surrendering to his own grief was G’aladon.


  Their bond tightened, this time in shared fury, in desire for vengeance. New power roared around them, and for the first time, Quinn opened himself to his abilities.


  There was so much magic present, though, that it almost overwhelmed Quinn. Taking a deep breath, he focused on G’aladon so that he wouldn’t lose sight of his goal. Waves of untapped psychic energy invaded Quinn, and he tamed it with his anger, with his heartbreak and grief. He could sense so many things now, things he’d been blind to before. More importantly, raw, angry power gathered within him and more. The life and beauty of the forest around them pulsed inside his heart, but it only made the sheer void and blackness of Roarke’s dead body more intense. From everyone in front of him, Quinn gathered impressions, and G’aladon’s feelings just added more fuel to the unquenchable fire. Quinn might have been unable to rescue Roarke, but he could help avenge him.


  At the same time, G’aladon reached out to his creations. Quinn could almost see them in his mind, the orcs who had been recently granted souls lending their strength to their master. They cried out in anger and sorrow for G’aladon’s loss, wanting to help him, to fight back against those who’d wronged him.


  Magic exploded in the grove, hitting at the panther guilty of Roarke’s murder. A thousand voices seemed to echo as Quinn and G’aladon spoke together. “You might consider yourself immune to the rules of man,” they said, “but you are not. Everything has a price, and you will pay it.”


  Together, they unleashed the full extent of their emotions and abilities on the panther. Quinn’s attack held the full power of his mind, and he wielded it like a knife, molding his senses into a telekinetic weapon. Through his bond with G’aladon, he shared his power with his mate, who did the same with him. Meanwhile, G’aladon’s magic held so much intensity every nerve in Quinn’s body came into awareness, the fabric of reality twisting under G’aladon’s control. Havedok must have not expected them to possess such power, at least not after G’aladon had willingly given it up. He recoiled, pushed back by the energy. A roar of pain escaped him, and he stalked toward them, obviously meaning to dispatch them as well and finish the job.


  The Spirit Mother got between them before things could progress any further. “Stop,” the Spirit Mother said. “You must stop. Quinn, G’aladon, please remain calm. I can bring Roarke back, but you must stay focused on him, not on your desire for vengeance. You are destroying yourselves by summoning such power to your aid. Havedok, leave before you cause any further damage.”


  “You cannot order me around, Shaiyta.” The panther growled. “I am not your slave.”


  “Leave,” the white wolf repeated. “I will not say this again. You have hurt one of my children, and I don’t take kindly to such betrayals.”


  A small trickle of hope invaded Quinn’s soul, like a hesitant ray of sunlight struggling its way through the clouds. It was probably foolish of him to believe in such words of encouragement. The Spirit Mother hadn’t prevented Roarke from being killed in the first place. But she had helped them free G’aladon. If nothing else, her intentions were good, and Quinn was fairly certain that she did indeed have the ability to return Roarke to them. Not to mention that Quinn wasn’t actually sure that he and G’aladon could win in a battle against that damned Havedok. The Spirit Mother, on the other hand, was more than a formidable opponent, and she seemed very pissed.


  Perhaps realizing that as well, the panther backed down. Quinn didn’t want to let him off that easily, but the choice was taken out of his hands. “Very well, but don’t say I didn’t warn you when he turns against you and your kind,” the panther said.


  With that final warning, he disappeared, leaving no trace that he’d ever been there. Instantly, the Spirit Mother was by their side. Hewitt, Devon, and Mason, who had been impotently watching the entire scene, followed behind her. G’aladon and Quinn knelt by their dead mate’s side, hugging him once more. The rigidity of death had already started to settle in. Could the Spirit Mother truly cast it aside?


  Before Quinn could express any possible doubt, a bright light bled out of the Spirit Mother and into Roarke. Instantly, the deathly palor of the feral’s skin vanished, turning into a healthy, rosy hue. The feral took a deep breath and cracked his eyes open.


  The transition was so smooth that Quinn almost thought it was all a dream. Unable to hold back, he mapped Roarke’s beloved face with his fingers, tracing the lines of his cheeks and his nose, brushing his thumb over Roarke’s lips to truly acknowledge that yes, his mate was breathing. G’aladon crushed Roarke to his chest, not even trying to mask the tears flowing down his cheeks.


  “You’re back. Oh gods, you’re alive.”


  “Wow.” Roarke sounded gobsmacked. “I guess I am. I just…What happened?”


  “Havedok’s power struck you very hard,” the Spirit Mother replied. “If you hadn’t gotten in the way, he would have killed G’aladon, and I’m not sure I could have brought him back. He knew this.” Veiled anger burned in her voice. “I did not realize he meant to betray me. I apologize.”


  Quinn had not expected that, but it seemed that in dealings between godlike beings, everyone was fallible. He truly did not know what to say. He was too overwhelmed by the joy of having Roarke back to even think.


  G’aladon found his composure faster than Quinn. “Thank you,” he said in a choked voice. “Thank you, Shaiyta. For this, you have my allegiance for all time.”


  “No thanks are needed. He is my child. I love Roarke, and I love you and Quinn for what you give him.”


  There were so many things Quinn wanted to say, to do, mostly rotating around kissing Roarke, making love to him, and reassuring himself that the feral was truly there. However, the Spirit Mother had other plans. “Unfortunately, Havedok is not one to accept defeat easily,” she said. “You two challenged him, and even if you could not have defeated him, you did take him by surprise. He is very angry now. Quinn, he might try to enact revenge on your loved ones.”


  Quinn’s eyes widened. “Mom. Dawn. We have to warn them.”


  “There’s something you need to know,” the Spirit Mother said. “Your friend, Shen, he is a child of Havedok’s. He can easily take them out if Havedok orders him to.”


  Roarke struggled to his feet, still pale, but seemingly recovering more and more with each second that passed. “Then what are we standing here for? We must go.”


  For the first time, Devon spoke. “I’m not sure you’re up to it, my friend,” he said. “You’ve literally just returned from the dead. You should rest.”


  “I agree,” G’aladon said. “You are not in any condition to fight.”


  “This is not the time to argue,” Roarke said bluntly. “I’m not sure I’ll be much of an asset in battle, but you’re not leaving me behind, either.”


  “We’d never dream of it,” Quinn replied. Being separated from either one of his mates, especially now, sounded like a nightmare.


  “Don’t worry,” the Spirit Mother comforted them. “Your family is all right for now. But we must hurry before Havedok acts. Close your eyes and hang on.”


  Quinn obeyed, and this time, he felt the shift in space and the change in air as the white wolf used her translocation abilities. When he opened his eyes again, he found himself in his mom’s room at the diner.


  Other than him and his mates, their three friends had also been brought along. The Spirit Mother was by their side as well, watching them like…well, a protective mother.


  Quinn found that comforting, especially since he saw Dawn and his mom facing a torn-looking Shen in panic. “What’s going on, Shen?” Dawn was asking. “Why did you bring us here?”


  She then spotted Quinn and the others, and her eyes widened. “Oh, God, Quinn. Where did you go? We were so worried. And now Shen is acting so strangely. We—”


  “I’m just supposed to give you a message,” the young man interrupted her. “The Spirit Lord could easily kill you all if he so desired. However, he has no wish of pursuing this conflict here and becoming like G’aladon. But this isn’t over.”


  “I didn’t think it was,” the Spirit Mother told him. “The death of one of my children isn’t something I take lightly. You can tell your master that our truce is over and broken. In his betrayal, he has broken one of the most sacred rules of our kind.”


  Shen didn’t seem very happy about the circumstances, but nevertheless, he nodded and made a small bow. “I will take my leave now. Farewell. Dawn, Quinn, Mrs. Tanner, it was an honor to work with you and be by your side. Hopefully, we will never meet again.”


  With that, Shen melted into a cheetah and, faster than the eye could see, ran out the door. Quinn stared after him, wondering if anything at all would make sense today.


  “What did he mean by that?” he asked. “Hopefully we will never meet again. Why hopefully?”


  “Shen is a trained assassin,” the Spirit Mother replied. “Like the spirit wolves, the felines have problems of their own, and Shen belongs to a long line of enforcers. But I will not get into that. He is gone for now, and we have time to figure out our next step.”


  “For the moment, I think the next step should be explaining what the hell is going on,” Quinn’s mother said. “And right this instant.”


  Quinn couldn’t help but smile. It was so like his mother to make demands and scowl at him even in the presence of a deity. Her strength was familiar, and after this outlandish, peculiar day, Quinn welcomed the feeling. Of course, he didn’t actually look forward to her reaction to what had happened so far, but he was sure she would eventually understand his mating. Well, pretty sure. Maybe. Gulp.


  Chapter Six


  


  “So what are you saying exactly?” Mason’s friend, JC, crossed his hands over his chest. “That we’re suddenly at war and we’re not safe? Correct me if I’m wrong, but we were at war yesterday, with the spirit wolves.”


  Roarke sighed, having expected resistance and wishing Devon and Mason had been able to join them. Mason in particular might have had more luck in convincing JC that there was a newer, even more dangerous problem.


  “This is different,” he said. “We have another species against us, one that can take us out one by one.”


  The Spirit Mother had warned them that, as long as ferals remained apart, they represented a vulnerable target, which Havedok’s people could easily take out. Therefore, she was sending people out to those ferals who might be more open to cooperation with spirit wolves, who in one way or another had more control or incentive to get it. JC was one of these men, and now, Roarke and his mates had to explain the situation to the feral. It wasn’t easy, and it didn’t help that JC owned a business which he most likely didn’t want to leave behind.


  Perhaps Devon might have been a more logical choice, but he, Mason, and Hewitt had been given another task. As an Alpha feral, Mason knew a lot of people, and he was perfect for an extended campaign to bring the two sides of the spirit wolves together. Roarke didn’t envy him. If JC was so hard to convince, Roarke could only imagine how difficult it would be for other people.


  “The spirit felines are a new peril,” he told JC. “This is a new age, one that marks the cooperation between ferals and spirit wolves. I am even told that there is a new drug that holds the virus in check.”


  Interest glowed in JC’s eyes. “Truly? You know this for a fact?”


  Roarke hesitated. He had first heard about the drug from a hunter, and Devon had confirmed it was true. However, so many things had happened that he hadn’t actually double-checked the information. There simply hadn’t been the time. Roarke’s mind still whirled after the conversation with Quinn’s family. Looking back, Roarke wondered how in the world so many things could be crammed into one day. It seemed like ages since he’d gone to the Tanners’ diner to meet up with Quinn. They had gone through so much together already, and Roarke just wanted to hide somewhere with Quinn and G’aladon.


  Perhaps his wish had been overheard, as all of a sudden, JC’s expression changed. “Well, apparently, it’s true. I might not trust you, but I trust the Spirit Mother. I will temporarily close down the hotel and come with you.”


  He briefly paused, as if considering saying something else. “What is it?” Quinn inquired. “Is anything wrong?”


  “Well, actually, I was wondering if our loved ones are in danger as well.”


  “Uh…It depends.” Roarke truly didn’t know what to reply. “Are they feral as well?”


  JC shook his head. “Human.”


  “Ah, then you should be all right,” Roarke replied, mentally sighing in relief. “The leader of the felines sent a message to Quinn’s family, saying he doesn’t wish to involve humans.”


  “If you want to be more certain, you can tell this person or persons to contact my mother,” Quinn piped up. “If there aren’t too many people involved, she should be able to offer them jobs and even someplace to stay.”


  “It’s just one man,” JC replied quickly. “Could your family truly keep him safe?”


  “They have wards around our place, but also a special guard now, just in case,” Quinn offered. “I honestly think it would be the best thing for him.”


  “That would be great, then. We’ll talk about it more in the morning and make arrangements. You guys should get some rest. You look dead on your feet.”


  Roarke almost laughed. “You have no idea how right you are.”


  JC gave him an odd look, but G’aladon didn’t give the feral a chance to ask anything. “We’d be much obliged if you could rent us a room,” he said, speaking for the first time since their arrival. “Roarke in particular has been through a very rough time.”


  JC just nodded. He retrieved a key from under his desk and offered it to G’aladon. “On the house. If you need dinner or anything, there’s a phone in the room. We don’t usually provide room service, but we make exceptions for friends.”


  Roarke smiled, relieved that JC wouldn’t give them anymore trouble. He was truly exhausted, and the thought of collapsing on a bed with his mates seemed like heaven.


  They thanked the feral and left him at the receiving desk of the hotel. Their room was on the first floor of the building, so they didn’t bother with the elevator, choosing the stairs instead. Soon, they reached what would be their quarters for the night.


  G’aladon used the provided key, and together, the three men entered the room. The first thing Roarke did was make sure the chamber had a big enough bed. It hadn’t occurred to him to mention to JC that the three of them were mates.


  Thankfully, JC must have noticed it, as a queen-sized bed with crisp white sheets beckoned him closer. It wasn’t very big, and in fact, it would probably be difficult for three men to fit in it. However, Roarke would have fun trying.


  He abandoned the bag he was carrying and collapsed face-first on the mattress, testing its softness. To his satisfaction, it was quite comfortable. He rolled on his back and looked up to his mates, who were watching him with fond amusement.


  “I can’t tell you how relieved I am to finally get a moment to ourselves,” he told them.


  G’aladon offered Roarke a tiny smile. “I assure you Quinn and I feel the same.”


  “Thank God I managed to convince Mom it was a bad idea to stay at the diner,” Quinn said.


  Roarke shuddered, although only half of the fear he exhibited was fake. “I think I’d take on Havedok any day, as long as I don’t have to face your mother’s wrath again.”


  Quinn grimaced. “Don’t say that even as a joke. You know it’s not true.”


  Roarke released a heavy sigh. The day had been a roller coaster of emotions and particularly hard on Quinn and G’aladon. For his part, Roarke didn’t remember what had happened after he’d been blasted by the panther. A brief instant of agonizing pain, and then, nothing. But the other two men recalled it all, and probably would do so for as long as they lived. Roarke should have known better than to joke about it.


  “I’m sorry,” he said. He reached out and pulled Quinn on top of him. “You’re right. I shouldn’t have said that.”


  “It’s okay,” Quinn told him, hugging Roarke tightly. “I just don’t want to think about it anymore.”


  Roarke shared a concerned look with G’aladon. While the two of them might be worried for him, he was very worried for them. He was fairly certain that both G’aladon and Quinn had done something in an attempt to avenge him. He could feel it within them, the barely restrained power. It was the last thing they needed. G’aladon had just freed himself from the hold his own magic had over him, and Quinn was so young still. Roarke suspected that the very reason why they hadn’t been able to release G’aladon from the astral realm until now was that Quinn hadn’t been ready. Even now, those psychic abilities that could easily drive a man insane bubbled underneath the surface.


  G’aladon obviously realized that as well. He joined them in the bed and kissed Quinn’s shoulder. “Come lie down, beloved. You’re exhausted. I’ll give you a massage, and you can get some sleep.”


  “But, Roarke—”


  “I’ll be right here, baby,” Roarke replied. Gently, he maneuvered Quinn onto the mattress, leaving the human in G’aladon’s capable hands.


  “I’m not the one you should be focusing on,” Quinn continued to protest.


  Roarke sat next to Quinn and softly caressed his mate’s cheek. “Just relax, baby. I’m not going anywhere, and the best way to make me happy is for you to be content.”


  With a wave of G’aladon’s hand, Quinn’s shirt disappeared. For a few seconds, the witch actually looked surprised the spell had worked, but the moment of hesitation passed. A vial filled with liquid appeared by G’aladon’s side, and he poured a generous amount on his palm.


  The oil had a pleasant smell, flowery, yet discreet and not overly sweet. Roarke found himself watching the motions of G’aladon’s hands on Quinn’s back, the way the witch worked Quinn’s tense muscles. G’aladon explored every inch of creamy skin, leaving no part of Quinn untouched. When he finished Quinn’s back, G’aladon muttered another spell that eliminated the barrier of Quinn’s bottoms.


  As G’aladon’s palms progressed over the tempting globes of the human’s ass, Quinn started moaning, making small sounds of pleasure. The oil’s perfume rose around them, making Roarke drunk. Or perhaps it was just his arousal, and that of his mates, both of which had started to become a problem.


  Roarke clutched the sheets with clawed hands and forced himself to continue watching the proceedings. Spirit Mother, his mates were so beautiful together. G’aladon had an expression of concentration on his face, and if not for their bond, Roarke would have sworn the witch was completely unaffected by the sight of Quinn’s nude body. But that wasn’t the case at all. Roarke could tell how much G’aladon wanted the human, how much he craved Quinn’s touch. Nevertheless, he continued with his massage, going lower down over Quinn’s thighs and calves, then back up, relentless, casting a whole new type of spell over both Quinn and Roarke.


  When G’aladon parted Quinn’s ass cheeks and rubbed the tiny opening hidden there, Roarke couldn’t take it anymore. He started to remove his clothing, releasing a frustrated growl when the material seemed to refuse to cooperate. He was very relieved when G’aladon noticed his predicament and willed his clothes away.


  “That’s convenient,” he said.


  “It is, indeed,” G’aladon replied with a smirk. “Especially for me.”


  The witch flipped Quinn on his back, regaling Roarke with the sight of the human’s flushed face and oh, yes, his hard, rosy cock. Roarke’s mouth watered just looking at it. He’d wanted to taste it, to lick Quinn all over, to worship Quinn just like the human deserved.


  G’aladon seemed to agree. With a grin that was pure sin, he spread Quinn’s legs and inserted a finger inside Quinn’s passage. The human arched his back prettily and cried out. “Oh God…G–G’aladon, please!”


  “Mmm.” G’aladon licked his lips as if he was admiring a particular delicious treat. “Tell me, beloved. What do you want?”


  To Roarke’s surprise, Quinn was quite coherent when he almost angrily replied, “Fuck me. Touch me. Kiss me. Just don’t tease.”


  Roarke cursed. “It looks like we’re not taking care of our mate’s needs, love,” he told G’aladon. “We’re going to have to rectify that.”


  “Indeed.” G’aladon tossed Roarke the oil. “How about we start with him being at the other end of what I got?”


  The idea made Roarke’s cock throb painfully. Hell yeah. He couldn’t wait to get inside Quinn’s tight little ass. With trembling hands, he uncorked the vial of oil and used the liquid to prepare himself for taking Quinn. His own touch made him hiss in pleasure. Fuck, he was already on the edge just from watching G’aladon massage Quinn. His mates truly had the most devastating effect on his libido.


  Roarke bit the inside of his cheek and squeezed his cock tightly, using the pain to distract himself from the near-maddening arousal. His efforts were thwarted when G’aladon got rid of his clothing, revealing the pale, beautiful expanse of his gorgeous body. At this rate, Roarke knew he’d surrender the battle to his instincts before he even kissed his mates.


  Throwing all caution to the wind, Roarke pulled Quinn toward him and closed his mouth over the human’s, thrusting his tongue inside the wet cavern. Quinn instantly melted against him, still making those small whimpering noises that drove Roarke wild. G’aladon took advantage of Quinn’s position to continue preparing Quinn’s ass. Roarke only caught a brief glimpse of it, as he was focused on Quinn’s mouth, but when Quinn tensed in his arms, he could easily guess what had happened.


  Chuckling, Roarke broke the kiss. His laugh died when Quinn stopped him from completely moving away and bit his lower lip. He groaned at the show of possessiveness and unleashed passion. Quinn clearly wanted to be fucked and had no qualms in showing it. Roarke looked forward to showing the little human just what he’d signed up for.


  G’aladon smiled knowingly. “Still going too slow for you, Quinn?”


  Quinn nodded, missing or rather ignoring the veiled dark promise in G’aladon’s words. “Fuck me already,” he dared them. “I need you so badly.”


  How could Roarke deny him? He was helpless to resist his two mates. Without another second of hesitation, he dislodged the human from G’aladon’s seducing hold. In a few swift motions, Roarke turned Quinn in his embrace and pushed him on all fours on the bed.


  In the process, G’aladon also fell on his back, but quickly righted himself, taking position in front of Quinn. The witch’s cock pointed accusingly at Quinn’s mouth, and Quinn panted, releasing another needy moan.


  Roarke spread Quinn’s ass cheeks, exposing the treasure hidden between them. Quinn’s opening glistened with the oil G’aladon had used and twitched invitingly. Roarke thrust two fingers inside his mate’s anus, testing Quinn. He hissed as the human instinctively tightened around him, his muscles squeezing Roarke’s digits in a hot, velvet fist. Roarke could already imagine how it would feel around his cock. He couldn’t wait. Nevertheless, he took a few more minutes to make sure Quinn was stretched. He knew the human was a virgin and wanted to avoid all possible pain.


  Finally, he deemed Quinn as prepared as he could be. Removing his fingers from Quinn’s ass, he applied more oil on his cock and positioned his dick at Quinn’s opening.


  Meanwhile, G’aladon teased Quinn with light caresses, keeping his cock out of the human’s reach. “I’m not going to go slow,” he warned. “I’m going to fuck your mouth deep. Do you really want it?”


  Quinn whimpered, obviously liking the idea. Taking the sound as a cue, Roarke slowly started to push inside Quinn. Fuck, it felt so good. He mentally reviewed the past history of the spirit wolves to hold back from burying himself inside his mate in one single thrust, but he only had limited success. The volcanic heat of Quinn’s ass raised every predatory instinct inside Roarke. His wolf demanded that he claim Quinn, brand him as his own, renew their connection. Amazingly, though, the feral part of him had all but disappeared since he had gone through with their bond. Roarke had been so absorbed in the rest of the events that he hadn’t even realized it until now, but it was true. He no longer felt that fire, that violence that scorched his brain, threatening to take over. Now, it was just pure lust, the need and desire he felt for his mates.


  At the same time, G’aladon slipped his dick past Quinn’s lips. Roarke took hold of Quinn’s hips, steadying the human, wordlessly telling him to just surrender and allow Roarke and G’aladon to set the pace. Quinn’s body trembled with the effort to obey as he seemed torn between wanting to thrust back against Roarke and take more of G’aladon’s prick in his mouth.


  In the end, Roarke coaxed him to give himself to them in the most natural way possible, by pounding him into the mattress. As one, Roarke and G’aladon started moving. For all his words, G’aladon was gentle at first. Both he and Roarke kept a slow pace, allowing Quinn to get used to the invasion. Soon, though, the human’s moans broke their resistance. They began to speed up, their thrusts gaining intensity, turning almost violent. In spite of having been a virgin, Quinn just took it all and demanded more. His body opened up to Roarke, swallowing his prick greedily, somehow managing to accommodate the thick shaft. Roarke couldn’t help but admire the way that pink little hole stretched around his dick, twitching as Roarke pulled out as if asking to be fucked again.


  With every second that passed, the ecstasy increased more and more. Roarke’s gaze went from the curve of Quinn’s elegant back, to the blond hair curling against his nape, sweaty and damp, then up, this time to G’aladon. The witch’s half-lidded eyes were as beautiful as his pink, peaked nipples. His lips were twisted in an almost snarl, an expression that clearly illustrated what Roarke himself felt, the agonizing pleasure, so intense it skirted madness, physical pain. Their hearts beat in unison, and their bond throbbed with the perfection of the moment.


  Roarke took a deep breath, trying to steady himself, to push back the impending climax. It didn’t work since the scent of sex, lust, and man invaded his nostrils, potent like the strongest of aphrodisiacs. Roaring, Roarke lost it. Thrusting deep inside Quinn, he leaned over the human and buried his fangs in Quinn’s flesh.


  Predictably, the claiming bite triggered his climax, and as he filled Quinn full of seed, the human’s ass tightened around him, greedily draining him of every drop. Quinn howled around G’aladon’s cock as he found his own peak, and the witch surrendered the battle as well. Screaming Quinn’s and Roarke’s names, he came. By some miracle, G’aladon remembered to pull his cock out of Quinn’s mouth halfway through his climax, ending up splashing Quinn’s cheek and hair with cum. Apparently, he had liked what they’d done earlier in the astral realm and wanted to see Quinn marked with his seed.


  Just the sight of his mates finding their pleasure was enough to make Roarke’s dick twitch in interest again. However, in spite of the daze of his orgasm, he found enough restraint to pull out of Quinn. The human had already collapsed, moaning lowly in his throat. He was beautiful, but clearly exhausted, and he needed to get some sleep.


  G’aladon licked Quinn’s face clean of his own spunk, then smiled at Roarke. “Looks like our sweet lovely is tired.”


  “Quite.” Roarke nodded. He got off the bed and went to the bathroom. After cleaning up a bit, he retrieved a wet washcloth. When he returned to the room, he saw that G’aladon had already placed Quinn on the pillows and cleaned him up by using a spell.


  “You could have warned me you were going to do that, you know,” Roarke told the witch.


  “Yes, I could have,” G’aladon replied cheekily, “but then I wouldn’t have gotten the chance to admire your ass.”


  “You don’t need an excuse to admire any part of my anatomy.” Roarke tossed the cloth in the general direction of the bathroom, making a mental note to clean up before they left. “You can do so whenever you want,” he told his mate as he stalked to the bed.


  “I suppose.” G’aladon’s expression turned thoughtful. “I’m still getting used to this mating business.”


  Roarke brushed his thumb over G’aladon’s full lips. “We all are. But this is a good thing. I want to see you smile, and I want you to rest, right there next to Quinn.”


  His words thankfully worked and distracted G’aladon from his melancholy. “And a good place to be it is.” The witch lay down next to Quinn, leaving just enough space in the bed for Roarke to crawl in as well. Roarke did so, taking position at the other side of Quinn and sandwiching the human between himself and G’aladon.


  In spite of his fatigue, though, Roarke didn’t fall asleep for a very long time. He watched as his two mates slumbered, in awe at their beauty and individual strength. When he at last surrendered to his exhaustion, he did so with a smile on his face. They might be surrounded by enemies, but their bond was strong enough to defeat anything. Roarke just knew it.


  Chapter Seven


  


  “You’re our mate,” Quinn said. “Your powers don’t define who you are. Your choices, your emotions do.”


  “You belong with us,” Roarke’s voice echoed in G’aladon’s ear, thick and full of certainty. “Just let it go.”


  Through the haze of the magic, G’aladon gripped the anchor of his mates’ presence and dug himself out of the abyss he’d thrust himself into. But just as he slumped against Quinn, having managed to free himself from the tentacles of the seductive magic, his world collapsed as his bond with Roarke was suddenly shattered. Roarke was dead.


  G’aladon opened his mouth, but the scream bubbling in his throat never erupted. His lips were covered by warm, familiar ones. G’aladon opened his eyes, only to find himself in Roarke’s embrace.


  Roarke broke the kiss and gently cupped G’aladon’s cheek. “It’s okay, love. I’m right here, remember?”


  G’aladon’s racing heart began to calm down. Yes, he remembered now. The Spirit Mother had been there, and she had saved Roarke’s life. Thank the gods. Unable to control himself, G’aladon hugged Roarke tightly. “I remember. Of course I do. Just…Let me believe it a little more.”


  With the corner of his eye, he caught sight of Quinn watching them with undisguised concern. G’aladon cursed himself for being so weak as to openly show such vulnerability. Now was not the time to fall apart. Hell, Roarke had just been through a very traumatizing experience, and Quinn’s grief and anger had urged the human to use some abilities he might not be fully used to. They had already helped him so much. It was his turn to comfort them.


  “Stop. Just stop.” Roarke kissed him again, this time briefly, a mere peck meant to soothe him. “I know things haven’t been very easy. By rights, we should be taking advantage of these days to get to know each other a little better. But we can’t let what happened defeat us. Okay?”


  G’aladon nodded, half for Roarke’s sake, half for Quinn. He couldn’t simply let go of the grief he’d felt when he’d held Roarke’s body in his arms. It had been like a half of his newly acquired soul had been brutally shred away, leaving the other torn and bleeding.


  Roarke sighed, and G’aladon realized he and Quinn weren’t being very convincing. “I suppose it’s unreasonable to ask that of you,” the wolf concluded. “We’ll give it time.”


  He made a move to pull away, and suddenly, the thought of losing contact with Roarke seemed unbearable to G’aladon. Quinn intercepted their mate before G’aladon could do so.


  “Wait,” the human pleaded breathlessly. “I don’t want to go just yet. I know we should. I know we have an important job to do. But I want to feel you, for a little bit at least.”


  It was exactly how G’aladon felt. A million responsibilities awaited them, especially on G’aladon’s side, but he didn’t think he could face the world without reassuring himself their bond was still intact. As much as he hated to admit it, that nightmare had shaken him pretty badly.


  “Oh, baby.” Roarke’s eyes shone with affection and something that looked far too much like guilt for G’aladon’s comfort. “Just tell me what I can do to make you feel safe by my side again.”


  “That’s just it, Roarke,” G’aladon replied. “We were safe. You weren’t. It’s our fault, and mine in particular. If not for me, Havedok would have never turned against us. I started a war.”


  “No, you didn’t,” Quinn answered. “That damn panther did. You only wanted to begin a new life and give your people a chance for one, too.”


  Roarke seemed thoughtful. “I have a feeling this isn’t just about you, G’aladon. I don’t think Havedok would have turned against the Spirit Mother just to destroy you. This must have been brewing for a while now.”


  G’aladon might have believed his mate was just trying to comfort him, but truly, Roarke’s words made a lot of sense. The connection between the spirit beasts was strong, and for Havedok to betray it, the panther needed a far better reason than merely killing G’aladon. A heavy burden of guilt began to lift off G’aladon’s chest. He squashed the sense of relief, since he still didn’t know enough to make a real judgment. But whatever the case, he agreed that, in the end, Roarke’s death could only be blamed on Havedok. One way or another, the panther had to pay.


  Before he could say just that, Roarke pulled him close and kissed him once again, leaving him breathless and dazed. “Don’t think about it anymore,” the wolf said as they broke apart. “You want to touch me? Come on.”


  G’aladon didn’t delay in taking Roarke up on his offer. He pounced on Roarke, making the wolf’s eyes widen in surprise. They had gone to bed naked, so no material blocked their bodies from contact. All thoughts abandoned G’aladon’s mind as he sunk himself in his mate’s embrace.


  Quinn joined them as well, and the three of them ended up in a writhing, sweaty pile, desperately moving against each other in the middle of the bed. Finally, Roarke took control of the encounter. He pushed G’aladon down and, in one smooth motion, took G’aladon’s cock in his mouth.


  G’aladon’s mind melted at the explosive pleasure that burst through his veins. Roarke bobbed his head up and down G’aladon’s dick, not teasing, but going directly for the gold, pursuing the goal of their climax with the same single-minded determination that defined him in everything else. G’aladon threaded his hands through Roarke’s soft hair, fucking his mate’s face, taking the pleasure Roarke offered and yearning to return it. As if guessing his thoughts, Quinn straddled G’aladon’s face and slowly fed his dick into G’aladon’s mouth.


  It was exactly what both of them had needed. G’aladon moaned against the column of flesh and was rewarded by an echoing groan from Quinn. Sadly, their combined cries made Roarke decide a change in position was required. The wolf released his hold on G’aladon’s prick, but G’aladon didn’t even have time to protest. Roarke maneuvered the three of them in a sort of triangle position. As he resumed his task of sucking G’aladon’s dick, he thrust his cock in Quinn’s mouth. It was a little awkward at first, but after a few moments, they got into the rhythm, moving together as naturally as they had the day before.


  It was simple pleasure, uncomplicated and pure, giving and taking. Somehow, it seemed like the essence of a mating, a three-way partnership in which they were all equal, in spite of their differences. Along with the overwhelming pleasure, that deep feeling, the knowledge of their intense bond always persisted at the back of G’aladon’s mind. They existed in two separate planes, flesh and spirit at a complete balance with each other. Everything inside G’aladon, from his magic to his love and his carnal desire, reached out to his mates, needing them, craving them.


  In the end, the emotions and the sensations reached a tipping point that broke the lingering traces of their composure. Quinn came first, filling G’aladon’s mouth with his seed. Just the taste of Quinn’s essence would have pushed G’aladon over the edge, but G’aladon didn’t only have that. He had their bond, a bond now thrumming with the energy of Quinn’s climax. With a cry that was smothered by the still-throbbing flesh in his mouth, G’aladon found his peak as well.


  Roarke followed suit, his growl sending delicious vibrations through G’aladon’s dick, triggering more spasms of pleasure. They were in a chain of ecstasy, and in that moment, G’aladon knew that the same chain bound their hearts together. Roarke was right. Not even death could separate them. G’aladon had failed to protect Roarke once, but it would not happen again.


  They collapsed on the bed, spent, but feeling much better about their current situation. G’aladon could sense his mates’ emotions through their bond, and he was finally at peace. Oh, he had no doubt that the nightmares would return, but G’aladon had Roarke and Quinn to help them fight back.


  Unfortunately, they couldn’t linger too much in bed. The world was waiting, and they had already used up more time than they could afford. Once they recovered a bit from the orgasm, G’aladon muttered a quick spell and cleaned them and their room up. As they got dressed, they kept stealing little kisses that delayed their departure. Finally, though, the preparations were complete. They grabbed what little baggage they had brought and left the room.


  JC waited for them in the hotel foyer together with a young man G’aladon didn’t know. He was very cute, small, and waifish, like a sprite. JC had a protective hand wrapped around his waist, and in that simple gesture, G’aladon saw how much the human meant to JC. “This is Theo,” JC told them as they approached. “Babe, these are my friends, Quinn, Roarke, and G’aladon.”


  “It’s a pleasure,” Theo replied with a small, shy smile. “Joel told me it’s dangerous for us to stay here, but you could help me find another place to live.”


  Quinn nodded. “With my family. We own a diner that also caters to various needs of…” Quinn hesitated, obviously not knowing how much Theo knew about JC and his nature. When JC nodded, the human continued, “of the paranormal community. We will take you there and explain to my mother. We’re understaffed now, so if you can help with the business, we’d be very grateful.”


  “Of course,” Theo replied. “It’s the least I could do.”


  “Good.” Roarke clapped his hands together. “Then it’s settled. Time to go, guys.”


  “Do we have a plane reservation or what?” Theo inquired. “I assume your diner is in the United States. How will we get there?”


  As if in reply to Theo’s question, a wave of power flowed over them. G’aladon blinked, and all of a sudden, he was in the Tanners’ home once more. G’aladon admitted that translocation spell was very convenient and sent a word of mental thanks to Shaiyta.


  Quinn’s family was already waiting for them. Both JC and Theo looked disoriented, but Quinn’s mother swooped in, bringing cookies and hugs. “I’m Brenna Tanner,” she introduced herself. “You must be Theo and JC. The Spirit Mother has already explained the situation.” Quinn’s mother kissed her son, then turned toward Theo again. “Welcome. You don’t need to worry about a thing. We’ll be happy to have you, and you’re perfectly safe.”


  The latter part of the phrase was clearly said for JC’s benefit, and the feral visibly relaxed. The mentioning of the Spirit Mother and the clear use of her magic seemed to soothe him.


  “I will head out to the Magistrate’s Den,” he said. “I’m very grateful for your help, and I promise I won’t forget this.” Offering G’aladon and his mates a small smile, he added, “And good luck to you in your quest. It sounds like you still have a lot to do.”


  G’aladon thanked the feral for his wishes. It was true. More and more tasks were lining up, and G’aladon and his lovers needed all the luck they could get to complete them.


  After saying good-bye to Quinn’s family—with a great deal of reluctance from Dawn’s and Brenna’s parts—they were forced to leave once again. Thankfully, the Spirit Mother granted them the favor of teleporting them. This time, though, they were taken to a place G’aladon had not looked forward to seeing.


  A small coffee shop stood in the building that had once been his home and lair. Here, in this very place, G’aladon had been exiled to the astral realm, not once, but two times. Cold sweat trickled down his spine at the recollection of the horrors he had endured there. He swallowed around the sudden knot in his throat. It didn’t matter. That was in the past. He had paid the price for his crimes, and he was now here to face the last of his demons.


  Most of the Oriakai who remained alive after all this time clustered around this area, although there were some who’d left Great Britain and now lived in the United States. However, for G’aladon’s purposes, this was the best location. He could bring them all here and speak to them, guide them. He knew they must be very confused by the changes he’d wrought by surrendering his powers to them.


  In truth, G’aladon might have preserved a good measure of his abilities, but he was no longer the same man the Oriakai had known and feared, not in heart, and not in magic. Most of it had been drained away by Shaiyta, and it was only his anger at Roarke’s death that had returned what powers he did have now to him. G’aladon only hoped that wouldn’t dissuade them from trusting him. The last thing he needed was a throng of disoriented, angry orcs running rampant through Britain.


  Thankfully, G’aladon didn’t need to go inside the shop to achieve his goal. Mystical energies were very powerful in the entire surrounding area, particularly around Stonehenge. G’aladon would need some space to work, something he didn’t have at this hour due to all the tourists present in the area. Nevertheless, he wanted to take some time to reacquaint himself with the environs. Undoubtedly, there had been changes he needed to learn, things he had to be aware of for the purpose of this little reunion.


  In truth, G’aladon would have much preferred to just retreat in his mates’ embrace and ignore everything else that happened. But that would be selfish and wrong. The two men had sacrificed themselves for him, and G’aladon wouldn’t be able to live with himself if he didn’t at least make the attempt to reach out to those he’d created.


  They didn’t stick around the coffee shop or the small town for long. Even in an area filled with tourists, they drew the attention of humans. Some of the people living here had a sort of sixth sense for paranormal things, whether they realized it or not. The mystical energies of the area touched them, making them particularly sensitive to beings like G’aladon or Roarke. As such, after purchasing a few snacks, they headed out toward their destination.


  The energies of the place would have also affected Quinn deeply, but the mate bond anchored the human, as it did G’aladon. Therefore, they were safe to explore and advance toward Stonehenge, even if G’aladon could already feel the pressure of the magical presence increasing. G’aladon had to say that he was enjoying their little field trip. They took their time, admiring the countryside, breathing in the fresh air, and reveling in each other’s presence.


  At lunch, they stopped and grabbed a bite, then made out in the shade of the nearby trees. They couldn’t take things further since they were, after all, in public and anyone could show up. However, the simple lazy kisses they shared did wonders for G’aladon’s mood.


  When they finally reached Stonehenge, though, G’aladon found his nervousness returning. Predictably, there were a lot of humans hanging around, taking pictures of the great stones, but as the sun started to set, everyone began to leave. G’aladon and his mates stayed behind, avoiding the security through a strong spell. It would have been preferable to find a more discreet location, but this was the location where G’aladon had first created the Oriakai. Nothing else would do.


  Thankfully, G’aladon still had the Spirit Mother on his side. Even now, he felt her supporting him. With her assistance, he soon managed to get the area clear, leaving only himself and his two mates there.


  Now, the truly hard part began. G’aladon went into the center of the circle and knelt. His mates joined him, also sitting down on the grass. They settled in a triangle, the unbreakable triad that held so much strength and magic. As they held hands, G’aladon started to murmur an incantation, focusing every last bit of his power on summoning the orcs to him.


  This was so important, and he tried to convey that in the call. They lived in a new world now, one that held openness and the possibility to love. If G’aladon had found soul mates, anyone could. And now that he was happy, he wanted it for everyone else as well, except maybe Havedok.


  Magic coursed through him, bright, hot, and intense. He felt his mates support him, giving him the additional energy he needed to summon his people to him. He sensed Shaiyta guiding him, teaching him how to focus his somewhat still-erratic abilities. Through half-closed eyelids, he spotted bright light emerging around him. All of a sudden, the entire field was flooded with dozens, no, hundreds of shadowed silhouettes.


  G’aladon fully opened his eyes and got up. This was it, the moment he had dreaded. There were so many of them and yet, so few. They had lacked a leader, and because of it, they’d perished. Guilt swelled inside him, hot and damning.


  Fortunately, Quinn and Roarke were by his side, and through them, G’aladon managed to suppress the emotions that would have hindered what he wanted to do and allow only those that would help him in his task.


  “Thank you all for coming,” he said. “I know you’re probably wondering why you are here.” The hows weren’t important, since they would all assume he still had the magic he had once boasted. He would not tell them it was not the case, at least not up front. “You must have felt a change in yourselves, and in me, in the past few days.”


  There were a couple of murmurs through the crowd, but no one actually provided a reply. It wasn’t surprising, given what G’aladon had once been like. G’aladon berated himself for even considering abandoning them to their fate.


  At the same time, G’aladon knew they must be having trouble accepting this new part of themselves. G’aladon had succeeded in getting his soul back only through a very painful process and especially because of his mates. It had been worth it because it had come to him naturally. For the orcs, it had been a somewhat more artificial process, and they must still be attempting to suppress it.


  “Many centuries ago,” he began, “you appeared into this world, created by me. I wanted an army, a perfect one without emotions. I didn’t see what I was doing until it was too late and you were all beyond my reach.”


  Some of them were frowning, while others seemed confused and trying to understand what he meant. In that moment, G’aladon noticed something he hadn’t originally seen. It seemed that many of them no longer had that hunched-over posture, their legs having straightened and their bearings now fully humanoid. Others remained in the same condition, and G’aladon noted that they were the ones who seemed displeased with the change in G’aladon.


  Nevertheless, G’aladon continued to speak. “I had no soul, and neither did you. Yesterday, I used my magic to grant you that gift, to give you a new life in which you can experience everything that makes the world such a wonderful place.”


  G’aladon paused, wondering if he had said too much. Truly, he probably shouldn’t have sounded so enthusiastic about it, but he couldn’t help it.


  “Are you really His Lordship?” one orc asked.


  This was what G’aladon had feared. “I am,” he replied, carefully tempering himself. He narrowed his eyes at the creature who had dared to speak. Unlike many of the others, this orc remained as hideous as ever. G’aladon narrowed his eyes at him. It would seem he had been right in his suspicion that this wouldn’t be easy.


  “Some things might have changed, orc,” he said, “but make no mistake. I can still destroy you with one wave of my hand.”


  Oddly enough, the threat seemed to reassure his people. In a way, it made sense. They were used to him being harsh and unyielding, punishing them if they made mistakes. His new self wasn’t anything like that, and they found themselves facing yet another foreign thing when they must have been hoping for something else entirely.


  “The only difference,” he added, “is that I don’t want to. I want to help you, but I’ll have no qualms in not doing so should you question me again.”


  Chastised, the orc backed down, but G’aladon could see into the creature’s heart and he knew this wasn’t over. Even so, many of those present appeared to be open to discussion. They wanted to learn more about the changes in their hearts, minds, and bodies. Because yes, unexpectedly, G’aladon’s powers had worked in two ways. It seemed that those Oriakai who were making a genuine attempt to understand and accept G’aladon’s gift had also become more humanoid, and their features were smoothing out more and more with every second they spent in G’aladon’s company. G’aladon’s powers over matter must have caused their bodies to adapt as well as their souls.


  Since they were undoubtedly curious about the presence of a wolf shifter and a human, G’aladon decided to introduce the two men. “These are Quinn and Roarke,” he said. “They are my mates, and they helped me leave the astral realm.” Ah, fuck it. They must have sensed his agony upon losing Roarke, so there was no point in hiding and pretending. “We’re building a new life together, something I want for you as well. You can find mates of your own, people to value you and care for you.”


  “Mates?” someone inquired. “Why would we want to do that?”


  “Companionship. Love. Trust.” G’aladon enumerated a few reasons before realizing those words meant nothing more than elements drawn out of a dictionary for the Oriakai. “You will learn in time,” he promised, “and you will know when you’ve found the right person for yourself.”


  “That’s not very reassuring,” a female orc said doubtfully. “Where are we supposed to start looking in the first place? No one will want us.”


  G’aladon smiled. Just the question made hope spring up in his heart. “You can begin looking among your own kind, but if there’s no one who strikes your fancy, don’t get discouraged. The world is your oyster now. Make use of it.”


  Urged by a force deep within him he could not deny, G’aladon went to the female orc. He cupped her cheek gently, making her eyes widen. She was far prettier than any Oriakai woman he had ever seen before. She wanted what he offered, but she still hesitated to believe that she could be loved.


  G’aladon would have none of that. Using his natural bond with his creations, he sent waves of calm through her, urging the woman to open her heart to her emotions. She released a small gasp, but obeyed. Under his touch and through the power of her feelings, she became beautiful. Her skin grew smooth, her silhouette graceful. The limp strands of her hair turned wild, untamed, and silky. Fangs vanished, leaving behind straight white teeth hidden behind full lips that just begged to be kissed. She now looked completely human, but the orc agility and strength remained there, hidden under the surface.


  As he released her, the woman looked at her hands and touched her face, seeming shaken. When she realized what had happened, she bowed in front of G’aladon. G’aladon caught her before she could kneel. “Don’t,” he said. “I didn’t do anything, at least, not right now. I just gave you a nudge in the right direction. All of you here have what it takes to start a new life. You just have to want it.”


  “But…We don’t know how,” a male orc said. “I…I suddenly feel things. It’s confusing. I wasn’t confused before. I wasn’t…anything.”


  G’aladon understood exactly what he meant. The real world now caused reactions inside the Oriakai, and their bodies and minds were not fully ready to grasp it.


  “That’s why you have me,” he said. “To guide you.”


  He looked around, eyeing everyone in the area. “I will not lie. Not all of those here have the potential to become like your friend here, not right now.” True beauty originated from within, and, sadly, a large number of the orcs could not bring themselves to love or care. The souls they’d received had been pure, but in their weakness, they’d allowed their previous experiences to taint them. “But you mustn’t give up,” he added. “You have a lot of work ahead of you, but as long as you don’t fear it, you will be fine.”


  Hundreds of orcs began to talk at the same time. Some were wondering if they could be made beautiful like the girl had. Many openly watched Quinn and Roarke, debating whether they could, indeed, find mates, too. Others were pissed that their companions were even considering this nonsense. Yet others asked themselves whether they were capable of what G’aladon had suggested. Lastly, there were those who planned to exploit what they saw as G’aladon’s weakness and perhaps steal his magic.


  These were all reactions G’aladon had expected. Insofar as the orcs could feel, they had feared him. It was an instinctual thing, born out of self-preservation. And while they should have the same connection with G’aladon that Roarke and the spirit wolves shared with Shaiyta, it had never fully formed because of G’aladon’s failure.


  G’aladon sighed to himself. In the end, not everything could be fixed. Some mistakes were doomed to mark the existence of people and the world for all time. G’aladon wondered if he would ever manage to get over his guilt or if it would continue to plague him forever.


  As always, Roarke and Quinn supported him, pushing aside the doubt. Quinn came to him and wrapped an arm around G’aladon’s waist, pressing soft lips to G’aladon’s cheek. It was tender, loving, and exactly what G’aladon needed.


  Alas, the orc who had earlier questioned G’aladon took this opportunity to attack. The man lunged forward, moving faster than the eye could see. In a way, that didn’t surprise G’aladon. He had been expecting this. The man had been itching for a fight, having obviously not taken the transformation well. As much as it saddened G’aladon to go against his people, he would not allow for his mates to be harmed, not again, never again.


  G’aladon pushed Quinn behind him, shielding the human with his body. Roarke was there, ready to jump to G’aladon’s defense, but G’aladon wordlessly warned his mate not to intervene. He needed to handle this on his own, to show the Oriakai that he was still their leader, no matter what.


  The feral pulled Quinn back, giving G’aladon space to face this threat. All this happened within the expanse of a couple of seconds. When the orc finally reached him, G’aladon was ready. He slammed his magic against his opponent, suppressing a wince as the sound of bones cracking reached his ears. Groaning, the orc collapsed, sapped of his strength.


  Centuries back, G’aladon would have killed one of his underlings just for looking at him wrong. Now, he was reluctant to end a life. The orc who’d attacked him hadn’t suffered a lethal injury and would quickly heal. Unfortunately, his hesitation didn’t go unnoticed by the rest of those present. There were others who shared the first orc’s beliefs, and G’aladon found himself crushing the resistance of more and more people.


  They attacked from all sides, but in spite of their much larger number, G’aladon had no trouble in holding them back. It was only when they attempted to jump Roarke and Quinn from behind that G’aladon got well and truly angry. He unleashed the full extent of his abilities, bringing all the orcs to their knees.


  “Enough,” he shouted. “You do not have to trust in me. You are free to live your lives in whatever manner you please. But know this. I will not condone any violent behavior against the humans, spirit wolves, or any other species. You can defend yourself if need be, and I will support you in that, but should you instigate assaults, I will personally hunt you down and bring you to justice.”


  He might no longer have godlike abilities, but he remained powerful, and it showed. The orcs cowered in front of him, and those who’d attacked him attempted to retreat. They didn’t get the chance. G’aladon felt a buzz against his spine and knew Shaiyta had come to offer her support.


  Just like that, his opponents vanished into thin air. It was much like she had done with G’aladon and his mates, only he’d never witnessed it from the outside.


  The remaining orcs gaped. “Worry not,” G’aladon reassured them. “They have merely been taken to an incarceration facility where they will be no danger to themselves, or others.”


  He had no idea how he knew that, but he did. It was information Shaiyta fed directly into his brain and something he felt very thankful for. Those orcs were too dangerous to let loose, but he couldn’t exactly kill them. It would be far too cruel, and he’d never be able to live with himself.


  At first, the rest of his people still seemed a bit unsettled, but then a sense of calm overtook them. G’aladon understood that they had needed this proof of power as evidence that some things remained the same, no matter what.


  G’aladon swept his gaze over the people now waiting in the field, watching him with avid eyes. The moon shone overhead, the Stonehenge pillars still vibrating with quiet magic.


  “I will always be here for you,” he said again. “After this meeting, you will be free to return to your lives, but deep inside me, I will be watching.”


  He smiled, and for the first time, many of them smiled back. It was all tentative, but seeing it there made G’aladon’s heart glow with joy. And under that light, the Stonehenge pillars start to emanate power. Bright beams swept through the crowd, showering everyone with power. G’aladon sensed the mystical energies of the location reaching out to him, and he embraced them, letting them grow within the vessel of his own body. His mates were right there with him, helping him along. G’aladon surrendered to it all, allowing his powers to run free.


  When it was finally over, the light dimmed and G’aladon’s eyes adjusted to the lighter glow of the stones. He could see now that, where orcs had once stood, there were only humans. G’aladon had not expected this, but he did his best to mask his surprise. After all, his people would prefer it if he was unruffled by anything.


  This was exactly what he had been thinking when he’d dreamed of a second chance for his people. He didn’t know how and why, but his desire had been heard by someone, perhaps greater than himself and even Shaiyta.


  “Go now,” he told his former orcs. “And remember what I told you. Your gift can easily disappear if you don’t value it. Your beauty is in your soul.”


  If nothing else, G’aladon had made his people intelligent, and they had no trouble grasping that concept. However, there was one thing G’aladon was not able to change. They all went to their knees, a sea of people bowing in front of him, promising lifelong servitude. G’aladon was uncomfortable with the demonstration of humility, but in all things, there had to be a hierarchy, and they needed him to accept their humble affection.


  G’aladon gave them a few moments to focus their thoughts, then mentally whispered a good-bye in the ears of each and every one of them. Focusing his abilities once again, G’aladon sought the knowledge that had slowly started to accumulate within him. It came to him easily, the spell having registered within his consciousness as he had felt Shaiyta use it. In the blink of an eye, the orcs vanished from the field, returned to their lives from before.


  When they were all gone, G’aladon and his mates were the only ones left in the field. The light dissipated, only the cold rays of the moon now illuminating the area. A sense of relief flooded G’aladon. He felt so giddy he wanted to laugh.


  “Well, that actually went far better than imagined,” he told his mates instead.


  “God.” Quinn rubbed his eyes tiredly. “I’ll say. After this, dealing with ferals seems like a piece of cake.”


  “I’m glad you think that, baby,” Roarke replied, “because this isn’t over, not by a long shot.”


  Epilogue


  


  “Are you sure about this, Hewitt?” Roarke asked in a cautious voice. “It’s too much.”


  “I wouldn’t have offered had I not been sure,” Hewitt replied. “Mason, Devon, and I are far too busy for me to stay here, and I truly don’t want all the work I put into it to go to waste.”


  G’aladon released a heavy sigh. “This is my fault. If I hadn’t sent the orcs after you, you’d never have left it in the first place.”


  Hewitt waved a hand dismissively. “Water under the bridge. Now, what do you say? Will you take care of The Witching Hour?”


  Quinn would have very much liked to do that. They didn’t actually have any place to stay, and since G’aladon could now flash them from one place to another on will, they didn’t need to constantly be on the road like Hewitt, Mason, and Devon. Even with the Spirit Mother’s assistance, Devon and his mates would have a full schedule, and they were indeed unlikely to be able to care for the club.


  However, Quinn understood why G’aladon and Roarke were reluctant to accept the offer. No matter what Hewitt said, their past hadn’t been forgotten. How could it? Hewitt had nearly been killed, and while Hewitt could be generous, Mason and Devon couldn’t just let go of the issue. For his part, Quinn empathized with them more than he’d have liked. He still hadn’t gotten his revenge on Havedok, and it frustrated him that he’d probably never be able to get the panther to pay for what he had done.


  Roarke’s voice snapped him out of his musings. “Quinn? Baby, are you okay?”


  Quinn blinked, realizing for the first time that his mates had been speaking to him while he’d been lost in thought. “Fine,” he replied. “What were you saying?”


  G’aladon arched a brow. “We asked your opinion on what we should do. You’ve been very quiet since we arrived here.”


  Quinn didn’t really want to express his opinion, mostly because it would bias his mates and maybe push them into a decision that might not be the correct one. But he knew better than to think he could hide from G’aladon and Roarke. They understood how his mind worked and could see into his heart as if it were an open book.


  The truth was that he enjoyed being here, as the strong wards around the club kept the energies from the outside world from scratching at his senses. Especially since the night they’d spent at Stonehenge, he had found his powers increasing, and he had trouble controlling them in certain areas. With G’aladon’s aid, he was learning more about himself and how to use his mental powers, but it would be a while until he fully got the hang of it.


  Still, he knew all too well that G’aladon could put up wards even stronger than these. The question was, in fact, whether this could be the right location for them to build a new life in.


  Quinn surreptitiously scanned the empty, quiet club. Even without people, it held a beauty that couldn’t be denied. But as he looked at Roarke and G’aladon, Quinn wondered if it truly mattered. Shrugging, he replied, “I’m happy wherever you are.” After a small pause, he considered Hewitt and the others. “But perhaps it would be fitting that we stay here and…rebuild.”


  In the end, it all came down to how much Quinn loved G’aladon. He thought that maybe his mate might enjoy caring for The Witching Hour, fixing what he had once destroyed. There were some things that G’aladon would never forget, but it was up to Quinn and Roarke to find the right solution for the witch to heal.


  When a bright smile appeared on G’aladon’s face, Quinn knew he had made the right choice. G’aladon turned toward Hewitt again and said, “You heard my beloved. If you truly mean it, we’d be honored to stay.”


  To Quinn’s surprise, it was Devon who replied. “Excellent,” the wolf said. “I’m sure you’ll be a great manager.”


  “And of course, we will be coming to visit often,” Mason added. “After all, we should cooperate if we’re going to be involved in this war against the felines.”


  Quinn wished he could test his abilities on Mason and Devon. He was very curious regarding what the two wolves really thought about all this. However, he couldn’t risk it. Hewitt and his mates had been more than helpful, especially given the circumstances, and it would be rude and ungrateful if he even made the attempt to invade their thoughts. Besides, since Quinn wasn’t in full control of his powers, he might completely fuck up and insult the three men in an outrageous way.


  As such, he leaned against G’aladon and dismissed his concern. In time, Devon and Mason would see in G’aladon what Quinn himself did, even if they couldn’t fully trust the witch now. Besides, like Mason had said, they had far greater concerns than that. Havedok would not stand idle, and Quinn expected attacks on ferals and spirit wolves to begin soon.


  “So where to now?” he inquired.


  Mason shrugged. “I know a lot of people in Eastern Europe and Asia. We’ll have to visit Egypt at one point, because I have some acquaintances there, too. We have a long trip ahead of us.”


  “And on that note, we should be heading out,” Devon said.


  Hewitt nodded. “Make yourselves at home. I’ll contact my old staff and let them know of the change in management.”


  A few more arrangements were made, and with that, Hewitt, Devon, and Mason were off. Quinn admitted he felt a little puzzled as to what he and his mates should do now. There were so many possibilities, so many paths open ahead of them. Until meeting Roarke and G’aladon, Quinn had been limited to a very constrained universe, but now, he was part of something far greater than himself.


  His mates did not allow him to dwell further on such thoughts. They seemed intent on a celebration. Roarke grabbed Quinn and draped the human over his shoulders like a sack of potatoes.


  “I think we should take advantage of the time we have until the staff shows up,” the wolf said. “What do you say?”


  “I say it’s an excellent idea.” G’aladon chuckled. Quinn blinked, and before he could even realize what was going on, they were out of the club lobby and in the bedroom Hewitt had assigned to them earlier before making the offer for them to keep this place permanently.


  Quinn recovered quickly, though, having gotten used to G’aladon using his abilities like that. When Roarke dumped him on the bed, he grinned up at his mates. “Slow, so slow,” he told them. “You’re wasting time.”


  Roarke growled playfully, while G’aladon laughed. The taunt earned Quinn another spell, and this time, it left him naked while his mates were dressed. Quinn shivered, but not because he was cold or afraid. There was something incredibly powerful about the situation, as if this simple enchantment brought him a sweet vulnerability that made anticipation swell within him.


  When both men crawled into bed with him, Quinn actually whimpered, drawing twin snickers from his mates. And then, G’aladon was on him, kissing him breathless, and Quinn forgot all about any possible feelings of apprehension or anything else except his men, for that matter.


  It seemed that G’aladon succeeded in keeping a far better hold over his control than Quinn did. He managed to cast another spell without even tearing his lips away from Quinn’s. Not that Quinn was complaining. On the contrary, protest couldn’t be further away from his mind, especially when G’aladon’s tongue thrust in his mouth, massaging and caressing, giving Quinn a taste of what was to come. And of course, he would be an absolute idiot to disapprove, more so since G’aladon brought his now-naked body to Quinn’s. Quinn wrapped his arms around G’aladon’s neck, losing himself in the kiss and all the while grinding against G’aladon’s abdomen, the maddening friction sending shocks of pleasure through him. His cock was already leaking copious amounts of fluid, but G’aladon wasn’t much better off. Quinn could feel the other man’s arousal through their bond, but also in a more direct way, since his witch mate’s dick insistently nudged against his thigh.


  Naturally, Roarke didn’t stay out of the game for long. G’aladon briefly pulled away, ostensibly to catch his breath, but Quinn didn’t receive that benefit. Roarke stepped in, taking his mouth in a ravishing kiss that took no prisoners. Where G’aladon was pure, lustful, elegant seduction, Roarke unleashed animalistic passions, harsher, coarser, drugging in an intensity that could only be compared to the life energies of the planet itself.


  When Roarke finally pulled away, Quinn was dizzy with need, his body buzzing with sexual tension and desire. His anus clenched, aching to be filled. If he didn’t get fucked in five minutes, he’d lose his mind.


  Fortunately, Roarke and G’aladon seemed to feel the same urgency he did. G’aladon’s spell had left Roarke naked as well, something Quinn was very grateful for. He caught a brief peek of Roarke’s thick, swollen cock before the wolf flipped Quinn on all fours. G’aladon kissed Quinn’s shoulder and took position behind him, leaving Quinn to wonder what exactly they meant to do to him.


  Quinn spread his legs wide and pushed his ass up, unable to speak and trusting his body and his bond with his mates to do the communication. Thankfully, the two men didn’t leave him waiting. Two long, slick fingers invaded Quinn’s hole, stretching him in a languorous, careful, and somehow seductive way. Through the haze of pleasure now clouding his mind, Quinn realized G’aladon must have provided the oil again.


  When the witch’s digits brushed against Quinn’s prostate, though, Quinn’s thoughts became a blur of incoherence. Distantly, he was aware of his own voice begging and pleading, his words now a litany of random affirmations and mostly, littered liberally with his mates’ names. “Yes! God, yes! Roarke! G’aladon! Yes. There.”


  Relentlessly, G’aladon prepared him with a patience that chipped away at the last remnants of Quinn’s sanity. When the third finger went in, Quinn howled, feeling his climax already closing in. But it wasn’t enough, God, it wasn’t enough, and Quinn didn’t know whether to pull away or push back against the agonizingly pleasurable invasion.


  His choice was taken away from him when G’aladon at last deemed him ready. The witch retracted his fingers from Quinn’s ass and positioned his dick at Quinn’s opening.


  Quinn’s breath caught as he waited, but alas, G’aladon didn’t push inside. Nevertheless, a shower of sparks flowed over Quinn, G’aladon’s pleasure pulsing through the bond. Quinn realized Roarke was preparing G’aladon as well, and he fidgeted impatiently, the mere thought of what followed pushing him even closer to the edge.


  After what seemed like forever, his mates took pity on him and themselves. Ever so slowly, G’aladon pushed inside Quinn. The delicious burn, the way G’aladon’s dick stretched Quinn’s passage almost beyond what Quinn thought he could take, it was all like Quinn’s personal version of heaven. A million sensations burst through him, and he buried his face in the pillow, struggling not to come, not yet.


  Finally, G’aladon was fully seated inside him. The witch stilled, giving Quinn time to adjust. Quinn was on the verge of tears by now, needing to be fucked so badly, but at the same time, enjoying every moment of what his mates were giving him.


  And then, in one single thrust, Roarke pushed inside G’aladon. Quinn felt the strong shove ripple all the way into his body. He arched his back and cried out, now connected to his mates in a way that he could have never imagined before meeting them. They fell into a rhythm with the ease of lovers who knew each other perfectly. And wasn’t that the truth? Everything within Quinn was open to his mates, theirs for the taking. He felt every thrust twofold as they moved, Roarke’s powerful strokes combining with G’aladon’s. At a deeper, more hidden level, he sensed his men’s pleasure as well, and it brought him an ecstasy that went far beyond the limits of the flesh.


  They lost themselves in the dance as old as time itself, pushing, shoving, moaning, and grunting, creating a cocoon that protected them from the outside world with their passion. Every time G’aladon’s dick brushed against Quinn’s prostate, Quinn fell more and more into a reality where only the three of them existed.


  Quinn wanted to remain here forever, to be one with his mates for all time. But alas, with all the foreplay and the buildup, he couldn’t hold back for much longer. His body demanded release, and he pushed back against G’aladon, seeking what only his mates could give him.


  G’aladon reached for Quinn’s cock, obviously intending to give Quinn the final impulse he needed to come. He never managed to go through with his plan, as Roarke suddenly bit down on G’aladon’s neck. Quinn couldn’t see it, but he could feel it. It didn’t matter that he wasn’t the one bitten. It was as if he had been dumped in a pool of hot molten lava, only to find it didn’t burn him. Instead, his oversensitized body instantly responded, and his world exploded into a rainbow of colors as he found his peak, crying out his mates’ names.


  G’aladon and Roarke were right there with him, and for a few perfect moments, there were no barriers between them. Quinn could see his mates’ every thought, knew how much they loved him and how much he meant to them. Likewise, they also experienced what he did and understood how precious they were to him.


  Time seemed to stop as they sank together in the nirvana. Within the pleasure of their joined climax, Quinn found something else just as beautiful and as profound. He had the certainty that their bond would outlast anything that would be thrown their way, that together, they would manage to overcome any challenge.


  As they began to recover, Quinn found himself at the bottom of a pile of sweaty, naked limbs. Roarke grunted, moving away, obviously concerned about squashing them, and G’aladon plopped down next to Quinn as well. They needn’t have bothered. There was no other place Quinn would have liked to be than with them, under them, loving them. They’d gone through so much together in such a short period of time and they’d emerged victorious.


  G’aladon seemed to be deep in thought as well. As he caressed Quinn’s cheek, he suddenly said, “You know, it occurs to me that I never really thanked you for hearing me out even when I was only a ghostly voice in your heads.”


  Roarke chuckled. “You thank us every day, G’aladon, just by existing. And you express your gratitude then, too.”


  “It’s not enough.” G’aladon huffed, practically emanating genuine frustration. “You gave me love. You gave me salvation. It’s never going to be enough.”


  Quinn brushed a light peck against G’aladon’s lips. “You’re looking at it from the wrong perspective,” he whispered. “We have a lot to be thankful for, as do you, but we have our whole lives ahead of us to celebrate what we have, together.”


  “Our whole lives. Together.” G’aladon grinned. “I like that. I like that very much.”


  “Excellent,” Roarke replied. “What do you say we continue our celebration right now?”


  Both G’aladon and Quinn laughed, but Roarke clearly wasn’t joking. And as the wolf showed them just how serious he was, Quinn knew without a doubt that he had been granted an amazing gift as well—the gift of a love that would never die.
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